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Preface: 
 
This book is a translation of Vavřin Škarecký’s memoirs of his time in Siberia and China 
between the years 1915-1940.  He was a POW first, then a member of the Czechoslovak 
Legion travelling along the Trans-Siberian Railway, and then after WW1 and the Russian 
Revolution, he remained in China for 20 years, working primarily in banking and export/import, 
raising his family.  He wrote these memoirs 49 years ago, in 1968-9, in Prague, Czechoslovakia. 
 
The first section of the book serves as a historical, political and military background of the time 
of WW1 and the involvement of the Czechs and Slovaks in various battles.  A personal account 
of time as a POW and later joining the Czechoslovak Legion and life in China starts on page 84. 
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• The Czechoslovak Legion, although a group of men, is referred to in the singular, like 
the word “army”.  In some other texts, it is referred to as “…the Legion are…”, however 
here, we have chosen to use the singular form.   
 

• Some pages have a simple map above the text, with an arrow indicating approximate 
position along the Trans-Siberian Railway.  For more specific location, please refer to 
maps on pages 210 and 211.    
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Memories of a prisoner of war  
and memories of the Czechoslovak Anabasis*1 across Siberia 1915-1920 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Compiled by Vavřin Konstantin Victor Škarecký, former prisoner of war and member 
of the Czechoslovak Legion in Russia, from historic accounts and personal experience. 
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Introduction 
 
The main motivation behind writing these memoirs is to describe the origin and actions 
of the Czechoslovak volunteer army units abroad during WW1, and their participation in 
the events that in large part supported her reaching independence.  One can judge 
whether or not they awakened the attention of the world, which at least learned of the 
existence of the Czech nation, since at that time very little was known abroad about the 
Czech situation.  For clarification of this account, important historic and geographical 
events have been added to these memoirs. 
 
Czechoslovak military units abroad were formed and added to between the years 1914 
and 1918 in France and Russia, and later during the war in Italy.  The majority was 
formed by groups of Czech and Slovak expats, who voluntarily joined the French or 
Russian armies, because in a war against Germany and Austria-Hungary, they saw a 
way towards establishing national freedom.  In the end, tens of thousands of prisoners 
of war of Czech and Slovak origin in Russia, Serbia and Italy formed the independent 
volunteer units called “the Legion”. They fought on the Eastern and Western Fronts, and 
eventually even on the Southwestern Front on the side of the Allies in France, Russia 
and Italy (who had joined later).  Britain was also part of the Triple Entente*2 treaty.  
 
Except for a few chapters about the Czechoslovak Legion in France and Italy, these 
memoirs (and my personal experiences) deal mainly with the Czechoslovak Legion in 
Russia. That group was the largest, and played the largest and most important role in 
the entire affair.  After completing their mission on the Russo-Austro-Hungarian Front, 
which ceased to exist following the peace treaty of Brest-Litovsk*3 [between Russia and 
Austria-Hungary], the Czechoslovak Legion in Russia was officially incorporated into  
the French Army.  It was meant to be moved from Russia eastward, via the Far East, 
through Vladivostok to France, in order to strengthen the western battlefield, where    
the human resources were dwindling in bloody battles.  However, the evacuation      
from Russia occurred under very challenging conditions and met some unforeseen 
obstacles.  It took over two years, and its successful implementation required the 
occupation of the last 8,000 km portion of the Trans-Siberian Railway*4.  This campaign 
became known to the world as the “Czechoslovak Anabasis across Siberia”, and I 
personally participated in it.  The evacuation was completed in the last half of 1920, long 
after the war had ended [11.11.1918], and so Czechoslovak military units were sent 
back to Czechoslovakia instead of to France, where they were no longer needed. 
 
It is important to remember that at the start of WW1, the Czech homeland was still part 
of the Austro-Hungarian Hapsburg monarchy.  For that reason, the Legionnaires who 
fought voluntarily under the red and white flag of national liberation were initially Austro-
Hungarian soldiers (and therefore their military lives had started within the Austro-
Hungarian Army).  These men had to go through many bitter hardships as POWs before 
they could join the Czechoslovak Legion and fulfill their patriotic duty. 
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In my account, the order of events, especially while a POW, is not necessarily 
chronological.  Instead, I describe this period of my life as I remembered it, with 
occasionally inserted chapters describing significant events. 
 
This account is relatively brief and requires much more detailed explanations, but due to 
a lack of space in this book, it is not possible to go into more depth.  At the same time,   
I admit that my writing style is influenced by the Russian language, which I primarily 
spoke for more than 33 years.  Therefore, some occasional, unusual expressions may 
crop up.   
 

                              
                    
                         Aust.-Hung. gendarme                           Infantryman from 1914 

 
Before WW1, our countrymen [Czechs and Slovaks], who were expats in France, Britain 
and Russia, mostly retained their Austro-Hungarian citizenship because it gave them 
certain advantages during peacetime.  But after war broke out, these people were 
persecuted, interned, or followed by the police, and the wealthy had their property 
seized and could not do business freely.  In Russia, they were imprisoned, and of 
course sent to Siberia.  For this reason, some émigrés tried to demonstrate their anti-
Austrian feelings in order to show loyalty to the governments of the countries where 
they lived. Many of these people supported the war against Austria-Hungary and 
voluntarily enlisted.  The building up of voluntary units in the service of the Allied 
Powers of the Triple Entente became the primary weapon of the liberation movement, 
which soon was headed by political expats and émigrés from the Czech lands.  The first 
steps in forming the Czechoslovak units abroad were taken by the Czechs and Slovaks 
in France and in Russia.  
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Participation in the Foreign Legion 
 
The largest contingent of countrymen was in France – about 2,000 strong – 
concentrated mostly in Paris.  In Russia, the majority of countrymen belonged to the 
wealthy class, whereas France was home to the middle class, craftsmen and the 
working class.  In France, these people did not hesitate to join the French Army.  It soon 
became apparent that these countrymen (as foreigners) would be able to voluntarily 
enlist only into the Foreign Legion Infantry units, and not until the twentieth day after 
mobilization (i.e., August 22nd, 1914).  Until then, the main concern of the Czech colony 
in France was to ensure that its members, who as citizens of an enemy country [ie. 
Austria-Hungary] were to be interned, would keep their residence rights in Paris until 
their official relationship towards France was resolved.  This was accomplished with the 
help of some important politicians.  On August 22nd, 1914, 300 Czech men of military 
age were drafted.  The next day they were taken to a training camp in the southwest of 
France.  The majority were assigned to the 2nd Marching Regiment of the 1st Foreign 
Regiment (2e régiment de marche du 1er régiment étranger).  This was a reserve unit 
that was one of the two regiments of the Foreign Legion, whose home base during 
peacetime was in North Africa.  Foreigners who joined these regiments, however, did 
not have the same status as the normal “Legionnaires”.  They were only volunteers for 
the duration of the war against Germany and its allies.  In the initial confusion, a few 
Czechs and Slovaks managed to join the regular French Army – only about 40 workers 
from Central and Northern France – and they continued as French soldiers for the 
duration of the war, but this was an exception.  The majority of those who joined in 
August 1914 were incorporated into the aforementioned regiment. 
 
The regiment had four battalions – A to D.  The Czech volunteers formed the 1st 
Company of Battalion C.  The 2nd Company consisted of Poles and Belgians, the 3rd 
Company Swiss and Luxembourgers, and the 4th Company Spaniards and Italians.  The 
1st Company, due to their greeting, was given the name Compagnie “Nazdar” [meaning 
“hello” in Czech], and consisted of about 250 men; any extras were sent to the other 
units.  Other Czechs served directly in the Foreign Legion in Morocco and Algeria, 
where they were used to suppress uprisings of native tribes and to keep order.  
 
The training of Company “Nazdar” continued until the beginning of October, led by      
an experienced French officer, Captain Sallé.  With new uniforms and weapons, the 
company swore their ceremonial oath on the training ground at Bayonne on October 
12th, 1914.  On October 23rd, 1914, Battalion C boarded a cargo train headed for the 
front in Champagne, where they joined their regiment, already consisting of Battalions  
A and B and the regimental staff.  Battalion D arrived from their training at the end of 
November 1914.  The regiment as a whole was incorporated into an independent unit 
called the Moroccan Division, which was famous as an elite unit.  The Moroccan 
Division was made up of two brigades of two regiments each.  Besides the Foreign 
Legion Regiment and the Zouave Regiment [consisting mostly of North African 
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Berbers], there were two Moroccan regiments, two units of light artillery, two squadrons 
of cavalry and a unit of engineers.   
 
The Moroccan Division had already experienced some retreats from the French border, 
when the Foreign Legion Regiment was added to it.  At that time, the front had already 
stagnated, and hope for rapid advancement of the front was lost.  In France, the front 
stretched from the Swiss border all the way to the French northern coast – a distance of 
850 km.  There were no flanks.  The enormous firepower facilitated by massive use of 
artillery and machine guns gave the advantage to the defense.  The current military 
situation was in crisis because of the stagnated trench warfare.  Moving the front by a 
few kilometres required great material and human resources.  Armies facing each other 
began to dig themselves into the ground. 
 
The Czech volunteers disembarked from their railcars in Reims.  The trenches there 
were shallow and uncomfortable, made without tactical goals in mind, since the 
commanders were counting on advancing soon.  Thus began autumn life in the 
trenches:  mud, rain, cold, exhausting watches, reconnaissance attacks, artillery fire 
interspersed with digging trenches in wet soil, building shelters and machine gun 
emplacements.  
 
Company “Nazdar” stayed in the Champagne trenches until April 26th, 1915.  Suddenly 
an order was issued to abandon the trenches, which the Legionnaires had made more 
comfortable during their stay.  Following several zigzag changes in direction, the 
Moroccan Division arrived in the Artois region in Northern France (Pas-de-Calais 
department).  They then marched closer to the front, where preparations for a major 
offensive had been underway since early spring. According to French plans, this 
offensive was to be the beginning of chasing the Germans out of France. 
 
The Moroccan Division was deployed directly to the middle of the offensive.  With only 
two of its regiments (the other two were left as reserves), it occupied a width of 1400 m.  
From the beginning of May, there was great thundering of artillery fire.  On Saturday, 
May 8th, they determined the order in which the foreign battalions would attack. 
Battalion C was first, then D, A and B.  In Battalion C, the companies were situated such 
that Company “Nazdar” attacked on the right, the Polish Company in the centre, and the 
Swiss-Luxembourg Company on the left. Battalion C’s goal was Hill 140 on Falaise de 
Vimy [Vimy Ridge], the main goal of the operation.  On May 9th, 1915, at 10:00 a.m., the 
artillery fell silent and the soldiers, following a thunderous battle cry, charged… 
 
Later this attack was called the Battle of Arras [not to be confused with the second 
Battle of Arras in 1917, in which Canadian troops participated].  It was a typical battle   
of the initial period of trench warfare, in which both sides were gaining experience and 
trying various methods of penetrating the front.  Although the commanders who were 
planning the entire operation believed that they could restart an offensive, their hopes 
were in vain.  The problem was not resolved, and the means to accomplish such a task 
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were not available.  The first imperfect tanks only appeared on the French battlefields  
in September of 1916 and in greater numbers in 1917, in the offensive at Cambrai. 
 
The soldiers attacked against intense fire, upright and without cover, with the officers 
leading. For this reason, the French Army soon had a shortage of officers. They had no 
fire cover, nor were they looking for cover on the ground.  In their blue and red uniforms 
(blue tunics, red pants, red hats) and without helmets, they were easy targets for the 
German infantry, who had survived artillery fire bombardment in their deep underground 
shelters and then decimated the attackers from hidden embrasures.  And so, in the first 
Battle of Arras, the French forces only managed to penetrate the front to a depth of 4 
km, and that only after eight days of artillery barrage and four times as many attackers 
as opponents.  They did not reach their goal of Hill 140 on Vimy Ridge and the 
casualties were great.  The Foreign Legion Regiment alone lost 1,889 of 3,822 
noncommissioned officers (NCOs) and soldiers (fallen and injured), and 50 of 75 
officers.  Battalion C, which led the attack, had the highest losses.  All of the officers 
were killed, and of 925 soldiers, only a third remained.   
 
Company “Nazdar” as a unit ceased to exist.  Out of almost 250 men, 42 perished, and 
around 100 were injured in such a way that they never returned to their regiment.  The 
Czech company therefore ceased to be part of Battalion C and its remaining members 
were scattered among all the units of the Foreign Regiment.  Even though there were   
a few more dozen Czechs added to the Foreign Legion Regiment, these never again 
formed a separate unit.  It is estimated that a total of 600 Czechs served in WW1 in the 
French Foreign Legion, including 30 men from among the Czechs in London.  This 
number may not be exact, however.  Besides serving with other companies, they were 
also transferred to other fronts. 
 
It was starting to become apparent that the Czech efforts in the Foreign Legion were  
not helping to foster the political aims for which these self-sacrificing countrymen were 
willing to die.  In addition, as a result of several cases of desertion and treason, the 
French Parliament passed a law on June 3rd, 1915, forbidding enlistment of foreigners 
into the Foreign Legion who were citizens of countries that were at war with France.  
The law stated that any previous agreements with volunteers could be cancelled 
(except with Alsatians and Lorrainians/Lotharingians of French origin).  During the 
negotiations, Senator Martin supported the Czechs and Poles, praised their military 
accomplishments and their sacrifices in the battle at Arras, and requested that the 
Minister of War decide the fate of these volunteers.  As it turned out, the Minister was 
not very interested in justice for these honest and brave soldiers. 
 
This upset the volunteers, who started requesting that the law be applied, as they 
wanted to be discharged in protest against the law.  The law was ignored however,   
and they were told that it did not apply to the Czechs.  As long as they were near the 
front lines near Arras, they were again sent into battle, resulting in the loss of eight more 
comrades.  Likewise, the regiment commander Lt.-Col. Cot claimed in a written order 
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that the law did not apply to Czechs.  He stressed that anyone who continued to insist 
on discharge would be treated as an Austrian (i.e., sent to an internment camp).  
However, he also requested that four dissatisfied soldiers be discharged from the 
regiment.  The Czech Sub-Lt. Štafl indicated that the biggest radicals were volunteers 
Gutfreund, Ruml, Tamchyn and Šimsa.  But the entire affair quieted down when the 
regiment was preparing for an offensive at Champagne.  It was only eight months later 
when the Foreign Regiment was deployed to the front at the river Oise, that these 
named volunteers – of whom the first three were already corporals – were struck from 
the regiment and sent to a POW camp as Austrians.  Nothing was ever explained to 
them; they were just thrown out of the Army without cause.  These experienced 
soldiers, proven in battle and devoted to France, were simply placed among German 
and Austro-Hungarian POWs, who naturally considered them to be traitors and treated 
them accordingly.  
 
This case clearly illustrates how the volunteers’ dedication to the Foreign Legion, 
proven on the battlefield, was tested.  The Czech volunteers did not have anyone         
to speak for them, and without a representative body that 
would give meaning to their political aspirations at home 
and abroad, the sacrifice they were making was useless.  
Such a representative body could not be created within 
the ranks of our countrymen abroad.  It had to be 
formed by people who had official political 
mandates at home, and who could negotiate with 
the Allied countries.  The case of the Czech 
volunteers wasn’t resolved until 1917, with the 
creation of a new political body of the 
Czechoslovak resistance abroad – the 
Czechoslovak National Council in Paris. 
 
 
The Czechoslovak National Council (CzNC) 
 
An opportunity for the formation of political representation of the national liberation 
movement came at the end of 1914, when 64-year-old Member of Austrian Parliament, 
Professor T.G. Masaryk, left for abroad.  The politically minded people back home also 
thought of taking advantage of the conflict created by the war, in order to achieve 
national autonomy.  It wasn’t as spontaneous as with the Czech and Slovak expats who 
were excluded from Austrian jurisdiction, but their example led to concrete ideas and 
plans.  Masaryk proposed a plan in which Austria-Hungary would be partitioned into 
individual states based on nationality.  However, in order to convince the Allied Powers, 
this idea required long term diverse political efforts.  Already at the start of the war, 
Masaryk established contact with people he knew in Britain.  He had a number of 
discussions with important Austrian politicians, and gradually formed his own ideas.   
His plan assumed the renewal of the independent historic lands of Czechs, Moravians, 
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and Silesians, and the addition of Slovakia.  This was a difficult task, as western Europe 
was unaware of the Czech and Slovak situation. Speaking to English and French 
politicians, Masaryk offered to weaken the German position in Central Europe and to 
increase the influence of the West at the expense of the Hapsburg Empire.  He started 
these activities at a time when he could not rely on support from the majority of Czech 
politicians in Prague.  In the second half of 1915, he could only rely on a small group    
of them, and so he had to find support among the Czech and Slovak expats abroad. 
 
Masaryk’s political contacts with the enemy abroad did not remain hidden from the 
Austrians.  After two reconnaissance missions to Holland at the end of 1914 and a third 
to Italy in December, he could not return home.  His friends informed him that if he 
returned, he would be arrested.  He therefore settled in Geneva, and there he began    
to take the first steps towards political change.  First, he unified all of the Czech anti-
Austrian efforts abroad.  Following the example of Czechs and Slovaks in France and 
Russia, even countrymen living in the US and Britain joined the cause.  In March 1915, 
Masaryk circulated a letter from Geneva to all expat colonies, explaining the unification 
plan.  In September, Masaryk’s colleague Dr. E. Beneš, also escaped from Bohemia.  
Preparations progressed to the point that on November 14th, 1915, they officially 
announced the formation of a Czechoslovak Committee abroad.  In their declaration, 
they summarized historical and political reasons for the renewal of an independent 
Czechoslovak state.  The proclamation was signed by Dürich, Masaryk [both former 
Austrian Members of Parliament] and the representatives of political expat organizations 
in France, Russia and the USA.  This is how the Czech and Slovak central organization 
for running the expat anti-Austrian effort was formed.  It received the support of an 
overwhelming majority of expats, and in February 1916, the Czechoslovak National 
Council (CzNC) was established.  Its members were Prof. T.G. Masaryk (Chairman),    
J. Dürich (Vice-Chairman), Dr. M. Štefánik (a naturalized French citizen representing 
the Slovaks, a pilot) and Dr. E. Beneš (General Secretary).  
 
The goal of the CzNC was to achieve diplomatic recognition of an independent 
Czechoslovak state. Apart from publicity (not much was known about the Czech issue 
abroad), the means to this end was mainly military action (i.e., organizing independent 
military units as much as possible within the framework of the Allied Powers). Masaryk 
talked about the issue in the following way: “If we build an army, we will put ourselves 
into a new position relative to Austria-Hungary and the Allies … In any case neither the 
Allies nor Vienna will be able to ignore us.  Without a decisive fight (including a military 
one), we will not accomplish anything.” 
 
From then on, all efforts of the CzNC, both political and practical, were directed   
towards forming an army.  The problem was that in France, all of the options had been 
exhausted by drafting volunteers into the Foreign Legion. In 1916, only a handful of 
them were still engaged in battle.  The CzNC tried to get the soldiers mainly to the 
French Front, because they rightfully assumed that France was the primary military 
force against the Germans, and they thought that France would be a decisive factor     
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in the ensuing peace talks.  However, already by 1915, Russia had become the main 
reservoir of Czech and Slovak POWs. 
 
The first Czechoslovak politicians were attempting to gain support in the local expat 
circles in Russia.  At the end of 1915, an opportunity arose to join the Czechoslovak 
military efforts with the interest of the French government in bringing military support  
out of Russia.  The chairman of the military council of the French senate, Gaston Paul 
Doumergue, set out for Petrograd [St. Petersburg] in order to negotiate the transfer of 
the largest possible military contingent to the French Front.  His mission was not very 
successful, however.  In total, only 16,000 Russian soldiers were transferred to France.  
The CzNC proposed the idea to transfer Czech and Slovak POWs along with the 
Russian soldiers, who would then form a Czechoslovak Army in France.  The French 
government promised that France would support this, if Russia agreed.  CzNC 
representative J. Dürich was sent to Russia to negotiate the details.  At the same    
time, it was arranged for Štefánik, as representative of the French military, to join him.   
 
After this Czechoslovak POW initiative had been approved at the highest level in 
France, the CzNC began investigating other possible options.  In the second half of 
1916, there were around 4,000 Czechs and Slovaks in French POW camps, who had 
been POWs of Serbia and had retreated with their army across the Albanian Mountains 
to the sea.  At the start there had been 25,000, but the retreat over the snow-covered 
mountains in ragged Austrian uniforms and without any supplies, led to only 11,000 of 
them actually crossing the Adriatic Sea.  The Italians moved the POWs to the island of 
Asinara near Sardinia, where another 1,000 succumbed to epidemics.  When they were 
finally transported to POW labour camps in France, there were only 4,000 left.  It was 
therefore quite difficult to recruit and convince volunteers for the Czechoslovak Army 
from among these men, who had suffered so much and had barely survived.   Such 
efforts succeeded only as late as 1918 when most of the POWs from Serbia joined the 
French Army.   
 
 
The Fate of Expats in the Foreign Legion 
 
The status of the rest of the Czechoslovak volunteers in the Foreign Legion in 1916 was 
not enviable.  They endured the most difficult battles on the Western Front, because  
the Moroccan Division, in which the Foreign Legion regiment was incorporated, was 
deployed to the worst sections of the front.  In Champagne in the fall of 1915, six 
Czechs were killed and eighteen were wounded.  The Czechoslovak volunteers    
began to realize that the French command needed the foreign units – aside from        
the Czechoslovaks, there were also colonial units of Arabs, Senegalese, and other 
nationalities – in order to send them to the most dangerous sections of the front and let 
them bleed to death.  Twenty Czech volunteers repeatedly requested to be discharged.  
The requests were never granted.  Instead, they were offered French citizenship, which 
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would entitle them to be transferred to French units.  There are no known cases of any 
volunteers agreeing to this.   
 
In the second half of 1916, they were again deployed to the bloody slaughter on the 
river Somme (west of Amiens) where the Allied command was preparing a massive 
offensive, in order to relieve Verdun, which had been under threat since February.    
The fortress was protected by a wide band of field fortifications, on which the Germans’ 
advance failed.  In not quite three months of the Verdun battles, the Germans advanced 
by about 7 km, and this conflict cost both sides around half a million casualties.  In the 
first three months of the battle on the river Somme, the Allied armies progressed 3 – 8 
km.  In the process, they used 2.5 million rounds of ammunition (which would require 37 
trains of 30 boxcars each to transport) during six days of artillery bombardment.  Losses 
on both sides amounted to a total of 1,300,000 men.   
 
The foreign regiment advanced in open (!!) terrain under fire from the enemy and lost 
900 men here.  The Czech Platoon of the 1st Company distinguished itself in battles.     
It pounced on the enemy field battalion which was advancing, caused havoc among 
them, and forced them to retreat. The Czechoslovaks took 60 prisoners including an 
officer who displayed his displeasure once he discovered the nationality and small 
number of soldiers to whom he had surrendered.  In the fighting, 15 Czechs perished, 
and 30 were wounded.  Thereupon the Legion was relieved, and returned to the front   
at the Somme on November 17th.  What they encountered there was not the horrors of 
battle, but the horror of mud.  The rain had turned the battlefield into a swamp.  Only a 
month later were they transferred to the rear. 
 
According to incomplete statistical data, of the original 600 Czechoslovak volunteers 
recruited in 1914, 80 men died and 130 were discharged due to permanent disabilities.  
The remaining 390 were distributed as follows:  130 on the French Front with different 
units, 6 in the air force, 31 in hospitals, 26 transferred to the Salonika Front in 
Macedonia, 152 served in the Foreign Legion in Africa, 30 with French regiments        
as interpreters, 11 in the military industry, and 4 were discharged from the army. 
This handful of brave men could not, however, become the foundation of a 
Czechoslovak Army.  That would have to be decided in Russia.   
 
In 1917, units of the Foreign Legion were also deployed to the most intense battles.     
In April, they were recalled from the front in Champagne and transferred into a camp.  
Following reinforcements by Legionnaires from Africa (including 30 Czechs), the 
Foreign Legion was again deployed to the front lines near Chemin des Dames.  
Individual battalions were alternating in exhausting battles on the front lines between 
June 6th and July 6th.  On July 7th, 1917, the entire Moroccan Division was withdrawn 
from the front and sent for R&R. On August 19th, the division was again deployed for 
fighting near Verdun.  The terrain had apparently totally changed in this area.  The 
forests had disappeared, and the soil was pockmarked with numerous craters, covered 
with tangles of barbed wire intertwined with destroyed connecting trenches, multiple 
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machine gun emplacements, rubble, burned wooden beams, and ruins of concrete.  
The terrain was full of armed soldiers of all kinds on both sides.  The Germans had dug 
a tunnel under the saddle between two hilltops (800 m long) and manned it with 1,100 
soldiers.  There were more similar tunnels where their crews could wait out the artillery 
bombardments and then return to their machine guns. It continued endlessly in this way:  
a battle, and then rest.  In one case the Legionnaires captured the vigorously defended 
hilltop L’Oie, and the crew of the tunnel, including the regiment staff, surrendered.   
 
On September 2nd, the Foreign Legion Regiment, together with the Moroccan Division 
was recalled from the trenches and was transferred for R&R to a military camp.  
Following R&R on October 3rd, the Moroccan Division was again deployed on the front 
lines but in a relatively calm area.  There were approximately 100 Czechs and Slovaks, 
mostly NCOs, who had been decorated with many orders and medals.  One important 
event at this time was USA’s declaration of war on Germany and, at the beginning of 
December 1917, also on Austria-Hungary.  In view of the dire military situation in which 
the Triple Entente (Allied Powers) countries had found themselves at the end of 1916, 
USA’s entry into the war was a major event.  The war took on an exhausting character, 
which meant that a victory could not be achieved through skillful military leadership. 
Rather, it required superiority in materials and human resources.  USA’s entry into     
the war offered hope for the supply of fresh American forces to the French battlefields.    
The CzNC saw an opportunity in recruiting volunteers from the many Czech and Slovak 
expats in the USA.  The French sent a delegation to America, whose mission was to 
obtain US government approval to recruit immigrant volunteers for Slavic armies in 
France.  However, the US government did not condone these plans.  In the end, they 
agreed the recruitment could proceed only among those US citizens who were not 
subject to US military service.  So this applied only to men who were too old to be 
drafted or men who had not yet obtained US citizenship.  Besides, the American 
Czechs were not interested in joining the Czech Army in France, because American 
soldiers were treated better than soldiers fighting under French command.   
 
In the summer of 1917, the effect of the agreement between Masaryk and Thomas,    
the French Minister of Munitions, was starting to be felt in France.  According to the 
agreement, 30,000 Czech and Slovak volunteers were to be transported to France to 
join the Army or to work in the industry.  This resulted in a French commitment to create 
an independent Czechoslovak Army.  The first steps were taken in July.  The details 
were subsequently worked out, such as:  the relationship of the new Czechoslovak 
Army towards the CzNC and the French government, recruitment of soldiers, command 
language, and formal but necessary decisions regarding a flag, uniforms, oath, etc. 
 
Štefánik, who also travelled to the USA, had promised the French government 20,000 
Czech and Slovak volunteers from there, but he returned in November 1917 with only 
80 men.  At that time, however, the first group of Russian Legionnaires from Russia was 
on its way to France.  It was made up of 100 officers from the Officers Training School 
of the 2nd Division in Borispol and 1,100 volunteers from the reserve battalion of the 1st 
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Division from Zhitomir under the command of Cpt. Husák.  The units boarded the 
Russian ship “Kursk” in Archangelsk and on October 16th, 1917, departed via England 
to France.    They were expected to arrive on November 12th, 1917 in LaHavre.   There 
was a company of Czechs and Slovaks organized from among the POWs in Romania 
already in France, and also Czech officers from the Serbian Army, and finally the first 
volunteers recruited from among the POWs from Serbia, which had been transported 
through Italy.  After the US declaration of war on Austria-Hungary, other opportunities 
occurred to recruit volunteers from among expats in America.  In the end, about 2,500 
men from the USA joined up.   
 
The formation of an independent Czechoslovak Army in France was a huge success  
for the political goals of the CzNC.  Not only was the National Council granted political 
sovereignty over the Army, but also it was formally acknowledged that it is the army of 
an independent nation with its own flag, national oath, etc.  It was expressly determined 
that part of the army would be reserved for peace negotiations, which Masaryk and 
Beneš considered to be the most cogent argument for the diplomatic acceptance of      
a future Czechoslovak state.   
 
The long-awaited decree about the formation of a Czechoslovak Army was signed on 
December 16th, 1917.  The signing of the statute, i.e., the detailed agreement about the 
organization, selection of the officers, internal organization of military drafts, military 
administration, and use of the forces at the front, occurred on February 7th, 1918.   
 
 
The Czechoslovak Army Became a Reality Even in France 
 
The 21st Czechoslovak Infantry Regiment was established in Cognac on January 12th, 
1918.  It was assigned the number “21” because it was assumed that approximately    
20 regiments would be formed in Russia.  This was to demonstrate the unity of the 
Czechoslovak Army.  Lt.-Col. Phillipe was put in command.  The new commander 
inspected the troops whose numbers were nowhere near what a regiment should have.  
It was expected however, that over time, the regiment would be brought up to full 
complement.   
To achieve this, the expat community in France organized a recruitment campaign.  
Thanks to the goodwill of dedicated workers, this resulted in good cooperation between 
the workers and the CzCN.  The first step was a call for military service as follows: 
 
“It is a question of honour of our nation, that Czechs and Slovaks, all without exception, 
offer their services to the Czechoslovak National Army and so prove that they deserve 
to be considered real Czechs and Slovaks.  The committee of the Czech community 
and the volunteers in France call on all their members as well as those who without    
the council’s action were acknowledged by the French authorities as Czechoslovaks,   
to heed any appeal by the military offices of the Czechoslovak National Council, 
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established with the cooperation of the Czechoslovak community for the purpose of our 
national mobilization in France.” 
 
The first drafts occurred in Paris between March 23rd – 25th, 1918, and participation was 
almost 100%.  Intense recruitment was also carried out in the French POW camps, 
which were visited by representatives of the National Council.  The numbers in the 
Czechoslovak training camp later grew by another 850 men from Italy.  In exchange, 
several dozen officers, which the Italians needed, were sent to Italy.  Volunteers from 
the USA also began to arrive in greater numbers.  Therefore, on March 19th, they were 
able to establish a new 22nd Infantry Regiment.  They took units from the battalions of 
the 21st Regiment, and transferred them to a nearby camp in Jarnac in order to 
logistically prepare for the formation of the new regiment.  This was officially formed on 
May 20th, so that within half a year, the first Czechoslovak Brigade in France was 
formed.   
 
Adjunct to the CzCN, the first general staff was also established, under the French 
General Maurice Janin.  At the beginning, the staff had to overcome many problems, 
namely because the regiments were formed from very diverse units with different 
training backgrounds.   
 
The most numerous was a group of former POWs from Serbia (approx. 4,000 men) and 
2,300 volunteers from USA (of these 1,065 were Slovak),  2,170 men from Russia and 
Romania, 50 men from among the expats in France, 850 volunteers from Italy, 14 from 
as far away as Australia and about 50 from the Foreign Legion.  There were also 
difficulties among the Czechoslovak officers who were being “trained” by French 
instructors and who resented their subordinate situation.  However, they soon 
recognized the need for this requirement of greater expertise, especially when they 
realized that the advancement in rank in the French Army was not as easy as in the 
armies in which they had served.  At first, civilians eyed these volunteers with 
considerable distrust because they were afraid of Bolshevik “infection”.  As mentioned 
above, a large part of these volunteers came from Russia in Russian uniforms and the 
official propaganda had already influenced the French people.  The volunteers, on the 
other hand, complained mainly about the considerable bureaucracy and inflexibility of 
the French and their subordinate Czechoslovak military officials.   
 
Another group which had a difficult time dealing with the French military environment 
was the American volunteers.  They could not understand the French military discipline 
because of their American social experience.  What were the American volunteers to 
think, when after their arrival in France, there were no prepared military camps, no 
uniforms, and they were required to walk around in torn rags of various styles and with 
“PG” markings (prisonniere de guerre [POW])?  They were often placed in temporary 
camps together with German and Austrian POWs, and before they received arms, they 
were escorted like real prisoners to do manual labour.  The anger of the volunteers who 
felt betrayed naturally turned against the representatives of the CzNC. 
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The disappointment and sometimes very strong language caused by this irresponsible 
reception on French soil often continued even later when the soldiers, during their 
training, had to deal with organizational inabilities of leading officers, inadequate 
hygiene in camps, inadequate health services, delays in mail service, etc.  Sometimes, 
as witnessed by American expat volunteer movement worker Cpt. E. Voska, it seemed 
like the CzNC was working against the Czech soldiers and that this institution was a 
symbol of protectionism.   
 
Thanks to dedicated and capable personnel, both 
regiments were finally trained for field service.  In 
order to familiarize groups of NCOs and soldiers with 
the ways of warfare on the French Front, they were 
sent to different segments of the front for “practice”.  
Those who could have helped the most with their 
experience of four years of war “hell”, namely Czech 
and Slovak volunteers from the Foreign Legion, were 
not included.   
 
 
The Foreign Legion, 1918   
 
A French presidential decree expressly stated that an autonomous Czechoslovak Army 
would include Czechoslovaks presently serving in the French Army.  In spite of this, the 
French command was reluctant to release Czechs from the Foreign Legion.  They      
did not want to release a large number of soldiers of one nationality from the Foreign 
Legion for fear that other national groups would demand the same treatment and the 
Foreign Legion would be significantly reduced in size.  In spite of numerous 
applications, the Czechoslovak volunteers were released from the Legion only after two 
Czechoslovak Regiments had been formed.  The CzNC also had pointed out that the 
experienced Legionnaires would be better utilized within these regiments, which were  
to be sent to the front shortly.   
 
It was difficult to explain this to the volunteers in the Foreign Legion.  Beneš remembers 
in his memoirs how he was suspected of not wanting them to join the Czechoslovak 
Army.  One day in the spring of 1918, eight desperate soldiers visited him in the office  
of the CzNC and requested to be released from the Foreign Legion, since they were to 
be deployed to the front in several days.   One of them even apparently threatened him 
with a hand grenade and spoke of treason.  Beneš was able to calm him down.  The 
soldiers were sent to the front, and in the Battle of the Somme, all but one were killed.  
This one somehow managed to enter the office of the CzNC again, and threatened with 
a revolver and a bayonet before being overpowered.   
 
About 100 Czechoslovak Foreign Legionnaires started the year 1918 from an outcrop  
at the front at Saint-Mihiel.  It was an exploratory attack, well prepared in advance, for 
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which these experienced soldiers were selected.  The attack was very successful, and 
the Legionnaires took 190 prisoners and a lot of material.  In retaliation, the Germans 
bombarded the trenches of the Moroccan Division with yperite [chemical warfare agent 
– mustard gas].  The regiment left the front on January 18th to wait in the training camp 
for another deployment.  
 
On March 21st, 1918, the first day of spring, a new hell broke out on the French Front.  
The German command decided to attempt a decisive battle before it was too late.  This 
was because American regiments and materials began arriving at the front.  The 
offensive was well prepared.  They used the divisions which had just been relieved from 
the Eastern Front, as well as mobilizing last reserves in personnel and materials.  The 
breach was successful, and the German Army again threatened Paris.   
 
The Foreign Legionnaires realized that a new battle awaited them, as the Moroccan 
Division was moved closer to the front.  It was obvious from the unorganized 
movements behind the front, and the ever-changing orders, that the highest command 
was undecided where to deploy them.  The division often marched in close proximity to 
the front – three soldiers were killed by a grenade during one of the marches – but they 
were constantly at the ready to engage.  Finally, they were moved to the vicinity of the 
Hangard forest on the Somme.  On April 26th, 1918, there was a counter attack there, 
when the town of Amiens came under threat.  A number of Russian soldiers who had 
been attached to the Moroccan Division fought side by side with them, and according   
to French accounts, they saved the day.  
 
The German attack on Amiens was thwarted, but the losses on the French side were 
crippling.  The Moroccan Division lost 74 officers and 3,500 men, of which 2,000 had 
sustained serious injuries.  In the entire history of the Moroccan Division, this attack  
was felt to be one of the most severe.  The greatest losses were again suffered by the 
regiment of the Foreign Legion.  For example, the 1st Battalion was left with only 120 
men.  For the Czech volunteers, the battle ended with 18 dead.  Among them were also 
those, who in Paris had tried so desperately to join the Czechoslovak Army.   
 
After the battle, depression and frustration took hold among these self-sacrificing and 
sacrificed soldiers.  It was they who had first answered the call of duty to fight, and after 
four years of misery, they were still being sent into the heaviest battles, while those who 
recently followed their example were only training in new uniforms of an independent 
army behind the front.   
 
On May 7th, the Moroccan Division was recalled from the front for three weeks of R&R.  
The German threat, however, had not been warded off.  After their offensive on the 
Somme was exhausted, the German Army started a new offensive in the direction of 
Soissons and Fismes on May 27th.  Their advance was very fast and within 24 hours, 
they had penetrated to a depth of 20 km over a 60 km wide area.  The Allied command 
had to again mobilize all available forces.  On May 28th, the Moroccan Division was 



 

 

 

17 

 

alerted, loaded on transport vehicles and moved to Soissons.  The town could not be 
saved.  South of there, the Germans reached the Marne – as in the summer 1914!    
The Moroccan Division again marched for eight days behind the front from one place   
to another, in order to be deployed to the locations where experienced and disciplined 
soldiers were needed, and where France would not mourn their deaths so much.  On 
June 12th, the division was finally deployed to the river Aisne at Ambleny.  The Germans 
were again stopped.  Some historians believe that the Moroccan Division crushed four 
divisions of the 7th German Army of von Boehm there, which had been thrown in front  
of their machine guns.  Between May 28th and June 18th, the Moroccan Division lost 94 
officers, and 4,139 men.   
 
The last battle in which our volunteers in the Foreign Legion participated was the 
retaliatory Allied offensive starting on July 18th between Aisne and Villers-Cotterêts, this 
time surprisingly without artillery preparation.  The Moroccan Division with tank support, 
advanced behind a forward moving artillery barrage, and within six hours, moved 6 km 
in the direction of the road Soissons – Château-Thierry.  The attack was uninterrupted 
and units were taking turns day and night in the first wave.  The dead-tired soldiers of 
the Moroccan Division were relieved only as late as the night of July 21st/22nd.  Their 
losses amounted to 60 officers and 2,500 men. 
 
It was then that the German command discovered for the first time that among the ranks 
of the Allied forces fighting the Germans were also units of the Czechoslovak Army.   
But that was a mistake.  This happened because some Legionnaires entered the fight  
in blue Czechoslovak uniforms.  After having recovered from injuries from battles in    
the spring, they had left the hospitals of their own accord and joined the Czechoslovak 
Regiment in Cognac, where they were accepted into the unit and fitted with the new 
uniforms.  But because their transfer to the Czechoslovak Regiment was not legitimate, 
upon request from the commander of the Moroccan Division, they were returned to the 
Foreign Legion Regiment but continued to fight in Czechoslovak uniforms.  For those 
soldiers wearing the wrong uniforms, this was probably the last battle of their lives.  
Czech Legionnaires were not taken as prisoners by the Germans like their French 
comrades were.  So these were the first war dead in Czech uniforms in France.   
 
For those who survived the attack at Soissons, it was also the last battle in the Foreign 
Legion.  On August 7th, upon numerous requests of the CzCN, they were ceremonially 
discharged from the Foreign Legion and their flag was decorated with the War Cross 
Medal (Croix de Guerre).  Then they went to a camp at Darney behind the Alsatian 
Front, where 29 of them joined the 22nd Czechoslovak Regiment.  Later others were 
transferred there, who had served with other French units, so that there were eventually 
about 50 men.  From the original 600 volunteers, about 200 men had been killed, 300 
had become disabled, and about 50 had remained scattered in the colonial units in 
North Africa.  They were the first of the first.   
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The First Czechoslovak Army on the French Front 
 
After half a year, two Czechoslovak Army Regiments (the 21st and 22nd) completed their 
training and were ready to undertake necessary tasks at the front.  On June 30th, 1918 
they took the ceremonial oath in Darney, and the 21st Regiment was given a flag, which 
had been designed by Czech painter, František Kupka.  The ceremony was also 
attended by French President Poincaré, and the Foreign Minister Pichon.  Present were 
two regiments of the Czechs and Slovaks from all corners of the world.   There were still 
others who were being trained in Cognac, where two more regiments (the 23rd and 24th) 
were later formed.  Following the ceremonies, they marched past their new flag in their 
blue uniforms.   
 
At the beginning of July, both regiments were incorporated into the 53rd French Infantry 
Division.  While the 22nd Regiment was still in training in Darney, the 21st Regiment was 
deployed at the Alsatian Front – in the region Ober Aspach (Aspach-le-Haut) – 
Mittelbach (at the foot of the Vogesen (Vosges) Mountains and Mulhausen (Mulhouse)).  
This was a relatively quiet section where the regiment was supposed to get used to the 
conditions at the front in minor fights.  On August 20th, our soldiers engaged in a 
perfectly prepared major raid under the command of Lt. Pan.  They took two prisoners, 
and because there had been a perfect collaboration of artillery and machine gun fire 
which assured there were no losses, several soldiers were decorated with the War 
Cross medal, and the commander received the “Knights of the Legion of Honour” 
medal.   
 
In the meantime, the 22nd Regiment was in reserve and in intensive training.  On 
September 16th, the entire brigade was moved behind the front in preparation for a final 
offensive of the Allied armies within the 5th French Army.  The transfer to the front was 
mostly on foot over the plains of the Champagne.  Eventually they were put under the 
command of General Gouraud of the 4th Army and arrived in Argonne – their next 
battleground.  On October 12th, they reached the river Aisne between Grandpré and 
Rethel and as part of the IXth Corps, they were supposed to cross the river.  The 
crossing was very difficult because it was necessary to also cross the canal and 
adjacent flooded fields while under fire from the German positions at the notorious 
Hunding Stellung on the opposing steep slopes at Argonne.   On October 18th, the 
attack was prepared, and the 134th and 53rd Divisions advanced across the river in a 
line 5 km wide.  The crossing on attack bridges succeeded, and the division occupied 
the villages Chestres and Vandy on the opposite bank.   
 
On October 20th, the 1st Battalion of the 21st Regiment was given an order to occupy 
Terron, north of Vouziers, with one company.  The battalion was under the command of 
Cpt. Husák, who had arrived with the first group of Russian Legionnaires and who had 
at one time been involved in the preparation of the attack at Zborov [in Ukraine].  They 
managed to take Terron, however on the following day, the Germans who outnumbered 
them, took it back by force in spite of support from the 3rd Company.  Subsequently, the 
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entire 1st Battalion attacked Terron and recaptured it.  With the help of half the Company 
of the 2nd Battalion, our soldiers were able to get a firm foothold and defended against 
counter attacks of the enemy.  The fighting proceeded in poor conditions with no 
supplies and in half-flooded terrain.  The Czechoslovaks held up until the Germans 
were pushed back on the north side.  
 
At that time, the 2nd Battalion was in reserve, and was helping the 1st Battalion.  The 3rd 
Battalion of the 21st Regiment was originally in the regimental reserve.  On October 23rd, 
it was ordered to move to the eastern edge of the village of Vandy to relieve the soldiers 
of the 319th Infantry Regiment.  While crossing the flooded terrain at the dam on the 
river Aisne, the regiment came under artillery fire and suffered major losses. 
 
On October 30th, the 21st Regiment finally received an order to be relieved.  The night 
before on October 29th, someone brought the exhausted and hungry Czechoslovak 
soldiers in the Terron muddy trenches some news about the creation of an independent 
Czechoslovak state.  The move onto the western bank of the river on October 31st was 
therefore a joyful event, and even more joyful was the R&R which followed in a safe 
camp behind the front.   
 
During the same period, the 22nd Regiment was involved in heavy fighting near the 
village of Chestres, east of Terron – on October 22nd, the 3rd Battalion crossed the river 
and here they came under intense fire of the German forces who were trying to push 
them back to the western bank towards Vouziers.  The Czechoslovaks resisted this 
attack and by a counterstrike of the 2nd Battalion on the fortified Le Ban-Saint-Martin, 
they secured their position.  The result of this clever counterstrike was 19 prisoners, 
including the battalion commander.  However, their own losses were also significant that 
day – 43 were lost, 110 injured.  On October 24th and 27th, there were more intense 
German attacks.  However, they could not break through and the Czechs held their 
position.  
 
The intensity of the German defense was due to the great importance of the foothills    
of the Argonne Mountains for the entire German defense system. The Germans 
considered this position impregnable due to the presence of numerous concrete 
bunkers.  The Czech fighting spirit was instrumental in conquering and holding these 
positions.  
 
On the night of Oct 30th, these soldiers were also relieved.  Under darkness, they 
crossed the river valley under bombardment by gas grenades, and arrived – many 
partially poisoned – at the camp near the village of Saint-Pierre.  There they rested until 
November 7th.  They then received an order to move into the area northeast of the town 
of Hauviné, where both Czechoslovak regiments were joined in one camp.  The soldiers 
already knew that there would be a ceremonial parade the next day.  They also found 
out about the total losses that the Czechoslovak Brigade had suffered in the Argonne 
region: 183 dead, 876 injured and 69 missing. 
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On November 8th, there was a ceremonial parade in front of Dr. Beneš and General 
Gouraud, the Commander of the 4th Army, under whose command they had fought.      
A number of officers and soldiers were decorated with the “War Cross”.  During the 
parade, Dr. Beneš read a message from the nation at home to the army abroad.  
Shortly before he had met political representatives from the Czech lands and thus 
confirmed to the soldiers that the goals of their fight had been accomplished.  An 
independent Czechoslovak state had become a reality. 
 
On November 11th, 1918, together with their French comrades, they boisterously 
celebrated the end of the war.  On December 10th, there was another ceremonial 
parade of the brigade, inspected by the first Czechoslovak Republic President T.G. 
Masaryk, and during December the Legionnaires gradually travelled to their liberated 
homeland.  Their units were given honorary titles:  21st Infantry Regiment of Marshal 
Foch and the 22nd Infantry Regiment of Argonne.   
 

 
 

Volunteer in the French Foreign Legion in 1914 – 1915 

 
 

 

 
 
The following chapter describes the beginnings of the volunteer 
movement and the formation of the Czechoslovak military units     in 
Italy during WW1.   
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The Czechoslovak Volunteer Movement in Italy 
 
In contrast to Russia and France prior to the war, Italy did 
not have a large Czechoslovak community, which could have 
had an impact on the organization of volunteer military units.  
Individual Czechs and Slovaks settled in Italy, who had 
remained Austro-Hungarian citizens and hadn’t managed to 
return to the homeland, were interned and sent to camps in 
Sardinia.  Their military resistance was not an option at the 
start of the war.  [Before WW1, Italy was part of a defensive Triple Alliance with 
Germany and Austria-Hungary.  However, when Austria-Hungary and Germany went  
on the offensive, Italy chose to side with the Allied Powers.]   
 
When on May 24th, 1915 Italy declared war on Austria-Hungary (and in August 1916 
also on Germany), they relied on the secret so-called London agreement of April 26th, 
1915.  This stated that if there was a victorious conclusion of the war, Italy would be 
granted the Austrian Trentino area and South Tyrol up to the Brenner Pass, a major  
part of the opposing Austrian coast of the Adriatic Sea including Gorizia, Trieste, Istria, 
Dalmatia and part of Albania (with primarily Slavic populations).  That was the prize for 
which Italy was willing to enter the war on the side of the Allied Powers.  Their territorial 
ambitions for lands belonging to Austria-Hungary precluded a separate peace with 
Austria-Hungary in 1917. 
 
On the other hand, these territorial ambitions determined Italy’s position towards the 
nationalist liberation movements of the Slavic peoples – especially the southern Slavs.  
Italy feared that the possible unification of the southern Slavs into one country would 
endanger their territorial aspirations on the Adriatic Sea.  This is why they opposed    
the efforts of their Serbian allies as did the London agreement, and therefore the 
Czechoslovak aspirations were also not welcomed.  Thus, it is no surprise that the 
results of the Czechoslovak foreign policy and any military action in Italy were scant 
until the beginning of 1918.   
 
The first to look into the Italian situation was General M.R. Štefánik, a member of the 
CzNC.  In November 1915, on his return trip from Serbia, and during his activities on  
the Italian front in the spring of 1916, he tried in vain to win over important Italian 
officials to support the Czechoslovak cause.  The main obstacle in this endeavor was 
Italian foreign policy.  Therefore, although the number of POWs of Czech and Slovak 
nationality in Italy was significant, Czechoslovak military action began to develop much 
later than in France and Russia.  The intention to participate in the military resistance 
against Austria-Hungary among the Czechoslovak prisoners, whose numbers were 
constantly growing, developed only gradually.  From the start of the war, the POWs   
had been distributed in about 200 POW camps without regard to their nationality i.e., 
Czechoslovaks, Germans, Hungarians and other Slavs were all together.  The Italians 
did not distinguish among them.  They remained isolated from the outside world.  They 
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were even forbidden to read Italian or other newspapers.  The Czechs occasionally 
heard about Czechoslovak units in Russia and in France and wanted to enlist in these, 
but their efforts were in vain.  The Italian officers in charge of the POW camps did not 
understand the internal situation in the Hapsburg Monarchy and could not comprehend 
why individual POWs would want to enlist to fight their own country.  Likewise, POWs of 
German and Hungarian nationality opposed those who wanted to fight against Austria-
Hungary.  Under those circumstances, any attempt to organize something on a larger 
scale had little chance of success. 
 
It was only at the beginning of 1917 that certain changes occurred in the organization  
of the POW camps, which provided better opportunities for more organized actions.  
The Italian Ministry of War decided to segregate POWs in the camps according to their 
nationalities.  On that basis, the Czech and Slovak POWs were concentrated in a camp 
at Santa Maria Capua Vetera near Naples, where the foundations of Czechoslovak 
volunteer groups were laid without any input from Paris.   
 
And so the Czech and Slovak POWs started concentrating in their new camp in January 
1917.  There was a group of volunteers among them who had earlier unsuccessfully 
applied for enrollment in the Allied Powers.  On January 17th, 1917, this group called a 
meeting at which the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps in Italy was founded.  The purpose 
of this group of unarmed soldiers was summarized in the first point of their constitution:   
“A volunteer and member of the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps can be anyone who 
considers it his moral duty to fight with arms for the independence of a Czechoslovak 
nation and state, and who through an honorary promise binds himself to fulfill this duty 
at an appropriate time.  Discipline is strict.  Any member who does not follow the rules 
can be expelled.” 
 
On the basis of these principles, a group of dedicated enthusiasts started a widespread 
information campaign among the POWs, of whom there were about 4,000 in the camp 
at that time.  For the time being, they could only offer members their ideals and the 
belief in their future fulfillment.  Based on Italian and other news media, which were 
illegally smuggled into the camp, they put together a special “daily news report of the 
Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps”.  Since this was not enough, they started issuing an 
initially illegal monthly publication called “V boj” or “Into the Fight”.  Aside from that, the 
Sokol*5 organization arranged for various public well-attended fitness classes and sports 
events.  They also started a musical and choir group, as well as a language school and 
a school for illiterates, a library and art exhibitions of works by POWs.   
 
Thanks to these intensive efforts, the numbers of the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps 
grew continuously.  In January 1917, they had started with 30 men, and by April, about 
1,500 men had joined and were organized militarily into platoons, companies and 
battalions.  Similar actions took place in other camps where Czech and Slovak POWs 
had been concentrated.  This mainly concerns the island of Asinara near Sardinia, 
where Czech and Slovak soldiers found temporary shelter.  There were other POWs 
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there as well, who had experienced the catastrophe of the Serbian Army and the 
exhausting march through Albania.   Similar activities went on in other POW camps      
in Casagiove, Cassino, Sala Consilina, Termini Imerse in Sicily and several others.   
 
The information and organizational campaign of the officers of this Czechoslovak 
Volunteer Corps met with obstacles that often seemed insurmountable.  This was 
mainly due to the negative attitude of the Italian authorities.  Even the smallest 
concessions required tough negotiations.   When several individuals from the command 
of the Corps requested from the command of the camp to join the Italian Army at the 
front and to be deployed to the Allied Powers, they were threatened with imprisonment.  
It appeared that the formation of Czechoslovak units in Italy and their deployment to the 
front would never happen.  There was talk about a separate peace, and fears mounted 
that the members of the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps would be handed over to 
Austria. In addition, news from the battlefields was not very encouraging.  The 
functioning of the organization was being undermined by putting its members to work on 
varied jobs, and there was a growing resistance of the Italian people to a continuation of 
war.  This could not continue without having an effect on the Czechoslovak Volunteer 
Corps.   
 
Exactly at that time, at the beginning of July 1917, when Czech and Slovak POWs from 
Santa Maria Capua Vetera began to be concentrated in a new much bigger POW camp 
in Padula near Salerno where their numbers later reached 20,000 men, the Corps 
experienced an internal crisis which lasted until the beginning of 1918.  The crisis 
manifested itself not only in the political realm but also in the fact that a number of 
volunteers left the group.  The leaders of the Corps had to seek help from the CzCN in 
Paris.  Even the Italian authorities began to notice these signs of discontent and internal 
conflict in the camp, but they did not understand them and were prepared to intervene 
by force.  It was only the news of some positive results between the CzCN with the 
appropriate Italian authorities which brought some hope of calm, and brought back 
order. 
 
The internal crisis of the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps in Padula in the second half    
of 1917 resulted in the slow growth of the Corps.  In April 1917, there were 1,500 
members, in August this rose to 2,326, and in October there were 3,935 members.        
It was only at the beginning of 1918 that the ranks grew more quickly.  At the start of 
February 1918, they had 6,554 members, and at the start of April as many as 10,229 
volunteers.  
 
The creation and existence of the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps, its numbers and its 
readiness, all played a significant role in the Czechoslovak cause in Italy.  When the 
Italian government eventually permitted the formation of volunteer units, they practically 
had an entire Czechoslovak division ready.  Its deployment to the front could be realized 
within a short time span.  In addition, during negotiations of the CzCN in Rome, this fact 
formed a major argument in favour of the creation of independent Czechoslovak units in 
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Italy, which in fact already existed, but only needed uniforms and arms.  And so, from 
the initiative of a few simple volunteers, a movement was born, which was unique in its 
character among the Czechoslovak resistance movement.   
 
In January 1917, E. Beneš (the secretary of the Paris CzCN) arrived in Rome, several 
days after the Allied conference, where US president Woodrow Wilson had stated as 
one of the goals of the war, the liberation of the Czechoslovaks.  Beneš had gone there 
for several reasons.  First of all, it was known that there were a large number of 
Czechoslovak POWs concentrated in Italy.  There was a real opportunity to either 
attempt to create volunteer units in Italy or at least transport a part of them to France, 
where they were desperately needed.  The possible formation of Czechoslovak units    
in Italy and their deployment in battle on the Italian/Austrian Front held a promise of 
greater and more pronounced military successes.   These units could better influence 
the Czech and Slovak units belonging to the Austrian Army, which was not possible on 
the French Western Front.  Besides, it was known that Italy, as opposed to other Allied 
states, didn’t want a separate peace with Austria-Hungary.  This position was in 
agreement with the intentions and interests of the CzCN.   
 
The early negotiations between Beneš and the Italian authorities demonstrated that 
such hopes and plans were premature.  It was obvious that the demand for the 
formation of a Czechoslovak Army in Italy and the demand for the transport of 
Czechoslovak POWs to France would run into a determined resistance, mainly from the 
Foreign Ministry.  For this reason, Beneš never raised these demands publicly.  His first 
trip, therefore, had minimal results. One of the main successes, however, was the 
formation of a Czechoslovak press and propaganda office in Rome, under the 
leadership of Ing. Veselý and later, under the leadership of a former official of the 
Prague Business Bureau, František Hlaváček.  The main task of the office was the 
promotion of the Czech cause among the Italian politicians, members of parliament and 
ministries, cooperation with the Italian press, distribution of propaganda materials, and 
contact and organizational work among the Czech and Slovak POWs in Italy.  This last 
task was still hindered in the summer of 1917 by the fact that legal contacts between the 
Czechoslovak office in Rome and the POW camps were not yet permitted.   
 
Not even Beneš’s second trip to Rome, which occurred immediately after the 
Czechoslovak movement achieved its first successes in France in August 1917, brought 
anticipated results.  The demand for the formation of a volunteer army in Italy was 
rejected by the Minister of Foreign Affairs – Giorgio Sonnino.  Aside from citing the loyal 
attitude of the leaders of Czech political parties in their home country towards the 
Hapsburg monarchy, the formal reason given for the rejection of the demand was a fear 
of violating the international conventions and possible repercussions towards Italian 
POWs from the side of Austria-Hungary.  Not even the transfer of Czech and Slovak 
POWs to France was permitted.  Beneš succeeded in obtaining only uncertain promises 
regarding the recognition of the CzCN as a representative of the Czechoslovak 
movement and the formation of a local branch in Rome.   
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One significant result of Beneš’s trip was the reorganization and transformation of the 
earlier information office into the “Office of the CzNC for Italy” and an increase in its 
staffing, as well as the addition of two members of the leadership of the Czechoslovak 
Volunteer Corps from Padula.  They were however under constant Italian police 
supervision until the spring of 1918.  Further, Beneš was able to visit several POW 
camps and achieve more open communication with Czech and Slovak POWs.  The only 
significant outcome of Beneš’s trip was the organization of Czechoslovak work units on 
the basis of a decision by the Italian Ministry of War on October 4th, 1917.   
 
It must be said, however, that the permission to form these work units was very 
problematic for the CzNC.  It helped the Italian government to evade the most important 
issue, i.e., the formation of an independent Czechoslovak Army under the leadership of 
the CzNC with all its consequences.  For this reason, Beneš, who in reaching this basic 
goal saw more of an obstacle, did not refuse the Italian government’s solution, but 
attempted to defer it to as late as possible.   
 
The formation of the work battalions was accomplished only in mid-February 1918.  
During March, six such battalions were transferred from the rear to the front, to 
participate in the fortification and reinforcement of defence positions and other 
engineering tasks.  The majority of these units were made up of POWs from the Padula 
camp.  Each battalion was about 1,600 men strong, of whom 40% were members of  
the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps.  Members of these battalions already wore Italian 
uniforms with a red band on their caps and red armbands on their left sleeves.  The 
commanders of the battalions and companies were Italian officers, commanding the 
platoons were Czechoslovak officers.  The work battalions thus became the second 
significant factor in the creation of Legionnaire units in Italy.   
 
The third factor was the Czechoslovak reconnaissance units, which were the first to 
participate in direct battles on the front.  Why did the Italian Army command try so hard 
to form these Czechoslovak work units at the beginning of 1918?  It was one of the 
consequences of the crushing defeat of the Italian Army at Caporetto.  This started on 
October 24th, 1917 (exactly the day when Minister Sonnino uttered words in parliament 
so ominous for the Czechoslovak movement: “The breaking-up of neighbouring states 
and interference in their internal political affairs is not among Italy’s goals of war.”).  
Under terrible human and material losses, the Italian Army was pushed back by the 
Austrian offensive past Tagliamento all the way to the lower Piave River.  There was 
great shock and panic in all of Italy; the Italian Army was fleeing the enemy in disarray 
and was demoralized.  The defeat caused changes in the top positions:  Orlando 
became the head of the government, General Diaz the head of the army.  The area 
behind the front, in anticipation of a possible continuation of an Austrian offensive, was 
quickly prepared for defense positions, also with the participation of the Czechoslovak 
battalions.  And so the Italians finally appreciated the Czechoslovak soldiers who were 
performing reconnaissance at the front for different commands of the Italian Army.  The 
foundations of these reconnaissance units which spontaneously sprang up without any 
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interference or orders of the Czechoslovak authorities in Paris or Rome, were laid 
already before the October Austrian offensive on Tagliamento, and were connected with 
what had occurred in Carzano.  Note:  In September 1917, members of the 5th Battalion 
of the 1st Bosnia-Herzegovina Regiment forgot their duty and allowed the Italians to 
penetrate to Carzano. This event was directed from the opposite side of the front by 
southern Slav volunteers in Italy.  Czechoslovak volunteer units were created in Italy 
much later (end of note). 
 
In June 1917, a secret agreement came about among some members of the Slav units 
of the Austrian Army, which were defending the upper valley of the river Brenta in south 
east Tyrol, regarding the opening of this part of the front to the Italian Army.  This event 
was directed by a Slovenian professor from Maribor – 1st Lt. Pivko. The intent was to 
allow the Italian regiments to rapidly occupy the entire Trident region, and to circumvent 
the right wing of the Austrian defense, thus imparting a decisive blow to the enemy. 
Czechoslovak soldiers and officers also actively participated.   To establish contact with 
the Italian side and to coordinate the breach, Pivko repeatedly sent Cpl. Mlejnek into  
the opposing trenches.  Upon his return, Mlejnek was stopped by an Austrian guard, 
however immediately released and even decorated with a medal for bravery, when 
Pivko proclaimed that he had sent him to the Italian side for reconnaissance. (?) 
 
The Italian command was initially suspicious of this very risky undertaking.  They 
gradually became convinced that it was realistic, and as a result on September 18th, 
1917, based on mutual agreement, the Italian offensive began at Carzano.  Initially, 
results were surprisingly successful, but later the offensive collapsed due to a lack of 
preparation of Italian reserves and ineptitude of some of its commanders.  The group   
of conspirators managed to cross over to the Italian side where they were interned, but 
they were not sent to the POW camp.  By their own request, they joined the 1st Italian 
Army in order to perform reconnaissance and other services.   
 
The command of the 1st Army soon recognized the value of such reconnaissance units 
and therefore accepted more volunteer deserters.  Soon also commanders of other 
Italian armies became interested and began forming their own reconnaissance units.  
When the director of the Czechoslovak office in Rome, František Hlaváček visited the 
front in January 1918, many of the Italian commanders began asking him for the 
assignment of more men.  The CzNC gave their approval and so together with the work 
battalions, several companies of future volunteer intelligence agents who were assigned 
in groups to all Italian armies, were sent off in March and the beginning of April from 
Padula.   
 
 
The Origin of an Independent Czechoslovak Army 
 
If Italy were to maintain its political direction, it would be under threat of international 
isolation.  Its foreign policy was in serious conflict with the policies of the leading 
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western Allies (Entente Powers), which believed that a ruthless fight against the Austro-
Hungarian monarchy along the Danube until its complete obliteration was necessary.  
To achieve this goal, they were willing to support anything which would further their 
interests, even the nationalist movements of Slavic nations within Austria-Hungary.  
Italy’s position was shaken also by the fact that the Soviet government published the 
previously secret text of the London Agreement, which caused a wave of discontent 
among the southern Slavs. 
 
As a result of all this, the faction of the Italian government, which had called for an 
uncompromising policy towards Austria-Hungary, grew.  They also were in favour of 
supporting nations of the Hapsburg Empire, which were vying for sovereignty and 
national independence.  This line of thinking could also offer the Czechoslovak expat 
movement some hope for success.  And in fact, this is the policy that prevailed.  
Sonnino’s claim in February 1918, that he would not allow the formation of military units 
from Austria-Hungarian subjects, and that would not give permission for Austrian POWs 
to be transported from Italy to other countries, was one of the last proclamations of the 
old political direction.   
 
From April 8th – 11th, 1918, a congress of the oppressed nations of Austria-Hungary 
took place in Rome – i.e., of those living totally or partially under the rule of the 
Hapsburgs – Poles, Romanians, Czechs, Slovaks, southern Slavs and Italians.  The 
congress expressed the desire for these nations to be acknowledged as Allied nations 
and that their citizens would be permitted to fight within the framework of the Allied 
armies against the Central Powers directly at the front.  Furthermore, it proclaimed the 
right of each of these nations for the attainment of complete national unification and 
political independence.   
 
The rejection of Sonnino’s policy to maintain Austria-Hungary meant that the main 
obstacle to the formation of an independent Czechoslovak Army in Italy had 
disappeared.  Already at the start of the congress of oppressed nations, it was 
announced that the Italian government agreed in principle with the formation of an 
independent Czechoslovak Army in Italy.  The actual agreement about this was then 
signed in Rome on April 21st, 1918 by Prime Minister Orlando and Minister of War 
Zuppeli from the Italian side, and a member of the CzNC M.R. Štefánik from the 
Czechoslovak side.   
 
The first point of the agreement stated that the Italian government acknowledged the 
existence of a Czechoslovak Army under the national, political and legal jurisdiction     
of the CzNC. This army would be deployed according to mutual agreement in battle 
against the Central Powers in such a manner that it would operate independently 
following the basic guidelines of the Italian high command.  Other points of the 
agreement stated that this army would be primarily used on the Italian Front, but          
of course not exclusively – they could also be transferred to other fronts following 
agreement with proposals of the CzNC and the agreement of the highest Allied 
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command.  The units were to be under the command of Czechoslovak officers provided 
they would satisfy the necessary requirements; Italian officers could be assigned to    
the units only with approval of the CzNC.  The agreement also stated that the Italian 
government would appoint a military attaché to the Czechoslovak Army in France. 
 
All financial and other expenses of the army would be paid for by the CzNC, according 
to their own wishes.  Italy would temporarily make loans to them.  On the basis of their 
service, Czechoslovak volunteers could obtain Italian citizenship and would be taken 
care of the same way as Italian soldiers.  Almost at the same time as the agreement 
was signed, Italian General A. Graziani was named as the commander of the 
Czechoslovak Army.  Because it was assumed that this Army would attain the strength 
of a Corps, it was officially named the Czechoslovak Corps in Italy. (Corpo 
cecoslovacco in Italia). 
 
On July 30th, 1918, in addition to the main agreement, a number of other mutual 
agreements were signed: regarding military courts in the Corps and its administration.  
On this basis, a so-called National Guard was formed.  This was a form of 
Czechoslovak military police, which was to maintain order in the army and take 
measures against unreliable elements. 
 
 
The Formation of the 1st Division 
 
The recruitment into the newly formed army was very successful thanks to the prior 
multifaceted promotion at the grass roots.  Aside from the reconnaissance units, which 
remained independent and during the war were not attached directly to the 
Czechoslovak division, four new volunteer regiments were formed at the end of April 
1918 in Umbria.  The 1st was located in Perugia, the 2nd in Assissi, the 3rd in Foligno  
and the 4th in Spoleto.  These made up an entire Czechoslovak Division.  Later a 5th 
Regiment was added. To demonstrate the unity of the Czechoslovak Army under the 
leadership of the CzNC, the numbering of the regiments was soon changed.  The units 
in Italy were assigned regiment numbers starting with 31. (The units in Russia were 1 – 
20, in France 21 – 30).  The entire division was renamed the 6th Czechoslovak Division. 
 
From the start, the Czechoslovak units were slated to be attack units. (!!!)  Therefore, 
among their armament were also special attack knives.  Each regiment had an average 
of approximately 2,900 men divided into three battalions, and a battalion into three 
companies.  The commanders of the regiments and battalions were Italian officers.   
 
Soon the Italian high command requested to move the division to the front on the Piave 
River, where a major Austria-Hungarian offensive was expected.  The CzNC however, 
tried to tactfully reject this request.  It ordered only the 1st Battalion of the 33rd Regiment 
to be sent to the 3rd Italian Army.  In addition, the CzNC received approval to ship 850 
volunteers from Italy to France in order to strengthen the Czechoslovak forces there.  
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There was discontent in the ranks, especially regarding officers.  The command of the 
Czechoslovak Corps in Padula agreed to have former Austrian officers of Czech and 
Slovak nationality enter the Corps with the rank they had attained in the Austrian Army.  
However, at the same time, it was requested that officers’ ranks would be open to 
volunteers from among the ranks, especially for those who had proven themselves on 
the battlefield.  It was decided however, to accept only those who had been officers 
before.  The Officers Academy in Modena would also only accept former 1-year 
volunteers or those who had proof of a completed high school education.   
 
In April 1918, the Czechoslovak Volunteer Corps was dissolved, since no one was 
interested in utilizing their commanders and their experience.  The majority of its 
members joined the army as regular volunteers.  The soldiers were warned at various 
meetings to beware of its “Bolshevik commissars from Padula”.  Due to his close ties 
with them, František Hlaváček was recalled from Italy.   
 
These and other influences caused some discontent in the ranks to the point that some 
volunteers deserted from the Corps.  Especially in several units of the 33rd and 34th 
Regiments, the situation became precarious.  General Graziani, the division 
commander, suspected the subversive activities of Austrian spies who had infiltrated 
into the army in order to destroy it.  In order to prevent a suspected planned mutiny,    
he had eight Czechoslovak soldiers who were caught while deserting, shot on the spot 
without any investigation or trial.  This happened in Barbarano on June 12th, 1918.  The 
event weakened his position significantly, but according to reports, similar attempts for 
desertion stopped.  This event likely never would have happened if people who 
understood the life and mentality of volunteers and who knew where to look for the  
roots of such discontent had had a chance to intervene. 
 
Between May 25th and June 8th, 1918, the entire division moved from Umbria closer to 
the front, to the area of the town of Vicenza on the left flank of the Italian Front.  They 
underwent additional training, learning to use new arms such as flame-throwers, 
mortars and other types of automatic hand weapons.  The army was also trained in 
various engineering tasks.  In the meantime, recruitment continued behind the front. 
Following the disbanding of the camp in Padula, recruitment continued in the two main 
POW camps in Sulmona and Avezzano, near Foligno.  This ensured a continual growth 
of the division.  Admission of POWs into the fighting units immediately at the front was 
not permitted. 
 
At the end of June 1918, the division was again moved closer to the front, this time into 
the area of the Monte Baldo Mountains, located between Lake Garda and the Adige 
River in southern Tyrol, and formed a reserve for the 1st Italian Army.  In the middle      
of August 1918, it was transferred directly to the front.  The 33rd and 34th Regiments 
occupied a 20 km wide segment of the front near the city of Riva, between the north tip 
of Lake Garda and the Adige.  The 31st and 32nd Regiments were placed as the second 
line.  The main anchor point of the defense of this segment of the front was the 
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mountain peak Doss Alto.  The divisional command was located in the small village 
Spiazzi, about 3 km behind the front. 
 
Both sides engaged in confrontations using small units in reconnaissance, for the 
purpose of capturing prisoners and thus obtaining necessary information.  In this 
manner, on the night of August 29th, 1918, the Austrians attacked in the segment 
defended by the 5th and 6th Companies of the 34th Regiment.  The attack was repelled, 
and the Czechoslovak units had 3 dead, and 15 wounded.  A similar attack from the 
Czechoslovak side occurred on September 11th, when a small group of Czechoslovaks 
penetrated the Austrian defense and brought back 12 prisoners.  But a major battle over 
Doss Alto was pending.  Both sides were aware of the military advantage of this 
landmark, which overlooked the entire surrounding terrain.  Already in the previous 
months it had changed hands several times and just a few days before the 
Czechoslovak units occupied the front line, it had been taken by the Italians.  
 
At 04:00 on September 21st, 1918, Austrian artillery started heavy bombardment of the 
Czechoslovak positions in the Doss Alto region.  Immediately following, two Austrian 
attack columns began penetrating from the northwest and northeast to the main 
defense positions, attempting to cut it off completely from both sides.  Because the 
Italian artillery could not respond in time with a counter barrage, and because the 
connection between the first line and the reserves was interrupted, the attackers 
managed to penetrate the forward defensive positions, especially at Hill 703.  In a fierce 
fight of man vs. man, the defenders had to retreat, and the superiority of the attackers 
unstoppably penetrated into the depth of the defense.  All nearby and available 
Czechoslovak forces threw themselves spontaneously into the fray to help the 
defenders.  Even the machine gun crews who could not use their weapons for fear of 
hurting their own people who were chaotically intermingled with the enemy, abandoned 
their position and courageously joined the battle.  
 
In the meantime, the command of the 33rd Regiment managed to get the situation under 
control and organize the defense.  Fresh forces were sent into a counter-attack.  As a 
result of their increased numbers, the Austrians began to retreat.  Later in the afternoon, 
the Czechoslovak units again took up their original position.  The Czechoslovak losses 
were 7 dead, 119 wounded.  The Austrians took 5 Legionnaire prisoners, of whom 4 
were subsequently hanged as traitors near Arco.  By the end of September, the 12th 
Brigade (33rd and 34th Regiments) was withdrawn into reserves and the section of the 
front was manned by the 11th Brigade (31st and 32nd Regiments).  However, the entire 
division did not remain at the front for long, and at the beginning of October 1918, was 
withdrawn behind the front.  The intent was to use it at the final Italian offensive on the 
Piave at the end of October.  
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Other Auxiliary Components of the Czechoslovak Army 
 
It was actually the reconnaissance units that were the first Czechoslovak military units in 
Italy.  They were formed several months before the independent army was established.  
At first, it was on the basis of the initiative of ordinary POWs who voluntarily signed up 
for service, and later at the instigation of the commands of the different Italian armies 
who could appreciate such services.  In May and June of 1918, these units were 
reinforced at the request of the Italian military by the 1st Battalion of the 33rd Regiment 
and several companies of the 31st Regiment.  Each reconnaissance unit (“esploratori”) 
was a part of the Czechoslovak Army in name only; in reality, it was the respective 
Italian command that they answered to.   
 
The reconnaissance units were active along the entire length of the front, from the 
Swiss border to the Adriatic Sea.  Later they were united into separate companies, each 
with an average of 180 men.  Each company was usually divided into several smaller 
groups of 20 – 50 men depending on local conditions.  By the end of the war, the 
reconnaissance units had over 2,000 volunteers.  Their dangerous service and frequent 
conflicts with the enemy were the reasons for their unusually heavy losses.   
 
The main task of these reconnaissance units was to morally influence the Czech and 
other Slavic units in enemy trenches to either switch sides or in case of an Italian attack, 
to let themselves be captured without resistance.  Aside from this, they also had other 
tasks like researching the terrain and the defense systems of the enemy, obtaining 
information on the strength, nationality and positions of enemy units, about the 
movements of the enemy, their preparations for various actions, and in-depth 
investigation behind the lines etc.  Officially they were not to be used as regular fighting 
units, however, when the going was tough, this rule was seldom upheld. 
 
The riskiest method of morally influencing the enemy was having personal 
conversations with Czech-Austrian soldiers if they were standing guard in smaller 
groups in forward positions.  This usually happened at night.  They did this by singing 
national songs, followed by propaganda statements from trench to trench with 
megaphones.  Thousands of flyers were sent into the Austrian trenches by means of 
specially adapted rockets.  These activities were successful only sometimes.  Often,  
not only rank and file but also officers of Czechoslovak nationality, some of whom could 
bring especially valuable information, crossed over to the Italians.  The Austrian side 
was seriously disturbed by these activities and offered significant rewards for the 
capture of such agitators.  However, this did not help much, and therefore they were 
forced to replace Slavic units at the front more often.  There were nine reconnaissance 
companies, aside from the 1st Battalion, 33rd Company, which provided similar services.  
It was a demanding and very dangerous service.  So for example, the 9th 
Reconnaissance Company of 40 men was located on the left flank of the Italian 8th 
Army on the peak of Montello (368 m), which was the central point of the Italian defense 
position.  Because they had not been informed of the retreat of neighbouring Italian 



 

 

 

32 

 

units, they found themselves surrounded.  After a short fight, they were captured.  Only 
14 men managed to escape.  Ten were sentenced to death the same day and shot, 16 
more were executed in the same manner the next day.  The 10th Company also had 18 
missing, who fell into the hands of the Austrians and were executed.  After repelling the 
Austrian June offensive, the companies continued their reconnaissance operations until 
the end of the war.  In the beginning of November 1918, all of the units were recalled to 
Padova, and complemented by the 4th, 8th and 12th Machine Gun Companies, formed 
into the 39th Infantry Regiment.   
 
At the beginning of October 1918, General Graziani was replaced as commander of the 
Corps by General L. Piccione, who had been until then the commander of one of the 
Corps of the 7th Army.  In view of the fast collapse of the Austrian Army at the end of 
October 1918, the division did not participate in the final battles at the front.  It was only 
then that the Czechoslovak Army in Italy formed into a real Army Corps, consisting of 
the 6th Division (31st, 32nd, 35th Regiments) and the 7th Division (33rd, 34th and 39th 
Regiments).  The Corps complemented by the appropriate units of artillery – cavalry 
and special units, had almost 20,000 men (10,000 bayonets, 144 machine guns, 60 
guns and 200 sabers), and only those who had joined before October 28th, 1918 were 
accepted into this Corps.  On December 8th, 1918 in Padova, the Oath of Alliegence to 
the Czechoslovak Republic was sworn and the separate regiments received their flags.  
A week later, T.G. Masaryk visited the Corps on his way to Prague.  At the end of 
December, the Czechoslovak Army Corps left Italy for their homeland.  Only much later, 
in the spring of 1919, 55 home-guard battalions numbering 60,000 men, and made up 
of POWs who had not managed to join the Czechoslovak Legion by October 28th, 1918, 
were repatriated home.  The total losses of the Corps were about 350 dead.    
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The Birth of Czechoslovak Military Units in Russia 
 
The number of Czechs and Slovaks settled in Russia before WW1 was estimated to   
be about 100,000.  Most of them belonged to the wealthy class.  Immediately at the 
beginning of the war, an anti-Austrian movement developed. Among other things, it 
strove to form independent Czechoslovak units inside the Tsar’s Army, and contribute to 
the military defeat of Austria-Hungary.  After the declaration of war between Russia and 
Austria-Hungary, these Czechoslovaks, as long as they remained Austrian citizens, 
were subject to the same treatment as subjects of an enemy state.  There were a 
number of petitions directed at different authorities in which the Russian Czechs 
explained their anti-Austrian intentions, and requested permission to organize a military 
unit.  This request for the formation of an independent military unit which from the 
beginning was called a “družina” or “company”, received permission from the ministerial 
council surprisingly quickly on July 30th, 1914 O.S. (which is actually August 12th N.S.)*6. 
[Dual dates are due to the Old Style (O.S.) Russian Orthodox calendar, which are about 
13 days behind the widely accepted New Style (N.S.) Gregorian calendar.  In this text, 
this notation will be indicated as O.S. first, with the Gregorian date second.  When there 
is only one date listed, it is of the Gregorian calendar.]  The commander of the staff of 
the Kiev [now called Kyiv] region was given the task of beginning to establish one, or if 
needed, more Czechoslovak volunteer units. 
 
Since it could not be predicted how many volunteers would join this unit, an upper limit 
was established:  at most, two independent infantry regiments.  Reliability was assured 
by having Russian commanders, officials, some of the medical personnel and at least 
one third of the officers and non-commissioned officers in each company.  Likewise,    
all non-regular soldiers were to be Russian.  The expat groups in Russia started a 
recruitment drive under the slogan “For an independent Czech Kingdom with a 
Romanov on the throne”.  Simultaneously, these groups ran a recruitment campaign    
to become Russian citizens and to join the Russian Orthodox Church.  A formal 
application for Russian citizenship was the precondition for joining this “družina” group.  
The applications, however, took a long time to be processed.  Therefore, the Czechs 
were entering this “družina” only on the promise that the expat groups would look after 
their families and that this would continue even if they were injured or should die.         
In reality, the families of the Volyn volunteers were often displaced. The wounded 
members of the Czechoslovak unit, after recovery, were shipped as Austrians to POW 
camps in Siberia because they could not prove their Russian citizenship and were 
therefore considered to be Austrian. 
 
By September 26th, 1914, the “družina” had 921 privates, privates first class and non-
commissioned officers, plus 21 officers, officials and doctors, and 149 non-regular 
soldiers which were mostly Russian.  There were 16 Slovaks, out of a total number      
of 600 that were settled in Russia.  The Czech “družina” became the first independent 
Czechoslovak unit that had freed itself from 300 years of Hapsburg rule.  Their goal was 
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to contribute to the formation of an independent Czechoslovak state through their 
military participation.   
 
On November 3rd, 1914, after completing their training, the “družina” moved from Kiev to 
the front with their commander – Lt.Col. Sozentovich.  The “družina” was attached to the 
3rd Army under the command of the Bulgarian General Radko Dimitriev, a famous hero 
from his battles with the Turks.  He estimated that the “družina” could be used as a 
reconnaissance unit.  For this reason, it was divided into smaller groups, and these 
were assigned as reconnaissance units to Russian divisions and regiments.  They 
functioned in Galicia on the Dunajec River, in the Carpathian Mountains and even in 
eastern Slovakia depending on where the Russian Army advanced or retreated in 1914 
and 1915.  They were suited for reconnaissance mainly because they understood 
German, and many of them knew the Austrian military regulations.  In this manner they 
managed to uncover facts which the Russian reconnaissance soldiers were missing, 
and they brought in large groups of prisoners, among who were Hungarians and 
Romanians.  Of course, the situation was more hopeful when the “družina” units 
operated in an area occupied by Czech regiments.   
 
Aside from their reconnaissance operations, the members of the group were often   
used as interpreters during interrogations of prisoners and for the protection of staff   
and artillery.  After the German penetration at Gorlice, they were to stop and even force 
retreating Russian soldiers back into the battle.  They became more and more of an 
elite unit in the true sense of the word.  They had much higher discipline than the non-
volunteer mobilized Russian peasants.  They were not part of the mass of Russian 
soldiers, and therefore could perform policing services in the field.  Reports about the 
military successes of the “družina” members soon spread also to the other side of the 
front into the Austrian Army.  The Austrian Army commanders sent orders to their 
subordinate units to immediately execute captured “družina” members.  In this manner, 
two members of the “družina” were captured on December 12th, 1914, in Wadowice, by 
the Austrian military police, and executed.  The reward for an officer of the Czech 
“družina” was 5,000 crowns. 
 
Since the military exploits of the “družina” were greatly valued, they were obviously able 
to further recruit more members from among the POWs.  According to an order of a 
commander of the 3rd Army, only those Czech soldiers who had been captured in their 
area of operation and voluntarily applied could be accepted into the “družina”.  So at the 
end of the year, another 250 new volunteers joined.  It was only on October 15th (28th), 
1915, that the unit was increased by adding Volyn Czechs and Slovaks who were 
supposed to serve, or already had served in the normal Russian units as Russian 
citizens.  The 2nd Battalion of the “družina” was formed from this group.  The new 
commander was Lt. Col. Trojanov, who soon gained great popularity among the 
soldiers.  Both battalions were the basis for the formation of the Czechoslovak Infantry 
Regiment on January 20th (February 2nd), 1916.  By that time the “družina” had 2,237 
men.  Formally there were two battalions, but they didn’t exist as complete units.     
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They were subdivided into companies and platoons and attached to Russian Corps   
and divisions, stretched along the Western and Southwestern Fronts from the Pinsk 
Marshes down to Romania.   
 
In the spring of 1916, as a result of the permission to recruit more men from the ranks of 
the POWs, the reserve company, which had been transferred from Kremenchug to Kiev 
grew to 2,000 men.  This was also the reason why the Czechoslovak regiment was 
renamed four months later to a Czechoslovak Infantry Brigade, which had two 
regiments of eight companies each.  The number of volunteers of the reserve unit was 
constantly growing.  The number of unprocessed applications at the end of 1916 was 
estimated at 20,000. 

The recruitment of Czech and Slovak POWs in Russia soon became the centre of 
interest to Masaryk and the Czechoslovak organization (CzNC) in Paris.  Organizing 
broad recruitment from among the POWs depended on the presence of skilled 
personnel in Russia.  Such people existed from the start of the war among the leaders 
of the executive committee of the Czech Aid Organization in Petrograd: Jiří Klecanda, 
Bohumil Čermák and later Bohdan Pavlů, a former POW.  Masaryk’s idea of broad 
recruitment of POWs in order to transfer some of them to France met with great 
opposition in tsarist Russia.  The Tsar’s general staff was happy to agree with the 
formation of the “družina”, but would not permit the formation of a large Czechoslovak 
Army.  It could have set a “bad example” to the oppressed nations of tsarist Russia.  
 
The administration of the Union of Czechoslovak groups sent memos regarding the 
military and POW affairs to the Tsar’s government.  In 1915 as a result of their activities, 
Czech and Slovak POWs were concentrated in larger camps, which allowed their 
organization and facilitated their future recruitment.  Some proposals regarding the 
solution of the Czechoslovak military position were also presented by the Czech 
Russian General Červinka.  Masaryk’s authority among the expat groups continued to 
grow.  He himself became the leading personality among the expat resistance.  Since 
the English and French diplomats considered the CzNC to be the only representative of 
the Czechoslovak expat movement, even the tsarist government became interested, but 
it also exerted a lot of effort to gain control of it.  This became evident especially in their 
relationship with J. Dürich.   As a member of the CzNC, he arrived in Russia in the 
summer of 1916, in order to promote Masaryk’s plans more effectively, and to put the 
Czechoslovak affairs under the direct control of the CzNC in Paris.  To demonstrate to 
the Russian and Czech public that he was associated with Masaryk’s policies, Štefánik 
joined Dürich in the summer of 1916, and negotiated a treaty with him called the Kiev 
Minutes.  The main purpose of this agreement was to publicly declare the subordination 
of the Czechoslovak movement in Russia to the CzNC under the leadership of Masaryk.   
 
Dürich, however, did not follow the Kiev Minutes at all, and in discussions expressed 
political self-sufficiency and independence from the CzNC in Paris.  He easily convinced 
a part of the Kiev administration of the union of Czech groups in Russia.  Eventually 
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what developed was a formal separation from Paris, culminating in the formation of a 
CzNC in Russia with Dürich in charge, prepared in December 1916 and amended in 
January 1917 by a decree of the Tsar’s ministerial council.  But Dürich’s council didn’t 
last for long.  Even before it was disbanded together with the Tsar’s government by the 
February Revolution, Štefánik himself intervened.  At the beginning of 1917, he was 
returning from Romania to Petrograd and he expelled Dürich out of the CzNC.  This   
was met with resistance from the Tsar’s government, however within a few days, the 
February Revolution erupted, and it pulled the rug out from under everyone who was 
oriented towards the Tsar’s government. 
 
Štefánik requested that the new Minister of Foreign Affairs – Milyukov, already at the 
beginning of March, approve the CzNC in Paris, as the only political representative of 
the “Czechoslovak Nation” and also requested permission to form its branch in Russia.  
He did not wait for the final approval of this request, as he was sure of a positive 
response.  He then nominated B. Čermák – from the Petrograd group of the Union       
of Czechoslovak Groups, as a representative of the CzNC, and opened its office in 
Petrograd.  He then departed, and Masaryk’s followers started to organize a Congress 
of the Union of Czechoslovak Groups. 
 
The soldiers who returned from the front had the Czechoslovak paper in Kiev publish    
a proclamation of the Czechoslovak Army in Russia, that this military group 
acknowledged Prof. Masaryk as the interim dictator of a Czechoslovak state and the 
CzNC in Paris as the Provisional Government to whom they swear their oath of 
allegiance.   
   
 
Czechoslovak Military in Russia in 1916 
 
In France, company “Nazdar” was virtually annihilated in the battles in May 1915.      
The existence of the Foreign Legion, which absorbed any new volunteers, prevented 
the formation of an independent Czechoslovak Army on a broader scale until 1918.  
However in Russia, the situation was significantly much more favourable for the 
formation of a Czechoslovak Army.  In contrast, the Czech “družina” in Russia 
continued to grow with the influx of Czech and Slovak soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian 
Army from POW camps.   
 
A brigade was established consisting of two regiments.  Its gradual growth to 
anticipated numbers (by December 1st (14th) 1916, the brigade attained 5,750 men, 
3,250 in the 1st Regiment and 2,500 in the 2nd Regiment), corresponded to the limits 
approved by government decree issued in 1914.  The number of Czech and Slovak 
POWs in Russia continued to grow, especially after the fall of Przemyśl, and after 
Brusylov’s offensive.  This allowed a much broader recruitment of volunteers.  
Therefore, a Czechoslovak department for reconnaissance and recruitment was 
established in the large POW camp in Darnica near Kiev.  Here the prisoners were 
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interrogated and exposed to anti-Austrian propaganda.  The chaos behind the lines 
resulting from the competition of expat groups slowed this process of forming new units.  
The arrival of Deputy Dürich, as mentioned earlier, was of no help either.   
 
Naturally the influence of contradictory interests did not accelerate recruitment into the 
Czech units.  Therefore, many of the volunteers, whose applications to the brigade had 
not been processed, used this opportunity to apply to the Serbian Corps, which had 
been forming in Odessa since the spring of 1916.  Here the organization of the 
enlistment was more flexible, and for former Austrian officers, it had one other 
advantage:  they were accepted into the Serbian Corps with the rank they had held in 
the Austrian Army.  That was an advantage which neither the “družina” nor the brigade 
would offer them.  There they had to join merely as privates.   
 
Officers were also not eager to join this “družina” due to the ridiculous training methods 
in the reserve unit where the soldiers had to learn Sokol-style calisthenics from the 5th 
Sokol gathering.  According to the number of exercises they could memorize, they were 
assigned non-com officer ranks in the “družina” units or they were fit to be sent to the 
front.  This created unhealthy relationships in the units of the “družina” because those 
who became officers may have been brave soldiers but without appropriate education, 
and moreover they were less cultured than those whom they commanded.   
 
The consequence for the Czech brigade, aside from personal friction, was that in the 
summer of 1916, about 1,000 Czechs and Slovaks (of whom almost half were officers), 
joined the Serbian Corps.  They were inducted into the Serbian Division, which in the 
summer of 1916, participated in the campaign in Dobrudzha together with the 61st 
Russian Division.  After the entry of Romania into the war on August 28th, 1916, the 
Corps was attached to the army of General Averescu, however they continuously had  
to retreat from an incomparable better armed enemy.  The remainder of the decimated 
Serbian units were later transferred for R&R to Izmail on the Danube and then to 
Voznesensk in the Kherson region.  From there, a part of the Czechs joined the 
Czechoslovak brigade.  Those who remained faithful to the Serbian Division, were later 
in 1917 transferred to the front at Solun and from there to the Czechoslovak Legion in 
France and Italy where there was a large shortage of officers.   
 
In the summer of 1916, the soldiers of the Czechoslovak brigade successfully 
participated in an offensive.  This was organized quickly at the request of the western 
allies of Russia, especially the high command of the Italian Army, which hoped that this 
would alleviate the Italian Front.  The strategic plan of the offensive was unfortunately 
not carried out as planned.  It ran into the inflexibility and backwardness of the Russian 
highest commanders as well as the Tsar’s entire military establishment.  Even so, the 
offensive was rather successful because Germany had to transfer 24 divisions from   
the Western Front.  Czechoslovak reconnaissance units participated in the attacks, 
whereby the soldiers of the 1st Company of the 1st Regiment which attacked together 
with the 6th Russian Corps, managed to take 600 enemy prisoners.  As the offensive 
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gradually came to a halt, the front lines stabilized and the Czechoslovak 
reconnaissance units again had to become active in the conditions of trench warfare.  
Separate companies were replenished to capacity or were sent for R&R behind the 
front.  New volunteers were trained and in the fall of 1916, the foundations were laid   
for the formation of second battalions in both regiments.  Their main area of operation 
remained in the vicinity of Baranovic, the southern edge of the Pinsk Marshes, and in 
the watershed of the Stokhod and Styr Rivers.  In December, the 5th Company of the   
1st Regiment was transferred temporarily to the Romanian Front where as mentioned 
above, there was an offensive by armies of the Central Powers and where in the end 
the Germans occupied besides Moldavia, also all of Romania. 
 
 
The Fall of the Monarchy in Russia – the February Revolution 
 
The failures of Russia in the war against the Central Powers caused a surge of 
patriotism, with the aim to repair the abuse and mistakes of the bureaucracy.  The 
leadership was in the hands of the Imperial Parliament (Gosudarstvennaya Duma, 
Γocyдapcтвeннaя дyмa) in Petrograd.  The lower classes of the population and the 
working class yearned for peace.  Certain circles in Russia wanted to use this anti-war 
mentality to undermine the constitutional system.  Among these were land owners, 
bureaucrats, and also the Tsar’s court who wanted the government to negotiate a peace 
and return power into their hands.  One who was most in favour of this action was the 
Tsar’s wife Alexandra, controlled by the adventurer Rasputin.   
 
Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin was born in 1869 in the little town of Pokrovskoye near 
Tyumen in Siberia.  He was 47 years old at the time of the Russian February 
Revolution.  He was of peasant origin and for a short time lived in a monastery at 
“Verkhoturye”, also in Siberia.  He travelled as a pilgrim through a major part of Siberia 
and Russia and in 1907 arrived in Petrograd.  He was known for miraculous healings, 
and therefore was invited and had access to many aristocratic families.  On 
recommendations, he was also invited into the Tsar’s family, where he was healing the 
heir to the throne who had genetic hemophilia and who supposedly was cured through 
Rasputin’s methods.  This gave him the confidence and unconditional trust of the Tsar’s 
wife, Alexandra [grand-daughter of Queen Victoria of England].  During the war he used 
his influence at the Tsar’s court on internal and foreign policy.  He recommended certain 
people for ministerial and government positions as well as church administrators of the 
Orthodox Church.  His lifestyle was very immoral and he drank to excess.  The Russian 
people hated him, but no one knew how to get rid of him, until one day when he was 
invited into the palace of Prince Yusupov in Petrograd for a feast where they 
unsuccessfully attempted to poison him.  On December 16th, 1916, he was shot several 
times by followers of the Liberal opposition led by Prince Yusupov, Grand Duke Dmitri 
Pavlovich, Purishkevich and others.  His body was then quietly taken away and sunk 
under the ice in the frozen Neva River, and eventually flushed out to sea. 
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When the intentions of the Imperial Court and other leading circles became evident, this 
caused resistance from the Imperial Parliament as well as from the entire population.  
The political leaders of the party in power negotiated with the commanders of the army 
about deposing the Tsar.  However, before they could do this, revolts broke out on 
March 8th, 1917 (February 24th) in Petrograd especially among industrial workers.  They 
won a part of the Petrograd military garrison and their representatives over to their side, 
and together with representatives of the workers, formed a council (soviet) of workers 
and soldiers.  The government, with the help of other units who had not yet joined the 
revolt, tried to suppress the revolt, however even other parts of the garrison joined the 
discontented people.  This revolution is called the February Revolution.  
 
At that point the Imperial Parliament, with the approval of the soviet*7 [the word “soviet” 
will now be used as meaning a “group” or “council”] of workers and soldiers, formed      
a new Provisional Government under the leadership of Prince G.E. Lvov.  This 
government forced Tsar Nikolai II to abdicate on March 15th, 1917.  The Tsar and his 
family were then interned and later transferred to Tobolsk.  Historians claim that he, 
along with his entire family were shot and killed on July 17th, 1918 at Yekaterinburg 
(today Sverdlovsk). 
 
During this revolution, there was a temporary merging of different social classes, as  
well as different intentions and interests.  The abolition of the tsarist regime which was 
preparing to come to an agreement with Germany was supported by Britain and France, 
who wanted to keep Russia in the war. The Allied Powers welcomed the February 
Revolution because it brought to power the new Russian bourgeoisie from which they 
expected a more energetic effort in the war.  At the same time, they were afraid of the 
Russian peace movement.  The peace movement led by the soviets and especially the 
Bolshevik Party was terrifying.  If this movement had succeeded, it would have served 
as a “bad example” for the working masses of western Europe, but also it would have 
meant a separate peace at the Eastern Front between Russia, Germany and Austria-
Hungary.  This would have had a very unpleasant consequence for the western powers 
– an important ally would have dropped out of the anti-German coalition, which tied up  
a major part of German forces, and of the Allied states, had the most human resources.  
Therefore, they supported the Provisional Government in their fight against a general 
peace.  This occurred in various ways, especially by offering them significant loans.   
 
The Czechoslovak movement vehemently opposed the demand for general peace, 
which they thought would endanger their final goal – the formation of an independent 
Czechoslovakia on the basis of a military defeat of Germany and Austria-Hungary.       
At the Allied conference in Paris, it was agreed that “the Allied governments would     
not spare any sacrifice to maintain Russia within the alliance.” 
 
As a consequence of the February Revolution, a “dual government” emerged in Russia 
– besides the middle class Provisional Government, there also existed soviets of worker 
and military representatives (later also peasant farmer representatives) which were an 
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expression of the growing importance of the Russian working class.  Even the middle- 
class leadership of the Czechoslovak movement in Russia had to take this into account.  
From the preparatory meetings of the Union of Czechoslovak groups which took place 
at the beginning of April 1917, a telegram was sent to Masaryk, which among other 
things said: “Unity was achieved under the aegis of the CzNC and your leadership.  
Approved by all soldiers, POWs and colonists.  Your presence necessary due to leftist 
international intentions.”   
 
At the subsequent congress, which took place from April 23rd – May 1st (May 6th – 14th), 
the POWs had a decisive majority.  Already at the first meeting, the CzNC in Paris was 
accepted as the highest authority of the national movement abroad.  For Russia, a 
branch of the CzNC in Russia was defined.  Its chairman was to always be a member  
of the Paris CzNC, who was present at the time in Russia: B. Čermák was elected   
vice-chairman, Jiří Klecanda and Dr. Markovič were secretaries, all of these from the 
Petrograd group.  Committee positions (organizational, financial, military POW and 
public relations) were filled mostly with POWs, so that expats were almost completely 
excluded.  The congress also decreed a fixed so-called National Tax for the financing  
of this effort abroad (for expats it was 1 – 6% of income, for POWs 2 – 15% of income). 
 
The Union of Czech groups was not abolished by the formation of this branch.  A new 
management was elected, whose activities were limited to caring for expats settled in 
Russia.   
 
The congress paved the way for Masaryk’s activities in Russia.  He wanted to 
participate in the congress however he was delayed by transportation issues.              
He arrived in Petrograd on May 3rd (16th), 1917.  He left Russia almost a year later        
in March 1918.   
 
Masaryk’s stay in Russia was significant for not only the development of the 
Czechoslovak movement in Russia, but especially for the formation, character and 
development of those Czechoslovak military units in Russia, which later became known 
as the Czechoslovak Legion.  The basis of these units was not the “družina”, but the 
tens of thousands of former POWs who had enlisted in the army.  At the head of the 
main organizational and political authority was the Branch Office of the CzNC in Russia 
(BOCzNCR).   
 
Other well-known personalities also came to Russia, such as the Belgian Minster 
VanderVelde, the English Labour politician Henderson, and the French right-wing 
socialists Moutet and Thomas.  They all spoke, wrote and sent ardent appeals to the 
Russian working class to discourage them from using such detrimental slogans as the 
well-known saying “Peace. Bread. Land.” 
 
The activities of the BOCzNCR were also based on these intentions, and they wanted  
to use its services for the advancement of their own goals – the formation of an 
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independent Czech and Slovak state.  Even though the BOCzNCR still had some 
problems with Russian authorities in the development of the army, they stood behind 
the Provisional Government – behind Lvov, Milyukov and Kerensky.  
 
Masaryk and the National Council considered the continuation of war and the victory of 
the western Allies as the prerequisite for the achievement of their main goal. In contrast, 
the Russian workers’ movement believed the war to be the gravest crisis of the current 
social order and an opportunity to be exploited for its abolishment and thereby the 
abolishment of wars all together.   
 
It was quite natural that the BOCzNCR had to rely on those classes of the population 
who wanted to continue in the fight against Germany and Austria-Hungary.  But it was 
not just due to the class affinity with the Provisional Government.  National liberation for 
central European oppressed nations was the closest goal attainable by the war.  It was 
also the political slogan which could unite the majority of the people, just like the slogan 
in Russia about peace and land had been.  The Czech national movement in Russia 
was just one piece of central Europe accidentally thrown into the mighty current of 
history, in a country which politically had outrun the remaining world.   
 
At that time, the BOCzNCR was informed of the formation of the “Czechoslovak Social 
Democratic Workers Party for Russia in Kiev”.  Masaryk himself went to Kiev and 
negotiated about cooperation with the social democrats.  He managed to obtain a 
promise from the leaders that they would not discourage recruitment into the army, nor 
would they be against the so-called revolutionary loan.  He tried to convince them to 
cooperate fully and to actively support all their actions.  His efforts had some positive 
results, and articles in the social democratic magazine Svoboda (Freedom) supported 
activities of the Legion under Masaryk’s leadership.   
 
 
Recruitment into the Army  
 
Masaryk’s main task, after his arrival in Russia, was to advance the creation of a 
Czechoslovak army in Russia, i.e., remove all obstacles in the path of organizing        
the broadest possible recruitment from among the POWs. 
 
It would be incorrect to assume that the February Revolution, and the defeat of the 
Czech Tsar sympathizers at the congress, would immediately cause a change in the 
recruitment process.  The main reasons that slowed down the Czechoslovak national 
movement during the Tsar’s reign were still present.  Even the Provisional Government 
hesitated to support the nationalist movement in order not to “set a bad example” to 
non-Russian peoples.  Also, the Russian middle class (bourgeoisie) didn’t want to lose 
any skilled Czech and Slovak workers to the army.  The new Minister of War – 
Grechkov, refused an application for a change of the old tsarist regulations, however   
he ordered to send skilled Czech workers into arms factories.  The military influence 
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managed to have an order of the general command issued on March 15th, 1917, which 
was the basis of the formation of the 3rd Regiment of the Czechoslovak brigade.  For 
this reason, the 3rd Battalion was extracted from the 1st Regiment and the Russian 
Colonel Mamontov, later a well-known white general in Denikin’s army, was tasked to 
organize the new regiment.  
 
The 3rd Battalion of the 1st Regiment had been formed from the trained companies of 
the reserve battalion, the same as other companies of the 3rd Regiment.  On the basis 
of an intervention by Masaryk’s friend the Minister of Foreign Affairs Milyukov, on March 
24th (April 6th), the war council of the government issued: “The Principles for the 
Formation of the Czechoslovak Army”.  On this basis, all three regiments started 
forming machine gun units. 
 
At that time, soldiers of the Czechoslovak Brigade were distributed roughly in the same 
areas among Platoons and Half-Platoons attached to Russian Regiments, Corps and 
Divisions.  One of their outstanding achievements was a successful attack of the 4th 
Platoon, 6th Company, 1st Regiment, under the command of warrant officer Medek in 
March 1917, in the area Lysoniya-Potutory.  Medek’s platoon penetrated into the 
trenches of the front defense positions of the 46th German Regiment and captured 21 
German POWs. 
 
Thanks to Milyukov’s influence, on April 22nd (May 6th) permission was granted for a 
broader recruitment among POWs and the formation for the largest possible contingent 
of arms.  This decision, in essence, approved the earlier prepared action of General 
Červinka.  Volunteers would be recruited and accepted by the recruitment committee, 
which would send emissaries to the POW camps; the recruited volunteers would be 
transferred to the formation committee (a Czech-Russian committee under the 
chairmanship of Gen. Červinka) which would organize them into units, select officers, 
arm them (all at the expense of the Russian government), train them in reserve units, 
etc. 
 
The situation was not considered resolved yet, nor the army fully formed.  Aside from 
Milyukov, most of the new politicians were against the Czechoslovak initiative, because 
according to them, it originated at the time of the Tsar’s regime.  Milyukov, the only 
supporter of the Czechoslovak action, was replaced by a growing revolutionary 
movement.  Kerensky, who replaced Grechkov, had an even more negative attitude 
towards the Czechoslovaks.  Dr. Vondrák, the president of the Czechoslovak Union, 
wrote the following about his dealings with Kerensky: “I received an even less 
favourable reception from Minister Kerensky.  He blamed us Czechs for not having 
created a revolution in Austria and having escaped into an even worse country, which 
had never recognized a constitution.  You Czechs were always inclined towards 
reaction …” 
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And so it happened, that the Provisional Government even considered cancellation       
of the Czechoslovak Army.  It was only after the arrival of Masaryk, who through his 
memorandum of May 22nd managed to convince Kerensky to rescind his order about 
the dissolution of the brigade, that a partial change of heart was achieved among the 
members of the Provisional Government.  This happened only because Masaryk joined 
his action with a parallel French action, which the French Minister Thomas had come to 
negotiate in Russia. 
 
The situation at the French Front was even more desperate than in 1916, and this 
proved to be very advantageous for the Czechoslovak initiative in Russia.  Even before 
Masaryk’s arrival, Thomas himself asked the Provisional Government for the release of 
the Czech and Slovak POWs from Russia to France.  After Masaryk’s statement, the 
request was approved.  On June 13th, 1917, Masaryk signed an agreement with 
Thomas about the transfer of 30,000 POWs to France.   Some of these were to be sent 
to the front and a smaller part to work in French arms factories.  Of course, the French 
Minister of War had to approve this.  Thomas, as Minister of Munitions, was able to only 
approve the recruitment and transfer of workers for the arms factories.  The request was 
therefore sent to Paris.  But before an answer arrived from Paris, Masaryk pushed 
through the start of a concentrated recruitment according to the approved plan at the 
BOCzNCR.  He gave part of a collection taken up among the US expats to the 
BOCzNCR, which ensured the dispatch of the first 50 recruitment agents into the POW 
camps.  Aside from that, relying on the agreement with Thomas as a first agreement 
between the CzNC with another country, he tried to get approval from the Russian 
authorities for the formation of the largest possible unit also for the Russian Front. 
 
In parallel with Masaryk’s initiative, even the soldiers themselves were trying to be 
assigned to the front as a whole unit, and so they volunteered the entire brigade for    
the offense attack units.  Czechoslovak delegates also announced to Gen. Brusilov 
personally, that they would like to appear as one unified fighting unit.  So it happened, 
that the brigade commander Col. Troyanov was ordered to assemble the dispersed 
platoons and semi-plantoons at the 49th Corps of Gen. Selivachov in the area of 
Tarnopol-Ozernyany.  This ended the period of reconnaissance.   
 
The agreement from Paris for the transfer of 30,000 POWs to France arrived in Russia 
at the end of August.  The work of the diplomats at the BOCzNCR was significantly 
made easier because of the success achieved by the Czechoslovak brigade in the 
Russian summer offensive at Zborov and which brought Kerensky and especially the 
general staff on side.   
 
 
The Battle of Zborov 
 
[The Battle of Zborov was the first significant action of the Czechoslovak Legion on the 
Eastern Front, and the only successful action of the failed offensive in Ukraine.]  The 



 

 

 

44 

 

main role in this battle was to be played by the 7th Army in the area of Berezhany.  
Therefore, the Czechoslovak brigade as an assault unit, was assigned to the 7th Army.  
However, before the entire brigade was assembled, the original order was rescinded 
and the brigade was transferred to the 49th Army Corps of the 11th Army in the segment 
of the front near the town of Zborov.  It was assembled near the village of Ozernany 
(now Ozerna), which lies 20 km to the northwest of Tarnopol (now Ternopil).  At the 
same time, it lost its designation as an assault unit.  According to one witness, this was 
due to the intervention of the brigade commander Col. Troyanov himself, who was said 
to be aware of the inadequate training of the brigade.  The brigade was not used to the 
cooperation of its units, and the soldiers only had experience in reconnaissance 
missions, and not attacks.  In the area of Zborov, the command of the Southeastern 
Front also intended only to carry out a demonstrative attack in aid of the attack by the 
7th Army.   
 
The fact that on the Austrian side, opposing the segment taken up by the Czechoslovak 
brigade, were two regiments with only Czech soldiers (35th Infantry Regiment from 
Plzeň and the 75th Infantry Regiment from Jindřichův Hradec), indicated that the 
command of the Southwestern Front was relying on this and expecting a smooth 
outcome of the attack.  This also was evident from the width of that segment of the front 
which the brigade was to occupy, and which for an attack of not quite three regiments 
was too large (6 and 5 km).  The brigade was flanked to the left by the 6th Finnish 
Division and to the right by the 4th Finnish Division.  The soldiers of these divisions were 
not Finnish; their name was derived from where they were stationed during peace 
times.  The 82nd Division was the reserve of the Corps.  The Corps was to attack on 
both flanks (4th and 6th Finnish Divisions) and only after the success of this assault, 
especially after the capture of “Height 394” (Mogila), the Czech regiments were to join 
the attack and occupy “Height 391” south of Mogila.  However, the entire course of the 
offensive forced the Russian command to change the plans in the Zborov segment.     
In view of the fact that the penetration of the enemy defenses did not happen at 
Berezhany but further north (i.e., closer to the Zborov section) in the area of Konyukhi, 
the 49th Corps got the task to join this attack in a forceful advance over the entire width 
of their position. 
 
On June 19th (July 2nd), 1917, at 8:45 a.m., the Finnish Division started the attack and  
at 9:00, the Czech volunteers joined them; at first on the right half of the section, and 
subsequently on the left half.  The mighty thrust of the Czechoslovak brigade managed 
to penetrate the Austrian defenses to a depth of 5 km.  After a six-hour battle and after 
repelling a counter-attack of Austrians as well as one battalion of the 102nd German 
Regiment, the Austro-Hungarian and German defenses stabilized 3 – 5.5 km from the 
original front line.  In total, seven Czechoslovak battalions participated in the Zborov 
battle – three battalions of the 1st Regiment, two battalions of the 2nd Regiment and    
two battalions of the 3rd Regiment.  The 2nd Battalion of the 2nd Regiment made up of 
Russian-Czechs, who obviously were more connected to the Russian terrain, refused  
to man the trenches, the same as other Russian units.  In total, 3,500 men of the 
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Czechoslovak brigade participated in the battle.  Of those, 185 were killed, and about 
800 were wounded.  The enemy numbers were estimated to be about a third higher 
(about 4,500 soldiers killed).  According to an announcement by the Russian command, 
the volunteers captured 3,150 prisoners, 15 artillery guns, many machine guns and 
other war material.  During the attack, the Czechoslovak brigade utilized the advantages 
of the terrain, penetrated the enemy defenses in groups, and undermined the enemy by 
surrounding them and attacking from the rear.  This was mainly manifested during the 
capture of the dominant “Height 391”, and the heavily fortified “Height 394”. 
 
The supreme commander Gen. Brusilov acknowledged the skill and fighting spirit of the 
Czechoslovak brigade.  Kerensky, who suddenly changed his previously negative 
attitude towards the Czechoslovak movement in Russia, himself came to congratulate 
them.  He also immediately allowed the broadest possible recruitment among the POWs 
into the Czechoslovak units.  After the battle, the Czechoslovak brigade was replaced 
by Russian soldiers and put into the reserves.  However already on June 24th (July 7th), 
units of the brigade were again inserted into defensive positions.  On July 6th (19th), the 
Germans started a counter-offensive in the area of Ternopol.  Russian units retreated 
en masse and the Czechoslovak brigade which maintained its discipline and fighting 
spirit, was given the unpleasant task of upholding the defense and forcing the fleeing 
Russian soldiers to the trenches. 
 
During the so-called Tarnopol retreat, the 2nd Regiment got into a very difficult situation 
at Volosivka and Podgaetskiy (now Pidhajetskyi), where they broke through enemy lines 
in a forceful assault, but soon were encircled on both unprotected flanks.  The battle 
without artillery support (only with partial support from an armoured train) and without 
defended flanks, was fruitless – the 2nd Regiment escaped from the encirclement only 
with great losses.  A total of 320 officers and soldiers were eliminated from the fight,  
and many of the wounded killed themselves so they would not be taken prisoners and 
receive a traitor’s death penalty.   
 
On the same day, the 1st Regiment was also forced to retreat, and on July 8th (21st), 
1917, the 2nd Regiment to the west of Tarnopol also experienced the same fate.  On 
July 20th (August 2nd), the entire brigade was concentrated in Pidvolochisk, and from 
there was transferred to the town of Polonne in the Volyn region [in Google Maps, 
Polonne is located 150 km SE of the Volyn region, in the Khmelnytskyi region] to restore 
their numbers. 
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                      Positions of the Russian Army at Zborov in 1917,  and the Battle of Zborov 

 
 
Czechoslovak Army Corps 

 
The battle at Zborov helped gain the sympathy of the highest commanders in the 
Provisional Government, and thus facilitated further recruitment in POW camps.  Soon 
permission was given to create a 4th Regiment, and thereby an entire division.  At the 
same time, the building of a 2nd Division was begun and not only gradually, as it was 
with the 1st Division, but all at once.   On July 21st, the 5th Prague Regiment of T.G. 
Masaryk was formed in Borispol.  On the same day in Baryshivka, the 8th Silesian 
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Regiment was formed, on July 25th the 6th Hana Regiment in Pyryatyn and the 7th Tatra 
Regiment in Berezan’.  On September 1st, the 2nd Independent Czechoslovak Artillery 
Unit came into being, which later became the 2nd Artillery Brigade.  Other units also 
started to be created – sappers and transport units.  The 4th Regiment was formed late 
at Shepetivka near Polonne on September 9th (22nd), and so the 1st Division called the 
Hussite was formed with the following regiments:  1st Jan Hus Regiment, 2nd Jiřího z 
Poděbrad Regiment, 3rd Jan Zižka of Trocnov Regiment and the 4th Regiment of Prokop 
Veliký.  Later in October and November, another two regiments (reserve regiments) 
were added to these eight. 
 
On September 26th (October 9th), 1917, the Supreme Commander Gen. Dukhonin 
issued an order about the creation of the command of the Czechoslovak Army Corps 
with the command of the Czechoslovak Reserve Brigade, a separate sapper company 
and a half-company of trenchers.  The Russian General Shokorov was named the 
commander of the Corps.   
 
In 1917, the total number of POWs of Czech and Slovak nationality in Russia was 
estimated to be 250,000 men, however nobody had counted them.  Among them may 
have been about 30,000 Slovaks.  So by the end of the year, and from Dukhonin’s 
October 9th order, there were 38,500 Legionnaires inducted into the 1st Czechoslovak 
Army Corps (after subtracting the losses at Zborov and the subsequent retreat).  Agents 
of the BOCzNCR spread propaganda in the POW camps, among POWs working in 
industrial cities and in the countryside.  They recruited among soldiers who in their 
overwhelming majority considered their POW status as liberation from the hell of war.  
All of them had experienced firsthand the horror of endless artillery barrages, dirt, lice, 
the misery of mud in the trenches, and the maddening fear of bayonet attacks.  And 
now they were being asked in the name of fighting for the freedom of their homeland,   
to again enter into this hell which they all had thought was behind them… 
 
Often the agents had a much easier job.  In some POW camps the conditions were 
unbearable, and the horrors often matched those at the front.  To illustrate this point, 
here follows a short excerpt from Gen. Brusilov’s report on January 6th, 1917 about 
some of the POW camps which housed POWs of Slavic origin: “The sanitary conditions 
in the camps are deplorable.  Typhoid infected soldiers are being brought into 
completely healthy POW camps and conversely, healthy soldiers are brought into 
infected camps.  A large unit of POWs was first sent to Kurgan and distributed among 
the villages there.  They had a good life there.  But soon they were sent to the 
construction site of the Murmansk Railway.  A large part of them were tradesmen, 
teachers, vets, etc. who were not used to heavy manual labour.  As a result of poor 
nutrition and lodging, half of them died of scurvy.  They were then sent from Murmansk 
for R&R to Semibratovo in the Yaroslavl region.  Their accommodation had been 
considered adequate for 2,000 healthy people.  But there were 3,000 of them and some 
had to spend the night outdoors.  It rained the entire night.  Among the POWs coming 
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from Murmansk were some who were dying and about a third of them could not walk 
without assistance.  Soon a typhoid epidemic erupted among them.” 
 
In the Totsky camp in the Samara region, out of 16,000 Slavic POWs, 6,000 died of 
typhoid, and the higher command was unaware of this.  Prince A.P. Oldenbursky, an 
official of the Russian Red Cross, discovered this from a friend of a doctor who was 
dying of typhoid fever.  In the Troica camp, out of 4,500 Slavic POWs, half of them died 
of typhoid fever.  In camps in Turkestan, due to incompetence of the authorities, half of 
the Slavic POWs died of typhoid, malaria, dysentery and scurvy.   
 
It has to be stressed that the living conditions of the POWs whose numbers were 
constantly increasing, did not improve during 1917.  On the contrary, with the growing 
chaos in the government administration and the defeats at the front, they further 
deteriorated.  In the fall of 1917, POWs were officially permitted to go begging because 
of the hopeless conditions regarding the financial and food supply in the country.  Does 
our young generation know anything about this?  
 
Of course, there were also POW camps and centres in well-supplied areas, mostly       
in Siberia and away from roads, which provided POWs with a reasonably decent life.   
 
In any case, in consideration of these facts which pushed the volunteers into the arms 
of the recruiting agents, it is obvious that most of the Legionnaires were willing, for 
ideological reasons, to submit to military discipline.  They were willing to lay down their 
lives for their ideals.  Consequently, the Legionnaire units were able to maintain strong 
discipline among the decaying Russian Army.  The Czech units were assigned as 
military police, who with the use of machine guns forced the fleeing Russian soldiers    
to return to their positions.  One of the reasons for this Legionnaire cohesion was, of 
course, the fear of being taken prisoner by the Austrians, which meant certain death.   
 
 
The Great October Revolution   
 
The new Provisional Government was supposed to convene a constitutional assembly, 
which was to decide on the future Russian government.  At the same time, they had to 
respect the demands of the working class and military classes represented in the 
soviets (councils), which had been created all over Russia.  The soviets were spreading 
the idea of concluding a general peace treaty.  A dispute about this arose in the 
Provisional Government.  A.F. Kerensky, a Social Revolutionary (S.R.) - (“ESER”) 
became the Minister of War, and his thought was that Russia must not make a separate 
peace.  Therefore, Russia was supposed to start another offensive (see Battle at 
Zborov).  But all his efforts were shattered due to the resistance of the workers and    
the soldiers. 
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More and more, radical leaders became more influential, among whom the most 
significant was Vladimir Ilijic Uljanov-Lenin, born April 22nd, 1870.  Lenin represented 
the party of the so-called Bolsheviks (meaning majority faction).  It was so named 
because at the Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Party in London in 1903,     
a majority of the participants approved their program.  The Bolsheviks were relying on 
the slogans of Marxism.  They were convinced that the victory of socialist demands 
culminating in Communism could be accomplished by a revolution and by introducing 
the dictatorship of the proletariat.  The minority (Mensheviks) however, wanted to 
achieve the demands of the proletariat by gradual development within actual conditions 
and they did not consider Communism as an appropriate goal.   
 
Meanwhile the government of Prince Lvov was losing ground.  Two main reasons 
caused the fall of his government: their acceptance of the Ukrainian Central Council as 
the highest self-governing authority in Ukraine according to the principle of national self-
determination, and their demand to divide the real estate holdings of the major land-
owners between the farmers who worked them.  The new chairman of the Provisional 
Government, A.F. Kerensky, who had been the Minister of War in the previous 
government, attempted to bridge the chasm between the political parties, but he also 
did not succeed.  His short reign was pushed aside on November 7th, 1917 by the 
memorable October Revolution, (according to the Russian calendar on October 25th), 
whereby the national power fell into the hands of the socialist people – workers and 
farmers.  The government of the soviets replaced the earlier absolute Russian 
monarchy.  A new government was formed under the leadership of V.I. Lenin. 
 
The first act of the Soviet government was to offer to all warring powers a general 
democratic peace without “annexations or reparations”, and to establish a 3-month truce 
on all fronts in order to negotiate a peace.  This request was ignored by the imperialistic 
states and therefore on December 5th, 1917, Soviet Russia approached the Central 
Powers (Austria-Hungary and Germany) about discussions of a separate peace. All of 
the western Allies tried to prevent a peace and thereby prevent the transfer of German 
divisions from the east to the west.  The Allied states wanted to renew the Eastern 
Front, even if there was a peace, but under different circumstances, because a new 
factor on the horizon was the Japanese intervention in Siberia.    
 
In the middle of February, the Germans broke off their negotiations in Brest-Litovsk and 
on February 18th started an offensive against Soviet Russia. Ten days later after some 
short hesitation, the Austro-Hungarian Army joined this offensive. The Austrian Army 
advanced in southern Ukraine and on February 28th, 1918 their 54th Infantry Division 
occupied Kamyanets-Podilskyi.  In subsequent days, Austrian units also occupied 
Mogilev and Bar. On the north side of this conflict, they attacked Gorodok and 
Yarmolyntsi. German units occupied Kiev. The 54th Division protected the railway 
against partisan attacks. Further north, the 30th Infantry Division progressed from 
Satanov to Proskurov. On March 2nd, 1918 the leading units of the division occupied the 
railway crossing of Zhmerynka. On the morning of March 13th, the 54th Division reached 
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Odessa, and occupied it on March 14th. Here the resistance of the division soldiers 
became evident and “the spirit of the behavior of the Polish, Ukrainian and Czech 
soldiers suffered from contact with an ethnically similar population”. The army command 
found it necessary to remove units of the division from this negative influence and 
occupy them in the steppes with guard and transportation duties.  Hungarian Hussars of 
the 2nd Cavalry Division where more reliable for service in Odessa. The fact was that the 
revolutionary proletariat of Odessa influenced soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian Army 
with thoughts about the fight against war and against those who initiated it and wanted  
it to continue.   
 
These ideas had the most influence on those Czech and Slovak soldiers who 
experienced the October Revolution directly in Russia.  Czech and Slovak POWs and 
soldiers of the Czechoslovak Volunteer Army found themselves directly in the centre of 
events, in which not only ideologically, but also practically, they had to decide their next 
step.   
 
 
Czechoslovak Legion in Russia following the October Revolution 
 
In October 1917, the independent Czechoslovak Corps found itself on the right bank    
of the Ukraine [west bank of the Dnieper River]. The 2nd Division had just been formed.  
The entire Corps was being organized and more recruitment into the army was 
continuing because the number of applications was growing. Militarily, the Legion was 
subordinate to the Russian command of the Southwestern Front; armed, equipped and 
supplied by the Russians. Politically, it was the CzNC which was the guiding authority, 
as accepted by the Dukhonin Decree of October 9th, 1917. The Corps had its own 
commander, the Russian general Shokorov, its own political commissioner named by 
the BOCzNCR – Prokop Maxa, and its own representative in the Russian high 
command – Jiří Klecanda. The BOCzNCR, as the highest political authority, was 
governed in their political decisions (i.e., determining for what purposes, where and in 
what manner we the Czechoslovak volunteers were to be deployed) by an agreement 
with France about the transfer of 30,000 soldiers and workers to France. The French 
government undertook to financially secure the recruitment and the support of the units.  
 
When the first news of the revolutionary events in Petrograd surfaced, a meeting of the 
union of Czechoslovak groups and the BOCzNCR was suddenly called on October 26th, 
1917 (November 8th) in Kiev. Here they discussed the new situation. They accepted and 
announced a resolution, which among other things said: “remembering that internal 
disorder is the best ally of the German aggressor, we will stand side-by-side with those 
who strive for internal order, and we are therefore ready to support the legitimate 
Provisional Government”.  
 
In the revolutionary conflict between the middle-class Provisional Government and the 
proletariat, the bourgeois Czechoslovak political leadership took the side of the middle-
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class Provisional Government without reservations, and agreed to make the 
Czechoslovak Legionnaires into neutral guardians, who would be guarding from the 
revolutionary proletariat that which they needed most: arms. It was agreed with the 
military command in Kiev and a representative of the general staff of the Southwestern 
Front, that the Legion could be used for the defense of warehouses, mainly armories. 
The commander of the Corps Gen. Shokorov issued the following order to the division 
commanders:  
 
“1. Any interference of the Czechoslovak units in internal fights and their armed 
intervention on the side of any political party is unacceptable. 
 
2.  All Czechoslovak units must remain on the side of law and order and with all means 
work towards securing that which supports the continuation of war against our common 
enemy Austria and Germany. 
  
Therefore, all commanders must prevent looting and violence with all their might in 
areas where the units under their command are located and prevent damaging of 
railway equipment, quartermaster and artillery warehouses.  During all these 
interventions it is necessary to avoid the use of arms as much as possible.”  
 
This order was the first concrete expression of neutrality which had been stressed by 
Masaryk and the other leaders of the BOCzNCR, and in practical terms, resulted in a 
multitude of interventions of the Legionnaire units for the protection of the property of 
the Ukrainian middle class. On this basis (on the basis of this order), the assistant 
commissar of the staff of the Southwestern Front – Grigoriev ordered the 2nd 
Czechoslovak Infantry Regiment and battalions of the Czechoslovak Infantry Brigade   
to Kiev with the consent of the BOCzNCR in order to suppress the activities of the 
revolutionary proletariat. These units fought in Kiev between October 28th – 31st 
(November 10th – 13th) against the Kiev workers and soldiers. In the streets of Kiev,   
two Legionnaires were killed and a number of others were wounded.  
 
Following intense intervention by the Czechoslovak Social Democratic Party and mainly 
under increasing pressure of the revolutionary forces, on the evening of October 30th 
(November 12th), P. Maxa began negotiations with the Kiev command about the 
withdrawal of Czechoslovak units from Kiev.  Following a truce in Kiev, the units were 
withdrawn into the barracks on October 31st (November 13th).  Only later did the 
BOCzNCR issue a statement signed by Masaryk and Maxa. 
 
This was the first deployment of Legionnaire units against the revolutionary proletariat. 
The growing complexity of the political situation in Ukraine, where the competing 
interests of the soviets and the Central Council of the middle class, the disintegrating 
front, and the Soviet decree about peace; all caused numerous problems for the 
leadership of the Legion.  This had to be immediately resolved. Therefore, the leaders  
of the BOCzNCR who were in Kiev, urged Masaryk by telegram to come to Kiev. 
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Masaryk especially stressed the need for neutrality and said: “today we can’t say how 
the situation in Russia will develop, and therefore we must count on different outcomes.” 
The first of these possibilities was to keep the agreement with the Provisional 
Government, which promised to arm the Legionnaires who would fight for Russia.  
Masaryk felt that the current situation in Russia was anarchy. From the conclusion of 
these thoughts about the relationship with Russia, it followed that Masaryk did not count 
on the continuation of the fight against Germany and Austria. Following the October 
Revolution when in Ukraine the Central Council was vying for power, Masaryk quickly 
agreed to take over the responsibilities of the former Provisional Government. He was 
mainly interested in supplying and arming the Legion. Actually, the Central Council of 
the day respected the military apparatus of the collapsing Russian Army in its territory.  
In an agreement in which the council agreed to take over the responsibilities of the 
former Provisional Government, Masaryk agreed to the use of the Legion for guard duty 
within the terms of the mentioned neutrality. Masaryk had the foresight to include a 
clause that stated in case a peace with the Central Powers was realized, the Legion 
would be released from the Ukrainian territory and the agreement would be void.  
 
Taking advantage of the growing chaos in the administration in the Russian military, 
Masaryk ordered the Legion to arm itself to the maximum at the expense of the 
disintegrating Russian units. The Czechoslovak units “took over” everything they could 
carry from the retreating Russian Army, especially munitions and machine guns.   
 
As previously stated, on December 16th, 1917, the French government issued a decree 
about the formation of an autonomous Czechoslovak Army within the framework of the 
French Army, and the approval of French government officials to make the 
Czechoslovak Legion in Russia a part of this autonomous army.  When pro-German 
influences began to intensify within the Ukrainian Central Council, it issued the so-called 
“IV Universal” on January 25th, 1918, proclaiming its complete independence from 
Russia.  Since the Council proclaimed a peace with the Central Powers, Masaryk 
cancelled the agreement with them on January 13th (26th) and announced the departure 
of the Legion from Ukrainian territory to the Ukrainian Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Shulgin.  The question arose:  where to now? 
 
 
To France across Siberia 
 

In December and the beginning of January, neither Masaryk nor the other leading 
politicians of the BOCzNCR had decided unequivocally about the further activities of  
the Legion because they were disoriented by the disunity of the Allies.  One wanted     
to move the Legion to the Don River, the other to Romania, and finally the third 
acknowledged the importance of the Legion in Ukraine.  The actions of the Central 
Powers – especially Germany, after the October Revolution in Russia, were determined 
by the fact that aside from the Bolshevik Party there was no significant political force in 
Russia that could lead peace negotiations.  Germany was interested in two things: 
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1.  a peace that was as permanent as possible on the Russian Front which would allow 
them to transfer the largest possible number of soldiers to the Western Front and there 
to decide the outcome,  
  
2.  to occupy as much territory as possible in Russia especially in Ukraine, which would 
help improve the desperate food shortage in Germany and Austria.   
 
However, the effort for territorial gains required manpower, which therefore could not be 
transferred to the Western Front.  The common denominator became the question of 
the Japanese intervention in Siberia.  This problem occurred at the same time as the 
division of Russian territory into spheres of influence of the Allies. Japan, although it  
had joined the coalition against the Central Powers, practically did not participate in    
the fighting. It had sufficient fresh military forces in that area, and it was willing to apply 
them in Siberia where at the time there were no major Soviet armed forces. At the heart 
of the problem was American politics which intensely resisted the Japanese intervention 
because they thought it endangered their own interests in the Far East. The American 
resistance towards the “Japanese” solution to the Russian question was so stubborn 
that negotiations continued until July 1918.  
 
The first somewhat successful step was achieved by Masaryk on January 9th (22nd) 
when he received news that the Allies probably would take over the materials support  
of the Legion. At the beginning of February, the Legion was already receiving financial 
support from England. The Allies began sharing the responsibility. However in January, 
Masaryk had to continually resist proposals to move the Legion to the Romanian Front, 
and later proposals to deploy the Legion behind the front lines to salvage war materials.  
 
At that time, however, the Red Guards (Soviet Army) were unstoppably approaching 
Kiev.  For Masaryk and the BOCzNCR, the proximity of the Soviet Army posed a 
significant complication. The French mission demanded from the BOCzNCR that the 
Legion protect Kiev against the Soviet soldiers. Eventually the situation was diffused   
by them stressing the “neutrality” aspect.   On the eve of the occupation of Kiev by the 
Soviet Army, January 25th (February 7th), 1918, the Legion was officially and publically 
proclaimed as an autonomous part of the French Army.  The leadership of the 
Czechoslovak Revolutionary Army welcomed the Soviet soldiers under the French 
symbol of neutrality.  And the first missive sent by the BOCzNCR (also to the Soviet 
government – a protest against the ban of recruiting new POWs into the Legion – was 
worded as follows: “the Czechoslovak proletariat under the leadership of the Central 
Revolutionary Committee (OCNR) has formed the Czechoslovak Revolutionary Army 
only for the sole purpose of fighting side by side with the Russian Revolutionary 
proletariat against Austro-German Capitalism and Imperialism.” 
 
Even prior to the arrival of the Soviet Army units in Kiev, the Czechoslovak and Soviet 
units made contact and came to some agreements.  The current commander of the 
Soviet military, following negotiations with Masaryk and representatives of the Allied 
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military missions, acknowledged the armed neutrality of the Legion, and issued orders 
allowing it to purchase necessary supplies.  He had no objections even when Masaryk 
announced that the Legion would be financed by the Allies and that the men would 
leave Ukraine for France and the Western Front.   Aside from that, the German Army 
began pouring into the Ukraine.  It was still far away, but without any resistance it 
progressed very quickly.  The departure from Russia was desirable because the Legion 
leadership did not want the Legionnaires to be involved in unsuccessful and politically 
damaging battles with the Germans during the retreat.  Besides, Masaryk’s goal was    
to strengthen the Czechoslovak units in France all along.   
 
In his discussions with members of the French military mission in Russia, Masaryk 
pushed through the idea that the Legion would go to France – east across Siberia 
[across the Pacific Ocean, North America, Atlantic Ocean]; this is how this curious 
decision, inconceivable from a geographic standpoint, came about.  With an honest will 
to get to France and help at the Western Front as fast as possible, this route could not 
have been chosen.  If the route on dry land and the Dardanells was impossible – as was 
the case at the time, the shortest route would have been through the northern ports – 
many times shorter than the route across Siberia and around the world.  For a 50,000- 
man army with railway units and a multitude of their own engineers, the damaged 
railway to Murmansk could not have been a real obstacle (the Archangelsk port was 
frozen until May).  Later on in Siberia, this army had to surmount innumerable damaged 
railway tracks including renewing tunnels and bridges across the huge Siberian rivers.  
Whenever Masaryk had spoken earlier about the journey to France, he always spoke 
about the northern Russian ports.  To the soldiers, this new “route” was justified 
especially due to fears of German submarines in the north. 
 
Masaryk understood very well that the American-Japanese dispute was putting a delay 
on every intervention in Siberia.  He knew that the presence of the Czechoslovak Army 
in Siberia would make them more desirable for all powers involved in the dispute.  He 
therefore chose the route east through Siberia as a way to multiply its political value by 
placing them in locations where the Allies had the greatest need for a military presence.  
Masaryk’s main goal was to achieve a political effect.  Therefore, he was trying to buy 
time until the Allies came to an agreement.  The long trek through Siberia was intended 
to gain this time.   
 
The delays during the transport through Siberia offered many various advantages:  time 
for the recruitment and training of a 2nd Corps and thus preventing POWs from returning 
home and reinforcing the Austro-Hungarian Army.  An obvious psychological advantage 
was also created since the Legionnaires were given hope that before they got around 
the world to the French military slaughterhouse, the war would be over.  Thus, the 
Corps became even more attractive for the POWs.  Also, if the Allies were considering 
direct intervention, the transport of troops towards Vladivostok created a unique 
strategic advantage in that the Legion would hold the entire Trans-Siberian Railway.   
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The Ukrainian Soviet government that had been formed in Kharkov on December 24th, 
1917 sent units of the Red Army into battle.  Among them were the first larger units of 
Czech and Slovak Red soldiers, made up of former POWs who conscious of their 
proletarian duties, had joined the Red Army.  They were concentrated in an infantry unit 
of 285 men and a railway unit of 190 men.  The political commissar of the International 
Brigade in the Ukraine, the Czech František Kaplan, was a former Legionnaire volunteer 
who had actively participated in the conquest of Kiev.  They passed through areas 
where there were Czech garrisons.  The Legionnaires did not participate in the fighting 
and maintained strict neutrality.  The Red Army treated them tactfully in order to prevent 
possible incidents.  On February 8th, 1918, following fierce fighting with the Ukrainian 
government soldiers, the Soviet Army completely conquered Kiev. 
 
The Czechoslovak leftist Social Democratic Party in Kiev began to organize their own 
units of the Red Army on February 15th, 1918, with the approval of the Ukrainian Soviet 
government.  They recruited soldiers not only among the POWs but also among the 
Legionnaires.  Socially conscious workers, individually or in larger groups, began 
leaving the Legion and joining the Czechoslovak Red Army units in Kiev.  The largest 
such group was 202 Legionnaires of the 7th Regiment who switched to the Red Army  
en masse.  In this way, together with the existing two units, it was possible to form a  
unit within several days, which had participated in the conquest of Kiev, and which 
numbered about 1,000 men. 
 
The Kiev Social Democrats began feverish activity to prevent the retreat of the Legion 
from Ukraine, and engaged the men in the fight against the progressing armies of the 
Central Powers side by side with the Soviet soldiers.  Some hope for success lay in the 
fact that not only the ordinary Legionnaires but even part of the commanders were 
disoriented by the order to suddenly retreat before the army of the German Imperialists, 
and circumnavigate the world to fight the same enemy in France.  (I think that this 
impression was false and could be held only by people who didn’t understand the 
situation at all).  Thus, the efforts of the Kiev Social Democrats were in vain.   
 
While the Legion was hastily retreating eastward and fighting the penetrating German 
soldiers only where it was necessary to ensure their own retreat, the Czechoslovak Red 
Army units were resisting the German attacks.  The capital city of Ukraine under 
pressure of an enemy with superiority of numbers, organization as well as armaments, 
fell on March 1st, 1918.  The fights then relocated to the area along the Kiev-Poltava 
railway.   During the retreat, one company of the 3rd Czechoslovak Legionnaire 
Regiment was disarmed by the Ukrainians.  Even before that however, almost 
simultaneously with the retreating Legion, the staff of the Czechoslovak Red Guard 
arrived in Poltava.  Its members tried to convince the Legionnaires with intensity, to join 
the fight against the enemy units, which had penetrated deep into the interior of 
Ukraine.  They courageously visited Legionnaire units and encouraged them to join in   
a common fight.  As a result of continuous intense political efforts, tens of new Czechs 
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and Slovaks from among the Legion, who refused to retreat before the German Army 
without a fight, joined the units of the Red Army.  Some former POWs also joined.  
 
The Legionnaire units from Kiev retreated on foot towards Bakhmach where they were 
to board railcars and be transported towards Kursk.  The Germans however, likewise 
advanced in two columns towards the railway station of Bakhmach and they blocked the 
route.  One of the three marching columns of the German Army conquering Ukraine, 
namely the column that was advancing from Gomel, came dangerously close to the 
railway crossroads at Bakhmach.  This crossroads was strategically important for the 
transport of the Legionnaire trains from Ichnya and Pryluky, and therefore had to be 
defended. 
 
The Germans advanced towards Bakhmach on the one hand along the railway from 
Gomel and on the other hand along the railway from Kiev.  Several units of the 6th and 
7th Czechoslovak Regiments had to be deployed to oppose them in order to slow down 
the German advance until such time that the last units of the Legion could board the 
railcars.  The fights in these two segments lasted from Mach 8th – 13th, 1918.  In both 
segments, the command of the 1st Division offered the Germans a truce.  In the western 
section this truce was interrupted by the Germans, in the northern section it was 
rejected.  All in all, however, the intent of the Legion command succeeded to slow the 
Germans and to board the units.  Subsequently without regard for the pleas of the 
Russian Army, which was fighting together with the Legionnaires, the Legionnaire trains 
left eastward towards Kursk.  In order to evade the need for an explanation, they used  
a ruse.  Two units of the 4th Regiment were even preparing to attack the railway station 
with hand grenades in order to force the Soviet units to let them leave.   
 
It was characteristic of the psychology of the Czechoslovak Legionnaires in their 
situation, that their discipline and cohesion was renewed due to their fear of death.    
The influx of volunteers increased so much that the BOCzNCR had to decide which 
volunteers to accept and which to reject.  In Moscow, Masaryk had negotiated with the 
French and English, and worked out the details of the Legionnaires’ trip across Siberia.  
Prior to his departure, Masayrk made Klecanda his representative for political 
negotiations, and distributed other functions to the remaining members of the 
BOCzNCR.  
 
One of the biggest challenges of the BOCzNCR was how to satisfactorily explain to the 
Soviet authorities that the Czechoslovak Army Corps did not intend to fight together with 
the Soviet soldiers against the Germans and that even though they were neutral in the 
civil war, they did not intend to surrender their arms.  The highest commander of the 
Soviet Army in the Ukraine, Antonov-Ovseyenko, accepted the explanation of the 
BOCzNCR and agreed to the surrender of any surplus arms.  From Maxa’s report,        
it was obvious that this referred to armaments that were obstructing easy transport.  
Approval was obtained for the trains to move towards Samara.  At the same time, an 
order from Lenin came by direct line to the regional committee in Voronez, to arrange 
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for the speedy transport of the units to Vladivostok.  It is obvious that the Soviet 
government wanted to evade any possible conflict with the Germans, and avoid any 
complaints about allowing armed anti-German forces in their territory.  Klecanda even 
managed to obtain the approval of the Soviet authorities to organize a 2nd Corps in 
Omsk.  He stressed on one hand that a trained 2nd Corps would be available to the 
Soviet government if the fight with Germany was rekindled, and on the other hand the 
recruitment of POWs (which otherwise might return to Austria and strengthen their 
army) would weaken the Central Powers by withholding these human resources.   
 
The trains with the Czechoslovak Corps [the Legionnaires] – there were about 60 of 
them – started their journey towards Penza in the direction of the Volga River and the 
Ural Mountains.  It was a virtual miracle in the transportation chaos all around: no 
locomotives, no railcars.  The transport was facilitated and possible only because of the 
“disorganized” evacuation of Kiev, which provided 60 military trains.  They never would 
have put these together in Russia, at least not the part they were travelling through.   
 
On around March 22nd, 1918, Kurayev, the Chairman of the Regional Soviet Council    
in Penza issued an order to immediately stop the transport of the Legion and disarm it.  
The BOCzNCR negotiators, under the leadership of Maxa, were told that this was on 
the orders of Antonov-Ovsiyenko who discovered that many Czechoslovak trains did  
not follow the agreement and hid part of their materials, especially artillery equipment.  
Aside from that, Kurayev mentioned the rude and arrogant behavior of Russian officers 
in Czechoslovak services.  Even Kurayev himself was exposed to the violent behavior 
of the commander of the 1st Czechoslovak Division, Russian General Podgayetsky, who 
after learning about the delay of the trains, forced his way into the Soviet Council offices 
with an armed guard, and threatened the chairman with hanging.  Kurayev, at that time, 
reported the entire affair to the Soviet government in Moscow and received in return an 
order from Stalin requiring the complete disarming of Legionnaire trains.   
 
There were long discussions in the BOCzNCR about whether to obey the order for 
disarmament or not, and what to do next.  The majority of the BOCzNCR voted to 
suggest that the leadership of the Legion start the disarmament of the trains down        
to     a quantity of arms necessary for self-defense and protection of the supplies. They 
decided there would be one armed company for each train which would usually carry    
a battalion.  The company (164 men) would be armed with rifles and a machine gun.  
The Soviet Council of the people’s commissars after some modifications/adjustments, 
agreed with the Czechoslovak proposal in a telegram which subsequently was 
published in the “Czechoslovak Daily” as follows: 
  
“The Soviet of the people’s commissars considers the request of the Czechoslovak 
Army as justified and fully acceptable on condition of the immediate movement of trains 
towards Vladivostok and the immediate removal of counter-revolutionary commanders.  
The Czechoslovaks are being transported not as a fighting unit but as a group of free 
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citizens carrying with them a known quantity of arms for their own protection against 
attacks from counter-revolutionary elements…” 
 
The text was written in such a way as to allow the Soviet government to cover 
themselves from questions by German diplomats.  For this reason, they mentioned free 
citizens having arms only for their protection against counter-revolutionary elements.     
It also followed that the Russian officers were one of the main reasons for the lack of 
trust – so the trains started to move again.  The progress of the trip was not smooth.  
Complications with transportation, supplies or political conflicts grew and slowed the 
movement of the trains.  The bilateral agreement about the partial disarmament was 
named “The Penza Agreement”. 
 
The soldiers managed to hide sufficient numbers of arms in their straw bedding, under 
the cars, in the double walls of the insulated railcars, etc.  Mostly only armaments that 
hampered transportation had been turned in.  An especially glaring incident occurred   
on one train of the 5th Czechoslovak Regiment in Samara on April 13th, 1918.  During    
a routine check of arms, there were so many over and above the allowed number that   
the Samara soviet threatened to stop the movement of the trains if such incidents  
would repeat.   During the investigation, it was established that the excess arms were 
intentionally allowed to remain in the trains by the Penza committee.  The Penza soviet 
had established a disarmament committee from Czech internationalists under the 
leadership of Brabec.  However, he was bribed by members of the BOCzNCR and he 
allowed the trains to have more arms than were agreed to.  Later the trains rearmed 
themselves using other seized arms.   
 
 
The Fate of the Legion following the Peace Treaty of Brest-Litovsk 
 
As mentioned before, since the beginning of December 1917, the Soviet government 
was conducting negotiations with the Central Powers about a peace treaty.  The Soviet 
delegation in Brest-Litovsk [located in Ukraine, under German occupation] was slowing 
the negotiations in hopes that it would expediate a revolution in Germany and Austria-
Hungary (??).  However, Trotsky (Lenin’s negotiator) did not accept the categorical 
demands and difficult peace conditions of the Central Powers.  He answered only with 
the statement that the Soviet government interrupt the negotiations temporarily.  The 
complete helplessness of Soviet Russia was, in his opinion, the last factor which could 
incite the proletariat masses of Germany and Austria-Hungary to revolutionary action.   
The Central Powers could not have hoped for anything better.  The negotiations were 
interrupted and immediately following on February 18th, their armies attacked along the 
entire front into Russia.  The socialist revolution was in mortal danger.  Lenin, with great 
effort, pushed for the defeat of Trotsky’s position in the Central Committee of the 
Russian Communist Party (of the Bolsheviks), and the need for immediate peace.   
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Because of danger that the enemy forces could occupy all of Ukraine as well as Belarus 
(the Soviets did not acknowledge an independent Ukrainian Republic), the Soviet 
government soon after started new peace negotiations.  The old army disintegrated, the 
soldiers did not want to fight, they were leaving the trenches, and were returning home 
in large groups.  At that point the Soviets sank their own entire Black Sea fleet to keep  
it out of enemy hands.   
 
The peace treaty was concluded and signed on March 3rd, 1918 in Brest-Litovsk with 
very severe conditions.  Russia gave up Finland, Ukraine, the Baltic countries, Latvia, 
Poland and part of the Caucuses.  There was talk about a secret agreement regarding 
the complete disarmament of the Czechoslovak Legion and its immediate transport to 
Austria.  For the Central Powers, the negotiations were conducted by the German 
diplomat Count Wilhelm von Mirbach-Harff, born on July 2nd, 1871 in Ischgl.   Later from 
April 26th, 1918, he became the first German ambassador in Moscow and shortly 
thereafter he was assassinated by leftist social revolutionaries.  Note:  The validity of 
this peace treaty which was ratified after April 1st by the Central Powers as well as the 
Soviet government was of short duration.  As soon as the Central Powers were 
defeated in the war, Soviet Russia cancelled the treaty already on November 13th, 1918 
– i.e., just two days after the war ended, and from that time on, did not recognize its 
validity.  They wanted to recover the territories they had given up.   
 
The Soviet government, in the face of a continuing German attack, had to draw out the 
fight in order to get time for economic reconstruction and especially for building up a 
new army.  During March and April, the German units continuously advanced even 
beyond the demarcation line between Ukraine and Russia.  A special group of Allied 
representatives, who after the departure of the official emissaries to Vologda had 
remained in Moscow for direct contact with the Soviet 
government, were offering Russia help in hopes that they would 
be able to renew the war against Germany. When Trotsky 
became the Commissar of Defense, he turned to the Allied 
representatives with requests for military expertise for the newly 
forming army.  Trotsky even was interested in the Czechoslovak 
Legion and turned to the French military mission, questioning 
whether the movement of the Czechoslovaks could be stopped  
in case the fight resumed, in such a way that a part or all of the 
soldiers would be handed over to Russia.  Trotsky was asking 
the French not to send the Legion to France because they could 
fight in Russia, organize the army, etc.  Trotsky requested help 
from the Allies for the creation of the Red Army, and was trying  
to incorporate the Legionnaires Corps into it, without regard for 
nationalist ideologies.  From the start however, Lenin was in 
favour of the quickest departure of the Legion.                                                                      
                                                                                                                     Leon Trotsky 
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The trains with the Legionnaires moved very slowly, and sometimes were delayed in the 
same place for weeks.  Something was constantly being negotiated.  This was also due 
to the fact that the Czechoslovak Legion became more and more the centre of attention 
of the Allied Powers and was considered in their interventionist goals.  Besides that, at 
most larger stations, left-leaning Czech social democrats from the Red Army were 
spreading propaganda, trying to recruit volunteers from the ranks of the Legionnaires  
for the Red Army units, with or without a lot of pressure.  They were not letting the trains 
pass before they had completely “processed” them.   In this way they managed to 
create even more anti-Soviet sentiments in all units among the Legionnaires (since they 
were tired of being pressured).  These delay tactics were soon abandoned because of 
the danger of creating more open conflicts. 
 
The anti-Soviet attitude in the ranks of the Czechoslovak Legion grew day by day.   
They reached a point of violent confrontations directed at the agitators who were being 
accused of ties with the Germans, but they were also directed towards German and 
Hungarian POWs, even Czech ones who intended to return home following the 
conclusion of peace.  The anti-Soviet sentiment was especially strong among the 
Officers Corps.  Already on April 13th, 1918, all officers of the 1st Czechoslovak Division 
voted for a strong resolution at a meeting in Kirsanov.  These were the demands they 
raised towards the command of the Corps and the BOCzNCR: 
 
1.  Immediately cease surrendering any arms 
2.  Make arrangement to replenish supplies of munitions 
3.  Take over secret control of locomotives and fuel at railway stations in the area where 
the Corps was located. 
4.   Following preparations for an armed continuation of the trip, demand of the Soviet 
authorities, in the name of the entire Army Corps in the most decisive manner, that 
Czechoslovak trains be immediately sent on, and proclaim that the Army Corps under 
no circumstances would relinquish their arms before reaching Vladivostok.   

 
In the BOCzNCR, two groups emerged:  one approved of the use of arms and a forced 
transit of Siberia, and the other was in favour of a more peaceful and patient resolution 
of all conflicts and obstacles.  The magazine “Czechoslovak Daily” had a major 
influence on the attitude of the regular Legionnaires towards the Soviet government.    
In its articles, it fostered an anti-Soviet mood because they claimed the Soviets were on 
good terms with the Germans.  Apparently, this was a planned preparation for a conflict, 
planned by higher level officers.   
 
Some of the Siberian Soviets, for fear of incidents with the Czechoslovaks, demanded 
their transfer to France through Archangelsk.  BOCzNCR was trying to oppose this 
situation.  First, they obtained approval from the local Soviet authorities from Irkutsk, 
that only trains currently to the east of Omsk would continue on their way east.  Only 
those trains to the west of Omsk (which meant practically the entire 1st Division) were to 
be directed toward Archangelsk.  Gen. Lavergne – a member of the French military 
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mission in Moscow, also recommended the transport of part of the Corps to the northern 
ports (for reasons of an earlier transport to France). 
 
However British politicians showed a pronounced interest in using the Czechoslovaks in 
Russia and not transporting them to France.  The various Allied Powers were looking for 
a way to use the Czechoslovak volunteers for their own interests:  some in the interest 
of their war against Germany, others in their plans for anti-Soviet intervention, that is, 
each one differently.  Then Britain came to the conclusion that after a change in Soviet 
foreign policy, there was no hope for military cooperation with the Soviet government.  
Therefore, they insisted to have a part of the Corps moved to the north.  Already at the 
beginning of May, they had taken concrete military steps.  
 
On May 24th, 1918, the British cruiser Olympia dropped anchor in the port of Murmansk.  
On board was a large contingent of British Infantry under the command of F.C. Poole.  
His task was to command that contingent, as well as to organize a military unit made up 
of Russian soldiers who could be collected in the area, and the Czechoslovaks (20,000 
strong) who were said to be, as planned, on their way to Archangelsk or Murmansk.  
These units, combined with the smaller Allied units, were supposed to be the base of 
his forces in Russia for the purpose of his intervention.  However, at the time of Gen. 
Poole’s arrival in Murmansk, rumours started to spread in Russia that the Czechoslovak 
Corps of 50,000 – 60,000 men had started an anti-soviet uprising along the entire length 
of the Trans-Siberian Railway from Penza to Vladivostok and that no units were willing 
to be moved north – the rank and file of the Corps were all against this move.  Chalk 
inscriptions appeared on the railcars: “BOCzNCR is going to Archangelsk, we are going 
to Vladivostok.  Have a good trip.”  The masses of Legionnaires favoured the slogan:  
“To Vladivostok on our own”. 
 
The above intervention into the intended route of the Corps was just to make an 
impression.  The BOCzNCR which had their own intelligence gathering personnel 
among the staff of the Corps established their own network of agents on the Trans-
Siberian Railway and soon were in touch with the secret Social Revolutionary (SR) 
organizations.  On direct orders from Masaryk while planning the route through Siberia, 
the leading financial representatives in the Legion got in touch with the financial head-
office of Siberian groups in Moscow – the Moscow Popular Bank.  In March 1918, a 
meeting took place at the bank between the leader of the financial representatives       
of the BOCzNCR and the representatives of the Siberian groups.  They signed an 
agreement about the supply of the Legion along the railway by the group organizations.  
This agreement was subsequently guaranteed for the Czechoslovak Party by the 
French mission.  The Legion therefore was already expected in Siberia, by the supply 
personnel of the Siberian sales co-ops, and also by the liaison confidants of the SR 
fighting units and secret groups.  In most cases, these were usually the same people.   
It is difficult to determine who of the BOCzNCR actually knew anything about this 
conspiracy.  
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It is obvious that the neutrality declared by the BOCzNCR caused major problems for 
the diplomats, especially the French.  When Gen. Lavergne investigated the intents of 
the CzNC without specifying his purpose, a member of the CzNC Čermák answered 
that as a result of the Bolshevik disorganization, much time had already been lost for 
the use of Czech units.   He also said that there was little hope to renew the fight with 
Russian forces and in his opinion the 1st Czech Corps should continue in their journey  
to the French Front where they were already headed.  He thought that any reversal 
would undermine the morale and fortitude which the Corps had demonstrated so far, 
amidst numerous difficulties, which were plentiful.   
 
On April 21st, 1918, the Russian commissar of Foreign Affairs (Chicherin) sent a 
telegram along the Siberian route:  
“Fearing a Japanese invasion of Siberia (the Japanese landed in Vladivostok on April 5, 
1918), Germany emphatically demands an immediate evacuation of German POWs 
from eastern Siberia to western Siberia or the European part of Russia.  Please take   
all measures, Czechoslovak units must not be transported east.” 
 
Upon requests for clarification of this telegram, the answer given to the BOCzNCR was 
that Czechoslovak units should be transported not east, but instead north to Murmansk 
and that this arrangement was agreed on in the highest Military Council in Moscow. 
 
And so there was a paradox:  that the activity of the German general staff was 
favourable for the interests of the Allied Powers because the German interference 
would divide the Czechoslovak transport into two parts. This could strengthen the 
northern and eastern intervention starting points.  Thus, the road to involvement of the 
Czechoslovak Legion in the anti-Soviet intervention was open.  
 
 
The Events following Chicherin’s Telegram 
 
From the beginning of May 1918, when rumours spread of the contents of Chicherin’s 
telegram among the Legionnaires, there was a change in attitude towards anti-Soviet 
sentiments among the majority of the Legionnaires within several days.  It was natural 
that this telegram and its subsequent explanation which was co-signed by the 
commander of the Military Council Bonch-Bruyevich, by its wording like “Germany 
emphatically demands…” played into the hands of anti-Soviet sentiments.  Once the 
contents of the telegram became known along the trains, it created a strong wave of 
resistance against the Soviet government.  A contributing factor was an understandable 
aversion of the Legionnaires towards the notorious slaughterhouse of the Western 
Front.  Their romantic notion of a trip around the world gave them hope that before they 
arrived in France, the war might be over.  Now these hopes were to be dashed because 
of the Germans and their “Soviet allies”:  the Czechoslovak Legion would either be sunk 
on the way to France in the north, or butchered on the French battlefields. 
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Since the French position regarding the northern direction was not clear to the members 
of the BOCzNCR, they decided to verify the French position firsthand and mainly to 
request French support against the Soviet decision in Chicherin’s telegram.  The Branch 
dispatched couriers to Moscow and to Vologda to clarify with the Soviet government 
and the Allied representatives the real state of affairs.  The first to travel to Vologda was 
a member of the BOCzNCR, Dr. Straka.  He wanted to relay to the French ambassador 
the mood of the Legionnaires and to ask him to intervene with the Soviet government 
against their instruction to go to the northern ports.  To his great surprise he discovered 
that the Soviet instruction about the rerouting towards Murmansk was looked upon very 
favourably by the French.  It was apparently actually the result of influence and wishes 
of Allied representatives in Moscow, i.e., due to French initiative.  
 
Maxa and his followers who had travelled to Moscow soon learned about the intentions 
of the Allies.  Therefore they demanded guarantees that the northern route would be 
used only in order to shorten the trip to France.  They presented a detailed analysis to 
the French and Allied missions in Moscow in which they demanded that “they not count 
on the participation of Czechoslovak volunteers in case the Allies, without regard for 
Russian wishes, would be forced to stand up against German expansionism on Russian 
territory, in order to protect their own interests.”  However due to the conflict between 
the British and French policies towards the Legion, everything stayed the same as 
before, and the Czechoslovaks had to look after themselves.   
 
At the start of May 1918, preliminary meetings of the delegates of the 2nd Division were 
being held in Chelyabinsk.  A change in the direction of the transport was unanimously 
rejected.  While the delegates were meeting, a serious event occurred at the 
Chelyabinsk railway station on May 14th, 1918.  The Czechoslovak 3rd Regiment and 
part of the 6th Regiment were lined up on the platform.  From a passing train carrying 
homebound German and Hungarian POWs, someone threw a heavy metal object at the 
Czechoslovak volunteers causing Private František Ducháček of the 6th Regiment to be 
seriously injured.  Other soldiers standing nearby ran quickly to the main station.  They 
arrived there almost simultaneously with the POW train whose track followed a longer 
track.  They immediately stopped the train and forced all of the POWs to get off.  At that 
moment, Staff-Sgt. Hruška, the duty-officer of the 3rd Regiment on duty, arrived. 
 
The POWs were led away to an open area.  Their non-commissioned officer in charge 
was instructed to tell them to report the guilty party who threw the metal object, or every 
tenth POW would be shot.  The non-commissioned officer stood in front of them and 
conveyed the order in German, Hungarian and Romanian.  There was stubborn silence.  
A Soviet soldier approached and demanded the release of these POWs to the Soviet 
officials.  The Legionnaires disregarded him and his request.  When he objected, they 
crowded around him and in the ensuing chaos he was struck several times.  The duty-
officer managed with great difficulty to extricate him from the agitated crowd.  The 
Legionnaires again demanded to know the perpetrator.  Stubborn silence continued, 
and agitation escalated.  Suddenly someone quickly hit one of the POWs thinking he 
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was the one who threw the object.  The agitated crowd immediately converged on this 
soldier and began to beat him.  At that moment, finally, the other POWs, realizing the 
horrible situation, pointed to the guilty one – a small, dirty, man.  Several soldiers 
converged on him, dragged him out of the crowd and pierced him with their bayonets. 
 
The Chelyabinsk soviet demanded to see the Legionnaire guards who had forced the 
soldiers to disembark in order to investigate the occurrence.  The guards were arrested 
as well as two subsequent delegations.  Therefore, units of the 3rd and 6th Czechoslovak 
Regiments, on orders of Colonel Wojciechowski, occupied the railway station, the town 
and the armoury, and disarmed the Red Army soldiers on May 17th, 1918.  They then 
thoroughly armed themselves and freed the arrested comrades.  Most of the Soviet 
commissars ran away and hid, and those that were caught were arrested.  During this 
event, they confiscated 2,800 rifles, and an artillery battery.   
 
Later the entire event was somehow hushed up, but a report about the Legionnaires 
having occupied Chelyabinsk reached Moscow and the other Czechoslovak units.   
 
On May 20th, 1918, the first meeting of the representatives of the Legionnaires was 
called, attended by two military members of the local soviet, who demanded the return 
of the confiscated arms.  They explained away problems in transportation by blaming 
technical difficulties and sabotage by the educated classes.  At the same time, they 
promised that the Soviets would by all means try to expedite the movement of the 
Czechoslovak military units eastward.  However, they were being deceptive, since 
immediately after the departure of the soviet negotiators, a different story became 
evident.  A telegram from the Chelyabinsk soviet to their comrades in Yekaterinburg  
and Tyumen was intercepted at the telegraph office (which was in the hands of the 
Legionnaires), requesting help for the suppression of the Czechoslovaks. 
 
At the same time the Czechoslovak military delegates received a report about a 
telegram from the commander of the Operational Department of the Military 
Commissariat and cooperator of Trotsky – Aralov.  He demanded immediate disarming 
of the Czechoslovak trains as well as of the remains of the old regular army.  Whoever 
would resist would be shot on the spot.   
 
As a result of this, an Interim Committee was elected, whose task it was to secure the 
position of the Czechoslovak Army in Chelyabinsk and work towards opening the way  
to the east.  Meanwhile, the conference of the delegates discovered that members of 
the BOCzNCR, Prokop Maxa and B. Čermák, who were to leave for the conference in 
Chelyabinsk, were arrested in Moscow as hostages until two things were resolved:  the 
Chelyabinsk incident and the disarmament of the Czechoslovak soldiers.  The military 
commissar Trotsky managed to coerce Maxa and Čermák to issue an order on May 
21st, 1918, to surrender all arms to the local soviets.  At the meeting however, it was 
decided not to relinquish any arms until a free departure and security of the 
Czechoslovak Army units would be guaranteed.  This decision was sent to the Soviet 



 

 

 

65 

 

government by telegram and the same day, the BOCzNCR was stripped of their powers 
to make decisions about the leadership of the transport.  The decision-making powers 
were transferred to the newly elected Interim Military Executive Council.  Regarding the 
relinquishing of arms, a telegram was sent to Maxa in Vologda: “The Congress of 
Delegates has elected an Executive Committee to lead the transport.  Don’t issue any 
orders, they will not be obeyed. Chairman of the Congress: Zmrhal, chairman of the 
Executive Committee: Pavlů.” 
 
In order to specify the tasks of individual commanders of different groups, it was 
necessary to reorganize the command of the Czechoslovak Corps.  In view of the fact 
that the Russian generals, which had commanded the Czechoslovak Army at the front 
had left, Gen. Syrový was chosen as the Supreme Commander on May 20th, 1918, at 
the meetings in Chelyabinsk.  The military commanders of the individual groups agreed 
among themselves, and after a brief consultation returned to their units in order to put 
into effect the plan of furthering the movement of the Czechoslovak units “under their 
own power”.  Lt. Chechek returned to his group in the Penza area, Lt.Cl. Wojciechowski 
to the Chelyabinsk area, and Cpt. Gajda beyond Omsk.  The latter was in charge of the 
trains in Siberia as far as Irkutsk.  Between Irkutsk and Vladivostok there were hardly 
any Czechoslovak trains and in Vladivostok, there was only a group of trains, which had 
arrived there at the end of April. 
 
Now the command of the Legion was waiting for what would happen next.  They didn’t 
have to wait for long.  On May 25th, 1918 all soviets from Penza to Omsk received 
Trotsky’s fateful telegram.  This telegram which was naturally widely published by the 
Interim Executive Committee definitely precluded any peaceful resolution of events.  
The telegram ordered the following: “All soviets are fully responsible for the immediate 
disarmament of the Czechoslovaks.  Any Czechoslovak caught on the railway with arms 
shall be shot on the spot.  Any train with even a single armed soldier will have all cars 
emptied and everyone will be imprisoned in a POW camp…” 
 
In the meantime, the commanders of the three mentioned groups arrived at their 
destinations.  The activities of the three groups were quite different. While the military 
activity of Chechek and Wojciechowski was directed towards joining their two groups 
and opening the route east, Gajda concentrated on a planned occupation and defense 
of his segment, liquidation of the Soviet authorities, and support of the immediately 
forming so-called middle class Provisional Government.  Gajda’s group also was the 
first to engage in a battle by occupying Mariinsk on May 25th, 1918.  He justified this 
action as a thorough military safeguarding of the train route for the other two western 
groups.  The staff of the Red Army in western Siberia with its seat in Omsk had to face 
the fact that the Legionnaire Army between Omsk and Irkutsk were toppling Soviet 
authorities.  Therefore, they tried to isolate them from the other trains by attempting to 
disarm the other trains and therefore free up their forces against Gajda’s group.  In 
Marianovka and Zlatoust, the soviet military were trying to disarm the Legionnaires by 
force.  In response to this, the soviet garrison in Chelyabinsk was neutralized, Soviet 
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rule was not affected for the time being, and negotiations for a peaceful resolution 
failed.  Therefore, on the night of June 1st, 1918, the 3rd Czechoslovak Regiment of    
Jan Žižka occupied the city of Chelyabinsk. 
 
In retaliation for the occupation of Mariinsk, the soviet staff organized an attack on      
the 6th Regiment at Marianovka Station, the last station before Omsk.  Although the 
Czechoslovak train was not prepared for the attack, it managed to repel the Bolsheviks 
and temporarily retreat to the west.  At the location of this treacherous attack, the 
Bolsheviks took up their positions.  On June 6th, 1918, the Legionnaires returned to 
Marianovka Station and a second battle took place, wherein the soviet forces were 
dispersed, and soviet power was defeated.  Thereby the fate of Omsk was almost 
sealed.  On June 7th, 1918 Omsk was occupied by Wojciechowski’s group.   
 
On May 26th, 1918, the train with the staff of the 1st Czechoslovak Regiment arrived in 
Zlatoust and in retaliation for the occupation of Chelyabinsk was intentionally stopped.   
On the morning of May 27th, 1918, the train was attacked and a murderous battle 
ensued after which the Bolsheviks, due to their great losses, fled.  After the fighting,   
the train reached Tundush station where a Bolshevik commissar demanded that all 
arms be handed over.  At the officer’s meeting it was resolved to abandon the train, 
carry all arms with them, and travel to Chelyabinsk on foot, which is what they did.    
The later trains then occupied the town of Zlatoust and the remaining eastern section.  
The more the Red Army tried to disarm the Legionnaires, the greater the anti-Soviet 
sentiment grew.  The hatred intensified in this manner until the Legionnaire trains along 
the entire track were united in armed animosity against the Soviets.   
 
 
Battle of Penza and approach to Samara 
 
The essence of Col. Wojciechowski’s plan was to advance the strong Penza group east 
and get all the military trains beyond the Volga River.  The last unit was near Penza, 
within 100 km of the town.  Altogether 12,000 Legionnaires, more or less armed, were 
concentrated there.  It was obvious that Trotsky’s order of May 25th, 1918 could not be 
followed, especially in Penza, because of the concentration of armed men.  It was in 
total conflict with the real balance of forces to demand complete disarmament of the 
Legionnaire forces and their disbanding.  As stated earlier, the telegram that had been 
intercepted by the Czechoslovak officers made the Legionnaires more determined to 
resist the Soviet authorities. 
 
Upon receiving the telegram, the chairman of the regional soviet Kurayev called a 
meeting in which Czechoslovak Communists from Penza participated.  The result of the 
meeting was reported to Moscow on May 26th, 1918.  All present agreed that the order 
could not be followed under the present circumstances.  A fully armed 4th Legionnaire 
Regiment was located before Penza and behind them were Legionnaire trains, though 
partially disarmed, but superior in numbers.  The report also stated that even with 
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reinforcements, which might come to the aid of Penza from surrounding towns, the 
garrison would not have more than 2,500 men.  The report also stated the consensus  
of all who were present, that an attempt to completely disarm the Legion and a possible 
open fight with it would not turn out in favour of the Soviets.  Trotsky answered with a 
cliché: “Orders are given not to be discussed, but to be followed.”  The Penza soviet 
had no choice but to strengthen the defense of the city.  The soviet however continued 
to attempt a peaceful resolution to the conflict.  
 
On May 27th, 1918 a large meeting of Legionnaires took place in one of the Penza 
stations, attended by the chairman of the soviet, Kurayev.  He talked at length about the 
importance of the existence of socialist Russia and by the end, his words sounded like 
an emotional plea to lay down arms and to not unnecessarily spill brotherly blood.  After 
Kurayev, another member of the soviet – Liberson – spoke (later captured and shot by 
the Legionnaires).  The meeting was interrupted by rain and did not change anything of 
the anti-Soviet sentiment of the Legionnaires.  This was demonstrated the very next 
day.   
 
On the morning of May 28th, 1918, three armoured automobiles – sent as 
reinforcements from Moscow, arrived at one of the Penza stations by train.  As soon   
as the train stopped, the present Legionnaires attacked its crews and train security 
personnel and overtook the cars.  This was the signal for the start of open hostilities.  
Even though Kurayev’s request for the return of the armoured cars was refused, he 
attempted another peaceful step.  He sent several members of the soviet as hostages 
into the Legionnaire camp and invited representatives of the Legion into town for 
negotiations.   He requested that the Legionnaires withdraw into their trains and 
promised that the soviet forces would also retreat into the city beyond the Penza River 
which flowed past the city on the east side.  Only then, further steps would be taken to 
resolve the conflict. 
 
The Legionnaire delegation arrived at the meeting firmly determined to fight for a route 
to the east.  The delegation stalled the negotiations and on the Legionnaire’s side, 
attempts were made up to the last minute to prevent bloodshed.  This was done mainly 
for tactical purposes to gain time, and to allow for the arrival of more distant Legionnaire 
units.  This was accomplished, whereupon the Legionnaire delegation refused 
Kurayev’s proposals.  As recorded in the protocol of the Legionnaire Executive 
Committee, the chairman of the soviet answered that he knew that without timely help 
for the soviet, the Legionnaries would conquer the city.  But they would only conquer it 
over the dead bodies of its members.  Then the armed battle began, in which hundreds 
of Czechoslovaks stood against each other.  
 
The number of attacking Legionnaires matched that of the city’s defendants.  At the 
Penza stations and nearby areas, there were 3,500 soldiers with bayonets, three 
confiscated automobiles, and forty machine guns.  There was no artillery.   Of course, 
not all could participate in the action because they had to guard the trains and the 
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accesses to the stations.  The Red Army had about ten times as many arms.  The 
Czechoslovak Army had to overcome natural obstacles – the rivers Penza and Sura, 
because the bridges across these rivers had been destroyed by the Bolsheviks.  The 
defenders had the advantage of the layout of the city and a greater number of arms, 
which could not be fully utilized however, either due to a lack of personnel or their 
inadequate training.  The attack on the city began in the afternoon of May 28th, 1918 but 
not yet with the full participation of the entire fully armed 4th Czechoslovak Regiment.  
The decisive battle for Penza erupted on May 29th.  The attacking units of Legionnaires 
surrounded the city from three sides – from the south, east and north – and tried to 
close the circle even on its western edge.  This is where the first fierce fights happened, 
often man vs. man.  One of the great obstacles was the Skobelevskiy military barracks, 
which were being defended by Czech and Slovak Red Army soldiers.  Their three 
artillery guns located next to the barracks constantly pounded Legionnaire positions, 
mainly the railway station and the bridges.  The Legionnaires managed to disable the 
guns, surround the barracks from three sides and after a severe and bloody fight, 
conquer them.  About thirty Czech and Slovak Red Army soldiers were killed during   
the fight for the barracks, and several were taken prisoner.  A number of them managed 
to retreat further west.   
 
After surrounding the city, the Legionnaires crossed the Penza and Sura Rivers and 
began a concentrated attack from all sides on the inner part of the city.  In the street 
fights, the battle went on for individual streets and houses.  The defenders were 
retreating towards the square.  By 11 a.m. the better part of the city was in the 
Legionnaires’ hands.  Only the centre, i.e., the square, resisted.  All attacks were 
repelled with Russian sacrifices.  Only after the deployment of the three captured 
armoured cars, the Legionnaires managed to penetrate into the square and capture   
the Soviet building in a man to man battle.  
 
In the afternoon of May 29th, 1918, the city was completely in the hands of the 
Legionnaires and their losses amounted to 30 dead and 100 wounded.  In the streets   
of Penza, there were 300 dead Bolsheviks.  Among those, were according to reports 
confirmed by several sources, 128 Czech internationalists (working for the Bolsheviks) 
from a unit that had 450 men.  In addition, 2,000 Bolsheviks were taken prisoner, as 
well as a number of Czechoslovak Communists.  They also captured five artillery guns, 
several hundred rifles and machine guns, supplies of munitions, horses, automobiles, 
etc.  Hence all the disarmed Legionnaires could now arm themselves again.  The Czech 
military operations were under the command of Lt. J. Švec.  On the night of May 31st, 
1918, parts of the 1st and 4th Regiments, which had participated in the capture of Penza, 
departed eastward.  Afterwards, there was an uprising in the city. 
 
After the capture of Penza and the occupation of Kuznyetsko and Syzran, the soviet 
garrisons of Bezenchuk were overpowered on the railway Syzran-Samara, occupied   
on June 1st, 1918 by the 4th Regiment under the command of Lt. Gayer.  Through this 
advance, Samara became involved in the military operations.  The city at that time had 
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hardly any armed forces because most of them were fighting Dutov’s Cossacks along 
the Orenburg Railway.  The Red Army units in town were quickly assembled from 
among mobilized Samara Communists.  At the village of Lipyagi (15 km along the   
track south of Samara) a battle began on June 4th, 1918.  The core of the attacking 
Legionnaires was the famous 4th Czechoslovak Regiment.  In the afternoon, the fight 
ended with tragic consequences for the defenders.  However, the repeated attacks by 
the Legionnaires on the central point of the defense – on a “hill” – were repelled by 
heavy fire with great losses for the attackers.  The Legionnaires artillery had to be put 
into action.  The Legionnaires began to penetrate into the defenses, who were shooting 
from rifles and machine guns even at a distance of five steps.  They even had to stab a 
woman with a bayonet who was firing a machine gun at them until the last moment. 
 
The losses of the defenders were enormous.  Those who did not get killed or who were 
not taken prisoner mostly drowned during their hasty retreat through the marshy terrain 
due to flooding of the Tatyanka River.  Only a handful managed to get to Samara.  Most 
of the prisoners did not survive the bloody defeat for long; among the mariners and 
internationalists, no one was spared.  The same fate befell the Czech and Slovak Red 
Army prisoners from Penza.  Due to the victory of the Legionnaires at Lipyagi, the route 
to Samara was open.  The city fell into their hands after a short battle on June 8th, 1918.  
The remainder of the Samara unit of Czech and Slovak Red Army soldiers including 
Jaroslav Hašek had a locomotive and several train cars available to them at the railway 
station, and they used these to escape at the last minute.  Hašek himself left the city in 
disguise and loitered for three months behind the Legionnaires.  A warrant for his arrest 
was issued accusing him of “a repeated crime of high treason against the Czechoslovak 
people”.  He managed to cross over to the Soviet side only after three months.  The last 
part of the Czech and Slovak Red Army unit reached Buzuluk during its retreat from 
Samara where they once again joined the Red Army and participated in a three-day 
fight for the city against the Legion at the end of June.  Following the fall of Buzuluk,   
the Red Army Company formed by Jaroslav Hašek in Samara ceased to exist.    
 
Buzuluk, a distance of 124 versts (about 130 km) from Samara, lies where the 
Donashka stream joins the Samarka stream. It was there that the Bolsheviks 
concentrated major forces and intended to endanger the Czechoslovak Legion from 
advancing in the direction of the Ural Mountains by attacking from the flank, to prevent  
it from joining forces with the Siberian Army beyond the Urals.  After the capture of 
Samara, the 2nd Battalion of the 1st Czechoslovak Regiment was tasked to take Buzuluk 
and thus strengthen the Samarian base on the Tashkent Railway in the direction of 
Orenburg.  The leadership of the Bolshevik garrison in Buzuluk was entrusted to the 
Austrian Cpt. Hejtman Schwarz, who assembled 3,000 German and Hungarian POWs 
who were dissatisfied with the Legion (which had prevented them from returning home).  
Schwarz had at his disposal 20 artillery guns, several armoured cars, a multitude of 
machine guns, rifles and other armaments.  On the night of June 24th, 1918, only 300 
Czechoslovak Legion soldiers without a single machine gun arrived to face this 
superiority in numbers. 
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In the morning, a fierce battle ensued, in which some soldiers went mad.  In the 
afternoon, replacement officer Melichar arrived to help with an armoured vehicle      
from the 4th Czechoslovak Regiment.  The Czechoslovak Legion line, regardless of the 
overwhelming superiority in numbers of the enemy, progressed quickly.   In the fierce 
battle, the Czechoslovaks lost all officers, but persevered until the evening.  Following 
the arrival of further reinforcements, the battle continued for three days.  The 
demoralized remains of the Bolshevik soldiers left the city, in the direction of Orenburg.  
The battle destroyed the core of the soviet forces on the Tashkent Railway.  
In short order, Orenburg was also occupied by the Cossacks.  The spoils of the 
Czechoslovak Army were many.  Almost all machine guns and artillery guns, food 
supplies as well as other warehouses full of various other materials fell into the hands  
of the Czechoslovak Legion.  However, the Buzuluk victory also cost the Czechoslovak 
Army greatly – 47 dead and 230 wounded.  These losses were explained by the fact 
that the Czechoslovak military didn’t know the extent of the Bolsheviks’ readiness.  The 
Buzuluk battle was the longest and bloodiest of the Penza group.  (The city was again 
occupied by the Soviets on December 29th, 1918.) 
 
 
Defensive Fighting During the Movement East 
 
In June, the Legionnaire regiments of the Volga group of the Czechoslovak Corps 
progressed further east with battles along the Trans-Siberian Railway.  There was      
still one great obstacle in the way – the city of Ufa.  The Legion progressed here in two 
directions: from the west from Samara, and from the east from Zlatoust.  In the battle  
for the city, which fell into the hands of the Legionnaires on July 4th, 1918, a company  
of the Czech and Slovak Red Army soldiers was destroyed.  By capturing Ufa, the 
Legionnaires conquered the entire vital railway connection from Samara all the way to 
Irkutsk.  During the fighting in this area, a number of other Internationalist units including 
numerous groups of the Czech and Slovak Red Army soldiers were also destroyed. 
Among them were units in Tyumin, Petropavlovsk, Troitsk, Tomsk, Semipalatinsk, 
Barnaul, Cheremkhovo, Omsk, Sretenskyi, Krasnoyarsk, Chita and others.  On July 6th, 
1918, the Penza and Chelyabinsk groups of the Legion joined together at the Minyar 
station, between Ufa and Zlatoust. 
 
The Chelyabinsk group progressed towards Omsk.  On May 25th, 1918 units of the 2nd 
Czechoslovak Regiment arrived in Kurgan, which lies 230 km east of Chelyabinsk.  
These units were aiming east at Petropavlovsk.  The local soviet had the tracks 
dismantled and prevented further progression of the trains.  After this enemy act, the 
Czechoslovak command occupied the railway station and the telegraph and sent a 
delegation to the soviets demanding them to allow normal travel of Czechoslovak trains 
east.  In response, the local soviet ordered a mobilization of all men and fortified itself 
on the other side of the Tobol River.  Following several shots, the city was then 
occupied by the 2nd Czechoslovak Regiment almost without a fight and the Red      
Army soldiers across the river were disarmed.   
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Soon the trains continued east to Petropavlovsk, which was conquered and freed of   
the soviets on May 31st, 1918, after a night attack of the 2nd and 3rd Companies of the 
3rd Czechoslovak Regiment.  The military actions were under the leadership of Cpt. Žák. 
Through the removal of the soviets in Samara, Ufa, Zlatoust, Chelyabinsk, Kurgan, 
Petropavlovsk as well as Omsk, Soviet power along the Trans-Siberian Railway 
collapsed from the Volga River to Omsk. 
 
As soon as the two groups joined at the Minyar station, the thrust of the Legionnaires 
turned also north towards the city of Yekaterinburg.  This front was called the North Ural 
Front or Yekaterinburg Front.  The attack on the city was organized from Chelyabinsk 
and also Zlatoust; the city of Yekaterinburg and surrounding area were conquered 
during the month of July.  The area of the northern Urals was significant mainly from the 
standpoint of the original intervention plans, which counted on encircling central Russia.  
From this area, they performed continuous sorties in the direction of Perm and Vyatka in 
order to establish contact with the northern Intervention base of the British.  The 
Intervention groups in the north felt the absence of Czechoslovak forces very strongly. 
They knew that their main goal would not be achieved without reinforcements from 
these units on which they had originally counted.  For this reason, Wojciechowski, after 
the conquest of Yekaterinburg, immediately set out northwards.  He had to turn back 
however, because the mobile Red Army groups began to threaten the city of 
Yekaterinburg.  Later a few more attempts were made for a northern campaign.            
In December 1918, the group even occupied Perm where some advance units from 
Kungur, Kyn, Un, Biz and Ilim were positioned.  However, joining with the northern 
Intervention units was never accomplished, and all attempts of the Czechoslovaks       
to make contact with the British failed.   
 
On July 7th, 1918, the so-called executive committee of the Penza group met in Ufa.  
Here Col. Wojciechowski issued a written order to Col. Chechek to form an anti-German 
Front on the Volga River and to hold their positions until the arrival of the Allied Powers 
(which however never arrived).  Following many battles, the 1st Division – i.e., the Penza 
group – formed a front almost from Volsk to Kazan, about 500 km long.  This front came 
to be because the offensive at Syzran created a bridgehead on the western bank of the 
Volga, and also through the capturing of territory in the northern direction towards 
Simbirsk (today Ulyanovsk) which was conquered on July 22nd, 1918, and southward in 
the direction of Saratov.  The southward expansion of the front ended on July 14th, by 
the conquest of Khvalynsk.  During the occupation of Simbirsk where the 
Czechoslovaks were aided by White Russian (anti-Soviet) units led by Col. Kappel, they 
captured the armoured train – Orlík.  This city was also approached by Legionnaires 
from the east from Bugulma.  Simbirsk was abandoned on September 12th, 1918 due   
to a change in the military situation. 
 
In Kazan, the occupation of the town was done against the plans of the Czechoslovak 
command at the Volga Front because Kazan was too far removed from the operating 
theatre.  The advance started immediately after the fall of Simbirsk.  The first Czech unit 
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made up of the 9th and 10th Companies of the 1st Regiment under the command of Sub-
Lt. Kutlvašr began its march on July 31st, 1918 with the task of advancing on the right 
bank of the Volga River and protecting the main unit which had embarked for the attack 
along the Volga.  The main unit consisted of 20 steamers under the command of 
Midshipman Mayer.  At Vorobyevka, the Bolshevik garrison was attacked, fled and left 
behind two artillery guns, machine guns and some munitions.   The fight started on 
August 6th.  The Legionnaires together with the White Russian units disembarked on the 
left bank of the Volga under the command of Lt. Švec, the White Russian Štepanov with 
the support of a unit led by the White Col. Kappel, and advanced towards Kazan.  The 
combined forces were joined by a Serb unit from Kazan under the command of Major 
Blagotic, commander of the 3rd Serbian Company.  On August 7th, 1918, the Bolsheviks 
were forced out of Kazan.  The spoils were 651 million rubles in gold which were 
transferred to the Counter-revolutionary government in Samara.  It was the politicians  
of this government who had initially come up with this adventurous scheme, and the 
Legion, by this act, had assisted them.  Apparently, Kazan had stored half of the 
Russian gold.  (In my opinion, that doesn’t seem like that much). 
 
The conquest of Kazan saw the Legion’s greatest involvement in the intervention.  The 
fate of the front along the Volga depended on the supply of reinforcements from Siberia.  
The supply was hampered by the fact that a connection with the Far East and the 
coastal regions had not yet been established.  The Legionnaire regiments which were 
located in Vladivostok took action against the Soviets very late and were still fighting at 
the end of August.  During May and June, a Red Army unit had been established out of 
200 local Czechs.  At first this unit performed only guard duty in the city.  On June 11th, 
part of the unit was sent off together with other Soviet units north towards Grodekovo 
where it fought the enemy.  In that region, Cossack Ataman Kalmykov was opposing the 
Soviets and undertaking raids from Manchuria into Soviet territory.  On June 29th, 1918, 
after an ultimatum according to which the Vladivostok soviet was to dissolve all 
international units of the Red Army within 30 minutes, even the eastern most group of 
the Legionnaire Corps, i.e., the Vladivostok group, became involved against the Soviets.  
The battle for the city completely surrounded by Legionnaires didn’t last long.  The 
Internationalists concentrated themselves in the staff building of the fortress.  Under 
cover of fire from a single machine gun from the top of the British Consulate across from 
the railway station, and another machine gun at the railway station controlled by the 
Japanese, the Legionnaires managed to approach the staff building and attack it with 
hand grenades thrown through the windows.  The building was significantly damaged 
and in several locations caught fire.  Only then did the defenders: Hungarians, Germans 
and Czech deserters, of whom about 100 were still alive, fly a white flag and surrender.  
The Czech and Slovak Red Army unit in the city ceased to exist.   
 
The next goal of the eastern group which had been concentrated there for several 
weeks (because no ships had yet arrived to pick up the Legionnaire regiments) became 
Nikolsk-Ussuriysky (today Ussuriysk), about 150 km north of Vladivostok.  The 8th 
Czechoslovak Regiment was engaged in fights there but had been repelled, and so the 
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5th Czechoslovak Regiment and artillery had to be quickly deployed.  The defenders 
could not resist the pressure of the Legionnaires, but the Red Army forces were not 
destroyed completely.  It is said that this was because the Czech Red Army soldiers 
shouted things in Czech, disoriented the advancing Czech Legionnaire units, and 
disrupted communication between them e.g. “Don’t shoot – this is the 5th Regiment”, 
etc.  
 
After retreating from Nikolsk-Ussuriysky, units of the Red Army took up new defense 
positions first at Spassk and then near the town of Ussuri.  In mid-August they started 
an unexpected widespread counter-attack from that position which pushed the 
Legionnaires far back almost as far as Nikolsk.  
 
However, it was at that time when a fateful turn of events occurred in the development 
of the situation.  The deployment of fresh Japanese forces which took over the front 
from the exhausted Legionnaire regiments meant a temporary decline of Soviet power 
in the Far East.  In the first half of September, the Japanese occupied Khabarovsk and 
Blagoveshchensk.  The Soviet units along the Amur Railway were oppressed from two 
sides – from the east by the Japanese and from the west by the Legionnaire group of 
Gajda (see next section).  As a result, they were forced to retreat north into the taiga in 
the watershed of the river Zeya.  This is where the remainder of the Czech and Slovak 
Red Army units went as well. 
 

 
 
The Activities of the Gajda Group 
 
The Legionnaire units of this group led a planned attack to occupy the main rail route 
between Omsk and Irkutsk according to the PVV*8 directive dated May 22nd, 1918.  In 
order to be able to continue west unimpeded in the section of Mariinsk – Omsk, about   
a 1,000 km-long section, Gajda signed a cease fire with the Irkutsk soviet along the line 
Mariinsk – Irkutsk.  With his back covered, he occupied Novonikolayevsk (today 
Novosibirsk) on May 26th, 1918 with a unit from the 7th Regiment under his own 
command.  From there, some units occupied other important stations in the direction    
of Omsk – (Chulymskaya, Barabinsk and Tatarskaya).  Omsk lay in the sphere of Col. 
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Wojciechowski who occupied this city on June 7th, and liquidated the local soviet and 
the small contingent of the Red Army. 
 
As already mentioned, on May 25th, 1918, Cpt. Kadlec occupied the railway station   
and town of Mariinsk, which lies between Tayga and Bogotol beyond Novonikolayevsk.  
Despite being surrounded by many more Soviet forces, he continued his defense until 
June 6, 1918 when he was liberated through the heroic attack under the command of 
Col. Gajda.  When the Soviet forces tried to recapture the town, they were totally 
dispersed by the joint forces.  The POWs from all battles along the railway were 
concentrated in Novonikolayevsk where they were interned in the barracks of that 
military town. 
 
After the final victory at Mariinsk, Gajda broke off the cease-fire with the Irkutsk soviet 
and began occupying towns to the east.  The Legionnaires captured Krasnoyarsk, 
which was abandoned by the Red Army under the command of Lt. Col. Ushakov, after 
the lost battle at Klyukvennaya (132 km east of Krasnoyarsk).   Furthermore, during the 
night of May 29th, one train of the 2nd Czechoslovak Reserve Regiment occupied the 
town of Nizhneudinsk without the loss of a single volunteer.  After its occupation, 
Russian volunteers organized themselves to fight against the Bolsheviks.   Five hundred 
kilometres east of this town lay Irkutsk, an important centre, which had been abandoned 
by the Bolsheviks and occupied by the Legionnaires on July 11th, 1918.  The Soviet 
forces withdrew to several smaller stations along the Baikal Railway where they 
established defense positions. This segment would become the greatest obstacle for 
the movement of the Czechoslovak units east.   
 
Fierce battles took place in July and August 1918 along the trans-Baikal Railway which 
follows the southern half of Lake Baikal.  The railway continues for a distance of 300 
versts and burrows through the rocky ridges of the mountain chain Khamar-Daban, dark 
primeval forests and dense rocky formations of the Baikal Mountains.  By abandoning 
Irkutsk, the Bolshevik command tried to conserve its forces for the defense of the 
circum-Baikal Railway with innumerable bridges and about 30 tunnels, the greatest 
obstacle standing in the way of the Czech Army on their way to the trans-Baikal region.  
The command for the Czechoslovak operation was in the hands of the commander of 
the Eastern Front, Col. Gajda and his chief of staff Lt.-Col. Ushakov.   
 
Immediately following the occupation of Irkutsk on July 11th, 1918, Col. Gajda ordered 
the unit of Cpt. Dvořák to capture the station of Kultuk at the southern end of Lake 
Baikal, to fortify it against attacks from the east, assemble an armoured train and move 
it west towards Irkutsk.  Another train was to restore damaged tracks at the bridges and 
in the tunnels.  A battle at the Kultuk station against the Bolsheviks lasted for several 
hours.  In the meantime, Cpt. Kadlec destroyed the Baikal station on July 15th and 
subsequently occupied the Baikal port, Listvyanka.  Six steamers were captured here.  
After the fall of the Baikal station, the Czechoslovaks surrounded the Bolshevik 
positions at Kultuk.  On July 19th, the 5-day battle of Kultuk ended and the Bolsheviks 
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retreated in total chaos towards the station Slyudyanka, which the Legionnaires also 
occupied on July 20th.  Col. Gajda’s staff worked out a plan to lure the Bolsheviks into   
a trap; according to orders, units of the 7th Regiment together with the 3rd Tomský 
Regiment and the 1st Novonikolayevsk Regiment secretly retreated 3 km behind the 
positions at the Murino station on the night of August 6th.  The commander of the entire 
unit was Col. Pepelyayev.   
 
The Bolsheviks were convinced that the Czechoslovak Army had retreated, however in 
the meantime the Czechoslovak artillery started a heavy barrage.  As a result of this the 
fight which lasted for 17 hours, ended with the complete destruction of the enemy.  The 
spoils of this battle at Murino were two armoured cars, four artillery guns, 15 machine 
guns and a quantity of munitions and equipment.  The Red Army retreated to their main 
base – Tankhoy station – on August 8th, 1918.  The Vydrino station was occupied 
without a fight and during the next few days the Czechoslovak units progressed as      
far as Kedrovaya station.  Over a distance of 100 versts, from Kedrovaya station to 
Posolskoye station, a 5-day battle ensued.  At Posolskoye station Lt.-Col. Ushakov   
was suddenly surrounded by Bolsheviks, and without losing his cool he asked to see 
the commander of the 2nd Bolshevik Corps – Senotrusov Morozov; he demanded that 
the Red Army trains surrender.  However, the Bolsheviks arrested him and tortured him 
to death.  On August 19th, his disfigured body was found in the forest.  Aside from this 
loss, the task of Ushakov’s unit was successfully fulfilled.  The Red Army was 
completely destroyed at Spasskyi, Kaul and Krayevskaya and whoever remained 
dispersed into the surrounding woods.   
 
After the passage through the tunnels which had to be repaired, units under Col. Gajda 
occupied Verkhneudinsk (today Ulan-Ude) on August 20th.  Following the occupation of 
this city, the remainder of the Red Army group fled to Chita, the last station on the 
Trans-Siberian Railway.  The Red Army still offered some resistance there, but it was 
easily overcome.  From Chita the Legionnaires continued on the trip east in order to 
occupy the remaining segments of the older branch of the Trans-Siberian Railway i.e., 
from the Karymskaya station (97 km) to the Manchurian – Russian border.   
 
In the meantime, Czechoslovak units from Vladivostok and surroundings tried, as we 
know, to connect with the western Czechoslovak group along the Amur Railway 
because the PVV had asked them to help their brothers coming from the west.  It was 
totally impossible to continue fighting in this manner over a further distance of 3,000 km.  
The dogged resistance of the Soviet units completely prevented any advance towards 
the west.  After they had been relieved by Japanese units, the Legionnaire trains from 
the Vladivostok area travelled west on the Chinese Eastern Railway, so that before the 
end of August 1918, they reached the border Russo-Chinese station – Manchuria 
station. 
 
The army of the Trans-Baikal Cossaks under Ataman Semyonov was active in this 
region.  With the help of the Japanese, Semyonov had surrounded himself with counter-
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revolutionary elements who had fled to Siberia after the October Revolution.  With them 
and his own Cossaks he threatened the eastern regions of the Soviet Republic from 
Manchuria.   
 
Among the units that were sent from Omsk and other places to fight against him, were 
also Internationalist units belonging to the 2nd Russian Partisan Regiment.  These had 
been formed in Omsk in the spring of 1918 from captured Hungarians, Germans, 
Czechs and former Legionnaires.  They got involved in the fighting only after May 1918 
following the anti-Soviet involvement of the Legionnaires.  A significant number of the 
soldiers of the International unit from Omsk were made up of Czech and Slovak Red 
Army members.  It was relatively quiet when these units (in total about 1,000 men) 
arrived to the Trans-Baikal region.  At the beginning of May however, the Semyonov 
military attacked along the railway leading from the Manchuria station to Chita.  
Gradually the fights intensified and under pressure from the enemy, the Red Army units 
were forced to retreat.  Because of heavy fighting, they abandoned the Borzya station 
and retreated all the way to the Olovyannaya station (220 km from the border).  In order 
to prevent further penetration by the Semyonov soldiers, the Czech and Slovak Red 
Army units blew up the bridge across the river Onon, just before Olovyannaya.   
 

                    Onon River 
 
After reinforcements arrived, the Red Army started a counter-attack, and in prolonged 
fighting which lasted until the end of July, they managed to gradually push the enemy 
out of Soviet territory.  Since the Red Army units could not return, they retreated from 
the border and participated together with other units of the Soviet Army in fights with  
the Legion at Lake Baikal.  The Legion tried to take the retreating units by surprise from 
the rear crossing Lake Baikal.  However the Soviet units broke through to Chita.  There 
however, they were attacked from the rear by the Semyonov Cossaks and were 
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dispersed.  The remainder who survived decided to flee into the taiga and start guerrilla-
style warfare.  Towards the end of August 1918, Legionnaire units of the Vladivostok 
group were arriving on the Manchurian segment of the railway from the east and 
Gajda’s units were advancing from the west.  Any remaining Soviet Internationalists in 
the area were totally annihilated.   
 
On August 31st, 1918, the groups met on the Manchurian Branch of the Trans-Siberian 
Railway at the destroyed bridge before the Olovyannya railway station. The clearing of 
the Amur Branch of the Trans-Siberian Railway was accomplished by strong Japanese 
intervention units after the fall of Blagoveshchensk.  
 
From May 25th, 1918, when all Soviet authorities along the Trans-Siberian Railway had 
received the fateful telegram of the military commissar Trotsky ordering the complete 
disarmament and dissolution of the Czechoslovak Legion, only 98 days had passed.  
Since that time, the entire length of the Trans-Siberian Railway (8,000 km long) had 
become occupied by the Czechoslovak Legion. 
 
                                                  
Review of Developments in the Occupied Zone 
 
Several factors strengthened the Czechoslovak Legionnaires’ aversion to the Soviets 
and their government:  the attacks of the Soviets on the trains carrying Czechoslovak 
Legionnaires, a number of schemes and constantly changing government orders, and 
demands about the direction of the transports and their disarmament.  Their ludicrous 
insistence on disarming and disbanding the Legion proved to them that the Soviets 
were Enemy Number One.  The intent and purpose of this Soviet activity was to fulfill    
a secret agreement about the delivery of disarmed Legionnaires to Austria, and there, 
have them hanged or shot for high treason.  The Soviets couldn’t see any other way to 
rid themselves of these men.  The Legion, which at that time consisted of the only 
militarily organized and trained units in Russia, knew very well what to expect, and 
therefore they had to defend themselves.  Through their activities, the Soviets became 
the enemy although originally, they agreed to neutrality.  What else could the 
Legionnaires have done?  They had to save themselves. 
 
During the fighting, it became clear that the Czechoslovak units were fighting according 
to prepared plans.  Usually a reconnaissance group would establish the strength of the 
Red Army units along the railway, on the guarded bridges, the condition and number of 
useable railcars and locomotives, armouries, and other facts of military importance.  All 
operations were directed towards a planned occupation of the conquered segments, the 
liquidation of enemy authorities and immediate establishment of a so-called Provisional 
Government.  Everywhere where the Red Army units participated in battles with the 
Czechoslovak “insurgents”, the battles mostly ended with the complete destruction of 
the Red Army units.   
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Special attack units – storm troopers – were very instrumental during the fighting 
activities – e.g. repelling attacks on the trains, disarming Soviet soldiers, penetrating 
into closed buildings and similarly.  By throwing hand grenades, they caused 
indescribable chaos among the enemy forces, especially at night.  These units were 
differentiated from regular soldiers by a patch on their left sleeve and a cap showing     
a skull and crossbones.  
 
The cleansing operations were carried out also on the southbound railway connecting 
Novonikolayevsk with Barnaul and Semipalatinsk [now Semey].  A Czechoslovak unit 
also reached Ust-Kamenogorsk [or Oskemen] in southern Siberia [today in 
Kazakhstan]. 
 
The local military garrisons which the Czechoslovak soldiers encountered during their 
passage through Siberia were varied, among them even Red Army soldiers made up   
of former POWs.  In most cases, the core was formed by smaller groups of experienced 
and determined mariners from the Kronstadt fortress who were the most reliable 
defenders of the new Soviet regime.  Upon arrival at their destination, these mariners 
were tasked to build up the numbers of the garrisons to full complements, at first by 
recruiting volunteers from local favourable prospects who were devoted to the regime.   
 
Kronstadt is a fortress, and also a military port located 27 km from Petrograd (St. 
Petersburg).  Formerly it was an island with the Finnish name Retusari, and it was 
renamed by Peter the 1st to Kotlin Island because in 1704 the Tsar Peter (the Great) 
founded a fortress on the island and shortly thereafter a port.  The name Kotlin 
originated when Tsar Peter the Great apparently tripped over a military kettle (called 
“katyol” in Russian). The island is 11 km long and 2 km wide; its elevation is 3.15 m.    
In 1705, in commemoration of the victory over the Swedes who had been threatening 
the island, each governorate (province) built a stone house there, which formed a town 
(in 1723), occupying a third of the island.  To this day, this town has 40 streets and 6 
lanes.  Currently the population is 40,000, not including the infantry and marine units.  
The population density is almost 2,000 people/km2. There are 11 fortresses, four on   
the south side and seven on the north side.  It was out of Kronstadt, which never 
recognized the Provisional Government, that in October 1917, 50 warships sailed         
to attack the Tsar’s winter palace in Petrograd.  It was, and still is, the fortress which 
fulfilled to the letter, even in the most difficult times, the legacy of Peter I, chiseled into 
the pedestal of the monument – “the defense of the fleet and this place must endure 
until the last breath.” 
 
The presence of the Legion seriously endangered the existence of the Soviet Republic.  
It was not only that within a few weeks they managed to cut off practically all of Siberia 
from European Russia, but also because the original intent to fight their way east to 
Vladivostok was delayed and some forces of the Legion were diverted to the interior of 
European Russia.  In many important places in Siberia and the Volga region, counter-
revolution arose.  The Soviet power which was left without military support was deposed 
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and earlier political authorities were introduced or reestablished.  The Czechoslovak 
units along the Trans-Siberian Railway did not participate in the political uprooting.        
It was up to the local population to resolve these issues.   
 
At that same time, new armed forces of the Allies disembarked in the north and the 
south of Russia, and started a military intervention.  Even before the arrival of the 1st 
Czechoslovak trains in Vladivostok, (i.e., at a time when these trains were still scattered 
along the Trans-Siberian Railway), it was the Japanese who arrived in Vladivostok (on 
April 5th, 1918).  Following the start of the conflict between the Soviets and the western 
Allies and the formation of the Volga Front, the Czechoslovak volunteers were promised 
that they were only the vanguard of the Allies which would in short order relieve them.  
After long hesitation, the western Allies agreed among themselves that each of them 
would send a unit of about 7,000 men to Vladivostok.  Only the Japanese were allowed 
12,000 men.  However they arrived with 60,000, and in the end there were 150,000 of 
them in Siberia.  They occupied the entire coastal area and the island of Sakhalin.  The 
Allied Powers made a proclamation that they would carry out military actions in Russia 
only to help the Czechoslovaks consolidate their forces.   France on the contrary, 
regardless, claimed that the intervention of the Allied Powers was directed against the 
Soviet state.   
 
The Czechoslovak command and most of the representatives of the Allies pleaded that 
a large expedition be formed from the Allied Powers.  These began to disembark in 
Vladivostok at the beginning of 1918 to help the Czechoslovaks fighting on the Volga.  
This meant that among the Legionnaires, hope was being fuelled that they would be 
replaced by the Japanese or other Allies.  However, as we know, those units which 
disembarked in Vladivostok mainly lingered in eastern Siberia, where their main goal 
was to secure the economic interests of their governments.  It never occurred to them   
to travel thousands of kilometres across all of Siberia and help the Czechoslovaks in  
the Volga region who were waiting there for help from the Allies.  Only some units 
penetrated as far as central Siberia, from where they soon departed.  Although they 
were not involved in any action and probably didn’t fire a single shot, nevertheless the 
Soviet government accused them of burning Russian villages, terrorizing the population, 
and shooting hundreds of workers and farmers.  Those were plain fabrications.  
 
American diplomats decided to finance the supply of the Legion with all things 
necessary and therefore established a separate special committee for securing and 
distributing aid to the Czechoslovaks.  However, the USA was not interested in an 
undertaking which would have favoured British interests, but would not strengthen their 
own position in eastern Siberia.  Aside from that, the Americans were the main supplier 
of goods, equipment, and munitions of all Allied armies including the White Russians in 
Siberia – but primarily the Czechoslovak Legion.  They said they wanted to send all 
possible supplies as fast as possible for the use of the Czechoslovaks, but they could 
not send them west of the Urals.  Apparently, the intents of the Allies in Siberia and on 
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the Volga Front did not have their sympathies (the distance from the Volga Front to the 
Ural Mountains was at least over 1,000 km). 
 
On the contrary, the Americans facing a large presence of Japanese forces were trying 
to concentrate the Czechoslovaks which were dispersed between Vladivostok and 
Samara, in eastern Siberia.  This area was economically most important to them and 
the Czechoslovaks would counter-balance the Japanese presence.  They wanted the 
Czechoslovak Legion to be concentrated along the Amur River and Lake Baikal.  British 
Gen. Poole, commanding the Allied expeditionary forces in the north of Russia tried to 
take advantage of the situation and requested for the Legionnaire units to push north 
towards Perm and Vyatka and to try to join with the army sent there by the British – in 
order to close the circle around Russia.  The American Army, who had the means to 
enforce their will (since they were the main supplier of resources) said that they could 
not cooperate with the intent to create an operational and defensive line crossing 
Siberia to Archangelsk.  
 
And so it happened that the Czechoslovaks were abandoned by the Allies.  They were 
left at the front without clothing, arms, cavalry or equipment, leading to some losses at 
the front.  
 
For this reason, the Czechoslovak units moving through Siberia sent out emissaries  
into the POW camps along the railway and more distant places, in order to recruit   
more volunteers among the POWs of Czechoslovak nationality for the formation of        
a 2nd Corps.  This recruitment resulted in 15,000 volunteers, which were assembled  
into four new regiments: 
 
  9th – K. Havilíček Borovský          10th – Jan Kozina Sladký   
11th – František Palacký                 12th – Milan Štefánik 
 
These new regiments were deployed on the railway for regular service or sent to the 
western Volga Front.  Because the Russian personnel at the railway stations were not 
100% reliable, the following staff was installed at each larger station:  a station master, 
a telegraph operator and a dispatcher from among the Legionnaires so that the 
operation of all military trains was in the hands of the Legion. 
 
In the second half of 1918, the entire former Russian Empire looked like a military 
camp, whether it was in Siberia or European Russia.  The Soviets, although they did not 
yet have a strong army, did not stand idly by.  Behind the lines of the White Russians 
and Intervention armies, which also included the Czechoslovaks, the Bolsheviks were  
at work – either sent by the Soviet government or recruited from the local population.  
Many of the farmers and workers stood faithfully behind the new government.  These 
people had the task of organizing uprisings of farmers and workers, causing disruptions 
in the enemy’s territory, and disturbing various activities in order to facilitate the 
progress of the Red Army.   
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Among the counter-revolutionary military groups were the Cossacks who effectively 
fought against these Bolsheviks.  
 
 
The Origin and Traditions of the Cossack Army    
 
This army was an important factor in the developments in Siberia as well as in other 
distant parts of European Russia.  Originally it was an army made up of the population 
which originated around the 15th century from Polish and Russian fugitives most likely 
persecuted for various misdeeds, who settled at the borders of the Tatar and Turkic 
states, especially between the Urals, the Caucasus, Crimea and the Don River.  Later 
they spread out into areas further east, and eventually even to Siberia.   
 
The name Cossack (Russian “kazak”), likely comes from the Turkic “guzaag” meaning 
nomad and “qaz” to wander, and means something like a free robber in the steppes.  
Since forever, the Cossacks formed free settlements with special privileges and always 
fought against the Tatars and the Turks.  The constant threat of destructive attacks by 
the Crimean Tatars, which attacked and partially subjugated Russia already in the 13th 
century and belonged under the supreme command of the Turkish Empire, forced the 
Moscow government of the day to organize a systematic defense against them on the 
southern borders.  The basis of this defense was strong cities built between the Dnieper 
and the Don Rivers.  The area at the border of these cities and the settled countryside 
was called “Ukraina”.  This area was populated by free people who were hunters, 
gatherers of honey, fishermen, or even some farmers.  They called themselves 
Cossacks and were governed by elected leaders.  The growth of the Moscow Empire 
eastward under Ivan IV – the Terrible – (1533 – 1584) continued at the expense of the 
Tatars and Finns.  In 1552, the Russian Empire annexed the Kazan “Khanate” and in 
1556 the Astrakhan “Khanate” (once the Golden Horde). 
 
At the time when the Tsar’s power was consolidated, Cossacks were incorporated into 
military service and received various advantages in return.  Before WW1, Russian 
Cossacks were divided into 11 armies:  Don, Kuban, Orenburg, Terek, Ural, Astrakhan, 
TransBaikal, Siberian, Semiryechye, Amur and Ussuri Armies.  They were mainly 
cavalry and horse-drawn artillery, rather than infantry.  Compulsory military service was 
introduced for them in 1874.  They numbered 180,000 before WW1. 
 
The Cossacks had a special riding style, including stunts and trick riding on horses – 
“dzhigitovka” and “ataka”.  Their arms and uniforms were different.  They had fur hats 
(papakha), long coats with rounds of ammunition on the chest (cherkeska), colourful 
tunics (beshmet), whips instead of spurs (nagaika), sabers without a hand guard 
(shashka), rifles without a bayonet, daggers (kindjal) and sometimes lances.  In the 
middle of the 16th century, one of the aristocracy representatives – Prince Dimitri 
Vyshnevetsky – founded a fortress, beyond the rapids of the Dnieper River, called 
Zaporizhian Sich.  The army was led by a Hetman and the Sich was originally founded 
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against the Poles.  It lasted until 1709 when Peter the Great ordered it destroyed since 
then Hetman Mazepa was warring with the Moscow Empire and all of the Zaporozhian 
Cossacks remained faithful to him.  Most of them then fled to the Crimea and 
surroundings which belonged to Turkey, and in 1822 the Danubian Sich was founded 
there.  Later the same people returned to Russia and formed the so-called Azov Army.  
Another part of the returnees settled in the Kuban region and formed the so-called Black 
Sea Army.  By the Tsar’s decree of 1864, the Black Sea Cossacks were united with the 
Cossack Army, which was made up of Russians.  The joint forces were then united 
under one name – the Kuban Army.  So, the Kuban Cossacks were the descendents    
of the old Zaporozhian Cossacks.  
 
Some of the Cossacks, especially those in Siberia, used special horses.  In my earlier 
forced residence in Siberia where the temperature could hit – 40°C or worse, our horses 
would not have survived.  The place was on the 50th N parallel like Prague, but the 
climate there was intra-continental – with extreme low temperatures in the winter,      
and high heat in the summer.  At that location there were two regiments of Siberian 
Cossacks.  Their horses were smaller than ours, with thick and longer manes and hides, 
and great endurance.  They were called pacers. This meant that they bring both legs on 
one side of the body forward at the same time, as opposed to Arabic horses, which 
alternate their legs.  Pacing generates a rocking motion for the rider, making it more 
comfortable at slower speeds.  In the winter upon returning from training covered in 
sweat, there would be steam rising from them in the cold, and frost forming on their 
hides.  The Cossacks would remove their saddles, threw a blanket over them, and let 
them stand in the cold.  They had no warm stables and they stood in the open fenced-in 
area with a roofed section against rain and snow.  There they would stand for two hours 
before being fed and watered.  Next to the corral was a tack area and barracks.  The 
horses did not require rubbing off with straw and drying off, as was the practice in our 
cavalry.   
 
The lancers were also very interesting to see.  They held their lance in their right hand 
attached with a strap.  It was held vertically, resting in a special stirrup next to the right 
foot.  All Cossacks except officers and NCOs had these.  When they were in formation, 
it was a beautiful, impressive, yet terrible sight; it resembled a forest of straight firs. 
 
Each Cossack in a Cossack village who was not currently on active military duty had     
a horse, a saddle, military uniform, complete military gear and arms at home as his own 
property.  When a young Cossack started his military service, he had to bring his own 
horse and saddle and supplies for three days.  The Cossacks had their own elected 
leader called an “ataman” who from time to time summoned them for military exercises.  
Up to a certain age, everyone had to participate.  During the reign of the tsars, 
Cossacks were considered to be the most reliable soldiers.  They were uncompromising 
and strictly followed orders.  They had certain material advantages: they were given free 
land, didn’t pay taxes, had their own authorities, courts etc., and altogether had a 
separate administration. 
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Some Cossack regiments even had their own brass marching bands.  During marches, 
the musicians were on horseback.  This seems unlikely, but I witnessed it many times 
myself.  The bandleaders were usually Czech.  Our countryman, musician and 
composer Eduard Francevič Nápravník was in his younger years, from 1860, also a 
bandleader of a Cossack band in the south of Russia.  He later lived and worked in 
Petrograd.  He was born on July 12th, 1839 in Býšť in Bohemia, and died on November 
10, 1916 in Petrograd.  He composed four symphonies, an overture on Czech themes, 
the operas Nizhegorodtzy, Harold, Dubrovsky, Francesca da Rimini and others.  When 
he died, a Russian newspaper which I personally read published an obituary.  In it they 
mentioned, among other things, that although he had lived and worked in Russia for 
more than sixty years, he could not speak Russian.  
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My First Trip to Siberia 
 
When the majority of events described in the preceding 
chapters were occurring, I was interned in a Russian 
POW camp in the southern Siberian area of the Altai 
Mountains.  Our camp was so far away from Kiev where 
all the Czechoslovak activities in Russia were 
concentrated, that at the time, no one paid any attention 
to us. The enormous distance of several thousands of 
kilometres seemed unimaginable.   
 
[Vavřin Škarecký does not mention how he joined the 
Austro-Hungarian Army, where he fought, or how he was 
taken prisoner by the Russians.  He had participated in 
compulsory military training from 1912-1913 in Moravia.  
Since he was educated, he had joined as a one-year 
volunteer. However shortly after that, WW1 broke out, 
and he was drafted into the Army as a Corporal. 
Apparently, he was deployed to Galicia (border region 
between today’s Poland and Ukraine), where he was 
taken prisoner.] 
 
          Private 1st Class 
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On back of POW photo card: addressed to Vavřin’s elder sister Mrs. Karla Volaříková 
“….Moravia…Jan.5th, 1916:  As promised, I am sending you a photo of how I currently look      
in the winter.  I am not getting anything from you now, nor from anyone else.  Please send 
something more often and through the bank. Greetings to everyone at home. Write where      
my brother is.  Heartfelt greetings, your brother, …” 
 

The Russians were concentrating captured Austrians and Germans in assembly points 
behind the front.  These were quite far away, and one had to walk on foot over dusty, 
sandy and mostly unpaved roads, common in Russian Poland at that time.  There was 
nothing to eat, sometimes there wasn’t even any water.  At times, the water for drinking 
had to be taken from swampy ponds, which had been used for bathing horses.  
Whenever we reached a village, it was always at night.  We were housed in small 
cabins where there were so many of us that we had to stand all night one next to the 
other. [Sometimes only on one foot, and not even your own!] The following day some   
of the prisoners, mainly officers, would be interrogated.  One episode comes to mind.  
They wanted to know various facts that had occurred at the front, what kind of armies 
there were, their numbers, etc.  If the one being interrogated was a reserve officer, they 
were curious about his profession in civilian life.  I saw and heard how three of the ones 
interrogated gave “engineer” as their profession. The officer in charge of the 
interrogation found this odd and commented to his scribe with some irony “Hey look, 
they’re all engineers!”   
 
From the assembly points behind the front, prisoners were moved further inland by train 
to certain cities.  There, the prisoners were sorted into separate groups and then taken 
away to previously designated POW camps.  Passing through Nizhny Novgorod (today 
Gorky) [reverted back to original name in 1990] we stayed overnight in the artillery 
barracks, and after a day or two they organized us along with newly arriving POWs,     
in order to take us to the station for boarding trains.  We were escorted to the station   
by Cossack cavalry – being a prisoner in Russia was no picnic. While we lined up in   
the streets or in a square, people from the surrounding buildings looked out their 
windows and threw garbage, rotten vegetables, tomatoes, and rotten eggs at us.     
They also threw dead mice and rats, which were numerous as always in ports.   
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I was placed in a transport, which was to go all the way to Siberia. (Later I realized that  
I was very lucky.)  When I found this out from the guards, I was horrified, but there was 
nothing I could do.  No one was there to help or to negotiate with.   Everywhere we 
passed through, hoards of Russian people came to have a look at us, to see what we 
looked like, whether we were creatures like themselves.  They were mainly interested  
in Germans.  There were quite a number of those among us, so they always had to 
show themselves.  The Russians were usually very disappointed when they found out 
that we were just like them.  Whenever a Russian peasant saw a watch on someone, 
they would immediately ask about it and insist on buying it.  That was the only saleable 
object.  We were not given any food, so whoever had any Russian currency could buy 
something at stalls at the stations.  Everything was very cheap.  We only had Austrian 
crowns, which nobody recognized and didn’t want to accept.  I also had to sell my 
pocket-watch, a “Roskopf Patent” for three rubles in order to buy myself some food.  
 
Somewhere before Ufa is the Shafranovo Station, where a major disaster occurred.  
Our POW train consisted of several dozen boxcars converted for the transport of 
prisoners.  Due to a mistake made by the track switchman, our POW train ran into a 
military train full of Ural Cossacks departing the station in the opposite direction.  This 
happened at around 5 a.m.  There were two Russian guards in our boxcar who spoke 
German.  They had opened the sliding door a crack to let some fresh air into the car 
and one of them had just leaned out and saw the collision of the trains happening.  He 
immediately called out – “Meine Herren, Catastrophe!” [“Gentlemen – Catastrophe!”]  
But that was already too late.   
 
I was in the seventh car behind the locomotive, lying on the upper bunk with my head 
towards the locomotive.  The moment I heard the guard cry out, the front end of our 
boxcar lifted up onto the roof of the car preceding us, due to inertia and the pressure of 
the following cars.  I was thrown up into the air and dropped into the empty space in the 
middle of our railcar.  I obviously was banged up, and I couldn’t straighten myself out 
right away, but I had no injuries.  I cannot remember any more what happened to the 
others.  In this accident, about 200 prisoners were killed and there were many wounded.  
From that time on I always hesitated to board any cars near the front of the train.  When 
a new train was assembled, I made sure I was in the 40th car from the front.  Then we 
continued on our way as if nothing had happened.  Here and there you could see herds 
of camels outside which was an indication that we were somewhere in the Orient.  The 
mood was depressed.  After this unusually lengthy journey we arrived in the city of 
Omsk, 5,000 km from my homeland.  There we disembarked, as our train ride had 
come to an end.  But we hadn’t reached our final destination yet.  We had another 
roughly 1,000 km to go by steamer on the Irtysh River.  I think our prisoner transport 
was the first in Siberia because at the station, Governor General Schmidt himself came 
to have a look at the POWs.  When we lined up outside, he approached our group and 
asked us in German how it had been at the front; how the Russians had been shooting, 
and how our trip had been.  We answered quite truthfully and also told him how we 
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were welcomed in Russia.  He answered with two words: “Ungebildetes Volk” 
[“uneducated people”].  This is also where we got our first hot meal and some tea.   
 
The continuation of the trip from Omsk south was by boat – along the Irtysh River.  In 
any larger city, as in Pavlodar, or in Semipalatinsk, some of the prisoners were taken  
off the boat into prepared POW camps.  Since I was already tired of travelling I wanted 
to disembark at the first opportunity.  However, that was not possible.  Each group had 
a Russian commander who wouldn’t let anyone go and we had to continue on.  That’s 
how I ended up in the last and southernmost city, Ust-Kamenogorsk.  There was no 
prepared unified camp there, and the POWs were mostly distributed among private 
houses, which had been rented for the purpose.  For health reasons, this was very 
advantageous and there were no outbreaks of any epidemics.  
 
 
Impressions of Ust-Kamenogorsk in 1915   
 
At that time, Ust-Kamenogorsk was a smaller regional town at the confluence of the 
rivers Ulba and Irtysh with a population of about 15,000, two thirds Russian and one 
third Tatar. There was a Russian Orthodox Church there, and a Muslim mosque.  The 
streets were wide, with mostly unpaved sidewalks.  However even after a rain they were 
usually dry, because the ground was gravelly.  In the winter it would snow heavily.  The 
temperature could drop to – 40°C or colder.  Sometimes it warmed up and the 
temperature went up to about – 20°C.  There was no snow removal, rather the snow 
was gradually trampled down, so the road level was constantly rising, and at the end of 
the winter it could be half a metre higher than before.  Therefore, all homes, mostly built 
of wood, were built on a higher foundation.  During the spring thaw, there was lots of 
water everywhere, and it was impossible to walk without galoshes.  The transition 
period from winter was very short, and within several days the puddles would disappear 
and warm summer weather would begin.  In summer, only single-pane outside windows 
remained, and in the winter all cracks were taped over with strips of paper to eliminate 
drafts.  Before installing the interior windows for the winter, charcoal, peat or sawdust 
was spread at their base to help absorb humidity.  The interior frames were then taped 
up with strips of paper, so the windows were hermetically sealed.  Some houses had 
wooden shutters, which protected the windows, especially at night. For ventilation there 
were small openings in the walls, which could also be tightly closed.  Heating was 
provided by iron or tile stoves, and only birch and oak wood was used as fuel.  Some   
of the locals who raised cattle made special briquettes by drying cow manure in the 
summer.  They were called “kizik” and they burned slowly and economically. 
 
The town square was bordered by residences on all four sides, but it was used for a 
different purpose than one would expect.  In the square there were various sizes of 
stalls and shacks used for selling goods and wares, industrial products, groceries, plows 
and other agricultural equipment, tobacco products, and even tack for horses.  It served 
as a bazaar which was attended every day except Sundays and holidays by locals who 
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arrived with horses and buggies to stock up on supplies.  At closing time in the evening, 
cleaners and guards arrived and no one was allowed to loiter in the square. 
 
There were many facilities in the town:  regional offices, post office, telegraph office, 
banks, three movie theatres, a theatre hall, a restaurant, tea houses, smaller hotels, a 
girls’ high school, etc.  Lighting was with kerosene lamps.  Electric current from private 
sources was available only to the owners of the movie theatres.  Further there was also 
a military command post with a garrison, two regiments of Cossacks with their staff, a 
civilian and military hospital, two river harbours, public baths, a library and a reading 
room, etc.  There was only one wooden bridge across the river Ulba and a ferry across 
the river Irtysh.  There was no interesting architecture anywhere, just ordinary brick or 
wooden houses, more like in a village.  At the town entrance, not far from the harbour, 
there were barracks for the local garrison, and military offices.  A little further along, 
there was a solid and very well preserved former military fortress, which had been 
converted into a military prison.  About 150 years ago, a 3-metre high berm was created 
in front of this fortress, which was still intact, and we were allowed to walk around on it.  
 
Upon our boat’s arrival and after disembarking in the harbour, we were organized into   
a formation six or eight abreast and were counted to determine our numbers.  I think 
those who were counting us had failed math, because they always ended up with a 
different number.  Eventually they gave up, and marched us all to the nearby fortress, 
which was half empty at the time.   According to my estimate, there must have been 
about 300 – 350 of us. [In the 2nd edition/copy of this book, the author wrote: “about ten 
boxcars full or about 400 men”].  When we arrived in the spacious courtyard, it didn’t 
look quite so bad.  Out of the entire group, they picked about 20 people including 
myself, and assigned each individual an empty cell with one bed.  The remaining 
POWs, before they were later taken to individual houses rented for them, had to make 
do with larger rooms and sleep on bunks.  Gradually some POWs would leave – mainly 
trades people to go work.  Some were taken elsewhere, and others came to replace 
them.  New POWs were arriving, more housing was being built, vacant houses were 
being rented so that there were eventually at least 3,500 - 4,000 POWs in this town.   
 
After a few days we all got passes from the camp commander Lt. Balkashin, which 
allowed us to visit the city, but only during certain hours.  We were getting to know the 
local people and were being invited for visits to their homes.  I personally visited a family 
which had been strongly recommended to me; you see, on the boat trip down from 
Omsk in Semipalatinsk, we had to wait there for quite a long time for a smaller steamer 
which was to take us to Ust-Kamenogorsk (240 km).  A few Russian young ladies 
boarded the boat to have a look at the prisoners.  When they found out we were to 
continue our journey as far as Ust-Kamenogorsk, one of them approached me and    
told me that she was from there, and that she was studying at the high school in 
Semipalatinsk.  I don’t know why she picked me, since we were all equally dirty, 
exhausted and hungry.  Maybe because I had shaved, and none of the others had.   
The girls invited me and a few others to their cabin, ordered some tea and some 
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snacks, and entertained us.  We communicated as best we could while drinking tea, 
more with hand gestures than speech.  One girl wrote her family’s address in my 
notebook, and asked me to be sure to visit them and send her warmest regards.   
 
As soon as we got our passes in Ust-Kamenogorsk, I ventured into town and found    
the house.  It was a sprawling stone bungalow with a basement, many rooms and 
numerous people.  I introduced myself in Russian, because by then I could express 
myself in the language reasonably well, and explained the circumstances under which   
I had obtained their address.  The entire household converged on me, and all were 
curious about what had happened.  These people were so happy that they immediately 
invited me into their dining room and put on a feast.  Before I left they asked me not to 
forget them and to visit them often. 
 
Their family was very large.  I doubt if such a family could be found in my home country.  
There were the parents, five sons and four daughters and some servants.  One son was 
a teacher, another had a steam sawmill in the city, the third was a Cossack officer, the 
fourth an estate manager, and the fifth was a university student.  All sons were married 
and lived there with their parents, wives and children.  The daughters Polina, Tona, and 
Klavdia who was still in high school also lived with their parents, and Nadezhda who 
had introduced me to the family, was temporarily away in Semipalatinsk.  I visited them 
often, but sometimes I had second thoughts whether I was doing the right thing, since 
as a POW I have no way of reciprocating.  For that reason I sometimes did not go, but  
it turned out that that was also not the right thing to do.  In such cases, they would send 
the coachman for me with a sleigh or buggy, to make sure I would come.  At other 
times, quite by surprise, a servant would bring me a huge package with sheets, 
blankets, a pillow, a roll-up mattress made of camel’s wool, and lots of food that I could 
share with my friends.  
 
When I sometimes visited in the wintertime and the old master himself was there, Nikita 
Vasilyevich Ostroukhov, he would talk to me and share his various private affairs.  He 
said that he owned an estate several tens of versts*9 from the town, called “zajimka”, 
(Зaзαunka) and there he had several “desiatinas” of land (1 desiatina = 1.0925 ha), 
which he had received for free when the area was being settled.  He talked about what 
crops grew there, and what other farm activities he was involved in.  He showed me all 
kinds of instruments, for example a device for measuring the humidity of grain, and 
others which I cannot now remember.  On the estate, he bred horses, of which he had 
at the time over 1,000 stallions, mares and foals, and almost 3,000 cows, bulls and 
calves, sheep, a number of pigs, and too many chickens to count.  Once he apparently 
tried to count them, but gave up because it was impossible.  The cost to run this 
operation was minimal, he said.  All summer, the herds would graze, and for the winter 
they had so much fodder that he could have sustained herds twice that size. 
 
For me, those were numbers which I could hardly grasp.  In my home (Vracov in 
Moravia), the scale was totally different.  A farmer would have usually two draught 
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horses, maybe four, and very few people would have even that!  But 1,000 
horses – that was incredible!  If I told my father about this, I’m not sure he 
would believe it, although he was experienced, had travelled and had seen 
many things.  My father often remembered Italy – the cities of Verona, 
Piacenza and Padua, as he had long served in the Austrian Army, and those cities had 
garrisons.  When there was fighting in 1866 near Hradec Králové, there was also 
fighting in Italy, where near Custoza, the Austrian archduke Albrecht defeated the Italian 
King.  My father was in the Austrian Army at the time.  He was 21 years old and 175 cm 
tall. 
 
I asked my host how he benefited from his operation.  Apparently, everything got sold.  
The old horses went to the Tatars who ate horsemeat, the pork and beef supplied the 
local market; meat was also sold to a Danish export company who had representation  
in Siberia.  Frozen meat was moved on sleds, of which there may have been 200, to 
Semipalatinsk, and from there by rail to a port, and then by boat to Europe.   
 
While I was talking with the master, dinnertime arrived.  In the large dining room, they 
had a table about 5 – 6 metres long.  Every day there were several guests, so that 
sometimes there were more than 20 people in the dining room not counting the children, 
who ate separately.  The food came mostly from their own farm, and there was plenty of 
it.  First they were offering appetizers like salmon (red) caviar and black caviar, salted  
or marinated salmon, all types of fish of which there were millions in the river, little 
sardines and sprats, various types of homemade salami, ham, homemade head 
cheese, sausages, pork (they didn’t know blood sausages), boiled eggs, roast pork, 
beef and chicken, geese, ducks, wild pheasants, quail, rabbit, sauces, chunks of butter, 
white and dark bread, cottage cheese, etc.  This was all served cold.   
 
Then it was time for the main course.  They were constantly offering this or that – “try 
this” or “try that”.  They brought full bowls, and just simply put it on your plate.  I had a 
hard time sending these portions into my previously hungry shrunken stomach.  I didn’t 
know what the custom was and had to taste at least a little bit of everything, so as not  
to offend them.  Sometimes an Austrian captain visited them, by the name of Eckert.  
He always carried a dictionary with him, as he couldn’t speak a word of Russian.  They 
really liked him even though they did not understand each other.  However, he had one 
advantage – he was a fine pianist, and so he was a welcome guest.  This captain also 
worried about how to survive the feasts.  After a filling dinner, they brought a samovar 
(Russian tea urn) and made tea.  They offered home baked goodies like “koláče”, 
muffins, donuts, jams, and even cakes.  There was plenty of honey from their own 
beehives, cream and butter, other treats like open faced sandwiches, various cheeses, 
sweet cottage cheese and other items.  During Lent, they made gourmet Russian 
pancakes made from buckwheat flour.  They were rolled up like crepes with caviar and 
poured over, for example, with lots of drawn butter or sour cream.  On Christmas Day, 
they had special Christmas dishes, but I cannot remember what they were because it 
happened only once a year.   
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And so, as long as I lived in town, this process repeated itself like on a merry-go-round.  
There were instances where I had to leave for a short time on some expedition, but after 
my return I would take up my previous place as a member of their family.  I have to 
mention with great sorrow that their youngest daughter Klavdia died apparently from TB, 
in the spring of 1918.  She looked totally healthy and in view of the weather there, this 
diagnosis did not seem correct, because there was no TB in the area.  Maybe there was 
another reason, like unrequited love?? 
 
In the winter we used to go skating as a group with friends – or on a Sunday afternoon, 
we each would rent a sled with a horse (for an hour or longer), and follow each other 
riding around through certain streets in circles.  That was their winter promenade – 
dozens of sleds passing by crowds of onlookers.  Or we would go tobogganing on the 
banks of the Irtysh River.  Of course, we could only do what we were allowed to do, 
because we were subject to Russian military supervision.  For insubordination or minor 
infractions, there were strict and unusual punishments:  for example stand for two hours 
with a load of 10 bricks, or squat for one hour etc.  Regardless of that, it was our great 
fortune that we ended up in an area that had not been densely populated.  The supply 
situation there was much more favourable than anywhere else in Russia, and mainly we 
were far from the front and were left to live out our POW years in peace.   
 
I still would like to mention that the cell in the fortress where I stayed for a 
period of time, had several decades before (now 120 years ago), [now 170 
years ago], also been occupied by the Russian author F.M. Dostoyevsky*10, 
who had been incarcerated for anti-government activities.  In 1849, he 
belonged to a revolutionary society and was arrested by the police at one of 
their meetings.  Many of the members, including F.M. Dostoyevsky, were 
sentenced to death.  Shortly before his execution, his verdict was commuted to lifelong 
hard labour (“katorga”).  He spent four years in prison and was then released.  One 
thing is sure, that he would have had to walk all the way to Siberia on foot, because at 
that time there was no railway there.  According to the custom of the day, prisoners had 
to walk to their destinations in both summer and winter, guarded by police or military.   
 
 
Employment and New Friends    
 
In the city there was no musical group, therefore on the initiative of Cpt. Eckert, a group 
of POW musicians was put together under the direction of the captain himself.  Some 
members were experienced musicians from bands made up of coal miners from Kladno 
and Ostrava, but there were many amateurs as well, like myself.  Fundraising concerts 
for the Red Cross were performed each Saturday and Sunday and were well attended.  
The camp commander – Lt. Balkashin, was a music lover himself, and greatly 
supported the activities of the orchestra.  I remember a POW from Kladno named 
Soukup (unfortunately he died there) who played the snare drum and the cymbals –    
he would toss the drumsticks in the air while he played, and catch them again; this    
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was entertaining for the camp commander, who would sit close to him in the wings to 
get a good view.   
 
We also played at dances, usually after each concert, but also at the officers’ club or for 
the soldiers, and also at the high school or even at weddings.  After the Soviet October 
Revolution we even played at a Tatar gathering where the women and girls were 
already without their veils.  Before playing, we had to listen to the tunes of their songs, 
and write them down so we would play them correctly.  Their songs had very little 
melody to them.  In order to satisfy the demand, we divided the orchestra into two 
groups.  Each group performed independently.  The conductors would alternate.  After 
Eckert, who somehow disappeared – I don’t even know what happened to him – we had 
Šťastný from the Plzeň Opera and after him Jan Holý.  Prof. Rudolf Macháček played 
the piano and also directed the choir.  Since we would return to our living quarters late 
at night, the camp commander gave permission for us to live in private quarters in the 
city.  Therefore I moved out of the fortress to a private apartment, which I furnished very 
nicely.  I had all the comforts of home.  It was clean, and they provided board as well. 
 
Across the street was the house of the imam from the local mosque, and I got to know 
him well.  Whenever he saw me he would invite me for a visit especially for their 
holidays e.g. Kurban-bajram (Eid al-Adha), Ramadan and others.  At home he wore an 
embroidered Tatar skull-cap – “tubeteika”.  In the living room he had only a small low 
table and no other furniture.  On the carpet, a number of colourful pillows were strewn 
about for sitting on.  It wasn’t very comfortable to sit cross-legged for an hour or two.  
Depending on how long you could suffer in this position, this would determine the length 
of the visit.  He offered tea and various Oriental snacks.  He had a harem of four wives 
(Islam did not allow more than four) who lived in the house in two large rooms 
separated by a hallway, so they would not encounter strangers when they were at home 
without their veil (chachvan).  In marital relations they were equals.  I observed the 
women often when they were working in the yard, taking care of ten cows, and 
constantly doing chores like laundry every second day.  They carried it in baskets on 
their heads to the Irtysh River, pounded it with big clubs, rinsed it in the river and wrung 
it out.  Then they put it back in the baskets and carried it home in single file with veiled 
faces.  They were always wearing black or dark clothes called “feredzhe”.  I never saw 
their faces.  I never had a chance to peek into the harem through the little window in the 
door.  When walking along the street covered from head to toe, even in sweltering heat, 
they looked quite scary.  
 
Aside from the imam, I also visited a lower ranking spiritual official “muezzin”, who 
climbed up on the minaret five times a day and called the faithful to prayer.  Once he 
took me into a mosque; I had to take off my shoes like a true believer, because the floor 
was covered in carpets. He lent me a skull cap.  And while the “muezzin” was up in the 
minaret, I invoked Allah and bowed down like the others: “Allah, Allah, Allahu, Salaam – 
Salaam, Allah Akbar”.  What else could I have done? I wanted to be on good terms with 
all gods.  As-salamu alaykum! 
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Once I started living in the city, many locals from the surrounding settlements and 
villages used the opportunity to visit me.  They would ask me to write addresses on 
packages, which they were sending through the Red Cross to Germany and Austria-
Hungary where they had relatives in POW camps.  Even though I didn’t ask for anything 
in return, they paid me how they could.  For example they would give me a pound of 
butter, or a chicken or hen, a pound or more of first-class honey, eggs, in 
the winter some frozen meat and also some money.  My landlady always 
had a full larder without having to go shopping.  For the easy work, it 
was a great reward.  Sugar was in short supply, but I could get it from 
other sources, and I even helped supply my friends with it.  
 
Within about a year, I knew almost the entire town.  I was invited for visits to various 
families.  However most of us were quite young, so we paid more attention to the young 
ladies.  Among my good friends I would count a number of girls whom I occasionally 
went out with.  One was Nadezhda Orestovna Kostyurina, who was studying at the high 
school in Semipalatinsk and would return home for holidays and vacations.  I was 
corresponding with her.  Each of her letters had beautiful pen drawings.  I was saving 
them up but as could be expected, I either lost them or left them with some friends 
before my departure.  Her older sister Olga was the principal of the local girls’ high 
school.  Her father had a small factory although I can’t think of what he was producing.  

I know however, that he had some milling 
machines and next door, he had a hardware store.  
He also had a modern movie theatre and of 
course, a brick house with more than one story.  I 
remember other high school girls – Alexandra 
Kudryavtseva, Tamara Lopukhina, Marusya 
Piskunova – a postal worker who loved dancing 
the “Hiawatha” and “Oira”, – then a Tatar girl 
Fatima Abdulova, Kozlova, Khatimska, 
Makarchukova, Syerova, Pushkaryeva, Eugenia 
Vasilyevna Lokotko [photo] and others whose 
names I have already forgotten.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Lawrence, In memory of the past happy days, from 
cold Siberia, from Liza L.  
Dec.18 (O.S.), 1918.” 
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[back of photo] 
“New Year’s greetings – I am 
wishing you health and happiness 
in the new year.”   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[also from E.V. Lokotko] 
 
“March 24, 1916    
For good, unforgettable 
memories, my dear, remembering 
happy moments…. 
…Don’t forget about your faraway 
friend who always thinks about 
you and is waiting for your return,  
Love you, Your L.”  

 
 
There was one girl I haven’t forgotten, even to this day.  She was then eighteen, and 
attended the high school – her name was Feofaniya Vasilyevna Kodinceva.  Prof. 
Macháček also knew her very well and gave her piano lessons.  She lived with her 
parents across from the square where they had a large wooden house with a veranda.  
Her hair was black as coal and her complexion was dark as if tanned even in winter.  
She often invited me for visits.  My landlady was related to her and would help pass 
notes between us.  I went to their house quite often and remember that during Lent 
aside from other dishes, they made excellent pancakes (“bliny”) with sour cream and 
butter.  I commended them on this dish, and every time I visited, they made them 
especially for me.  The Russians were always fond of good food. 
 
Once something happened with Feofaniya’s ring; the stone fell out and had to be reset.  
There were no Russian jewelers around because they were in the army.  A Czech 
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POW, a jeweller named Vojtíšek had a small workshop where he made new jewellery, 
but of course also did repairs.  There was plenty of gold, and when he worked on 
something new, a ring or other piece of jewellery, he always had a few grams left over; 
he would sell those to me.  Although I had not arranged a repair of the ring ahead of 
time with him, I offered to have her ring looked at.  After some time, I returned to pick 
the ring up, but to my dismay, Vojtíšek told me that he had run into some difficulties.  
While working on it, he lightly tapped the stone with a hammer, and a piece of it broke 
off.  It was now useless.  I couldn’t possibly tell the girl about this disaster.  On the 
contrary, I wanted to return her ring repaired.  It made me sick.  The stone was a peridot 
(olivine) – greenish-yellow, and as I heard and read about it, rings were made with only 
the best gems, which originated from St. John’s Island in the Red Sea.  If we had been 
in some big city where there were many jewellers, we could have done something about 
it, but try to find a stone like that in the real outback!  Vojtíšek was also really unhappy 
about it, and didn’t know what to do.  But then a miracle happened.  I noticed a little box 
on his shelf, full of gemstones.  We searched for one that would at least resemble the 

broken one.  We were so lucky!  We found one that 
was similar in colour, shape and appearance to the 
original.  Now Vojtíšek was very careful, and skillfully 
set the stone.  I ceremoniously delivered the ring and 
she was obviously very grateful.  If she only knew what 
had really happened!  I still have the broken stone here 
with me and it reminds me of the whole incident.  If she 
is still alive, – she may be 68 years old – surely she 
remembers me when she looks at her ring [currently 
she would be 115].  
 
This is a letter from Miss Kodinceva – sometime in 
1917, who gave me the ring for repair: 
 
“Dear Lawrence Vladimirovich 
If it is possible to see you today, come to us now.  I would 
like to see you. 
Feofaniya 
If it’s impossible now, then I will wait at home at 9 o’clock 
tonight.”   
 

 

At Christmas and Easter, it was customary to convey well wishes in person.  In each 
house and with each family one had to sit down for a while, taste what they offered or 
drink a toast and carry on useless holiday small talk.  
At one of these visits, I was offered some nut cake.  
When I tried to eat a piece, I found a piece of shell, 
obviously ground up by mistake; the hosts likely 
didn’t know about it because the cake was still 
intact.  I couldn’t tell them, but always waited until 
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nobody was looking, and then “coughed” into a handkerchief to get rid of each mouthful.  
I remember very well whose house this was, but I’m not going to reveal it.  
    
Almost everything was available for purchase in town, except 
for warm clothing, which was in short supply.  By chance we 
found out that the Society of the International Red Cross 
under the chairmanship of the Swedish Count Bernadotte 
organized a money drive for the benefit of the POWs in 
Russia.  The Red Cross purchased warm underwear, socks, 
sweaters, gloves, leggings, shawls, hats and other warm 
clothing items with the collected funds.  Each collection was 
placed in a large cardboard box and a large shipment of such 
boxes arrived in Russia.  We found out about this from the Russian newspaper 
whereupon we asked the camp commander to request by telegram a share of the 
donations from the central authorities in Petrograd for the local POWs.  When the 
shipment arrived, I also received one set of warm clothing, which came in very handy.   
 
I also requested a black suit to be sent from home.  The package arrived, but after 
opening it, I discovered that only the pants and a vest were mine.  The jacket was 
brownish in colour, I imagine mixed up at the customs office.  But it was quite new, and 
it looked good on me.  Shoes would normally be sent in two separate parcels, first one 
and then the other, for fear that a complete pair would disappear during the processing.  
If there was only one shoe, no one would be interested in it.   I would receive letters 
from my sister that she had sent this or that, asking whether I had received it.  From 
home – from my mother – I received a Bundt cake which was in transit for four months, 
but it arrived completely intact and tasted good.  I also received a cooked goose packed 
in fat.  It was delicious, but I didn’t really need this kind of help, since as a prisoner I had 
more food than I had had at home.  They couldn’t have known this.  
 
 
Interesting Local Customs 
 
The entrance to each house had a small covered porch on the 
outside with benches, where you could sit in the summer and 
observe the street traffic.  The kitchens were completely 
separate and only connected to the living quarters by a 
hallway.  Next to each house there was usually quite a simple bathhouse – a Finnish 
sauna, where there were two big vats with cold and hot water and a wooden bench.  
There was a wood-burning hearth made of large stones, arranged in such a way to 
allow the smoke to escape from an opening.  The stones would heat up and radiate 
heat, but the temperature was difficult to regulate, so at times it was awfully hot.  In 
order for the bathers to sweat, water was poured on the stones, which immediately 
turned into steam.  The Russians would flagellate themselves with bundles of thin    
birch branches, would sweat and then wash and rinse with water.  Next to the 
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sweating/bathing area there was usually a small change room.  This was not heated 
however, and in wintertime it was as cold as the outside.  In the house where I lived 
there was a wonderful, large, clean and spacious sauna, and when the bath was being 
prepared (usually on Saturdays), I always had priority and went first.  In the village and 
in the countryside, they didn’t have such comforts.  Their saunas were very simple – 
one small room.  They would undress outside in the freezing cold, throw their clothes on 
a tree branch, and go into the steam.  When they were good and steamy, they ran out 
into the frosty air, rolled around in the snow, went back in to rinse off and then back out 
to dress.  I personally would not want to nor be able to bathe in that way, for health 
reasons. 
 
There was a shortage of drinking water.  There were few wells because the terrain was 
rocky and the water was difficult to extract.  Most water used was from the river.  It was 
pumped into wooden oblong barrels/vats and was delivered to different houses for a 
fee.  Those living near the river took their water from the river year-round, carrying and 
balancing it in two wooden pails on a shoulder pole.  To minimize spillage, a wooden 
piece of board fit on the surface to cover it.  When I watched them go to the river 
repeatedly for water, it seemed to me that they were 100 years behind the times.  In   
the winter when the river was frozen, they had to cut a hole in the ice.  The water, in my 
opinion, was not fit for drinking, and needed to be boiled.  I am not sure if everyone did 
that.  There were some among the POWs who were sick with dysentery and even 
cholera according to our doctor, and some even died.  He claimed that the infection 
came from eating melons, which I found hard to believe.  Only the inside of the melons 
was eaten, where the bacteria couldn’t be, and only a few people got sick.  For this 
reason, melons were excluded from our diet, but we continued to eat them with no 
consequences.  I took this advice so much to heart that I stopped eating melons, and   
to this day, (it has been over 50 years), I have not even tasted them.  However, I think 
that our military doctor, Dr. Kulhánek, was wrong, because he didn’t have experience – 
in civilian life he was a dentist.  On the other hand, he recommended drinking only 
boiled liquids, especially beer from malt and hops.  We could get this from the local 
brewery, where the owner and brew-master was a native Czech.  He could not supply 
all the demand however, because he did not have enough raw materials.   
 
In the winter, people stored ice by simply throwing it into a small pit accessible by stairs.  
Containers of perishable food were placed on the ice.  Warmer air would eventually melt 
the ice completely, but icy water would remain.  It was a rather primitive way of cooling 
food and beverages. 
 
Some people kept horses, cattle, pigs and chickens.  Everyone had their own team of 
horses because with the distances that had to be overcome in this area, they wouldn’t 
have gotten very far on foot.  Sometimes I would see one or more cows on the road.  
That was not unusual because the gates to the houses were mostly open during the day 
and all kinds of domestic animals could get onto the road.  There wasn’t much traffic, so 
it didn’t bother anyone.  If you didn’t have a cow at home, you had to buy milk.  In the 
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winter (for example, after milking,) the milk was poured into vessels of different sizes, 
allowed to freeze, and then taken out and sold in the market in frozen form.  The sellers 
would display frozen milk on napkins according to size, and the shoppers could choose, 
purchase the size they wanted, and wrap it in paper to take it home.   
 
There was no train service to Ust-Kamenogorsk.  The connection with the world was 
using sleds in winter and by steamboat in summer.  As far as I know, the town is now 
connected with Semipalatinsk by rail.  There was a narrow-gauge railway to the 
coalmine in Riddersky [now called Ridder].  In the center of town there was a wooden 
fire lookout tower, manned by fire-lookout personnel, day and night.  If the guards 
noticed a fire, they would warn the population by ringing a special bell.  Another thing 
that I noticed was that each home had a guitar, usually with a fancy strap, which 
normally hung on the wall, but often they played a 3-string balalaika.  There were many 
other strange customs different from ours.   
 
Eventually some strange habits emerged after some time, even among the POWs.  At 
times we were forced to be clever, so as to outsmart the oppressive authorities.  When 
the Russian Army was winning at the front, we had some relief.  When they were 
retreating, the supervision was stricter and many privileges were cancelled.  The reason 
for this was that some of the POWs (soldiers and officers) escaped with the goal of 
reaching the Chinese (Mongolian) border, which was fairly close.  First of all, we had    
to leave our private accommodations and move in together with other POWs into an 
apartment in a private home, rented by the camp commander for us.  There were six    
of us together and therefore easier to supervise.  In my group we had:  Dr. Bohuslav 
Rohlík from Prague, Josef Pešta – a graduate of the Business School in Tábor, Václav 
Drmla – a high school graduate from Příbram, Karel Loula – a bank clerk, Ing. K. 
Kovács (a Hungarian) and myself.  We had two large rooms and another small one for 
the guards across the hall.  We had two guards from the Russian Reserve Army who 
were periodically rotated.  Some of them were very intrusive.  To keep them out of our 
affairs, from time to time we gave them a quarter of a pail (about three litres) of home 
brewed beer made by a local grocer – Kulikov, brewed from hops, raisins, sugar and 
bread.  His store was just across the street.  That beer was stronger than vodka, which 
during war times was not permitted to be sold.  Sometimes the soldiers even got some 
money from us for tobacco.  That’s why they left us alone – they were constantly drunk 
and entertained themselves in their guardroom with women.   
 
Some POW officers lived on the opposite side of the street in the corner house.  In the 
summer we used to go with them to swim in the Ulba River, which was not as wild as 
the Irtysh; this was advantageous for our guards, because they didn’t have to go with 
us.  Among the officers was an athlete who led some warm-up exercises before 
swimming and then organized the rest of the program.  Each of us would weave a 
wreath of wild flowers, put them on our heads, and wade into the water where it was 
deeper and the current was swifter.  The river was not too dangerous there and not     
so deep.  We stood a certain distance apart and when the leader gave the order, we 
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started to swim and repeat a song after him, for example: “Let’s go people on this way, 
where the large mushrooms grow all day…”.  Passers-by would stop in surprise and 
laugh at us.  It must have been an unusual sight.   
 
Then they stopped our nightly outings and the camp commander – still Lt. 
Balkashin, who in his earlier civilian occupation was a judge – often visited 
our apartments in the evenings or at night to check whether we were all at 
home.  Each of us had a lady friend, whom we could see mostly only in the 
evenings.  Therefore, we had to be inventive to be able to get out of the 
house at night.  We made some dummies out of rags and straw, masks and 
wigs.  The dummy was placed in the bed, covered with a blanket, the folds were 
arranged, and the head turned away so you couldn’t see the face.  When the guards 
came to check every night, they saw that all beds were occupied and so everything was 
in order.  But not all of us would go out every night.  Some of us stayed back and would 
move around in bed or cough, to give the impression that everyone was at home.  One 
night, very late, the camp commander actually came when only two were at home.  He 
shone a light at every bed and somehow the two men present made themselves heard 
and probably satisfied the commander because he commended the two guards. 
 
When walking in the streets at night, one had to be very careful.  There were 
military patrols on the streets, and a POW was recognizable from afar by his 
gait and his military posture.  If he were stopped, there would be repercussions.  
If the road was not clear, he had to wait in some dark corner for a group of 
Russians to pass by and inconspicuously attach himself to the group.  There 
were many such dark corners in the streets, since there was no outdoor lighting 
at night.  In short, a game of hide and seek.  One time, Dr. Rohlík had some bad luck 
and fell into the hands of the military patrol.  He was dressed in a Kyrgyz outfit, and in 
that way attracted attention to himself.  One of the soldiers separated from the military 
patrol, to have a closer look at his face.  Of course, he recognized him because he was 
sometimes a guard at our house.  He didn’t say a word, and returned to the patrolling 
guards.  The next day he came for a visit and we didn’t know what he wanted.  He 
smiled at Dr. Rohlík and asked him how he was.  Our friend slipped him three rubles 
(which was quite a decent sum) and the incident was quickly forgotten.  The best time 
for evening outings and visits was during a snowstorm when you couldn’t see more than 
a few steps in front of you, because the guards didn’t patrol the town in such weather.   
If the guard caught a POW on an outing, there 
were all kinds of punishments and tightened 
supervision.   
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Expedition to the Altai Mountains 
 
During one visit with friends, I became acquainted with two brothers – Russian 
surveyors from Omsk who were tasked to organize the work on the construction of a 
road from the Altai region to Mongolia or China.  They hired about a hundred or more 
POWs and needed some people to do the surveying and administration.  Vacation time 
was approaching when all other work came to a halt because of the heat, and that is 
why some of our group joined up.   
 
We went by boat on the Irtysh River upstream and arrived in MaloKrasnoyarsk (today 
Narymskoye) [likely Bolshenarymsko] and from there we continued on wagons, with the 
destination being the small town of Katon-Karagay.  We were accompanied by a small 
detachment of mounted Cossacks whose job it was to guard us and secure food and 
lodging for us.  Several Cossacks would leave with our cooks about half a day before 
our convoy got moving.  When we arrived at our destination, the food would already    
be prepared.  A couple of times we slept in the open before arriving in Katon-Karagay.  
Aside from the Russian population, this steppe area was occupied by the nomadic tribe 
of Kyrgyz people, who were very afraid of the Cossacks and gave them anything that 
they demanded.  For example, the Cossacks would order them to prepare 
yurts or tents for us to sleep in.  But where were they to get tents for more 
than a hundred people?  They did what they could.  They pitched several 
tents and that was all.  By chance I was standing next to a Kyrgyz man and 
watched him hammer in some pegs, continually glancing over his shoulder 
and repeating the words “Cossacks bad”.  The Kyrgyz people weren’t 
particularly clean and when we went to lie down in one of the tents, it was full of insects.  
When we got out of the tent there was much complaining and scratching.  We decided 
to go sleep in the hay, which was piled nearby and belonged to the Russians.  I can 
imagine how these people were cursing us when they saw what we had done with their 
hay.  As we were lying there, there was a continuous parade of Kyrgyz women walking 
past.  They weren’t particularly well put together or clean either, and I have no idea if 
their longings were satisfied.  They had an unwritten law that a guest had the right to 
everything, including the women.  In town, I had heard that it was dangerous to accept 
the hospitality of the Kyrgyz because they would then consider their guest a friend.  If 
they then came to town, they would not hesitate to move in with the friend, together with 
their horse, their insects and even their entire entourage.   
 
After two or three days of travel, we arrived in Katon-Karagay.  Nearby was a Cossack 
village – Altayskaya.  A small river originating in the mountains cut through Katon-
Karagay.  It had two branches with the water running in two fairly deep narrow creeks 
(about 1 – 1.5 m wide) right in front of houses built on each side of a good road.   I don’t 
remember if these branches were natural or man-made.   As there were no wells, the 
inhabitants took their water from the two creeks.  The water was clear and clean and 
was fit to drink.  In this town we were given good accommodation in a nice house.  They 
placed a mat on the floor called a “koshma” – made of 2 cm thick camel’s wool felt.  
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Since they probably offered it to anyone who stayed the night, it was full of parasites.   
So, we couldn’t stand it there and went out in the yard where we shook out all our 
clothes and underwear.  We spent the rest of the short night awake in the yard, so     
the beginning of the journey wasn’t very pleasant. 
 
The Kyrgyz people are members of the Turko-Tatar group of a Mongolian tribe, and 
spend their time breeding horses, beef cattle, sheep, goats and camels. They lived a 
nomadic lifestyle in the steppes and slept in yurts.  These were portable, lightweight 
tents, used by all intra-Asian nomads, with a circular footprint and a domed roof.  They 
had a wooden frame and felt walls.  On the surface they looked very imperfect as a 
shelter but were built carefully to withstand the extreme rage of winter winds and the 
load of the snow.  They were easily portable and pitching them didn’t take more than   
an hour.  They were moved to new grazing grounds on horses or on camels.  The yurts 
were not usually set up in large groups, but rather more scattered.  Sometimes they 
were set up quite far apart, so their herds did not mix too much and the herders, who 
tended them, had an open view of the countryside. 
 
The entrance to the yurt was closed off by a curtain to keep out the cold.  Right behind 
the entrance near the wall was a place for the saddles and tack.  Some tack had hand 

crafted silver hardware, quite artistically made.  
The interior of the yurt had a conical ceiling 
made of poles, covered in tree bark and large 
mats of long grass.  In a yurt such as this, it 
was fairly dark.  At the top in the center was an 
opening which served as a skylight, and also 
allowed smoke from a large fireplace inside to 
escape.  There were pots and pans strewn 
around the fireplace in the center.  Heating in 
the pots was facilitated using an iron ring with 
hooks, which was placed in the middle of the 
fireplace.  Pots were hung from the hooks.     

In the summer, the cooking was done outdoors.  The Kyrgyz people didn’t bake bread 
because they didn’t have ovens.  They did not till the ground and did not have any flour, 
except those who had contact with Russians and Chinese people.  Instead of bread 
they made patties from cottage cheese. 
 
In our yurt, there were a few simple stools around the fireplace.  Spread out on the 
ground (of course not in every yurt), were large carpets.  The walls were also hung   
with carpets, and on these were their weapons, bows, arrows, pouches with gunpowder 
and other small objects.  The air was filled with the pungent smell of smoke, hides and 
garlic.  The beds were made of stacked hides, with no sheets.   
 
Kyrgyz horses were unattractive but hardy, admired for their abilities.  They suffered 
patiently through adverse weather, rigors of long treks, hunger and thirst, and cold and 
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heat.  It appeared they overcame challenges – which would surely have killed our 
pampered horses – easily.  They didn’t need any special care; they looked after 
themselves and found all that they needed.  They were shorter in stature due to milking 
of the mares, but the fire in their veins testified to their fine qualities.  The horses had 
conspicuously wider heads with protruding jaws, almost like their owners.  Their coats 
were fine, soft and thick.  Their colours came in all shades, but fewer were black and 
therefore those were more valuable.  These were not used for work, but rather for the 
enjoyment of the owners and families.  A wealthy Kyrgyz might have had a herd of 
horses, cattle, sheep and goats numbering up to 10,000 animals. 
 
Only those Kyrgyz people who were living with or close to the Russian settlers, would 
make hay.  Otherwise they did not make hay because they would not be able to carry   
it with them for unknown distances and on inaccessible roads.  In winter, the herds had 
to find their own fodder.  The Kyrgyz only took care of the lambs, which could not yet 
graze by themselves.  These received some finely cut hay that they carried along with 
them in small quantities. The Kyrgyz people had their own chiefs, about one per 
hundred yurts, and they formed aymaks.  The chiefs resolved all local conflicts and 
disputes concerning hunting and grazing grounds, negotiated treaties and agreements 
with neighbouring aymaks and collected fines for smaller transgressions, which were 
not under the jurisdiction of a court tribunal.   
 
They seldom walked on foot.  Their gait was cumbersome, so they preferred to ride 
horses.  When they had some dealings in a distant city, a whole group would travel  
side by side in one row, especially in the steppe but also in the cities where a wide   
road would allow.  Their horses were so used to this style of travel that when I wanted  
to try to ride a Kyrgyz horse, it wasn’t in the mood to move without the company of other 
horses beside it.   
 
The climate there was intra-continental, which means cold winters with extreme freezing 
temperatures and sweltering summers with a very short fall and spring season.  In the 
summer heat, perhaps 40 – 45°C in the shade, they wore pants made of sheepskin, 
high leather boots and a special kind of leather overshoes, a sheepskin coat with a fur 
hat and ear flaps.  Each rider had a horsehide canteen bag filled with fermented kumis 
(mare’s milk) in front of him across the saddle.  This was a strange alcoholic beverage, 
prepared by fermenting and distilling mare’s milk.  There were three types.  The first 
one, the weakest, was called among Asians “chirah”, the second and most popular was 
“kirah” and the third one was like pure alcohol.  Drinking it would immediately cloud your 
mind and those not used to it could not drink it. They wouldn’t be able to stand it 
because it burned like vitriol.  Along the journey in the steppe, the cavalcade often took 
breaks.   They took the horsehide canteen bags off the saddles and offered them to 
each other.  They snacked on horse fat and cottage cheese patties.  Sometimes instead 
of horse fat they would have “kurdyuk” which comes from one type of sheep’s large fatty 
pad near the short tail.  I ate this kurdyuk with mustard and salt and it tasted like grade-
A bacon.  After longer trips it often happened that the horse got saddle sores, making it 
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very painful for it.  This was caused by deformed leather of the saddle which got soaked 
with rain and sweat, and then shrank and hardened when drying.  It resulted in 
numerous hard folds and knobs which due to the riders’ motion, caused abrasions and 
sores on the horse.  No rider could take more than one horse on a long trip, therefore 
he could not change horses and had to continue riding it.  For this reason, he used an 
old but reliable remedy.  He caught a small creature like a rabbit, groundhog or squirrel, 
skinned it, and placed its meat under the saddle in the location of the sore.  Through the 
weight of the rider’s body and the heat produced, the fat and blood from the fresh meat 
was squeezed out and helped to heal the wound, relieve the pain and the fat absorbed 
by the leather of the saddle made it softer and more pliable.   
 
We left Katon-Karagay early in the morning.  There was a long row of wagons, as the 
surveyors were travelling with a lot of gear.  We soon reached a small Russian village 
called Troyeglazovo.  It had about 300 inhabitants.  It was a very rich village, and as      
I found out, all locals had the surname Troyeglazov.  In the past, a hunter named 
Troyeglazov settled there, had children with his wife, who later intermarried, and a clan 
was created.  They named the village after themselves. 
 
Then we came to a place at the foot of the mountain range, called Chingistay.  It was a 
large compound of nice multistory red brick buildings, which was surprising to us.  Why 
would they build brick instead of wooden buildings in such a faraway place? Apparently, 
it was supposed to be a boarding school.  There were many students from the 
surrounding area who lived there.  Other than a few huts in the location, there was no 
village.  We slept on the wooden floor in the school because the beds were too short, 
and suitable only for children.   
 
 
Crossing the Mountain Range 
 
The base of the south Altai mountain range was about 2 km away from the boarding 
school.  First, we encountered giant sky-high trees in the forest, massive oak and beech 
trees of a size I had never seen before, beautiful straight-as-an-arrow tamarack and fir 
trees of equal grandeur, sprawling cedars and white-barked birches which stood like 
eternal sentinels and induced fear.  We were about to enter this awe-inspiring forest.  
Small rivulets of crystal clear water flowed out of the cracks of the rocks.  All around,     
a sea of forest with rocky outcroppings was blocking the view and dimming the light.  
The tree branches were teeming with many large dark grey squirrels and smaller tiger-
coloured striped squirrels called chipmunks (“burundyuk” Tamias sibiricus).  We were  
to cross this mountain range into the valley on the other side.  
 
At the head of the convoy was a local guide and hunter, knowledgeable about the 
terrain.  In places, the path was easily visible, but it often disappeared or was 
completely obliterated by rain or downpours.  Because the season hadn’t started yet, 
the path was seldom used, and moss often grew over it and completely obscured it.   
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The only way to tell the direction to go was by observing where trees had been cut 
down.  It was an extremely difficult and demanding journey.  Our backpacks and other 
luggage were put onto horses and at the time, I couldn’t understand where they had 
rounded up so many horses to carry our belongings.  Well, the Cossacks had looked 
after that.  We were all climbing one after the other, and where possible were holding on 
to tree branches or bushes, in order not to slip.  But oh, what a climb!  We were tripping 
over innumerable obstacles, protruding roots and rocks.  We were getting entangled in 
unusually strong and long creeping grasses which we had to tear out with our hands.    
It required caution and super-human effort as not to get stuck somewhere with a broken 
leg.  Aside from this exertion, we had to clear all kinds of obstacles so that the horses 
could pass.  There were many huge tree trunks lying in the way either felled by old age 
or the last major storm, and they were piled on top of each other like artificial 
barricades. 
 
We reached a fairly spacious clearing where we noticed that the horizon was darkened 
with a cloud as black as soot.  Suddenly there was a flash of lightning and an ominous 
thunderclap.  A storm was approaching.  The terrible thunder which followed was 
indescribable, and especially in the mountains it was horrifying.  This was accompanied 
by a howling hurricane-force wind, which bent even the thickest trunks towards the 
earth as if they were made of straw.  The tree crowns were being bent like willow 
branches and to our horror, it started to pour.  Into this uproar, the cracking sound of 
breaking trees.  At that moment, we were fortunate to arrive at a flat area where there 
were mighty cedars.  These are the most beautiful trees of these forests, and grow 
mostly in small groups or individually.  They grow to an impressive size, often higher 
than a 10-storey building.  The bark of the trunk is smooth like snakeskin, the thick 
forked branches growing horizontally above each other.  They are sprawling, covered  
in long fine needles, which offers good protection from the elements, and the trunk   
may reach a diameter of two metres.  They are beautiful, mighty and their velvety soft 
needles are a sight to see.  They live to about 500 or 600 years, and the first cedar nuts 
appear after 70 years.  They stop producing nuts at around 250 years old.  Under these 
cedars, we found some shelter (though not all of us).  For the entire journey, I had a 
rolled-up coat and one section of an impermeable tarp about 1.5 m2 with me, which 
served me well, so I didn’t get completely soaked.  In a short while there was no sign    
of the recent destruction except for many fresh stumps sticking out of the ground.  
Everywhere there were piles of broken branches, uprooted and fallen trees, and 
underbrush.  We had to make our way around these areas, as there wasn’t time           
to clean up this debris. 
 
In other places, our feet sank into the wet ground, which was very slippery and soaked 
our boots.  Solid ground was at times rocky, impassable, and in spots we were sinking 
into the soft wet moss.  Where cedars grew, the forest was thinner and passable 
because underneath them, the underbrush was not as thick. Under the thick canopy of 
the forest it was pleasantly warm, the air was soaked with the smell of rotting wood, and 
the strong intoxicating fragrance of resin oozed down the cracked bark.  We noticed that 
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the roots of the uprooted trees were not as deep in the soil as their size and thickness 
would suggest.  That is why wind storms which often happened in this area with 
enormous force, easily uprooted them. 
 
The higher we rose in elevation, the more the forest thinned out.  Instead of firs, 
tamaracks, beeches and occasional cedars, other bushes and dwarfed pines began     
to take over.  Even those gradually began to disappear as we entered the snowbelt.  
Instead of bushes, there were patches of sandy soil covered with pebbles, which 
continuously gave way under our feet.  This was now a stony and sandy desert.  Here 
we stopped for longer break, made some tea and ate some cold canned meat with 
bread.  It was getting dark.  It looked like we would have to spend the night back in the 
forest, which would be a real set-back.  We sensed by the significantly cooler air that we 
were at a high elevation.  The ground was cold and almost frozen.  Only a few sparse 
dwarf pines grew on the edges of the parched rugged terrain.  Along the full length of 
the ridge, there was a layer of dirty grey snow.  It was bitterly cold, an icy wind howled 
along the ridge and cut through to our bones.  It was definitely not possible to remain at 
the top.  Anyone staying up there without heat and a good fire would go mad from the 
cold if he didn’t freeze to death.  The few skinny bushes couldn’t feed a fire or several 
fires even for half an hour.  And then what?  To turn back down to the forest was also 
impossible.  First of all, it was too far into the depth of the forest and on the way, the 
darkness would swallow us up.  It was decided that we would immediately have to 
attempt to descend into the valley on the other side.  There we could already see a nice 
path.  We had each made a long, strong, walking stick to help in the ascent, and this 
would also help on the way down.  The terrain was surprisingly good, treeless, the path 
was passable, straight, smooth and the slope was gentle.  The ground was also harder, 
and our walking sticks provided good support.  We arrived just before dark.  The food 
had already been prepared along with hot tea, so we ate well and spread out among the 
prepared yurts for the night.   
 
There was a small lake in the valley.  A small creek flowed out of it and about 200 steps 
further down, it emptied into a larger creek.  The snow on the high ridges of the 
mountain peaks was yellow and white, and its small crystals and flakes sparkled in the 
bright June sunlight like a rainbow.  There were only three houses in the settlement 
named Tarbagatai, inhabited by Russians.  We had two days off there.  As I was looking 
around the following day, I noticed two cows in the courtyard of one of the houses.  It 
occurred to me that I could maybe get some good warm milk.  After the night on the hay 
in the cold yurt, I wasn’t feeling very well, so I went to the house and asked them for a 
little cup of hot milk.  With unusual willingness, they gave me a sizeable cup of hot milk, 
with bread and butter, so that I warmed up nicely, and I don’t think they wanted any 
money for it.  However, I still didn’t feel myself, and I decided that I wouldn’t continue 
with the expedition but would stay there for a few days to recover.  The final destination 
was the small village of Altikis, about 10 – 15 km further.  After informing the expedition 
leader, surveyor Perstruzov, he said he really needed me and convinced me to continue 
with them.  He arranged a horse and saddle for me, and we continued on.  There were 
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very few settlers in this area.  Most of the population was made up of the original 
natives, mostly belonging to the Asian race.  Only sporadically were there any Russian 
families or small settlements. 
 
The morning of the third day, we left the yurts and continued on our way.  Altikis is a 
Kyrgyz name and in translation it means “6 young girls”.  There were only six houses 
there, and in each house there was a young girl.  The Kyrgyz people named the 
settlement according to the number of girls in order to orient themselves as they 
travelled.  The way, actually a narrow path on the mountainside, went along a deep 
chasm with a raging river at the bottom.  Those on foot had to pay attention not to slip 
and end up somewhere below.  This is exactly where the trail was to be improved and 
widened.  I was on my horse behind the surveyor, and the horse stepped fearlessly.  
The horse was probably used to it, and had likely walked there before.  Later I noticed 
that the horse was becoming agitated and I didn’t know why.  He was jerking, stopping 
and swishing his tail, although there were no flies or horseflies around.  I finally 
discovered the reason.  The men behind me had taken long, thin branches, left a few 
leaves at the tips, and were using them to tickle my horse on its belly and between its 
legs.  That’s why the horse was constantly fidgeting and jerking.  So that we wouldn’t 
fall into the abyss, I dismounted and led the horse the rest of the way.  We continued   
in the direction of Lake Markakol.  Further south was Lake Zaysan, which is the source 
of the Irtysh River.  (I mention this just for orientation.) 
 
After arriving at the settlement of Altikis, our group moved into one of the still unfinished 
houses; it was empty, had one larger room and a smaller hallway.  We made some 
wooden beds, benches and tables from wooden planks.  There were no window frames, 
so we covered the openings with wax paper.  This was 
our fancy accommodation. 
 
In front of the entrance to the house there was a horse 
stable instead of a yard, and around it there was very 
beautiful countryside.   About fifty metres from the 
house was the KaraKaba River (Black River) full of big 
boulders.  The water came from the mountains and 
was therefore cold; the river was shallow, so in warm 
weather we could even bathe in it. 
 
When walking in the grass we really had to pay attention because of poisonous vipers.  
The most successful weapon against them was a flexible branch, which would break  
the snake’s spine when it was whipped with it, and that was the end of that.  It was quite 
dangerous when picking raspberries, strawberries and blueberries.  Today I can’t even 
imagine where I got the determination to venture into uncharted territory where 
civilization hadn’t yet put down its roots; and all that without a doctor or medicines.    
The only healer in the area was a Kyrgyz or Mongol shaman, who cured sicknesses 
with incantations, smoking out, exorcism and drinking brews including urine.  The word 
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shaman comes from the Evenki language.  A shaman is a priest in the old religion of 
northern Asia.  He would dress in a special costume and hat, covered with numerous 
metal ornaments, which would rattle during his wild dance gyrations.  Often shamans 
used drums and rattles.  During spiritual rituals, shamans could transport themselves   
to altered states of consciousness and at the same time hypnotize their followers.  They 
believed that the shaman, in his altered state communicated with the spirits and asked 
them for what he wanted.  Shamans were called in for incantations against sicknesses.  
Luckily, we did not need his services, and when someone was sick they treated 
themselves as best they knew how.   
 
We lived in that little house quite well, given the circumstances, and we took care even 
under the sparse conditions to keep everything clean, sometimes successfully.  There 
was one fellow – supposedly educated, named Novák.  He didn’t belong to our group 
and I don’t know who sent him to us or where he came from.  No one wanted to sit 
beside him, let alone sleep next to him; he never washed, never changed his 
underwear, and was the source and host of all kinds of parasites (mainly fleas).  
Nothing worked, even though we stayed away from him, we also ended up infested.   
 
The road was being built on the mountainside we had come down, and so the forest 
needed to be cleared.  There were hectares of fallen trees and charred remains of fir 
and spruce, burned in a blaze caused by lightning strikes.  There was a lot of dry wood 
and even the local people collected it for free winter supplies.  The construction work 
was not very strenuous for our workers.  Any excess rocky soil that had been dug up 
was just dumped down the hill.  While I was there, the work progressed normally and    
it was clear that one day, there would be a nice new road. 
  
[Found in Google Earth, named “Austrian Road”   “Aʙстрийская Дорога”  
GPS coordinates: 48° 56’33.46”N, 86° 04’10.48”E]. 
   

       
 



 

 

 

108 

 

Something unusual occurred on June 29th (July 12th) on the Orthodox holiday of Peter 
and Paul, which gave us a fright.  On that day we were sitting in the office which had 
been set up in one half of a regular country house, and as always, holiday or not, we 
were busy at work.  Suddenly we heard loud bangs of hoofs on the wooden steps 
leading up to the hallway.  The door sprang open and in walked the owner of the house, 
leading his saddled stallion into our miniature office.  He was obviously very inebriated 
since all Russian holidays were celebrated with drinking.  The saddled horse was 
already in the office and we wondered how this large, high-spirited animal could have 
squeezed through the small and low door.  The stallion was standing right behind me, 
sniffing me, slobbering on me, and constantly fidgeting.  He was restless, didn’t want   
to stand still and was constantly shifting from one leg to the other, because he was     
not used to the surroundings.  There was such little space, that two of my colleagues 
jumped out of an open window.  Those of us left inside were afraid to move and were 
glued to the walls of the little room.  The drunken landlord kept insisting that he wanted 
to show us his amazing horse.  We had to praise his horse, or he wouldn’t leave.  We 
were relieved when he decided to go.  We had to move the table and chairs, so he 
could turn the horse around.  I don’t remember how he managed to do it.  I think I didn’t 
want to look.  I just know that we had to repair the threshold, the door had been kicked 
in and one bench was history. 
 
 
Occupations of Local Settlers and my Return 
 
Each rancher, and there were six of them, had a herd (in Siberian “tabun”) of horses – 
stallions, mares and foals, who were free to graze all day.  There was ample pasture 
everywhere and so they had no worries in the summertime.  The lead stallion had his 
legs tied together so that he couldn’t even walk or run; he could only hop. This kept the 
other horses from mixing or spreading out.  The herd would stay close to him and 
wouldn’t run off.  At dusk, the rancher would herd them home to the stable, which was 
only a fenced-in corral.  They didn’t have warm stables even in winter and the horses 
would stay outside exposed to the freezing elements.  In the summer they prepared a 
large supply of hay piled in small stacks close to the corral.  Pastures were expansive 
and available to anyone.  The ranchers also worked small fields, growing oats and other 
grains, which flourished there.  When they had to visit a distant village or settlement, of 
which there were several in the direction of Lake Zaysan in the south, they always used 
riding horses, mostly stallions.  These trips usually lasted days or weeks because of the 
distances.  They were not afraid to go alone.  Sometimes they took several horses if 
they needed to deliver or pick up goods.   
 
Besides horses, they had herds of cattle.  One of the farm owners, Korobeynikov, had a 
large beehive and next to it a large garden where he grew various vegetables and many 
types of plants and herbs, so the bees could always find food.  He also had a forest 
which he was constantly expanding because it didn’t belong to anyone.  Following an 
agreement with the other landowners he could appropriate as much land as he needed.  
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He tended a special type of deer in the forest, named “maral” (Cervus 
Elaphus Sibiricus).   This species lives mainly in the forests of the Altai 
Mountains, Chien Shan and western Mongolia.  But they also live in China 
– where I saw them in the resort town of Peitaiho on the banks of Liaodong 
Bay [in the Bohai Sea].   Marals have a yellowish coat and large antlers, 
which normally do not form a so-called “crown” i.e., the branched points 
stemming from a central point.  Healthy European deer normally have such 
a crown.  The maral antlers are covered with a velvet outer layer, used by the Chinese 
to make a certain kind of medicine – pantocrin*11 – used it seems, more in gynecology.  
For this reason, the young antlers are cut off, whether annually or not I don’t remember.  
They are a sought-after item in Oriental markets.  The landowner would sell the antlers 
to Mongols who lived nearby in the steppe, and they in turn would sell them to the 
Chinese.   
 
Our entire group was spread out along a wide area, and some workers even lived totally 
apart because it wasn’t possible for them to return to the settlement every day.  Only 
sometimes did we visit each other as a distraction, because we felt totally lost way out 
in the middle of nowhere.  One group made themselves a dug-out shelter, installed a 
kind of homemade central heating (engineer Kovács) and cooked their food on an open 
fire.  Some cattle were slaughtered for the rest of the team, and our cooks prepared our 
food.  We could buy some food from the landowner: eggs, milk, honey, vegetables, 
chickens, cottage cheese, etc.  There was plenty of food there, and we even had 
money.  
 
About three kilometres from the settlement, already among the rolling hills towards the 
Mongolian border, there were nomadic Kyrgyz living in yurts, and a bit further Kalmyks 
and Mongols, Torghuts and other tribes.  It seemed that these tribes were slowly 
moving out of the desert filled with only rocks and sand, into the adjacent Russian 
territory, where their herds had plenty of fodder.  Nobody was preventing them.  They 
didn’t know where they were born, and it was impossible to trace their origins.  Often in 
my spare time I would go to the closest Kyrgyz yurts and observe how they lived.  They 
kept flocks of sheep and herds of cattle, many horses and camels, but it seemed that 
most of the time they were just sitting around and eating rather than doing any useful 
work.  All of them knew me, and when they saw me coming they all ran out of the yurts 
including their women and greeted me from afar with shouts of “Amamba” which means 
“good health”.  It was interesting for me, and they were proud of the fact that a 
European visitor had come to their home.  Of course, they wanted to feed me, and even 
though I wasn’t always too keen on it, how could I refuse?  Even I found some roasted 
meat of a young lamb delicious.  I had to personally select which piece I wanted.  Tea 
and a shot of some alcoholic beverage were also good, but the food was served without 
bread, rather with some cottage cheese patties.  In conversation, they complained that 
white men didn’t treat them well.  Apparently, they had had many bad experiences with 
them.  In their travels they would come upon Russian or Chinese settlements – there 
were no towns in the near vicinity.  They trapped animals and traded furs, sometimes 
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they even paid with gold dust to buy necessities which they didn’t have or couldn’t make 
themselves.  The Russian settlements and villages were closer and more accessible, 
and although the Russians treated them much worse than the Chinese, they liked to 
visit them more.  When a Russian saw a Kyrgyz, Kalmyk, Buryat, Mongol, etc. he would 
think this was someone he didn’t have to treat well; he would rob him any way he could.  
So we talked about all these things as best we could but they didn’t speak much 
Russian and explained everything I was asking about half in Russian, half in Kyrgyz.  
Because of them, I had to learn some of their language.  Their language is simple, but 
sounds strange, like other Asian languages, for example: 
 
Q:  Where are you going?      “Kayda barasen?”  
A:  I’m going for a walk.          “Men berem sairanga baram.” 
Q:  Do you have any girls?     “Kysynga barma?” 
A:  We have.                           “Barma.” 
 
This was interesting when I was bored, but when I thought about the conditions in which 
we had to live, I longed to return to more civilized life, and I told myself that I’d had 
enough of this.  I had gained some experience and at the first opportunity I would tell 
this inhospitable land “adieu”.  And suddenly, an opportunity presented itself to return   
to the city.  Our chief surveyor wanted to take his wife, who had accompanied him, back 
to Ust-Kamenogorsk because she was about to give birth.  We were all wondering if he 
was in his right mind when he took her along for that distance, and moreover when she 
had to do the entire trek with us.  She had wanted to see the Altai Mountains and that 
was her only chance.  I took this opportunity and went back with them.  We had to take 
the same route back that we had used to come.  The luggage was loaded onto horses 
and a special saddle was adapted for his wife, so she could ride on the horse.  It would 
have been too difficult for her on foot.  Someone had to lead the horse by the reigns.  
The journey back in August 1916 was much easier because there was no steep ascent 
as there had been from the valley to the ridge from the other side, and besides that, we 
were accompanied by a few more people. 
 
We crossed the Altai Mountain range happily without incident and we saw 
thousands of Siberian grey squirrels which were feasting on freshly ripened 
cedar nuts.  There were thousands of mighty cedar trees, lots of wildlife, 
and not a soul in sight.  Hunters probably didn’t care to climb that high.   
 
After arriving at the postal station in Chingistay, they gave us a wicker buggy with a roof 
called a “kibitka” and three horses.  The roof protected against the sun’s rays.  And so, 
escorted by two mounted police, we were on our way into the steppe.  The surveyor, as 
a government official, was entitled to the escort and to the horse-drawn conveyance.  
The entire route was divided into segments where the horses, driver and escorts would 
be replaced.  At the nearest station where we were changing horses, the surveyor and   
I managed to get two riding horses with saddles, in order to ride to the next station 
instead of sitting and suffering for hours in a deep and uncomfortable buggy.  On the 



 

 

 

111 

 

way we were racing one another but by the time we arrived at the next stop, we were so 
tired that we sat back down in the buggy.  Soon we arrived in Katon-Karagay.  The most 
important thing was that nothing bad had happened along the way to the surveyor’s wife 
and she survived the bumpy ride. 
 
In town we finally had a good meal after several days of travel.  I remember that they 
were chasing chickens in the yard, and later we ate them for dinner, aside from other 
things.  The house where we ended up staying had very kind owners, who did 
everything that we asked; we all properly washed up and bathed.  They gave me a 
separate little room with a bed, and to tell you the truth, I had a hard time falling asleep 
with all those soft pillows – I was used to much harsher conditions.  Our hosts had a 
young, beautiful dark-eyed girl.  We sat in the spacious sunroom in the evening and 
talked about this and that.  She was most interested in our towns and villages, rail 
travel, etc.  She had never been outside of her village.  After a long time, it was again    
a fun evening.   
 
The next day they hitched up the horses because everyone was in a hurry, and we set 
off until we reached the port of MaloKrasnoyarsk.  After a short rest we boarded a boat.  
We happily returned from this interesting expedition to Ust-Kamenogorsk to my 
temporary permanent home, and remembered the hard times we had to endure and the 
friends who had to remain there.  They stayed there until the fall, and then all returned 
safely.  But even in the town I did not feel satisfied.  Life there was very monotonous 
with a few exceptions.  I missed having interesting work and so upon many 
recommendations, I applied for a vacant position as a clerk in the local bank.  They 
were willing to hire me because there was a shortage of good, experienced and mainly 
reliable workers.  The problem was that POWs could be hired only for manual labour.  
For this reason, the bank requested special permission from the General Staff in order 
to hire me.  The telegram arrived with approval signed by Office Manager Col. 
Sokolovski.  So now I even had a job and was as satisfied as a POW can be.  
Moreover, I continued to be active in the orchestra made up of POWs. 

 
Card for sister Karla in Moravia, with picture as a bank employee:  
March 20, 1918                                                     “Dear sister, I 

am sending you 
a picture of how I 
look now.  I hope 
that you are all 
well.  Please 
write to my 
brother, to send 
me a picture of 
himself.  Many 
heartfelt 
greetings to all  
at home.  L.” 
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Response to Both Russian Revolutions of 1917    
 
The overthrow of the Russian Tsar Nicholas II and the absolute monarchy in February 
caused a great stir and rejoicing among the population of Ust-Kamenogorsk.  
Considering that the core of the original settlers consisted mostly of former political 
delinquents, who had been banned from Russia and had been deported this far by 
theTsar’s government in order to populate the area with compulsory settlements, it is 
understandable that the event caused great joy and excitement.  It was still winter with 
piles of snow everywhere, but crowds of jubilant people marched through the town 
wearing white armbands.  At that time, we POWs were at home, and could see this 
procession of elated citizens marching through the street with banners and slogans 
greeting the Provisional Government.  
 
When the news broke that a Soviet government took power (October Revolution) about 
eight months later, the people’s opinions were divided into two camps – for and against.  
In the first few days nothing happened, and life went on as usual.  Following the arrival 
of regulations and orders directed at the city administration, a local soviet (council) was 
formed from local citizens, both rich and poor.  The commissars for the separate 
departments were elected, and all businesses were put under Soviet jurisdiction:  
stores, banks, post office, telegraph office, police and other administrative offices.  Of 
course, this was at first all only on paper, because no one wanted to abide by the new 
rules.  For one thing, our town was far from the centre of action, and also it wasn’t that 
easy just to hand over the keys to your safe, your cash with accounting details, your 
stores etc. to somebody else.  Because most of the people chosen for the soviet were 
young and from well to-do families, they were criticized by their parents that they had 
forsaken their status.  For this reason, some began to gradually quit the soviet, which   
in the end resulted in indescribable chaos.  The ones that were left in their positions 
decided to call a public meeting to be held in the square, in order to explain the situation 
and to request that all orders and regulations be respected.  A Czech Social Democrat 
POW Formánek spoke as if on behalf of the Czech POWs, who were now being 
considered citizens with equal rights.  I actually heard his unintelligible speech.  He was 
talking nonsense and in a Czech-Russian dialect, so hardly anyone present understood 
him. 
 
The new local military garrison was made up of a detachment of Kronstadt sailors who 
had taken over the military administration and had complemented the garrison by the 
recruitment of new soldiers from among the local young people.  These sailors behaved 
like hooligans and caused many disturbances.  At night, they would attack peaceful 
citizens walking down the street, and they would molest women and cause other 
disruptions.  One night the 18-year-old daughter of my new landlady went to the movies 
alone.  On her way home in the dark (there was no street lighting), two sailors assaulted 
her, knocked her to the ground, lifted her skirt and obviously wanted to rape her.  She 
fought back as best she could, kicked, and screamed to attract attention of anyone 
passing by.  She managed to get away and ran home in shock, breathless.  She had 
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lost her gloves and hat.  This incident was partially my fault.  Prior to going out, she had 
asked me to meet her and walk her home, which I failed to do.   
 
The following stories illustrate what happened in town after the October Revolution.     
At night, gangs of youngsters from other regions and towns would wander through our 
town, would approach women, especially those who were walking alone and were well 
dressed, and would offer to escort them.  Later in the dark streets, they would rob them 
of their money and valuables and even their coats and furs.  The stolen goods would 
then be sold in markets of other towns.  Another even more harsh form of robbery was 
the following:  Gangs would hide behind fences adjacent to the sidewalk.  In Siberia, 
homes were usually wooden log houses, with one or two stories. Almost every house 
had a fenced area where the gangs could hide and choose their victims.  When they 
saw someone who they thought had money, they would throw a rope over the fence 
around his neck and pull him over the fence.  There they would rob him of all valuables, 
even take his clothes and would sometimes beat him up.  This is why at night, people 
would walk in the middle of the street.  The town was full of these strangers.  There was 
no work at the time, and so they made their living in this dishonest manner.  Among 
them were also some outright criminals who had been freed on account of an amnesty.   
  
After the first local soviet fell apart, several new people probably from Omsk arrived, 
and they helped to reorganize it.  They issued decrees, announcements, etc. but no  
one followed them.  When the new soviet was formed, the Cossacks who up to this 
point hadn’t paid any attention to the developments, surrounded the building of the 
soviet and demanded the commissars and the garrison to relinquish power and lay 
down their arms.  There was also some shooting and several people were killed.  The 
entire soviet and the military garrison were disarmed and temporarily interned in the 
former fortress.  A people’s militia was established to guard them.  There were rumours 
that they didn’t stay long in the fortress and were moved to a regional town.  Along the 
way, they allegedly tried to escape and were all liquidated.  
 
When the provincial soviet in Omsk heard about this incident, they sent a larger 
detachment of Red Army soldiers into our region to put things in order.  Upon arrival, 
they organized a new local soviet which functioned for some time, but the published 
decrees and orders were still ignored by the public.  Before the Easter holiday in 1918 – 
six months after the Soviet Revolution, the Cossacks who meanwhile had been camped 
outside of the town, returned to the town.  They arrested all officials and disarmed the 
military garrison. Only one person was killed during this (re)coup.  From then on, an 
interim city government was in power.  Since the Omsk soviet didn’t send any more Red 
Army units, as described in earlier chapters, it was itself disbanded on June 7th, 1918 by 
Czechoslovak Legionnaires.  This condition persisted in Ust-Kamenogorsk probably 
until November 1919, when the city of Omsk was again conquered by the Red Army. 
 
During the cleansing operation along the railway from Novonikolayevsk to 
Semipalatinsk, the Czechoslovak Legionnaire units reached us at Ust-Kamenogorsk,  
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as already mentioned earlier.  After the fighting subsided, agents of the Czechoslovak 
Legion were recruiting soldiers from among the Czech and Slovak POWs.  Those who 
joined were sent to Novonikolayevsk (Novosibirsk) and there, were incorporated into 
newly forming regiments of the 2nd Corps.  At that time, my friends and I decided to join 
the Legion, but I cannot guarantee that it was altogether voluntary.  Maybe it was more 
like a draft.  

 

 
 
 
Helping Fighters on the Volga 
 
After arriving in Novonikolayevsk (Novosibirsk) where new units of the 2nd Corps were 
being organized, I was inducted into the 11th Regiment of František Palacký on August 
28, 1918.  Within a day, we received our uniforms and weapons and were sent for 
guard duty.  The first guard shift that was assigned to me was to watch over a herd of 
cows and a flock of sheep in some kind of corral near the barracks.  At night it was so 
dark that you could not see for any distance.  It was raining, thundering and I could see 
my surroundings only during the fleeting flashes of lightning.  If someone had wanted   
to steal some cows, I wouldn’t have known anything about it.  I stood under a makeshift 
roof in order not to get soaked, and the deluge didn’t let up.  The rain abated only 
towards morning, and when it was daylight, I left my post according to orders. 
 
When I returned to the barracks, I was informed that I was to join a detachment which 
would escort a freight train loaded with supplies meant for Legionnaires battling on the 
Volga River [~2,000 km west].  I couldn’t take all my personal belongings with me and 
had to ask a friend with whom I had shared accommodations as a POW, to bring them 
after me, since the Legionnaires who did not participate in the freight train escort were 
to follow us in a military train.  My friend’s name was Václav Drmla, a graduate of the 
high school in Příbram, and his home address is Drahlín, P.O. Obecnice near Příbram.  
When our own loaded freight train was crossing the Ural Mountains, where there was a 
significant grade, the train broke apart somewhere between stations and the separated 
rear section of the train began to roll backwards at high speed.  We noticed this rather 
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late, but we applied the hand brakes to slow the train and avoid an accident.  Luckily 
everything turned out well, nobody was hurt, the hand brakes worked, and the back   
half of the train stopped at the nearest station.  An auxiliary locomotive helped pull the 
separated section of the freight train back up to where we were joined again with the 
front end of the train.   
 
Beyond the Ufa station is a branch of the Trans-Siberian Railway to Bogulma at the 
Chishma crossing.  There the guards were replaced, and I returned to the military train 
where I found all my personal belongings.  We waited for several days in this station 
while it was raining, for our next orders to continue to Samara.  Originally, we were 
supposed to travel west to the front, but our train was somehow delayed.  So, the units 
guarding Samara were sent instead and after our arrival, we took up the guard in 
Samara.  However, the Czechoslovak units at the front were withdrawing towards the 
east.  In town, a state of emergency was declared, together with a curfew, and all that   
it entailed.  The population was directed to hand over all arms.  The temporary Samara 
government which had been formed, took people suspected of connections with the 
Bolsheviks into custody and we had to guard them.  This occurred at the beginning      
of September 1918.   
 
In the meantime, our supply department confiscated all foodstuffs and other goods from 
private warehouses.  Such goods were not paid for, but owners were given receipts with 
the intent to compensate them later.  We received a quantity of pure alcohol from the 
local distillery for the needs of the army’s medical unit.  During our short stay in town, 
nothing remarkable happened.  The Czechoslovaks on the front lines however, waited 
in vain to be replaced by “the Allies”.  It was rumoured that if the Allies did not come to 
their aid, the Czechoslovaks would be forced to retreat beyond the Urals in the east to 
save their army.   
 
The Legionnaires were preparing for a lengthy stay in Russia, and in August 1918 it  
was starting to become apparent that Soviet Russia was a force that they had never 
anticipated.  With tremendous energy, the Soviet government embarked on organizing  
a strong, armed and well-trained army.  The principle of voluntary enlistment into the 
Red Army was not sufficient, and so at the beginning of July 1918, it was decided to 
establish a compulsory universal military draft.  The results were such that at the end of 
August 1918, the Czechoslovaks felt the pressure of the Red Army, and the first sign of 
the retreat was the withdrawal from Nikolayevsk in the Volga region.  This was the most 
distant segment of the Volga Front.  What I call the catastrophe of the Legion started  
on September 10th, 1918, when the Red Army conquered Kazan, then Simbirsk (today 
Ulyanov) on September 12th, and Volsk on September 13th, 1918.  A total retreat of the 
Legion was anticipated, and preparations were underway for an evacuation. 
 
Shortly before our departure from this region, our unit was tasked with confiscating all 
gold, silver and valuables from the local branch of the bank, which had been moved 
here from Kazan.  The gold was in coins, bars, ingots and even rare nuggets.  The 
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soldiers formed a human chain, and passed the gold in small bags or wooden boxes    
to load onto wagons.  From there, it was taken to the staff train for safekeeping.                  
I remember very well that during this operation you could clearly hear cannon-fire which 
stirred all sorts of emotions.   
 
Even though at the time the Legion still had some small successes at the Ural Front, 
their Volga Front, which was endangering central Russia, collapsed.  This could have 
been expected, since there was only one incomplete division (the Penza group) – about 
8,000 – 10,000 men stretched over a 500 km-long front.  All the other divisions were 
being used for securing the Trans-Siberian Railway.  It didn’t even help when part of the 
Czechoslovak units from the east returned west.  It also wasn’t enough that the forced 
draft of Czechoslovak POWs provided 14,000 – 15,000 new soldiers.  Innumerable 
repeated appeals to the Allies to send intervention units to the front remained 
unanswered.  The Red Army command formed four field armies.  The fighting spirit of 
the Legionnaires was evaporating and disappearing in proportion to the strengthening 
force of the enemy.  Defeats in combat were the main cause of the Legionnaires’ 
morale continuing to decline. 
 
After leaving Syzran on October 4th, 1918, even Samara was abandoned on October 
8th, 1918.  The same day, the combat groups were returning from the front to the railway 
station and boarding the prepared trains.  Late at night on October 8th, when all units 
had returned and had boarded the train, they departed eastward.  The guards from our 
unit were quickly recalled from the town and surroundings and boarded their railcars    
to wait their turn to be at the end of the convoy.  Some distance behind us stood three 
armoured trains with fairly large crews.  The last train was to destroy several larger 
railway bridges to prevent the Red Army from quickly following us.  Since there was a 
danger that the Red Army may attack from the flank from Buzuluk, which the Bolsheviks 
had recaptured, a small detachment of Legionnaires with artillery was allegedly 
deployed in that direction to stop these units and facilitate a smoother retreat from the 
front.  It was said that that unit had no chance to return, which from a military standpoint 
was understandable. It was not clear if that’s what really happened. 
 
The Red Army was apparently not planning on following us, because the railway 
connection was interrupted, larger units would not be able to reach us, and they were 
occupied in other segments.  The thing was, that the Russian counter-revolutionary 
elements fielded several White armies against the Soviets.  In southern Russia it was 
the Denikin’s Corps at Orel and Voronezh, Wrangel’s Corps in the Crimea, Yudenich’s 
Corps in the Baltic area and General Krasnov’s units which had converged on Tsaritsyn 
(today Volgograd).  In the city of Tsaritsyn [called Stalingrad during WW2] itself, there 
was a famine and the White Army soldiers were on a rampage.  The British occupied 
Archangelsk and Murmansk in the north, Baku in the south and moreover a few areas  
in central Asia.  In Moscow, Yaroslavl and other cities, several anti-Soviet uprisings 
erupted.  In August 1918, Volodarsky and Uritsky were killed in Petrograd, and in 
Moscow the female Menshevik Kaplan attempted to assassinate Lenin.  Two thirds      
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of Russia was under foreign control.  However, all of the White Russian armies 
operating in various distant areas of expansive Russia were not doing so well and   
were gradually being defeated, as were other armies of counter-revolutionary forces. 
 
 
Retreat from Samara 
 
The military trains were leaving Samara at very short intervals and no fixed schedule or 
adherence to railway regulations.  The goal was to get out of this area, as far away as 
possible, and as quickly as possible.  When we were already en route eastward towards 
Kinel in the fields, it must have been a sight to behold our trains. They were moving 
slowly one after another, and formed a many-kilometres-long uninterrupted line of 
railcars.  Here and there, there was some smoke rising from the chimneys of the 
locomotives.  It looked like a single, extremely long train. The terrain was utterly flat, no 
forested hills, only easily surveyed fields.  So, with the sunny conditions, you could see 
far into the distance.  At times we would stand still, and if the train ahead of us moved 
on, we would fill the gap and move ahead.  And so, it went on until the afternoon of the 
following day. 
 
Even though we were moving at a snail’s pace, we managed to get out of the Samara 
region to a distance of about 50 kilometres and we were surprised when we heard 
artillery fire.  There were no hits in our vicinity, and the bombardment soon stopped.  
Later we learned that one of the armoured trains was test firing its guns.  The train 
commander must have been informed about this, so there was no panic; however, we 
soldiers had no knowledge of it, and so we were surprised.  One of the three armoured 
trains switched to the opposing track and was moving back and forth along the track to 
check its integrity.  There was no train traffic in the opposite direction to the west, so 
there was no chance of a collision. 
 
Gradually the congestion eased, and the trains sped up.  At Kinel station, there was a 
longer delay as the trains were put into a certain sequence.  There were food stalls at 
the station, with various goods, mainly apples and other fruits.  The sales people, mostly 
young Russian girls, were calling to us, trying to offer the fruit.  We were buying some 
for the trip, since there would be few places along the railway to purchase any.  The 
girls already spoke Czech quite well.  We said our goodbyes prior to departing and told 
them they would never see us again.  They were saddened by this and felt very sorry.   
 
Several larger stations followed, like Buguruslan, and then Belebey.  The terrain began 
to change.  The steppe disappeared and was replaced by some rolling hills, still without 
forests.  One evening beyond Belebey, in Bashkirsk, our company commander brought 
with him a small unit of Legionnaires that belonged to a different train and asked me to 
lend them winter hats and felt boots out of our supplies.  This unit was to go into the 
nearby villages and inspect and investigate them.  It was to take about two days.  It  
was quite cold there already, and there was a chilling and biting wind.  I did as I was 
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told, and the Legionnaires got their supplies.  They were supposed to return the 
borrowed items later, but they likely forgot.  We then continued our journey and 
investigated the surroundings almost everywhere.  During one stop, our battalion was 
sent to check out some more distant villages, and the soldiers stayed in the field for 
about three days. In the meantime, the half-empty train, of which I was put in command, 
was moved for security reasons to the Davlekanovo station.  I remember that it was 
there that I bought a Singer sewing machine for our tailor shop.  After three days, the 
train returned to pick up the troops.  Some of them had mild frostbite, mostly on their 
cheeks.  As treatment for this, pure alcohol was recommended. 
 
Instead of the planned departure towards the east, we stopped in every tiny station and 
investigated the surroundings, but always without any results.  Within about five weeks, 
we reached Abdulino station.  We didn’t stay there however, and had to move to the 
closest little station – Ik, on the river with the same name.  That name appears very 
often in our [Czech] crossword puzzles. In that place, the weather was a bit warmer,  
the ground was soggy, the snow was mixed with rain, then some drizzle, and finally 
impenetrable fog.  While walking through the terrain and soggy plowed fields, we could 
hardly pull our boots out of the muddy soil.  While we were there, sometime at the 
beginning of November 1918, we found out about the establishment of an independent 
Czechoslovak state, which we acknowledged without celebration.  One of the passing 
Czechoslovak units had confiscated some tools at the Abdulino station, which we had 
already passed.  They told us that there were plenty of tools in some warehouses there.  
Our commanders decided that we had to return to Abdulino and also supply ourselves.  
We travelled back, opened the railway warehouse and loaded up various shovels, saws, 
pick axes, chisels, pliers, axes and other equipment and materials, which might come in 
handy along the route.  
 
We continued on our way, and in mid-November we reached Chishmy station, before 
Ufa.  This is a railway crossing on the railway towards Bugulma and Samara.  We 
reached Ufa at night and except for the station, we didn’t see a thing.  Many of us 
stepped out onto the platform and I vividly remember a yellowish-brown station building, 
the largest on the track to Omsk.  There were two abandoned hospital trains on a 
siding, equipped for transport of the sick and wounded.  One was sent forward to be 
used as a divisional hospital train, and from the other, each passing military train would 
pick up one railcar to be adapted as a medical clinic including several beds for the sick.  
While Ufa is situated on a plain, beyond it is an elevated plain.  At that location in the 
Urals, which geographically separate Europe from Asia, there is a large border marker 
near to the railway tracks – a four-metre-high granite monolith with the chiseled 
inscription: “AЗNЯ-EBPOПA” (Asia-Europe)*12.  We passed it still in daylight, and I 
confirm that this was the third time that I had seen this marker.  (Later, when I travelled 
to Europe and back, I passed it three more times). 
 
Following the collapse of the Volga Front, Ufa became the centre of Legionnaire 
resistance.  Here, Col. Švec commanded the units of the 1st Division.  Resistance to 
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following orders by individuals and entire groups of Legionnaires began to occur already 
at the end of September 1918, especially in the 1st and 4th Regiments.  The most 
common way to convince soldiers to continue at the front was to promise them that they 
would be relieved by Allied troops.  There was talk of the Americans already being in 
Omsk, and that they would reach Ufa in a week, then in five days, four days… however, 
the Allies never came, nor did they intend to help the Legionnaires as previously 
mentioned.  There was growing discontent among the ranks as the deadlines came and 
went.  This matter sealed Col. Švec’s fate.   
 
On October 25th, 1918, the soldiers of the original Legionnaires Company were standing 
on the platform, i.e., the 1st Company of the 1st Regiment in Russia.  Col. Švec, who 
was a well-loved commander and former member of this group, stood before them.    
He tried to convince the soldiers to go on an attack in the segment Buzuluk – Bugulma, 
so that the Red Army could not attack from the flank. He was promising them that     
they would be relieved within three days by Allied troops.  However, he was met with 
resistance, refusals and jokes.  It was well known that between Harbin in Manchuria and 
Chelyabinsk, there was not a single Allied unit to help the Legion.  To Švec’s question 
“So, you don’t believe me?” the soldiers answered with a resounding “No!”  Col. Švec 
left white as a sheet (in Czech “pale as a wall”), and the following day at around 3 a.m., 
he shot himself.   
 
 
Conflicts between Czechoslovak Political Groups 
 
While our military trains moved east along the Trans-Siberian Railway, and carried     
out orders diligently, serious disagreements grew among the different Czechoslovak 
political groups.  From the fall of 1918 when the Czech Legion became well known all 
over the world due to its control of Siberia and the central Volga region, the bulk of the 
Legionnaires began questioning the purpose of the fighting and began feeling that their 
job in Russia was completed. More and more, they were refusing to follow orders of 
their commanders, and tensions arose between them and the political leadership of the 
Legion.  The end of WW1 [on November 11, 1918] and the formation of an independent 
Czechoslovak Republic, together with defeats by the Red Army and material losses, led 
to the realization that the Legion was no longer fighting against the Germans but against 
the Russian people.  A contributing factor was also the development of the internal 
situation in Siberia, which was turning sharply to the political right, and culminating in 
the dictatorship of Admiral Kolchak.    
 
Alexander Vasilyevich Kolchak (1874-1920), was first a polar explorer, then a naval 
officer during the Russo-Japanese war in 1904/5, and commanded a mine-laying 
destroyer which bravely resisted Japanese superiority in numbers.  During WW1, he 
faced German attacks in the Baltic Sea, whereafter he took over the command of the 
Black Sea fleet as a vice-admiral.  On November 18th, 1918, through a coup in Omsk, 
governmental power was seized by monarchists led by the supreme ruler Kolchak who 
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proclaimed himself as the head of all counter-revolutionary forces in Russia.  With      
the help of Britain, he began to organize a new White Army against the Bolsheviks.  
Democratic opposition and anyone who didn’t support the coup were subjected to 
sanctions. Especially well known was the murder of socialists in Omsk on December 
2nd, 1918.  The population was forced to pay high taxes, compulsory military drafts were 
introduced, and living conditions worsened.  Therefore, soon after the coup, there was  
a broad swell of support for the democratic movement against Kolchak, which led to 
intensifying guerrilla warfare.  Kolchak’s coup caused strong resistance among the rank 
and file Legionnaires.  They would have been willing to intervene by force, because they 
were the only ones capable of taking such action.  But they never got such an order.  
Under pressure of the representatives of the Allies in Siberia, the order was to maintain 
complete neutrality and refrain from any propaganda for, or against Kolchak’s coup.   
 
Foreign opposition, which did not favour the new Soviet regime, supported the counter-
revolution diplomatically and financially, in hopes that they would manage to turn around 
the situation achieved by the revolution.  Their main hopes were pinned on their protégé 
Admiral Kolchak.  The desperate moral and material situation of the Legion at the front 
eventually convinced even the most dedicated followers of intervention, that it was 
necessary to withdraw the Czechoslovak regiments from the front.  This occurred during 
the month of January 1919, and the front was completely taken over by Kolchak’s 
armies.   
 
At this point, the Legion consisted of twelve infantry regiments, one reserve regiment, 
two cavalry regiments and a few regiments of artillery and associated units.  But they 
were ordered not to return home of course, but to cover Kolchak’s back by occupying 
the Trans-Siberian Railway over a length of about 2,300 km.  This is roughly between 
the stations of Chulymskaya up to Lake Baikal in a band of 10 km south and north of it.  
The staff of the Czechoslovak Corps and the military administration were located in 
Irkutsk together with the general staff of the 1st Division led by Col. Voženílek.  They 
were protecting the railway from Mysova station to Nizhneudinsk (830 km).  The 3rd 
Division of Col. Prchala whose staff was located in Krasnoyarsk was to occupy the 
railway further west from Nizhneudinsk all the way to Achinsk (770 km).  The next 
section between Achinsk all the way to Chulymskaya (700 km), together with the railway 
to Barnaul was entrusted to the 2nd Division of Col. Krejčí, whose staff was located in 
Tomsk.  For this reason, all units were gradually moving into their assigned sections 
and Kolchak’s armies were to take over the railway from Chulymskaya station west.  
Omsk, the seat of Kolchak and the Czechoslovak plenipotentiary as well as Gen. Janin, 
was protected by the 6th Czechoslovak Hana Regiment and the Czechoslovak 1st 
Reserve Regiment.   
 
At that time, Gen. Štefánik visited Siberia, and as the Minister of Defense and a 
member of the Czechoslovak government made the most significant decision: to 
liquidate the BOCzNC as of December 14th, 1918.  On January 16th, 1919, he 
established a special committee as the guiding authority of the Legion, responsible 
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directly to the Czechoslovak government with Bohdan Pavlů in charge.  The day before, 
Štefánik handed the Legion over to the French Gen. Janin, with whom Kolchak as the 
commander of all Russian forces, as well as the British Gen. Knox who was to look after 
the rear and supplies, were supposed to cooperate.  At the same time, order #588 was 
prepared, which abolished the Legionnaire Assembly as well as the regimental and 
company representation, whereupon Gen. Štefanik suddenly left Siberia.  The order 
was published only at the end of February 1919. 
 
In March 1919, practically all of the Legionnaire units rejected Štefánik’s order #588.  
What resulted was unrest, fueled by Russian Communists as well as communist 
members of the former assembly who even attempted a mutiny.  This however was 
quickly quashed by military action.  Soon after, an extraordinary (and unauthorized) 
congress was called, but did not result in a decision.  On May 20th, 1919, a second 
congress of the Legion was called, which demanded that the army not be a puppet       
in the hands of irresponsible individuals, and that further bloodshed in the interest        
of a regime with which they did not agree, be stopped. In this regard, the delegates 
demanded an explanation of why, when, to what extent and who promised the Allies  
the participation of the Legion in the fight against the Russian people.  Some of the 
delegates arrived in Irkutsk, where Gen. Syrový had them arrested for not following 
order #588.  When at the appropriate moment Pavlů and Syrový threatened the 
assembly with intervention by Japanese and other Allied Powers who were apparently 
very interested in the “Czech Bolshevism”, all except one backed down.  The delegates 
were transferred from Irkutsk east to Vladivostok and were interned.  This allowed the 
command to institute several counter measures:  first of all, a number of the most 
radical units (5 companies of the 4th Regiment, Slovak companies, several companies 
of the 5th, 7th, 8th, and 11th Regiments, and the Strike Battalion) were disarmed and a 
part of them sent off to work in the mines as punishment.   
 
 
Movement of Units for the Protection of the Trans-Siberian Railway 
 
The movement of units eastward was very slow because Kolchak’s armies, which were 
to take over the individual segments from us, were only beginning to be organized.    
For this reason, the Czech military trains were sometimes stuck in one place for quite a 
while and were on guard duty.  On its way east, our train arrived at a small station called 
Kropachevo, in the Ural Mountains. This was west of Zlatoust, and we stayed there 
perhaps a whole month or even longer.  After arrival at the station, our train was moved 
onto a siding.  The place was not very large around the station, but it was beautiful 
there.  It was snowing lightly, there were no wind storms called “buran” or “purga”, and 
all around, the hills were covered with coniferous and birch forests.  The air was clean, 
and the snow as white as chalk, no soot, ash or other pollution.  Only birch logs were 
used for heating.  There was lots of free time, so we organized a cultural group.  In our 
train alone, there were actors, writers and performers of skits, musicians, composers, 
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story-tellers and others.  A settlement was grouped around the railway station, so 
everything was close by.   
 
In the evenings we had rehearsals in the spacious school where there was a piano and 
where we were preparing a recital.  I also participated in the music group and played the 
flute.   
 

 
 
Our group played well together – 1st and 2nd violin, cello, flute, two clarinets, double 
bass and piano (when available).  I carried the flute always in my backpack, in case 
something happened, and we would have to abandon the train.  When invited, we went 
along the track to visit other units and play for their dances.  For this purpose, the 
stationmaster, usually also a Legionnaire, would lend us a locomotive with crew and 
sometimes two heated railcars or boxcars.  If there was a dance, whether at our unit or 
somewhere else, there was no shortage of partners.  Russian girls loved to go dancing 
and naturally during dances, relationships would develop.  If it weren’t for that, life on 
the tracks in the middle of nowhere would have been extremely monotonous.   
 
Once when we were returning at night from one of our visits at another unit (in the 
winter) and our short train stopped at some small station, a few of us got out onto the 
platform to walk around.  It was about 2 a.m., there was a full moon, the snow of course 
was white and clean everywhere, and altogether it was as light as daytime.  I also 
stepped out onto the wide platform and spotted two Russian ladies from the city 
(judging from their attire), who were waiting for an opportunity to hitch a ride westward 
on some military train.  As I was passing them, they asked me if I would allow them to 
ride with us to Ufa.  They complained that they had been waiting there for three days    
in the miserable cold, and no military train wanted to give them a ride.  They meant the 
train with Kolchak troops, since our Czechoslovak military trains didn’t travel west any 
more.  And there were no trains other than military ones in operation.   They looked like 
they were about 25 years old.  I told the women that there was no connection to Ufa  
any more, and I named the station where our unit was staying at the moment.  They 
immediately agreed that they could go that far, and be closer to home.  There they 
would wait for another opportunity to continue.  They were aiming for the Shafranovo 
station where they lived. 
 
We had to help these Russian people somehow. So, I allowed them to board my railcar.  
They had some luggage which contained duvets and God knows what else, probably 
some personal things.  I don’t know what these duvets with white covers looked like
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afterwards, because it seemed like the railcar had been previously used to transport 
coal, and when we had taken it over, it had not been cleaned.  When we arrived at our 
destination in the morning, the ladies had to get off and find some accommodation.       
It was too bitterly cold to stay indefinitely outside or in the unheated waiting room.  It 
would have been easy to find a place to stay, but they wanted to be near the station.      
I didn’t worry about them after that, or how it all worked out for them.  Then in the 
evening they came to our heated railcar to brag about the place they had found to stay.  
They invited me for a visit to see it.  It was a Russian country house, more like a run-
down shack near the station, probably home to a railway worker.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Agafia Timofeyevna Shavrygina 
This is one of the ladies, 20 years later (~1938). 

 
In front of the house there was a covered porch about 
1.5m2 through which you entered the live-in kitchen.  
Instead of a stove there was a big oven like we used to 
have in our countryside for baking bread.  When I entered 
this so-called kitchen, and saw the company gathered 
around the table, a chill ran down my spine.  A light bulb 
hung above the table, and on several benches (there 
were no chairs) sat one man and five or six women.  They 
were very loud; on the table there were a few drinks and they were singing songs.  That 
meant that they were already in high spirits.  I only glanced fleetingly but I wouldn’t have 
seen their faces anyway for all the smoke in the room.  One woman, likely the landlady, 
stood next to the oven and was putting some logs into the fire.  A doorway with the door 
removed, connected the kitchen to a small room; I couldn’t see any more rooms there, 
and there probably weren’t any. 
 
The little room (without windows) had no furniture, just a layer of straw on the floor, 
where the entire group likely camped out at night.  The women I knew had their 
belongings spread out in one corner and that’s probably where they had to sleep.  But 
they had soft duvets, so they probably didn’t mind.  The place didn’t look hygienic.  You 
couldn’t even wash your hands or face.  First of all, there was no water close by and no 
one wanted to bring it from afar in such cold.  For that reason, they melted snow, which 
was difficult to collect because it was frozen.  And what about other needs? At that time, 
I was used to a lot of things, even situations like this, so it didn’t surprise me that much, 
but now when I remember it, the thought of it makes me very uncomfortable. 
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We were preparing an evening of entertainment, so I invited both women to come.        
It was held in a spacious school classroom and everyone sat in school desks.           
This was not comfortable but that was the only place to sit.  There was singing with 
accompaniment, poetry reading, comedy skits, storytelling, caricature artists, a choir 
with an accordion, and musical numbers like marches, polkas, and others.  Professor 
Macháček played the piano.  Female roles were performed by Legionnaires, and very 
well, I might add.  My two new female friends didn’t understand a lot of it, but I think they 
enjoyed it. 
 
No opportunity presented itself for the ladies’ departure because no military train 
passing through the Kropachevo station would take them west.  That’s why they 
decided to go back to Zlatoust to the east when it was possible.  Our musical group  
was to visit one of our units and both the women with their scanty belongings came with 
us.  But our destination was a few stations short of Zlatoust, so they had to disembark 
from our short train and wait for another train.  We arranged that the next Czechoslovak 
train following us would take them.  Prior to leaving, they promised that they would 
leave word at the station snack bar as to the address where they would be staying. In 
those days of anarchy and chaos, this was done at all stations.  There was a message 
board in or near the snack bar, and messages were left there for people who knew how 
to read.   
 
We soon returned to our unit, but didn’t stay long in Kropachevo, because a few days 
later we received an order that we would be relieved.  Our unit was to move about 100 
km east to the station Vyazovaya.  As mentioned previously, our military train had been 
standing on a siding this whole time in Kropachevo.  When they hooked the locomotives 
to the train to move it onto the main track, it wouldn’t budge. The wheels of the train 
were frozen solid to the rails.  The soldiers had not followed orders and instead had 
been pouring their waste water right under the railcars.  No one even thought about the 
wheels freezing to the track.  In places, the layer of ice was so thick that the track was 
not even visible.  Even if there were a thaw and a warm spell, the wheels would not 
release.  So, all hands without exception had to use pick axes, axes, hammers, chisels 
and other tools to chip away and remove the ice to free the train.  This proved that the 
stolen articles soon came in very handy.  Without these tools, I don’t know how we 
would have gotten back on the main track.  In short, another important lesson learned.   
 
At the new location, there was nothing interesting, just regular guard service, monotony 
and terrible boredom.  Around the station there were a few half-dilapidated shacks and 
shops, usually with nothing to sell, and some country log houses.  The people there, 
especially the children, were always trying to get something from us. 
 
Once we were at a unit near Zlatoust, and since it was the middle of the week, I had 
some time off.  I decided to go visit Zlatoust to see how the two women had settled in.    
I prepared for the trip and caught a ride on a passing hospital train.  The town of 
Zlatoust was about 2 km from the station.  It was beautiful there but there was a lot      
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of snow, and the way to the town wasn’t easy.  First, I located their address, which as 
they had promised was posted on the message board at the station.  Then I rented a 
horse-driven sleigh and set off for their house.  Even small Siberian towns provided this 
service.  In the summer, they used two-person wicker buggies, whereas in winter, small 
sleighs for only one person, using only one horse, were used.  
 
I found both ladies well and healthy.  They were quite well settled, had a separate room, 
enough furniture and even had cooking facilities.  I stayed there a day and a night, and 
slept on the floor wrapped in a sheepskin coat because the room was not heated.  I 
don’t remember if I picked up any bugs, but it was possible and even probable.  Since 
my short trip had not been approved, I had to return as quickly as possible to the train.  
So, the next day early in the morning, I said my goodbyes and rushed back to the 
station to catch a train going west.  But I asked around and waited in vain.  It was 
already 4 p.m. and getting dark when I managed to board a military train with Kolchak’s 
soldiers.  That meant that I wasted almost the entire day at the station, and moreover 
without food or drink.  I found a spot in a boxcar full of soldiers who were all smoking 
probably the worst kind of cigarettes.  For this reason, they had the sliding side doors 
open for the entire trip, regardless of the cold.  The cold wind was terrible.  My only 
consolation was that by morning I would be among my own people.  A few hundred 
kilometres by local standards was not so far.  Now I seem to remember that in one    
half of the railcar there were four horses, which was quite the sight.  But I can’t be 
completely sure, since it was over fifty years ago.  
 
 
Movement of Units to their Designated Segments 
 
After a few days we continued our movement east much faster. Kolchak’s armies were 
taking over guard duty, and so we didn’t have to stop anywhere.  We passed through 
Zlatoust, Miass, and went all the way to Chelyabinsk where there was a longer stop.   
Of course, due to the traffic on the tracks, we were delayed somewhat even between 
stations.  At the time of our arrival, Chelyabinsk was a very busy town.  Many trains of 
Kolchak soldiers were moving towards the front and there were several Czechoslovak 
military trains standing in the station.  The town of Chelyabinsk was also a few 
kilometres from the station, and looked as if it had been built with little planning.        
The houses, mostly wooden, were variously scattered, with large gaps between them.  
The streets were wide and unpaved, muddy during the rains, with wooden planked 
sidewalks.  I remember this town well because we often went to the movies and 
restaurants, which were always full even though there was nothing special to eat          
or drink.  Russian girls would promenade in groups every night in front of the cinema,  
so there were lots of opportunities to get acquainted.   
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I also met a Russian girl, and we often spent time together.  I even visited her family 
where they served real Russian tea.  I spent many good times with them and I 

remember them fondly.  However, the order 
to depart was more important than all of our 
fun, and so we had to say our goodbyes to 
the people and the town, probably forever.  
The night before our departure, I visited them 
for the last time.  They were really sorry that 
we were leaving town.  They gave me their 
address, so I could write them.  I wrote them 
several times, and then I likely lost their 
address, and had to forget everything        
(not for the first time, or the last).   

 
 [on back of photo:] “In memory, dear Vit, from Marusiya.  Chelyabinsk 1919” 
 
The next larger centre we travelled through was Kurgan, then Makushino, and then 
Petropavlovsk.  It was the beginning or middle of April 1919, and the weather was 
beautiful, almost like summer.  In this last place we stayed longer than usual.  There 
was no imminent danger, the terrain was easy to survey and other than guard duty, 
there was no other work.  We had to create our own games and entertainment to pass 
the time.  My railcar had a small square table where small groups used to play cards    
or Tarot, something that we never had time for before.  One afternoon when we were 
immersed in a game of Tarot (myself and comrades Němec, Peštuka, and Netušil),       
a Legionnaire unknown to me came into our railcar and told me that two ladies were 
waiting to talk to me on the platform.  Someone took my place in the game, I got 
dressed and went to the platform.  I had an inkling who it might be, and I was right.        
It was the two ladies from Zlatoust.  They told me they were going to Novonikolayevsk 
because for now there was no hope of getting home, so they were going to visit a friend 
in Novonikolayevsk who had invited them.  At that time, there was regular but limited 
train service for civilians, so they were travelling in a civilian train and had reserved 
seats.  We talked in the time available, but soon they had to board their train.  They 
promised to give me their new address, so I could visit them in Novonikolayevsk.            
I received their address later through the Czechoslovak field postal service.   
 
I recall one incident when following supper in the Petropavlovsk station we were all sick.  
I felt some pressure in my gut and decided to jog around the train at least three times to 
see if it would subside.  During this forced exercise I noticed other afflicted individuals 
standing between rail cars, holding their stomachs and moaning.  There must have 
been something in the food.  It was almost summer time and we unfortunately did not 
have an icebox. 
 
Petropavlovsk was followed by Omsk, a town similar to Chelyabinsk; the sidewalks 
were wooden, and the streets were full of manure and dust.  The town lay at the 
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confluence of the rivers Om and Irtysh, which both flowed into the river Ob further  
north.  The river was full of thousands of logs and other wood, which the raftsmen were 
directing with the current to the north.  Following Omsk was the station Tatarskaya,  
then Barabinsk, Chulymskaya and then Novonikolayevsk.  The distance from Omsk     
to Novonikolayevsk is 626 km, about the same as from Prague to Warsaw.  We knew 
Novonikolayevsk well from an earlier stay in the military compound.  This was a longer 
stop, so many Legionnaires could visit their friends.   
 
Since our regiment had been assembled mostly from POWs who had come from 
southern Siberia and as some of them had left their families there, they requested         
a leave of absence in order to visit their families or to bring them to the unit.  From 
Novonikolayevsk there was a railway southward towards Barnaul and Semipalatinsk.   
At that time, that was the shortest route to the places where they (and I) had lived 
before entering the Legion.  All those who requested leave were granted permission, 
although I’m not sure whether they all returned.  I think that some of them must have 
remained with their families, because it would have been a difficult decision to continue 
if their wife had a home and close relatives there.  There were even some who left our 
train without permission, such as Šalata, the only Slovak in our company, who worked 
in the Medical Clinic.  He just packed up his things, and without any permission he said 
his goodbyes and disappeared.  We never saw him again.  Russia was big.  
 
I personally also requested leave.  I wasn’t married, but I had other reasons.  The 
company commander told me that I had to wait until the other Legionnaires who were 
on leave had returned.  He said he couldn’t let the entire company leave all at once,  
and promised that I would get my leave later!!  But according to plan, we were already 
supposed to be in Achinsk where we were headed.  That was 578 km beyond 
Novonikolayevsk, and it made sense that I couldn’t travel back that kind of distance 
alone, and my trip would have been that much longer.  In addition, I would have had    
to go from Novonikolayevsk to my intended destination of Ust-Kamenogorsk, and that 
would have been very complicated and risky under the current transportation options.  
The trains ran south from Novonikolayevsk only to Semipalatinsk.  Then I would have 
had to either take a horse-drawn buggy another 240 km, or go by boat on the Irtysh 
River to Ust-Kamenogorsk.  The boats ran sporadically in that section, if at all, and who 
knows how long such a trip would have taken.  Travel in those days of anarchy when 
guerilla groups were roaming was risky and dangerous, especially for a single person, 
and especially a Czechoslovak Legionnaire.  I wouldn’t have been able to tell when and 
from which side I could be attacked.  I was so angry that my request was denied, that I 
didn’t even go visit those two women.  The only thing I did was go to the public bath with 
my friend Drmla. 
 
There were many reasons why I wanted the leave.  First of all, I wanted to collect my 
personal belongings from the place where I used to live.  Among them was a first-class 
brown horsehide fur coat with an opossum fur collar and lining.  Friends with whom I 
had kept in touch by mail were keeping some things for me that I hadn’t taken with me 
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into the Legion.  There were untanned hides from the Altai region obtained from         
the Kyrgyz people, for example white winter ermines, crossed foxes, Siberian grey 
squirrels, lynx, weasels and others in fairly large numbers.  There was also (in my 
opinion), quite a significant amount of gold in coins, grains, sand, dust and trimmings, 
and also a nice collection of silver rubles.  I would have been able to take this across 
the border duty free as a soldier, and nobody would have questioned me.   
 
Aside from usual financial transactions, the bank where I had worked as a POW    
would buy unprocessed gold from private citizens and mining companies in nearby 
Zyryanovsk and Zmeinogorsk.  Among other things, I was in charge of maintaining 
records about gold deposited into accounts or held on commission.  The gold was in the 
form of flakes, wire, leaf, small pebbles or grains, nuggets of various sizes and also gold 
dust.  Before the gold was bought, it not only had to be weighed on special scales, but 
also tested for its purity and content of other metals, i.e., silver, copper or even iron.  
The tester was usually a skilled gold-miner or jeweller, and used special test needles, 
which were used to make scratch marks on a black test stone.  The shade of the marks 
was compared with those made by the gold being tested.  When the shade was the 
same, the karat of gold could be determined according to the karat of the test needle.  
This is not so easy for a layperson to do, but experts have an eye for it and it’s a simple 
task for them.  The test stone is a small, black, flat, smooth tablet of siliceous schist.  
There are many gold test needles, each marked with a percentage of pure gold.  These 
are attached to a key ring in order, so they are easy to handle.  This way the tester can 
also estimate which one is the most appropriate, so he doesn’t have to make more 
marks on the stone than necessary. 
 
When a large enough amount of gold was collected, it was sent to a laboratory for 
further processing into ingots of different sizes and weights by request.  Usually they 
were ingots up to 1 Russian pound (funt), which equaled 32 lots or 409.517 grams.  The 
gold had to leave the lab with a purity of 23.5 – 23.66 karats or 979 to 986/1000.  At the 
lab, the ingots would be stamped.  During the machining of the ingots, there were scrap 
off-cuts, filings and gold dust, which was waste that nobody wanted.  So I could keep it. 
 
Aside from that, I received 80 rubles per month in gold coins, which I put aside because 
I also had other income, such as .2% of the value of the pure gold processed by the 
labs.  I also played in the orchestra, gave lessons, etc.  Considering the low living 
expenses, one could save a lot if one desired.  For example, the best quality beef or 
pork cost an average of 3 kopeks/funt (409.536 g) (over 40 dkg), which if converted to 
old Austrian crowns would be about 10 hellers [1 ruble = 100 kopeks].  White flour was 
40 kopeks/pud (16.38 kg) [1 pud = 40 funt], lard 4 kp/funt, honey 10 kp/funt, a large  
sled full of birch firewood for heating 1 ruble.  I paid 1.5 rubles/month for my room, etc.  
Lunch in a restaurant cost 8 kopeks.  Besides, I often visited the family I knew, where 
they had so much food that it was hard to believe.  Having been brought up at home to 
be frugal, I saved up about 250 gold 10-ruble coins before joining the Legion, aside from 
the gold trimmings and dust which could have weighed about 750g.  If one gold 10-ruble 
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piece contained 1 zolotnik and 78 ¼ dolya which equals 7.7432 g of pure gold, 
converted to kilograms this would amount to 1.9358 kg of pure gold.  [The value of this 
at current gold prices on March 4, 2017 is US$77,000.06].  The question is – why didn’t 
I take it all with me?  If it had been about 10 – 20 coins, I might have, but to take it all, 
and also to look after it – that was practically impossible.  If one added to this the weight 
of the alloy metals which for 14K gold would have been about 41.5% (less for 18K gold), 
that would be an additional weight of 803 g or almost 1 kg.  I also had a collection of 
silver rubles – in this case quite valuable, which would also weigh almost 4 kg.  When    
I add it all together, it amounted to about 8 kg, maybe even more, gold and silver being 
very heavy metals.  With such a load in a suitcase, it would have been difficult to lug 
around.  It is true that in Semipalatinsk we transferred our luggage from the harbour to 
the railway station on wagons.  Of course, I escorted this transport on foot, not knowing 
where to step because my feet were sinking in up to my ankles in sand, and the wagon 
wheels almost up to their axels.  What would I have done if I had had to carry my 
luggage myself for three kilometres?  In Novonikolayevsk it was about 3 km to the 
barracks.  We didn’t find any wagons and had to carry our belongings ourselves.         
To look after such valuables in barrack conditions (or elsewhere) would have been 
impossible.  In the barracks you could lock your suitcase and slide it under the cot but 
anyone who wanted to, could still get into it.  Not everybody was honest!  And what 
would I have done if I had been deployed to a battlefield as previously planned, and the 
train where my treasure was had to be abandoned? In short, after careful consideration, 
I had to leave all my valuable property with some friends whom I trusted to keep it safe, 
and who would return it to me upon request.      
                                                                            
I am not saying that there were many dishonest people in the Legion, but there were 
some individuals who didn’t like to see others have something that they didn’t have.   
For example, there is one incident that happened to me personally.  At one station 
where we stayed for a while, there was a small creek or river next to the track.  I got off 
the train in order to wash and shave at the creek.  At the 
time, I owned a first class “Solingen” straight razor given 
to me by the Muslim muezzin I knew in Ust-Kamenogorsk.  
He actually gave me two straight razors, but I mostly used 
this one.  The Tatars shaved their heads with them, so it 
must have been a good one.  After I shaved, I laid it along 
with other articles on a stack of railway ties which were 
piled nearby and which I used as a stand.  I went back to 
the water a few steps away to rinse off.  When I returned 
shortly after to get my things, my straight razor and my 
shaving brush were gone!  The one who took them must 
have been a magician who could make himself invisible.  
From then on, I have never ever found a straight razor as 
good as that one, anywhere.  Everywhere I travelled, I 
looked only for straight razors, of which I eventually had 
about 70 (I counted them once), but I could never get such 
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a good shave with any of them, as I had with the one that was stolen.     I am saying    
all this only to illustrate that there was no way anyone could look after their valuables, 
for example gold, on a military march, in uncertain conditions and circumstances.  
Moreover, as described earlier, there was always the possibility that the military train 
would have to be abandoned and each soldier would have to take with him, aside from 
his arms, as much ammunition as he could carry (at least 10 kg). 
 
All these were reasons why I requested leave.  It was very important for me to stay   
with my group, because if I had gone later as the company commander had offered me, 
the situation might have been different, and it could have been more dangerous, riskier, 
or altogether impossible.  I might have at best, ended up being captured.  All of my 
possessions left in Ust-Kamenogorsk were lost only because I didn’t have the chance  
to pick them up.  I blame Cpt. Ed. Hamáček for this. 
 
Our unit didn’t have any specific tasks at this point because at all stations along the 
railway, there were innumerable Legionnaires.  So we ended up exploring the town, 
swimming in the Ob River, and shopping for personal items in the relatively well-
supplied stores.  A few days later we continued on our journey through Bolotnoye, 
Yurga, Tayga and Mariinsk until we reached Achinsk where we were supposed to   
leave the train and move into barracks.  
 
Somewhere along the way during this relatively long segment (578 km), our soldiers 
obtained (possibly caught, bought or were given as a gift) quite a small, young bear, 
which they put up in one of the railcars in a fairly large, wooden cage.  I remember well 
that while we had to wait for some time in the Mariinsk station, all of the soldiers went 
out onto the platform for some fresh air because the railcars were to be closed when in 
motion.  The keeper of the bear also came out carrying the bear in his arms, and let it 
down onto the ground so it could run around a bit.  No one expected the bear to have its 
own ideas.  But when it looked around and saw crowds of people, it probably got scared 
and headed straight for a nearby tall poplar tree.  In a few seconds it was near the top.  
No one could coax the bear down with anything, and when the keeper used a ladder to 
try to get it, it climbed higher and higher.  Some women from a nearby house offered to 
bring a honeycomb to try to entice it down.  Though the little bear was young and 
inexperienced, as soon as it smelled the honey, it climbed down to have a snack.  Our 
train was considerably delayed because of this, and since the bear had proven to be so 
disobedient, it was kept on a chain thereafter, and its freedom was gone. 
 
After the train arrived at the Achinsk central station, it was moved onto a track leading 
south to Minusinsk, which at the time was out of operation.  It was left on the tracks in 
the fields, but still within city limits.  The Legionnaires moved into the nearby barracks  
in the military settlement where there were a number of barrack buildings.  They took 
the bear with them and built it a wooden shack in the large yard and kept it on a chain.  
This is where the bear lived.  I wouldn’t say it was very comfortable there.  It grew a lot 
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in the three months that we were there and became quite a sizeable bear.  It was used 
to his keeper but no one else dared approach it. 
 
Gradually the other battalions of our regiment arrived, so eventually the entire regiment 
was concentrated on this side track including the regimental staff and the regimental 
band.  The security for the trains was provided by numerous guards.  The weather    
was summer-like and nice.  The surroundings were flat without a lot of forests or other 
growth, the days were getting longer, and the nights were light and short.  If there were 
any guerrillas in this area, they didn’t dare come close, so there was relative peace and 
quiet.  Our soldiers were to guard not only the twenty or so barrack buildings, but also 
access roads, the station and bridges.  They also combed the town and the area, and 
checked nearby villages.  I was transferred from the company to the regimental       
staff, where with many other Legionnaires we were in the service of the regiment 
commander, as was common in military barracks.  On May 18th, 1919, on the 
anniversary of the formation of our 11th Infantry Regiment, we had a regimental holiday 
and for that reason we had a celebration near the barracks in a small grove.  The 
regimental band played and there was some entertainment, although I don’t know 
exactly what kind because I did not attend, since I was on duty that day.  Following our 
work shifts, we often got together in the rooms and would debate, play cards or tarot,   
or sometimes read if there was some reading material.  We also could go into the town 
which wasn’t very large, maybe 10,000 – 15,000 people.  The homes there were mostly 
wooden bungalows, and only the street with the station had nicer buildings.  The gaps 
between the logs in the log homes were sealed with moss, so it was warm in the winter 
and cool in the summer.  That is why stone or brick buildings were not popular there; 
the walls would have been damp and covered with condensation in the winter.  There 
was only one cinema in the town.   
 

              
 
Once I needed to buy something at the drug store.  A young, very pleasant girl          
was serving me.  She was likely a trainee.  I asked if I could invite her to the 
movies.  She agreed right away and so we arranged a date, and a new 
acquaintance was made.  Her name was Taysia Vladimirovna Samochvalova, 
and she lived with her aunt at a school.  We went for walks in a very nice park,
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which also had quite a nice restaurant for those times.  
They served excellent Russian meals.  They put on 
Saturday dances there, which we sometimes attended, 
but we weren’t the only ones there.  There used to be 
many of our people there with their girlfriends, and this 
was a good thing, since there was safety in numbers.  
You didn’t have to keep checking over your shoulder and 
suspecting everyone. However, you could never know 
what might happen, so you always had to have your 
sidearm within reach.  I also have a memento of a 
cinema visit, since I found her ticket stub in my things, 
which she had given to me for safe-keeping.  The date 

stamped on the ticket says July 7th, 1919 [very faint in purple], so I know exactly when 
we saw a movie together.  Sometimes I also visited her at her apartment at the school. 
 
Whenever our unit put on a dance at our barracks where our musicians played, she 
always accepted my invitation and enjoyed our evenings very much.  This was natural, 
since nothing like that ever happened in town.  At the end of the evenings, I would 
always escort her home.  One night on my way home to my barracks, I walked through 
the main gate and cut across the big yard diagonally, so I wouldn’t have to go around it 
towards the building where I was staying.  However, I forgot about the bear in its shack, 
because my thoughts were elsewhere.  When I neared the bear’s den, suddenly the 
chain rattled, and the bear shot out at lightning speed, and I barely jumped aside.  It 
gave me such a fright that I froze in place, and I thought my life hung by a thread at   
that moment.  The bear walked around its shack a few times, growled, and then  
crawled inside.  When I later told its keeper about my encounter, he assured me that  
the bear wouldn’t have hurt me anyway because it was used to humans.  He promptly 
demonstrated by hugging the bear.  I, however, had no desire for this kind of affection.   
 
Since it was a hot summer, we were allowed to go swimming in the Chulym River which 
flowed through the city.  We also visited the local baths, which I remember very well.     
It is interesting that now as I write about it, I can still see the entire layout of the bath 
rooms, the hallways, and the entire building.  I can even see the cashier as she was 
selling me soap and other necessities.  The town had a large POW camp with a few 
hundred Czechs, but mostly Germans.  In the camp, the Czechs had their own theatre 
and clubroom which they had built themselves.  They also had a good orchestra.  
Sometimes we would go visit them for theatre performances; I remember one operetta 
“The Gypsy Baron” in which all female roles were played by the POWs.  Well, that’s the 
way it was.  Nowadays our youth walk around with transistor radios around their necks 
or with guitars. [And NOW, they have iPods and iPhones.] 
 
Time passed, and once the main tracks of the Trans-Siberian Railway had been 
cleared, and the Czechoslovak units distributed according to the pre-prepared plan,     
all parts of our regiment departed eastward in order to occupy the designated 
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segments, except for our battalion.  Our unit, together with the regimental staff, 
including the band, remained in Achinsk.  In the meantime, we received a shipment      
of more modern American arms.  These were to replace the old uncomfortable Russian 
rifles, which we had been using until then.  We found a suitable spot where a sufficiently 
deep hole was dug at night, and all old rifles with bolts removed were placed into it.   
The hole was filled in, tamped down, covered with sod and adapted to the surrounding 
terrain in order to hide the location.  The bolts were buried elsewhere.  We kept the 
machine guns and munitions for them.  Within a short time, our unit was to be relieved 
and we were preparing for departure.  At that time, I returned from the regimental staff 
back to the 1st Battalion. 
 
We packed up and loaded all our things onto the train which was still standing on the 
tracks in the fields not far from the barracks.  We said goodbye to the city, the people 
and all our friends, whereupon our train was moved onto the main track.  We had spent 
over three months in Achinsk.  When we were at the train station and our train had an 
assigned departure time, I left the train and crossed the grove to go to town and say 
goodbye to my girlfriend.  It was already evening, so I found her at home, and I could 
tell that she was waiting for me.  I remember I brought her some chocolate, condensed 
milk, and some other small items of which I had many, and two kilograms of granulated 
sugar, which was not available there at all.  She gave me her picture to remember her 
by.  I always had it with me, however later when I was in China, I put it, along with other 
belongings prior to travelling to Europe, into a large steel trunk.  Due to transportation 
difficulties, I couldn’t take the trunk with me and deposited it at Carlowitz & Co.*13 in 
Tientsin, Taku Rd. for storage.   By that time, WW2 had started, and it was not possible 
to ship it by sea.  Later there was a revolution in China, and I have no knowledge about 
the fate of the trunk, since the company was later dissolved.  
 
After I returned from town, I boarded our train and we departed the same night to 
Chernorechenskaya station, about 100 km west of Krasnoyarsk. We were to stay in   
this station for an unspecified length of time together with the regimental band, which 
put on concerts every day on the spacious station platform.  Beside the railway was    
an expanse of steppe, and some forests in the distance.  This was used as a shooting 
range to practice with the new American arms and hand grenades which were shaped 
like goose eggs, but filled with explosives.  There was a hole at the top of the grenades, 
and one had to screw in a detonator before use.  In order to acquaint us with these 
weapons, several Legionnaires from attack battalions were assigned to us as 
instructors.  The training for throwing hand grenades took place on a level area and the 
grenades were supposed to land down a cliff in a small creek.  We couldn’t see where 
or if they had exploded.  That could only be seen and counted by distant observers.   
 
The training went as follows: ten men in a row stood four steps apart, and each held the 
grenade in his left hand.  With the right hand, each screwed in the detonator, which was 
in itself dangerous, and then they would wait for the command.  The detonators were 
kept in a hard leather pouch for ammunition, so they would not ignite by being 
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inadvertently hit.  When the order was given, the grenade was gripped with the right 
hand, and with the side of the grenade where the igniter protruded from the detonator,  
it would be struck on a wooden board attached to the right knee.  This would ensure  
a hard knock.  According to the instructor, upon hitting the wooden board, the detonator 
would light, and a small blue flame should be visible.  However, during daylight, this was 
difficult to see.  After the knee strike, the grenades had to be thrown away, whether the 
flame was seen or not, because there was no way of telling whether the detonator was 
ignited or not.   
 
When our group was finished and another group of ten Legionnaires stepped up, 
among them was Legionnaire Gustav Tvarůžek.  He likely thought that after the strike, 
there was no flame on the detonator.  He became nervous, didn’t throw it away, and 
continued to hold it in his hand.  The instructor, who was watching all this unfold, 
immediately jumped at him, ripped the grenade out of his hand and as he was about    
to throw it with an outstretched arm, it exploded.  The instructor was killed, and 
Legionnaire Tvarůžek and probably several more nearby were wounded.  We saw     
the whole thing happen, as we were not far off.  The instructor was buried at the local 
Russian Orthodox cemetery.   
 
After a while we continued on to Krasnoyarsk.  The governor there was General 
Charpantier, of French descent.  The Yenisei River flowed around the city to the east.  
There was a huge railway and pedestrian bridge near the station.  There was a small 
railway station after the bridge, where we were to spend some time on our way east, 
and guard the large bridge.  Our 3rd Division staff was still in town, which indicated that 
behind us there must have been many more Czechoslovak trains.  The guards at the 
bridge (which was the only one in the area) were both on the bridge as well as below, 
on the banks under the bridge.  The bridge had originally served also for pedestrians 
because there was no other connection with the city, but while we were there, passage 
on foot was strictly forbidden.  In our free time, we could go to the station or even to 
town if we needed anything.  The weather there was beautiful, the nights were so bright 
that we didn’t have to turn on lights in the railcars.  In spite of the warm weather, we 
could not go swimming in the Yenisei River because the water was icy cold; it was only 
good for washing up.  We were soon replaced by another Czechoslovak military unit 
and our train was sent further east.  The fact that we were continuing to move east 
meant that we were indeed nearing the desired evacuation.   
 
From the next station, at the request of the economic department of the 3rd Division,       
I left for Krasnoyarsk in order to sort out some issues.  Since there was no other train 
connection, I boarded a freight train carrying logs and travelled in the cab for the 
brakeman.  I stayed in the town for two days.  I had my leather shoulder bag and my 
rifle with some ammunition with me.  After finishing my business, I wanted to return to 
the unit.  I waited at the Krasnoyarsk station for a return train, but no military train came 
by, so I wanted to return to where I had slept.  Just then I saw a luxury express train 
arriving from the west.  I think it was a train that belonged to the Omsk government 
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(Kolchak’s) but at that time, I really didn’t care; I needed a ride with whoever it was.        
I entered one of the fancy cars and saw an elegant uniformed railway employee wearing 
white gloves standing in the hallway talking with two equally elegant ladies.  I saluted 
and requested permission to ride with them for several stations.  My request was 
granted without hesitation.  I entered and stood in a corner, and we were off.  When the 
conductor asked me where I was going, he informed me that the express train didn’t 
stop there.  I had to decide whether to go one stop further and then back, or jump off the 
moving train.  I decided to jump, and informed him of this.  I don’t know why I made this 
choice, of course it was dangerous and didn’t have to be.  Maybe I wanted to act like a 
hero.  Today I would never do such a thing.   
 
As we neared my intended destination, I thanked him for the ride, positioned myself    
on the steps, and waited for the train to slow down.  Even though the train’s speed 
approaching the station was much less than on the track, it was still quite fast.  I held 
my rifle in my right hand, and jumped out of the train in the direction of travel like we 
were trained to do.  The bank was flat there, covered with soft grass; I rolled over once 
or twice and got up without a scratch.  I waved to the conductor who was watching to 
see if anything would happen.  Well, such travel was fraught with dangers at every step.  
When I returned to the Czechoslovak train and looked for our people, I only saw strange 
faces everywhere.  I was told that our unit had moved on to Kamarchaga station.  If I 
had known this earlier, I could have easily stayed on the train because the express train 
stopped there.  So, I had to find another opportunity to get back to my own unit. Luckily,  
a transport medical train was going in that direction, so I boarded it.  When we arrived  
at Kamarchaga station, I found out that only the guards had remained on the train.    
The others were engaged in action; some guerillas of Shchetinkin’s group had been 
discovered in the area, and so according to previous orders, we had to secure a band  
of 10 km north and south of the railway. 
 
The political situation didn’t look favourable for us.  We heard reports that Kolchak’s 
armies in the Volga region as well as other counter-revolutionary White forces in central 
Russia were being pressured by the Red Army and had to retreat.  The Red Army was 
occupying one station after another along the railway and was continuing to advance. 
This circumstance inspired guerilla groups around the railway especially near 
Krasnoyarsk, where the terrain was favourable for their operations.  The terrain         
had impenetrable taiga, which again had become our faithful companion.   
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The All-embracing Taiga 
 
All geography text books say that the taiga or the wild forest covers almost all of Asian 
Russia, i.e., Siberia – and extends from the Urals to the Pacific.  It’s an endless and all-
embracing ocean of forest; there is something threatening and gloomy about it, maybe 
due to its borderless huge size, its lack of inhabitants, mysterious quiet and sadness.   
In the north is a band of tundra dividing it from the Arctic Sea, in the south are areas    
of fields or meadows, but in the east it practically flows into the high mountains and 
forests.  The growth is made up of various kinds of tamarack or larch, pines, firs, 
spruce, cedars and other types of trees with a dense undergrowth of bushes and 
various herbs.  Towards the south, deciduous trees begin to appear, mainly birch, 
mountain ash and others.  In some spots, it is a wonderful larch jungle.  The strong 
majestic trees tower as high as thirty metres, gripping the soil with spreading, mighty 
roots, proudly carrying their light green crowns.  At times, the dark wall of forest is 
interrupted with lighter groves of white birch.  And wherever you can walk on the soft 
mossy carpet floor, you penetrate deeper into the forest and see cedar, pine, Siberian fir 
and groups of rare deciduous trees.  The taiga is at its widest in eastern Siberia, where 
it reaches beyond the Arctic Circle in the north, and the border of Mongolia in the south.  
At that point, the band is 2,000 km wide. 
 
The taiga biome develops and renews itself without human interference and there are 
no traces of development.  It is impossible to orient oneself in the taiga; the light is as 
dim as twilight and it is alarmingly quiet.  Fallen tree trunks lie haphazardly on top of 
each other, with a tangle of underbrush and branches starting just a few metres from 
the edge of the road or railway.  Not a leaf moves, and your feet sink into the soft 
ground.  Next to a giant pine, larch, or fir, is a young oak or birch sapling creeping  
along the ground to block your path.  If you lift it up, you find a rotten stump and a 
broken trunk in your way.  You can cross over the trunk, but you step into a thorny  
bush.  At times you find a narrow path, but it is surprisingly dangerous; below your feet 
is a hungry black mud hole, which will swallow up an unsuspecting victim instantly.  In 
addition to these muddy pools, there are still other unsafe bogs in the place where the 
ground moisture seeps into dirty yellowish hollows, covered in large, greasy spots full  
of bubbles - a breeding ground for mosquitoes. 
 
The bushes, like guards at a mysterious castle, cross their sharp spears to stop any 
intruders.  The broken tree trunks are insurmountable barriers, and the invisible bogs 
under soft moss, which invite you to tread on them, become a trap.  All who enter the 
taiga are defeated.  To work your way into it for 100 metres would take at least an hour.  
The wild forest has its own laws.  They are strict, hard, and uncompromising.  He who 
doesn’t heed them, has a cruel enemy in the taiga, which swallows up any daring soul 
who is then lost forever.  The taiga resists, fights back, and puts up unbelievable 
obstacles.  At the steep riverbanks, it stands like a wall.  He who wants to enter in has 
to break the forest wall; without a saw, axe or explosives, no one will get in more than   



 

 

 

137 

 

a few steps. The taiga is endless, inaccessible, wild, and devoid of humans.  Add to  
that severe cold or heat, unending distances and impenetrability.  
 
In spite of all this, the taiga is teeming with wildlife.  There are wild moose, deer, fox, 
wolf, lynx, marten, sable, badger, Siberian brown bear, squirrel and many others.  Also, 

numerous songbirds like woodpecker, grouse, black grouse, wild dove 
and more.  They survive on leaves and young shoots as long as there are 
no predators.  Most of the birds feed on insects living in the tree trunks.  
There is a wealth of fauna.  Hunters rarely notice wild ducks or any other 
birds.  When hunting, they go alone, without hunting dogs.  They don’t 

want shiny rifles.  They must not reflect anything.  It only takes one reflective flash and 
wildlife will scatter or hide, and the hunt is over for the day.  For kilometres around, the 
taiga will know that a hunter is approaching and will get out of his way.  To prepare his 
rifle, the hunter will wet its surface and let it rust.  The most important thing is the inside 
of the barrel, a good gunstock, and accuracy.  Most Siberians are passionate hunters.  
According to old hunters, the most common game is the Siberian squirrel.  
The taiga literally teems with these critters.  The Siberian squirrel is larger 
in size than other squirrels, but to hunt it is not always easy.  It is easy to 
find them because they are there in the millions, but to shoot one is more 
difficult.  One must proceed very carefully.  Once a squirrel sees the hunter, 
it scuttles away in the treetops, jumping from branch to branch.  It is very 
quick, and it only takes a single shot to cause a mass exodus of squirrels into the taiga.  
This is in contrast to the Altai squirrels, which are not easily startled.  These calmly sit 
there, cracking cedar nuts, and are easy to pick off with BB guns.   
    
During the summer, apparently hundreds of thousands of these squirrels cross the 
rivers, swimming densely one next to the other, so that the entire surface appears 
reddish.  Each one holds up its fluffy tail high above the water, and would risk certain 
death in the waves if it inadvertently got its tail wet.  During a migration like that, tens   
of thousands do drown.  The expansive area of the taiga provides lots of space for the 
squirrels.  Interestingly, the conditions are more or less the same on both sides of the 
river, and so it is a mystery why they migrate. 
 
As already mentioned, the taiga is sparsely populated by people, and if so, only on the 
riverbanks.  The flow of the river helps in orientation, so there is no danger of getting 
lost.  Numerous burned out areas indicate that forest fires occur often.  A Siberian 
hunter takes care not to leave even a spark in his campfire.  But the taiga needs no   
help in starting a fire, it ignites by itself.  Fire can ignite spontaneously, and one cannot 
prevent it.  In the past, large sections of the taiga were on fire until extinguished by    
rain or a strong downpour.  Nowadays, forest fires are put out using fire fighters with 
helicopters.  They carry with them boxes of explosives against the fire.  They destroy 
the growth around the fire and make a fire break, so there is nothing to burn. 
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Also widely hunted is a small, brownish-black marten-like animal with clever eyes – the 
sable*14.  Its fur is very valuable, and used to be regarded as “Russian gold”.  Sables 
live in the thickets of the Russian taiga.  Their numbers gradually declined in Siberia, 
even though it was very difficult to hunt them.  Already in tsarist Russia, the sable was 
very rare, and populated only remote regions where the hunter’s gun couldn’t reach.  
For this reason, shooting them was banned, and gradually sable farms were 
established.  As a result, hunters reappeared in the taiga to trap rather than shoot  
them.  They needed to catch them alive, so they could take them 200 – 300 km away to 
repopulate where they had become extinct.  A sable pair apparently never returns to its 
old home, but is happy to reproduce in new surroundings.   
 
To catch a live sable, the hunters go deep into the taiga after the first snowfall, so they 
can see the tracks of the sable in the snow, and get a good indication of the sable’s den 
location.  They find a tree, usually a larch, and clear the brush from around its base to 
make a flat open area.  Then they stretch a net in an ellipse several hundred metres 
around to create an invisible wall or enclosure.  The lone tree in the clearing is near the 
edge of the enclosure.  The hunters chase the sable or the pair of sables out of the den 
towards the clearing.  The sable, running away from them, flashes by like a spark.  This 
can go on for hours and the sable’s dark body is visible more often.  The space where 
the sable can move freely gets narrower.  The animal inevitably nears the tree, and in 
the end climbs it to get away.  It jumps from branch to branch in the crown and cannot 
jump to another tree because the tree stands alone in the clearing.  
 
The hunters bring green branches and needles to the base of the tree and set them 
alight to produce a column of heavy smoke.  The sable can’t stand the smoke (who 
could?) to the point that regardless of the lurking danger, it climbs down the tree        
and runs off.  Within seconds it is trapped in the net.  The hunters have to grab it 
immediately because the sable can quickly chew through even the strongest rope.  
Then a lightning quick manoeuvere, and the sable finds itself in a cage the hunters have 
prepared.  The best sable comes from Barguzin in the Buryat region, because it has the 
most valuable coat.  This area is to the north of Ulan-Ude and to the east of Lake Baikal 
and is inhabited by Mongols of the Evenki tribe, who are the best sable hunters and 
most knowledgeable about the taiga. 
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One could write about dozens of methods of catching sables used by indigenous 
Siberian hunters, who had never seen a stone or brick house, couldn’t read or write,  
but knew how to catch wildlife, learned through centuries of traditions. 
 
The curse of the taiga is the Siberian mosquito, of which there are millions or even 
billions in this impenetrable forest.  They primarily attack non-natives.  According          
to ancient custom, locals will make a fire of damp wood once a day, and soak their 
clothing, underwear and skin in the smoke.  The mosquitoes attack even large animals, 
and their buzz and bite are enough to drive moose, deer or even a bear insane.  The 
desperate animals rub against tree trunks, run like mad through the forest every which 
way looking for shelter in wet bushes, and there, find their death.  If they get stuck for    
a little while, the mosquitoes will finish them off.  [original text – “suck every last drop”].  
In order to kill off the mosquito, one would have to destroy expansive swamps in the 
middle of the taiga, and tame thousands of hectares of wild forest.  But to completely 
eradicate them is beyond human power. 
 
Similar to the mosquito, another curse of the taiga is the “moshkara” (blackfly).  This     
is a tiny fly that fills the air with swarms in the billions.  It gets into your ears, nose and 
eyes, gets caught in your hair, crawls under your shirt and into your pant legs.  It makes 
you feel nervous, bothers you and fatigues you.  The bite of a female causes a large 
bloody whelp, swelling and even a fever.  To combat this pest, people wear a white, 
linen hat with dense black netting hanging down from the brim. 
 
The mosquitoes and blackflies were recently the main obstacle during the construction 
of the dam and power plant at Bratsk, where they would attack the construction workers 
in great numbers during the summer months.  At the time, scientists managed almost to 
eradicate them.  Similar difficulties are currently being experienced by oil field workers 
at Tyumen in western Siberia.  In the summer months, the clouds of insects are 
responsible for a drop in productivity of up to 40%.   
 
What else can I say about the taiga?  It is inhospitable and almost inaccessible, and yet 
the locals don’t complain, because it provides them with a livelihood.  However, they 
must know the terrain very well, and only then can they enter it fearlessly.  But only with 
an axe and a gun.  Courageous hunters, who are most of the population, must cut paths 
into the taiga in different directions, and create and mark access routes in order to be 
able to return after the hunt.  Otherwise they are in danger of getting lost and dying of 
hunger, cold, or in the swamps. 
 
It is obvious that even in those places where there is now infrastructure (roads or 
railways), the ground was once taiga.  The builders of this infrastructure had to first 
clear the forest before they could start construction.   
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Thoughts about Intervention    
 
The question of further anti-Soviet intervention 
by the Legion was discussed in the summer of 
1919 at the Paris Peace Conference.  The 
discussion was between the representatives of 
the Allied governments, the 1st Prime Minister of 
Czechoslovakia - Kramář, and the Czechoslovak 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Beneš. Kramář, who 
did not keep his ideas to himself, revealed his 
opinions to the government representatives in Siberia, while Beneš was not so 
forthright.  Their position was influenced by the desire to get the Legion patriated as fast 
as possible.  The results of the negotiations were transmitted by Beneš on September 
5th, 1919 in a telegram to Bohdan Pavlů in Omsk as follows: 
 
“In negotiations with the Allies, regarding the repatriation of the Czechoslovak Army,  
the British propose to send one part through Archangelsk and the other through 
Vladivostok.  The government is resolutely against any move that would endanger even 
a part of the army, but would agree, if you considered the plan as viable, and if the army 
itself is determined to push their way to Archangelsk, even at the cost of new fighting 
with the Bolsheviks.  Public opinion at home is against intervention, but the will of the 
army will be the decisive factor.  Make a decision and respond without delay.” 
 
In view of the internal situation in the Legion, the answer could not have been anything 
other than negative.  Similar attempts were revived again, especially in October 1919, 
when Kolchak’s rule finally began to fall apart under the crushing blows by the Red 
Army at the front and by guerrillas in the rear.  “The supreme commander” Kolchak sent 
desperate requests for help to the Legion.  He was promising increased payments in 
gold or other valuable currency because the Russian state treasure was in his hands, 
as well as favourable gifts of land in Siberia, lucrative business opportunities in Siberian 
industry, extensive export of raw materials for Czechoslovak factories, etc.  The 
correspondence between Pavlů and Syrový at the time contained many ideas about 
how the demanded help could be realized. 
 
One idea that was appealing was to attempt a breakthrough towards Denikin, who at 
that time had achieved significant successes in the south of Russia.  But this would only 
work if the Siberian Army were still in the Volga region.  Experience had shown 
however, that the Legion could not participate in such an event as a whole, but rather 
with volunteers only.  Summarizing his conclusions, Pavlů sent Beneš a telegram in 
Paris on October 20th, 1919:  “The great successes of Denikin give us the idea to fight 
our way with a more determined part of the army through the western route…. If 
conducted carefully, losses in the western route would hardly exceed our current usual 
losses.  It would offer great savings in time, money for transportation and supplies, and 
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would conserve large quantities of military materials.  Please advise how we should 
proceed.  This is serious, it is not just an adventure.” 
 
But the plans were never finalized because of two main reasons.  First of all, the army 
itself rejected such a plan.  Tentative attempts at recruiting volunteers ended in 
hopeless failure.  Moreover, at that time, even Beneš was decidedly against this plan 
because of Kolchak’s situation and the situation at home.  In response to this, he 
announced that the Czechoslovak government considered “any new involvement of   
the army or volunteers as a hazardous adventure, and considered Pavlů’s plan 
unrealizable.”  The plenipotentiary of the Czechoslovak government in Siberia soon felt 
this new course of the government for himself, when he was relieved of his position and 
recalled to Prague.   
 
Among the Legionnaires it was rumoured that in August or September, a government 
mission under the leadership of Social Democrat Member of Parliament F.V. Krejčí, had 
arrived in Vladivostok. The fact that one of the first actions of Krejčí was a visit to the 
interned delegates of the 2nd Congress, seemed to confirm the understanding of the 
tragic situation of the Legion.   The internees did not hesitate to express their views to 
him.  They stated that: “if this is the government policy, then the Czechoslovak Army 
protests against the use of a volunteer army against its will for policing, for suppression 
of strikes etc., and protests against the fact that the tradition of this army would be 
dragged through the dirt of the counter-revolution.”  Demanding justice, they could not 
help but protest, even against the policy of the victorious Allies, saying: “In the centre of 
the victorious international democracies, they consider the military numbers and then 
send the order:  50,000 Czechoslovaks in Siberia will solve the fate of 150 million 
Russian people, because glorious international politicians don’t know how to handle 
Russia.  Our people, gentlemen, understand these machinations of secret diplomacy 
and call it by its proper name:  Cannon Fodder.” 
 
These frank words of the congress delegates not only moved but also stunned Krejčí,   
a supporter of the new Czechoslovak freedom.  He admitted that the Czechoslovak 
people at home didn’t have any idea about the tragic situation of the Legionnaires.      
He promised that the situation would be justly analyzed and resolved.  He then visited 
individual military units where he heard an infinite number of requests and demands, 
confirming the position of the interned delegates and unanimously expressing the basic 
demands, i.e., neutrality and a fast departure to the east.  But the voice of the army, 
which at first he respected, was not the only thing to influence him.  His limited ability to 
orient himself in the complex Siberian situation, the influence of France in the person of 
Gen. Janin, and official celebratory banquets and parades, etc., all had an effect on him.  
F.V. Krejčí found himself more and more overwhelmed by the vastness of his 
responsibility and by the ideas of the command of the Legionnaires.  The promises that 
he had made earlier remained unfulfilled.  He began to denounce anti-Kolchak uprisings 
and see various actions of the Czechoslovak Army as a necessary result of fighting.   
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He finally acknowledged that the actions of the interned delegates had been criminal 
and sent them home to stand trial in a military court.   
 
By that time, the entire mission was in reality being represented only by Krejčí himself.  
Some members of the mission had been recalled home, and others like David and 
Janík, had resigned because they did not agree with the new political line of their 
leader. It so happened that this turn of events occurred at the time when Prague had 
recalled its plenipotentiary Bohdan Pavlů from his position.  In view of the catastrophic 
situation of Kolchak’s rule, and also the political situation at home, his political 
orientation had become untenable.  In order to save at least part of his reputation, he 
sent a proclamation to the Allies, which caused a tremendous uproar in the government 
circles of White Siberia.  In the proclamation, he stated that the protection of the Trans-
Siberian Railway by the Czechoslovak Army is becoming impossible for reasons of the 
most basic requirements of justice and humanity.  Further, that the Czechoslovak Army 
is forced against its will to support and maintain a condition of total arbitrariness and 
lawlessness, and that Russian authorities are committing actions that would stun the 
entire civilized world.  After listing examples……he concludes that “the responsibility   
for all this activity also falls on us, because in spite of having military force, we have not 
prevented this lawlessness.  Complete loyalty and the principle of neutrality and non-
interference caused us to be implicated in crimes, against our will.”  The proclamation 
ends with the request to allow the Legion to depart east. 
 
This proclamation was a slap in the face to the newly introduced loyal policy of Krejčí, 
who in the meantime had been named the commander of the military administration of 
the Legion, but it didn’t affect it.  Since all delegations and written demands to Krejčí 
proved to be ineffective, the question of elections of new delegates for a new congress 
came up among the Legionnaires.  However, these and other expressions of discontent 
were soon pushed into the background due to the looming “Red Flood” that was fast 
approaching from the west.  More and more, the main daily concern was the 
Legionnaires’ own survival. 
 
In view of the situation that was emerging on all fronts in Russia, and mainly in Siberia, 
it was to be expected that western and southern Siberia would soon be under Soviet 
control, and the Red Army would be able to progress faster than it had up until then.   
Another reason for this was that the Czechoslovak Army had not destroyed a single 
railway bridge or railway station (with the exception of Samara), because of the need of 
the railway for transporting Kolchak’s army.  In some sections, our reconnaissance units 
observed concentrations of guerrillas, as a result of which a strict readiness was 
ordered along the entire railway.  The guerrillas, of whom there were never too many   
in one area, didn’t dare shoot at our military trains.  Our heated cars were reinforced on 
both sides with heavy bullet-proof boards.  Instead, the guerillas set all kinds of other 
more effective traps.  They would dismantle the tracks at night, mostly out in open 
terrain that suited them best, and this would cause the trains to derail.  In the resulting 
chaos, they would then shoot at the Legionnaires, which resulted in loss of life.  The 
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track then had to be quickly repaired, so the movement of the trains would not be 
disrupted.  The lookouts on the locomotives, even if the train was moving ever so 
slowly, could not detect rails that had been tampered with in the dark because the    
rails had not been removed.  They appeared to be in their proper place, but they      
were disconnected, one from the other, or the bolts had been removed.  Whenever       
a locomotive ran over such a spot, an accident would result.   
 
Such a catastrophe happened to our military train 948 km from Novonikolayevsk.  It was 
on a 115 km long stretch between the stations of Klyukvennaya and KanskYeniseysk, 
about 230 km past Krasnoyarsk.  It may have been at the end of October 1919, at about 
2 a.m.  It was already quite cold in this area, there was snow on the ground, and some 
of the railcars had the heat on.  About 36 heated railcars were involved, as well as one 
regular railcar, the medical clinic, and both locomotives which overturned and fell off the 
embankment.  This was practically the entire train.  There were stoves installed in each 
of the heated railcars, and in wintertime, or when it was especially cold, the heating had 
to be “on” even when the train was in motion.  Some older-style heated cars could not 
withstand the pressure from behind caused by the inertia, and were damaged or even 
crushed.  They burst into flames, the stored munitions exploded, and there were also 
people inside.  The fires started where the stoves used for heating could not be 
extinguished in time.   
 
I remember how in the chaos, a woman, likely the wife of one of our soldiers riding on 
our train was looking for her husband and two small children.  She turned to me with  
the question whether I knew where they were or if I had seen them.  How could I have 
known?  I saw this woman for the first time and I didn’t even know about any children.  
Evidently, they stayed in the derailed cars or in the fire.  In this disaster, Prof. Rudolf 
Macháček from Prague – Smíchov, Na Hřebenkách, suffered severe injuries, and later 
underwent treatment in Vladivostok.  It was a mystery to me how he ended up on our 
train, since as a bandleader of the Regimental band, he was supposed to be on a 
completely different staff train.  Even though I often saw him and spoke with him in 
Vladivostok, and even in Prague, I forgot to ask him about it, or else this little note would 
have been more accurate.  A few years ago, Prof. Macháček passed away in Prague. 
 
In the above-described accident, I found myself in the 37th heated car, counting back 
from the locomotives, and it was the first one that remained on the rails undamaged, 
followed by the others.  As soon as I saw the situation with the train, and the burning 
cars ahead of me, I didn’t hesitate.  To prevent our car from catching fire, I began to 
throw all boxes of munitions and other belongings down the embankment, so those who 
lost everything could rearm themselves.  A soldier couldn’t fight without munitions.  I 
didn’t do this for long however, because everyone else had jumped out of the car and 
Major Kurz was yelling at me from afar to get out of the train too, onto the embankment.  
Why, I don’t know, but I think he was worried that the stored munitions could explode 
from the great heat.  That night, we were not shot at, but upon inspection of the terrain, 
we found all sorts of tools and several small smoldering campfires, which proved that 
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the catastrophe was caused by the saboteurs. We couldn’t go far into the terrain; we set 
up guards and immediately began rescuing the people trapped in the railcars.  A group 
of healthy soldiers set off on foot down the tracks to the next station to report the 
accident and to ask for locomotives from both east and west that would move the 
undamaged heated cars, which were scarce on the railway. 
 
As was later established, because of the slow speed, not all the derailed cars were 
damaged, except for a few near the front of the train.  The destroyed and burned out 
railcars, which had become useless, were pushed down the embankment.  The rails 
were repaired by the mobile mechanical workshop and the derailed heated railcars 
repositioned on them and joined into a new, but shorter train.  Other trains used the 
parallel track, which was not damaged.  Passing trains picked up injured soldiers in 
order to get them treated as soon as possible.  I don’t remember if there were any 
fatalities.  The soldiers who lost their heated railcars were given new ones at the next 
station, but first the cars had to be sanitized.   According to our medical staff, these new 
railcars had been used by the former Tsar’s Army to transport people with typhoid fever, 
and so it wasn’t very appealing.   
 
The heated railcars were ordinary covered boxcars, used for the transport of military 
personnel over long distances.  They were quite spacious because the rails were 
spaced 1676 mm apart (wider than the International Standard Railway Gauge – 1435 
mm).  The interiors were like living rooms with windows, doors, steps and were sealed 
against dust and cold.  There were bunk beds where possible, in railcars used as 
offices, warehouses, workshops, kitchens etc.  Otherwise there were bunk plank beds 
on both sides of the boxcars, a small table in the middle and an iron stove next to the 
closed sliding door, also used for cooking.  Each of these cars could accommodate up 
to 24 men comfortably, and if needed, even more.  The French and Americans, of 
whom there were not too many in Siberia, had luxurious express cars called Pullman, 
showers, a dining car and other extras, which we could only dream of.   
 
At this time, I would like to mention something interesting.  Following the accident at the 
Shafranovo station, I had hesitated to board the railcars at the front of the train, which 
sustained the most damage in the collision.  At that time, I positioned myself in the 40th 
railcar at the end of the train, and from that time on if possible, I tried to be in a car that 
was the furthest away from the locomotive.  Before our departure east from Achinsk, I 
even counted the cars, and found that I was assigned heated car #37, as mentioned 
above.  I told myself that in case of an accident, nothing could happen to me.  It looks 
like I was right, but just barely.  
 
I haven’t forgotten about our four-legged comrade on our train.  I wanted to say a few 
words about our bear.  It was chained in the space provided for the brakeman.  Its chain 
was likely severed in the derailment.  The bear broke free and escaped into the open.    
I don’t know what happened to his keeper, but the bear which was used to people, was 
running around among us with a piece of chain around its neck.  No one was paying 
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attention to it because we were obviously busy with other things. In the end, when it 
became tired of running around, it turned towards the taiga, and disappeared from our 
sight in the dense forest.  Later when they were looking for it, it was too late.  The bear 
likely didn’t feel comfortable there in the taiga, running around rattling his chain and 
scaring away other wildlife.    
 
All in all, times for the Legionnaires became more difficult.  As could be expected, the 
local population stood behind the Bolshevik government, and wherever they could, they 
overtly or covertly supported it.  Especially the railway employees, with whom we had  
to deal continuously, were biased against us.  They engaged in various sabotage 
activities, at the stations or on the tracks.  For example, automatic switches didn’t work, 
the water reservoirs at the stations where our locomotives replenished their water 
supply were damaged, signal lights were not functioning, it was dark at the stations 
because the lamps were broken or there was no oil, etc.  When we inquired about this 
or that, they simply replied, “We don’t have any, we don’t know who damaged it,” etc.    
If we had pressured them they would have had to fix everything, but first we would have 
had to prove who was responsible.  In the end, the Bolsheviks would say that we were 
terrorizing their railway personnel.  They were doing all this to delay us as much as 
possible.  They must have been very determined because they were risking a lot.          
If we had had a stricter commander, he would have had some of the station staff 
shot/punished as a warning to the others.  We had to help ourselves as best we could.   
 
In the fall and winter months at the end of 1919 and later, we had to pump water for the 
steam boiler of the locomotive by hand from the frozen rivers in the following manner:  
the train was brought close to the bridge (as a result, the traffic on the track was 
stopped for several hours), and all hands except for the guard were on deck with pails 
found on the train.  We formed a human chain.  A hole had to be made in the river ice 
and water was drawn with pails, which were then passed hand to hand all the way to 
the locomotive where they were poured into the tanks.  In severe cold, the hole in the 
ice had to be re-opened often.  This was not a pleasant job, and lasted at least two 
hours.  The water was freezing on the interior walls of the pails, which were therefore 
gradually getting smaller.  Instead of 15 litres, which was the volume of the pails, they 
would contain much less, sometimes about half, depending on the weather.  Besides, 
even though we took great care not to spill the water when passing the pails, some 
always spilled out to soak our gloves and our fingers suffered.   
 
But among all this bad luck, we were very lucky that the Russian locomotives – made  
by the Putilov plant in Petrograd functioned perfectly, even in the cold weather.  The 
train engineers were also Legionnaires and constantly had to take care of the engines.  
The technical commander and his staff were also our people.  In addition, we had to 
make sure we had an adequate supply of wood and coal.  There was never a shortage 
of wood.  Whenever we stopped somewhere for a length of time, we would go into the 
forest or the taiga and cut enough wood for the entire train.  The wood was wet but 
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pitchy, and burned well.  We always had several railcars full of a supply of coal, which 
was not readily available, only in areas that had coal mines.   
 
 
The New Siberian Army [Kolchak’s White Army] and its Fate 
 
In the spring of 1919, the most dangerous of all the many enemies surrounding the 
Soviet Republic from all sides even after WW1, was the tsarist Admiral Kolchak.  He 
had at his disposal the entire mighty Siberia at his rear, and all possible material support 
from the states of the victorious military alliance.  At the beginning of March 1919, his 
army started a massive offensive with the goal to capture Moscow and topple Soviet 
power.  In heavy fighting in March and April, they managed to push back the Soviet 
Army in the central part of the front almost to the Volga River.  At the end of April 
however, the strengthened Soviet armies of the Eastern Front mounted a counter-
offensive, and that meant the beginning of the end for Kolchak. 
 
A special strike unit of the Red Army was made up of the most experienced units of the 
southern group of the Eastern Front (i.e., from the 1st, 4th and Turkestan Army).   At the 
end of April 1919, they started a counter-offensive by attacking the flank and rear of 
Kolchak’s western army, which was the strongest and the one that had penetrated 
dangerously the furthest. This strike unit had been formed at Buzuluk and included even 
the International Regiment of the 24th Division of the Red Army.  They had participated 
in a significant manner in the action at Buguruslan and then immediately thereafter in 
the fights at Belebey and Ufa, which culminated in the capture of Ufa on June 9th, 1919.  
After further successful fighting in which Kolchak was pushed back deep into the interior 
of Siberia, the 24th Division, together with the International Regiment was pulled back 
and deployed at other fronts of the civil war. 
 
After the departure of the Czechoslovaks (Czech Legion) from Samara in the fall of 
1918, a new [Red Army] International guard unit began forming, which included Czechs 
and Slovaks.  After a celebratory assembly on April 24th, 1919, it was inducted as the 
222nd Rifle Regiment into the 25th Chapayev Division and sent off to the front against 
Kolchak.  It also participated in the action at Buguruslan and Belebey and in the heavy 
combat at Ufa.  After that, the front shifted to the area around Zlatoust and Chelyabinsk, 
and then the area of Kurgan and Omsk.  In July 1919, at the time when our unit was in 
Achinsk, the Red Army crossed the Ural Mountains and in the second half of August, 
stood on the bank of the river Tobol.  Kolchak was supported to a great extent by Gen. 
Denikin, with whom the Soviet Army was in a bitter fight in southern Ukraine.  Around 
the end of July 1919, he took Poltava, and in August by occupying Kherson, Nikolaev 
[Mykolaiv], and Odessa, he took possession of the entire northern shore of the Black 
Sea.  The Cavalry Corps of General Mamontov broke through the Soviet defenses and 
wreaked havoc in the rear of the armies of the Southern Front.  From the west, armies 
of the Polish Nobility and the Ukranian Ataman Petlura came to Denikin’s aid and in 
August occupied Vinnytsia, Zhytomyr, Berdychiv, Bila Tserkva and Fastiv.  Ukraine’s 
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capital Kiev became the centre of a concentrated attack of the southern counter-
revolution.  In fierce fighting, the Soviet units after having been oppressed on both 
flanks by the White units, were forced to retreat toward Kiev which fell on August 31, 
1919.  Following the fall of Kiev, the Red Army retreated toward the north along the river 
Desna.  Chernigov [now Chernihiv] fell on October 11th, 1919.  The Red Army managed 
to stabilize the front at Gomal until the second half of October, where the Reds 
recaptured Orel and Voronezh.  This [was the closest Denikin got to Moscow, and] 
meant the beginning of the end for Denikin’s Army. 
 
Although WW1 ended on November 11th, 1918, many Czechs and Slovaks who were  
at the time in Russia or Siberia didn’t have the luxury to lay down their arms and return 
to a peaceful life.  In contrast to Czechoslovak soldiers in France and Italy, they were 
destined to remain abroad for longer on both sides of the barricades, and had to 
participate in the Civil and Intervention war in Russia which erupted with new force       
in the spring of 1919 through the offensive of Kolchak’s Army.   
 
Since Czechoslovakia had become an independent country, a large part of the nation 
sided with the Czechoslovak Army – i.e., the Czech Legion in Russia, France and Italy.  
Following unavoidable conflicts and battles on the way to Vladivostok, the Legion was 
transferred behind Kolchak’s Army.  However, this transfer wasn’t the start of the way 
home, nor even a resting period.  The general population of Russia started wide-  
spread guerilla warfare against Kolchak’s reign of terror, especially in Siberia,        
where Czechoslovak military trains were passing through the areas of Kainsk [now 
Kuybyshev], Krasnoyarsk, Nizhneudinsk and Minusinsk.  During this time, as explained 
earlier, the Legion was supposed to protect the Trans-Siberian Railway.  
 
Most of the Legionnaire rank and file openly voiced their reluctance to interfere with this 
guerilla movement, which intensified (especially after Kolchak’s failures at the front), 
and spread into the entire Yenisey Province, and also into the area of Barnaul-Biysk 
and the watershed of the Mana River.   The fight against the guerillas and their 
supporters was conducted mainly by Kolchak’s units, who were acting on their own,   
and in the style of bandits.  Looting and burning of entire settlements, confiscations,   
the taking of hostages, mass executions, corporal punishment – all of these disturbed       
the people in Siberia and fuelled the guerilla fires.  
 
The guerillas, who knew very well the Legionnaires’ aversion to further fighting and to 
Kolchak’s reign, were allegedly trying carefully to avoid conflicts with the Legion.  That 
didn’t stop Czechoslovak units from mounting penal excursions against them.  Later this 
was done in a very specific way because the units participating in these excursions had 
to be voluntary.  Usually about two thirds of the soldiers refused to participate in the 
pursuit and fighting against the guerillas.  Often there were dramatic disputes, as units 
who refused to fight were trying to prevent the departure into the taiga of those who had 
volunteered. 
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However, one way or another, every unit when in danger, had to deal with each raid or 
attack in the interest of its own survival individually and independently.  
 
In the fall of 1919, the situation of Kolchak’s Army was catastrophic.   After a temporary 
delay on the rivers Tobol and Ishim, the Red Army started a new offensive in October, 
which could no longer be stopped.  The combined forces of the 5th and 3rd Red Armies 
conquered Petropavlovsk on October 29th, and on November 14th, on the 1st 
anniversary of the formation of Kolchak’s dictatorship, they conquered Kolchak’s 
headquarters, the city of Omsk.  Thereafter, the task to pursue the remains of Kolchak’s 
Army was entrusted to the 5th Army, which continued in its attacks.  Kolchak’s 
decimated troops who were retreating in mad chaos on foot, in freezing temperatures 
along the overcrowded Trans-Siberian Railway, were settling scores in the last throes of 
rage with anyone who was under the slightest suspicion of being opposed to the White 
regime.   
 
Already on September 8th, 1919, a report from the Legionnaires stated: “The conditions 
at the front are horrible, no one knows what is happening, all are running away without  
a fight …… There were cases where an entire squadron of Hussars ran away from a 
single Red Army soldier.  The Siberian Army does not exist any more.”  All democratic 
forces in Siberia joined to actively oppose Kolchak.  They organized worker strikes, 
sabotaged deliveries to the Army, and caused other obstacles.  Even the faction of the 
Siberian Social Revolutionary Party (SR) issued a program statement, in which it 
defined its goal:  the revolutionary fight for the strengthening of the government of 
workers and peasants for the Russian Soviet Republic, hand in hand with Bolshevik 
illegal organizations. 
 
The catastrophe that was threatening both Kolchak and the Legion forced the Legion’s 
command into an unprecedented activity.  The case of the most westerly located and 
partially mutinied unit, which was leaving Kurgan at the last moment and left behind 
huge herds of horses, spoke volumes.  Under the protection of the Czechoslovak 
bayonettes, French General Janin, commander of all Allied troops and former French 
military attaché in Petrograd, and his staff, were hurriedly moving east.  Kolchak’s entire 
government was also moving east in several dozen trains.  The evacuation of Omsk 
occurred in a great hurry with enormous material losses.  The overcrowded railway 
could not handle all those who were fleeing.  The slow eastward movement of the 
Legionnaire trains as reported at the time by the staff of our 3rd Division in Krasnoyarsk 
led to outbursts of revolts and insubordination. (Note:  Typical Czechs!)  It turned out 
that the majority of the Legionnaires were gripped by a single powerful desire to get 
away from this dangerous territory, move further east, and go home.  The political and 
the military command lost all its authority (!!!) and was accused of total incompetence.  
The idea took hold that the command was consciously slowing our progress east so   
we would continue to be Kolchak’s policemen.   
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Under these circumstances, the only thing to do was to annul the obligation to protect 
Kolchak’s rear and the Trans-Siberian Railway, and to begin the immediate evacuation 
of the Legion to the east with the help of radical measures. 
 
On November 16th, 1919, General Syrový ordered the takeover of the railway west of 
Krasnoyarsk by Czechoslovak units.  He knew that the “ruler” of Omsk [Kolchak] was 
trying to make the Legion the last retreating soldiers as a buffer between himself and 
the Red Army.  On November 10th, 1919, he extended the Czechoslovak supervision to 
include another more eastern section of the railway.  He ordered to stop the movement 
of government trains until such time that the Czechoslovak trains had passed.   
 
And so it happened that even the train carrying the supreme “ruler” [Kolchak] got stuck 
in Krasnoyarsk until December 19th, 1919, which infuriated those in circles loyal to the 
White government.  In response, Kolchak’s General Kappel even challenged the 
commander of the Czechoslovak Army to a duel.  Syrový answered that the challenge 
was proof of the challenger’s insanity.  There were even attempts to suppress the so-
called treason of Czechoslovaks with the aid of the army of Ataman Semyonov in the 
trans-Baikal region. But all of this dissolved in immense chaos due to the mindless flight 
eastward. Tomsk fell on December 22nd, 1919, and Krasnoyarsk on January 6th, 1920.   
 
This was preceded by the disaster of the Polish Division and Serbian units which were 
retreating as the rear guard of the “Allied Powers of General Janin”.  When the last 
Czechoslovak soldiers left Krasnoyarsk, the commander of an Insurgent Army 
Shechtinkin, having waited for the departure of the last Czechoslovaks, immediately 
occupied the town. His unit included approximately 600 Czechs, former Legionnaires, 
POWs and deserters.   
 
In this way, Shechtinkin cut off the retreat route for the mentioned Polish and Serbian 
units, who seeing no way out, rebelled, killed some of their officers and surrendered to 
the Red Army.  On January 10th, 1920, the forward units of the 5th Red Army were 
already on the heels of the Czechoslovak Legion.  According to some accounts, chaos 
reached its peak among the rear guard of the Legion.  Individual groups fought among 
themselves for priority to depart eastward, and were leaving forcibly without orders.  
Since the track was disrupted in many places by either railway workers or guerrillas, 
many would walk on foot in bitter cold, leaving behind all of their belongings in the 
trains.  Many individuals began to think that due to the dire situation, it was best to 
follow the Polish and Serbian example, get rid of their commanders, and make peace 
with the Bolsheviks.  The fighting ability of the Legion at that moment was zero.   
 
It was obvious that the units as well as the individuals who were part of them didn’t wish 
to be involved in further unproductive, useless fighting, and therefore wanted to move to 
safer areas, alive and well. A conflict with the Red Army was out of the question for us, 
because our Legionnaire Army was not concentrated in one area. It did not represent a 
unit ready for action because it was spread out along the entire railway over thousands 
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of kilometres.  Its only useful obligation was for the rear guard to secure the track as 
much as possible, and to help evacuate those units already ahead.   And if the Red 
Army respected our desire not to fight, the entire evacuation would go smoothly. 
 
Unfortunately, I don’t remember the location of our train at that time.  I think it was   
quite a distance before Nizhneudinsk at some smaller stop, possibly between stations 
Ilanskaya and Tinskaya, about 350 km east of Krasnoyarsk.  Since all of the 
Czechoslovak trains were relentlessly moving forward and were of course leaving 
whenever they wanted to, we got the order (we still obeyed and followed orders) to 
transfer to the end as the rear guard (arrière-garde in military terms).  In this way, the 
evacuation, from a military point of view, would run smoothly.  Our unit of about 800 
men did not object, was reliable, and obeyed orders to the letter.  As a result, we had   
to wait until all Legionnaire and government trains had passed, and only then could we 
continue on our way.  The arrival of the armoured train “Orlík” at the station was proof 
that there was nothing else behind us.  The train had four artillery guns, 24 machine 
guns, aside from infantry rifles, various tools to fix the track, and a large crew. 
 
As a result of our derailment and subsequent fire in our train (see p.143), we had lost 
some of our food provisions, which were ruined or spilled out of their packaging.  For 
this reason, we had to beg for food that we lacked from passing trains.  Mostly, they 
were not willing to share, and when they did, it was not much. We still had some 
supplies of food: flour, salt, sugar, coffee, cocoa, tea, cheese, condensed milk, 
chocolate and tobacco.  Frozen meat, canned meat and similar products (lard, suet, 
etc.) had been deposited for us at a further station by our supply unit.  Everything else 
had to be purchased:  potatoes, yeast, onions, garlic, horseradish, various vegetables 
(salted, canned or marinated) and cottage cheese.  Good items to barter with were salt 
and sugar, for which the local population was eager to trade.  We were always looking 
for sauerkraut, and were happy when they offered it.  Some of our people had signs of 
scurvy – scorbutus – so they got double rations.  This was caused by a limited diet and 
a lack of nutrients, especially vitamins.  The sickness manifested itself in the swelling of 
joints and knees. Some had difficulties moving their limbs, and they were losing their 
teeth.  At one time we had a lengthy fast, as there was no meat, but only buns and 
greasy rice daily.  Some joker wrote a rhyme about it, and we could sing it with 
accordion accompaniment.  It ended like this: “Buns, more buns for every Czech, made 
by our cook Havlíček.”  He was overjoyed that we thought his creations tasted good. 
 
When we were informed that we would be the rear guard [the last train], everyone got 
very busy.  It was necessary to create a schedule, to plan where to post guards and 
how far apart, and to establish reconnaissance groups to comb the surrounding villages, 
etc.   It was agreed that every day there would be 100 men on duty, sometimes even 
more, depending on the need and the number of buildings that had to be guarded.  The 
rest of the unit was to be in a state of preparedness, i.e., not sleeping or changing out of 
uniform, and arms at the ready.  Guards were to be changed every two to three hours, 
depending on the weather.  The guards were to secure the train from both sides, as well 
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as the station buildings, the offices, the telegraph, the platforms, the switches, the water 
tower, coal storage if present, bridges above and below, all roads leading from the 
station, the surroundings of villages or settlements and even the taiga if it was very 
close.  Anyone – man or woman – found in the vicinity of a guard, would be detained 
and taken to the guardhouse to be questioned by a special committee.  The guards 
were instructed that if they discovered a group on horseback – which could only mean 
they were Red Army personnel, they would allow the riders to approach up to a certain 
distance, surround them, shoot all the horses so the riders couldn’t escape, and then 
capture them.  In case of resistance or shooting, each Legionnaire knew what to do.     
It wasn’t his first day in the army.   
 
It was very difficult and demanding service, especially at night when it was quiet but 
bitter cold, and in the fog when you couldn’t see into the distance. In that case, we 
would whistle a Czech song during the changing of the guard, as a password.  For fun, 
the troops made banners, which they hung on the heated railcars, so Legionnaires 
passing through the station could read them.  They said: “Four units of the 11th Legion 
of the Czechoslovak Army in Russia, altogether 800 men, are the rear guard who will 
protect your panicky flight.  Anyone who isn’t in a hurry to get home can join us.” 
 
Legionnaires passing by on trains, upon reading this challenge (I assume they were    
all literate), would shout at us that we were idiots, and other obscenities and derogatory 
words that I cannot write here, even as dots and stars.   The more polite ones doffed 
their caps, as if they were already civilians and called out: “See you in Vladivostok”, 
which was still some 4,000 km away.  In spite of what they said, however, and 
regardless of various political undercurrents, more or less everyone stuck together 
except for a few individuals who continued to spread propaganda about joining the   
Red Army.  Soon it became apparent that all were united and were striving towards    
the same goal. 
 
 
The Rear Guard Experience   
 
Reassurances from the guerillas that they would scrupulously avoid conflicts with the 
Legion were not taken seriously.  We didn’t believe it could be true.  On the contrary, 
every fighter had to be ready for immediate action.  For that reason, we were fully 
dressed and armed at night.  Each had a gun at the ready, loaded revolvers in their 
belts, rounds of ammunition in their pouches, and some even had several hand 
grenades hung off their belts, which would explode with a cannon-like bang. Except that 
if we were attacked, we wouldn’t be able to use the hand grenades, since there wouldn’t 
be enough time.  These were better suited for an offensive such as blasting a bunker. 
 
There were sections of the track where, even with the snow, you could hardly see at 
night due to the taiga shading everything on both sides.  We were not allowed to turn 
lights on in the heated railcars except in emergencies, and the windows had to be 
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covered.  Battery-operated pocket flashlights could be used for short periods of time.  
We were not allowed to fire up the stoves because even at a distance, the resulting 
smoke and sparks could reveal the movement and position of the train on the track.    
The locomotives had their fires burning of course, otherwise we couldn’t have 
advanced. 
 
One night I had an unpleasant experience.  I was in a railcar containing various 
munitions, tens of crates of rounds of ammunition for rifles and machine guns, lots of 
hand grenades and detonators, and a large supply of infantry arms.  There were a few 
other soldiers with me.  I had made a comfortable bed for myself out of a wide shelf unit.  
I lay down at night, since there was nothing else to do in the dark.  I stood my rifle at a 
specific spot, usually near my head, so that I could reach it quickly and wouldn’t have to 
search for it.  I was very tired and fell asleep.  On that particular night, some officers 
came in to get ammunition for their revolvers.  When they found me asleep they didn’t 
want to wake me, so they took what they needed and left.  While they were looking for 
the crate with the ammunition they wanted, my loaded rifle was likely in their way, so 
they moved it to another place.  But when they left, they didn’t return it to its original 
location.  Less than an hour later, our moving train was attacked, probably by guerillas.  
On either side of the tracks, about 10 metres away, stood the taiga like an impenetrable 
wall.  And now what?!  When I heard the shots, I immediately leapt out of bed and 
reached for my rifle.  It was a matter of survival!  Nothing.  And darkness everywhere.  
What was I to do?  I couldn’t figure out where it was, or look for it in the dark. So, I went 
in the direction of the rack where reserve rifles were stored and took the first one I 
touched.  I loaded it with some ammunition which was always loose on the table and 
tried to fire it, but the rifle didn’t go off.  I tried again with the same result.  To be honest, 
our shooting could not have been very effective, because we couldn’t see anything.  
Soon afterwards, the shooting stopped, and we moved away from the place where     
we had been attacked.  As it turned out, the tracks had not been damaged, and we 
could continue moving forward.  In the morning when I inspected my borrowed rifle,       
I discovered that it had never been used, was oily, and the oil had solidified.  That’s    
why it could not be fired. 
 
It may have been at the beginning of January 1920, when I was serving as the acting 
supervisor of the train, that the train’s commander, Major Václav Růžek, called me into 
his railcar to discuss the situation at hand.  In one of the smaller stations we had just 
passed, we saw a large number of bodies lying near the station building.  At the track 
crossing and along the tracks, I counted 18 people who had been shot.   They were 
lying there, their bodies frozen stiff, and no one had removed them.  It was hard to tell 
whether they were civilians or soldiers, because they were dressed differently.  They 
might have been guerillas, or maybe Red Army soldiers.  That meant that some 
preceding train had been attacked by them, and in the following shootout they had been 
killed.  On closer inspection, we found revolvers on only two of the bodies.  This meant 
that other arms had likely been taken by the Legionnaires, so they wouldn’t fall into any 
unauthorized hands.  The bodies were completely frozen.  We wanted to determine 
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whether they were Red Army personnel, and if they had any identification or other 
documents with them.  But it wasn’t important enough for anyone to want to pursue this 
in the freezing cold.  The inhabitants of the surrounding houses and huts must have 
been afraid to come out to the street, although we stayed at the station for five hours.  
Not even the stationmaster wanted to come out of his office and look around, when we 
suggested it to him.  When we questioned him about what had actually happened there, 
he said that he had been busy and didn’t hear any shooting.  This must have been an 
excuse.  Was it possible that he really didn’t know anything about it? 
 
Following a consultation with the train commander, the orders were:  heightened 
readiness, no sleeping, and guards with rifles at all windows on both sides of the cars.  
All others had to be dressed, armed and ready to break out into the cold.   Four soldiers 
rather than two were to guard each locomotive, two of whom were to man a machine 
gun each.  This wasn’t easy for our people in the bitter cold, but it had to be done.  Shift 
changes were done en route, because the train was moving so slowly, you could get off 
your car, sort out some urgent business in another car, and then return to your own car 
quite comfortably.  
 
At the end of my meeting with Major Růžek, he posed this question to me: “What do you 
think, brother?  Are we going to get out of this alive?”  From this I concluded that our 
position on the track was very critical.  Not because we would have to repel an attack  
or defend ourselves and fight, even against a superiority in numbers, but because the 
enemy could damage the tracks.  We would be stuck there because behind us there 
was only the armoured train and no other Czechoslovak units, meaning there would be 
no help available from anywhere.   There were battle lines drawn all around us.  In the 
worst-case scenario, we would have to cover a few hundred kilometres on foot.  I don’t 
remember how I answered the commander, but I expressed my belief in a good 
outcome, which calmed him down.   
 
 

 
 
We continued in our slow progress through the stations Tinskaya and Tayshet.  Since 
the Czechoslovak trains were spread along the railway, we always had to wait for some 
time until the preceding trains had moved on, as we were the rear guard.  It was 
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important not to leave the stations ahead of us abandoned.  When one train left, the 
next one had to take its place. 
 
The next major station, 164 km beyond Tayshet, was Nizhneudinsk, at a distance of 
582 km east of Krasnoyarsk.  The entire length of the Trans-Siberian Railway from 
Moscow through China to Vladivostok has a length of 8,678 km.  Of that, the segment  
to Nizhneudinsk is 4,688 km, so 4,000 km, or approximately one half, remained to our 
destination.  Later the same day, after 10 p.m., we arrived at this major railway hub 
without any incident.  As far as I could estimate at the time, there were as many as eight 
or more Czechoslovak trains in the station awaiting their scheduled departure.  For us 
this meant a major delay, because we were the last in line.  The armoured train “Orlík” 
arrived directly after us, reported in at the station, and received instructions to move 
back west about half a kilometre from the station to a location where there were no 
buildings.  That way, its crew could see what was happening in the countryside. 
 
It was agreed with the commanders of the waiting trains, that the ones leaving the next 
day would be responsible for guard duty in place of the rear guard.  This was due to the 
fact that we had recently endured physically exhausting service, and needed at least 
one night off to rest, sleep, and relax.  But it turned out that this was a bad idea 
(everyone can make a mistake, according to Švejk [satirical Czech soldier in literature]).  
The other units didn’t have the experience.  They failed to place guards in the areas 
where the danger was the greatest.  There were no buildings on the southern side of 
the station, and they left this area unguarded, which allowed easy access for saboteurs.  
Had this not been the case, the following tragedy which played out at the station would 
not have occurred.  The same night, several trains left.   Only two or three trains 
besides ours, as well as the armoured train, remained in the station.  Towards morning, 
the staff train, which I would have been on had I not returned to my original unit in      
the rear guard, left the station.  It turned out that about a kilometre past the station, 
saboteurs had dismantled the track and the staff train derailed.  Due to heavy fog, the 
lookouts on the locomotive and the engineers couldn’t see the fault in the track in order 
to stop the train in time.  After the disaster, the train was shot at, and it was said that 
many Legionnaires were wounded.  We heard about this event only late in the morning 
(before noon), while many other things were already happening. 
 
When the staff train derailed, our train was waiting in the station on one of the sidings 
among other waiting trains, and the soldiers were resting.  When talking to a few 
Legionnaires, everyone was pleased that it was much better to be at a station rather 
than in the terrain.  No one could have predicted that we’d have to get up earlier than 
expected.  That night, I had a short and restless sleep.  I remember very well that I 
awoke at 4 a.m. on that frigid morning.  Of course, it was still dark.  I walked along the 
platform where everything seemed to be quiet.  The locomotives were under steam.  
There were Legionnaires standing guard everywhere, as if nothing was happening.      
In order to warm up and have breakfast, I brought some boiling water in a kettle from 
the hot water station behind the platform.  All stations in Russia and Siberia, even small
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ones, had hot water stations (вoдoгpeйка), which were available for travellers day and 
night.  When a passenger train or military train arrived at the station, there would be a 
line-up for boiling water (кuпятoк).  Everybody could take as much as he needed, and 
make tea to drink along the way. 
 
As I was returning with the hot water, I felt the air was thick with fog, and was happy  
that we would have some peace and quiet until it lifted.  But I was terribly wrong.  About 
two hours later, it wasn’t more than 6 a.m., and not even dawn yet, I suddenly heard 
shooting.  I woke my railcar mates, and got off the car with my rifle in hand.  The     
trains were lined up next to each other on the sidings, and Legionnaire soldiers were 
assembling in the spaces between them, awaiting orders.  The fog grew thicker and I 
couldn’t even see who was beside me.  The shooting from the south side continued.  
Our train was positioned between the other trains, so we were not being hit.  We were 
all helpless, because the fog prevented us from mounting counter-attack; we could have 
been shooting at each other.  It was impossible to see who was who in the fog, us or  
the enemy.  Of course, the attackers (hiding in the direction of the shots) couldn’t see 
specific targets either – they just knew the general direction where the trains were 
standing, and shot in that direction.   
 
That is why we stayed in place until it was possible to counter-strike.  While the fog 
persisted, shots were being fired at the trains.   When the fog began to lift at around 10 
a.m., the shooting subsided and we began to be able to see a little.  The Legionnaires 
left their hiding spots, but couldn’t find anyone in the area.  The attackers must have 
been preparing for this attack for some time, and took advantage once they saw there 
were no guards from the south.   If there had been guards as there should have been,   
it would not have been possible for them to attack. 
 
 
Retaliatory Measures and Consequences 
 
The station compound was unusually large, so we couldn’t really know what had been 
happening elsewhere due to such a large accumulation of military personnel.  We had 
arrived several hours before the attack; we stayed with our train and didn’t go out.  It 
was dark and freezing, and everyone in our unit was happy to be able to lie down.  We 
didn’t even know how big the station was or what the surrounding buildings looked like.  
In order to maintain contact with the armoured train, other units posted guards not    
only in front of and inside the station, but also further back at the railway maintenance 
workshops and the depot, and between the guards and the armoured train, where there 
were other patrolling guards.  It was generally assumed that the workers in the shops, 
and the railway workers and employees, were strongly against us; so heightened 
attention was being paid to the railway workshops.  The guards noticed that early in the 
morning at around 4 a.m. (exactly at the time when I was getting my hot water), workers 
started drifting into the workshops, even though the workday normally started at 7 a.m.  
The workshops were beside the station, although still in the same general area.  The 
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guards complained that visibility was poor and they didn’t have a good view, because 
the fog was thickening.  I must say I have never seen such thick fog.  It looked like a 
white threatening darkness, and everyone got lost in it.   
 
When the shooting began at around 6 a.m., the armoured train moved closer to the 
station where our trains were standing and where the shooting was happening, so it 
could engage.  It shot a few bursts of a machine gun in the direction of the attackers’ 
shots.  It appeared that the enemy fire subsided, but then began again.  The armoured 
car had to wait just like we did between the trains due to the poor visibility, and because 
it was impossible to know whether the Legionnaires may have gone into a counter-
attack.  Basically, there was chaos.  If there had been normal weather and good 
visibility, the guerillas would never have dared to attack our trains.  The armoured train 
alone would have annihilated them. 
 
At 7 a.m., when the workday started for the workshops on the northern side, a company 
of Legionnaires arrived, surrounded the workshops, and a few armed soldiers entered 
them.  They found the shops half empty, with only five or six workers who were mostly 
in their 60’s.  When questioned about the rest of the workers, of whom according to the 
stationmaster there were supposed to be about 50, they answered that there was some 
sort of a holiday.  Holiday or not, all the workers present were taken to the station 
guardroom for interrogation.  At first, the workers refused to tell the truth, but eventually 
admitted that after hearing shooting, the others had joined the guerillas.  Together with 
the stationmaster and his assistant, they were all arrested as accomplices.  Now it was 
obvious who was guilty of the attack on the regimental staff train. 
 
The guards didn’t manage to find out when these people had slipped out of the 
workshops, or through which exits, because they couldn’t see in the thick fog.  They 
were unable to obtain a list of all the workers.  Later when the fog began to lift, the 
armoured train commander could see from his higher observation point through 
binoculars, individuals and small groups of the attackers running south towards the 
adjacent settlement.  As this settlement was on a snow-covered plain, it was very    
easy to see that no saboteurs were running anywhere else except to the settlement. 
 
I should explain the term “settlement”.  It was common that near railway hubs there 
would be small settlements, mostly of railway workers.  Prior to the railway, in Russia 
and especially in Siberia, larger cities were established according to the geography – for 
example as a river port, at an important crossroads, etc.  When the railway was built, it 
usually didn’t pass through the existing cities, but went a different route, as it suited the 
planners.  In Siberia there are a number of cities that do not lie directly on the railway, 
but are quite a distance away. The town of Ufa is many kilometres away from the station 
with the same name.  The same applies to Chelyabinsk, Zlatoust, Petropavlovsk, Omsk, 
Novosibirsk, Achinsk and others.  But small towns grew up around the stations for the 
railway employees and workers.  Various business people also lived there who ran the 
stores, restaurants, tea houses, trade shops, schools, and all manner of other 
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enterprises as in a city.  It was the same in Nizhneudinsk.  The guerillas withdrew into 
such a town and disappeared behind the houses.  So one could assume they hid there.   
 
After the commander of the armoured train reported on his observations, the entire 
southern settlement was surrounded by Legionnaires.  The mayor was summoned  
and informed in detail about the attack on the Czechoslovak trains, as well as the 
retreat of the saboteurs into his settlement.  Martial law was proclaimed.  The mayor 
was instructed to announce to the population these facts, and that the village was 
surrounded.  He sent out an urgent appeal for all saboteurs or Red Army personnel  
who had participated in the morning’s shooting spree at the Czechoslovak trains to 
come out of hiding and lay down their arms.  The appeal was publicized at 11 a.m.  
and the deadline was set for two hours later, at 1 p.m.  If the deadline was not met,  
the Legionnaires threatened to burn down the village and level it with artillery fire,     
after letting all women, children and old people leave.  All the men, regardless of 
whether they were guerillas or not, would be arrested and treated according to martial 
law.  Back at the station, the telegraph office was being guarded so that the Russians 
couldn’t report on the situation to the west.  
 
The two-hour deadline came, and because of the serious consequences which would 
have hurt the families of the saboteurs, 42 men who volunteered were taken into 
custody.  The majority were workers at the railway workshops and eight were Red  
Army soldiers.  There may have been many more who remained in hiding, but there 
were enough men to prove subversive activities.  Anyway, there was no time to deal 
with the matter any longer.   
 
The derailed train was abandoned because the track could not easily be repaired, and  
it would have taken too long to remove the damaged railcars.  Therefore, the staff train 
personnel left on foot in the bitter cold, walking along the track towards the next station 
to the east, where another train was assembled for them.  The other trains immediately 
started departing on the opposite undamaged track in the order they were standing.  
The 42 saboteurs in custody, along with six workers from the workshop arrested during 
the interrogation at the guardhouse, as well as the stationmaster and his assistant, were 
loaded onto one heated car and shipped off with the first departing train.  
 
The armoured train set charges and blew up the workshops, or at least damaged them, 
and destroyed all equipment in the station building.   Following the last Czechoslovak 
train, it also destroyed the railway bridge over a frozen river east of the station.  For a 
while the situation had appeared very critical – several thousand Legionnaires had been 
in danger of perishing for no reason, or being taken prisoner.  In that horrible cold, there 
would have been no place to stay, nothing to eat, no clothing, no medical services, and 
the east would be cut off.  And all this had been caused by – fog. 
 
Our further travels progressed without incident, so we didn’t stay anywhere for long.  
We passed through Tulun station – 204 km beyond Nizhneudinsk.  Using binoculars,  
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we observed a small group of riders variously dressed, plodding along a road parallel to 
the railway in the freezing cold.  We had seen a similar group before, and some thought 
they were the ones organizing attacks on our trains.  Many doubted that, however, since 
if they were guilty, they probably wouldn’t have been acting so conspicuously.  They 
were more likely to be the vanguard of some unit of the Red Army.  Since they were 
always at our heels, we were convinced that they were also using the railway not to let 
us out of their sight.  
 
As we were on a train which was moving day and night, we let them ride towards their 
destination, as long as they did not provoke us.  Those few men couldn’t really hurt us 
during the day when the visibility was good, so there was no danger.  But it was worse 
at night.  When we had to wait at some station for any length of time, two companies 
always had to guard the surroundings and the roads in the area.  We were fortunate 
that the taiga had receded several kilometres from the railway, so the guards were able 
to oversee what was happening.  Since the riders stayed overnight in the villages, we 
could have inspected them and neutralized any suspicious elements.  But that would 
have taken too much time and we couldn’t stay unnecessarily long in any station.  We 
had to press on at all costs, in order not to delay the trains ahead of us.   
 
Another armoured train named “Kriváň” was brought in from the east to assist us.  It 
was moving ahead of us to prevent the destruction of a great number of heated cars    
in case of derailment.  This armoured train was always about ½ km in front of our train, 
so in the few minutes it took us to move along that distance, there wasn’t enough time 
to dismantle the tracks.  So we were covered from the front and the back.  We passed 
through Zima station, 141 km beyond Tulun and were only 55 km from the Zalari 
station.  We arrived there at dusk, and it was snowing heavily.  We waited there at the 
station all night long.  This was probably at the end of January 1920.  The terrain there 
was flat and easily surveyed due to little vegetation, but the guards had to be on duty  
as usual against any surprise attacks.   
 
 
The Situation Calls for a Truce 
 
At the beginning of January 1920 an uprising of all anti-Kolchak elements including the 
garrison, occurred in Irkutsk.  It was suppressed however, and the Kolchak General 
Syčev managed to arrest 31 of their leaders.  The commanders of the Legionnaires 
were not very enthusiastic about this uprising and the formation of a government of a 
so-called “political centre”.  They had to accept it, however.  They issued guidelines     
to intervene only in places where the uprising was purely Bolshevik in nature.  The 
majority of the Legionnaires, however, welcomed the uprising, and there were some 
cases of directly supporting the Irkutsk anti-Kolchak rebels with arms and other 
equipment.  
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The uprising found most of the Legionnaire units as well as Kolchak government trains 
still far west of Irkutsk.  The problem of passage through the city became an extremely 
sensitive subject.  The Allied command – that is, General Janin – therefore decided that 
the Czechoslovak Legion should take Kolchak, together with the gold treasure that   
was travelling with him, under its direct protection (Kolchak had already transferred the 
supreme all Russian command to General Denikin on January 5th, 1920).  In spite of  
the fact that the troops of the 6th Czechoslovak Regiment who were assigned this task 
protested this order, Kolchak’s trains managed to travel from Nizhneudinsk to the 
vicinity of Irkutsk, to Cheremkhovo, one of the coal producing regions of Siberia.      
That is where their journey ended.  
 
In Cheremkhovo there was a Bolshevik revolutionary unit in power, which in the name 
of the people, demanded that Kolchak as well as the Russian gold be handed over.  
The government of the political centre in Irkutsk as well as the command of the 5th 
Soviet Army both demanded the same.  Even the Legionnaires in Kolchak’s entourage 
who did not hesitate along the way to publicize whom they were guarding, were in 
favour of agreeing to these demands.  If the demands were not accepted, the soviet 
threatened to cut off the supply of coal, which of course would cause all rail traffic to 
come to a halt.  
 
Under the circumstances, the Allied and Legionnaires command had only two options.  
Either fight their way east by force, and thus save Kolchak and his golden treasure,      
or give in to the demands.  And as many times before, and as no surprise to the 
command, especially in the summer of 1919 when attempts were made to get the 
Legion back to the front, the impasse was resolved by the unanimous will of the rank 
and file who weren’t willing to lift a finger for Kolchak.  
 
And so in spite of Beneš’s telegrams from Prague urging that all be done to save      
“the supreme commander” and the gold, it was decided to hand Kolchak over.          
This happened on January 15th, 1920 at the Irkutsk railway station, where a special 
committee comprised of representatives of the political centre of the staff of the 5th Red 
Army took Kolchak and his Prime Minister Pepelyayev into custody.  The negotiations 
about the gold treasure dragged out much longer and resulted in the following 
agreement as late as January 28th, 1920:  The treasure will remain in Irkutsk under joint 
Czechoslovak and Russian guard, and will be handed over to the Russian authorities 
only after the last Czechoslovak train carrying Legionnaires has passed. 
 
There was still a glimmer of hope that the Legionnaire command would not have to   
give up the gold.  At the end of January 1920, the last crazed remains of Kolchak’s 
Army reached the Irkutsk area after having crossed barren land north of the railway     
on foot.  The railway itself was in the hands of guerillas and revolutionary forces letting  
only Czechoslovak Legion trains pass.  In command of Kolchak’s retreating army was 
General Kappel, and after Kappel’s death, General Wojciechowski, once a collaborator 
of Gajda. When Gen. Wojciechowski reached Irkutsk, where since January 25th, 1920 
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the government was fully in the hands of the Bolsheviks, he categorically demanded 
that Kolchak and the gold treasure be handed over.   
 
Irkutsk Bolsheviks were appalled at the beastly murder of the 31 hostages (the leaders 
of the Irkutsk uprising), who had been shot at Lake Baikal and thrown under the ice.  
They prepared for defense.  The town soviet sent a warning to the Czech command not 
to interfere in the dispute, and ordered all revolutionary soviets beyond Lake Baikal to 
prevent the Czechoslovaks, by all means, from taking the gold away.  Still in shock over 
the murder of the Irkutsk hostages, and under pressure of Wojciechowski’s threats, 
apparently there was a quick trial of Kolchak and Pepelyayev.  On the basis of the 
verdict, both were shot on February 7th, 1920.  (According to other information, Kolchak 
was executed much later and without a trial).  Throughout all this, the command of     
the Legion had to remain neutral because of the explosive situation among the ranks.  
Wojciechowski and his army, who were pushed back from the city, looked for protection 
in the trans-Baikal region with Ataman Semyanov.  All this happened at the rear of the 
progressing Czech Legion.  From the west, and practically without obstacles, the 
avalanche of the Red Army was advancing.  
 
While the leading units of the Legion, with arms in hand, were fighting their way with 
ease through the trans-Baikal dominion of Ataman Semyanov, who following Kolchak’s 
orders refused to let them pass, the rear guard was still west of Irkutsk.  In January 
1920, they were already in direct contact with the advancing units of the 5th Soviet 
Army.  This was the result of a catastrophe of the Polish division and Serbian units, 
which were to be the rear guard of the Allied armies.  Since the track was damaged      
in many places, the Legionnaires were often walking on foot in bitter cold and leaving 
behind all their belongings.  For this reason, they demanded a truce with the Bolsheviks. 
 
At this point, the command of the Legion realized the threat of an uprising.  In order to 
prevent this, they had no choice but to ask the command of the 5th Soviet Army for a 
truce.  On February 4th, 1920, Czech parliamentarians contacted the Soviet Front guard 
which was following us, and on February 6th, it was announced that an agreement had 
been reached.  Both parties signed the much desired truce document in Kuytun (past 
Nizhneudinsk) on February 7th, 1920. 
 
When our train arrived in Cheremkhovo  – 131 km before Irkutsk, we learned of the 
details of the arrest and handing over of Admiral Kolchak and the fate of the gold 
treasure.  Irkutsk was a major railway hub and there was a lot of busy rail traffic. 
Following the truce, there were trains also travelling westward mainly with food supplies 
and materials for the 5th Soviet Army.  For this reason, immediately upon arrival in the 
station, our train was shunted off the main track to a nearby station called Irkutsk II and 
put on a siding.  I don’t remember how long we were there, but I do know we were not 
happy with the location.  On one side of our train were several box cars on the next 
track, with their sliding doors wide open, so that their contents were clearly visible.  
They contained piles of frozen contorted dead bodies of Russian soldiers, and nobody 
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took proper care of them.  This was not a very pleasant sight, and so we requested      
to have our train moved elsewhere, which did happen after a short time.  We were not 
allowed to go into town, so as not to provoke altercations.  In the city they were erecting 
triumphal arches in honour of the 5th Soviet Army, called “Krasnoznamennaya” (“Red 
Flag Army”).  We saw one of these on the frozen Angara River, and that was enough.  
However, according to the truce agreement, the 5th Soviet Army could march into 
Irkutsk only after the departure of all Czechoslovak trains. 
 
And so, there were a number of Czechoslovak trains assembled at the Irkutsk station.  
Because of the agreement, negotiations with the government representatives were 
easier than ever before.  Whatever we needed or required was easily obtained, 
especially food supplies.  But our command warned us about the perfidy and dishonesty 
of the Soviets in relation to the peace agreement of Brest-Litovsk, which the Soviets 
annulled immediately after the defeat of the Central Powers.  They didn’t want the same 
thing to happen to us, and have the truce turn out to be a trap.  As a result of this, a 
heightened state of emergency was ordered.  No one was to stray far from the train; on 
the contrary, everyone had to be prepared for immediate action.   All weapons, machine 
guns, rifles and hand grenades had to be on hand as if in battle.  A number of 
emergency squads were established, and were posted in various locations to observe 
all activities and movement of people in close vicinity.  No one dared to bother the 
Czechoslovak trains, and no one approached us.  
 
As mentioned before, the gold treasure was to be handed over to the Soviet authorities 
only after the departure of the last Czechoslovak train.  The gold in question was the 
gold which had been taken after the fall of Kazan, in the autumn of 1918, to Samara.  
After the fall of Samara, it was transferred to the Pan-Russian Directorate into the State 
Bank in Omsk under Kolchak’s rule.  Prior to the departure of the last Czechoslovak 
train from Irkutsk on March 1st, 1920, a protocol was written up about the transfer of the 
treasure into the hands of the Irkutsk soviet.  I do not recall the value of the treasure.  
Subsequently, the last Czechoslovak train in the station, together with the armoured 
trains, left Irkutsk and headed east.  
 
We all thought that the excitement was behind us, and we could breathe a sigh of   
relief.  However, our activities were not to the liking of, and didn’t suit the trans-Baikal 
Cossacks.  Their units wanted to move west and occupy important stations on the 
circum-Baikal railway where, as mentioned earlier, there were many bridges and 
tunnels.  Now they had to guard these in order to demonstrate how they could resist  
the Soviet influence.   Naturally some armed conflicts occurred, and even our armoured 
train “Orlík” had to join in the action.  When it destroyed their encampment, and killed all 
their horses, they immediately capitulated and handed over that segment of the railway 
to us.  As soon as all Czechoslovak trains had the tunnels behind them, the Cossacks 
resumed their original positions; vodka, harmonicas and women, which were as plentiful 
there as in a harem, to boost their spirits.   
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In the end, it didn’t turn out well for the Cossacks because they had to retreat before the 
5th Red Army.  They were not strong enough to resist.  Still, they remained in the trans-
Baikal region, especially in Chita, until October 1920, because they were being helped 
by the Japanese.  It was only in October 1920 that all intervention forces retreated east 
and Ataman Semyanov himself moved to China, where he lived somewhere in the 
vicinity of Mukden or Dairen.  After WW2 Manchuria was occupied by the Soviet Army 
in pursuit of the Japanese, and Ataman Semyanov was captured.  According to news 
reports, he was executed as an enemy Number One of the Soviets.  His Cossacks 
apparently dispersed, since Russia is a big country, or maybe they joined the Red 
Army. 
 
Finally, it is worth mentioning that one Czechoslovak Artillery unit, after leaving Irkutsk, 
crossed the frozen Lake Baikal with their horses and armament, so that the horses 
could “stretch their legs and get some fresh air”.  Staying in the railcars was not that 
comfortable for them.  After the crossing, they were loaded back into railcars at 
Mysovaya station [?] so they could move along with the Infantry units. 
 
 
My Personal Thoughts on Past Events    
 
As can be seen from the previous chapters, the majority of Czechoslovak Legionnaires 
often refused to follow orders, and interfered in Russian affairs against orders from the 
command.  They supported all kinds of hostile elements with arms and other materials, 
which could be used against the trains that were behind them.  They informed the 
Russian public about Kolchak’s presence in a certain train, so that the people could 
settle their scores with him even on the way to Irkutsk.  They in fact revealed military 
secrets, as a result of which the entire army ceased to be an organized disciplined 
force, and became a disunified disobedient military unit.  The actions of some of the 
groups against their comrades in arms could have been considered criminal, because 
they did not take into consideration those units which through proper service and 
resulting duties were exposed to the danger of being cut off from the main group.  Not 
all deserved the praise, which was published in the Prague Press on the occasion of 
Czechoslovak Independence on the morning of October 29th, 1918.  In its proclamation, 
the National Council highly lauded the accomplishments of the Czechoslovak 
Legionnaire armies in France, Italy and Siberia:  
 
“People of Czechoslovakia:  Your long-awaited dream has become a reality.  You will 
not disappoint the expectations of the entire cultured world.  With blessings on its lips,   
it remembers your glorious history which culminated in the immortal accomplishment of 
the Czechoslovak Legion at the Western Front, in Italy and in Siberia.  The entire world 
is following your steps into a new life, your entry into the promised land… keep a clean 
shield…don’t forget national discipline.  Our liberators, Masaryk and Wilson, must not 
be disappointed…Not a single disturbing act should spoil these great moments… 
without exception, each one of you must preserve all things that are dear to others.  
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Personal freedom and private property must not be touched.  Submit without exception 
to the orders of the National Council.” 
 
This was in the fall of 1918, when the Siberian Legionnaires were fighting their way to 
Vladivostok.  What would the National Council have said in December 1919 or January 
1920, if it had known that the Legionnaires were not following orders and were 
rebelling?  The question arose as to which accomplishments of the Czechoslovak 
Legion in Siberia the National Council had in mind.  If it was participation in the fighting 
at the Austro-Hungarian-Russian Front, there the Legionnaires were idealists and their 
task was made easier by the fact that in the Austro-Hungarian Army at the Russian 
Front more than 60% were Czechs and other Slavs.  They systematically broke their 
oath of allegiance to Austria-Hungary, did not really fight, and entire regiments gave 
themselves up into Russian captivity.  This resulted in more than 300,000 POWs in 
Russia.  Let’s assume that those were just ordinary soldiers, who were sick of the war.  
But what about those who had over time worked their way up to prominent government 
positions?  I read an article in the Rudé Právo Communist newspaper on March 31st, 
1968 where the author wrote about Col. Svoboda (who later became president), who 
crossed over to the Russians at the first opportunity.  So what would you expect from us 
ordinary people?  A famous actor, Zdeněk Štepánek, also promised his mother, that he 
would cross over to the Russians as soon as possible.  He kept his promise, but he was 
wounded with a hand grenade and left lying in a field until the Russians found him.  Our 
Legionnaires had a much easier job compared to the volunteers in France.  Besides, 
there was a Russian Army a million strong on their side, once they crossed over.   And 
the fights in Siberia were a matter of survival, the only thing they could do.  What else 
made them stand out?  Just their grumbling, protest, refusal to follow orders, and 
disobedience.  I have to commend the Legion command that even in such chaos they 
managed to maintain the Legion as a whole, until the final evacuation. 
 
It didn’t look any better in the new Republic.  Everywhere, even in the volunteer units, 
there were conditions unprecedented in the old Austro-Hungarian Army:  resistance 
against officers, taken over by the new army from the monarchy, resistance against any 
kind of authority, ideas stemming from ignorance about a democratic army, etc.  Just 
consider that after the fall of the monarchy, following the declaration of independence, 
out of hundreds of thousands of former experienced Czech soldiers of the Austro-
Hungarian Army, the new Republic could not put together a single military unit capable 
of immediately intervening for example against the Hungarians in Slovakia.  During    
the entire month of November 1918, they only managed to form a basis for the       
future occupation of Slovakia, and that only with the participation of two divisions of 
Legionnaires from Italy.  Every action failed.  The commander of the units operating 
there – Gen. Štika – (appointed likely through favouritism) had to be recalled for 
incompetence and was demoted.  As Dr. Vávro Šrobár bitterly wrote: “Following the first 
encounter, his army was gripped with fear and panic, and scattered like a herd attacked 
by wolves”.  
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Personally, during my years in the Czechoslovak Legion, I was so disgusted by the 
irresponsible actions of my comrades in arms, that already during my journey east,     
an idea was forming in my head: that I would not go to the new free Republic.  There,    
I might have to work with or be ordered around by people like those I met among the 
Siberian Legionnaires.   If no other options existed, I would rather remain in the Far East 
or go to China.  At that time, I felt I could trust strangers more than my own people, 
whom I had come to know too well.   
 
 
Unobstructed Evacuation of the Czechoslovak Trains 
 
Moskovka station, 326 km east of Irkutsk, was the last station on the circum-Baikal 
railway.  We continued to Verkhneudinsk (today Ulan-Ude), 164 km from the last 
station.  It was the largest centre in the region, founded in the mid-17th century, near the 
confluence of the Uda and Selenga rivers, which originated in Mongolia.  In the past, it 
had been a tiny settlement, which over the centuries grew to a town of 20,000.  It was a 
typical Siberian town with crooked streets full of dust, manure, and mud, country style 
log-houses, and only a few dozen more solid log-house style buildings for the local 
VIPs.  The largest building was the prison, overlooking the entire area. 
 
Our stop there wouldn’t have taken long, but we had to replenish our food supplies.  
Since there was not much available in town, the Cossacks advised us to visit the 
Buryats in the steppe, who had large herds of cattle and sheep.  They were willing to 
lend us horses and wagons.  For payment, we took with us salt, sugar, rice, cocoa, 
chocolate and other small items, possibly condensed milk.  We rode the old trade route 
called the “Mongolian Tract” which led us through an expansive steppe in the direction 
of Troitskosavsk, Kyakhta and Maimaicheng.  The steppe seemed to be endless, as 
hard as a thrashing floor, covered with microscopic dust.  The low hills all around were 
bare and grayish in the summer from burnt grass.  Since this was the only accessible 
trade route, it was relatively densely populated with Buryats, the oldest tribe in the trans-
Baikal region.  They are very closely related to the Mongols.  Their language was 
identical to Mongolian, so they didn’t need a translator.  But there were also Russians 
there.  Buryats live like the Kyrgyz people 
previously mentioned, in yurts.  These 
were scattered on both sides of the track 
along the Selenga River, where there 
were plentiful pastures for their herds as 
the steppe retreated. 
 
Along the way our attention was drawn to an unusual grouping of buildings to the right 
of the road.  The largest building had a roof with upturned corners.  It was a lamaist 
temple, which they called a “datsan”.  In the middle of a large courtyard was a four-
cornered building – the actual temple – and around it a number of small wooden 
cottages with verandas.  Our guide requested permission for a tour.  He returned with 
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the Did Khambo Lama, who was also the head of the temple.  He was an elderly, heavy 
man with a red face and cheerful eyes.  A loose, brown gown reminiscent of a Roman 
toga hung down to his heels.  His hands were lost in the wide sleeves.  He invited us in 
with a small nod.  A few old lamas ran out onto the verandas of the small cottages and 
observed with curiosity the first foreigners who had crossed the threshold of their 
sanctuary.  
 
Did Khambo Lama unlocked the door to the temple and we entered into an unusual hall.  
From the ceiling hung colourful strips of cloth, spheres and cylinders resembling paper 
lanterns, while wooden carved columns supported the vault.  Opposite the entrance on 
a high white stand was a glass case prepared for Maidari [Maitreya], one of a thousand 
gods who through their numbers ensure the longevity of this world.  The throne for the 
head of the temple stood on a raised platform, and attracted attention with a colourful 
mix of many rugs.  From its base ran low wide benches, also covered with colourful 
throws.  The colours red and yellow were dominant.  During ceremonies, Did Khambo 
Lama sat on the elevated throne and conducted the prayers.  The lamas spread out on 
the benches, beat drums, blew into various metal and wooden instruments, and banged 
their cymbals.  In short, they made a lot of noise.  The more noise, the more ardent their 
prayers.  Believers stood in front of the temple and when directed, knelt and prayed if 
they knew the prayer.  Maidari was the saviour who would guide the believers into 
blissful Nirvana.  In the past, thousands of Buryats would gather around the datsan long 
before the celebrations, and they wouldn’t come empty handed.   
 
Did Khambo Lama then took us to a large metal cylinder which had a shaft protruding 
out the top with a black knob.  It was called a khor or a prayer wheel – an odd invention.  
Apparently, some prayers were very long and could not be remembered in their entirety, 
so the lamas wrote them on thin strips of paper up to 500 m long and wrapped them 
around the shaft of the khor.  When the drum was spun, you heard something rattle 
inside and the prayer was sent. The person was done his praying.  That’s what you   
call technology…  The lamas had come up with many other such mechanical devices 
because the Buryats were totally illiterate. 
 
In the past, in front of the entrances of yurts, there used to be wooden posts with strips 
of paper with prayers attached to them.  The wind blowing through the steppe would 
rustle the paper strips.  Even if the owner of the yurt was asleep or away somewhere 
with his herds, Buddah was happy with him.  As many times as the wind ruffled the 
paper strips, that many prayers were accredited to him.  Another such invention was   
an ovoo (oboo)– a small pile of rocks along the route.  The number of piles of rocks a 
Buryat saw on his way, would be the number of times he had prayed without uttering a 
word.15   The only spoken prayer a Buryat would say in front of statues of gods in his 
yurt had only four words: “Om mani padme hum”.  Communing with gods was therefore 
very easy.  At the time we were there, Buryat-Mongolia had 36 large Buddhist temples 
and 16,000 lamas, i.e., about 450 lamas per temple.  Did Khambo Lama himself, lived 
in a wooden house, whose inner walls were not painted, but the planed wood was 
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coated with pale lacquer.  In the corner was a small prayer spot, and opposite was a 
wide bed with a brightly coloured bedspread.  In the middle of the room was a small 
table and chair.  The head of the temple himself recommended several locals with 
whom we did some business deals, whereupon after a few days we returned to our  
train with full wagons of meat, rams, suet, legumes and other foods.   
 
Our journey continued east more cheerfully; there were no looming dangers, and for 
once the soldiers were being well fed.  The terrain was mountainous, as we were 
passing through the Yablonovy mountain range.  This is as far as the middle empire – 
China – had reached in earlier times.  We passed Petrovsky Zavod  [now Petrovsk-
Zabaykalsky] – a fairly large town, which had small workshops and factories for various 
railway products.  This was one of the places where the Tsar’s government used to 
send political delinquents.  The Khilok and Mogzon stations, which were only 110 km 
apart, were unremarkable and many of the railway workers lived there.  Aside from their 
railway work they kept bees and raised cattle.   
 
The city of Chita followed – a major railway hub and trade centre.  Until 1897 it was 
connected with the west only by the “great Moscow tract”, and of course was just a 
small unimportant town.  The Moscow tract was a dusty sandy road washed out by 
rains, which didn’t have a single bridge.  Trade caravans travelling for weeks or even 
months had to look for fords that were constantly changing.  The wild and uncharted 
Siberian rivers swept away their horses and wagons full of goods.  Chita soon grew 
rapidly into an important centre from the time when the construction of the trans-Baikal 
segment of the Trans-Siberian Railway was completed in 1897.  The construction of the 
railway attracted droves of entrepreneurs to the town in anticipation of enormous profits.  
The railway is said to have been built by 30,000 workers who worked 16-hour days, and 
made a mere 18 rubles a month.  The entrepreneurs, anticipating the development of 
the town, built new houses in Chita.  The population of 2,500 soon multiplied several 
times.  In 1968, Chita had 180,000 – 200,000 inhabitants.  [2015: 339,000] 
 
During the autumn of 1917, the year of the Russian Revolution, the proletariat formed 
Red guards.  In the beginning of 1918, the first congress of the trans-Baikal soviets 
proclaimed that the entire trans-Baikal region was a part of the young Soviet Republic.  
However, the Trans-Siberian Railway again became involved in the history of this area.  
On August 26th, 1918, the Czechoslovak Legionnaire trains arrived in Chita, and with 
this the Soviet power in the trans-Baikal region ended.  The Legionnaires opened the 
way for the White Semyonov forces who stayed there until the fall of 1920, as at that 
time only Chita and the railway station remained in the hands of the Semyonov Army 
and the Japanese.  According to historical sources, on the night of October 22nd, 1920, 
the workers of Chita attacked the railway station and in the heavy fighting that ensued, 
were victorious.  All the Whites moved east.  The city was occupied by the workers. 
 
When discussing the history of the town of Chita, one must recall the Decembrists*16, 
participants in the uprising against Tsar Nicholas I in Petrograd.  They were members 
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of secret political societies, which had been preparing this uprising.  Their goal was      
to change the absolutist rule in Russia to a parliamentary rule.  Members of these 
societies were officials and officers from the ranks of nobility, such as Prince 
Trubetskoy, Volkonsky, Shakhovskoy and others.  After the death of Tsar Alexander I 
(Nov.19th (Dec.1st), 1825) who died childless, there was a period of uncertainty as to 
who would be his heir – whether his older brother Aleksander – Konstantin, or his 
younger brother Nikoloy.  The members of the association encouraged the army not    
to swear allegiance to Nikoloy on December 14th (26th), 1825, and thus triggered the 
uprising.  But the same day, due to the indecisiveness of the rebels, the uprising was 
suppressed by the military, which had remained faithful to the government.  There were 
many killed and arrested.   
 
They put 121 of the participants on trial, and five of them were hanged on July 13th 

(25th), 1826: Col. Pestel, Lt.Col. Muravyov-Apostol, the poet Ryleyev, SubLt. 
M.Bestuzhev-Ryumin and Lt. Kakhovsky.  Eighty people were sentenced to hard labour, 
the others to lighter sentences.  In 1856, all who were still alive were pardoned.   
 
Those sentenced to hard labour were deported to Siberia, specifically to Chita, and a 
small number of them remained in Petrovsky Zavod.  They had to walk all the way, 
which likely took several years on foot.  Only the sick were allowed to use country 
wagons.  Mariya Volkonskaya, the wife of prince Volkonsky, was permitted to follow   
her husband to Siberia, and other wives may have followed her example.  She was    
the daughter of Gen. Raevsky, a hero of 1812 (Napoleon), and was once the object     
of A.S. Pushkin’s love.  Nicholas Alexandrovich Bestuzhev, a Decembrist, was one of 
those noblemen / revolutionaries.  On the fateful day, he led military units which had 
refused to swear allegiance to the new Tsar Nicholas I, to the senate square in 
Petrograd (today Decembrist Square).  He was an accomplished artist in Chita, and 
made a drawing of the town of Chita where he was to be buried alive.  The drawing 
depicts a small town surrounded by a wooden fence, blocking the view into the small 
alleys.  Only two buildings were allowed to peer over the fence into the uninhabited 
countryside, the prison and the Russian Orthodox Church.  This drawing is preserved  
to this day in some old records.   
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When Tsar Nicholas I sentenced 76 Decembrists to hard labour in Chita, the town had 
only 49 buildings, three of which belonged to the prison.  But the arrival of educated 
revolutionaries turned it almost overnight into one of the most cultured centres in tsarist 
Russia.  Medicine, academia, urban planning and printing of newspapers are in Chita, 
all connected to the activities of the Decembrists.  The local educated class was in  
close contact with the exiled revolutionaries, and the influence of these courageous men 
was maintained in Chita for decades.  In this remote trans-Baikal town, hand-written 
newspapers, journals and even collections or articles were published.  As I was told by 
an old local, the Decembrists built their own houses and their own church.  During the 
day, they were free to move around and work, but overnight they were supposedly tied 
up with iron shackles.  Who knows what it was like 140 years ago?  When I was in Chita 
in 1920, there was no trace of the old lanes crowded inside 
the surrounding fence.  The only thing that remained from 
that time was a smaller well-preserved Orthodox Church of 
the Decembrists, which still had that name, and which 
testified to the fact that the local people had not forgotten 
them.                                                                   
                                       
                      
 The Orthodox Church of the Decembrists 
(Photo: Anastasiya Nazarova-Anufrieva, printed with permission) 

 
The Chita region had a diversity of terrain, including taiga, steppe and forest-steppe, 
and especially a large amount of sand.  The Ingoda River flowed from the Dauriya 
Mountains into the valley where the steppe began.  There was no gradual transition 
between terrains; low waves of rounded hills suddenly appeared, without a bush in 
sight.  This was the region where an old, Russian song originated: 
 
“Πo дuкuм cтeпьям Зaбайкалья,         In the wild steppes of Trans-Baikal, 
где золото роют в горах,                     Where they dig for gold in the mountains, 
бродяга, судьбу проклиная,                A hobo, cursing his fate,  
тащится с сумой на плечах.”              Is plodding along with a pack on his back. 

 
While I am still talking about Russia, I would like to point out something about the 
currency.  Along the entire Trans-Siberian Railway, with the possible exception of 
southern Siberia (Omsk Region), the currency was still the old tsarist paper bills.       
The currency in use had been issued by the Provisional Government of Kerensky    
from 1917, and was popularly known as the “Kerenky”.   
 
Smaller denominations, I believe up to 40 rubles, were printed on large paper format, 
usually 25 per page, and had to be cut apart.  This currency had practically no value, 
but people had to accept it.  Only in Chita and the trans-Baikal region, Ataman 
Semyonov introduced Semyonov bills – called golubky, which also had no value,       
and shop keepers had to store them in bags in their lofts.   
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As far as personal hygiene is concerned, there were major problems.  I 
lived on a military train for almost two years.  From time to time we could 
bathe in well-equipped saunas for travellers on the railway, available at 
the larger stations day and night, winter or summer.  However, there 
wasn’t always time, and certainly not when there were military emergency 
situations.  We visited steam baths or ones with tubs in the larger towns.  
Daily washing was especially limited in the winter months, because water 
was not always available.  In the winter, we had to melt snow on the 
stove, and each basin full of snow was enough for just one person.  Other 
necessary human needs, which no living creature can avoid, had to be 
dealt with outside in nature, and in the bitter cold.  This was neither 
hygienic nor pleasant.  Since most of the people involved were young, 
they could easily bear such difficulties. 
 
Next, we arrived at Karymskoye station, 97 km from Chita.  There the railway divided 
into the older branch of the Trans-Siberian Railway – called the Manchurian, which led 
to the right up to the Chinese border for 367 km, and the newer Amur branch to the left.  
This had been built later, during the years 1907 – 1917.   This Amur branch from 
Karymskoye to Vladivostok is another 2,997 km.  It followed the Amur River, on the 
north side at a distance of 100 km.  The entire length of the railway from Moscow to 
Vladivostok along the Amur track is 9,335 km. 
 
The Manchurian branch goes through China (through Harbin), crosses the Chinese 
border [again in the east] at the Suifenhe station (on the Russian side Pogranichny), 
and continues to the Russian station Grodekovo and at Nikolsk-Ussuriysky (later 
renamed Voroshilovsk and then Ussuriysk).  Then it joins the tail end of the Amur 
branch and continues to Vladivostok.  This older branch from Chita to the Chinese 
border was built from 1893, where the single track of the Siberian railway ended.       
The Manchurian segment across China to Vladivostok was built and paid for during    
the years 1897 – 1903 by the Tsar’s Russian government.  At the time, it was called    
the Chinese Eastern Railway, and was totally under tsarist Russian administration.  
(Manchuria – in Chinese: San dong sheng, means: three eastern provinces).   
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The port of Vladivostok, which does not freeze, was of great importance for Russia.  
Goods, brought there by boat could not be unloaded for transfer, because there was no 
route which would allow them to be moved further into Russia or Siberia.  Ships had to 
sail through the Tartar Channel to [the mouth of] Nikolaevsk-na-Amure [between the 
island of Sakhalin north of Japan and the Russian mainland].  Only there would the 
goods be transferred to river boats, and continue on along the river to be moved inland.  
That is why Russia was intent on building a railway, which would connect Vladivostok 
with the Russian Empire, the shortest possible way.  This would be through Manchuria.  
The Russians negotiated permission to lead the railway through Manchuria as a reward 
for facilitating peace when China and Japan were at war in 1895.  The Chinese 
government leased a certain tract of land to the Russians, across which the railway 
would lead, for 99 years.  After this period, the ownership of the railway and its inventory 
and equipment would be transferred to Chinese ownership free of charge.  This railway 
had a major influence on immigration.  After the beginning of the 20th century, 200,000 
Russians, 350,000 Japanese, 1 million Koreans and 15 million Chinese moved to 
Manchuria.   
 
The railway administration was located in Harbin. The general manager was General 
Khorvat, a tsarist, who later after his retirement lived in Peking (Beijing), where he ran   
a cattle farm.  The next general manager was a professional engineer, Ostroumov.  
Somewhere I read that he had been executed by the Soviets, but that wasn’t true 
because he lived in Tientsin at the time when our family lived there.  He even lived in 
the house next door to us on Woodrow Wilson Street.  In the exclusion zone of the 
Chinese Eastern Railway, all of the administrative offices, post offices, police, courts, 
etc. were Russian, as well as employees of the railway, with a few exceptions.  Along 
the rail line there were Chinese and Russian villages and towns, but the majority were 
Russian.  The official language there was Russian.  Tickets and fees for transporting 
goods were calculated in gold tariff rubles.  There was a Russo-Asian Bank in Harbin, 
which was closely connected with the railway.  It issued its own paper bills, which were 
used in the market, at the stock market, at all exchange offices, as well as at ticket 
offices of the railway. 
 
According to a later agreement, the Russians built another branch from Harbin through 
Mukden to the port of Dalniy (also known as Dairen) [now Dalian] and then on to Port 
Arthur.  The entire Trans-Siberian Railway including the Chinese Eastern Railway is to 
this day the longest railway in the world. 
 
As a result of the Soviet-Chinese agreement of 1924, The Chinese Eastern Railway 
was under joint Chinese and USSR administration.  After the formation of an 
independent Manchurian state in 1931, the new state (actually the Japanese,) bought 
out the Russian share in this railway and were paying off the debt with Japanese goods.  
After the transfer of the railway and the inventory to the Japanese, all employees who 
were Soviet citizens were dismissed.  The Soviets advised them to move to the USSR, 
and many (maybe the majority) did.  Those who were married were promised that they 
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would get freight cars to move their furniture and personal belongings, so they wouldn’t 
have to liquidate anything but could take everything with them.  Many villas, homes, 
cottages and parcels of land were sold.  In exchange, they bought other goods like 
watches, jewellery, typewriters, pianos and other things, which were transportable.  
During my stay in Harbin, I personally saw how pianos, valuable furniture, bookshelves, 
clothing, wardrobes and other objects were being loaded up.  Later we found that many, 
if not all of the repatriated Russians, suffered the consequences. 
 
Generally, it was said that upon arrival at the Russian border station, all had to 
disembark.  Each person was allowed to take his/her personal belongings fitting into 
one suitcase.  Men were separated from their wives and families, and taken somewhere 
totally different, without the things they had brought with them, and which they probably 
never saw again.  The Russians perceived them as bourgeois elements, and treated 
them as such.   This evacuation of Soviet citizens to their homeland was described to 
me by people whom I knew, and who originally also repatriated.  In the confusion, when 
my friends saw what was happening, they managed to escape back over the border to 
China.  Of course, those were the single people who didn’t have families.  They said 
goodbye to their possessions which they had taken to the USSR, and returned to China 
with the clothes on their backs.  Wouldn’t you also love to visit the Soviet paradise?  
Maybe it would turn out differently for you. 
 
Following the defeat of the Japanese in 1945, the Russo-Chinese administration [of the 
railway] was again revived.  Soon afterwards, on September 15th, 1952, the USSR 
transferred all railway rights including all inventory and equipment to China, at no cost.  
In 1953 this railway was renamed “The Harbin Railway” by the Chinese.   
  



 
We continued on our journey east along the railway, together with all the Czechoslovak 
trains, through the stations Olovyannaya and Borzya until the border station “86th 
Siding” (now Otpor – later renamed again).  From there, it was only ½ km to China.   
The moment we crossed the border, a strong feeling of relief overpowered us.  We were 
finally out of “mother Russia”, and we felt that a great weight had been lifted from our 
shoulders. 

 
 
The Colonization of the Far East  
 
Already in the 17th century, the Russian colonization of Siberia reached as far as the 
Pacific Ocean, and the Russians occupied Kamchatka.  Kamchatka was discovered in 
1697 by the Russian explorer Vladimir Atlasov.  It has an area of 270,500 km2, and has 
40 volcanoes, 12 of which are active.  The Russian government supported the 
colonization of Siberia in order to improve the living conditions of the peasants who 
suffered from lack of land (which was owned by large land owners).  Besides, in 1643, 
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Cossacks from Yakutsk reached the mouth of the Amur River, which is 2,846 km long.  
In 1649 under the command of Khabarov, they claimed the entire Amur region, which 
belonged to China.   

                      The Tsar’s edict about colonizing the Far East     
                   

The supremacy of China in this Amur area was acknowledged by the Russo-Chinese 
treaty of 1689, signed in Nerchinsk.  Since the borders were not guarded as they are 
today, more and more Russians immigrated into this area.  By 1855, there were so 
many Russian peasants and Cossacks on the Amur that Russian influence was 
everywhere.  Therefore in 1858, Russia took possession of the left bank of the lower 
and middle Amur up to the mouth of the Ussuriyi River, through a treaty with China in 
Aigun.  This region is a part of the former Manchuria, and has an area of 477,750 km2.  
It is located between the mountain ranges of Yablonovy and Stanovy in the north, the 
Amur River in the south, and the coastal region in the east.  
      
But this wasn’t enough for Russia.  Following the end of the war between Britain, 
France and China, when China was exhausted and weakened by the war, Russia 
annexed the left bank of the Amur River in 1860, as well as the right bank from its 
mouth to the river Ussuriyi.  This river is a tributary of the Amur, and is 907 km long, 
with its source near the Japanese Sea at Vladivostok, and flows in a northerly direction.  
It forms the approximate border between Manchuria and the Russian Far Eastern 
region, which now occupies an area of exactly 2,971,845 km2.  The mouth of the 
Ussuriyi is at Khabarovsk, and has Songacha as its tributary, flowing from Lake Khanka.  
The most important settlement in these regions, uncharted at the time, is the Pacific port 
of Vladivostok, which was founded in 1860, and fortified in 1876 – 77.  Vladivostok was 
occupied on June 30th, 1918 by the Czechoslovak Legion, and served as the evacuation 
centre of all trains travelling east along the Trans-Siberian Railway.  It was also the 
embarkation point for all military personnel shipped to Japan or directly to their 
homeland.   
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The closest island of Sakhalin, opposite the mouth of the Amur River, in the Okhotsk 
Sea, was divided since 1853.  The northern part was under Russian rule, and the 
southern under Japanese rule.  In 1875, Russia traded the Kuril Islands for the southern 
part of Sakhalin, and the Japanese occupied the Kuril Islands.   In 1905, after losing the 
Russo-Japanese war, Sakhalin was again divided between Russia and Japan.  From 
1917 until 1922, the northern part was likewise occupied by the Japanese.  After the 
latest war (1945), Russia again took possession of the southern part from Japan.  
 
Since all Russian governments were interested in colonizing Siberia, they started 
building the Trans-Siberian Railway.   State finances had improved to the point where 
under Tsar Nikolai II (Tsar Nicholas II) (later murdered by the Soviets), a gold currency 
could be introduced. [Tsar Nicholas II was actually the grandson of Queen Victoria of 
Great Britain, and his one cousin – George V – became king of Great Britain, and his 
other cousin Wilhelm, became the Kaiser of Germany.*17]  Gold coins were in circulation 
at par with paper bills until WW1, and even longer in some places.  Earlier when 
Russian citizens had travelled abroad, they could carry Russian gold or paper money, 
which was accepted or exchanged anywhere in the world, even for example in the 
Czech city of Karlovy Vary.  
 
During 1894/95, Japan fought a war with China over Korea, which until then, had been 
under Chinese influence.  Japan was victorious, but Britain, France and Russia, 
who were on China’s side, negotiated a peace where the Japanese lost the main 
prize of their victory: Korea was proclaimed independent.   The island of Formosa 
(discovered by the Portuguese) was ceded to the Japanese through a treaty on April 
27th, 1895. Another fourteen smaller islands belong to the main island, which together 
form today’s Taiwan, with a total area of 35,964 km2.  The island has three mountain 
ranges, with the highest peak being Niitakayama at 4,145 m [now called Yushan, Mount 
Yu, or Jade Mountain].  The northern part of the island has rich salt deposits and hot 
springs.  There are many earthquakes and typhoons, and the rivers are short but carry 
lots of water.  The climate is hot, humid and unhealthy.  The island has the highest 
precipitation in all of Asia, and 67% of the ground is forested.  The flora is Malaysian-
Japanese, mostly steppe.  There are palm trees, breadfruit, bamboo, liana, etc.  The 
population is made up of ancient Malaysian tribes.  Earlier inhabitants were cannibals 
and headhunters, walking around almost naked, and so the Japanese had a hard time 
introducing a more cultured way of life.  According to all indications, the indigenous 
population is closer to the Japanese than the Chinese and it is surprising that China 
tries so hard to annex the island. 
 
In return for facilitating the peace, the [western] powers acquired some advantages from 
China.  In particular, Russia secured permission to extend the Trans-Siberian Railway 
through Manchuria directly to Vladivostok.  At the end of the 19th century, Russia 
pushed the borders of her Asian realm right to the Yellow Sea.  In 1894 during the Sino-
Japanese war, the Japanese occupied Port Arthur.  However, after the war, according 
to the peace of Shimonoseki, they had to return it to China.  In 1898, China leased it to 
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the Russians for a period of 25 years.  For this reason, the Russians extended the 
railway to this location. 
 
Despite the protest of the USA, Japan and Britain, Russia occupied all of Manchuria     
in 1901.  Germany overtook Kia Chou, where the Germans built a city and the port 
Tsingtao [known as Qingdao].  Britain occupied the fortress Weihaiwei and France   
took over the port Kwang Chou Wan [Guangzhouwan] near the island of Hainan.  This 
triggered a strong Chinese national movement and an uprising led by the secret society 
of Boxers (union of the fist, justice and peace) in 1899 –1901.  This movement was 
directed against the imperialist states which after the Sino-Japanese war occupied 
various Chinese regions, and also against all foreigners as well as Chinese Christians.  
The imperialist states were Japan, Germany, Britain, USA, Italy, France, Russia and 
Austria-Hungary.  This uprising is known in history as the Boxer Rebellion*18 (Iche 
Tchuan). 
 
In order to protect their citizens and especially the ambassadors against the Boxers, 
European countries sent military units which in 1900 occupied the city of Peking.  
Before the military reached their destination however, the senior diplomat in Peking – 
the German ambassador Klemens Freiherr von Ketteler (1853-1900) – was tasked to 
negotiate with the Chinese empress to resolve the conflict.  On his way to the Imperial 
Palace on horseback, he was assassinated by the Boxers, together with his Chinese 
servant.  When the Allied Powers occupied the city of Peking soon after, which had 
been ravaged and looted for two days by the Boxers, the Chinese had to build a 
massive archway in Central Park in his memory as punishment for his murder. 
 

         
 
While writing about these events, I remembered a countryman from Vracov, who       
had been a sailor on the Austro-Hungarian cruiser “Kaiserin Elisabeth”, and who had 
participated in the occupation of Peking as an Austro-Hungarian soldier.  His name was 
Rudolf Roth and he told this story to my father as we walked together somewhere.  As a 
boy at that time, I held him in great esteem and admired him for having been so far from 
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home, where I would probably never go.  And yet, I found myself there too.  Well, one 
never knows…. 
 
After the suppression of the rebellion, China was forced to sign an agreement which 
changed it into a semi-colony, and the powers were considering its partitioning.  All 
states which had participated in the occupation of Peking demanded the right to create 
self-governing colonies in larger cities on Chinese territory.  These colonies would have 
extra-territorial statutes where they could maintain their own garrisons, postal service, 
offices, magistrates, etc.  China could not interfere in these self-governing areas, and 
foreigners there were not subjected to Chinese law.  The Chinese customs office was 
also transferred to the British who then collected all import and export duties.  
Apparently, the monopoly on salt was also confiscated.  
 
In memory of all members of Allied Powers who were killed during the fights around 
Peking, plaques of pure gold were attached to the walls of the council chambers 
of the British City Hall in the autonomous British Concession in Tientsin (about 
120 km east of Peking).  The names and ranks of fallen officers and soldiers of 
all nationalities, including Russians, were engraved on these plaques.  One time I 
counted them, and I believe there were about 120 – 130 names.  Aside from that, the 
Russians attached stone tablets with the names of the fallen Russians on the outside 
walls of the Russian Orthodox Church built in the Russian Concession in Tientsin (on 
the left bank of the Paiho River [also called Haihe, Haiho, Baihe or “White River”]). 
 
The centre of the Boxer Rebellion was the capital city of Peking meaning “northern 
capital”, as opposed to Nanking – the “southern capital”.  Since 1928, the name 
Peking was changed to Peiping, which means “northern peace” and covered an 
area of 65 km2.  [It has had numerous other names as well, and now is known as 
Beijing]. The inner, so-called Tartar city, was a square of 29 km2, surrounded by a wall 
13 m high and 11 m thick, built mostly out of large fired bricks, which were in parts 
visible where the stucco had fallen off.  The wall had 11 gates and 30 m high guard 
pavilions.  
 
Inside the Tartar city lay the old Imperial City, along with the university, a museum,    
and the so-called Forbidden City.  It had wide and straight main roads, large two-story 
sprawling houses located in small gardens and parks, and surrounded by an ordinary 
wall.  Entry to the gardens was through a gate guarded on both sides by [bronze] lion 
statues on pedestals carved in stone or granite.  The Imperial City – (Kung-sheng) 
[Huangcheng] – had a 7 km long and 16 m thick (partially destroyed) wall, and enclosed 
two lakes as well as the so-called Coal Hill, which is 66 metres high.  The walled Red or 
Forbidden City – Tsukingsheng [Zijin Cheng] had four gates of which the southern one 
led to the former Imperial Palace.  
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The outer city was a quadrangle with five gates, and was built up only on the north side.  
The rest of the area was fields and gardens, with the Temple of Heaven, Tiantan, being 
not only the most beautiful but also the most interesting of the sights.  
 

 
 
The temple was located in the south of the Chinese City, about 3 km from the Tartar city 
in a garden park.   The main entrance to the park was off a wide road known as Chien-
men, which ended directly at the Emperor’s Gate.  Today’s temple building was built by 
the 2nd Emperor Jung Loh, of the Ming Dynasty.  Access to the temple courtyard was 
through five entrances.  The colour of the roof tiles was mainly blue, yellow and green.  
The biggest celebration was at winter solstice – December 21st.  On that day, the 
emperor himself would visit the temple carried on a yellow sedan chair.  He would be  
accompanied by attendants on horseback and musicians.  He would attend a religious 
service, and then spend the night meditating in various locations.   
 
Peking was founded in 1279 by Kublai Khan, who also founded the Mongolian Dynasty 
which governed China 1279 –1363.  It was in 1264 that Kublai Khan transferred his 
residence from Nanking to Peking.  He lived in a luxurious yurt, and then initiated the 
creation of the city.  In 1644 the Manchus took possession of the city.   
 
The city experienced two major earthquakes:  one in 1622 when 300,000 people died, 
and the other in 1730 when around 100,000 people died.  In 1860 it was captured by 
the British and the French, and in 1900 it was the site of the Boxer Rebellion.  In 1900 – 
01, it was occupied by European troops, who even entered the Forbidden City. [This 
was meant to symbolically demonstrate their complete control of Peking.  The Chinese 
resisted, but gave way when the foreign armies promised not to occupy the Forbidden 
City, but threatened to destroy it if their passage was disrupted.]  
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The Failure of Russia in the War with Japan and the End of Colonization 
 
In 1902, Russian forces in Manchuria crossed the Yal River and penetrated into Korea.  
This offended Japan, who attempted to counteract.  It looked like Korea would fall under 
Russian domination, and Japan tried very hard to prevent this.  In August 1903, Japan 
demanded of the Russian government a final resolution of the Korean question, as well 
as the Manchurian Railway.  Russia didn’t want to comply.  Instead, Russia they fortified 
Port Arthur even more, turned it onto a military port, sent more military forces there, and 
didn’t want to discuss the matter with anyone except China. 
 
Having secured agreement with Britain on January 30th, 1902, and after futile 
negotiations with the Russians, Japan mobilized on February 5th, 1904 and severed 
relations with Russia.  Without declaring war (aggression!), Japan attacked Vladivostok.   
The Japanese Admiral Togo blocked Port Arthur on February 8th, 1904 and sank the 
Russian fleet in the port.  The ship “Petropavlovsk” ran into a mine, taking with it the 
command of the Pacific Fleet – Admiral Stepan Osipovich Makarov.  Moreover, Admiral 
Togo torpedoed and damaged the two best Russian cruisers anchored in front of 
Chemulpo, thus securing the landing of the Japanese forces in Korea.   
 
Two armies under Generals Kuroki and Oko occupied Dalny (Dairen), cut off Port Arthur 
(Chinese – Lüshunkou, in Japanese Ryojun) from the mainland, and besieged it with 
General Nogi’s 3rd Army who directed the siege.  The commander of the fortress was 
the Russian General Anatoly Mikhaylovich Stössel, and the defense was under the 
command of Roman Isidorovich Kondratenko.  The Russian Army, trapped in the 
fortress, intended to penetrate the siege but was partially destroyed by Togo and was 
pushed back.  Now the Japanese concentrated their forces against Liaoyang, about 130 
km before Mukden, where the Russian Gen. Kuropatkin had 145,000 men.  In the 
ensuing battle the Japanese were victorious, and the Russians retreated towards 
Mukden (today Shenyang).  Meanwhile, the Russians got reinforcements of 210,000 
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men, which were being moved along the branch railway from Harbin to Mukden.  
Although this track had been completed, there were still many stations and much 
equipment missing.  The station buildings had not yet been built, and other auxiliary 
services were absent.  For this reason, the transportation stagnated, and the movement 
of soldiers on the single track Trans-Siberian Railway was very slow.  In addition, there 
was incompetence in the supreme command, corruption in the supply of equipment and 
supplies, and misdemeanour at the front itself (partying, drunkenness etc.).  Nurses, 
who were supposed to look after the wounded and sick, looked after other things such 
as romantic encounters with officers.  All this contributed to the failures at the front. 
 
Japan had a counter-force of only 120,000 men against the Russians.  There was a 
battle with the reinforced Russian Army on the river Shah (October 8th –18th, 1904).  
After this battle both armies were so exhausted that they remained in temporary 
fortifications for four months without fighting.  Port Arthur fell on January 2nd, 1905 after 
an 11-month siege.  About 50,000 men, together with the commander, gave themselves 
up, and the Japanese captured 550 artillery guns as well as other arms and munitions.  
Even a prince of the Japanese Imperial family died on the ramparts of the fortress.  The 
Japanese General Kanimura then became commander of the fortress.  At that time, we 
liked to sing this little popular song: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. From Port Arthur comes a wagon, on it sits Kanimura. 
       Chorus:  They made tea, tea, chocolate, black coffee and they made tea,  
                      tea, sake tea. 
2.  He looks over his shoulder to see if there are any cannons left. 
        Chorus: repeat above 
 

The Czech city of Brno at that time, was still under the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, 
with a German administration at city hall.  The mayor was an old gentleman named 
Rohra.  So instead of Kanimura, we used to sing “old man Rohra”. 
 



 
The fall of Port Arthur freed the 3rd Japanese Army of General Nogi.  A new battle 
ensued near Mukden (March 1st – 10th, 1905) where the Russians again retreated and 
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lost 90,000 men.  The Japanese losses were 41,000 men.  The Russian General 
Kuropatkin immediately gave up his command and retired.  The command was taken 
over the Gen. Nikolai Petrovich Linevich from March 1905 (b.1838, d.1908). 
 
The next tragedy was about to happen.  The Russians dispatched a Russian naval fleet 
from the Baltic Sea to aid Port Arthur, under the command of Admiral Rozhdestvensky.  
It had to circumnavigate South Africa so their voyage to the Far East took six months.  
On May 28th, 1905, this fleet was completely destroyed by the Japanese in the 
Tsushima Strait.  The Russians lost all their Navy fleets except the ones in the Black 
Sea.  Thousands of soldiers drowned in the process.  Among those who perished     
was even the famous Russian painter of battles – Vasily Vasilyevich Vereshchagin.  
[Wikipedia states that Vereshchagin was aboard the Petropavlovsk with Admiral 
Makarov, and perished a year earlier in the same circumstances.]  Looking at a map, it 
would be obvious to anyone that the Russian fleet (i.e., not only some little boat, but the 
entire two squadrons) could not have passed through this narrow strait.  The question 
arises, where were the Russians headed?  Today nobody can say.  In my opinion, they 
were aiming at the Korean coast.  If they had succeeded and landed their forces there, 
they would have attracted one of the Japanese armies from Port Arthur.  This may have 
helped save the fortress and the port, and maybe given them a victory even on land.  
But the fortress had already been in Japanese hands for five months, so it didn’t work 
out.  
 
Through this last event Russia was completely defeated.  On September 5th, 1905, 
Russia signed the Peace of Portsmouth, mediated by American President Theodore 
Roosevelt.  Japanese sovereignty over Korea was acknowledged, and Korea was later 
annexed to Japan.  Japan also took over the Russian colonies on the Yellow Sea – 
such as the Liaodong Peninsula with Port Arthur and the southern half of Sakhalin.   
The railway that the Russians had built to Dalny and Port Arthur had to be given up to 
the Japanese, from Changchun all the way to the Pacific Ocean.   At the time of 
independent Manchuria, Changchun was called Hsingking.  Because the gauge 
of the Russian railway was 1676 mm, the Japanese changed this in the segment they 
had taken over to 1435mm.  This is why all travelers from Harbin south, or in the 
opposite direction, need to change trains into or out of a Japanese train at Changchun.  
From that time on, Japan became a major power.   
 
The main stations along the South Manchuria Railway are:  Dairen (now Dalian), 
Tangkangtzu, Anshan, Mukden (now Shenyan or Fengtian), Ssupingkai (now Siping) 
and Changchun.  The entire distance is 701.4 km.  In the end, Russia agreed to return 
Manchuria to China so that this war liberated millions of Manchus (i.e., Chinese) from 
Russian domination.  That is how the Russian expansion on the Asian continent came 
to an end.    
 
It is also necessary to mention how the Japanese acted, having won the war.  The 
bodies of the drowned Russian sailors and soldiers from the navy ships which had been 
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washed ashore with the surf on the shores of Japan were buried in common graves, as 
was the local custom.  Each year, even to this day, on the anniversary of the battle of 
Tsushima (May 28th), Japanese children and adults come to the cemetery and decorate 
the graves with flowers and paper flags in the tsarist colours.  In Japan, it is customary 
to honour and pay respects even to a fallen enemy.  In Vladivostok there is a cenotaph 
in memory of this battle. 
 
 
Summary of Historical Events in this Part of China 
 
The Chinese developed Port Arthur in the 1880s.  The Japanese conquered it in 1894 
from the Chinese, and in 1905 from the Russians who had leased it again from China in 
1898 and made it into their main operating base of their fleet next to Vladivostok.  The 
Supreme Commander of the Russian Pacific Fleet – Admiral S.O. Makarov, perished.  
The defender of Port Arthur, Gen. R.I. Kondratenko fell on December 18th, 1904 in    
Port Arthur (1857-1904).  There were failures in land battles on the river Yalu near 
Tyurecheng and at the river Shah in April and October 1904.  After the fall of Port Arthur 
and after the February (O.S.) or March 1st – 10th (N.S.) defeat of the Russians in the 
battle of Mukden and the new marine disaster, the Tsar’s government rushed to 
conclude a peace, for fear of a revolution.  Upon returning from captivity, Gen. A.M. 
Stössel (July 10th, 1848 – Jan. 15th, 1915) was sentenced to death for surrendering    
the fortress prematurely, later commuted to a prison term.  In 1909 his sentence was 
forgiven. 





From this short overview it is obvious how the Russians succeeded in overtaking 
(Chinese) territory.  In this listing of annexed territories, the following are missing:  outer 
Mongolia, Sinkiang [now Xinjiang], and Tannu Tuva.  But this is a recent development 
known to everybody.  The Russians had other sins on their conscience, so they would 
have a lot to confess. Old settlers from the Amur region told me how the Russians 
treated the indigenous population in areas which had been “voluntarily and on the basis 
of treaties” or by force ceded by China.  In 1860, China handed over the area of the left 
bank of the Amur River (almost four times as large as the Czechoslovak Republic), 
where there had been Chinese villages and settlements, and of course Chinese 
inhabitants, since it had been under Chinese rule.  The Russians (i.e., again the 
Cossacks) chased them out by force and in one go.  At that time there was no option to 
choose your citizenship; things were simply done by showing the Chinese the opposite 
bank of the Amur River where they were to have their home, and chasing them all into 
the water.  Men, women, and children were under orders to swim across to the opposite 
bank.  One who hasn’t seen the Amur cannot imagine the shock these people felt – but 
I have seen the Amur!  How could any one of these people, even a good swimmer, 
dressed in their typical clothing of ankle-length long robes with wide long sleeves, 
manage to swim a mighty stream like the Amur?  And in addition, in cold water.  
Possibly only those who had their own small boats not confiscated by the Cossacks, 
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and could take some of their property with them, could survive. But what about those 
who didn’t have boats?  It is very strange that the Chinese government did not organize 
a smooth evacuation of the population at the time.  
 
Another complaint was frequently raised by the Chinese population of Harbin at the time 
of the Russian Army’s occupation of Manchuria.  Cossack guards on horseback would  
ride through town, and as soon as they saw a Chinese person on the sidewalk, they 
would whip him with a crop and force him to walk on the road.  This meant that the 
Chinese were not allowed on the sidewalks in the city.  Surely every nation keeps track 
of these indignities, and surely the Chinese remember.  And when the time comes, they 
will demand retribution. 
 
Everyone knows from news reports, that during N.S. Krushchov’s stay in Peking, the 
Chinese were trying to have discussions about the return of the land which had been 
taken from them on the Amur and the coastal areas, including Vladivostok and outer 
Mongolia.  The Chinese have new maps which show the land in question as Chinese, 
temporarily occupied by a foreign power.  On Czech Radio, there was a report about 
“strange” Chinese maps.  There are currently [in 1968] about 750,000,000 Chinese,  
and in ten years there may be even a billion, which will be a major force to reckon with! 
Even when I think about recent events in our country, one has to remember that our 
neighbours [Germans] have not forgotten and will not forget how their women had their 
hair cut in hatred, and the men had swastikas painted on their backs [at end of WW2].  
How there was shooting from tanks into unarmed prisoners, for example in a school 
yard in Bubeneč a few days after the war had ended, and how German women and girls 
were violated (raped).  Times change, and we see it even here, that he who once was in 
charge now has no power.  Nobody knows where, when and how he will have to pay 
the bill.  That’s the way the world works. 
 
 
Transit of Czechoslovak Trains through Northern China     Zhongguo 
 
I am continuing my story, after crossing into the neutral territory of China.  From the 
Manchuria station (Manzhouli), the journey was more adventurous than military, and 
continued in a more or less orderly fashion.  When there was time, we visited 
surrounding towns and villages, inhabited by Russians as well as Chinese, who called 
themselves Manchous.  We also ventured further out to find and purchase provisions, 
which were plentiful there.  Usually we were in search of potatoes, onions, sauerkraut, 
garlic and other produce which was needed.  In very simple Chinese households they 
had so much garlic hanging on the walls in their houses that our unit could not have 
used it up in ten years. 
 
Each village, as well as its surroundings far and wide, smelled of garlic (dasuan).  
The local population consumed it in large quantities with every meal, and also by itself.  
In stores, offices and everywhere else where there were Chinese people, a European 
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could not last long, because every Chinese person smelled of garlic.  For this reason, 
locals working in European offices or stores were forbidden to eat garlic.  But as we 
were told, this didn’t help because they did not take this advice to heart.  They were 
very particular about growing garlic, and nurtured each seedling carefully.  For this 
reason, the quality of this produce was first class.   
 
In the villages, the houses were scattered and there were no straight streets like in our 
country.  Rather they were all crooked alleyways.  There was a fence in front of each 
house.  The fences were made of reeds and mud, and the houses were not visible from 
the street.  Instead of windows, there were small openings in the walls which were 
plugged with straw, rags or some stiff opaque paper.  There was no furniture, the floor 
was bare ground (stamped down).  Somewhere in the corner was a fireplace, and the 
smoke would escape through a hole in the roof.  In another corner there were cots for 
sleeping, called “kans”. Besides the garlic smell, there was also a strong smell of smoke 
and the place looked like a smoke house.  This is how it looked in both larger 
settlements and small towns, in both poor and well-off houses.  Chinese villages, even 
in the more culturally developed areas where at the time many Russians lived, were 
chaotic clusters of unremarkable little houses, cottages and dilapidated shacks made   
of mud, with numerous small shops and street vendors.  Between those was a maze    

of alleys and paths full of smelly dust which after the rain 
turned into a bottomless pit of mud.  There were many 
dogs and half-wild cats everywhere, and I must say, they 
were hungry.  Hardly any of the locals would throw them 
any food.  This was my impression of the first Chinese 
village I visited.   

 
There were many Russians living near Hailar station.  That’s why the character of the 
town was Russian.  Straight streets, houses and cottages in rows, hardly any walls      
of fences, except to mark garden plots.  There were a number of quite decent and 
attractive Chinese stores and Russian restaurants.  We visited the town on market day.  
Many Mongols arrived from the surrounding area on horseback or on camels, or in two-
wheeled carts.  They brought various home-grown produce for sale and did some 
shopping for their own needs.  Near the town was the source of the river Argun,     
which together with the Shilka River flowed east and became the Amur River.  
 
On the way to the major station Bukhedu [now Boketuzhen], the railway 
led across the Khingan mountain range (Khingan Ling).  Several kilometres before the 
station there was a very long tunnel (possibly 3 km long), and the railway had a very 
steep grade with a hidden switchback curve. On both sides of the railway was 
impenetrable forest, reminiscent of the taiga.  When our train was almost at the tunnel,  
it broke apart into two sections. The front half was attached to the locomotive and 
continued to travel forward because none of the engineers noticed the break.   They 
wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it anyway.  I was in the separated rear 
part of the train, and after momentarily stopping, it began to accelerate to a high speed 
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going backwards along the switchback curve.  All of us in the separated section were 
looking out of the doors, and yelling at each other, because we could see each other as 
the train was still moving along the curve.  There were about 20 heated cars in this rear 
section.  We were all just waiting for when and where it would all fall apart, and were 
preparing to say goodbye to life.  Some suggested jumping from the train, and I have   
to admit I myself considered it, but at that break-neck speed it would have been suicide.    
I had tried it once before, but that had been at a lower speed, the terrain had been 
favourable, and the conditions quite different.   
 

 
We were very lucky.  In spite of the high speed of our train (more like lightning speed), 
our separated section of train rolled down onto the flat plain without incident.  It shot 
through the small Khingan station like a lightning bolt, the trees along the tracks passed 
by in a blur, and we stopped some 5 – 6 km [2nd edition 7 – 10 km] from the lowest 
station location.  When the front half arrived at the Bukhedu station, the engineers 
noticed that the train was unusually short.  The stationmaster had already received word 
about the accident.  The locomotive that was sent to fetch us soon pulled us up to join 
the front half of our train. 
 
The quality of the Russian heated boxcars played a major part in this incident.  
Considering how many kilometres we had travelled back and forth in two years, we 
never had a wheel crack, an axle break, a bearing seize up, or anything else go wrong 
except maybe a bumper, which might squeak during braking.  Rails too were made of 
good quality material, and even in the fiercest frost would not crack.  It was not 
necessary to test these parts by knocking on them with a hammer, as is done in our 
country, where even without the severe frost, rails sometimes crack.  How far would   
we have travelled in Siberia with our Czechoslovak boxcars?  It’s generally known they 
need to be repaired after a short tour of duty. 
 
Along the way there was no shortage of adventures.  Some Legionnaires joined our 
train, those who had for whatever reason missed the departure of their own train.  For 
example, if they had gone to town to get something, buy or trade something, or just to 
look around, or there were perhaps some romantic encounters that caused their late 
arrival.  At one station, warrant officer Rudolf Götz boarded the train (he was later 
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in China) and he settled in my heated car, where there was enough space.  He had 
missed the departure of his own train, and so he had to catch up to it.  He was the 
cause of a rather unpleasant incident. 
 
In Bukhedu there was a very expansive, very nice and clean train station.  A small 
group of us went for a walk on the platform to look around.  The warrant officer (which 
was the lowest officer’s rank according to the Russian system) went with us; but we all 
later regretted it. When we got onto the platform we saw a Japanese company standing 
off to the side, in full gear. They were obviously going to march off somewhere. They 
were standing in formation, double file, and it was a sight to see.  What was interesting 
for us was that all the Japanese were of the same height, around 148 – 150 cm, which 
was the official Japanese height for the army.  If you put a long stick on top of their 
heads, as they stood next to each other, surely it would touch every one of them 
exactly.  And suddenly two Japanese officers appeared and were walking in our 
direction.  One was older, the other a youngster.  As they approached us, the younger 
one motioned for us to move aside, because it appeared that he was accompanying a 
high-ranking commander or captain.  Our warrant officer, who was a head taller, and 
surely twice as strong as the younger Japanese officer, looked at him.  After the 
Japanese repeated the gesture and our warrant officer realized it was meant for us,    
he approached him and spoke to him in Czech, which the Japanese obviously didn’t 
understand:  “You pipsqueak, I have been fighting on the German Front and have 
battled my way across all of Russia and Siberia, and you want me to step aside?”  He 
swung his right arm and slapped him in the face so hard that the young officer’s hat    
fell down his back and rolled away.  He then repeated it with his left hand.  The young 
Japanese officer, like a true Samurai, reached for the hilt of his saber in order to deal 
with the rudeness in military fashion. But when our warrant officer saw this, he ripped 
the saber even with its holder and strap from him, put it over his knee, bent it in half and 
threw it away.  (The Japanese carried their sabers in leather scabbards, so they would 
not reflect    light.  I think that is why the warrant officer could bend it so easily.) 
 
Everyone on the platform, whether Japanese, Russian or Chinese, froze in place, as 
this was an unheard of insult for a Japanese person.  The young Japanese officer was 
so surprised and crushed by this unexpected attack that he immediately disappeared, 
without regard for his superior.  After this incident our warrant officer also left, and we 
followed him.  We didn’t wait around since we could have been in danger of being 
arrested if the Japanese sent guards after us.  That’s how our little jaunt and look 
around the station ended – not even 15 minutes had passed. 
 
Not long after, two Japanese officers and an interpreter who spoke Russian approached 
our commander.  It was easy for them to find the right train, because ours was the only 
Czechoslovak train there at the time.  They explained to the commander what had 
happened at the station and demanded that the involved officer apologize.  They were 
certainly intent on finding the culprit who so rudely insulted an officer of the Imperial 
Japanese Army.  Our commander responded that he had no knowledge of this (how 
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could he have known?), and that he would not disturb his officers’ rest time for such a 
minor unimportant event.  Our unit was a part of the French Army (we wore French style 
khaki uniforms and French style caps), and our commander was General Janin, so they 
could complain to him through the official channels if they liked.  The entire train had 
undergone a very demanding voyage across Siberia, and had guarded and protected 
the Trans-Siberian Railway.  We were always at the ready, arms in hand, and had had 
conflicts and altercations with guerillas.  So it was not surprising if some individual did 
something unreasonable when he was in an agitated state.  Our commander apologized 
that this unpleasant event had occurred, and pointed out that if they continued to insist 
on their unreasonable demand, he would call the entire unit to arms.  This could result 
in a much more unpleasant situation than the one for which they demanded satisfaction.  
Following this discussion, the Japanese all bowed and left, and that was the end of that.  
Many types of trains were running along the railway – regular as well as express, so our 
guest warrant officer, Rudolf Götz, caught one of these in the nearest station in order to 
catch up to his unit.  They must have been overjoyed when he returned and told them 
his story about what had happened.   
 
Other than the adventure described above, there was another disturbing event at the 
same Bukhedu station.  There was a freight train standing on the neighbouring track, 
loaded with straw or hay.  It was in the month of May, the weather was beautiful and 
dry, and there hadn’t been any rain.  The cargo of the freight train was thoroughly dried.  
Suddenly the guard sounded an alarm that there was a fire.  The neighbouring train with 
the load of hay was on fire.  I don’t remember well what time of day it was, whether 
daytime, evening or night time, I only know that I was lying down and possibly even 
sleeping, and so I didn’t really want to get up, until my friends were yelling at me to get 
out because the train was on fire.  All the occupants of our train quickly ran outside, 
dressed as they were, and began trying to save the train.  We had to push our heated 
cars to an area that was not endangered, some cars forward and other cars back, so 
that they would be out of reach of the fire and our possessions would not burn up.  This 
had to be done by hand because the locomotives were not connected.  Then we had to 
help put out the flames; however, this was difficult because we had no masks and the 
smoke was hindering us so that we couldn’t breathe.  Then a locomotive came from   
the other direction with a large supply of water so they soon extinguished the fire.           
I remember that I was sleeping so soundly that my friends had to wake me up so            
I wouldn’t burn up in the fire.  It is clear that there were various instances where 
individuals were exposed to unusual dangers. 
 
One of the more memorable stations through which we passed was Zhalantun.  It     
was likely a summer resort or a recreational centre on the river Yalu, visited mainly by 
Europeans and rich locals.  The banks of the river had beautiful beaches and pools.  
According to Russian and Chinese posters, we discovered that they also had 
entertainment facilities, cafes, cabarets and casinos.  The season ran from May to     
the end of September due to the favourable warm climate.
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We passed through the Tsitsihar [Qiqihar] station at night, so we didn’t see much.  But 
we also didn’t miss much.  The town itself lay several tens of kilometres from the station 
of the same name and there was a local train running between the station and the town.  
Around the station was a larger settlement, where both Russian and Chinese 
nationalities were represented.  The distant town was the seat of the Chinese governor 
of the Heilongjiang (Amur) province and all the administrative offices.  Apparently, the 
town had a purely Chinese character, which meant it was all walls and fences, with little 
houses and shacks behind them, with a few exceptions where the officials lived.  There 
were no Europeans living there because there would be nothing for them to do.  The 
streets were of course unpaved, with lots of manure and dust everywhere, millions of 
flies, many rats and other vermin.  The river Nonni [or Nen] ran near the town.  The air 
reeked of various odors of which the most pungent was garlic and horse manure. 
 
There were alternating smaller and larger stations, of which Angangchi deserves to be 
mentioned, until we arrived at the largest business and banking centre in the 
region – the city of Harbin.  A beautiful, large station with an underpass for 
pedestrians was located in the centre of the modern city.  The core had been built by 
Russians at the time of the building of the railway.  Even prior to the arrival of 
the Russians, it was the centre of business, with a port on the Sungari (Songhua 
Jiang) River, which feeds into the Amur River from the right.  The European part of the 
city lay on flat ground and was made up of several subdivisions.  North of the station 
was a luxurious area called “Novy Gorod” (new city) with a number of beautiful wide 
streets, gardens and parks, villas and apartment buildings.  This is where foreign 
consulates were located, as well as banks, fancy restaurants, coffee shops, hotels, 
cinemas, large department stores (for example I.J. Tchurin & Co.), the Russian 
Orthodox Cathedral, and other modern buildings.  The largest complex of buildings   
was the Chinese Eastern Railway Authority, which was at that time occupied by the 
Japanese.  Up to the October Revolution, the railway belonged to the Russians.  As a 
result of losing WW1, the administration of the railway was taken over by the Chinese, 
but the staff and the leadership remained in place for the time being because the 
Chinese didn’t have enough experts to fill all the positions.  The employees of the 
railway, whether they were Soviet citizens already, or had obtained Soviet citizenship, 
had to leave.  Other Russian personnel were considered immigrants, and all who 
wanted to continue working at the railway had to apply for Chinese citizenship.   With 
the transfer of the railway, the agreement regarding the protection of the railway by    
the Russians was invalidated.  Actually, all who obeyed the order to change their 
citizenship/allegiance, and were still employees of the police, remained in their 
positions.  The only difference was that they wore Chinese uniforms and represented 
the Chinese government. 
 
The older part of the city was to the south, where there had originally been a port all the 
way to the Sungari River and was called Pristan (harbor).  There you could find a large 
number of Chinese and Russian stores and shops, some larger Japanese ones like 
Matsuura, as well as restaurants, cinemas, hotels, and American and Japanese banks. 
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Aside from that, the Japanese lived in a separate area, where most of their operations 
were concentrated.  Notably, there were a large number of Japanese barbers and 
laundries.  The local people said that almost all of the owners of these lower level shops 
and businesses were actually higher officers of the Japanese general staff who were 
spying under the guise of being owners of these enterprises.  Obviously, none of them 
knew how to shave or cut hair or even wash laundry, and the owners were never 
present during working hours since they had other more interesting work to attend to. 
 
There were other settlements that belonged to the city: Nachalovka, Modyagon, 
Ostroumovsky Gorodok and others, that were less ostentatious.  This is where the poor 
people lived, and there were plenty of them.  The city bordered the river Sungari on one 
side, and there was only one railway bridge across the river.  That’s why the other bank 
was very sparsely populated.  It was actually a recreational area where there were 
summer cottages, dubious restaurants made out of boards nailed together and covered 
with tin roofs with strange names like “Jasha, his own man”, “Weepy Maria”, “At the Pink 
Doll’s”, etc.  However, there were wonderful beaches there, where all the inhabitants 
went to cool off.  This area was accessible only by boats, which held two people and the 
rower.  There was no pedestrian bridge.  There used to be hundreds of these boats on 
the banks, especially on Saturdays and Sundays.   
 
Problems arose when strong gusty winds swelled the surface of the very wide river, 
whipping up metre-high waves.  Nobody could get to the other bank.  It was dangerous, 
and the police strictly enforced crossing restrictions.  Crossing bans were indicated by 
displaying large red discs on poles on the bank, and lighting them up at night. 
 
In the city proper, there was a lot of business activity.  The presence of the railway 
meant continuous business for import firms and banks.  On Mostovaya [Bridge] Street, 
there was a string of currency exchanges as well as a number of small money 
exchange dealers.  They had spots at the edge of the sidewalk where they could carry 
out their business dealings.  They had stacks of silver yuans or local bills which they 
were selling or exchanging, spread out on small napkins or even dirty rags.  They also 
had bills from Shanghai, Canton, Hong Kong, and Tientsin as well as from foreign 
banks.  The currency exchange shops were manned by 11 – 12-year-old boys, usually 
relatives of the owner, who were learning the trade.  This is how these exchange places 
operated:  they would use Chinese abaci, which were smaller than the Russian version 
“schoty”.  The abacus could fit in a pocket and had a different arrangement of beads.  
They calculated the conversions and then passed slips of paper with the amounts to the 
cashier, where they were verified.  I never saw them make a mistake.  They were really 
good with numbers.  Everyone in China uses these abaci.   
 
I also tried to play the market in the hope of making some money, but in China this is a 
problem since it is difficult to lay your hands-on money.  For the local yuan currency, I 
bought Japanese yen, which I then exchanged in a different office for silver.  I used the 
silver to buy bills of the Russian Asia Bank, for which I bought US$ and traded these for 
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the original currency, i.e., local yuans.  I thought I would have at least a free dinner out 
of it.  However, when I added up how much I started with and how much I had left over, 
I realized that I shouldn’t have done it.  If I had been at it all afternoon, I wouldn’t be left 
with a penny in my pocket by evening.  My parents always insisted that the best 
businessmen were Jews, and that was only because they didn’t deal with other folk.       
I came to the conclusion in life that Greeks would outsmart the Jews anytime.  When I 
later came to know Tatars, I was astounded, and concluded that the Greeks have lots to 
learn before they reach the same level.  Aside from that, Asians didn’t seem to be very 
honest.  Once I knew an esteemed Tatar and casually asked him what he would do if he 
found a small bag of gold or platinum.  He answered earnestly that he would keep it and 
not return it to anybody, because Allah himself had arranged that it would be specifically 
he who would find these precious metals.  If he returned or reported the find, the deity 
might be offended and punish him.  
 
But what the Chinese were capable of was baffling.  Their inventiveness and 
acceptance of shady business deals was unmatched.  For example, they inspected 
each bill by holding it up to the light.  If they found even the tiniest hole which they say 
devalued the bill, they would subtract a percentage depending on the size of the hole.  
How could I have obtained bills with holes?  I likely was given them at other exchanges 
who made money on them twice, and the third exchange where I sold them made 
money on the transaction a third time. 
 
In the city of Harbin, we had to wait longer to buy food supplies.  We explored the city 
several times and we always found something worth seeing.  In geography books it said 
that the population was over one million, but in reality, there were two neighbouring 
cities – the European Harbin and the purely Chinese Fudyadyan, only about 2 km apart.  
There were actually more than a million inhabitants in the Chinese city.  It did not excel 
in cleanliness but on the contrary, there was dirt and dust everywhere, with piles of 
garbage strewn around, and as everywhere, thousands of mice and rats.  The houses 
seemed to be better than I had seen in other Chinese towns, built in a European style, 
but laid out haphazardly in an unorganized fashion.  Everywhere a labyrinth of hallways, 
staircases and passages, and altogether a maze of various additions. A foreigner, 
especially from Europe, would hardly be able to orient himself there.   
 
We looked into one of their so-called theaters where performances played from morning 
until night.  Female roles were played solely by men, which we found odd.  It was the 
end of May, the weather was warm, and in the theatre hall which was not aired out all 
day long, the audience was sweating.  It was unbearably hot, especially when there was 
no wind.  These periods were called “san fu tian”, occurred several times during the 
summer, and lasted at most 7 – 10 days.  In such a stuffy environment, the members   
of the audience wiped off their sweat however they could.  The ushers walked around   
row by row and offered washcloths that had been soaked in hot water and wrung out   
(shou-tin), which the patrons could use to wipe their sweaty faces or hands.  These 
washcloths were passed down the row, and used by everyone to wipe whatever they 



 

 

 

189 

 

wanted until they were exchanged.  It is obvious that this didn’t seem very hygienic to 
us, since one could transmit all kinds of diseases this way.  I saw something once that 
really shocked me.  In the balcony where the seats were much cheaper, the patrons 
didn’t get washcloths, and had to help themselves as best they could.  One man from 
the balcony saw someone he knew who was sitting down below and called out to him.  
This man below had just received a hot washcloth.  He threw it skillfully up to his friend 
who caught it and wiped himself, passed it around, and then threw it back.  We couldn’t 
believe our eyes.   
 
During other outings into the city, we saw numerous shops, stores and stands.  
Sometimes there were just two or three boards on two sawhorses, with a kettle next to  
it containing something that was continuously cooking.  The Chinese, mostly labourers 
and other workers, bought their food here and ate it on the spot or sat down nearby.  
We asked the cook about the prices of the products which he had spread out on 
his table.  They were pockets, called “pelmenye” or little dumplings Jiao-zi, filled 
with ground meat.  He rolled out the dough into a thin sheet, cut out small circles and 
filled them with a meat filling, folded them and pressed the edges together.  The result 
was a half-moon-shaped ball, which he boiled, put in a bowl with soy sauce and rice, 
and sold.   The sauce was made of soy, red oil, a clove of garlic, which could not be left 
out of any meal, and a few drops of Chinese vinegar.  To answer our question about the 
price, he replied that the more expensive ones are from younger dog meat, and the 
cheaper ones are from older dog meat gou.  Dog meat was highly valued 
there, and was a favourite food.  They also made pâté from it.  After we got 
an answer to our question, we started to feel sick from the strange smell, and so we left. 
 
It is interesting to note, for anyone who doesn’t know, that the Chinese eat with two 
sticks instead of cutlery, and consider other nationalities barbaric because they allow 
food to touch metal, and so lose its taste – which the Chinese value most about their 
food.  Chopsticks are held in such a way that the first chopstick is held firmly in the 
upper part of the right hand, wedged between the thumb and the index finger, and the 
lower part is supported by the ring finger.  The other chopstick is held loosely and acts 
as a lever during eating.  Its upper end is held between the thumb and index finger 
beside the first chopstick, and its lower end meets the lower chopstick to hold the food 
using the tip of the index finger.  The chopsticks, as the only utensils, are not changed 
during a meal.  They are made of different materials: bamboo, bone and ivory, and 
there are even very expensive ones, often decorated with inlaid gold or silver.  There 
are also simple and cheap ones, which are thrown away for hygienic reasons after they 
are used.  That is why now in some restaurants they are packaged in sterile plastic 
sleeves.  Sometimes they are used as inexpensive advertising, and have the logo and 
address of the restaurant printed on them, for the patrons to take home as a memento.  
 
During a meal, the chopsticks are used to take a piece of meat from a common bowl 
onto some rice, to mix the meat with the rice into a mouthful and to put it in your mouth.  
Using this technique and during the consumption of various dishes, some sauce 
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remains at the bottom of the bowl.  There may also be a little rice left there, and this 
remains until they add some soup, which is poured in using a porcelain ladle from a 
larger bowl.  The soup is eaten using a porcelain spoon with the help of the chopsticks 
to first eat the larger pieces of meat or noodles.  Then the broth is eaten using a spoon.  
Ordinary people and workers, who eat on the street, eat the larger pieces with their 
chopsticks or fingers, and the thinner broth is just slurped up. 
 
Naturally, with this kind of dining, the tablecloths become dirty.  But this is not a bad 
thing, as a dirty tablecloth tells the host that the guests were really satisfied.  There are 
many unwritten rules regarding Chinese dining that tell the diners how to sit, offer the 
food, say thankyou, drink, begin and end the meal, etc.  It is, for example, impolite to 
take from the common bowl before the host has gestured or offered it.  Every time, 
you must thank (xiè-xie) each person at your table who uses his chopsticks to give 
you some food, and you are expected to return the favour.  You should not be shocked 
by anyone burping at the end of the meal, since this signifies Chi baole – that he is “fully 
satisfied”.  To some extent, Chinese dining is a ritual.  Dining at a feast generally takes 
three hours or more.  If there are more than three diners, the table is usually round.  
This has its practical advantages, as all food is placed in the centre, and all diners are  
at the same distance from it.  The seating arrangement has two seats of honour, which 
are usually facing the entrance to the room.  The next honorary place is to the left of  
this honorary pair and then to the right, etc. This method is followed at large gatherings 
when the seating arrangement is prepared according to rank, age, subordination and 
social position of guests.  
 
Food and drinks are usually selected by the host, or someone designated by mutual 
agreement.  This person determines when the feast begins and the sequence the food 
is served.  Usually one extra serving is ordered, to symbolically show that there is 
enough food on the table, and in case any latecomers show up.  The feast can start     
in different ways, sometimes with tea, roasted nuts or squash seeds.  Then come the 
appetizers consisting of several kinds of special teas, followed by dishes of poultry, fish, 
seafood, meats, etc.  The primarily drink is tea, and sometimes there are even alcoholic 
drinks or wines, which are very popular.  Often there is home made vodka made of 
millet, chumisa [Turkestan millet] or other grains, which is drunk hot.  It is called 
khanshin, and Europeans can’t stand it due to its disgusting smell. 
 
Grocery stores were very colourful, with dried meat, poultry, various types of seafood, 
sea cucumbers, crustaceans, snails, sea cabbage, seaweed, etc.  There were baked 
and cooked fish covered with swarms of flies, soups with fish heads, dog pâté, bird 
head ragù, fish stomachs on turtle lard, black eggs, jelly fish with shrimp sauce, smoked 
brain, chicken in red oil, chicken innards on lard, duck on pineapple or something else, 
eel Chinese style, steamed shrimp, pork and eggs, quail with mushrooms and dozens  
of other kinds of meals.  We were especially interested in the so-called Buddha’s fruit,   
a special kind of Chinese vegetable whose shape resembled our red beet.  Before 
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cooking, it was marinated for several hours in soy sauce, then dried and used in various 
dishes. 
 
They had ordinary tea, with tea leaves.  Then they also had pressed tea leaves in 
sheets 25 x 25 cm, 1.5  – 2 cm thick, both black or green tea, much of which was 
exported to Mongolia.  There they consumed it with horse lard instead of milk.  This type 
of tea needed to be grated or scraped or cut with a knife, so it would easily dissolve. 
The finished drink from the black tea sheets looked like dark beer and had a disgusting 
bitter taste, but tasted good to those who were used to it.  I used to drink it in Siberia in 
the POW camp.  Our pressed tea was nothing but dust and leftovers of the regular tea 
leaves (Russian tea).  The Chinese were good businessmen and would market 
anything, even leftovers. 
 
We were intrigued by various posters and announcements plastered 
on walls and fences, which instead of signatures had various seals or 
stamps.  We were told that each businessman or official carried his 
company’s or his own personal seal or stamp.  They were carved in 
various ways, sometimes with very rich and complex designs, 
depending on the type of business, and were very difficult to duplicate.  
In a country where few people could read or write, the seal was a sign 
of government power, and in private business it served as the 
verification of a contract or the authentication of a document.  Private, personal seals 
and stamps had roughly these measurements, however with Chinese characters.   
 
In the Chinese part of the city you could meet all kinds of trades people with their tools 
of trade, who could repair anything on the street while you waited, or could provide 
other services.   Each trade had a different means of advertising its presence.  For 
example, a barber would walk by with a stool and a washbasin hanging off the two ends 
of a shoulder pole for balance, and he would twang his arrival on a fork-shaped metal 
noise maker.  Customers inside their houses would hear the well-known sound and 
would come out onto the street and get a shave or a haircut or even have their hair 
washed like in a real barbershop.  The instruments were not disinfected however, the 
towel was dirty and served all patrons, but nobody seemed to care.  When the barber 
was finished with his job and there were no other customers, he would pack up his 
belongings and walk a little further to twang somewhere else.  There were noticeably 
many blind people walking the streets, who had been afflicted by an eye disease – 
trachoma – which had been widespread in the area at one time.  Without medical 
attention, it often led to blindness.  These blind people would announce their approach 
by playing a Chinese tune on a bamboo flute.  There were so many various sounds, 
noises and shouts that we were not unaccustomed to, that we were practically deafened 
by them.  But we couldn’t take in everything in such a short time.  There wasn’t so much 
free time, and the city was fairly large.  Even though we went into the 
city often, there was always something new to see and we always 
found something interesting. 
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One night when returning to our train, we saw a Chinese man sitting just in front of our 
railcar, resting and smoking a pipe, and pretending not to care about anything.  Next to 
him he had two large baskets, and across them there was a shoulder pole resting on 
the baskets.  He looked like a labourer, or more like a vendor.  I approached him to see 
what he had in the baskets or what he was selling, and I asked him in Russian who he 
was.  He looked at me carefully, and after a long while he said: “Mit mir konnen Sie 
deutsch sprechen, ich verstehe gut deutsch.” [You can speak German with me, I 
understand German well].  You wouldn’t believe it if you hadn’t heard it, such perfect 
German came from the lips of a Chinese man.  We were so surprised that many of us 
asked him where he had learned such perfect German.  He explained that he had spent 
20 years employed on a German cruiser as a cook, had criss-crossed the entire world 
and all seas, had saved up some money, and now worked in Harbin selling wares door 
to door.  He mostly delivered orders of food, poultry, fresh fish, and other goods around 
Harbin, because Russian women didn’t like to go shopping and they liked when 
someone delivered their groceries.  He was happy to talk with Europeans, since the 
local Russians did not consider the Chinese to be human.  I heard that white women, 
i.e., European and even Russian women, were not ashamed to undress completely in 
the presence of the Chinese servants because they did not consider them people, but 
rather cattle.  Strange opinion!   The next night the same Chinese man came with his 
wife and three children who were clean and dressed up for the occasion.   
 
We were also interested in the Chinese Army.  Near the station, there was a small   
area where a military unit with several dozen soldiers was performing drills.  They had 
no rifles, instead they had bags swung over their shoulders made of yellow leather, 
tapering off into a corner in the shape of an axe.  Our soldiers who had talked with them 
said that they were “hatchet men” and they carried a special axe in their bags used for 
beheadings, which at the time, 50 years ago, was still practiced.  Their shoes were 
made of velvet-like cloth and we wondered how they could wear these in the rain and 
mud.  It was starting to rain, so they stopped their drills and each soldier opened an oil-
cloth umbrella, which he carried in a special case on his belts, and they left the grounds 
not in formation, but rather in an unorganized group. 
 

The next afternoon, we set off into town again.  
In front of the station there was a crowd of 
rickshaws with their carts (renliche) waiting for travelers 
arriving by train.  In these parts, they used and possibly 
still use today, small carts on rubber wheels, pulled by 
a person, for the transport of people or small loads.       
I heard that today they use motors.  The carts were 
meant for one person, possibly with a child.  The one 
pulling the cart – a “coolie” – had to jog constantly even 

up hills, so he wouldn’t be laughed at by his coworkers for choosing this profession.  
Sometimes, if a rickshaw caught up with another one, they would race to see who was 
faster.  In wintertime, these races did not affect them physically as much as in the 
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summer, when after a several-kilometre jog they would be drenched in sweat.  There 
were two kinds of rickshaw drivers.  Some owned their own carts and could keep the 
entire fare.  In addition, if the driver was really tired or if he had earned enough, he 
could find some shade and rest.  Those, however, who had only rented carts, had to 
keep working and give up a certain sum regardless of how much they earned.  Rich 
locals had their own rickshaws at home and their “coolie” was part of their staff, and    
so available at all times.   
 

We each got in a rickshaw and let ourselves be driven 
to the Sungari River to the yacht club.   It was a large 
building, airy, with verandas set up for viewing of 
boats.  In the area of the club in the harbour, there 
were a large number of motor boats, sailboats and 
other recreational craft.  When we were there, they 
were having a celebration to launch a new motorized 
ferry for 80 people, which was to transport people 
from one bank of the river to the other.  Riding in 

these larger vessels was much safer than in the usual small boats with a low draft.    
The Russians called them “ploskodonky”.  The motorized ferry could travel even in bad 
weather, when there were high waves on the river.  They had built a new boarding area 
and the price was comparable to a trip in a small boat.  We took the maiden voyage trip 
to the opposite shore, and it was faster than with the small boats.  There was a lot of 
interest in the first trip but when the Czechoslovaks appeared, we were given priority.  
Rowers had to exert a lot of effort due to the current, but the motorized ferry could cross 
almost in a direct line.  We went for a swim at a beach on the opposite bank and then 
returned the same way to the city.  
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Our stay in Harbin was coming to a close and so we wanted to use our last few hours 
wisely, before our scheduled departure east, and to spend our Chinese money.  While 
looking in a store window of a large Chinese store, the manager saw us, and invited us 
inside to offer us some tea.  The tea was served in small cups and without sugar, and 
as soon as one of us finished his cup, they brought some more.  Personally, I liked the 
tea because they were serving the best kind, which you couldn’t even buy at the market, 
to impress us.  They also offered us some strange and very colourful Chinese sweets.   
They didn’t look very appetizing and somehow, I didn’t even want to try them.  But each 
one of us tried at least one or two pieces so as not to insult the host.  We still didn’t 
know what they were made of, and were afraid that they perhaps might contain roasted 
lizards. 
 
I don’t know what the custom was, but after about a quarter of an hour, several young 
Chinese ladies arrived.  They were powdered and made up, sang and danced some 
national songs, and came to sit with us.  They were trying to entertain us, but we didn’t 
understand them, nor they us.  In the end, they had some tea, ate almost all of the 
sweets, and disappeared the same way they had arrived.  We thought that the store 
manger had borrowed them from the neighbouring café.  We sat a while longer and 
chatted, as the manager spoke Russian well.  We praised everything, thanked him for 
hosting us and for the entertainment, wished him good health and success in business, 
and said our goodbyes.  We stopped at the European pastry shop on our way back, and 
bought some pastries for the trip, and then stopped at a stand with snacks so we could 
spend the Chinese money we had left.  Finally, we had a last look at all the beauty 
around us, and returned to our railcars.  That same night we departed east.  The first 
stop was the station Ashihe, which had the only sugar factory in the region belonging to 
A. Kagan, who lived in Harbin in his own house.  Sugar was made there out of sugar 
cane imported from the south of China or the islands.  Later I got to know the owner of 
the sugar factory personally.  The next stop was the recreational centre of Ercengdianzi, 
a town known for its healing springs.  It had an expensive and impressive spa building 
and pavilions for treatment of heart diseases, under the supervision of European 
doctors.  There were many beautiful summer cabins, villas and cottages.  All around 
were dense forests, mainly deciduous.  Unfortunately, these places served as hideouts 
for bands of robbers called “khunkhuzy” [honghuzi], who terrorized the population by 
demanding food and money.  I later personally experienced a sad event there, which I 
shall describe in the second part of these memoirs.  
 
We passed through the stations Imienpo and Mudanjiang, which were full of loitering 
coolies, asking us where we were going.  We told them we were going to chase out the 
Japanese whom they didn’t like.  The Pogranichnaya station (Suifenhe) ended our 
pleasant trip on the Chinese Eastern Railway and we found ourselves again on Russian 
territory, which China was forced to cede to Russia in 1860.  The first station was called 
Grodekovo [today Pogranichny].  We entered an area which was occupied by the 
Japanese and other intervention forces, so the population and atmosphere there was 
not as hostile as in Siberia.  Whenever we had to wait for some length of time, some of 
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us would go into the nearby woods and hunt for game, which was plentiful.  The area 
was only sparsely populated, and so there were few hunters.  In the Ussuriysk forests 
and mountains, they even had the most beautiful tigers.  We didn’t manage to get a 
tiger, but only a decent sized doe, which six men had to carry, and some had to take 
turns.  And that wasn’t even deep in the forest.  I remember how difficult it was before 
we brought the catch to our cook.   
 
The landscape in the Ussuriysk region began to be monotonous, the forests thinned 
out, and along the track, one could see cultivated fields.  It was a strange sight as we 
were so used to the taiga and dense forests.  From Nikolsk-Ussuriyskiy (known as 
Voroshilov for a time), there were only 112 km left to our destination.  In spots, the 
ocean was starting to be visible, especially at Ugolnaya station.  At Vtaraya Ryechka, 
then Pervaya Ryechka, already in the vicinity of Vladivostok, there were recreational 
centres, densely populated, mostly by city folk who owned magnificent villas in this 
region.  These places were also permanent homes of many workers who commuted 
daily to Vladivostok and then returned each night.  The train connections worked 
flawlessly there, and people could travel wherever they needed or wanted without 
restrictions.   
 
The very thought that in a few hours we would reach our destination seemed 
unbelievable, but it was true!  To cover the enormous distance from Russia all the     
way to the Pacific Ocean, we had needed almost two years.  It turns out that over the 
approximately 9,000 km, we averaged about 13 km a day, which meant that in the two 
years, we could have walked that far on foot.  However instead, we had to use 4,500 
high quality heated railcars which had to be well equipped, and along the way were not 
easily replaced.  At the start, there were fewer Czechoslovak trains, mainly for security 
reasons and because of the obstacles placed in our way eastward.  There always had 
to be a larger military force travelling together, to repel the attacking Bolsheviks and 
guerillas.  Only later were the soldiers distributed according to regiments and battalions, 
so the number of trains increased.  If you count that a train had on average 45 railcars 
with 600 – 800 soldiers, then there may have been according to my estimate about 100 
or more trains with infantry, artillery and engineer units.  To move this many trains, they 
had to use at least 200 locomotives, two per train.  You then have to add to these trains 
the armoured trains with their crews, the mobile ambulance trains, hospital trains, 
regimental, divisional and other command staff trains with their offices, and maybe 
many more configurations.  
 
The number of soldiers per train was not consistent.   At the beginning of the evacuation 
as well as during the movement east, many Czechs who had previously settled in 
Russia left, along with many Legionnaires of the 2nd Corps who had been mobilized in 
Omsk and who had established families in Siberia or Russia and didn’t want to return to 
the homeland.  Many of these had been discharged from the army or had deserted and 
had joined the Red Army or the guerillas.
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Upon arriving in the final station of Vladivostok, probably at the end of May 1920, our 
train was moved to a track at the harbour called Egersheld.  There the soldiers and 
equipment were to wait for embarkation once the ships were ready.  Vladivostok, which 
means “govern the east”, is a port which is located at the tip of the Muravyov-Amursky 
Peninsula in the Bay of Zolotoy Rog on the coast of the Sea of Japan.  It operated year-
round, because if didn’t freeze, and large ocean-going ships could anchor there. From 
1918, it was occupied by the Czechoslovaks and temporarily also by the Japanese until 
1922.   Cleanliness in the harbour was not a priority; the sea was dotted with fruit   
rinds, corks, diesel fuel, splintered wood, etc.  But the port had maintained its exciting 
salty smell.  Further, the surface of the water was littered with boxes, papers, old 
newspapers, empty bottles, whole melons, and all manner of garbage because 
everything that was not needed on the ships was evidently dumped overboard.  
Perhaps that was not the normal situation in the harbour, but the embarking military 
transport was not known for its cleanliness.  Apparently, in this part of the harbour the 
tides were not very noticeable, and so all the garbage remained in place.  Near the 
harbour was an island called “Russian Island” where there was a yacht club, stadium, 
sports facilities, villas and summer cottages.  It was more or less a recreation centre.  
The marina had hundreds of various sport boats and a trip to the island on a motorized 
ferry took eight minutes.   
 
The city of Vladivostok was visually impressive, or maybe that’s the way it seemed to  
us because we were just used to the taiga and the forests.  The main street was called 
“Svetlanka”.  It was wide and very long.  The city continued endlessly, and in contrast  
to the harbour, it seemed very clean.  There were lots of hills everywhere, some higher, 
some lower, and when going from one part of the city to another, one had to climb 
uphill.  The elevation was about 160 m.  We looked around into every corner of the city, 
and wherever you looked, there were Czechoslovaks who had offices in almost every 
street.  When I later needed some documents, it was hard work going from hill to hill.  
The banks and stores were very well furnished, and I heard both German and English 
spoken there.  Foreign companies had their representatives and branch offices there.    
I remember the German firm Kunst & Albers, which was representing the Hamburg-
America Line – a shipping company.  We also visited the outlying areas of the city and 
found Czechoslovaks and their offices even there.  I often met Prof. Rudolf Macháček, 
who was recovering from the injuries which he had suffered as a result of the derailment 
of our train.  
 
 
The End of the Siberian Trek and Discharge from the Army   
 
Since I did not intend to participate in the evacuation, I deregistered from 
the Legion and was discharged from the Army.  In order to buy civilian 
clothes, I needed some money.  I had a small sum saved in an account, and in addition, 
I borrowed a small amount from a friend.  His name was Václav Drmla, and his home 
address was Drahlín p.o. Obecnice near Příbram.  He didn’t hesitate to help me.   
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I promised him that as soon as I received my service pay 
and bonuses for the past two years, I would deposit the 
equivalent to his account in rubles.  Each military train had 
a branch office of the Czechoslovak Credit Union (Česká 
Spořitelna) where Legionnaires could deposit money into 
accounts (with bank books) and of course, withdraw it as 
well.  I received my pay and as promised, deposited in his 
name – the amount of 16,650 rubles, deposit slip #13,179.   

I assume this amount was paid out to him in Czech crowns, so I had paid back my debt.  
I likely lost the receipt if I had received one, however I do have a small ticket which has 
the amount in rubles written on the reverse, and also the number of the receipt in the 
handwriting of the clerk who performed the transfer.  He happened to be a colleague of 
mine from the Brno Moravian Agrarian Industrial Bank – brother Metoděj Sloupský,   
who at the time was working for the Czechoslovak financial office in Vladivostok.     
After he returned home he became the General Manager of the same bank and we 
corresponded together for the entire time I lived abroad.  According to a law dated July 
24th, 1919, #462/7, Legionnaires had priority for employment over other applicants once 
they returned.  That’s how he became the General Manager.  I should also mention that 
I received a payout from the military financial administration in Japanese yen (US$ 1 
equaled 2.2 Japanese yen).  Considering that I borrowed the money from brother Drmla 
in yens, these had to be converted when I was returning them to rubles, according to 

the current exchange rate, because the deposit 
books were in Russian rubles.  I don’t remember 
what the rate was. (Legionnaires addressed 
each other as brother.) 
 
In addition to the financial administration, there 
were other Czechoslovak government institutions 
in Vladivostok.  Because of its long stay in 
Russia before the Czechoslovak Republic 
existed, the Czechoslovak Army developed into 
an independent Legionnaire community. They 
had their own schools, training centres, print 
shop, businesses and information centres, 
journalists, financial institutions, a consular office 
with a passport department, a Czechoslovak 
Post Office, and others.  So it wasn’t only an 
army, but also the nucleus of an independent 
state even before the declaration of 
independence, i.e., before October 28th, 1918.   
 
 

[Document from 1949, certifying Vavřin Škarecký's discharge from the Czech Legion on May 26, 

1920, and verifying his years of service.]   
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Once I had my personal affairs sorted out, I said goodbye to all of my friends and 
moved with my few belongings into the navy barracks which at the time were occupied 
by various Czechoslovak and Japanese units.  All employees of the Czechoslovak 
offices also lived there.  The soldiers from our train were in the process of boarding 
ships.  A portion of our regiment left as the XXXIst transport of the British ship “Teucer” 
on June 7th, 1920 from Vladivostok with the exception of the machine gun battalion who 
left as transport XXXII on the American ship “Thomas” on June 20th, 1920.  They took 
the same route with stops in Singapore, Colombo and Port Saidi, with the destination   
of Trieste.  The first ship arrived there on July 27th, and the second on August 7th, 1920.  
The first transport had 1,317 passengers, the second 2,102. 
 
Regular transports of troops began leaving Vladivostok already in December 1919, at   
a time when our train still hadn’t reached Nizhneudinsk.  However even before that, 
several transports of troops no longer suited for military service, i.e., wounded in battle, 
sick, convalescing, and those over 40 years old, had departed as well.  There weren’t 
too many of those, but still there were some.  Even our company had a Legionnaire –
Engineer Petržela, who was 46 years old.   
 
The total number of Legionnaires who had arrived in Vladivostok and actually embarked 
there was three divisions, or more than 56,000 soldiers and officers.  In addition, 6,700 
Austrian and German POWs who were performing various duties on the Czechoslovak 
trains, also boarded the ships.  For example, in my railcar where there was always 
something to do, there was a German POW – H. Lorenz, whose job was to move and 
rearrange crates with munitions etc.  Also on the ships, there were 1,900 foreigners 
(likely Russian) and finally, 2,400 women and children.  I assume those were mostly 
families of the Legionnaires.   
 
Aside from that, a large number of organizations with a lot of staff, various materials, 
offices, auxiliary units and workshops, arrived in the port.  There might have been a total 
of some 70,000 people to embark, not including those who had already left.  Some of 
the offices and organizations could not be evacuated simultaneously because they    
had to continue their work in Vladivostok until final liquidation.  They returned to the 
homeland much later.  I even know a case of someone who returned a year after the 
departure of the last transport.  The mentioned number of Legionnaires – 56,000 – 
refers only to those who embarked for the purpose of evacuation.  The original number 
of registered Legionnaires was much higher.   
 
Finally, I would like to mention another group of Czech volunteers.  They were not 
Legionnaires, but they also fought against the Austro-Hungarian Army.  They were 
Czechoslovak soldiers, who had joined the army of the Russian General Kornilov as 
volunteers, already in June 1917, and formed the so-called Death Company.  Their 
commander was Cpt. Mejstřík.  They fought with Gen. Kornilov’s Army in Galicia near 
Jamnice (July 1917) and then in August when a 2nd Company had been formed, they 
joined the 1st Company to form a Strike Regiment.  They participated in the Russian 
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retreat from Galicia to Ukraine.  From there, some of them transferred to the Legion.  
The remaining ones retreated with Kornilov to the Don River (spring, 1918) where they 
helped him fight the Bolsheviks until his death.  
 
 
Stay in Vladivostok 
 
The navy training centre and barracks in Vladivostok formed a huge complex of 
spacious two or three story modern buildings equipped with pools, showers, hot and 
cold water and central heating.  After a long while, I was able to enjoy some comfort in 
peace.  The barracks were formed by four buildings in a large square, with an interior 
concrete paved courtyard about ¼ km2.  One of the buildings was occupied by the 
Japanese military.  One June afternoon, when the sun was beating down and it was hot, 
a group of us Czechoslovaks were standing in the courtyard in the shade and observing 
armed Japanese soldiers in formation, fully equipped.  There were at least 4 companies 
there, or a whole battalion (around 900 men), with officers.  The commanding officer 
yelled a few commands, whereupon all the men with rifles in hand and heavy packs on 
their backs began jogging around the courtyard in the torturous heat.  After three rounds 
with short breaks in between, they resumed their formation and immediately marched 
off into the city.  So that was just a drill, and fortunately all of them survived it.  They 
were all young and probably well trained.  Woe to the one who would collapse or would 
fall ill.  No one would notice him or help him stand up again.  They had to overcome any 
suffering for their emperor, including giving up their life.  That’s what you call discipline.  
 
On my walks through the city to visit various offices, I met a female Russian dentist, 
Ljudmila Avgustovna Abramovich, who badly wanted to return to Russia but didn’t know 
how to go about it.  When she discovered that this was also may plan, she thought that  
I would likely find an opportunity before she did, and so she thought she could team up 
with me.  We visited the administrative offices together to learn about any details of 
possibilities for departure.  As far as I was concerned, I could have even settled in 
Vladivostok.  There were some German firms there, but I didn’t really pursue that.     
Our Czechoslovak passport office said that there would be an entire train set aside     
for the Czechoslovak Company Centrokomise, which would be leaving shortly for 
Russia (Siberia).  It would be carrying textiles, clothes and other goods for 
sale.  That’s why I registered with them, so I could travel to Siberia for free.  
The train had several passenger cars, while the goods were stored in freight 
cars.  I obtained a Czechoslovak passport, which was in four languages 
(Czech, Russian, English and French), and I boarded the train.  They 
assigned me a place in a passenger car and even gave me some duties 
(which now I do not recall).  I think I was in charge of keeping order in the 
passenger car so that passengers wouldn’t fight amongst themselves, 
keeping it clean, and handling requests and grievances, etc.  I received an 
overcoat from the supplies of Centrokomise Co., but it only had a thin lining, 
so it wasn’t adequate for Siberian cold.  



 

 

 

200 

 

There were many fellow Czechoslovak travelers on this train, mostly married ones, as 
well as Russian citizens.  Among them was the previously mentioned Russian dentist.  
All of them wanted to return to Russia.  The train had six passenger cars aside from 
many freight cars, and all were full.  There was a kitchen in the train, with a cook who 
cooked for all of us, so no one had to worry about food during the trip.  Everything was 
free for the passengers.  The one in charge of the train was a former Legionnaire, Lt. 
Černý, of course already a civilian.  And so I left Vladivostok for Siberia along a known 
track, with some trepidation however, not knowing what the future held.  Years later, I 
now think I must have had a lot of nerve, since I could have stayed in Vladivostok and 
worked for a German or British company, or stayed in China in Harbin, where I later 
moved from Russia anyway.   
 
Thus ends this part of the memoirs, whose aim it was to describe the impressions     
and experiences of the Czechoslovak Legionnaires during  
the transit through Russia and Siberia, to Vladivostok.   
 
                                                [at right] monogram on the dentist’s gold watch    

 
Om mani padme hum (from a Lamaist prayer)   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Conclusion 
 
In these memoirs, I have described in some detail the process of the evacuation of     
the Czechoslovak Legion from Russia through Siberia to Vladivostok.  Of course, this 
mainly dealt with the fate of the unit to which I belonged, and so it is possible to get a 
picture of the type of living conditions the Czechoslovak Legionnaires had to endure.  
There is some mention of the participation of the Legion in the original battles to disarm 
Soviet garrisons and secure the entire Trans-Siberian Railway.  However, it does not 
include all of the happenings and occurrences along the way, since it only describes 
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one train’s journey, and there were around a hundred or more trains on the track at the 
same time.   
 
Each train was an individual unit on the railway, with its own commander, armament, 
office, kitchen and workshop.  It could be involved in battles, which frequently occurred, 
could have conflicts with guerillas, and worry about how to get further towards the 
destination in one piece.  In case of danger, emergency or attack, each unit had to be 
independent and couldn’t count on another unit for help.  This was the worst thing the 
Legionnaires had to endure.  Even if the intention was there, help could not arrive in 
time, because the military trains were strung out along the entire track of thousands     
of kilometres.  Distances between the stations in Russia and Siberia were enormous, 
unheard of in our country.  Furthermore, there was no communication between the 
trains when not in a station.  Even from station to station, communication was 
sometimes disrupted.  There were times when several trains met in larger hubs,        
and in case of an attack would have to defend themselves together – as occurred         
in Nizhneudinsk.  If ever the train could not continue and there was no other choice, 
then it had to be abandoned.  The soldiers would then have to travel on foot, and if 
surrounded, have to fight their way to the nearest station.   
 
One must not forget that during each moment of the evacuation, both individuals’ and 
entire units’ lives were in danger.  There was no front in the usual sense, where at least 
the rear would provide safety.  On the contrary, there was danger lurking at every step, 
behind every house, tree, in the forest or taiga, – absolutely everywhere.  It wasn’t 
particularly pleasant to find oneself in the midst of a hostile population for two years, 
which due to propaganda considered us to be foreign interventionists striving for its 
subjugation.  As long as the Czechoslovak Legion fought on the Austro-Hungarian 
Front, none of the inhabitants of Russia or Siberia knew about it.  Not even the papers 
mentioned it.  The majority of Russians had never even heard of Czechoslovaks, or 
even that there were any in the Russian Army. 
 
If at the beginning of 1918 the Soviet government had not put senseless obstacles in 
the way of the departure of the Legion, and had instead agreed to it, supported it, and 
facilitated it, the Soviets could have been rid of the Czechoslovaks within a few months.  
It didn’t need to result in what turned out to be useless fighting, which didn’t resolve 
anything and led to the destruction of government property.  The Soviet powers could 
have spread into the remotest corners of the country more easily, with minimal 
resistance from some groups of the population.  In hindsight, one could say that the 
Soviet government of the day couldn’t decide which would be more advantageous for 
Russia – to allow the Legion to pass, or to try to stop it and fight with the men.  On one 
hand, the Russians didn’t have food, clothing, medications, arms and munitions, and not 
even any friends, because the borders with the neighbouring countries were closed.  
Naval powers formed a blockade of the Soviet Republic – they cut off all sea links with 
the outside world.  On the other hand, the Soviet government allowed the destruction of 
its resources in useless battles.  The Soviet government couldn’t expect any help from 
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the Far East because the Trans-Siberian Railway was in the hands of the Czechoslovak 
Legion.  Moreover, the island of Sakhalin and the coastal area including the port and 
fortress at Vladivostok and part of the Far Eastern region were occupied by the 
Japanese. 
 
If we are to look at the evacuation of the Czechoslovak Legion from Russia as a whole 
across all of Siberia to Vladivostok, we must admit that the trek across Siberia resulted 
in a military campaign not seen since the Roman Legion and Genghis Khan.  This 
operation by far exceeded other historical exploits, such as the invasion of Russia by 
Napoleon in 1812, or the fight for Madrid.  The latter was a local conflict, and it was 
proof of the solidarity of the world’s progressive forces in the fight against fascism.      
To overcome obstacles and ambushes, fight through a route almost 9,000 km in length, 
accomplish an organized evacuation among battles and conflicts, to be in a continuous 
state of emergency and remove occasional barriers put forth by the Soviet government 
and by a brainwashed population ….  THAT was a feat that was admired by the entire 
world.   
 
The Legion did not accept the ultimatum regarding its disarmament, and didn’t 
surrender.  On the contrary, with arms in hand, the Legionnaires fought for their lives.  
They managed to survive every situation no matter how difficult, faced many pitfalls, 
and amidst difficult conditions pressed on to their goal.  According to historical records, 
every nation was proud of the outstanding actions of their armies, honouring the 
participants with medals, celebrations, memorials and jubilees.  However, although the 
Czechoslovak Legion, whether in Russia, France or Italy, played a major part in the 
formation of the first Czechoslovak state, somehow it has all been forgotten and at 
present nothing is being celebrated.   
 
Some of our politicians claim that the Legion in no way contributed to the formation of a 
Czechoslovak state, and supposedly the nation itself fought for it.  This only appears to 
be true, since all of the Legion (French, Italian and even Russian units) was at the time 
of the declaration of independence (October 28th, 1918) not in the country, and couldn’t 
defend or protect the new “National Committee” with arms in hand.  However, only the 
Allies could definitively acknowledge and ratify the existence of a new independent 
state, which originated on the territory of their adversary.  And now we have to be 
reminded that if the Czechoslovak Legion hadn’t existed, it is not clear how the Allies 
would have proceeded with the peace agreement with respect to an independent 
Czechoslovakia.  As I had mentioned earlier, practically no one abroad knew anything 
about a “Czech question” at the start of the war.  Only after the formation of Czech 
military units and their participation in the war on the side of the Allies, were people’s 
eyes opened.  They began to understand the efforts of the Czech leaders to achieve 
independence, and they agreed that a nation that offered military support belonged 
among the Allies. 
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The above reasons are proof that the Legion played a key role in the formation of        
an independent state of Czechs and Slovaks.  The declaration of independence on 
October 28th, 1918 was just the culmination of the campaign for which it fought.  The 
Austro-Hungarian Army command was incapable of keeping the soldiers at the front, 
and collapsed as it had previously done in Russia.  Other Legion members were also 
made part of the French Army as Legionnaires and as members of a Czech Army from 
Czechoslovakia, since Czechoslovakia didn’t exist yet.  Those Legionnaires followed 
French military regulations, and they cooperated with the French and American and 
perhaps other Allied expeditionary forces in Siberia. 
 
Note:  The French military trains [in Russia] were made up of passenger cars, which    
in my opinion were not suitable for the military because they weren’t spacious enough.      
I preferred the heated boxcars.  Once I took a trip on a French military train to save 
time, but I don’t have good memories from this trip.  When the French had their 
“déjeuner” and then their “diner”, no one offered me even a mouthful!  I was so thirsty 
and hungry, I thought I would die.  We, on the other hand, were the opposite. Each 
foreign soldier travelling with us got a ration equal to that of a Legionnaire.  (end of note) 
 
In the battle at Zborov, Czechoslovak volunteers helped during the Kerensky offensive 
to push back the future border of the Soviet Republic westward.  This battle was 
between the Czechoslovak and Russian soldiers on one side, and the Germans and 
Austro-Hungarians on the other.  The fact that on the opposite side of the segment 
occupied by the Czechoslovak brigade, were two Austrian regiments with mainly Czech 
soldiers – (Infantry Regiment 35 from Plzeň and Infantry Regiment 75 from Jindřichův 
Hradec) suggests that the command knew about this, and expected the attack to 
progress smoothly.  The Czechoslovak soldiers were convinced that they were helping 
to defeat the oppressor of their peoples and dismantling Austria-Hungary, helping 
thereby in the most efficient way to create an independent Czechoslovak state.  At the 
time, the Czechs and Slovaks abroad had no other means of contributing to the national 
liberation movement.  The battle at Zborov belongs in Czechoslovak history, and for that 
reason should be valued.  After 300 years, it was the first major and victorious fight of 
our national army for national goals, in which our soldiers proved their heroism.  Even 
Klement Gottwald spoke of Zborov on July 2nd, 1947 thus: “The battle of Zborov has 
entered Czechoslovak history as the day of the birth of the Czechoslovak Army.  Its 
anniversary reminds us from which ideals our army and independence originated, and 
what kind of tradition was founded at that time.  It’s the tradition of the fight for freedom 
against the old enemy of the Czech and Slovak nation, against German imperialism.” 
 
How can anybody claim that the Legion did not make a major contribution to the 
creation of an independent Czechoslovak state?  Even in the battle at Bakhmach, the 
Legionnaires fought against the Germans and in this way protected the borders of the 
Soviet state.  But as we know, the date celebrating the formation of the Czechoslovak 
Army was later changed.  Other influences came to bear, the “Soviet cult of personality” 
was in effect, and it became unacceptable to grant the Legion, which hated the Soviets, 
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a place of honour in the history of the Czechoslovak Army.  [The “Soviet cult of 
personality” refers to the fact that Stalin was being glorified and adored until Khrushchev 
unmasked him for the tyrant that he had been. Since Communism came to power in 
Czechoslovakia, any anti-Soviet sentiment or history was deemed unacceptable, and 
thus the Legion’s accomplishments were no longer politically correct.] 
 
As proof of the acknowledgement and in memory of the heroism of the French, Italian 
and Russian Czechoslovak Legionnaires, there were many streets and squares in 
Prague and other cities during the First Republic named after battles and actions of 
dedicated patriots.  For example:  Starodružiníků St., Nazdar Company, 1st Regiment, 
Bachmačská, Švec, Sibiřská, České Družiny, Bajkalská, Na Piávě, Verdunská, 
Terronská and others.  Squares included: Bachmačské, General Janin, Legionářů, 
Uralské, Siberské.  There was also Cinema Baikal, Orlík and others.  The Ministry of 
Defense had a special office of the Czechoslovak Legion, which issued preprinted 
diplomas or certificates for volunteer military service in the Legion from 1914 – 1920.  
This office closed for unknown reasons and most of the streets and squares were 
renamed with new, more current names.  Orders and medals which had been conferred 
on members of the Legion, with the exception of orders for the battles at Zborov and 
Bachmač, were cancelled by government decree.  Any former Legionnaire who at the 
time didn’t have strong political views and just followed orders of his superiors, surely 
must now regret his decision to enter the Legion as a volunteer, when he is now not 
understood or acknowledged for his honest intentions, service to his country and 
contribution to the creation of an independent Czechoslovak state.  He has to wonder 
for whom, and for what cause, he risked his life at a time when his compatriots were 
celebrating the joys of their life and their independence. 
 
The custom of commemoration through street naming, which was popular during the   
1st Republic [prior to WW2], fell out of favour with a certain current portion of the 
population.  For that reason, the history of the Legion is now little known and even less 
written or talked about.  Entire novels have been written about the Roman Legion as 
well as the Genghis Khan campaign.  It doesn’t matter to the historians that Temujin the 
great Khan and founder of the Mongolian empire had prisoners, as well as some of the 
peaceful population cruelly murdered.  He also had completely overpowered Russian 
princes in 1223 on the Kalka River in the Trans-Caucases.  In addition, even though the 
battle of Borodino on September 7th, 1812 (where Napolean conquered the fortifications 
on his left flank and caused Kutuzov’s Army to flee towards Moscow) had an 
unfavourable outcome for the Russians, it was commemorated not only by writing 
novels about it, but also by minting silver rubles called “Borodinsky” rubles.  Likewise, 
the battle on the White Mountain near Prague in 1620, in spite of its negative outcome 
for the defenders, entered the history books.   
 
That which happened in the past, known by the entire world, cannot be ignored.  The 
Czechoslovak Legion played a very important part in the history of the Czechoslovak 
nation.  How does that compare with the much publicized and unorganized Rumburk 



 

 

 

205 

 

rebellion, or the rebellion of the sailors in Boka Kotorska [Bay of Kotor]?  These were 
only small episodes which demonstrated the discontent of soldiers and sailors, but     
did not have any influence on the creation of an independent country.  For the 30th 
anniversary of the International Brigade they even published a postage stamp, and 
established medals, which are being awarded to this day.  Did the formation of the 
[Communist] International Brigade have any national significance?  Did it contribute     
to the creation of an independent state?  On anniversaries of these events there are 
meetings and discussions, and the press publishes articles and photographs, as if only 
these events influenced the independence of Czechoslovakia. 
 
In contrast, I have never read any articles in newspapers which would remind us of the 
earlier Legion.  It is obvious from all this that there is an attempt to not remember the 
men, likely because the memory of the Legion as recorded in history would disturb the 
surface of the lake of good relations with “our most faithful friends” [Soviet Union] who 
would be most affected.  However, the fact remains that the Legion, even before the 
formation of an independent state, represented an organized and disciplined 
Czechoslovak Army, on which the Allies relied.  And in the final phase of recognition    
of the Czechoslovak state, it played an important role.  No society can afford to neglect 
the achievements of past generations. 
 



 
As was mentioned previously, the Legionnaires assumed that a secret agreement 
existed between the Germans and the Soviets.  Based on this secret agreement, the 
Legionnaire Army was to be disarmed and delivered to the Austrians to be punished   
for treason.  I am not familiar with, nor have I read the conditions of the Brest-Litovsk 
Peace Agreement, but it was commonly believed that there was indeed a secret 
agreement, and the assassination of the German negotiator Count Mirbach could prove 
it.  This incident was actually instrumental in pushing the Czechoslovak Legion into the 
anti-Soviet camp in the spring of 1918.  It also seemed very probable because Russia 
didn’t have any army left, and the signing of the peace agreement with the Germans 
was the only possible way to stop them from penetrating further into Russia.  What did 
the Russians care about the Czechoslovaks?  Under duress, they could have easily 
agreed to this condition.  As one Czech proverb says: “There’s a little truth in every 
rumour”.  All Legionnaires who are still alive are convinced that there was such a secret 
agreement.  
 
Aside from that, the Allies had military attachés in Russia at the time, who were well 
informed about the conditions of the Brest-Litovsk Peace Agreement.  For this reason, 
the command of the Czechoslovak Legion had to proceed very carefully, as far as the 
disarmament was concerned.  The Soviets, who didn’t have the military force to disarm 
the entire Czechoslovak Corps or coerce all the units to hand over their weapons by 
force, tried at first to come to a mutual agreement.  When this didn’t work, they came up 
with other reasons, but the individual regions contradicted each other.  Primarily they 
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objected that the Czechoslovak Corps was the best military force in Russia, and 
therefore very dangerous for the Soviets.  Further they claimed that the Legion was the 
remains of the former Tsar’s Army which had been disarmed, and therefore the Legion 
should be disarmed as well, so that the Germans could not object about non-
compliance with this condition.  Concerns were also raised about possible incidents 
along the Trans-Siberian Railway by Soviet administration and garrisons, referencing an 
earlier agreement that would allow only a single armed company per train.  There also 
were attempts to intentionally direct the trains into the northern ports, since the track 
was damaged, and the trains would become stuck partway, unable to move forward or 
back.  The unexpected Chelyabinsk incident caused the cancellation of all earlier 
agreements.  The Soviet authorities issued an order for the surrender of all arms, and 
the railway personnel were ordered to prevent the passage of all Czechoslovak trains 
eastward.  As a result of the unfavourable situation, the Legionnaires had no choice   
but to take up arms and continue with the trip east under their own power.  Hence the 
question of the complete disarmament of the Czechoslovak Corps became irrelevant.   
 
Our contemporary historians claimed that there had not been any secret agreement 
between the Soviets and the Germans, and that it was utter nonsense.  But the 
Legionnaires maintained it as the honest truth, even until today.  This in spite of the fact 
that the existence of such an agreement was disproved by the Legionnaire historian, J. 
Papoušek, who supposedly had studied Soviet archives.  I doubt that any Czechoslovak 
historian would dare to claim, at the time of the cult of personality, that it was the truth.  
Historians studying old archives don’t always have access to the secret archives of the 
government in power, which may compromise them or be embarrassing to them.  These 
documents are hidden away into places not accessible to all.  How would the Soviets 
look today, with all their ostensibly “friendly relations”, if they had succeeded in this 
devious trick in 1918, and had not only disarmed the Legionnaires but had also handed 
them over as prisoners or traitors to the Central Powers?  In my opinion, a disarmament 
wasn’t even technically possible, even if part of the Army had agreed to it.  The other 
half would have fought tooth and nail, which was obvious from the battles at Zborov    
on July 2nd, 1917, where wounded Legionnaires who could not walk were killing 
themselves in order not to become prisoners of the Austrians.  They knew very well 
what would happen to them.   
 
Today, few people know anything about the existence of the former Czechoslovak 
Volunteer military units, especially the Russian ones.  If they know anything, it’s        
only superficial and distorted.  The uninformed might have the impression that the 
Czechoslovak Legion in Russia was formed solely for the fight against the Soviets, 
which detracts the attention from the real goals of the Legion.  It seems to me that   
even adult students of political education don’t know anything about the Czechoslovak 
Legion.  In handbooks published by Svoboda Publishing in Prague 1951 through which  
I looked, the word “Legion” doesn’t even occur.  Mentioned are the British, the French, 
the Americans, the Polish, and the other Intervention Forces; the Czechoslovaks are 
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likely counted among this last group so that their real purpose would not have to be 
explained.     
 
There is a history textbook for the 9th grade – Karel Bartošek, publ. 1963 – in which 
there is surprisingly quite a lot about the Legion, but the content is so distorted that it 
does not give you the true picture.  I quote part of a paragraph: 
 
“Following the October Revolution, the Soviet government which did not want to 
continue in the war assured the Czechoslovak Legion free passage out of Russia, of 
course with a limited amount of armament.  The bourgeois politicians (this refers to 
Masaryk and Štefánik) and officers in command of the Legion broke this agreement with 
the Soviet government.  In May 1918, the Czechoslovak Legion in Russia began to fight 
against the Soviet power in the Volga region, and later in the Urals and in the region    
of the Trans-Siberian Railway.  Its leadership encouraged the Legion to rob and kill in    
the interest of capitalists of the entire world.  The Legion conducted an unfair counter-
revolutionary war.  In the first months of intervention against Soviet Russia, the Legion 
was the main military force of the enemies of the revolution.  Later the men met with 
one defeat after another.  Many of the Legionnaires were from the working class.  Many 
of those gradually found out whom they were serving, and turned against the bourgeois 
politicians and officers.  In the end they had to be moved to their home country from 
Russia.” 
 
In March 1968, when a democratization process had begun in Czechoslovakia, a Czech 
radio editor stated that the above was a lie, but that the students would unfortunately be 
learning this for at least another ten years before a new edition of the history book 
representing the true events would be published.   
 
In university lectures about Marxism-Leninism, I read about something else by lecturer 
A. Peterka.  He talked about the formation of the Legion in Russia from among           
the Czechs settled there, and the lower middle class.  Further he stated that the 
Czechoslovak Legion in Russia saw the revolution with its own eyes and formed 
independent military units within the Red Army.  Individuals later worked in factories 
where they formed the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (KSC).  After the Legion left 
Russia, these returned to Czechoslovakia where they joined the KSC.  The bourgeois 
politicians were aware that these Legionnaires would not be good contributors to the 
development of a bourgeois state, so Masaryk counted them as part of the counter-
revolutionary forces.  After the Legionnaires later returned from Russia, they had to 
relinquish their arms. 
 
While these statements are confusing, it is obvious that they relate to the volunteer 
Czechs who fought on the side of the Red Army and who returned to Czechoslovakia, 
likely by train, through Poland.  Their return was not a simple affair.  The leaders in 
Moscow were aware of their longing to return home and tried to facilitate their return.  
They demanded the unification of the Czechoslovak Red Army members into one large 
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unit that could return home with arms in hand.  They warned everyone that whoever 
returned on his own would immediately be inducted into the Czechoslovak Army and 
used under French leadership, even in the fight against the proletariat of other nations.  
Besides, everyone would encounter almost insurmountable obstacles at the border.   
 
The entire operation somehow slipped from the control of the Moscow Party leadership. 
In November and December 1918 and at the beginning of 1919, a significant number of 
Czechoslovak Red Army personnel left Soviet Russia on their own.  The obstacles were 
great; from the Soviet border, each one went home on his own, through territory which 
was controlled by enemies of the Soviets.  Not all of the Czechoslovak Red Army 
soldiers returned, however.  A number of them stayed in Soviet Russia even in the 
years that followed.  Later in 1919 – 1920, their transfer home was already properly 
organized and centrally managed.  However, they were not welcome guests at home.  
 
I would like to comment that the Czechoslovak Legion which reached Vladivostok for 
the purpose of evacuation was not part of the Red Army, but of the French Army.  After 
their return home, the Legionnaires were not disarmed.  On the contrary they formed 
the core of the newly formed Czechoslovak Armed Forces.  There is a real confusion 
between White and Red Legionnaires.  No one from the younger generation can 
distinguish between these concepts, not even the lecturer who was talking nonsense.  
 
I want to finish the first part of my memoirs with the realization that even our responsible 
lecturers mix up the concepts of the Czechoslovak Legion for whatever reasons known 
only to themselves.  They confuse the Legionnaires with Czech and Slovak fighters      
in the ranks of the Red Army.  The purpose of this confusion of facts is probably an 
attempt to diminish the importance of the Czechoslovak Legion whose units had been 
incorporated into the French Army.  The Legion, with its dauntless attitude at the fronts, 
as well as during the evacuation along the Trans-Siberian Railway, awed the entire 
world.  Instead, it is an attempt to build up the actions of the Red Army soldiers who 
were organized much later to fight against the counter-revolution.  No one is taking 
anything away from the efforts of the Czech and Slovak Red Army soldiers, but you 
cannot ignore the actions of the first Czechoslovak Volunteers in the ranks of the Allied 
armies who were repatriated to their homeland through Vladivostok.  One shouldn’t 
suppress the knowledge of their significant contribution to WW1 and to the formation    
of an independent Czechoslovak state.  History, however, knows the facts.  There will 
come a time when these facts will be remembered and taught.  The Czechoslovak 
Legion, like the Hussite armies of long ago, will one day be recognized as a model of 
bravery.   
 
Time will not obliterate the memories of the Czechoslovak Legion and its heroic deeds.   
 
 
Completed in Prague, dated August 20th [28th], 1968.  [two copies] 
[Soviet Army occupied Czechoslovakia August 21st, 1968]                     Vavřin Škarecký 
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Decorations and Medals 
 
1.  Czechoslovak Revolutionary medal (in hard times 1914 – 1918) 
2.  Victory medal (Free nation arise to guard freedom 1914 – 1918) 
3.  P.O.  1918/19 (in hard times) 
4.  Medals – Commemorative de la Fidac – given to fighters of the victorious armies of      
     the Triple Entente WW1 1918/1919 
5.  Memorial medal for 30th Anniversary of the foundation of the 11th Rifle Regiment of 
František Palacký in Russia 1918 – 1948 (Novonikolayevsk) 
6.  50th Anniversary of Czechoslovak Republic plaque – conferred by the National Front  
(note: no medals were handed out) 
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Map of the Trans-Siberian Railway showing stations between Bakhmach and Vladivostok, battle 
locations, and the movement of the Czechoslovak Legion from 1918 to 1920. 

[the map on the next page continues from this page] 
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The shaded areas were put under Russian jurisdiction according to the Russo-Chinese Treaty 
of Aigun dated May 16 (28), 1858, and later Mongolia was occupied by the Soviets.
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Part 2 

 
 

 
 

Memories of the return trip and stay in the Trans-Baikal region – 
impressions and experiences from the Far East and China 

 

1920 – 1940 
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Introduction    
 
This section deals with my return trip to the Asian part of Russia, my stay and activities 
in the Far East, and later even in China in the years 1920 – 1940.  I made the decision 
not to return to Czechoslovakia already as a member of the Czechoslovak Legion in 
Russia on the way to Vladivostok.  I was dismayed by the thoughtless, undisciplined 
actions and behavior of the overwhelming majority of the Legionnaires, which was 
detrimental to the entire operation and did not attract me to the homeland at all.  
Moreover, I was young at the time, and thought that since I had strangely found myself 
on the opposite side of the world in a foreign place so far from home (which doesn’t 
happen to everyone), I would try to gain some experience useful for my future career if 
the opportunity arose.  After all, I wasn’t the only one who had been blown by fate so far 
away.  There were a number of us thinking along the same lines, who wanted not only 
to gain experience, but also to derive some material benefits from it.  The journey that    
I undertook was into the unknown, because I could not know or imagine ahead of time 
how it would turn out, where I would drop my anchor or what would happen to me.  It 
was to stretch across all of Siberia, over mountains, through valleys, over dry land and 
many rivers.  As it turned out in the end, and without exaggeration, it took a full 20 
years.  It was indeed one of the longer trips! 
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The Trip’s Progress 
 
As I mentioned in the first part of these memoirs, the Czechoslovak Trade Company 
“Centrokomise” assembled a train with six passenger cars and about 15 freight cars 
loaded with various textiles, materials and men’s clothing.  These goods were being 
shipped to Siberia and possibly even further, for sale and to establish business 
connections.  This was the train on which I rode, together with quite a large number     
of Russian citizens, among them the aforementioned female dentist.  We departed 
westward at the beginning of July 1920.  My intent was to enter Russia as a free civilian, 
and travel to where I had lived before.  I didn’t know if I would succeed, given the 
complications with transportation.  My intention was to visit areas where I had lived as a 
POW, and retrieve my valuables and belongings which I had left there for safe keeping.  
I was travelling alone, I was single, and I didn’t have any responsibilities nor any 
valuable property on me, so I could risk this trip and not worry too much.  
 
Along the way on the Chinese Eastern Railway, we had a longer stop in Harbin.  The 
occupants of our train were mostly Russians, among them some people without any 
property, but also others who were rich and had fat wallets. These frequented first-class 
restaurants, cafés and bars, and enjoyed themselves.  They also went shopping for a 
variety of items and gifts.  It was natural to take advantage of this opportunity, since in 
Russia (as stated earlier), warehouses and stores were empty.  As we were passing 
through China on the other hand, there was plenty to buy at cheap prices, and so 
whoever wanted to make some money could buy goods in China and then sell them for 
a profit in Russia.  Of course, it was also necessary to manage to import the purchases 
intact into Russia.   
 
At the Chinese border station Manzhouli, we again had to wait for some time for a 
decision of the Soviet authorities as to whether the Centrokomise train, with its 
passengers, would be permitted to enter into Russia.  The weather was extremely      
hot and it was very boring to sit and wait.  The women from our train entertained 
themselves by climbing up to the roof of the railcars and dumping cold water on 
unsuspecting fellow passengers.  This misfortune befell even the commander of our 
train, Lt. Černý (discharged), who had to return to his compartment and change into   
dry clothes.  I don’t remember if he actually had any. 
 
In the evenings after sunset, if the weather was good, and if the temperature had cooled 
off a bit, we would gather on the lawn beside the station.  Our train had been moved to 
a siding, so we were not blocking the main track.  There we rested, sang songs and ate 
snacks brought by those who had visited the city.  We also drank some excellent foreign 
wine or even Russian vodka, of which there was plenty, and which we had previously 
flavoured with some herbs.   
 
Since the negotiations with the Soviets regarding the passage of the Centrokomise train 
was dragging on endlessly, the stationmaster made a short train of freight cars available 
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to us, so we wouldn’t have to wait for our train to be cleared, but could enter in the other 
train.  The passengers had been cleared for entry, but not the entire train.  Therefore, 
everyone not associated with the Centrokomise train moved to the shorter freight train 
and departed westward.  We could have chosen to remain in China, but everyone 
wanted to continue westward and agreed to depart.  The trip, however, was horrible.   
All large or small bridges had been destroyed and had only been temporarily repaired.  
They seemed to be sturdy enough, and we were told that even heavily laden freight 
trains were able to cross them.  I remember we arrived at a small river with a temporary 
bridge which the train engineer didn’t think was strong enough, and he refused to 
continue.  He returned to the previous station.  The river was about 5 or 6 metres wide, 
and we had to repair this bridge ourselves.  There was a young Russian among us 
named Romanov, and he seemed to know what to do.  Perhaps he was an expert,    
and he directed the repairs.  We straightened out all the ties to which the rails were 
attached, inspected to see if they were fastened securely, and shimmed them with 
pieces of boards so the rails would rest firmly on the ties.  We then pushed one railcar 
across the bridge to test it.  When we saw that it worked, we pushed the other cars 
across and that way got our little train to the other side.  Then another locomotive came 
for us from the other side.   
 
There was a big problem finding food.  Along the way there was nothing to eat because 
the stalls, buffets and restaurants at the stations were not operating.  We remembered 
the comfort of the Centrokomise train where they cooked for all the passengers and 
where we didn’t have to worry about anything.  In China, everyone could buy what they 
wanted, and didn’t have to depend on anyone.  Now whenever we arrived at a larger or 
smaller station, everyone got off the train and started looking for food.  We scattered in 
all directions throughout the settlement looking for and asking about what food was 
available (bread, milk, butter, lard, some vegetables, even onions or garlic or anything 
else).  There wasn’t much meat available, but then what would we have done with it 
with nowhere to cook it?  The locals didn’t have much themselves.  They were hungry 
as well, and they were missing a lot of the same items we were trying to find.  They 
liked to trade food for other goods like towels, handkerchiefs and soap, and other 
necessary items such as tea, sugar, etc.   
 
Today I only vaguely remember how we ran around in the towns and how we survived 
this ordeal, or what I ate to survive.  Many times, I wondered what I had gotten myself 
into, but it was too late to change it.  I couldn’t do anything about it anyway.  I had some 
small amounts of food with me, like tea, cocoa, sugar, biscuits, some cans of meat and 
milk, but very little, and I shared the little that I had with others who had nothing.  I don’t 
remember the details of the trip (as it was a very long time ago), but I do remember that 
in the Khilok station between Chita and Ulan-Ude, our small train was transferred to a 
siding, likely on orders of the authorities.   
 
Soon some Hungarians belonging to the Red Army boarded the train, and announced 
that they were customs officers and were going to carry out an inspection.  Two men 
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entered each car and proceeded to thoroughly shake out and rummage through the 
contents of our luggage.  They didn’t check our passports or documents, as this likely 
wasn’t important to them.  We had to clear out half of the railcar, and then whoever 
belonged to the luggage they checked would move over to the other side.  I stood off   
to the side and observed what they were doing.  It was almost my turn, but I wasn’t very 
eager for the inspection.  Every time they opened a suitcase, they were very interested 
to see what they might find and what they could confiscate.  I took advantage of their 
curiosity and every time when they lifted an item and asked what it was for etc., I used 
my foot and gently pushed my suitcase over little by little to the other side.  In this way,  
I managed to maneuver my suitcase so that it suddenly appeared among the ones that 
had already been checked.  I didn’t have to show the Hungarians its contents, and they 
didn’t have to know what I was carrying.  I didn’t really have anything except for the food 
I already mentioned, but they liked to confiscate tea, sugar and cocoa.  And since these 
were very useful things to have, it would have been a shame if they had taken some of 
them from me.   
 
Their inspection methods were interesting.  Each little thing was held up, inspected,  
and unwrapped.   They asked what each item was for, and things like underwear, 
towels, handkerchiefs and scarves were shaken out to see if anything had been hidden 
inside.  Whatever they didn’t have but could use such as soap, handkerchiefs or towels, 
toothpaste and other small items, was confiscated.  If someone had more than one of 
anything, they took some for themselves.  When they left they appeared very satisfied, 
because their bags were full of confiscated material.  It is not clear what they did with it, 
whether they divided it up among themselves or gave it up to the government.   
 
In the freight cars in which we travelled there were no beds or cots.  We had to sleep on 
the bare floor, fully dressed, next to one another.  Women next to men, any way that it 
worked depending on who was travelling together, like cattle.  Very few had something 
to cover themselves with at night, such as a blanket.  This would have been very useful 
at night because in this part of the trans-Baikal region the nights were very cold, 

sometimes it was 5C, or less.  
 
After a few more days our train was moved back onto the main track.  We were taken  
to Verkhneudinsk (today Ulan-Ude), and from there to another station 5 – 6 km further 
west, to Beryozovka.  There were a large number of wooden buildings there.  It used to 
be a POW camp, almost like a little town with each street named.  We were temporarily 
housed in this empty camp.  We had to form groups of various sizes, in order to get our 
food ourselves and cook outside on a campfire.  One person couldn’t handle it all by 
himself.  Everyone in the group had to help fetch water, collect firewood, get flour, lard, 
salt, vegetables, etc.  The enameled washbasin belonging to the female dentist, which 
we used for washing, also served for mixing dough.    
 
Soon they called us for individual interviews.  The Soviet officials asked me where I was 
headed and what I was going to do there.  I told them I was going to see some friends, 
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and that I wanted to work there.  They liked that answer, but they told me that for now 
they could not give passes to private individuals for travel past the Baikal region and 
suggested I look for work in Ulan-Ude.  At the time this was just a small town, but was   
a major business centre for trade with Mongolia.  The river Selenga flowed through it.  
What else could we do?  We all had to stay there.  After the interviews finished, we 
were free to go, but we had to stay and find some work.  Our group, which included me, 
the female dentist, an older lady from Irkutsk and former Legionnaire Dr. Stössel from 
Brno, temporarily rented an unfinished log house which didn’t have any windows or 
doors.  We lived there, not far from the POW camp, until each of us found more decent 
accommodations.  Dr. Stössel and some other Czechs intended to move north to 
Barguzin, northeast of Ulan-Ude and east of Lake Baikal, where there was a gold mine 
and processing centre.  This expedition was supported by the local soviet, which also 
provided some means for the purchase of food and medicine.  The female dentist 
settled in at the clinic attached to the union of actors and performers, where she had 
decent quarters.  I don’t remember what happened to the third person in our group who 
wanted to go to Irkutsk.  I stayed in one of the village houses in Beryozovka.  I only 
remember that there was a small room, with walls made of wooden planks. It was 
shabby, but there was nothing else available.   
 
Among the Russians who came with us from Vladivostok was Alfred Petrovich Skue,    
a Lithuanian pharmacist, who owned the pharmacy in the town of Mariinsk.   In Ulan-
Ude, he coincidentally met an acquaintance from his student days, Ivan Bankevic, who 
was managing the pharmacy department in the Central Health Administration.  This was 
a military institution, and A. Petrovich recommended me for the position of accountant  
in their pharmaceutical department.  I was hired on September 3rd, 1920.   At that time, 
they didn’t have any accounting in place, so I had to begin the books from scratch.  
However, I didn’t have, nor could I get any kind of suitable book for this in town.  So       
I went around to all the government and private enterprises in town, acquiring some     
of their extra ledger sheets in order to make my own accounting books.   
 
The town of Ulan-Ude was at that time the capital of the Far Eastern Republic.   
This had been founded on April 6th, 1920 as a temporary [buffer] state in order to avoid 
a conflict with the Japanese, who at the time occupied a large part of the Far East.  
[This is the easternmost part of the Russian Far East, and lasted until November 1922.]  
This new republic even printed its own currency.  The bills carried the signature of 
Shuvalov, whom I personally knew and with whom I later worked at the bank.  All 
pharmacies (I think there was only one) were nationalized, so it was necessary to create 
a unified price list of medications.  There were very few factory-made medications at the 
time.  Likewise, a list of fees for preparing the medications according to recipes (Taxa 
laborum) was needed.  So I needed to find a typewriter with Latin script, but it did not 
exist in town.  In the meantime, I found out that the Centrokomise train had finally 
arrived in town, and I knew that they had such a typewriter.  They allowed me to use it 
to prepare the required list of medications.  After I was finished with this work, I stopped 
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going there, and I don’t really know what happened to them; whether they continued on 
their trip or whether their goods were confiscated or sold already in Ulan-Ude.  
 
The institute for which I worked paid no salary (just board).  At the time, this was called 
military communism.  At the end of a workday, everyone got a bowl of thin soup, with    
a small slice of bread; once a week there was a small piece of meat in it.  The Buryats, 
who had large herds of cattle, didn’t want to sell the cattle for worthless money, but 
were only willing to trade them for goods, but there was nothing to trade.  Aside from  
the little food that I got, I received two sheets, two towels, two blankets, two sets of 
underwear and socks, and later a winter hat with earflaps and some other small items 
from the administration warehouse.  A Czech shoemaker lived in the vicinity, and he 
sewed me high European style boots out of the leather I had brought with me.  In 
Beryozovka where I lived, there was a lot of sand, which was difficult to walk in.  It took 
me an unusually long time to wade through it on my way to and from the station, from 
which I commuted into town every day.  For this reason, I applied at the housing 
administration to rent a room in town.  However, all of the sublets were taken, so I was 
offered accommodation in a furnished shed.  In the summer it was feasible, but what 
about in the winter?  Altogether there was a shortage of apartments, which was natural 
because it was the capital of the republic where all kinds of people congregated, and 
gradually occupied the vacant rooms.  I think there weren’t really that many rooms to let, 
because it was a typical Siberian town which had only one two-story building which was 
the prison, visible from afar.  For that reason, I continued to live in Beryozovka.  Also, 
our office was soon to move to the town of Chita, 557 km to the east.  Chita was 
designated as the interim capital of the Far Eastern Republic, and later Khabarovsk 
became the capital.  Prior to the move, I consulted A.P. Skue whether I should join the 
transport or stay in Ulan-Ude and wait for a permit to travel west, beyond Lake Baikal.  
He advised me to move to Chita with our office because the prospects of a permit being 
issued for a trip west were non-existent at that time.  I agreed with this, and prepared for 
my departure.  When I announced this at home, everyone felt sorry that I was leaving, 
especially a young woman who lived next door, who liked me and was likely making 
some plans for me.  She was constantly trying to convince me to stay and promised me 
the world, but it was no use.  My main interest was to work and what would I be doing 
there if I stayed?   Chita would offer me a wider perspective and more opportunities, 
because the town was bigger and had all kinds of offices. 
 
When time approached to depart, which may have been sometime in November 1920,  
it was already cold.  I packed up my few belongings in a suitcase and looked for some 
horse-drawn carriage transport to take me to the train station in Ulan-Ude.  With some 
difficulty, I finally found a young man who had an old hag and a two-wheeled cart.  It 
would have been impossible for that horse to pull a four-wheeled carriage through the 
deep sand.  The road was very poor, and led through a forest full of potholes and sand 
everywhere.  The carriage was not stable and was swaying from side to side until it 
finally fell into a deep hole and overturned.  I was sitting in the cart on top of my things, 
and the driver was sitting in front of me.  When the carriage flipped over, we fell out and 
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as far as I remember, one wheel became loose.  We repaired it, got back on, and 
continued.  I was happy when this unpleasant section of my trip was behind me. 
 
We left Ulan-Ude in the late afternoon in a special passenger train.  It was freezing 
outside, and there was lots of snow everywhere.  The train was heated, and there was 
even a kitchen, so food and tea were taken care of.  Our head accountant Patrushev 
was travelling in my compartment, as he was moving with his wife and one child.  He 
complained that he didn’t have any money, and asked me to lend him 5 yen, because 
he didn’t even have a penny and had to go to a hotel with his family.  He was very 
stressed about it, and I believed him and felt sorry for him.  Of course, he had no idea 
that I had Japanese currency on me, but he assumed I did, knowing that I had lived      
in the Japanese occupied territory.  I lent him the requested 5 yen, which was the 
equivalent of 50,000 rubles, and he was very happy.  He thanked me and said that I had 
saved him.  At least for the first few days before he settled in, he would have his family 
looked after.  
 
After arriving in Chita still in daylight, they took our luggage to a former school of 
agriculture, and left us there to fend for ourselves.  No one told us where to sleep or 
live, or where to find food.  The school building and classrooms were large and drafty, 
and mainly it was cold there because it was not heated.  Evening was approaching, and 
we sat on our suitcases debating about what to do and where to sleep.  We had to    
find some solution; many of our people had friends in town, and so they had their 
accommodation looked after.  However, what were we to do, those of us who were in 
town for the first time? Outside there was a blizzard and it was freezing, so where were 
we to hide?  I was almost sorry that I left Beryozovka and Ulan-Ude.  We solved our 
situation in this way: I and the Russian deputy pharmacist Bugrov went out of the school 
onto the street, to look for warmer shelter.  Someone told us that a local doctor, 
Burmakin, had a room for rent.  His wife told us however, that she had just rented the 
room an hour earlier to a delegate, who had come to Chita for a congress. (Later we 
occupied this doctor’s entire house for our office space, and only left one room for the 
owners). When we got this negative answer, we took it house by house as if officially, 
and were verifying how many rooms each family had and how many people lived there.  
But people were not helpful, and no one wanted to accommodate us or rent us a room.  
They hadn’t experienced Soviet methods yet, and what their future would bring.  We 
argued with the people, we threatened with police, but it didn’t help.  At around 9 p.m., 
we finally came to a decent house in the centre of town and rang the bell at the first 
door.  They willingly rented us a furnished, bright and spacious room, but there was only 
one bed there.  We agreed on a price, brought our luggage and one cot, which we had 
borrowed from the school dormitory, and we were finally warm with a roof over our 
heads.   
 
Nobody worried about organizing the office yet, as everyone had their own issues to 
worry about.  There were no desks or chairs, everything was dirty and dusty, and until 
we furnished the offices, we had time off.  Of course, the head administrators, ministers 
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and their secretaries had meetings, and solved all government problems without an 
office.  They formed ministries, installed ministers, and looked for suitable office space 
and staff.  Gradually they published decrees and orders about nationalization of some 
important branches.  Nationalization did not affect private businesses and workshops  
for example, which could continue operating as before without restrictions.  However, 
cooperatives and workshops were established, so a lot of competition developed.  
Within the Ministry of Health, which I worked for, they established free medical clinics, 
hospitals were nationalized, as well as pharmacies and warehouses of medical 
supplies, all except for drug stores.  In other fields, entire new enterprises and 
institutions were established.  This needed to be done whenever a new state was being 
formed.  So for example, the State Bank of the Far Eastern Republic was founded, with 
the right to issue currency.  This currency, as I soon found out, had practically no value, 
because I paid 5,000 rubles for a hamburger with potatoes, without any drink.  Aside 
from the State Bank, there were also businesses and industrial banks established, the 
railway was nationalized, as well schools, distilleries and other important institutions.   
 
There were several pharmacies there, and I think that for the 30 – 40,000 inhabitants, 
there were more pharmacies there than in Bubeneč and Dejvice [suburbs of Prague] 
together, which had 150,000 inhabitants.  Among the nationalized pharmacies were: 
 

1. Sofia Pharmacy on Sofia St., chief pharmacist Jankelevich 
2. on Sennoye Square, chief pharmacist Nagevich 
3. pharmacy on Nagornaya St., chief pharmacist Smirnov 
4. pharmacy on Aleksandrovskaya St., chief pharmacist Mme Efron 
5. 2nd pharmacy on Aleksandrovskaya St., chief pharmacist Marcinkiewicz 
6. pharmacy in Chita 1 district, chief pharmacist Matus 

 
When we were somewhat settled, about three days after our arrival in Chita, we 
organized the pharmacy inventories, so that we would establish a baseline for the 
pharmacy stock.  The former pharmacy owners remained in their positions as 
managers.  Business continued as usual.  After completing the inventory, all 
nationalized pharmacies deposited their daily sales into our office/pharmacy 
department, and we then transferred the money into the current account of the  
Ministry of Health, which had been opened at the State Bank of the Far Eastern 
Republic.  At that time, I had to also be the cashier.  I should mention that the new 
government withdrew all worthless paper money from circulation, and declared as  
the only legal tender, gold and silver Tsar issued rubles.  They set the exchange  
rate between the gold and silver, according to which one gold ruble equaled three  
silver rubles.  Coins in the denominations of 50, 25, 10 and 5 kopeks were all silver.  
The sale of medications was strictly in silver or gold.   
 
Whenever we accumulated a larger amount of money in silver rubles, I counted them 
and took them to the bank.  The money was deposited in a cloth bag, which was 
handed to the bank teller.  I reported how much was in the bag and handed him a 
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deposit slip.  The teller would empty the contents on a table in a room where only the 
bank tellers were allowed, and would count the money as well as determine if any of     
it was counterfeit.  After counting the money, he would hand the client a receipt.  The 
transaction was conducted by the teller Bazanov, who handed me a receipt for 8 rubles 
less than I had deposited.  He also informed me that among the silver rubles, there 
were 8 counterfeit ones, which he returned to me cut in half.  I was very unhappy about 
this, and wondered how this could have happened, because I had checked them all 
very carefully before I brought them to the bank.  And I also was quite skilled in handling 
precious metals.  I hadn’t noticed that there were any fake coins in the batch.  In 
addition, a false ruble was very easily recognizable, even to an unskilled person, since  
it was not shiny and was completely grey, as it was made mostly of lead.  This incident 
alerted me that I had to be very vigilant.  If you consider that we were all working for 
nothing, I wasn’t really in the mood for picking up the tab for the government.   
 
So, receiving silver rubles from the pharmacies, I had to be especially careful, and had 
to check every coin separately.  At my second visit to the bank, the same teller returned 
13 rubles cut in half.  I reported this to the chief pharmacist Bankevic, who set up a 
committee to check every silver ruble before taking it to the bank.  The committee 
consisted of me and three other employees.  We all went to the bank together, handed 
the teller our deposit, reported the amount in the bag, and waited.  This time, teller 
Bazanov returned 18 false rubles cut in half.  But he shouldn’t have done that.  We 
made such a fuss in the bank, that even the bank manager himself got involved and 
ordered the teller to accept all of the rubles, even the previously returned fake ones 
which we had brought with us, just in case.  This case was reported to the proper 
authorities and to the police.  I believe what was happening, was that the teller or the 
teller station had a supply of false rubles, which they were trying to exchange for real 
silver ones.  Either that, or he may have been working with a gang of counterfeiters who 
were paying him to pass lead rubles.  Apparently, he had been doing this for a long 
time, not only to us, but also to all the other clients.  It was clear from this incident that 
one had to be very careful and to pay attention.  The revolution created all kinds of 
people! 
 
 
The Pharmacy Operation 
 
There was an interesting method for dispensing medicine, quite different from our own.  
At that time, there weren’t many manufactured medicines, tablets or pills, and the ones 
that were available were quite rare.  I remember very well that there was a widely sold 
medicine called “Ehrlich Hata 606” which was available in pharmacies over the counter.  
It was effective against syphilis, which was a widespread sickness among the Buryats 
and Mongols, who previously never treated it, and so it had continued to spread.  All 
emulsions, powders, ointments etc. had to be prepared in the pharmacy labs.  Each 
bottle or box or other container of medicine was labeled with a strip of paper stating the 
patient’s name, the doctor’s name, the number of the prescription and the date.  On the 
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other side of the strip, the pharmacist had to write the recipe for the medication.  This 
was advantageous because if the patient needed a refill of the prescription, he could 
take the strip of paper to any pharmacy where they would prepare it for him.  They don’t 
do this nowadays here [in Prague], and the patient doesn’t know what substances a 
given medication contains, and also cannot have it refilled.  Factory made medications, 
drops, powders, pills, etc. did not have the recipe written on the back of the paper strip.  
In addition, the pharmacist copied the recipe into a special book of medication recipes, 
in case there was an official investigation at a later time, and they needed to know the 
origin and content of the medication.  It was a very large and fat book, and the recipes 
were numbered, so searching for them was much easier.  Our current pharmacists 
would be very surprised if they had to do the same thing today. 
 
Prior to dispensing the medication, the pharmacist or his assistant had to ensure that 
the medication had been properly prepared according to the prescription.  First, he 
would test his co-workers who had prepared a given medication, to repeat from memory 
all of the components and quantities of used ingredients.  He would then inspect the 
medication, and if it was a liquid, he would hold it up to the light.  He could always tell if 
it was prepared properly by its colour and transparency, or if it was faulty.  In this case, 
it would have to be prepared again, even if the pharmacy had to absorb the cost.  
 
With this system, it was very difficult to miss any important components.  However, 
something like this happened to me in Prague a few years ago.  I ordered               
some aftershave cologne at the pharmacy on Bubenečská St., at the corner of 
Československé armády St. (the pharmacy is not there any more).  It was according to 
a prescription by Dr. Emanuel Svoboda in Prague 5, Smíchov – Ostrovského St.  The 
prescription read: Acidi salicyl à 1.0, Tinct. Benzoe à 5.0, Aceti à 10.0 and Spirit.vini 
diluti 100.0.  It is obvious that the main ingredient was alcohol, without which this 
aftershave was not possible.  But what happened? It was made by a female employee 
(she had to have an appropriate education) who appeared proud, self-confident and 
dressed in an eccentric modern style.  I often met her on the street and it was the first 
time that I had seen a modern rattan purse in the shape of a jug.  She appeared to be   
a person whom you couldn’t criticize.  When I came to pick up my aftershave lotion, I 
paid her 14.60 Kč [Czech crowns], whereupon she handed me my aftershave.  I looked 
at the contents of the bottle and saw that for 120 g, there seemed to be very little in the 
bottle.  So I didn’t hesitate to mention this to her.  The manager of the pharmacy who 
just happened to be in the next room at the time, overheard my objection, and came 
over to investigate.  He took the bottle from me and said to her: “But you forgot to add 
the alcohol!”  He added the alcohol himself, filled up the contents in the bottle, weighed 
the bottle on a pharmacy scale and gave it to me.  I would have been using aftershave 
that had no effect.  And this happened in Prague, in civilized central Europe in the 20th 
century.  How much more careful were the Russian pharmacists compared to our self-
confident pharmacy employees?     
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In order to establish friendlier and closer relationships, the former owners and current 
managers of the pharmacies, as well as their local married employees, would often 
invite us for visits.  Every week and on holidays there was a great feast in one of the 
families’ homes.  Our entire group often went together and had great fun, 
telling stories, and mainly eating and drinking.  The preferred drink was 
Zubrovka vodka, or the Zapekanka liqueur, like our Griotka [cherry brandy].  
Zubrovka was a typical 40º vodka, which was altered at home by pouring it 
into an empty bottle or fancy carafe, adding some blades of dry Zubrovka 
grass, and letting it sit for a few days. The liquid then had a slightly greenish 
tint, and was pleasantly bitter.  The assistant pharmacists Granik and 
Ponikarovskyi really knew how to prepare it well.  Natural wormwood could 
also be used, which grew there in every field.  This vodka was even more bitter, but it 
was smoother.  When everyone present was in a good mood, we would sing this little 
song together in Russian, before drinking the next shot:  
 
 “We’ll drink to Pete, dear Pete, and before we’re done, we won’t find another one.”    
 
And only then, whoever could or dared, would down the shot. This was done for 
everyone present, inserting his name into the song. When we finally parted our ways   
at night, we were feeling pleasantly warm, even though it was bitterly cold outside.  
 
We were only poor proletarians and couldn’t reciprocate or host parties, so in return   
we would invite some young female assistants from the pharmacy to the movies, the 
theatre or a café, and when it was nice weather in the summer, maybe even to the park.  
A person, while young, couldn’t succumb to depression.  You could have a pleasant   
life anywhere, but you had to adapt to local conditions and customs.  In the end, they 
offered us free, nicely furnished rooms, which we had been so desperately looking for 
when we first arrived. 
 
 
Other Events 
 
Another Russian, whose name I have forgotten, arrived from Vladivostok.  He had 
studied in Bohemia, and completed a degree in economics in Tábor.  Following his 
studies, he wanted to return to Russia and become an agronomist on a large estate, in 
order to become an important person.  It didn’t work out that way for him, as it didn’t for 
many others, and he had to stay in the Far East and be an employee at the Ministry of 
Agriculture in Chita.    
 
One time the employees of that Ministry had a dance.  A friend invited me and pleaded 
with me to come. I went, and spent some money even though I have no idea where I 
got it.  I had a good time, and met some new people, which was good.  The dance was 
supposed to last until 5 a.m., because the city was under some kind of curfew and 
nobody was allowed outside before then.  That seemed a bit long for me, so I decided 
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to leave earlier regardless of the curfew.  I thought to myself that I didn’t live very far,   
so I could easily run home before anyone would notice me.  But I was wrong.  A military 
patrol, which suddenly appeared out of nowhere, detained me and took me to their 
guardhouse.  There they questioned me, who I was, where I had been, and why I was 
outside during a curfew.  They seemed very happy to have been able to nab at least 
one disturber of the peace.  To make a long story short, and to shorten the unpleasant 
questioning process, I showed the commander of the guard my ID from the Ministry of 
Health, whereupon I was immediately released.  In the end he even apologized and let 
a soldier escort me home.  It was very close by, because I lived on the same street as 
the guardhouse.  
 
Once, perhaps a few months after my arrival in town, maybe in spring of 1921, I was 
returning home after 3 p.m. from my office.  I still lived in the first apartment, in a    
house on the corner of Sofia St. and Korotkovska St.  A few dozen steps in front of     
my entrance I saw an unusual occurrence  –  I witnessed a robbery.  A horse drawn 
carriage with two horses was slowly riding along Sofia St., and suddenly a man jumped 
into the carriage, shot the driver from the back, and threw him on the street.  He 
grabbed the reigns and galloped off without looking back.  This happened on a        
busy street with quite a bit of traffic, as it was in the afternoon and still in daylight.  
Unfortunately, I couldn’t see where he went because the road curved, and the man 
disappeared with the carriage behind the houses.  They say that he didn’t get far,      
and they caught him at the outskirts of town.   
 
The town was located on a plateau, and all around were pine forests.  Streets and 
squares were nicely groomed only in the centre of town, where there were even 
sidewalks, either paved or made out of wooden boards.  The roadway was not paved, 
but there was little dust because the carriages were driving slowly, and the sand was 
coarse.  Sometimes there was so much sand in the other parts of town that your feet 
would sink into it, and you couldn’t walk around in low shoes.  You would often see 
women leaning against a wall and shaking the sand out of their shoes. In the spring, 
especially in the second half of April, there were wind storms called “buran”.  The dust 
from the sand would be suspended in the air and would penetrate into houses to create 
a layer of dust on everything.  The dust or fine sand would also get into your eyes, so 
without tight goggles you couldn’t walk on the streets.  Later on, when I lived far from 
the office, I had to hire a carriage on those days.  Luckily there were lots of these 
available.  Summers, however, were nice.  Tropical in the day, and cool at night.  
 
The river Ingoda flowed through Chita.  There was a wooden bridge for pedestrians  
built across it.  Carriages had to use a ferry.  Across the river, as everywhere, there was 
a recreational area with villas, cottages and other summer residences.  People would 
cross the river with their horses and carriages, and when they returned into town at 
night, especially on Sundays, there was a long line up at the ferry lasting for several 
hours.  The wealthier folk travelled to a further almost spa-like town called Darasun, 
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where there were mineral springs.  Near Chita there were also some other places with 
healing springs, even with peat moss, like Lake Kenon and others.  
 
In the winter, the temperature sometimes dropped to – 40ºC, but it was bearable 
because there was no wind.  There was lots of snow, the air was dry, and this was 
favourable for people with heart problems and emphysema.  People all the way from 
Harbin would come to Chita for treatment.  One time on my way home from the office,    
I felt an unusual itch on the tip of my nose.  When I looked into a mirror, it appeared a 
little whitish, and I thought I might have frostbite.  There was no fresh snow around, so   
I picked up a handful of frozen snow and started to lightly rub my nose, as people do in 
this situation.  In the process, I rubbed off some skin.  Until this day, you can detect a 
reddish spot on my nose.   
 
Often there were small tremors in the area.   I observed this when the dishes would 
rattle in the cupboard for no reason, maybe in the evening or at night when everything 
was quiet.  However, there was normally no damage, and nobody paid any attention to 
it.  This was my own impression, which was confirmed recently by a strong earthquake 
in that city.   
 
Since we were not getting any pay at work, and only a bowl of soup every day and   
later some allowance in kind, we had to get money elsewhere.  Money was needed 
everywhere, in the theatre or in restaurants, and stores didn’t sell you anything without 
money.  The tailor or shoemaker didn’t work for nothing, etc.  Our food allotment 
included things like some meat, for example a rib or a head with horns, a bit of flour, 
barley, millet, beans, peas, a bit of suet and maybe something else.  My landlady,     
who was supposed to prepare some meals out of it, would throw up her hands in 
desperation.  I would try to appease her and tell her that we are really pioneers, and 
everyone would have to deal with this soon, so not to worry about it and cook what God 
had given her.  The fact that I was not receiving a salary was mentioned in a document  
I received when leaving the Ministry.   
 
I knew a businessman, who used to purchase goods in Harbin, and bring them to Chita, 
where he sold them at a profit.  Since the border had been temporarily closed for private 
trips, his business had stagnated.  There was nothing to sell, as he could not bring       
in the desired goods.  Coincidentally, someone I lived with who has already been 
mentioned, was to go on a business trip to Harbin to pick up a larger shipment of 
medicines and pharmaceutical goods, raw materials, cotton wool etc.  The shipment,    
it was assumed, was to be loaded onto several boxcars.  I acquainted him with the 
aforementioned businessman, who asked him to bring some things from Harbin, that 
were in a few inconspicuous smaller boxes.  The goods in the boxes were French 
perfumes he needed for some customers, and he could sell them at a good profit.       
He did what he was asked to do, and delivered the shipment to the businessman.       
As a reward, he received 1,000 gold rubles, which he shared with me equally.     
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Nobody suffered any losses, and it was just a matter of transporting goods, which the 
businessman could have arranged had the border been open.   
 
So, when converted this to silver rubles, I had 1,500 silver rubles at my disposal.  For 
expenses, I needed about 30 rubles monthly.  After being in Chita for about half a   
year, an edict was issued, requiring that all foreign nationals be registered.  I held          
a Czechoslovak passport issued by the Czechoslovak Consular Department in 
Vladivostok.  However, for certain reasons, I didn’t really want to show this document 
too much.  I therefore requested a document from the representative of the German 
Red Cross in Chita, that I had been a POW of the Austro-Hungarian Army in Russia.  
With this document, I registered with the local militia.  This certificate was dated May 
31st, 1921, and was issued by the Deutsche rote Kreuz commission für Siberien, Bezirk 
Transbaikalien #5090.  Based on this document, I was able to obtain a residency permit 
to stay in the RSFSR [Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic] for three months. 
Every three months this had to be renewed until 
October 28th, 1923.  When I was issued this last 
permit #225, dated July 28th, 1923, I was told    
to get myself a passport from my consulate in 
Moscow.  Otherwise, they would have to issue 
a document as if I were a Russian citizen.  That 
really got me moving, and immediately I started 
getting my photographs and other necessary documents in order, which I sent to the 
Czechoslovak Embassy in Moscow.  For 2 rubles, they sent me my Czechoslovak 
passport.  This was a different thing than the passport from Vladivostok, which I      
didn’t want to show anywhere, to anybody.  I had the new document stamped by the 
registration office of the local soviet, to prove that I had been registered.  And that was 
that.  
 
Among the foreigners living in Chita, there were many former Austro-Hungarian and 
German POWs who were waiting for repatriation.  Even from Czechoslovakia, a 
repatriation committee arrived, led by a German from Liberec.  I believe his name was 
Gloss.  At one time I was desperate about my fate, and even wanted to visit the office  
of the Committee in a suburb of Chita I, to register for repatriation.  But when I was 
standing outside the door of this office, I changed my mind and turned back.  I 
remember I went there by train from the Chita II station.  The train arrived at the station 
and stopped uncharacteristically between two other trains.  I thought we had arrived,   
so I started to get off.  But I realized that the station was still far off and the train had 
stopped on the track because of a traffic signal.  So, I jumped back onto the train 
leading with my left leg.  When I pulled my right leg up, I hit my knee on a steel post.  
The pain was so great that I had to stretch out in the hallway until it subsided, so I could 
stand up.  When I hit my knee, I ripped my new pants.  The tailor next door charged me 
2 yen for his expert repair job, which was at that time, a lot of money. How would I have 
paid him, if I hadn’t had any money?  
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[Although for some reason there is no mention of this, a notorized copy of a Russian 
marriage certificate indicates that Vavřin Škarecký married Irena Aficinska from Chita  
on 6.7.1921.  The certificate says that the groom Lorenc Ignatjevič Škareckij is a citizen 
of Austria-Hungary from the land of Moravia, Kyjov region, town of Vracov.  However, 
Austria-Hungary, by that time, had not existed for several years.] 
 

    
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“In these difficult and horrible times, look at this 
photo and hope for a better future.  If anything 
should happen, think often on the moments that 
we spent together.   
 
Yours to the grave, Irina” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copy of the  
Russian marriage certificate 
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Many Chinese people who ran businesses lived in the area.  They grew vegetables, 
fixed shoes, did laundry, etc.  There were also Buryats and Mongols in the area, which 
at the time were completely illiterate.  Their simplemindedness can be illustrated by the 
following example.  I went to a drug store to buy something, and there was a Buryat 
there, trying on glasses.  There were no special optician shops in Chita, and so you 
could purchase glasses at the drug store [like today].  The Buryat was trying on various 
glasses and bargaining to get a good price.  When the storekeeper asked him if he 
found something suitable through which he could see well, the Buryat replied that he 
did, and that he was buying the glasses for his brother.  I was in the shop at the time, 
and heard and saw this interaction.   
 
I often, actually constantly, thought about how to improve my financial situation, since    
I had been working for free for almost a year.  This was not really the purpose of my   
trip to Russia, and it couldn’t go on forever.  As already mentioned, private firms had         
not been nationalized, and could therefore do business to the full extent, as long as 
conditions allowed.  There was a large company in Chita named the Trans-Baikal Joint-
Stock Company, which had official permission to import foodstuffs like flour, sugar, tea 
and others.  In return, they exported furs, sheep wool, other raw materials like leather, 
etc., and also gold and platinum.  These metals were supplied by local producers and 
gold miners from the entire region.  There were no other companies that provided such 
services.  This company had a branch office in Harbin, which handled the purchases 
according to the requests of their head office in Chita.  They shipped the goods to  
Chita, and supplied practically the entire Trans-Baikal region, since there were no local 
sources of foodstuffs there. 
 
Considering that at the Ministry of Health, we were not paid for our work (this was 
Communism in practice), and were working “on the altar of the fatherland” for nothing,   
I had the idea that maybe I could apply at the previously mentioned firm for an office 
job.  It didn’t matter to me what I would be doing, any office job, as long as it wouldn’t  
be for nothing.  A few businessmen I knew who were shareholders in that company 
gave me a recommendation, and with that, I applied for a job with the management of 
that Joint-Stock company.  I soon received a reply informing me that they could employ 
me in the office with a starting salary of about 50 rubles a month in gold.  I don’t 
remember the exact amount, maybe it was even more.  I accepted the offer and gave 
my notice at the Ministry of Heath.  My last day was on the summer solstice, June 21st, 
1921, and that same day I began my new job as an assistant accountant.  Since I 
worked diligently, quickly and well, they were very pleased with me.  The workday was 
from 9 a.m. – 3 p.m., i.e. 6 hours per day, with Sundays and holidays off.  I quite liked   
it there because the work was interesting.   
 
The company had five directors, elected at a general meeting of shareholders, and  
each of them was a specialist in a specific area of business.  One was in charge of food 
(Lieberman), the second one in charge of leather and pelts (Kleiman), gold and silver 
was handled Bogatiyev, who was a Tatar and former owner of gold and platinum mines 
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somewhere in the Urals.  The fourth director was Shergov, in charge of sheep and 
camels’ wool, bristles and all that belongs to this, and finally financial matters were       
in the hands of M. Mitrofanov, because he was a Capitalist.  His father had been an 
entrepreneur during the construction of the railway in the section between Chita and 
Manchuria, and supplier of machinery and building materials. He became rich, and 
that’s why his son inherited a large fortune.  Each week, railcars full of all kinds of     
food would arrive.  At that time, everything had to be imported because nothing except 
potatoes and some vegetables would grow there.  However, the local potatoes were of 
excellent quality, and when I eat our [Czech] rotten and putrid smelling potatoes full of 
chemicals, I always remember the potatoes from Chita.  Also, our director Mitrofanov 
supplied the city with red and black currants and honey, since he owned large 
plantations of these berries at the edge of town.  There were no fruit trees because  
they would not ripen there, so lemons, oranges, bananas, pineapples, apples and other 
fruits had to be imported from China or Korea, through Harbin.  The city of Chita was 
surrounded by pine forest, or other coniferous trees, as well as millions of tons of    
sand, where nothing grew except for the aforementioned potatoes and vegetables.   
The following industries were present: a power plant, flour mills where the grain was 
brought from elsewhere, soap and candle production, crystal soda manufacturing, a 
sunflower seed oil press facility, a distillery, and other smaller enterprises.  There were 
two department stores – Vtorov, and another one, about the size of Bilá Labuť  [White 
Swan – Prague’s department store].  There was nothing to buy in these stores because 
Ataman Semyonov took everything away during his retreat.  Since these department 
stores were not serving their original purpose, they had been converted into office 
space and occupied by various administrative offices.  There were also the remains of 
several large multi-story hotels, which were burned down by Semyonov.  There was no 
running water and every house had to bring in its own supply.  Water was pumped by 
electric pumps into a reservoir, where coachmen would come with long barrels, and     
fill them with water which had a dusty aftertaste.  Almost every household had its own 
horse and driver, for housework as well as travel.   
 
All kinds of fresh and canned fish were imported from the Amur region.  This was mainly 
salted salmon, and large grain red caviar commonly consumed in all households.  
Another fish harvested from Lake Baikal was called “omul”, which was marinated in a 
special way in small wooden tubs, and could be eaten only after a thorough soaking. 
This fish was loved by the population, and as soon as word spread that a shipment had 
arrived, it was sold out within a few hours.  This product was perishable, and could not 
be stored for a long time.  The company where I worked had two food stores in town, 
which were supplied from the warehouse next to the offices.  Invoicing was done in the 
same manner as is done today. 
 
Raw materials that had been acquired, such as wool, cattle, horse or donkey hides, 
animal furs from marmots, badgers, foxes, grey and red squirrels and others, as well   
as unprocessed gold and platinum, were wrapped for export and shipped to Harbin.  
The shipments were always accompanied by our older employee - Mozhevickyi. 
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Mysterious Events  
 
Our man Mozhevickyi once experienced an unusual and remarkable event.  He was an 
older man, and our directors trusted him completely.  He would travel to Harbin carrying 
several kilograms of gold, and never as far as I remember, did he encounter any 
problems along the way.  He always delivered the shipment in order.  But one time 
something happened to him, which left us shaking our heads, as they say.  It happened 
in the fall of 1922, when gold and silver coins were still in circulation.  
 
A payment of 2,000 gold rubles was due to the bank.  Mozhevickiy withdrew this 
amount from our cashier in 10-ruble coins, put them in a strong, cloth bag and went     
to the bank to pay it.  As he later reported, he approached the teller window, placed   
the money-bag beside his hand on the counter and informed the teller Bazanov (the 
crooked teller from my previous bank story) about the purpose of his visit.  There were 
apparently no other customers near him, and those in the hall were at some distance 
sitting on benches.  It didn’t take more than a few seconds, and when he reached for 
the bag with his hand, it was gone, gold and all.  (When he was describing this, I was so 
happy that I hadn’t gone with him to the bank.)  The security guards immediately closed 
all exits, searched all customers who were present, but didn’t find a trace of the gold 
coins.  It’s a pity that I don’t have my suitcase [storage trunk], where I saved the 
financial statement indicating that the 2,000 rubles were written off.  I had, and still have 
my suspicions that the bag with the money disappeared into the deft hands of the bank 
teller Bazanov.  However, no one had seen him do it, and nothing could be done about 
it.  It was a good haul for one day.   
 
Not long after, there was another criminal event that took place at our office.  Our office 
was on the ground floor of a low building, and the entrance was through a courtyard in 
the back, because the main front entrance was closed off.  Visitors had to pass through 
the office space where there were cashiers, and this disturbed employees.  Even 
though the office was quite spacious, it looked like a shack with only two rooms;         
the larger was the office, and the smaller the manager’s office.  There were eight 
employees.  The larger office had an area for the cashier with two large safes and was 
separated from the hallway by a wooden partition. The manager’s office had a small 
safe.  The cashier was a local named Antsyrev.  Gold that had been purchased was 
stored in the larger safes, and the smaller safe was used to store the manager’s private 
things, seldom gold that belonged to the company. 
 
One morning, a “client” appeared with a briefcase.  He had a full beard, but I don’t think 
it was real.  He walked down the hall to the manager’s office, to find out if we were 
buying gold, because he had some to sell.  The manager Bogatiyev gave him the 
desired information, and the man thanked him and left.  About an hour later, close to 
noon (office hours were until 3 p.m.), he returned.    The cashier Antsyrev, who had the 
main keys to the two safes, usually went home for lunch at noon.  Other suspicious 
characters started to enter our office, and when there were about five or six of them,  
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two went into the manager’s office, three or four stood at the entrance to the main office 
(at the door), and pulled out weapons from their pockets.  They told us not to move, but 
we could continue working.  We knew immediately what was happening. 
 
I was very worried about my wallet, where I had more than 100 gold rubles.  The night 
before, I was given this amount by a business acquaintance, to be sent through the 
Harbin bank to his daughter who was living in Cluj, Romania.  I was sitting with my     
left side next to a wide window, and I could pull out the wallet from my left pocket with 
my left hand.  I placed it on the desk, and with my left elbow I pushed it into the gap 
between the desk and the wall.  As it turned out, there were other accomplices guarding 
the entrance in the courtyard, and they could see what was happening in the manager’s 
office through a window (it was a very low ground floor), where their bearded leader was 
negotiating.  We didn’t know what was happening in the manager’s office, but all we 
knew was that they cut our phone lines.  The bandits guarding the door searched 
anyone entering the building, including their pockets and briefcases.  If they found any 
gold or valuables such as rings, watches or anything they could sell, they confiscated it.  
Once searched, they took the customers to the manager’s office, assembled them in 
one corner, and guarded them.  If our clients had known what was happening inside  
our office, of course they never would have entered it.  
 
In the meantime, the bearded leader was dealing with the manager Mitrofanov, who 
was in the office with another manager, Shergov.  The other three managers were not 
present.  Mitrofanov had the keys to the small safe located in his office.  He had to open 
it, and the bandits took all the jewellery (I don’t know who it belonged to), some gold, 
and some cash in gold coins.  When the safe was cleaned out, the bearded leader led 
Mitrofanov into our office, approached the safe and told him very calmly and politely to 
open it.  Mitrofanov objected, and claimed that he only had the keys to the top locks, 
while the cashier who was out for lunch had the other keys.  But he would send 
someone to get him.  He really said this, I remember the scene very well.  The cashier 
would go home for lunch because he had to stay late at work daily, since at 4 p.m., 
receipts were regularly brought to him from two stores, and he had to accept them    
and put them in the safe.   
 
The bandits were not prepared for such willingness or the resulting delay, since they 
were in a hurry.  Since there really was nothing they could do about it, they weren’t 
equipped for breaking the locks and couldn’t spare the time it would take, so they 
prepared to leave.  They herded us all into the corner of the manager’s office where 
there was already a large group of others standing.  They locked the door, hung a hand 
grenade on the door handle, and locked the outside door.   When all of the bandits were 
in the courtyard, they checked through the window to see that we were all still standing 
there, and disappeared into the busy street traffic.  Shergov gathered his courage, 
opened the window and jumped out into the courtyard, followed by the others.  We 
called for help and for the police on the street, but it was too late.  They were long gone.  
We had to break the door down, because they had taken or thrown the key away.  But 
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the main thing, the gold in the large safes, had been saved (about 6 – 10 kg), thanks to 
the coincidental absence of the cashier.   
 
Some city streets had space for sidewalks, but there was so much sand that it looked 
like the roadway.  Your feet would sink up to your ankles in the sand.  As I was walking 
on such a street once, and watching where to put my feet so I wouldn’t get sand in my 
shoes, I noticed something shiny in the sand.  Out of curiosity I picked up a handful of 
sand from that spot and found a 5-ruble gold coin.  Since then, I have never found any 
other money on the street.   
 
But an interesting thing happened to me with my own wallet.  My landlady was away    
at a spa in a nearby town, Darasun, about 120 km away.  She was to return soon, and 
sent me a telegram to ask me to come to the station to help her with her luggage on a 
certain day.  When she arrived, I hired a horse and carriage that waited at the station. 
We put her luggage in, and we got in the back seat to go home.  The area in front of the 
station was not built up (it would have made a nice square), and the path was not visible 
because there was so much deep sand.  The wheels were sinking in almost up to the 
axles, and we had to cross this sandy area.  As we slowly crossed this sandy mess, the 
landlady was asking me about the telegram, and how long it had taken to arrive from 
her remote location.   
 
I had the telegram with me in the back pocket of my pants, right where I also had my 
wallet.  I wanted to show it to her, so I pulled it from my pocket and probably just held    
it in my hand for the rest of the trip.  When the driver stopped at our house, I wanted to 
pay him, but realized that my wallet, which had been in my back pocket, was missing.  
My first thought was that a pickpocket had pulled it from my pocket in the station, 
something that often happened to others, and could also have happened to me.         
But then I remembered that it may have fallen out when I pulled out the telegram.           
I searched the carriage and the seat, but it wasn’t there.  So it could have fallen out      
of the carriage en route, or near the station when I pulled out the miserable telegram.     
I asked the driver to take me back to the station the same way, very slowly, so I could 
look for it.  This wasn’t an easy task in the deep sand.   
 
I watched the roadway on the way back, because I wasn’t quite convinced that I had 
dropped it at the station.  But I didn’t see anything.  When we came near the place 
where I pulled the fateful telegram from my pocket, I asked the driver to stop.  I got     
out and thought that I would walk around and search the area.  It seemed hopeless, 
because several dozens of other carriages had passed the same spot since we had 
been there. 
 
As I walked around and continued to look, I suddenly thought I saw something black, 
just a tiny corner peeking out of the sand, not far from where I was standing.  I moved 
closer and instantly knew it was my wallet.  I pulled it out and brushed it off.  I was so 
overjoyed that I found it, that I gave the driver a gold 5-ruble coin, even though the trip 
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would have only cost 50 kopeks.  I don’t remember how much I had in my wallet, but 
there must have been a considerable amount, because I never left home without 
money.  





In the fall, all of our employees received an advance of two months’ pay, so they could 
purchase a supply of potatoes, vegetables, and poultry for the winter.  In the winter 
months, with the bitterly freezing temperatures, there was very little food available.  
Poultry, mainly goose and duck, were slaughtered, gutted, and usually stored in the 
snow.  Potatoes and vegetables were stored buried in sand, which was in abundance, 
and sometimes stored in root cellars.  Steps would lead from the kitchen to the root 
cellar, where it was cold, but not freezing.  The advance was paid off in installments 
throughout the year.  In order to make it easier to pay this off, the shareholders voted on 
a bonus for the employees, and the amount would depend on results of the company in 
the past year.  It was usually two or three months’ salary, which in that day, was very 
acceptable, and much more favourable than at other private companies.  I don’t even 
want to mention the Ministry, where there was no salary at all.   
 
Many locals would come to me for assistance with their personal affairs, mainly when 
they had to deal with foreign countries.  I would write addresses, letters, money 
transfers to their relatives living abroad, or help search for their relatives in other 
countries etc.  In this respect, the people were inexperienced, and didn’t know what to 
do or where to turn.  Many new people moved into the city, and others left the city, so 
previous connections were disrupted, and 
new ones were formed.  Many wrote me, 
even some from Moscow.  I don’t even 
know how they got my address.  I saved 
a piece of two envelopes from that time, 
with the return address of some woman 
who asked me for something even twice, 
but I forget what it was.  Her name was 
Ludmila Konstantinovna Yegorova, 
Moskva, 1st Mestanska St., #112, Apt.1. 
 
For each little service, I would get little gifts from people; for example, material for a suit, 
a bottle of wine or liquor, a bottle of French perfume which I would give away, etc.  One 
Russian woman brought two 5-litre pickling jars full of red and black currant preserves, 
just because I had located her married daughter in Hamburg, Germany. 
 
All employees of my company had to be members of a union.  When they had elections 
for the local committee, I was nominated and then elected as the secretary, which I 
wasn’t too thrilled with.  The purpose of this committee was to defend the interests of 
the working people and to supervise the adherence to the collective agreement.  I had 
to attend meetings and report on them.  I was also a member of the Union of Trade 
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Employees.  As a member, I had to participate in unpaid work for the good of the whole, 
essentially to volunteer, and this was usually on Saturday afternoons in the summer 
months in good weather.  We mainly planted some trees, which wasn’t that difficult in 
the sand.  In wintertime, we would go skating.  
 

 
 
Change of Employment 
 
In the city, there were many people who had moved there from Russia.  They had held 
high positions in the old Tsarist regime, but here they were compelled to accept any 
kind of work.  In our office, we had a former manager of the Volga-Kamska Bank, 
somebody by the name of Shraiber.  One day, representatives of the Ministry of 
Finance approached him and offered him the position of director of a newly established 
Far Eastern Bank, of course with a salary much higher than he was currently receiving.  
Naturally, he accepted the position, and started in August 1923.  Soon after I met him in 
the street, and he asked me if I would be interested in working at the new bank.  I said 
yes, applied for the job, and began work on September 23rd, 1923 on the day of the 
autumnal equinox, with a starting monthly salary of 120 gold rubles.   
 
When I first came to the office, I requested a document that certified my new position,  
in order to register at the local employment office.  I returned from there at around 10 
a.m.  I ate my snack, which I had brought with me, whereupon I was assigned my first 
job in the Current Accounts department.  They probably thought that they had seen 
guys like me before.  Moreover, I was a foreigner, “so show us what you can do”.         
In the department, they showed me what they were working on, and although it was 
almost the end of September, they had not yet balanced the previous January.  They 
were constantly looking for a small discrepancy in the interest calculation.  They had 
been looking for this mistake for eight months, daily working overtime, and wasting 
money being paid without results.  When I looked at the amounts, I noticed that when 
being compared to the entries in the journal, they had been checked off innumerable 
times with different coloured pencils: black, blue, red, green, yellow, purple, and God 
know what other colour.  This meant, that they had been continually repeating the same 
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procedure; one had called out the journal entry, and the other had compared it to the 
entry in the personal account.  When the two numbers agreed, it would be checked off 
with a coloured pencil.   
 
This was the procedure:  When a customer deposited or withdrew some money to or 
from his current account, this financial transaction was recorded as an amount in the 
right or left column of the journal, whichever applied. The identification number of the 
current account, and the owner’s name were also recorded on the same line.  At the 
end of banking hours, a bank employee would enter the number of days remaining   
until the end of the year, for which the customer would receive interest if depositing 
money, or vice versa.  Multiplying the amount by the number of days gave a number 
representing “deposit-days”.  This was recorded in the column next to the number of 
days.  The differences in these deposit-days numbers was eventually used to calculate 
the interest according to the formula. 
 
Deposit-days X %  
    360 X 100 
 
So for example, for 3%, the interest denominator was 12,000, for 4% it was 9,000, for 
5% it was 7,200, for 6% it was 6,000 etc.  The calculated “deposit-days” numbers were 
entered into the personal accounts and their monthly totals had to agree with the ones 
in the journal.   
 
In our case, the total of the deposit-days in the journal did not agree with the total of   
the deposit-days in the excerpt from the current accounts by only 2.  Compared to the 
excerpt, there were two more than in the journal.  In practical terms, 2 deposit-days 
have a minimal effect on the amount of interest, because the interest on such a low 
amount is negligible, but from an accounting standpoint, the mistake had to be found 
and corrected. 
 
I took Personal Account Book #1 (there were many more books), and began checking 
totals.  This would be the first thing that any accountant would do, but it was unlikely 
that there was a mistake in the totals (but there was, as seen below), since so many 
people before me had checked them.  Within about ten minutes, I opened the record  
for V.J. Shklovskiy, and checked the totals.  I came across a digit in one line, 
which could have been read as a 3, but also as a 5.  It was somewhat unclear.  
As I had always been meticulous in writing numbers, I wanted to verify which it 
was supposed to be, a 3 or a 5.  I asked my colleague who kept the journals.  
He looked into the journal from January, and told me it was a three, but in the current 
account total, it was counted as a 5.  I had discovered the discrepancy!  What had taken 
others eight months to do with no result, took me only 10 – 15 minutes to resolve. 
 
I didn’t say anything yet, but I just verified whether the totals would agree if I counted 
the 5 as a 3.  I lay down my pencil and started clapping my hands.  Everyone in the 
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room started to turn around, come over to my desk, even those whom I didn’t know,  
and even the manager, Shraiber became interested.   
 
When I explained where the long-suffering mistake had been, everyone congratulated 
me.  Our secretary, who I hadn’t even met yet, put a vase with beautiful, multi-coloured 
asters on my desk.  Soon the entire city knew about my discovery, even the managers 
and administrators of the Trans-Baikal Joint Share Company learned about it.  
 
The mistake was actually caused by the one who was the first to add the deposit-days.  
The others, who were checking his totals, were easily confused, and when they saw 
that the first one took the digit to be a 5, they repeated the mistake after him as seen by 
all the multi-coloured checkmarks.  But no one took the trouble to verify what the digit 
was meant to be.  From that time on, I never tolerated a person in the accounting 
department who didn’t write digits clearly.   
 
I hadn’t been at my job for more than an hour, and I had already excelled.  The same 
day I balanced February, March and April, so that within a few days, they were up to 
date in the Current Accounts department.  I got the impression that without me, they 
wouldn’t have found the mistake until Judgment Day.  
 
Chita was actually the terminus of the Trans-Siberian Railway, as the trains to 
Manchuria travelled only twice a week.  Foreigners travelling to China had a stopover, 
and so the banks started trading foreign currencies.  Since none of the employees were 
familiar with foreign currencies, and couldn’t even read what was printed on the bills,      
I frequently had to verify that the bills were not counterfeit.  One time the cashier (not 
Bazanov, but Popov) accepted a US$ 20 bill, with the number “20” as well as the word 
“twenty” made from a “2” and the word “two”.  It was done so perfectly, that it was 
impossible to tell with the naked eye.  I discovered it using a magnifying glass.  As well, 
they would come to me with any unusual problems, or if they needed an interpreter.       
I remember when they received a telegram from London’s Russian Arcosbank, later 
renamed “Socrabank”, and all the words were unintelligible to a lay person.  They 
wanted me to translate it.  I immediately realized that the telegram had been encoded, 
but the bank didn’t have the decoder.  So, I borrowed a decoder from an export 
company and decoded the telegram according to the English Peterson decoder, 2nd 
Edition.  The bank had only one Swedish “Odhner”*19 mechanical calculating machine, 
which could multiply and divide.  Otherwise we used Russian abaci (shchoti) to add and 
subtract, and multiplied or divided on paper by hand.  
 
Each customer who bought a money order had to show some identification.  Usually 
this was a passport.  Previously in Russia, every citizen had a passport, which cost 15 
kopeks.  Former officers of the Tsar’s Army didn’t have passports, only a certificate 
showing their credentials.  The certificate was a large sheet of paper, which was marked 
with two wide red stripes, so it was immediately obvious that the owner had been an 
officer of the Tsar’s Army and therefore a counter-revolutionary element.   
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One of the employees had three metres of English, brown, wool fabric for a suit.         
He needed money, so he wanted to sell the material.  He made some raffle tickets    
and started selling them at 1 silver ruble each.  He kept track of the names of who 
purchased the tickets.  When he had one ticket left, he announced that he would draw 
for the winner after 3 p.m. at the end of the workday.  I didn’t attend the draw because I 
was very busy and had to work overtime.  As I was preparing to leave, he appeared with 
the raffled material and gave it to me.  My number 13 had been drawn.  I was happy to 
have won the excellent and much needed material for 2 rubles, since I paid for the last 
remaining unsold ticket after the fact. 
 
While I was staying in Chita, I remembered some old friends from years past, and 
decided to let them know my whereabouts by writing to them.  I wrote a letter to a  
young lady I knew from Zlatoust to her old address in Novonikolayevsk.  The letter was 
returned to me with the note that the addressee had moved.  (Later I met up with her in 
Harbin).  I also wrote to T. Samokhvalova to Achinsk.  Four years had passed since I 
had left there, and I was curious what she was doing.  I had the impression that she was 
already married, and the letter got into the hands of her husband or fiancé, because I 
didn’t get an answer from her.  Instead, some man answered me and asked me if there 
had been anything going on between us.  He threatened that if I didn’t reply, he would 
come personally to Chita to get an answer.  In order to satisfy him, I replied that he 
could calm down, and that there was never anything between us.  And that was that.  
I also tried to contact my friends in Ust-Kamenogorsk in Siberia, namely I.N. Makarchuk 
and the Ostroukhov family.  I didn’t get any reply until a few years later, when I found 
out from one of the Ostroukhov sons who was a Cossack officer, that all of his parents’ 
property had been confiscated, and he didn’t know where they lived.  This former officer 
lived in Manchuria in Mukden, and I connected with him thanks to a female dentist who 
knew him well.  My letter to I.N. Makarchuk was forwarded by the post office in Ust-
Kamenogorsk to Irkutsk where he had his permanent residence.  He had to leave Ust-
Kamenogorsk, and all of his property was confiscated including his home, furniture,   
and personal belongings etc. He had had a very valuable collection of various gems, 
beetles, butterflies, and other things from the Altai Mountains.  His 
furniture, especially a divan and armchairs, had armrests made from the 
spiral horns of the Siberian ram (Capra ibex sibirica).  These lived only in 
the Altai Mountains, and the horns reach a length of 1.5 m. He told me he 
had several such horns, and gave a pair to a professor in Berlin for their 
museum.  What was remarkable about these animals was that they lived 
at an altitude of about 4,000 – 4,500 m, and when in danger, they looked for a narrow 
crevice in the mountain.  They would dive headfirst and bounce from wall to wall with 
their horns until they reached safety.  I can say with certainty, that none of my former 
acquaintances in Ust-Kamenogorsk stayed there, because they were all well-to-do 
people, who were probably forced to leave.  One could see the same thing happening  
in Chita, where former business people and Capitalists left one after another for places 
and towns where they were forced to settle.  I later connected with I.N. Makarchuk and 
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learned the details of what had happened to all of my friends.  He said that they all had 
to abandon their property and move to other places. 
 
 
Trial of the Counter-Revolutionaries 
 
At the end of 1923 and the beginning of 1924, the people of Chita were witness to many 
events.  They captured General A. Pepelyayev, and with him about 200 officers of his 
defeated army, who had fought against the Reds in the area of Yakutsk, and were 
brought to Chita to be tried before a military tribunal.  (The Prime Minister in Kolchak’s 
government – V. Pepelyayev was his brother).  The trial was conducted always in the 
evening hours in the large hall of the former department store Vtorova, and lasted 
several months.  It was attended by many curious people, and one could meet friends 
and acquaintances there, who you would normally not run into, especially those of the 
female sex.  Vera Markina, Nadya Smirnova, or Zhenya Polutova – those were there 
every night to show off their outfits and talk to their friends.  I met the accountant 
Patrushev there, whom I had lent 5 yen to at one time, and he returned it to me there   
in silver rubles, and apologized that it had taken so long.  I don’t remember exactly   
how the trial ended, I only know that Gen. Pepelyayev was sentenced to death.  It was 
rumoured that he would be pardoned and would travel to Russia where he would be 
involved as an expert in the training of the Red Army.  The fate of the other officers, it 
was said, was that they received shorter sentences.  There were 200 of them, so it is 
impossible to remember all of them. 
 
Col. A. Pepelyayev, who later became a general, the brother of the Prime Minister in 
Kolchak’s government, was also mentioned earlier in the first part of these memoirs as 
the commander of one unit of the Czechoshlovak Legion, in the fights for the Circum-
Baikal Railway.  Following the arrival of the Czech Legion in Vladivostok, A. Pepelyayev 
was already a general, and settled in Harbin.  In Siberia in the Yakutsk region, there 
was an anti-Soviet Interim Regional Government, with its seat in Yakutsk, which 
collapsed and asked for his assistance.  At the beginning of September 1922, Gen. 
Pepelyayev landed at the port of Ayan, south of Okhotsk, where he was greeted by 
Cornet (2nd Lt.) Korobeynikov and the remains of his army numbering about 300 men.  
At the same time, a large detachment of White Army soldiers started on sleds from 
Okhotsk in the direction of Yakutsk, under the command of Gen. Rakitin, who was to 
follow orders from Gen. Pepelyayev.  They reached Yakutsk, and Gen. Pepelyayev 
gave the order for a full attack on the town, which was not successful.  The Infantry 
Battalion and the Officer’s Company decided to retreat, and move back towards 
Okhotsk.  Gen. Rakitin dissolved part of his army, and selected a mere thirty faithful 
people to start a retreat.  He didn’t even bother to inform Gen. Pepelyayev about it, 
whose units were abandoned on the battlefield.  Aside from that, at the end of February 
1923, an officers’ conspiracy was uncovered among Pepelyayev’s forces.  Thirty 
officers were arrested, and three were executed.  There were two conflicts with the Red 
Army on February 26th and 28th, 1923, and Pepelyayev lost a third of his forces.  It was 
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– 43ºC and his army succumbed to the pressure of the attackers, leading to a complete 
defeat. 
 
He began a retreat towards Ayan with the remnants of his army, and counted on a 
departure abroad once the ice on the coast thawed.  For this reason, he was rushing 
towards Ayan, losing men and horses along the way, periodically destroying and 
discarding parts of his supplies and armaments.  Ahead of him was his group of assault 
troops, who confiscated horses, supplies of fodder and foodstuffs in the sparsely settled 
countryside, and mercilessly shot anyone who dared to protest.  The fleeing general 
was followed by two Red Army units.  One of these repeatedly caught up with 
Pepelyayev and destroyed his rear guard.  But they couldn’t continue to follow him, 
since there were only a few dozen riders, and they were exhausted and didn’t have 
fodder for the horses [since it had been taken by the preceding assault forces].  
  
At that time, Pepelyayev still had 200 men under his command, and still had several 
machine guns.  News of his defeat was sent to Vladivostok.  Early in the morning         
of June 5th, 1923, a Red Expeditionary unit from Vladivostok landed in the area of 
Okhotsk.  When Gen. Rakitin learned of this, he shot himself.  In Ayan in the meantime, 
south of Okhotsk, another Red Expeditionary unit was waiting, which captured Gen. 
Pepelyayev and the remains of his army.  The general and his officers were taken to 
Chita, where they were tried as counter-revolutionaries.   
 
When in September 1922, Gen. Pepelyayev landed in the port of Ayan, the entire 
Primorskaya region was still occupied by the Japanese, and therefore nobody would 
stop him.  Only five years after the great October Revolution, the Japanese were forced 
to clear out of the entire Far East, which included the Primorskaya region and the city 
and port of Vladivostok. After the departure of the Japanese from Vladivostok, the Far 
Eastern Republic was dissolved and annexed to the RSFSR [Russian Soviet Federal 
Socialist Republic] on November 15th, 1922.  For some time prior to this, there was 
propaganda everywhere, through the unions.  There were public demonstrations 
complete with parades and banners, and the masses demanded equality with the Soviet 
people.  There was also voting, for and against.  
 
 

     Vacation Trip Abroad 
 

At the time of these demonstrations, various Soviet laws were being 
introduced in the area of the Far Eastern Republic, for example, the 
introduction of a unified currency – the “chervonets”*20, and others.  
Pay-cheques were still paid out in gold, but gold was being gradually 
and inconspicuously withdrawn from circulation and being replaced with 
paper money.  The chervonets were supposed to circulate with the 
same value as gold.  If you had not accumulated any gold, you would 
not have further opportunities to acquire it.  There were people who 
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would secretly buy up gold coins for paper (chervonets) and of course were paying a 
premium.  This was not to my liking, and I was thinking about leaving the country.  I 
liked to move around, in order to meet new people and to have new experiences.  After 
the annexation of the territory of the Far Eastern Republic to the Soviet Federation,  
new national autonomous regions were formed, for example: Yakutsk, Buryatia, and 
Birobidzhan etc. 
 
In mid-September 1924, I left for a month’s leave. I wanted to spend it in Harbin, China, 
in order to see first-hand what life would be like there.  I wanted to compare the life      
of the people there, with life in Chita, to see whether they also lived hand to mouth    
and eked out an existence like in Chita.  I also wanted to investigate possibilities         
for employment.  People returning from China, especially from Harbin, praised the 
conditions there, and even advised me to move there because I could always find a 
suitable job.  There was even a branch office of our bank there.  The head office from 
Chita was transferred to Khabarovsk and the Chita office became just a department with 
fewer employees.  Most were transferred to Khabarovsk.  All of these changes were 
urging me to look for something more stable, and interesting.   
 
So I left for Harbin.  Upon crossing the Chinese border, you could immediately see a 
difference in the cleanliness and order, and the passport formalities didn’t take long and 
posed no difficulties.  Even the train ride was pleasant, which you couldn’t say about the 
Soviet side.  I was met at the station in Harbin by some friends, and in the excitement  
of my arrival, I left my brand-new overcoat hanging on a hook in the train compartment.      
I only realized my mistake upon arriving at their apartment.  My friends advised me      
to immediately return to the station and report the loss at the office, as the rail cars  
were thoroughly checked, and any left items were deposited in the Lost and Found 
department.  So that’s what I did, and found my coat there.  This incident proved my 
impression of the exemplary order on the Chinese Eastern Railway.   
 
While in Harbin, I visited the branch office of our bank, to see whether I could count     
on employment with them.  The bank was agreeable, provided that I had approval from 
the Trade Union.  I went to the Trade Union to discuss this, and they were categorically 
against it.  Apparently, they had an agreement with the Trade Union in Chita, and I 
didn’t get a positive answer.  So I stopped investigating a transfer within the bank.          
I started visiting various Russian, German and British companies, to find out whether     
I could count on eventual employment if I moved here.  I was looking at the city more 
closely than during my first visit when I was still a Legionnaire, in order to learn more 
about apartments, costs, furniture, clothing, etc., currency exchange rates, and about 
everything you would need for a comfortable life.  I wanted to make a rough estimate   
of the cost of living, what kind of salary I would need to support a family.  I was planning 
to gradually prepare myself for a move to Harbin as a foreigner without approval of the 
Trade Union, whereas Soviet citizens would require such approval. In Harbin, I met 
many influential people, both Russians and foreigners (Germans and British), who 
promised to help me once I arrived.   
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My vacation was almost over, and I had to plan my return.  I was travelling on my 
Czechoslovak passport issued by our embassy in Moscow, and so I expected 
everything to go smoothly.  A day or two before my departure, I visited the Soviet 
Consulate in Harbin to apply for an entry visa to the Soviet Union.  I prepared three 
photographs, filled out the application form and handed it in with my passport.  As soon 
as they discovered that I was not Russian, and moreover that I was a Czechoslovak, 
they strictly refused to give me a visa.  They said in my case, they had to first inquire in 
Moscow whether I was admissible to Russia, and informed me that I had to pay for all 
expenses associated with this, like telegrams etc. in advance.  I let them finish, and then 
informed them that I had a job there, and had to report to work the day after tomorrow.   
I also showed them a document from the bank, which verified they were my employer 
and that I was in Harbin only on holidays.  That saved me.  Immediately the Soviets 
were helpful, and in half an hour I had my passport with the entry visa in my pocket.  
They offered me a share in the national airline Aeroflot, which cost me another five   
gold rubles aside from what I was charged for the visa, and I was out of there. 
 
Everyone who returned from Harbin into this “paradise”, usually brought things that 
were not available in Chita, both for himself and for his friends (clothes such as coats, 
sweaters, shoes or dress shoes etc.).  I was also bringing back many larger and smaller 
items, some clothes, underwear etc., assuming they would clear Russian customs.  
However, at the Manchuria border station, where they had both a Russian and Chinese 
customs office, the Russian customs officers started going through my luggage, 
throwing it all around, shaking it out, and they wouldn’t allow me to take many things 
with me.  Even when I tried to negotiate with them, they were firm in their decisions.  
Since the customs inspection was right before the train’s departure, there was no time 
to argue with them, and I had to leave many things behind in the care of the hotel 
employee who had brought me to the station.  I asked him to give the items to a traveler 
going to Chita, who could possibly bring them in the future.  About two weeks later, a 
totally unknown woman came and delivered all of my items.  This is how things had to 
be done, because only very seldom would the Russian customs officers let all things 
pass. Items that were not allowed included books, magazines and cameras with 
equipment and also clothing, knitted goods like sweaters, scarves and silk. The best 
thing was to put on as much of the clothing as possible in layers under your coat, with 
something in your pockets, and this way you could bring in lots of goods with no 
objections.  Of course, if a man was transporting women’s clothing, this was difficult     
to do. 
 
 
Preparations and Departure for China 
 
The New Economic Policy (NEP) in the Soviet Union allowed within certain limits, the 
development of Capitalism.  But the Soviet government, as a central power, created 
conditions for its eventual abolition.  NEP was introduced at a time when the 
government industry could not yet supply cities, towns and villages with the necessary 
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goods.  In this context, it was necessary to permit private industrial entrepreneurs to 
establish smaller enterprises and to allow private business.  Of course, this did not 
apply to the Far Eastern Republic, which at the time was an independent democratic 
state.  But following the annexation of the Far Eastern Republic to the Russian 
Federation, here too, conditions started to worsen.  For example, this was noticeable 
when banks stopped allowing loans to private entrepreneurs, did not accept their 
cheques, and pressured them to pay off loans. It became obvious that with the change 
in the political situation, a new era was upon us, and work at the bank was becoming 
simpler and less interesting. These limitations were beginning to take effect in 1924.  As 
I observed this and the outlook for the near future, I thought to myself that I could either 
stay, or leave while I was still young to a place where the work was more interesting  
and where I could learn something new.  I could perhaps acquire more experience, so     
that I would be employable anywhere and under all circumstances.  There had been 
opportunities to marry women with property, but what was the point when the property, 
whether material wealth or real estate, would eventually be confiscated by the state and 
nationalized?  The formerly wealthy would be left with only a beggar’s bag and a 
walking stick. 
 
I cannot imagine how old man Grokhovsky, who dealt in all kinds of wholesale products, 
continued in this new economic climate.  He had warehouses full of goods and also 
bought cattle in Mongolia, and sold them at a profit at home or along the way.  He     
had bags full of Semyonov bank notes called “Golubky” in his attic, and was a true 
millionaire except that they were worthless.  He didn’t have an accountant, and 
recorded his business transactions with an ink pencil on the inside of the doors of a 
closet in his attic.  On one side he had credits, the other side debits.  He once showed 
this to me when we were inspecting his warehouse, but I had a hard time deciphering 
his scribbles even though I was an accountant. I wouldn’t be able to do his inventory 
without his assistance. 
 
He had an enormous house full of people: all kinds of brothers, aunts, cousins and 
grandchildren.  He even had a beautiful daughter of marriageable age.  What happened 
to these people later, I cannot imagine, after they were resettled into other regions 
without their property and personal things, as bourgeois elements.  One local citizen 
named Shafransky, who often represented him in his business dealings, well known in 
local circles and an elegant dresser, shot himself.  There was great commotion following 
this, because there was suspicion that he might have done something illegal, or owed 
someone a lot of money.  They couldn’t get to the root of it, and searched for a reason 
for his suicide.  But since he was single, had no family or relatives there, was well liked 
at work and had his affairs in order, the case was soon forgotten.  

 



 
Considering that my wife had remained in Harbin with her friend Liza Zalevska in the 
apartment of Liza’s sister (Gogvadze) who had visited us in the summer, and didn’t 
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want to return to Chita any more, I began to make arrangements of my private affairs 
immediately upon my return to Chita.  Now it had become necessary for me to move    
to Harbin.  I had around 1,000 gold rubles in cash, which I would not be able to take 
across the border.  I converted them gradually (and to my advantage) to “chervonets” 
currency, which were convertible at par with the gold, but these chervonets were not 
allowed to be exported either.  The bank could transfer them however, and in China the 
equivalent would be paid out in local currency.  There you could again buy gold, which 
was available in the exchange offices.  Everything except necessary personal items had 
to be sold or left behind.  Everyone who left would do it this way, because everything 
could be acquired in China cheaply.   
 
[Vavřin’s wife Irina, a Russian citizen, must have been involved with the decision 
process of moving to China, and must have been with him on his month’s leave there.    
She also likely conceived their first child on or near the night of his departure back to 
Chita, since Karl Arnold was born 9 ½ months later in Harbin, a week after Vavřin’s 
return to China. This is the first mention of her in the memoirs, not specifically by name. 
She later died in Prague, Czechoslovakia in 1948 of complications from influenza.]                                        

                                                                                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Vavřin Škarecký and Irina Aficinskaya,         
picture taken for the purpose of health  
insurance, 1923 
 

 
I gave three months notice at work, until June 30th, 1925.  However, after this period 
expired, the management of the bank asked me to stay another two weeks in order to 
train my replacement.  I de-registered from the Trade Union and picked up a certificate 
to that effect.  When arranging my documents, I met the female dentist at the finance 
office again, where I was getting my certificate for having paid taxes.  She complained 
bitterly about her fate.  Since in the meantime the border had been opened, she 
intended to leave west for [the real] Russia in the near future, which was her desired 
goal.  She was five years older than me, born in 1886, so she had to catch up with   
what she had missed because of the war.  I hope she managed to do just that.   
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Things were moving quickly, and the time came to say goodbye.  I made the rounds  
and visited my good friends, who all gave me messages for their relatives or friends in 
Harbin.  Although in China, Harbin was like a branch of Chita, with everyone having 
some relatives or friends there.  I also visited my former office at the Trans-Baikal   
Joint-Stock Company, and was given lots of letters by them as well.  The manager 
Mitrofanov, whose daughter had married someone in Harbin, gave me a letter for her, 
and a message that later became very useful for me.   As I finished my rounds and was 
on my way home, a dog shot out of a courtyard in a side alley and bit me in my calf, or 
rather he bit through my pant leg.  I just put some iodine on the wound to treat it.  My 
last day at the bank was July 14th, 1925.  A former notary public who worked at the 
bank, Racevich-Stanevich came to the station to see me off, and asked me to subscribe 
to a Harbin magazine for him.   
 
I got myself a 2nd Class ticket on the Manchurian Express, which was a better class, 
something like our 1st Class. In the compartment, there were two Germans and a 
woman from Lithuania.  During the trip, I was preparing myself for the customs 
inspection, which was very strictly done by the Russians.  I didn’t have any Russian 
currency with me, since this was not allowed; I only had a money order in chervonets, 
which was legal.  Further I had a collection of silver rubles, which I didn’t want to part 
with under any circumstances.  I also had a flute and sheet music, which also weren’t 
permitted to be taken across the border.  I hung my overcoat on a hook in the 
compartment, divided the flute into its three sections and stuck them into separate 
pockets of the overcoat.  The collection of rubles I hid under the cushion of the seat, in 
hopes that the customs officers would not look for anything there.  I also had some food 
with me; like a loaf of bread, a whole stick of salami, sardines, and strawberry jam in a 
container made of birch bark, called a “tuiz”.  On arriving at the Russian border station 
called Otpor (now Zabaikalsk), about ½ km from the Chinese station Manzhouli, the 
Russian customs officers came and started their inspection of passports and goods.  
They checked the foreigners superficially, but when they discovered I was coming from 
Chita, they checked more thoroughly.  First of all, they asked if I was carrying gold, 
silver or diamonds.  I told them I had some silver spoons and some small items.  They 
asked me to lend them a knife and a spoon.  They cut the bread and salami to pieces 
with the knife, opened the sardines and stirred them up, and combed through the jam 
with the spoon several times, whether I had hidden any gold or diamonds there.  My 
hands were all sticky from the jam.  One of the sections of the flute had fallen out of the 
pocket onto the seat cushion.  They picked it up and asked me what it was.  I told them 
it was a section of a flute, so they wanted to see the other two parts.  I had to show 
them the other sections, and they then asked me if I could play it.  When I said yes,  
they gave it back to me, and the two continued their search.  They lifted one seat 
cushion and voilà, there was my bag of silver rubles.  When asked if they belonged to 
me, I said no, since I had denied that I had any gold or silver or diamonds other than the 
spoons.  So they confiscated the silver rubles.  I couldn’t risk admitting they were mine, 
because who knows what would have happened to me.  The foreigners present in the 
compartment were astounded by the actions of the Soviet customs officers, and one of 
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the Germans expressed it in these words: “Meine Herren, so was hab’ ich in meinem 
Leben noch nicht gesehen!” [“Gentlemen, I have never seen anything like it in my life!”].  
I was happy when they left and gave the train a green light.  In a short while I was on 
Chinese soil.  Russian women, who were also on our train, were checked more 
thoroughly by uniformed female customs officers.  They took them into separate 
compartments where they checked their hairdos, bras, vaginas and anuses, and used 
their fingers to see if there were any hidden diamonds.   
 
Nothing from the food I had brought was edible; everything had been touched, dried up, 
or stuck together with jam.  At the station I had to throw everything out and wash my 
hands thoroughly, to clean myself up.  I was surprised at the number of people leaving 
this “paradise”: men, women and children, mostly without a lot of luggage, which at that 
time, was the best thing.  After an hour or so, as soon as the formalities were over, all 
passengers got their passports back, we boarded a Chinese train, and we departed for 
the east.  Along the way, more passengers boarded, but they were mostly Chinese.       
I noticed that some of the Chinese had a small red knob, like a cloth-covered button,   
on top of their traditional caps. They said these were worn only by chiefs or dignitaries.  
People seeing them off at the railcars bowed very deeply before they departed.  We 
reached Harbin the next day in the afternoon.  Since the pre-arranged apartment wasn’t 
ready yet, I found temporary accommodation in the harbour area of the city, in the Hotel 
Evropa.  I exchanged my chervonets for Japanese yen at 11.80 yen for 1 chervonet, 
which was 10 rubles.  This was a very advantageous exchange rate, so I didn’t lose 
anything in the transaction.  A US dollar at the time was equivalent to 2.10 yen, however 
I did not try currency speculation then, I tried it somewhat later.  
I was amazed at how cheap some goods were, material, 
furniture, etc.  All were very inexpensive and available.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[The author’s first son, 
Karel Arnold was born                            
on August 1, 1925.]
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I started looking for a job and visited various private foreign and local 
offices and banks, to gather information about where I might find 
employment.  I also visited the Far Eastern Bank and then the Russo-
Asian Bank.  At the first bank, the manager was a younger, pleasant 
chap named Boriskin, who after a short interview, in consideration of my 
previous work at the Chita Branch office, offered me a job.  I would start 
immediately with a salary of 280 yen monthly, with no overtime pay.  All 
the work had to be finished at the end of each day, so if there was a need 
to stay late, it was not compensated.  Working hours were 9:00 – 15:00, 
banking hours were until 13:00.  The pay was much greater than I had in 
Chita, which at the rate of 2.56 rubles for US$ 1, had been equal to about 
US$ 50.  Here the pay would be about US$ 130.  I accepted the offer so 
that I wouldn’t have to worry about it any more.  
 
                           
                                                                                                  
          
 
 
 
 
 
                                        my signature at the bank 

 
 

My Stay and Employment in China 
 
In the first part of these memoirs, I mentioned that with the transition of the railway 
administration into Chinese hands, former members of the Russian police changed into 
Chinese uniforms and were transferred into the service of the Chinese state.  Several  
of them were employed by the city police, where they kept track of foreign and Russian 
citizens, who had permanent residency in Harbin.  Every Russian or foreign citizen   
who intended to remain there, had to register with the police, fill out a questionnaire, 
and apply for permission to carry out activities, be they business, medical, etc.  The 
questionnaire was passed to a Russian administrator, who reviewed all the details and 
requested a written reference from a wealthy local citizen or someone they knew well.    
I asked a friend, who was an accountant at the “Victoria” candy factory, to sign it for me.  
It turned out that this was useless, because he was just an employee and didn’t own 
any property, and could therefore not vouch for me.  So, I turned to the relatives of the 
Director Mitrofanov for a reference.  I had brought them a letter from him, from Chita.  
They had a large store on the main street, and they willingly assisted me and wrote me 
a reference.  The police accepted it; it was just a formality.  
 
At my new job, I was put in charge of the Credit Department, which was just starting to 
be developed.  Before my arrival, there had been only one Letter of Credit issued for 
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Hamburg, for shipments of various goods to Harbin.  The client was a local German, 
Waldemar Grauding, who subsequently disappeared from town, and did not pay for the 
goods.  Since the goods were not inspected in Hamburg before the payment, and the 
bank was left with unsold goods, the bank encountered a loss because the goods were 
of poor quality.  Everything depended on the trustworthiness and reliability of the 
participants.  From the shipment, I purchased a safety razor, which I still have and use 
to this day.   
 
Aside from my job at the bank, I also kept the books for the B. Gassman & Co. in the 
afternoon and evening hours.  They imported watches, cut glass products etc.  A 
partner in the firm was Leo Rosenberg, who had permanent residency in Berlin and 
Paris.  He would buy the goods in Europe, especially in Switzerland, and ship them to 
Dairen (Dalny) and from there by train to Harbin.  He would sign a Bill of Exchange for 
the purchased goods, which the manufacturer would deposit at the bank.  Once the 
goods were sold, cheques were sent to Paris, and Leo Rosenberg would pay them 
down.   
 
This company had a branch office in Shanghai, which was losing money because of B. 
Gassman’s nephew, who was its manager.   Innumerable times I brought up the subject 
to send someone else there, or to liquidate the branch, before it was too late.  But        
B. Gassman was not too keen on it.  He continued to ship more and more goods to 
Shanghai, but I don’t recall seeing any money transferred from there.  B. Gassman was 
a goldsmith and watch-maker, and had owned a large jewellery and watch store in 
Irkutsk.  During the tsarist regime, he was a court expert in the area of goldsmithing, 
and used to buy up raw gold for government coffers.  He even had his own laboratory.  
Surely, he accumulated a quantity of gold for himself while running such a business and 
that kind of turnover.  When the Czechoslovak Army was passing through Irkutsk, and it 
had become obvious that the city would become occupied by the Red Army, he sent 
part of his gold treasure (10 kg of pure gold) with his nephew to Harbin.  According to 
him, he was the only one that could be trusted with it.  Soon after, he followed with his 
wife (they had no children), and they carried with them a certain quantity of gold, which 
they successfully brought intact to Harbin.  However, when he was looking for the gold 
he had sent earlier, the nephew was nowhere to be found, and no one knew about his 
whereabouts.  When he finally located him and asked for the gold, the nephew denied 
having received any gold from him.  I don’t remember how it all ended, but this 
character, well known in town as a reveler, was entrusted with the management of the 
store in a city such as Shanghai.  Similar stores as Gassman’s were turning profits of 
300% and more, and our branch was permanently in the red.  The boss never even 
went to check up on the nephew, saying that he didn’t like to do this, and in the end, he 
closed that store anyway at a big loss.  This wasn’t enough for him.  He moved his store 
to a larger space on Mostovaya St., and began selling on credit, also out of town, even 
to Mongolia.  He later had to hire another Chinese man to collect on the debts from 
dubious customers in any way possible.  He was satisfied with my accounting work for 
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him, and sometimes I was able to advise him.  In about a year and a half, I had to leave 
this work, because I was busier at the bank.   
 
Another Czech, Hrdlička, took over the accounting from me.  He owned a knitting 
workshop.  I only knew him casually, not personally.  He had apparently been a Czech 
Legionnaire officer.  He had the stature for it, but whether he had other good qualities, 
I’m not so sure.  Occasionally I would visit them, to sit and chat for a while, and it looked 
like they were satisfied with his work.  But one time something happened, that nobody 
expected.  Mr. Gassman had to go to the port at Dairen, where there was a customs 
issue with a shipment of watches.  His shipping agent Diatlovitsky was dealing with the 
documents, and submitted invoices apparently not corresponding to the value of the 
goods.  The customs office was not willing to accept them.   
 
Many businessmen would submit, if possible, invoices for goods with lower pricing,     
so the duty would be lower, and the cost of the goods would be less.  For this reason, 
Mr. Gassman travelled to Dairen to defend the authenticity of the invoices, because the 
customs office claimed the goods were worth twice as much as was written on them.  
Before he left, he gave his wife Sofia Gassman signing authority to sign for all money 
transactions and documents.  The new accountant Mr. Hrdlička took advantage of the 
fact that the boss was away, and presented documents with the forged signature of Mrs. 
S. Gassman.  This was probably very easy because she had a very simple signature 
with almost perfect penmanship and no curlicues.  The company had a Line of Credit   
at the National City Bank of New York, and they honoured the firm’s promissory notes.  
The accountant did not put the money in the company’s till, but pocketed it.  
 
When time drew near for the loan to be repaid to the bank, Mr. Gassman started getting 
notices about repayment.  He was confused, and thought that it must have been a 
mistake since neither he nor his wife ever signed any promissory notes.  He went to the 
bank to inquire about it, and there they showed him a stack of promissory notes.  It was 
apparent that Mr. Hrdlička very skillfully forged Mrs. Gassman’s signature.  From that 
time on, Mr. Hrdlička disappeared, and maybe already the next day he shot himself in 
the city park.  They identified him according to his Czechoslovak passport, which he had 
on him.  They wrote about him in the local paper “Rupor”, and even printed his picture.  
He left a widow and a son, who later visited Czech people in Harbin, trying to sell 
various items to survive. 
 
Mr. Gassman complained to me how he had rewarded Mr. Hrdlička’s unsuccessful and 
dishonest work with good pay.  He had to pay the promissory notes, the entire amount  
(I don’t know how much), and write it off as a loss.  He now had no accountant, and said 
that he didn’t trust anyone any more, unless he knew them really well.  He pleaded with 
me to put his accounting in order, so he could see what the company still had left.  I had 
to help him, and so we took inventory.  The old accounting books of Mr. Hrdlička we laid 
off to the side, because only he could understand them, and we were worried that if we 
dug deeper, we could have found other incidents of fraud.  It would have just been a 
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waste of time.  In short, I started working at the company again, and I created new 
accounting books, added up the credits and debits, summed up balances and analyzed 
them over several evenings in a row.   
 
After one year of working at the bank, I received one month of paid vacation, but the 
bank couldn’t let me go because there was no one to relieve me.  Nearby, the bank 
owned a recreational spa centre called Ercengdianzi with a large multi-story villa for 
employees.  There was a mineral spring and a beautiful spa building to treat heart 
diseases.  The company offered me a room in the villa, and since I could only commute 
there, and it was unbearably hot in town, I took my family there, i.e. my wife and my  
one-year-old.  We left one Sunday by train and I obtained 1st Class tickets so we could 
sit down, since there were more passengers on Sundays.  But there were so many 
passengers, that when we boarded, all the seats were taken.  When the ticket controller 
came, it turned out the seated passengers were all employees of the railway, and were 
not paying for their seats, because they had passes.  I asked whether we had the right 
to sit down since we were the only legitimate ticket holders, and so they had to free two 
seats for us.  It was hot, the windows were open, and there was a huge draft.  When I 
requested that they close them a little since there was a baby present, no one reacted.  
The trip lasted about two hours, and we were worried that it may be harmful for the 
baby.  At night I returned to the city, and two days later my wife returned with my child, 
who had gotten bronchitis from the draft.  
 

           
 
She stayed at home with him for several days.  The doctor recommended that in 
addition to the medication, we apply mustard plaster and do some cupping treatments. 
This was an old, Russian treatment, which helped to get the blood flowing in the body.  
An expert would prepare several glasses with wide openings and insert a burning stick, 
in order to heat up the air.  Then the glass was placed upside down on the patient’s 
back. The glass would stick to the skin and the skin would be sucked into the glass. The 
entire procedure lasted ten minutes.  After the glasses were removed, there were red 
circles left on the skin, which soon disappeared.  In about five days, the bronchitis was 
cured, and I took the family again to the summer resort, but on a weekday.  We boarded 
earlier, in the train yard, and were in a restaurant car that had comfortable seating, and 
fewer people. Our trip was easier, and we arrived at our destination in comfort. 
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The surrounding countryside was hilly and densely forested.  One Sunday afternoon 
when I was there for a visit, there was an exciting incident.  The Manchurian Mountains 
and forests had bands of armed bandits – khunkhuzi – who had their spies in the city 
and searched for victims in order to kidnap them or their children and demand an 
exorbitant ransom.  The police and the army were helpless, because an expedition 
against them would be too expensive.  No one wanted to spend that kind of money.      
A rich pharmacist from Harbin named Kofman lived in the neighbouring villa.  He was 
singled out as one of the victims. The bandits figured out where he was going and 
where he lived.  One Sunday afternoon at 4 p.m., the bandits came to the villa to catch 
him and take him into the woods.  However, the pharmacist wasn’t there at the time, 
and since the Chinese could not distinguish well between white faces, they accidentally 
took a poor sales assistant who also lived in the villa with his family.  They took him      
to the woods, which were only 50 metres away, and they disappeared.  This was the 
perfect place for a kidnapping, sparsely populated, with woods and mountains all 
around, and even the cottages were all in the woods.  The kidnappers had their backs 
covered and no one dared to follow them.  
 
When this incident occurred, there were several guests sitting on our veranda and we 
heard a huge cry from people in the neighbouring villa.  Even a few shots were fired.  
We ran out onto the path behind the villa and saw a group of armed Chinese in the 
distance, taking a white man into the woods.  There was no question about following 
them.  We were not armed and there were no police anywhere.  Even if the police had 
been present, they would have hesitated and stalled and wouldn’t have wanted anything 
to do with it.  The khunkhuzi held him for an entire month, and always changed their 
location.  They moved around to cover up their tracks.  They hardly gave him anything 
to eat, and the little he received wasn’t very edible.  They slept out in the open, the 
nights were cool, and it rained often.  When he finally convinced them that he didn’t 
have anything to pay the ransom with, and when they realized they had made a 
mistake, they let him go after a month of captivity. 
 
Similar cases happened even in town.  For example, they would steal a child out of a 
baby carriage when the mother wasn’t looking, or would lead a child away who was 
walking home from school.  For this reason, children were always escorted to school   
by an adult.  One deli owner, Tarasenko, was kept for two weeks in a basement and 
had to pay a ransom before they let him go.  Or the son of the owner of the Modern 
Hotel on the main street.  He was an outstanding pianist, and had just returned from 
France when he was kidnapped on the street.  They forced him into a car and took him 
who knows where.  His wealthy father, a known miser, didn’t want to pay the ransom, 
and so they cut off the son’s ear.  I could describe many more such cases.  It must have 
been a very lucrative activity.  
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We lived in a Japanese house on the 6th Line 
(Liukholu), which was spacious and clean.  There 
were only three other European families living 
there, the others were all Japanese.  We had 
Russian maids – immigrants – which we often 
changed because they were not satisfactory.   
We had one once, who would dress up and put 
on    a hat while cleaning or washing the dishes.  
We had to laugh.  Usually when I came home 
from the office I would go straight to the bathroom 
and wash my hands.  Our boy, K. Arnold noticed 
this, and when he saw me in the doorway, he would run to the bathroom and bring me  
a towel.  The surroundings where we lived weren’t that pleasant.  Across from us was a 
large yard with horse and cattle stalls.  I never really noticed this, and I wasn’t interested 
in it.  But one warm, sunny, fall day, it may have been a Sunday or a holiday, I went out 
with my boy for a walk.  I led him by the hand; he was probably a little over two years 
old.  As we passed the farm or yard where the gate was always open, suddenly a hefty 
bull appeared and was aiming right at us.  When it was at arm’s length, and it was 
obvious that it wanted to attack us because it had its head down near the ground, and 
there was nowhere to hide, I grabbed my boy in my arms and turned my back on the 
bull, because I could do nothing else.  It didn’t hesitate long and scooped us up so 
fortunately, that we were actually just sitting on its head between its horns.  I had the 
feeling that I was sitting in an easy chair, but didn’t know what was going to happen 
next.  It lifted us up and flung us forward about one and a half metres.  I didn’t lose     
my balance and landed on my feet, still holding my son in my arms, so nothing bad 
happened to us.  The animal ran away somewhere, maybe back into the yard, I don’t 
know for sure.  We also immediately got away from there, so I could see if I had been 
injured.  There were no injuries except I noticed that my new black pants were ripped 
from top to bottom and were therefore useless.  Many passers-by saw what happened, 
but couldn’t assist us because it all happened so quickly.  When I later went to complain 
to the owner of the yard and showed him my torn pants, he just shrugged his shoulders 
but didn’t offer to compensate me.  From that time on, the gate was always firmly 
closed, so that the incident would not be repeated.  
 
 
Work at the Bank 
 
Working at the bank was very interesting and I enjoyed it very much.  My department 
grew, and I had three assistants who spoke English.  I couldn’t rely on them too much 
though, because they weren’t that good with their math.  We filed documents and 
important papers into a temporary slot during banking hours, which was then transferred 
to the main cashier at the end of the day.  Once when everyone had left for the day and 
I was there alone, I was preparing to leave, and I noticed a piece of paper underneath 
one of the assistants’ desks.  The cleaners were already in the room, so I picked it up, 
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and surprisingly, it was an Promissory Note for half a million yen, from the L. Zikman 
firm as a guarantee for jute bags from India, which they had ordered.   This valuable 
document had fallen out of a folder without my assistant’s knowledge.  What would have 
happened if the cleaning lady had found it?  That would have been embarrassing.  From 
that time on, I always double-checked the room before leaving for the day, whether any 
important documents were left lying around.   
 
Foreign banks with which we had previously signed contracts, would purchase goods 
on credit, perhaps entire trainloads or ships full of soybeans, which were being exported 
from Manchuria to European ports.  In Manchuria, soy beans were a major crop; the 
beans were shipped in new jute sacks that were stacked in pyramids at all stations 
along the tracks, waiting to be shipped.  The beans had to be tested, meaning that a 
special spoon was used to take a sample from each shipment, which was taken to a lab 
and checked for the required oil content. In high season, this was a lot of work.  The oil 
for the local market was pressed in oil press machines and the remaining residue was 
exported mainly to Japan as cattle feed.  In addition to soybeans, other grains such     
as millet, wheat, oats, corn, rice, poppy seeds, peanuts and also tobacco, cotton and 
others were exported.  
 
To export grains, hundreds of thousands of new, jute sacks were needed, which were 
ordered by the exporters through us from India.  We in turn worked with Japanese 
banks, which had branch offices in India.  The currency in India was the rupee, divided 
into 16 annas, and annas further divided into 12 paisas.  This export work also involved 
transfers and buying and selling of foreign currencies.  In China, every region had its 
own currency.  For example, in Harbin, it was the Harbin yuan, sometimes also called a 
dollar, and then others from Tientsin, Shanghai, Canton, Hong Kong, etc.  Each of these 
dollars had a different value.  Foreign currencies like pounds sterling, Australian pounds 
(now they have Australian dollars), Indian rupees, and other currencies I handled easily 
calculating the exchange rates without tables or calculators, just on paper.  No one 
could do it better. 
 
The Chinese started to participate more directly in the export of goods.  Up to that time 
they had no idea how things were done, and they were losing profits, which were left to 
the agents and middlemen who had contacts with foreign markets.  The largest exporter 
of grains was the Soviet “Exportchleb”, which used to lease entire ships.  The railways 
were setting their rates in gold rubles, which had a special exchange rate that fluctuated 
daily.  There was a large export market in furs, skins and hides because there was lots 
of wildlife everywhere in Manchuria.  The most prevalent was fox: red, cross, burnt 
orange, blue and white.  Then there was ermine, weasel, grey and reddish squirrel, 
badger, lynx, wolf, hare, pony, and marmot.  For the automobile industry, there were 
skins of wild dogs, which populated the Gobi Desert by the thousands.   
 
This is how the business was organized.  Foreign banks in New York and London, and 
also in Leipzig where the fur trade had traditionally been concentrated, would issue a 
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Letter of Credit for their agents in Manchuria at the request of the European importer, 
usually by telegram and through one of the Harbin banks whom they dealt with.  Aside 
from the usual specifications about the product, the delivery date and similar, it 
contained the amount in dollars or pounds, which the bank had to verify using a special 
code known only to our bank as well as to the foreign bank.  Sometimes the encoded 
amounts didn’t agree due to human error and another telegram had to be sent to  
correct it.   
 
The exporter, having received notification about the credit available on his behalf in    
US dollars or British pounds, had to purchase the skins and hides or other goods from 
the hunters or middlemen in the local currency.  Therefore, if the exchange rate was 
favourable, he could get the Chinese currency on the promise of the Letter of Credit 
from the bank.  He didn’t have to wait until he had the entire shipment prepared or until 
he handed in his shipping documents.  This would be a great risk, since if the exchange 
rate fluctuated, he could lose part of his profits on the transaction.   
 
Nowhere else in the world did they do business in this manner.  Only in the Far East, 
where there was a whole slew of monetary systems, and only by buying and selling 
foreign currencies, could businessmen or financial institutions evade unexpected 
losses.   I will give another example to show that such transactions were necessary.  
Let’s say an American bank opened a branch office in China.  The bank had their base 
capital in US dollars, and had US$ 5 million at their disposal.  At the branch office in 
China, US dollars were not the common currency, and all transactions had to be done  
in yuan.  So, the bank would sell a million US dollars to obtain Chinese yuan.  So that it 
didn’t lose on the exchange rate, it concluded a contract with another bank, for let’s say 
three months or longer.  Based on this, they could purchase the previously sold dollars 
or pounds for Chinese currency, and in case of major currency fluctuations, they would 
not lose out on the exchange.  This type of currency contract between banks was called 
a “changeover”, and the banks mutually assured one another, that at the end of the 
agreed term of the contract, one would pay with local currency and the other would 
supply the dollars or pounds.  
 
I should mention that the foreign bank selling the US dollars did not have them 
physically in China.  They were kept in New York or London.  So, when they sold them  
in China, they sent a telegram to New York or London to transfer the amount on paper 
to the Chinese bank’s current account at the foreign bank.  The same applied to other 
foreign currencies like yen, rupees, etc., and the Chinese banks had to have accounts 
in America, England, Japan etc., or they couldn’t do business there.   
 
The fur and hide trade worked as follows:  Buyers would travel throughout the country 
and visit fur companies, or private traders, who bought furs and hides directly from the 
hunters.  Prior to a purchase, the hide had to be graded for quality, to determine the 
price.  The hides would be sorted into three piles of high quality, intermediate quality, 
and low quality.  An average price would be set for each grade of hides.  The purchased 
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hides were brought to the warehouse of the exporter and could include hides that 
originated from several sources.  In the warehouse they would be sorted again prior to 
export, according to various buyer specifications.  For example: marmot skins could be 
sold at $1.20 each, with this distribution in the shipment: 30% extra large, 35% large, 
20% medium sized, 10% small, 5% extra small (the young are counted 2 for 1); or   
pony hides:  30% moiré, 25% 1st grade, 20% 2nd grade, 15% 3rd grade, 10% goliaks 
(premature or hairless).  The sorting and grading of these groups had to agree with the 
buyer specifications, or they could be recalled and cause extra paperwork.  The bank 
didn’t check the shipment for correct adherence to the specifications.  That was done 
between the shipper and the receiver, who had to trust each other.   
 
Once the goods were shipped, the exporter presented the shipping documents to the 
local bank, such as:  invoices, specifications, bills of lading (when shipped by boat), or 
post office receipts (if shipped by mail), proof of insurance against loss or damages 
during transit, and sometimes customs forms. Then the exporter issued a “documentary 
draft” in the dollar (or pound) amount of the invoice.  The bank then sent these to the 
foreign bank, for collection on the basis of the statement which was on every Letter of 
Credit: “We agree with bona fide holder, that every draft or drafts issued in accordance 
with conditions of this Letter of Credit, will be accepted and duly honored by us.”  
     
In my work, I had to deal with influential businessmen, whom I even advised from     
time to time in complicated cases.  Aside from Europeans, some were also Chinese.  
Chinese companies seldom belonged to one owner.  Usually there were several 
partners, and one was assigned to deal with the banks.  I remember some of the 
department stores we dealt with:  Kun-cho-li, Ta-lo-hsin, Tun-fa-lun, Fu-fun-hao, Yuy-
czin-dye.  The Chinese liked to work with us, because we treated them as equals      
and always accommodated them as much as possible.  Each Chinese company held 
banquets for our management or employees from time to time.  They were usually in 
Chinese restaurants, seldom in European ones.  None of us were used to Chinese 
cuisine, which sometimes included fifty courses, so whenever we received an invitation, 
we would draw lots to see who had to attend.  Adolf Hoffmeister, who savoured even 
roasted sparrows during his stay in China, may have enjoyed the menu.  One of our 
employees, Greenspoon, always had a bottle of castor oil with him, in order to have      
a dose after the feast, to clean himself out.   
 
The order of the courses in a meal was unusual for us.  First came some roasted 
squash seeds, or peanuts.  Then a sweet cream, baked fish, soup, nuts again, then 
perhaps duck, etc. This kept rotating sweet, then sour, or salty.  It was enough to just 
taste each course, and then it was left for the servants.  Once I saw a waiter wipe a 
plate with not a particularly clean rag, and at that moment I lost my appetite for Chinese 
food.  After that, I ate mostly just bread and butter, which was bought especially for us, 
since the Chinese people didn’t eat it.  And then there were foods that were grilled.  
Their vodka was made from millet or sorghum (kaoliang), was drunk hot, and smelled 
horribly.  If possible, we didn’t imbibe.  When they saw that we weren’t fond of their 
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national drink, they brought us some wine.  When drinking vodka, they said “sui-bian” 
meaning “if possible”, and when drinking wine “gan-bei” meaning “bottoms up”.  
Afterwards, as was their custom, girls would come to entertain with musical instruments 
and would play, sing and dance their national dances.  Then the entire group would     
sit at the table again and the feast was repeated.  There were more typical Chinese 
courses, like swallow nest soup, shark fin, sea cucumber, frogs’ legs, steamed frogs, 

balut or half developed chicken eggs, bamboo shoots, 
seaweed and sea cabbage, baked fish etc. The main 
dish was mutton, cooked in a special pot on the    
table.  When serving pelmeni (ravioli dumplings) I 
remembered my first visit to this town as a Legionnaire, 
when I found out they used dog meat as the filling.    
So I avoided it, of course. 
 
These types of feasts occurred frequently with different 
people, but none of us ever volunteered to go.  We 
always had to draw lots.  In addition, it was customary 
in the business world to attend grand openings of 
stores, offices or banks etc., and to bring gifts.  Usually 
one brought a wall hanging embroidered on silk,   
which would be displayed instead of a painting.  Most 
Chinese and even European offices had plenty of 
these hangings with embroidered Chinese characters 
expressing well wishes.  Our head office was also full  
of them, wishing us a successful business. 
 
 
 
A menu for a feast 

 

Before Christmas or Easter holidays, some Chinese business friends and managers of 
larger department stores would drop by my house and bring me small gifts like material 
for suits or clothing, foreign wines and liqueurs, blankets, textiles, children’s toys, and 
other things, even entire hams.  Since we didn’t drink, we had quite a collection of wine 
bottles and liqueurs, filling the entire lower half of the buffet.  I counted them once and 
there were maybe fifty bottles of varying sizes.  I eventually gave some of them away,  
or even sold some. One Christmas I got three whole smoked hams; several days in a 
row we had ham and eggs for breakfast, after our usual porridge.  In the end, we were 
sick of it, and we didn’t know what to do with it all.  They were stored frozen, so they 
couldn’t spoil, but we lost our appetite for ham.  I gave two of them away to hired help 
and others, but we kept one in case we would need it during the winter months. 
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Living Conditions and Family Matters 
 

I was looking for a larger and better apartment and managed to find one, which was 
furnished and had four rooms, in a better neighbourhood on the south side.  We moved 
there about half a year later.  Monthly, I paid 80 Japanese yen for the apartment, on      
a salary of 280 yen monthly (about US$ 140 or 250 gold rubles).  This was 29% of     
my pay, which was quite a bit, almost too much.  I mention this to show that a nice 
apartment cost a lot of money.  On the contrary, food was very cheap, as well as goods 
like material, machines, gold or silver objects, and actually everything.  Tropical fruit like 
oranges, bananas and quince were practically free. Each day they brought us a box     
of fresh mandarins (100 pieces) and at least two or three kilograms of bananas and 
apples, and when in season cherries, apricots or peaches the size of small oranges.  
We had to look after the heating of the apartment and the hot water, because there   
was no central heating.  There was a wood-burning stove, and a supply of wood was 
purchased in the fall or even later.  I would go into the wood storage area, and select 
some oak or sycamore (they had no birch), which I would buy by the cubic metre.     
The Chinese cart drivers were impatiently waiting for some business and would load  
the wood onto their carts.  They would bring the wood right to the door of the woodshed.  
To fill up the woodshed with one purchase, it would take about five full cartloads.  I 
would hire several men with saws and axes and other equipment to help me cut and 
split the wood down to size.  The price had to be negotiated before hand, so as to avoid 
unpleasant discussions afterwards.  There was a lot of bargaining.  The wood had to   
be brought in daily from the woodshed.  In the kitchen there was a wood fired stove    
for cooking, and a boiler for heating water for bathing. 
 
The apartment was on the raised ground floor of a building, in a yard with a small 
garden.  We made a sandbox outside.  The floor was made of wooden boards, painted 
brown.  I bought some American linoleum for the dining room floor, a product of the 
Armstrong Company, which was easy to clean.  I chose a bluish coloured pattern.  I  
had a Letter of Credit from the bank for this shipment, and the manager of the shipping 
company said I could come choose what I needed when it arrived.  We were later very 
satisfied with this, since there was a lot of traffic in the dining room. It was more suitable 
than a carpet, which needed frequent beating to keep it clean, and especially in the 
wintertime, this was an unpleasant task.  When we later moved south, I wanted to take 
it with me but I was not able to lift if off the floor because I had forgotten to underlay it 
with paper.  The landlord later told me (when he visited us), that he managed to lift the 
linoleum off the floor and move it to his own apartment. 
 

                                                                     







                                                                      
                                                                     Harbin traffic 
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For a period of about ten years, I used to send some money from my salary to my 
mother [in Czechoslovakia], until her death. It was 3, 4 or even 5 pounds sterling, drawn 

on a London bank by cheque.  According to the rate of 
exchange at the time, one pound equaled 160 Kč, so she 
received 480 – 800 Kč monthly from me.  For comparison, an 
accountant would have a salary of about 800 Kč monthly, so 
what I was sending was quite substantial.  Since my mother 
lived in a small town far from the city [Vracov], and had to go 
to the bank to cash the cheques, this became too strenuous 
for her.  So, I began sending the cheques to my brother in 
Prague, who cashed them and sent the amount to my mother 
in Czechoslovak crowns.  From the original amount, the bank 
only deducted the postage.  My brother saved copies of the 
cheques and once showed them to me.  It was a large stack.   

 

 
 
After I returned to Czechoslovakia, they told me that she was very grateful and said that  
I had paid her back for all her worries. I wanted to know how my mother was spending 
the money, so I inquired in a letter to ask her what she had bought herself.  She replied 
that she didn’t even buy herself a pair of stockings, because all of the money had been 
wasted by my sister for partying.  My sister Marie, twelve years younger than me, lived 
with my mother.  My mother kept the money hidden in the house in a certain place, like 
in a mattress or a cup or behind the window (that’s just what I imagine), as people used 
to do in the villages where they didn’t even lock their front doors.  But she wasn’t very 
vigilant, as an older person.  When she needed some money and went to her stash, 
there were only a few crowns left.  Everything was gone.  My sister was a midwife 
somewhere in a Bratislava maternity hospital, and had a well-paid job, so she didn’t 
need more money.  Even so, she hadn’t saved a penny.  She had moved back home 
from Bratislava and would arrive late at night from her parties, argue with my mother, 
and throw dishes at her when she didn’t want to give her any money (which my mother 
actually didn’t even have).  There were no men living there to set her straight, and my 
mother alone was helpless.  Marie had married a man named Procházka from Sobůlky 
near Kyjov, with whom she had a daughter, Svatoslava; married life probably didn’t suit 
her, or it didn’t work out, and so she got divorced.  She had a loose and wild lifestyle.  
She later had two more children, Josef and Anička, apparently with different men.  
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Whether this is the full truth or not, I am not 
completely sure, since I was not there and 
only heard about it second or third hand.   So 
that at least the two older children would not 
grow up alone, my brother-in-law [Konstantin 
Volařík], a principal of a school there, took 
them in, to bring them up.  He and my sister 
Karolína didn’t have their own children, so 
they later adopted them.  My sister Karolína 
had a lot of work suddenly bringing two 
children into the house.  I don’t know 
anything about Anička, but she was also 
adopted by a childless couple.  I don’t    
know her whereabouts now.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
              Svatoslava       Josef       Anička 

 
Svatoslava studied at the high school in Brno, and then went to teacher’s college.  
Before she got married, she became the principal of the middle school in Milotice near 
Kyjov.   After marrying Mr. Ježek (a former medical student) who was also a teacherin 
Milotice, he took over the principal’s job after she became pregnant.  Now they have  
two children, as far as I know.  Marie’s other son, Josef Volařík, was younger.  Relatives 
from Vracov, where the young lad went for summer vacations, would tell me stories 
about how they often saw him walking around on the roofs of houses.  He would climb 
to the top of the highest chimney, ride his bike standing up on the seat, and do other 
acrobatic tricks.  He caused them a lot of worry since he was their responsibility, and  
he would not listen to them.  Even then he was leaning towards acrobatics, so when he 
grew up and was drafted into the army, he joined the air force.  During his first training 
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parachute jump, he apparently felt sick and could not jump.  The second time was 
easier, and he got used to it.  I don’t know his life story, but I only know that he was a  
1st Lt. in the Air Force in Mladá, and about three or four years ago he died in a crash 
while flying from Bratislava to Mladá as a wing commander near Hodonín in Moravia.     
I don’t know the details of the crash.  His friends thought that he might have fallen ill at 
high altitude and couldn’t concentrate.  They think this because he wasn’t responding  
to radio calls from the other planes.  The true reason was never discovered.  He was 
always bragging that such a thing could never happen to him. He had just signed a 
contract for another five years of service. If he hadn’t done this, then he probably 
wouldn’t have been flying anywhere, and probably wouldn’t have died.  My sister 
Karolína, his adoptive mother, told me that he supported her a lot financially.  He was 
married, had one small son – Milan – who lived with his mother in Prague (Praha – 
Kbely, Sídliště II/710). 

 
Konstantin Volařík and his class in Kyjov, 1926 

 
When my sister Marie got married, there was no one left at home who would steal the 
money from the cup, and so my mother recovered a little bit financially.  She fixed up 
the house, bought some necessities, and even purchased a cow, so life improved 
somewhat.  She also had some chickens and a pig which turned out not to be such a 
good idea.  Some folks in town found out that she had some meat and lard from the pig 
slaughter in her larder (you can’t keep a secret in a small village).  One night they stole 
everything from her by breaking a hole in the wall and tying a makeshift noose to the 
door, so that when she went to the larder and opened the door, she would get caught 
and strangled in the noose. In China we lived among some bad types as well, but they 
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weren’t such outcasts that they would want to take a person’s life for a bit of food.   For 
that reason, my sister Karolína insisted that my mother rent the house out and move in 
with her in Brno (Holásky 193).  That’s where she later died, and is buried in Tuřany (a 
subdivision of Brno).  My sister Marie was sent to work in Germany during the war 
(WW2), but I don’t know where, or what she did there.  When I visited Karla [Karolína], 
she told me that one night the German police came and brought Marie’s body and told 
her that she had died in Germany, but they didn’t say where or how.  But I think this was 
just a story, because why would they bring someone back to Brno, when there were 
thousands of other people killed there.  Perhaps she died in an air raid.  I never learned 
the truth, and even my sister Karla who had informed me about all I have written here, 
couldn’t tell me more because she didn’t know anything.    
 

 
Postcard from Karla: stamps dated: 24.8.15   14.9.15   6.10.15   29.2.16? Geselschaft Vom 
Roten Kreuze in Österreich und Ungarn   Red Cross Society of Austria-Hungary, Zens  
Censored 
“Milý bratře, již jsem nedostala od tebe žádné zprávy přes měsíc.  Nejsi nemocen?  Já ti píši 
jednou týdně a nevím zdali co obdržíš.  Piš mě hned nebo matka doma a mi všichni tě stále 
vzpomíname a toužebně každý den od tebe nějaké zprávy. Tedy piš! Piš také kolik jsi obdržel 
peněz? Na druhý týden ti budu zase posílat.  Pojedu do Vracova, tak zase vše vyřídím.  Také 
jsem ti poslala moji podobenku, tak napiš zda jsi ji obdržel.  Mnoho pozdravů od nás všech, tvá 
sestra Karla.” 
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“Dear brother, I haven’t received any news from you in 
over a month.  Are you sick?  I write you once a week 
and I don’t know if you get my letters.  Write me right 
away, as your mother at home and we all are thinking 
about you all the time, and are longingly awaiting some 
news from you every day. So write! Also tell us how 
much money you received.  I will send you more next 
week.  I will be going to Vracov, and so I will sort it all 
out.  I also sent you my picture, so let me know if you 
received it.  Many greetings from all of us, your sister 
Karla. ” 
 
Sent to:   
Prisonier de guerre                                                          
Prisoner of War 
Herrn Laurenz Škarecký  E.F.                                         
Mr. Laurenz Skarecky 
(in Russian script) Ust-Kamenogorsk                             
Ust-Kamenogorsk 
Semipalatinskoy oblasti Komyiendantu dle piridachi      
Semipalatinsk region, to the Rusland Sibirien                                                                     
Commander to pass on                                                                            

Russia – Siberia 
 
On front of the card is a picture of sister Marie:   
“Mařenka je v Brně už měsíc, a Hynek půjde do kadetky. Učí se náramně. Matka je zdravá a my 
ostatní také. Tak hned piš! ” 
 
“Marie is in Brno for a month already, and Hynek will go into the cadets.  He is studying a lot.  
Mother is healthy and the rest of us as well.  So write soon! ” 

 







 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Summers in Harbin were sweltering hot.  The trip to the 
summer resort Ercengdianzi was very uncomfortable, and 
so I later bought a decent cottage at a nice place on the 
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Sungari River.  It wasn’t built for that purpose, and was actually for two families, so it 
had to be fixed up first.  It had glassed in verandas on two sides and small rooms, with  
a kitchen in the middle.  I had the rooms joined together, and put the kitchen into a small 
addition.  There was a garden beside the cottage with fruit trees and bushes on about 
one are (10 x 10 m).  We spent the entire summer at the cottage, and didn’t venture 
anywhere else.  The river flowed about 100 m away, so it wasn’t far to go swimming.  
To get to the other side of the river, we were ferried across in small boats, since there 
was no footbridge.  During storms, when strong winds and police regulations prevented 
the small boats from crossing the river, a cutter was used, which was more stable and 
safer. The swimming was great there, the beach was natural and had lots of sand.  We 
had our own little boat to go on rides in the area because the river had several small 
islands there, and the current wasn’t so strong.  When swimming, one had to be careful, 
and if you couldn’t swim, you had to stay close to shore or the river was treacherous 
with many small eddies.   
 
On Sundays there were thousands of people there.  One time the family of one of our 
employees was camping on the left bank of the river.  He was a higher administrator 
named Kursel, of Estonian nationality.  It was really hot in the afternoon, and everyone 
went swimming together.  As usual, no one was looking out for anyone else.  When they 
had had enough, his wife and daughter came out of the water and looked for him.  But 
since there were hundreds of swimmers’ heads in the water, it was difficult to find 
anyone.  As night drew near, the family was preparing to leave and was still looking out 
for him in vain.  His clothes and other belongings were still on the beach, which made 
them think that something had happened to him.  It was not possible to start a search 
because it was getting dark.  The next day, the river police found his body nearby in 
some reeds beside the railway bridge, not far from the place where the entire family  
had been swimming and camping.  
 
One drowned, another was shot or kidnapped; in this area, no foreigner could be sure 
that he would return home alive and well.  For example, we knew a couple who lived 
near the nearby railway station Lalin.  He was an expert in wheat, and was taking over  
a shipment of dozens of railcars of wheat for export. In the course of his work, he got 
into a conflict with some Chinese, who wanted their revenge.  They attacked his wife 
who was at home alone, and shot her in the leg.   She was in the hospital for a long 
time.  Another time on a Sunday, when we were still in the office finishing something up, 
we suddenly heard some shooting outside.  We were curious to see what was going on, 
so we looked out the window onto the street.  We saw some policemen who fired some 
shots and then hid behind the corner of a house.  Then they came out again, shot, and 
hid.  We couldn’t tell whether they were real policemen, or some bandits disguised as 
such.  In short, they were shooting on the busiest street probably at pedestrians, as 
several people were lying on the pavement in the middle of the street (Kitayskaya – 
meaning Chinese) near our office.   
 



 

 

 

265 

 

I was trying to figure out how to get home under such conditions.  It was before lunch.    
I went out the side door, across the courtyard, around several blocks where there was 
no action, and in a round-about way I returned to my family.  We never found out what 
really happened.  We only heard that on that street at the time of the shootout, a 
currency exchange office, which had been open on Sunday, like other Chinese shops, 
had been robbed.   They were trying to clear the street of witnesses with the shootout.  
 
For business trips in town, we used the bank’s car, which would even come on a 
Sunday to pick me up if there was something that needed to be looked after urgently.  
At other times, we used small carts pulled by men (rickshaws).  Public transit consisted 
of electric streetcars, or buses and taxis, which would charge a fixed rate to travel from 
one part of the city to another.  The taxi could take a total of four passengers, with three 
in the back and one beside the driver.  There were no official stops, and the taxi would 
stop to pick up passengers until it was full.  The driver would even stop beside every 
pedestrian, and ask him if he needed a ride.  There was always a final destination 
where everyone had to get out and the taxi would go back along the same route.  It  
was a fast and comfortable way of getting around, and the fare was 10 fens per person, 
which was about 10 hellers [a very small amount].  If someone wanted the entire taxi  
for himself, he had to pay 40 fens, and tell the driver not to pick anyone else up.  The 
electric streetcars were used primarily by the Chinese, with very few Europeans using 
this type of transport.   
 
For personal and longer trips we would rent a car, lic.plate 740, driven by a father      
and son that we knew, who would take turns.  They were usually at the taxi stand on 
Mostovaya Street [Bridge St.], along with other taxis.  One time we were looking for   
this car at the taxi stand, with no luck.  When we inquired, we found out from the other 
drivers that the father was taking a fare to the outskirts of town.  The passenger had 
shot him, had thrown him out of the car onto the roadway, and had taken off.  The car 
was found abandoned, stuck in the field where there was not road.  The father had only 
been injured and survived.  Another time a high society actress disappeared.  They 
were investigating where she had last been or if someone had seen her.  Nothing was 
discovered, until they found her in a sewer; she had been strangled.  Or in another 
case, one of the Russian (Soviet) managers of the Chinese Eastern Railway, 
Lashevich, had been poisoned at a feast.  A week didn’t go by that we didn’t hear 
something similar happening. 
 
The Stock Market crash in New York on October 24th, 1929 had a big effect on us.         
I had my savings deposited in an American bank in dollars because it had been the 
strongest currency.  Because of the financial crisis, the value of the dollar dropped 
significantly, and savings were being withdrawn en masse.  Everyone was selling off 
dollars, for fear that the value would drop further.  No one knew if it would rebound.        
I did the same thing as the others, and sold the dollars at a great loss.  I wasn’t sure 
what to do with the local currency, which also wasn’t stable, and was not backed by 
anything.  Every Chinese bank would print their own yuan (local dollars), and it was not 
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controlled by anyone.  The exchange rate of the Japanese yen, which had been stable, 
was also dropping, as Japan didn’t have any more gold to export to the US, in order to 
support and strengthen the value of the yen.  Silver, circulating in China, was cheap and 
was being bought up by the US.  The only thing left was to buy gold coins and pounds 
sterling, which at the time, still had their true value, but nobody knew for how long.  
These were hard times.  The ones best off were the businessmen.  They didn’t have 
any money, only debts, and what they had was invested in goods.  The exchange rate 
of the yuan fluctuated several times a day, and also prices accordingly, so the business 
people didn’t really lose much.  
 
 
The Story of One Translation 
 
The bank manager knew I spoke German, so when he received a printout of an article 
in German, he asked me to translate it into Russian.  It was about the advantages and 
usefulness of soybeans, which were the main agricultural product of the area.  I don’t 
know what he needed it for, but he just said that he was extremely curious about this 
crop, since the entire world was so interested in it.  I asked him when he wanted the 
translation finished, and he said the next day.  I don’t know if he realized what this kind 
of work entailed, because his request was impossible.  Even if I had nothing else to do, 
and worked on it day and night, i.e. through the night, there is no way that I, nor anyone 
else, could have done it.  Each line had to be first read and then thought about, how it 
could be expressed properly in Russian, since there were many technical terms.  I told 
him I would try to do it in three days, but then I regretted saying that, because even that 
deadline was quite impossible.  He who does translations, knows that it was not an easy 
job.  There were a lot of pages, but I don’t remember how many.  I could not refuse 
(how would that look?), but I was trying to figure out how to manage it.   
 
There was a secretary in our office, Mrs. Budakova, who knew German.  I talked to her 
and explained the situation, and she agreed to do part of it for me.  I gave her about half 
of the pages.  I started working on it as soon as I got home from the office, and I worked 
through the afternoon, evening, and all night, and the same the following day.  I made 
and drank a lot of black coffee throughout the night, in order not to fall asleep.  Never in 
my life had I drunk so much strong, black coffee as then.  I had no aids except a small 
pocket dictionary.  There wasn’t even time to find any, and they would have been very 
handy for the technical terms.  In the end, we managed to finish it together, but I didn’t 
even ask the woman if she had any difficulties.  She even typed up the entire text on a 
typewriter during work hours, so that I could hand it in. 
 
A few weeks later, Mrs. Budakova asked me when she would be paid for the translation.  
Only then did I realize that I would have to pay her, although I myself didn’t get anything 
for it, and I didn’t want to ask the manager.  He probably felt it was part of my duties at 
work.  I felt that if I asked him about it, he would be very surprised, and that would have 
been embarrassing.  I told her the truth, and that I would pay her out of my own money, 
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even though I didn’t get paid myself.  She calculated it by typed lines, because she had 
a carbon copy, and I gave it to her in cash.  So, the bank actually owes me to this day, 
an amount that they would have had to pay a translator.  Later, when someone asked 
me for a translation, I said that I could speak the language, but not well enough to 
translate.  And that was that.  
 
When I paid Mrs. Budakova, I wondered if I should go to the manager and ask him      
for payment of the translation.   Just when I had decided to remind him, he was getting 
ready to go by car for a few days to the Zalantun resort.  He was then going to the 
Arshan spa on the Mongolian border.  So I had to wait.  But I never got a chance to talk 
to him, because the car he was travelling in overturned on some country road and the 
injured manager was brought back to Harbin by train.  He was in the hospital, and was 
diagnosed with a head injury.  He stayed there quite a long time, and could never  
return to his manager’s position.  He was sent back to Russia for further treatment.        
I remember we saw him off at the train station but didn’t ask him any questions, so      
he would stay calm.  Thus ended my intention to get compensated for the extra work.   
 
 
Expatriate Matters 
 
After the end of WW1, a Czechoslovak Consulate was established in Harbin, because  
it was beneficial for all the Czechoslovaks living there. If anyone needed to renew their 
passport, register new family members or sort out any other similar business, he could 
go to the consular office, and in a few hours, he would have the necessary documents 
in his pocket.  The Consul was Mr. Rudolf Hejný, who now lives in Prague on Jaselská 
St. and who I frequently meet walking with a slow old man’s gait on Dejvická St.        
The secretary was Mr. J. Vybíral.  In view of the fact that there were quite a few 
Czechoslovaks in Harbin (it was said there were about 500 adults in town), the 
Consulate opened a Sunday School for children, so they could learn some of their own 
Czech language.  None of the children spoke Czech or Slovak, as the wives of most ex-
pats were Russian, and Russian was spoken at home.  But there was not much interest 
in the school, because the teacher didn’t have any experience, and children between 
the ages of 6 and 14 were all taught together using the same material.  It is obvious   
that the smaller children didn’t understand anything, and moreover, they were studying    
from a schoolbook probably from the time of Maria Theresa (who reigned 1740 – 1780         
in Austria), which contained words and expressions, poems and saying that even I 
couldn’t understand.  Only the older children could perhaps learn something from this    
if they knew the spoken language, but not the beginners (6 – 8-year-olds).  I remember 
a rhyme that none of them understood: “Hastrmane tatrmane, dej nám kůži na buben, 
budeme ti bubnovati, až polezeš z vody ven.” [Water sprite, give us a skin for a drum, 
we will drum for you when you come out of the water].  Or something about a fox and    
a mosquito, how the fox is raking, and the mosquito is loading it on a cart… etc. Could 
children who didn’t know any Czech understand this?  This type of teaching was 
useless. 
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Most of the expats were trades people or businessmen dealing in imports and exports.  
I recall one German from Žatec, who imported baby carriages and “Brenabor” bicycles.  
He didn’t start with any capital, but became rich from the sale of photographs of movie 
actors.  Near Žatec, he also owned a hops farm, where he would go every year to sell 
the hops.  There was also a Czech Jew Kraus, who represented Czechoslovak textile 
factories in Brno and Krnov.  He had price lists printed up, where he doubled the original 
prices, so he made not only the profit, but also the original cost of the goods.  I think    
he had an arrangement with the factory, or else the factories would have a problem 
invoicing.  In this way, he amassed a lot of money.  There were rumours that he had 
contributed only 10 yuan to the charitable account for needy Czechoslovaks in the area.  
He had a fancy villa built for him in the mountains near Dairen in the Japanese quarter, 
but the Japanese suddenly interrupted the water supply to this area, for unknown 
reasons.  Since water was essential for life, the villa was good for nothing.  There     
was even a brewery there, with a Czech brew master, and that was doing very well.   
 
From among Czech factories, Škoda was represented there.  The manger was Ing. 
Hora, who was later transferred to South Africa.  The branch was taken over by a  
Polish engineer Kazimierski; the employees were mostly Russian, but also Portuguese, 
Chinese, Indian and maybe some others.  From among the Czechs, there was only one 
person, and even he was sent from Plzeň.  I knew him, and when I asked why a Czech 
company was employing all foreigners, he told me that they had advertised for positions 
for a long time, but no one else had applied.  Many people thought that we didn’t want 
to hire any Czechs, so the managers would not be closely watched when they were 
doing business on the side.  During my stay in Harbin, the Škoda company built a 
railway bridge across the Sungari River south of Harbin, using their own technicians.  
They managed to do that in record time, as was reported. 
 
An English firm, the British Far Eastern Company Ltd. was much more successful.  It 
represented “Českomoravská Kolben Daněk” later “ČKD”, and was extremely busy with 
orders from the Chinese Eastern Railway.  They were even hoping to get an order for a 
new railway bridge in Harbin, but that didn’t happen.  A special committee tasked with 
analyzing the condition of the old bridge concluded that the old bridge could still serve 
for many years. Trains continued to use this old bridge to cross the river, and maybe are 
still doing so today.   
 

      



In Harbin-Pristani (the port quarter) on the main Kitayskaya St. [Chinese St.], there   
was a 1st class hotel called the “Modern” hotel.  The owner of the hotel also owned the 
cinema and a large jewellery store with gold and silver, in the same building.  He had 
many valuable items on display in the store window including gold and silver, delicate 
plates, vases, teapots, spoons, cutlery and other things.  It was said that these were 
things confiscated from the Tsar’s palace, which the Soviets brought here in order to 
sell them at a good profit.  They thought they would get more from selling the objects, 
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rather than melting them down and selling the gold.  For collectors, these items 
represented an enormous treasure, especially because they had belonged to the 
Russian Tsar.  That’s what the Soviets counted on.  They couldn’t sell any of these 
things in Russia, because there were no foreign tourists coming there.  In Harbin on   
the contrary, there were thousands of tourists, who were specifically searching for such 
treasures.  I often saw elegant foreigners in the shop inspecting these objects.  They 
were obviously purchasing some of them, since these items disappeared from the  
show windows.  I didn’t know the prices, as nothing was ever marked.   
 
 
Unforeseen Complications of Life 
 
At the end of August 1929, I was on vacation.  While I was not going to the office, 
something unexpected and disturbing occurred.  The Chinese police suddenly raided 
the Soviet Consulate in Harbin.  They carried out a search and confiscated all 
paperwork, which the employees did not have time to burn.  They arrested all               
of the employees, expelled them from Manchuria and sealed the Consulate.   
 
The ruler of Manchuria, i.e. the three eastern provinces, [Zhang Xueliang, son of former 
ruler] Zhang Zuolin, who had ordered this search, was acting independently and did   
not submit to the orders of the Central Chinese government in Peking.  The action of  
the police precipitated a conflict, which grew into a military campaign.  Troops were 
amassed from both sides towards the Manchuria station and surroundings.  The 
Chinese troops were under the command of General Mao, who was the military 
governor in Tsitsicar.  During the military operations, which didn’t last long, the entire 
unit was captured, including General Mao.  The Soviet forces penetrated from the north 
deep into Chinese (Manchurian) territory, circumvented the entire area right down        
to Lake Dalainor [Hulun Lake], and surrounded the Chinese forces.  At the time, we 
couldn’t find out what had actually happened, and there is no mention of this incident   
in any history books or encyclopedias.  Everything that I knew and discovered, I 
researched from newspapers.  I thought that the cause may have been that there were 
several democratic dictatorship groups being established in certain areas of central    
and southern China.  The local authorities had proof that Chinese Communists were in 
contact with the Soviet Consulate in Harbin.  The atmosphere was too dramatic to allow 
a person to be relaxed. 
 
When this event took place, I was called back from my vacation early, around 
September 15th, 1929.  The management of the bank, which actually belonged to the 
Chinese Eastern Railway and had close connections with Moscow, received an order 
from the Chinese authorities to cease operations, close the offices, and leave the 
building.   The Chinese interpreters were also officially recalled.  A liquidation committee 
of the bank was immediately established, consisting of three senior officers and only a 
few assistants, including me.  Everyone else was let go and received a Record of 
Employment from the bank.  The situation was very critical.  On the one hand, the 
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bank’s money was invested in businesses, and had to be recovered.  Further, people 
who had current accounts and small depositors could not withdraw their money.  On  
the other hand, other foreign financial institutions involved with us had their interests 
unjustifiably disrupted.  From the Chinese, it was a rash and irreparable act.   But 
regardless of this, we had to move out.   
 
We had good relations with the local branch of the Japanese Yokohama Specie Bank 
Ltd., and its manager Mr. Isiga-san helped us and rented us some vacant offices 

belonging to the bank located in the Japanese 
Concession.  We moved several desks, small 
safes and many other things, which could       
be loaded onto a regular truck, into the new 
smaller location, because there were only a  
few of us.  In the meantime, our management 
made an agreement with a bank in Berlin – the 
Garantie und Kreditbank für den Osten – that 
they would take over all our operations and 
continue to liquidate our business affairs in the 
new location.  The representative of this bank, 
Herr Curt Schulz, came to Harbin, and gave all 
who remained with the liquidation committee 
Acceptance Letters, with listed conditions. 

 
[Full size abaci were the computers of the day, even in the bank.]  
 
This happened right when Stresemann, [a popular Foreign Minister] died in Germany.  
Everyone forgot that in order for a bank to exist and function in China, there had to      
be approval from the Chinese local authorities, and this new bank didn’t have such 
approval.  Not even the German Consul, who immediately intervened, could influence 
the Chinese to issue such a permit.  
 
So it happened, that after a few days of activities in   
the new location, and under the new name, these new 
offices were also officially closed and sealed.  This      
is obvious from the photograph, which I managed to 
save.  Herr C. Schulz became ill as a result of the 
stress, and remained in the Modern Hotel, where       
we visited him daily to cheer him up. As soon as he 
recovered, he immediately left for Berlin, saying that he 
didn’t want to have anything to do with the Chinese lot.   
 
                                                                                                           
                                                     
                                                        Locked and sealed bank 
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The Chinese authorities considered our bank to be theirs, and for this reason formed    
a liquidation committee, which ordered all Chinese businessmen and entrepreneurs     
to make payments due to our bank, into a special account at a Chinese bank.  For the 
entire time that our bank was in “exile”, only one Chinese man made a payment, and 
that was the chairman of the liquidation committee, Fufunhao.  No other person paid 
even a cent, because the Chinese businessmen said that this type of debt payment was 
very risky for them.  If the bank would reopen its offices, it could sue for the payments, 
regardless of whether they had paid the Chinese liquidation committee, and there would 
be problems.   
 
Once the military operations were completed, and all of the captured Chinese units 
including General Mao were moved onto Soviet territory, diplomatic negotiations began.  
This may have been at the beginning of November 1929, and occasionally some snow 
started to fall.  To their credit, the liquidation committee continued to pay the salaries of 
the few employees that were left, even though we were not working.  Personally, I was 
receiving US$ 120 on the first of every month, brought to my apartment by treasurer 
Serikov, paid in local currency at the current rate of exchange.  All these and other 
expenses were financed by the Japanese bank, where we had unlimited credit. 
 
The resolution of the conflict, as it often happens in such cases, dragged on, and ended 
only in March 1930.  Finally, the Chinese authorities approved the opening of the bank 
in the old offices, which resumed normal operations on March 23rd, 1930.  We moved all 
of the furniture back again, sat down in our seats, and began to work.  There were fewer 
employees, because many of them had moved away, and so various positions had to 
be filled.  For this reason, I was given signing authority.  One man who left by boat to 
Naples, Italy, was the former Operations Manager of the bank, Eugens Kamkin, who 
was Lithuanian.  He first got married in Harbin, and then left with his wife.  He sent me  
a postcard to say goodbye.  He had a married sister in Naples, and so was heading 
there, but he didn’t stay long and moved on to Le Rouret, in France.  He wrote me from 
there that they had a chicken farm, but without a single rooster.  I still have his letter.  
But luck was not on their side, and soon E. Kamkin died there, and his wife returned to 
Harbin, and told me all the details. 
 
After the bank was reopened, the Chinese insisted on a name change.  In Russia 
apparently, there was a bank with the same name, and so the Harbin bank looked like  
it was only a branch office of this bank.  And so the words “established in Harbin” had  
to be added to the existing name.  So, the full name of the bank was then: “The Far 
Eastern Bank – “Dalbank” – established in Harbin.”  We changed it to satisfy them,  
even though it didn’t make that much of a difference.  It was just ill will on the part of   
the Chinese, because there were other companies in Harbin that had identical names. 
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Following the start of the civil war in China, which lasted from 1922 to 1927, the 
governor of three Manchurian provinces, General Zhang Zuolin (they said he was a 
former khunkhuze), separated them from the rest of China, and was proclaimed the 
dictator of the northern areas.  He was an independent warlord, later the Iron Marshal, 
and who for Manchuria, was like a Chinese Bismarck [meaning he had wanted to unify 
the three provinces].  He had Japanese support, but the Japanese couldn’t persuade 
him to form an independent Manchurian state.  That is why later there was a bomb 
attack on the train he was riding, where he perished. 
 
His son took his place, the young marshal Zhang Xueliang (ranks were likely 
hereditary), who took over the previously mentioned three eastern provinces 
(Manchuria).  Since the young marshal also did not agree with forming an independent 
state, the Japanese occupied Manchuria in the spring of 1931.  I remember very well 
how the Japanese armoured cars, adapted also for travel on rails, drove down the main 
street past our offices on March 5th, 1931.  After that, Japanese military units flooded 
into the city and pushed the retreating Chinese further west.  Eyewitnesses said that 
many Chinese soldiers looted houses and apartments, and hung alarm clocks around 
their necks, which they had obtained from someone’s home.  This was supposedly a 
sign of special heroism.   
 
The young marshal had a heavy responsibility in the uneven fight with the new 
Manchurian government, which was supported by the Japanese Army.  The Japanese 
intervention caused major disturbances for the foreigners in Harbin.  Even the Chinese 
population was afraid because they hadn’t expected the retreating Chinese soldiers to 
loot and plunder their homes, which was happening in many parts.  Foreigners were 
hanging out flags of their countries, to indicate that Chinese people did not live there.  
We even hung a Czechoslovak flag outside our home, which no one knew there, since 
passers-by would ask what kind of flag it was.  All Chinese shops were closed, shutters 
were down, and other security measures were in place.  But it turned out everything 
was not needed, since not even one Chinese soldier showed up in our area.  They   
were on the run from the Japanese. 
 
Public opinion blamed the marshal for political weakness in relation to the Japanese, 
and for allowing the occupation of Manchuria.  It was easy to lay blame when the  
enemy was stronger and the victim could not defend himself.  It’s obvious that he     
tried everything that could be expected of him as a Chinese patriot, and he was not 
responsible for what happened.  It was all due to the circumstances, which he could   
not change.  He later moved to Tientsin, where he had his own house and a small zoo.  
I know this for certain, because we lived just across the street from him.  We could see 
into his garden, and in the winter, even could see his house.  He later lived in Shanghai, 
when he had become a simple citizen of the Chinese Republic. 
 
After things calmed down, Manchuria was proclaimed an empire.  Emperor Pu-yi had 
his seat in the town of Hsinking, formerly and later known as Changchun.  It was the 



 

 

 

273 

 

place where the Southern Manchurian Railway originated, a branch of the Chinese 
Eastern Railway, which the Russians had to give up to the Japanese after the lost     
war of 1905.  This is where travelers in both directions had to transfer (and maybe still   
have to due to the different gauges of the railway), which was discussed earlier.  The 
Manchukuo state flag was red, blue, white and black.  The Chinese Eastern Railway 
had a new owner.  The Manchurian government (i.e. the Japanese) bought the eastern 
Russian part, and paid in kind with Japanese goods.  The Soviet employees were fired 
and had to voluntarily move to the Soviet Union.  How they fared was already described 
previously. 
 
The Japanese proved to be brutal, uncompromising and cruel occupants.  Immediately, 
they started to construct fortifications parallel to the Soviet border, like bunkers, 
machine gun emplacements, roads and other types of structures.  For these purposes, 
they hired hundreds of local workers.  They even took Russians, and mainly those with 
proper qualifications (engineers) who were experts in their fields.  Many applied, since 
there was no work in the city and surroundings.  Earlier, these people could work on the 
railway, but the new government had the railway under their jurisdiction, and employed 
only Chinese and some Japanese as experts.  A job at the construction site of the 
fortifications was offered to the son or our landlord, who had graduated from the 
Polytechnical Institute in Harbin and was an engineer – Nikolai Botoyev – of Ossetian 
nationality.  I’m not sure what kind of education was offered at the Institute, and whether 
it was equal to our technical university in Prague.  Nikolai rejected the offer however; his 
parents were rich, and he didn’t need to go somewhere into the unknown, thousands of 
kilometres away.  He knew, or at least had an idea, what it would be like to work with 
the Japanese, and had a feeling, as he told me, that he might not return from there.  He 
was quite right.  It was said, and whatever had been said before turned out to always be 
true, that Chinese workers, as well as Russians, were all shot as soon as they finished 
their jobs, so they would not reveal where and in which part of the fortifications they had 
worked and what they had built.  The Japanese were jealously guarding their secrets, 
and were very distrustful of their surroundings.  They suspected that everybody was a 
spy. 
 
The population, whether Russians or Chinese, hated them immensely.  Whenever 
something was requested of them, a few Japanese would meet, put their heads 
together, consult each other, and watch the applicant with a sideways glance.  Even   
for foreigners, the Japanese were dangerous.  All had firearms, which they could use 
without penalty, and it was not advisable to come into conflict with them.  Everyone tried 
to avoid them.  It’s a pity that they were in charge in Manchuria for so long, and that the 
Chinese didn’t push them out sooner.   
 
The Manchurian emperor Henry Pu-yi [“The Last Emperor”], was the last of the Qing 
dynasty of Chinese Emperors, and was the last under-age emperor at the time of the 
1911 revolution.  [He was allowed to live in Peking in the Forbidden City until 1925, at 
which time he was expelled and sent to live in Tientsin.  In 1932 he was installed by   
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the Japanese as the Chief Executive of Manchukuo, and later made emperor of 
Manchukuo.   After the dissolution of this independent state, and after it was joined with 
China in 1945, he was captured by the Red Army while fleeing on a plane to Japan, and 
was moved to Chita in the Soviet Union.  He was eventually repatriated in 1949 back   
to China,] …where he lived as a private citizen, possibly with the name Mauan Tung.  
According to news reports, he may have died in October 1967.  It is difficult to find out 
what actually happened to him.  [He indeed died on October 17, 1967 in Peking, of 
kidney cancer and heart disease.]   
 
 
Family Events 
 
When the political situation calmed down a little bit, about two months following the 
occupation of the Japanese, we had some excitement at home, which was not a 
common occurrence.  On May 6th, 1931, our son Rudolf was born in the sanatorium     
of Doctor Kaufman, on 2nd Line St.  We lived nearby on 3rd Line St., also called 
Maloshkolnaya, which was about half a kilometre from the sanatorium.  After about one 
week, we went with our maid Lida Gorlachova by taxi #740 to the sanatorium to pick up 
my wife and child, and bring them home.   The roadway was poorly paved and bumpy, 
and we had to take a detour.  I remember Lida was holding the child for five minutes in 
her arms.  After arriving home, we started looking for all the necessary things which 
were required and had to be obtained.  I remember that I bought something at the 
pharmacy, and then a flannel blanket in a Chinese store.  I still have the blanket after  
38 years.  Of course, it is quite well worn, and I use it for ironing and other things.   
 

 
 
That same day I received a summons to go to the police station, where a Russian 
official in a Chinese uniform with a short sword checked my passport, and said I needed 
to renew it, as it had expired.  He wanted to know how it was possible, that I, as a 
foreigner, was working in a Russian bank.  I had to prove to him that it was not a 
Russian bank, not even a branch office of a Russian bank, but an institution founded   
on Chinese soil.  Its name was only similar to a bank in Russia.  I reminded him, that in 
Harbin there are many companies (English or German), that have the same name, but 
in English or in German.  Then I told him, that as a foreigner I was not alone there, and 
that there was a Lithuanian, one or two Estonians and two Austrians.  In Hailar the 
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Branch Manager was a Frenchman Laperdine, and his deputy was a Czech named 
Chytil.  He was most surprised that he didn’t know anything about this.  A few days 
before, there had been a reception in the office, but I don’t know what the occasion was.  
The guests at the table were photographed, and the photo appeared in the local press.  
I was in the front row in the photograph, so anyone who had seen me once would 
recognize me.  The purpose of my summons, as I had assumed, was to determine if      
I had another passport, other than the Czechoslovak one, for example a Russian one,  
in order to fine me 60 local dollars.  That was my strange experience on the day of 
Rudolf’s birth.  
  
 
Strange Business Transactions 
 
During my stay in the Trans-Baikal region, I had a chance to meet and get together   
with people who were businessmen, prospectors, owners of gold mines, and various 
entrepreneurs. You would assume these people had a lot of cash.  In a few cases,         
I confirmed that this was true.  These people, for whatever reason, did not deposit    
their money into local banks, nor keep it hidden at home, but would take it or send it     
to Harbin to be deposited in an account at an American bank.  In pre-revolution times, 
this was allowed, and Russian money could be exported (both bills and gold).  With the 
onset of Soviet power, when every individual had to report his assets, and when the 
population was being classified into workers, bourgeois, farmers, officers, clergy and 
who knows what else, they discovered that many citizens had deposits of money 
abroad, mainly in Manchuria.   
 
Whether the owners of this money requested withdrawal of the funds of their own 
accord or on orders of the authorities, I’m not sure.  But one thing is certain, that our 
bank would daily receive these deposit books in the mail from Soviet banks, asking     
for withdrawals from the Harbin American bank.  We were supposed to then submit    
the deposit books to the National City Bank of New York, with the request to transfer  
the funds, and then it would be sent to the USSR.  But the American bank protected   
the interests of its clients so vigorously, that not even in one instance did they pay      
out any money.  Apparently, they had been well informed from whence the wind was 
blowing, and always gave the same reason for not giving up the money: “the signatures 
don’t match” (with the signature sample at the bank).  For this reason, all of the money 
deposited into the American banks remained there, available for the clients. From the 
bank’s perspective, this was a valid reason.  Whether the clients later came to Harbin  
to withdraw their funds, I am not sure. 
 
In Harbin and everywhere in China, and possibly even elsewhere, the Soviets practiced 
buy-outs of citizens out of the Soviet Union. A citizen with a permanent residency in 
Manchuria, who wanted somebody of his family or friends to emmigrate from Russia, 
i.e. to obtain a passport, would apply at the Soviet Consulate. He would be asked to pay 
a certain amount in gold, usually about 1,000 rubles, and the person in question would 
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be able to leave the Soviet Union.  I knew several people who had moved to China from 
the Soviet Union in this way. Otherwise, it was absolutely impossible.  Once I thought I 
would try to find addresses of some friends at the Registration Office.  I was assuming 
that many of them might have moved east while it was possible.  I found several people, 
even from Ust-Kamenogorsk. One was one of the two ladies which I mentioned in the 
first part of my memoirs, and whom I visited several years ago in Zlatoust.  Later, she 
visited us in Tientsin.   
 
With the arrival of the Japanese in northern China, business began to stagnate.        
The export of grains and furs weakened, because the Manchurian (or rather Japanese) 
authorities made it more difficult, raising transport tariffs disproportionately.  The 
products were therefore more expensive, and could not compete as before in European 
and American markets.  This led to a reduction in bank transactions, the variety of 
banking work diminished, and the question arose: What next? The number of Letters of 
Credit dwindled, businesses did not get additional credit, and all other business dealings 
slowed down.  Debts were being paid off more slowly and in smaller installments      
than was originally agreed upon.  Likewise, the low cost of food supplies was 
inconspicuously growing. At this time of uncertainty and difficulties, even our bank had 
cases when goods ordered from Europe or America and paid by our Letter of Credit 
could not be paid for by the local importers, because they had no means, and the bank 
would not allow them further credit.  For this reason, we had to sell off the goods, in 
order to cover at least part of the debt, which was usually 75 to 80% of the value.  The 
difference would have already been paid by the importer when the Letter of Credit was 
issued [like a deposit], as an interest-free guarantee (the bank’s term was: “margin”).  
This deposit was paid up front.  Depending on the company, it was either in cash, or 
with reliable businesses a deposit of some goods was made into bank warehouses,     
or into harbour warehouses of a public company (this was called a “warrant”), or at the 
importer’s own warehouse (“trust receipt”).   
 
The sale of the unclaimed goods was done through Aleksandr Gutman, a broker, 
because he was well known in business circles.  He would always take a cut.  He had    
a brokerage office at the American bank, where all of the currency transactions would 
happen.  His primary job was to facilitate the buying and selling of currency between 
banks.   
 
Many well-to-do entrepreneurs and businessmen, who had had bad experiences with 
the Japanese, were moving gradually to the south of China where there was still 
complete freedom in conducting business.  For this reason, the volume of business 
activities was continuously shrinking, and in view of the situation, the larger enterprises 
and banks had to start reducing staff numbers.  In 1931, only a few people were 
affected at our bank (which in the meantime had become independent from the railway 
management).  They found jobs elsewhere.  The following year in 1932, quite a number 
of employees left or had to be let go, especially foreigners including myself, because 
there was no work for us, and the number of bank transactions had become minimal.     
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I worked until the 15th of June 1932, so I had worked at the Harbin Bank for a total of 
seven years.  Unemployed, I tried to find some full-time work (I had some part-time 
jobs), but had no luck because of the business stagnation.  There didn’t seem to be   
any hope for the future.  The Czechs settled in Harbin were mostly independent trades 
people.  They had their workshops, and the stagnation didn’t affect them at all.  I was 
the only office worker, and besides, our people had a bad reputation.  It was rumoured 
behind our backs, that we were a nation of swindlers and crooks.  And in the end, I was 
afraid to walk into a large export/import office looking for a job.  
 
In Harbin, there was a branch of the English bank, The Hong Kong and Shanghai 
Banking Corp., where two employees had just left for a six-month vacation.  Mr. 
Gutman, the broker, recommended me for the position, and I started as their temporary 
replacement worker until their return.  If it wasn’t for that, there were no other prospects 
for the future.  I was lucky to have found this.   
 
I continued working part-time at B. Gassman’s company.  Aside from that, I was invited 
twice to prepare the balance sheets for the British company “The British Far Eastern 
Co. Ltd.”, each time employed for four months.  I would work after banking hours or 
evenings, as it suited me.  This company had a certain connection with Czechoslovakia, 
because it took over the representation for the factory of “Českomoravská Kolben 
Daněk”, later ČKD of Prague, which prior had been represented by Mr. Gebauer, a 
Czech from Prague.  This gentleman lived in a fancy hotel at the company’s expense, 
but had not brought in any orders.  That’s why he was recalled, and the representation 
was passed to the firm above.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Postcard sent to Berlin  

 
“April 23, 1941 Dear Lorenz, I received your 
postcard dated March 8th, this year. I wrote you 
several times to Tientsin and had no answer.   
Now I am surprised …. When did you leave?  
We live…..since 1938…..  can’t get goods.    
So you see our situation and our mood. Write 
what you are doing and where you are headed.  
Greetings to your wife and to you from us.   
Yours truly, B. Gassman.” 
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Unprecedented Flood  
  

In the summer, we commuted 
across the river Sungari 
where it was very pleasant 
and not as muggy as in      
the city. There, there were 
various restaurants, dance 
halls, and entertainment 

establishments.  During the summer after 
work, half the city would move there.  Even 
entrepreneurial trades people had their small 
workshops there, and door to door salesmen 
would distribute and deliver goods right to the cottages, for example fresh fish, 
chickens, all kinds of fruit, sweets, chocolate, and other items.  Whoever didn’t have his 
own camera could have his picture taken. 
Master photographers would come right to 
the cottages, and because of the crowds of 
people, they had lots of work.  In the city, 
there were two well-known photographers 
who had studios there: Lifschitz and 
Fotopass.  Our north bank Chinese 
photographers would walk along the beach 
shouting: “Snimatsa, kak u Lifschitza, kak u 
Fotopassa” meaning: “Photography, pictures 
like from Lifschitz, like from Fotopass”, so 
everyone could choose.   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Receipt for photos 
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There was a lot of rain that summer, and the level 
of the river rose daily.  It looked bad, and it was 
expected to flood.  The people across the river 
were used to it, because they had survived many 
floods.  The older locals, who had been born 
there and who had spent their lives there, could 
predict the floods, as they had experienced 
several such 
occurrences.   
The left bank was 

not reinforced, with just sand everywhere, and the water 
often flooded the entire surroundings.    
In 1929 when we were renting a small 
cottage, we hadn’t been there two weeks 
when the water rose, and we had to 
quickly move.  At that time, I took a 
picture of it from the boat.  Later, our 

own cottage was on a small hill, and there would have 
had to be a lot of water to reach that high.  The right 
bank on the city side was more stable and much higher, 
reinforced with blocks.  It was very resistant, and a lot of 
people would walk on this bank to see how the streams 
of muddy water would flow by.  At that time, we used to 
visit the local Yacht Club where we could sit in comfort 
and observe the activities on the river.   No one thought about swimming even though   
it was stifling hot.  All beaches, restaurants and lower lying cottages were under water; 
foot bridges and other harbour equipment were torn and washed away.  This was at the 
beginning of August 1932.   
 
The more careful locals were getting prepared for the flood.  For example, our landlord 
liked animals, and so he kept some at home.  He had a cow and calf, and so his 
children could see how animals really were, instead of just seeing pictures.  He also  
had a tame doe, which would eat from your hand, and the children would play with it.  
There was also a young bear, which was always tied up, so he wouldn’t run away.  
When it was young, it was cute and looked like a big puppy.  But the children were 
afraid of it.  When it got bigger, it was donated to the local zoo.  The worst of the 
animals was a big ram, which would run around the yard and attack the children  
playing there.  The children were also afraid of it.  It wasn’t often that it tore away     
from its post, but it did happen when the keeper forgot to close the gate of the stall. 
 
Once I was with my little boy in the courtyard, and the ram was calmly walking around 
or running back and forth, probably looking for something it could attack.  Suddenly it 
saw us and took a run at us. It aimed straight at my boy and wanted to ram him, its 
head down close to the ground, just as had happened to us once with the bull.  When   
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it got close, I jumped at it, grabbed its horns, one in each hand, pushed its head down  
to the ground, pushed it back until it fell to its knees, flipped it on its back, and gave it    
a good kick.  The ram had had enough, and ran back to its stall.  From that time on, it 
probably remembered me, and never again did it bother me or anyone else. 
 
The landlord eventually gave away all of his animals to his friends who lived nearby but 
on higher ground, where there was more certainty that the water level wouldn’t reach in 
case of a flood.  I would also like to mention that the landlord employed a Chinese 
worker, who did various outside jobs around the house.  He would clear the snow, 
sweep the courtyard, pump water into tanks for the entire 
house, bring the wood, look after the animals, etc.  He had 
a guard dog whose name was Dončik; he was half wild, 
and it took a long time for him to get used to us.  During 
the day he was tied up, but at night of course, he was free 
to run around and guard the property.  If I returned home 
late sometimes, I was worried about the dog and how he 
would react to me.  The owners assured us that he would 
not harm us, but can you trust a half-wild dog?  Since I had 
to go through the courtyard where I would meet the dog, I would first open the gate 
where the dog was waiting to escape. He would run out into the street, and I could enter 
and close the door when the way was clear.  
 
The Chinese worker must have had a special gift for communicating with animals and 
birds.   In places where there were harbours, there were lots of rats.  They were mostly 
found in the stables, where it is warm.  The Chinese worker, when he was not busy and 
wanted to have some fun, would go to the stables and whistle or smack his lips.  Out 
would come the rats.  He had to give them some food, so they would come again the 
next time.  He didn’t use any whistle, just some magic sounds like the Pied Piper of 
Hamlin.  Or he would attract sparrows, which would sit on the palm of his hand and 
peck at grains of rice or bread crumbs, like we did with chickadees.  This was a feat  
that whoever saw him marveled at, because as we know, a sparrow is a very shy bird. 
The Chinese, even the simple and illiterate ones, were and maybe are to this day, born 
magicians. 
 
Not far from our apartment, there was a small 
square.  One could tell that it was a little bit    
lower in elevation from the surrounding terrain.  
Japanese soldiers started bringing trucks with 
sand bags, day and night.  They began to build 
artificial dams, so that water wouldn’t penetrate 
further, if it reached that far.  They looked like they 
knew what they were doing, but it turned out later 
that their strenuous work was in vain.  The water 
penetrated into this square, went over the 
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sandbag barrier, and about 200 m further, where the terrain started to rise.   
 
In our house, and in our neighbourhood, there were also preparations being made to 
prevent water from penetrating into our street.  All tenants, as they were able, carried   
or wheeled sand and loaded it into bags, which we then placed around the house.  But 
there was no way to tell just by looking at it, where there was a depression, and where 
the water would rise first.  Having no experience with floods, this was all anyone could 
do. Aside from that, our neighbours didn’t make any other preparations against the 
flood.   
 
While we were building these artificial dams in front of our house in the street, someone 
came running in a panic and announced that the water had already penetrated into the 
yard through the woodsheds on the opposite side.  In about an hour, the entire yard was 
under water, and at the same time, the water level in the street was rising.  There wasn’t 
as much water in our street as in other parts of town, because we were on a slight 
grade.  It turned out that the water had come up through the drains and sewers.  The 
sandy soil was soaked with water and could not absorb any more.  All of this disaster 
happened towards evening, when it was getting dark.  The power was off, the entire city 
was in darkness, and few people had candles or petroleum lanterns at home.  No one 
predicted or expected such a flood.  
 
In the morning when we looked out at the mess, we felt helpless.  Water everywhere 
was up to your knees, some places up to your waist.  The two basement apartments 
were completely flooded, and I don’t remember where the people went and what they 
did with the furniture.  I remember that a former Russian Tsarist General, Morozov, with 
his family, lived in one of the apartments.  He always wore his uniform.  Our Rudolf was 
a year and three months old at the time, so he can’t remember it, but he was there.    
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Only the old part of town, “Pristan” was underwater, but not all of it.  About 200 m from 
our house in the direction of the railway station, because of the grade, the water didn’t 
reach any higher, and it was dry. The makeshift dams built by the Japanese soldiers 
were under water, and the area behind the dams was flooded.  One could see that 
water could be the most destructive element against which you could not fight, and if  
so, with little hope or success.  All boat owners moved from the river into town with their 
boats, where they could ply their trade and know they would make some money.  The 
prices were of course significantly higher.  Ground floor stores, restaurants, movie 
theatres, banks, etc. were all flooded, and nothing was open.  We were cut off from    
the world, and we lived in an area where you could not buy any food.  The ham that    
we had given away would have come in very handy at that time.  With the help of our 
landlord and all tenants, we made makeshift bridges out of planks held up by sawhorses 
so that we could walk from the main entrance onto the “street”, where boats were 
waiting for transport.  These would take passengers and goods to where the water 
ended.  From there we could walk and go shopping into the new town which was on 
higher ground, or shop in the areas of Pristan that were not flooded.  In places where 
there was less water and it was impassable to boats, there were horse drawn carriages 
or rickshaws, which would wade through the water.  The only offices   in operation were 
the ones located on upper floors, for example our bank and the Gassman Company and 
others, where the operations were not interrupted.  People went to work in boats, which 
were criss crossing the water, even along the busiest streets.  
 
Our apartment was on a raised ground floor, so the water didn’t reach our floor, and 
was about ¾ m lower.  I was worried that the walls could soak up the water and become 
moldy.  The landlord assured me that the foundation wall had an insulation barrier, 
which would not allow any moisture through.  Due to the wet and humid conditions and 
standing water, clouds of mosquitoes began to appear.  We had to burn coils of special 
Japanese candles like incense to combat them.  The flood 
lasted until the river levels dropped, and the water could 
recede through the drains and sewers.  This was already in 
September, so I estimate that the flood lasted for at least 40 

days.  After the 
water drained, 
the streets 
were filthy and 
full of bacteria, 
mud etc., 
which had to 
be removed as 
fast as possible 
to prevent the 
outbreak of any 
epidemics.  It 
was still very 
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warm, and so there was a danger of the spread of certain diseases.  For this reason, 
the city’s health department ordered the spreading of lime and other disinfectants; 
cistern wagons drove through all the streets to spray and wash off the dirt, and the  
smell of carbolic acid was everywhere.   
 
In addition, everyone had to continuously clean the stores and apartments, wherever 
there was mud or smelly garbage, which had to be removed.  Even in our apartment, 
we had to keep cleaning, scrubbing and washing, so we wouldn’t bring in bacteria on 
our shoes.  There must have been billions of bacteria in the air.  Luckily, we survived 
the calamity in good health.  Our cottage across the river, as I had assumed, had not 
been flooded.  We could have lived there during the entire flood, but there would have 
been nothing to eat and we would have been all by ourselves there.  And who would 
have looked after our apartment in town? 
 
When the entire adjoining Chinese city of Fudzyadyan, with a population of one million 
was under water, whole groups of its people moved out of town and lived in straw tents 
on many hills surrounding Harbin.  Of course, they     
had nothing to eat.  There was no rice, oil, salt, tea       
or anything else, because the water, which came         
so suddenly, destroyed all their food supplies.  
Shopkeepers and other suppliers brought rice and   
other foods from dry areas to sell to the population.    
The government i.e., the Japanese, who had soldiers 
everywhere, issued an order that food prices must      
not be raised, under threat of death.  As far as I know 
there were a few cases like that, and I have kept one 
photograph showing the outcome of one such execution. 
I think that this one case would be enough to discourage 
others from price gouging.   
 

I had more pictures like this, 
but they were all lost.  I think 
they were all confiscated by 
the Japanese customs 
officers at the border 
crossing of Manchuria, 
along with other negatives.  
I cannot explain it any other 
way, where I could have lost 
them.  This one photograph 
that I still have, I found in my 
sister’s photo album, so I 
must have mailed her some 
pictures of the flood. 
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[In a short newspaper clipping inserted in the memoirs from a Czech paper dated 1957, 
they write about yet another flood in Harbin.  Reportedly, over 400,000 inhabitants 
participated in protecting the city from the impending flood.  There is now a Harbin 
Flood Control Monument built to commemorate the tireless and heroic efforts of the 
locals, who built a 42 km long embankment to curb the unruly Sungari (now Songhua) 
River.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Other Attempts at Private Business / Temporary Employment 
 
When times returned to normal, I told myself that I should try to start up a 
business and try exporting furs or skins to Europe or America.  My second 
boss B. Gassmann had been repeatedly recommending this type of 
business to me.  He had given me several addresses of possible clients but 
I hadn’t thought about it seriously before.  First of all I hadn’t had the time, 
as I was employed during the day, and I also didn’t have the necessary 
capital.  So I sat down in front of a typewriter which I had access to, and      
I wrote dozens of offers.  Mr. Gassmann also passed this information on   
to his partner Mr. Rosenberg, to whom I had also sent a detailed offer, 
complete with a listing of all types of furs and their prices.  I soon obtained 
two clients from Czechoslovakia: the Pavlovsky Company in Brno, and 
Jean Slabý in Prague.  Of course, I couldn’t run the business by myself, 
and so I joined with an established exporter of furs, M. Hanin, who didn’t 
have any orders at the time.  He welcomed the cooperation, since his 
business had also stagnated.  He had a warehouse, an office and some 
expert staff.  We agreed that he would purchase products from the Chinese as an 
expert, and then sort, package and ship them.  I in turn would get orders, correspond 
with the clients, arrange for Letters of Credit, fill out all necessary paperwork, and 
arrange bank formalities.  Business started to grow, and together we decided on 
reasonable pricing.  About two months later, in the middle of the season, I got an order 
from Leipzig, as   well as a Letter of Credit for a shipment of different kinds of furs, 
(mostly foxes, grey squirrels, and pony hides) for a total amount of US$ 5,000.   This 
order had been brokered by a partner of Mr. Hanin’s, who lived in Berlin and Paris.  Not 
long after this, we received another Letter of Credit from Paris for US$ 3,000 for marmot 



 

 

 

285 

 

pelts.  At that time, the exchange for US$ into local currency, Harbin yuan, was six yuan 
to one US dollar, so a total amount of 48,000 yuan.  The bank paid out the required 
advance to buy the pelts, which my partner bought from small hunters of specialty 
Chinese warehouses, and as well, individual hunters would bring small quantities 
directly to us.  The goods were weighed and carefully sorted so there would be no 
recalls, and then packed and shipped to addresses according to the instructions in the 
Letters of Credit.  When I had all of the shipping papers in order, I wrote foreign IOUs, 
invoices and package slips.  Together with the insurance papers, I submitted them to 
the bank for payment according to a previously arranged currency contract.  The bank 
very carefully examined all of these documents, and after determining that everything 
was in order, they paid out the money less the advance I had already received.  After 
dealing with the bank, we calculated our profits.  We discovered that we weren’t working 
for nothing; on the two shipments, we made about 30%, i.e. about 15,000 yuan, which 
we shared.  Mr. Hanin was very happy with the results, and couldn’t wait for further 
orders.  Neither could I.  There were very few buyers at the time, so that’s why the 
prices were favourable.  My share of 7,500 yuan, converted to US$ was US$1,250, 
about ten months salary at the bank.  That was not a bad beginning.  After this first 
success, there were more, but smaller orders from other customers. Many wanted to 
see samples of the goods first, so they could make a bigger order if they were satisfied. 
 
By the next spring, we had so many orders, which came almost simultaneously, that     
it was hard work to buy up and export the goods before the season ended, and within 
the deadlines outlined in the Letters of Credit.  Fate was on our side, since none of the 
former exporters were buying because of the stagnation.  For this reason, there was      
a good supply and selection of pelts, and the prices were favourable.  The pelts were 
obtained in season, that is until May, while the fur was fine, and the underfur was       
still dense, strong, soft and compact.   Pelts were usually not bought in the summer, 
because they didn’t have the desired quality.  With some pride I have to say that all 
orders were to the complete satisfaction of our customers, and mainly that the final 
balance was very favourable for us.  I made a decent amount of money in that time.    
To a great extent, it was due to my former boss B. Gassmann, who had many good 
friends in the world, and had very kindly recommended me to them.   
 
I knew Mr. Hanin for many years, since he dealt with our bank exclusively.  After we   
got to know one another better, he complained to me about an incident which had 
happened to him.  In the fall of 1929, a bank was being liquidated on the orders of the 
Chinese authorities.  One of the managers of the bank, Mr. Rudenko, visited him with 
his wife, before leaving for Russia.  They selected some choice grey squirrel pelts for    
a fur coat for her.  They took them away and promised to send the money the following 
day.  However, they left without even saying thank-you.  They left the bill for 900 yuan 
unpaid!  Well, there are crooks everywhere, even in banks. 
 
There were rumours that the new Manchurian government, made up mostly of 
Japanese, wanted to concentrate all exports in their own hands.  They also intended    
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to limit imports from Europe and America, creating favourable conditions only for the 
import of Japanese goods.  The outlook was not very good, especially since there 
wasn’t much business activity in town and people didn’t have any work to do.  In 
contrast, Japanese shops and department stores were full of goods.  The price of raw 
materials was rising due to all kinds of taxes and fees, and an increase of export duty.  
According to information from Europe, there was no hope of concluding business deals 
at the new prices, as other suppliers offering pelts could sell them for less, and with 
better quality.  Exporters were getting desperate.  They didn’t know what was going to 
happen, and how they would be able to exist.  In short, business stagnated again, and   
I witnessed it first-hand.  The trade in gold, silver and watch sales declined about ten-
fold, compared to prosperous times.  So one could conclude that not only in the export 
of pelts but also in other areas, there was not much activity.  The wealthy were selling 
off their property and were leaving town, which was a sign that even worse times were 
ahead. 
 
Under these circumstances, one had to consider how to live and work in such a 
hopeless environment, in order to support a family.  Mr. Hanin had been an exporter   
for many years, and had been a buyer of goods for the China Korean Export-Import Fur 
Co., Inc. of New York.  They informed him that due to the new prices, they could not 
compete in the local market, and so they were not interested in the Manchurian goods 
at these new prices.  This meant that the upcoming hunting season would be wasted.  
Moreover, there were reports that the Soviet Union was supplying markets with large 
quantities of high quality goods, at prices much more favourable than our old prices.  
Everyone came to the conclusion that the Japanese were trying to undermine all 
business of other races, to concentrate all trade into their own hands.  When I travelled 
through Harbin a few years 
later, still during the 
Japanese era, I found    
that only a few exporters 
remained from an entire 
army of them, and that they 
were dealing only with 
smaller orders, and only   
for Japanese companies. 
 
 
Thoughts about Resettling 
 
In Harbin there was a brokerage firm “Harbin Union of Brokers” which had six partners – 
all brokers.  They knew each other well and moreover trusted each other, which was  
not that common in financial dealings.  This company appeared to be quite successful, 
because it was dealing in the buying and selling of foreign currencies, and Harbin was  
a city made for this kind of business.  The local currency – the yuan – would be bought 
and sold, while the rate of exchange could change several times during one morning.  
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Once in a while, back when I worked at the bank, the exchange rate dropped so 
drastically, that the local people started to panic and bought everything in sight so that 
they would get at least something for their yuan.  I experienced it myself; it was during 
banking hours and I could not leave to go shopping, while the yuan still had some value.  
As a bank employee, I knew that the yuan had a tendency to drop even further.  On my 
way home at 3 p.m., I stopped to buy two pairs of shoes for the money I had with me.    
I paid twice as much as they had cost in the morning.  The price of food however, didn’t 
change, even when the rate of exchange fluctuated.  

          
 

        
 
The brokerage company was actually a financial institution on a small scale, as they 
were lending money for interest, and accepting money for transfers.  I learned from 
them, that they intended to open a branch office to the south in Tientsin, and were 
looking for a reliable accountant.  They all knew me very well, and after an interview, 
they offered me the position.  I had to give it a lot of thought, and talk to people who  
had been there, and who knew the living conditions there.  I wanted to discuss it with 
my friends Mr. Gassmann and Mr. Hanin.  In this case, every advice was welcomed. 
 
In the meantime, as long as it was possible, I bought gold coins in small batches, so it 
wouldn’t be suspicious that there was a great demand for them, and the exchange rate 
wouldn’t increase.  Sometimes a Chinese employee of B. Gassmann’s would buy them 
for me.  The moneychangers were smart.  When they saw a European buying gold,  
they considered it a sign that the value of the local currency would drop, even though 
this was not true.  In order to secure themselves, they would ask for a surcharge.  I 
accumulated quite a decent sum in gold, and I was glad that I would not suffer a loss 
due to the rate of exchange.   
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We all agreed at a joint meeting, that even though the wheel of business was still 
turning in Harbin, that it was slowly grinding to a halt.  For this reason, it would be   
smart to pull up roots and establish an existence somewhere where the Japanese  
could not interfere with business dealings.  After some lengthy deliberations in the 
family, we decided to go to Tientsin [now Tianjin].  It was in the summer of 1933,       
and the south was experiencing extreme heat (115 – 120ºF).  Converting it to Celsius, 
using the formula: (115 – 32) x 5 / 9, it was 46ºC, and 120ºF was 49ºC in the shade.  
Our friends were very surprised that we wanted to go into such a hell.  It was well 
known, and they even wrote about it in the papers, that local citizens fled the city in    
the summer to the sea, to the recreational centre of Peitaiho [now Beidaihe].  This was 
located on Liaotung Bay on the Pacific Ocean.  Nothing could scare us off, it was all 
planned, and we got ready to move.   
 
First of all, it was necessary to liquidate our apartment, which was not so easy.  If I were 
selling our belongings at a time of prosperity, I might have gotten something for them, 
but we had to practically give most of the things away and just keep the most important 
ones.  We still had suitcases full of them.  The only thing that we sold at a good price 
was the cottage, which was arranged by B. Gassmann after our departure.  When the 
apartment was half empty, we were sad, as we had gotten used to it, and had had good 
times there.  It’s easy to move if you are single, but with a family and small children,      
it was rather difficult.  I remember that shortly before our departure, I received two 
packages from back home.  In one of the packages, there was a half-sized violin sent 
by my sister Marie(?), and the second was supposed to contain a glass jug with 5 litres 
of real Moravian slivovitz.  But instead of the glass jug, there were only glass shards.         
I can’t imagine what those people back home were thinking, that they would send 
something over a distance of almost 10,000 km in a glass bottle wrapped in wicker.  
Goods sent by mail or ship had to be transferred in various places, and no one looked 
to see what the contents were.  Even more so, all mail shipments to China went through 
Siberia, and they were placed in bags in Czechoslovakia and sealed.  They were 
transferred several times from one train to the next, and no one cared what was inside.  
Naturally the handlers were not treating them with kid gloves.  We had lots of children’s 
toys and books, and therefore we couldn’t take them all with us.  We put them into two 
large crates, and deposited them with Mr. Gassmann, with the intent to pick them up    
at a later time.  But that time never came.  A few years later, Mr. Gassmann asked me 
what he should do with the crates.  I left them there, because the kids had grown, and 
the toys were not needed. 
 
I should add that we had sent my older son Karl Arnold as a preschooler to a German 
kindergarten, which was on our street.  Aside from that, a private teacher Yekaterina M. 
was preparing him.  From the age of six, he attended a German elementary school in 
Harbin, which was also close by, and which was attended by the children of European 
doctors, businessmen and foreign consuls.  There was also a private Russian school, 
and a French school housed in a nunnery, which was quite far from where we lived.  
Someone had to take the child to school and back, because children without 
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supervision were often lost, or kidnapped by robbers.  The parents had to pay heavy 
ransoms notwithstanding the troubles that the child would have to go through in the 
unusual surroundings.   
 
 
Preparations for our Departure 
 
I gave Mr. Hanin Power of Attorney in case any more orders arrived, so he could 
process them for me.  We agreed that I would still handle current correspondence and 
offers as before, while he would do the buying, sorting, packaging and shipping, as well 
as the banking formalities in my name on the basis of the Power of Attorney.  As it 
turned out, he indeed processed several orders for pelts, and always sent me a cheque.   
 
Prior to departure, my wife and I had to come up with a way of concealing our 
valuables.  We had about 700 gold 10-ruble pieces, i.e. 7,000 rubles in gold.  According 
to the market in Prague in 1967, when our [Czech] crown still had some value, one 10-
ruble coin cost 800 Kčs.  So, the amount of gold I had was worth around 560,000 Kčs  
at the time (today much more).  This was the value of about 11 or 12 personal cars, 
maybe even 13.  [To bring these values up to date, a 1933 10-ruble Russian coin 
contains 7.7416 g of pure gold, which is 0.27 ounces.  This means he had 189 ounces 
of gold in coins (5.36 kg).  At today’s gold price of US$ 1,237.20/oz, on March 4, 2017, 
this works out to US $213,204.02].   We resolved it like this: my wife sewed wide linen 
belts, which we tied around our waists or even higher.  Each belt had 3 rows sewn 
lengthways, forming long pockets.  Two coins were slid in, then another two coins, etc. 
all the way across, until there were 35 spots with 2 coins each, making it 70 coins per 
row.  In this way, with three rows, there were 210 gold coins per belt.  The coins were 
about the size of our crown, about ½ mm thicker.  Three such belts held 630 coins.  
Another narrower belt was made for the remaining 70 coins with only one long row. 
 
I wore two belts (420 coins), whereas my wife had one wide belt with 210 coins, and  
the narrow belt with 70 coins.  The belts were tied with laces in the front, and were worn 
under our shirts.  It wasn’t exactly pleasant or comfortable, especially not in the heat.  
They obstructed our movement when handling the luggage, but we couldn’t risk 
transporting the gold in any other way.  We were like medieval knights in armour.   
 
We couldn’t put the coins into our suitcases; a suitcase such as this would have to 
constantly be guarded, despite its weight, and could eventually be forgotten some-
where.  When we had the gold on us, we could come and go from our compartment    
as we pleased, and could sleep calmly.  Our departure was planned for the morning     
of August 9th, 1933.  The day before, I bought our tickets at the office of the Chinese 
Eastern Railway in the city, with the destination of Dairen.  When the manager of the 
ticket office, a Mr. Blitz, learned that I was headed for Tientsin, he asked me to take      
a letter for him to engineer Ostroumov, who lived there, and had been the previous 
manager of the railway.  I had been friends with Mr. Blitz, so I gladly delivered his letter.   
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On the day of departure, we said farewell to the 
landlord and his family, and took our last group 
photograph.  All of our luggage was loaded into 
taxi #740, which had come right into the court-
yard in front of our apartment, and we were off 
into the unknown.  Our large metal trunk went 
into the luggage railcar, and we took the smaller 
suitcases and bags into our compartment.   
There were four of us, and we had our own 
compartment both on the Chinese Eastern 
Railway, as well as on the Southern Manchurian 
Railway. 
 
Upon saying goodbye to our friends who had come to the station to see us off, we 
boarded the train and said a final “adieu” to them, and to the city of Harbin.  The track 
led south to Changchun station, later renamed Hsinking, in the wide Harbin railcars.    
At this station we had to transfer to a Japanese train, because this was the beginning   
of the Southern Manchurian Railway.  The Russians had to give this up to the Japanese 
after losing the war in 1905, described earlier in this book.  The Japanese railcars were 
smaller and narrower, because the rails had a gauge of 1435 mm as opposed to the 
Russian 1676 mm [about a 10-inch difference].   
 
In the Japanese segment, each of us received a clean kimono (housecoat), a towel, 
soap and Japanese flip-flops, as walking in leather shoes was not allowed.  All travellers 
sipped tea; someone even brought us some tea in small cups.  As soon as a cup was 
empty, it would be filled without asking.  In the east, people usually didn’t drink cold 
drinks when it was hot out, but rather warm ones, or even hot ones. 
 
 
The Trip 
 
The Japanese train was spotless, not even a speck of dirt anywhere.  The hallway    
was washed down almost every hour with a rag soaked in disinfectant.  No other nation 
except Japan has this fear of infection, hence the meticulous cleanliness. We would go 
to the restaurant car for breakfast, lunch and supper.  They served mainly Japanese 
food, which didn’t differ much from Chinese cuisine.  We couldn’t eat this, but had 
ordered European food ahead of time, which the cook prepared for us.  On the second 
day at lunch, we were eating in the restaurant car, when a Japanese gentleman sat at 
our table and started talking to us because he spoke Russian well.  He began slowly 
and inconspicuously to question us, about where we were going.  I immediately realized 
he was the customs officer that checked passports.  He said that we Czechoslovaks 
had it easy, because we didn’t need visas to enter the Japanese sector due to a treaty 
between Japan and Czechoslovakia.  We already knew this, but were surprised how   
he knew we were Czechoslovaks, since up to that moment I had not shown him any 
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documents.  In the end, he asked us for our passports and stamped them with an 
official Japanese stamp, and then returned them.  Without this stamp, we would not 
have been able to find accommodation in Dairen (Dalniy).  He thanked us and bowed 
deeply, as only a Japanese can, and left our table, probably to go bother someone else.  
No one needed to guard us, because we were not travelling to the Japanese islands.  
But if we had been going there, they surely would have put an observer at our door, 
who would have guarded us day and night, and reported his findings to his superiors.   
 
On the second day in the evening, we arrived in Dairen (until 1905, this port was called 
“Dalniy”).  At the station, there was a lot of commotion, many workers, porters, and 
drivers, who took our luggage to the auto-taxi, and took us to a hotel.  It was rather        
a smaller family pension, belonging to a Russian emigrant of Armenian nationality.  It 
was very cozy there, no crowds, no rush; after such a long trip we were able to relax in 
peace again.  We ate well since there was lots of food and it was excellently prepared.  
We stayed there overnight and for the next few days.  The following day I went to get 
our tickets for the boat to Tientsin, which was to depart in two days.  The boat’s name 
was “Chohei maru” (Shohei Maru).  
 
They informed me at the ticket office that before boarding, we all had to show proof of 
vaccination against typhoid fever.  They also gave me an address of a doctor-emigrant 
who did vaccinations, and whose certificate was acceptable on the ship. 
 
We used the few days in Dairen to look around the city.  It had a typically Japanese 
atmosphere, except for an impressive European style government building in the   
centre of town.  The side streets resembled an oriental bazaar, signs everywhere, neon 
signs, shop on top of shop, store beside store, shop owners tempting and shouting      
at customers to come in.  We even saw some school children during our exploring.    
When they were crossing the streetcar tracks, the driver always let the students pass 
first.  There was an abundance of fruit: apples, bananas, lemons, even oranges, quince 
and others.   The peaches, which were in season, were of such quality, that I have 
never tasted anything like them, anywhere else.  We stocked up on food for the trip,  
and always seemed to have more luggage.  I also exchanged some Tientsin money,   
so I would have some cash for small expenses.  I remember I was exchanging some 
Japanese yen in a Chinese currency exchange office.  I received some bills that were 
red, perfectly clean with a picture of a horse and rider.  Later when I showed these    
bills to the customs officers, they shook their heads, thinking perhaps that that kind      
of money was no longer valid.  But at the hotel and everywhere in stores, this money    
was accepted without question.  They must have been valid, if only because under 
Japanese rule, no one would dare hand out counterfeit money.  In the Far East, you 
could run into all sorts of people, and a foreigner could run into all kinds of experiences 
and adventures.   
 
One afternoon after 4 p.m., we boarded the ship “Chohei maru”, where we occupied our 
own cabin, which was quite large.  I was standing on the deck, and watching how the 
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workers were bringing luggage onto the ship.  Among the baggage was our large trunk, 
and I was curious how they would lower it into the space reserved for luggage, which 
was about three metres below deck.  When it came time for our trunk, they put it on the 
railing, and without any fuss or thought, just pushed it over and dropped it down.  When 
I saw this, how they handled my property, I was stunned, and afraid to see what was left 
of the trunk.  I wasn’t able to see where it had landed, because I was standing to one 
side and too far away.  As it turned out, the trunk survived the shock and remained 
completely intact.  It was probably designed for such treatment.   
 
There were at least twenty Europeans on the ship, and I remember one in particular, an 
Italian named Signor Rozacio.  We took a photo with him, with my wife and the children.  
The ship’s officers handed out printed customs forms to fill out and report all valuables 
that we were bringing with us, but no one collected them, and they were left on the table 
in the cabin.  The sea was completely calm, or maybe this was just my impression.  In 
spite of this, I felt a bit seasick, and so I lay down in the cabin ready for anything that 
may happen on a ship.  But I began to feel better in a short while, so I was okay.  Our 
children spent most of the trip on the top deck, where there was a good view of the sea, 
and where it wasn’t as stuffy. 
 

We were under way all night, 
meeting other ships, and greeting 
them with a blast of the siren.      
At about 9 a.m. the following day, 
our ship arrived at the Taku Bar 
harbour, i.e. at the place where 
the river Pai Ho (or also Hai Ho) 
[also called Bai He, Pei Ho, Hai 
He], which flows through Tientsin, 
enters the Yellow Sea.  Normally, 
all ships, even military ones, would 
continue upstream to the city of 
Tientsin, a further 40 km from 
Taku Bar, provided that it was high 

tide, and the level of the river was high enough to allow ships to pass.  We were not so 
lucky, and when the Chohei Maru arrived into the port, it was low tide, and we would 
have had to wait until the evening for high tide.  For this reason, we had to disembark 
onto the shore, instead of spending the entire day on the ship.  An extra day of food was 
not included in the cost of the ticket, and we had to continue 40 km on to Tientsin by 
train, even though our boat tickets were paid up to Tientsin.  Another little obstacle.   
  
While still on the ship, my wife had complained that the money belts were 
uncomfortable and asked me if I would take at least one of them, namely the narrower 
one with the 70 coins.  I took the belt from her, rolled it up in a coil as best I could, and 
put it in my right pant pocket.  Since it was really long, enough to encircle the entire 
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torso, it made a big suspicious bulge in my pocket.  After we disembarked onto shore 
where all of our luggage was waiting, including the large trunk, two Chinese customs 
officers approached.  They were in the service of the British Customs Office, which 
belonged to Britain since the time of the Boxer Rebellion in Peking [Beijing] in 1901 
(described earlier).  The British were in charge of Customs Services, and were 
collecting duties for Britain.  Had we disembarked as originally planned in the             
city of Tientsin, the customs inspection would have taken place there instead.   
 
When the customs officers saw our pile of luggage, they asked us what we were 
carrying.  They were especially interested in new products that could be sold.  They 
were very polite, pointed at one small suitcase, and asked me to open it.  They gently 
combed through the contents, and found two sealed bottles of genuine French 3-star 
“Martell” cognac, which I did not intend to sell or give away.  Since they had their 
original seals, they asked me to open them, or else pay duty.  I complied, and then 
closed them up as best I could.  Further, one of the officers noticed that my pant pocket 
was suspiciously bulging out.  It was summer and it was hot, so I wasn’t wearing a 
jacket, and that’s why he could see my pant pocket.  He asked me what I had in it,    
and I truthfully replied that they were gold coins.  He asked me to show them to him, 
and took them from me.  He asked where my wife was, and I showed him that she was 
standing on the deck holding little Rudolf, who was 2 ¼ years old.  I pointed her out to 
them, and they both went up to see her.  They showed her the coil of coins and asked 
her what it was.  She confirmed that they were gold coins.  When they saw that our 
responses agreed, they asked her to cut the belt open in one spot.  When they saw       
a gold 10-ruble coin, the officers were satisfied and left.  When they returned to shore, 
they said that everything was in order; at the beginning they suspected that we were 
smuggling opium, the importation of which was illegal. 
 
Such complications could happen at any time, and they often did.  It was all a matter    
of chance, luck and the preparedness of the traveller. One had to give an appropriate, 
quick and satisfactory response in all situations.   
 
 
Arrival at our Desired Destination 
 

Our luggage was loaded onto the train and we waited only a short while for its 
departure.  After arriving in Tientsin, “coolies” carried our things from the station to the 
taxi stand, where they were loaded into a car.  We started our trip downtown.  As we 
rode through the streets near the station, we felt uneasy.  There was a lot of dirt, dust, 
grey and low houses, and we wondered what we had gotten ourselves into.  There was 
no greenery in sight, and after Harbin, it seemed like the city was monotonous and drab.  
We were not happy.  But luckily, that was only our first impression.  Later we learned 
that we had been passing through the Chinese part of the city where the station and 
surrounding offices were located, home to over two million people.  They were not 
concerned so much with cleanliness there.  On the contrary, the European part of the 
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city with its impressive buildings, banks, stores and private villas and numerous 
gardens, was admired by all, foreigners and Chinese alike.  We were heading for       
the European part of the city, where we wanted to live. 
 
Prior to the formation of this part of the city, there were few buildings in the area, and 
there were only numerous fishermen’s huts.  The locals would fish in the Pai Ho (Hai 
Ho) River, which flowed through the city eastward into the Pacific Ocean.  The city lay 
on the 38th parallel, at the latitude of Palermo in Sicily.  The weather was warm and 
subtropical.  In the summer, the temperature swelled to about 115 –120ºF (about 46ºC) 
in the shade, and it was hot and humid.  It snowed only seldom in the winter, and only 
because of the proximity of the Gobi Desert, from where cold winds would blow.  In the 
spring, the winds would bring clouds of fine yellow sand, which would penetrate even 
tightly sealed windows in a house, and everything that wasn’t carefully protected would 
be covered with this dust.  There were beautifully paved asphalt streets reserved for 
rickshaws and cars, and others for trucks and carts.  The quality of asphalt was such 
that it wouldn’t soften, even in the burning sun and prevailing heat.  The river was deep 
enough that during high tide, even the large ships up to 20,000 GRT (gross register 
tonnage) could enter the port.   
 
 
European Concessions 
 

In order to understand Tientsin, I would like to explain the origins of the European city, 
which consisted of individual colonies or concessions under the jurisdiction of different 
countries.  As described in the first part of these memoirs, following the Boxer Rebellion 
in 1901, the nations which had occupied Peking forced the Chinese government to cede 
certain rights.  This resulted in the formation of self-governed areas called concessions 
along the banks of the Pai Ho River in Tientsin.  It was Tientsin that was chosen for this 
purpose in northern China, because it was on level ground, on a navigable river, and 
there was plenty of room for new buildings.  In addition, it was close to the capital 
Peking (about 120 km away), and so it would be easy to keep an eye on the Chinese 
government from there.  It was possible to dredge the river to develop a harbour that 
could be eventually reached by larger ships.  The area was rich in natural resources, 
agricultural products and pelts for export.  The presence of the nearby fortress Taku, 
occupied and defended by the French Army, offered sufficient protection, so it was 
possible to begin developing industries and coal mining from deposits which had been 
discovered nearby.   
                               

The various powers occupied territory on both sides of the river Pai Ho, divided the  
land amongst themselves for future concessions, and began to develop them.  This  
was about 65 – 66 years ago [i.e. 1902].  Their presence was meant to prevent a repeat 
of such events as the Boxer Rebellion, which was mainly directed against foreigners.  
Therefore, these countries kept a contingent of their own military forces on Chinese 
territory, specifically in Tientsin.  If danger arose, they could immediately take action. 



 

 

 

295 

 

Before this resolution of the conflict, China was in danger of being completely divided 
up, and so this solution of the dispute was at the time, the most advantageous for them.              
 

Upon signing of the agreement to allow these concessions, numerous foreign 
entrepreneurs and businessmen descended on China en masse.  They had a lot of 
capital, and bought up land from various municipalities for next to nothing.  They built 
offices, administrative buildings, hotels, banks, cinemas, large villas and apartment 
buildings, etc.  Among the new arrivals were also orders of monks who were already 
established in China, who owned large tracts of land, vineyards, mission buildings, 
monasteries and churches in other parts of China where they lived.  The richest among 
these were the Lazarists and the Jesuits.  Even these groups bought large plots of land 
in Tientsin, and built both for their own use as well as investment apartment buildings, 
monasteries, manses, churches, even elementary and high schools for Chinese youth.   
 
The European city had grown to be quite large.  The price of land and materials, as well 
as the labour force was minimal by European standards, and the value of the finished 
buildings was thought to be so low that the monks, for example, didn’t even insure 
them.  When I was living in that city, some of them told me that insuring them would    
be a waste of money, and that the invested capital had already been paid for long ago.  
I don’t think that their reasoning was correct. 
 
In this way, the following concessions came to exist:  Austro-Hungarian, Italian, 
Russian, French, British, Belgian, American, German, and separately, wedged into    
the Chinese quarter, was the Japanese Concession.  Each had their own national city 
government with extra-territorial rights, meaning that the Chinese governments had no 
right to intervene in their affairs, and citizens of these states were not subject to Chinese 
jurisdiction.  They had their own courts, police, chamber of commerce, schools, 
consulates, military units, etc.  The official language in each concession was that of    
the respective country. 
 
 
European Concessions as a Whole 
 
Generally speaking, all of these national settlements were joined into one unit, and 
together formed a large, modern, European city [about 10 km2].  Someone who didn’t 
know the city may not have realized that in certain streets there was an imaginary 
border separating these small states from each other into self-governing units.   The 
only thing he might have noticed was that at the street corners separating these 
concessions, there were two police officers on duty wearing different uniforms, recruited 
from among the locals.  Their presence would indicate the extent of the jurisdiction of 
each state.  
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For example, the French policeman wore a 
typical French military hat (kepi), the British 
had a British one, etc.  The uniforms were 
also patterned after the uniforms in the 
mother countries (i.e. the insignia, the 
collars, the cuffs).  Aside from that, one 
would notice different street signs that 
would indicate which concession you were 
in, for example: Rue de France, Victoria 
Road, Wilhelmstrasse or Bismarkstrasse, 
Petrohradska ulica, etc.  There was a 
difference in the treatment of the population 
from concession to concession.  Each 
concession followed the laws of their home 
country.  The Germans, French, Japanese 
and Austrians required police registration of 
residents.  The British Concession did not 
have this requirement.  So, if someone got 
into trouble in one area, they moved to the 
British Concession where they could “hide”, 
because no one knew about their 
whereabouts.   
 
I read a book by Adolf Hoffmeister, where he described his travels and stay in China, 
and praised Chinese architecture as inventive and resembling European.  For example, 
he noted that the city of Tientsin looked practically British, and the street with banks was 
like in a European city – brick buildings like university residences, and palaces and 
public buildings in the style of Hluboká Castle [in the Czech Republic] with crenellations.  
Yes, the building resembling Hluboká Castle was none other than the British City Hall 
[Gordon Hall], which the British built for themselves, and not for the Chinese.  But 
Hoffmeister forgot to mention this when he praised it as Chinese architecture.  Around 
this City Hall, they had a spacious, meticulously groomed, wonderful “Victoria Park”, 
with many beautiful trees and bushes, vines 
and perfectly cut green lawns.  There was a 
cenotaph in memory of British soldiers fallen 
in WW1.  Later when the concession reverted 
back to Chinese rule, the street names were 
changed, and the Chinese bragged about 
their beautiful modern city, which confused 
some travelers.                                                          
 
 
           
                                 Rudolf in front of Gordon Hall 
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In sequence, from west to southeast towards the river Pai Ho, the European 
concessions were distributed as follows:  first was the Austro-Hungarian, then 
neighbouring that was the Italian on the left bank of the river.  Then followed the 
Russian Concession, with a huge park, a Russian Orthodox Church and many beautiful 
homes and villas, and then the Belgian Concession.  Across the bridge, on the right 
bank of the river, the following concessions were positioned beside each other:  the 
Japanese, French, British, German and American.  The bridge connecting the French 
and Italian Concessions near the train station was a bascule bridge with two halves, 
which could be automatically raised to let ships pass. 
 
 At the end of WW1 in 1918, when Austria-Hungary, Germany and Russia were 
defeated, their respective concessions were nationalized and fell under Chinese 
authority.  China established their own administration and changed the street names, 
but private property and businesses were not affected.  Since everyone was used to  
the old street names, everyone still used the old addresses when referring to them or  
on correspondence.  For example, a letter would have the phrase added: “Ex-German 
Concession”.  [The Belgian Concession was not developed by Belgium and was 
returned to China by 1931]. 
 
We found a place to stay and were dropped off in the former German Concession at  
the Hotel Savoy, on Wusih Road.  This hotel belonged to an American of German 
desent.  The manager was a Russian émigré, so we could communicate in Russian, 
German and English.  We also ate at the hotel restaurant.  That is where we first tasted 
fried frogs’ legs, Italian pasta that you could twirl onto your fork, and other unusual 
dishes.  Across from the hotel was house 15A, where a Russian dentist lived, Dr. 
Zolovic.  Her husband visited us and offered us a place to stay in their apartment.  It 
was a separate area on the 2nd floor with two furnished rooms with a bathroom, W.C., 
kitchen and central heating.  The building belonged to the German Housing Coop.  
Kitchens in most houses were connected to the living quarters by a hallway.  This was 
not very convenient, but we couldn’t do anything about it.  The apartment was spacious, 
and we liked it, so after agreeing on the price, we moved into the new accommodations.  
There was hot water available day or night, which was very comfortable.  The house 
was located practically in the centre of the city, so it was not far to go to the park or      
to go shopping.  We were quite happy with it.  Living expenses were quite low, and I 
remember that my wife, who took care of running the household, spent an average of 
30 silver yuan monthly, not including rent.  The currency there was silver as well as 
paper money, and they were on par except when the price of silver changed. 
 
Once they knew us in the shops, they offered us home delivery for meat and other 
foods.  They would supply us with poultry, fish, fruit and other items of the best quality, 
so that we would be satisfied.  Likewise, milk and baked goods were delivered to the 
house, both on weekdays or holidays, so my wife didn’t have to go out to shop.  We 
would drop off a list the night before, and the delivery boys would bring the items the 
next day.  The stores were open until 10 p.m., so if we had visitors and nothing to offer 
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them, we could get it quickly.  We could pay monthly for these groceries.  The shop 
keepers would offer us little booklets to keep track of the deliveries and then we     
would pay once we ran up a more substantial tab.  It was common practice for trades 
people, tailors, laundry women, shoe makers and others to come to your home, take 
measurements, let you try on clothes or shoes, and then bring the finished products to 
you.  You didn’t have to waste time going to their workshops.  They even brought your 
washed and ironed clothes to your home. 
 
Unlike in Harbin, we hired a young Chinese servant “boy”, who took care of upkeep and 
some cooking under the supervision of my wife.  She had to teach him our methods of 
food preparation, so it would suit us.  All European families employed, or rather needed 
to employ a local cook, because it would have been too difficult for a white woman to 
work around a hot stove in the sweltering summer heat.  Older homes had regular coal 
fired stoves, and newer ones had electric stoves.  Gas supply to houses didn’t exist 
there.  So, we were quite well set up from the start, beyond our expectations.  And we 
were beginning to get used to it. 
 
 
Employment and Later Changes 
 
After we had become used to a routine and a new way of life, representatives of the 
Harbin Union of Brokers, where I was to be employed, arrived to set up offices in town.  
It was the beginning of November 1933, and they were immediately interested in 
locating suitable spaces in order to start business as soon as possible.  Since I had 
been living in town for a few months, and I had some idea of possible vacancies, I 
advised them to rent the former offices of the Chinese Eastern Railway in the French 
Concession, not far from the French Municipal Council.  They made arrangements with 
the building owner, and rented the space.  Of course, the rooms had to be renovated 
first, painted and furnished to suit their purposes, which took about two weeks.  
 
In the meantime, as work was progressing, we all got together, owner and employee 
alike, to get acquainted and to celebrate.  We went to dinner in a separate room at the 
“Astor House” hotel, and had a good feast with some singing.  The beginning looked 
good, but no one could predict what would come next. 
 
The work on the offices had progressed to the point that we could open the business.  
We set up cupboards, filing cabinets, desks, a safe and a cash area with wickets, and 
other necessary furniture.  One fine November day, we opened our doors to the public.  
Business was soon in full swing and we were very busy, since the exchange rates of   
all currencies fluctuated, and the phones rang off the hook.  The company established 
connections with mainly local Chinese banks, and was successfully carrying on 
business.  In the rush to get business set up, none of the managers thought to apply for 
an official permit from the French City Council, to conduct a financial business.  And so, 
it happened that one day, a French official from the City Council showed up, and 
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informed the management that they would have to apply for a permit to conduct a 
banking business.   
 
The response to the application came very soon in French, and our managers looked    
it over.  Seeing the word “permettre”, they concluded that permission had been granted, 
and we happily carried on with our business.  Not more than a few days later, the same 
municipal official came and was surprised to see us still working as if nothing had 
happened.  He informed the managers that our application had been denied, and we 
had been informed of this in writing.  They looked at the letter again, and the French 
official drew their attention to the word “non”, which they had overlooked.  So now it 
became clear, that the permission had not been granted, and we had to close our  
doors and pack up. 
 
We found equally suitable office space in the British Concession.  We immediately 
applied for a permit and received it for two silver yuan, while we waited.  It was valid 
until the end of the year, and each following year would cost us another two silver yuan.  
We moved all of the furniture, files and books into the new offices, and began working 
without having to worry about being disturbed.  The managers and the other partners 
were considering a company name change.  For a city with thousands of residents   
from nearly all countries of the world, the current company name was not appropriate.  
They agreed to establish a new company called the “Union Investment and Credit 
Corporation”, and registered it in the Business Registry in Canada, so it was then 
considered to be a Canadian company.  But I didn’t stay with them that long, since the 
work there was very simple.  The company played the currency market, and had no 
other financial transactions, only buying and selling currencies, and recording the agio.  
After four months, I left the company.   
 
A German named Herr Ziegler lived in the Italian Concession, and he had a small gut 
processing plant for pig and sheep gut.  He exported his product to Hamburg, Germany 
and other European countries.  He asked me to set up an accounting system because 
his business was expanding, and he couldn’t do it on his own.  I worked there for some 
time, and Herr Ziegler introduced me to a Japanese businessman K. Inui-san, who had 
an export office in the same building.  He was involved in the export of various raw 
materials like tobacco, cotton, camel wool, wheat, mustard and linseed, also pelts, 
leather and oil cake*21 or press cake, and others.  He told me that he would like to 
export to Europe or America, but could not establish any connections.  We came to an 
agreement similar to the one in Harbin with Mr. Hanin, and established the “Oriental 
Import Company”.   
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I wrote to my former contacts from this new company, and offered them only raw pelts.  
Several of them responded, and wanted mainly marmot skins, which were suitable      
for processing as imitations of other furs, and were available here by the thousands.  
Further they were interested in Mongolian crossed foxes, a very rare kind, which had 
dark, almost black markings in the shape of a cross on their backs.  Also, they wanted 
pony hides.  We didn’t want to expand into other kinds, so that our buyers in the field 
could concentrate on just a few.  Mr. Inui employed a Chinese expert who understood 
furs and their sorting well.  Marmots had two kinds of pelts, a winter pelt and a spring 
pelt, which had different colourings depending on when they were trapped.  Marmot 
meat used to be consumed by the Chinese, but following a lung plague in 1920, it was 
discovered that marmot meat was infected, and so there was a ban on its consumption.  
The Chinese meticulously follow this ban.   
 
I worked out prices for the pelts that were acceptable and much more advantageous 
than the Harbin ones, because there, they had to pay taxes to the Japanese.  We 
completed a number of orders to the satisfaction of the customers.  Mr. Inui was very 
happy to have access to a new market.   In view of our somewhat lower prices relative 
to the competition, we didn’t have that much profit, but at the start and to cover the 
expenses, it was enough.  The hope was that the business would expand in the future.  
Mr. Inui was not in favour of raising prices, but on the contrary, tried to sell at lower 
prices compared to other exporters in order to keep his clients happy and be able to 
count on them for future business.  I received 20% of the profits, aside from a salary, 
since he already had an established office, employees, and warehouses, etc.  He had 
greater expenses, whereas I had hardly any, namely postage and telegram fees.  The 
lower profits also were due to having to pay a middleman “comprador” or buyer, who 
would buy the pelts and guarantee their quality.  The word “comprador” is a Spanish 
term, meaning buyer.  In East Asia, this was the middleman, usually some type of 
former well-established businessman – a capitalist.  
 
Each export company had to have a comprador in order to facilitate the purchase of raw 
materials from the locals.  He had to purchase all the goods, handle all negotiations with 
mostly local Chinese suppliers, bargain and argue with them, where necessary threaten 
them or throw them out of his office.  A European would not have been able to do this.  
At the same time, the comprador financed the entire purchase, guaranteed the quality 
and the delivery time.  Our company only needed to give him a task and he would take 
care of it independently.  He was able to use some office space, had some of his own 
workers like sub-buyers, sorters, packers, and even an accountant.  This was like a 
state within a state.  He would get a previously agreed upon sum based on a contract.  
His price couldn’t exceed the range of market prices, and had to be okayed by the 
exporter, because the final cost to the importer was based on this as well.  The 
compradors generally knew the market well, knew the supply and demand, and had 
extensive local business connections.  They could foresee future trends.  For this 
reason, they were an essential part of the business and they basically made it run 
smoothly. 



 

 

 

301 

 

When our export company got an order and a Letter of Credit was issued, the 
comprador would start buying goods through the sub-buyers, and the goods would be 
assembled in the warehouse.  He would submit an account of the purchase, including 
his profit, out of which he had to pay his employees.  The export company would then 
inspect the goods with the help of their experts, sort everything, package it and ship it 
according to the requirements.  From the proceeds of the Letter of Credit, they would 
first pay the comprador, who therefore got his money back, and the difference, if any, 
was the profit of the exporter.  The Inui Trading Co. already had a comprador, so we 
didn’t have to find another one.   Without a comprador, a major export was impossible, 
because small Chinese dealers would not sell their goods cheaply to a European who 
thought he would be cheated by them.  Only their compatriot could deal with them. 
 
 
Unforeseen Obstacles (the political climate and escape from the heat) 
 

Since Tientsin lay in the subtropical region, the summer was very hot and humid, and 
your clothes would stick to your body.  The Chinese name for it was “san fu tian”.  There 
was not even the slightest wind, and nothing to refresh you.  The trees, mostly acacia, 
stood there, sad and dusty.  Newcomers, who spent their first summers there, sat in the 
offices with open collars, in shorts, and with a wet towel around their necks to wipe their 
sweat.  Even a pencil would bend if you held it in your hand long enough.  At such a 
time, everyone who had a chance would escape to the sea, because the humid heat 
was most unpleasant.  
 
In the summer of 1934, our family also went to the seaside resort of Peitaiho [Beidaihe], 
about six hours by train in a northerly direction.  The ocean there was beautiful, with 
long sandy beaches stretching for miles, and very pleasant for swimming.  In the 
surroundings, there were evergreen forests, beautiful countryside, and opportunities for 
long walks.  You could also swim in the Pai Ho River in Tientsin as well as in the nearby 
bay, but the water there was not clear because of clay runoff from the 
mountainous regions.  This was true especially for the river Huang Ho 
(Yellow River or Huang He River).  This river supplied much of the muddy water to the 
sea, making it appear yellowish.  Thus, its name: the Yellow Sea.   The locals were  
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used to it and swam even in the muddy water.  The Europeans however, preferred       
to travel north where the water was clean and almost clear, and the swimming was 
pleasant. 
 
The seaside resort of Peitaiho was originally a small Chinese fishing village, which still 
exists to this day.  The surroundings had been selected by the command of the German 
military detachment in China as a summer resort, and summer military camp.  Gradually 
hotels, villas, shops, restaurants, houses and other buildings sprang up, until it became 
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a large, well known recreational area.  There was lots of greenery, streets and        
paths were paved with asphalt, and there was no dust.  Cars were not allowed,         
and transportation of people and goods was provided by rickshaws.   
 
During the first summer, we sub-let from a Russian family in a private villa, where we 
also had our meals.  In this way, we could focus on fun and recreation.  I stayed there 
only a few days a week, as I had to return to the city to look after business related 
matters.  My family stayed there all summer until the start of the school year, in 
September. 





In Tientsin, one could see some unusual activity in the harbour, because each ship 
brought lots of Japanese civilians.  They were said to be business people, and some of 
them even pretended to bring Japanese goods with them.  No one really knew who they 
were.  The Japanese were a people who appeared very polite, almost excessively, but 
none of them would tell you what was really on their mind.  That must have been a state 
secret.  One thing was certain, that each of these civilians had a gun in his back pocket.  
Moreover, the Japanese garrison located in the Japanese Concession and beyond, 
were getting reinforcements.  It was a sign of some political activity, and that something 
might happen in our area in the near future.      
 
Everything was quiet until the next spring [1935]. Then, the Japanese military began    
to occupy the railway to Peking, for about 120 km, and then later towards Kalgan 
(Zhangjiakou), Baotou and Suiyuan in inner-Mongolia.  They checked passengers and 
their luggage, apparently looking for arms.  They began to check shipments as well, so 
that the purchase of raw materials in the provinces and related work associated with it 
became much more difficult.  The locals were not willing to travel anywhere, lest they 
fall into some kind of trap, and lose their lives in the process.  They knew the Japanese 
very well, that they were ruthless. 
 
One businessman from Austria who I met, told me about the time he accidentally ended 
up in the Japanese zone, and what they did with him.  First in a detailed interrogation, 
he had to explain who he was, and what he was doing there.  Then they asked him 
where he lived, whether he had been in the military, when, for how long, which branch 
(whether infantry, cavalry, or artillery), what his rank was, who his father was, etc.  In 
the end, they asked him to immediately get out of the area.  That’s how dealings with 
the Japanese went.  Apparently, they were building some fortification in the vicinity, with 
restricted access, and that’s why the Chinese were afraid of the area and didn’t want to 
come close to it.  It looked like business was stagnating here too, and that moving here 
from Harbin was like coming out of the frying pan into the fire.     
 
Businesses could still operate in the concessions if they had their own trucks, and  
could drive out into the surrounding areas to buy goods and deliver them.  After the 
conclusion of the previous successful season, I was still corresponding with some 
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clients.  It was getting more difficult to bring in more raw materials, and so we thought 
we would wait and see how things would develop.  We processed only the orders which 
were possible under the circumstances. 
 
I wasn’t used to being idle, and so if there was an opportunity to make some money 
somewhere else or in some other way, I wouldn’t waste it.  And so, one day while 
walking through town, I met someone I knew, a Mr. Schwarz.  He was a private 
currency broker, who would go to different companies and offer to buy and sell different 
currencies.  Through him, it was possible to get a better rate of exchange than at the 
bank.  Mr. Schwarz told me that a German company on Taku Rd., the Oriental Trading 
and Engineering Corporation, where he was just coming from, was looking for an office 
manager.  I had worked in so many different capacities, that I thought I could handle this 
as well. 
 
I immediately went to this company in order to get an interview.  The manager of the 
company was Austrian, and the employees were Lithuanian, German and Chinese who 
all spoke German.  Their dealings were in English and German, and even all documents 
were in German, so that the Chinese who went to German schools could understand 
them.  After the interview and after presenting my references, I was immediately hired 
with a monthly salary of 250 silver yuan.  According to the London Exchange where     
in June 1968, a silver yuan was worth 3 British pounds, it worked out to 750 pounds 
sterling.  
 
I started work the next day, on April 1st, 1935.  I was in change of the cash, checking 
and signing financial documents, calculating prices of exported goods, looking after the 
current accounts at the banks, writing cheques and discussing purchase and sales of 
currencies with banks (of which there were many), etc. Our accounting office didn’t have 
a single European, but was staffed exclusively by Chinese, maybe four or five of them, 
who all spoke German. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been able to handle the German 
paperwork.   
 
This company, for whatever reason, was founded as an independent export company, 
and registered in America.  The parent company was situated in Berlin under the    
name “Wostwag*22 – West-Osteuropaische Waren Austausch Aktien Gesellschaft”.  
 
Wostwag had its Chinese head office in Kalgan (Zhangjiakou), which lies north-west of 
Peking.  But in Tientsin, it had a sign on our door, even though it never did any direct 
business there.  I don’t know what role Wostwag played, but all correspondence relating 
to the sale of raw materials and all shipments were addressed to Wostwag in Berlin     
or Hamburg.  From there, they would be passed on to New York according to their 
instructions.  In this way, we only knew a single client.  The director of both companies 
was a Lithuanian citizen, Adams Purpiss.  He was a big, tall man with the voice of a 
soprano or an innocent boy.  This was very odd, as one would expect such a large man 
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to have at least a deeper bass voice.  He could probably sing the part of Mařenka in   
the Bartered Bride, or at least that of Jeník.  
 
I liked the work there, and I was doing well.  The main export was hog casings, pelts, 
cattle, horse, donkey and mule hides, sheep and camel wool and walnuts.  The raw 
casings, which sometimes came even from sheep guts, were brought in by small 
suppliers in baskets, and cleaned in a large workshop in the yard.  These were used in 
Europe in the meat processing industry.  We had contracts with the small suppliers, and 
would clean and measure the casings while they waited.  This was done in the following 
manner: 
 
One batch of guts from a supplier would be laid onto several work tables, which had a 
water supply.  An intestine, which could measure many metres long, would be attached 
at one end to a tap, and water would be washed through it to clear it of all waste. At the 
same time, the diameter had to be measured, because the prices fluctuated based on 
yards of a certain diameter.  Common diameters were 12/14, 14/16, 16/18, 18/20, 20/22 
mm.  To determine the diameter, the gut filled with water was placed into a wooden 
groove of a certain size (there were about five or six of these dimensions).  When the 
worker saw that the diameter changed along the gut as the water was flowing through, 
he would cut the gut and throw the piece into the appropriate compartment, and then 
continue in this manner. 
 
After cleaning, cutting and measuring (calibrating), the guts’ length was measured for 
each diameter separately.  A receipt was issued, and this was brought to the office to be 
paid out.  Working with this product was very complicated, and moreover it was in the 
presence of a representative of Wostwag from Hamburg.  He usually stayed there for a 
year, until he was replaced.  He was an expert, who supervised the quality, processing 
and packaging.  This type of product was pre-ordered and shipped only to Hamburg. 
 
When a larger amount of product was ready for export, it was bundled, salted, pressed 
and placed in special barrels, which were made in-house.  Each such barrel could hold 
2,500 bundles, and each bundle had 50 yards of gut.  The barrels were then closed, 
painted, marked, and were ready for export.  These goods and all later shipments were 
always addressed to Wostwag in Hamburg, so that our company had a permanent 
client, and didn’t have to look for other markets. 
 
Once a month, the price had to be recalculated, and the results were wired to Hamburg.  
These were our prices for the upcoming months.  Upon approval and verification, the 
buying began.  New raw materials were bought at agreed upon prices, according to 
contracts.  Based on these prices, we could calculate the selling price for Wostwag, 
Hamburg. 
 
Once, our manager received a letter from Hamburg, which stated that Wostwag 
believed there was an error in the price calculation of one caliber.  The manager called 
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me into his office, with the letter in front of him: “Herr Škarecký, Mir scheints, einmal 
haben Sie zu weit geschossen.” [“Mr. Škarecký, I believe you have overshot this time.”]  
When I later carefully reviewed and recalculated the matter, it turned out that the price 
calculation was correct.  There was an exchange of letters, whereupon Hamburg 
apologized.  After all, we were not just beginners, but rather seasoned businessmen. 
 
In order to familiarize myself with the work of Wostwag in Kalgan, I went there for a visit.  
Kalgan was a typically Chinese town, with wide streets full of dust and dung, of course 
smelling of garlic and smoke, as everywhere else.  The houses were mostly one story 
with large gaps in between.  What surprised me most was that there were no fences of 
any kind.  Wostwag had a large multistory building which they had built for themselves, 
as well as large storage areas where their goods were handled.  When I later visited 
their Berlin office, they showed me photographs I had seen before from the Kalgan 
operation, with their warehouses for pelts, hides, and huge crates, labeled and ready for 
export.  All goods from Kalgan were shipped directly to them, in order to avoid duplicate 
handling. 
 
I also knew that Wostwag in Kalgan would buy manufactured goods for domestic use in 
Mongolia, and would transport them there by truck, since there was no other means of 
transportation.  The railway between Ulan Bator and Peking was built much later.  The 
variety of products was extensive; there were pointy Mongolian shoes for men and 
women, fabrics for clothing and robes, ready made robes, whips, scythes, sickles, 
textiles, notions, soaps, candles, drug store items, and tea of all kinds including black 
(khuncha), green (lucha) and pressed tea, which Mongols like to drink with horse fat.   
There were also all kinds of sugar, flour, wine and liquors, canned meat and dairy 
products, as well as other foods and goods which were not produced in Mongolia and 
were otherwise unavailable.  Transports of these products would travel to Urga (now 
Ulan Bator) for several days on a simple but firm road in the middle of the Gobi Desert.  
The delivered goods would be transferred to warehouses of the Central Coop, which 
would later distribute them among its stores.  Wostwag was doing good business   
there, since they were the only supplier into these remote and isolated areas.   
 
Of course, the Mongolian Aimak rulers and chiefs were observing these business 
dealings, and claimed the right to require permits and to tax the transactions. That is 
why Wostwag, in return, had to begin accepting raw pelts and furs, sheep and camel 
wool said to be of good quality, and other products of the hunting season, in order to 
carry on with their business, with the blessings of the powers that be.  For this reason, 
the company was able to export even furs that were not available in Tientsin, like lynx 
and wild dog hides, which were in high demand in the American automobile industry, 
used to cover hoods during deep freezes.  One of the Mongolian chiefs even offered a 
herd of wild horses for sale, which were found there in great numbers.  The trick was to 
capture them.  What was the manager of the company to do?  He shook hands with the 
chief, drank a glass of fire water with him, had a snack of cold “kurdyuk” (sheep’s tail) 
and some flat bread, and the herd was his.  
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The horses were caught using a lasso, and were loaded into an open truck which took 
them to the Kalgan railway station across the Gobi Desert.  There they were loaded 
onto freight cars and brought to Tientsin.  It took them about three weeks or longer       
to catch the herd.  During the transport of such an odd load, there were always a few 
workers injured or bitten, and once a Chinese worker was even killed.  Altogether, it  
was a lot of dangerous work.  
 

 
 

Our company (not Wostwag) had rented beautiful, clean and airy stables at the end of 
Race Course Rd. in the British Concession in Tientsin.  There was a large yard where 
the horses could run around freely.  There was no one in our company who could take 
care of them from the administration side, and so the task, including the sale of the 
horses, was simply entrusted to me.  I had to go there twice a day in a company car, 
look after the fodder and the keeper, and do all other work related to the horses.  If    
this was under a king’s or tsar’s administration, I would have been entitled to be called 
the “Royal equerry”, or the “King’s equerry”, and could have worn a uniform with gold 
buttons with a sword.  But since I was only working under the reign of A. Purpiss, I got 
nothing.  In the yard, the horses had to be caught again using a lasso, and none of the 
keepers knew how to do this.  For this reason, I invited three soldiers from the American 
compound, who were former cowboys, to teach our people how to throw a lasso, how to 
catch and saddle the horses, and then they themselves tried to ride these wild animals.  
These Mongolian mustangs were generally mid-sized horses and came in all colours.  
There were bay, chestnut, black, mouse-grey, dappled grey, and cream coloured ones.  
In the wild in the desert, they travelled in herds of five to twenty, led by one stallion.  
They usually stayed in one area, because if they moved to another location, they would 
meet another herd.  The stallion ruled his herd, and all of the mares and colts followed 
him.  They only drank after the stallion had tested the water.  In case of danger, he 
would take a few tentative steps, snort a warning, and begin to nervously rise up on his 
hind legs around his herd, which made them uneasy.   The stallion would neigh a signal, 
and the herd, enveloped in a cloud of dust, would neigh loudly in response and take off 
in a group, held together by fear.  The stallion typically brought up the rear.  They 
survived on whatever they ate from the ground.    
 
Soon word got around town that our company had brought in a large number of horses 
(I remember there were over 100), and members of race clubs came with their jockeys 
even from as far away as Shanghai, to look them over, and even to buy them.  The 
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horses however, were half wild, and they had never been saddled or ridden, so there 
were big problems with them.  None of them wanted to stand still or have a saddle on 
them, but they got used to it after a few days.  They followed orders like tame horses, 
but there was one big difference.  They had fire in their bellies and they ran like the 
wind.  None of the local horses could match them.  We heard that they often won first 
prize, both in Shanghai and in Tientsin.  
 
Some of our employees also wanted to own a nice horse, and they were being sold 
cheaply.  My co-worker Grebenshchikov bought a nice black one, and named it 
“Rybka”.  It was eventually so tame that it would eat sugar or a roll from your hand.      
In the end he sold it at a profit, because having a horse wasn’t worth the trouble.  It was 
a lot of worrying, and wasn’t worth it even for a horse enthusiast.  One had to travel to   
a distant stable and look after the fodder and a keeper.  Later, even our Mr. Bihowsky 
bought himself a horse.  He was an American citizen, and didn’t keep the horse for long, 
because he had to return to America after five years abroad due to regulations.  He 
wanted to gift me the half-wild horse, so that I would have something to remember him 
by, if he didn’t return.  I gratefully declined his offer, because I was happy to still have  
all my bones intact.  
 
Eventually we sold off most of the horses, with only about ten remaining.  No one 
wanted these because they had some kind of defects or flaws.  Some were injured 
during transport and couldn’t run very well.  These were bought up by Tartar 
middlemen, to be sold further, maybe for slaughter.  The main thing was that the boss 
made some money, even though it was fraught with difficulties.  The compilation of a 
detailed report with all earnings and expenses regarding the horses took me several 
days to prepare.  
 
 
A Client from Czechoslovakia 
 
The main boss, Adams Purpiss, had a manager who had Power of Attorney and was in 
charge of our company, the “Oriental Trading and Engineering Corporation” in Tientsin.  
This was Mr. Ehrenlieb, an Austrian.  Sometimes they both were on the road, and so 
there were three more people with Power of Attorney:  myself, Mr. Grebenshchikov –    
a Russian émigré, and Mr. Bihowsky, an American citizen who was an expert in sorting 
hides and pelts.  
 
Once in the summer, when none of them were present, we received a telegram from   
A. Purpiss from Shanghai, that the following day we would have a representative of    
the company Baťa from Zlín, who was interested in purchasing leather for his shoe 
factory.  The telelgram instructed us to welcome him cordially, and prepare a most 
advantageous offer cif London [cost insurance freight].  The telegram was addressed   
to all three employees, however, aside from me, the other two didn’t have a clue about 
this matter, so it all fell on my shoulders.  I immediately began collecting the necessary 
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documents, in order to be properly prepared.  In the middle of it all, the very same    
day, the Baťa representative arrived, as he admitted, a day early.  It’s obvious that he 
created some confusion, as he caught us (me) completely unprepared.  Regardless, he 
requested that we prepare an offer for different types of leather (cattle, horse, donkey, 
mule) by morning, because he was leaving for Africa in the afternoon.  Good luck!   
 
I knew, according to old invoices, the approximate price that we were buying leather for, 
but that wasn’t enough.  Leather was sold by weight, which was measured in Chinese 
kati or jin (1 catty = ~605 g).  The weighing was done on home-made non-calibrated 
scales in the form of a long beam, along which the different values of kati were marked.  
There was a tin weight on a string at the end of the beam.  So, the scale could be 
inaccurate in the first place, and one had no idea really, how much such hides weighed 
exactly.  In addition, the sellers had a very special way of making the hides appear to 
weigh more when selling them, so they wouldn’t be cheated, in order to benefit them the 
most.  First, they would soak them in sugar water, and then roll them in dust and clay, 
which stuck to the hide and could not be removed, at least not during the purchase.  As 
a result of this manipulation, it was necessary to subtract a certain percentage from the 
weight, to account for this excess.  When dry, the dust and clay had to be removed by 
beating the hides.  Moreover, the weight of the head part, which the Baťa rep didn’t 
want included, had to be removed.  He had shown us in our warehouse on other hides, 
where he wanted the head part of the leather cut off.   To determine the selling price,  
we had to find out other information, namely:  how much it cost to transport the hides  
on carts to the station, then by train, from the station to the warehouse, cleaning and 
beating, handling, sorting, packaging and buyer’s expenses.  Then the cost of boards 
for crates, nails, tape and paper for lining, reinforcement of crate edges, length of   
metal binding strips, transportation to the harbour, porters, ocean freight, insurance, 
telegrams, interest on the invested capital, approximate profit and I don’t know what 
else.  Finally, the weight had to be converted to British pounds (0.51 kg).   
 
I mobilized all of the Chinese employees that were available to get the prices for the 
above items.  It was already late in the afternoon, and I was lucky that the Chinese 
stores were open until late.  We managed to get most of the prices.  I decided, because 
there was no other way, to work through the night if necessary, to get the price 
calculated.  So I went home to arrange some things, and returned to the office to 
continue my work.  From the information which I had gathered during that short period 
of time, I calculated the price in British shillings and pence per British pound of weight, 
cif London.  The abbreviation cif is an acronym for cost, insurance, freight, i.e. the price 
included aside from the value of the goods, also insurance in transit (marine insurance, 
war risk, theft and pilferage), and transportation to the point of delivery and all the 
transportation on land and sea.  In this case, to London, so that the receiver would not 
have any other expenses with that shipment.   
 
The following morning, as promised, the Baťa representative returned.  With trepidation 
about how it would turn out, I gave him the price offer for the hides according to the 
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required distribution (a certain percentage of cattle, horse, donkey and mule).  I let    
him sit at one of the vacant desks, where he took some papers out of his briefcase    
and started to study them.  It wasn’t long before he said: “I visited 26 companies in   
your city, and I bought only from one of them, the French company “Olivier Chine”.  
Your price is acceptable, and for that reason I will buy from you in the amount of 25,000 
pounds sterling – against a Letter of Credit.” Everyone can imagine what this meant for 
the company and mainly for me, and how easy it was for my two colleagues who did 
nothing to help, not even with advice. 
 
I immediately prepared and wrote a contract in English, which all of us, including        
my colleagues who did not participate, signed with the Baťa representative, and       
then he left.  It is noteworthy, that the currency exchange rate for pounds sterling to 
Czechoslovak crowns was 165 Kč per pound, so the entire order converted into crowns 
was worth more than 4 million crowns.  One crown was equivalent to 44.58 mg of pure 
gold. The American dollar was worth 33.75 Kč.  
 
After the Baťa representative left, I instructed our buyers to begin purchasing the 
required hides, but I was worried about the final outcome and the bottom line.  I had 
worked on it by myself and quickly, without a lot of thought since there was limited time, 
and the documents were not verified.  I had nobody to consult, because Ehrenlieb was 
not present.  I kept meticulous records about the purchases, expenses and shipping 
costs, because I was very curious how it would turn out, and I wanted to be able to write 
a detailed report. 
 
The order took a total of four months to complete, and I immediately started calculating 
numbers to be able to report to the boss A. Purpiss how we fared.  I used the most 
disadvantageous rates of exchange, and in spite of that in the end, it turned out that we 
had made 8% profit on the entire shipment, which was about 2,000 pounds sterling.  I 
thought this was quite good with respect to the low sale price, and that the boss was not 
expecting such a favourable result, because he always talked about a 5% profit margin.  
But bosses can say one thing and demand another.   
 
When our boss Adams Purpiss looked over my detailed report, which he had been 
impatiently awaiting, he walked into my office.  He called in Mr. Grebenshchikov and  
Mr. Bihowsky, who in the meantime, had returned from America and was back at his 
desk, working on his assigned jobs.  When we were all gathered together, he turned to 
me and said in his high-pitched voice: “I have reviewed your very detailed report about 
the London order, but I am not happy.  You did it all wrong.  But you know what? Next 
time give yourself and these two a 100-dollar monthly raise.”  It was now obvious that 
his rebuke had been a joke.   
 
We revisited and talked about this case over and over.  He admired my multi-faceted 
readiness and experience, and wanted to know how I managed to do it, that out of 26 
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local exporters, except for that one firm, we were the ones selected.  Of course, I didn’t 
tell him that I didn’t sleep properly for four months while the order was being completed.   
Well friends, this was an experience at work that I didn’t want to repeat.  Some people 
think that in foreign countries, you can get something for nothing, but that is not the 
case.  On the contrary, one had to work very hard and think about how to support          
a family.  One had to be competent, otherwise there was danger of dismissal, 
unemployment, hunger, and maybe even suicide.  Soon after this event, the boss 
organized a banquet for selected employees at the Astoria Hotel, and as was 
customary, pulled out all the stops.   
 
Note:  A Czech entrepreneur or businessman would have loved it if one of his 
employees, by his ingenuity, had made him a 300,000 Kč profit.  But Czechoslovaks 
weren’t keen on leaving their Pilsner and sausages behind, and venturing into the world.  
 
 
Japanese Pressure on China 
 
All Japanese activity in northern China, especially in the vicinity of Peking, turned out   
to be just a tactical maneuver.  There were lots of Japanese there, and they wanted     
to scare the Chinese population.  For the time being, they were mainly concerned     
with achieving superiority over northern China and preparing the ground for a future 
takeover.  With this in mind, they replaced government office workers with their own 
people, and controlled the activities of the Chinese officials.  I know this first-hand, 
because when I went to the police office to extend my residency permit to get a stamp 
in my passport, I was dealing with Japanese, not Chinese officials.  The restrictions on 
freedom of travel and goods distribution were lifted, and it was possible to travel, to 
shop and to move goods freely.    
 
This state of affairs did not last long, however.  One day in the summer of 1936       
when we were in the office, you heard some explosions.  We ran out to the street to 
investigate, and saw Japanese bombers circling above the Chinese quarter, dropping 
bombs.  They did not dare attack the foreign concessions, as this might have caused    
a diplomatic incident.  Activities within the city were disrupted.  On the way home to    
the former German Concession, which as mentioned earlier was now under Chinese 
control, I saw policemen with guns running to and fro, as if expecting an air raid.  No 
one was at our home, as my family was at the seaside resort Peitaiho, and so they were 
not aware of what was happening in the city.  I had my supper, and then thought about 
what to do.  I didn’t dare stay overnight in the apartment alone, because if the Japanese 
decided to bomb us, and a bomb hit the apartment, what could I have done?  Because 
turmoil and sporadic shooting in the streets had not stopped, I decided to return to the 
office in the British Concession, and spend the night there.  I felt this was somewhat 
safer.    
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At the time when the Japanese were carrying out their air raids on the Chinese quarters 
of Tientsin, there was also a battle over the Marco Polo Bridge near Peking, which was 
only 120 km away.  There, Chinese forces caused the Japanese significant casualties.  
In this segment, the railway was operating only for military purposes, so that shipments 
of goods were interrupted.   
 
As a result of these unexpected events, the Japanese replaced some railway personnel 
that they thought were unreliable.  This is why our employee, Mr. Ho, became the 
stationmaster of the local Tientsin railway station.  He was an intelligent and pleasant 
Chinese man, who had been working in our transportation department.  He came to 
work one morning, and announced to the manager that he was called into service on 
the railway, and had to report there.  I therefore, had a great advantage when travelling 
with my family to the sea.  With just a phone call, a compartment or spaces in the 
sleeper car would be reserved for us.  He would simply post a sign on the door, which 
said: “Reserved for Mr. Skarecky and his party.” 
 
When our family stayed at the seaside resort area, I would go there on weekends,     
and travel on Friday afternoons or evenings, returning to the city on Monday mornings.  
Once on my way there, I got off the train at a larger station to walk around the platform 
and get some fresh air, because there was a 10-minute stop.  Suddenly I heard my 
name being called out.  It was strange to hear your name at a small station in the middle 
of nowhere, especially in China.  I thought I had misheard, but then I heard it again.       
I looked behind me and in front of me, until I saw a Chinese face grinning at me, and     
a man running towards me.  He greeted me whole-heartedly, like only a Chinese man 
could.  It was also a Mr. Ho, the younger brother of the stationmaster in Tientsin, who 
had also worked at our company.  He was the stationmaster at the station where we 
had stopped.  It is possible that their family had even more brothers, brothers-in-law or 
cousins, and they all worked for the railway.  Unfortunately, I didn’t investigate it at the 
time.  
 
During my stay in China, it was common that if one member of the family reached         
a higher-ranking position in an administration, the older employees would be 
unceremoniously removed, and in their place, relatives of the boss would be hired.   
With political changes, this could be justified, but otherwise, it reeked of nepotism.  If the 
older employees wanted to keep their jobs under the new management, they had to pay 
off the new boss.  I noticed that within the police departments, as soon as a new chief 
was in place, as certainly occurred under Japanese rule, none of the old employees 
remained the following day.  The chief would fill all positions with his brothers, brothers-
in-law and cousins.  I suppose this was justified with the change of administration.   
 
The brother of our landlord in Harbin, prior to our moving south, told me the following 
sad story.  He had had a small shop on Foochow St. in Harbin, where they served 
alcohol, wines, cheeses and canned food, etc.  I visited him not to drink, but just to talk.  
The American barracks were nearby, and so when soldiers went to town, they stopped 
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in for a drink because it was in a discreet location.  So, in spite of the fact that it was off 
the beaten path, he did good business.  He had to pay not only duty, but also a local 
tax.  The tax authorities came to his shop, counted the bottles he had on display, and 
put a label on each one, which he had to pay for in silver.  Not even a week later, the 
head of the tax collection department was dismissed, and his staff was also replaced 
with new people.  These new tax officials came to the shop to collect the tax again.  
When the owner objected and said that he had just purchased the labels a week ago, 
they told him that these were no longer valid, and he had to buy new ones.  
 
The Japanese banned the purchase and sale of foreign currencies, and even banks in 
the Japanese Concession were not allowed to sell foreign currencies.  I don’t know if 
that was a good idea, but what could you expect from the military?  Business was not 
possible in Tientsin without the use of foreign currency, and so Japanese businessmen 
would go to the banks in the British Concession, and purchase foreign currency freely 
and without risk.  I don’t know whether this was permitted or not.  They also often came 
to Mr. Inui, but he was very careful, and was afraid to have any unpleasant 
complications.  
 
As a result of Japanese military actions, the coastal areas of China were occupied.   
The soldiers were always on the go, some coming, some leaving, and it was difficult    
to find space on the trains for private travellers.  All of the passenger cars were full of 
soldiers trying to make themselves comfortable.  It was hot, the windows were always 
open, and the soldiers’ legs would stick out of them when they were lying on the seats.   
 
With the arrival of the Japanese, the Russian émigrés, of whom there were many, 
started to become more active.  They cooperated with the Japanese, reported on 
people and acted as informants, and pointed out the ones that should be watched.  
Everyone who wasn’t on their side was in their eyes, a Communist, and therefore an 
arch-enemy.  Among the émigrés, there were others, who for different reasons before 
the arrival of the Japanese, had applied for Soviet citizenship.  For this reason, they 
would visit the Soviet Consulate.  The émigré informants, or the White Russians, would 
secretly guard the Soviet Consulate, and would hide behind a fence or wall.  Through   
a hole or opening in the fence, they would photograph all Russians who entered the 
Soviet Consulate.  As a result, they had a complete and detailed record and evidence  
of émigrés who applied for Soviet citizenship.  When the time came, they started to 
persecute them.  All of these people were under threat of being evacuated out of town, 
somewhere south “into the unknown”.  But before this happened, all of them involved 
were individually summoned into the émigrés’ office, where they were offered to sign    
a declaration that they honestly regreted their actions, hated the Soviet system, and   
did not want to be Soviet citizens.  These declarations were printed in the local Russian 
newspaper, in a special column.  I wonder how the Soviet Consul felt when he read 
these declarations, and had to consider all the applications as pointless.  I don’t 
remember the exact text of these confessions, but it must have been very embarrassing 
and demeaning for these people. 
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Of course, there were some who refused to sign such a declaration, and in short    
order, they were sent to concentration camps.  I never wanted to be a prisoner of the 
Japanese, and to be forced to eat only dried fish.  One Czechoslovak citizen was also 
deported.  Dr. Hoselitz was not Czech, but of Hungarian or Jewish background, was a 
lawyer, and had an office in the French Concession.  His clients were mostly French 
individuals and French companies.  He had lived in Egypt for many years, where he 
was a law consultant for a large company.  After arriving in China, he was consulting for 
the Soviet Centrosojuz Company which had a branch in Tientsin, and that was probably 
the reason he became an undesirable element.  Since he lived in the houses belonging 
to the Lazarist monks located in the former German Concession, it was easy to detain 
him, because this part of the city was under Chinese administration.  If he had lived in 
the French Concession, he would have been completely safe.  There may have been 
other reasons than the one I mentioned, since I didn’t know his past or to what extent  
he had been involved with the Soviets.  Dr. Hoselitz was at one time the chairman of  
the Czechoslovak Support Association, whose purpose it was to support Czechoslovaks 
in need or those who were homeless.  Some were wandering the streets aimlessly, 
begging and drinking the worst kind of liquor, getting drunk and lying in the roadways.  
The Chinese would look on in wonder, because they thought that Europeans were a 
superior race.  One Czech citizen from the town of Černá Hora near Blansko, was a  
real embarrassment for us.  We arranged for accommodation and food for him, but this 
didn’t help, as he continued in his ways until the police eventually found his stiff body   
in some shady establishment in the British Concession.  They identified him by his 
Czechoslovak passport.  This example illustrates the fact that the Czechoslovak 
Embassy or Consulate didn’t care for their citizens; they were doing fine for themselves.  
They would smuggle duty-free items home in their diplomatic luggage using their 
diplomatic passports, and didn’t care how other citizens were doing.  Not once did they 
come to see how our people were living, or if they needed any assistance.  It was the 
new breed of VIPs. 
 
Many Russian émigrés who had lived in Czechoslovakia and had moved to China, 
sought the assistance of our Czechoslovak Support Association.  They were mostly 
people who had difficulties finding work after finishing their university studies there.  
One of them told me that he had an engineering degree, and worked as a brick-layer’s 
labourer in Slovakia to make ends meet.   I didn’t believe him though, because in the 
First Republic, Russian émigrés had scholarships of 600 Kč, and they could survive 
easily on this.  Several of them came to us, and I remember two youngsters, 
Martinovsky and Shapiro.  The first one showed me a diploma from ČVUT in Prague 
[Czech Technical University], but in talking to him, he had a hard time expressing 
himself in Czech.  So I was not sure how he had gotten his degree.  Even one Chinese 
man applied for assistance, and he spoke perfect Czech.  It was clear that he had lived 
in Czechoslovakia, because he couldn’t have learned the language so well anywhere 
else.  He described how in 1918, when the Legionnaires were passing through 
Manchuria, he was still a little boy and didn’t have a family.  He asked them to take him 
along, and they did.  After arriving in Czechoslovakia, he went to school there, became 
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a locksmith and worked in a factory.  He had a good life there, but he longed for his 
homeland, and returned to China.  He didn’t know his real name, so the authorities gave 
him the last name “Mandžuský” [Czech for Manchurian], and all of his documents were 
in that name.  He was very lucky that in those days, the authorities had not demanded 
the names of his grandfather, grandmother, their birthdates and places of birth. 
 
Our Support Association would meet from time to time to discuss various expat matters, 
and it was difficult to collect dues.  What was interesting was that our discussions were 
held in Russian, since hardly anyone knew proper Czech.  All had either forgotten,       
or had Russian wives, and were used to speaking Russian.  Then there were also 
Slovaks, Germans, Hungarians and Poles, so you couldn’t speak with them any other 
way except in Russian.  All had been former POWs in Russia. 
 
 
Conditions in Tientsin 
 
Life was very good and very cheap in Tientsin.  Whoever was frugal didn’t need much 
money.  All food items and local or imported products were inexpensive.  The Czech 
Baťa shoe company from Zlín had a store in town, as well as several in Shanghai.  For 
the Chinese, they imported shoes from their factory in Suez, where they specially made 
shoes for the Asian continent.  Our European foot shape was not the same.  Asian feet 
had a lower arch.  Chinese shops stayed open late, and had a wide variety of products: 
all fruit other than oranges, mandarin oranges and bananas had to be washed with 
boiled water.  Vegetables which were eaten raw like lettuce or tomatoes, had to be 
washed in a weak solution of potassium permanganate, and subsequently with boiled 
water.  The Chinese fishermen caught fish in two different ways:  in the ocean with nets, 
and in the rivers with the help of cormorants.  The fisherman would sit in a boat and 
smoke his pipe while the cormorant, which was tied up with a rope would dive and catch 
the fish in its beak.  Since there was a rubber ring placed around its neck, it couldn’t 
swallow the fish, and so it would drop it in a prepared basket.  They would catch hares 
with trained hawks.  The hawk would attack the running hare by pecking it on the head, 
and then a hunting dog would bring it to the hunter.  They didn’t need a gun nor any 
ammunition.  The bird of prey and the hunter just had to cooperate.  In the steppes, they 
would shoot wild dogs, and then export the pelts.   
 
The river Pai Ho had a system of canals, which connected the countryside with the city.  
These were only navigable at high tide, otherwise they were too shallow.  Larger boats 
had to wait until the water level rose to continue.  At low tide, the receding water would 
leave mud and waste, which gave off an unpleasant smell, especially in hot weather.  
Students of the German School [attended by Rudolf] had to cross the canal every day, 
so they renamed it “Der hochgeehrte Stinkkanal” [The highly revered Stink canal].     
The city also had an English grammar school, a French elementary school where all 
professors were Jesuits, and a Chinese technical school.  Further, there was a French 
women’s convent with a girls’ high school, a Catholic Church (chapel), and St. Louis 
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Church.  At that time, Vietnam was still a French colony, and their military contingent    
in Tientsin consisted exclusively of Vietnamese natives – Annamites.  Only the officers 
and NCOs were true Frenchmen.  They often went to mass as whole units.  During the 
service there was no ringing of bells at the altar, rather they would sound trumpets.        
I always had to plug my ears.   
 
On the other hand, the British liked putting on parades.  Every Sunday morning, some 
units of the garrison would march into the main yard of the British City Hall [Gordon Hall] 
where there was a mass or other service.  After the ceremony, the units would line      
up for the return march to their barracks, and there would be a parade where the 
commander would inspect the troops.  There was always a band playing, with mostly 
fifes, brass instruments and drums.  The musicians 
had white kid gloves.  The bass drummer had a 
leopard skin apron and would throw his drumsticks 
in the air and catch them again as he marched and 
played.  The drum major who marched at the head 
of the band held a mace with a crown on top.  He 
would continuously wave it around, side to side or 
above his head.   We, together with hundreds of 
Chinese people would always go watch this highly 
practiced, artistic show on Sunday mornings.  They 
also put on a “Tattoo” [show]*23 on Christmas Day  
in the afternoon in Victoria Park in front of the British 
City Hall, which was very interesting as well.   
 
                                    
                                  British troops marching in a parade 

 
 
Uncertainty in Business 
 
In the summer of 1936, our business stagnated.  It wasn’t the season for pelts because 
the wildlife had very thin underfur, and there was no demand.  There was also no 
demand for gut casings, as people didn’t eat a lot of pork meat in the heat.  Only at    
the end of the summer, contracts were concluded for fall and winter deliveries.  Our 
management began to show an interest in the export of walnuts, which was a major 
product, but not very easily handled.  Importers, especially from New Zealand, were 
making inquiries.  Therefore, our firm also began to purchase nuts, and allotted a large 
room on the 2nd floor for their processing and sorting.  The sorting was done solely by 
Chinese women and young girls. Several of them would sit at a large table, and there 
would be a pile of cracked nuts in front of each of them.  They were to clean the nuts, 
and sort the kernels into four groups: halves, quarters, pieces, and dust.  Each worker 
had four baskets to hold the four sizes of nuts, where she was to put them once sorted.  
The sorted walnut kernels were then placed into special elongated crates lined with 
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thick parchment paper, each to weigh 25 pounds net.  After closing, the crates were tied 
shut with wire, and marked, etc.  If the nuts were exposed at length to humidity, they 
would become bitter or moldy, so the previous year’s harvest had to be dried, making 
the colour more yellowish, and not brownish.  There were lots of problems with this.  
The export was supervised by a local British firm Borrows & Co. Ltd., who had been 
selected by the Association of British Importers to inspect the quality prior to closing   
the packaging.  They were responsible for certifying that the nuts met the conditions 
according to the contract and the order.  A written assessment would be included with 
the shipment documents, and the bank would not honour the Letter of Credit until they 
could see that everything was in order.  
 
This company also inspected other kinds of products, not only walnuts.  They certified 
the quality of grains, linseeds and mustard seeds, soybeans, peas, beans, buckwheat, 
etc.  Prior to closing our crates of walnuts, the inspector from Borrows & Co. was invited 
to inspect one shipment consisting of 250 crates.  During this particular inspection, for 
whatever reason, he was not happy with the quality.  He couldn’t make up his mind, 
until finally he instructed them to re-sort all the walnuts and remove more of the 
brownish coloured kernels.  To empty 250 crates i.e. 6,250 pounds of nuts, then re-sort 
them and pay the workers for all the extra work was no small feat.  Especially with    
nuts which had a very small profit margin.  We waited for a few days, because on our 
premises nothing bad could happen to them.  The room was dry and well ventilated.  
We re-sorted a few of the crates, filled them with especially nice and quality nuts, and 
waited for the result of the expert.  He inspected the crates again, and was so satisfied, 
that he even said very few companies export such good quality nuts.  He brought us  
the certificate in person, and the goods could be shipped.  Sometimes a bit of innocent 
cheating was necessary to conduct business. 
 
Aside from nuts, we also dealt in sheep and camel wool.  This was even worse to 
handle than the walnuts.  The suppliers would add sand to the wool in order to make     
it heavier.  Even though we tried to clean the wool, it was impossible because we   
didn’t have the right machines.  I remember that the importers always demanded 
compensation for a higher percentage of impurities than was acceptable.  For this 
reason, we stopped exporting wool. 
 
The entire next season was under a cloud of uncertainty.  Only the operation with the 
gut casings was functioning at previous levels.  Seeing such a drop in business, our 
boss considered some changes in the structure of the company.  He often travelled, 
especially to Shanghai, where he unofficially opened a small office.  He took along    
two Chinese men from our office, one of whom soon returned.  He apparently didn’t   
like it there, and he complained that he didn’t understand the language, because they 
spoke with a different dialect.  He preferred to stay at home with his family.  The boss 
occasionally came to visit us to see how we were doing, but once after he had left for 
Shanghai, we noticed that he had forgotten his keys on his desk.  We considered how 
to send the keys to him the fastest way possible, and decided to send them by airmail 
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express.  We forgot however that the airmail only went twice a week, and so our small 
package sat at the local post office for two or three days before it was sent.  In the 
meantime, the boss sent a telegram to send the keys by mail.  I don’t remember how    
it all turned out, but if we had sent the keys by regular mail, he could have had them   
the next day.  The mail in China was very fast and precise, and I never heard any 
complaints about any mailmen.  All letters and parcels were dutifully delivered, four 
times daily.   
 
One interesting thing happened with one of the letters that my sister sent me from 
Czechoslovakia.  She forgot to write the address on the envelope, and only put my 
name, and the word China.  Our mailmen would have filed this as an undeliverable 
letter, would have written on it ironically: “Is that how you do it too?”, and displayed it    
in a display case.  The Chinese Post however, made the effort to look for me, until the 
letter was finally delivered, albeit a bit late.  From the postmarks, it was clear that the 
letter had been at the post offices of Shanghai, Hong Kong, Canton, Tsingtao [now 
Qingdao], Chifu [Zhifu], Peking [now Beijing], i.e. all places where Europeans might 
have lived.  To this day, I cannot understand how they found me in Tientsin.  I saved  
the envelope of course, but unfortunately it was later lost.   
 
When my boss later decided to liquidate the company and move to Shanghai, he 
appointed some people that were supposed to go with him.  I stayed behind, along with 
a few other employees.  The Chinese businessmen with whom we had connections 
were very sorry, since the Lunar New Year 1937 was fast approaching, and they 
needed money to pay their creditors.  Our company was always helpful, and once a 
contract was signed, would give advances that no other European company would give.  
That is why at this time, there was a great demand for money.  According to an ancient 
Chinese tradition which the Chinese strictly followed, a creditor who did not get paid 
before the New Year, could close the debtor’s store or business.  In such a case, the 
creditor would walk into the debtor’s store, and demand to be paid the full amount in 
silver.  If he didn’t receive a payment, he would paste a large white or yellow X with     
20 cm wide paper strips on the door, with the unpaid amount marked on it.  Anyone 
walking by who could read would pass this information on, and the news would spread 
like wildfire among other businessmen. In the business community, this would result in 
the business owner not being able to ever get goods on credit again, and he would not 
be able to continue, resulting in virtual bankruptcy. 
 
Ordinary people would wish each other a good New Year by passing out or sending   
red cards.  The colour red is a sign of joy, and white is a sign of sorrow. They would 
stick red and yellow papers on objects they worked with.   For example, on the felloes 
[wooden rims] of the carts, they would put papers with inscriptions like: “May this rim roll 
another 100,000 li” [one li is 500 m].  Each Chinese household had a small altar in the 
corner of a room, dedicated to the “god of the hearth”, with a small tablet [not an iPad] 
with the names of the ancestors on it.  They would place small bowls of rice, oats or hay 
in front of the altar, because they believed that the god of the hearth would ride off on a 
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horse somewhere into the heavens prior to the New Year, to testify to the higher beings 
about the good deeds of his wards.  The rice was for him to eat, and the oats and hay 
were for the horse.  While their god was far from the household, and no one was 
guarding it, evil spirits could enter the home.  To chase these away, mainly the young 
Chinese who didn’t believe in this any more, would fire rockets, firecrackers and 
fireworks all night long.  They also banged and drummed on pots and pans, and made 
so much noise that we couldn’t sleep at all that night.  It so happened that we lived in a 
house that belonged to a Chinese man.  Other renters in the area were also Chinese, 
so we had to sacrifice one night of sleep, before their god of the hearth returned to 
earth, and took over the guarding of the household again.  These were just pagan 
customs.  Even security guards from the nearby intersections would come to wish us 
well, and want to collect some silver change for doing a good job.   
 
The Chinese businessmen organized a farewell dinner for my boss.  It wasn’t the first 
time that they had invited us for a friendly get-together.  As in Harbin, the boss had to 
choose two or three employees who would attend, out of courtesy.  We had a German 
co-worker, Miss Olschewski, who was officially single, but had a husband (or so she 
said).  He was an intelligent Chinese whom she had met in Germany when he was 
studying there.  Of course, she could speak Chinese well, and often was the interpreter 
between the management and suppliers.  When a contract was being negotiated and 
signed with the suppliers, there were always lots of discussions and disagreements.  
Upon completion of these negotiations, she would come out of the managers’ office all 
worked up and as red as a lobster.  It was very difficult work to translate the managers’ 
and suppliers’ questions and answers, but someone had to do it.  It was this woman 
who often attended the dinners with the Chinese, and the hosts were very happy with 
this.  She could also keep up with them with regards to the food and drinks. 
 
 
New Owners of the Company 
 
In 1937, a new war broke out between 
China and the Japanese, who 
occupied all coastal areas.  Since 
China was divided into northern and 
southern parts, two governments   
were formed.  One in Peking, and one 
in Nanking, as well as the national 
government being transferred to 
Chungking, under Chiang Kai-shek.  
This government continued its fight 
against the Japanese with the help     
of the British and French.  After the   
fall of Nanking, Chiang Kai-shek’s 
government moved to Wuhan, which had been formed out of three neighbouring cities, 
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namely Hankou, Hanyang, and Wuchang, and had a population of over one million 
inhabitants.  It is natural that business was non-existent in a country where there was 
constant fighting.  Businessmen and exporters sat around waiting for conditions to 
improve.  Our office also had no work to speak of.  We were not purchasing any goods, 
and were gradually selling off what we had in storage.  Our boss Adams Purpiss, stayed 
in Shanghai, where he finally moved, together with a few other people from our office, 
mostly his Lithuanian countrymen.  From our staff, only four remained, namely: 
Sperling, Dr. Handel, the Chinese Ma, and myself.  
 
 

             
 
 
One day, Herr Wilk, a single Jew from Hamburg, arrived in our office.  He was in a rush 
to get out of Germany alive, to some place where it was not so dangerous.  He brought 
several Leica cameras with him, which were very precious at the time, and which he 
sold at a good profit.  Not much later, another Jewish man, Isidor Rettich, arrived from 
New York.  These two dismissed first Mr. Sperling and then Dr. Handel.  Not a week 
later, they said they received a telegram from the boss in Shanghai, to also let me go.    
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I didn’t see nor read this telegram, they only told me about it.  I was the last Mohican    
to leave (Mr. Ma was still apparently there) on August 6th, 1937.   All my work was left 
unfinished, and they didn’t even ask to have a final report on where everything stood.     
I don’t know how they made out, because I never went back there.  I never went back   
to visit such a company that would let their employees go in such a manner.   
 
After many years, I was free again.  I visited the Japanese Mr. Inui-san more frequently, 
where it also looked like a fire had cleaned them out.  No orders, and no business with 
Europe.  Only small shipments to Japan.    
 
In view of the fact that I was home alone, I went to be with my family in Peitaiho.  After a 
week or so, I returned to the city, where I found a letter from my former boss A. Purpiss 
from Shanghai.  He asked me to visit him in Shanghai as soon as possible, in order to 
discuss some affairs regarding the business.  So what was I supposed to do? I was 
curious as to what he had up his sleeve.  I travelled there directly on a British ship from 
Tientsin.  In our discussions, my former boss informed me that he wanted to reopen an 
export office in Shanghai, and wanted me to work with him.  His former office manager 
Ehrenlieb had left China for Turkey.  I tried to discourage him from this intention, mainly 
because it was dangerous to start a new business during a military conflict.  The entire 
Chekiang province, as well as the port of Shanghai was occupied by the Japanese, 

which meant barriers, Spanish riders*24 
(barbed wire barriers), ID checkpoints, 
etc. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[Spanish riders (photo: Chris Hagen)] 

 
I had discussed this previously with my wife, and we had agreed that we wouldn’t   
under any circumstances, move anywhere, even though this move could have been 
advantageous from several angles.  I was thinking about schools; in Tientsin the high 
school had only six grades, where in Shanghai there were nine.  In nearby Hong Kong, 
there was a technical university, which would offer my growing children the 
opportunity to complete their education.    
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In spite of all the advantages of a big city, my wife was scared of Shanghai.  She had 
been told by some friends of ours who had stayed there for some time that the climate 
there was unhealthy.  Europeans suffered from digestive issues and parasites, and 
didn’t last long there.  For this reason, I returned to Tientsin following our discussions, 
and did not think about it again.  We later heard that A. Purpiss eventually dissolved his 
business in Shanghai anyway.  He had his money in Swiss bank accounts, and so he 
left for Switzerland, where he apparently later died.   
 
And so I was out of a job, and sat at home looking out the window at Chinese two- 
wheeled carts passing by our apartment.  They were laden with cotton, on the way       
to the nearby harbour, losing pieces of cotton tufts in the wind along the way.  I also 
started to practice passages on my flute after not having played for a long time.  I was   
a member of an amateur orchestra, which occasionally performed at some festivities at 
the Concordia Club.  I continued to look for work, and to write many application letters, 
but I unfortunately never received any replies.  To be honest, we Czechoslovaks had    
a bad reputation.  It was said about our people, that we were irresponsible drunkards, 
crooks, and that we were capable of cutting off the sole of your shoe while you were 
walking.  This was not literally of course, but there must have been some instances 
where this was true, since an individual is capable of ruining the reputation for the whole 
group. It was therefore hopeless for me to find a position in a larger, European or Anglo-
Saxon establishment.  Maybe in a smaller office, and for less pay. 
 
I was corresponding with my brother in Prague, and he suggested that I take on the 
representation of several Czechoslovak companies:  Báňská a Hutní Co. [mines and 
smelters] where he was employed as a department manager for ship anchor chains, 
Reich & Co. which sold glass products – mainly chandeliers, and the Minerva sewing 
machine company in Opava.  I had some preliminary discussions with a Chinese man, 
who had expressed an interest in participating as a “comprador”.   As all of these 
products were new to me, not all things went smoothly.  I received an offer to come to 
Prague and to stay in Czechoslovakia for some time, learning about the products first-
hand, the prices, and the production process in the factories.  After some consideration, 
I decided to accept this proposal, and go the Czechoslovakia.   
 
On December 3rd, 1937, I went to the Soviet Consulate in Tientsin to apply for a transit 
visa through the USSR according to the agreement dated May 16th, 1935, about mutual 
aid between Czechoslovakia and USSR.  According to this treaty, citizens of both 
countries could travel to or through the others’ countries respectively.  All statesmen 
congratulate each other on May 16th every year, rejoicing in the fact that such a 
mutually advantageous treaty exists. I had to fill out a form where they asked whether    
I had ever been in Russia.  I answered truthfully that I had.  And that was the problem.  
As soon as they found out that I had lived in Russia, they refused to grant me a transit 
visa, and said I had to apply for approval from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Moscow.  
For this reason, they sent me a reply telegram, which I had to pay for.  This reply arrived 
three weeks later, and my application was turned down.  I still have the receipt from the 
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Tientsin post office dated December 3rd, 1937, number 0079, where in the upper left 
corner you can clearly read the words: “Transit visa refused”, with an official stamp from 
the Consulate General of USSR.   
 
It is odd that such a simple and innocent thing like a transit visa for a single, unarmed 
Czechoslovak citizen to travel across the USSR had to be decided by the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs in Moscow.  Was I perhaps a dangerous individual, or did the treaty    
not apply to such cases?  This incident proved that the treaty as well as the friendship 
resulting from it, was and still is until today, I believe, insincere.  I think the Soviets still 
held a bitter and hateful grudge against the Czechs, whose trek through Siberia caused 
them many hardships and troubles. 
 
So my trip was supposed to take place in December 1937, but since my transit         
visa across the USSR was denied, it didn’t happen.  I had to file a complaint at the 
Czechoslovak Embassy in Shanghai, but this was useless because they couldn’t help 
me right away, since they would have to deal with Moscow through the Czechoslovak 
Embassy there.  Later, the time was not right for a trip.  China was at war, and so I 
couldn’t guarantee that I would be able to return.  We decided that as soon as it was 
possible, and when we got transit visas, we would all go, including the entire family,    
for about three months.  In case the return trip was not possible for whatever reason,   
at least we would all be together.   
 
 
The Plan is in Motion      
 

We left Tientsin sometime in June 1938, 
on the Japanese ship “Peking Maru” for 
Dairen.  The members of my family 
were all quite seasick on the journey, 
and lying in their berths, so I had to 
continuously prepare lemon drinks or 
cream of tartar for them.  First for one, 
then the other, then the third, so they 
would feel better.  Luckily, I was feeling 
well.  It was exactly the opposite of our 
trip in 1933, when we were making the 
crossing on the Chohei Maru when I 
was the one who was seasick, and my 
family was fine.  The closer we came to 
shore, the better they all felt.  At lunch 
time, the staff would call people to the 
dining area using a gong (a Chinese or 
Japanese percussion instrument in the 
shape of a plate).  There were only a few people there, mostly Japanese, and I started 
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to feel a bit nauseous.  My head was spinning, and I didn’t feel like eating anything.        
I only drank a bottle of beer.  Before we reached the port of Dairen, we were met by      
a motor launch.  Two Japanese doctors boarded our ship, and all passengers were 
ordered to leave their cabins and line up on deck.  The doctors looked everyone over 
and decided based on appearance, whether they were healthy or had any infectious 
diseases, and whether they could disembark onto shore.  The inspection turned out 
well, and there were no sick people.   
 
In Dairen we stayed at the same pension as several years before.  I obtained transit 
visas for our trip across Manchuria, and we left the next day on the train to Harbin in a 
salon car.  They had rotating seats, so we could watch the countryside from both sides 
of the train at the same time.  Upon arriving in Harbin, we checked into the Grand Hotel, 
and were visited by both Mr. Gasmann with his wife, and Mr. Hanin.  When talking    
with them about the current situation, they complained that the market had completely 
collapsed, and many of the wealthy and many business people had moved away.  One 
had to mortgage his business and the other his house in order to survive.  In Manchouli 
[now Manzhouli] at the station, I realized that I still had some Japanese yen with me, 
and that I wouldn’t be able to exchange these in Europe.  So I decided, at the last 
moment, to exchange them for dollars in the exchange office.  Unfortunately, it was 
already closed.   A Russian policeman (in Chinese uniform) saw my plight, and told me 
that an hour before, some Germans had arrived from the west, would be travelling east 
and might possibly be glad to buy them from me.  He gave me the name of the hotel 
where they were staying, and even lent me his bicycle so I could go there and back      
to the station quickly.    
 
I traded my Japanese money with them, however while I was away, the Japanese 
customs officers searched our luggage and likely took all of my negatives and even 
some photos.  That was the most important thing for them, so that God forbid anyone 
had a photo of a Japanese military encampment, bridge or fortification.  My wife, who 
was present during the inspection, couldn’t keep track of the many pieces of luggage 
during my absence, and after my return we had to immediately board the Russian train, 
so I couldn’t do anything about it.   
 
Upon arriving at the Russian border station, the porters carried out everybody’s luggage 
into a large hall in the customs building, and placed it on tables.  Any luggage which   
we didn’t need during the trip, including my camera which I wouldn’t be allowed to use 
anyway, I had officially sealed by the customs people.  The remaining suitcases and 
bags were opened by the customs inspectors and searched very thoroughly.  They 
pulled all carefully folded items out and shook them, even the smallest ones.  Anything 
with a lid was opened and the contents were poured out.  In the end, the contents of 
each bag ended up as a pile of clothes which couldn’t fit back in.  As a result, we had to 
carry armfuls of our things back to our train compartment, and only there could we fold it 
in peace and put it back where it belonged.  That is, until the next customs search.  How 
frustrating.  
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We rode in the train with a representative of a Soviet travel agency “Inturist”, whose 
main job was to be an interpreter.  He also exchanged currency to Russian rubles,    
and upon arrival in Moscow, arranged for outings and sightseeing in the city.  When 
exchanging currency, he issued official receipts, which proved that the rubles were 
purchased on Russian soil, and not smuggled across the border from abroad.  On our 
way through Siberia, we often noticed poorly dressed Soviet citizens or boys hiding 
between the cars at the stations, and begging for food or money.  The stalls, which 
would normally sell food, were empty, so we couldn’t buy anything along the way.  We 
ate in the restaurant car, because this was included in our ticket price.  The food was 
quite good, many snacks, Russian specialties like red or black caviar, marinated or 
smoked salmon, omul [Lake Baikal white fish – salmon-like], and many others.  They 
were not generous with the bread however, and we always had to ask for more during 
meals.   
 
The Siberian countryside we passed through looked sad. Everything was grey, even 
though it was summer time, and everything should have been green.  All was empty, 
not a soul in sight, half-empty villages, crops not harvested lying in the fields, Russian 
churches in ruins, others being used as storehouses.  Portraits of leaders hung on 
station buildings, even in the smallest stations, faded by sun and rain, and torn apart   
by wind.  Wherever there were clocks in the stations, there were always two of them.  
One on local time, and the other on Moscow time, according to which the train schedule 
was set.  The train had a radio with music, a library, and many games like chess and 
checkers, etc.  There was cold and sometimes hot water, and even showers in some 
railcars.  There were special railcars for mothers with children and even infants, where 
the mothers could wash and iron their diapers. 
 
When the locomotives and their crew were being changed in larger stations, we always 
had to wait for a few hours for a train safety inspection of the wheels, axles, bearings, 
etc.  Cleaning staff would sweep the hallways and mop them with a disinfectant, even 
wash the windows if they were very dusty.  Most of the passengers would pass the time 
by going outside and walking along the platform, perhaps kicking a ball around in a 
nearby field.  It was refreshing to stretch your limbs, because the trip from the border   
to Moscow took about six days and six nights.  Without movement, a trip like that   
would have been hard to endure.   
 
Foreigners usually travelled in a separate railcar, so that they wouldn’t come into 
contact with Russians. If there were some vacant spots, they would be given to Russian 
military officers.  But they couldn’t prevent them from talking with us, especially since  
we all spoke fluent Russian.  They pointed out to us that Czechoslovakia was in grave 
danger from Germany.   Some of them even raised a strange notion, that if Germany 
joined forces with the Soviet Union, they could easily conquer all of Europe.  
 
After arriving in Moscow, the railcars with foreigners were detached from the main train 
and moved along with all of the baggage to the Belarus Station, to be joined with a train 
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that would travel westward.  There was no need to handle the luggage, which was very 
convenient for us and the other travellers.  As a result, we stayed in Moscow for more 
than half a day.  A bus was waiting for us, and took us out for sightseeing of the town, 
the subway, and other interesting things.  We had lunch at a luxurious palace, formerly 
the home of a prince, close to Red Square.  There we visited St. Basil’s Cathedral, 
which was no longer a church but had been converted to a museum.  We also visited 
Lenin’s mausoleum, and were let inside without waiting.  We ran out of time, and the 
bus took us back to the Belarus station, so we could continue on our journey.   
 
 
Trip through Poland and Czechoslovakia 
 
The next segment of our trip westward went through Smolensk and Minsk, to the 
Russian border station Negoreloye.  There, all of the luggage was carried into the 
customs hall and the inspection process was repeated, but not to such an extent as 
before on the Manchurian border.  We also had to return all of the Russian money we 
still had, and prove where and how we had acquired it.  The Inturist receipt was helpful 
in this regard.  On the other side of the station, a Polish train was waiting for us.  On the 
Polish side of the border, the station was called Stolpce. But before we could board the 
train, we had to submit to another customs inspection by Polish customs officers.  First 
of all, they were interested in how much money we were carrying.  They carefully 
counted it, and entered the amount into our passports, so we could take the same 
amount or less out of Poland again. I had to exchange some dollars for Polish zloty,    
so we would have some cash on hand for small expenses.  The Poles were even more 
thorough than any of the previous inspectors.  They shook out all of the items in our 
bags and threw everything around.  What were they all looking for??  We couldn’t get 
everything back into our bags, so we carried the armfuls into the railcars, but we didn’t 
have our own compartment this time.  Maybe this didn’t exist in Poland.  And so in a 
regular passenger car, which was notably smaller than on the Russian train, we put our 
things on a bench and slowly put them away.  Since all of our luggage didn’t fit into such 
a small compartment, I had to send one large cabin trunk as checked luggage.  There 
was also a problem finding food.  There was nothing for sale in the stalls, in station 
cafeterias or buffets, even twenty years after the war.  I remember how I managed to 
find a bar of chocolate and some herbal tea with great difficulty.  I don’t recall how we 
four people survived this terrible segment of our trip.  The train which we were travelling 
on did not go directly to the Czechoslovak border, and we had to change trains in 
Warsaw, and deal with our luggage again.  In Warsaw, we had something to eat at the 
train station for a lot of money, and I went to investigate what happened to our checked 
trunk.  I walked among the lined-up cars, and looked for the baggage car, which was 
supposed to have arrived with our train.  I was lucky to find it, but the trunk was just 
sitting there on the platform, and we were to leave in an hour or so.  Obviously, they 
hadn’t gotten to transferring it yet to the train leaving for Czechoslovakia.  I concluded 
that it would never make it onto the same train.  I went to inquire at the stationmaster’s 
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office, in order to intervene.  Maybe somewhere else they would have helped me,      
but we were in Poland, and there they weren’t very helpful.  
 
The stationmaster was talking was some lady when I arrived at his office.  I didn’t   
really want to interrupt, but time was of the essence, and so I asked him, as a transit 
passenger, to kindly immediately arrange for the transfer of my trunk into the train going 
to Prague in Czechoslovakia.  (In Poland there is also a Prague near Warsaw.)  Instead 
of hearing me out and arranging what I had asked for, since it was work related, he 
glared at me and said in Polish: “Can’t you see that I am talking?  Wait until I am 
finished.”  Since I was in a hurry and was worried that I would miss my train, I turned 
and left without success.  The trunk stayed behind in Warsaw.  At the Polish border 
station, I asked the baggage handler about the trunk, gave him my luggage ticket 
number, and told him to send it on to Brno as soon as possible.  I gave him a three-
dollar tip. 
 
When we arrived at the Czech border station (Petrovice), I didn’t have any special 
feelings about returning to my homeland.  But I thought we were home free, and that 
somebody would be celebrating our return.  Nothing of the kind happened however,  
and I cannot forget to this day, the kind of reception we received.  We waited from a 
long time in this station, and apparently some formalities had to be sorted out.  During 
our wait, not one customs officer showed up to check our passports or inspect our 
luggage.  Just before the departure, a customs officer arrived and asked us what we 
had in our suitcases, not very politely.  I told him we only had personal belongings, and 
nothing special.  He looked over the luggage, chose the biggest and heaviest one, and 
told me to carry it to their customs office a few hundred steps away.  They would send  
it on after us to our destination, and then have it inspected there.  I objected, and told 
them that they had enough time to look through the suitcase in the train.  I wasn’t going 
to carry it anywhere.  I hadn’t travelled 10,000 km in order to be made a fool of by some 
customs officer in Petrovice, when we were practically home.  When he saw that I was 
serious, he called a porter and told him to take my suitcase away.  I asked him for a 
receipt, and he refused.  In the end, I told him I would complain to his superiors, not only 
about the improper procedure, but also about his rudeness to me.  This encounter at the 
border was enough to spoil and ruin my “return to the homeland” and made us think that 
it may be a good idea to go back to where we came from. 
 
But at the time, we couldn’t do anything else but continue on our trip to Brno.  Our train 
tickets were paid up to Prague, but since the train was going in the direction of Brno, the 
conductor objected.  We discussed it, and I explained to him that the Chinese travel 
agency sold tickets only to Prague, and they had no idea where Brno was.  In any case, 
we overpaid our fare, since Brno was closer than Prague, so the railway didn’t lose 
anything with the change of destination.  We were heading for Brno because my sister 
had invited us to stay with her for the first while, so we would have a roof over our 
heads and get our bearings.  Soon after our arrival, and after the remaining luggage 
was delivered, I left for Prague, where I arranged with my brother that we could stay in 
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his apartment.  He was leaving with his family on a month’s vacation, and the apartment 
would therefore be empty.  When they returned, we rented a bachelor apartment          
in Karlín, on the corner of Sokolovská St. and U Svobodárny St., and were quite 
comfortable there.  I also want to mention that at the station in Brno, my brother-in-law 
Konstantin Volařík had been waiting for us.  But he either didn’t see us, or didn’t 
recognize us, and he went back home alone.  In addition, in the turmoil at the station, 
we lost both our boys. We looked for them, and couldn’t find them anywhere.  So we 
took a taxi to my sister’s house, and the boys came about an hour later on foot, 
because they knew the address.   
 
 
Practical Experience and the Return Trip 
 
In Prague, I was getting acquainted with the production, packaging and shipping of 
glass, mainly light fixtures made by Reich & Co., whose factories were owned by the 
Moravian Bank.  I also visited Opava, home to the Minerva sewing machine factories to 
learn about their products, and the sales office of Baňská and Hutní Co. on Lazarská St. 
in Prague.  There, I collected some promotional materials and sales data for the sale of 
anchor chains.  The most advantageous product for the Chinese market seemed to be 
the Minerva sewing machines, but in the end I decided not to represent them.  This 
would require me to establish a workshop in China with a Czechoslovak expert who 
would adjust the machines, train staff and carry out repairs. All of this would be very 
costly to start up, and I couldn’t risk having the partner “comprador” invest in an 
unproven venture, and possibly lose his money due to unforeseen circumstances 
beyond our control.  
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My practical training went on for about three 
months.  From the glass works, I received an 
honorarium of 1,000 Kč per month, and this 
was sufficient to cover all of our expenses.       
I obtained many flyers, pamphlets and price 
lists, and we were ready to return to China.  
We had to hurry to be back for the start of 
school on September 15th, 1938.  I had 
inherited a small plot of land in my hometown 
of Vracov in Moravia, which was being leased. 
My sister had been taking care of it for me, 
and receiving the proceeds.  With the help of 
my brother František, who lived in Vracov, at 
Osmek 368, I sold it for 11,000 Kč.  I bought 
tickets to China for 8,500 Kč, and the 
remainder was exchanged for dollars.                              Notary public fees re: land sale                                                                                                                                                                                              
 
We set out from Prague on September 2nd, 1938 at 2 p.m. from the main train station.  
We watched from the train as we passed through the countryside, how everything in 
eastern Bohemia and northern Moravia was completely flooded, as it had been raining 
for days.  At the Polish border the customs people again carefully counted our money, 
and recorded it into our passports, in order not to have problems when leaving Poland 
and having to explain where we got our money.  Our baggage was not searched this 
time, because we were only in transit.   
 
We arrived in Warsaw the next day on September 3rd, 1938 at about 6 a.m.  Because 
there was some construction at the main station, we got off on a temporary platform, 
where we put our luggage.  In the meantime, someone went into our compartment and 
stole a nice, large canteen hanging on a hook near the door, where we had some drink 
for the trip for our children.  I knew there was little to buy along the way in Poland, so  
we had brought some of our own drink along.  After stacking our luggage, I went to the 
station office to find out about our further connections, and also to report the loss of the 
canteen.  The man just shrugged his shoulders and told me it wasn’t his fault, and that 
we should have been paying more attention.  Well, we were not in the Japanese zone 
yet, we were in Poland, where theft was still a factor.  We had a bit to eat and drank 
some tea in the station restaurant, and for this luxury, I paid US$ 2.   
 
At the Russian station – Negoreloye, we had to all get off the Polish train.  The porters 
took our luggage to the customs hall, and the well-known procedure started again.         
I had one small suitcase, which I carried myself.  In it, I had the flyers, pamphlets and 
also some schoolbooks.  I had bought it at a shop in Prague on Jungmannova St., in a 
department store called “Teta”, but it turned out to be of poor quality.  As I was leaving 
the railcar and was already on the steps, the handle broke off in my right hand, and the 
suitcase fell to the ground, breaking open.  Of course, all of the materials spilled out, 
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and it took some effort to collect them all and put them back in.  Russians were 
obsessed with books and flyers about as much as the Japanese were with negatives.  
They were ready to read through it all, but I didn’t give them the pleasure, as I asked 
them to seal the bag and avoid the inspection of the reading material.  
 
The trip from the Polish border to Moscow was very dusty. The dust penetrated through 
the closed windows and we had to continuously clean everything including ourselves.   
A bus awaited us at the Moscow station, which took us and the other foreigners around 
the city for sight-seeing again.  The railcars we had arrived in were moved to the 
Yaroslavskaya station, where they were joined with the Trans-Siberian Express, so    
we did not have to handle our luggage and we could return to our compartment.  That 
was very convenient and praise-worthy of the Russians.  We arrived in Moscow on 
September 4th, 1938, and it was sunny, hot, and almost tropical weather, about 28ºC.  
Local boys were running around barefoot and in swimming trunks, behind trucks 
spraying water on the roads.  I can imagine how nice it felt, since the tankers pumped 
icy water from hydrants.   
 
At one of our stops on our sight-seeing tour, we got off and noticed a fellow traveler –   
Robert Knöpfli from Switzerland – who was on his way across Siberia to Kanagawaken, 
Japan (near Tokyo) for the first time.  We later got to know him, and he gave me his 
business card.   Since it was still practically summer weather, we were all mostly 
dressed in summer clothing.  A few people had a warmer jacket or dress, but this was 
understandable, since no one could have predicted the heat in Moscow at that time      
of year.  But this Mr. Knöpfli was wearing heavy ski boots, thick wool knee socks, 
knickerbockers, two sweaters and a jacket on top, and then another fur coat with a fur 
hood and a fur hat.  When we walked on the streets of Moscow in the unusual heat, the 

locals stopped and stared at him.  I also noticed 
his surprising attire, and asked him why he was 
dressed for a polar expedition.  He answered 
that back home in Switzerland he had been 
warned about the continuous Siberian freezing 
temperatures that were pervasive in Russia, and 
had been advised to dress really warmly.  I don’t 
know if he had any other clothing with him, but    
I recall he didn’t change much during the trip.   
 

Along the route through Siberia, our Arnold had some stomach issues because of the 
different diet.  We needed a doctor to give him some medicine.  An interpreter from the 
travel agency called the nearest major station and requested a doctor to come to the 
train.  A doctor actually came, checked him over, prescribed “Salol” [phenyl salicylate – 
an analgesic, antiseptic, now used primarily in veterinary medicine], and gave us the 
medication free of charge.  He prescribed a diet to follow, restricted eating certain   
types of salami, which we didn’t eat anyway, and the treatment was complete.   
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We arrived at the Russian border station Otpor on September 11th, 1938.  The 
formalities were dealt with quickly, and our train was moved to the Chinese station 
Manchouli.  There we met a couple we had known in Tientsin, who were there visiting 
their parents, so we then continued on the trip all together.  We obtained a transit visa 
through Manchuria (Manchukuo) on September 11th, 1938 at this station, because this 
new country did not have any diplomatic representation in Europe yet.  We did have a 
recommendation from the Japanese Embassy in Prague however.   
 

 
 

 
 
For this reason, we travelled from Prague without a visa, because there was no other 
way.  We should have arranged for a return visa before we left China.  The Japanese, 
who issued this visa, were curious as to where we were going, what we would be doing 
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there, if we knew anyone there, etc. These were common problems when travelling 
through the Japanese zone; they didn’t trust anyone, and they didn’t tell you anything.  
 
On September 13th, 1938, we arrived in Dairen, on the Pacific Ocean.  The next day   
we got vaccinated against cholera and left for Tientsin the same day by boat. This time, 
we sailed right into the city, where we arrived on September 15th in the morning.  Two 
customs officers that I knew, Mr. Chen Chia-Kang and Mr. Chou Chen Yung let our 
luggage pass without inspection, and marked it with chalk as having been checked.  
This was the first time that this process was so easy.  The entire trip from Prague to 
China took from September 2nd to September 15th, i.e. 14 days. 
 
I also wanted to mention that on our trip, there was a woman travelling east in our 
railcar in a different compartment, from Negoreloye to Moscow, named Mrs. Štěpánová 
from Shanghai.  She likely got off in Moscow and stayed with some friends, because I 
didn’t see her after that.  She was the wife of an official at the Czechoslovak Embassy in 
Shanghai.  It was rumored, and some people claimed it was true, that some employees 
of our embassy used their official position to benefit themselves financially, namely Mr. 
Štěpán.  For many years, his wife would travel every three months to Czechoslovakia, 
on a diplomatic passport.  She always took expensive Chinese carpets with her, or 
Chinese or Japanese silk or other items, in her diplomatic luggage.  This was not 
subject to duties or inspection, not even in Czechoslovakia.  She didn’t have to pay any 
duty, like every other mortal, and on top of that, she didn’t have to unpack and repack 
her belongings.  As a result, she could sell the goods at a good price, and have a nice 
profit.  In addition, the Czechoslovak State Bank would exchange her crowns at the 
most advantageous exchange rate, for American dollars.  The important factor was    
the diplomatic passport.  
 
Even before our departure from Tientsin, some friends had asked me to try and 
investigate this situation while I was still in Prague.  I found her apartment, and for a 
hefty tip, spoke with the janitor who confirmed our suspicions regarding the sale of the 
items.  He was in charge of personally delivering the goods to different addresses and 
collecting the money.  
 
I remember that once our Czechoslovak Support Association applied to the embassy   
in Shanghai for a loan to assist unemployed and destitute Czechoslovak citizens.  We 
were curious as to what Mr. Štěpán, a first-class smuggler, would answer to such a 
request.  We suspected what he would say because we didn’t expect our representative 
offices to ever support their citizens in dire straits, although they had special funds set 
aside for this purpose.  I could have benefited as well, since I didn’t have a job at the 
time.  A reply arrived on January 6th, 1938, in which Mr. Štěpán offered us 20 local 
yuan, which was about US$ 3.  Later, after Czechoslovakia had become the 
Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, and our embassy in Shanghai was closed, we 
wrote Mr. Štěpán a letter, pointing out the machinations with the sale of duty-free goods 
to Czechoslovakia.  We told him he should be ashamed of himself as a government 
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diplomat, to fraudulently enrich himself at the expense of the Czechoslovak state.         
A short time later we found out that Mr. Štěpán had died and his widow had apparently 
married an American citizen.  She must have accumulated a large sum of American 
dollars.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Concerning your request of the 28th 
of last month regarding a loan of 
500 or 600 local yuan, the embassy 
hereby informs you that for about 
500 Czechoslovaks in China, it   
has not quite 600 local yuan, and 
therefore cannot in any way grant   
a request like yours.   
     This office could offer you from 
the aforementioned fund,  
20 local yuan of support.                                                       
  For the Ambassador: J. Štěpán”  

 
 
Unforeseen Obstacles and Complications 
 
After such a long trip, we were exhausted, and needed some time to recover and relax.  
Soon our life was back to normal, and we did not regret leaving Czechoslovakia.  With 
respect to business, the outlook especially for me soon evaporated.  About two weeks 
after our return, some areas of the Czechoslovak Republic were annexed by Germany – 
the Sudetenland.  Firstly, the glass works in Bor near Česká Lípa, which I was to 
represent in China, were severed from the country; likewise, the factories for anchor 
chains in Bohumín.  These companies were under new management, and the entire 
business, which hadn’t even started yet, vanished.  We could only imagine what it was 
like there, and the suffering these [Czech] people had to go through, when they were 
thrown out of their homes through no fault of their own.   We also read about this in  
local newspapers, which had lots of news about these events, and informed us quite 
accurately about them.  It turned out that our very strenuous trip to Czechoslovakia   
and back had been completely useless because of the many problems along the way, 
and the wasted cost of the tickets.  On my return, I had to find some work.  
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Even in our area, the Japanese started a campaign against foreigners, especially British 
and French citizens.  In Peking, Tientsin and all other cities which they had occupied, 
there was propaganda against them, discouraging the Chinese from buying their 
products.  They hung banners across streets, and did not allow transport of these  
goods on the railways.  It was likely since the British and the French were helping the 
government of Chiang Kai-shek against them. The Japanese surrounded the areas      
of these two concessions with barriers of barbed wire (Spanish riders).  At the borders, 
they built guard-houses occupied by their soldiers.  In these temporary buildings, there 
were special inspection rooms to provide detailed checks of anyone crossing from one 
side to the other.  For example, Chinese people were forced to take off their coats and 
shoes, the contents of their luggage or bags were thrown around, and if nothing was 
found, they were allowed to continue.  Europeans like us had to show ID, in order         
to prove we were not British or French.  Later, the consulates issued ID cards with 
photographs, which had to be stamped by the Japanese military command.  Otherwise 
they were not valid.   The movement of the British and the French was strictly restricted, 
and they didn’t even dare venture out of their concessions.  As a result of this, the 
import of goods was forbidden into the encircled concessions, and what was even  
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worse, this applied even to food items.  And so they had to survive, solely on what was 
present in the shops. 
 
In these gloomy times, we happened to live in the British Concession. When we needed 
to buy some supplies, we would go to one of the Chinese sectors to buy meat, lard, 
fruit, or other such things that we were missing.  Later the Japanese allowed small 
quantities of certain foods to enter the restricted areas for humanitarian reasons.  They 

could not very well have thousands of 
people suffer from hunger.  I remember 
one instance when I wanted to enter the 
British Concession after buying some 
onions which we needed.  After all, what 
could a housewife cook without this 
produce.  I went to the neighbouring 
Chinese sector where there was an 
abundance of onions, and bought 2 kg.  
Since the bag was quite large, the 
Japanese might not have let it pass, so  
I was trying to figure out how to smuggle 
the bag in.  I waited for Rudolf, who was 
soon returning from school along that 
route, and put more than 1 kg of onions 
into his school bag.  The Japanese did 
not search school bags of students,  
and I could carry the rest of the onions 
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myself.  So we managed to bring the entire purchase easily through the checkpoint.  
The Japanese were still just mumbling:  Anone – soudesuka.  [“Is that so? You know…”] 
 
An interesting and at the same time, difficult situation arose on Foochow Road.  The 
right side of the road was in the British Concession, and the left side in the Chinese 
sector.  An imaginary border ran down the centre of the road, and the Japanese set    
up barbed wire barriers along that line.  People could not go to shops across the street, 
and friends could not meet.  They could only approach the barbed wire barrier and 
maybe shake hands if they could reach across.  If they actually wanted to visit one 
another, they would have to take a several kilometre-long detour.   
 
The Japanese had discovered several cases of cholera.  Maybe it wasn’t even cholera, 
but they issued several health and safety orders because they feared an epidemic.  At 
the borders of the Japanese Concession, as well as at the borders with the Chinese 
areas of town, they devised a system of disinfectant spraying.  Everyone who passed 
through checkpoints had their shoes and the lower part of their pants sprayed to kill the 
germs.  Many times, I came home with wet pants and socks from this spray. 
 
Across the street from the British Concession City Hall and Victoria Park, there was a 
bulletin board belonging to the local newspaper.  They would post headlines of world 
news items, usually just a few words, in large letters, for example: “Eden (British Prime 
Minister) exhausted”. One day I saw the headline: “Czechoslovakia occupied”.  I 
immediately tried to investigate further, and learned that on March 15th, 1939, the 
Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia had been established.   It was obvious that 
something exceptionally serious and important was happening in the world, which no 
one had expected.  Under these circumstances, and also in consideration of the local 
situation, any imports or exports were paralyzed.  Even though the Japanese were not 
checking British ships arriving or departing from the port of Tientsin, they claimed that 
they didn’t have any available railcars to ship raw materials from the countryside.  
Import of British goods was to some extent curtailed, and the export of raw materials 
was completely disrupted.  Instead, Japanese goods were flooding into the city, and 
local businesses had no choice but to buy them so that their operations wouldn’t 
stagnate, even though they were of lower quality.    
 
In the British Concession, there was a textile company called the Siberian Trading 
Company.  When British goods were not being imported, they ordered Japanese 
products, which had advantageous shipping costs and therefore they could continue 
doing good business.  One of the owners, Mr. Kagan, knew me well from my days at the 
Harbin Bank.  One day I met him at the post office, and he told me about the expansion 
of their activities.  He mentioned that they might be able to use me, and so he invited 
me for an interview.  There they told me that they would receive numerous shipments 
and they didn’t have anyone to deal with customs, banks, post offices etc. or anyone 
who could pay the bills, calculate costs, which was not an easy job given the many 
different currencies involved.  They hired me, but I can’t remember what my pay was.    
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I started with them in the fall of 1938, shortly after our return from the Czechoslovak 
Republic.  When leaving this company, I did not receive a Record of Employment,       
so I do not have the exact dates when I started or finished working here. 
 
Both the offices and the warehouse for this company were located in the courtyard of  
an unusually styled building, belonging to a Chinese citizen or company, in the British 
Concession, at 62 Taku Rd.  The owner had his office right next door, and his main 
business was a pawnshop or a money-lender.  Since there were more and more goods 
coming in to our company, and there was less and less cash available, sometimes     
we had to take a bolt of fine material and pawn it.  We would bring the goods into his 
warehouse, his workers would value it, and pay out a certain amount in cash as an 
advance.  In European banking, this type of transaction was named “on call”.  A record 
of these transactions was kept in a “passbook”, both the amount paid out as well as a 
listing of the goods and their value, in Chinese characters.  The size of the passbook 
was the same as used in banks, but it didn’t have individual pages, rather it was like an 
accordion made of one long strip of silk paper that could be unfolded to the length of  
the entire table. Each transaction was recorded on one section of the harmonica, not  
on a single line.  There were no Debit or Credit columns, and the accounting was done 
according to some antiquated Oriental system.  They apparently had a better overview 
of it this way, and when the money plus interest was returned and the goods given 
back, they would simply cross out the page with a brush dipped in Chinese ink and   
seal it with a personal seal.  I was surprised how clean, well-kept and ventilated their 
warehouses were, and thought they could serve as an example for any European firm. 
 
Our company had a branch in Peking, called the “London Textile Company”, mainly 
because of the type of customers in the capital.  There, the businessmen and tailors 
were mainly foreigners, sewing clothing for Europeans and mostly employees of the 
embassies.  The space we had in Tientsin was not sufficient to store or display our 
goods.  For this reason, the management had to look for other appropriate facilities to 
relocate the offices, the sales area and even the warehouse.  They found a new location 
on Victoria Rd., on the 2nd floor of a large new building, which had been built on the site 
of a burned out spinning mill.  I had witnessed this fire, which burned the mill down to its 
foundation.  The local British Council did not allow the mill to be rebuilt again on a busy 
street in the middle of the city, for hygienic reasons. 
 
 
Our Situation during the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia 
 
When the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia [the remains of partitioned 
Czechoslovakia, occupied by Nazi Germany] was established on March 15th, 1939, the 
Czechoslovak Consulate in Harbin ceased operations.  The embassy and the consulate 
in Shanghai apparently hesitated to vacate their offices and transfer their records to the 
German Embassy, but I don’t know how this turned out.  What were we to do with a 
Czechoslovak passport?  I wasn’t too concerned about this, as I lived in the British 
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Concession, and no one was checking my documents.  The manager of the local Baťa 
store, Mr. Gottwald from Zlín, whose store was in the former German Concession, i.e. 
now in the Chinese sector, had to travel to Shanghai on business.  In this situation,     
he could not travel with a Czechoslovak passport.  I asked him what kind of travel 
documents he had, and he said that he was forced to obtain a Protectorate passport 
from the German Consul in Tientsin.  A short while later I spoke with another Czech 
acquaintance, the architect Soukup, and found out that he too had a Protectorate 
passport already.   
 
At the time, I had some business in the Japanese part of town, which I entered on my 
Czechoslovak passport.  However on my return, crossing the border between the 
Japanese and the French sectors, I was asked to show my documents.  A Japanese 
officer, seeing my Czechoslovak passport, told me that it was not valid any more, 
because Czechoslovakia no longer existed as an independent country, and suggested 
that I obtain a Protectorate passport, which was the only valid replacement document.  
He knew what he was talking about.  Having seen that there was no way around it, I 
had to obtain a Protectorate passport on July 17th, 1939, valid for six months.  After this 
time, it was automatically extended for another three years. [The Protectorate passport 
was actually a German Deutsches Reich passport with a hand-written entry in red ink 
on the first page, which read Protektorat Böehmen und Mähren, probably an invention 
of the German Conuslate in Tientsin.] 
 
While working for the Siberian Trading Company, I often had to visit other concessions 
in town, and also the post office near the main train station which was in the Chinese 
sector.  Therefore, I needed a valid document so that I would not be considered 
suspicious and they wouldn’t confiscate any shipment or packages I was carrying, 
which were not mine.   
 
In my job, I was responsible for the insurance of the warehouse, offices and shipments 
in transit.  The insurance was provided by the Dutch company “Java”, managed by a 
good Dutch friend of mine.  From the premiums we paid, I always received a small 
percentage.  We often went to the Kiesling & Bader café, which was the best and most 
popular European café in town.  Instead of paying for your food or drink on the spot,  
you could run a tab.  There, the head waiter wouldn’t walk among the tables with his fat 
wallet, but instead would have the customer sign a “chit” which was then due at the start 
of the month.  This benefit was only offered to regular customers, whereas strangers 
had to pay in the usual way.  I should mention that the owners of the café, at the 
beginning of each school year, would give first graders free, large traditional cones     
full of chocolates and other sweets. Our Rudolf also got such a gift from them.    
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A Second Disaster – Flood in Tientsin 
 
It happened in the second half of August 1939, when I was visiting the offices of the 
Java Insurance Company, to sort something out.  I ran into the manager, who was 
sitting there agitated, calculating and looking for something. I asked him what the matter 
was, and he replied that according to the news, the Japanese had bombed Chinese 
military positions somewhere on the Yellow River (Huang He), and in the process had 
damaged some dykes.  The water from the river and the dammed lake was spilling over 
into the plain, which reached as far as Tientsin and far beyond.  The experts apparently 
forecast that within a day, our city and the entire surrounding area would be under 
water.  [According to records currently found on the internet, the 1939 floods in Tientsin 
were caused by heavy rains, while the 1938 floods in Tientsin may have been caused 
by the Chinese blowing up dykes to stop the advance of the Japanese.]  
 
On the way home from the office, at around 5 p.m., I stopped in Victoria Park where my 
wife used to go with the children, along with other mothers, to sit in the shade of large 
trees.  When I told the people there of the latest news that there was a flood coming, 
which they probably hadn’t heard yet, no one believed me, and they laughed.                 
(I wondered for how long?).   
 
It was such a beautiful day, everyone was smiling and happy, so even I was a little 
skeptical about what was to come, and hardly believed that our city could soon be under 
water.  This time my wife was in the park without the children, as they had left early in 
the morning for a school trip to the nearby summer resort at the sea.  [Rudolf believes 
that they were there longer, likely a week, since it took six hours one way to get to the 
sea].  I remember that it was a Saturday.  According to the school principal, the students 
were to return around 6 p.m. that night.  And so, I went to the train station to pick up the 
boys, to bring them home.  However, they did not arrive that day.  
 
We thought that they might arrive a day later, so I went again on Sunday to the train 
station, to pick them up.  But they still hadn’t arrived.  I started on the way home again, 
and since it was hot and humid, and my home was quite a distance away, I decided to 
hire a rickshaw.  When I found one, and told the man where I wanted to go, and he 
informed me that he could not go all the way because that area was under water up     
to his waist.  Not even a taxi wanted to go into that area.  What was I to do?  I phoned 
my wife from somewhere, and she confirmed that there was water in our ground floor 
rooms, actually a lot of water (we had our dining room, kitchen and pantry there), and 
that the furniture was floating around.  [Rudolf does not believe that they had or had 
access to a telephone in their place of residence.]  There was also a large trunk there 
full of clothing, which needed to be rescued.  I asked her to get the Chinese man who 
occasionally worked for us to help her carry the trunk upstairs, or at least onto the steps 
leading to the 2nd floor, and to take the clothes out to a higher location.  Whereupon she 
answered that the Chinese man had run home to help save his parents’ property, and 
she was home alone.  And so she had to wade through the water barefoot, emptying 
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out the trunk’s contents.  It was all very difficult for her, carrying the belongings to 
safety.  Despite her great effort to save our things, some of them ended up soaked in 
water.  
 
That fateful night when Saturday’s forecast had come true, I didn’t make it home.  We 
lived in a beautiful part of town, but it was at the lowest elevation, as if in a depression, 
with a depth of about 1.5 metres.  As it was starting to get dark, I went to the home of a 
friend who managed the Baťa Company, Mr. Keiko, who lived on the corner of Taku Rd. 
and another street whose name I have forgotten.  I spent the night there.  My home was 
not far from there, but it was difficult to get to.  It was dark, electrical lights were not 
working, and we discussed the situation.  When we were ready to go to sleep, someone 
began to insistently ring the doorbell.  It was a Chinese man, who managed the Baťa 
store in the French Concession, with news that water was leaking into the store.  He 
pleaded for help to save the stored shoes, and so Mr. Keiko had to go with him 
immediately.  
 

  
 
postcard from Mr. Keiko, sent from Tientsin to Berlin  
 
“Esteemed Mr. Skarecky, I send you many greetings for the upcoming holiday. I wish you 
happiness and health. Everything is the same here, except the business is worse.  There are 
many limitations.  Everything is dropping in price, and there are no sales.  Write me to tell me 
what to do about the money that I owe you.  Maybe it is better to send some package of our 
products.  Next week, I will try to do this.  I think you won’t be against it, if instead of the money 
you will get some products.   
Greetings to all, your Keiko” 
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The water had not reached Taku Road yet.  My friend left with the Chinese man, and     
I remained in the apartment until morning.  At dawn, I looked out the window and it 
seemed as if nothing had happened.  At first glance, the street looked dry.  But this was 
an illusion.  This road was not paved with paving stones or asphalt, but with wooden 
blocks, in order to dampen the noise made by carts.  As I eyed the situation, I 
discovered that the water had lifted the wooden blocks so that they were floating, some 
still stuck together, on the surface.  What was I to do?  I had to go home, but how?  On 
the first full day of the flood, there were still no boats operating, so I had to find another 
type of transportation.  I exited the apartment, locked the door behind me, and found 
myself in front of the building entrance, which was still fairly dry because it was on 
higher ground.  
 
I called some Chinese boys over, who were in the water nearby, and arranged for them 
to help me.  I would stand on a larger “island” of wooden blocks that was still stable and 
sticking together, and they would push it towards my home.  I was happy that I had 
negotiated this arrangement, because although my home was not more than a kilometre 
away, with the flood, it seemed like it was miles from there.  In any case, I took most    
of my clothes off, and remained just in a shirt and shorts.  I tied everything up into a 
bundle, including my ID and money, and held it in my hand.  I can’t remember if I      
took off my shoes, but I think so, since it wouldn’t really matter if my feet got wet.   
 
When I was standing on a decent sized island, the boys didn’t want to push until I paid 
in advance.  I gave them one American dollar in advance, and they started to push.  
The island floated on the waves in the direction of Dickinson or Cousins Rd., I don’t 
remember which.  One of the boys had the dollar stuck behind his ear.  Everything was 
going fine, but in the middle of one of the streets where the water was quite deep, up to 
the necks of the boys, the island on which I was standing fell apart, and I went into the 
water.   
 
The water at that moment went up to my shoulders, and luckily, I held my bundle up 
above my head, so my clothes wouldn’t get wet.  I don’t know whether the island fell 
apart on its own or if the boys had something to do with it, but they couldn’t have 
continued anyway, because of the depth of the water.  So we parted ways, and I 
continue walking through the murky water on my own.  At the end of the street, I saw a 
fishing junk going in the direction I was headed.  There was a Chinese man and woman 
inside, and they were ferrying some household items, furniture, carpets, etc.  I gestured 
to the oarsman to come closer, and climbed up onto the pile of things.  I was happy that 
I didn’t have to continue wading through the water.  The Chinese man didn’t object, but 
he wasn’t happy that I had dripped on the carpets.   
 
In front of our house, there was a garden and a lattice fence with brick posts.  When the 
junk floated close to the fence, I asked the oarsman to stop and let me off.  I gave him 
three silver coins and climbed onto one of the posts.  All the occupants of our building 
were at the windows, curious as to how I would get the remaining ten metres to the 
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entrance.  There was no way to get there on dry land, so I had to immerse myself in the 
water up to my neck.  I estimate that it was probably 1.5 m deep at that point.  My wife 
was waiting on the steps, and took my bundle of clothing from me, which was still 
completely dry.  I had a bath in warm water, put on some fresh clothes, and at least I 
was home. 
 
The kitchen, coal, and part of our supplies were all under water.  At least my wife had 
saved most of the foodstuffs, and had taken them upstairs to a dry place.  But we had 
no place to cook, and no electricity.  So, we built a fire pit on the balcony out of bricks 
and a piece of sheet metal, where we baked flat bread and made tea.  At least the water 
supply was still working.  A few days later, a motorboat brought both boys back to us.  
They climbed in through the windows, so they could walk on dry boards to the steps 
leading to the second floor.   
 
All the school children had returned from the school trip a few days late.  There was    
no rush, since they knew the city was flooded.  From the train station where it was dry, 
they had walked on foot along the Pai Ho River to the Concordia Club.  There was an 
emergency centre there, and from there, they were brought home by motorboat.  Later 
we didn’t have to worry about food, because lunches and other food, candles, lamp    
oil, and wood were brought from the club.  The standing water of the flood caused 
mosquitoes to multiply, and we had to burn special candles at night.  The Japanese 
guardhouses were under water, so the boats could float anywhere they wanted.  I had 
to continue going to work, because our office was on the 2nd floor, and we continued    
to operate without interruption, but customers were few and far between.  We couldn’t 
bring in the goods from the harbour, because they came in large crates which would 
have to be opened in the yard, and that was under water.  We continued to bring in mail 
shipments by rickshaws to the bridge across the Pai Ho, and then on boats along the 
main street.   
 
When there was no hope that the water would soon recede, the German Consulate and 
the school decided that all of the children would be sent to Peking with their mothers, 
and put up in villas belonging to the German Embassy.  There they stayed for three 
weeks.  Even the British took care of their youngest citizens and sent them to Peking, 
since the entire British Concession was flooded, and the schools remained under water.  
All our children had a clean place to sleep, good food, comfort and trips, while the 
mothers didn’t have to take care of them.  
 
From the above facts, it is obvious that our de-facto enemies took care of our citizens, 
compared to our former representatives.  I commuted to Peking to visit my family     
once a week, and sometimes stayed in the Grand Hotel Wagon-Lits.  According to the 
stamps in my passport, placed there by police officers (former Russian émigrés, later 
Chinese citizens) at the railway station, I found that I had been there on September 10th, 
1939, but also a few times before that.  While my family was in Peking, I got free 
lunches at the Concordia Club.  In addition to rowboats, at first there were also 
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motorboats in the city.  But these were soon forbidden, because they were polluting the 
water and the air.  In the end, all of the city departments agreed to begin pumping the 
water out of the city using powerful pumps.  They laid branched pipelines, on which we 
could walk, once the water level had gone down considerably.  Following the pumping 
out of the water, which had been standing there for 40 days, they came by day and 
night with trucks to spray disinfectant and to wash down the streets full of mud, debris 
and other garbage.  The Japanese all wore masks, as they were terribly afraid of 
infection.  I took many photographs of the flood, but didn’t manage to save any of them.  
I think on our second trip to Europe, the Japanese confiscated all of them, including the 
negatives during the customs inspection at the Manchuria station.  The end of the flood 
was sometime at the end of September 1939, when the schools were opened again.   
 
The entire Ho Pei region and surrounding fertile areas had been flooded, and all of the 
crops, which were still in the fields, were completely destroyed.  The population suffered 
hunger.  Rice and flour were imported from Australia, as well as other foodstuffs, to 
partially alleviate the effects of the flood.  
 
 
Echoes of European Events 
 
September 1st, 1939, was the beginning of the German military campaign against 
Poland.  On September 3rd, 1939, France and Britain declared war on Germany, which 
meant that the connection with Europe on land, as well as by sea, was completely 
interrupted for many years.  After the occupation of Poland, it was divided between 
Germany and Soviet Russia on the basis of an agreement on September 29th,1939, 
called “Interessengrenze”.   Mail and railway service with Germany was later re-
established through Soviet Russia, with which Germany had concluded some kind of 
agreement of non-aggression, on August 23rd, 1939.  The Soviet forces entered Poland 
on September 17th, 1939, and on September 28th, 1939, Germany and Soviet Russia 
concluded a friendly border economic treaty.  At the same time, the border was being 
fortified on both sides.  What were exporters and importers to do, when there was no 
route by which goods could be transported?  Shipments from Europe ceased due to   
the interrupted connections because of the war.  The result of this was that many firms 
began to close down, and as much as they could, they were still speculating in foreign 
currencies.  German companies were hoping that they would be able to use the Trans-
Siberian Railway, however the Harbin Railway, which was actually in Japanese hands, 
did not accept goods for transportation under the pretext that they had no available 
railcars.  Likewise, insurance companies were unwilling to accept the risk resulting from 
the military operations.  
 
Our company, because of the great demand, was selling off their supply of English    
suit fabrics.  Our shelves were soon empty, and were not being replenished.  The only 
remaining and accumulating goods were Japanese, which were hard to sell because of 
the widespread competition.  As a result, even our bosses were complaining about bad 
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times, which meant that they would be cutting expenses, and first off, letting employees 
go.  Since my function had become a luxury, I was among them, and finished work with 
the company in the spring of 1940.  
 
The Japanese rebuilt guardhouses at the borders of the concessions and bothered the 
Chinese population by thoroughly inspecting their meager possessions.  So that I had   
at least some work, the new manager of Baťa, Mr. Keiko, entrusted me to sell tanned 
cow hides, which he had in excess in the warehouse.  The Japanese were interested   
in buying these hides, but they were not allowed to enter the British Concession.  The 
hides had to be brought to the former German Concession, since it was a neutral area.  
I remember carrying these hides one at time through the checkpoints.  I would wrap one 
hide around my body over my clothes, and then put on an overcoat.   I didn’t have to do 
this, because we still had enough money to survive, but I couldn’t be without work and 
sit around doing nothing at home or somewhere in the park.   
 
A number of people began appearing in town, who were former employees of the 
Harbin Bank, like Laperdin, Dr. Sirota, Dolgorukov, Cezelskaya, Zlotnikov, Pograbetskiy 
and many others, which was proof that the bank was liquidating.  It looked pretty bad for 
Europeans in China.  People were inventing all kinds of ways to make money, just to 
survive.  For example, our landlord and neighbour, an athlete and boxer nicknamed 
Vallo-Speed, transported butter from Harbin – quite an impressive distance, in large 
leather suitcases.  In hot weather it was in danger of melting and soaking through the 
leather.  After arrival, he quickly had to have it frozen.  He did quite well in this business, 
so he accumulated some cash, which he traded for gold coins, and hid somewhere in 
his house.   
 
Once there was a strange incident that happened with his gold.  His brother, who lived 
somewhere in China, came for a visit.  He stayed for a few days, and then suddenly 
disappeared without saying goodbye.  I don’t know if the landlord had confided in him 
about his stash of gold coins, but I don’t think so.  However, when he looked in the 
hiding place after his brother’s departure, the gold was not there.  When things like this 
happened, Europeans often suspected their Chinese servants.  And so it was in this 
case too.  Suspicion fell onto a young Chinese servant, who Vallo-Speed wanted to 
report to the police.  There, the perpetrators usually confessed, because the police had 
their ways.  The servant swore that he had not taken anything, and that it only may have 
been the brother, who had been visiting.  The servant knew which restaurant or pub   
the brother frequented, got on his bike, and went to look for him.  It took quite a while, 
maybe a few hours, but he brought the brother back with him, who eventually admitted 
to taking the gold, but he had already spent some of it.  This Chinese servant would 
have been wrongfully punished.  This little story shows that among the Chinese, there 
were honest people too.   
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Other Interesting Events from Our City 
 
There were relatively few Europeans compared with the total number of locals living in 
Tientsin, and so they all knew each other and were friends.  They visited each other in 
their businesses, got together in their clubs, and other places where they exchanged 
information and sorted out their affairs.   The son or the son-in-law of Mr. Ostroumov, 
former director of the Harbin Railway had his offices in Tientsin.  I don’t recall whether 
he was a Soviet citizen or an émigré.  One night in winter, we were walking past his 
office, and wanted to visit him to chat and find out if he had any news.  It was strange 
that the hallway was not lit, but the office was.  We entered, announced ourselves in     
a loud voice, but didn’t get any answer.  There was no one in the room.  Suddenly we 
noticed his body lying in the corner on the floor, covered with a new jute sac.  This is 
how someone had settled his accounts or political differences with him.   
 
The last place where we lived on Davenport Rd. was in a very large, odd style of 
building, called “Yang Ho Lee”.  It was built in the Shanghai style, with each apartment 
having its own separate entrance from the street, and not from a staircase [like a multi-
story townhouse].  The rooms in the apartment were not joined and were not on the 
same floor, like in Czechoslovakia.  The rooms were stacked above each other, for 
example: the ground floor had a kitchen, dining room and pantry, the next level had       
a living room and bathroom, and the next floor had a bathroom and a bedroom.  The 
staircase was often wooden, and joined all of the rooms, so that it was virtually a 
separate unit.  The balcony was accessible only from the staircase, and so you never 
met any other neighbours, although they lived in the same building.   
 
The municipal council supervised cleanliness and hygiene especially at barbershops 
and hairdressers’.  Each instrument or straight razor had to be disinfected before use.  
The barber had to wash his hands before serving a customer, and had to use fresh 
linen for each.  It was unheard of to use soiled or used towels or other items, as is now 
often the practice in this country in civilized Europe.  I must say that services for the 
population, which we now still complain about constantly, were first class there.  Various 
trades people, like tailors, shoemakers, painters, plumbers, electricians, locksmiths, 
carpenters, launderers, ironers, etc. were in such numbers that they came whenever 
they were called, and did their job in the shortest possible time.  Each shop or workshop 
had a number of apprentices, who lived and worked with the owners.  They ate and 
slept in the workshops, worked for board and some clothing, and sometimes got an 
allowance on holidays.  After a number of years of training however, if they wanted to 
become independent, they could receive a larger sum in cash from the owner, in order 
to be able to establish their own workshop or store.  
 
Mr. Götz, the former warrant officer of the Czechoslovak Legion, (already mentioned     
in the story of the trek across Siberia at the Bukhedu station, where he slapped a 
Japanese officer), lived in our town.  He worked as a facilitator in the area of sheep and 
camel wool, bristles and horsehair, etc.  He had a very advantageous position, which 



 

 

 

346 

 

was valued at the same level as experts sorting teas, tobacco, wines, rice, cotton and 
others.  In the end, he had no work because the market had dried up due to the war.  
He opened a small restaurant/pub, managed by a Russian émigré.  Because he felt that 
the manager was cheating him, as the manager never paid him profits but only asked 
for money to buy supplies, he soon closed the business.  I helped him do his inventory.   
 
I could paint a more detailed picture of China if I were to list other differences from our 
national customs and different ways of life.  However, you can read about these general 
facts in various books, travelogues and magazines.  
 
 
Considerations about Final Relocation 
 
During my frequent visits to friends in their businesses, I noticed that the mood was 
subdued everywhere.  There was no business happening anywhere.  The majority of 
people were packing, and those well to do, travelled away on vacation, to wait out the 
depressed times.   
 
On European battlefields, the war was raging, and it didn’t look like it would end soon.  
Many of the unemployed were in a desperate situation.  There was no work, and often 
there was not even any money.  There may have possibly been some manual labour in 
the harbour, but the Chinese were not allowing any Europeans to take away their jobs.  
In a confidential conversation with Mr. Inui, I found out that even Japan was preparing  
to join the war, but he didn’t know which side they would be on, or against whom they 
would be fighting.  In Japan, the governments were changing very frequently, which 
upset him very much, and he always thought that there was something wrong there.  
We were considering what would happen to us if Japan, regardless of the Rome-Berlin-
Tokyo axis*25, would come out against Germany, because even that could have 
happened.   We thought that being sent to their internment camp with our families and 
children, and suffering hunger there, would not be a good thing.  For this reason, we 
investigated, contemplated and weighed possibilities of leaving China for a place that 
had not been touched by war.     
It was a very difficult time, and 
the solution would likely also be 
difficult.  We might have had a 
chance to leave for America or 
Australia, where as a former 
Legionnaire, and therefore a 
member of the Allied armies,        
I would have been entitled to       
a pension of at least US$120 
monthly.  But unexpectedly,       
it all turned out differently.      
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There were other foreigners there as well, trying to decide whether to stay or to leave.  
When the German Embassy was preparing to send a group of Germans to Europe       
to repatriate, at the time still across Russia, they made us an offer to join them.  All 
expenses would be paid, and that ended up being the deciding factor.  After further 
deliberations and investigation of the situation, we agreed to accept this offer.  This was 
around the end of June 1940, because the transit visa through the USSR was dated 
July 3rd, 1940.  The fare and all other expenses, hotel accommodation and food for    
the entire trip was paid for by the German Consulate in Tientsin.  We liquidated our 
apartment, sold off our furniture, and converted all 
money to US dollars.  Any items that we wanted to 
keep but couldn’t take with us, were put into a large 
trunk with metal edges.  I couldn’t send it by rail 
because they were not accepting cargo, neither by 
ship, as the route was blocked.  I was forced to leave 
this trunk with reliable people, so I deposited it at a 
Hamburg company “Carlowitz & Co., Tientsin, Taku 
Rd.”, with the intention to pick it up or have it shipped 
after the war.  Unfortunately, this didn’t happen, as I 
never received a reply to my letters of inquiry, and 
some were returned to me, with a note that the 
connection with Tientsin was interrupted, obviously 
because of the Chinese revolution.  The trunk 
remained there, and if the company still exists      
and didn’t have to liquidate, it still might be there.   
[Carlowitz & Co. has now ceased operations.  
Thoughts of searching for and retrieving this trunk 
were abandoned, since it likely does not exist any 
more, and if it did, the accumulated storage fees for 
77 years would be exorbitant.] 
 
A few days before our departure, I had a job offer from a small local bank, which was 
looking for an accountant.  It was the “Tientsin Investment Credit Corporation”.  I did   
not accept this offer, because we were already prepared to leave.  I always followed the 
saying that your first idea is the best.  And so, we waited for the word to leave, in the 
belief that everything would turn out well.  If I had been alone, I may have even stayed, 
but with the responsibility of a family and especially children, I couldn’t risk it.  We were 
hoping that everything would work out, but I must admit that we weren’t looking forward 
to the trip at all.  
 
We left Tientsin on July 17th, 1940 by train, through Mukden.  Since there were more    
of us, the Consul and his secretary Herr Marks saw us off.  It was evening when we 
reached the first customs inspection, at the border with Manchukuo.  If you haven’t 
experienced an inspection such as this, you would have no idea what it’s really like.  
The inspection itself wasn’t that strict, but it was enough to mess up most of our things, 
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so we then had to put them back together needlessly.  Of course, I later had to deal with 
the customs officers at other borders as well.   
 
At the Mukden station (Fengtian) [now Shenyang], we had a break because the train 
was not continuing on, and the connection was several hours later.  We took advantage 
of the free time, put our luggage in storage at the station, and went to town in rickshaws. 
The local rickshaws were different from Tientsin ones, in that the driver did not have to 
pull the cart and run, but rather there was a bicycle attached to the cart and he could 
pedal.  The terrain was fairly level, so it was not a problem for them.  We found a 
Russian restaurant belonging to a Russian émigré, and had some good Russian food, 
tea and lemonade.  We had a bit of a rest, and then returned to the station to continue 
on our trip. 
 
From Mukden, we travelled in a Japanese express train, which had exemplary 
cleanliness.  We sat in an observation railcar with swivel chairs, so it was possible to 
watch the countryside on both sides.  Unfortunately, the trip in this luxurious car was 
short, as we had to transfer to the Harbin Railway cars in Changchun (Hsinking), which 
had a wider gauge and more space.  We arrived in Harbin late at night on July 19th, 
1940, and had to find a place to stay because were going to be transferring again to a 
different train.  Just then, there was a big thunderstorm and windstorm, and so we had 
to wait before we could leave the station.  While we were waiting, an agent from the 
Grand Hotel approached me, and offered to take us to his hotel with our luggage.  We 
went with him and had two rooms with a bath and a balcony until July 24th, 1940.  The 
local German Consulate paid for our accommodation and gave us the amount in local 
yuan.  Even though we were there for four or five days, I didn’t go to see any of my 
former friends, but we spent the time either in the hotel, or on walks, or shopping.  
 
When we were leaving the hotel, the manager Mr. 
Dombski gave my wife a real Chinese fan, and wrote       
a dedication on one side.  I should mention that each 
station of the Southern Manchurian Railway (Japanese 
section) as well as the Harbin Railway (the former 
Chinese Eastern Railway), had a little table on the 
platform with a stamp representing each station and   
area and a little picture of agricultural produce, a building, 
pagoda, temple or animal, etc.  In this way, we collected  
a souvenir booklet of stamps from all of the stations      
we passed through, together with the dates: Mukden 
(Fengtien) 19.7.40, Hsinking 19.7., Toke 19.7., Soczoho 
19.7., I.J. Tchurin & Co. Ltd. Harbin 22.7., Grand Hotel, 
Harbin, Mangu 24.7., Anda 24.7., Anganxi 24.7., 
Chalangtun [now Zalantun] 24.7., Barim 24.7., Bukhedu 
24.7., Hailar 25.7., Manchouli 25.7.1940, Café “Paradais” 
Manchouli 25.7., Vilnius 1.8.40. 
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Continuation of the Planned Trip 
 
We left Harbin on July 24th, 1940 towards the 
west.  The local Consul and his staff again came 
to see us off at the station and gave us advice  
on how to handle different situations.  At the last 
station on the Harbin Railway – Manchouli, and 
also on the Russian side, there was a repeat 
inspection of luggage, as we had experienced 
two years before in 1938.  I had some of our 
bags sealed by the customs people and marked 
as such in my passport. We had our own 
compartment with four berths, so we put all of 
our luggage up above, and had plenty of room 
for comfort below.  Upon arriving in Moscow,      
a bus took us to the Savoy Hotel.  Most of the 
hotels in Moscow seemed to be fully booked at 
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the time, and we were lucky to get a room there.  It was on the 4th floor, and the walls 
were dirty yellow from the rain leaking in (I found a hole in the ceiling).  In Moscow, we 
had to register with the local police.  We had visas, but needed to obtain passes to the 
Protectorate, which we received the next day in the afternoon.  The clerk on duty at the 
consulate suggested that we take a nap while we wait, since there were many of us.  
Since the railway connections had been disrupted due to the partitioning of Poland, we 
had to wait in Moscow for several days.  We used the time to look around the city, but 
this time without a guide.  We went ourselves to public buildings, to stores, bought some 
food, stood in lines, rode in taxis or on the subway, crossed intersections the wrong way 
(diagonally) etc.  Once there was a larger group of us and we entered a streetcar.  The 
local people inside could see we were foreigners, and all moved into one corner as if on 
command, so they wouldn’t have any contact with us.  They were apparently scared of 
some repercussions because of any interaction with foreigners.   
 
Before departure to the station, we were assembled in the office of the Inturist Travel 
Agency on Red Square, so they could take us to the station by bus.  Our tickets were 
issued by the Chinese travel office, through Molodechno station, and through Latvia.  
During our trip on the Siberian Express, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia had been 
occupied by the Soviets, and so the route had changed.  We were now supposed to go 
from Molodechno first through Lithuania, and then through Latvia, because the previous 
route was interrupted.  Since the new route was longer, I asked the Inturist agent 
whether we had to pay more, so we wouldn’t have any unpleasant surprises later.          
I don’t know what had gotten into me, but today I think that I must have been moved    
by excessive honesty.  I waited for a reply for a long time, and then just before our 
departure for the station by bus, they told me to pay an extra US$ 70, which I handed 
over.  Later when I had this checked again at the train station, they said I was supposed 
to only pay an extra US$ 7, instead of US$ 70, so the girl at the Inturist office was 
probably inexperienced and made a mistake.  I couldn’t do anything about it though;  
the money was gone.  The difference in cost should have been only about 30 rubles,   
or 6 – 7 dollars.  I had brought it on myself.  I shouldn’t have brought it up, since the 
change of route was not our fault anyway.  After all, there was a war going on.   
 
In the Molodechno station that we had to pass though, which lay in the Soviet occupied 
part of Poland, we saw a huge pyramid of transit mail in bags, full of letters and smaller 
packages bound for China and Japan through Siberia.  This large pile of mail could 
have been 10 m x 10 m, and about six metres high.  Obviously, no one was looking 
after the letters, and there were local urchins playing hide and seek among them.  In 
China, we used to always wonder why mail from Europe took so long to arrive, and here 
was the reason.  The mail from Europe had to be transferred at the border from one 
train to another, which took time.  This pile of mail was not covered up, and so it would 
surely get rained on.   
 
We had passed through Lithuania, and were already in Latvia.  The Latvian customs 
officers now discovered while checking our passports (even those of the other 
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foreigners from France, Belgium or Germany), that the transit visas issued by the 
Latvian Consulate which had in the meantime been dissolved because Latvia had been 
occupied by the Soviets, were invalid.  As if that mattered.  When I asked the customs 
officer what that meant for us, he replied that we would probably have to go back.  
Great!  At that moment, I remembered an interesting prediction by my wife’s seamstress 
in China, who was also a fortuneteller.  Out of curiosity, my wife had had her cards read, 
about how our trip would turn out, and whether we would actually leave.  According to 
the cards, we were going to leave, but we would soon return.  That was practically 
impossible, but this prediction might even have come true. 
 
Since we couldn’t continue on our trip through Latvia due to the issue with the 
passports, we had to get off the train in Vilnius.  It was late at night, so we put our 
luggage in storage and went to a hotel named “Viešbutis ‘Venecia’, Vilnius, Geležinkelio 
g. 7” to spend the night and exchange some dollars for local currency.  The next 
morning, I went to the train station police station and they told me that they didn’t     
open until 9 a.m. in Kaunas.  They said they would call the Ministry and inquire if they 
could let us pass through Latvian territory with an invalid visa.  (This must have been  
an extremely important international issue!!!) I should mention that all of the local 
policemen were at least two metres tall, and I was just 167 cm.  So next to them,        
the other travelers and I felt like dwarves.   
 
The train from Vilnius through Kaunas was supposed to leave at around 11 a.m., and so 
I hoped that by then, our visas would be sorted out.  I was the one negotiating with the 
officials for everyone, because I spoke Russian, and the others did not.  When the train 
arrived about thirty minutes before departure, we all threw our luggage into the train  
(we had thirteen suitcases and small bags) and sat down to wait for the police to arrive    
and bring our passports with the transit permits.  Just before the train’s departure, an 
extremely tall policeman came and said that they still hadn’t received a reply from 
Kaunas, and so we couldn’t leave with this train.  We quickly threw our bags out through 
the windows and stacked them on the platform, which was spacious and surprisingly 
clean, and continued to wait.  We actually weren’t in a hurry, so we left our luggage 
there and went to town to get something to eat. [Rudolf thinks he was left to guard it and 
got a slap from someone who thought he was an urchin.]  It looked quite desolate there, 
and there wasn’t much to buy anywhere.  They said that the Russian Army had eaten 
everything (like in our country).  After finding something to eat, we returned to the train 
station, and I had an interesting experience.  I needed to use the W.C., and gave the 
attendant a 5 lit bill (about US$1), thinking he would give me change.  (I didn’t have any 
smaller change).  Instead, he thanked me profusely, bowed down to his knees, and I 
had the feeling I was in the Orient again.  When I told the story to my family, they all 
laughed, and I think Rudolf remembers it to this day.  
 
In the meantime, the authorities received the appropriate approval from Kaunas (what 
else could the great Ministry have done?), we boarded a different train at about 4 p.m., 
and rode happily on.  On August 3rd, 1940, at about 3 a.m., we crossed the border 
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between Latvia and Germany, since our tickets were through Berlin (in China they didn’t 
issue tickets right to Prague).  I exchanged some dollars for marks at the border station 
of Eidtkau, so we would have some cash on hand.  The German customs officer 
entered our compartment, looked at the number of suitcases, and I froze in fear that we 
would have to unpack everything again to show him what we were bringing.  But I was 
so wrong.  When the officer saw in our passports that we were coming from so far 
away, and that we were Rückwanderers [repatriants], he asked my wife to open her 
purse and he looked inside: a handkerchief, a compact, and other trinkets.  He briefly 
reached in and that was the end of the inspection.  The other luggage remained 
untouched.  That was the second time we were treated in this accommodating way   
(the first time was in Tientsin).   
 
One more note about the trip across Russia.  Each express train had an official of the 
Ministry of Interior on board, who acted as the train supervisor.  In Czechoslovakia, this 
task was performed by an employee of the railway.  During the trip, all foreigners had to 
surrender their passports, which were returned only at the border when leaving Russia.  
This was so that no one could freely leave the train at any station, disappear, and 
remain in the USSR to be involved in some underhanded activities.  In this case, the 
conductor would have to wake up all the passengers to check them.  The passports 
were kept safe in the official’s compartment, so he would have them handy at all times.  
Some kerosene used for warming up some water or his dinner was accidentally spilled 
on the stack of passports, and they were all damaged.  The travelers were all livid about 
how their passports had been cared for, but there was nothing they could do.  They 
remained as valid travel documents, even if they were soaked with kerosene.   
 
Once on German soil, the conductor asked me which Berlin train station we wanted     
to get off at.  I didn’t know Berlin at all, only from travel books, and I only knew that  
there were a lot of train stations, electric S.Bahn stations, and metro stations, etc.           
I remembered only Friedrichstasse station.  It was in the centre of town, and that’s 
where we got off.  The conductor helped us take all of our luggage off the train. 
 
All of the repatriates who disembarked at that 
station were sent to the same location in Tegel, 
in order to be registered.  It used to be a private 
hospital.  We left all of the luggage, except for a 
few necessary bags in storage at the station, and 
went by electric train to our accommodations.  
Before we left the station, some ladies from the 
Frauenschaft organization [a women’s auxilliary] 
surrounded us and made me accept two marks, 
so I could pay for transportation for four people.  
Later I looked for one of the women because she 
had given me her address, in order to return the 
money, but she wouldn’t take it back.   



 

 

 

355 

 

And so, we finally all made it back to Europe, even though by another route.  We were 
not planning on staying in Berlin following the necessary formalities, but wanted to 
continue on our journey to the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia.  I remember that 
they asked me to submit our marriage certificate, so they could have proof that we were 
married.  I showed them a document that was written in French, and they mumbled 
something, and returned it to me.  And that was that.  But they didn’t allow us to 
continue to the Protectorate, since from my resume and application form that we all   
had to write and fill out, it was clear that I had been in the Czechoslovak Foreign Legion.  
For this reason, we had to settle in Berlin somehow, and again adjust to the local 
conditions.  We got a two-bedroom apartment, and I was employed in the banking 
sector.  When our department was to be moved from Berlin several years later, fate 
took me to Łódź in German occupied Poland [in 1943].  It was only after many repeated 
requests that we had the opportunity to return to Prague where I arrived at the end of 
June 1944.  My family had already settled there.   
 
[Rudolf reports that as he recalls, Vavřin Škarecký worked for the Deutsche 
Umsiedlung-Treuhand GmbH, and not strictly for a bank.  This was a repatriation trust 
company, which looked after ethnic Germans repatriating from southern and eastern 
Europe in order to compensate them for property left behind.  Vavřin was responsible 
for translating property deeds from Russian to German. He was indeed moved to 
Poland, when Berlin was being evacuated because of intensifying air raids by the Allies, 
and the family moved to Prague at the same time, in August 1943. It is likely that when 
Vavřin arrived in Berlin with his family, the authorities wanted to take advantage of his 
Russian and German language expertise, and for this reason, placed him in a position 
to translate these documents for the government, and not necessarily because he had 
been a part of the Czechoslovak Legion. They may have already known this in the 
German Consulate in China, before he travelled back to Europe.]  
 

Certificate. 
This is to notify Mr. Varzin 
Skarecky that during the 
terrorist attacks on 
22./23.11.43 his 
apartment at Goltzstr.9, 
Berlin-Schöneberg 
suffered bombing 
damage.   
Berlin-Schöneberg, 
12.12.1943  
173rd Police Precinct 
Precinct Commander 
(signed)… 
Master of Police 
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Conclusion 

 

In these memoirs, I have very briefly recounted, except for the historical information, my 
impressions and experiences between 1915 and 1940 – i.e. 25 years.  If I were to write 
it all in more detail, and to fill it in with many more experiences which I was reminded of 
after writing the individual sections, I would need another 200 pages.   
 
I must say that despite frequent difficulties, luck was on my side throughout this entire 
time.  I’m not superstitious, but I somehow feel that a belief in a supernatural power 
entered my subconscious, which protected me and gave me courage to easily 
overcome any obstacles in my way.  Or perhaps it was because of a small metal charm 
from a Vienna department store, smaller than a Czech crown coin, which had been 
given to me in August 1914 by a colleague of mine – Olga Horvicová, the daughter of a 
factory owner from Moravská Ostrava.  This was still during the time of Austria-Hungary, 
and before I left for the Russian Front.  It was given to me as a talisman that was 
supposed to bring me good luck.  When she gave it to me, she said that as long          
as I carried it, everything would turn out well for me, and I would lack nothing.   
 
And indeed, this prediction came true.  During the 25 years covered in this book,             
I ultimately always had success in my dealings, and I was never without means          
i.e. money, even when I was not getting paid for my work.  
 
Please note that in writing this entire text in longhand, I used an old-fashioned school 
fountain pen, which cost me 10 Kčs, and only one original pen nib, which I had already 
used to write 200 pages before starting this book [2nd ed. 600 pages].  However, I had to 
adapt the nib several times, sometimes even turning it around with the dull side up and 
sharp edge down, because it did not always work equally well.  This is also visible in the 
written text.  In addition, I have copied the entire book i.e. 400 pages with the same pen, 
so I have written the entire text twice.     
 
The written text has 94-chapter headings [2nd ed. 104], 
about 11,500 lines [2nd ed. 12,000], which represents 
including spaces between words, about    1 million 
characters [in the Czech versions].  [The English 
version turns out to have a similar number     of 
characters.]  The book weighs [1st ed.] 2.5 kg.     
I used 50 g of ink at a cost of 1 Kč, 70 h.  
 
 
Vavřin Škarecký 
 
Completed in Prague, 
 
June 5th, 1969.  [2nd ed.] 
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The last bell… and the story is finished. 
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Appendix 
 

 

1Anabasis:  a going or marching up, a military advance, or a difficult and dangerous 
military retreat (Merriam-Webster.com) 
There are actually two words:  anabasis and katabasis.  Anabasis is described by the 
Oxford dictionary as a march from a coast into the interior, and katabasis is a march 
from the interior to the coast or a retreat.  Both indicate a military action, although one  
is going in, and the other coming out.  The Czech Legion was technically “going into” 
Siberia before they came out the other side in the east at Vladivostok, and their journey 
was described as an anabasis because they technically had to fight their way across 
Siberia, and keep advancing so they could get out. 

 
 
2Triple Entente Treaty:  The Triple Entente was the understanding linking the Russian 
Empire, the French Third Republic, and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland 
after the signing of the Anglo-Russian Entente on August 31st, 1907. The understanding 
between the three powers, supplemented by agreements with Japan  and Portugal, 
constituted a powerful counterweight to the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary 
and the Kingdom of Italy, though Italy did not follow through and soon joined the Allies.    

 
 
3Brest-Litovsk Treaty:  The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was a peace treaty signed on 
March 3rd, 1918 between the new Bolshevik government of Soviet Russia and the 
Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and the Ottoman Empire),       
that ended Russia’s participation in WW1.  The treaty was forced on the Bolshevik 
government by the threat of further advances by German Austrian forces.  According to 
the treaty, Soviet Russia defaulted on all of Imperial Russia’s commitments to the Triple 
Entente alliance.  In the treaty, Bolshevik Russia ceded the Baltic States to Germany, 
and its province of Kars Oblast in the south Caucasus to the Ottoman Empire.  It also 
recognized the independence of Ukraine.  The treaty was effectively terminated in 
November 1918, when Germany surrendered to the Allies.   

 
 
4Trans-Siberian Railway:  a distance of 9,289 km from Moscow to Vladivostok,       
built between 1891 and 1916.  The railway network is the longest in the world, with 
connecting branch lines into Mongolia, China and North Korea.  The track gauge is 
1,520 mm (distance between tracks).  The standard gauge used by 60% of the world’s 
railways is 1,435 mm.    
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5Sokol:  The Sokol movement is a youth sport movement and gymnastics organization 
first founded in Prague in the Czech region of Austria-Hungary in 1862 by Miroslav Tyrš 
and Jindřich Fugner.  Primarily a fitness training centre, the Sokol, through lectures, 
discussions, and group outings provided what Tyrš viewed as physical, moral, and 
intellectual training for the nation.  Though officially an institution “above politics”, the 
Sokol played an important part in the development of Czech nationalism, providing a 
forum for the spread of mass-based nationalistic ideologies.  The articles published in 
the Sokol journal, lectures held in the Sokol libraries, and theatrical performances at   
the massive gymnastic festivals called slets helped to craft and disseminate the Czech 
nationalist mythology and version of history.  With the onset of WW1 in 1915, the Sokols 
were officially disbanded.  Many members were active in persuading the Czechs to 
defect from the Austro-Hungarian Army to the Russian side.  Sokol members also 
helped create the Czechoslovak Legion and local patrols that kept order after the 
disintegration of Hapsburg authority, and during the creating of Czechoslovakia in 
October 1918.   
 
 
6Old style (O.S.) and New style (N.S.) dates:   Prior to the widespread use of the 
Gregorian calendar which is currently in use in most countries, the Julian calendar    
was formerly in use in many European countries and their colonies.  Consequently,   
and to avoid ambiguity, “Old Style (O.S.) and “New Style” (N.S.) are sometimes added 
to historical dates to identify which system is being used (when giving a date in the 
period when both systems were in parallel use).  The switch to the Gregorian calendar 
for secular use occurred in Eastern Orthodox countries as late as the 20th century,    
and some religious groups in some of these countries still use the Julian calendar for 
ecclesiastical purposes.  The Gregorian calendar was moved forward by 13 days,     
and so it is ahead by this amount.  e.g.  July 11, 1899 (O.S.) = July 24, 1899 (N.S.) 
 
 
7Soviet  vs. soviet:  The word “soviet” is derived from a Russian word meaning   
council or assembly.  The first worker’s council (soviet) was formed in May 1905    
during the 1905 Russian Revolution.  The soviets represented an autonomous workers’ 
movement, one that broke free from the government’s oversight of workers’ unions.  
Soviets sprang up throughout the industrial centres of Russia, usually organized at the 
factory level.  They disappeared after the Revolution of 1905, but re-emerged under 
socialist leadership during the revolutions of 1917.  The Bolsheviks demanded “all 
power to the soviets”.   The word Soviet is capitalized when it refers to an official state 
organization, and not just a local council group.  
 
 
8PVV:  Prozatímní Vojenský Výbor:  Provisional Military Committee (Czechoslovak 
command of the Czechoslovak Legion).  
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9Verst:  an obsolete Russian unit of length.  A verst is equal to 1.0668 km. 
 
 
10Dostoyevsky:  Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoyevsky was a Russian novelist, short story 
writer, essayist, journalist and philosopher.  His famous works include Crime and 
Punishment and The Brothers Karamazov.  He was imprisoned several times during   
his life, once in Omsk and then in Semipalatinsk.  In V. Škarecký’s memoirs, it states 
that one of the cells he was in had been the cell of Dostoyevsky.  
 
 
11Pantocrin:  A supplement derived from deer antler velvet, used to promote strength 
and endurance.  Deer velvet is a substance that covers growing bone, which develops 
into deer antlers.  It has many beneficial uses and has become popular with athletes 
and with people who want an immune booster, an anti-aging tool and an aphrodisiac.  
People have been using deer antler velvet for more than 2,000 years, dating back to the 
Chinese Han dynasty.  It comes in pill or ointment form as an overall tonic, to improve 
bone health, to reduce swelling, and to treat impotence.  Deer antler velvet contains 
IGF-1, which stands for insulin-like growth factor, a human growth hormone substance 
naturally produced by the body.  Pantocrin can be ordered online: about 50 ml for 
US$30.00.  Companies who manufacture Pantocrin state that it is extracted from deer 
antlers and is mainly used as an adaptogen with strong healing properties.  Short-term 
use of Pantocrin improves energy level, helps to build muscular strength, stamina, and 
increases libido and sexual function by rejuvenating reproductive and endocrine  
organs.  Long-term effects of Pantocrine demonstrate reversal of 
aging processes in internal organs.  Antler harvesting is said to be 
sustainable and not harmful to the deer. 
 
 
12Monument between Europe and Asia:  The monument marks the 
border between Europe and Asia, 39 km west of Yekaterinburg    
                               
                                      (photo: Despoina Psomiadi, printed with permission). 

 

13Carlowitz & Co.:  A German company that does not exist anymore.  We still have the 
receipt for the trunk left in Tientsin in 1940 and would likely need to pay 77 years of 
storage fees if it still existed.  

 
 
14Hunting sables:  The Siberian fur trade had a significant impact on the development 
of Siberia through exploration and colonization.  The fur trade also precipitated a decline 
in the number of fur-bearing animals and resulted in Siberia being conquered by Russia.  
The Siberian fur trade began in the sixteenth century, peaked in the seventeenth 
century, and continues to the present day.  A fur tax was created, and the natives were 
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forced to pay in the form of furs to the Tsarist government of Russia.  Traders frequently 
used force and terror tactics to collect additional furs from the natives.  Sable quickly 
became the most valuable and popular type of Siberian fur, and still maintains the 
distinction to this day.  A fur clothing store describes the sable fur as follows: “It is 
difficult to describe Russian sable fur in words: almost weightless, silky, satin like, 
lustrous, sparkling, glistening, incredibly beautiful. In addition, it is very warm and 
durable.”  Sable continues to be the world’s most valuable fur.  The most sought-after 
sable furs in the world come from the Barguzin region of Siberia.  The sable is a small 
mammal resembling a mix between a weasel and a cat.  The trade of fur-bearing 
animals from Siberia had a definite impact on the world fur trading industry.  In 1910,  
the pelts of 70,000 sables, ten times that many ermine, 5 million rabbits, and 15 million 
squirrels from Siberia accounted for almost half the world’s furs.  Today, the most 
valuable furs still come from Siberia.   
 
 
15Ovoo:  When travelling, it is customary to stop and circle an ovoo three times in a 
clockwise direction, in order to have a safer journey.  Usually, rocks are picked up from 
the ground and added to the pile.  Also, one may leave offerings in the form of sweets, 
money, milk, or vodka.  If one is in a hurry while travelling and does not have time to 
stop at an ovoo, honking of the horn while passing by the ovoo will suffice. 
 

16Decembrists:  members of secret revolutionary societies whose activities led to the 
uprising in St. Petersburg, in December 1825 against Tsar Nicholas I.  They advocated 
for the establishment of a representative democracy, but were defeated by the Tsar’s 
forces.  Some were killed, some were executed, and those captured were exiled to 
Siberia.  In the aftermath, Nicholas I established nation-wide censorship, and placed 
tighter controls on all aspects of public life.  Decembrists in Siberia influenced the local 
population intellectually, academically, culturally and politically.   
 
 
17Grand children of Queen Victoria:  George V, King of the United Kingdom (reigned 
1910 to 1936), was the grandson of Queen Victoria.  Wilhelm II, last German Emperor 
and King of Prussia (reigned 1888 to 1918), was also a grandson of Queen Victoria and 
King George V’s first cousin.  Nicholas II, Tsar of Russia (reigned 1894 to 1917) married 
Alexandra, who was a granddaughter of Queen Victoria.  George V’s mother Alexandra 
(a different Alexandra) and Nicholas II’s mother Maria (Dagmar) were sisters, and born 
as Danish princesses, so George V and Nicholas II were also cousins, through their 
mothers.  In simple terms, Wilhelm’s mother was the sister of George’s father, and 
George’s mother and Nicholas’ mother were sisters, from the Danish royal family.  
There are many very interesting documentaries about WW1, highlighting the familial 
relationships among these three leaders, and how this influenced the politics of the day.    
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18Boxer Rebellion:  The Boxer Rebellion or Boxer Uprising was an anti-imperialist 
uprising which took place in China towards the end of the Qing dynasty between 1899 
and 1901.  A Chinese secret organization called the Society of the Righteous and 
Harmonious Fists led the uprising in Northern China against the spread of Western and 
Japanese influence.  The rebels, referred to by Westerners as Boxers because they 
performed physical exercises they believed would make them able to withstand bullets, 
killed foreigners and Chinese Christians and destroyed foreign property.  From June to 
August 1900, the Boxers besieged the foreign district of Peking, China’s capital, until an 
international force that included American troops subdued the uprising.  By the terms of 
the Boxer Protocol, which officially ended the rebellion in 1901, China agreed to pay 
more than US $330 million in reparations.   
 
 
19Odhner Adding Machine:  The Odhner Arithmometer was a very successful 
pinwheel calculator invented in Russia in 1873 by W.T. Odhner, a Swedish immigrant.  
Even though the machine was very popular, the 
production only lasted thirty years until the factory 
was nationalized and closed down during the 
Russian Revolution in 1917.  From 1892 to the 
middle of the 20th century, independent companies 
were set up all over the world to manufacture 
Odhner’s clones and by the 1960s, with millions 
sold, it became one of the most successful types of 
mechanical calculator ever designed.    
                                                                   (photo ©2001 Nigel Tout, printed with permission) 

 
 

20Chervonets:  is a former currency of the Russian Empire and Soviet Union.  Originally 
a term for coins of pure alloy (the name derives from “chervonnoye zoloto” meaning 
pure gold).  The name was later applied to various sums in Russian rubles.   
 
 
21Oil Cake/ Press Cake:  A press cake or oil cake is the solid remaining after pressing 
something to extract the liquids.  
  
 
22Wostwag:  A lot of information exists on the internet about Wostwag, mostly from old 
FBI and MI5/MI6 documents, researched by Gareth Jones, a Welsh journalist in the 
1930s.  Wostwag (West-Osteuropaeische Warenaustausch Aktiengesellschaft) was 
reportedly founded in Berlin around 1922 by the Ehrenlieb brothers as a cover for 
Russian espionage activities and sale of arms to outer-Mongolia.  Wostwag expanded 
to China, with branches in Shanghai, Hankow, Harbin and Tientsin under the name of 
“The Far Eastern Trading Company”.  Adam Purpiss was General Manager of Wostwag 
in the Far East and of the Oriental Trading and Merchandising Company, as a 
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subsidiary of Wostwag.  In one document, L. Skaretzky is listed as the first in a list of 
employees.     As he did not mention anything about Wostwag’s hidden activities in his 
memoirs, and because of his honest character, we do not believe that he was involved 
in any under-cover activities, or that he even knew about them.  We believe he was 
working for the “legitimate” side of Wostwag.  
 
 
23Tattoo show:  The word “tattoo” is derived from “tap toe” (Dutch for “last orders” or 
“close the (beer) tap”). The term “tap-toe” was first encountered by the British Army 
during the War of the Austrian Succession.  The British adopted the practice and it 
became a signal, played by a regiment’s Corps of Drums or Pipes and Drums each 
night to tavern owners, to turn off the taps of their ale kegs so the soldiers could retire  
to their lodgings.  The term came to be used to describe a ceremonial form of evening 
entertainment performed by military musicians.  There is an annual Military Tattoo in 
Edinburgh performed by the British Armed Forces, Commonwealth and International 
military bands.  
 
 
24Spanish Riders:  Barbed wire defensive obstacles used to disrupt, delay and slow 
down an attacking enemy, making them easy targets for machine gun and artillery fire.    
 
 

25Rome-Berlin-Tokyo Axis:  A Three-Power Agreement between Italy, Germany and 
Japan which sealed cooperation among the three Axis Alliance nations during WW2. 
(The Allied Powers were led by Great Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union). 
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Additional Photos: 

          

                             

      

Working on the translation 



 

 

 

366 

 

          

             Vavřin, age 14                                 Vavřin, working at a bank in Brno, 1912 

       

 

Vavřin and Mitzi, 1912 – prior to WW1, Vavřin had a 
friend named Mitzi Pressler (Marie-Herta Presslerová).  
The inscription on the back of the photo reads “In 
permanent memory of our engagement, from your fiancé, 
Mitzi, Brno, January 1912” 

It is unclear whether she waited in vain for him to come 
back from the war, or if he left to get away from her. What  
is true, is that none of us would be here if they had stayed 
together.   
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    Vavřin’s mother Františka (Procházková) in 1879 

 

                

                   Sister Marie                                               Sister Karolina 
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Sister Karolina’s wedding, Vavřin is the boy in the back row, 1904 

 
 

Sister Barbora’s son’s wedding, 1925 (Barbora is above the middle trumpet),                    
Vavřin’s mother is the smallest face cut off at the left edge of the photo. 
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           Brother Hynek, 1915                            Hynek’s wife Helena 

         

 Brother Hynek’s wedding, 1923(?)  xxx Vavřin’s mother           Brother Hynek at left, 1918 
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                     Vavřin in Brno, 1912                     8th Infantry Regiment, before WW1, 1914 

 

Brother Hynek in back row, officers of the Czechoslovak Army, 1926 
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House where Vavřin was born in Vracov 

 

Family portrait in Prague, 1944 



 

 

 

372 

 

      

         Vavřin’s sons Arnold and Rudolf in Tientsin, 1935  Harbin yacht club, 1933 

 
 
Peitaiho beach, Vavřin’s sons get a ride on a donkey, 1934 
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                              Woodrow Wilson St., German Concession, Tientsin, 1934 

 
 
 

 
 

German School, Tientsin, 1937, 
Vavřin’s son Rudolf is in the front row, second from the left. 

Vavřin’s son Arnold is in the back row, 7th from the right. 
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Some relatives in Vracov, 1938 (l. to r. brother Martin, brother František, his wife, sister Barbora, 
niece Marie Goliášová – daughter of brother František) 

 

     
 
                           Vavřin Škarecký   
                         14.8.1891 – 5.12.1972 
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     Postcard of Henry Puyi, last Emperor of China, as Emperor of puppet state, Manchukuo 

 

 
 

Watercolour of the Temple of Heaven by Vavřin Škarecký 
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Interesting links: 
 

• www.familyecho.com    
Skarecky Family Tree starting with Bartholomej Škarecký, born in 1750.   Vavřin 
Škarecký had 10 siblings, some of whom are mentioned in his memoirs.  If you 
would like to see the family tree, send an email to simi@vaxxine.com and you will 
receive a link to the site.  

 

• www.czechlegion.com     
Information about the Czech Legion and a DVD that was developed by Czech 
historians from Chicago, telling the “most amazing story you never heard”.  

 

• ‘The Last Emperor’ movie – 1987:  British-Italian epic biographical film about the 
life of Puyi, the last Emperor of China. 

 

• WOSTWAG   
Information re: WOSTWAG compiled by Gareth Jones, the FBI, and MI5/MI6 
documents: 
www.garethjones.org/wostwag/purpiss.htm 
www.discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C11234843 

 

• Legion replica train in the Czech Republic 
www.bvv.cz/en/    Search:  legions 
 

• www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Czechoslovak_Legion                                                       
or Google search Wikipedia Czechoslovak Legion 

 

• www.militaryhistorynow.com    Search:  A long way from home    Czech Legion 
 

• Google:  AEF Siberia  The Czechoslovak Legion 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:simi@vaxxine.com
http://www.czechlegion.com/
http://www.garethjones.org/wostwag/purpiss.htm
http://www.bvv.cz/en/
http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Czechoslovak_Legion
http://www.militaryhistorynow.com/

