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“Anyway, what’s the fucking sense in washing it every day? Who can stand

the damp? Look here, you, 854. Just wipe it over lightly to make it moist and then

fuck  off”

“No, you can’t compare cereal with rice.”

Shukhov knew how to manage anything.

Work was like a stick. It had two ends. When you worked for the knowing

you gave them quality; when you worked for a fool you simply gave him eyewash.

Otherwise, everybody would have croaked long ago. They all knew that.

Shukhov wiped the floorboard with a damp rag so that no dry patches

remained, tossed the rag behind the stove without wringing it out, pulled on his

valenki near the door, threw out the rest of the water onto the path used by the camp

authorities, and, taking short cuts, made a dash past the bathhouse and the dark, cold

club to the mess hall.

He still had to fit in a visit to the dispensary. He ached all over. And there

was that guard outside the mess hall to be dodged-the camp commandant had issued

strict orders that prisoners on their own were to be picked up and thrown into the

guardhouse.

That morning-a stroke of luck-there was no crowd, no lines, outside the mess.

Walk in.

The air was as thick as in a Turkish bath. An icy wave blew in through the

door and met the steam rising from the stew. The squads sat at tables or crowded

the aisles in between, waiting for places to be freed. Shouting to each other through

the crush, two or three men from each squad carried bowls of stew and oatmeal on

wooden trays and tried to find room for them on the tables. Look at that damn stiff-

necked fool. He doesn’t hear, he’s bumped a tray. Splash, splash! You’ve a hand free,

hit him on the back of the  neck. That’s the way. Don’t stand there blocking the aisle,

looking for something to swipe!

There at the table, before dipping his spoon in, a young man crossed himself,

A West Ukrainian, that meant, and a new arrival, too.

As for the Russians, they’d forgotten which hand to cross themselves with.

They sat in the cold mess hall, most of them eating with their hats on, eating

slowly, picking out putrid little fish from under leaves of boiled black cabbage and
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The stew was the same every day. Its composition depended on the kind of

vegetable provided that winter. Nothing but salted carrots last year, which meant that

from September to June the stew was plain carrot. This year it was black cabbage.

The most nourishing time of the year was June; then all vegetables came to an end

and were replaced by grits. The worst time was July-then they shredded nettles into

the pot.

The little fish were more bone than flesh; the flesh had been boiled off the bone

and had disintegrated, leaving a few remnants on head and tail. Without neglecting

a single fish scale or particle of flesh on the brittle skeleton, Shukhov went on

chomping his teeth and sucking the bones, spitting the remains on the table. He ate

everything-the gills, the tail, the eyes when they were still in their sockets but not

when they’d been boiled out and floated in the bowl separately-big fish-eyes. Not

then. The others laughed at him for that.

This morning Shukhov economized. Since he hadn’t returned to the barracks

he hadn’t drawn his rations, so he ate his breakfast without bread. He’d eat the bread

later. Might be even better that way.

After the vegetable stew there was magma,  that damned Yhinese”  oatmeal.

It had grown cold too, and had set into a solid lump. Shukhov broke it up into pieces.

It wasn’t only that the oatmeal was cold-it was tasteless even when hot, and left you

no sense of having filled your belly. Just grass, except that it was yellow, and looked

like cereal. They’d got the idea of serving it instead of cereals from the Chinese, it

was said. When boiled, a bowlful fo it weighed nearly a pound. Not much of an

oatmeal but that was what it passed for.

Licking his spoon and tucking it back into his boot, Shukhov put on his hat

and went to the dispensary.

The sky was still quite dark. The camp lights drove away the. stars. The broad

beams of the two search-lights were still sweeping the zone. When this camp, this

“special” (forced-labor) camp, had been organized, the security forceds  had a lot of

flares left over from the war, and whenever there was a power failure they shot up

flares over the zone-white, green, and red-just like real war, Later they stopped using

them. To save money, maybe.
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Inside, the corridor was, as usual, so clean that he felt quite scared to step on

the floor. And the walls were painted with white enamel. And all the furniture was

white.

The surgery doors were all shut. The doctors must still be in bed. The man on

duty was a medical assistant-a young man called Kolya Vdovushkin. He was seated

at a clean little table, wearing a small white cap and a snow-white smock. Writing

something.

There was no one else in sight.

Shukhov took off his hat as if in the presence of one of the authorities and,

letting his eyes shift, in the camp manner, where they had no business to shift, he

noticed that Kola was writing in even, neatly speed  lines and that each line, starting

a little way from the edge of the page, began with a capital letter. He realized at once,

of course, that Kolya was not doing official work but something on the side. But that

was none of his business.

“Well, Nikolai Semyonich, it’s like this... I’m feeling sort of . . ..rotten  . ...” said

Shukhov shamefacedly, as if coveting something that didn’t belong to him.

Kolya Vdovushkiu raised his big placid eyes from his work. His number was

covered up by his smock.

“Why’ve you come so late? Why didn’t you’report sick last night? You know

very well there’s no sick call in the morning. The sick list had already been sent to

the planning department.”

Shukhov knew all this. He knew too that it was even harder to get on the sick

list in the evening.

“But after all, Kolya.. You see, when I should have come... last night... it didn’t

ache.”

“And now it does? And what is it?”

“Well, if you stop to think of it, nothing aches, but I feel ill all over.”

Shukhov was not one of those who hung around the dispensary. Vdovushkin

knew this. But in the morning he had the right to exempt from work two men only,

and he’d already exempted them-their names were written down under the glass-it

was greenish-on his desk, and he’d drawn a line across the page.
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second pair of old foot rags, a length of rope, and a piece of cloth with tapes at each

end. He smoothed the sawdust in the mattress (it was lumpy and dense), tucked in

the blanket, arranged the pillow, and slid down onto his bare feet and started binding

them with the rags, first with the good ones, then, on top, with the torn.

Just then Tiurin stood up and barked: “Sleep’s over, One hundred and fourth!

out you go.”

And at once the entire squad, drowsing or not, got up, yawned, and went to

the door. Tiurin had been in for nineteen years and never turned his men out for the

roll call a moment too soon. When he said, “Out you go,” it meant you’d better.

And while the men with heavy tread and tight lips walked into the corridor one

by one and then onto the porch, and the leader of the Roth,  following Tiurin’s example,

called in turn “Out you go,” Shukhov drew his valenki over the double thickness of

foot rags, slipped his coat over his wadded jacket, and fastened a rope tightly around

him (leather belts had been removed from zeks who had them-leather belts weren’t

allowed in “special” camps).

So Shukhov managed to get everything done and to catch up with the last of

his companions, just as their numbered backs were passing through the door onto the

porch. Looking rather bulky, for they had wrapped themselves up in every garment

they possessed, the men shuffled diagonally toward the parade ground in single file,

making no attempt to overtake one another. The only sound was the  crunch of their

heavy tread on the snow.

It was still dark, though in the east the sky was begining to glow with a greenish

tint. A light but piercing breeze came to meet them from the rising sun.

There is nothing as bitter as this moment when you go out to the morning roll

call-in the dark, in the cold, with a hungry belly, to face a whole day of work. You

lose your tongue. You lose all desire to speak to anyone.

A junior guard was rushing around the parade ground.

“Well, Tiurin, how long do we have to wait for you? Late again?”

Maybe Shukhov might get scared of him but not Tiurin, oh no. He wouldn’t

waste breath on him in the cold. Just stomped on in silence.

And the squad followed him through the snow. Shuffle, shuffle, squeak,

squeak.


