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"A City That Survived"

'The Nazi siege of Leningrad led to 900 days of hell'

By JOSHUA RUBENSTEIN

More than 40 years ago, the veteran New York Times correspondent Harrison Salisbury published "The 900 Days," an epic account of the German siege of Leningrad. Salisbury described how Stalin's criminal negligence had left the Soviet Union vulnerable to the surprise German invasion on June 22, 1941, which quickly rolled through the Baltic region and large portions of Ukraine and Belorussia and then on to the outskirts of Leningrad. By Sept. 8, Wehrmacht forces had succeeded in cutting off all access by land to the former imperial capital. Failing to capture the city outright, the Germans laid siege to its inhabitants for almost 2½ years.

Salisbury had to rely on painstaking research in published sources, with only limited access to survivors who could provide telling stories of their own. With the onset of glasnost under Mikhail Gorbachev and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union, it became possible for survivors of the siege and Russian historians to speak more candidly. Until then, Soviet history books had romanticized the fight for Leningrad as an "uplifting redemption story" and not an "embarrassing reminder of the disastrous opening stages of the war," Anna Reid observes in "Leningrad: The Epic Siege of World War II, 1941-44." 
Ms. Reid, a British scholar and journalist, expands on the story that Salisbury could only begin to describe. With access to candid diaries, police records, and government and military archives, she gives a detailed and harrowing account of life and death in Leningrad. 
As the Germans grew closer, security measures were immediately imposed: Maps, guidebooks, private radios, cameras all had to be handed in. Street signs were removed, private phone service cut off. Fifty-thousand civilians were dispatched to the front to dig huge trenches. Children were evacuated into the path of German advances. Still, the Soviet regime failed to lay in adequate stores of food and fuel. The first winter was especially deadly, when electricity and running water were cut off and food ran out. The winter weather was even harsher than usual. The Germans steadily bombarded the miserable populace. Red Army soldiers defending the city survived on meager rations, but there was little for anyone else: 750,000 civilians succumbed to starvation alone.

Ms. Reid vividly describes how people tried to get by on virtually inedible food substitutes: cotton-seed cakes that were normally used as fuel in ship furnaces; sheep guts, together with calf skins from a tannery, were turned into "meat jelly"; fermented birch sawdust was turned into "yeast extract," which, dissolved in hot water, was considered "yeast soup." As the civilians grew more desperate, they scraped dry glue from the underside of wallpaper, boiled leather shoes and belts hoping in vain that they could be eaten or at least chewed. "Zoologists survived the siege: they knew how to catch rats and pigeons," the author notes. "Impractical mathematicians died." 
The most desperate turned to cannibalism. Using police records that became available in 2004, Ms. Reid provides details where Salisbury had to rely on unofficial and often unsubstantiated anecdotes. The stories are gruesome. It was common for bodies to be left in apartments among the living because of the danger of taking them to cemeteries or even down to the street. Those that were buried were dug up and eaten. Hospital workers took home amputated limbs. Organized groups lured passersby into apartments with offers to barter food for valuables, then murdered the visitors and ate them. According to police records, there were more than 2,000 arrests for cannibalism in Leningrad, a figure that would have to be considered well below the true number of actual episodes.

Even amid these catastrophic conditions, the city's Soviet administrators did not allow their instincts for repression to wither. Andrei Zhdanov was in charge as the city's Communist Party chief and putative successor to Stalin himself. Under his rule, tens of thousands were arrested or deported because of their religious or national origins or accused of being "spy-traitors"—anyone with foreign connections or knowledge of a foreign language. Just before the siege enclosed Leningrad, the deportees were sent away. "The Germans are about to enter the city," said one survivor, "and we are busy arresting and deporting old women—lonely, defenseless, harmless people." The poet Olga Berggolts came to prominence during the siege, her eloquent verses about the war widely cited throughout the country. This did not protect her elderly father, a doctor, who was deported "half-starved" to western Siberia.

Still, Leningrad held out. Under Georgi Zhukov, the Red Army aggressively blunted the initial German advance. For months on end, the Germans looked for weaknesses in the city's defenses while the Red Army kept pushing them back. Neither side could prevail. A breakthrough came in January 1942, when the Soviets were able to build an "ice road" over Lake Ladoga and eventually regain enough territory to lay a train track into the city. The siege was lifted on Jan. 27, 1944. "The end," Ms. Reid writes, "like the end of all great conflicts, left a vast silence . . . of facts falsified or left unsaid." Now the people themselves have regained their voices.

