
THE SARMATIAN 

REVIEW 


Vol. IX, No.3 
In this issue: 
Anatolia Nowicka, Memoir: From the History of the 
Moscow Chapter of the Sisters ofSt. Dominic 1921
1932 ............................................................................ 1 


September 1989 
From the ,Editor .......................................................... 2 
KonstantinKolenda, Poles in the USSR: 1939-1986.15 
PIASA Meeting ................................................... 16 

Russia and Catholicism 

Memoir 

From tile History of the Moscow Chapter 


of the Sisters of St. Dominic 

1921-1932 


Anatolia Nowicka (Sister J6zefata) 

Contents: Preface 
I. 	Life and work of the Chapter in Moscow: 

1921-1923 
II. Arrests and deportations of the nuns: 

1923-1924 
III. Life of the nuns in prison and in exile: 

1924-1932 
IV. Final arrests 

Conclusions 


PREFACE 
A few words about myself: by birth and upbringing I 
am a Catholic of the Latin Rite, by nationality, a Pole. 
I come from Belorussia. I received my secondary 
education in Smolensk and higher education in St. 
Petersburg. In 1922, together with my husband, Donat 
Nowicki, I changed to the Eastern Rite. At that time we 
lived in Moscow, and my husband wanted to work 
toward the unification of the Eastern and Western 
Churches. 
In November 1923, my husband together with a group 
of Eastern Catholics was arrested and sentenced to ten 
years in prison. As a result, from November 16, 1923 to 
February 15, 1931, I had to care for my husband and 

for many other prisoners, helping them materially, cor
responding with them, etc. I visited my husband 
several times in Solovki [The first major concentration 
camp set up by the Soviets on an archipelago in the 
White Sea. Ed.], and I read the letters from the Domini
can Sisters and from other prisoners. I also met with 
several Sisters and other prisoners when they travelled, 
through Moscow from one place of exile to another. 
This is how I know the details of the Sisters' lives. 
My acquaintance with the Sisters began in 1922, when 
I became a member of the Moscow Catholic parish of 
the Eastern Rite. InMarch 1926, I became a Dominican 
nun of the Third Order. Finally. on February 15, 1931, 
I too was arrested. I remained in the Butyrki prison in 
Moscow until September 15, 1932, when an agreement 
was signed between Poland and the USSR about the 
exchange of political prisoners. I spent the last month 
before my departure for Poland in an isolation cell in 
Yaroslav. There I learned new details about the other 
imprisoned nuns and priests. Among those exchanged 
was my husband, the Rev. Donat Nowicki. He was 
ordained a priest of the Eastern Catholic Rite while he 
was imprisoned in Solovki. 
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From the Editor; 
This issue is devoted to the attitudes ofRussians to Catholicism. Historically, Russia and Catholicism did not mix well. One 
recalls the rejection of Catholicism by Russians in the 17th century, when Polish Prince WladyslawVasa (later King 
WfadySlaw IV ofPoland) was offered the Muscovite throne bya faction ofthe Muscovite boyars. The majority of the boyars 
hated the idea ofa Catholic ruler and revolted against it. Earlier in the 17th century, during an interregnum in Moscow, a series 
of myths arose about the Catholic impostor tsars repulsed by the good Muscovite citizens. They continue to feed Russian 
aversion to Catholicism. In Russian historiography and literature, the Polish occupation of Moscow in 1610-1611 (related 
to Prince Wladyslaw's claim to the Muscovite throne and accomplished by a small detachment of Poles) is presented as a 
heinous crime (cf. Mikhail Glinka's opera Ivan Susanin ) and has fuelled the Russian resentment of Poles ever since. 
Shortly before the Muscovites rejected a Catholic ruler, an agreement was signed between representatives of the Pope and 
the Eastern Orthodox bishops of Ukraine and Belorussia (then under Polish rule) about the creation of an Eastern, or 
Byzantine, Rite in Catholicism. This happened in 1596 in the city of Brzesc (Brest). In exchange for the recognition of the 
Pope as head of the universal church, the Eastern bishops retained all traditions and forms of government of the Eastern 
Orthodox Church (including married clergy) while becoming members ofthe family ofCatholic Rites (of which the Roman 
Rite is the best known). 
It was this Uniate, or Eastern Catholic, Church that became the object of Russian persecution in later centuries. As Ukraine 
and Belorussia fell under Russian rule, the clergy and faithful of this Catholic Rite were forced to join the Russian Orthodox 
Church, or they were physically eliminated. This process was particularly brutal during the reign ofCatherine the Great and 
Nicholas I. The "liberal" Tsar Alexander II outlawed the Uniate Church on former Polish territory in 1875; he also closed 
down almost all Roman Catholic monasteries and confiscated their property . He was assassinated in 1881. The persecution 
peaked in March 1946, when Stalin called a fake Synod in Lviv which "dissolved" the Uniate Church. From that time on, 
the Uniates (now mostly Ukrainians and Belorussians) have worshipped only in secrecy. The issue ofre-Iegalization of the 
Uniate Catholic Church has not been resolved even under Gorbachev. 
The aversion of Russians to Catholicism is related to Russian attitudes toward the West. For a 19th century Russian, 
Catholicism was synonymous with the West. These attitudes found their symbolic expression in Dostoevsky's creation of 
the Grand Inquisitor in TheBrothers Karamazov. Ironically, this character was modelled on the head ofthe Russian Orthodox 
Church, Procurator of the Holy Synod Konstantin Pobedonostsev. 
In this context, Anatolia Nowicka' s Memoir has to be viewed as a unique document testifying to the possibility ofweakening 
the old hatreds. While according to her testimony those Russians who converted to the Catholic Eastern Rite were disowned 
by their families, the fact that they did convert shows that even the deepest prejudices can be erased. 
Upon her release from Soviet jails as an exchange prisoner, Anatolia Nowicka settled in the village ofTorokanie in Polesie, 
a region ofeastern Poland (or western Belorussia, then under Polish rule), and completed her Memoir in March 1933. When 
Stalin invaded Poland in September 1939 in ajoint attack with Hitler, Nowicka probably fell into Soviet hands for the second 
time. We can only conjecture as to what happened to her, and to the Russian and Polish Dominican Sisters about whom she 
speaks with so much love. 
A copy of this Memoir is located in the Hoover Archives at Stanford University (Alfred Poninski Archive, Box 1). The 
translation from the Polish by Claire S. Allen has been made from this unpublished copy. She strove to preserve the artless 
and resen tment-free tone of the Memoir.We extend our thanks to the Hoover Institution Archives for permission to translate 
and publish this informative document. 

(Continued from Page 1) 

I. LIFE AND WORK OF THE CHAPTER IN 
MOSCOW: 1921-1923 

I first met the Russian Dominican Sisters in March 

1922, when I visited the Eastern Rite Catholic Church 
in Moscow. It was located in private lodgings. The 
service was not unusual, yet one felt that something 
extraordinary was going on. I remember clearly how 
the Sisters approached the holy chalice one after the 
other and the priest called out loud the monastic name 
of each as is practised in the Eastern Rite. This was an 
intensely spiritual experience. and I understood then 
that the Sisters formed a spiritual family. The great at
tention and concentration ofthe priest, choir and those 
in attendance, the exemplary order and discipline, the 

joy in the Sisters' faces as they sang the old Russian 
hymns--all of this exerted an indelible impression. 

When the Mass ended I met several Sisters in the foyer. 
Their social manner was very cordial, the expressions 
on their faces were pleasant and cheerful. The Sisters 
talked with the parishioners about the sermon or holi
days and replied to various questions. 

The Moscow Chapter of the Dominican Sisters of the 

Third Order was established, I think, in 1918. I came 
upon the Chapterin its bloom, ifone canspeak ofbloom 
under Bolshevism. The organizers and first directors 
were FatherVladimirAbrikosov and Mother Anna Iva
novna Abrikosova. When Father Abrikosov was sent 
abroad, Father Nikolai Aleksandrov, a Tertiary in the 
Order of St. Dominic, became spiritual director and 
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Anna Abrikosova remained Mother Superior. 
In 1923, there were twenty-five nuns in the Chapter. 
The majority were Russian. Most had higher educa
tion; the rest, secondary. They came from various 
social strata. The majority came from middle class in
tellectual families and from merchant families, others 
from the aristocracy or well-to-do peasantry. 
Three nuns were Polish. They crossed over from the 
Latin Rite with the intention ofworking toward Church 
unity. They offered their prayers and lives, in freedom 
and in exile, for the intention ofbringing Russians to the 
One Church. Their names were Sister Magdalena 
(Maria Komorowska), Sister Dominica (Elibieta 
Wachowicz) and Sister Roza (Halina J~tkiewicz). 
The Chapter was located in quarters consisting of five 
rooms. In one room there was the chapel, in another the 
pastor's suite, and in the third lived three Sisters and 
Mother Superior. The remaining two rooms were a 
refectory and reception room during the day; at night, 
the Sisters spread out mattresses on the floor and so 
slept. Mother Superior's bedroom was also her office. 
The liturgical life ofthe Sisters and their worship ofthe 
Holy Sacrament were truly inspiring. They attended 
Mass daily and received Holy Communion. I know a 
number of persons who were so impressed by these 
Dominican Masses that they determined to lead a 
deeper spiritual life from then on. Throughout the year 
1923, the Sisters held a perpetual adoration ofthe Holy 
Sa~r~ent; they changed each hour. During the day, 
panshioners too signed up for adorations. The chapel 
was open to parishioners from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. Vespers 
were celebrated every evening, regardless of whether 
the parishioners came or not. The pastor and Mother 
S~perior spent much time on the spiritual training ofthe 
SIsters, and the older Sisters took care of the younger 
ones. All Sisters were obliged to do spiritual meditation 
and reading. They also studied the regulations of the 
Third Order, reviewing them each year, then Church 
hist~ry and the lives of the Dominican saints, liturgy, 
partIcularly the catechism, and main principles of 
mysticism and asceticism. Virtually all of the Sisters 
knew some foreign language. This helped them very 
much in their studies. 
In addition, some Sisters engaged in special studies. 
Sister Stefania (Vera Horodets) studied scholastic 
p~l~sophy. She was a philologist and a lawyer by 
tralmng, and she knew Latin and other languages. She 
read St. Thomas in the original, and held weekly phi
losophy lectures for the Sisters which I attended. They 
opened up for me a new world of the Catholic genius 
and reason. Sister Catherine Ricci the Younger 

(Anastasia Selankova) specialized in the Church Fa
thers. In the course of the two years before her arrest, 
she gave a series oflectures on this topic for the Sisters 
and the parishioners. I remember that during Advent, 
she lectured on the Incarnation, and during Lent, onRe
demption. She also gave lectures on the filioque ques
tion in accordance with the Fathers of the Eastern 
Church. Questions were encouraged, and replies were 
given by her or by the pastor. 
Sister Dominica (Valentina Sapozhnikova) special
ized in Romance philology, especially in Dante and 
medieval literature. Between 1917 and 1922 she held a 
university chair in Dante's poetry. She shared the 
beauty of Dante's poetry and the depth of his faith with 
the Sisters and the parishioners. She also held readings 
of Dante in the parish. 
A number ofthe Sisters were engaged in the translation 
into Russian ofthe Lives ofthe great Dominican saints 
as well as those of other Orders. They also translated 
Tankerey, Bossuet, Lacordaire, Gibar and other Catho
lic authors. The translations were done in several cop
ies and collected in the parish and Order library. All this 
ended up in the archives ofthe GPU [Gosudarstvennoe 
Politicheskoe Upravlenie, predecessor of the KGB. 
Ed.]when the Chapter was liquidated. But the Sisters' 
work was not lost, for many got a Catholic training from 
it as those handwritten pages passed from hand to hand. 
Also those of other faiths began to take deeper interest 
in religious problems after being exposed to the Sisters' 
readings and translations. 
Our Mother Superior translated mainly the works of 
the Dominican authors, such as the Regulations of the 
Third Order of St. Dominic, the Life of St. Catherine 
of Siena, the Litany to St. Dominic and to other Do
mini~an. saints. Her own spiritual works were mainly 
MeditatlOns for the Sisters, to be used during retreats. 
I.have read them, and they exerted an indelible impres- ' 
Slon on me. I was astonished at how a woman who did 
not have any special theological training could write so 
simply, clearly. and inspiringly about the most delicate 
and profound manifestations of spiritual life. Mother 
Anna Ivanovna was also able to understand the needs 
and psychological difficulties of contemporary men 
and women. Among her Meditations, I remember "The 
Last Words of Christ on the Cross," "The Mass of St. 
Dominic," "The Patronage ofthe Mother ofGod," "Go 
and TeaclL" 
Four of the Sisters were engaged in the rearing and 
teaching ofchildren. Near the Chapter and parish there 
was a large children's shelter for the children of those 
parishioners who did not want to send their children to 
Soviet schools. The following Sisters worked there: 
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Sister Catherine Ricci (Tatiana Galkina) , Sister Marga
ret of Hungary (Raisa Krylevskaia), Sister Dominica 

(ElZbieta Wachowicz), and Sister Theresa (Nadezhda 
Tsvetkova). They paid particular attention to the 
Catholic aspect oftheir teaching, and tried to graft into 
the children dedication to the Chureh, devotion to the 
Eucharist, appropriate attitudes to the Holy Mass, and 
respect for the priest. The children gave concerts and 
produced plays for the holy days. 
In addition to these four Sisters engaged with the 
children full time, others taught them such subjects as 
history, languages and music. I taught the children 
natural history. 
Two Sisters took care of the church. One of them was 
the organist and director of the choir (psalomshchik ); 
her name was Imelda (Anna Serebrennikova). The 
other, Lucia (Anna Davydiuk), was her assistant. Sister 

Roza (Halina J~tkiewicz) was secretary and typist. 
Several Sisters worked in the secular world to support 
the Chapter: they were clerks, bookkeepers, typists and 
teachers of foreign languages. Some studied at the 
university, and one at a conservatory (piano). But all of 
them had Dominican responsibilities in addition to 
their secular work. 
The convent was a Garden ofEden, an apostolic nook. 
The Sisters sacrificed and prayed for the conversion 
and unification with the Catholic Church of all who 
came to our services. They prayed for the parishioners 
and for their needs. They also engaged in catechization 
and preparation for change to Catholicism of those 
individuals who showed a desire to do so. The pastor 
taught the men, the Sisters, the women. Great demands 
were made of those converted in our Moscow parish. 
The Sisters visited the converted Catholic women, 
provided them with literature and carried on discus
sions with them. The male converts were visited on 
request by the pastor or one of the older parishioners. 
When a convert was received into the Church, he was 
expected to continue to look into Catholic teaching 
beyond the cathechism. Upon the pastor's recommen
dation, some Sisters became the spiritual guides of 
those parishioners who wanted to deepen their devo
tions. I too had an older Sister as my spiritual guide. 
At the request of a group of educated Russian Ortho
dox women, a circle was formed for the purpose of 
studying the Gospel. The pastor appointed two of the 
older nuns, Sister Roza (Vera Khmeleva) and Sister 
Catherine of Siena (A. Balashova), as well as parish
ioner Donat Nowicki, to direct this circle. 
I learned from experience that a Tertiary Dominican 
woman is the right person to evangelize among the 
Russian intellectuals. The serenity, even gaiety of the 

Dominican Sisters, their simplicity and decisiveness, 
their self-denial and generosity of spirit create a very 
favorable impression. As they proselytized and 
worked, they had bright and happy faces, their move
ments were controlled but unforced, their dress was 
simple yet aesthetically pleasing. 
Serenity and joy did not leave the Sisters even in prison 
and exile. Some years after their arrest I met some of 
them in the Butyrki prison in Moscow. I remember par
ticularly well Sister Magdalena (Maria Komorowska), 
then in the eighth year of her imprisonment. She re
mained the same daughter ofS1. Dominic she had been 
in freedom. I was struck by her "joy in offering" and by 
her independence of spirit. Paying no attention to the 
harsh surroundings, exile, dire poverty, impaired 
health, illnesses and uncertainties, she was always 
cheerful and at ease. Prisoners who were with heronthe 
road to exile and in prison spoke ofher with affection: 
"Our Sister Magdalena is very good and cheerful; she 
helps everyone and cheers everyone up." I pay homage 
to the spiritual greatness ofSister Magdalena. She had 
reached the state of"joy in offering." As for me, during 
imprisonment and the interrogations I tried not to lose 
the humble and patient bearing of the Cross. I thank 
God that I did not complain. However, I did not achieve 
the stage of "joy in offering." God granted me only 
internal peace and eqUilibrium. 
I return again to the parish work of the Sisters. They 
visited sick parishioners providing them with spiritual 
and material help. I was their beneficiary as well. In 
1921, before I first became acquainted with the parish, 
I developed tuberculosis of the knee. Sister Roza (Vera 
Khmeleva) visited me and read to me the Lives ofsaints 
such as St. Catherine ofSiena, St. Theresa ofJesus, the 
Cure d'Ars, St. Philip Neri and others. At that time, I 
came to understand that the most poignant virtue of 
these saints was not their inner purity but the righteous
ness and harmony of their persons. I also understood 
what great treasures the Church must possess if it 
manages to raise such individuals. 
In the Chapter and in the parish all public ceremonies 
were performed according to the Eastern Rite. But 
under the influence of non-Russian parishioners some 
Latin practices were adopted, such as the rosary, the 
Way of the Cross, and worship of the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus. The canonical hours of the Sisters consisted of 
recitation of the "Our Father" and "Hail Mary" which 
were repeated the prescribed number of times with the 
addition of introductory and concluding prayers ofthe 
Eastern Rite. The Sisters also recited the rosary daily. 
No convent habits were worn, only black dresses of 
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uniform pattern with white collars. In the confines of 
the Chapter the Sisters wore crosses sent to them from 
abroad. On holy days and the Order's holidays, they 
wore white dresses. The Dominican holidays were 
observed very ceremoniously and joyfully. From the 
happy mood in the chapel one felt at once that today is 
some kind of Dominican holiday. 
I must underline one more feature of the Sisters which 
caught the attention of those observing them. This was 
their willing and happy obedience to their elders. 
Though the Sisters were submissive to their Mother 
Superior, one did not feel in this anything coercive or 
degrading, only a free and truly essential act of obedi
ence. 
During the days of revolutionary state celebrations 
when the Bolshevik anti-religious propaganda was 
increased and anti-religious demonstrations were held, 
the Sisters fasted severely, held a special adoration of 
the Holy Sacrament and offered their prayers to God in 
recompense for indignities done Him. 
The profound spiritual life ofthe nuns and the Domini
can discipline practised by them exerted an influence 
on the life of the parish. The majority of parishioners, 
too, were exemplary. 
The trials of later years showed this parish to an even 
greater advantage. All of the nuns were sent for many 
years to Siberia. Five of them spent no less than five 
years there and two, nine years in isolation cells. Glory 
and thanks be to God, not one ofthe Dominican Sisters 
lost her faith and all remained faithful to the Church 
even though some of them had been believers for a 
short time only. 
II. ARRESTS AND DEPORTATIONS OF THE 

NUNS: 1923-1924 
OnNovember 12, 13, and 26 of1923, Mother Superior, 
the majority of the nuns and many parishioners were 
arrested. Then in March 1924, the GPU arrested prac
tically all of the remaining nuns. Investigations 
dragged out to mid-May 1924. None of those arrested 
was declared innocent, and all were sentenced. The 
pastor, Mother Superior, Sister A. Selankova, Tamara 
Sapozhnikova and several other parishioners received 
sentences of ten years in harsh isolation. Sister Anna 
Serebrennikova got eight years, and Sisters Halina 

JEjtkiewicz and Elzbieta Wachowicz, five years. The 
remaining Sisters received three years of exile to re
mote territories in Siberia. 
How did the arrests come about? Shortly before they 
occurred, a new Chapter of Tertiary Dominicans was 
formed for men. It included: Viktor Gotovtsev 

(Brother Raimund), Boris Fedorov, Viktor Selankov, 
and Pavel Shafirov. All of them were making their 
novitiate. 
It turned out that Pavel Shafirov, who called the parish
ioners' attention to himself with his piety and zealous
ness in religious practices was actually an agent of the 
GPu. Brother Raimund (Viktor Gotovtsev), a mathe
matics teacher, was sentenced to five years in prison 
and Boris Fedorov (I do not remember his monastic 
name), a student at the Institute of Eastem Languages, 
received three years in Siberia. The lay male parishion
ers who were arrested also got severe sentences. Vladi
mir Vasilievich Balashov, former editor ofthe Russian 
Catholic periodical Slovo Pravdy published in St. 
Petersburg, received ten years in prison. My husband 
Donat Nowicki also received ten years. 
The nuns were accused ofmembership in the Domini
can Chapter, ofspreading religious propaganda among 
minors, and of maintaining an illegal school. During 
the investigation, Mother Superior and the nuns were 
placed in solitary cells in the "inner prison" at Lubianka 
[The most dreaded political prison in Moscow. Ed.]. 
They lived in complete isolation from the outside world 
and could not receive letters, read newspapers, or go to 
the prison yard for a walk. They could not have needles 
or thread or occupy themselves with any kind of work. 
The guard would not reply even to such questions as 
"what time is it" or "what day is this." They were not 
allowed to receive food parcels. It was permitted 
however to pay money into the prison account for the 
purpose of improving care and nutrition of all prison
ers. 
In the cells, there was a bright electric light day and 
night, and no sky was visible through the window. The 
cells were fairly clean and warm, yet remaining in them 
for days and months had a very depressing psychologi- , 
cal effect. Psychotic visions and illnesses were frequent 
occurrences. Many former prisoners said that they 
preferred to stay in the dirty, lice-infested and over
populated Butyrki rather than in Lubianka. Lubianka 
conditions served one purpose: to make the prisoners 
feel under the complete control of the GPU. 
In this inner prison of Lubianka Mother Superior, 
Sister Selankova, Sister Serebrennikova, Vladimir 
Balashov and Donat Nowicki spent many months. 
The interrogations, especially those conducted during 
the night, were very unpleasant. The presiding judge 
asked questions about the prisoner's parents, col
leagues, acquaintances. These questions were unre
lated to the matter for which the prisoner was arrested. 
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For the most part, thanks to the secret police and 
questioning of other prisoners, the inquisitor had the 
necessary infonnation so that it was difficult to conceal 
names ofone's relatives and friends. While the psycho
logical state ofthe believer makes it easy for him to talk 
about himself, it is difficult to talk about others without 
unintentionally doing them hann. Even uttering 
someone's name may cause the arrest of that person. 
However, if the prisoner did not want to give names or 
say anything aoout others, he was warned that the 
period of his prison sentence would be doubled. 
During the interrogations the Sisters were offered free
dom on condition that they stop wearing their dark 
dresses and renounce Catholicism of the Eastern Rite. 
They also were offered an opportunity for a lay career. 
The only means of maintaining religious and psycho
logical equilibrium in such circumstances was prayer. 
The most frequent prayer was the rosary, recited with 
rosary beads or on the fingers. Other popular prison 
prayers were: those to the Sacred Heart of Jesus re
peated tens of times, or the multiple repetition of the 
Easter prayer, "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have 
mercy on me, a sinner." There was also the Dominican 
breviary. The Sisters usually recited the breviary, then 
three times the fifteen mysteries of the rosary, several 
hundred prayers to Jesus, and made several scores of 
bows accompanying these prayers. [Members of the 
Eastern Churches practise bowing during prayers. 
Ed.] A prayer demanding contemplation and concen
tration was very difficult. From my own experience I 
also know how useful it was in prison to know by heart 
a litany, excerpts from the Psalms or other excerpts 
from the Holy Bible. I recommend that they be learned 
by nuns for such difficult times. 
The prisoners communicated by tapping on the walls 
or pipes, although they were punished severely if 
caught. There is a special alphabet for these communi
cation signals. The men communicated more daringly, 
while the nuns rarely used this recourse. With the help 
ofthis tapping they learned where somebody was held, 
if he was interrogated and about other matters impor
tant to the prisoners. 
Sister Selankova and Donat Nowicki communicated 
through the heating pipes. Nowicki tapped out the text 
ofthe Holy Bible for which she was very grateful as she 
was kept alone in the cell and was threatened with the 
firing squad. Thanks to the tapping in Lubianka, it was 
decided that each Thursday after the prison supper, 
each ofthe Catholics would, in addition to the daily act 
of contrition, make a weekly one with the overall 
intention of offering gratitude and faith to God. 

Throught this practice of spiritual confession, the im
prisoned Sisters and parishioners kept in touch with 
each other. This practice lasted throughout their prison 
term and was continued in the Siberian exile. 
The Catholics stayed four months in the inner prison of 
Lubianka. Later they were transferred to the Butyrki 
prison. Here they met other Eastern Rite Catholics who 
were in Butyrki since they had been arrested. It was a 
joyful meeting. 
In Butyrki, the nuns were placed not in single cells but 
in one common cell together with the Mother Superior. 
This cell could hold 35-40 persons. Non-Uniates 
["Uniate" is a synonym/or an Eastern Rite Catholic. 
Ed.] were in the minority. For the Sisters and Mother 
Superior the common cell was a great joy as they could 
fortify each other's spirits, as well as rest a bit. Mother 
Superior comforted them and prepared them for new 
trials in the future. She provided ideas for contempla
tion. The nuns were happy to recite the breviary and the 
rosary together. On holy days they sang the Mass softly. 
They were transferred to Butyrki in the second half of 
Lent, and so they made a retreat under the direction of 
the Mother Superior on the theme of Christ's sacrifice. 
She said: "Surely each of us grew to love God, and 
imitating Him asked Christ more than once to provide 
an opportunity to participate in His suffering." This was 
the last Lenten retreat they celebrated together. 
Easter was spent very festively. Lacking a tablecloth, 
the nuns covered the table with a bed sheet and spread 
out on it the Easter food mailed to them. At midnight 
they began to sing the Easter morning service. 
The Sisters also spent the name day of St. Catherine of 
Siena (April 30) in a festive manner. On that day the 
nuns always renewed their annual convent vows. Each 
one approached the Mother Superior and kneeling at 
her feet said the vows. [Nuns ofthe Third Order do not 
take perpetual vows but renew them annually. Ed.] 
The nuns were mostly young. Only a few were middle 
aged. None were in their advanced years. 
Besides the nuns there were others in the cell. The 
behavior ofthe nuns, their fasting and prayers, made an 
impression on their companions in distress, though it is 
difficult to assess how deep the impression was. Dur
ing the renewal ofthe vows, some ofthese people wept 
out loud. They avoided foul language especially when 
Mother Superior was present. This was a big sacrifice, 
as they habitually used such language in every phrase. 
The nuns stayed in Butyrki for two months, or until 
mid-May 1924 when the sentences were announced. 
After the sentencing, they were sent to various prisons 
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and to exile. 
When the nuns received their sentences, they gave 
them to Mother Superior without reading them. She 
read them to each separately. On the same day, my 
husband Donat Nowicki received his sentence. I think 
it will be worthwhile if I allow myself to quote it here: 

USSR 
The Consolidated State Political Administration 

[OGPU] 
Court ofLaw 
19 May 1924 

The Court heard the case of the accused D .HNowicki 
on transgressing Paragraphs 61 and66 ofthe Criminal 
Code. Decision: as an active member ofan illegal anti
Soviet organization he is sentenced to ten years of im
prisonment. 

signatures, year, month, day 

For clarification, I add the following: Paragraphs 61 
and 66 of the Criminal Code refer to helping the 
international bourgeoisie, organizing armed insurrec
tion, and spying. DonatNowicki and other Catholics of 
the Eastern Rite were handed out sentences without any 
investigation or evidence. Judgement was not made in 
their presence. Although each citizen of the USSR 
knows what the GPU is, nevertheless only those who 
received similar judgements in absentia have experi
enced fully the hypocrisy and injustice practised by this 
organ of the state. 
The nuns received the unjust sentences in silence, 
signed them peacefully and fell to their knees. Other 
women in the cell cried. 
At the end ofMay they began to ship out the Catholics 
of the Eastern Rite and the nuns. They broke them up 
into four groups. The first group was sent to Solovki, 
and it included Father Nikolai Aleksandrov, Sister 
Serebrennikova, Tamara Sapozhnikova and Vladimir 
Balashov. The second group was sent to Suzdal (an 
isolation prison), and it included A. Selankova, Father 
Deubner and one of the women parishioners. The third 
and most numerous group was sent to Siberia. The 
fourth group was sent to a prison in Orel and included 

Sister Elzbieta Wachowicz, Donat Nowicki, Sister 
Helena Medvedeva, and one of the parishioners from 
the parish in Leningrad. After two years of imprison
ment in Orel they were sent to Solovki. 
I was at the railroad station when they were placing the 
group that was being shipped to Siberia into the rail 
cars. The wagons assigned to the prisoners usually 
stand far from the station on the approaching tracks. It 

is not always permitted to come near the prisoners or 
talkwiththem. AtthattimeIcouldonlylookfrom afar. 
On that day a large number of prisoners were being 

sent They brought them to the station in several trucks. 
The nuns and Mother Superior were in one truck. They 
were dressed as for church in black dresses with white 
collars. They looked clean and proper, as usual. They 
got out ofthe trucks peacefully one after the other. With 
a sure step they went up the stairs of the prisoners' rail 
car and disappeared behind the bars of the interior. It is 
especially heartbreaking to part with one's relatives and 
friends ifone is prevented from approaching them and 
giving them some last words of sympathy and hope. 
Besides me stood the mother of Sister Komorowska, 
one of the departing nuns. 
Earlier, those nuns who were sent to Suzdal and So
lovki departed from the Butyrki prison. Mother Supe- . 
rior had the opportunity to bid them farewell and to 
bless them on their way. The last party was the one 
which left for Orel. This happened on June 13, 1924. I 
saw this party off as my husband, Donat Nowicki, was 
in it. 
Only three nuns were left free in Moscow after the first 
legal action against the Eastern Rite Catholics in 1923 
and 1924. One ofthese, Sister Catherine Ricci (Tatiana 
Galkina) was very ill. They did not arrest Sister 
Catherine (A. Balashova) who took care ofSister Cath
erine Ricci, nor did they arrest the youngest Sister Hya
cintha (Anna Zholkina). The church was left without a 
priest. 
I will say a few words about Sister Catherine. She came 
from a family ofRussian tradesmen and was a city girl. 
She became a Catholic in her last year at the gymna
sium, and a nun two years after graduating. She stood 
out because of her bright mind and open heart. She 
strove toward her goals without compromise. In a short ' 
time she reached great heights in spiritual life. While 
young in years, she was an adult in spirit. She gave 
herselfto Jesus wholly, peacefully, methodically and 
without exaggerated raptures. In church she had the 
responsibility for reading from the Epistles of the 
Apostles, and also sang in the choir. Outside the church, 

. she was responsible for the religious upbringing of the 
children. She prepared them for confession and first 
Holy Communion. 
At the end of 1923, she became ill from brain fever. 
The illness was very painful. Even the GPU left her 
alone and it left Sister Balashova with her. She under
went trepanation ofthe skull whereby a part ofthe skull 
was cut out to ease the inner pressure on the brain. 
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Shortly after the Sisters' arrest, the GPU seized the 
room which served as our parish house. The three re
maining Sisters, including the sick Sister Catherine, 
were transferred to one ofthe rooms, and the chapel was 
to be seized next. But Sister Catherine, showing a great 
steadfastness of spirit and resourcefulness defended 
from her bed the Dominican nuns' possessions and the 
library. Thanks to her perseverance, the authorities left 
the remnants of the parish alone for the time being. 
Sister Catherine ordered the remainder of the posses
sions to be shipped to friends for the pwpose ofselling 
them later and using the proceeds to support the impris
oned nuns. Also, thanks to her prudence and wise 
management, the youngest Sister received permission 
from the authorities to transfer the churchly items to a 
Catholic Church of the Latin Rite in Moscow, that of 
the Immaculate Conception. Consequently, the 
church's ornaments were not confiscated when the 
chapel was later taken over. 
After the nuns' arrest, Sister Catherine became respon
sible all by herself for the rearing ofthe children whose 
parents had been arrested. She had to find them shelter 
and means of subsistence. She also tried to deliver 
parcels to the arrested nuns. The preparation of the 
many packages required much attention and effort. The 
sick nun managed and gave orders, and the younger two 
carried them out. Sister Hyacintha (Anna Zholkina) 
was in the second term ofthe last year ofscience studies 
at the university and had to interrupt them. 
Sister Catherine foresaw that the nuns would be exiled 
and that it was necessary to prepare the indispensable 
items for the journey. Means for this hardly existed. 
Families or relatives of the nuns provided no help 
because as members ofthe Russian Orthodox faith they 
were opposed to Catholicism and to their daughters' 
entry into the convent. Inmost cases it was necessary to 
break relations with one's relatives to join the convent. 
Material conditions of our Sisters would have been 
truly desperate ifnot for the Papal Mission of Help for 
the Hungry which gave assistance. Thanks to it, Sister 
Catherine prepared for the Sisters the most necessary 
items. She provided for each a large cloth sack that 
could be thrown over one's shoulders, three or four 
changes of underwear, two of the outer garments, a 
pillow, blanket and some food. How happy they were 
to receive the sacks. Later, already in exile, they 
thankedherforthem. The Papal Mission ofHelp for the 
Hungry also helped to maintain the children. 
Amidst all these worries, the sick Sister Catherine was 
deprived of daily Communion. The priest from the 
Latin Rite church came to her with Holy Communion 
once a week; because ofother obligations he could not 

come more frequently. Sister Catherine sensed that she 
would die soon so she prepared for this moment not 
only herself but also the two younger Sisters. She died 
in February 1925 in great pain. She remained a pious 
Dominican throughout her tribulations. 
After her death, Sister Catherine of Siena became the 
elder Sister. At the same time, one of the lay Domini
cans died, namely Sister Joanna (Valentina Aleksan
drovna), wife of our exiled pastor Nikolai Aleksan
drov. The remaining free Dominicans and parishioners 
were present when she died and later at her funeral. 
How beautiful is death in the Dominican family. It is 
not sadness and anxiety, but a parting full of joy and a 
leading of the soul to eternity. 
ill. LIFE OF THE NUNS IN PRISON AND IN 

EXILE: 1924·1932 
Most of the nuns together with the Mother Superior 
were deported to Siberia. They were all brought to 
Ekaterinburg [Renamed Sverdlovsk by the Soviets. 
Ed.], and then to Tyumen in Siberia. From there they 
were sent singly or in pairs to various Siberian destina
tions, often to remote and isolated villages hundreds of 
kilometers from the railways. 
Parting of the Sisters was very sad. Because it was 
summer, the Sisters were sent by boat orbarges overthe 
Siberian rivers. The main places of deportation at this 
time were sites along the central and lowercourse ofthe 
River Ob and its feeders. The length of the River Ob is 
2000 versts [1, 300 miles. Ed.]. 
Some Sisters were sent toward the Narym area. Mov
ing north along the ~b, the boat would unload regularly 
one or two Sisters, continue northward each time fur
ther carrying the others off into unknown territory. 
The nuns who were sent ashore walked on to seek the 
villages to which they were assigned and where they 
were to spend the years alone. 
Finding the village was not as difficult as finding 
lodging. The residents were either locals or Russian 
settlers and did not always welcome deportees and even 
less those with little means. 
The sites lay in the taiga or tundra belts. Three nuns 
were sent to the furthermost northern point near the 
Arctic Ocean. The youngest of the deported nuns, 
Sister Filomena (Sofia Eismont) was assigned to the 
town of Obdorsk near the Arctic Ocean. Sisters Maria 
Roza (Vera Khmeleva) and Lucia (Anna Davydiuk) 
were sent to the tundra, about 100-150 miles from 
Obdorsk to the village of Muzha. Sisters Pozharskaia 
and Horodets remained not far from the town of 
Berchev where the Russian magnate Menshikov had 
been sent by Peter the Great. 
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It was fortunate that the nuns' journey occurred in the 
summer. In the winter only the mail is driven by horse 
or reindeer and the prisoners are led on foot (baggage 
is on the wagon) from station to station, from camp to 
camp. 
Two Sisters, Theresa and Veronica, had to go on foot 
even though it was summer as there was no water on 
route. They were sent to the village ofChemoe and they 
went on foot with a fishing camp about 200 miles. 
Soaked from the rain, they dried their clothes by a 
campfrre and slept in the field. To add to their misery, 
the wagon driver lost their belongings and they were 
left without any items to barter for food or shelter. 
As they searched for lodgings among the residents, the 
Sisters tried whenever possible to fmd a separate nook 
to live in, even a dark and cold room, to be able to pray 
and have privacy. It was rare, however, to find such 
conditions and often it was necessary to live in a one-
room dwelling together with a numerous family and 
cattle. Sister Margaret (Olga Spechinskaia) lived for a 
whole year in such conditions in a Samoed tent. The 
settlement to which she was assigned consisted only of 
tents. If a few Sisters found themselves assigned to the 
same settlement, they tried to live together in a separate 
area, such as a dilapidated dwelling abandoned by the 
owners. Sister Lucia (Anna Davydiuk) recalled one 
such place where wind and snow blew in through holes 
in the walls. 
Nourishment of the residents consisted mostly of raw 
frozen fish. The fish was eaten raw, bits tom away with 
the teeth. As a result of such living conditions, the 
Sisters contracted severe rheumatism and gastritis, and 
ruined their teeth by chewing the frozen fish which 
wore off the enamel and even the teeth. 
The residents of the taiga live by fishing and raising 
reindeer. The nuns could not be useful that way. To 
sustain themselves, they did other kinds of work: they 
served as nursemaids to children of the homeowners, 
did laundry, carried water, fixed nets, gathered nuts and 
mowed grass in summer (manually of course). In 
Siberia the men go deep into the forests for game, or go 
fishing in the summer. The women do all the remaining 
work. In addition, the Sisters also did handcrafts, 
embroidery, etc. Those Sisters were best offwho knew 
how to cut out patterns and sew. Even in those remote 
areas there are style-conscious women who try to dress 
up in European fashions. Those who were not accus
tomed to hard physical labor and who did not know 
handcrafts were in the worst situation. 
In larger villages it was sometimes possible to find 
clerical jobs. However, the Sisters were not taken on as 

civil servants because deportees are not permitted to 

take on such posts. 

The Sisters received little and irregular help from 

friends and relatives. But thanks to help from abroad, 

the Red Cross sent them packages several times a year. 
However, the most important thing was their taking 
care of one another. As soon as one of them had the 
slightest surplus of funds, she would send it to another 
without thinking of tomorrow for herself. The nuns 
wrote to one another sharing their thoughts, experi
ences and meditations. In the evening, when the local 
household was asleep, the Sister might light her oil 
lamp to read or write. 
Onceor twice weekly the Sisters were obliged to report 
to the nearest GPU office. The administrators of the 
GPU were uncouth illiterates who, in these isolated 
comers, had the power of life and death over the 
prisoners. Thanks to their quiet manner, however, the . 
Sisters tended not to have problems with the police. 
The local police handled the registration of the de
portee and her transfer from one point to another. They 
also decided on the tone of the report about her to the 
central administration. The Sisters did not seek con
tacts, which at first resulted in dissatisfaction and an 
unfavorable attitude toward them on the part of other 
deportees and locals as they felt the Sisters avoided 
them through pride. Later, however, when they be
came more familiar with the Sisters, they began to 
appreciate them. 
The most unbearable thing for a deportee is knowing 
that at any moment she can be moved from one place to 
another. The Sisters were not permitted to remain in 
one place for a long time. They would be transferred 
from one place to another for fear ofthe growth oftheir 
influence. More than once they did not manage to find 
ajob in a location to which they were moved. 
During the first two years (1924-1926), the Sisters 
were allowed to correspond with the Mother Superior 
who was imprisoned in Tobolsk. Later, however, the 
authorities forbade her to correspond. The Sisters also 
corresponded with Sister Catherine (A. Balashova) 
who remained in freedom. 
In addition to Sister Catherine Ricci (Tatiana Galkina), 
Sister Catherine (A. Balashova) was most helpful to 
the imprisoned Sisters. She sent each a prayer book, the 
NewTestament, the BookofPsalms and other religious 
books. These were their greatest treasurers. She sent 
them clothing and money and replied to all of the 
deportees' letters with love and concern, always trying 
to include in the letters some devout thoughts. She also 
managed to organize material help for other Eastern 
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Rite nuns and priests. Carrying on a wide correspon
dence with the exiled nuns and organizing aid for them 
was risky, and in the summer of 1927 she was arrested 
and sentenced to three years in the Solovki prison. She 
was charged with organizing aid for the deportees. 
Sister Hyacintha (Anna Zholkina) became the last of 
the Dominicans remaining free in Moscow. After 
Sister Balashova's arrest there was no one left to organ
ize help for the prisoners, and the young and inexperi
enced Sister decided to share this task with me. Sister 
Hyacintha was responsible for the Sisters and I for the 
Eastern Rite priests. We held these duties from 1927 
until February 1931. 
On February 15,1931, we were both arrested together 
with other Russian and Polish Catholics. On that night 
so many Catholics were arrested. The GPU accused us 
of organizing aid to the prisoners and deportees. We 
were sentenced to three years in the Siberian concentra
tion camps. 
I will return now to describing the life of the nuns in 
Siberia in 1925-1927. The nuns spent these three years 
without a priest and without the Holy Sacrament. In 
Tobolsk there was a deported Polish Catholic priest of 
the Eastern Rite, Father Aleksy Zierczaninow, patri
arch of our movement in Russia. Several deported 
Sisters were in Tobo1sk for some time. It is difficult to 
express how happy they were to attend Mass. In 
Tobolsk there was a Latin church, but it had no priest for 
a long time. Sometimes Father Zierczaninow cele
brated Mass there. Some of the nuns located some 
distance away would request permission from the GPU 
to go to Tobolsk ostensibly to see a dentist or doctor. In 
Tobolsk they would go to confession and receive Holy 
Communion. One cannot express in words how much 
the soul of a prisoner desires Jesus in the Eucharist. 
Though in exile, the nuns did not cease to proselytize; 
for example, in Obdorsk. As I already noted above, this 
is a small fishing village lying at the outlet of the River 
Ob. [Dostoevsky mentioned this village in "The Broth
ers Karamazov." Ed.] Two nuns were deported there, 
Sisters Magdalena (Maria Komorowska) and Filom
ena (Sofia Eismont). Sister Filomena converted to 
Catholicism a year before her deportation and was a 
nun in the Order only three months. She was alone the 
first year ofher deportation because Sister Komorow
ska arrived there only later. Sister Filomena turned 
twenty shortly before her arrest, and it was disturbing 
for us all that such a young and pretty girl, and one so 
inexperienced in spiritual life, had to go to a lonely 
exile. But Sister Filomena loved God very much and 
there was no doubt about her religious vocation. When 

she was still in the Butyrki prison together with the 
Mother Superior and other Sisters, she grew and ma
tured spiritually. Being bright intellectually and having 
a simple and warm hean, she assimilated quickly the 
main principles of spiritual life and Dominican ideals. 
In Obdorsk, she found lodgings in the home of a 
wealthy fisherman with a large family. When Sister 
Komorowska arrived in Obdorsk, she found Sister Eis
mond ather post as a Catholic and a Dominican. Sister 
Filomena managed to awaken in the fisherman's family 
an awareness of God and readiness to accept Catholi
cism. The progress of her spiritual work and her 
evangelical eagerness gladdened the elder nun very 
much. 
Sister Magdalena (Maria Komorowska), a Pole and a 
university graduate, transferred to the Eastern Rite and 
entered the Order to entreat God for the conversion of 
the Russian nation and forthe Christian unity ofbrother 
nations in the bosom of the Uniate Church. She truly 
suffered much pain to further her goals. In the first year 
ofher exile, she contracted tuberculosis in the jawbone 
which caused severe and unceasing pain. She spent 
three years in Siberia. Then she was sent to Smolensk 
for three years ofadditional exile. In1931 they arrested 
her again and sentenced her to three more years. I met 
her in the Butyrki prison in Moscow at the beginning of 
1932, where she was transferred for further investiga
tions. As I already noted above, her companions in the 
prison cells called her cheerful and good. Brightness of 
spirit did not leave her under any circumstances. Atthe 
moment we met, she said to me, "How glad I am that I 
met with you, we can drink from one chalice." Afterthe 
transfer of the Mother Superior to the isolation cell, 
Sister Magdalena became the elder nun ofthe Moscow 
Chapter. 
Sisters Magdalena and Filomena converted several 
families to Catholicism during their stay in Obdorsk. 
These families consisted of many members and were 
literate and even cultured. The Sisters taught them to 
say the rosary, stations of the cross and to meditate as 
well as to make an act of contrition. They taught all 
members of the family some catechism. They awak
ened in them love and submission to the Holy Father. 
Sister Filomena took care of the children who were 
very good and likeable. They eagerly studied history 
and catechism. Every Sunday they gathered together to 
sing the Holy Mass and to say the rosary. Two old 
women, members of the newly converted Catholic 
families, died in the arms of the Sisters. Considering 
themselves Catholics, they asked that a priest from the 
Orthodox church not be invited to their funeral. 
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In the summer as soon as the water of the River Ob 
began to flow, the members of these families sailed to 
Tobolsk and received Catholicism from Father Zi
erczaninow. This small handful of Catholics in 
Obdorsk dreamt that one day, a Catholic priest would 
find his way to them. 
The nuns later spoke of Obdorsk with great pleasure. 
They regretted only that a group professing the Chris
tian faith was left without the care of a pastor. They 
corresponded with the new Catholics sending them 
books and holy pictures. 
In 1927, the nuns completed their three-year sentence. 
However, the GPU, according to its practice, did not 
give them full freedom. They were ordered to go to 
Russia to live in some provincial town. This type of 
deportation is called "Minus 6" or "Minus 12". In the 
case ofa "Minus 6", one is forbidden to live in six ofthe 
largest cities, namely Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, 
Kharkov, Odessa and Rostov. For the "Minus 12" one 
adds the next six largest cities. 
Thus, the following system is used: first, a person is sent 
to the Solovki Islands or to another prison; then he or 
she is exiled to Siberia; and then, he or she receives a 
"Minus." Finally, he or she is freed or is accused anew 
and again goes to Solovki. Those who receive the 
"Minus" select the town for their deportation. After 
settling inthe "Minus" the deportee is required to report 
monthly or weekly to the local GPU. Such deportees 
may not obtain permanent jobs. 
Those nuns who received the "Minus" lived by twos or 
threes in Krasnodar in the Caucasus. in Kostroma, 
Romny near Poltava, and Smolensk. The Sisters tried 
to pick cities where there was a Catholic priest and a 
church. In 1927 very few Catholic priests remained 
free. Often one priest had to serve five or six parishes, 
so that the priest came to many cities only once each 
month. The Holy Sacrament was held in safekeeping 
through that whole time by the nuns. 
The poor prisoners, how much anxiety they lived 
through, when in the hope ofobtaining a "Minus" they 
tried to find out in which city there yet remained a free 
Catholic priest. Often I was their information source. 
At their request I made inquiries and made recommen
dations. 
The GPU did not permit all of the nuns to live in one 
place. 
The nuns tried to fmd lodging somewhere near the 
church. They went to the church daily, participating 
most actively in the life of the parish. They received 
their material means of livelihood by giving private 
lessons, doing gardening and odd jobs. They avoided 
government jobs because these jobs involved work on 

Sundays and holidays which would have disturbed the 
obligations of their Christian and Dominican lives. 
They felt that it was their foremost duty to participate 
in the liturgical life in all ways possible. and to help 
support the priest. 
Thus, for a period oftime, the nuns were the most active 
and most faithful parishioners in those small towns. 
The priest drove out without concern wherever neces
sary, leaving the church under their care. The Sisters 
were not frightened by their Siberian suffering and did 
not try to shield themselves from church responsibility 
when the new wave of persecution came. 

The priests ofthe Latin Rite (Fathers Jozef J ozwik from 
Kostroma, Jan Paw~owicz from Smolensk and Piotr 
Baranowski from Romny) spoke very warmly about 
the role of our Sisters in the life of the Latin parishes. 
According to them, the Sisters offered many services to 
the parishioners. When the priest stayed in a given 
town, the nuns received the priest in their home. The 
church and its assets were in their care. They visited the 
parishioners enjoining them to persevere and to teach 
the children religion. There were frequent occasions 
when they convinced umuarried pairs living together to 
accept the sacrament of marriage and to baptize their 
offspring. 
Yet the situation ofthe parishes was very difficult. The 
GPU constantly tried to close them. Often at the 
decisive moment the parishioners did not protest 
loudly enough. The nuns went to their homes to gather 
signatures to protest the church closing. So it was in 
Kostroma and Romny. In Romny Sisters Margaret 
(Olga Spechinskaia), Antonina (Valentina Kuznet
sova), Lucia (Anna Davydiuk) and Roza (Anna 
Pozharskaia) gathered signatures; in Krasnodar, this 
was done by Sisters Filomena (Sofia Eismont) and 
Joanna (Ekaterina Gotovtseva): in Smolensk, by Sister, 
Magdalena (Maria Komorowska). Thanks to their 
intense efforts it seemed for a while that the churches 
would be saved from closing. 
Such activism on the part of the nuns was not pleasing 
to the GPU. For these actions as well as for "inciting the 
masses to religion", the GPU transferred the nuns to 
other towns. Anna Davydiuk, A. Pozharskaia. E. 
Gotovtseva and M. Komorowska were again arrested 
and deported for another three years. Davydiuk and 
Pozharskaia were sent to Arkhangelsk, Komorowska 
to the Urals and Gotovtseva to forced labor in the local 
prison. [As a rule, the farther East one went, the worse 
the living conditions became. The Polish Sister re
ceived a harsher sentence than the other two because 
Poles were singled out by the Soviet authorities for a 
particularly severe punishment. Ed.] 
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The second deportation is much more difficult to bear. 
Health is already impaired and, in addition, material 
conditions in the USSR worsened considerably after a 
decade of Soviet rule. Many of the deportees suffered 
from hunger. This time the Sisters were obliged to do 
forced labor, rather than being permitted to fend for 
themselves in finding a job. Sister Magdalena said to 
me once that their fate was to suffer, to bear pain known 
only to God and to die in complete obscurity. 
I will now describe the life of the nuns sent to Solowki 
in 1924-1929. They were: Sisters Imelda (A. Serebren

nikova), Catherine (A. Balashova), Dominica (Elz
bieta Wachowicz), as well as the pastor, Father Nikolai 
Aleksandrov and several Moscow parishioners. Until 
November 15, 1928, the Catholic deportees had their 
own chapel a mile and a half away from the camp, in 
the woods on the edge of the sea. Before the October 
Revolution, it was a chapel for Orthodox monks, built 
on the spot where one ofthe founders ofthe Solovetskii 
monastery, St. Herman, stayed in the fifteenth century. 
During Bolshevik times this chapel stood empty until 
the GPU permitted the Catholics to hold selVices there. 
A very interesting report about selVices performed in 
this chapel is included in "My Memoirs" Part II, by 
Father Donat Nowicki. [We were unable to consult this 
work.. Ed.] 
From the religious viewpoint, the nuns staying in the 
Solovki prison were better off than those in Siberia 
because they were able to attend Mass from June 1925 
until November 1928. Even though the workday at 
Solovki began early and the living conditions kept 
getting worse, the Sisters attended Mass daily at 5:30 
a.m. In the freezing winter this was done in the dark; in 
the fall, powerful gales and incessant rains made the 
trip difficult. The Mass for the Sisters was celebrated 
by the Moscow pastor, Father Nikolai Aleksandrov, a 
very zealous priest. The nuns went to confession 
weekly or whenever they were free. They could not 
always do this in the chapel, most often it was necessary 
to make a confession on the road from the camp to the 
chapel or on the return trip. Sister Imelda performed 
the duties of the psalmist in Solowki. In the camp she 
worked as a nurse. While at Solovki, Father Nikolai 
Aleksandrov performed the duties of pastor for all the 
Eastern Catholics imprisoned there, in addition to 
being spiritual director of the Dominican nuns. 
On November 5,1928, the GPU took away the chapel 
from the Catholics. The priests continued to celebrate 
Masses until January 19,1929 because most of the in
habitants oftheir cells were Eastern Catholics and there 
were no informers among them. But the Sisters could 
not attend these Masses. Father Nikolai secretly 

heard their confession and brought them daily Com

munion. 

On June 9, 1929, Father Nikolai and other priests were 

transferred from the main island to Anmer Island, and 
near the end of June daily cell Masses began again on 
the island, in secrecy. The Sisters remained onthe main 
island. From Anmer Island where the priests lived to 
the Kremlin on the main island where the Sisters lived 
was about 20 miles, and of this over four miles was 
ocean. 
After completing their term in Solowki, the nuns were 
sentenced to exile inSiberia. Sister Balashova was sent 
to the Narym country in western Siberia, and Sister 
Wachowicz to northeastern Siberia, a location by the 
River Lena beyond Krasnoiarsk. 
A very heavy tragedy befell the two Wachowicz 
sisters, Sister Dominica and her sibling Agnieszka. In 
freedom they were teachers and taught in our Moscow 
parochial school. The GPU disliked Christian peda
gogues very much. Each one was sentenced to five 
years in prison or in a labor camp, and after this, they 
were deported to northeastern Siberia. They had to go 
on foot about 200 miles through narrow forest paths to
gether with a group of criminals. 
This journey was very wearying for them both physi
cally and psychologically. The sisters were exhausted 
to the utmost Their legs were bloody and covered with 
wounds. They were settled in a destitute and forlorn 
village, completely isolated from the world. On this 
immensely burdensome trip they reeeived a miracu

lous comfort from God: Father Wiktor Krywienczyk, 
another Pole, was also exiled to this location. He lived 
not far from them. This meant a lot to the sisters. Later 
I drove together with this priest to Poland in September 
1932; he and I were among the fortunate few to be 
included in an exchange ofpolitical prisoners between 
Poland and the USSR. He praised the sisters in the 
highest terms. 
Now I would like to review the life of the Mother 
Superior, Anna Ivanovna Abrikosova. As I already 
noted, she was sentenced to ten years in prison. She 
spent three years in the Tobolsk prison, then she was 
transferred to Yaroslav, to the so-called "political iso
lator," an unusually harsh prison. 
At the beginning of her stay in Tobolsk, she was 
permitted to correspond with the nuns. She also taught 
the female criminal prisoners to read and write, and 
enjoyed great popularity and respect among them. In 
the spring and summer there were usually flowers and 
greenery in the Mother Superior's cell brought there by 
those who worked outside the prison. She kept her 
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cell extraordinarily clean. The authorities visiting the 
cell were always surprised at her personal cleanliness 
and that of her cell. She always had a peaceful, even 
solemn countenance and with the background offlow
ers and greenery looked like an apparition. Seeing that 
the authorities pressured her very much, the women 
tried to protect her and several times loudly expressed 
their protests because of unpleasantness done to her. 
Seeing the influence of the Mother Superior upon her 
cell companions, the prison authorities isolated her 
completely by placing her in a separate cell. They took 
away her right to correspond and her religious books. 
They gave her books on Soviet themes only. She was 
not even able to keep her N ewTestament Aftertransfer 
to the isolator cell, she only had company during the 
exercise walks. Sister Anna Selankova also served her 
sentence in this prison, but she and Mother Superior 
were never allowed to meet during the six years they 
spent there. 
Father prelate Teofil Skalski was also in this prison in 
Yaroslav. He occasionally met them during the exer
cise walks. Father Skalski told me about the Sisters 
during our return trip to Poland [After the exchange of 
political prisoners. Ed.]. I also learned many things 
about Mother Superior from other prisoners. I learned 
that the Mother was always brave, peaceful, even
tempered, and ready to continue suffering for many 
years. She did not try to ease her fate by compromises. 
During the prison walks she confessed frequently to 
Father Skalski. In the later years she ran out of 
clothing. He shared with her what he could and she 
adapted his things for her use. 
The Mother Superior prayed a lot. Besides the Domini
can prayers she recited the whole rosary three times 
daily. She preferred staying in the solitary cell and 
having company only during the walks, though the 
GPU offered hera two-person cell. During her six years 
in the Yaroslav prison she was not permitted to write to 
anyone. 
In the last year there she became ill from breast cancer. 
In 1932 she received an emergency operation in the 
GPU prison hospital inMoscow. That summer she was 
freed and assigned to a "Minus 6." She settled with one 
of the Sisters in Rybinsk. However, according to 
information received in January of the following year, 
she soon moved to Kostroma. 
Sister Selankova also spent nine years in prison in a 
solitary cell, first in Suzdal and later in Yaroslav. In 
prison she was a Catholic and a Dominican in the full 
meaning ofthe terms. She made an impression on other 
prisoners as a person very demanding ofherself and one 

offmnprinciples. She also surprised everyone with her 
broad education. 
The Dominican nuns, the pastor and Catholics of the 
Eastern Rite who were arrested from 1923 to 1924 were 
freed for the most part by the Fall of 1932 and then 
received a "Minus 6". At the time of this writing, 
therefore, the Mother Superior and many of the nuns 
live in provincial towns of central Russia. 
Those nuns who were sentenced in 1924 to three years 
passed through the stages ofexile and the Minuses, and 
are now completely free (if only for a time) and can 
reside wherever they please. That is why three or four 
nuns returned to Moscow. However, as a result of the 
recent institution of a new identification system, they 
will most likely have to leave Moscow or be expelled. 
I must add that although the Sisters were not permitted 
to live together over all these years, nevertheless this 
community was never tom apart. The Sisters supported . 
each other religiously, psychologically and materially. 
They tried to draw together to the extent that they were 
permitted and counseled with the elder nuns whenever 
they undertook serious decisions. In mutual relation
ships they tried to preserve the principles ofobedience 
and respect for superior authority. 
After settling in the various towns in central Russia 
they tried to visit each other secretly. They also secretly 
drove to Moscow to go to confession and Holy Com
munion. Bishop Pius-Eugene Neveu was then in charge 
ofEastern Rite Catholics in Moscow. He was the real 
father, guardian, advisor and spiritual director of the 
nuns and Russian Catholics in the 1930s. In this figure 
many persons saw a personification of the love and 
concern ofthe Holy See for the Eastern Rite Catholics. 

FINAL ARRESTS 
A mass arrest of Catholics of both Rites occurred in 
Moscow on February 15, 1931. Father Sergii Solovyev , 
was the principal person accused in the legal action 
against the Russian Catholics. He was pastor of the 
Catholic parish of the Eastern Rite after Father 
Aleksandrov. With him were arrested some female 
parishioners and Dominican Tertiaries who until then 
were still free: Valentina Sapozhnikova, Nora 
Rubasheva and I, as well as Sister Hyacintha (Anna 
Zholkina) from the Order. 
The investigation continued for six months. On Sep
tember 3, 1931, the sentence was pronounced. 
Valentina Sapozhnikova and Nora Rubasheva each re
ceived five years, and Sister Zholkina three years. 
Father Solovyev received ten years. Our whole group 
was accused of membership in an illegal organization 
and of carrying on religious agitation. We were 
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viewed as subversives because we conspired to help 
our imprisoned and deported members. Father So
lovyev was accused of religious agitation because he 
accepted into Catholicism several Orthodox Russians 
and two adult Jewesses (one a working scientist, the 
other a student). 
Tertiary Valentina Sapozhnikova received five years 
in a concentration camp primarily because she was a 
Catholic who worked as a teacher in a Communist in
stitution ofhigher education. She was very successful 
as a teacher, and that might have helped toward her 
arrest. After the arrest, her students presented a petition 
asking for her freedom. The result was that the GPU 
treated her even more severely. Sapozhnikova was a 
highly educated woman endowed with great intellec
tual ability. As I already mentioned. her principal 
academic speci alty was Dante and his times. Before the 
Bolshevik takeover she taught medieval literature and 
Dante at Moscow University. Afterwards, she was 
limited to teaching foreign languages and sometimes 
was allowed to publish an article in the field of com
parative philology. She bore imprisonment valiantly. 
Sister Hyacintha was the last to be arrested. She took 
care ofKatia, the daughter ofourpastor, Father Nikolai 
Aleksandrov. She also had to carry out the duties ofthe 
psalmist in our parish under Father Sergii Solovyev, 
and assisted the deported nuns. She was born near Vo
ronezh of a peasant family and became a Catholic after 
her arrival in Moscow. She was a modest girl; though 
she studied at the university in the natural history 
department, she did not lose her peasant character. Her 
unique characteristic feature was her great docility and 
her attachment to Father Sergii. She prayed for him es
pecially and often remembered him in various circum
stances of life. She carried out her duties faithfully and 
unbendingly. 
The investigation regarding Sister Hyacintha was very 
severe. The GPU was interested in the lives of the 
exiled nuns, their mutual relations and relations with 
the priests. They asked who helped the nuns materially. 
At one time the investigating judge, together with 
twelve students from the GPU school, were examining 
her. It was a sort of practice lesson for future investi
gating judges. They ridiculed her faith and tried to talk 
her into rejecting it. In addition, they maligned known 
priests and Bishop Neveu ofMoscow in a very cynical 
way. The interrogation took place atnight When Sister 
Hyacintha returned to the cell she became hysterical for 
the first time in her life, screaming so loudly that the 
whole prison administration gathered and they had to 
call the doctor. Because for a long time they could not 
control her, they gagged her mouth to muffle her cries. 

She was sentenced to three years in a concentration 
camp. In August 1932 she was sent with many others to 
Siberia. I was with her in the Butyrki in Moscow for a 
whole year, when we were under investigation and 
before she was shipped off. Her co-prisoners regarded 
her highly and liked her very much for her peaceful
ness, politeness and goodness. She rode out to Siberia 
peacefully. 
Nora Rubasheva, a very young Tertiary, rode with 
Sister Hyacintha. Nora was barely 21 years old. Her 
father was an Orthodox Jew. Father Sergii Solovyev 
baptized her and received her into Catholicism in 1926, 
when she was seventeen. She converted to Christianity 
on her own, influenced by the Russian novelists Tol
stoy, Dostoevsky, Leskov and others. Even before 
receiving Christianity she read the New Testament 
diligently. Her leanings toward Christianity can be 
explained in good measure by the influence of an 
elderly nanny, a simple Orthodox woman, in her child
hood. Nora believed in Christ as God already in her 
youth. Providence sent her Valentina Sapozhnikova as 
a teacher ofFrench. Learning that she was a believing 
Catholic, Nora asked her to be directed to a Catholic 
priest so that she could be baptized. 
Nora is an ideal type ofChristian girL She radiates joy 
with her whole being. She truly loves Jesus. In 1929 
she became a Tertiary Dominican and tookonthe name 
ofSt Catherine ofSiena. She converted to Christianity 
without the knowledge of her relatives and told them 
only after she came oflegal age. 
On February 15, 1931, Nora was arrested and later 
sentenced to five years in a Siberian prison camp. She 
received such a severe sentence because she was a 
student and a Jew who became a Christian and partici
pated actively in an illegal Catholic parish. Just as the 
rest ofus, she was sentenced in accordance with article 
58, paragraphs 6, 10 and 11 of the Criminal Code which 
relate to the offense of belonging to illegal anti-Soviet 
organizations (par. 11), anti-Soviet agitation (par. 10) 
and spying (par. 6). It is characteristic that many ofour 
Catholics received a conviction for spying and this only 
on the basis of making a confession in a French church 
to His Excellency Bishop Eugene Neveu. When one 
prisoner expressed her indignation to officer Adamson 
of the Butyrki isolator that she was branded a spy and 
that she was groundlessly arrested and sentenced to five 
years in prison, he tried to calm her saying, "Don't get 
excited, citizen, if the GPU gives three to five years for 
spying, this actually means that there was no spying, 
but only suspicion or possibility that you could under
take it. Donot be afraid ofbeing branded as a spy. Such 
persons can be very useful to the Soviet government. 
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You are not being sentenced for five years but simply 
prevented from making unnecessary contacts ." 
But let me return to the history of Nora. She loves 
people very much and tries to be useful to them in all 
ways. In prison she soon found things to do and helped 
those around her. The prisoners loved her for her 
goodness and protected her. Many prison overseers 
treated her very leniently. She is in poor health and is 
presently in Siberia. 
Finally, I should add that while in prison during the 
investigations, Father Solovyev experienced a severe 
psychic disturbance. 

CONCLUSION 
To conclude these memoirs, I would like to state the 
reasons why the nuns did not complain but instead 
silently bore their sufferings. The main reason is that 
they offered their prayers, suffering of their whole 
lives, as well as death in prison for the conversion of 
Russia and for the intentions ofthe Holy Father. IfGod 
postpones the conversion of Russia or if the Russians 
do nothear the voice ofGod, then the nuns offered their 
prayers and difficulties to Providence. 
As for me, I thank God that I knew the Russian 
Dominican nuns. They are dear to my heart. May God 
reward their difficulties and sufferings. Let Him hear 
their radiant prayers so that their silent actions and great 
sacrifices will bring help and redemption to those for 
whom they gave their youth, strength and life. 
The first ones to suggest that I write these memoirs 
were the Dominican nuns in the Warsaw congregation. 
When they heard my talk in November, 1932. they 
urged me to write this account as a document of the 
history of the Order. 

February-March 1933 
Torokanie in Polesie 
Poland 

Anatolia Nowicka (Sister J6zefata) 
Translated and edited by Claire S. Allen 

e want to tfmttk the. followi..fl.9 persons for 
the.i..r cionatwns to '!he Sarmatian :Review in 
April-AW]ust 1989: nl". & nn. 

.J .(la.si..ol"ows~t. :D.... n.A.nodets~t. 

Poles in the USSR: 1939-1986 
Konstantin Kolenda 

Losy Polak6w w ZSSR w Iatach 1939-1986 [The 
Fate of Poles in the USSR in 1939·1986], by Julian 
Siedlecki. London. GryfPublications. 1988. 404pages. 
Pity and sorrow, mixed with revulsion and outrage, are the 
emotions accompanying the reading of this book. One is 
overwhelmed by the sheer weight of crimes perpetrated 
against the people of Poland by the Soviet Union. And one is 
at a loss to explain how such a cruelty is motivated. It is true 
that over the centuries the relations between Poland and 
Russia were hardly friendly. In the16th century, when Poland 
was a major European power and the Kingdom of Moscow 
was trying to expand westward, there were wars over the 
control of the border areas between the two countries, with 
Moscow for a while suffering defeats. But eventually, as 
political and military power of Po land declined, the Russians 
carne to dominate the contested territories. At the end of the 
18th century, in collusion with Prussia and Austria, Russia 
took over by force the eastern half of Poland, including its 
capitol Warsaw, and oppressively ruled the territory for more 
than a century. Two uprisings, in 1830 and 1863, were sup
pressed and followed by massive reprisals. It rankled the 
Soviets that after World War I Poland became independent 
In 1920 the Bolsheviks, intent on storming Western Europe, 
were stopped in their tracks by the Polish army in the valiant 
stand near Warsaw. 
But even this background of hostility does not prepare us for 
the grim story told by Siedlecki's book. When in 1939 the 
Soviet Union, breaking the non-aggression pact, ganged up 
with Hitler to devour the eastern half of Poland, there began 
a period of executions and deportations the extent of which is 
difficult to comprehend. Nationalistic enmity was enhanced 
by the ideological zealof the Soviets to persecute anyone who 
was perceived as an enemy of the communist state. Thou
sands of captured military officers were executed and buried 
in mass graves in Katyn and other still undisclosed places. 
Large segments of the population, especially intellectuals, 
and those who had any part, no matter how insignificant, in 
the former Polish administration, were deported to remote 
parts of the Soviet Union. Many died in cruelly conducted 
transit or as a result of conditions under which they were 
forced to perform slave labor. Families were separated, 
children taken away from parents. From 1940 to 1941, 
1,200,000 Polish citizens were deported to prisons and labor 
camps where death from hunger, cold, disease, and execution 
was the order of the day. 
When the Soviet army was reeling from the German attacks, 
Stalin agreed to allow the formation of a Polish military force 
from the exiles scattered all over the territories of his empire. 
A small portion of them were given "amnesty" for that 
purpose, and in 1942 about 115,000 persons, including de
pendents and children, were evacuated, via Persia, to the 
Middle East, where the Polish units were incorporated into 
the British army and then fought bravely in many camp
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aigns, including the famous assault on Monte Cassino in 
Italy. 

Stalin hoped that in the event of a victory over Hitler, the 

administration of Poland, under Soviet hegemony, could be 
taken over by Polish communists. This eventually happened 
and was accompanied once again by the liquidation and 
deportation ofpotential "enemies of the state." Among them 
Stalin counted all members of the Underground Army (AK) 
which, in coordination with the exile government in London, 
staged an uprising against Germans in Warsaw in the fall of 
1944. Not wishing to see any independence-minded forces 
playa role in the re-establishment of the Polish state, Stalin 
did not allow his armies to aid the uprising, which was then 
suppressed by the Wehrmacht. At the same time in the 
reoccupied Poland there continued massive arrests and im
prisonment ofpeople perceived to be hostile to communism, 
which included the rank and file of the Underground Army. 
Among the most perfidious events of that period was the 

capture of the sixteen leading members of the Polish under
ground government. They were invited by the Soviets for a 
"consultation" and were guaranteed safe passage. When they 
appeared on Soviet territory, they were arrested and sent to 
Moscow where they were charged with fomenting hostile 
propaganda against the Soviet Union. Sentenced to long 
prison terms, some of them died in jail. 
Thepost-war repatriation ofPoles previously deported to the 

Soviet Union was slow, painful, and still today remains 
incomplete. According to some estimates, after 1939 over 
five million Polish citizens were inside the Soviet Union. Of 
those, two million returned to Poland, 200 ,000 died in prisons 
and labor camps, over one million are reported to reside in the 
Soviet Union, and one million remain unaccounted for. 
The book contains much interesting and disturbing material 

about world politics and diplomatic maneuvers surrounding 
the fate of a nation tragically caught in the power play of 
stronger nations. The question that stands out and continues 
to nag this reader is when, ifever, humanity will see through 
the folly of allowing ideological and nationalistic goals to 
destroy the lives of men, women, and children. 

Konstantin Kolenda 

Konstantin Kolenda is Carolyn and Fred McManis Professor of 
Philosophy at Rice University and author of Philosophy's 
Journey and many other books. 
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