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Preface

This pamphlet is necessary. The working class movement in this country
should know about the life and struggles ofValdimir Klebanov and Alexei
Nikitin, two ordinary Ukrainian miners who took on the Soviet
bureaucracy and all its machinery in a David and Goliath struggle whose
dimensions are difficult to imagine in Britain.

It is doubly necessary because people in the movement should be aware
of the shameful response to the plight of Klebanov and Nikitin by many
leading British trade unionists. Finally a triple necessity arises because the
ýght started by Klebanov and Nikitin is being carried on by others and it is
essential that they receive the support that, by and large, Klebanov and
Nikitin did not get.

In writing this pamphlet I have borrowed freely from a number of
publications. There is nothing original in these pages, all I have attempted
to do is to bring together the most salient points about the life and work of
these two men and present it to the reader in what I hope is an interesting
manner.

Appended to the main text are various documents and letters which I or
other people have written or received while campaigning on behalfof these
two men. Virtually all these documents were never intended for
publication but I make no apology for presenting them to the reader for
his/her judgement. Should anyone be offended by the publication of this
correspondence then that is unfortunate but I believe the issues at stake are
ultimately more important than the sensibilities of particular individuals.

I owe the following individuals and organisations a deep debt of thanks
for help in activity to free Klebanov and Nikitin and in the production of
this pamphlet: Terry Liddle, Anna Paczuska, Christine Shaw, the staff of
Amnesty International, Taras Kuzio, George Miller, Socialist Organiser,
Socialist Worker, P. Tymoszczuk, Alec Skandrij, John Archer, Bonn AI
group, Bohdan Krawchenko, The Conference of Ukrainians in Britain,
ýnally all the rank and ýle miners who supported the campaign from many
areas of the British coalýeld. My apologies to anyone who has been
unintentionally left out.

It only remains to say that the views expressed in the main text of the
pamphlet are entirely my own.

John Cunningham
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Introduction

Donetsk, the centre of the Donbas coalýeld in the Soviet Ukraine is known
as the city of a million roses. And:

ñIf you wander through Donetsk on a summer evening you will be struck
by the beauty of the illumintaed roses standing proudly in the centre ofwell-
tended lawns, a tribute to the miners who supply the country with óblack
goldô, to their wives, loyal assistants who are usually employed in the coal
industry as well, and to their sons, the miners of the future. They are the
minersô roses.ò

The preceeding quote doesnôt come from a glossy travel brochure issued
by Intourist but from a Novosti publication called Minersô Rights by B.
Nifontov and Y. Tsimerman, published in Moscow in 1981. Its 38 pages
are crammed with information about the supposed good life of the Soviet
miners, their right to education, their right to work, their healthy working
conditions, their right to housing and social security, etc. Clearly these
ñrosesò are well cared for. The reality is however different. Away from the
lawns and the rose beds here is what one Western observer saw in a
Donbas mining community close to Donetsk:

ñWe visited one family where an 80 year old man who had lost his legs in
the mines 40 years earlier lived on a bed in a communal kitchen. His son
worked in the mine and his wife shared another room which had no running
water and yet another room belonged to another family in this one
communal þat. People told us these conditions were typical. One 80 year
old lady told us that when she approached the director of a mine whom she
had known as a child, about the possibility of getting coal without paying
for it, she was told that since she had a room and had a stove that was
enough for her. The money that she paid for coal deprived her of the
opportunity to buy milk.ò

(David Slatter - Radio 4 File on Four)

Given such conditions it is not surprising that the Soviet Ukraine has
long been a centre ofworking class reistance to the Kremlin bureaucracy, a
struggle heightened and intensiýed by Ukranian aspirations for self-
determination. i

Insufficient investment in Ukranian mines has led to serious
deterioratioin of safety standards and working conditions. Reports have
emerged from the Donbas of miners having to share a lamp because there
are not enough to go round! Workersô income in the Ukraine was 3%
below the average of the Soviet Union in the 1960s and fell to 12% by
1979. There are shortages of consumer goods and food which is
particularly galling to the Ukranians as their region, both in industry and
agriculture, is among the richest and most productive in the whole Soviet
Union.

2

Since Stalinôs death in March 1953, strikes and unrest have sporadically
broken out in the Ukraine, as one Ukranian worker-dissident has stated:

ñBeing on the lowest rung of the Soviet social ladder, labouring as a
worker, I directly and immeditely experienced the burden of economic, '
socio-political, and national oppression. Many workers hold similar views.
And there are more and more such workers with every day...ò

(Mykola Pohyba quoted in Soviet Nationality Survey Vol l, 9/10)

Two Ukranian miners, Vladimir Klebanov and Alexei Nikitin, the latter
now dead, have come to symbolise the struggle of the Ukranian workes and
indeed all Soviet workers against the Kremlin bureaucracy. The struggle
for workersô right, the right to strike, for a living wage and most of all for
free and independent trade unions.

This then is the story of these two miners, who against overwhelming
odds and often totally alone, conducted a struggle for the rights of the
working class in the Soviet Union. It is important that the workers
movement in the West knows about Klebanov and Nikitin, for here are
two ñdissidentsò who are not writers, scientists, poets, artists or
intellectuals. In the West we can too easily slip into the notion that
opposition comes only from such celebrated ýgures as Andrei Sakharov,
but it is the Soviet workers who daily, hour by hour, suffer the ýill brunt of
the Soviet bureaucracyôs oppression.

It may perhaps be said that the ýght of Klebanov and Nikitin was
somehow ñprematureò, that they were mad to go on for so long, alone and
with little chance of success, but all struggles for emancipation start
ñprematurelyò and no matter what the odds it is necessary for someone to
cast the ýrst stone. To wait for a mass movement can mean waiting for
ever.

Despite the small numbers involved, the struggle of Klebanov and
Nikitin assumes historical importance, for out of it emerged the short-lived
Free Trade Union Association, the ýrst independent workers organisation to
exist in the Soviet Union since the 1920s. Other workers since have taken
up the banner of free trade unionism in the Soviet Union. For them to
succeed and develop into a mass movement like Solidarity in Poland it is
essential that they receive maximum support from the workers movement
in the West.

L 3

 



J

I-4

_è.-Q

ið-Q-I-'444

_.-__-.>_____.._.

The case of Vladimir
Aleksandrovich Klebanov

Vladimir Aleksandrovich Klebanov was born in 1932. After spending the
war as an evacuee in Central Asia, he entered a military-medical college in
Kiev, but never completed his studies and evetually moved to the Donbas.

Originally working as a boilermaker, he went underground at the
Makeyevka Mine, near Donetsk, and from 1951 he was an operator on a
coal-cutting machine. In I952 he married. By 1961 he was made foreman.
Klebanov tried to use his postion to ensure safe working conditions and
strict adherence to the soviet Labour Code. He was in a strong position to
challenge the management:

ñI demanded the correct wage payments and, in particular, an end to the
concealment of industrial injuries in official reports, the correct deýnition
of invalid categories and proper compensation for miners who suffered
injuries through the fault of management. I demanded prosecution of the
criminals who steal valuable materials - men in important industrial and
Soviet positions ð an end to bribery, the incorrect allocation of the housing
fund and so on. (for ten years) I was the instigator of collective complaints
and collected the workersô signatures.ò

(NB: all quotes from Klebanov are taken from his unýnished
autobiographical essay which is reprinted in Workers Against the Gulag,
Haynes and Semyonova, Pluto Press, 1979).

Support for Klebanovôs allegations and complaints came from the
journal Coal of the Ukraine, the official organ of the Ukranian Ministry of
Mines. It was admitted that there was insufficient mechanisation and that
safety standards were poor. Further a survey carried out in 1978 showed
that 65% of the deeper mines were ñhighly dangerousò, particularly with
regard to mine ventilation.

The miners themselves were exhorted to take action to remedy this
situation, but the efforts of Klebanov were not appreciated by the local
mine management who continually blocked and then started harassing
him. Attempts were made on a number of occasions to victimise him.

On November 2nd 1959 Klebanov was involved in an accident
underground and his eyesight suffered as a result of it. After treatment and
an examination he was diagnosed as a Category 3 invalid and returned to
work where he maintained his agitations over working conditions and
management malpractices. Already in 1959 he had been suspended for 20
days and in 1961 he was reported to the KGB by the mine management.

Despite the fact that Klebanov complained directly to the highest
authorities in Moscow who upheld his complaints, the persecution
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continued. In 1964 he went in person to Moscow where he was arrested in
the reception room of the Presidium of the USSR Supreme Court. It was
in Moscow that Klebanov was to receive his ýrst taste of the treatment
handed out to those who dare to protest. He was committed to Kashchenko
City Psychiatric Hospital and kept there for 20 days. He was diagnosed as
having a ñ... paranoid development of the personalityò. On his release he
returned to the Ukraine.

Back at Makeyevka Klebanov found that he had been sacked on the
pretext that he ñleft work on his own initiative...ò Despite having had his
invalid status rescinded it appeared that the management were trying to
use his injury to prevent him getting work at the mine. Details of the
ñdiagnosisò from Kashchenko would almost certainly have been made
available to the management and it is quite possible that this also was used
against Klebanov.

A period of 3 years unemployment followed and in 1965 the police tried
to throw Klebanov and his wife out of their þat ñ...but miners from where
I worked prevented this arbitrary actò. Like most Soviet workers,
Klebanovôs þat was tied to his job. Housing allocation is usually handled
by the unions, so it looks very much as if the union agreed to this attempt
to have Klebanov thrown out onto the street.

While unemployed Klebanov fought the authorities on his right to a job
at the mine. Eventually he was taken back and employed as a design
engineer with the mine administration, working in the offices. It is a
remarkable testament to Klebanovôs personal determination that all
through this difficult period he had been studying by correspondance
course which enabled him to get this job.

Makeyevka mine had won the Leninôs Banner Award for its record
output 3 years in succession. This success was however only achieved by
increasing the speed of the work process until safety was at a minimum.
Corners were continually being cut and a new wages system only increased
the mounting dissatisfaction. Not much is known about what happened
next but it appears that the unrest caused by the adverse conditions and a
new wage system exploded in September 1968. There were protests,
possibly strikes at Makeyevka and probably other mines as well.

Klebanovôs role is unknown but on September 12th he was arrested,
charged with Article 187-l of the Criminal Code of the Ukranian SSR
(discrediting the Soviet Social and Political system) and put into Donetsk
Number 1 Prison. In the following months many miners were
ñtransferredò to other mines in the Soviet Union, some being forced to
work in such bad conditions that they quit.

Klebanov was ýrst sent to a psychiatric hsopital in Igren for a forensic-
psychiatric examination, though Klebanov has denied that he was ever
examined there. Despite this the Peoples Court of the City Centre of
Makeyevka decided to send him for compulsory psychiatric treatment.

In February of the following year Klebanov was sent to Dnepropetrovsk
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Special Psychiatric hospital, ward 6 for compulsory ñtreatmentò.
Dnepropetrovsk has a reputation of being a place where you only leave
ñfeet ýrstò.

From this time until his release in 1973 Klebanov was kept in a
succession of Psychiatric Hospitals and Prisons. Such was his isolation
from the rest of the world that his wife thought he was dead. As a protest
against his arrest and detainment Klebanov went on hunger strike.The
authorities replied with typical brutality by throwing him in an isolation
cell:

ñThere was no glass in the window. It was damp. The cold rose up to my
ears. The late September wind blew in. On the second day I was beaten
by a Junior Lieutenant of the MVD (Ministry of Internal Security) who ýrst
shackled my hands and feet, then threw me on the ground and kicked me.ò

The MVD then tried to make Klebanov eat by putting a man in his cell
who had been on hunger strike for a long time:

ñHe looked terrible. A skeleton... We see such men only in ýlms about
German concentration camps.ò

After 20 days on hunger strike he was shackled and force fed by having a
tube pushed down his nose. Finally he came off hunger strike because ñno
one knew about itò. While being taken to Dnepropetrovsk his possessions
were stolen by orderlies. When he protested Klebanov was told he
wouldnôt need them as he wouldnôt come out alive.

ñThe Psychiatristôs job was to beat out of my head what was ósocially
dangerousô; over a number of years and in particular in 1960, I was the
instigator of a collective complaint and collected workers signatures. I took
their complaints to the Soviet and Party organs. As a Trade Union
organiser, I came out with criticisms of the management. This was
óunderminingô their authority. This is what they try to cure people of here!ò

Not much is known of how Klebanov was treated inside
Denpropetrovsk, but the Soviet dissident, Leonid Plyusch spent some 4
years there, 1973-76, and he had this to say of his experience there:

ñMost of the inhabitants of Dnepropetrovsk Special Psychiatric Hosptial
are mentally deranged ð murderes, rapists, hooligans. There are about 60
political prisoners, in general mentally healthy people the horror of the
madhouse gripped me from the start. In the ward there were more patients
than beds. I was put as a 3rd person on 2 beds that had been pushed
together. One manôs tongue was lolling out, another man was rolling his
eyes, a 3rd walked around unaturally bent over. Some lay and groaned with
pain ðð they had been given injections of sulphur*. As they explained to me,
they were being punished for bad behaviour.ò

The vile practice of dispatching sane and healthy people to mental and
psychiatric institutions can be self-justifying ð a sane person can end up
mad after prolonged exposure to such an environment. This actually
happened to one man who was known to the dissident Vladimir Bukovsky:

*Actually Sulfazine ð a 1% preparation of puriýed sulphur mixed with Peach
Oil. It has not been used in the West since the 1930s. It has no theraputic value
whatsoever and is used solely for punishment.
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ñAnother of my friends in the madhouse was, for example, a French
Communist of Rumanian origin who had lived for more than 10 years in
Marseilles and who came to the Soviet Union to learn, to see what
Communism was like in practice. He went to work in a shoe factory in
Moldavia and worked there a long time. But he was displeased that the
workers there received such low wages. He told his workmates that they
ought to ýght for better pay ð they went on strike, he was arrested and
declared insane. In the hospital he just couldnôt understand what had
happened to him, how Communists could do such things. For him
Communism and the struggle for a better life were more or less the same
thing ð he just cou1dnôt understand. Towards the end of his stay he really
began to go out ofhis mind, it seems to me, because he was telling everyone
that the Soviet Govemment was under the inþuence of the Vatican.ò

Klebanov, however, not only managed somehow to keep his sanity, but
continued to argue and ýght his case. He demanded a pension for his wife
(they were both by this time totally destitute) and the authorities replied
that she could have one if she signed a document stating that her husband
was mad. She refused.

In September 1970, the Donetsk Regional Court ordered him to be
transferred to an isolation cell in Donetsk. He appeared again in Court and
was asked to admit his supposed insanity, which he reýised to do. For a
period after this he was moved from one prison or psychiatric hospital to
another ð he spent more than one spell in Makeyevka Psychiatric Hospital
No. 1; Serbsky Institute, Donetsk, Kharkov and Butynsk prison.

Finally on June 7th 1973 the compulsory ñtreatmentò which Klebanov
had always resisted ceased. He went home, but, as often happens, he was
refused work. Wherever he went he found he was ñblacklistedò despite
having had his invalid status ýnally and defmitely rescinded. All Soviet
workers have to carry a ñlabour bookò which contains a history of the
individualôs work record. The mine-management at Makeyevka had
written in his ñDismissed in connection with arrestò. Klebanovôs requests
to have this illegal endorsement removed were refused or ignored.

Repeated appeals and letters to the State and Party institutions ýnally
procured partial ýnancial compensation for his period of unemployment,
though it was only 50% of the ýgure that Klebanov thought he was
entitled to. If it was intended as a bribe then it failed, for he carried on.

He was forced again, like so many others in his position, to go to
Moscow and take his case up there. It is not exactly clear when Klebanov
went to Moscow, nor whether he stayed there (which was against Soviet
Law ð as he had no permit to do so), or whether he visited regularly.

Over the years 1975-1978 Klebanv began to meet more and more people
like himself, who had made the long and costly trip to Moscow in an
attempt to seek justice. For all these unfortunate people, the vast majority
of them ordinary workers, it was thankless and painýil grinding slog ð
endless queues, forms to be ýlled, endless questions, more queues, often
till an individualôs savings were exhausted and they then had to make the
long trek home with nothing gained. Many, because they could not obtain
residentôs permits, slept in railway stations.
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