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their dignity and humanity when faced with nearly unendurable conditions of

deprivation.

Qutside the moon shone brighter than ever.
The lamps scemed to be paler now. The bar-
racks cast deep shadows. The door to the mess
hall Iay beyond a broad porch with four steps.
Now the porch too lay in shadows. But above
it a small lamp was swaying, and creaking dis-
mally in the cold. The light it cast was rainbow-
hued, from the frost maybe, or the dirt on the
glass.

The camp commandant had issued yet
another strict order: the squads were to enter
the mess hall in double file. To this he added:
on reaching the steps they were to stay there
and not climb onto the porch; they were to
form up in fives and remain standing until the
mess ordetly gave them the go-ahead.

The post of mess orderly was firmly held by
“the Limper.” Because of his lameness he’d
managed to get classed as disabled, but he was
a hefty son-of-a-bitch. He’d got himself a birch
club, and standing on the porch would hit any-
one who came up the steps without his say-so.
No, not anyone. He was smart, and could tell,
even in the dark, when it was better to let a
man alone—anyone who might give him as
good as he got. He hit the down-and-outs.
Once he hit Shukhov.

He was called an orderly. But, looking closer
into it, he was a real prince—he palled around
with the cooks.

Today all the squads may have turned
up together or there may have been delay in
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getting things in order, but there was quite a
crowd on the porch. Among them was the
Limper, with his assistant. The mess chief him-
sclt’ was there too. They were handling the
crowd without guards—the bruisers.

The mess chiel was a fat pig with a head like
a pumpkin and a broad pair of shoulders. He
was bursring with energy and when he walled
he scemed nothing but a lot of jerks, with
springs for arms and legs. He wore a white
lambskin hatwithout a number on it, finer than
any civilian’s, And his waistcoat was lambskin
to maich;, wirh a number on it, wae, but hardly
biguer than a postage stamp. He bore no
number at all an his back. He respected no one
and alt the zeks were afraid of him. He held the
lives of thousands in his hands. Once they’d
tried 1o bear him up but all the cooks—a prize
bunch of thugs they were—had leaped to his

defense,

Shukbov would be in hot water if the 104th
had alrcady gone in. The Limper knew every-
one by sighe and, with his chief present, would-
n't think of letring 4 man in with the wrong
squad; he'd make a point of putting the finger
on hin

Prisoners had been known to slip in behind
the Limpar’s back by climbing over the porch
railings. Shukhov had done it too. But tonight,
sovery nose, that was out of
ithe quesrion—he’d bust vou so bad that you’d
only just manage o drag voursclf off to the

under the chicf

doctor,

et along to the porch and sce whether,
amaong all those identical bladk coats, the 104th
wis still there.

He got there just as the men began shoving
thev do? it would soon be time to
int as though they were storming a
, the
1w fourth. Got there! They poured onto

the P weh.

whar could

stronghold —the first step, the second
third, i
;' the Limper shouted
and ¢ the men in front. “Get
bacle o T bash vour heads in.”

“Ntopy vor fuckers

ised s seick o

“Torm fives, blockheads,” he shouted.
“How many times have I told you I’ll let youin
when I'in ready?”

“Twenty-seventh,” the Limper called, “go
alicad.”

The 27th bounded up and made a dash for
the door, and the rest surged after them.
Shukhov, among them, was shoving with all his
might. The porch guivered, and the Jamp over-
head protested shrilly.

“What again, you shits?” the Limper shout-
ed in rage. Down came his stick, on a shoulder,
on a back, pushing the men off, toppling one
after another.

Again he cleared the steps.

From below Shukbov saw Pavloe at the
Limper’s side. It was he who led the squad to
the mess hall—Tiurin wouldn’t lower himself
by joining in the hullabaloo.

“Form fives, hundred and fourth,” Pavio
called from the porch. “Make way for them,
friends.”

Friends—just sce them, making way, fuck
em.

“Let me through, you in front. That’s my
squad,” Shukhov grunted, shoving against a
bacle.

The man would gladly have done so but
others were squeezing him from every side.

The crowd heaved, pushing away so that no
onc could breathe. To get its stew, Tts lawfal
sCew.

Shukhov tried something clse. He grasped
the porch rail on his left, got his arms arcund
a pillar, and heaved himself up. He kicked
someone’s knee and canght a blow in the
1ibs; a few curses, but he was through. He
planted a foot on the edge of the porch floor,
close to the top step, and waited. Some of
his pals who were already there give him a
hand.

The mess chief walked to the door and
looked back.

“Come on, Limper, send in two more
squads.”
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“One hundred and fourth,” shouted the
Limper. “Where d’you think yeu'e crawling,
shitz”

He slammed a man from another squad on
the back of the neck with his stick.

“One hundred and fourth,” shouted Pavio
leading in his men. .

“Whew!” gasped Shulchov in the mess hall.
And, without waiting for Pavio®s instructions,
he started looking for free trays.

The mess hall seemed as usual, with clouds
of steam curling in through the door and the
men sitting shoulder to shoulder—-like seeds in
a sunflower. Others pushed their way through
the tables, and others were carrying loaded
trays. Shukhov had grown used to it all over the
years and his sharp eyes had noticed that § 208
had only five bowls on the tray he was carrying.
This meant that it was the last tray-load for his
squad. Otherwise the tray would have been
full.

He went up to the man and whispered in his
car: “After you with that tray.”

“Someone’s waiting for it ar the counter. 1
promised....”

“Let him wait, the lazy bastard.”

They came to an understanding.

S 208 carried his tray to the table and
unloaded the bowls. Shukhov immediately
grabbed it. At that moment the man it had
been promised to ran up and tried to grab it.
But he was punier than Shukhov. Shukhov
shoved him off with the tray—what the hell arc
you pulling for’—and threw him against a post.
Then putting the tray under his arm, he trotted
off to the serving window.

Pavlo was standing in the line there, worried
because there was no cmpty tray. He was
delighted to see Shukhov. He pushed the man
ahead of him out of the way: “Why are you
standing here? Can’t you see I've got a tray?”

Look, there was Gopchik—with another
tray.

“They were arguing,” he said with a laugh,
“and I grabbed it.”

r
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Gopchile will do well. Give him another
three years—he has still to grow up——and he’lt
become nothing less than a breadcutter. He’s
fated for it.

Pavio told him to hand over the second of
the trays to Yermolayev, a hefty Siberian who
was serving a ten-year stretch, fike Shulkhov, for
being caught by the Germans; then sent him to
keep an eye on any table where the men might
be finishing. Shukhov put his tray down and
waited.

“One hundred and fourth,” announced
Pavlo at the counter.

In all there were five of these counters: three
for serving regular food, one for zeks on special
diets (ulcer victims, and bookkeeping person-
nel, as a favor), and one for the return of dirty
dishes (that’s where the dish-lickers gathered,
sparring with one another). The counters were
low—about waist level. The cooks themselves
were out of sight; only their hands, and the
ladies, could be seen.

The cool’s hands were white and well cared
for, but huge and hairy: a boxer’s hands, not a
cook’s. He took a pencil and made a note on
the wall—he kept his list there.

The cook took an enormous ladle and
stirred, stirred, stirred. The soup kettle had
just been refilled, almost up to the brim, and
stcam poured from it. Replacing the huge ladie
with a smaller one he began serving the stew in
twenty-ounce portions. He didn’t go deep.

“One, two, three, four....”

Some of the bowls had been filled while
the stuff from the bottom of the kettle
hadp’t yet setded after the stirring, and
some were duds—nothing but soup. Shukhov
made a mental note of which was which. He
put ten bowls on his tray and carried them
off. Gopchik waved from the second row of
posts.

“Qver here, Ivan Denisovich, over here.”

No horsing around with bowls of stew.
Shukhov was careful not to stumble. He kept
his throat busy too.




e
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“Hey vou, H 920. Gently, uncle. Qut of the
way, my boy.”

e was hard enough, in a crowd like this, to
carry a single bowl without slopping it. He was
carrying ten. Just the same, he put the tray
down safely, on the end of the table that
Gopchik had cleared. No splashes. He man-
aged, too, to mancuver the tray so that the two
bowls with the thickest stew were just opposite
the place he was about to sit down in.

Yermolayev brought another ten bowls.
Gopchik ran off and came back with Pavio, the
Last four in their hands.

Kilgas brought the bread eray. Tonight they
were being fed in accordance with the work
they had done. Some got six ounces, some
nine, and Shukhov twelve. He took a picce
with o crust for himself, and six ounces from
the middle of the loaf for Tsezar.

Now from all over the mess hall Shakhov’s
squad began streaming up, to collect their sup-
per and cat it where they could. As he handed
out the bowls, there were two things he bad to
take care of he had to remember whom he’d
served, and e had to watch out for the way—
and tor his ovwn corner of it. (He pur his spoon
into 2 bowl—one of the “thick” oncs.
Reserved, thar meant.) Fetiukov was among
the firse to arrive. But he soon walked off, fig-
uring there was nothing to be scrounged that
particufar evening; better to wander around the
mess, hunting for leftovers (if someone doesn’t
tinish his seew and pushes his bowl back, there
are always people hustling to pounce on it, like
vuleures).

The empry travs were handed in. Pavlo sat
there with his double helping, Shukhov wich
his two bowls. And now they had nothing
mare o say o one another—the sacred
moments had come,

Shukhov rook off his hat and laid it on his
knees. He wasted one bowl, he tasted the other.
Not bad-—there was some fish in it. Generally,
the evening stew was much thinner then at

syt )

breakiast: il thev're to work, prisoners must be

fed in the morning; in the evening they’ll go to
steep anyway.

He dug in. First he only drank the broth,
drank and drank. As it went down, filling his
whole body with warmeh, all his guts began to
flutter inside him at their mecting with the
stew. Goo-ood! There it comes, that brief
moment for which a zck lives.

And now Shukhov complained about noth-
Ing: ncither about the length of his stretch,
nor about the length of the day, nor abour
their swiping another Sunday. This was all he
thought about now: we’ll survive, Well stick it
out, God willing, tll it’s over.

He drained the hot soup from both bowls
and then tipped what was left in the secor
into the first, scraping it clean with his spoon.
That scr his mind at case. Now he didn’t have
to think about the sccond and keep an eye or -
hand on it.

Now that he could look freely he glanced ar
his neighbors” bowls. The one on his left was
little more than water. The dirty snakes. The
tricks they play! And on their fellow zcks.

He began to eat the cabbage with what was
left of the soup. A potato had found iss way
meo one of the bowls, A medium-sized spud,
frosibitten, hard and sweetish. There wasn’t
much fish, just a few stray bits of bare back-
bone. But you must chew every bone, every
fin, to suck the juice out of thenn, for the juice
is healthy. Tt takes time, of course, but he was
in no hurry to go anywhere. Today was a red-
fetter day for him; two helpings for dinner, two
helpings for supper. Evervthing cise could wait.

Except, maybe, that visit o the Lew for
tobacco. None might be left in the morning.

He ate his supper without bread. A double
helping and bread—that was going too far. The
belly is a demon. It doesn’t remember how weli
you treated it yesterday; it ary our for more
LOTLOITORW.

He ate up his stew withour wking much
interest in what was happening around him. No
need for that: he wasn’t on the lookour for
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exiras, he was cating his own lawful portions.
All the same, he néticed that when the fellow
opposite got up a tall old man—U 81—sat
down in his place.

He'd been told that this old man had spent
years without number in camps and prisons,
and that he hadn’t benefited from a single
amncsty. Whenever one ten-year stretch had
run out they shoved another onto him right
away.

Now Shulkhov looked closely at the man.
Ide held himseif straight—the other zcks sat all
hunched np—and looked as if he’d put some-
thing extra on the bench to sit on. There was
nothing left to crop on his head: his hair had
dropped out long since—the result of high
living, no doubt. His eyes didn’t dart after
cverything going on in the mess hall. He kept
them fixed in an unseeing gaze at some spot
over Shulthov’s head. His worn wooden spoon
dipped rhythmically into the thin stew, but
instead of lowering his head to the bowl like
everybody else, he raised the spoon high to his
lips. He’d lost all his teeth and chewed his

Study Questions
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bread with iron gums. All life had drained out
of his face but it bhad been left, not sickly or
feeble, but hard and dark like carved stone.
And by his hands, big and cracked and black-
ened, you could see that he’d had little oppor-
tunity of doing soft jobs. But he wasn’t going
to give in, oh no! He wasn’t going to put his
nine ounces on the dirty, bespattered table—he
put it on a well-washed bit of rag.

Shukhov came out with a full belly. He
felt pleased with himself and decided that,
although it was close to carfew, he’d run over
to the Lett all the same. Instead of taking the
bread to his barracks, he strode to Barracks 7.

The moon was high—clean and white, as
if chiseled out of the sky. It was clear up there
and there were some stars out—the brightest
of them. But he had even less dme for star-
gazing than for watching people in the mess
hall. One thing he realized—the frost was no
milder. One of the civilians had said, and this
had been passed on, that it was likely to drop to
- 25° in the night, and as low as — 40° rtoward
morming.

1. Why do the cooks in the labor camp have such an enviable position? What is their

standing among the other prisoners?

2. What are some of the strategies prisoners employ in the mess hall? What purpose do

these strategies serve?

3. Ivan considered his day a great success. Why?

4. How do the prisoners get along? How do they try to maintain their dignity?




