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Ivan lvanovich Kotov
miraculously escaped from the death van.

4P M

On July 18, 1943, in the city square of Krasnodar, the main city of Krasnodar
region situated in the south of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

(hereafter the RSFSR), a public execution by hanging of eight Soviet citizens
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took place. The verdict was the result of an open trial held by the Military
Tribunal of the North Caucasus Front from July 14 to July 17, 1943 in
Krasnodar.1 It was the first of twenty-one public trials, which took place in the
liberated cities of the five Soviet republics until the end of the 1940s.2 Open

trials in the USSR served several purposes including:

exacting revenge and extracting retribution; deterring future
collaboration; cleansing Soviet society of “enemies of the state”;
garneting evidence for repatriations claims; countering Western
allegations of Soviet wrongdoing; and enabling the authorities to

draw parallels between Soviet and Western justice.3

In this sense, the Krasnodar trial had an important propaganda value for the
USSR, since it was carried out during the ongoing World War Il on the Soviet
territory in the city that had been retaken by the Soviets less than six months
earlier (Krasnodar was liberated on February 13, 1943, while the entire
Krasnodar region became Soviet again only in the fall of 1943). All the
defendants in this trial were Soviet citizens who were accused of collaborating
with the Germans. In this regard, the Krasnodar trial was well covered in the
Soviet (and international) media of that time: all the central newspapers
(Izvestiya, Pravda, Bol'shevik, Krasnaya zvezda) published daily reports from
the courtroom, well-known writers and correspondents Aleksey Tolstoy, Elena
Kononenko, Ilya Selvinsky were present at the trial.4 Mark Troyanovsky, the
head of the film group of the North Caucasus Front, and Viktor Kotov, a sound
engineer, were summoned from Moscow specifically to film the trial. In a letter to
his mother dated July 19, 1943, Troyanovsky mentioned: “On the 18th, the
sentence was carried out. For the first time in my life, | saw and filmed an
execution.”5 According to official data, more than 30,000 people gathered in the
city square to witness the public execution.6 Soldiers on duty and townspeople,
mostly women and children, stood in the square and applauded the execution

of the sentence. Troyanovsky's camera captured joyful faces of women, slightly
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embarrassed children, concentrated soldiers with weapons at the ready. A long
shot showed people standing and approaching the square, sitting on the roofs
of houses and in the backs of trucks, taking seats “closer and higher” to get a

better view of the public execution, to be a part of Soviet justice.”

Among those sentenced to death was Mikhail Lastovina, who worked in the
Berezanskaya psychiatric colony during the Nazi occupation of the Krasnodar
region. In December 1942, he was on duty as an overlooker and was involved
by members of Sonderkommando 10a Einsatzgruppe D to escort the remaining
by that time patients to the place of mass execution.8 In the 12-minute
documentary THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT / PRIGOVOR NARODA, which was
released on the screens of Soviet cinemas in August 31, 1943,9 three of the four
witness testimonies recorded in the courtroom referred to the mass killings of
patients in psychiatric hospitals located in the Krasnodar region. However, from
the speeches of witnesses and from a close-up of the sign with the official
name of the Krasnodar hospital it is impossible to understand that the Nazi
victims were patients (adults and children) of psychiatric medical institutions. At
the same time, 14 volumes of Krasnodar trial records contain unique testimonies
of eyewitnesses, including medical personnel, on the fact of mass killings of
people with disabilities who were treated in psychiatric hospitals in the
Krasnodar region.10 However, this data was long silenced because the records

of this and other Soviet trials were classified.

This article focuses on the analysis of the already mentioned Soviet propaganda
documentary film THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT and the Krasnodar trial records
(protocols of interrogations, witnesses’ statements, and closing indictment) with
a special attention to the representation of the mass killings of psychiatric
patients. Even though the Krasnodar trial has been already studied in terms of
its propaganda meaning,11 its role in the investigation of crimes against people
with disabilities has not yet been highlighted. In the first part of the study, | will
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present general facts about mass killings of people with disabilities in the
occupied regions of RSFSR and, in particular, the Krasnodar region. I will then
elaborate on the analysis of the final footage of the documentary THE
PEOPLE'S VERDICT and the original trial records regarding the mass killings of
patients from psychiatric hospitals in the region. | aim to compare what was
screened and what was documented to understand why the Soviets used
among the variety of evidence the cases of mass killings of people with
disabilities in their war propaganda and why at the same time they hid this

group in the official narrative of “peaceful Soviet citizens.”12

Mass Killings of People with Disabilities in Occupied RSFSR: An Overview
The Naziracial theory was succeeded in the genocide of “defective nations”
along with the wide usage of social engineering. It was supposed to “cleanse”
society from the “sick,” “inferior,” and “unable to work™ social groups, which
include people, also children, with physical and (or) mental disabilities, who
were treated in psychiatric hospitals, special sanatoriums, and homes for the
disabled. By the time of the outbreak of World War Il in the Soviet Union in June
1941 up to 70,000 psychiatric patients both in the German Reich and in the
occupied countries have already been victims of what will be later called “Aktion
T4."13

As in Nazi Germany, in the occupied regions of the former Soviet Union, people
with physical or mental disabilities were also seen as “people who have no right
to exist” and “useless eaters” who were not capable of working. Nazi biopolitics
on Soviet soil was slightly transformed by the Nazi perception of the Slavs as
“Untermenschen” (literally “undermen”) who had to provide for the needs of the
Aryans through their labor.14 The Soviet population was seen as “low” in terms
of civilization and through the influence of Bolshevism.15 The German military
administration’s need for a ready-made infrastructure to establish military

hospitals, camps for Soviet prisoners of war, and other services as the war
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intensified on Soviet soil became an important factor in developing the
biopolitics.16 The extensive hospitals’ property, including the farm fields
“liberated” from the psychiatric patients, were ideal for this purpose. Members of
the Einsatzgruppen of the Security Police and the SD, often in the cooperation
with reqgular Wehrmacht troops and active assistance by Soviet auxiliaries,
including medical staff and chief doctors, became the main perpetrators of mass
killings of people with disabilities in the occupied Soviet regions. In the occupied
regions of the RSFSR, the only available evidence suggests that Reichsfuhrer-
SS Heinrich Himmler personally ordered the murder of up to 850 patients at
psychiatric clinic in Kolmovo near Novgorod,17 but historians have no
documentary evidence to back this up. Decisive in the mass annihilation of
people with disabilities in the USSR was also the fact that the high Wehrmacht
command had abolished the protection of the population in accordance with
international law. This was facilitated by the work of Wehrmacht lawyers,
above all Eugen Muller.18 The main difference between the mass killings of
people with disabilities in the occupied Soviet territories and the crimes
committed in the Reich was precisely its decentralization, when the final
decision to “liquidate” patients in each medical institution was made by
members of the local military or civil administration, or by the leaders of the

military units.

Due to the lack of German wartime sources, there is no clear knowledge of the
reasons for the mass killings of people with disabilities on Soviet soil, primarily in
the RSFSR, it is however obvious that the NS-ideology and broader biopolitics
was one of the decisive factors for mass killings not only among SS units’
members but also the Wehrmacht command. The NS-ideology towards
“useless eaters” and its implementation in the German Reich made the process
of mass killing of people with disabilities easier and faster on Soviet soil. Soviet
sources, on the other hand, documented the Nazi crimes in detail. The main

purpose of the Extraordinary State Commission (hereafter the ChGK),19
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established in November 1942, was to gather evidence of Nazi crimes in the
occupied regions of the Soviet Union for the later submission in the post-war
trials. Among the various types of ChGK paperwork there are eyewitness
accounts, statements by relatives, medical exhumation reports that testified the
mass killings of psychiatric patients and people with physical disabilities in the
occupied Soviet zones. Aware of the unreliability of the information provided by
Soviet sources (with their tendency to overestimate the number of victims, the
usage of generalized terms “civilians” in the final reports, often the absence of
lists of victims),20 it is possible to establish minimum and maximum numbers of
victims among people with disabilities. In total, 40 sites of mass killings of
people with disabilities have been recently identified in the occupied territory of
the RSFSR.21 Among them are 21 psychiatric clinics, 6 specialized institutions
for children with disabilities, and 13 homes for the disabled. The total number of
victims is 13,000 to 14,000 people with disabilities on Russian soil within the
borders of 1939. Of this total, more than 10,000 victims were patients of
psychiatric clinics, more than 1,000 were children with physical or mental

disabilities, and almost 3,000 were residents of homes for the disabled.2?2

In the Krasnodar region, four medical institutions have been identified, whose
patients became victims during the Nazi occupation in the second half of 1942 —
early 1943. The first Soviet open trial held in July 1943 in the liberated
Krasnodar investigated three out of four known cases in the region. The
members of the local ChGK commissions have been gathering the evidences of
mass killing of different groups of Soviet citizens from late February 1943. The
founded facts became the starting point for the investigations by the members
of the “Smersh” (“Death to Spies” [Smert’ shpionam]), an umbrella organization
for three counter-intelligence agencies in the Red Army, which ended in the trial
case by the Military tribunal of the North Caucasus Front. The investigators
accused eleven Soviet citizens in collaboration with the German military

administration and members of Sonderkommendo 10a Einsatzgruppe D who
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were responsible for the mass killings of Jews, underground leaders and
communists, people with disabilities, and other groups of citizens in the
occupied city of Krasnodar and the Krasnodar region. To prove their guilt, the
ChGK files were cited, 22 witnesses were heard in the courtroom, and the
conclusions of the medical examination on the autopsy of 623 corpses were

read out during the public court hearings.23

All the defendants fully pleaded guilty to complicity with the Nazis and to
atrocities against the civilians of Krasnodar and the Krasnodar region.24 The
Military tribunal sentenced eight defendants to death by hanging, which was
carried out on July 18, 1943, in the city square of Krasnodar in the presence of
local residents. Three other defendants were sentenced to 20 years of hard
labor. The involvement of each of the defendants in mass crimes was proven
based on the totality of available facts. It is important that witnesses to crimes
in the occupied Krasnodar region did not name those who appeared before the
court. Preparations for the trial were carried out in a hurry. It was important for
the Soviet authorities to show that Nazi criminals and their Soviet auxiliaries
would be punished to prevent future collaboration of Soviet citizens with the
Nazis, among other goals.25 As a propaganda piece, it was important to show
the public execution of the defendants in the documentary PEOPLE'S VERDICT.
And yet, a detailed viewing of the film and subsequent analysis of the collected
eyewitness testimonies and interrogation protocols reveals the presence of
psychiatric patients as one of the target Nazi victim groups on Soviet soil even
under the influence of the Soviet propaganda discourse of the suffering
“peaceful Soviet citizens.” In more detail, | will dwell on a few case studies to

prove this thesis.

Case 1. People with Disabilities as Target Nazi Victim Group on Krasnodar
Trial
The main goal of the documentary THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT is to strengthen the
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Soviet people in the imminent victory in the war, as well as to send a clear
message that all the crimes of Germans and their accomplices will be punished.
The plot of the film clearly demonstrates these goals: for retribution to come at
the beginning of the film, the footage of destroyed Krasnodar and sites of mass
graves of “peaceful citizens” are shown, and the names of individual victims are
mentioned. The story of mass killing of patients from the psychiatric hospitals is
on display from the fourth minute. The camera shows the main entrance to The
Third Krasnodar City Clinical Hospital (the official hospital name). A voice-over
informs that “over 300 patients were taken from this hospital by executioners,
they were loaded onto special vehicles (i.e. gas van, Gaswagen)26 and
poisoned with carbon monoxide on the way.”27

During the Krasnodar (and later other) open trials in the USSR, special attention
was paid to mass killings of so-called “sick” Soviet citizens. In the documentary
THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT, one can distinguish two main victim groups: those
who were treated in hospitals, including children, and those who ended up in
the “Gestapo” prison. The documentary shows that the Nazis took the lives of
those Soviet people, who were weak and infirm, and those whom they
suspected of having links with the partisans or in the underground. At the same
time, it is not clear, what kind of “sick people” were killed by the Nazis. It's
impossible to determine from the documentary that the victims were patients of
psychiatric clinics and, according to the Nazi ideology, were “useless eaters”
and thus should be killed. It becomes clear from the protocols of the Krasnodar
trial that patients from three medical institutions were taken out and killed in the
mobile gas vans. These are the Psychiatric hospital of the Krasnodar region
with around 320 victims, the Children’s psychiatric hospital of the Krasnodar
region located in the village of Tret'ya Rechka Kochety (now village of
Suvorovskoe) with 42 children victims; and Berezankaya psychiatric colony with
around 400 victims. More than a dozen employees of each medical institution

and witnesses were questioned by the ChGK members and then by the
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investigators of the Krasnodar trial.28 In their printed testimonies, the witnesses
clearly named patients of the psychiatric clinics as Nazi victims. Here, for
example, a quotation from the report of the interrogation with Elizaveta
Kontonistova, head of the female department of the Psychiatric hospital of the

Krasnodar region, dated June 17, 1943:

The patients of the department, that | was in charge of, were taken
out during the first trip. They all were women. The patients were
taken out naked on the house porch and placed in the car. | don’t
remember if any of them were clothed. Many of them resisted when
they were put into the car. There was a terrible, heartbreaking
screaming of the patients. Those who resisted were forced into the

car by the German soldiers.29

Patients of the Children’s psychiatric hospital who were killed during the
occupation of the Krasnodar region are also mentioned in the documentary,
which names 42 young patients with epilepsy. On September 21 (23), 1942,
armed Germans, members of Sonderkommmando 10a of Einsatzgruppe D,
arrived at the hospital in two cars (a passenger car and a mobile gas van). On
their orders, 42 children aged from 5 to 17 were taken into the gas van and
were driven to the outskirts of a farmhouse, about 5 kilometers from the
hospital. The bodies of children were thrown into the deep pit, dug by the
collective farmers on the order of German local authorities in early September of
1942.30 The locals buried the children according to the German orders.31 In
June 1943 during the preparation for the Krasnodar trial the exhnumation of 42
child remains was carried out (there are several photos of the exhumation in the
trial proceedings32) and interrogations of medical staff and collective farmers
were conducted. In the documentary, the testimony of the “medical worker of

children’s hospital” Vera Inozemtseva is also recorded.33

There is no mention of the children’s illnesses in THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT, it is
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emphasized instead that the children were “poor” and “innocent.” Inozemtseva
told that the boy Volodya Zozulya, before being loaded into the gas van, cried
“Goodbye, Comrade Stalin, goodbye to all the nurses and teachers. We shall
never see each other again.”34 Knowing that the children were treated in a
special medical institution, this quotation seems to be improbable and invented
for the process. It speaks for young patriots who were brutally killed during the
occupation. The intentional silencing in the official Soviet culture of war
remembrance of the fact that children from psychiatric hospitals and special
children’s homes were disabled had a purpose: it reinforced hatred of the
enemy during the war time. The used categories of “sick people” and simply
“children” does not provide information about who exactly were the Nazis
victims and, more importantly, why. That is, the Nazis killed the weakest and

most vulnerable Soviet citizens, which fit the purpose of the Soviet propaganda.

Case 2. The Crime Sites in the Krasnodar Region: What Was Determined
and (Not)Represented

Immediately after the liberation of the Krasnodar region, four sites of mass
killings of people with disabilities became known. These are two already
mentioned psychiatric hospitals for adults in Krasnodar and in the village of
Berezanskaya, and children’s psychiatric hospital in the village of Tret'ya
Rechka Kochety. The fourth such institution, an orphanage for the disabled
children, was located in the city of Yeysk. Members of Sonderkomando 10a
killed 214 children with physical and mental disabilities in October 1942.35 This
case became well known outside the Krasnodar region: already in 1943, a
leaflet was issued to the Red Army and Fleet soldiers calling for revenge for the
Soviet children, whose names were printed on the back side of the leaflet.36 In
the summer of 1943, parallel to the Krasnodar trial, the corpses of children from
Yeysk orphanage were partially exnumed, their solemn reburial was held in the
city center, and the first monument was erected to the dead children.37 As

during the Krasnodar trial, the victims' disabilities were not publicly mentioned in
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1943, nor throughout the Soviet and, until recently, modern Russian history.38

Somehow the Yeysk case was not exposed during the Krasnodar trial and
therefore it was not shown in the documentary. The possible explanation that
the exact perpetrators were not found could not be a decisive reason for this.
The perpetrators among the Soviet collaborators responsible for the mass killing
of the patients of the Krasnodar hospital or the children’s psychiatric hospital in
Tret'ya Rechka Kochety had also not been identified as of July 1943, which did
not prevent the investigative authorities from collecting evidence and
eyewitness testimonies on these cases. It is known that criminal proceedings
were instituted against doctor Vladislav Anikeev from Yeysk orphanage in
September 1943. The Azov military tribunal sentenced Anikeev under Article
58-10 of the Criminal Code of the RSFSR, which is propaganda or agitation
calling for the overthrow or weakening of Soviet power.39 This was a closed
trial that was not widely broadcasted. It is possible that during the open trial,
the Soviet authorities did not want to draw attention to the fact that Soviet
doctors and medical staff collaborated with the Nazis.40 After all, during the
occupation, Soviet chief doctors were required to provide lists of patients with
the diseases on the basis of which the Nazis carried out the so-called
“relocation” of patients. On the days of the crimes, most of the medical staff
were at their posts and were carrying out the Nazis' orders to load patients into
the gas vans, to undress them, and sometimes to escort them to the execution
sites. In other words, they were accomplices to the crimes according to the
Soviet law: they all collaborated with the German authorities and should be
automatically counted as “traitors to the Motherland.” Yet, during the open
Krasnodar trial, the medical staff appeared as witnesses, which possibly aimed
not to cast a shadow upon the Soviet medicine worldwide. The only former

male nurse Mikhail Lastovina became a so-called “scapegoat” during this trial.
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Case 3. Defendant Lastovina as a "Scapegoat" at the Krasnodar Trial
Mikhail Lastovina was among the defendants at the Krasnodar trial accused
under Article 58-1a “Treason to the Motherland.” While introducing the
defendants in the documentary PEOPLE'S VERDICT, the voice-over said: “A
group of traitors to the Motherland, collaborators, and active participants in the
atrocities of the Nazi occupiers in Krasnodar and the Krasnodar region
appeared before the court of Military tribunal of the North Caucasus Front.”
Next, all eleven persons were named and shown in a close-up. Mikhail
Lastovina was presented as “Lastovina, a kulak, participated in the murder of

00 Soviet citizens” (see fragment 2:48-3:40 min. in the video below).

IPHOBOF

HAED» A A

Video 1. THE JUDGMENT OF THE PEOPLE / MPUTOBOP HAPO/JIA / PRIGOVOR NARODA (1943),
RGAKFD 5056, VHH-1-0009775, shots 01-45
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Interestingly, of all accused, only Lastovina and Tishchenko were not mentioned
by their first names in the documentary (Lastovina was described as a kulak
and Tishchenko as a traitor). The trial files contain detailed information about all
defendants including their biographies.41 Mikhail Pavlovich Lastovina was born
in the village of Novo-Titorovskaya in the Krasnodar region in 1883. His father's
farm was prosperous, the family had 6 horses, b cows, 60 acres of land. After
his father’'s death Mikhail continued the family business. In 1932 he fled to
Donbass, Ukrainian SSR not wishing to join the kolkhoz. There he worked in the
mine for a year. The family’s property was confiscated as kulak property by the
Soviet authorities. Lastovina then returned to the Krasnodar region and worked
in Krasnodar for a while. In 1935 he started to work as a male nurse and later
as an overlooker in the men’s department of the Berezanskaya psychiatric

colony.42

During the Nazi occupation of the Krasnodar region, Lastovina continued to
work in the colony. According to his testimony, at the time of the mass killing of
the colony’s patients in September 1942, he did not participate in the loading of
patients into a gas van. Moreover, no one of the witnesses who gave
testimonies for the trial named Lastovina while describing the mass killing of the
colony’s patients. On the contrary, “the chief doctor of the colony, named
[Aleksandr] Kireev, was present when the patients were put into the van.”43
That day, up to 340 patients were taken out of the colony and killed during
several gas van trips. The remaining stronger patients continued to work on the
colony’s farm until the end of the season field works, till December 1942. Then
the Germans took about 60 patients in trucks to the anti-tank ditch and shot
them.44 Lastovina and one more person named Vinokurov were on duty that
December day. That's why the Germans ordered them to escort the patients.
Near the anti-tank ditch, they were ordered to undress the patients (it was
wintertime) and put them in rows of four or five people facing the edge of the
ditch:
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The Germans were lined up behind the patients at a distance of 10—
13 meters with submachine guns. There were seven or eight of
them. The command to shoot was given by a German soldier in
German. After the execution, when the corpses fell not into the ditch,
but to the side, Vinokurov and | should throw them into the ditch.45

According to Lastovina’'s testimony, it was he and Vinokurov who were on duty
in the colony on that day. Since the Germans came to the colony at 6 a.m. and
no other medical staff was at work, Lastovina und Vinokurov became accidental
accomplices to the crime. Vinokurov was not one of the defendants in the
Krasnodar trial, as he was in the Red Army by that time.46 The chief doctor
Kireev and the rest of the medical staff of the colony were not among the
accused as well. They, along with a dozen other colony employees, gave
testimonies as witnesses to the Nazi crimes.4/ Lastovina, on the contrary,
became the main defendant and was punished not so much for his crimes
during the war but for his anti-Soviet past. In 1943 he was 60 years old and
was the oldest defendant at the Krasnodar trial (the average age of all other
accused was 29).48 Unlike other defendants, who had been arrested in
February or March of 1943, Lastovina was arrested on June 29, two weeks
before the beginning of the trial.49 His kulak past and unwillingness to
cooperate with the Soviet authorities were emphasized during the trial. It seems
that the primary reason for Lastovina’'s arrest was not his collaboration with the
Germans, but rather the fact that he was a former kulak. And yet, Lastovina's
case is not unique. For example, the Court of Military tribunal sentenced four
people, including Ekaterina Izvolskaya, head doctor of the Litvinov Psychiatric
Hospital in the Kalinin (now Tver) region, to death by shooting in December
1941. Izvolskaya's noble background and advanced age were repeatedly
emphasized at the closed trial which handled the case of the poisoning of more
than 500 psychiatric patients.50
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Also, none of the witnesses’ statements accused Lastovina in mass killings of
the psychiatric patients. If one attentively listens to the documentary, he or she
can determine two levels of narration: the voice-over and the procurer speech
empathies with the human and economic losses accusing “German monsters
and their collaborators” while witnesses in the court talked about specific crimes
without naming the perpetrators, both Germans and those Soviet citizens who
were accused at the Krasnodar trial. Thus, the Lastovina case and his sentence
by hanging demonstrated that the class issues continued to play an important
role in determining state violence during and after the war in the USSR.51 His
work as an overlooker at the psychiatric colony seems to be an unlucky

coincidence that took him to the trial.

Case 4. Witness Kotov: Talented Actor at the Krasnodar Trial

The story of the witness Ivan Kotov, who survived the trip in a gas van is far
from clear-cut. According to the documentary footage, “lvan Ivanovich Kotov
miraculously survived in the gas van. Having lost his voice, he spoke so quiet
that it was impossible to record him. He went all the way from the landing into
the car of death to the grave site and woke up alive among his breathless
comrades.”52 This story was not an exception in the post-war USSR. The cases
of escaping the death were known in various cities in the RSFSR and USSR,
where gas vans were used to kill specific groups of victims, primarily Jews.53
According to Ivan Kotov, and other survivors elsewhere in the USSR, people
would breathe with a textile soaked in urine during the trip in a gas van and
thus could stay alive. The Nazis then threw the breathless unconscious body
together with other bodies into a ditch, slightly covering the corpses with earth.
A bit of oxygen allowed the person to regain consciousness and wake up in a
ditch among the corpses, and later to get out of the mass grave. In his

interrogation record Kotov stated:
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| saw that the sick people were being dragged out of the building
and pushed into the vehicle. Among them were patients who
weren't dressed at all, they were naked. At this time, a German who
was standing by the vehicle, rushed at me, shouting things | did not
understand. He grabbed me from behind by the collar of my jacket
and pushed me into the vehicle. Many people were already in there,
both men and women. It was very crowded in the vehicle. The
people were standing and pressing against each other. During the
journey | noticed that | was beginning to suffocate. | ripped off my
shirt, soaked it in urine and covered my nose and mouth with it. After
that | sensed some relief. | acted probably instinctively, thanks to the
fact that I had had training, and then had led air and chemical
defense courses myself, and knew the techniques that should be
applied in the presence of gas. After some time, | must have lost
consciousness. | regained consciousness as evening was falling. |
saw that I was in a pit, where many corpses of men and women had

been thrown.b4

There is still no relevant research to confirm or refute the effectiveness of this
rescue method. As it appears in the trial records, Kotov was a psychiatric
patient, so he had mental problems and was treated as an inpatient. The fact
that he did not get confused and even remembered the results of his previous
work to pull his shirt off, to wet it with urine, and to breathe through can lead to

questioning Kotov's illness.

According to all witnesses’ testimonies, including Kotov's own, the patients
were driven into the van without clothes. Why was Kotov pulled into the van in
his clothes? Did he really survive the trip? The trial records provide more
information about this person and his deed. Kotov stated that on the day of the

mass killings of patients he came to the Krasnodar psychiatric hospital to get a
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certificate confirming his recovery and happened to be near the gas van, where
he was forcibly pushed in.55 So far, his legend has worked. But the records of
interrogations with the nurse from this hospital Natal'ya Makhno and the other
witness, Anna Kharlamova provide new details. These two women were sisters
of lvan Kotov. According to them, Kotov had never been treated in the hospital,
but his sister Makhno worked as a nurse there. On the day of the mass killing of
patients Kotov was busy at his wife's funeral who died those days. But it was
Kharlamova who went to the hospital to see her sister. She intended to tell
Makhno about the death of their brother's wife. Kharlamova could not find her
sister, she only saw a big car and panicking patients. Frightened, she left the
hospital and a couple of days later, when Kotov met her, she told him what she
saw in the hospital.56 This is how Kotov found out what was going on in the

hospital during the day when the patients were killed.

Kotov forgot this story of mass killing of patients in August 1942 until the spring
of 1943, when members of the local ChGK commission worked in Krasnodar
and questioned the medical staff on what had happened with patients. During
the preparation for the Krasnodar trial, many witnesses gave their testimonies
to the investigative authorities again. At that time Makhno recalled that in May
1943, she had met one of the former patients, Grigory Kolganov, who had been
diagnosed with split consciousness and was supposed to be killed by the
Germans in the gas van. She asked him — “Are you Grisha?” and he replied that
he is Grigory Kolganov. Then he told her the story of his survival,57 which Kotov
would later pass off as his own, having learned it from his sister. In July 1943,
the investigators of the Krasnodar trial were unable to find Kolganov, and Kotov
readily replaced him testifying from his both sisters’ words about what had
happened on the day of the mass killing of patients in the hospital and then
about the miracle survival from the gas van.58 In the open courtroom, Kotov
was brought in as a valuable witness to testify about the functions of the gas

van, about which the Soviet authorities knew very little. But Kotov was
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introduced as having lost his voice due to the suffering he had to come through,

so that he would not unconsciously give away his lies.

Why the investigating authorities deliberately made this substitution is obvious:
the open Soviet trial during the ongoing war had primarily ideological and
propagandistic goal which was to maintain the feeling of hatred towards the
enemy. Kotov's case became a successful example that fit this intention. At the
same time, showing the case of the Soviet people’s resistance to the “fascist
aggression” was also important during the ongoing war. Soviet investigative
authorities deliberately used Kotov's fabricated testimony, which was
nevertheless based on the real experience of a gas van survivor. This survival
experience links to the skills provided by the Red Army (learning to defend
against chemical attacks) which also could be a remarkable link between
“peaceful Soviet citizens” and solders, who can defeat or at least resist the
enemy.59 Thanks to the chance, the head of the film group of the North
Caucasian Front Troyanovsky ended up in Krasnodar on the very day when the
facts of mass killings of people with disabilities were being considered in the
court. Therefore, he was able to record testimonies of witnesses, including
Kotov, which later became part of the documentary THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT.

Conclusion

A close reading of the Krasnodar trial records and of the documentary THE
PEOPLE'S VERDICT shows the mechanism of constructing “the convenient
story” in the Soviet propaganda of what had happened with the special victim
group during the Nazi occupation. People with disabilities was one of the target
Nazi victims. So, the cases of mass killings of the patients of the psychiatric
hospitals became legal evidence that has been investigated by the Soviets.
However, this data has not received much attention for a long time. Firstly,
according to the official Soviet ideology, which is well depicted in the THE
PEOPLE'S VERDICT, almost the entire “civilian population” suffered under the
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Nazi occupation in each Soviet region. Back in the 1940s, the official Soviet
version of “peaceful Soviet citizens” as Nazi victims kept silent about its certain
groups of Nazi victims, primarily Jews, but also Roma and people with
disabilities. Secondly, the Soviet society was prejudiced against the “mentally ill”
and deliberately did not single them out as a separate victim group.60 Also,
limited access to many sources of the war and post-war period, primarily to
Soviet data of both open and closed trials of Nazi perpetrators and Soviet
collaborators, did not allow researchers to study in detail the history of mass

killings of particular victim groups.

Coincidently, out of four days of the court proceedings the members of the film
group of the North Caucasus Front could record the witnesses’ statements
about the mass killing of psychiatric patience. These cases were deliberated
during the third day of the court hearings exactly by the time the film crew
arrived in Krasnodar.61 But the final product, both the trial sentence and the
propaganda documentary THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT, aimed not to strengthen
the real deeds of the accused during the occupation; the Soviet courts judged
the defendants not for the killing of people during the occupation, but for their
betrayal of the Motherland. The reasons of mass killing of particular Nazi victim
groups including people with disabilities were not discussed in the court. It was
more important to highlight that the victims were Soviet citizens in general. They
were innocent victims and at the same time conscious resisters (as in case of
lvan Kotov). Numerous testimonies of eyewitnesses — forming the backbone of
the prosecution’s evidence and attesting directly to the participation of the
defendants in the Nazi crimes — became only trivial considerations when it came
to sentencing. The documentary THE PEOPLE'S VERDICT underlines the
“beastly nature” of Nazism and individual Soviet auxiliaries, who defected to the
Nazi side and were justly punished by the Soviet judicial system. This also
explains why it was necessary to show the mass execution of eight defendants

in presence of many thousands of local citizens.
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