
O
n a clear day, the raw, rare Arctic beauty of 
the Solovetsky Islands is evident. Birds, fish, 
and mosquitos are plentiful. Monks had lived 

here on the isolated group of islands since the 15th 
Century, devoted to prayer and service to God. 

 In June 1923, this sacred place was given over to 
Cheka, the Soviet secret police, to establish their 
concentration camp...the first over which they had 
complete control. At the Solovaki Special Camp in these 
Solovetsky Islands, they experimented with absolute 
power, imprisonment, torture, and slave labor.

 In December, 1923, Solovetsky Monastery housed 
2000 prisoners and only 20-40 guards. New prisoners 
were sent continually. Some were real criminals, but 
many were “”politicals” and “class enemies.” The guards 
learned to control thousands by the effective use of 
terror. Public executions were held daily beneath the bell 
tower. Alexsandr Solzhenitsyn wrote, “In the daytime 
crowd the bullet had an educational function. It, so to 
speak, struck down ten with one shot.”

 Prisoners, called “zeks,” arrived in what they had 
been wearing when they were arrested. One man 
served out his 20-year sentence in top hat and tails after 
he was arrested at the opera. Once clothes were used 
up, zeks wore  sacks. Sometimes, guards would compel 
newcomers to run around hollering, “I'm a sponger, I 
don't want to work, and I get in the way of others!” 

Zeks were fed rotten cod and thin gruel, never fresh 
fruits or vegetables. Scurvy and starvation were ram-
pant. Sometimes prisoners returned from jobs crawling 
on hands and knees because they were too weak to 
stand. Barracks were overcrowded and teeming with 
lice. Prisoners slept on board bunks, without pillows or 

bedding. If someone died, inmates hid the bodies as 
long as they could so that they could gain extra rations.

 Zeks were forced to work on the various islands in 
timber camps. Prisoners pulled sledges and carts while 
guards slave-drove them using clubs called staves. If 
prisoners didn't meet their “work norms,” they were 
punished. The Soviet government learned from Cheka 
methods at Solovaki how to make prisoner labor 
economically profitable. 

 Punishments were varied. In the two-story cathedral 
on Sekirnaya Hill, prisoners had to sit on poles all day; or 
they were tied to a beam and rolled down a flight of steps 
to their death. In other places, zeks were dragged to 
death behind a horse. In summer, they were stripped 
naked and left for the mosquitos, or thrown into the 
marsh up to their neck and left for hours. In winter, 
brigades were forced to spend the night outdoors.  

 Meanwhile, the guards grew fat, skimming off camp 
supplies that should have gone to starving prisoners. 
They built lavish houses, using slave labor and stolen 
supplies. They elevated murderers, thieves, and rapists 
to guard status and placed them over the political 
prisoners. Corruption and sadism was rampant.

 By 1928, Solovki had 60,000 prisoners. The camp 
was considered so successful that the secret police was 
placed in charge of all Soviet corrective camps. As the 
influx of “class enemies” flooded the system from 1928 
on, these practices spread from the Solovetsky 
Archipelago to the whole nation, like a cancer. 
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The Gulag spread from the Solovetsky Islands to the mainland.

Brutalitywas commonplace. Guards shouted at newcomers, “You 
have not been sent here for correction! You can’t straighten out a 
hunchback!” “Class enemies” were to be annihilated, not reformed. 

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.
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There were few horses, so men were often harnessed to 
sledges and wagons, beaten like pack animals by guards 
with long staves.

For punishment, prisoners 
would be tied to a beam and 
thrown down these 365 steps 
from Sekirnaya Hill to their 
death. Guard drawing above).

Prisoners were sent to the nearby island of Anzer for “Penalty 
Work.” Here, in Golgotha-Crucifixion Monastery on Anzer, zeks 
died from lack of food and cruelty. During winter, when the frozen 
ground was too hard for burials, underwear-clad corpses were 
stacked standing up in the vestibule because they took less space. 

The “real” Solovki was not in the monasteries, claimed Solzhen-
itsyn, but in remote work sites where people didn’t survive. 

Solovetsky, the stunningly beautiful monastery on the White 
Sea, became a Soviet concentration camp in 1923. Humans died 
here by the thousands, but the wildlife was protected by order of the 
secret police: “Not a single shot is to be fired, except at a prisoner.” 

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.
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