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I met Anton Semyonovich Makarenko in December 1920 in rather unusual surroundings — 

in prison, where I was serving a term for the errors of my bitter child-hood. Thirty-four years have 

passed since then, but I distinctly remember every detail of that meeting. 

It was like this. One day the prison governor sent for me. Coming into his office, I found a 

stranger there, besides the governor. He was sitting cross-legged in an armchair by the desk, 

wearing a shabby greatcoat. He hada large head and a high clear forehead. But the first thing I 

noticed about him was his big nose with the pince-nez on it, and behind the glasses the kindly 

gleam of wise, quizzical, compelling eyes. It was Anton Semyonovich Makarenko. 

"So you are Semyon Kalabalin?" he said to me. 

I nodded. 

"And you would agree to go with me?" 

I looked at him and then at the prison governor questioningly, since my "consent" depended 

upon the latter Anton Semyonovich went on: 

"I understand. I'll arrange this with the governor myself. And now, excuse me please, 

Semyon, but will you leave the room for a minute. May he, comrade governor? 

"Yes of course. Go out," said the governor. 

I went out of the room. 

Standing outside in the corridor in the company of the warder, I repeated to myself 

ironically, "Excuse me. Please. Leave the room, Semyon." I couldn't make head or tail of it. And the 

words too — they were all new to me, almost. A queer chap this was. 

After a while I was invited back into the office. Anton Semyonovich was on his feet. 

"Well, Semyon, have you got any things?" 

"I haven't got anything." 

"Good," Makarenko said, and turned to the governor. "So we can go straight from here?" 

"Yes, go along," the governor said. "Now mind, Kalabalin —" 

"Please don't, everything will be all right," Makarenko interrupted. "Good-bye. Come along, 

Semyon." 

The prison doors were thrown wide open. Accompanied by Anton Semyonovich, I stepped 

out on to the happiest stretch of my life's road. 

Not until about ten years later, when I was one of his assistants, did Makarenko tell me: 

"I sent you out of the prison governor's office that time so that you shouldn't see me signing 

the paper remanding you in my care. It would have been humiliating to your human dignity." 

Makarenko had been able to discern in me human qualities whose existence I had never 

suspected. It was the first warm human touch of his that I experienced. 

On the way to the gubernia Department of Education I tried to walk ahead of Makarenko. I 

did this so that he could keep an eye on me and also to show him that I did not intend to run away 

from him. But he kept me at his side, entertaining me with stories about the Colony, about how hard 

it was to organize it, and touching on all subjects under the sun except the prison, my own person 

and my past. 

Coming into the courtyard of the Department of Education Makarenko placed the colony's 

horse and cart at my disposal, and sent me on an errand that startled me. 

"Can you read and write, Semyon?" 

"Yes." 

"Good." 

He took a paper from his pocket and handed it to me, saying, "Please get these products for 

me — bread, fats, and sugar. I have no time to do it, I'll be busy today running around the 

government offices. As a matter of fact, I hate having to deal with storekeepers, weighers and 

whatnot. As a rule they cheat me scandalously— give me short weight and short change. You'll do a 

better job, I'm sure." 



Giving me no time to collect my wits or even make a show of protest he quickly went away. 

You could have knocked me over with a feather! A fine business this! I scratched the back of my 

head, that traditional spot where all the answers to life's puzzling questions are born, and continued 

to ruminate: What do you know? Straight out of jail, and to be trusted with receiving supplies of 

bread and sugar! Maybe this was a sort of test? Maybe there was a catch in it? I stood there for quite 

a time thinking out and finally came to the conclusion that Makarenko was a bit dotty. How, 

otherwise, could he trust a fellow like me with all this stuff! 

When I entered the storehouse the keeper asked me in an oily voice, "Will you be receiving 

the products? And who might ye be?" 

"You'll know that later," I said and handed him the delivery order. 

I received all the supplies and put them in the charabanc — a ramshackle contraption on 

railway truck springs. Presently Makarenko turned up, and seeing that his commission had been 

fulfilled, he told me to harness the horse and get moving. 

By means of reins, whip, shouting, and tongue-clucking this apology for a horse with 36-

year experience of indolence behind him was got into motion. When we were about two hundred 

metres away from the Educational Department building, Makarenko told me to stop and turned to 

me with the following words: 

"I forgot to tell you. There was a slight misunder-standing about these products. They gave 

us two extra loaves of bread. Take them back, please, will you, otherwise those storekeepers will 

kick up a hell of a row. I'll wait for you here." 

My ears and face flamed with shame. What could it be? This had never happened to me 

before. I jumped off the cart, pulled two loaves out from under the hay and walked back to the store. 

In my mind was the thought: What sort of a man is he? He told me himself he had been cheated, 

and I thought, what was the best way to lake revenge on those storekeepers? Two loaves isn't much, 

but he says, "Go and take 'em back, please". 

"Thank you very, very match, young man," the storekeeper greeted me. "We guessed it was 

just a mistake and it would be cleared up. Good day to you. Thanks." 

I gave him a dirty look and quickly went out. 

"Have some roasted sunflower seeds?" Makarenko said, offering me a handful when I got 

back into the cart. "I like them." 

The bread incident was completely forgotten. Yet Makarenko could have reasoned this way: 

I trusted you, risked my good name in taking you out of jail, and you go and put me to shame for 

the sake of a couple of loaves of bread. Ah, well.... 

But he didn't do that. He did not repel me by such tactlessness, evidently fearing to offend 

me, prevent me from reassessing my own conduct, which I had wrongly regarded as an act of 

retributive justice. Had he started reproaching me, I doubt whether we would have made the journey 

to the colony together. 

That is the way Anton Semyonovich acted in other cases too — always very discreetly, 

tactfully and naturally, now deflating a "hero" with inimitable humour, now expressing stern protest 

and harsh condemnation, now flashing into anger and arousing fear in the adolescents, if not jarring 

them into consciousness. And in every case he acted differently, in a new way, never repeating 

himself. Always convincingly, sincerely, and unhesitatingly. 

I now recollect that the colonists who made up the anti-samogon brigade were those who 

liked a drop themselves and had often been caught at it. The members of the special night 

detachment for combating robbery on the high road were colonists who had themselves been sent to 

the colony for taking part in robberies. These arrangements astounded us. It wasn't until years later 

that we appreciated what a great trust this was on the part of a clever and tactful man, and that by 

showing us such trust Makarenko awakened in us the best human qualities that had lain dormant in 

our souls. 

Makarenko's private office was always crowded. The colonists went there to consult him not 

only on questions connected with the life of the collective, but on purely private matters. And 

Makarenko found time to spare for each one. Sometimes his talk would be grave and earnest, and 



sometimes a humorous remark of his would be enough to persuade his interlocutor. I experienced 

this myself. In 1922 I fell seriously in love with a girl named Olga. The first person I took my secret 

to, as I would to a father, was Anton Semyonovich. He heard me out, then got up from behind his 

desk, placed his hands on my shoulders and said quietly, feelingly, "Thank you, Semyon. What 

immeasurable joy you have given me. Thank you!" 

"What for, Anton Semyonovich?" 

"First, for your trust in me. This love belongs to you done, I here are all kinds of people. 

You may confide your secret to someone, and he'll either laugh or go and spread the news. Not me. 

I'll guard your secret as if it were my own." At this point I threw him a grateful glance, and he went 

on, "Secondly, you have helped me to see that you are not oddities at all, but just the same as 

ordinary people. Love is peculiar to all ages and all people, including my own charges. So you are a 

man on all points. And now about your love itself. Don't squander it, don't waste it in lies and lust. 

Love beautifully, decently, thriftily — in a chivalrous  manner.... I his is such an occasion that I 

don't feel like doing any more work. Come and have supper with me." 

Makarenko had not scared me away, had not made me shrink in upon myself. He had not 

debased my love by lecturing or reproving me, had not insulted it by indifference or mock 

sympathy. In 1924, however, when I came to the colony for my holidays, a boy named Anton 

Solovyov told me that Olga had walked out on me and was marrying another man. I ran three 

kilometres to the village where Olga lived. The story turned out to be true. 

I returned to the colony late in the evening and went to see Anton Semyonovich. I looked a 

sight. 

"What's the matter, Semyon? Are you ill?" 

"I don't know, I suppose I am." 

"Go into the dormitory, I'll send Elizaveta Fedorovna to see you." 

"There's no need to. No Elizaveta Fedorovna can help me. Olga has walked out on me. She's 

marrying. The wedding's on Sunday. They don't believe us colonists." 

"Is that true?" 

"Yes, it's all over. I thought it was going to be for a lifetime, but...." And I started to cry. 

"Forgive me, Semyon, but I don't understand it. Only three months ago I saw Olga and 

spoke to her. She loves you. There's something wrong about it." 

"There's nothing wrong, the wedding's fixed. Don't be angry with me, Anton Semyonovich, 

don't think I'm saying it just like that... but I'll hang myself!" 

"Ugh! Are you crazy, Semyon?" 

"I'm not crazy, but I have nothing more to live for." 

"Oh, go and hang yourself then, damn you! Snivelling milksop! But do me this favour — 

hang yourself somewhere at a distance from the colony so's we don't get the stink of your lovelorn 

body." 

Makarenko angrily shifted something on his desk. The immediate effect of his words was 

that I no longer felt any desire to hang myself. He sat down beside me on the sofa, and warmth and 

companionship flowed into my heart and fevered brain. Afterwards, at his suggestion, we went 

outside to sit under the starry sky and weave dreams of a better future, of better, loyal people. 

Anton Semyonovich possessed noble human qualities. He was a man of great soul from 

whom there was much to learn. His book The Road to Life deals with real people who actually lived 

in the Gorky Colony. The author merely changed some of the names. At the end of his book 

Makarenko speaks about the future career of his charges. All of them, former street waifs or 

delinquents, made good. They became workers, engineers, agronomists, doctors, airmen, and 

teachers. Many of them, Communists, grown to manhood, fought bravely in the Great Patriotic War 

and are now working for their country's good, each at his respective job. Ivan Kolos, for instance, 

(who went by the name of Ivan Golos in The Road to Life) became an engineer and is working in 

Monchegorsk; Nikolai Shershnev (Vershnev) is now a doctor in Komsomolsk-on-the-Amur; Pavel 

Arkhangelsky (Zadorov) is a lieutenant-colonel of the engineers; Vasily Klushnik (Klushnev) is an 



officer in the Soviet Army. Many others were killed during the war. As a result of complications 

following heavy wounds Lieutenant-Colonel Grigory Suprun (Burun) died in 1954. 

Anton Makarenko used to say, "A man should have only one specialty — he should be a 

Man with a capital letter, a real man." Makarenko himself possessed this specialty to perfection and 

did all he could to have his charges master it. 
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