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from the edItors 
the nKVd’s “Polish operation” of 1937–1938: the story of one family

the areI editorial board decided to publish documents that describe the 
fate of a Polish-ukrainian family that became a victim of the nKVd’s “na-
tional operations”. more family stories you can read in the collection of 
documents W cieniu “operacji polskiej”. Represje na sowieckiej Ukrainie 1937–1938 
w dokumentach, that will be published at the end of 2024. the collection 
of documents is the outcome of project number 2015/19/b/hs3/01823, for 
implementation of the research project “the nKVd’s Polish operation 
1937–1938. Victims, documents”. Project leader: sławomir dębski. 

We suggest to your attention a short story about how a fabricat-
ed case and the principle of collective responsibility – which the nKVd 
 actively used in the fight against “enemies of the people” – caused the 
extermination of an entire family. having started with the “purge” of the 
leadership of the soviet Workers’ and Peasants’ Police, nKVd officers dis-
covered that one of its leaders, to his misfortune, was married to a Pol-
ish woman. this fact predetermined not only his fate but also the fate of 
his entire Polish family. even the fact that the militia officer himself was 
a native of the nKVd system did not help.

below, we publish documents from the criminal file of nina berko 
– wife of gavriil berko, the former head of the special department of the 
Kyiv regional administration of the nKVd of the ukrainian ssr, later 
head of the investigation department of the urcm of the nKVd of the 
ukrainian ssr. In her statements and complaints, nina berko repeatedly 
pointed out the use of psychological and physical measures against her.

Initially, her husband was accused of embezzling state money for 
personal purposes. however, gavriil berko’s case was quickly and with-
out proper grounds reclassified as political during the investigation. gav-
riil berko was accused of espionage in favour of Poland and sentenced to 
execution.

these events led to the arrest of gavriil berko’s relatives. his wife, 
nina berko, and her brother, Kazimir olearskij, were arrested almost simul-
taneously. the latter was an actor of the Polish theatre in Kyiv, which the 
state security agencies had already taken into “development.” It was only 
a matter of time before participants of the Polish counter-revolutionary 
nationalist organization were identified there. at the time of olearskij’s 
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arrest, several arrested theatre actors had already testified against him, 
which predetermined his fate.

the arrest of her husband and brother became an “aggravating cir-
cumstance” and actual proof of nina berko’s guilt. Polish by nationality, 
nina berko fell under order no. 00485 and was sentenced to the 2nd cat-
egory, receiving ten years in the camps. In the 1950s, nina berko was re-
habilitated, but her life was ruined. more details about the case of nina 
berko and her family, as well as the punishment of the perpetrators who 
beat her testimony out of her, will be available in above mentioned col-
lection of documents. 

yana PrymachenKo
managing editor
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document № 1
Interrogation Protocol of the witness nina Vladimirovna berko, 
24 october 1958

Interrogation Protocol

24 october 1958 

cIty of lVIV

Investigator of the Kgb Investigative department at the council of min-
isters of the ukrainian ssr in the lviv oblast, Junior lieutenant Klimenko, 
on the current day of 24 october 1958, interrogated the witness 

nina Vladimirovna berko
born in 1906, a native of Krakow, 

Polish, a citizen of the ussr,
holding a secondary education, not party-affiliated, 

previously convicted of espionage, currently unemployed,
residing at 9 lomonosov street, apt. 2, lviv

Witness n.V. berko was warned about the consequences of refusing to 
provide the testimony, or for knowingly providing false testimony under 
articles 87 and 89 of the criminal code of the ukrainian ssr. 

Question: The interrogation will be conducted in Russian. Do you speak 
Russian and do you need an interpreter? 
Answer: I speak russian well, and I do not need an interpreter. 

Question: When and for what reasons was your husband, Gavriil Semenovič 
Berko, a former NKVD officer, arrested? 
Answer: my husband, g. s. berko, was arrested by the nKVd author-

ities in august 1937. at that time, my husband was an nKVd officer him-
self, serving as head of a department, with the rank of a senior lieutenant, 
working in Kyiv. on the day of my husband’s arrest, I was at my sister’s 
in Voronezh. the reasons behind his arrest are still completely unclear 
to me. I returned from my sister’s on august 16th, while my husband was 
arrested on august 15th, and none of the officers could really explain why 

document № 1 
InterrogatIon Protocol of the 
WItness nIna berKo
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my husband had been arrested. When I arrived at the apartment on au-
gust 16th, it was sealed, and our neighbor, ljubovʹ Vasilʹevna Čerepenko, 
warned me not to get inside the apartment. I went to the building man-
agement and requested that they open the apartment door for me. upon 
my request, I was given just one room in our apartment, where they had 
left a bed and a chair, while all other items had been sealed in other rooms. 
on august 21st, 1937, I was arrested by the nKVd authorities as well.

Question: When and under what circumstances did you arrive in the USSR? 
What was your family composition, and where do your relatives reside 
currently? 
Answer: I moved to the ussr from lviv. [We arrived] in Kyiv in 1915 

with my entire family. along with me came my father, Vladimir antonovič 
olearskij; my mother, anna Petrovna olearskaja; my sister, galina Vladi-
mirovna olearskaja; my brother, Kazimir Vladimirovič olearskij; and two 
other brothers, tadeusz Vladimirovič olearskij and edward Vladimirovič 
olearskij. I am not sure, exactly, what was the reason for us to move from 
lviv to Kyiv, but I know from the stories related by my mother that our 
family, along with other Polish families, was relocated to ukraine, Kyiv, by 
the tsarist authorities. my father, Vladimir antonovič olearskij, died from 
typhus in Kyiv, in 1920. my mother, anna Petrovna olearskaja, born in 1880, 
currently lives with me in lviv. both my brother, edward Vladimirovič 
olearskij, born in 1915, and my sister, galina Vladimirovna baraškina, 
reside with us in lviv. my [other] brother, Kazimir Vladimirovič, worked 
as an actor at the Polish drama theater in Kyiv up until 1937. he was ar-
rested by the nKVd in 1937, and his fate remains unknown until today. 
my middle brother, tadeusz Vladimirovič olearskij, born in 1912, lives in 
lviv [oblast] in [the village of] zymni Vody 1 and works as a photographer.

Question: Why did you, your mother Anna Petrovna Olearskaja, and your 
brother Kazimir visit the Polish embassy in Moscow and the Consulate 
in Kyiv? Who did they speak to at the Consulate and what was discussed? 
Answer: after my father’s death in 1920, we were left with only my 

mother and young children in a very difficult financial situation. my moth-
er couldn’t support our family of six on her own and decided to move to 
Poland, to lviv, where her relatives lived. however, in 1921, when we re-
ceived permission to leave, she couldn’t do so due to the children’s illness; 
in 1922, the exit visa had to be obtained through the Polish consulate in 
Kyiv. for this purpose, my mother visited the consulate in Kyiv once and 

1 this is the location that appears in the text. the actual name is zymna Voda. 
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was denied the exit visa, so she sent me and my older brother, Kazimir 
Vladimirovič, to the Polish embassy in moscow to seek the exit permis-
sion. my brother and I indeed went to moscow in 1922 and were received 
at the embassy, but our request was denied. after that, we didn’t pursue 
this issue further. I cannot say exactly who my brother spoke to at the 
Polish embassy.

Question: Why did you intend to leave the USSR, and how did you ex-
plain your visit to the Polish Consulate in Moscow during the preliminary 
interrogations? 
Answer: the reason for, or rather, the intention of our family to move 

to Poland had to do with the difficult financial situation. my mother hoped 
for support from our relatives in Poland and, therefore, sought to leave. 
I gave the same testimony during the preliminary investigation in 1937. 
I don’t know what is recorded in the investigation materials, as I person-
ally did not read them.

Question: Were you subject to criminal prosecution and arrested by the po-
lice for any crime, particularly for moonshining, between 1920 and 1925? 
Answer: as I have already mentioned, there were five of us left, all 

minors, and it was very difficult for our mother to raise us. she sought 
ways of earning additional income for our upbringing and indeed, at the 
suggestion of our neighbor, she engaged in moonshining in 1924. When the 
police learned about it and searched our apartment, I took all the blame 
upon myself. I was charged with criminal offences and sentenced to six 
months in jail. I was under arrest for two months, and then I was released. 
I didn’t tell anyone about this, not even my husband. I testified exactly the 
same during the investigation, as I have just related.

Question: What do you know about the reasons behind the arrest and 
conviction of Kazimir Vladimirovič Olearskij for anti-Soviet nationalist 
activities?
Answer: my brother was arrested on august 15th, 1937. as I have 

already indicated, I was not at home at that time. my brother, Kazimir, 
worked as an actor at the Polish drama theater in Kyiv. I am not aware 
of the reasons for his arrest, and his current whereabouts are unknown 
to us. In response to a complaint from my mother, the Kgb at the coun-
cil of ministers of the ukrainian ssr in Kyiv reported that they did not 
have any information on Kazimir Vladimirovič olearskij.
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Question: Did you have relatives in Poland before the [Great] Patriotic War? 
What were their occupations and where did they live? What do you know 
about the activities of your uncle, is he a member of the Polish defensywa 2? 
Answer: In Poland, in the city of Przemyśl, lived my father’s brother, 

Jan antonovič olearskij, who died in 1957, when he was already retired. 
none of our relatives served in the Polish defensywa. 

Question: Who among your acquaintances can give you and your husband 
a reference from a political and business standpoint? 
Answer: among mine and my husband’s acquaintances, that would be 

retired colonel fedor Vasilʹevič Čerepenko, who currently resides in Kyiv 
at Karl liebknecht st., 3/5. Čerepenko worked in the same department as 
my husband and was under my husband’s supervision; we lived next door 
in the same hallway. the apartment where Čerepenko now lives partially 
belonged to us up until 1937. 

I cannot provide the names of other individuals due to the passage 
of time, but I think Čerepenko could name a few colleagues who knew 
my husband. 

Question: What specific illegal investigative methods were applied to you by 
Samojlov, and did he witness Pugač and two other NKVD officers threat-
ening, insulting, and physically abusing you? 
Answer: my case was managed by investigator Pugač. the head of the 

third department, samojlov, whom I previously knew as my husband’s col-
league, participated in the interrogations as well. additionally, during the 
last interrogation two civilians were present; I did not know their names. 
after a prolonged interrogation and demands to confess that my husband, 
berko, was allegedly engaged in counterrevolutionary activities, while I sup-
posedly assisted him, samojlov approached Pugač and started asking me 
why I was being stubborn, hiding my husband’s alleged hostile counter-
revolutionary activity, as well as my own complicity. I told him that this 
accusation did not correspond to reality and asked samojlov to appoint 
another investigator for my case. samojlov immediately ordered me to be 
taken to another investigator, and then Pugač and the two civilians took 
me to an isolated room, where they again demanded confessions from me 
and began applying physical pressure. I don’t remember how I was brought 
back to the previous room. regaining consciousness, I saw Pugač and the 
same two civilians by my side. after a while, samojlov came up to me and 
asked how I was feeling and whether I intended to continue denying [the 

2 Polish political police. 
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allegations]. he then announced that, supposedly, my husband had con-
fessed everything a long ago, and that I was needlessly hiding his activities 
from the nKVd. after these statements, he told me that if I kept hiding 
[the information], I would be brought to a different investigator again, to 
the same isolated room where I fainted. he then dictated the content of 
a statement that I had to write regarding myself and my husband. hav-
ing become aware of all the further torment and deprivation, I thought 
to myself that everything would be sorted out, somehow, and wrote what 
was demanded of me. I don’t remember if I wrote about my husband too. 

samojlov was not present in person when I was physically abused; however, 
he gave the corresponding orders, since he asked me afterwards how I liked 
my new investigator. I have nothing to add to my testimony. the protocol 
has been read by me and recorded correctly. [Signed] berko

Investigator of the Kgb Investigative department 
at the council of ministers of the ukrainian ssr in the lviv oblast

Junior lieutenant 
(Klimenko) 

 
central state archive of Public organizations and ukrainian studies (tsdagou): f. 263, 
op. 1, d. 49928, ll. 48–54
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document № 2
Indictment in the case of nina Vladimirovna berko, 11 october 1937

IndIctment

In case no. 862, regarding the accusation of nina Vladimirovna berKo
under article 54-6 part 1 of the criminal code of the ukrainian ssr.

approved by the military Prosecutor of Kyiv military district
26 november 1937 [Signature]

nina Vladimirovna berko was arrested on the grounds of materi-
als received by the third department of the directorate of state security 
(ugb nKVd) of the ukrainian ssr, indicating that she had arrived in 
Kyiv from Krakow during the imperialist war, held anti-soviet attitudes, 
and visited a consulate of a foreign state. 

In 1923–1924, she visited the embassy of a foreign state in moscow, 
allegedly in connection with a possibility of leaving the ussr for Poland. 

her mother visited a foreign consulate in Kyiv. 
In 1923–1924, she [nina berko] attended a military school in Kyiv 

and maintained connections with cadets. 
nina berKo’s uncle, who resides in Poland, is a member of the 

defensywa. 1 
her brother, Kazimir Vladimirovič olearsKIJ, who used to live 

in Kyiv, was engaged in counter-revolutionary nationalist and espionage 
activities (case sheets 9, 10, 11, 12, 13; packet No. 1). 

nina Vladimirovna berKo pleaded not guilty to the charges brought 
against her. 

note: nina Vladimirovna berKo’s brother, Kazimir Vladimirovič 
olearsKIJ, 

as well as her husband, gavriil semenovič berko, 
have been convicted of espionage activities 
in favor of a foreign state.

1 Polish political police. 
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In accordance with the order of the gugb nKVd ussr № 00485,

I ruled the folloWIng:

to forward case no. 863 on the charge of nina Vladimirovna berKo to 
the gugb nKVd ussr.

assIstant to the chIef of the thIrd dePartment of ugb 
JunIor lIeutenant of the state securIty (PugaČ)
“aPProVed”
assIstant to the chIef of the thIrd dePartment of ugb 
nKVd ussr 
caPtaIn of state securIty (saPIr) 
compiled on october 11, 1937
Kyiv 

central state archive of Public organizations and ukrainian studies (tsdagou): f. 263, 
op. 1, d. 49928, ll. 15–16
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document № 3
Indictment in the case of gavriil semenovič berko, 1 november 1937

case no. 862
IndIctment

against gavriil semenovič berKo 
under articles 54-6 Part I and 104 Part 2 of 

the criminal code of the ukrainian ssr.
approved by the deputy of the military tribunal of the Kyiv special military district

signed 26 november 1937

the third department of the state security directorate (ugb 
nKVd) of the ukrainian ssr was informed that gavriil semenovič berKo, 
a resident of the city of Kyiv, employee of the police force, had been en-
gaged in espionage activities for a foreign state. additionally, as a senior 
police officer with access to state funds due to his official position, he 
embezzled these funds for personal purposes.

as a result of the investigative actions, it has been established that 
in his capacity of the head of the Investigation department of the direc-
torate of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Police (urKm) attached to the nKVd 
of the ukrainian ssr, g. s. berko embezzled secret operational funds for 
personal purposes and allowed state funds to be spent for personal pur-
poses by his fellow officers.

to justify his fraudulent activities, g. s. berko produced fictitious 
documents (case pages 12–19).

gavriil semenovič berKo stated: 
“...I plead guilty to spending the funds for personal purposes, as well 

as facilitating the embezzlement of state funds by the deputy head of 
the urKm nKVd of the ukrainian ssr, KuPČIK; by the head of the In-
vestigation department, auzen; and by the authorized operative of the 
Investigation department of the urKm nKVd of the ukrainian ssr, Jas-
tremsKIJ. the embezzlement took place during my appointment as head 
of the Investigation department of the urKm nKVd of the ukrainian 
ssr, while I had access to the funds provided by the state for the opera-
tional needs of investigative work.” 

(berko’s statement from october 10, 1937, case sheet 12).
In 1928, g. s. berko was recruited for espionage activities by a for-

eign intelligence agent, alʹbert Janovič auzen, who instructed g. s. berko 
to collect espionage materials regarding the units of the red army for 
foreign intelligence. g. s. berko was expected to use his official position 

document № 3
IndIctment In the case of gaVrIIl 
semenoVIČ berKo
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as a staff member of the Joint state Political directorate (ogPu) of the 
ukrainian ssr. (case sheets 22, 23, 25–28.)

uPon consIderatIon of the aboVe, We accuse 

gavriil semenovič berKo, born in 1896 in glukhiv, chernihiv 
oblast; ukrainian; citizen of the ussr; not party-affiliated; prior to the 
arrest – head of the Investigative department of the urKm nKVd of 
the ukrainian ssr; senior lieutenant of the police,

of:
 1. embezzlement of state funds for personal purposes, as well as 

facilitating the embezzlement thereof by his fellow senior employees 
during his appointment as a senior employee of the urKm nKVd of 
the ukrainian ssr.

 2. acting as an agent of foreign intelligence and engaging in espionage 
activities in the ussr on its behalf, i.e., in crimes referenced by 
articles 54-6 Part I and 104 Part 2 of the criminal code of the 
ukrainian ssr. 

[berKo] plead partially guilty. [berKo] was incriminated by the testi-
mony provided by alʹbert Janovič auzen.
In accordance with the order of the gugb nKVd ussr № 00485,

I ruled the folloWIng:

to forward the case no. 862 on the charge of gavriil semenovič berKo 
to the gugb nKVd ussr.
note: Kazimir Vladimirovič olearskij, the brother of g. s. berKo’s wife, 
was convicted of espionage. 
berKo’s wife, nina Vladimirovna berKo, was arrested for espionage.

assIstant to the chIef of the thIrd dePartment of the 
ugb nKVd of the uKraInIan ssr  JunIor lIeutenant of 
state securIty (PugaČ) 
aPProVed: dePuty head of the thIrd dePartment of the 
ugb nKVd of the uKraInIan ssr 
caPtaIn of state securIty (samoJloV)
compiled on november 1, 1937 
Kyiv. 

state archive branch of the security services of ukraine (gda sbu): f. 6, op. 1, d. 47810fp, 
ll. 30–32
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document № 4
Indictment in the case of Kazimir Vladimirovich olearski. 
no date

approved
signature

IndIctment

Investigation case no. 863 against the accused, 
KazImIr VladImIroVIČ olearsKIJ

 under article 54-6 Part 1 of the criminal code of the ukrainian ssr.

Kazimir Vladimirovič olearsKIJ was arrested based on informa-
tion received by the third department of the directorate of the state se-
curity (ugb nKVd) of the ukrainian ssr, indicating that he had been 
engaged in counter-revolutionary nationalist activities in the circles of 
the actors of the Polish theater, spreading counter-revolutionary nation-
alist literature.

(See packet No. 1) 
during the theater’s tours in the border regions, olearsKIJ at-

tempted to establish connections with locals, displaying interest in mili-
tary information. 

(See packet No. 1) 
olearsKIJ’s uncle, who resides in Poland, is a member of defensywa. 1 
(see packet No. 1). 
olearsKIJ’s sister, nina olearsKa, was associated with the em-

bassy of a foreign state. 
(see packet No. 1). 
according to the testimonies of the two people convicted in the case 

of the “Polish military organization”, fIaleK and KraVecKIJ, olear-
sKIJ is a member of the Polish nationalist organization. 

the accused olearsKIJ did not plead guilty in the charges pre-
sented to him. 

note: nina olearsKa and her husband berKo have been con-
victed on charges of espionage for a foreign state.

guided by the order of the nKVd ussr, no. 00485 –

1 Polish political police.

document № 4 IndIctment In the 
case of KazImIr VladImIroVIch 
olearsKI
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I ruled the folloWIng:

to forward the investigation case no. 863 against the accused 
 Kazimir Vladimirovič olearsKIJ to the nKVd ussr.

oPeratIons offIcer of the 3rd dePartment of ugb nKVd 
ussr sergeant of state securIty /leJboVIČ/
“aPProVed”: dePuty head of the 3rd dePartment of ugb 
nKVd ussr caPtaIn of state securIty /samoJloV/ 

central state archive of Public organizations and ukrainian studies (tsdagou):  
f. 263, op. 1, d. 49893, vol. 1, ll. 20–21
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