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Ever since I was a little boy I heard about the Baltic-White Sea Canal.  My uncle 
Heinrich M. Muller was sentenced to a Gulag there in May 1934.  Over the years 
I learned bits and pieces about the canal from various books and articles, and 
from Sofie Schmalz, Heinrichôs adopted daughter.  But my greatest discovery 
was made in the State Archives in Zhitomir while working on my book, Under 
Arrest, and in a personal visit I made to the canal with my wife Nancy in June 
2004. 
 

 
Heinrich and Berta Muller and their adopted daughter, Sophie 

 
What I learned is that the construction of the canal was begun in November 
1931.  The plan, largely at the insistence of Stalin, was to build a 227 km long 
(141 miles), 37 km out of solid rock and the remaining 188 km consisting of 
dammed-up lakes and flooded riverbeds, linking the White Sea to the Baltic Sea.  
The purpose was to connect the two seas enabling ships carrying timber and 
minerals from the White Sea to the commercial ports of the Baltic without making 
the 370-mile journey through the Artic Ocean, and to provide military access to 
the area in event of war.  It was an old idea, first proposed by trade merchants in 
the 16th C.   
 



During the 20 months it took to build the canal, the number of workers reached in 
excess of 300,000 at its peak.  Of these, over 100,000 were devoured by the 
fierce winters, abysmal living conditions and stringent labor requirements, 
although some historians put the number of deaths at a substantially higher 
figure.  There are 19 locks, 49 weirs and 15 dams.  In all, there are over 100 
hydraulic engineering structures.   In July 1933, when the canal was completed, 
Stalin took an excursion on a steamer to inspect the canal.  It is reported that he 
sat on deck smoking and laughing with his aids, completely oblivious to the fact 
that the canal was too shallow to be of much use. 
 
One could easily describe Stalinôs massive effort in a lengthy article.  Whole 
books have in fact been written about it.  But I have decided instead to let the 
pictures, with their brief cut lines, speak for themselves.  If it is true that one 
picture is worth a thousands words, then this constitutes more than a 50,000 
essay.  
 

Our journey began on Thursday evening, June 10, 2004 with an overnight train ride from 
St. Petersburg to Petrozavodsk to see first-hand the canal where my uncle worked on 
the maintenance crew. 
 



I woke up at 5:30 in the morning and took a number of shots of the modest houses along 
the railroad tracks.  It was almost 70 years to the day that my uncle road that very same 
railroad to the notorious Gulag.  I wondered what went through his mind.  Our train 
arrived in Petrozavodsk at 7:15 in the morning. 
 



 
We were met by the local archivist and self-styled guide, 

Yuri Dmitriev of Petrozavodsk.  Several yearsearlier he had 
guided the well-known journalist andauthor of Gulag, 

Anne Applebaum, along the sameanal route, and 
came highly recommended.  At severalpoints along the canal 
he ceremoniously got out hispack of Belomor cigarettes and 

smoked a joint.  As he did so, he explained that the 
Belomor cigarette, onceone of the Sovietôs most popular 
brands of cigarettes,was for decades the only monument 

to the canal builders. 
 



 
Yuri runs the local chapter of memorial and a small museum in Petrozavodsk. 
He has also published his own version of the Baltic-White Sea Canal, serves 

as a guide to the canal and assist people in accessing the NKVD files of 
the exiles to Karelia. 

 


