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What is it like to be a „public enemy“ from one day to the next, to be exposed to 
Stalin‘s repressions - the Great Terror? Stella Nudolskaja experienced it with her 
parents in the Soviet Union of the 1930s. Separated from their father, who was killed 
by the Soviet regime, mother and daughter Elia were deported from Moscow to 
Kyrgyzstan in 1937, where they were humiliated, marginalized, hungry and suffering. 
Their lives resemble an odyssey from one labour camp to the next, from one foreign 
environment to the next; uncertainty and fear as constant companions. Nevertheless, 
mother and daughter maintain an independent and dignified attitude to life. And: 
they take back home with storytelling and singing. Elia and her mother are released 
when the construction of the camp is completed. But they are then forced to stay in 
the region and, above all, to find work and housing on their own. When her mother 
coughs and gets sick ending up suffering lying on the ground near a barn, they 
have nothing left. Elia does not lose courage, and knocks on the door of a farm that 
houses a very large family headed by a good, courageous and taciturn man, Saveli 
Yuzhakov. He takes Elia and her mother in and treats them well. They call Elia „kant 
bala“ (Child of sugar in Kyrgyz), because of the whiteness of her skin. 1941, Russia 
enters the Second World War and her mother is forced to leave her job. She finds a 
job as a German teacher. 1946, Elia and her mother are allowed (thanks to a falsified 
document) to return to Moscow and some time later they are rehabilitated. They 
learned many years later that the father died at Magadan camp in 1940.
At a time of global antagonisms and differentiation of all kinds, this story shows that 
man is still man, when life is at stake. And that different peoples, languages, cultures 
are able to coexist and support each other. A story about love, and yet about dignity 
and freedom. As in Roberto Benigni‘s film „Life is Beautiful“, a father manages to 
get through the horror of Nazi concentration camps with a smile on his son‘s face, in 
this book a mother guides her daughter with great dignity and perspective through 
deportation and misery. A beautiful educational novel, a love story about the strength 
of the heart and freedom leaving the reader moved to tears and stronger. As Elia’s 
mother says: „Slavery is a state of mind. Free man can’t be made a slave.“

“„Sugar Child“ is the documentary fact of a miracle – the education of a human per-
sonality under inhuman conditions. At the same time it is a guide through the vanished 
camp world, which enables us to see in detail both the anthropology of the state crime 
and the hidden secret of the emerging resistance.“ Sergei Lebedev

“This true story full of light about Stalinist oppression, seen through the eyes of a child 
sent into exile in Central Asia in the 1930s, makes a significant contribution to the fra-
gile memory of contemporary Russia, where exploration of the period is increasingly 
marginalized.“ Le Monde

In 1988, Gromova, active librarian and editor-in-chief of the specialized journal „Biblioteka v shkole“, met her neighbour, Stella (nickna-
med Elia) Doubrova (Nudolskaya - which is her mother‘s maiden name), who gradually tells her her personal story. Gromova turned it into 
a strong and tender book for young people.
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