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When Georgia regained her freedom in the 1990s, she was still
forced to fight for keeping her independence from the northern
neighbour. At that time, on 31 December 1993, The New York
Times published a brief but significant obituary: “Meliton Kantaria,
one of the two Red Army soldiers who raised the Soviet flag over the
battered Reichstag in Berlin on April 30, 1945, died this week in
Georgia. He was 74. The gesture of victory by Mr Kantaria and
another soldier, Mikhail Yegorov, was immortalized in a
documentary film seen worldwide. Mr Kantaria’s death was reported
on Tuesday by the Itar-Tass news agency. The report gave no
information on survivors or his career after World War 11”.

Back then it was a completely unique occasion for a Georgian
to be mentioned in an American daily newspaper with a worldwide
readership. This could be properly appreciated only by the Georgians
who lived through those years, dark and full of gunpowder smoke.
Thirty years ago hardly anyone in the whole world knew Georgia the
country. Moreover, no one cared about this small republic torn by
battles around her borderline, and that she desperately aimed to gain
a foothold in international politics. For the vast majority of the world
population, this was just a tiny piece of land accidentally cut off from
a former Soviet empire, lost between Russia and Turkey. The people
have been frequently ripped off their national identity and called
either ‘Russians’ or even worse, ‘Soviets’ — as if this adjective has
ever had anything to do with ethnicity. In such reality for Georgia,
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the passing of our fellow citizen who has become the symbol of
WWII was reported quite objectively in the United States.

A century has passed since Meliton, the son of Varlam
Kantaria and Lydia Shonia, was born on 5 October 1920 in the
village of Jvari (Tsalenjikha Municipality, Western Georgia). The
100th anniversary of the war hero could not be celebrated on a large
scale as intended in Georgia, due to the coronavirus pandemic.
However, the birthday of the outstanding warrior was still honoured
by his country and countrymen as much as possible in the lockdown.
Some people came to the statue of Meliton Kantaria in Kikvadze
Park in the capital city of Georgia, while others gathered near the
tomb of the hero on the territory of Public School No3 in Kantaria’s
native village. Despite a rainy day, both local officials and ordinary
citizens arrived in a small garden at the campus to pay their respect
to the memory of Meliton Kantaria. Although his story is quite well-
known it seems appropriate to recall it once again because of his
anniversary.

On the evening of 30 April 1945, the sound of gunfire and
exposure could be heard all over Berlin while the final attempt to
seize the Reichstag was at large. The situation resembled the last
episode of the film “Father of a Soldier” (1964) by Georgian movie
director Rezo Chkheidze: Storming through a two-story building, the
Red Army soldiers fought their way to the roof, despite fierce
resistance from Nazi Germans hiding in the corridors and chambers
of the badly damaged building. Both in the film and in reality, the
warriors aimed to reach the top.

Near midnight the banner-carriers broke the resistance of the
ambushing enemy and, with the support of their comrades lead by
lieutenant Alexei Berest, climbed to the roof of the Reichstag. Due to
cross-fire, it was impossible to get close to the cupola. Thus,
Yegorov agreed to the alternative offered by Kantaria and they
attached the Soviet Flag to the statue of Kaiser Wilhelm II. During
the counter-attack on 1 May, the Germans set the entire building to
fire and either destroyed or removed most of the red flags raised
earlier in different places of the building. However, about three
hundred Soviet warriors stationed in the Reichstag did not retreat
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against the thousand and the enemy could not reach the Victory
Banner, which survived.

After the capitulation of the German garrison on 2 May, the
regiment commander Fedor Zinchenko gave an order to Yegorov and
Kantaria to re-hoist the Soviet Flag from the statue to the cupola. The
construction of steel and glass was partially damaged as a result of
the heavy shooting and artillery attack in previous days. The stairs
leading to its top became useless. Two sergeants of the 3rd Shock
Army Intelligence Corps bravely climbed the unreliable steel
structure with shattered glass. If any of them slipped slightly, it
would be a fall to death. Both were fit and agile, but Yegorov barely
escaped death at one point. Perhaps the friends survived the Berlin
climb due to Kantaria have had recited ‘Jash Khvama’, the Grace of
a tree-climber, as a child. “The Victory Flag was flying at the highest
point of the old German parliament, well-visible from all around”,
Colonel Zinchenko recalled years later.

The Victory Banner in WWII hoisted by Kantaria and
Yegorov waved proudly over the Reichstag cupola for several days.
The area of Berlin where the former building of the German
Parliament stood was to become a British occupation zone according
to the division agreement between the four Allied powers — Great
Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and the United States. Therefore,
the 3rd Shock Army had to change its dislocation. Obviously, the
Victory Banner could not be left to the English. According to
General Vasily Shatilov, on 12 May, Kantaria and Yegorov replaced
the Victory Banner with a regular red flag, and the original was
transported to Moscow on 20 June.

Neither the flag nor the Victory Banner-bearers took part in
the victory parade at the Red Square on 24 June 1945. During the
parade rehearsal, Marshal Zhukov noticed that two heroic soldiers
were not properly trained in a military march while Captain Sergei
Neustroev, who was appointed to carry the banner, could barely step
on his wounded right leg. Georgy Zhukov considered only these
three worthy to fly the flag at the victory parade, so a replacement
was no option. To save the situation, the three heros watched the
ceremony from the gallery.
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The entire life of Meliton Kantaria was full of tragic events
and difficulties. After completing four years of elementary school,
the 11-year-old worked at a collective farm until 1940 when he was
recruited for conscription in the Red Army. Then there were the four
long years of war for him with numerous battles that resulted in three
injures for Meliton. After been wounded while taking part in the
liberation of Yegorov’s native village, Kantaria started to call his
brother-in-arms simply ‘brother’ — since his blood was spelt on his
friend’s ancestral land. After the war, Yegorov and Kantaria have
been made the heroes of the Soviet Union and the authority offered
them military careers. But the young men craved to go back to a
civilian lifestyle despite no far-going prospects for them due to the
lack of proper education.

Nevertheless, Meliton Kantaria’s dream of peaceful life did
not quite come true when the Georgian anti-Soviet movement in
Abkhazia eventually grew into war in 1992-1993. A grenade hit his
house during the battle and almost the entire photo archive as well as
his military uniform and documentation were burned. Kantaria’s
orders and medals had been allegedly looted. Only a few old photos
with the yellow tint survived.

As if the severe battles of WWII were not enough, Meliton
Kantaria was upset by some scandal-mongers who questioned the
heroism of the Victory Banner-bearers, their comrades, and even
their superiors in the late 1980s when most of the main participants
of the event were not even alive to speak for themselves. Fifteen
years after Kantaria’s death, following the example set by Russian
President, soon-to-be Prime Minister Putin in 2008, the attack on the
memory of the deceased legendary sergeants of the previous century
spread once more. However, there has been another international
recognition of Yegorov and Kantaria as the Victory Banner-bearers
on 5 October 2020 when a concise English-language post was
published on the official Facebook page of the Russian Embassy in
the UK: “Today marks 100 years since Meliton Kantaria, a Georgian
sergeant of the Soviet Army, was born. He is famous for being
among the first to hoist the Soviet Victory Banner over Reichstag in
1945 together with sergeant Mikhail Yegorov”.
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Such objectivity is much appreciated, especially, while the
foreign media frequently tries to hide the fact that Meliton Kantaria
was a Georgian: Sometimes he is introduced as an ethnic Georgian
living in Abkhazia, sometimes he is totally deprived of his national
identity when called a ‘Soviet’, while in English translations, he is
generally referred as a Russian. Meliton Kantaria, the Georgian hero
of WWII, is the grandfather of 21-year-old Tamaz Ochigava, who
defended the unity of Georgia within the 241st Battalion under
commander Inalishvili during the War in Abkhazia, and at the cost of
his own life, the young warrior helped the Georgian family of
Sulakvelidzes to leave the battle line safely.

The exceptional fact is that an official photo of Meliton
Kantaria in uniform has been accompanied with a relatively
unknown photo of Yegorov and Kantaria posing with the Victory
Banner for photo correspondent Alexei Morozov on 2 May 1945 and
attached to the post by the Russian Embassy in the UK. Often, when
the heroism of Yegorov and Kantaria is remembered, the text is
linked to the Yevgeny Khaldei’s iconic WWII photograph, which
was set up for the camera and did not depict the Victory Banner-
bearers but some volunteers who participated in photo shooting after
the Battle of Berlin in April-May 1945. The same iconic picture has
been used even for Meliton Kantaria’s anniversary greeting card in
2020. Despite numerous inaccuracies or injustices, the truth is widely
known.

There is an essential symbol in the biography of Meliton
Kantaria: He was born in the independent and free Republic of
Georgia at the very end of its existence and after 70 years, the
Georgian hero lived to see — though not for long — the regaining of
the independence of his homeland. This might explain the freedom-
loving character of a Georgian who was very proud of his origins and
national identity, described as a patriot by many contemporaries who
knew him in person. He had a good sense of humour and carried love
to mankind. A down-to-earth person he was, Meliton Kantaria only
dreamt of peace on Earth, including his own country — a wish never
granted.
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