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Sacrificing one’s life for somebody else’s is, undoubtedly, the most courageous thing a person can do.  During World War II people had an opportunity to do this on the battlefield and beyond. There are a lot of great examples of heroism when people selflessly saved other people’s lives during the Nazi occupation. Many stories are famous but even more remain unknown. This article is about a selfless act of one Kherson resident.
German troops invaded Kherson in August 1941. The rules were immediately established on the occupied territory. There were a number of decrees and regulations that restricted all aspects of people’s lives under occupation —it was forbidden to harbour or support Jewish people or Soviet soldiers; any man who would break the law was executed immediately. The Nazis executed people in the square (where the Privozny Bazaar used to be) to show the consequences of disobeying.  In other words, they displayed their absolute power to intimidate the citizens. Each feared for his life and was powerless to do anything about it.
At the beginning of the occupation some officers of the German army paid attention to a clean and comfortable house in Zabalka (historical district of Kherson located west of the city centre) which belonged to Maria Leontivna Pavlova, and they soon moved into it. They liked the perfectly groomed cottage very much and felt quite safe there. However, they did not guess that there was someone else very close to them. It was the deepest and the most dangerous secret of the owner of the house—a secret she could die for. In the attic of the house, behind the stove pipe, there was а hideout where a Jewish boy was hiding.  He had been there since the fascist authorities had taken control of Kherson and almost 12 000 Jews were shot near the village of Zelenovka two kilometers away. Maria Pavlova didn't know who that young boy was, where he came from or how he managed to avoid death. She didn’t even know his name, so she just called him ‘Sasha’. With the appearance of the Nazis both the hostess and her “guest” had to be careful. Anything – a cough, rustling or any movement – could get them killed. 
Actually,  that wasn't  the only secret – there were three young men who were hiding in the old basement masked by vegetable patches a couple feet away from the house. It is unbelievable how this lady balanced on a knife’s edge and kept everything secret for a very long time. Finally, after the long months of hiding underground the “prisoners” left their hideout. They had a chance to escape to a neighboring village not far from Mykolaiv. 
As for Sasha, he stayed in the house for two more years because there was nowhere to go. Being unable to do anything and fearing to move, he lost his sense of time and reality. Somehow in early August the hiding place was revealed. Both he and the hostess were severely beaten with rifles. Then the battered boy was taken somewhere for execution. Maria Leontivna remained under surveillance, waiting for what would follow.
During the dreary waiting she wrote a farewell letter to her family: «Hello, my dear family. I beg you to forgive me for everything I did wrong. Don’t blame me.  Please, forgive me one last time. I will pay for saving a human life. I knew this would happen but I followed my heart. Again, I'm sorry. It is 5 pm, I’m at home but they’re coming to get me. Goodbye. Your sister Marusya».
That evening the Gestapo came and took her away. Maria Leontivna’s last letter came into the hands of Alexander Kabanov— one of those three men who lived in the hiding-place in 1941.The carefully preserved letter is the proof of heroism and became his family’s priceless heirloom.
P.S.: It is amazing, but despite the serious charges Maria Leontivna Pavlova survived. Within a few months the city was liberated. She waited for her brother to return from the front and  went on with her life taking care of her relatives. Even her closest friends and family didn’t know about her heroic self-sacrifice.
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