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About the Book

In the first month of the First World War the Russian campaign against the Germans creaks into gear. Crippled by weak, indecisive leadership the Russian troops battle desperately, even as the inevitability of failure and their own sacrifice dawns. Solzhenitsyn’s astounding work of historical fiction is a portrait of pre-revolutionary Russia, a tragic war story, and an epic novel in the great Russian tradition.


About the Author

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was born in 1918 and grew up in Rostov-on-Don. He graduated in physics and mathematics from Rostov University and studied literature by correspondence course at Moscow University. In World War Two he fought as an artillery officer, attaining the rank of captain. In 1945, however, after making derogatory remarks about Stalin in a letter, he was arrested and summarily sentenced to eight years in forced labour camps, followed by internal exile. In 1957 he was formally rehabilitated, and settled down to teaching and writing, in Ryazan and Moscow. The publication of One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich in Novy Mir in 1962 was followed by the publication, in the West, of his novels Cancer Ward and The First Circle. In 1970 he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, and in 1974 his citizenship was revoked and he was expelled from the Soviet Union. He settled in Vermont, USA, and worked on his great historical cycle ‘The Red Wheel’ of which August 1914 is the first volume. In 1990, with the fall of Soviet Communism, his citizenship was restored, and four years later, he returned to settle in Russia. He died in 2008 near Moscow, at the age of eighty-nine.
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Publisher’s Note

The author began thinking of writing August 1914 in 1937—at that time not as the first knot of the present work but as the introduction to a large-scale novel on the Russian revolution. It was then that he gathered all the information—and there was quite a lot of it—on the Samsonov catastrophe available in the Soviet Union, and wrote the first chapters, describing the arrival of a colonel from the Supreme Commander’s staff at Samsonov’s headquarters, the transfer of his headquarters to Neidenburg, and the lunch party there. The structure of these chapters remains almost unaltered in the final version. At the first stage of the work many chapters were allotted to Sasha Lenartovich but these have dropped out over the years. There were also some chapters on the Shcherbak family estate (that of the author’s maternal grandfather) in which Stolypin’s career and the significance of his assassination were touched on.

Work on the novel was then interrupted until 1963, when the author again began actively collecting material. (The results of his preliminary labours had been preserved throughout the war years and his term of imprisonment.) He finally decided on the tide Red Wheel in 1965, and on division into ‘Knots’ (concentrated and minutely detailed accounts of events within strictly limited periods of time, with complete breaks between them) in 1967.

Work on The Red Wheel went on uninterrupted from March 1969—first on the later knots (chapters relating to the years 1919–20, and especially those about Tambov and about Lenin). That spring, however, the author changed direction to work exclusively on August 1914, completing it some eighteen months later, in October 1970.

In this form Knot I was published in Russian in Paris in June 1971 by the YMCA Press. Two competing translations appeared in the same year in Germany, then one in Holland, followed in 1972 by others in France, Britain, the USA, Spain, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Italy, and in subsequent years in other European, Asian and American countries.

The publication of the book in the West without official permission provoked attacks on the author in the communist press.

After the author’s expulsion from the USSR he reinforced the previously written Lenin chapters, among them what is now Chapter 22 of August 1914, which was deliberately omitted from the first edition. It was included in a bundle of chapters published in 1975 by the YMCA Press in Paris under the title Lenin v Tsyurikhe (Lenin in Zurich).

In spring 1976 the author worked at the Hoover Institution in California and assembled a great deal of information on the story of Stolypin’s assassination.

As a result of his researches the work was expanded to include studies of the careers of Stolypin and Nikolai II. The chapters belonging to the Stolypin cycle (the present chapters 8 and 60–73) were all written in Vermont in the summer and autumn of 1976. The chapter entitled ‘Study of a Monarch’ (now 74, published separately in Vestnik Russkogo, Khristianskogo Dvizheniya No. 124 for 1978) was written at the beginning of 1977.

August 1914 acquired its final form in Vermont in 1981, while it was being set up for the press. The representation of notable historical personages, important army officers and revolutionaries mentioned by name, the material in the survey chapters and those on the Tsar, the whole story of Stolypin’s assassination by Bogrov and the detailed descriptions of military operations, down to the fate of individual regiments and battalions, faithfully reproduce the historical record.

The author’s father is introduced almost under his own name, and his mother’s family are shown true to life. The Kharitonov (actually Andreev) and Arkhangorodsky families and Varya are real people, and Obodovsky (Pyotr Akimovich Palchinsky) is a figure well known to history.


*



In the ‘screen’ sequences in this book, the four different margins are used to represent four sets of technical instructions for the shooting of a film. These, from left to right on the page, are sound effects, camera direction, action, dialogue. The symbol = indicates ‘cut to’.

Dates in the Russian original were given in the old style. In this translation they have been changed in accordance with the Gregorian (Western) calendar.


THE RED WHEEL

VOLUME I




A NARRATIVE IN DISCRETE PERIODS OF TIME


August 1914


 

 

FIRST KNOT


AUGUST 1914
(23 August–3 September)

Translation by H. T. Willetts






‘Only the axe can deliver us,
and nothing but the axe …
Russia summons us to the axe.’



(From a letter to Hertzen’s newspaper The Bell, 1860)


1

They left the village in the clear dawn light. As the sun rose the mountains were dazzling white with dark blue hollows, every indentation could be seen, and they looked so close that a stranger might have thought them a two hours’ drive away.

The Caucasus loomed huge and elemental in a world of small man-made things. If all the people who had ever lived had opened their arms as wide as they could to carry all that they had ever made, or ever thought of making, and pile it up in swelling heaps they could not have raised such an unbelievable mountain range.

The road from the village to the station kept the mountains continually before them as though those snowy expanses, those bare crags, those shadows hinting at invisible ravines, were their destination. But from one half-hour to the next, as the snow began to thaw on the lower slopes, the range seemed to part company with the earth, and its upper third hung suspended in the sky. It became shrouded in mist, so that there were no ribs or seams to show that these were mountains, and they saw instead what looked like a vast white cloudbank. This broke into fragments indistinguishable from real clouds. Then they too were washed away. The range disappeared as though it had been a celestial mirage, and wherever they looked they saw only greyish, heat-blanched sky. They drove on till noon and beyond, for more than fifty versts,fn1 without changing direction, until the giant mountains retreated as rounded foothills closed in—the Camel, the Bull, the bald Snake and the wooded Iron Hill.

They had set out when the road was not yet dusty, and the steppe was cool and wet with dew. They travelled through the hours when the steppe took wing and rang with bird calls, and the hours when there were only low whistles, chirrups, rustlings in the grass. Now they were driving into Mineralnye Vody, trailing a lazy dust-cloud, at the deadest hour of the afternoon, when there was nothing to be heard but the steady wooden rattle of their cart—the noise of hoofs was muffled by the dust. The subtle scents of plants had faded in those few hours, and now there was only the heavy smell of sun-scorched air laced with dust. The cart, the hay strewn on its floor, and they themselves smelt the same, but they had been steppe-dwellers from earliest childhood, they liked the smell, and the heat could not worry them.

Their father had grudged them the use of his sprung carriage, and they were so badly shaken and jolted when the horses trotted that they had come most of the way at walking pace. They drove between wheatfields and grazing herds, past barren salt-flats, across shallow gullies and stream-beds, some dry, some with a little water. They saw no real rivers, and not a single large village. It was Sunday morning, and the road was deserted—they met no one and no one overtook them. Yet Isaaki, who was always patient and today quieter and more thoughtful even than usual, did not find those eight hours tedious but could have gone on for twice as long, with the unnecessary reins slack in his hand, gazing over the horses’ ears from under his battered straw hat.

Yevstrat, his younger half-brother, who would have to travel all the way back by the same road that night, slept at first on the hay behind Isaaki’s back, then stirred, rose to his feet, looking around for something in the hay, jumped down, ran a little way from the cart, caught up again. He couldn’t keep still a moment, he chattered, he asked questions—‘Why do you feel as if you’re going backwards when you close your eyes?’

Yevstrat had now moved into the second class of the Pyatigorsk High School, although his father had at first wanted him to attend only the nearby middle school like Isaaki. His other brothers and sisters had seen nothing and knew nothing except the land, and cattle and sheep, and they had done well enough, hadn’t they? Isaaki had been sent to school a year later than he should have been, and his father had held on to him for a year after high school, refusing at first to be persuaded that something called a university should come next. But oxen will move a heavy load not by tugging but by steady pulling, and Isaaki could always get his way with his father by patient insistence.

Isaaki loved his native Sablinskaya, their farm ten versts from the village, and farm work, and during this summer vacation he had joined with a will in the mowing and threshing. In his plans for the future he combined his original way of life with what he had accumulated as a student. But from year to year this became more unrealistic: his education was slowly but inexorably separating him from his past, the people in his village, and his family.

He was one of only two students in the village. The villagers found their appearance and their conversation strange and ridiculous. As soon as they got home they hurriedly changed into their old clothes. Isaaki was, however, pleased about one thing: village gossip distinguished him from the other student, calling him (humorously) ‘the Narodnik’. Whoever first thought of it, and however it caught on, everyone started using the nickname. There had been no populist Narodniks in Russia for a long time, but Isaaki, though he would never have dared call himself that out loud, thought of himself as a Narodnik for want of a better word to describe one who obtains an education for the sake of the people, and ‘goes to the people’ with his book-learning, his eloquence, and his love.

In fact even returning to his family was almost impossible. Having given in to the incomprehensible university three years earlier, his father did not retract his decision, but he came to feel that he had made a mistake and lost his son. The only use he got from him was during the vacations when he could put him to work on the farm; but in the long months of Sanya’s absences his father could not see the sense of all that book-learning.

He and his father would have remained close but for his stepmother Marfa, a bold, domineering, greedy woman who kept the whole household on a short rein, making sure that no one stood in the way of her own children. Isaaki’s older brothers and sisters had already moved out, and because of his stepmother his father and his own home were becoming strange to him. While he was still a boy Sanya had eyed them and wondered what powerful urge compelled a man widowed in his forties to take a second wife in her twenties, and one so sharp that even now when he was touching sixty he still could not rule his own household or indeed have much say in its affairs.

Newly acquired views also helped to make Isaaki feel a stranger. As a child he had been naïvely, uncomprehendingly aware of fasts and saints’ days, he had gone barefoot to night services—but later on almost everyone he met had tried to talk him out of the religion of most Russians. Sablinskaya itself and their whole district was dotted with sectarian communities—Molokane, Dukhobors, Stundists, Jehovah’s Witnesses. His stepmother came from one such group, and his father’s allegiance to the Church became weaker. Arguments about different faiths were a favourite pastime in their locality. Sanya used to go along and listen until the views of Count Tolstoy made all these rival creeds equally foreign to him. There was intellectual confusion in the cities too; even the educated did not always understand each other, and Tolstoy’s teaching settled all things so convincingly, demanding only truthfulness. Alas, within the family he could not practise it. Tolstoy’s truth made it necessary for him to tell a lie: having become a vegetarian he could not possibly explain that it was for reasons of conscience without incurring the disgust and derision of his family and all the village. Instead, he had to begin by telling a lie: some German medical man had discovered that abstaining from meat ensured long life. When he had tossed enough sheaves around, his body craved meat, and it was hard work deluding himself that potatoes and beans were all he needed.

His estrangement from his family had made the decision to leave home easier, but he could not be open about his intentions. He told a lie about having to return to university early to do some practical work—and then had to invent the practical work and make it comprehensible to his unschooled father.

All that their village knew of the war in its first three weeks was the Tsar’s manifestos declaring war on Germany and Austria—which were read out in church and then posted in the square outside—the departure of two parties of reservists, and an additional round-up of horses for despatch to the district capital, because the villagers of Sablinskaya now counted not as Terek Cossacks but as Russians. Apart from this there might have been no war. Newspapers never reached the village, and it was too early for letters from the army in the field. Indeed, the very concept was a strange one. ‘To get a letter’ in their village was pretentious, ostentatious, and Sanya discouraged letter-writers. None of the Lazhenitsyn family was called up: the oldest brother was over age and his son was already in the army, the middle brother had some fingers missing, Isaaki was a student, and his stepmother’s children were too young.

Nor did they see any sign of war on their half-day’s ride over the wide steppe.

They had crossed the bridge over the Kuma, rattled over the sun-baked railway track by the stony crossing, driven along the grassy street of Kumskaya, now called Mineralnye Vody, and still they noticed no signs of war. Life was so reluctant to be turned upside down! Wherever it could it went on in its old, quiet way.

They pulled up in the shade of a big elm by a well. Yevstrat was to wait there while the horses cooled down, water them, and then drive on to the station. Sanya washed, splashing himself down to the waist, using up two bucketfuls, got Yevstrat to pour icy water on his back from a dark tin mug, towelled himself dry, put on a clean white blouse with a belt, left his things in the cart and went off empty-handed towards the station, avoiding the dust.

A little garden had been planted a short while ago to beautify the station approach, but hens had pecked its edges ragged and it was covered with a layer of dust from charabancs and carts driving up to the long station building. But a light awning on slender painted columns shading the Mineralnye Vody platform and the cooling breeze that blew along it spoke of the nearby watering-places and their delights. Wild vines twined round the columns, and the whole place had the look of a cheerful summer resort. Here too there was nothing to indicate that anyone had ever heard of the war. Ladies in bright dresses and men in tussore followed porters to the departure platform for Kislovodsk. You could buy ice-cream, mineral water, coloured balloons.

And newspapers. Sanya bought one, and after a moment’s thought another, and began opening them even before he sat down on a bench near the platform. Contrary to his usual methodical way, he skipped from column to column, leaving news items half read, and his face brightened as he went along. Good, good! Major Russian victory at Gumbinnen! The enemy will be compelled to evacuate all Prussia … Things are also going well in Austria … The Serbs too have won a victory! …

True to his farm-boy’s habit of wasting nothing, he folded the papers up, taking as much care not to crumple or tear them as if he expected to need them for ever, rose and went to the ticket office to inquire about trains. He was making his way steadily through the press of bustling passengers, looking at no one, when suddenly a girl dashed out of the crowd. He assumed that she was rushing for a train, did not turn to look, and realized that she was coming towards him only when she threw her arms round his neck, hugged him and kissed him—then recoiled as though amazed by her own boldness, and stood there red in the face but happy.

‘Sanya! Is it really you? Wha-at a coincidence! All the way from Petersburg I’ve been …’

Her arms had been round him only for half a second but she had scattered his thoughts and he stood there confused by the elusive feelings that her sudden swoop had stirred in him, feelings that had to do not only with the touch of sun-warmed lips.

It was Varya, an old friend from the Pyatigorsk High School. They had not seen each other since then, though they had written occasional letters at first. In those days, she had had the straight-combed hair of a motherless girl, but now her hair was bobbed and fluffed out and she wore an excited, triumphant expression.

‘For some reason I kept thinking, what if I suddenly run into you! I knew it couldn’t happen, but all the same … I even thought of sending a telegram to the village, but I knew you wouldn’t like it …’

Sanya stood and smiled. He was taken aback by the change in her since she had left school, by the unexpectedness of it, by the frightening thought of the telegram—it would have exploded like a bomb in the Lazhenitsyn household—and by the warmth of her presence.

‘I’ve been travelling for more than three days,’ she said happily. ‘My guardian is dying, and I have to go and say goodbye to him. It isn’t the most comfortable time to be travelling, the trains are packed … What about you? Are you going somewhere? Or just meeting somebody?’

He was tempted to say, ‘Yes, you.’ Her sudden descent on him, her unconstrained manner, tempted him to make a silly joke of it. ‘I’m here because I had a dream about you. Can it really be you?’ She stood there, still out of breath, leaning towards him.

Varya had never been beautiful, and had not become more so since her schooldays; her chin was a little too stubborn and masculine, her nose a little too long, but her flushed pleasure in meeting him made her pretty.

‘Do you remember? Do you …? How we met on the avenue once, unexpectedly? It must be fate! Listen, Sanya, where are you going now? I’m sure you can make time if you want to. Let’s spend a little while together. Shall I stay in Mineralnye a bit? Or if you like we’ll both go to Pyatigorsk. I leave it to you to decide.’

She spoke in rapid, jerky sentences, with the same palpitating excitement that had swept her towards him. The pure and lofty feelings with which Sanya had left home that morning and gazed upon the snow and the deep blues of the rugged range as he travelled were disturbed, blurred, confused. The mood he had cherished evaporated as suddenly as the range had dissolved into cloud.

Life is an eternal struggle with temptation: eat no meat, but, oh, how I want some; do no evil, but doing good is so difficult … If he went for a walk with her in Mineralnye Vody people from the village would see him and tell tales at home. But going to Pyatigorsk would be a nonsensical digression. Hotels and restaurants were out of the question. He had just enough for his ticket and not a copeck more.

He thought wistfully of his special morning. But he was surprised to find that he would have been sorry not to have met Varya. He felt that he was perfectly capable of going with her.

Her sharp features lit up when she saw that he was willing, but she could not check herself and asked with shrill insistence, ‘Where are you going? And why?’

She herself had reminded him why he could not listen to her.

He smiled vaguely, and said to humour her, ‘I’m on my way to Moscow.’ He looked down and sideways, guiltily. ‘I’m stopping off at Rostov first. I’ve got a friend there, Konstantin, maybe you know him?’

‘But the term doesn’t start for another three weeks!’ Her arm, bare to the elbow, reached out and she caught him firmly, peremptorily, by his elbow. ‘Do you think they may call you up?’ she said anxiously, tightening her grip. ‘A fourth-year student? Never! What are you going for?’

He couldn’t tell her, just like that, in so many words, it would trivialize his intention. He gave an embarrassed smile.

‘Well, you see … I get restless back home on the farm.’

She started, tossed her head like a startled horse, then clutched both his hands.

‘You don’t mean you’re volunteering?’

It was true, they had met once before by chance. Varya, a pupil at the city school, had ventured out one evening on to the main avenue of Pyatigorsk, with secret hopes, and had seen coming towards her a schoolboy of her acquaintance, three years older than herself.

Their meetings became occasions for serious intellectual discussions, which were very important to Varya: she had never had a close friend older than herself. Even when it got so dark that there was no danger of teachers seeing them, and Sanya could very well have held her arm, he did not do so. She greatly respected him for his seriousness (but would not have minded having to respect him less).

Later, when she went on to high school herself, she began meeting Sanya at school dances and other gatherings. They found a good deal to talk about, but never danced. Sanya said that holding each other close in a waltz aroused desires before there had been time for any genuine feeling to develop and that Count Tolstoy thought this a bad thing. Varya let herself be persuaded by his gentle excuses that she did not really want to dance herself.

Later still they had kept up a correspondence for a while. He wrote very sober, earnest letters. Although Varya’s horizon had widened in St Petersburg, although she knew many clever people now, she often thought of Sanya.

Three weeks ago, near the house she lived in on Vasilievsky Island, she had read the Tsar’s manifesto pasted on a pillar, then crossed the Neva by tram and seen the patriotic mob wrecking the German embassy in St Isaaki’s Square, breaking windows and throwing furniture, marbles and slashed pictures out into the street, toppling the enormous bronze horses, and the bronze giants leading them, from the roof to the pavement, while all the onlookers rejoiced as though what had come to them was not war but a long-awaited happiness—and at that troubled moment by the black and brown columns of St Isaaki’s Cathedral Varya had felt a pang of longing to see Sanya. She always did think of him when she rode past St Isaac’s. Isaaki did not like his Christian name and jokingly said that Peter the Great was really his namesake. Peter too had been born on St Isaac’s day, hence the name of the cathedral, but the Emperor had been given a pleasant-sounding name and the lad from the steppe had not.

Varya had been summoned to Pyatigorsk unexpectedly. Her guardian, or rather the benefactor at whose expense she and many other orphans had been educated, was seriously ill, and it was thought right that she should visit him, although he did not remember all those who had received his charity, and the arrival of an unknown student with belated thanks for his generosity could not do much to cheer him. During those four weary days in the train travelling from one end of the Empire to the other, she had found herself repeating Sanya’s name like an incantation: ‘Sanya, please be there! Be there, Sanya!’ Just as she had in the old days, walking the length of the avenue in Pyatigorsk.

It wasn’t just Sanya—that Tolstoy had corrupted so many manly characters! Varya had travelled from St Isaaki’s through Moscow, through Kharkov, through Mineralnye Vody—all places associated with Sanya. When war broke out she had suddenly felt lonely and unwanted. Her own life had not been very full before, but she had felt the fullness of the life all around her. Now it was as though a great crack had opened in the bottom of a lake and the water was draining away, whirling and gurgling, and she must hurry, hurry before it dried up altogether.

She could not understand why the world was suddenly at so odd an angle. Only a month—no, only three weeks ago—no thinking Russian citizen seemed to doubt that the head of the Russian state was a contemptible person, unworthy even of serious mention, and that nothing he said could conceivably be repeated except in mockery. Then everything had changed from one day to the next. Apparently educated and intelligent people had assembled quite voluntarily around the advertising pillars, finding nothing funny in the monarch’s lengthy title cylindrically unrolled, and had listened without compulsion while ringing voices read his proclamation:

‘Russia, answering the challenge of her foes, rises up to do battle, rises up to perform her feats of arms, with steel in her hand and the cross on her breast … The Lord God sees that we have not taken up arms with any design of conquest, nor for the sake of empty worldly fame, but to defend the honour and security of our Empire, which God holds in His hand. The cause for which we fight is a just one …’

All the way from St Petersburg Varya had seen troops entraining and their families seeing them off. These Russian farewells were particularly wild at country stops, where reservists danced to the balalaika on the unmetalled road, raising the dust and emitting random cries, obviously drunk, while their families wept and made the sign of the cross over them. When one freight train carrying reservists passed another a cheer arose from both, and the fraternal hurrah, wild and desperate and senseless, echoed along the whole length of both trains.

No one, anywhere, demonstrated against the Tsar.

Sanya, in his clean white shirt, looked more than ever a child of the steppes with his deep tan and his slicked-down, corn-coloured hair bleached from working out in the fields. She had flung herself at him the moment she saw him, on impulse, but also hoping by this one movement to dispel the timidity which had clogged their earlier meetings. They would both, she felt sure, drop what they had been meaning to do and go somewhere, anywhere, together.

But Sanya was one of those simpletons who make everything complicated.

There was a gentle, thoughtful smile on the lips between the light brown moustache and the growth that was not yet a beard. And, as always, the ceaseless working of his mind showed in his eyes. She could see in him the heightened emotion that seemed to be devouring everyone. Was he going? Volunteering?

She gripped his shoulders. ‘Sanya! Don’t go! Don’t go away!’

He was being sucked by the eddying waters into the crack in the bottom of the lake with the rest of them. She longed to restore to him the lucidity and good sense which she had once acquired from him, to pluck him from the whirlpool while there was still time. She didn’t stop to think—the words came to her unsought. All those decades of civic literature, the ideals of the intelligentsia, the student’s love of the people—was he going to throw all that away in one moment? To forget Lavrov, Mikhailovsky … A fine thing! Surrendering to vulgar patriotic feeling, betraying all his principles. He was not a revolutionary of course but he had always been a pacifist.

Anyone watching them would have thought that she was the warmonger and that he was gently deprecating her bellicosity. Varya grew heated and her smile hardened. She rose in exasperation and her hat slipped to one side—a cheap, modest hat chosen simply to keep the sun off her, not to make her more attractive.

Sanya simply nodded. He had no arguments to use against her and did not try to defend himself. Sadly he said, ‘I feel sorry for Russia.’

The water was gurgling out of the lake.

‘Sorry for what? Sorry for Russia?’ Varya jumped as if she had been stung. ‘When you say Russia do you mean the idiot Emperor? The Black Hundred grocers? The long-skirted priests?’

Sanya did not answer. He could think of nothing to say. He just listened. But he did not lose his temper under the lash of her reproaches. Any argument was a chance for him to test himself.

‘Anyway, who says you have the strength of character to be a soldier?’ Varya was seizing any weapons that came to hand.

For the first time she felt cleverer, more mature, more acute than he was—and shivered as though she had lost something precious.

‘And what about Tolstoy?’ She had found the final argument. ‘Have you asked yourself what Lev Tolstoy would say? Where are your principles? Where is your consistency?’

The light blue eyes under the corn-coloured brows and above the corn-coloured moustache were sad and unsure of themselves.

He raised his shoulders slightly and said barely audibly, ‘I feel sorry for Russia.’


Document No. 1



5 August

AMBASSADOR PALÉOLOGUE TO EMPEROR NIKOLAI II …

The French Army will have to withstand the terrible assault of 25 German corps. I beg Your Majesty to order your troops to begin their offensive immediately. Otherwise the French Army is in danger of being crushed.

Document No. 2

13 August


FROM MARSHAL JOFFRE’S MEMOIRS



… Anticipating all our wishes, Russia went into battle at the same time as ourselves. For this act of loyal co-operation, which is particularly praiseworthy inasmuch as the Russians were still a long way from completing the concentration of their forces, the Tsar’s army and the Grand Duke Nikolai have earned the gratitude of France.

Document No. 3

14 August


NIKOLAI II TO FOREIGN MINISTER SAZONOV:



I have ordered the Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich to open up the way to Berlin at whatever cost and as quickly as possible. We must aim at the destruction of the German Army.

fn1 Verst: an old Russian measure, roughly two-thirds of a mile [Trans.].


2

It was no new thing for Sanya to find himself entangled in contradictions, and his ideas at odds with his feelings. But although he had found it possible to reinforce his resistance to meat or dancing by refraining on every occasion month in and month out, no one had ever offered him war or recommended it or tried to tempt him with it. It had seemed completely out of the question in such a civilized and enlightened age, so that there had been no opportunity to prepare himself for it. He had an ingrained belief that war was a sin. That belief was easy enough to hold when it had never been put to the test. But the first war he had ever known broke out—and out there in the untroubled calm of the rolling steppe under a cloudless sky he had suddenly begun to fret. Sanya felt helplessly that this was a war he could not reject, not just that he would be made to take part in it, but that it would be base to stay out of it, and indeed that he must hurry to volunteer. No one in the village questioned the war or thought of it as an event people like themselves could accept or prevent as they chose. Everyone there accepted war and the recruiting officer’s summons as acts of God, like a blizzard or a dust-storm. But joining up voluntarily was something equally beyond their comprehension. Even on the long journey today, painfully shaken by the cart and scorched by the sun, Sanya had not reached a final decision. He still had to talk it over with his friend in Rostov, Kotya. That he would be betraying Tolstoy was clear enough. But as he had listened to Varya and bowed his head to the hail of democratic and revolutionary arguments, Sanya had found nothing in them to help him make up his mind. They could throw no bridge over the dark abyss yawning ahead of Russia.

He parted from Varya more determined to volunteer than he had been before he met her.

Varya herself was another matter. He had scarcely been able to restrain himself. She had begged him to go with her, and he had longed to do so. As the peasant saying goes: break straw when it crackles and girls when they prattle. But men were already dying in battle. It would be dishonourable. If he had gone he might have weakened in his resolve and perhaps even returned to the village.

In the Baku mail train he spent half the night turning these things over in his mind, lying on an upper side-berth in which there was barely room for his whole length. They had left Mineralnye in the evening. The train was crowded because of the war, and there were very few bunks vacant in third class.

No sooner had they parted than he yearned to be with her again. He shouldn’t have left her. He was tempted to go back and follow her. Now, of all times, when he was going into the army, how could he have turned her down?

As it was, meeting her had only left him miserable—so miserable that he thought of going to Kharkov to see black-haired Lyonochka with her guitar and her love songs. If Kharkov, though, why not Pyatigorsk? No, if he had stayed with her he would have lost the determination and the impetus to go on with his plan.

Sanya longed for and dreamt of the day when he would really fall in love. Love someone with all his being, and for all his life.

But for the present the war was the only prospect unfolding before him.

It was stuffy in the carriage. Sanya’s bunk was to the right of the gangway, and he was allowed to pull his window down and let in a through draught. He lowered the folding lattice so that he would not fall out of the train. At the frequent stops passengers walked through the carriage brushing against Sanya’s student jacket, and there were people talking on the platform outside his window. He woke from time to time to a feeling of disaster—that it was not his own made it no easier to bear. He glanced now and then at the tallow candle behind glass which lit four compartments, trying to judge from the drip how the time was going. The flame guttered when the train was in motion, and heavy shadows chased one another over the ceiling.

At times he caught the name of a station, or peered through a crack to read it. He could recite their names, including halts, by heart all the way from Prokhladnaya to Rostov, and in reverse order if asked.

He loved all these stations. The whole area was dear to him. One married sister lived in Nagutskaya, another in Kursavka. But his allegiance had been divided in recent years, since he had got to know the real Russia, the forest Russia that begins only at Voronezh.

The Lazhenitsyns originated in fact from somewhere near Voronezh, and Sanya had persuaded his father to let him go and see the homeland of his ancestors during the year of idleness between school and university, intending also to look in on Lev Tolstoy.

His grandfather, Yefim, told him that Tsar Peter had visited his wrath upon a remote ancestor, Filipp, who had had the temerity to change his abode without permission, evicting him and burning the village of Bobrovskaya in his great anger. Grandfather’s father was one of several peasants banished from Voronezh province for rebellion: they were not, however, fettered, nor sent to a remote garrison, nor attached to a fortress, but let loose on the untamed steppe beyond the Kuma, on the old Cossack boundary line. There they had lived comfortably enough with no shortage of land—no need to divide the steppe up into strips—ploughing and sowing, scouring it in carts to shear their sheep, with no one to hinder them. They had put down roots there.

Through the gaps in the lattice Sanya could see nothing but black night outside. But gradually the sky brightened until the candle flame looked dim and the conductor came to put it out. When the pale sky was touched with pink Sanya gave up any attempt to sleep, raised the windowscreen to the ceiling, wriggled into his jacket and waited for the sun to rise with the cold breeze blowing in his face. The pink became a spreading canopy, spangled with little white clouds, and glowed fiercer at its source until finally a molten red sun spilled into the sky. It lavished its rich, red light on the broad plains, grudging not even the remotest spot on the western horizon its share.

In that other Russia there were so many places of modest beauty hemmed in by forests and hills but never such sunrises, flooding the whole world with blazing light.

On just such a fine morning four years ago, before 6 a.m. when the sun had only just risen, Sanya had left Kozlova Zaseka station on his way to see Tolstoy. The air was fresher and milder than it ever is on a summer morning in the Kuban. After asking his way at the station Sanya went down into a dip, then crossed a hillside, entered woods such as he had never seen in pictures and, living in the south, could never have imagined—well-timbered, beautifully kept parkland, with mature, thick-trunked trees. The wood, drenched in milky, then iridescent dew, invited him not just to pass through but to wander, sit, lie down, stay, never to find his way out of it—and it seemed all the more special because the spirit of the prophet hovered there. Tolstoy must walk or ride that way to the station, he must have been there often, this wood was the beginning of his estate.

He was wrong. The wood took him uphill to the Orel high road and abruptly ended there. He realized his mistake: he had to cross the main road and go downhill to the grounds of Yasnaya Polyana. The park was separated from the road by a ditch and dense shrubbery. Round the bend the white stone pillars of the gate came in sight.

Sanya was overcome by shyness. He couldn’t make himself go through the main gates and along the drive, where he might have to answer questions. More likely than not he would not be let in to see the great man. He found it easier to jump over the ditch, force his way through the shrubbery, walk aimlessly about the grounds where this time he could be sure that Tolstoy took his walks, and sit for a while where Tolstoy must sit.

There were meandering paths, an ornamental pool, then another one, little bridges over standing water mantled with weed, a summer-house. He could not see the house or any of its inhabitants. He wandered round and round the sun-dappled paths, sat down from time to time, saw all there was to see, and began to feel that this was all he wanted. He was tempted to let this count as his visit to Tolstoy and set off back to the south.

But he went along another, birch-lined avenue, long, straight and narrow like a corridor. The birches gave way to maples, then limes. He came to what was not altogether an open space but a less thickly wooded rectangular area bounded by limes, with paths running lengthwise, breadthwise and diagonally. He caught a glimpse of someone walking quite briskly along these paths, hid behind the thick trunk of a lime tree, peered out and saw—the Grey-headed One! The Grey-bearded One! wearing a long blouse with a belt round it: shorter than he had expected, but so like his portraits that Sanya almost shook his head to make sure that it was not a mirage.

Tolstoy had a walking-stick and kept his eyes on the ground. At one moment he stopped, leaned on his stick and stared at the same spot for almost a minute, then moved on again. When the head in the canvas cap emerged from deep early morning shade into sunlight, it was ringed with a bright halo. He walked round all four sides of the rectangle, then went round again, coming quite close to Sanya at one corner.

Sanya drank in the sight. He could have stood there for an hour, leaning his chest against the lime, embracing its rugged trunk with both hands and peeping out from behind it. He certainly had no urge to disturb the Prophet’s morning meditations, but he was afraid that Tolstoy might go back to the house instead of coming that way again, or that someone would turn up to talk to him.

His heart pounding, he stepped on to the path far enough away from Tolstoy not to frighten him, took off his school cap (he had worn it all that year, waiting for his father to let him go to university), and stood there speechless.

Tolstoy glanced at his open-necked shirt and the cap in his hand. He halted. His face was careworn and preoccupied. But it was he who had to speak first to his tongue-tied worshipper.

‘Good day, schoolboy.’

As though it was he who had come to see Sanya!

If the Lord of Hosts had spoken Sanya’s throat could not have been drier.

‘Good day, Lev Nikolaevich,’ he said weakly.

He couldn’t think of anything more to say. This was Tolstoy and he, Sanya, was distracting him, forcing him to concentrate on something unexpected.

Tolstoy had, of course, seen more than his share of visitors, schoolboys included. He knew the sort of thing they were likely to ask and had his answers ready. They could read it all in his books if they cared to, but for some reason they insisted on hearing it from his own lips.

‘Where are you from, boy?’ the great man asked politely, making no attempt to move on.

‘From the Aleksandrov district in Stavropol province,’ Sanya answered in a hoarse but more audible voice. He pulled himself together, cleared his throat and began speaking rapidly. ‘Lev Nikolaevich, I know I’m interrupting your walk and your thoughts. Please forgive me! I’ve come such a long way just to hear a few words from you. Have I understood correctly what you say about the purpose of man’s life on earth?’

He did not, however, say what he thought Tolstoy meant, but waited. Tolstoy’s lips, which were not entirely smothered by his beard, parted automatically to utter words he had said a thousand times: ‘To serve the good. And so create the Kingdom of God on earth.’

‘Yes, I know that!’ Sanya said eagerly. ‘But tell me—how are we to serve it? By loving? Must it be by loving?’

‘Of course. That is the only way.’

‘The only way?’ That was what Sanya had come to hear. He felt more at ease and began speaking more smoothly, in something like his usual unflustered way. What he said was framed as a question, but one which partly answered itself, because like any adolescent he wanted to give even this great man the benefit of his by no means insignificant opinion. ‘But are you sure, Lev Nikolaevich, that you don’t exaggerate the power of human love? Or at any rate of what is left of it in modern man? What if love is not so strong, not necessarily present in all men, what if love cannot prevail … wouldn’t that mean that your teaching lacks …’—He couldn’t finish the phrase—‘… is extremely premature? If so, ought we not to envisage some intermediate stage, ask less of people to start with and then try to awaken them to universal benevolence?’

When Tolstoy did not immediately answer he added quickly, ‘Because from my observation mutual good will is certainly not general in the south where I come from, Lev Nikolaevich, it most certainly is not!’

The old man’s brow was still furrowed with his own cares—and now this schoolboy was asking a question which made them no easier. He looked hard at Sanya from under the shaggy brows, and repeated the lesson his whole life had taught him: ‘Love is the only way! The only way. No one will ever find a better.’

He seemed unwilling to say more, as if he were saddened or offended by the doubt cast on the truth he had discovered. He obviously wanted to resume his walk round the rectangle and think his own thoughts.

It grieved Sanya to think that he had upset one whom he worshipped, but he hastened to ask his favourite question, hoping to mollify the old man and wheedle another crumb of wisdom out of him at the same time.

‘For my part, I want to do just that—to do good by loving. That is what I intend to do. I shall make that my object in life—to do good. But there’s another thing, Lev Nikolaevich. How are we to know what the good is? You write that the rational and the moral are always identical …’

The Prophet paused. Yes, he had said so. He bored a small hole in the hard ground with the ferrule of his stick.

‘You say that the good and the reasonable are one and the same, or have the same origin. And that evil does not come from an evil nature, that people are evil not by nature but out of ignorance. Am I right? But—’ Sanya’s temerity took his breath away, yet he had after all seen certain things for himself—‘but it isn’t at all like that, Lev Nikolaevich, it just isn’t so! Evil refuses to know the truth. Rends it with its fangs! Evil people usually know better than anybody else just what they are doing. And go on doing it. What are we to do with them?’

He clapped his hand to his mouth so that he would say no more, so that he could not hear himself say more.

The old man sighed deeply. ‘That’s because no one has been clever enough to explain to them in a way they can understand. We must explain things patiently. Then they will understand. All men are born with the ability to understand.’

He strode off with his walking-stick, obviously put out.

Sanya stood still, even when Tolstoy had left the path and disappeared behind the house. He remained there for some time.

He had hoped that after three minutes with the great man he would know, he would understand. He understood no more than before.

He had not been bold or quick enough to seek his idol’s ruling on poetry. Was it or was it not permissible to write verse? Provided you did it privately, just for yourself? Whatever the answer, he had a secret urge to put rhyming lines together. He had sometimes written verses in a girl’s album for fun.

Sanya had never felt very sure of himself, and every year that passed knocked some of the ground from under his feet. He had often despaired of bending his father’s will, and felt fated to remain an unschooled savage from the steppes. After his journey to see Tolstoy he had spent the rest of the year working on the farm, reading only what little came to hand—Tolstoy as often as not. In the end he was allowed to go to Kharkov, but as soon as he began studying in the Faculty of History and Literature he felt like an ignoramus, a bumpkin from the back of beyond amongst town-bred fellow students. After his first year at Kharkov he had summoned up the courage to transfer to Moscow University, carrying Kotya off with him, but it was some time before he stopped feeling immature, uneducated, incapable of reaching the nub of a question. He was confused by the multiplicity of truths, and exhausted by the struggle to find one more convincing than another. He had considered himself a Tolstoyan from the seventh class at school, and until he began handling so many books he had felt secure and comfortable in his belief. But he was given Lavrov and Mikhailovsky to read, and what they said all seemed so true and so right! He was given Plekhanov—and that too was true, so smoothly written, so cogent. Kropotkin’s ideas he also found to his liking—and true! Then he opened Vekhi and realized with a shock that here was something completely contrary to what he had read before, yet true! The truth of it pierced him to the quick!

Books no longer inspired reverent joy but dread—dread that he would never be able to hold his own with an author, that every new book he read would seduce and enslave him. Just as he was becoming brave enough to disagree with a book now and then the war had come along. Now he would never learn. Never catch up.

The train was nearing Armavir. Sanya jumped down from his bunk just in time to wash before the washroom was locked. There would be a wait of twenty minutes at Armavir while the locomotive was changed. The platform was clear and quiet at that hour in the morning. Here too there was nothing to show that the country was at war. Sanya bought hot, strong, sweet tea in the buffet but made do with the food he had brought from home in his bag.

When the train moved out again he remained near the door. Soot from the engine was blowing along the sunny side of the train, so Sanya opened the door on the other side and hung half-way out of the carriage. He could never tire of watching the huge, motley expanses of ripened crops wheeling away from him. From every carriage an elongated black shadow shuddered across the fields, dipping into gullies as it went, but otherwise the steppe was bathed in the soft light of dawn, still pink rather than yellow.

And although his body was filled with the joyous strength of youth and the promise of abundant life, he knew that he might never again see this steppe and the morning sun shining on the sea of corn.

The train went through Kubanskaya station. Even then Sanya did not go back into the carriage but stood where he was by the door, with the wind of the train blowing about him, and drank in the view, wondering how he could bear to part with it.

He could trace the boundaries of a big estate, or ‘economy’ as it was called in the northern Caucasus. Its regular fields, thickly clad with tall wheat, stood out in contrast with the steppe. Heavily loaded wagons moved about it. Oxen were pulling a traction engine and a thresher. Dwellings and farm buildings seen through a gap in a plantation of poplars wheeled away from him. The top storey of a brick house seemed to travel along with the train. There were venetian blinds at the windows, and on a carved balcony at the corner of the building he could clearly see a woman in a white frock.

He felt sure that she was young and attractive. Then she was hidden from sight by the poplars. He would never see her again.
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The moment her sleep was broken, and before she could tell herself that she was young, that there was a beautiful summer day ahead, that life could be happy, the memory of the quarrel came back like a cold, dull ache. She and her husband had started quarrelling again the day before.

She opened her eyes. He wasn’t in the bedroom. She was alone.

She threw open the shutters and looked out on the grounds. A beautiful morning! And the air was cool in the shade of the silvery Himalayan firs which brushed the window-sills on the second storey.

Was she happy? It was at her wish that this beautiful park had come into being in the middle of the bare steppe. She had only to ask and any object in the world, any gown from St Petersburg or Paris, would be brought to the door.

Their last big quarrel had gone on for three days—three days of silence, of ignoring each other, shunning each other. The Feast of the Transfiguration came round, and Irina went to church at Armavir with her mother-in-law. The soaring voices of the choir, the priest’s moving sermon, the joyful ceremony of blessing the colourful pyramids of apples and the little pails and jugs of mead in the churchyard, the vestments, banners and burnished censers brilliantly lit by a blazing sun, the drifting smoke of incense—all these together turned her mind to higher things. Her grievances against her husband seemed so trivial and petty when she considered God’s world and God’s purpose in it—and now there was the war. Irina resolved not only to ask his forgiveness this time, although she was not in the least to blame, but never to quarrel again, and to apologize first whenever there was the slightest danger of a quarrel—because that was the only way for a Christian. When she got home after mass on Transfiguration Day Irina had begged her husband to forgive her. Romasha was very happy—that was all he had been waiting for—and he magnanimously asked his wife’s forgiveness in return.

They had lived in harmony from Wednesday to Sunday. Then they had quarrelled again, so bitterly that they could not possibly go on talking to each other.

In the corridor the maidservant asked Irina in a whisper whether she wanted anything. For the present, nothing at all. She went into the red and white marble bathroom.

Afterwards she prayed before an icon of the Virgin. But her heart was no lighter for it.

Nor did she feel any relief as she carried out her toilet before the three-leaved mirror, and contemplated her naturally pink skin, her shapely shoulders, and her waist-length hair which took four buckets of rainwater to wash.

She went over to the covered balcony on the sunny side of the house, and squinted at the train—probably the Baku mail-train. The Tomchaks had a fascinating view of the trains four or five hundred metres from the house. Irina never tired of watching them approach and vanish from sight. She would promise herself good luck if she guessed correctly whether the number of carriages was even or odd.

Many of those travelling now would converge at a single destination—the war.

That was why the quarrel had flared up yesterday. Irina had said too emphatically that Russia was in great trouble and that her sons should rally to her. She hadn’t been thinking of her husband, and hadn’t realized how it might sound. She was talking in a general way about the Teutonic menace. But Romasha had thought that it was meant for him, had been deeply wounded, had called her a patriotic dimwit, a benighted monarchist, as bad as her ignorant, pigheaded father, incapable of appreciating how short their barbarian country was of bright and enterprising minds like that of her husband.

Their quarrels were always the same—almost like quarrels between two men: sometimes over the Tsar, whom Romasha always ridiculed, sometimes about religious belief, which he had lost completely, though he discreetly concealed the fact.

But it would not have been nearly so hurtful if Romasha hadn’t brought Irina’s late father into it. Ignoramus? True, he had started as a farm labourer, and his father had been a ranker in the army. Pigheaded? Well, he was the one, and not his daughter, to whom Roman had paid court. The old man had singled out Roman from among all the suitors: ‘That lad won’t let go of money without a struggle.’

Her father had been childless for many years. He had been an old man already when he paid 40,000 roubles to the Bishop of Stavropol for permission to remarry. ‘Orina’, or ‘Orya’ as he always called her, was the child of that late love. When she was seventeen he had felt death approaching and had been in a hurry to see her married as soon as she left school. She knew now that it had been too soon, and regretted that he had not given her time to grow up a little. And enjoy herself a little. He might even have let her choose for herself.

Still, what was done was done. And ‘Orina’ did not even allow herself to think wistfully of the different life she might have led, let alone blame her late father. Only those without faith pine for what might have been. A believer makes himself at home with things as they are, and finds sustenance in them.

What was done was done, and Irina dutifully accepted the husband she had not chosen. She made over to him all the capital she had inherited, unconditionally, keeping nothing for herself. The independence Romasha now enjoyed, his inexhaustible wealth, his leisured life, his freedom to visit the capitals and travel abroad whenever he pleased, he owed entirely to Irina’s father, not to his own. He might at least refrain from insulting remarks about him.

It was time to go down to breakfast. On the wooden staircase at the back of the house an idyllic view of Tsarskoe Selo looked down on the top step, and Tolstoy, ploughing, on the bottom one, both painted by an Italian artist brought in from Rostov.

The dining-room walls were painted to look as though they were panelled with walnut; there was a huge walnut sideboard, and furniture upholstered in moss-green or frog-green leather. Lemon trees in tubs shut out the view of the park. The table in the middle of the room could be expanded to seat twenty-four, but had been folded to take twelve and was laid for two, at one corner. Ksenia, her sister-in-law, was still in bed, Roman was never expected at breakfast, and her father-in-law often rose very early and rushed off in his brake to survey his two thousand desyatins of steppe. On this occasion he had been away for two days in Yekaterinodar where Romasha’s fate was being decided. The old man’s expedition was in everyone’s mind, though no one mentioned it.

Irina bent over and gave her mother-in-law a good-morning kiss on her broad, plump cheek. Excessively fat and immutably placid—there was nothing more to be said about Yevdokia Grigorievna’s face in her fifties. She seemed unperturbed by present worries, and past griefs had left no mark on her. Yet there had been a week in her life when scarlet fever robbed her of six of her children at once—only Ksenia, the littlest, had been snatched from death as from a burning house. (Roman and the oldest sister were already grown up.) When Irina felt impatient with her mother-in-law she sometimes reminded herself of that week.

She crossed herself before an icon showing the Last Supper (and so judged suitable for the dining-room wall) and sat down. The Tomchaks were observing the Feast of the Assumption, and there was nothing meaty or milky on the table. The manservant did not appear at breakfast, and a parlourmaid served them their creamless coffee.

Yevdokia Grigorievna, daughter of a simple village blacksmith (in coarser clothes she would still be the humble peasant she once was), was still not used after all those years to sitting at the table in a lace shawl like a lady and having everything she needed set before her. It gave her pleasure to notice that something was missing and fetch it herself, and there were days when she banished the cooks from the kitchen and made a great cauldron of Ukrainian borshch with her own hands. Embarrassed by what the servants might think, her children tried to restrain her, and when there were guests they made her tidy away her eternal knitting and the ball of wool that was always under their feet.

She was at pains to check the expenditure of soap and charcoal in the wash-house, and would not let the washerwomen launder her daughter-in-law’s delicate underwear (‘Why
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