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Dedication

For the late Rosemary and Michał Giedroyć

for Miko, Kasia, Coky, Mel and Aleksander





I am your voice, the warmth of your breath; I am the reflection of your face …

Anna Akhmatova, ‘To the Many’ (1922), trans. Judith Hemschemeyer
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Vera, court surgeon, standing left of Grand Duchess Tatiana, Tsarina Alexandra and Anna Vyrubova (all standing), and Grand Duchess Olga (seated) at the Annexe Hospital, Tsarskoe Selo, 1915




Foreword


Her whole life has been like a fascinating novel.

Irina Avdievna, neighbour and friend to Vera Gedroits in Kyiv, 1924–32



Finding a new subject isn’t ever a choice. It’s a coup de foudre: a magnetic attraction. And that’s what I felt five minutes after a friend doorstepped me with the story of his astonishing kinswoman, Princess Vera.

Vera: meaning truth (or faith) in Russian. Perfect. But Giedroyć, inflexibly pronounced ‘ged-roytch’? Fortunately, Vera’s British descendants – from the Polish branch – agree with their Russian and Lithuanian cousins that the Russian (Cyrillic) spelling takes precedence. Vera Gedroits is how the princess-professor signed her name (and that, advised by the great Russian translator Robert Chandler, is how I shall write about her here).

So: who was she, this woman I knew nothing about? Why would anybody want to read about her? The story I heard in a windy porch that snowy evening three years ago gave me the answer. I knew, even before Michał Giedroyć had finished telling me about Vera Gedroits’ adventures in two major wars, her friendship with Anna Akhmatova and her eight years with the Romanovs, that I’d found my subject.

It would be a mistake to give all of Vera’s secrets away before we even get started, but a newcomer to her story deserves to know what bait was required to hook a story-loving biographer and wind her in. Here’s a starting point: a hundred and fifty years ago, out among smoke-belching factories, tumbledown villages and tall green forests, off in the south-west of Russia, a thousand kilometres north of the besieged border with Ukraine.

*

Born in 1870, Vera Gedroits was the rebellious child of a Lithuanian prince and a Russo-German mother. She rejected female clothes and used masculine pronouns from an early age; later, she enjoyed bear-shooting and became a skilful player of billiards. Trained, with her father’s encouragement, as a medic and then as a surgeon, Vera started her career in 1904 as a fearless battlefield surgeon and later became a factory doctor, one whose support for the poor and underprivileged got her into trouble with the police. Unexpectedly summoned to the Romanov court in 1909, Vera schooled the women of the imperial family to work as surgical nurses while helping to oversee more than sixty Red Cross hospitals until the abdication of the tsar.

[image: Vera and her medical team surround a patient on an operating table, all wearing  surgical attire.]
Vera Gedroits (second from right) with her patient and hospital team, and to her right, Olga Romanov

Vera with patient, doctors and Olga (Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University Library. Romanov Family Album 3, page 38, image no. 10 (call number GEN MSS 313))


Politicians, landowners, aristocrats and writers fled from the vengeance of the new Bolshevik regime. Not Vera. Armed with a new passport that knocked six years off her age, she went back to work as a front-line surgeon in 1917. After she was wounded during the civil war, she set up home in Kyiv with a devoted female partner, and resumed her career, working at one of the most advanced medical institutes of its time.

Kyiv treated Vera well. In 1929, she became the world’s first woman professor of surgery – no other would be appointed for sixty-three years (my italics) – before Stalin’s vindictive campaign to eradicate Ukraine’s intelligentsia resulted in dismissal.[fn1] Penniless and cancer-ridden, Vera Gedroits died in 1932. Her papers were lost or stolen; her name was expunged from the medical records. A well-researched Russian biography by Vladimir Khokhlov, himself a medical man, has never been translated.

Khokhlov focuses on the life of a great surgeon, while making judicious use of the five almost unobtainable narratives (only three survive in published form) in which Vera, having made friends with some of Russia’s greatest poets and dreamed of sharing their fame, finally discovered a powerful literary voice of her own.

That late change of direction introduces the second strand in Vera Gedroits’ remarkable story: her forgotten status as a writer. Kaftanchik (The Little Caftan, 1930), the first of her narrative memoirs, was favourably compared by one of Vera’s contemporaries, Konstantin Fedin, to the early work of Boris Pasternak, considered by many to be his best. Catriona Kelly, an authority on female Russian authors, describes Vera Gedroits as the finest woman writer of prose during the three decades of Stalin’s reign. Nevertheless, her books remain untranslated and difficult to obtain.

Khokhlov, tactfully hurrying us past Vera’s provincial upbringing by a charming but promiscuous father and an alcoholic mother, focuses on the outstanding medical career of a female surgeon who dressed like a man but never concealed her gender. To Khokhlov, Gedroits’ prose offered a treasure chest of personal information about the author. Vera’s achievement amounts to more than that. Enthralled by the ability of this extraordinary woman to conjure up a lost world and draw her reader into it, I’ve taken a different route.

*

A caution is required. Almost all of Vera’s personal papers were lost or destroyed. The only substantial source for her story is the series of gripping memoirs in which she placed herself in the foreground as an intrepid heroine, a bold cross-dresser and champion of workers’ rights. Names were changed. So were ages: at one moment Vera calmly invites the reader to believe she is sixteen, not twenty-six.

How much can we trust of what Vera Gedroits recreates or boldly asserts? How much does it matter? And does the biographer of a woman whose life has vanished into history’s margins have the right to impose imaginary scenes and conjectured friendships where no documented record exists? I’ve indicated where speculation replaces fact, while adhering as closely as I can to what is verifiable. The purpose has always been to bring an inspiring, infuriating and unforgettable woman back to life – and to allow a new generation to judge Vera Gedroits for themselves.

*

Russia adhered to the Julian calendar from 1700 until February 1918, when Soviet Russia adopted the Western Gregorian calendar, which runs thirteen days earlier. I have used the Julian calendar throughout this book.
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1

The Manor House 
(1870–1877)


The world is only what we conceive it to be.

Anton Chekhov, Notebooks[1]



Vera Ignatievna Gedroits grew up knowing that her father’s family came from Lithuania, a medieval Grand Dukedom that, in union with Poland, had for hundreds of years been the principal power between the Baltic and Black Seas, between the Oder and the Urals, but which became a province of tsarist Russia in 1795. The Gedroitses took their family motto seriously. Vitam impendere vero (To stake your life on the truth) meant defending the independence of their two countries. They had been doing so for over half a century when tragedy struck.

In 1850, twenty years before Vera was born, a group of Russian soldiers found their way to the Gedroits family’s modest home, tucked away in the depths of a Lithuanian forest. The word was out that Polish scouts were hiding in the tangled woods nearby; the soldiers needed their exact location. When Vera’s grandfather, knowing the answer, refused to speak, the unwelcome visitors held his legs over a fire. They were reduced to charred stumps before his captors realised that a loyal Lithuanian prince would never yield to the enemy. The Russians left with a promise of even worse treatment if no answers were forthcoming when they returned. ‘He knew, but he would not betray them,’[2] Vera’s admiring old nurse recalled years later, ‘and so your grandfather died, in agony, with honour.’

Arrangements were hastily made to get the three young Gedroits sons to safety. Their sister stayed at home to care for her mother and dying father, while her uncle, a bishop, was exiled to Siberia and the family were deprived of their ancient titles.

In 1851, Vera’s father Ignatius travelled alone almost two thousand kilometres, from Lithuania to the south Russian province of Samara; here, a Russified German connection of the Gedroits family, Konstantin Michau, had agreed to take on the twenty-year-old exile as one of his own family and give him a fresh start in life. Given no choice, Ignatius was packed off to study farming in the Urals at the Yekaterinburg School of Agriculture, where he worked hard and was swiftly promoted. Back in Samara for the occasional holiday, the handsome and lonely young man fell in love with the beautiful wife of his elderly and often absent host, as did she with their charming guest. Squire Michau was kept in the dark: in the household, the affair was widely known. Thirty years later, a shocked young Vera Gedroits heard the story from an old servant who had witnessed the romance.

In 1859, the Michaus’ nineteen-year-old daughter, Daria, returned home from seven years in St Petersburg, where she had been dully schooled in dancing, etiquette and sewing at the prestigious Smolny Institute for Noble Maidens.[fn1]

Did young Ignatius Gedroits (he turned twenty-eight in 1859) fall in love with curly-haired, blue-eyed Daria, or did Daria’s mother nudge her own young lover into the match, in order to end the amorous pair’s own increasingly risky relationship? Squire Michau, a gruff widower of almost twice his wife’s age when he married her, had a savage temper. He’d been known to beat his serfs to death; what might such a man do if word ever reached him that their house guest was sharing his wife’s bed? All Vera heard from her parents about this part of the story was that when her father accepted an offer – an excellent one for a penniless exile – of a small estate in the Bryansk Oblast (province), over a thousand miles west of Samara and within a day’s riding distance of Lithuania, he went together with a bride and a sizeable dowry. After Konstantin Michau’s death, Daria’s older sister and Natalia, their widowed mother, settled nearby.

But before settling into his new life, Ignatius Gedroits took his bride home to Lithuania, where she was given a frigid welcome. Even Staś, an old coachman who had always doted on Ignatius, was shocked by his marriage to a Russian: one of the enemy. In the woodland village, where women wore black as a mark of their scorn for the oppressor, backs were turned on a visibly pregnant Daria, innocently dressed in a pale-blue frock. Ignatius’s mother rebuked him for daring to speak to his wife in her native tongue.

From 1860 until his daughter Vera turned twelve in 1882, Ignatius Gedroits severed all contact with his homeland. His first two children, Maria (‘Marusya’) and Ignatius (‘Nati’), were born shortly after their parents settled into a new life in a modest Bryansk manor house equipped with a cottage-sized garden (Vera never forgot the scent of the old-fashioned flowers her mother loved to cultivate), a rambling orchard and a few hundred acres of agricultural ground. By the time Vera was born in March 1870, Ignatius Gedroits had been managing a tobacco plantation for a decade during which a major change had taken place in Russia. The men and women from Slobodishche who tilled and harvested his crop were not serfs any more. Wages were low, but the Emancipation Statute of 1861 had granted Russian peasants the right to purchase and farm a minute strip of the land on which they lived.[fn2]

*

Slobodishche was a tiny village perched on the edge of the industrial empire owned by one of Russia’s most remarkable men. Fortunately for Vera and her family, its owner became one of Ignatius Gedroits’ closest friends.

[image: Peasants, including men, women, and children, stand on a muddy path in a Russian village around 1900, with rustic wooden houses lining the street.]
Slobodishche was more primitive than this Russian village, where houses have progressed well beyond huts, but the road remains a marsh, 1900

Russian village and peasants c.1900 (Granger/Bridgeman Images)


Born in 1810, and old enough by 1859 to act as a father figure to an enterprising but impoverished young Lithuanian, General Sergei Maltsov was a visionary workaholic who had studied factories and railways in London and Berlin before coming home to expand and modernise the factory-based business in Bryansk that was soon being admiringly described as ‘America in Russia’. After undertaking a massive (and eventually ruinous) imperial contract to supply 150 engines and 3,000 carriages for Russia’s first public railways, Maltsov set up the country’s first telegraph system. It ran alongside the narrow-gauge rail lines that carried materials between his steelworks, glassworks, and factories for making household porcelain. At Dyatkovo, the nearest town to Slobodishche, the church (regularly used by Daria Gedroits and her dutiful children) was built at Maltsov’s expense and adorned with a gigantic partition of locally produced crystal. Awed Russians spoke of the Dyatkovo iconostasis as ‘the eighth wonder of the world’.

Innovative and (in principle, at least) benevolent as an employer, Maltsov pursued a puritanical and work-driven life in the provinces, one that held no charm for a beautiful and worldly wife.[fn3] While she preferred to live at court, the couple’s daughters remained in Bryansk. The unconventional lifestyle of Kapitolina, the general’s oldest and favourite child, was much discussed by Maltsov’s disapproving neighbours. It provided young Vera with a blueprint for her own freedom.

As a lonely girl growing up in remote Bryansk during the 1860s, Kapitolina Maltsova had herself been swept away by the widely publicised and wildly popular adventures of Nadezhda Durova, a young aristocrat who, encouraged by her father, dressed herself as a boy to join a Cossack cavalry regiment in fighting Napoleon’s army. Granted a personal commission by the tsar, Durova saw action at Borodino. Although she was wounded on several occasions during her ten years in the army, the only blood she ever admitted to drawing herself was that of a farmyard goose intended for home consumption. Her exuberant memoirs were published under Pushkin’s supervision in 1836.

[image: Map of the Russian Empire highlighting Slobodishche near Bryansk, with surrounding cities including Moscow, Minsk, and Kyiv. Latvia, Lithuania, and Ukraine are also marked.]
Vera’s heartland: from Lithuania to tiny Slobodishche

Durova’s presentation of herself in The Cavalry Maiden as the heir to Russia’s cherished Amazons (the fearless equestrian warriors were Scythians from Ukraine) proved inspirational to many young women, including Kapitolina. When Vera was growing up at Slobodishche, stories were still being told of the bright-faced girl who cropped her hair and dressed like a boy. It seems clear that Kapitolina Maltsova helped pave the way for Vera’s own gender-challenging adventures.
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The Fire 
(1875–1878)


And I am always taken for a boy.

Vera Gedroits, Kaftanchik (1930)



First we have to picture Russia, west of the Urals, and how it looked when Vera was a child. ‘If I had to describe Russia in three words,’ says one young Englishman in the first years of the twentieth century, ‘I should say a plain, a windmill, and a church.’ Later, the same visitor scatters villages across the immense plain, ‘and one village is very like another’. He shows them as two rows of straw-thatched houses, each built from logs. The ‘street’ separating the dwellings is no more than an expanse of baked earth, shit and straw for most of the year; in winter, it reverts to a swamp ‘of deep, soaking, black mud’. Nearby, there’s a well, as primitive as one from the Old Testament. Horse- or dog-drawn sledges and carts provide the only form of transport. Mostly, people walk.

This visitor, like me, is trying to create a picture for his reader. He dots the plain with small wooden churches. Their exteriors are painted white and green, or red and white. Most have a gilt cupola and a minaret. Some have a beloved icon that is brought out and displayed in times of trouble. The Englishman tells us about the villagers, their generosity, their violent swings of mood between anger and remorse, their deeply rooted faith in God. (‘It was all prearranged that I was to come home,’ says a wounded soldier, a surgeon’s assistant. ‘So it was to be.’)

Finally, the visitor (Maurice Baring, a young journalist who fell in love with Russia and its people) takes on the task of describing to his readers the Russia that Westerners find hardest to imagine: the land of lakes, marshes, woods and the endless plains that in summer vanish under a scented carpet of wildflowers.

Russia’s woods and forests are difficult to capture in words (artists and filmmakers have been more successful), possibly because they come in so many forms. On 29 March 1905, Baring’s diary describes his ride through a valley, beside a river, towards a distant line of dark-brown trees. Below the woods, where the ice has melted, the valley has been transformed into ‘a sheet of shining water’. Leafless branches waver in the water like ghosts. Their reflections are exceptionally clear, as if seen in a glass. It’s one of the most beautiful sights he has ever seen, Baring writes, and peculiarly characteristic of the Russian landscape. ‘The whole place had a look of magic and enchantment about it.’[1] He has fallen under a spell.

Russia’s forests are vast, and they are story-filled. Growing up in a manor house close to the great forests of Dyatkovo and Bryansk, Vera Gedroits became familiar with the tales of spirits, both malevolent and friendly, who inhabited the woods. But the vivid descriptions that quicken the opening pages of Gedroits’ first memoir, Kaftanchik, were of scenes recalled from a childhood cradled within the wooden walls of her family home.

*

Tall glass-fronted cabinets, filled with board games like draughts, lotto and chess, stood in the drawing room where a piano was opened only when the black-robed priest on a visit from Dyatkovo brought his son, an aspiring pianist who later married one of Vera Gedroits’ cousins. When the bedroom windows were unsealed and the shutters thrown open for the warmer months of the year, Vera and her younger, favourite brother Sergei could see all the way across the fields of flax to where a line of red-skirted bottoms swayed forward in unison, strong hands reaching out to twist juicy green leaves off the tobacco plants; ready for drying in the long wooden shed behind the manor house; ready for Shur, the red-haired and pale-faced Jewish merchant from Bryansk, to carry away on his cart in big brown bales.

Beyond the harvesters, a silvery river wound like a snake between the grassy cliffs of a treacherous gully, or ravine, into which Vera and Sergei were instructed never, ever to venture on their long summer wanderings. (But why not? And back, always, came the enraging answer: ‘Because.’) If she squinted at the horizon, Vera could just glimpse a stand of slender white wands where birch trees marked the easiest path into the vast forest of Bryansk, home to the terrible Baba Yaga, always standing ready with her scythe to cut off a lost child’s ears and slice her body up for a tasty supper.

Back in the manor house, standing at the far end of the creaking passage that led to the children’s bedrooms, Vera rapped on the door to the room her parents shared, with its bed so high she needed their help to haul her up, like cargo coming aboard a ship. Above the bed, suspended from the raftered ceiling by two hemp ropes, hung a crib for Nadezhda (Nadia), the new baby. As a middle-aged woman, Vera could still remember the time when an earlier baby girl had occupied the crib. And then, one day, it disappeared and visits were forbidden.

‘Where’s baby Olenka?’ Nobody would say. But then Nadia was born and Vera was allowed to stand by the bed again, watching her father reach up to swing the crib until the stiff ropes creaked. To and fro the wicker basket went, with never a sound coming down but a mew, like a hungry kitten. Kittens were interesting to Vera; babies were not.

‘I was always taken for a boy,’ Vera wrote in Kaftanchik. She certainly did her best to make that happen, cropping her tousled curls, squeezing baggy trousers into high boots and wearing – even to bed – her talismanic tunic, the white caftan she had chosen for her trademark. Her father clapped his daughter on the back and called her his son; Vera’s mother shook her head in despair. So did Natalia Michau, the elegant, black-robed grandmother who lived next door, running her home as a progressive school which was free for village pupils. When Vera was first invited to attend a dancing display in her grandmother’s house – proper, Russian dancing, she was told – she was handed a girl’s dress to wear, all ruffles, ribbons and bows. ‘How can I be a Cossack with frills round my knees?’[2] Vera wailed. Her grandmother exhaled a sighed circle of smoke from a silver tobacco pipe, and instructed the child to hold her tongue and watch, if she wanted to know how real Cossacks danced.

Everybody was in awe of Vera’s grandmother, even Lyach (the crudely affectionate nickname the household often used for their handsome employer behind his back).[fn1] Writing in Kaftanchik about the time when her ideas about love and sex were still unformed, Vera Gedroits recalled the shock of hearing that Gasha, the prettiest of their housemaids, had tried to hang herself from the rafters of an attic. Shortly after Gasha, visibly pregnant and still distressed, left the house to marry a village carpenter, Natalia Michau swept into her daughter’s home for an unannounced visit. It wasn’t a friendly one. ‘Her black shawl is tightly buttoned across her chest. Her eyes are sparkling with an imperious glitter, and she holds her silver-stemmed pipe like a stiletto.’ She fixed Vera’s father with a look that made his bronzed cheeks flush. ‘I need to talk to you, Ignatius Natyevich,’ she said. ‘Alone.’ Soon after that private talk, Vera’s father went off to Bryansk for two weeks. He sent no messages and none of his usual lavish gifts. Back home again, he flew into a rage[3] with everybody and everything.

Vera decided to defy him. When he threatened her with a birching for daring to leave the dining table without her father’s permission, she ran away to hide – to live forever! – in the depths of the great forest, where Philip, the family coachman, found her late that evening, curled up under a tree with Turk, her favourite of the household’s four watchdogs, for company. Brought home in disgrace, Vera shouted her father’s nickname (‘Polack’) in his face and refused to apologise to ‘the flogger’. She was locked into the unlit bath hut at the end of the manor house garden, still shaking with rage. ‘I won’t give up – never! I kick the door, but it won’t budge, so I jump on a bench and smash the window.’ Splinters of glass rained down, cutting her upturned cheeks; the shattered window let in an invigorating jet of night frost. ‘I tear off my clothes and my shoes, stamp on the ground and shout that I’ll catch cold and die before I say I’m sorry!’

Secretly, Vera hoped for a penitent visit from the father she loved and fought, not an army of women arriving to wrap her in blankets. Tucked into bed, the rebel was dosed with hot currant juice before a visit from the village doctor. Her father stayed away.[4]

*

Three figures occupy the stage’s centre in Kaftanchik: an audacious storyteller (Vera always plays the boldest role in her own memoirs), her idolised father, and Natalia Michau, the beautiful but stern grandmother to whom they all defer. In 1910, Vera published a book of poems in which she paid tribute to her mother as an angelic presence, tenderly hovering over her sick child’s bed. The memoir, written years after Daria Gedroits’ death, represented Vera’s unhappy, conflicted parent more harshly as an indolent, undereducated woman besotted with her husband and consumed by jealousy of her younger rivals in the household.

Kaftanchik (1930) is an affectionate but never idealised tribute to a rural world that had almost vanished from view by the late 1920s, when Vera Gedroits began to set down her memories of it. She remembered the chilly winter afternoon when a boisterous group of travellers with dark curly hair, bold eyes and sequin-trimmed costumes were invited to bring two chained bears into the Gedroitses’ parlour to entertain the family by performing a clumsy dance. Handing over a fistful of gold coins from her father to the men’s burly leader, Vera flushed with pleasure when the gypsy captain took her for a boy: (‘Thank you, lad.’) And then she remembered the time when her older siblings decided to stage a faked attack upon the manor house. An unkind plan – jealous of the special attention he always received from their mother, Marusya and Nati planned to show up their father’s handsome, violin-playing secretary, Alexey Malevich, as a coward – fell apart when the habitually gentle secretary whipped out a pistol and flourished it at the frightened intruders. (‘And next time you want to invent villains,’[5] says Alexey, not looking at anyone, ‘you might remember that real robbers don’t knock on windows or gnash their teeth.’) Later, Alexey admitted to an impressed Vera that he’d never fired a gun in his life. Later still, Vera persuaded the young secretary to teach an eager but tone-deaf pupil the violin on which Alexey himself excelled.

In her memoir, Vera took care to describe the different worlds in which she had always moved, even as a child. When she and her brother Sergei were permitted to visit Akulina, an old crippled lady desperate to save her only son from being sent to fight against the Turks in 1877, they were conducted to a hut on the brink of the long-prohibited ravine. Down below them, gathered at the riverside, a group of noisy army recruits were dunking one of their mates in an ice hole. ‘Don’t look, Verushka darling,’ the nurse screamed at her charge. ‘He’s got no clothes on!’ Naturally, Vera looked with all her might. Ushered into Akulina’s home, she was disappointed by the well-swept floor, a dusty icon and a bread oven: ‘I’d wanted it to be less clean, less neat.’

When Akulina visited their house a week earlier, she had crawled across the ground to kiss an embarrassed Ignatius Gedroits’ polished boots as she begged for her son’s release from military service. Today, she opened her arms to embrace the little girl who wanted to help. Vera remembered her mother’s warnings – ‘Don’t touch her! God only knows what you’ll catch!’ – and shrank back, holding out her bag of kitchen scraps at arm’s length.

‘They took him away this morning,’ Akulina said and she started to cry – hard, aching sobs. Old women shouldn’t weep in public, however distressing their circumstances. It was a relief when the coachman whistled, signalling departure. ‘I wish your son well,’ Vera whispered. Neither Sergei nor she could find words to say on their journey home.

*

General Maltsov is an almost invisible figure in Vera’s first memoir. She writes about the great industrialist’s piety, his deep and beautiful singing voice, and about his rare and – while it is widely known the general has a mistress – unaccompanied visits to their home. Tall and lean-cheeked with fluffy grey sideburns, the general makes Vera think of a wolf, but a kindly one whose coat pockets are always filled with sugared nuts and gingerbread.

Later, Vera learned how much her father owed to Maltsov. Not only had the general helped Ignatius Gedroits gain a respected position on the local zemstvo (district council), but – in his role as uncrowned tsar of the province – Maltsov had bestowed his personal friendship upon a couple who knew nobody from a background similar to their own when they arrived. A deep affection had sprung up between the ageing businessman and the young Lithuanian; as Maltsov put his ambitious programme of reforms into action, he came to rely on Ignatius Gedroits to act as a friendly adviser, especially in the running of his new factory hospitals.

A family on such good terms with the all-powerful General Maltsov was welcomed into the small and exclusive social world of Dyatkovo. In Kaftanchik, Vera evokes a winter visit to the home of the town’s most ostentatious family: she calls them the Sirotonins. Her account opens with a vivid description of a sleigh ride through the woods in the depths of winter, when the low-hanging branches are laden with snow: ‘cold kisses from the forest’ are still melting on the children’s warm cheeks as the brightly lit windows of Dyatkovo flicker into view across the fields.

At the Sirotonins’ elegant home, where a child’s name day is being celebrated, Vera allows herself to be carried up a flight of stone steps by a tall footman (to protect her new satin slippers), and into a house that is rumoured to contain an aviary with hummingbirds, imprisoned in a cage fashioned from pure gold. The children are being ushered into a large dining room where they see nobody they know. Under pressure, a reluctant servant agrees to take Sergei and Vera off to inspect Mr Sirotonin’s exotic birds, but their journey is checked by the sudden appearance of a small bald man with the eager face of an elderly child. He scampers towards them, screeching and flourishing a long skinny strip of knitting, like a woollen stocking; above it, a pair of outsize metal needles whirr and click like drumsticks. Frightened, the children run away down the passage, to be seized upon and scolded by their mother for taking liberties in a stranger’s house. Their punishment is to be taken home before the guests sit down to the name-day tea.

Back in 1846, over two decades before Vera’s birth, such was the terror of wolves in Russia that the tsar approved a wolf control plan. Farmers worried about damage to their crops; country dwellers dreaded being bitten by rabid wolves in an era when no cure or vaccination for rabies had yet been found.[fn2]

The fear of rabies, from wolves and from the feral dogs that endangered every Russian village, runs like a dark undercurrent through Vera’s memoirs of a country childhood. She describes only one direct encounter, and it came during the family’s return from the Sirotonins’ party. Out of nowhere, deep in the dark and moonless forest, a fast-moving pack, ‘a moving body of blackness’, drew close enough to the sleigh for a nervous Vera and Sergei to shrink deep under their fur rugs and cling to each other’s hands. The pack was rabid; no healthy wolf would have ventured so near – and nearer. A single wolf, the closest, sprang up and fell back with a yelp as Vera’s unarmed father struck its muzzle with his cane. The rest (Vera prefers the urgency of the present tense) keep pace, panting and intent until – as the courtyard gate slammed shut behind the sleigh – ‘a greedy howl of defeat rises from the pack’. Close thing, that time, says the coachman and Ignatius Gedroits nods.

Overexcitement and a vicious attack of measles – another killer in the days before a vaccine was introduced – confine Vera to bed. The case is serious. Doctors visit. Ordered to lie in darkness for eight days, sweating in a heavy wool vest and thick stockings painted with mustard, forbidden even to look at a picture book, she is ecstatic when her father saunters into the sickroom, bringing with him a cloud of sweetly scented Maryland tobacco – and the glimmer of another, mysterious life that’s always going on in the house, just out of Vera’s sight.


‘Come on, show me! Where’s this rash? Give the child light! She’s not a mole!’ Father gave life back to me with just one wave of his hand. Chuckling to himself, he sauntered away – and from somewhere behind the doors, I heard a maid’s high-pitched giggle.[6]



*

Vera wrote her memoirs at a time when religion was banned, so took a risk in structuring her narrative around celebrations in the Christian calendar. She used the occasion of her sixth Christmas to present an implicit critique of the bloodshed triggered, half a century later, in post-revolutionary Russia. The approach of feasting is marked by the slaughter of piglets and roars of delight from the servants as the butchery begins. Philip, the Ukrainian groom, mocks the amateurish kitchen boys, comparing their efforts to the work of a Kyiv master, capable of delivering death with one swift stab under the shoulder blade. Buckets are filled with bulls’ tongues and pale grey hemispheres; Vera looks down at the mess of brains and wonders: were these the pretty calves she treated as her pets?

‘Everyone’s fingers are soaked in blood,’[7] the older, wiser Vera writes with her thoughts on Stalin and the activities of a complicit state. Eager to escape from the stench of death (‘the piled-up bodies; the steady flow of liquids’), her child-self takes refuge in the calm, whitewashed home of a grandmother who never joins the family festivals.

*

Kaftanchik opens with the story of a friendly relative who, acting as an astronomy teacher, explains that stars are not, as Vera and Sergei innocently imagined, ‘the candles of the dead’. As a writer, Gedroits relishes parallels. The book enters its final pages with a terrified Vera standing among a group of candle-holding mourners before they leave the child alone in the dark to keep vigil over the corpse of her godfather – as is the custom. Overwhelmed, Vera faints. She is carried home and lulled to sleep in the quiet safety of the bedroom she shares with Sergei, their nurse and baby Nadia, but is woken by a curious noise. She has just enough time to think that it sounds like the scratching of an army of mice before – with a sudden snap, a crash and then an explosive roar – a wall of flame towers up, scorching their cheeks, burning like acid into their eyes.

Scooping the baby from its crib, the quick-witted nurse throws a shawl over Vera and drags her, with Sergei running at their side, along the smoke-filled passage and down the stairs. Out in the courtyard, dressed only in a thin cotton nightshift, Vera’s mother, fiery-cheeked, wailing, covered in wood ash, rushes from group to group, shaking men’s shoulders, begging them for news of her husband; above them, the manor house shudders and cracks open to reveal its burning heart. Vera sees the house as a spirit, dissolving, ‘trapped in a blazing sea of fire’[8].

It could be just a coincidence that Ignatius Gedroits is dragged free of the building half-burned, in a state that evokes his father’s martyrdom in Lithuania. It could be another case of Vera Gedroits the middle-aged writer deploying her author’s licence to make things up to suit her story. The reader is left to decide whether the loss of Vera’s caftan, symbol of her rebellious childhood, might count, as the writer says, for far more than the loss of her home: ‘I’d lost it [the caftan] for good. Gone; burnt to shreds.’




3

Her Father’s Daughter 
(1878–1882)


I’m rushing like a whirlwind to get into the clothes I long to wear.

Vera Gedroits, Lyach (1931)



It wasn’t arson. Wooden houses burned fast and easily in Russia – as Napoleon discovered when his starving army reached the smouldering ruins of Moscow. The most likely cause – as Vera Gedroits tells it – was carelessness; a hot iron had sparked a flame in the dry straw matting used in the tobacco barns behind the family home. Nobody was killed and nobody was blamed. A couple of years later, the family were able to move out of the smaller house used as a primary school by Vera’s grandmother, and into a new, more spacious home with windows that faced the great Dyatkovo forest.

A new house marked a step up in the world. In May 1878, the year after the fire, word came from faraway St Petersburg that Alexander II had deigned to restore the Gedroits family’s princely titles.[fn1] Widespread feelings of resentment towards the Romanov tsars, simmering throughout the nineteenth century, rose to a boil during the 1870s. Proud to call himself a Lithuanian prince again, and a stalwart foe to Russian power in his homeland, Ignatius Gedroits never doubted where his own loyalties lay.

Neither did Vera. Some of her first notions of radicalism – what was becoming known as ‘the common cause’ – were gleaned from raids on the piles of pamphlets in her father’s library. Others evolved from stories of local hardship, learned while loafing with the boys from Slobodishche village, as she and her favourite sibling Sergei often did during the bright summer months before the young boy’s departure to military school. The family knew Sergei’s health was frail, but when Marusya’s fiancé said that a bit of tough love would wake the boy up, nobody was prepared to argue. Sergei, aged seven, flushed with pride on hearing that Milya saw him as a real soldier in the making.

A new martial spirit entered the Gedroitses’ lives in 1878 when Marusya, Vera’s older sister, was persuaded to give up her dream of marrying a gentle and penniless professor (‘I love the professor, I always have,’ Marusya sobs to their grandmother within Vera’s hearing) and instead to commit herself to a three-year engagement to Milya, a burly military man from Kharkiv. What Milya said always sounded authoritative; even Vera’s father, the head of the family, seems to have been a bit afraid of his future son-in-law.

*

Nadezhda Ivanovna, the daughter of one of General Maltsov’s senior employees, arrived in the Gedroitses’ new house just a few months before Marusya’s wedding. Her official role was to act as a temporary governess while Vera’s grandmother, and teacher in her pre-school years, fought off what turned out to be a non-invasive cancer.

Nadezhda (Nadia) brought with her the tragic story of Kolya, a handsome fiancé who had drowned in one of the notorious spring floods that surged without warning into the local towns; watching their blue-eyed visitor languidly twist her pale blond hair into a plait she coiled high on the nape of her neck, exposing the delicately flushed shells of her ears, an impressionable Vera felt ready to swoon from love. She sat on the bank above the millpond outside their new house, conjuring up fantasies of Nadia as a golden-haired mermaid arising from the swirling waters to cover her round cheeks with kisses. At night, when permitted to lie beside their beautiful guest in her narrow bed, Vera trembled as a dreaming Nadia called out to Kolya, her dead fiancé, and woke in tears. Vera stroked her bedmate’s unpinned hair. She even dared to kiss a smooth, naked shoulder and inhale the warm odour of Nadia’s body. It’s thrilling: ‘My throat is dry,’[2] she wrote. ‘My heart is pounding …’ Once, as a special favour, Nadia even allowed Vera to pretend she was Kolya and to whisper words of adoration.

Was this wickedness? During a visit to her grandmother’s house, Vera asked if she could confess her sins.

‘Sins? You? Come and give me a hug!’[3]

If one of the pre-teen Vera’s difficulties was that nobody in the Gedroits family ever seemed to take her seriously, a graver one was her ability to misread situations. Only when she saw a smiling Nadia perched on her own father’s knee did she dimly understand that she herself had been used to disguise another, more illicit relationship. And which of the two of them, we might wonder, did Vera most resent for usurping her place: Nadia, the deceitful intruder – or Ignatius, the father she adored?

Vera’s memoirs don’t indulge in self-analysis. Stamping her feet and shouting at her father (‘I love you, but don’t expect me to respect you after this!’) had predictably little effect. A conversation with Marusya proved more rewarding. Marusya agreed with Vera’s outrage; it was a disgrace that their mother should be so insulted in her own home. A pat and a quick hug were delivered to an angry little sister, together with a promise: never fear, something would be done, and soon.

All an impatient Vera had to do after that discussion was to wait for a letter – it arrived while the prince was absent on zemstvo business in Bryansk – summoning the unwelcome guest home to her own village, a safe fifteen versts (ten miles) away. Vera never knew how Marusya managed to bring it about, but she was stricken by the misery on Nadia’s face. ‘I wanted to say something kind … to tell her how sorry I was and calm her down.’ Vera opened her arms and stepped forward. She stopped dead as their visitor, white-faced and trembling with anger, screamed: ‘You’ll never get rid of me! He’[4]ll come and fetch me back! He needs me, me, not your mother! You’ll see!’

Ignatius Gedroits did not reclaim Nadezhda. If the memoir tells the truth, the family never saw the young woman again.

In both Kaftanchik and Lyach, its sequel, Vera presented herself as her father’s favourite child, the daredevil tomboy he nicknamed ‘Whirlwind’ or – a teasing reference to the rough blond hair she insisted on keeping hacked into a boyish crop – ‘Tuft’. When she wanted to go crow-shooting, the prince produced a rifle and gave her lessons in how to use it. For a visit to the great glass factory in Dyatkovo, a proud Ignatius Gedroits took his daughter along.

Vera had been brought up on tales of the general’s concern for the welfare of his employees. She was shocked to see a line of skinny little boys staggering across the factory floor with long metal rods that it would have strained an adult to carry, to hand to a row of glassblowers. Each rod was tipped with a ball of gold that glowed hot as a branding iron. Between runs, as she watched, the children squatted on the earth floor, catching their breath before making the next dash across. ‘Everywhere I looked, I saw the same ashen faces and bloodshot eyes. I still remember the silence: no laughter, no songs or banter. They were so young, the boys, and they looked like sad old men.’[5] When asked how many hours they worked each day, the factory guide shrugged, indifferent. Not his province. Not their concern.

Back at the house, the prince told his indignant little daughter about all the good works that General Maltsov was doing. His dark eyes glowed as he praised his benefactor’s noble ideas. Maltsov was the people’s friend; a model employer, unlike the greedy oligarchs who worked hand in glove with the government, soaking the people for their ruler’s profit. And Vera’s view? Reading her account of the children at the glassworks, it isn’t hard to guess.

*

Sympathising with a downtrodden Russian people and toasting the downfall – soon might it come! – of their tsarist oppressor, Ignatius Gedroits turned a blind eye to the arrival in Maltsov’s private kingdom of a group of town-bred revolutionaries. His wife agreed; a Gedroits home would never bolt its doors if one of those well-meaning young folk needed protection from the tsar’s army of informers.

The family were playing their usual game of after-supper cards one night when Marusya, engaged but not yet married, mentioned the arrival of a new neighbour at Lyubechane, just a few versts away. Lina, her name is, Marusya reported: Lina Ivanovna Katysheva; a real ‘nihilist’, dressing like a boy and wearing her hair cropped, ‘just like our Vera’. She tells the sad story to the family. Young Lina’s older brother had shot himself after their family bank went bust; now, Lina is running the estate alone while using her job as a teacher to spread the new city-bred ideas. Goodhearted, evidently; it’s rumoured the young woman is offering to teach factory workers to read.

Lina’s name crops up again a few days later when the prince mentions that the tsar’s spies are sniffing around Lyubechane. Somebody should warn the young lady at the manor house before the police close in on her. Ignatius Gedroits keeps his eyes attentively fixed on the cards he’s holding, but it’s clear a hint is being dropped. Vera beats her brother to it. She’ll go! She’ll carry the warning! A quick smile passes between her parents and she’s given the nod. Her father tells her to ride the red mare – the fastest in their stable – and to take along her new rifle for protection. And— but Vera’s off her chair and out of the room before he can finish speaking.

‘And I’m rushing like a whirlwind to get into the clothes I love to wear!’[1], [6]

Much of the enjoyment of reading Vera’s swift-moving and colourful memoirs derives from her own unconcealed delight in storytelling; there’s no missing the pleasure a middle-aged battlefield surgeon took in recalling this particular exploit. She had never ridden the skittish red mare before that day. On a journey that required her to navigate a path past deep ravines and through untamed forest, it took courage not to think about feral dogs, or even wolves.

Ignatius Gedroits gave Vera an official cover story by asking his daughter to deliver some packages to a Maltsov factory just outside Lyubechane. Mistaking the rosy-cheeked young courier for one of her brothers, the foreman hands her a brimming glass of vodka. It’s Vera’s first taste of alcohol, the strength masked by the flavour of currant leaves. The man fills her third glass to the brim while the two of them swap friendly insults in the slapdash French that Maltsov’s senior employees use to mimic their boss, a francophile. (Both Sergei and Vera were quick to master this patois and often used it as a private code.)

Staggering, Vera remounts the mare and rides off to the manor house. Lina, a boyishly handsome young woman, greets her with a puzzled smile and asks why she’s come calling. All set to make her important declaration, Vera grows dizzy, vomits over Lina’s slippers (‘I’m just destroyed with shame’) and passes out cold. When she wakes up, she’s lying on a drawing room sofa under a quilt. The tall wooden shutters are closed. Lina lays aside the sheaf of papers she has been studying and offers Vera some kvass (a fermented non-alcoholic drink). And what, she gently enquires, might be the meaning of this mysterious visit?

The story ends well. Vera takes pride in being able to warn her interesting hostess of a police presence in the neighbourhood; carefully, she passes along her father’s advice to hide anything incriminating. It seems from Lina’s attentive expression that she’s started to make a better impression. They shake hands, English-style, and Lina counsels the young messenger to stay away from vodka for a year or two – then compliments the good work that Vera has done by her visit. More lives than her own would have been at stake, Lina adds, had the police arrived that night.

Safely back at the manor house, a radiant Vera is joining in the Easter celebrations at home – the Gedroits family rarely attends the long Saturday night service in the village church – when a new priest knocks at the door, warning them to be on the alert. Talk is spreading about the new woman out at Lyubechane, a troublemaker. Anything to report? The prince feigns ignorance; Vera, the informer, ‘freezes in a corner of the room’[7].

*

Lina’s involvement in a secret network connects her own small story to the bigger one that was in play throughout Vera’s childhood. In 1874, Alexander II’s government took tough measures to suppress the widespread attempts by students to encourage Russia’s recently emancipated serfs and village farmers to revolt against social injustice. The ‘Land and Liberty’ rebels were easily identified in rural communities that remained frustratingly deferential to their remote ‘Little Father’ (the tsar), and were rounded up and imprisoned in conditions that served only to harden their beliefs. Three died while awaiting their appearance in court. In January 1878, at a time when Russia’s initially successful short war against Turkey had stalled with heavy losses of men on the Russian side, the trial of the 193 – the biggest yet in Russia’s history – was held.

Massive casualties are never popular. A sympathetic Russian jury signalled its feelings by siding with the prisoners: two-thirds of the 193 were acquitted. The following day, a bold young woman called Vera Zasulich made her way into the rooms of General Trepov, the bullying governor of St Petersburg. As a protest against Trepov’s flogging order for a prisoner who had failed to doff his cap, Zasulich shot the general. She was acquitted by another sympathetic jury (Trepov survived the attack), and fled to Switzerland, where she joined the radical circles that paved the path to the Russian Revolution.

[image: Vera Zasulich, a young woman with long hair, is depicted in an oval-shaped portrait.]
Radical Vera Zasulich, unexpectedly released after the attempted murder of General Trepov in 1878.

Vera Zasulich (Bridgeman Images)


[image: A black and white portrait of Vera Figner. She is wearing a dark dress with a large bow at the neck. Her hair is pulled back neatly.]
Vera Figner’s medical career and her role in forming the terrorist arm of the rebel movement emboldened VG

Vera Figner (Slavic and Baltic Division, NY Public Library)


Lina Katysheva (or so an older Vera Gedroits recalled) foresaw a potential recruit for the nihilist cause in a young girl whose very name – Vera – had come to symbolise courage. Vera Zasulich had dared to draw a gun on one of the most powerful men in the country. Home from her medical training in Switzerland in 1879, another Vera helped to form a more violent branch of the Land and Liberty movement. Vera Figner named it Narodnaya Volya: the People’s Will. At a time when regicidal plans were being hatched in Germany, Spain and Italy, Figner and her associates picked dynamite as the most spectacular way to assassinate a seemingly invincible tsar. (By 1879, Alexander had already survived five attempts on his life: three with firearms, one by blowing up a train and another by stacking dynamite beneath his private rooms in the Winter Palace.) And then (as Lina explained to an attentive young Vera Gedroits), there was the first and most influential ‘Vera’ of them all.

Nikolay Chernyshevsky’s important – but numbingly tedious – novel, What Is to Be Done?, was published seven years before Vera Gedroits was born. Written while he was a prisoner in St Petersburg’s version of the Bastille (the massive, stone-walled Peter and Paul Fortress), the book owed much of its success to the way it championed women. Chernyshevsky’s dauntless Vera Pavlovna, a medical student who rebels against Russia’s 1863 embargo against women doctors, became the first female in Russian fiction to call upon women to take charge of their own lives. ‘To do what I want,’[8] Pavlovna declares in her fieriest demand for independence: ‘To live as I want, without asking anyone, without demanding anything from anyone, without needing anyone at all.’

Wonderful stuff for any young woman seeking independence in a world still dominated by men! Chernyshevsky’s devotees included Emma Goldman, Vladimir Lenin (who read the book ten times), August Strindberg and Rosa Luxemburg. What Is to Be Done? inspired a new generation of Russian girls to study medicine, even if it meant leaving their homeland to be educated in Switzerland. Fearful of nurturing a hotbed of radicals abroad, Russia walked back its new law in 1872. Women could study medicine at home in Russia – just so long as they did not practise it.

Chernyshevsky’s novel stayed on the censor’s list for years after its publication; Vera Gedroits’ clandestine copy, smuggled into her hands by one of Lina’s radical friends, came with strict instructions for its prompt immolation directly after reading.

Later in life, Vera Gedroits was thrilled by her fictional namesake’s rebellion against conformity. As a precocious child in search of adventure, she felt let down: ‘The characters seemed dead and unconvincing; I looked but couldn’[9]t find whatever it was that I craved. I felt so empty …’

Dramas, domestic and national, soon filled that void. Daria Gedroits, following the protracted and painful birth of her last child, Alexandra (Sasha), ejected her indefatigably promiscuous husband from the bedroom they had always shared. It didn’t mean she’d stopped loving him. Vera was sitting alone with her mother and the new baby on a cold day in March 1881 when a clamour of church bells brought word out, even to little Slobodishche, of ‘The Father’s’ death. The Father? Her husband? On learning that a member of the People’s Will, Vera Figner’s intrepid associates, had thrown a bomb into the tsar’s closed carriage, Vera’s mother – registering only that her own adored and elusive Ignatius was safe – was scolded by the pompous, message-bringing official for the joy of her tearful response: ‘Thank God!’

The accession of Alexander III, a far more repressive ruler than his father, didn’t alter life down in Slobodishche. Marusya, although still grieving for the professor she had been forbidden to wed, married her Milya at the grand church in Dyatkovo, before setting off for a new life in Bryansk. Eleven-year-old Vera preferred attending[10] the far less stately wedding of the village’s finest carpenter: an occasion for dancing matchmakers, showers of silver coins and a symbolic moment when the groom, Dmitry, touched his bride’s shoulders lightly with a whip, indicating – with shocking accuracy – both the husband’s control and his wife’s future submission in a typical Russian marriage.

Sergei, who had been permitted to carry the church’s finest icon ahead of the bride and her groom at his sister’s wedding, was the next of the children to leave home. Vera’s favourite sibling – she thought of them as twinned spirits – was destined for a tough military school in Moscow. Sergei’s newly cultivated moustache, just a wisp of fair hair above his lips, tickled Vera’s cheek as she clung to him, hopelessly patting the arms of his new green cadet’s suit. They’d never been parted before.

The house felt empty without Sergei. Vera yearned for a city education herself, but was forced to resume her place at the school run in her grandmother’s whitewashed home where, with a bony Madame beating out time with her cane, paying pupils learned to recite French poems and play the piano. History was taught by Granny Natalia Michau herself between lectures on good behaviour.

Home schooling was merely tedious; Sergei’s academy turned out to be a bully’s paradise. When her brother came home for Christmas, Vera was shocked: ‘He looks behind him every minute, as if afraid.’[11] At bedtime, under pressure from his sister, Sergei peeled off his shirt to display a back bruised all over, lacerated with recent scars. ‘Cancel Christmas for the little cry-baby!’ bellowed Marusya’s plump little officer husband (newly promoted to the rank of staff captain) when told about Sergei’s beatings. ‘And cancel it for me!’ a furious Vera shouted back, knowing her meeker brother would never defend himself.

Ignatius Gedroits took a stand against his brute of a son-in-law, but only after being pressed into action by a sobbing wife and outraged daughter. Sergei was transferred to the military academy at Oryol, the tranquil medieval city that had produced both the self-exiled Turgenev and Nikolay Leskov, author of Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk. In Oryol, as Vera decided after a brief investigative visit to the academy with her father, Sergei might be happy.

And he was. That spring, sitting with her brother in their favourite birch grove, Vera suppressed a jealous pang when a glowing Sergei told her how he had been taken to hear Semyon Nadson, a sensitive young Jewish poet whose bold support for the tsar’s assassins had won his latest poem a cult
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