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Dedicated to

Vladimir Bukovsky

with deep respect and admiration: expelled from the Soviet Union after twelve years in the GULAG Archipelago, 1977,

author of

To Build a Castle, 1978,

and

Moscow Trial, 1996,

Candidate in the Presidential election campaign in Russia, 2007-2008
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This is the story of three families:

A Hungarian family
Tibor, Helena and Giori
And their mother Eva;

A Russian family
Andrei,
His parents Igor and Natalya
And his grandmother, ‘Babushka’,
and her friend Dmitry;
and
A British family
Margaret, her children Stephen and Elizabeth,
Her parents John and Barbara Durham,
And their Hungarian friends Geza and Miriam
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‘Terrible events, unending danger…’


August, 1991
Sussex

‘MUM, what’s happened to grandpa?’ said Stephen. ‘Come quickly!’

Margaret stopped making tea in her kitchen in Sussex and half ran into the sitting room. John Durham, her father, was there watching the television. The screen showed an immense crowd of people in front of a white office building beside the Moscow River.

A tall, stocky man with thick white hair stood high on a tank facing the crowd. Two other men stood on either side of him. They were holding up makeshift armour to protect him from snipers’ bullets.

The man, Boris Yeltsin, the President of Russia, was saying, ‘Demokratiya pridyot’, ‘Democracy will come’. The crowd cheered back, ‘Ro-ss-i-ya’, ‘Russia’, ‘Yeltsin, Yeltsin!’

Tears were pouring down Mr Durham’s face. On his knee was a black and white photograph, taken thirty-five years ago, of Margaret and three of her friends, all shivering, in swimming suits on the beach at Woody Bay, with the cliffs behind them. One of them Stephen could just recognise as his Aunt Helena.

‘Is Grandpa all right, Mum?’ Stephen asked.

And turning to his mother, he saw that she, too, was sobbing, as she went over and threw her arms around her father.
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Day after day that week Stephen sat on the sofa alongside his grandfather and his mother watching television reports from Moscow. He and his sister, Elizabeth, two years younger than him, did a lot of the shopping and cooking so Mum and Grandpa could watch everything as it happened. John and Margaret also listened hour after hour to radio broadcasts, in Russian, from Moscow. They saw on the television screen events no one had predicted: the collapse of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union; the locking and sealing of all its offices across a vast country; the seizure, by President Yeltsin’s new Russian government, of all the records of the Party’s countless crimes against Russians and foreigners; and the return to Moscow of Mr Gorbachev, President of the dying Soviet Union, from his holiday home on the coast of the Black Sea where, he said, he had been held captive by his subordinates in the Communist Party.

One evening in Moscow a crane was brought into Lubyanka Square. It toppled from its tall, granite pedestal the statue of the first head of Lenin’s infamous secret police, the Cheka, set up in 1917. Impotent for the moment, Officers of the KGB, the hated successor of the Cheka, watched what was happening from their dark offices on the Square. Countless innocent people had been tortured and shot in the cellars of that building.

Statues of Lenin himself, the begetter of the Russian Civil War and of all the terrors and famines of the past seventy-five years, crashed down in front of crowds all over the country. Russians were rejoicing as they seized the chance to free themselves; it might never come again. How long freedom would last no one knew, but it was to be used to the full as long as they had it.

And all week Stephen and Elizabeth’s grandfather John and mother Margaret kept looking at the old photograph.

‘Tibor,’ said John, ‘if only Tibor…’

‘Whatever will Helena be thinking? And Andrei…’

‘Perhaps we’ll find out at last what happened to him.’

For them this snap was now an icon. Somehow, although John had taken such care of it over the years, it was creased. When the light played on it, it seemed that the gap that had at one time kept Andrei apart from the others had been removed, and all four of them were held in one embrace.


1956
Woody Bay

‘ONE more swim,’ said Tibor, ‘please.’

It had been a long day on the beach at Woody Bay. By now the Durham family were the only people left there. The tide was going out quickly, leaving a stretch of smooth clean sand, cool after the afternoon’s heat. All the picnic food was long since eaten.

‘All right, one more,’ said John Durham.

‘Just one,’ added his wife, Barbara.

‘Thank you.’ Andrei’s English had hardly a trace of a Russian accent. ‘Thank you.’

Cheering and shouting in a mixture of English and Hungarian, Tibor raced into the water, followed by his sister Helena, and after them Andrei and Margaret. Tibor’s Hungarian changed into Russian as he kicked up the waves to splash Andrei and the others.

They all struck out, swimming quickly across the bay and back, not talking now but grunting and groaning from their efforts. As usual, Tibor won the race. He was four years older than the others, strong and fit.

They all pounded up the beach, Tibor again leading the way, eager now to get back to the caravan for fish and chips, to be followed by tinned pears and custard, and cocoa. Barbara gave them their towels. As they rubbed off the water, John called them into a line and took a photograph, the last photograph after the last swim of that year’s holiday. No more swims in 1956.

When she saw the photograph later Barbara was surprised that John had managed not to cut off their heads or their feet. It was a good photograph. Tibor stood on the left, tall with dark straight hair and a dark complexion, almost blackened by the unexpectedly strong sun during his two weeks in England. He had his arm around Helena protectively, although she wanted no protection; also dark, but with startling pale eyes, she was looking through the camera, through John Durham, to something beyond this holiday. Margaret stood next to her. Each of the two girls had an arm around the other’s shoulder, laughing and shivering, for by now it was turning cool. Margaret was fair, and pink from the sun, although the black and white photograph (to her pleasure, when she saw it) disguised this. Then there was a gap, and Andrei stood awkwardly, a little nervous, with fair hair, thin, a narrow face; half mild, half severe; half frowning, half smiling, with his towel around his shoulders. And, behind them all, the smooth slate cliffs rose two hundred feet in the evening sun.
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John arrived back at the caravan, bent over a little by the weight of a tall enamel jug of water, fresh from the stand-pipe shared by all the families on the site. He heaved it up to put down heavily on the old table outside the caravan.

In those days in the Fifties no road went down to Woody Bay and there were few cars on the roads anyway. Families walked to the beach on a footpath which ran for a mile, by a little stream, down the combe from the village where the bus stopped. There was a tiny caravan site for a few holiday-makers.

Barbara was standing inside the caravan as John arrived, with the bread knife in her hand, listening to the old black portable radio on the table.

‘I have always been a man of peace,’ said a voice, rather silky, the voice of the Prime Minister, Sir Anthony Eden. ‘I could not be anything else if I wished to be. I was a League of Nations man; a United Nations man.’ But the Prime Minister went on to speak with foreboding of the danger of a war between Britain and Egypt.

Mr Durham turned off the radio as the young people arrived, dressed and ready to eat. This was not an evening to be overshadowed by fear of war.
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At his school John Durham taught French and German, but that did not explain how Tibor and Helena, from Hungary, and Andrei, from Russia, came to be spending two weeks in England that summer, first at school and then on holiday at the seaside.

John’s deepest love was for the two languages that he knew even better but he did not teach, Russian and Hungarian. He had learnt them thoroughly, twelve years ago, in Army Nissen huts. The Second World War was drawing to its end. Within eighteen months Germany’s downfall would be complete and Hitler would be dead.

‘If you don’t keep up and pass the tests each week, back you go to basic training,’ the students were told. No one on John’s course had to go back.

After training John was sent with a special unit to Austria. Although he was only twenty-two years old, his job was to interview dozens of Hungarians and Russians who were trying to emigrate to Western Europe or America before the Soviet Union could freeze the borders and imprison them. He had to deal with the Soviet officials who were demanding that none of their citizens should be allowed to stay in the West. He interviewed Russians two or three times as old as himself.

‘Find some loophole,’ they pleaded. ‘Help us to stay here.’

But Stalin, the Soviet dictator, was so strong that he forced Mr Churchill and President Roosevelt to send all Russians and other Soviet citizens back to him. His Red Army had fought its way first to Berlin, far ahead of Great Britain and the United States. Backed by an enormous force of arms, Stalin could demand and get whatever he wanted. What Stalin demanded was merciless. There was no hope that at home these poor displaced Russians would be spared execution or the labour camps which they knew awaited them. Stalin treated as traitors or spies all those who had been taken prisoner by the Germans in the War.

John loved the languages, but he loathed the events which he was witnessing. He was shocked by the despair in the eyes of an elderly Russian couple. Only their sense of dignity held them back from throwing themselves on the bare wooden floor in front of him, to beg to be allowed to go to Paris where so many Russian refugees had settled after the Bolsheviks seized power in 1917.

John felt somehow ashamed and guilty when others were reduced to obvious lies and wheedling, although all their efforts were destined to fail. He hated to refuse a safe escape to Hungarians who had so much in common with the Austrians among whom he was working in Vienna. He despaired at the finality of the decisions to be recorded on files, decisions which often meant death. He was glad that he was an interpreter and that his seniors had to take the decisions which led to British soldiers, against their will, forcing Russians into trains going east to Russia.
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In September 1945, three months after he was ‘demobbed’ from the Army, John and Barbara, got married. In October they went to Oxford, and John began a special two-year degree course for exservicemen. They had known each other from primary school. Two years later, with their baby, Margaret, they settled down in Battle in Sussex.

John was a born teacher but the work somehow did not completely satisfy him. He was still pursued by memories and sometimes by nightmares. When she was feeding Margaret in the middle of the night, Barbara would sometimes hear John cry out when he was dreaming about people whom he had interviewed and who might well have died in Russia or Hungary. He would get up and sit with Barbara and Margaret for a while.

For a few years there was almost no news except the threat of war. An Iron Curtain descended in Europe, dividing East from West, from the Baltic Sea to the Adriatic, just as Mr Churchill had said in his famous speech in 1946 on a visit to the United States as the guest of President Truman.

Then, in 1949, the Communists in China, supported by Stalin, took power. Everywhere Stalin poured out his gold to Communist Parties, and he backed and encouraged armed groups to extend Soviet power, his power, in many countries. He used a war in Korea as a trial run for an attack on Japan, a far greater prize.

But before that attack could take place Stalin died in 1953. Although many people in Russia wept at the news of his death, they soon dried their tears. Millions of people were gradually released from the prison camps which were spread through that boundless land ‘like an archipelago of countless islands’. Coming home, they told their families many truths. Under Stalin’s successors, tension eased between East and West.

So it was that, in 1955, John Durham persuaded his school to make a small exchange of students with Russia and Hungary. The headmaster was reluctant.

‘It can’t be done,’ he said.

The head’s pessimism seemed to be justified as the difficulties multiplied. But John was determined.

‘We must try. We owe it to them to make the effort. They didn’t want to be cut off behind Stalin’s Iron Curtain.’

John persuaded the headmaster. His persistence paid off. With the unofficial help of a diplomat in the Foreign Office whom John knew from their days in the Army together, and an association of Russian Teachers, two very small groups of Russian and Hungarian children arrived at Liverpool Street Station in London in July 1955. They came with a few teachers and guides who were at first stiff and stern. But when they travelled out into the Sussex countryside with John and left behind the suspicious men from the Soviet and Hungarian Embassies who had been at the station to meet them, the teachers, like the children, began to relax.

For a week the foreigners lived with English families and visited their schools. The visitors, although carefully chosen and able to speak clear and fluent English, were thin and pinched by their harsh life.

The visit was a success, and it was repeated the following year. The same teachers returned with new groups of children. Tibor, Helena and Andrei were among them. There was a less troubled air about the visitors, as if something was improving at home, giving more hope for the future. The Hungarians, especially Tibor, were reserved with the Russians. Tibor was proud of his country, so much smaller than the Soviet Union. He avoided speaking Russian as much as possible although all Hungarian children learnt it intensively at school. But even Tibor’s tension relaxed in the second week of the visit. After school broke up, the Durhams took Tibor, Helena and Andrei with Margaret to Woody Bay.

‘We love it there,’ Margaret explained. ‘We go there every summer holiday. It’s my favourite place in the world.’

Tibor and Helena had swum in Lake Balaton in Hungary; and Andrei had swum in rivers and lakes in Russia. But to swim in the sea was new to all three of them.

Tibor and Helena, Andrei and Margaret swam and rowed boats and fished. They walked over the cliffs on footpaths clouded with butterflies and listened to skylarks in the fields. In the dusk they lay in the tough, long grass that grew by the seaside and watched the first stars appear. They saw the enchanting green light of glow-worms in the hedges. They were the last to leave the sea in the evening, and the first to run into it the next morning.

After their first swim each day they went to buy the bread and milk and a newspaper at the small shop. The site held a dozen caravans. In the village there was only Mr Crooks’ shop, the post office and a telephone box. On Friday evenings a van came to sell fish and chips, a final treat before families left at the end of their holiday.

‘It’s a simple life,’ said John.

‘The best of all lives,’ Andrei replied, the first time that he had spoken up like that. Tibor and Helena agreed. Margaret flushed and looked very pleased.
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John and Barbara sat, one at each end of the table, with the four young people between them.

Barbara divided the steaming hot fish and chips on plates already warmed in the calor gas oven. She put on the table bread and butter, and mugs with steaming cocoa to comfort them after the cold of their last long swim. There was a basket overflowing with ripe plums.

‘Here’s a big piece of cod for you, Tibor… and for you Andrei, because you’ve got an even longer journey home.’

They were all yawning, exhausted by the day’s exercise and the sea air, and went to bed early. John and Barbara listened to the news on the radio before they turned in. The inside of the caravan glowed cosily in the friendly silver light cast by the mantles of the calor gas lamps, but the news was not good. Britain and France were threatening action if President Nasser of Egypt went ahead with his policy to control the Suez Canal. There was a short item about tension in Hungary, and a demonstration there by students in Budapest and other cities against the Soviet Union’s domination of their country.

John and Barbara did not sleep well that night for fear of what awaited their new friends in the weeks to come.

‘It reminds me of those nights when you woke up because of bad dreams and came to join me when I was feeding Margaret. How long ago that seems.’

‘Perhaps the world is changing less than we hoped,’ John replied.

Next morning, submerged by their luggage, they all set off for home in a green Morris Oxford motor car that had belonged to John’s parents in the 1930s.
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