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			Introduction

			A few years ago, my old Russian friend Larissa Salmina Haskell showed me a sepia-tinted photograph that was lying on a pile of old newspapers. I asked who it was, this young boy in military uniform. ‘Ah,’ she replied, ‘that’s my cousin. He was eaten by a bear.’

			She paused and looked at me carefully. ‘It was a white bear,’ she said, managing to convey the idea that to be eaten by any other sort of bear would have been indeed unfortunate. She often came out with unsettling remarks which generated far more questions than they managed to answer. On another occasion we were talking about the Death of Stalin and the portrayal of the utterly repellent and psychopathic Lavrentiy Beria, the head of the NKVD whose execution is the film’s denouement.

			Larissa nodded in agreement, then added for the sake of fairness: ‘But we always quite liked Beria in my family.’

			And how could anyone possibly like Beria?

			‘Well, you see, he murdered the man who tortured my uncle.’

			Eventually, I persuaded her to tell me more, pointing out that it would be a pity if all of her memories were lost. She was already nearly 90 and, although it may have been tactless to hint that time was running short, she agreed that it really was a case of now or never. I went to visit regularly with a recorder and took down hours of reminiscences. She described how she was caught in the siege of Leningrad (‘Cat’s tail? Delicious’). She was evacuated over the ice, lived in the Urals surrounded by Spanish revolutionaries like La Pasionaria (‘lovely woman’), went feral and fended for herself in the wreckage of Leningrad after the siege (‘the happiest time of my life’), then rose to become one of the youngest Commissars in the Soviet Union and keeper of Venetian drawings at the Hermitage Museum. She took the Russian contribution to the Venice Biennale in 1962 and lost it on the journey. She briefly absconded with her supervisor’s corpse, developed a useful sideline in forgery, and stole a Matisse (‘I didn’t steal it. I liberated it’) from the Italian government.

			[image: A black and white photograph of a young boy dressed in a sailor's uniform and hat, seated on a wooden chair, looking towards the camera.]

			Larissa’s cousin: eaten by a bear

			And above all she met her husband, an art historian called Francis Haskell, and left her beloved Leningrad in 1965 with the help of the KGB to come and live in England.

			This opened a story I had not expected, because laid out in her words was an extraordinary, and moving, love story played out against the backdrop of the Cold War. It brings back into sharp focus the strange world of the Soviet Union, and the even stranger world of a certain section of the English elite. It comprises two tales, one which begins in northern Russia, the other in Baghdad, and tries to describe how the daughter of a Soviet army officer from a noble family could meet the grandson of an Iraqi Jew with both instantly understanding each other so profoundly that they were prepared to risk heartbreak and, in her case, retribution, in order to be together. It is about how coming to England from the Soviet Union was a sacrifice, and how it was the English man, not the Russian woman, who was set free because of their meeting.

			It is a tale of a Europe that is lost. Not the Europe of geographical and ideological divisions, but of a certain mentality, which was common to a very few on both sides of the Iron Curtain. When Francis went to Leningrad to meet her family, he recorded a dinner ‘with Larissa’s husband’s mistress, who is one of Larissa’s closest friends’ (21 April 1963). It was all so familiar to him, as his friends in France and Italy and England were forever complaining that their mistresses were unfaithful or that their wives were being horrible to their new boyfriends. But more important were their common tastes and values. Art, ballet, theatre, music, books. Larissa’s father took a complete set of Dickens with him to the Battle of Kerch in Crimea; Francis knew Russian music and ballet inside and out. Both loved Paris; the reality for Francis, the idea of it for Larissa.

			Whatever their differences in nationality, language and politics, both were members of a unified, pan-European culture which paid little heed to the divisions which so preoccupied most people of the age. They also operated by very different rules, and had very different values, to the societies in which they existed. It was a world of dancers, exiles and the occasional spy, of artists, aristocrats and academics. It consisted of people who felt safe only when they were away from home, were comfortable only in the company of foreigners.

			—————————

			I came to this project because Francis once taught me, and I was living nearby when he died in 2000. So I took to dropping in to check that Larissa was all right, and for the first time began to talk to her properly – she was always in the background while he was alive. Bit by bit, I stopped going out of duty, and began to visit out of pleasure. She was immensely entertaining, if occasionally alarming. This showed itself in her sometimes startling conversation – ‘I must tell you about our first night of passion in Trieste’ – but also in her activities. On one occasion she looted the house of a recently dead friend, taking away a large number of Russian paintings and drawings which she thought should have been left to the woman’s niece in St Petersburg. These she sold through a London auction house, then laundered the money through the Swiss bank account of a Moscow art dealer. All of this she did without thinking twice. When I asked her if she realised quite how many laws she had just broken, she merely shrugged: ‘I’m 82. What could they do to me?’

			I began to see that she had an exceptional eye as well. She would flick through the catalogues of art shows, muttering ‘good – fake – wrong’, telling me as she turned the pages which dealers could be trusted, which were scoundrels. A lot were scoundrels. And every now and then she would go to the local auction house to buy some tatty picture. A lithograph, estimate £10, which she had spotted as an original watercolour by Léon Bakst, the Russian painter and stage designer. All of this with a rather girlish delight at her triumph, and no little pleasure at showing how much better she was at this sort of thing than I could ever dream of being.

			I forgave her. She had a depth of knowledge which few now possess: no one has the time or leisure to study works of art with such intensity, over so many years. And that was the starting point of this project, which then expanded to chronicle not only a certain type of knowledge but also a particular way of living. It was not necessarily better, or richer than what we have now. But it was different, and it has gone forever.

			I began to realise this loss fully when Larissa invited me to one of her New Year’s Eve parties. She lived in a house covered in valuable works of art, but which had not been tidied for years. Books filled the shelves and were piled in unsteady stacks all over the floor, in the basement, the loft and on nearly every staircase. The lighting was a little dim, the room a little cold, and the chairs, arranged in a circle, were stiff-backed. I was some quarter of a century younger than everyone else; the others were old, old friends, contemporaries who were in tune with each other. I had not a clue.

			They played pre-dinner games, but not of the sort that anyone plays now; not of the sort that anyone probably could play.

			‘Marriage of Figaro. Best performance.’

			‘Karl Böhm, Salzburg, 1958.’

			‘No. Böhm knew nothing of Mozart. Besides, the soprano was dreadful. Surely, Karajan in Vienna in 1967 was far superior.’

			There was an argument defending Karl Böhm’s honour and attacking Herbert von Karajan’s egotism, then the next questioner came in.

			‘What meets where the Rhine loses his majestic force?’

			There was no point in even mentioning that this was a quotation from an eighteenth-century poem by James Thomson. It was assumed (wrongly in my case) that everyone would know that. They had all read it at school, apart from Larissa. No one, however, could remember the answer. The questioner solved the problem – ‘the Stork assembly’ – with a distinct cry of triumph, and a muttering of ‘oh, of course’ from the others.

			I was listening to the falling song of a dying world. Their experiences and their common heritage matched nothing I was familiar with. All had been formed before the age of consumerism dawned in Europe, and for their generation and background, money was merely one currency of exchange out of many. They had something much more valuable. Their wealth was in knowledge – they knew the Salzburg Festival existed when few had heard of it; knew people who would put them up, knew museum directors who would open the doors for them when a museum was closed to the public. But there was a price to this; it was an enclosed world, largely cut off from the rest of humanity, and about that they knew very little.

			This book is also a study of how to survive the cruelty which is the dark side of this world; not only the gross variety of Stalin’s Russia, with its arrests, murders, torture and pogroms, but also the more subtle and insidious type which was the English speciality. The coldness and indifference of family life; Eton in the 1940s, where Jews were hunted down and thrown into the river for sport; the superior malice of a Cambridge college (‘I like second-rate minds: that’s why I approve of Jesus’). The narrowness and misogyny of the social milieu, and its unique, highly developed ability to spot and exploit the least insecurity. When trying to convey the ritualised humiliations, discomfort and misery of life in the army, Francis noted that it reminded him of Eton.

			For Francis was an insider who never completely belonged. Eventually he became Professor of the History of Art at Oxford and one of the most innovative and influential historians of his generation. He was awarded the Légion d’honneur by the French, medals by the British and Italians. He went from Eton to King’s College Cambridge and was a member of the Apostles, that secretive debating society which produced the Cambridge spies. He counted E. M. Forster, Mary McCarthy, William Styron and Anthony Blunt among his friends. His was the world of Cambridge common rooms and London clubs. But he was a Jew who knew nothing of Judaism, an Englishman who knew little of England. And he lived in a world where friendship was always conditional, where he felt tormented by his Judaism and uncomfortable about his sexuality. His only contact with women was with well-brought-up English girls he found either vacuous or humourless, or the terrifyingly poised ballerinas presented to him by his ballet critic father. Larissa – equal in intellect, superior in skills, remarkably self-possessed and utterly charming – was unlike anyone he had ever encountered.

			That they met at all – in a little restaurant in Venice in late August 1962 – was a small accident of history. That they fell deeply in love was entirely their own doing. Neither expected it, and neither particularly welcomed it. Certainly, Larissa never had the slightest desire to come permanently to the West. She was forever a daughter of Leningrad and remained doggedly loyal to her country, despite being all too aware of its flaws. And Francis had all but abandoned hope of ever being able to fall in love, or to find anyone who could love him.
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			Francis and the French-Ukrainian dancer Nina Bibikova, Eton, 1946

			—————————

			My own role in writing this tale should be explained, as I occupy a midpoint between their world and the current one and see my task a little like an interpreter of one to the other. I went to university just before Mrs Thatcher took a sledgehammer to everything that Francis considered worthwhile. But I was born too late to feel comfortable with the values of his generation, and too early ever to adjust convincingly to the new world of competition and insecurity that replaced them. A sizeable portion of my life was lived as a European; I must have been one of the very first to take advantage of the Common Market by going to work for a period in a French factory in 1974. In some ways, some of the structure of the world I will be describing has returned recently; British citizens no longer have the right to wander Europe at will and for as long as they wish; the Cold War is back with a vengeance, though somewhat warmer. It is even possible that the less materialistic approach of some six decades ago may return as well under the pressure of environmental concerns and declining spending power. Mentally and emotionally, however, their world is gone. The international intelligentsia, of which they were both central members, has broken up, appreciation and knowledge of the things they esteemed has declined, the consensus over what is valuable and worthwhile in art, literature and music has collapsed.

			Finding a suitable way of presenting this tale has been difficult, not least because the two principal characters do not even meet until near the very end. Once they married and settled down, their lives were happy, fulfilling, but similar to those of many an academic couple of the period. It was, certainly, the Golden Age of the University, offering a life which was far easier and much more pleasant than it is for academics today, but that is another story.

			Equally, the evidence for each strand of the tale is very different. Larissa spent many hours sitting at her kitchen table, telling me stories while I listened, drank coffee, and prompted her with questions. Her account is inevitably from a distance, edited and shaped by memory and forgetfulness – it is difficult to believe that life during the siege of Leningrad was quite as jolly as the tone of her recollections sometimes suggested. Nor was she averse to omitting stories on occasion – for example, not mentioning her first marriage for more than two years out of concern for my natural delicacy.

			In Francis’s case there is little later testimony, but until Larissa arrived in England, his most reliable and steadfast friend was his diary, and there are some sixty volumes now deposited in the National Gallery in London, beginning while he was still at school and covering much of the next twenty years. Larissa not only allowed me to read these, she encouraged me to use them in whatever way I saw fit.

			It is always difficult with such records to work out what the writer intended. The accounts may have begun as the private scribblings of a tormented and lonely adolescent – ‘nobody knows me, except my diary’ – but as they continued, this strand of self-examination was overlain with a more literary intent. Certainly, Francis was very keen to preserve them; when he was called up for his National Service at the end of 1946, he put the volumes in a deposit box at his bank – partly to ensure that his excessively nosy mother did not get her hands on them in his absence, but also because he thought them worth keeping. Towards the end of his life, he had the opportunity to destroy them had he wanted but did not do so. The many hours he spent writing them in fact helped shape his career – the value he placed on his own personal records made him far more sensitive to the importance of similar historical documents than were most art historians of his generation. That in turn made him more inclined to look after the ones he had produced himself. As he wrote in 1960: ‘I suppose that reaching into other people’s papers the whole time has helped to make me want to keep some of my own’ (20 September).

			While many of the entries simply record things said, done, seen or felt, occasionally they are more than that, and have the flavour of a literary set-piece. In other notebooks there are first and second drafts crafting a tale which strikes him as particularly memorable – he wrote two accounts, enormously and self-consciously funny, of the occasion he lost his virginity in a seedy Paris hotel to his landlady’s daughter. Before he settled down to serious academic life, he had some ambitions to be a novelist or writer of short stories, but realised soon enough this was never going to be his calling. Many of his efforts in that direction were abandoned halfway through and are often too striving and literary; the characters wooden, the dialogue reminiscent of the 1930s intellectual novels he so frequently read and ultimately came to dislike. The journals are entirely different: rarely malicious, more often generous, they are fresh and keenly observed, with a splendid sense of the absurd, especially when he is describing himself: ‘We discussed the formation of a new art movement the whole point of which was that it wasn’t to be a movement … Can’t honestly say I understood very much about it’ (n.d. July 1949).

			So, while Larissa’s account is selective, shaped around the most notable events, and often lacking in particulars, his account is immediate and detailed. Her tale is tinged with the nostalgia of old age looking back on youth. That of Francis features the daily battle against the insecurities and confusions of youth as it was experienced. Taking account of these different perspectives is a tricky business.

			Larissa had a quite remarkable and enviable ability to make people like her, a quality which is exceptionally difficult to pin down and explain. Nonetheless, it was very real: many years ago, the couple went to the Getty Foundation in California, and a party was thrown in their honour. Guests were invited to meet a great art historian, and on arrival one of these noticed a large group gathered around listening to a diminutive figure, who she assumed was the historian in question. It was Larissa, charming all around her, while Francis stood on the sidelines with his drink. This she managed in all circumstances, places and languages. Whether or not she was truly characteristic of Russians in general, I do not know. But it suggests that the powers-that-were in the Soviet Union were wise in their decision to allow her to leave. Her presence in the West helped a little to bolster the idea of Russians as warm, cultivated, generous and just a little bit eccentric.

		

		
			1

			Larissa: Background, Birth and Childhood, 1931–1941

			Birth – Home – Parties and Dancing – Moscow – Purges – Promotion and Demotion – Torture – Hiding Under the Table – Holidays – The Coming of the Germans

			The childhoods of Larissa and Francis were radically different, and for much of the time she experienced growing up in Stalin’s Soviet Union as being much more agreeable than he found a privileged life in England. She was born on 27 February 1931, the only child of Nikolai Ivanovich Salmin and Vera Pavlovna Tarasova, in a hospital opposite the main Leningrad railway station, a proximity which she firmly believed was responsible for her love of travel in later life. Her father was 31 and came from the minor Russian nobility; the family had owned an estate near Dubrovka on the Neva River, and a grand house on Krestovsky Island in Leningrad. Her mother was eight years younger, and from a somewhat lower family; Vera’s grandfather had been an estate manager for the immensely powerful Orlov family and her father a doctor who ‘just left one wife for another’. He married Vera’s mother because she was quite rich ‘but then left her as well’. She died while Vera was young and the young girl was initially brought up on the Orlov estate. But this was razed to the ground during the Revolution and at the age of 9 Vera had to move to the city: ‘She barely managed to finish school and then had to go to work, and her life was very difficult.’ Until, that is, she met Nikolai Salmin in 1929 and he fell head over heels in love with her.

			Nikolai by then was a colonel in the Red Army, but he had received the best education the Imperial Russian system could provide, joining the Kadetsky Korpus, a military academy founded by the Empress Anne in 1731 and abolished by the Bolsheviks in 1917. It was an elite institution – annual intake was around two hundred people and before the Revolution 90 per cent came from noble stock – and, like many such, it was noted for both the breadth and the brutality of the education it provided: ‘It was worse than Eton was for Francis. It was so cruel.’ But he survived and in 1917 threw in his lot with the Revolution – one of the few from the corps who did so – and made the transition from Czarism to Communism at the moment the new regime needed all the soldiers it could lay its hands on and wasn’t too fussy where they came from. Besides, shortly before the Revolution broke out, he had transferred to study chemistry, and became a specialist in both artillery and chemical warfare, writing the textbook on the subject for the Red Army. This gave him a much-needed level of expertise and – though his progress was slowed by his family background – his career advanced, although with many reverses and near disasters. He had a fairly secure position, a good income, and was devotedly in love with Vera, all of which made him a fine catch. ‘His character changed over the years because he became very gloomy, did not like people, and, in general, changed a lot. But at this time, just when he met my mother, he was a cheerful, sociable and relatively easy person.’

			[image: A black and white photograph of a military officer in an ornate uniform with epaulettes and medals, standing confidently with a neutral expression. He has a curled mustache. He has a sword hanging on his left side.]

			General Ivan Ivanovich Salmin

			The Salmins were well born and well positioned, but even before the Revolution were not particularly rich, as Larissa’s great-grandfather had gambled away much of the family fortune. Nikolai’s elder brother, Yevgeny, joined the navy and ended up as a rear admiral, while the two brothers’ father, Ivan Ivanovich, had been a general who played a prominent role in the disastrous 1905 war with Japan and was briefly Governor of Port Arthur. He was not a pleasant person. ‘He had a terrible character and so my father was quite unhappy … his parents quarrelled all the time. His mother used to say that if you took all the bad qualities of her children and put them together, the result would still be better than her husband.’ Unlike his children, Ivan refused to join the new regime. He did not have to, as in October 1917 he was on the Western Front, acting as a liaison officer with the French army. When the Bolsheviks took over, he decided to stay, mainly at the urging of his French mistress, whose charms greatly exceeded those of his wife back in Russia. After the war, he opened a brewery, which prospered for a few years, but in 1929 his wife persuaded him to come back to Leningrad as she had heard that the government was preparing to return confiscated property. The mistress agreed: ‘You can recover your estates, sell them, then come back to Paris.’ So he went, arriving shortly after Nikolai and Vera married. However, the rumour was untrue; no property was returned and when he saw what had been done to his houses – the estates razed, and the townhouse turned into multi-occupancy apartments – he was so overcome with rage that he had a heart attack and died just as his son was climbing the stairs to introduce him to his new daughter-in-law. Larissa had no idea what happened to the mistress, or the brewery.

			She was an only child and surrounded by attention – as well as her mother, there was a nanny and her paternal grandmother, both of whom doted on her. Her grandmother was particularly important; she clung on in the family’s Leningrad house, a beautiful Neoclassical wooden structure with painted columns which lasted until it was chopped up for firewood during the siege in 1942. The house was subdivided after 1917 and she was confined to a single room while newcomers were assigned the others, but the change made little difference to her approach to life: she simply treated all the new arrivals as either guests or servants depending on how much she liked them, continued to regard the whole building as her property, and was severe in her punishment of any who transgressed her rules.

			For a while Larissa’s parents lived there as well, but they moved out as Vera wanted to be near her friends in the centre of Leningrad. The young family ended up with a single room at 27 Kirovsky Prospekt: thirty square metres, divided into living and sleeping areas. It was cramped but not bleak, as ‘my mother always had a housekeeper. It was always a peasant girl, usually a very simple girl who lived with us and who helped my mother with me. But my mother herself usually did all the shopping and cooking.’ The block even had a doorman to act as a concierge, stack firewood in the courtyard, and do routine repairs: ‘All of our guests complained about him because he would open the door for everyone and bow, and he should have been reprimanded for it.’

			Heating and cooking were by wooden stove, toilets were communal, and the bath was a large tub filled with hot water brought out when needed. This may seem grim, but at least the toilet was inside: when Larissa came to live in Oxford in 1967, the house Francis bought for them had it at the bottom of the garden. He visited her in Leningrad in the spring of 1963, and left a description:

			As in all the Russian flats I thereafter visit, the entrance of the building is extremely squalid … Inside the flat itself (on the 5th floor) is a small passage on to which open a number of doors; some of these belong to the ‘neighbours’ (ie, in fact, sharers of the flat) and some to Larissa and her mother. The kitchen and bathroom/lavatory is communal. There is no hot water except when special appliances are lit. Her section consists of one large, light dining/sitting room and one bedroom divided by a screen in two. There is a piano, some rather bad pictures, a tv set, tables, chairs etc and in one corner a huge porcelain stove reaching right up to the ceiling. (5 April 1963)

			It had not always been like this, though. When the family moved in, Larissa recalled that it had been:

			an incredibly luxurious apartment, and consisted of about two rooms. One was a huge hall that had two fireplaces … I remember myself in this room, I was probably about two years old and I was always scared because it was completely impossible to heat. The fireplaces gave very little warmth and I only remember running from end to end, and it was a very long distance.

			However, the flat began to shrink, as they were officially sharing with Nikolai’s brother, who was away on a posting with the Baltic Fleet. When he returned, the apartment was divided into two, although with a shared entrance. Larissa loved this period – there were more people to pay attention to her, and Uncle Yevgeny’s wife was an excellent baker, who plied her with buns. But when they moved out, the city allocated their portion to a total stranger, a photographer who turned into a chronic drunkard when his wife suddenly died after a botched abortion. Apart from the noise, the problem was that he would come back late at night without his keys, knocking and ringing the doorbell until someone let him in. This was at the time when the great purges were beginning, and Larissa’s parents were terrified every night that the hammering on the door was not the neighbour but the NKVD, come to take Nikolai away and shoot him.

			Larissa’s education was eccentric even before the war broke out – she didn’t go to school much until she was 8 and by the time she was 14 had only spent about three years in formal education. For the rest, her mother took care of her lessons, finding people to teach her the piano, German, French and English, and enrolling friends and family to teach her how to read, write, do arithmetic and play chess. In the summer they went to the family dacha north of Leningrad: ‘you had to go by train, then it was twenty miles from the station. You could rent a horse and cart. It was in a village. There were lots of vegetables because everyone had vegetable gardens there. There wasn’t any meat but you could have eggs.’

			The dacha was primitive but pretty, two storeys, without running water but with a well in the garden. There was a river nearby to go swimming and fishing in, and Larissa and her mother spent much of the time cooking, picking plants for salads, and going for long walks in the summer evenings when it was daylight until nearly midnight. They stayed until the last week of August – Nikolai was almost never able to come because he was invariably on postings – then returned to Leningrad to prepare for the start of the new school year on 1 September, and the bleak Russian winter soon after.

			Larissa found this idyllic, but Vera hated every moment of it, as she could see no virtue at all in a simple country life and longed for the holidays to be over so she could get back to the excitement of Leningrad. Nikolai was dutiful and somewhat introverted, she was outgoing and deeply sociable:

			At one point, my mother even organised dance courses and invited a couple of professionals who taught them all new steps in foxtrots, in tango. I used to sit under the table at the time. The table was usually placed on the couch, under this table I sat and with great pleasure watched everything that was happening there … The floor was parquet and there was a place to dance. That was the life she was used to and she couldn’t be without it.

			There is a faded photograph of one gathering – a room dominated by a large fireplace, the table covered with bread, decanters of wine and plates of smoked fish. In comparison to the West, the main difference was the lack of material possessions: even fairly senior figures in the army, like Larissa’s father, had only modest living accommodation with little in it. But Vera ‘didn’t mind at all. Her main thing was to be constantly entertained. As long as she surrounded herself with friends, she didn’t mind anything.’

			[image: A black and white photograph of a large group of people seated around a long dining table. The table is covered with a tablecloth and various dishes. The room around them has framed pictures and a small bookshelf on the wall.]

			Dinner at the Salmins, c. 1935

			While Vera provided the stimulus, her father provided the solidity, despite long absences on postings. She loved city life, he was the opposite: ‘a typical country man. Hunting was his speciality. The only thing he dreamt of was to live somewhere in the woods …’ Still, it was a relationship which mostly worked well and was almost the only marriage that Larissa knew of which did not end in divorce. He was always respectful of both wife and daughter, always responsible, and always present even when away. Both mother and daughter depended on him totally, and when he died of a heart attack in 1961 Vera had a breakdown and Larissa was heartbroken with grief. He taught her to read, took her fishing and showed her how to pick mushrooms on walks in the countryside, took her seriously and supported her: ‘Every time I quarrelled with my mother, my father would be on my side and defend me. So, whenever my mother quarrelled with my father, I was always on his side.’

			But Vera’s self-indulgence did more to keep the family alive and safe than Nikolai’s diligence. In fact, he owed his life to her insatiable craving for company and entertainment. He spent his entire career working his way up the ranks, having to overcome considerable headwinds because of his family origins. He wrote two books on chemical warfare, began to add air defence to his expertise in artillery, and as a result got his big break, recruited in January 1935 onto the staff of Marshal Mikhail Nikolaevich Tukhachevskiy, the most dynamic and influential Soviet strategic theorist of his generation. Only a few years older than Nikolai, and another graduate of the Kadetsky Korpus from a noble family, Tukhachevskiy was revered by his followers, disliked by his rivals and, unfortunately for him, seen as a dangerous potential rival by Stalin. The family travelled with Nikolai to Moscow on a posting to help reorganise the Red Army and prepare it for the war everyone knew would come sooner or later.

			Nikolai dreamed of serving his country; Vera dreamed of being a general’s wife; and Larissa liked being with her father. ‘I remember how he got off the tram and he had such incredibly polished boots that were very shiny. And then he took me by the arm …’ But there was a problem: Vera was miserable and came to hate Moscow. ‘We were given a flat in the outskirts … an awful modern building. He went to work early in the morning and my mother was left with me. I was always sick. It was hell for her.’ Vera missed her friends and her city with a longing that seems common among exiled Leningraders. She wanted to go home. The army was surprisingly sympathetic – the family was offered an apartment on Gorky Street, the most prestigious in Moscow, as an incentive to stay.

			[image: Left: The first of two black and white photographs next to each other. A woman is posing in a striped two-piece outfit, holding a cigarette and smiling. Right: The second of two black and white photographs next to each other. A man in a military uniform stands in front of a decorative folding screen next to a window with a potted plant on the sill.]

			Vera Salmina, c. 1937 and Nikolai Salmin, c. 1935

			But Vera could not be persuaded and became so depressed that her husband, and the Red Army, gave way. Nikolai asked to give up his post, even though he was certain that it would ruin his career. He was demoted, took a pay cut, and was transferred back to Leningrad in mid-1936, then was posted to Novgorod, where Vera and Larissa briefly joined him. ‘We then had one room, which was so full of bedbugs that Dad had to put the iron bed in the middle of the room and food cans filled with kerosene around it. But, of course, that didn’t help because the bedbugs were diving from the ceiling.’ From there he transferred to Dubrovka, not far from Leningrad, took part in the Russian–Finnish war, and in 1940 was sent to Tbilisi in Georgia to run the Air Defence Directorate of the Caucasus.

			It was wise to leave Moscow. Possibly prompted by a German disinformation campaign, Tukhachevskiy was arrested on 22 May 1937. He was tortured, to the point that his surviving confession is spattered with his blood. He was then put on trial for treason and was executed on 12 June. Subsequently, a further 37,000 officers were dismissed, more than 10,000 were arrested and more than 7,000 found guilty of crimes against the state, so weakening the Red Army it could barely hold its own even against the Finns in the 1939–40 Winter War: ‘The man who had offered my mother the flat on Gorky Street was shot, along with others. All our friends were arrested.’

			Tukhachevskiy’s entire network of friends and colleagues – the latter carefully selected for their talent and dedication – was destroyed. He was accused of planning a coup d’état and of having fascist sympathies. But not Nikolai. He fully expected to be swept up in the purges sooner or later – so much so, that for a while he went to bed every night with a packed suitcase by the door; if the police came for him, he would be able to leave without disturbing his wife and daughter. But the knock never came. Perhaps his decision to leave Moscow was taken as disaffection from Tukhachevskiy’s circle, perhaps his moving from posting to posting meant that he was forgotten, but he was never arrested. Although he remained in his reduced rank for a while, he otherwise emerged unscathed. There is, though, an alternative explanation for his survival. Around the time the family came back to Leningrad, a young chess player was suddenly arrested, taken away, and eventually shot when the purges were at their height. No one ever knew why, or what he was charged with. No explanation was ever given. He had no known political opinions, no dangerous friends, and seems to have lived an entirely innocuous life. His name was also Nikolai
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