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Dear Me,

I have always thought – and stop me if I have wearied you with this reflection too often in the past – that most of the anomalies which afflict mankind are merely figments of nature blown up out of recognizable proportion. In other words, split personality, schizophrenia, is an exaggeration of a natural state at a point where the whole of a person’s character is coloured by its overweening contradictions. And yet, the personality of any normally constituted person must be capable of at least a certain flexibility, otherwise the machinery for doubt would be absent, and what is a more irrefutable proof of madness than an inability to have a doubt?

No, no, to ensure sanity, there must be at least the elements of an internal disagreement ever present in a personality, and it is for that reason, in the dearest hope that you exist, that I address this attempt at an autobiography to you, dear me.

We were born in the normal manner in a London nursing-home, and here I must already give up the collective pronoun in case it be mistaken for folie-de-grandeur on my part, speaking for both of us. Grandeur there always has been, in a purely physical sense, although I hope not folie. I weighed nearly twelve pounds as a consequence of a reluctant and tardy birth. I have always been loath to acknowledge the applause of an audience unless its volume more than justified such an initiative and I must have started the habit very early on, at my first public appearance in fact.

Of the actual events surrounding my birth I remember very little, and must therefore base my report on data from other sources. What I do know for certain is that, whereas I was born in London (in a section ominously called Swiss Cottage), I was in fact conceived in Leningrad, in a tall, draughty and shell-pocked house to which I made a pilgrimage of thanksgiving relatively late in life. It stands to reason that I travelled a great deal during the more than nine months which separated my conception in the shadow of revolution and political slogan to my birth in the cold embrace of industrial smog and respectability, but once again, my memory of the great social upheavals through which I passed disguised as a piece of overweight luggage can only be described as hazy, and therefore unreliable.

My mother, whose recollection of these events was curiously enough more acute than mine, in spite of her advanced age, wrote a book called Klop about her married life – a book I found charming and fascinating when it dealt with the period before my birth, and intensely embarrassing thereafter, which, I suppose, is human. ‘Klop’, as I discovered later, was the name by which my father was known, a name denoting ‘Bed-bug’, somewhat unflattering perhaps, but preferred by him to his only Christian name of Jona. There is no accounting for taste, as those who believe they are blessed with it never cease to say.

At the time of my birth, ‘Klop’ was the London representative of the German News Agency, at that time called the Wolff Büro. He was selected for this job not only because of his natural talent, which was considerable, but because Ustinov is a name which sounded, and was, un-German. Only a little while ago many minds had been eased in their wartime tasks by the pleasant prospect of hanging the Kaiser, and it stood to reason that after four years of exhaustion, deprivation and tragedy, the Germans had exacerbated British phlegm. This the Germans themselves shrewdly guessed, and so my father with his Russian surname, his Russian wife, and his urbane manner were sent in as pioneers to pave the way for a later normalization of relations.

It was, I gather, no easy task, although I must say that in the nursing-home any hint of prejudice was in my favour. Once I had actually been cajoled to enter this world, I apparently behaved as though I had never hesitated, and held up my head to look around, even when suspended by my feet like a bat. In case of general incredulity, I must say that I have always benefited from an unusually powerful neck, which an Italian singing professor discovered to his cost many years later when he tried to strangle me. I recovered almost immediately, whereas he has been prone to depressions ever since, which is understandable since he is only five feet seven inches high. He was foolhardy to give in to temptation.

My initiative in the nursing-home provoked cries of admiration from the matron, who said to my mother, ‘He’s a very strong little chap, aren’t you, precious? Yes, you are, my little Blessing.’

It was as well to know. My mother’s reaction to me was of a less factual nature. In spite of my exploit she found me helpless and vulnerable, which is of course the prerogative of all mothers, at the same time curiously wise and reminiscent of certain rotund statuettes of Buddha. However, she told me at a time when her opinion was less prone to the exigencies of literary style, that in reality I was spherical in form, and that everyone heaved a sigh of relief whenever I performed the exploit with my neck, since at those moments it was possible to see whether I was the right way up or not.

I gather that I was not very talkative, which is rather understandable under the circumstances; that I very rarely cried, and that I smiled almost constantly, from which I deduce that my indigestion was usually bad enough to produce the kind of writhing grin which mothers confound with contentment, but that it rarely became unbearable enough to reduce me to tears.

So much for me and my limited means of expression at the time. It might be well to pause at this early juncture to try and make some order out of the arbitrary events which led me to my appointment with the gynaecologist in Swiss Cottage at eleven o’clock on April 16th, 1921. I was, of course, accompanied by my mother, since I was too young to go alone.

I remember with pleasure and a shudder a reflection of that great advocate Clarence Darrow in his memoirs. He always regarded the chapter of accidents which led back from his birth into prehistory as utterly extraordinary, and therefore had the same feelings about his presence in the world as though he had won a lottery against staggering odds, and moreover added, not without an element of self-pity, that if any one of thousands of people had been late for an appointment with destiny, he would not have been born at all. I have at least as much cause as Clarence Darrow to entertain such a thought, without having had the originality to conceive of such a terrifying speculation.

Consider the facts. One great-great-grandfather born in 1730, living the life of a pious county squire in Saratov on the lower reaches of the Volga; another great-great-grandfather born in 1775 in Venice, winning the competition for the post of organist at St Mark’s, a third great-great-grandfather a village schoolmaster a hundred kilometres south-east of Paris; a fourth, no doubt a strict Protestant, living in Rheinfelden, near Basel, while a fifth survived the endless struggle for power in Addis Ababa. One does not need to know the activities of the other eleven to understand that the likelihood of all these gentlemen joining forces to produce me was extremely slim. By the time the situation had whittled itself down to the level of grandfathers, the odds against my birth had hardly improved. Admittedly my paternal grandfather had been exiled to the West, but meanwhile my mother’s family had emigrated to the East, a lack of co-ordination remarkable to the point of perversity. My father’s father had acquired German nationality; and after a period of living in Italy – a singular choice for a Protestant convert – he settled in Jaffa of all places, and married, en seconde noce, the daughter of a Swiss missionary and an Ethiopian lady. They had nothing but miscarriages for seven years, my father, their firstborn, making his appearance when his father was fifty-seven years of age. Imbued with none of my reticence, Klop displayed an extraordinary eagerness to be born, and rushed into life, allowing his mother a pregnancy of something under seven months, and weighing only just over two pounds. He was kept alive by the extraordinary patience and application of my grandfather, who fed him his milk, drop by drop, from the container of a Waterman fountain-pen. This is no place for commercials, but I do wish to take this opportunity of publicly thanking a company to whom I feel I owe so much.

My mother, on the other hand, was the youngest of the large family of Louis Benois, architect, in St Petersburg. She skated on the frozen Neva while my father galloped his Arab steed alongside trains in Palestine, frightening the passengers by racing them to the level-crossings. It needed the precipitate action of a Serbian student in Sarajevo, the sabre-rattling of the Austro-Hungarian war party, the limitless ambitions of the Kaiser, the French desire for revenge, the immense speed of the Russian mobilization, the war at sea, in the air, on land; gas, revolution, humiliation and conquest to bring them together. I can never hope to repay the immense war-debt which I personally owe to millions of people, whose concerted egotism, self-sacrifice, stupidity, wisdom, bravery, cowardice, honour and dishonour made it possible for my parents to meet under the least likely of circumstances and with the most far-fetched of pretexts. There is no alternative but humility for me.

It is not without reason that Russia and the United States have drifted into a sort of collusion after their years of bitter opposition to one another, for the fact of the matter is that they have a great deal in common, and not the least of these shared characteristics is size. Britain, France and others have hacked Empires out of the available corners of the earth, and the sun set over seascapes while rising over other seascapes, but neither Britain nor France has ever had to come to terms with the endless horizon, mile after mile in all directions, leading to an infinity of miles, and then a few more for good measure. In America the wild men, the lawless, those with a golden glimmer in the drink-sodden eye, opened up the West just as before them the shaggy cowboys called Cossacks, fugitives from justice all, opened up the East in Siberia, hotly pursued by the soldiers of the Central Government. There it was not yet the Gold Rush, merely the Fur Rush. As long ago as 1689 the Cossacks reached the Pacific, founding the town of Okhotsk, and were rewarded with freedom from pursuit for their pains. At first tentatively the Russian antennae, so far from their head in St Petersburg, felt their cautious way over to the American mainland, and Alaska became the eastern outpost of the Russian Empire, enabling her merchants to trade with China, exchanging silks and tea for pelts, European glass, and strangest of all exports, dogs.

Whereas the younger sons of socially accepted families in the West went to the Colonies to make good; to India or Canada in the case of England, to Africa or Indo-China in the case of France; to Sumatra, or Angola, or the Congo, for the others, wherever Europe had cast an avid eye and a possessive net. It was quite in order for young Russians to scour Siberia in search of possibilities. This huge land was not merely a system of penal colonies as it appears in the Western imagination, but a place of untold wealth, a place where fortunes could be made. The rigours of its climate have given it the kind of reputation which even as rapidly evolving a country as Australia has only recently shaken off. In a sense, Siberia was Russia’s Australia, at once a punishment and a new life, an arena for worldly redemption.

As long ago as the last year or two of the seventeenth century, Adrian Mikhailovich Ustinov returned from his stint in Siberia a wealthy man. He had made his money in salt.

Russia had acquired all the trappings of conventional European heraldry late in her history, and consequently took them with the seriousness accorded by American tourists to researches into the origin of coronet and kilt. Already, in order to guarantee the Pharisaic isolation of the nobility from the low practices of the merchants, an Imperial decree had compelled those of high birth to relinquish their titles should they stoop to commercial activity. Later this somewhat draconian measure was amended, but made even more humiliating for those who take such symbols seriously, by insisting that the nature of a family’s business be placed on the crest for all to see. As always, such decrees change their character with the passage of the years. What constituted a humiliation then is by now a proof of relative antiquity, to be displayed with pride. In the case of the Ustinovs, it is a primitive salt-press which occupies its quartering alongside an eagle’s wing, a star, and a bee buzzing away over two crossed blades of wheat.

Adrian Mikhailovich’s son, Mikhail Adrianovich, was the great-great-grandfather born in 1730, and he benefited from a law decreeing that two and a half hectares of land (just over six acres) at any one time could be sold at a price reduced in proportion to every lamb raised on it. He settled in Saratov, where he must have raised an inordinate number of lambs, because at his death in 1838, at the age of 108, he left his children 240,000 hectares of land, spread over various districts, and 6,000 serfs to work it, as well as sixteen brand-new churches for prayer and contemplation. The biography of the Chevalier Guards Regiment states specifically that estimations of the old man’s age at death range between 108 and 113, and that 108 must be taken as a conservative estimate. So here again we have, if not a cattle-baron, at least a baron of lamb in the fine young tradition of the Wild West. Even the name of his country mansion, Almazovo, is redolent of the New World rather than the Old, Almiaz meaning diamond, the name of a ranch rather than that of a country seat.

The portrait of this exceptional man suggests that he was stout, his bald head the shape of a rugby football set on his body so that the ears would be near the pointed ends, and garnished with wisps of white hair. His mouth was small and puckered in mischief, while his eyes display a healthy playfulness. That he was overweight is certain, but evidently he owed his unusual longevity to the fact that in those days there were no doctors competent to warn him of the dangers of obesity. He married twice, at first to Varvara Guerassimovna Ossorgina, who died when he was seventy-eight, and then to a Marfa Andreievna Vechniakova for the remaining thirty years of his life. Among the other acquisitions of his fruitful life were five sons, who settled in their various country houses with the exception of the third one, Mikhail Mikhailovich, who became Russian ambassador to Constantinople, and who was to be of enormous help to my grandfather later on. The youngest of the five boys, Grigori Mikhailovich, was evidently a poor specimen of mankind, living only fifty-four years of rare dissipation and libertinage.

Owning two lavish town houses in St Petersburg as well as inheriting Almazovo, Grigori Mikhailovich married a woman of exceptional beauty, Maria Ivanovna Panshina, who brought the village of Troitskoîe, near Moscow, as part of her dowry. By all accounts he behaved disgracefully, setting her up in one of the town houses while he caroused in the other with teenage peasant girls from his estate, only emerging occasionally from his bedroom to pick at a table covered with ‘zakouski’, pickled herrings, salted cucumbers, and the like, in order to renew his failing powers for further onslaughts on his victims, whom he preferred to enjoy two or three at a time. It was small wonder that his three sons grew up with a deep feeling of revulsion for their father, and in the case of my grandfather it inspired an introspection about the state of Russia and the corruptibility of the Orthodox Church.

As a young subaltern in the Chevalier Guards Regiment, he fell off his horse during manœuvres, damaging his back. As a consequence of this accident, he was bedridden for more than a year, which caused him to read a great deal, and to think even more. Over the Volga was the settlement of German Protestants, and before long my grandfather made the acquaintance of a pastor eager to add to his score of conversions, and of his pretty daughter. As all too often in this life, the affairs of the heart and the affairs of the mind were soon hopelessly entangled, and he embraced both the Lutheran faith and Fräulein Metzler.

At this time, the Imperial Army compelled all officers to take an oath of allegiance once a year to both the Czar and the true faith, which meant, of course, the Russian Orthodox Church. You could evidently be a Protestant if you were a Balt, or be a Catholic if you were Polish, or be a Moslem if you came from Azerbaidjan, but you couldn’t become anything as exotic if you had the misfortune to be Russian. That year, in the so-called House of the Nobility at Saratov, my grandfather took his yearly oath to the Little Father of all the Russias, but refused to take it to the God of the Eastern rite. A scandal ensued, which resulted in my grandfather’s exile to Siberia. His uncle, the aforementioned ambassador, heard about this family disgrace, and, galloping north from the Golden Horn, engaged the Czar in a game of cards interspersed with bouts of drinking, the outcome of which was a commutation of the sentence to an exile of forty years abroad, a penalty which bears a strange similarity to a more recent example of enforced estrangement under the Communists, that between Solzhenitsyn and the source of his inspiration.

This exile was a severe punishment, and yet, from the point of view of my grandfather’s personal safety it was probably just as well, for he was defiant enough and courageous enough to have decided to liberate his serfs, and this only eight months before their ultimate liberation by decree. And here once again we encounter a similarity between the histories of Russia and America. The liberation of the serfs was almost coeval with the American Civil War and the freeing of the slaves. Emancipation of a sort was in the air.

My grandfather was allowed to sell his vast estates for a handsome sum, and left for the West a rich man, a condition which suited his life-style but ran counter to his convictions. The logical place for a Russian exile to head for in those days was the Kingdom of Württemberg. Bismarck had not yet decreed the Union of Germany – that was to come ten years later in the Palace of Versailles, and Stuttgart was the pleasant capital of a small and civilized monarchy. More important still, its queen was a daughter of the Czar, contaminated by liberal practice, and she extended a hand both welcoming and generous to any victim of her father’s severity. My grandfather’s titles of nobility were restored, a fact which seems to have had considerable value in those days, and so, in his Germanized form, he became the Baron Plato Von Ustinow. His repayment of all this hospitality was hardly exemplary, however, since he decided to settle down in Italy, and built himself a villa at Nervi, near Genoa.

Altogether, he must have been an extremely difficult man to live with, especially for the pretty Fräulein Metzler, who had meanwhile become his wife. According to legend, or perhaps his own account, which is worse, he discovered on their wedding-night that she was no longer a virgin, and consequently declined to have anything more to do with her. It is hard to conceive of a more monstrous excuse for a withdrawal of marriage vows, and yet to the austere Protestant convert of a century ago it seemed reason enough. He had other peculiarities beside his irrevocable decision about his wife. Money was a thing almost unbearably vulgar to him, a scourge, and a carrier of disease. As a result of his abhorrence, he never invested any of it in a bank, but carried his fortune around with him in satchels, trunks and suitcases, spilling coins into a sink in order to wash them in carbolic before going shopping, and, as an added precaution, never handling the degrading stuff without gloves. Christ’s scourging of the moneylenders in the temple probably supplied the mental block for this extraordinarily convenient view of money as a source of physical and moral contagion, without any reference whatever to its undoubted value as a means for survival.

Whatever the quirks of his character, it was hardly they which rapidly drove his wife to other sources of comfort, a fact which he seemed to ignore, as well he might, for he regarded divorce as even more unthinkable than adultery. His wife did not share his prejudices, and eventually ran away with a sea-captain, which was about the best solution for all concerned. After the Second World War I received a charming letter from an Australian aviator who turned out to be her grandson, and who supplied the proof that her escapade was not merely another deception, and also gave a pretty clear indication of the direction in which her ship had sailed. Before this happy ending she had apparently been involved in an attempt to dispose of my grandfather with the aid of a gardener with whom she was carrying on, à la Chatterley. The conspirators knew my grandfather to be a man of powerful temper, and so plugged the muzzle of his pistol with lead, and then attempted to incite him to use it on them, the idea being that he would blow himself up in the process. Unfortunately for them, my grandfather was meticulous as well as emotional, and noticed that someone had been tampering with his fire-arm. I believe he dismissed the gardener.

Divorce turned Platon Grigorievich’s thoughts to introspection, and eventually he gave up Italy for the Holy Land, building a large house in Jaffa which became the Park Hotel, and is, at the time of writing, the residence of an English vicar and his small family. It was here that my father, his three brothers, and his sister were born, to a mother whose origins have remained stubbornly mysterious to this day.

As I have said before, her father was a Swiss pastor from Rheinfelden near Basel, who was also (and here the evidence is an ancient photograph) a missionary in Ethiopia. Being Swiss, he was apparently something of an engineer, and among his other religious duties, he built a cannon for the mad Emperor Theodore, who had him chained to his own invention so that he couldn’t get away and build a cannon for anyone else, a strategy which confirms the Emperor’s lunacy to many, whereas to me it seems primitive perhaps, yet certainly effective. The result was that my grandmother, whose Christian name was Magdalena, was born in a tent during the battle of Magdala, which opposed Ethiopian forces to British ones under Lord Napier, while the expectant father was being shaken to pieces by his own invention on another part of the battlefield.

There was also some connection with Portugal through my grandmother’s mother, who had lived for a time in Goa, and my grandmother’s youngest sister was still, until recently, a lady-in-waiting at the Court of Haile Selassie, when she was granted quarters in the Governor’s Palace in Asmara, where the altitude was less detrimental to her aged heart. This suggests that, whatever their origins, they were personae gratae with the Lion of Judah.

I remember my grandmother quite well as one of the simplest and most sentimental of souls, and with the readiest of tears. The story of the Crucifixion was enough to set her off, as though it were not so much a monumental tragedy as a personal misfortune. When it came to the two robbers, the sobbing began. It was her habit to capture me and place me on her knee for the evening recital, pressing me to her ample bosom, and I still remember my striped flannel pyjama-tops dampened by tears which soon grew chill against the skin. At times I asked for some more conventional story at bedtime, but even if it began with wolves and piglets and fairies, gingerbread street quickly changed to Calvary, and I was left with the mystery of the passion to fret over in my sleep.

No doubt my father was subject to the same treatment, perhaps to an even more passionate degree, for his mother was younger then, with a more objective and even colder tear, which may explain the fact that he was the most irreligious man I ever knew, not in the sense of blasphemy or of agnosticism; he merely completely ignored the whole business and never seemed to feel the need to accept it or reject it, or even fear it as a superstition. It didn’t exist.

By his own admission, he was extremely spoiled, which is the normal outcome for a heavenly gift after seven years of fruitless attempts to have issue. There were to be four subsequent children, but all the fervour of thanksgiving was invested in my father. He could do no wrong. And yet all was not perfect. My grandfather was frequently a source of embarrassment to those close to him. He was anti-social to the extent of retiring to his room if his guests bored him, and yet he frequently appeared on the beach naked, since it never occurred to him that there was a difference between being dressed and undressed, an ideal absence of complex perhaps, and yet hardly considerate towards those less endowed with indifference. He also found it impossible to understand why eating in public should have social connotations, and thought that if people defaecated together, the hated social contacts might be that much briefer. In other words, he was what is known as an eccentric, and eccentrics have the gift of making their children ill at ease.

The world was changing rapidly around the quiet, inefficient, and on the whole curiously benevolent Turkish Palestine, which knew an unparalleled epoch of religious tolerance at the time. The Kingdom of Württemberg existed only as a junior partner in the German Federation. The Kaiser visited Jerusalem, and his statue, in the absurd guise of a Siegfried, still stands within the enclave of the Lutheran Hospital, staring disease unflinchingly in the eye. Without really realizing it, my grandfather was now German, and 1914 was rapidly approaching.

At the outbreak of hostilities, my father and his brother Peter found themselves in Düsseldorf, and entered the German Army as a matter of course. In a regiment of Grenadiers, my father’s company commander was the future General Speidel, of Wehrmacht and ultimately NATO fame, and his orderly was Erwin Piscator, the celebrated theatre director of the pre-Hitler Communist avant-garde. As the war dragged on, both brothers transferred to the Air Force, and Peter, after whom I am named, was shot down and killed on Friday, July 13th, 1917, near Ypres. He had white streamers on his wing-tips, and was delivering mail from British prisoners-of-war over the allied lines. Blinded by the sun, the British anti-aircraft batteries failed to see the streamers, and shot the aircraft down over no-man’s-land. They apologized for their mistake.

Meanwhile, in Jerusalem, Platon Grigorievich, now eighty years old, his exile up nearly fifteen years previously, suddenly remembered that, Martin Luther or no Martin Luther, he was a reserve officer of the Chevalier Guards Regiment. He had spent his fortune, and there was precious little left, so that the prospect of negotiating the eye of the needle was no longer as formidable as it had seemed when he was younger. But now his country was in danger, and there had to be a riderless horse just waiting to convey his valour to within striking distance of the enemy. He presented himself to the Russian Consul-General in Jerusalem, standing rigidly to attention so that his five foot four would look at its impressive best in the white alpaca he always wore, even during winter visits to the North, and placed his sword at the disposal of the authorities. He was told very gently that his services were not urgently required, an allegation he refused to accept. Selling his properties (the one in Jerusalem to Haile Selassie), he packed his belongings, including his enviable collection of Greek, Roman and Egyptian antiquities and the last remaining suitcases full of money, and set off with his family on the long sea road to Russia. He paused in London long enough to put his two younger sons into a school at Denmark Hill, where they suffered like martyrs under the stinging tongue of a sadistic headmaster, who goaded them about the German prefix ‘von’, and never ceased mentioning their nationality in class, blaming them for every local success of Hindenburg and Ludendorff, and rejoicing with indecent glee at every counter-blow of Foch or Haig.

The penultimate step on my grandfather’s odyssey was Oslo, where he sold his collection for a derisory price to a Norwegian shipping magnate, and then sailed on with his wife and his daughter Tabitha to be swallowed by darkness and confusion.

The war ended with revolution, not only in Russia, as everyone knows, but also in Germany, which most people have forgotten. My father’s epaulettes were ripped off his shoulders in a Hamburg tram. People took their pleasures where and how they could. He realized it was time to return to civilian life, and he managed to become the representative of the German press agency in Amsterdam. From here he took some leave almost before he had begun his work, and set off in the direction of the Soviet Union in order to trace the whereabouts of his parents and his sister. Since it was difficult to travel to Russia at a time when so many people were bent on getting out of it, he managed to integrate himself into a large group of prisoners-of-war being repatriated. They knew about the Revolution, of course, and they also knew that it was they who were the starvelings so recently awakened from their slumbers, to which ‘The Internationale’ alludes. Their enthusiasm overflowed into song and simple rapture as the day of their return to the paradise of the workers approached. Many of them had bicycles which they had acquired at the end of their captivity, and these undreamed-of vehicles became the status symbols of the new dawn, grasped possessively by those about to cross the threshold of Utopia. As soon as the ship steamed into Narva harbour, at the frontier between the Soviet Union and Estonia, the bicycles were confiscated for the urgent needs of the war against the Poles, and the returned prisoners, including my father, were locked into cattle trucks to be shunted to recruiting centres further in the hinterland for induction into the Red Army.

As the train crept through the night with its embittered complement of silent men, cringing amid the dung and straw, my father planned his escape. Stops were frequent, and at one of them, he forced open the door. The first traces of dawn were visible, flecks in the icy sky, and in the distance, the unseen evidence of a city, a glint, a certain unmistakable heaviness about the horizon, the roar of silence, as in a sea-shell. He dropped off the train with his suitcase, full of chocolate, rashers of bacon, lumps of sugar, the backlash of troubled times. An hour or two later, he was in the heart of Leningrad. He spoke very little Russian, which did not seem much of a hindrance when the Herculean nature of his labour is taken into consideration; which was quite simply to find an old man and his wife and daughter in a country which covers one-sixth of the earth’s surface. He began by meeting my mother socially, and that seemed to be a step in the right direction. At least I think so.
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How my mother kept her rendezvous with my father is a story no less dramatic or curious. Denis Benois, or Bénois, was a labourer in the village of St Denis-les-Sezanne, which seems to have disappeared off the map. His wife came from the town of Coulommiers, a place of wonderful cheeses, south-east of Paris. He died in 1702, and his wife, a laundress by profession, moved to the village of St Ouen-en-Brie, between Melun and Nangis. It is, today, a depressing village, or perhaps it just succeeds in concealing the richness of the surrounding soil as a peasant will hide his fortune in a miserable mattress. Many of the windows of the church are broken, and it is one of eight tiny parishes which are the responsibility of a single ambulant priest. I never saw him, but I presumed that at least one of the many bicycle-tyre tracks criss-crossing the muddy pathways must have been his. The clock on the town hall has been broken for more years than the villagers can remember, so that it is only accurate for two minutes every twenty-four hours. At the time of my pilgrimage, the town hall was only open at the time other town halls are shut, and this for the reason that the mayor was the schoolmistress, who could only attend to civic business during the luncheon break, and who sat in her dark office, a pen in one hand and a sandwich in the other.

The scattered houses, with their peeling walls, stand shrouded in mists which settle for no apparent meteorological reason, and remain, drifting aimlessly over the cowpats and the acrid puddles long after other parts of the plain are softly bathed in sunlight. If it is a morose place today, it cannot always have been so. At least, at the time the newly widowed laundress settled there, some of the houses must have been new. She was evidently a resourceful and wise woman, because her only son was not only literate, but became the village schoolmaster, a vocation shared by his son later on. By the time the third generation had appeared, however, in the shape of a boisterous fellow called Jules-César, a certain restlessness had manifested itself, an eagerness to carry the advances of the family fortune a step further. He decided not to be a schoolmaster, and moved a little closer to le beau monde by becoming an apprentice pastrycook. He was evidently very successful at this, since before long he became pastrycook to the duc de Montmorency. The relationship of master and servant must have been rather like that between Don Giovanni and Leporello, for when the revolution struck France, they were compelled to emigrate to Holland, where the Duke was quickly out of funds. They stayed together as accomplices and eventually as friends, seeking to rectify the decline in their fortunes in St Petersburg. It was here they eventually split up, the Duke going back to France now the excesses of revolution were over and Jules-César becoming chef de cuisine to the Dutch Legation. Evidently by now his authority had extended from mere entremets to the whole gamut of culinary arts and crafts. So celebrated did he become that it was not long before he deserted the legation and was appointed ‘Maître de Bouche’ to the Emperor Paul I.

In case it be thought that he was extremely fortunate to find such exalted employment so soon, it is only fair to point out that to be ‘Maître de Bouche’ to Paul I was a little like being accredited food-taster to Nero. Both emperors spent their lives hovering on the edge of lunacy, yet were sane enough to be in constant fear of assassination, a fate which attended them both. A magnificent statue of Paul stands in the courtyard of Peterhof palace, his minute nose perched like a comma on his face, rendering his expression both proud and petulant. It is one of those rare works of official art, like the royal portraits of Goya, which seem so packed with accurate subversion that one wonders how the victims ever accepted them, let alone allowed them to be accorded pride of place.

Paul liked to play with toy soldiers in bed. It must have come as a surprise to the Queen that among her wifely duties was to be a natural feature for the toy artillery to cross as they bombarded the enemy on the eiderdown, and it was a still uglier awakening for the real troops lined up for his inspection that he belaboured them with a stick for the slightest real or imagined misdemeanour as though they had no greater sensitivity than their tin reproductions.

Any native Russian would probably rather have walked to Vladivostok on foot than accept the job of teasing the palate of such a degenerate monarch, and it took an able and resourceful immigrant with no prior knowledge of the problems to make a success of such employment. And make a success of it he did, to the extent of marrying the royal midwife, a woman of a surprisingly fragile beauty for such a massive job, if the miniatures of the period are to be believed. Fräulein Concordia Groppe and Jules-César not only survived, but virtually ran the imperial household between them, as well as finding time to raise seventeen children of their own. Jules-César gradually began to fancy the spelling of Jules-Césard, perhaps because a French condiment in the spelling gave the diner confidence, but more probably because spelling was not his strong point. And, after all, he was in good company, since as great a writer as Shakespeare could never decide exactly how his own name should be spelled. The insistence on accurate spelling at modern schools is an effort to invest a living language with rigor mortis, and to prepare a rhapsodic means of self-expression for the glacial corridors of computerdom.

Be that as it may, Jules-Césard left a book of memories in which the orthography is as erratic as the thoughts are sunlit and serene. This work is still in manuscript, in the safe-keeping of another great-great-great-grandson, Professor Fyodor Franzovich Benois, an expert on underwater soldering, whatever that may be. It describes with a wonderful ingenuousness what life must have been like at the time. I was only able to read the beginning, where he talks about his own birth as though he were a casual bystander!


‘Birth of Julles [sic]

On the 20th of January 1770, at nine-o-clock in the morning, my good mother, after having suffered four days of extraordinary pain, albeit quite ordinary under such conditions, made a great and courageous effort. Lying on her back, and anchoring the two extremities of her body, by which I mean head and feet, raised what lay between, and by this happy initiative caused me to take the portal by which I entered the world.’



A few pages later he describes how, at the age of four and a half, he was whipped by his father. They were receiving company, which included an extremely corpulent and self-important aunt, who attempted sportingly to lower herself on to a three-legged stool, there being far more guests than chairs. Her initiative failed, and she rolled on to the floor, her legs in the air. Jules-Césard, or César, as he still was then, had learned none of the finesse which was to stand him in good stead later on. All he could think to do was to announce in a piercing voice to the crowded room that he was able to see his aunt’s thing (‘je pouvais voir sa chose’). An audible whipping was the only possible penance in those days, even for a four-year-old.

Still further into this strange little book, which would at times have brought a blush to the cheek of Rétif de la Bretonne, he confesses his remorse at having raped a few girls. In fairness to him rape seems to have been a pastoral activity, a sudden impulse and a tumble in the high grass as can be seen in the background of many Dutch, Flemish and indeed French pictures, rather than the sordid premeditated action of today. Admittedly the results are identical, but there was certainly a degree of complicity in rural sports which are quite lacking in the urban variety, hovering as they do round parked cars and lonely bus-stops. Nevertheless, whatever his motives and whatever degree of collaboration he inspired, his remorse was real enough to drive him into the confessional. He cut short his story halfway, however, when he noticed that the interest of the Father Confessor in certain details of the transaction was excessive, an impression which even the presence of a grille failed to conceal.

In an effort to purify himself without the help of the local church, he sought out his first love, hoping to turn the clock back and erase his feelings of moral confusion. The young lady in question had moved to Paris, and invited him to join her there. When he arrived, he discovered that what she had neglected to tell him in her letter was that, in the interim, she had become a prostitute. She had no further interest in him apart from an evident affection, which took the form of inviting him to observe her activities with clients through a keyhole. He acceded, one gathers, out of pure politeness, and watched six or seven performances of this kind, eventually declining to continue, ‘for fear this might become a habit’. He still had seventeen children to sire, and simply could not afford to be old before his time.

He also left a rather less controversial and generally more useful volume, all the receipts of his cuisine, which was destroyed in manuscript during the German bombardment of Leningrad. The damage which the Nazis caused to the art of living will never be finally assessed.

The one of his sons who is of most immediate concern to me was an architect, Nicholas, who married Camilla, the daughter of the Italian immigrant composer Catterino Cavos. This new addition to the family brought with it the theatrical strain which enriched with an Italianate sense of drama the already present character of mischief, humility, and meticulous application to the job in hand, be it procreation or pastry.

Catterino Cavos was the son of the Primo Ballerino Assuluto of the Fenice Theatre and of the Diva of the same celebrated opera house in Venice, a distinguished lady from Perugia, Camilla Baglioni. They possessed a smallish palazzo on the Grand Canal which is today a far from smallish hotel. At the age of eighteen, young Catterino (did his parents hope for a daughter?) won the post as organist to the Cathedral of San Marco in a competition. On learning that his leading competitor was a man in his sixties, in poor health and with a large family to support, he resigned in favour of the older man. Later on, after he had become Director of the Imperial Theatre at St Petersburg, he received the manuscript of Glinka’s first opera, Ivan Susanin, sometimes also called Life for the Tsar. Acknowledging that Glinka’s opera was superior to his own on the subject, he voluntarily removed his own from the repertoire on condition he be accorded the honour of conducting Glinka’s première. Writing to a friend, he expressed the opinion that ‘it is the duty of the old to make way for the young’. He was by all accounts one of nature’s rare natural gentlemen, and one of the few artists on record who assess their own talents accurately, which is an advantage in some circumstances, and a drawback in others. At all events, he was the last in a long line of Italian composers to hold the post of Director of the Imperial Theatres, beginning with Manfredini in 1759 through Galuppi, Traetta, Paisiello, Sarti, the wonderful Cimarosa and Martin y Soler, composer of one of the tunes played by the on-stage orchestra in the last act of Mozart’s Don Giovanni, to my great-great-grandfather, who took over in 1797.

In 1798, the same crazy Paul I suddenly banned Italian opera, with the result that Cavos began writing works on Russian subjects like Ilya the Hero, in 1807, and Ivan Susanin, a patriotic epos which must have fitted the emotional climate of 1815. When Glinka’s work arrived on his desk in 1836, he explained his gesture further by a note to a friend as perspicacious as it was disinterested, written carefully in Italian, about the Russian, Glinka: ‘E poi – la sua musica è effettivamente meglio della mia, e tanto più che dimostra un carattero veramente nazionale’ (And then – his music is in fact better than mine, the more so since it displays a truly national character).

And yet, his music cannot have been as undistinguished as he sometimes made it out to be. In 1867, Borodin’s only stage work apart from the celebrated Prince Igor was performed. Entitled Bogatyri, it was a hotch-potch of melodies, according to Alfred Loewenberg’s admirable Annals of Opera, some composed by Borodin himself, others borrowed from Meyerbeer, Rossini, Offenbach, Cavos, Verdi, Serov, etc. Pretty good company. The work was revived in 1936 and, after a few performances, was banned by the Soviet censor, which suggests that it must have had some merit.

On a visit to Leningrad I discovered Cavos’ tomb in the Lavra, an open-air cemetery which is the Russian equivalent of Poets’ Corner. No member of my family had ever realized it was there, demure and undemonstrative among the tombstones of his peers, Tchaikovsky, Glinka, Borodin, Moussorgsky, to say nothing of the great writers and artists. There are quite a few weeping angels about, and weather-beaten busts, and other outbursts of petrified grief. In this quiet and damp place, Cavos is remembered by a simple black marble stone, setting off the restrained flamboyance of golden letters. Of all the epitaphs in this Slavonic Valhalla of the arts, that on Cavos’ tomb is the only one defiantly written in the Roman alphabet; the language, Latin.

One of his sons, my great-grandmother’s brother Albert, an architect, acquired a fame at least as great as his father by building the Maryinsky Theatre (now the Kirov) in Leningrad, as well as rebuilding the Bolshoi in Moscow after it was entirely destroyed by fire in the 1860’s.

By now, practically every member of these families was expected to make a career in the arts. The Benois and Cavos families supplied a constant stream of young people who only rarely wished to enter other fields than those traditionally theirs.

My grandfather was an architect as his father and grandfather and great-uncle had been. I do not pretend he was a great architect, but he was a fine, ordered, patient and tasteful man with at least a hankering for new materials and new techniques which would have enabled him to be more daring. Above all, as Principal of the Academy of Arts he was a much-admired teacher, remembered with affection by the older generation of Russian architects to this day. When he died, in 1928, he was given a state funeral by the Soviet government, the Mozart Requiem was sung as he lay in state, and his students stood vigil in the Conference Hall of the Academy and carried his body to the place of burial, the Novodievichy Cemetery.

His brother Albert, a strikingly handsome man, with a knack for seducing the ladies while playing the violin, one of the minor art-forms which has entirely disappeared from the libertine’s repertoire, was a leading member of the Russian water-colour school, with an especial predilection for melancholy sunsets, of which he produced an inordinate quantity. As with so many casually talented people, he was accused of an overriding facility, but critics often fail to recognize that no amount of fretful application would have improved those particular sunsets, and to heed criticism to the extent of refraining from painting sunsets when sunsets are your particular forte is to go the way of many facile people who scandalously betray their facility in order to work hard and masochistically at things they are no good at, while the critic who is not much good at anything himself breathes down their necks with the sterile satisfaction of a sadistic schoolmaster. Albert had too light a touch to fall into such a trap. Others might have done more convincingly with seascapes and mountain idylls, but in sunsets he led the field. His house was well known as a salon, to the extent that he often had to ask in undertones who his guests were, while his venerable housekeeper Masha kept her eye riveted on the silver. Even as an old man, when bothered by mosquitos, who, as is well known, like sunsets as much as anyone, he had no compunction in asking passers-by to fan him with fir-branches while he captured the elusive moments in paint. Legend has it, however, that he preferred the mosquitos to male passers-by. He only asked for help from very young and pretty girls, of whom, according to my aged aunts, there were many before the Bolsheviks spoiled it all.

The youngest brother, Alexander, was the animator of the celebrated magazine Mir Iskustva, the Life of Art, designed for the Ballets Russes, art critic, historian, and one-time curator of the Hermitage. He was the most internationally known of the brothers, perhaps not entirely due to his intrinsic qualities, but also because he was by far the youngest, and therefore escaped from the fall-out of mutual admiration which is an inevitable adjunct to large families all engaged in the same type of work. Also he left Russia as his fame was beginning to spread, and designed up to the moment of his death in 1960. I knew him well, and therefore only pass him by swiftly here in order to reintroduce him on a later page as the man I loved and respected.

There were two brothers of this brood, who were not artists, and who paid the penalty. One of them, Mikhail, was a businessman who had something to do with the river-steamers which plied up and down the Volga, and was described as a silent and gloomy man. I do not know to what extent his morose nature was inspired by the monotony of his employment, but the fact is that one of his daughters married an architect, and his two grandsons are both architects in Argentina. Perhaps he should have been one too.

Nicholas was a soldier, with a rough vocational manner, and an unhappy marriage. He and his wife used to throw plates at each other in public places, with a shameful lack of accuracy for military people. He was the commanding general of the Akhtirsky Hussar Regiment, and I learned all I really know about him from a taxi-driver in Paris who turned out to have been his aide-de-camp in the First World War.

‘Ah, I remember,’ said the old driver, ‘I remember a reception in the officers’ mess. There was a minstrels’ gallery, with a Cossack orchestra playing light music. After he had drunk copiously, General Benois mounted the stairs and attempted to conduct the orchestra. When he had had enough, he made signs to another subaltern and myself, which we failed to understand since they were not explicit, you see. Then he leapt into space. I thought Lieutenant Gromov was going to catch him, and apparently Gromov thought I was going to. In short, neither of us did.’

‘What happened?’ I asked in trepidation.

The effort of memory had been too much for the driver. The taxi slowed to a crawl in deference to his exhaustion, and his lined face became expressionless as the immediacy of his recollection faded into oblivion. There was a long pause.

‘He hurt himself, I believe,’ said the driver flatly. He seemed irritated, although whether it was with that young idiot Gromov I had no means of knowing.

When my father reached Leningrad in the spring of 1920, with his suitcase full of bacon and chocolate, most of these people were still alive, although hardly active. My mother, like her uncle Alexander, by far the youngest of a large family, was therefore addicted to rebellion. She was already a little more than an art student, and spent much of her time at Uncle Alexander’s home, soaking up the lively debates animated by forward-looking young people like the composer Sergei Prokofiev, her cousin the composer Alexander Tcherepnin, and her uncle’s son, Nicholas, until recently the head of the design department (Capo dell’ Allestimento) of La Scala, Milan. Prokofiev used to try out some of his early works on my great-uncle’s piano, which had survived the revolution in a better state than many of its fellows. They were a boisterous and flirtatious lot, these young people, eager to react against the existing order, endlessly jocular in manner and explosive in matter, and yet curiously respectful towards the achievements of the past.

I have always been vaguely frightened of Russian academicians, because when Russians dedicate themselves to the path of artistic righteousness, there are no people more tenacious in the pursuit of the absolute than they. Compared to the Russians, the Germans are light-hearted children, romantic and capricious where the Russians are rigorous and single-minded to a point of absurdity. The composer Taneyev struggled endlessly with fugues for string quartet, of monumental boredom and the most laudable thoroughness. The baffled and bearded Rimsky-Korsakov, who was never short of a neo-oriental melody, devoted a part of his early life, when appointed Director of Naval Music, to a painstaking and ultimately painful research into the possibilities of brass instruments which neither enriched the repertoire nor gave its composer any satisfaction. Even Balakirev, the doyen of the so-called mighty handful of nationalistic composers, amateurs all, revolted against the existing order only to become intolerably overbearing and dogmatic in his demands upon his followers. His revolution against the academic quickly hardened into an academism of his own, with new rules to replace the old, applied with identical vigour and inflexibility. It must therefore be a quirk of national character to subject oneself to impossible strictures until the spirit is almost broken. Then comes the time of liberating revolution, with its slogans of goodwill to all – a long weekend of intoxicating folly as a presage to the application of new strictures as impossible as those that have been replaced.

God was discredited with the same religious fervour with which he had been praised before. Out in the playground, there was a brief flowering of national genius in disorganized abandon. One thinks of Mayakovsky, Esenin, Alexander Blok, the Constructivists, Malevich, and of course, the young Prokofiev. Then the school-bell rang, and the refreshed school-children filed back into the classroom to find the ikon replaced by a red star, the benign picture of the little Father, Nicholas II, by the portrait of V. I. Lenin, and the lessons started afresh with the same hermetic sealing against the intrusion of doubt. Everything had changed but the manner, yet the manner was all important. Even the spirit of the confessional, of mea culpa, mea maxima culpa, was deflected from the ornate robe of the priest to the frostbitten ear of the Commissar, but the spirit reigned on unchanged. We heard it with painful regularity as the brilliant composers and the magnificent writers confessed their errors of judgement to lamentable hicks like Andrei Zhdanov, and the inquisition of the people, with its condemnation of bourgeois values, continued round the clock among the potted-palms and table-runners of the most bourgeois of proletarian societies, stinking of pious hypocrisy and self-righteous indignation, of ignorance and vodka.

1920 was still a year of grace. The excesses which accompanied all revolutions were over, the vengeful arrests and the denunciations, and the rot had not yet set in under Stalin, who was well fitted for his role of dictator, having been brought up in a seminary. My father met a girl in the course of his quest for his parents, who invited him to a party that evening, where he set eyes on my mother for the first time.

It was an eventful two weeks for both of them, at the end of which they were married, but that was not all which occupied their minds. My father discovered somehow that my resolute old grandfather, disdaining many admonitions to enjoy what retirement he had left, had charged off in the general direction of the fighting to offer his services to his old regiment. It was at Pskov that he had been overtaken by the revolution, and succumbed to famine. His half-Ethiopian wife and her daughter, my aunt Tabitha, languished in a local prison, presumably because they were unable to make themselves understood. Had they spoken Russian, they would doubtless have been either free, or shot. The problem was to secure their release, but in the country which, in more affluent times, had invented the internal passport, and which had managed miraculously to combine extreme red tape with a chronic shortage of paper, this was understandably difficult.

My father was reduced to corruption – oh, not on the scale of modern industry, not in our understanding of the inflated word; a few slices of Dutch bacon and half a bar of good neutral milk chocolate. The Commissar at whom these tit-bits were aimed was none other than Ivan Maisky, later a most civilized Soviet ambassador in London, and he gracefully declined the delicatessen, producing a few herrings and some dry lentil soup wrapped in a week-old copy of Izvestia for my father’s delectation, as well as the necessary travel document. Before shaking hands and wishing my father god speed to Pskov, Maisky sprinkled some eau-de-cologne on himself, and my father used to describe the odour of cheap perfume mixed with herring oil as one of the most ingeniously awful smells in creation, and shuddered visibly at the recollection half a century later.

He managed to secure the release of his mother and sister, and despatched them to Cairo via Istanbul and the Crimea, and at the end of that week, married my mother in church. He was dressed in long white tennis trousers and a blazer of sorts, whereas my mother wore her grandmother’s nightdress, a magnificent mass of fidgeting lace and frayed ribbons, which lent both weight and dignity to the occasion.

Once again through the intervention of Mr Maisky, my father managed to procure false documents describing him as a German prisoner-of-war ready for repatriation with his new Russian wife, and the couple set sail for Amsterdam aboard a Swedish steamer.

Quite recently, some fifty-three years later, I made a pilgrimage to the house from which my parents set out on their odyssey, the building in which I was conceived. It stands in a stately yet dishevelled row of elegant town houses on the Vassilievsky Ostrov, the Basil Island, amid the Leningrad lagoons. The façades are pock-marked with rifle and machine-gun bullets, and occasionally it seems as though a cornice or an ornament has been carried away by some larger projectile, or else just fallen off in despair. A feeling of awe came over me as I stared at the dusty ochre colonnades, and felt that a moment of abstract passion somewhere among the icy corridors had set in motion a process culminating in the corpulent bearded figure who now stood meditating on its porch.

I entered, since I had heard that my aunt still lived there in one shared room. The pervading odour was that of cabbage soup, not today’s, not yesterday’s, but the day before’s, and of all the days before it, through régimes and ukases and Imperial decrees. I recognized it as a hallmark of Russianness. Another aunt lived in Berlin between the wars, in an agglomeration of émigrés clustered round an orthodox church. Here too the cabbage soup lingered over the staircase, but mingled with incense. In spite of the intensity of the holy vapours, secular cabbage soup emerged the victor by a soupçon. Nothing links the generations more poignantly than aroma. The sweet smell of an old book is far more eloquent than the ancient words and eroded sentiments printed on its worm-eaten pages, and the hint of airless moisture in a dungeon or a cloister brings by way of the nostril a pang of fear or devotion as they came to people now long dead, with other criteria for fervour, different portals of pain. Here, in the cold mist of cabbage soup, I fancied my mother was still waiting to be born, as I had waited. The architecture seemed uninspired, and even illogical, as it often does when a great house has changed its character to accommodate changing times. Outside it was spring, inside winter. It was a day with a light and frivolous breeze. You would never have known it from the gales which howled under arthritic doors and through the cracks in the glass. A clearing of the throat sounded like the rumble of a distant avalanche, a cough like a congregation taking to its knees. It was too dark to read the names typed on an irregular piece of paper by a series of bells, names in a frame of orange dampness. At last, a strange shuffling, the noise of a certain Russia to go with the cabbage soup, the sound of slippers pushed along the floor like skis by legs used to immense distances. A moment after it had grown to an unnatural intensity, as though aided electronically, an old woman appeared, thin, bursting with questions and expressing in advance her misgivings at the replies.

‘Who are you?’

‘The son of Nadezhda Leontievna.’

‘Ah, the foreigner. The actor and playwright. Have I got it right?’ This without warmth, and certainly without enthusiasm.

‘Yes.’

‘You are no doubt looking for your aunt, Ekaterina Leontievna?’

‘Indeed, yes.’

And then, on a note of triumph: ‘She’s not here.’

‘Oh.’

‘I suppose you now wish to be taken to where she is?’

Extraordinary intuition.

‘Have you a motor vehicle?’ she went on, and then answered the question herself. ‘Obviously. You’re a foreigner, with roubles. And now I suppose you want me to take you there?’

‘If you have nothing better to do.’

‘Better to do?’ she snapped, and waited a second for the echo to evaporate. ‘What on earth could I have to do that would be better?’

I could make no contribution to the conversation.

‘Wait for me, I’m going to change.’

The sound of slippers receded, then, before it had really died away, it began to grow in volume again. Eventually she reappeared, wearing a threadbare coat, carrying a plastic handbag, but still wearing the slippers. She was ready for the April showers.

My taxi was an aged Zis from the time of the great purges, a monumental imitation of a vintage Packard with cut-glass receptacles inside for a couple of dying flowers and with a mass-produced Caucasian carpet on the floor. I encouraged her to occupy the back by herself while I sat next to the expressionless driver. Once the car was in motion, I turned to look at her. To judge by her expression, the back seat might as well have been a throne. There was no trace of
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