
  [image: cover]


  Contents


  Cover


  About the Book


  About the Author


  Dedication


  Title Page


  Introduction


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Epilogue


  Picture Section


  Notes


  Acknowledgments


  Index


  Copyright


  About the Book


  Lina Prokofiev was alone in her Moscow apartment one night when the telephone rang. The caller insisted that she come downstairs to collect a parcel, but when she reached the courtyard she was arrested.


  Born in Madrid to a Russian soprano and a Spanish tenor, Lina had spent much of her youth in Brooklyn. It was while working as a secretary, hoping to build her own singing career, that she met the young pianist and composer Serge Prokofiev. Although her mother warned her against him, their relationship evolved in the full glare of the media.


  In 1936 the couple was enticed back to the Soviet Union with the promise of artistic and personal freedom. The assurances proved false, and when Serge later abandoned Lina she found herself trapped in the country, struggling to support their two sons through one of the darkest periods in Soviet history.


  What emerges is not simply the portrait of a famous composer’s wife but of a remarkable woman who gave up her career for the brilliant man she married. Unfolding with the intrigue of a spy novel, The Love and Wars of Lina Prokofiev traces this largely untold story, from the moment Lina fell in love with a rising star to her experiences in the Gulag after she received that fateful telephone call.


  About the Author


  Simon Morrison is Professor of Music History at Princeton, where he earned his PhD in musicology. He is the author of The People’s Artist, a definitive account of Prokofiev’s career after his fateful return to the Soviet Union in 1936, along with numerous articles and essays in leading scholarly journals, and features for the New York Times. Morrison was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2011.


  For Serge Prokofiev Jr.


  The Love and Wars of Lina Prokofiev


  Simon Morrison
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  Introduction


  AMONG THE FEW possessions to survive from Lina Prokofiev’s eight years in the Soviet gulag is a battered burlap sack. The makeshift purse is just large enough to hold the scores of the French, Italian, and Russian arias that the once-aspiring operatic soprano sang in prison and taught to other women in the barracks.


  Among the pieces of remembered music was a song by Chopin called “The Wish.” It tells the tale of a woman so devoted to her beloved that if she were the sun, she would shine only for him, and if she were a bird, would sing for him alone. For Lina the song offered an escape into the memories of an earlier time; she had learned it long before. And in the extreme north of the Soviet Union where she was imprisoned, it spoke to the power of imagination in a place of mind-numbing barrenness.


  The sack’s twine handles wrap around two small wooden plates, one twice the size of the other, with the smaller set into a dented metal frame. Each plate bears her name — LINA PROKOFIEV — the letters etched into the wood and underscored in pencil. Since Lina did not have a conventional Russian patronymic — a middle name derived from the father’s first name — her captors assigned her one, also adding a feminine ending to her surname. She became known as Lina Ivanovna Prokofieva, her former self lost with her freedom but safe there in the sack.


  Her initials, L. P., are stitched into the middle of each side, surrounded by crosshatches in red, yellow, orange, and gray. Having learned needlecraft in the camps, she labored hard over the embellishments that personalized her belongings. Save for a small dark stain at the bottom, the sack remains in excellent condition. Decades later, it ended up in the care of her older son, Svyatoslav.


  Lina was born in Madrid, spent her youth in Brooklyn, studied singing in Paris, and sought to make a name for herself in Milan. She spoke the languages of all of these places as well as Russian, her mother’s tongue. She married Serge Prokofiev, one of the great musical geniuses of his time, when she became pregnant by him in 1923, and together they traveled back to Stalin’s Soviet Union for the first time in 1927, as much anxious as excited. Serge had originally left Russia in 1918, before Stalin’s ascent to power, and Lina had not been within its borders since childhood. Soviet cultural officials sought to reclaim Serge for the socialist experiment, to lure the modernist phenomenon back to his modernizing homeland. The potential benefits of the trip were immense. Serge had been promised prestigious commissions, performances of works that had languished in the West, enthusiastic receptions, even a professorship with the Moscow Conservatoire. He pledged — haughtily, condescendingly — to change the course of Soviet music.


  The former Russian capital of St. Petersburg, called Leningrad at the time of the Prokofievs’ return, retained its palaces and estates, pastel façades, and frozen canals; it had not changed since Serge’s youth, and seeing it again, he was overcome. In contrast, the new capital of Moscow was undergoing shocking change. The skyline had been cleared of onion domes to make way for imposing utopian monuments to Soviet power; their foundations were still being poured. The city had its seductions but also a palpable darkness the Prokofievs chose mostly to ignore. Lina paid no attention to the telltale buzz on the phone in the Metropole Hotel, which signaled that the line was bugged, and banished thoughts of who might be listening on the other side of the thin door connecting their room to another. Told there might be microphones, Serge made a joke of cupping his hands and whispering into her ear in bed at night.


  But success fostered self-delusion as Serge received repeated standing ovations and spectacular reviews as a pianist in Soviet concert halls. He unleashed an inferno at the keyboard, playing his Third Piano Concerto with a conductorless ensemble in Moscow — his forearms strong enough to crack apart the soundboard, his immense hands generating vast sonorities at earsplitting dynamics. Lina basked in the attention lavished on the elegant couple at banquets given in their honor. Stalinist cultural officials could not countenance Serge’s music yet recognized its power, its potential as a weapon of propaganda. Lina was complimented on her singing — calculated praise, of course, but appreciated nonetheless — and told that if the couple returned to Moscow, as the Soviet government hoped they would, she could have the career that had eluded her in the West.


  Serge’s subsequent trips to the Soviet Union were not as triumphant yet less obviously scripted, a better indication of what Soviet life might really be like for him, should he choose to stay. He turned crimson and bristled, in his three-piece tailored suit and multicolored leather shoes, when drab proletarian musicians attacked him for mocking Soviet economic progress in one of his ballets, Le pas d’acier (The Steel Step). Lina did not need to be present at the debate to know how her husband reacted to his critics — by reminding them, in staccato outbursts, of their trifling politics and his greater artistic concerns.


  In Paris, where the couple then lived, Lina received invitations to soirees at the newly opened Soviet embassy, the first in the world. The Soviet ambassador to France took the lead in convincing her to relocate, while continuing his promises to Serge about “the privileges awaiting him1 in the Soviet Union.”


  It was easier to believe the promises than doubt them, and in 1936 they moved to Moscow. Lina, tired of merely being the great artist’s wife, deluded herself into thinking that her life would suddenly be more fulfilling than it had been in Paris. The City of Lights had not been particularly glamorous for her, and she had grown tired of the endless talk of the economic crisis and the threat posed to Europe by Hitler.


  But the lie was soon exposed. Lina and Serge’s neighbors turned paranoid and tight-lipped. The disappearances that soon became obvious to the newcomers were caricatured in Pravda as a campaign to liquidate industrial saboteurs and anti-Communist “enemies of the people.” Those whose psyches had been stained by imperialist dogma needed to be reeducated (Serge’s imprisoned cousin, Shurik, apparently among them). The suicide rate exploded; children orphaned themselves, denouncing their parents in the service of the greater family called the Communist Party.


  Lina played the role of Soviet loyalist as long as she could, but aimlessness and listlessness took hold. Serge lived in denial much longer. Tensions between them increased, and the problems in their marriage could no longer be masked by travel and child rearing. During the summer of 1938, while staying in a resort for the Soviet elite in Kislovodsk, Serge became attracted to a woman twenty-four years his junior, Mira Mendelson.


  Lina and Serge’s marriage unraveled as, almost daily, they heard about people disappearing without explanation from apartments, factories, and institutes. The English-language school that their sons attended abruptly closed down. The parents of some of the students were repressed; likewise the teachers. The din of construction outside their apartment in Moscow became louder as a quiet desolation took over the household.


  Serge left Lina for Mira just three months before the start of the Soviet phase of the Second World War. Lina locked herself in the apartment and refused to socialize. Even in her grief, she remained proud and pulled together, dreading the thought of sympathetic looks. She would not admit to her devastation. Aided by her faith and the sheer force of her mercurial personality, she persevered.


  Once she had absorbed the blow, she emerged and mobilized her foreign contacts to try to do what Serge himself could not: she would get out. The French, British, and American embassies had long been her connection to the outside world, her refuge from Stalin’s madness. Betrayed by her husband, needing to support her children, she tried to obtain a foreign passport, an exit permit, this stamp, that stamp. But nothing could be done — and her actions raised suspicions.


  At first, it was easy for her to shake off the pursuers sent to shadow her: step onto a tramcar, wait for the doors to start closing, then bolt at the last second, leaving the agent trapped inside until the next stop. Later she had to adopt more elaborate ruses, such as entering the tunnel that linked the Metro lines, which had dimmer lighting than the cathedral-like platforms, and changing her clothes there. One day, while purchasing a ticket, she glimpsed her shadow. Upon entering the tunnel and rounding a corner, she removed one summer print dress, revealing another worn beneath it. Lina refused to acknowledge the likelihood of her arrest.


  The night before the horror began, Anna Holdcroft, an employee with the press office of the British embassy, stopped by Mrs. Prokofiev’s apartment to see how she was managing on her own. They had first met in 1945 at a cocktail party arranged by the British at the Hotel Metropole in Moscow, where Anna was staying. Lina was a pleasure to talk with — learned, desirous of attention, and vivacious. She was sharp-tongued without being mean-spirited, except when referring to people who she believed had wronged her. At a time when foreigners lived and worked under surveillance, and when Russians with any foreign contacts were automatically accused of sedition, her interactions with foreign workers and visitors to the Soviet Union who might help her get to France did her no good. Anna’s visit to Lina’s apartment on February 19, 1948, was rare and perilous.


  On the way, Anna was spotted by someone she had seen before — a low-level agent, as she tersely informed Lina upon arriving. They agreed that Anna would telephone if she thought she was being watched or followed after leaving the apartment. Before saying goodbye, Lina asked if they could meet again the next day at a neutral location, far from her eavesdropping neighbors. On the morning of the twentieth, however, Holdcroft herself received a call warning her not to go to the meeting place. She anticipated the worst and did not leave her hotel.


  Alone at home that evening, Lina received an unexpected telephone call. Could she collect a parcel outside? She hesitated, feeling tired and unwell, but the unknown caller insisted. After dressing hurriedly, she neatened her chestnut hair and swiped on some lipstick. Gathering her coat and keys, she took the elevator to the first floor, exited, and walked through the empty inner courtyard to the front of the building, where she expected to find a uniformed courier. Instead she started a twenty-year prison sentence for treason.


  Lina did not recognize the man who strode up that night to meet her, without a package. He was not one of the people who had sidled up to her on the buses or trains and stalked her through the under-passes of the massive roadways of the city, including her own — Chkalov Street. As the estranged wife of an eminent musician, wartime government employee, and European transplant to Moscow connected to foreign diplomats and officials, Lina was a person of interest being tracked by semiliterate agents of the OGPU, NKVD, MGB, and MVD. The acronyms of the agencies changed, but the work remained the same: fulfilling arrest quotas by targeting people whose names appeared on their lists and dragging them from their apartments, as the neighbors cowered behind closed doors.


  The man who met Lina in the courtyard that night was not in uniform, nor was he alone. His accomplices had not been standing around in the slush, she noticed; their black boots remained clean. Had Lina thought to demand his pink identification card, as was the right of Soviet citizens facing interrogation, her caller would have produced it. Not that it mattered. What happened was not to be forestalled.


  Lina was thrust into a car and driven from her building along the broad, deserted avenue toward the old center of Moscow. She did not return to the four-room apartment where she had lived, with and without her husband, for twelve years.


  As the car slinked through the sullen city streets, she realized that the worst had come to pass. Her name had appeared on a detention list and her arrest ordered. Fear stopped her from screaming, but she gained enough bearing to challenge her abductors. “What’s happened?2 Why am I in this car? Why have you taken my purse away, with my keys?” she demanded. “Let me go, let me tell my children. I can’t just go with you like this.”


  They drove past the Kursk train station, onto Pokrovka Street, and into the center of Moscow and Lubyanka Square, the heart of the Soviet police state. The most ornate building in the ever-expanding complex was a mud-brown edifice with a columned façade, once the home of an insurance firm and now headquarters of the MGB, the Ministry of State Security (Ministerstvo gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti). Along with the MVD, or Ministry of Internal Affairs (Ministerstvo vnutrennikh del), the MGB was tasked with administering the vast labor-camp system in Siberia. On the same square, just across from a department store called Children’s World (Detskiy mir), stood a dull-yellow neoclassical fortress, the Lubyanka prison. Its gates opened to allow the car past the guard station, then closed.


  Neighbors who witnessed Lina’s arrest would later recount the details to Svyatoslav, then twenty-three years old, and her younger son, Oleg, nineteen, who had returned home to watch helplessly as the family apartment was plundered. A photograph survives of the entrance-way after the search: papers litter the floor; Oleg sits on a kitchen footstool, staring blankly at the list of items removed. Police seized paintings, jewelry, and photographs, along with other mementos and treasured possessions, including Serge’s coveted Förster grand piano. Lina’s gold and emerald ring would also go missing, along with a prized floral painting by Natalia Goncharova, an artist affiliated with the Ballets Russes. A recording of La bohème was smashed while being hauled down the stairs. The Duke Ellington records were tagged for later collection. Interior doors were sealed, shrinking the apartment to half its original size.


  Svyatoslav and Oleg turned in vain to family friends for help. They then trudged through the snow to Prokofiev’s dacha outside of Moscow with the grim news. They had not seen their father for months. He listened in silence before stammering, enigmatically, “What have I done?”3 That evening, he and Mira searched his belongings to purge anything potentially incriminating from his cosmopolitan past. He burned foreign-language magazines, books, and letters at the kitchen stove. Lina would later assume that he too had been imprisoned.


  First at Lubyanka, then at Lefortovo prison, Lina suffered nine months of sustained interrogation. Investigators spat on her, kicked her, and threatened her children. Needles were stuck into her arms and legs. For the first three months, she was deprived of sleep, pushing her to the brink of madness. Two of every five days she spent crouched in a cell for hours on end until her legs shook and buckled from the pain. In the deep winter cold, she was made to walk outside without a coat to face another round of questioning, as the screams of other inmates echoed in the central square. Hers would be louder, one of her torturers growled into her ear.


  Information about Lina’s arrest, trial, and imprisonment in the gulag comes from personal letters and other unpublished documents currently in the possession of her grandson Serge Prokofiev Jr., a resident of Paris. These materials, including papers from Soviet police files and the embroidered sack that held her music, provide those details of Lina’s life that she kept secret from interviewers, kept secret even from herself. Other materials used in this book come from the Russian State Archive of Literature and Art (RGALI) and the Serge Prokofiev Archive at Goldsmiths, University of London — the latter housing scattered interview transcripts (here fact-checked and filled in) and “closed” letters from the 1930s. Most of the archival sources consulted in the first half of this book are from RGALI collection 1929, section 4, which to this day remains “categorically forbidden” (kategoricheskoye zapryoshcheniye) to researchers. Exclusive permission to access all of these materials was granted by the Serge Prokofiev Estate.


  This book chronicles a totalitarian nightmare but begins with a young woman’s dreams. The pledges that the Soviet Union made to Lina — of material comfort and social status, of a cosmopolitan life secured by the socialist state, of individual freedom and special privilege — mirror those it made to itself, its citizens, and its sympathizers. But the regime was nothing if not a tangled network of criminals, and its business was not the business of the people but the machinations of immoral leaders who secured power through coercion and violence. Lina never came to terms with the tragedy of her life, nor did the country that was its stage for many years.


  Chapter 1


  LINA RARELY SPOKE about her arrest and eight years in prison. Silence was a condition of her release, but she would have chosen it anyway. American journalists were the most tactless, and British journalists the most persistent, in the pursuit of details about that time, but no one learned much, though she sat for interviews. Lina had perfected the art of evasion and used her skills against those with the hubris to write about things that they did not understand. She would, she decided, revise her life on her own in an autobiography, but she never wrote more than scattered notes and an outline.


  The list of forbidden subjects grew as she aged. The events after her arrest were suppressed, then too her experiences with her children during the Second World War. Soon the silence spread across the entire period between 1936, when she moved to Moscow, and 1974 — the year of her de facto defection to the West. She papered over the period with élan, making it seem as if she had never even lived in the Soviet Union, that she had not been forsaken by her husband. She slipped, however, in an interview for the New York Times by mentioning “eight years in prison4 and in the north” even while insisting that her life had not been “a tragic one.” Still, the trauma could not be suppressed. Jumbled memories haunted her nights and fueled the paranoia of her days.


  The past for Lina included Paris in the 1920s and 1930s, and her upbringing in New York, where she learned about world politics from Russian émigrés. More often she transported herself to the distant past, harking back to her relatives in nineteenth-century France, Poland, Russia, and Spain. But these people and places were so long lost that she could no longer remember who was who, when was when, or where was where. Her memories, or memories of memories, came out confused and fragmented. There was the engineer uncle who laid underwater cables until he contracted malaria in a swamp, and the doting Polish Lithuanian grandfather who became a high-ranking councilor in the Russian government (Poland being part of the Russian empire at the time). Grandpa Vladislav, her mother’s father, favored Lina, taking her to fancy restaurants where the waiters glided like ghosts over the floor; he presented her with bouquets of flowers and watched her dance when she was four years old. The erudite, spiritual Grandma Caroline, Lina’s namesake, helped the little girl overcome her fear of the dark. “Can’t we turn on the light5 because I’m afraid?” Lina pleaded during a thunderstorm. “But you know everything in this room,” her grandmother cooed. “Nothing has changed. And the quietness … Listen to the quietness in the dark, and the thunderstorm, it’s wonderful.”


  Lina reveled in these flickering memories, recalling image after image of her mother’s family, despite her interviewers’ lack of interest. She described scarily mystical childhood summers in the Caucasus, the southernmost part of Russia, where fragile wooden houses huddled on mountain plateaus from which torrents of water cascaded. Her aunt Alexandra lived there with her Welsh husband, who might have been the cable layer. The place was wild, and the howls of the jackals and the savage barking of the wolfhounds that guarded the houses made Lina cower at night. Later, when she heard this same barking in the barracks, she escaped into thoughts of her girlhood, willing herself to remain unafraid of the dark.


  Of all the places she had visited or lived in, Russia remained a dominant and powerful attraction. It stood out in her recollections of her childhood, even though the time she spent there was trivial compared to her years in Spain, Switzerland, Cuba, and the United States. She remembered her peripatetic upbringing as an adventure.


  Born on October 21, 1897, on Calle de Bárbara de Braganza in Madrid, Lina inherited her chestnut hair and dark, heavy-lidded eyes from her father, but otherwise she was very much her mother’s daughter: courageous, impetuous, and relentless once committed to something — though that something was often hard to find. Her father, Juan Codina, who began his musical career singing at the Catedral Basílica de Barcelona, became a professional tenor and amateur composer of songs with a Catalan flavor. He took lessons with Cándido Candi, a prominent composer, organist, and arranger of folksongs. From Barcelona Juan went to Madrid, where he studied at the Royal Conservatoire. His voice dropped from countertenor to tenor range during this period but retained its delicate thinness. Later in the United States he taught American students to sing solfège, the do-re-mi system of musical syllables.


  In Madrid, Juan met and fell for Olga Nemïsskaya, a fair-haired, gray-eyed soprano from Odessa, Ukraine. She had trained in St. Petersburg, Russia, before traveling to Italy and on to Spain for lessons with the eminent tenor Giorgio Ronconi, who was then in his seventies but still accepting students. Juan and Olga married in 1895 or 1896, despite protests from her parents about his being Catholic and from his about her Calvinist Protestant origins. Juan had six brothers who made their living on the sea, plus a sister, Isabella, a late addition to the Codina family much beloved by her parents. But Olga never got to know them, having been coarsely branded an herética, and Juan never spoke of his family, save for the occasional suggestion that his mother had studied Asian languages and some of his brothers ended up in South America. His financial prospects as a musician worried Olga’s father, who grumbled that she would have done better to marry a caretaker. In truth, Juan was something of a dabbler, a jack-of-all-trades but master of none, too much the artist to succeed in business. And as an artist, he suffered terrible stage fright.


  As a very young girl, Lina traveled with her parents to Russia. This was long before the radical upheaval known as the Russian Revolution, before even the First World War and the rise of the communist movement. The basement execution of the Russian tsar Nicholas II, his wife, and their five children still lay a decade in the future.


  Perhaps in the Russian capital of St. Petersburg, perhaps in Moscow or somewhere else, Juan sang a few recitals under the Russian equivalent of his name, Ivan. Olga did not perform with him, even though her talent rivaled — or even exceeded — his. In the early 1890s, she carved out a niche for herself in the regional theaters of Italy. A notice from 1894 places her in the role of the coquettish peasant girl Micaela in Carmen, staged at the Teatro Sociale in the northern Italian town of Montagnana. Engagements with opera troupes in Moscow and Milan would follow. She sang under the stage name Neradoff, which, as her teacher advised her, was much easier to spell and pronounce than Nemïsskaya.


  While her parents were busy performing, Lina was left in the care of her maternal grandparents in the Caucasus. Her bond with them intensified during successive visits, and there she formed some of her strongest childhood memories. There was a beekeeper who, warning Lina of the dangers of the creatures in his care, placed a mask over her face before she approached the hives. She retrieved eggs from her grandfather’s henhouse, and with a shovel chased geese around the yard, imitating their hissing and honking. At some point around 1906 she was in Moscow at a fashionable department store, where her parents or grandparents presented her with a pleated coat and velvet beret imported from Paris. She kept one of the leaf-embossed buttons long after outgrowing the coat.


  Lina was there when her grandmother died. Her parents had made the fortnight trek from Switzerland in hopes of seeing her one last time. At the wooden house, her grandfather took eight-year-old Lina by the hand and guided the girl to her grandmother’s bedside. She watched as he bent to caress the weathered face. He then asked Lina to do the same, explaining that Grandma Caroline was about to leave. “Kiss her on the forehead,6 or on the cheek,” he said, guiding her. Lina complied but wondered aloud, “But she’s so cold. Why doesn’t she get well?” “Well, she’s going away, to another world.”


  This was the beloved grandmother who had taught Lina not to fear the night and who had also introduced her to ancient fables as told by Jean de La Fontaine. Reciting them in the original French, she encouraged Lina to learn their elegant phrasing by heart — which she did, though much later in life. Her grandmother was also an accomplished scholar of French literature and an author: she read Lina the stories she herself had written. Most of them dwelled on religious conflicts that were difficult for a six- or seven-year-old to understand. One of the grimmer tales concerned the St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre and seemed to refer, perhaps by allegorical extension, to the persecution of Caroline’s Huguenot relatives. In gratitude to her grandmother, Lina recalled as an adult the moral of the La Fontaine tale about a butterfly that leaves its hiding place, only to be torn apart by children. “To live happily7 one must live hidden,” she offered as a clue to understanding her experiences in the Soviet Union.


  Lina’s life became sadder when her grandfather, whose beard she would remember twirling in her fingers, decided that he could not continue on his own. His metabolism was weakened by various nagging ailments; he contracted pneumonia and made it worse by throwing open the windows of his house and breathing in the frost. He died in November 1907. Juan and Olga never returned to Russia after his death.


  Home for Lina was now Switzerland, in the quaint Grand-Saconnex suburb of Geneva. She recalled a park and a lake, with skaters in the winter, a pair of bakeries, one much more elaborate than the other, and outdoor parties arranged by the local mayor. Neighbors alternately called her La Petite Espagnole or La Petite Russe, unable to decide from which corner of Europe the exotic child with the long dark braids had emerged. She attended kindergarten in the village, frowning at its strictness and struggling with French grammar. This setback, which her mother helped her to overcome, belied what would prove to be a phenomenal talent for languages. During her early years, Lina would hear and absorb five: Russian from her mother and maternal grandfather, English from the nannies, French from her maternal grandmother, and Spanish and Catalan from her father. German came in dribs and drabs. This exposure was the greatest blessing of her cosmopolitan background, fitting her for a likely career as an interpreter. Near the end of her life, she went back to see the kindergarten schoolhouse again, only to find that it had been razed, along with the entire village, to build the Geneva international airport.


  Juan and Olga pursued their musical careers, performing in and around Switzerland. There survive short reviews of recitals at the Conservatoire de Musique de Genève, where Juan performed Italian arias on a mixed program in January 1904. According to a paragraph in Le Journal de Genève, he capably interpreted songs by Paolo Tosti, an Italian English composer still active at the time and very much in demand in drawing rooms and salons. Olga also performed, and attracted her admirers. One of them made a profound impression on Lina and, thanks to his connections, became a crucial contact for her, years later. This was Serge M. Persky, a prominent Russian-to-French translator who worked for a dozen years as secretary to the prime minister of France, Georges Clemenceau. His admiration for Olga and her mother, Caroline (Lina’s grandmother), was long-standing. Having arranged several concerts for Olga in Europe, he expressed frustration that she had not achieved the fame that, in his estimation, she deserved. Nor could he quite understand her decision to curtail her musical activities in order to raise her daughter.


  Lina benefited from his chivalrous largesse and looked forward to his visits and the beautiful tins of chocolate-covered biscuits he presented to her in an effort to sweeten his relationship with Olga. When, in 1920, Persky learned that Lina was living in France, he sought her out, lavishing chocolate truffles on her as if she still had ribbons in her hair and asking, “Avez-vous une aussi belle8 voix que votre mère?” (Do you have as beautiful a voice as your mother?) Deaf to Lina’s protests, he imagined marrying her off to one of his millionaire friends.


  Juan and Olga were not poor, but their finances were precarious and they found themselves having to draw on Olga’s family money. When discussing this and other sensitive matters in Lina’s presence, they would write notes to each other in languages she had not yet learned to read. During one of these exchanges they decided to accept an offer of help from Olga’s Swiss uncle to sail to New York City, where it was hoped they could further their careers. This was naive, since Juan at forty was past his prime as a singer and Olga, thirty-five, had let her skills slide. They promised each other and their daughter that the move would not be permanent.


  On December 21, 1907, the family sailed from Boulogne-sur-Mer on the ocean liner Statendam, listing Juan’s brother Paul as their nearest living relative in Spain and an unnamed hotel as their destination in New York. They disembarked at Ellis Island on New Year’s Day, 1908, becoming part of a vast wave of immigration that would, by 1910, bring the population of the five boroughs of New York to some five million people. Nearly two million residents were foreign born, including the thin-lipped, top-hatted mayor, George B. McClellan Jr., a native of Dresden. McClellan earned as much fame for the architectural wonders he muscled into being between 1904 and 1909 as he did for his puritanical campaign against the rising fad known as the moving picture. The same man who oversaw the building of Grand Central Station and the Chelsea Piers revoked the licenses of the hundreds of nickelodeons that operated at the time in concert halls, restaurants, and bars. Other forms of entertainment, for both the masses and the elite, remained safe: Lina and her parents arrived in New York during the opening run of George Cohan’s vaudeville entertainment The Talk of the Town at the Knickerbocker Theatre, and just ten days before the Viennese composer Gustav Mahler conducted the Metropolitan Opera. (Mahler would soon be replaced at the Met by Arturo Toscanini and pivot to the New York Philharmonic and Carnegie Hall.)


  For assistance, the Codinas at first relied on Olga’s uncle, who had sailed on the Statendam with them. Frederic Charles Verlé had long since emigrated from Europe with his wife, Mary; she had died on Christmas Day, 1898, at the age of fifty-four. The widower, whose surname was Americanized to Wherley, rented an apartment on Division Avenue in Brooklyn for a while, later relocating to the Williamsburg area. He taught German in the evenings at Public School No. 19. And in an effort to supplement his income, he took out postage-stamp-sized ads in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle under the name Professor Frederick C. (or F. C.) Wherley. These offered lessons in French, German, and Spanish at moderate rates.


  Lina and her parents squeezed into his lodgings at 206 Rodney Street. Wherley was an insistent and petulant man whose only real passion, according to Lina, was the “made-up language”9 of Esperanto, which he foisted on the unconverted with revivalist zeal. For his efforts, he would be elected vice president of the Brooklyn Esperanto Society, which he helped to found. Living with him was unpleasant, and his repeated efforts to indoctrinate Lina in Esperanto precipitated an argument with her mother that almost landed the immigrant family on the street. Olga complained that her daughter had more than enough languages to contend with, and besides, Esperanto sounded terrible.


  The conflicts motivated the family to travel to Havana, Cuba, where Juan had friends. That was the last time Lina remembered seeing her irascible uncle, but in fact she lived with him again when she returned from Cuba. She would also lodge with him in her early teens while her parents traveled abroad to perform. The separations were painful, hence forgotten. Since his cherished Esperanto was banned by Olga, Wherley resolved to force some of his second-favorite language — German — onto his niece. The experiment proved successful, though Lina continued to begrudge his presence in her life. She would not see the last of him until she was in her midteens. Wherley mysteriously disappeared from his apartment; unable to find any trace of him through mutual friends, Lina’s mother concluded that he had committed suicide.


  The family ventured to Havana by steamship, a cheaper option than the rail-and-ferry service through Key West, Florida. They found temporary lodging on Tulipán Street, in a market-filled neighborhood of transients not far from the port and near the soon-to-be-demolished Tulipán train station. Cuba, which was under American naval occupation, remained a magnet for Spanish immigrants, who operated their own banks, social services, and daily newspaper — the conservative Diario de la Marina. Havana catered to a chimerical assortment of conventioneers, servicemen, sugar barons, and entertainers. Juan planned to improvise a living as a Catalan folk musician or an opera singer with the National Theater.


  Soon, however, Lina and her mother quit Havana, steaming back to New York without Juan on May 27, 1908. Meanwhile he made contact with Adolfo Bracale, impresario of the National Theater, a connection that would later lead to performances throughout Latin America and South America. When Juan returned to New York, the family rented their first apartment: a five-room flat in a walkup at 404 Gold Street in Brooklyn, a block over from the major thoroughfare of Flatbush Avenue Extension and still reasonably close to Wherley’s apartment. Lodgings in the narrow red-fronted building ranged from eighteen to twenty-five dollars per month; the janitor who lived in the basement handled all inquiries and complaints. The place had little going for it besides quick access to the Brooklyn Bridge and trams into Manhattan.


  Among their neighbors were a few other Russian immigrants, but most were locals — Brooklyn had a higher percentage of native-born residents than did Manhattan. Two boarders lodged with the Codina family at least briefly: a middle-aged dockhand and his daughter, another Lina; the girls were the same age, as were a couple of boys in the building. The children could walk five minutes east to Fort Greene Park, a hilly expanse of thirty acres with impressive views of the Navy Yard and Manhattan. A few minutes more to the west lay Borough Hall and the busy shopping district of Fulton and Court Streets.


  Construction of the new Fourth Avenue subway, running across the Manhattan Bridge south along the avenue, meant that Lina had to make her way everywhere with care. Trenches ran a hundred feet wide and thirty feet deep. Workmen were almost entombed on Gold Street when the embankment gave way near Myrtle Avenue, smothering them in sand and gravel; they escaped with minor injuries. The same noise, smell, and danger — from the same source, subway construction — would confront her and her own children some three decades later outside their new apartment in Moscow.


  Lina entered grade school in Brooklyn at Public School No. 5, on the corner of Tillery and Bridge Streets, just two blocks from home. At fourteen years of age, she was in sixth grade. The years of traveling had slowed her education in the basics, and English was not her strongest language. But she studied hard and, thanks to her mother’s prodding, earned good marks. On Memorial Day, 1911 — two months after the worst industrial tragedy in New York’s history, the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire — Lina took part in a patriotic school pageant on the subject of the American Civil War. Her role was to recite by heart the anonymous nineteenth-century tale “Foes United in Death,” in which tragically wounded soldiers, a Northerner and a Southerner, resolve to forgive each other in their final moments. “The Southerner tried to speak,10 but the sound died away in a murmur from his white lips; but he took the hand of his fallen foe, and his stiffening fingers closed over it, and his last look was a smile of forgiveness and peace.”


  Meanwhile Juan maintained a catch-as-catch-can career, performing throughout New York. The city remained, to his modest benefit, musically conservative, importing modernism rather than generating it. The dominant forms of mass entertainment were vaudeville and syncopated dance orchestras. The jazz age had yet to begin. From the newspapers that catered to immigrants, Juan would have learned about the opening of the Winter Garden Theater, the Folies-Bergère, and the banishment of the tango from the ballrooms, but these events, like the high-society-driven intrigues at the opera and the philharmonic, were of little relevance to him as he struggled to make ends meet.


  Some of the venues where he performed offered programming that tended toward the diverse and eclectic. On January 21, 1909, Juan sang popular arias by Leoncavallo (from Pagliacci) and Mascagni (from Cavalleria rusticana) as well as Luigi Venzano’s irresistible “Valse brillante” as part of a program arranged by the Chiropean Women’s Club. Formed in 1896, the club brought together accomplished women in the eastern district of Brooklyn for meetings on the first and third Thursday of each month, from October to May. Its odd name stemmed from the Greek words for hand (chiros) and song (peon). But it was also an elaborate acronym standing for Christianity, Heaven, Independence, Industry, Republic, and a handful of other slogans, coyly kept secret. Its organizers encouraged intellectual and professional opportunities for women, so that they would be recognized as not merely equal but indeed superior to men. Olga was involved with the club and doubtless helped arrange for her semi-employed husband to sing at the January 21 meeting. The headline speaker that afternoon was Madame Marie Cross Newhaus, a fine arts patron and a prominent advocate for justice for women. She gave a talk titled “Italy, or Some Italians,” on the subject of Italian American culture — hence the Italian composers on Juan’s program — and also rallied support for the victims of the devastating Italian earth-quake and tsunami of the preceding year.


  Olga sought bookings of her own in New York. In 1908 she signed with Carlo E. Carlton and his Metropolitan Musical Association, a talent agency in midtown Manhattan. The firm was in financial trouble and would collapse in the early spring of 1909, but Carlton worked hard for Olga. He touted her as a renowned talent in an advertisement in the New York Clipper and arranged some singing for her; he even presented her with the chance to appear on screen. Lina remembered her mother being hired as an actress for a silent film about a green but gifted immigrant singer. Olga was to play a despoiled and dishonored version of herself for distribution to the nickelodeons, and according to Lina’s exceedingly partial recollection, Olga was to have lip-synced a brilliant aria from La traviata as part of the role. But as soon as the contract had been signed and the announcement prepared, Olga took sick and pulled out, infuriating everyone involved. Her agent suspected that the illness was feigned and moved her name from the top to the bottom of his talent roster. Lina believed that her mother had succumbed to pride, deciding that acting the part of a naif just off the boat was beneath her — an insult to her sophisticated upbringing.


  Thereafter Olga’s musical activities in the United States were limited to teaching. She would not return to the stage there nor fulfill the promise that she demonstrated in Europe. Friends of the family, including her devoted benefactor Serge Persky, were saddened and surprised to learn of this withdrawal. After 1912 she and Juan earned the bulk of their income as voice teachers. To generate business, they advertised in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and the New York Evening Telegram, marketing themselves as experienced international professionals.


  The couple taught for about a dollar an hour at 88 Herkimer Street, their second Brooklyn apartment, which Lina called home until graduation. The four-story brick building, adjacent to the exotically ornate Ancient Arabic Order of the Mystic Shrine (the Shriners, an American branch of the Freemasons), was advertised as having “the cheapest high-class apartments11 in the vicinity” and boasted hot water as well as steam heat. It was one room bigger than the family’s previous rental on Gold Street, and the extra room became the teaching studio. Lina, hiding under the piano on the floor, sometimes listened to the lessons, pretending that her parents could not see her. She absorbed some of the Italian opera repertoire from Olga and basic music theory from Juan, and she began to study voice with them herself.


  In 1913 Lina completed her elementary education at Public School No. 3. She was in eighth grade and would soon turn sixteen, the age that marked the end of compulsory education for girls in New York; henceforth she continued her schooling at night. Her graduation, held at the nearby Commercial High School on the warm, clear evening of June 24, 1913, coincided with the school’s 250th anniversary. (It remains the oldest continually operating public school in New York City.) To honor the occasion, the commencement exercises featured historical reenactments, processionals, choral singing, and ballroom dancing. Bearing the title “The Call of the Centuries,” the pageant was reported in lavish detail in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle.


  Thanks to her strong voice, Lina was chosen to participate in the third scene, which re-created an eighteenth-century colonial singing school. The fourth scene — the actual graduation — featured synchronized marching and the announcement, from a member of the local school board, that Misses Gladys Cook and Carolina Codina had won the prizes for German, each receiving a silver medal from the German-American National Alliance. Wherley’s lessons had paid off.


  Lina herself remembered the event in patchwork detail. She hoarded chiffon for an elaborate hand-sewn graduation gown. Her mother refused to risk her elegant hands with needle and thread, so Lina had to fashion the dress by herself from a simple pattern. There was a formal dance for the class (102 strong, almost equally divided between boys and girls), during which the ill-tuned school orchestra performed a Mozart minuet.


  Much of the rest of Lina’s education was vocational, and it took her out of Brooklyn into Manhattan and, she sometimes claimed, the suburbs of northern New Jersey. By 1916, she had relocated with her parents to Manhattan: first to Morningside Heights, where the family took an apartment at 161 Manhattan Avenue, near Central Park at 107th Street, and then farther north to 145th Street in Washington Heights. Most of their neighbors were native-born Americans of modest professions, including salesmen and clerks, teachers, and a handful of actors and actresses of limited success. Juan and Olga continued to travel, leaving their daughter in the care of kindhearted friends of greater means.


  In 1912, before Lina’s eighth-grade graduation, her parents sailed to Bermuda, performing on one of the three ocean liners that, during Lent, conveyed the well-heeled of New York to the island retreat. That winter turned severe, and the demand for reservations on the boats and in Bermuda’s hotels exceeded capacity, meaning that Juan and Olga had large audiences. In 1916 both Lina and her mother were left behind when Juan went on tour to Guatemala City with an opera troupe. Lina knew little of his activities on this junket or any of his subsequent travels to Latin and South America. The details of his 1920 trip to Lima and Panama with the Bracale Opera Company were long forgotten, if she ever even knew of them.


  A calm, kind person, Juan was much less involved in his daughter’s upbringing than was his wife. He presided contentedly over an apartment full of music and musician friends, but remained a distant figure in Lina’s life. Olga, in contrast, hovered over the girl, pressing a glass of milk into her hand each time she moved to leave the apartment and constantly overfeeding her, fearing that she might become anemic. Since Olga considered the subways and elevated trains to be incubators of infection, Lina was discouraged from using them. But her lips never turned blue, the dreaded sign of iron depletion, and she escaped the massive flu epidemic of 1918 without a sniffle. Olga even at one point suggested that her daughter preserve her figure by forswearing exercise. “People,” Lina recalled, “had strange ideas then.”12


  The most that Lina learned about her father’s career was the undated recording he made for Columbia Records, accompanying himself on the guitar. She kept it her entire life, along with a beautiful sepia photograph of him sprawled in a palm tree in Cuba, nattily attired in a three-piece suit and Havana straw hat. The 78 had two very old songs on it, part of the wistfully sensuous folk and flamenco repertoire that Juan took to Havana. He liked to sing one of them, “Para jardines Granada,” to Olga, perhaps reminding her of his triumphant courtship. “For gardens, Granada; for women, Madrid; but for love — your eyes, when they look at me.” Lina jotted down these lines in a notebook and learned the song herself.


  Among the people who cared for her while her parents were away was Vera Danchakoff, a remarkable woman scientist lauded at the time for her study of tumors and more recently noted for her pioneering work on stem cells. Lina remembered her as a researcher for the Eli Lilly pharmaceutical company, but she was much more. Danchakoff had studied medicine in her native Petrograd (St. Petersburg) before immigrating to the United States in 1915 — a year after Russia’s ruinous entry into World War I. She worked first at the Rockefeller Institute in New York City and later the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Columbia University. She was also a journalist and politically active humanitarian, serving as the New York correspondent for the Moscow paper Utro Rossii (Russian Morning) and assisting the American Relief Administration in the early 1920s to publicize the plight of Soviet scientists in Russia during and after World War I. Her energetic example — she was written up in the feminist Who’s Who of the day — might have helped inspire Lina’s own ambitions.


  Yet the connection was more cultural than professional. A devoted amateur pianist, Danchakoff participated in the musical soirees that Juan and Olga hosted in their apartment. She in turn invited the family to her summer rental in Woods Hole, Massachusetts. Danchakoff and her husband presided over lavish dinners with successive generations of relatives and friends carefully arranged around the table. The patriarchal vignette remained in Lina’s mind, testament to the important social connections that her parents had forged in Russian émigré circles in New York. When Lina was nine, the Russian émigré population stood at 500,000; by the time she was twenty-one, the number of political, economic, and cultural refugees had increased to 750,000. They brought with them descriptions of the chaos that followed the Revolution: the abdication of the Russian tsar in February 1917 and the Bolshevik (Communist) takeover in November of that same year. Her parents hoped that she would become part of the vast network, and in this they would not be disappointed.


  Lina would, for example, twice encounter the Russian composer Serge Rachmaninoff, a tall, lean figure, suave with the ladies but otherwise sullen. For the sake of ticket sales in America, he did not mind having his music described as melancholic and sentimental, as though burdened with the woes of his homeland. He dispelled these mawkish clichés as soon as he placed his preternaturally large hands on the keyboard, however. Rachmaninoff overpowered his audiences as a performer, even dominated the orchestras that played his piano concertos with him.


  The first time Lina met him was in 1909, during Rachmaninoff’s first visit to the United States. It was a successful trip, yet nonetheless made him miserable. (He declined successive offers to tour until after the Russian Revolution.) Through mutual friends, Lina and her mother received an invitation to meet him backstage at the Academy of Music on East Fourteenth Street, the grande dame of the Gilded Age concert scene and the nineteenth-century home of the Metropolitan Opera. Olga made sure that her eleven-year-old daughter looked her prettiest for the occasion, dressing her in a sailor suit and plaiting her long hair down the back. Rachmaninoff professed an intense dislike for American children but took to Lina straightaway, stroking her head and murmuring nostalgically, “You’re such a polite little Russian girl.”13


  Coming into her own as a young woman, Lina found a ready home in Russian émigré circles, trading on her mother’s connections while forging her own. As soon as she finished grade school, Lina was instructed to find a profession, a métier, rather than relying on marriage and motherhood. As Juan and Olga themselves had learned, life was unstable and anything could happen; Lina needed to be able to support herself, perhaps in the employ of a professional lady or teaching French. Income was less important than establishing independence, Olga claimed. She had a feminist streak, fueled by the activities of her own mother and involvement in organizations like the Chiropean Women’s Club. So Lina trekked to business school to learn basic secretarial skills while also continuing with the singing lessons she had started with her mother.


  Thanks to Olga, Lina could read and write Russian as well as speak it, and these skills offered her entry into the world of well-connected émigrés, many of them impressive women — including three Veras. Besides Vera Danchakoff, there was Vera Johnston, an affluent socialite involved in Russian relief efforts during World War I; she took singing lessons with Lina’s parents and shared news of Russia with Olga. Johnston had impressive pro-immigrant political connections with the Democratic political machine known as Tammany Hall, but what most fascinated Lina was the unusual, even bizarre, mix of nationalities and persuasions among Johnston’s relatives. Her mother had been a pioneering science fiction writer, famous in Russia for her stories about children with occult powers. The fascination with the supernatural, which peaked in Russia in the eerie twilight of the tsarist era, extended to her aunt, Helena Blavatsky, a clairvoyant and spiritualist who established the Theosophical Movement. She was rumored to perform amazing psychic feats and attracted a passionate following in the United States. Though Lina was not drawn into Theosophy, she would later become a passionate devotee of another spiritual woman, Mary Baker Eddy, and the faith she founded, Christian Science.


  Vera was married to Charles Johnston, whom Lina also found fascinating. He was a leading expert in Sanskrit, and his translations of Hindu scripture, including the Bhagavad Gita, became standard reading for converts to Theosophy. Before meeting Vera in England (at the London home of her Aunt Helena) and relocating to the United States, he had briefly worked in India for the Bengal Civil Service in 1888. There he contracted “jungle fever” and received a medical discharge, returning to Europe to become a scholar and writer.


  In the United States, he held various temporary appointments: as a faculty member at the University of Wisconsin in 1908, an instructor at the Russian Seminary in New York, and even a captain in the Military Intelligence Division from 1918 to 1919. Charles claimed the eminent poet W. B. Yeats as a longtime personal friend; they had gone to school together in Ireland and had similar religious outlooks. In 1914, through Charles, Lina herself met Yeats, who was in New York on a lecture tour. She described him as “ruddy faced” and a true “cock of the walk.”14


  Charles adored Lina, alternately nicknaming her “Buttons” and “Baalaa,” the latter a Sanskrit word meaning “little girl.” His wife, whom Lina remembered as an old-fashioned Russian matron, discouraged his fawning and let on that she had grown tired of her husband, as he had of her. They distracted themselves with the theater and shared their tickets to operettas by Gilbert and Sullivan and a play by W. B. Yeats with Lina and her parents. Lina enjoyed The Mikado and Pirates of Penzance but could not grasp the arcane Celtic drama. Though Charles sought to explain it to her, her sole grade-school impression was of helmeted swashbuckling.


  In February 1915, Lina was, through the Johnstons, among the cosmopolitan company at a reception and banquet aboard the Russian American ocean liner Kursk, docked at the Bush Terminal port in Brooklyn. It was the launch of a fundraising campaign, organized by the recently formed Russian War Relief Society and sponsored by the wife of the Russian ambassador, Madame Bakhmeteff. Vera Johnston was a member of the executive committee, and Lina her special guest. On an unseasonably warm winter evening, women boarded the ship dressed in fur-trimmed coats and full-length velvet gowns in deep jewel tones, many cut in the stylish mode of the “moyen âge.” Along with the dancing after dinner, a troupe of Domba players in Bozar costumes presented a program of Eastern folk music. That they hailed from India rather than Russia suggests that Vera had enlisted her husband’s help in arranging the musical entertainment.


  The third Vera who shepherded Lina into the workplace was Vera Janacopoulos, a Brazilian singer of Dutch and Greek descent. She was romantically involved with a Russian many years older than her, named Aleksey Stahl, a lawyer who arrived in the United States in 1918 from Russia, where he had served as a magistrate. Lina described him as a former mayor of Moscow, but he was, in fact, a member of the short-lived provisional government that succeeded the abdication of the Russian tsar in 1917. He had to flee when the Bolsheviks came to power nine months later; otherwise he would have been hunted down and shot. What was considered the real revolution was led by Vladimir Lenin, not the bourgeois holdovers who had formed the provisional government. To its members, and to Tsar Nicholas II and his family, no mercy was shown. Stahl was accordingly full of inflated stories about his survival, which he shared with friends and acquaintances over too many glasses of vodka at his house on Staten Island.


  Lina admired him from a distance, recognizing danger in his charms and mischief in his twinkling eyes. His ginger beard enhanced the impression of foxlike cunning. Stahl’s paramour, Vera — he called her “Diva” — was utterly different: enchanting, kindhearted, fluent in French. For Lina, she was the ideal role model.


  Through such contacts, Lina landed her first job at the age of twenty-one. Much of the position was clerical, but it provided a unique education in international politics. In 1919 she was hired for a month as an assistant to Yekaterina (Catherine) Breshko-Breshkovskaya, nicknamed the “Grandmother of the Revolution.” Twice imprisoned in Siberia for her involvement in militant anarchist and socialist organizations in Russia, she had agitated for the overthrow of Tsar Nicholas II and served in the provisional government that succeeded his abdication. Reportedly executed in Russia in 1918, Breshkovskaya had obviously escaped. She was seventy-five when she came to the United States, with some three decades of militant political activism behind her and fifteen years still ahead. Breshkovskaya made her way across the Pacific to the United States in January 1919, arriving in Seattle to begin a coast-to-coast tour of sorts to report on the famine, plunder, and violence in her homeland. She was a guest at Hull House in Chicago, a settlement dedicated to the welfare of new immigrants and to the cause of cosmopolitan pluralism. Speaking to a massive gathering of supporters at Union Station, she described the suffering of the Russian people in anguished and frightening detail and urged Americans to redouble their efforts on behalf of her Orphans Fund Council. Her supporters, including progressive women activists such as Lillian Wald, Jane Addams, and Alice Stone Blackwell, lionized Breshkovskaya for her selfless fundraising.


  Ten days later, she arrived at Grand Central Terminal in New York, where she was greeted by cheering admirers bearing flowers. She was then whisked to the Henry Street Settlement, a sister institution of Hull House serving the immigrant community of New York’s Lower East Side. Breshkovskaya made it her local headquarters.


  Her story was the same as that of Lina’s Staten Island host, Aleksey Stahl; both fled Russia to save their lives. Unlike Stahl, however, Breshkovskaya never lost her activist streak. Even in exile, she continued to campaign for change in Russia. While the beloved babushka lobbied for American humanitarian aid, she also spoke out forcefully against the danger of Bolshevism and in support of the League of Nations. She denounced the Bolsheviks and their leader, Lenin, as reckless fanatics under the control of German agents. The Russian Revolution was actually a coup d’état, she argued, that had subverted the cause of socialism.


  The twenty-one-year-old Lina Codina worked as her typist and occasional interpreter, regarding her employer with bemusement. Breshkovskaya assumed an innocent, modest manner despite her astonishing range of experiences. She made a paradoxical impression on Lina: the “very old lady” pretended to be apolitical, “certainly not Bolshevik,” and “far from totalitarian.”15 But as Breshkovskaya labored to explain to her American handlers, there was a difference between socialists and Bolsheviks; to her, the latter were just another brand of dictators, worse than the tsars. “It is difficult to speak of Russia unless you understand Russia,” she concluded.


  Lina was also struck by her feminism, though she would not have characterized it as such. Breshkovskaya believed that women, especially staunch American women, represented the best hope for humankind. She lauded the struggle for women’s suffrage and stressed the importance of education in the pursuit of a just, goodhearted life. As she put it to Lillian Wald, education prevented people from being “enticed, tempted, and mislaid.” Lina, still rather naive herself, recalled a much vaguer stress on “fundamental good foundations” and “humanitarian principles.”


  The job was temporary and intermittent, since Lina was just one of Breshkovskaya’s assistants tending to her overfull calendar. At the invitation of the Executive Committee of the Friends of Russian Freedom, the Grandmother spoke on February 10 at Carnegie Hall — raising almost $11,000. She explained to the audience that what Russia needed most was a constitutional, representative government. After that she journeyed to Washington to appear before a congressional subcommittee on Bolshevism, testifying until exhausted and advised by her physicians to rest.


  Some of her audiences on the left were skeptical and, to her amazement, she found herself caricatured as a lackey of capitalism. In Boston, her foes shouted impertinent questions in Russian from the balconies. A near riot erupted in Providence, with radicals in the rafters singing a revolutionary march while supporters on the floor countered with “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Sensing that she had perhaps outworn her welcome, Breshkovskaya left the United States for France on June 28 — but not before warning that there were some three million Bolshevik sympathizers in the United States who needed to be monitored.


  Again tapping into the Russian network that was now as much hers as her mother’s, Lina parlayed the experience with Breshkovskaya into another position, this one more regular and routine, in New York’s financial district. Every morning she paid five cents to ride the IRT West Side subway, newly extended to Lower Manhattan, from Washington Heights down to 136 Liberty Street. She earned from sixteen to twenty dollars a week — the typical salary for a young woman stenographer or office assistant — at the American Committee of the Russian Cooperative Unions.


  The American Committee was part of the All-Russian Central Union of Consumer Societies, a trade organization known to the Russian community by its opaque acronym Tsentrosoyuz. It published a monthly English-language magazine called Russian Cooperative News, which reported on the activities and aspirations of the organization in fuzzy detail. The first issue explained the economic and diplomatic purpose of the American Committee: “The Cooperatives will endeavor16 to make America’s share in the commerce and the industry of Russia as important and significant as the international trade position of the United States demands at the present time.” But of course the real interests served were Russian. Consider that the declaration of the end of the First World War was greeted with anything but euphoria. Russia remained war-torn, so there was nothing to celebrate. “The peace treaty has been signed by Germany and the blockade of that country has been lifted. A strong and powerful rival has appeared in the world market and has to be reckoned with. Other nations are now shaping their economic policies on a footing totally different from that in vogue during the war ‘that was.’ ” The economic reforms that the Bolsheviks had introduced in an effort to rescue the Russian economy from chaos were now under threat from, of all things, peace.


  The American Tsentrosoyuz (there was of course one in Moscow, located in a building designed by Le Corbusier) housed a telegraph office along with a branch of the Moskovskiy narodnïy bank (Moscow People’s Bank). Lina worked on the fourth floor under the supervision of Eugene Somoff, a friend of a friend who was also the personal assistant of the composer Serge Rachmaninoff. He was a little sweet on Lina and liked to tease her from his desk on the other side of a glass partition. Sometimes he picked up the telephone receiver to eavesdrop on her personal calls.


  One of the clients at the bank was a blue-eyed, blond-haired composer and pianist visiting New York from Russia. He was well on his way to controversial fame in Europe and the United States, and he made no secret of his disdain for the pompous music of the Romantic composers whom New York audiences still held dear. The American media dwelled on his ferocious, mechanistic technique at the piano and the cacophonies of works like his Second Piano Concerto and Scythian Suite. In person he was much less bizarre and eccentric than the musician who loped across the stage to wreak havoc on Steinways. He was beleaguered by a touring schedule that taxed his strength, leaving him frail, even gaunt, but his icy intellect allowed him to remain focused on his purpose — the musical conquest of the New World. Rachmaninoff stood in the way in this city, but he was a generation older, a generation less modern.


  Now and again the newcomer came to the bank to wire funds to his mother, who was trapped in Russia during the Revolution. As far as he knew she had traveled southward with her nephew’s family. The journey was treacherous, since the nephew was a member of the retreating White Army and thus on the losing side of the civil war that had followed the Bolshevik eradication of the provisional government. The hope was that they would both be evacuated by boat on the Black Sea. The composer, who had very little money, was trying desperately to reach her. He had sent letters to all of the Russian consulates, enclosing small amounts of cash with a plea for information and instructions as to how his mother might contact him.


  Lina thought him vaingloriously rude at first, but then became smitten. He gradually became curious about her. By the summer of 1919, they had been out a few times to concerts and dinners. Stahl was a mutual friend and, seeming to encourage the match, extended invitations to gatherings on Staten Island. Lina’s mother voiced concern about the nascent relationship and advised her daughter against getting involved with a musician, as


  

  This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


  Version 1.0


  Epub ISBN 9781448156269


  www.randomhouse.co.uk


  Published by Harvill Secker 2013


  2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1


  Copyright © Simon Morrison 2013


  Simon Morrison has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work


  First published in Great Britain in 2013 by

  HARVILL SECKER

  Random House

  20 Vauxhall Bridge Road

  London SW1V 2SA


  www.vintage-books.co.uk


  Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited can be found at:

  www.randomhouse.co.uk/offices.htm


  The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009


  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


  ISBN 9781846557316


  www.vintage-books.co.uk

OEBPS/Images/MyCoverImage.jpg
Simon Morrison






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
Y

Harvill Sccker

P R e





