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The Novograd Church

I set out yesterday to report to the Warcom who had stopped at the house of a fugitive Roman Catholic priest. In the kitchen I was met by Pani Eliza, the Jesuit’s housekeeper, who gave me amber tea and biscuits. Those biscuits of hers had an odour of crucifixes. A subtle moisture was in them, together with the aromatic fierceness of the Vatican.

Pulled by some distraught ringer, church bells roared forth next to the house. Shaking her grey head and all attention, Pani Eliza tipped me out biscuits, and I enjoyed the Jesuit’s food.

The old Polish woman called me Pane. On the threshold, grey old men with ossified ears stood as if on parade; and, somewhere in the snaky obscurity, there wriggled a monk’s cassock. The Father had fled, but he had left behind him his assistant, Pane Romuald.

This Romuald, a castrato with a giant’s body and a nasal twang, honoured us by the title of ‘comrade.’ He traced a yellow finger over the map indicating the devastated regions of Poland. Seized with husky enthusiasm, he enumerated his country’s wounds. May kind oblivion swallow up the memory of Romuald who was betraying us without pity and who came to be shot in passing.

That evening, however, his narrow cassock stirred at every door-hanging, swept tumultuously along every passage, smiling at all who wanted to drink vodka. That evening, the monk’s shadow followed me about persistently. He would have become a bishop—this Pane Romuald—if he had not been a spy.

I drank rum with him. The breath of an invisible order of things glimmered beneath the crumbling house of the old priest and its soothing seduction unmanned me. Oh, crucifixes, tiny as the talismen of courtesans, parchment of Papal bulls and satins of women’s letters decayed in the blue silk of waistcoats!

I can see you now, treacherous monk in your mauve cassock, and your plump hands and your soul as gentle and pitiless as the soul of a cat; I can see the wounds of your god oozing seed—a fragrant poison that intoxicates virginity.

We drank rum while we waited for the Warcom, but still he did not return from the Staff. Romuald dropped in a corner and fell asleep.

He starts fitfully in his sleep, while beyond the window the garden path shimmers beneath a black, passionate sky. Thirsty roses sway in the darkness. Green lightning blazes upon the domes. A corpse, despoiled of its clothing, lies huddled beneath the slope. Moonbeams slant over the dead legs, stuck out apart.

Here is Poland, here is the haughty distress of the Pospolitan Opinion. And I, an intruder by force, spread out a lousy mattress in the church that has been abandoned by its priest, and place beneath my head folio volumes in which are printed hosannas to the almighty and illustrious Chief of the Panes—Joseph Pilsudsky.

Hordes of paupers spread over your ancient cities, oh Poland; and above them thunders the serfs’ chant of union. Woe unto you, Pospolitan Opinion, woe unto you, Prince Radziwil, woe unto you, Prince Sapega—risen for the space of an hour!

Still my Warcom does not appear. I search for him in the Staff quarters, in the garden, in the church. The church gates are open; I enter. And coming towards me are two silvery skulls, shining on the lid of a broken tomb. Frightened, I dash down into the crypt. An oak staircase leads up to the altar. And I see a multitude of lights darting about, high up, around the very dome. I see the Warcom, the chief of the Special Section, and Cossacks, with candles in their hands. They answer my feeble cry and lead me up out of the basement.

The skulls that prove to be carvings on a church catafalque no longer alarm me; and all together we continue the search—for search it was—begun after the discovery of piles of army outfit in the priest's house.

The embroidered horses’ heads shining on our sleeves, whispering to each other and clanging our spurs, we go round and round the echoing church with guttering tapers in our hands. Virgin Marys, studded with precious stones, follow us on our way with pink pupils that resemble the eyes of mice; the flames beat against our fingers; and rectangular shadows shrink upon the statues of St. Paul, St. Francis, St. Vincent, and on their rosy cheeks and curly beards touched up with carmine.

We go round and round, searching. Bone buttons spring beneath our fingers; icons, cut down the middle, move asunder, revealing subterranean passages and mouldy caverns. The temple is an ancient one and full of mysteries. It conceals secret passages in its smooth walls and niches and valves that fly open noiselessly.

Oh, foolish priest to hang the bodices of your parishioners upon the Saviour’s nails! In the Holy of Holies we found a trunk with gold coins, a morocco-leather bag with bank notes and a Parisian jeweller’s cases with emerald rings.

Later on we counted the money in the Warcom’s room. Piles of gold, carpets of paper money, a gusty wind blowing upon the candle flames, the mad bewilderment in Pani Eliza’s eyes, Romuald’s thundering laughter and the incessant roaring of the bells, set going by Pane Robatsky, the distraught ringer. ‘Away!’ I said to myself. ‘Away from these ogling Madonnas, disappointed by the soldiers.’

Notes

	Warcom — Committee delegate of the Revolutionary War.

	Pani — Mrs. or Miss.



Crossing the Zbroutch

The Comdiv 6 communicated to-day that Novograd-Volhynsk was taken at dawn. The Staff has left Krapivo, and our noisy rearguard convoy is spread out over the road—that monotonous road from Brest to Warsaw made by Nicolas I. over the bones of peasants. Fields flower around us; crimson with poppies; a south wind plays in the yielding rye; and on the horizon virginal buckwheat rises like the wall of a distant monastery. The peaceful Volhyn leaves us in sinuous curves and is lost in the pearly haze of the birches; crawling between flowery slopes it winds weary arms about a wilderness of hops. The orange sun rolls down the sky like a decapitated head, and a mild light glows from the rents in the clouds. The standards of the sunset float above our heads. In the evening coolness drips the smell of yesterday’s blood and of killed horses. The blackened Zbroutch roars, twisting itself into foamy knots at the falls. The bridges are destroyed, and we wade across the river on which rests a majestic moon. The horses are in to the cruppers and the torrent gurgles past hundreds of horses’ legs. Somebody sinks, calling out loudly against the Mother of God. The river is dotted with square black patches—the telegas, and is full of confused sounds, of whistling and singing that rise above the bright hollows and the serpentine trails of the moon.

Far on in the night we reach Novograd. In the house where I am billeted I find a pregnant woman and two red-haired, scraggy-necked Jews. A third man, huddled to the wall with his head covered is already asleep. I discover turned-out wardrobes in the room I am given, and bits of women’s winter coats on the floor, human filth and fragments of the precious crockery the Jews use only once a year, at Easter.

‘Clear away,’ I say to the woman. ‘How dirty you people are here!’

The two Jews leave their seats and, hopping on their felt soles, clear the fragments from the floor. They hop about noiselessly, monkey-like, as Japanese do in the circus, their necks swelling and twisting. They put down for me a feather mattress that has been ripped open, and I lie down by the wall next to the sleeping Jew. Instantly frightened want closes over my couch.

Silence overpowers all. Only the moon, clasping her round, bright, indifferent face in her blue hands, wanders beneath the window.

I stretch apart my swollen legs, lie down on the ripped-open mattress and fall asleep. And in a dream the Comdiv 6 comes to me; he is pursuing the Combrig on a heavy stallion and firing at him twice between the eyes. The bullets pierce the Combrig’s head and both his eyes drop to the ground. ‘Why have you brought back the brigade?’ Savitsky, the Comdiv 6, shouts to a wounded man—

Here I wake up because the pregnant woman is touching my face with her fingers.

‘Pane,’ she says to me, ‘you're calling out in your sleep and tossing about. I'll arrange a bed for you in another corner because you're pushing my father.’

She raises her thin legs and rounded abdomen and removes the blanket from the sleeping man. Lying on his back is an old man, dead. His glottis has been torn out and his face split in two; his beard is clotted with blue blood resembling a piece of lead.

‘Pane,’ says the Jewess, shaking the mattress, ‘the Poles killed him, and he begged them: “Kill me in the back yard so that my daughter doesn’t see how I die.” But they did it as it was most convenient to them. He died in this room and thought of me. And now I'd like to know,’ cried the woman with sudden terrible violence, ‘—I'd like to know where you'd find in the whole world another father like my father!’

Notes

	Comdiv — Commander of division.

	Telega — A light cart.

	Combrig — Brigade commissary.

	Pane — Polish for Sir.



A Letter

Here is a letter to the home country that was dictated to me by Kurdyukov, a boy in our Expeditionary Force. It does not deserve to be forgotten. I have copied it out without improving on anything, and give it word for word, exactly such as it was.

‘Kind Mother, Evdokya Fyodorovna,

‘In the first lines of this letter I hasten to let you know that, thanks to the Lord, I am still alive and well which I would like to hear from you the same. And also I bow very low to you from my white face to the damp ground. (Here follows an enumeration of relatives, godparents and intimates. Let’s leave that out and go on to the second paragraph.)

‘Kind Mother, Evdokya Fyodorovna Kurdyukova, I hasten to write to you that I am in Comrade Budyenny’s Cavalry Army, and your gossip Nikon Vassilyitch who is at the present moment a Red hero is here also. He took me with him for the Polisection Expedition where we distribute to the positions literature and newspapers—the Isvestia of the Moscow C.E.C., the Moscow Pravda and our own merciless paper, the Red Trooper, which every fighting man in the front lines wants to read, and after that he kills the shliachta with a heroic spirit and I live with Nikon Vassilyitch jolly fine.

‘Kind Mother Evdokya Fyodorovna, send me what you can, whatever you can possibly manage. I beg you to kill the little spotted boar and to make me a hamper to Comrade Budyenny’s Polisection to be received by Vassili Kurdyukov. Every day I lie down to rest without having eaten and without extra clothing, so that it’s jolly cold. Write me a letter about my Styope to say if he’s living or not. I beg you to look after him and write me about him—does he stumble still or has he stopped? And also about the mange on his fore legs; has he been shod or not? I beg you, kind Mother Evdokya Fyodorovna, wash without fail his fore legs with the soap I left behind the images, and if Dad used up the soap then buy some more in Krasnodar and God won't ever abandon you. I can write to you also that the country hereabout is quite poor, the moujiks bury themselves with their horses from our Red eagles in the woods, there isn’t much wheat about and it is jolly poor, it makes us laugh. They sow rye and also oats. Hops grow on sticks here so that it comes out very even. They make home-brewed vodka with it.

‘In the second lines of this letter I hasten to describe to you about Dad, that he killed my brother, Fyodor Timofeyitch, a year ago. Our Red brigade was advancing on the town of Rostov under Comrade Pavlitchenko when treason took place in our ranks. Dad was then with Denikin, commanding a company. Them as saw him said he wore medals on him like under the old regime. And they took us all prisoners because of that treason and my brother Fyodor Timofeyitch came to Dad’s notice. And Dad began cutting him about, saying: “Brute, Red cur, son of a bitch,” and all sorts of other things, and went on striking at him until Fyodor Timofeyitch died. I wrote you a letter at the time how your Fedia lies without a cross. But Dad caught me with the letter and said, “You, your mother’s children, you of her root, you vagabond, I got her with child and I'll go on getting her with child, my life is done for, I'll wipe out my seed for the sake of justice,” and various other things. I bore suffering from him like the Saviour Jesus Christ. Only I ran away soon from Dad and managed to get to my section under Comrade Pavlitchenko.

‘And our brigade was ordered to go to the town of

Voronej to have its numbers made up, and we got supplies there, also horses, bags, nagans and all we ought to have. About Voronej I can describe to you, Kind Mother, Evdokya Fyodorovna, that the town is a jolly fine one, a bit bigger than Krasnodar. The people in it are very good-looking, the river is all right for bathing. They gave us two pounds of bread a day, half a pound of meat and the right quantity of sugar so that we drank tea with sugar when we got up and the same in the evening and forgot about hunger, but for dinner I used to go to my brother Semyon Timofeyitch to eat blinnys or goose and after that I used to lie down and rest. At that time the whole regiment wanted to have Semyon Timofeyitch as commander because of his boldness, then an order for this came from Comrade Budyenny, and he got two horses, decent clothes and a telega to himself for his things and the order of the Red Flag, and I counted as his brother when I was with him. Now-a-days if a neighbour begins to give you trouble, Semyon Timofeyitch is quite equal to doing him in. Then we began to pursue General Deniken, and killed thousands of them and drove them into the Black Sea. Only Dad was nowhere to be seen and Semyon Timofeyitch looked everywhere for him because he missed our brother Fedia very badly. Only, Kind Mother, you know Dad and his pigheaded character, so what d’you think he did? He dyed his beard shamelessly from red to black and was staying in the town of Maikop in civilian clothes so that none of the inhabitants knew that he was the same as was game-keeper under the old regime. But the truth will leak out, your gossip Nikon Vassilyitch happened to see him in the house of one of the inhabitants and wrote a letter to Semyon Timofeyitch. We got on our horses and did two hundred versts—I, brother Senka and the fellows from the Stanitza who wanted to come along too.

‘And what did we see in the town of Maikop? We saw there that the rear was not of the same mind as the front and that everywhere was treachery and full of dirty Jews like under the old regime and Semyon Timofeyitch gave the dirty Jews a rough time of it for not giving up Dad but putting him under lock and key in prison, saying as an order had come from Comrade Trotsky not to kill prisoners and saying: “We'll judge him ourselves, don’t you worry, he'll get what he deserves.” Only Semyon Timofeyitch took what was his due and proved that he was in command of a regiment and had got from Comrade Budyenny all the orders of the Red Flag and threatened to kill all them as made a fuss about

Dad’s person and wouldn't give him up, and the boys from the stanitza threatened also. But Semyon Timofeyitch got Dad all right and they began to whip Dad and lined up all the fighting men in the yard according to army custom. Then Senka dashed water over Dad’s, Timofey Rodionitch’s beard, and Senka asked Timofey Rodionitch:

‘“You are all right, Dad, in my hands?”

‘“No,” said Dad, “I'm not all right.”

‘Then Senka asked: “And Fedia, was he all right in your hands when you killed him?”

‘“No,” said Dad. “Things went badly for Fedia.”

‘Then Senka asked: “And did you think, Dad, that things would go badly for you?”

‘“No,” said Dad, “I didn’t think things would go badly for me.”

‘Then Senka turned to everybody and said: “And I think that if I got caught by your fellows, there wouldn't be no quarter for me. And now, Dad, we're going to finish you off. . . .”

‘And Timofey Rodionitch began to swear shamelessly at Senka by the Mother of God and gave Senka a blow in the face and Semyon Timofeyitch sent me out of the yard so that I can’t describe to you, Kind Mother, Evdokya Fyodorovna, how they finished off Dad, because I was sent out of the yard.

‘After that we got quarters in the town of Novorossisk. A lot can be said about that town, how there isn’t any dry land on the other side of it, but only water, the Black Sea, and we stayed there right on till May, when we left for the Polish front to make the shliachta quake in their shoes.

‘I remain your kind son,

‘Vassili Timofeyitch Kurdyukov.’

‘Mum, do look after Stepka and God won't ever abandon you.’

Such is Kurdyukov’s letter, not a single word of which has been altered. When I finished it, he took the written sheet of paper and hid it in his bosom, against his bare skin.

‘Kurdyukov,’ I questioned the boy, ‘was your father a bad man?’

‘My father was a dog,’ was his surly reply.

‘And your mother—better?’

‘Mother's all right. If you'd like to see—here’s our family.’

He handed me a broken photograph, picturing Timofey Kurdyukov, a broad-shouldered game-keeper, wearing his uniform cap and a well combed beard—an inert figure with prominent cheekbones and the bright stare of vacant, colourless eyes. Next to him, in a little bamboo armchair, wearing a loose jacket, gleamed a tiny peasant woman with clear, timid and emaciated features. And against the wall by that wretched provincial photographer’s background of flowers and doves, towered two lads, the two enormously tall, dull, broad-faced, goggle-eyed and rigid, as at drill, brothers Kurdyukov—Fyodor and Semyon.

Notes

	Polisection — Army Propaganda section.

	Izvestia — News of the Central Executive Committee.

	Pravda — Truth.

	Shliachta — The Polish nobility; a term used by the Reds for the Poles in general.

	Moujiks — Peasants.

	Nagan — Revolver of Russian make.

	Blinnys — A kind of pancake.

	Stanitza — Cossack village.



The Remount Officer

There is a moaning in the village. The cavalry is foraging for corn and changing horses. In exchange for their recruited hacks, the troopers are confiscating the draught-horses. Nobody is to blame. There can be no army without horses.

But that knowledge does not make things any easier for the peasants. They crowd importunately round the Staff building, pulling after them their nags that stumble with exhaustion and drag at their cords.

Deprived of their bread-winners and feeling a courage born of bitterness well up in them which they know cannot last long, the moujiks hasten to cry out hopelessly against the authorities, against God and their own wretched lot.

J. . . ., the chief Staff Officer, in full uniform, stands at the top of a flight of steps in front of the building. Shielding his inflamed eyelids, he listens to the moujiks’ complaints with apparent attention. But his attention is nothing but a form of reception. Like every experienced and overstrained worker, he knows how to stop all brainwork during the idle moments of existence. During these rare moments of blissful and cow-like vacancy, our Staff Commander winds up his worn-out mechanism.

So it was then, with the moujiks.

To the soothing accompaniment of their incoherent and despairing clamouring, J. . . ., aloof, takes note of that gentle pulsing in his brain which forbodes clearness and energy of thought. Feeling at length the right beat, he catches the last tear of the moujiks, snarls in the true commander’s way and goes back to the Headquarters to work.

This time there was no need to snarl. Up to the very steps galloped Dyakov on his fiery Anglo-Arabian—Dyakov who had formerly been a circus athlete and who was now a red-faced, grey-moustached remount officer with a black cloak and silver stripes down his wide, red trousers.

‘The Mother Superior’s blessing upon all honest blackguards!’ he shouted, pulling his mount up at full gallop.

At that moment there rolled beneath his stirrup a wretched-looking jade, one of those that had been given in exchange by the Cossacks.

‘There, comrade commander,’ yelled a moujik, clapping himself on his trousers, ‘there, that’s what your fellows give our fellows. . . . You see what they give? You try working with her. . . .’

‘But for that mount,’ Dyakov began, very distinctly, as if weighing his words, ‘for that mount, my honourable friend, you are entitled to receive fifteen thousand roubles from the remount authorities, and if that mount had been a little friskier you would have received twenty thousand from the remount authorities. As for the mount falling—that’s not a fact. If a mount falls and gets up again, then it’s a mount; if, to put it the other way round, if it doesn’t, well then it isn’t. But that hopeful grasshopper, by the way, will get up for me.’

‘Oh Lord, merciful Mother of mine!’ And the moujik waved his arms about. ‘How's the poor orphan to get up? She'll go and die, the poor orphan!’

‘You're insulting the mount,’ replied Dyakov with profound conviction. ‘As good as blaspheming, that’s what you're doing, my lad.’ And he swung his well-proportioned athlete’s body skilfully out of the saddle. Straightening his perfect legs, caught at the knee by a small strap, he went with circus agility up to the dying animal.

It fixed wide, deep eyes on Dyakov and licked from his ruddy palm a kind of imperceptible injunction. Immediately the exhausted beast felt a dexterous strength flowing from that bald and vigorous Romeo in the prime of life. Straining its head and slipping on its staggering legs at the impatient and imperious flicking of the whip on its belly, the jade got up, slowly and warily.

Then we all saw a delicate wrist in a wide, flowing sleeve patting the dirty mane, and perceived how the whip cracked whining against the blood-stained flanks. Her whole body trembling, the jade stood on her legs, her dog-like eyes of fear and love never for an instant leaving Dyakov’s face.

‘That means she’s a mount,’ said Dyakov to the moujik, adding gently: ‘and you complained, welcome friend.’

Throwing the bridle to his orderly, the Remount Officer took all four steps at a bound, and, swinging his opera cloak, disappeared into the Staff building.

Italian Sunshine

Yesterday I sat again in Pani Eliza’s servants’ quarters, beneath the warmed garlands of green fir twigs. I sat awhile beside the hot, live, muttering stove, and afterwards returned home through the depths of the night. Below, in the ravine, the noiseless Zbroutch rolled its dark, glassy waters. Oppressed with the intoxication of dreams, my mind smiled at I knew not whom; and my imagination—blind, happy woman, whirled before me in a July mist.

The singed town—columns broken and dug into the earth, the malevolent, crooked, little fingers of old women—seemed to me raised up aloft into the air, as snug and chimerical as dream-visions. The crude brightness of the moon flowed over it with inexhaustible force. The damp mould of the ruins flowered like the marble of opera seats. And I waited with uneasy mind for Romeo to appear from the clouds—a Romeo in satin and singing of love—while a dismal electrician in the wings keeps a finger on the moon extinguisher.

Blue roads flowed past me like rivulets of milk spurting forth from numerous breasts. On my way home I dreaded meeting Sidorov, my neighbour, who nightly brought down his hairy paw of spleen upon me. Happily that night—rent by the milky moonbeams—Sidorov did not utter a word. Surrounding himself with books, he wrote. On the table smoked a crooked candle—ill-omened beacon of dreamers. And I sat apart slumbering, dreams leaping about me like kittens. I was awakened only later on by an orderly coming to summon Sidorov to the Staff. They went away together.

Then I ran up to the table at which Sidorov had been writing and turned over the pages of his books. These consisted of a hand-book of Italian, a picture of the Forum and a map of Rome. The map was covered with little crosses and dots. My confused intoxication was slumbering within me. I bent over the written sheet, cracking my fingers and with failing heart read another man’s letter. Sidorov—that anguished killer of men—tore into shreds the rosy padding of my imagination and dragged me into the passages of his own sagacious madness. The letter began on the second page, as I dared not look for the beginning.

‘His lung is pierced and he has gone a little queer in the head, or, as Serge puts it—“fallen” from his senses. But, after all, there is no reason why that idiot of a head should go off itself. . . . To come back—tongue out of cheek and joking apart—and consider the events of the day, Victoria, my friend. . . .

‘I have been through the campaign against Makhno!—a wearisome pilfering—that’s all. . . . And only Volin is still there. Volin dons the sacerdotal vestments and climbs up from anarchy to the Lenins. Awful. And the batko listens to him, strokes his dusty and wiry locks and emits from between his decayed teeth the long snake of his moujik’s sneer. And now I don’t know if there isn’t in all that the dirty seed of anarchy and if we shall be able to rub your successful noses, self-made Tzekists from the self-made Tzeka, “made in” Kharkhov, the self-made capital. Your good fellows don’t like to remember now the sins of their anarchist youth, and laugh at us from the height of their statesmen’s wisdom—devil take them.

‘Then I found myself in Moscow. How did I get to Moscow? The boys offended someone or other in connection with the requisitioning and other things. I butted in, like a dithering fool, and came in for a good dressing down—serve me right too. The wound was a mere scratch, but in Moscow, oh, dear, in Moscow, Victoria, I nearly went dumb with misery. Every day the nurses brought me kasha. Bridled with devotion, they would drag it in to me on a big tray, and I loathed that everlasting kasha, and these disorganized supplies and well-organized Moscow. Afterwards I came across a handful of Anarchists in the Soviet. They are either foppish young duds or senile old men. I went and got into the Kremlin with a plan of real work. They patted me on the head and promised me the post of chief assistant if I reformed. I didn’t reform. What came next? The front, the Cavalry Army, the troops, reeking of fresh blood and of the human carcase.

‘Save me, Victoria. The wisdom of statesmen is driving me crazy. I am bored to tears. Who would want to see a worker kicking the bucket in an unorganized way, so to speak? Anyhow, not you, Victoria, my fiancée who will never be my wife. Now I am sentimentalizing—oh hell!

‘Now to talk to the point. I'm bored in the Army. I cannot ride because of my wound, that means I cannot fight. Do use your influence, Victoria, and get them to send me to Italy. I am learning the language and in two months I shall be able to speak it. The land is smouldering in Italy. There are a lot of things in readiness there. It only needs a couple of shots, and one of them will be mine. The King must be sent to join his forebears. Their King is a nice old fellow who plays at being popular and gets himself photographed along with tame socialists for the family magazines.

‘Don’t mention Kings and shooting in the Tzeka, in the Narkomindel. They will only pat you on the head and mumble: “A romantic.” Say simply: “He’s ill, bad, drunk with depression, he wants Italian sunshine and bananas.” I've surely deserved it, haven’t I? Just to get well again and basta. . . . But if not, then let them send me to the Odessa Tcheka. They're very sensible there, and,

‘How stupidly—stupidly and undeservedly—I'm writing to you, Victoria, my friend. . . .

‘Italy has got into my heart, and is luring me on. The thought of that country I have never seen is as sweet to me as a woman's name—as your name, Victoria.’

I read through the letter and began to dispose myself on my battered and unclean couch; but sleep would not come. On the other side of the wall the pregnant Jewess was crying her heart out, and her long-bodied husband was muttering moan-like replies. They were remembering their stolen possessions and bickering about their misfortune.

Then, before dawn, Sidorov returned. The candle was flickering out on the table. Deep in thought, Sidorov took another candle-end from out of his boot and crushed it to the guttering wick. Our room was dark and gloomy; everything in it smelled of the dank odour of night; and only the window, overflowing with moonlight, shone forth like a deliverance.

He came in—my depressing neighbour—and hid the letter. Stooping, he sat down at the table and opened an album of Roman views. The magnificent gilt-edged volume lay before his expressionless olive face. Above his rounded shoulders gleamed the sharp-pointed ruins of the Capitol and the Arena lit up by the sunset. A photograph of the Royal family was inserted there between the large, glossy pages. A scrap of paper that had been torn from a calendar pictured the pleasant, weak King Victor Emmanuel with his black-haired wife, his heir, Prince Umberto and a whole bevy of princesses.

And it is night—full of the distant and wearisome ringing of bells. In the damp gloom, a square patch of light, and in it, like an inanimate mask—Sidorov's deathly face, brooding above the yellow flame of the candle.

Notes

	Makhno — Ukrainian brigand.

	Batko — Ukrainian for leader of an armed force.

	Tzekists — Members of the C.C. (Central Committee).

	Kasha — Thick semolina gruel.

	Narkomindel — Foreign Office.



Ghedali

On the eve of Sabbath I am oppressed by the deep melancholy of memories. In bygone days my grandfather would stroke the volumes of Ibn Ezra with his yellow beard, and my grandmother, in a lace cap, would trace fortunes with her knotty fingers over the Sabbath lights, and wail softly to herself. Those evenings my child’s heart was rocked like a little ship upon enchanted waves. Oh, the rotted old Talmuds of my childhood! Oh, the deep melancholy of memories!

I roam through Jitomir in search of a shy star. By the ancient synagogue, by its yellow and indifferent walls, old Jews with prophets’ beards and the rags of passion on their sunken chests sell chalk and wicks and washing blue.

Here, before me, is the bazaar. Gone is the fat soul of plenty. Dumb locks hang upon the booths and the granite of the bridge is as clean as a skull. My shy star twinkles and fades out of sight.

Success came to me later on. Success came before sunset. Ghedali’s little shop was hidden away in a row of others, all hermetically closed. Where was your kindly shade, Dickens, that day? You would have seen in that little old curiosity shop, gilt slippers, ship’s cables, an ancient compass, a stuffed eagle, a Winchester with the date 1810 engraved upon it and a broken saucepan.

Old Ghedali, the little proprietor in smoked glasses and a green frock-coat down to the ground, meanders round his treasures in the roseate void of evening. He rubs his small white hands, plucks at his little grey beard and listens to mysterious voices wafted down to him.

The shop is like the box of an important, knowledge-loving little boy who will grow up to be a professor of botany. There are buttons in it and a dead butterfly and its small owner goes by the name of Ghedali. All had abandoned the bazaar; but Ghedali had stayed on. He winds in and out of a labyrinth of globes, skulls and dead flowers, waving a bright feather duster of cock’s plumes and blowing dust off the dead flowers.

And so we sit upon small beer barrels, Ghedali twisting and untwisting his pointed beard. Like a little black tower, his hat sways above him. Warm air flows past us. The sky changes colour. Blood, delicate-hued, pours down from an overturned bottle above, and a vague odour of corruption enfolds me.

‘The Revolution—we say yes to it, but can it be that we are to say no on the Sabbath?’ begins Ghedali, winding about me the bands of his smoky eyes. ‘Yes, I cry to the Revolution; yes, I cry to it, but it hides its face from Ghedali and sends only shooting ahead. . .

‘The sunlight doesn’t come into eyes that are closed,’ I answered the old man. ‘But we will force open those closed eyes.’

‘The Poles closed my eyes,’ whispered the old man, in a voice that was barely audible. ‘The Poles are bad-tempered dogs. They take the Jew and tear at his beard, the curs! And now they are being beaten, the bad-tempered dogs. That is splendid, that is the Revolution. And then those who beat the Poles say to me: “Give your gramophone up for a possible requisition, Ghedali. . . .” I am fond of music, Pane, I tell the Revolution. “You don’t know what it is you are fond of, Ghedali; we'll shoot you and then you'll know. We cannot do without shooting because we're the Revolution.”’

‘It cannot do without shooting, Ghedali,’ I tell the old man, ‘because it is the Revolution.’

‘But the Poles, kind Pane, shot because they were the counter-Revolution. You shoot because you are the Revolution. But surely the Revolution means joy. And joy does not like orphans in the home. Good men do good deeds. The Revolution is the good deed of good men. But good men do not kill. That means it is bad people who are making the Revolution. But the Poles are bad people too. Then how is Ghedali to tell which is the

Revolution and which is the counter-Revolution? I used to study the Talmud and love Raschi’s commentaries and the books of Maimonides. And there are yet other understanding folk in Jitomir. And here we are all of us learned people, falling on our faces and crying out in a loud voice: “Woe unto us, where is the joy-giving Revolution?”’

The old man grew silent. And we saw the first star pierce through the Milky Way.

‘The Sabbath has begun,’ Ghedali stated with solemnity, ‘Jews should be going to the Synagogue. Pane comrade,’ he said, rising, his top hat, like a little black tower, swaying on his head, ‘bring a few good people to Jitomir. Oh, there’s a scarcity of good people in our town, oh, what a scarcity! Bring them along and we will give up all our gramophones to them. We are not ignoramuses. The International—we know what the International is. And I want an International of good people. I would like every soul to be taken into account and given first category rations. There, soul, please eat and enjoy life’s pleasures. Pane comrade, you don’t know what the International is eaten with. . . .’

‘It is eaten with powder,’ I answered the old man, ‘and flavoured with the best blood.’

And then, from out of the blue gloom, the young Sabbath came to take her seat of honour.

‘Ghedali,’ I said, ‘to-day is Friday and it’s already evening. Where are Jewish biscuits to be got and a Jewish glass of tea and a little of that retired God in a glass of tea?’

‘Not to be had,’ Ghedali replied, hanging up the lock on his little booth. ‘Not to be had. Next door is a tavern, and they were good people who served in it, but nobody eats there now, one weeps there.’

He buttoned up his green frock-coat on three bone buttons, flicked himself with the cock’s feathers, sprinkled a little water on his soft palms and left me—a tiny, lonely visionary in a black top hat, carrying a big prayer-book under his arm.

The Sabbath is coming. Ghedali, the founder of an impossible International, has gone into the synagogue to pray.

My First Goose

Savitsky, Comdiv 6, rose when he saw me; and I wondered at the beauty of his giant’s body. He rose, the purple of his riding-breeches and the crimson of his little cap, stuck on one side, and the orders that riddled his chest cleaving the izba like a standard cleaving the sky. An indefinable scent and the sweetish freshness of soap emanated from him. His long legs were like girls sheathed to the neck in shining jack-boots.

He smiled at me, struck his whip on the table and drew an order to him which the Staff Commander had just finished dictating. It was an order for Ivan Tchesnokov to advance with his regiment upon Tchugunov-Dobryvodka, to get into contact with the enemy and destroy the same.

‘For which destruction,’ the Comdiv began to write, smearing the whole sheet of paper, ‘I make this same Tchesnokov entirely responsible, whom I will strike down on the spot, which you Tchesnokov who have been working with me at the front for a good deal over a month, need not doubt.’

The Comdiv 6 signed the order with a scrawl, tossed it to his orderlies and turned upon me grey eyes that danced with merriment.

‘Answer away,’ he cried, swishing the air with his whip.

Then he read aloud a paper whereby I was to be attached to the Staff of the division.

‘Put it down in the Order of the Day,’ said the Comdiv, ‘put him down for every satisfaction save that of the front. Can you read and write?’

‘Yes, I can read and write,’ I replied, envying the flower and iron of that youthfulness. ‘I graduated in law at St. Petersburg University.’

‘Oh, you are one of the Kinderbalsams!’ he laughed. ‘Specs on your nose! What a nasty little object! They've sent you along without any enquiries; and this is a hot place for specs. Think you'll get on with us?’

‘I’ll get on all right,’ I answered, and went with the quartermaster to find a billet for the night.

The quartermaster carried my trunk on his shoulders. Before us stretched the village street; and, round and yellow as a pumpkin, the dying sun gave up its roseate ghost to the heavens.

We went up to a hut painted over with garlands. The quartermaster stopped and said suddenly with a guilty smile:

‘Nuisance with specs. Can't do anything to stop it either. Not a life for the brainy sort here. But you go and do for a lady, and a good lady too, and you'll have the boys patting you on the back——’

He paused, with my little trunk on his shoulders; then he came up close to me, only to dart away again despondently and run to the nearest yard where Cossacks were sitting, shaving each other.

‘Here, you boys,’ said the quartermaster, setting down my little trunk on the ground, ‘Comrade Savitsky’s orders are that you've got to take this chap in your billets, so no nonsense about it, because the chap’s been through a lot in the learning division.’

The quartermaster grew purple in the face and left us without looking round. I raised my hand to my cap and saluted the Cossacks. A lad with long, straight, flaxen hair and the handsome face of the Ryazan Cossacks strolled up to my little trunk and hurled it out of the gates. Then he turned his back upon me and with remarkable skill emitted a series of disgusting noises.

‘To your guns—number OO!’ an older Cossack shouted to him and burst out laughing. ‘Running fire!’

His guileless art being exhausted, the lad went away. Then, creeping along the ground, I began to gather together the manuscripts and tattered old clothes that had fallen out of the trunk. I collected and carried them to the other end of the yard. Near the hut, on a brick stove, stood a cauldron in which pork was cooking; and the steam that rose from it was as the far-off smoke of home in the village. It mingled with the desperate loneliness in my head. Then I covered up my little trunk with hay and converted it into a bolster and lay down on the ground to read Lenin's speech at the second Congress of the Komintern in the Pravda. The sun dipped towards me from behind the crested hillocks; the Cossacks trod on my feet; the lad made fun of me untiringly; and the beloved lines came to me by a thorny way and could not reach me. Then I put aside the newspaper and went to the landlady who was spinning on the porch.

‘Landlady,’ I said, ‘I’ve got to feed.’

The old woman raised to me the diffused whites of her half-blinded eyes and lowered them again.

‘Comrade,’ she said and paused. ‘What with all this going on, I want to go and hang myself.’

‘Christ!’ I muttered and pushed the old woman with my fist. ‘You don’t suppose I'm going to go into explanations with you, do you?’

And turning round, I saw a sword lying within reach. A severe-looking goose was waddling about the yard, inoffensively preening its feathers. I overtook it and stamped on the ground. Its head cracked beneath my boot—cracked and emptied itself. The white neck lay stretched out on the dung-hill and the wings were spread out above the killed bird.

‘Christ,’ I said, digging my sword into the goose. ‘Go and cook it for me, landlady.’

Her eyes and glasses glistening, the old woman picked up the bird, wrapped it in her apron and bore it off into the kitchen.

‘Comrade,’ she said to me and paused. ‘I want to go and hang myself.’ And she closed the door behind her.

The Cossacks in the yard were already sitting round their cauldron. They sat motionless and stiff as heathen priests at a sacrifice and did not glance at the goose.

‘The lad’s all right,’ one of them said about me, winking and scooping up the cabbage soup with his spoon.

The Cossacks commenced their supper with all the elegance and restraint of moujiks who respect one another. And I wiped the sword with sand, went out of the gates and returned again miserably. Already the moon was hanging above the yard like a cheap earring.

‘Kiddy,’ suddenly said Surovkov, the eldest Cossack, ‘sit down and feed with us till your goose is done.’

He took a spare spoon from out of his boot and handed it to me. We supped up the cabbage soup they had made and ate up the pork.

‘What's in the newspaper?’ asked the flaxen-haired lad, making room for me.

‘Lenin writes in the newspaper,’ I said drawing out the Pravda. ‘Lenin writes that there’s a shortage of everything.’

And loudly, like a triumphant deaf man, I read aloud Lenin’s speech to the Cossacks.

Evening wrapped about me the animating dampness of its dank sheets; evening laid a mother’s hand upon my burning brow. I read on and rejoiced, spying out exultingly the secret curve of Lenin's straight line.

‘Truth tickles everyone's nostrils,’ said Surovkov when I had come to the end. ‘The question is—how’s it got to be pulled from the heap; but he goes and strikes at it at once like a hen pecking a seed.’

This remark about Lenin was made by Surovkov, sergeant of the Staff Squadron; after which we lay down to sleep on the hay stack. We slept all six of us together beneath a wooden roof that let through the stars, and warmed each other, our legs intermingled. I dreamed: and in my dreams saw women. But my heart stained with bloodshed, jarred and brimmed over.

Notes

	Comdiv — Commander of division.

	Kinderbalsam — Nickname for students.



Rabbi

‘. . . All is mortal. Only the mother is destined to immortality. And when the mother is no longer among the living, she leaves a memory which none yet have dared to sully. The memory of the mother feeds a compassion in us that is like the ocean—and the illimitable ocean feeds the rivers that dissect the Universe. . . .’

Such were Ghedali’s words. He uttered them with great solemnity. The dying evening surrounded him with the rose-tinted haze of its sadness.

The old man said: ‘The passionate building of Chassidism has had its doors and windows burst open, but it is as immortal as the soul of the mother. With oozing orbits Chassidism still stands at the crossroad of the turbulent winds of history.’

Thus spoke Ghedali. And, having come to the end of his prayers in the synagogue, he took me to Rabbi Motaley—to the last Rabbi of the Tchernobylskaya dynasty.

We went up the main street, Ghedali and I. White churches gleamed in the distance like fields of buckwheat. The wheel of a gun-carriage groaned at a corner. A couple of pregnant Ukrainian women came out of a gateway, jingling their coin necklaces and sat down on a bench. In the orange strife of the sunset a timid star lit up, and peace—Sabbath peace—rested upon the crazy roofs of the Jitomir ghetto.

‘Here,’ whispered Ghedali, and pointed out a tall building with a broken frontal.

We entered a room, stony and empty, like a morgue. Rabbi Motaley was sitting at a table round which were assembled liars and possessed. He wore a white dressing-gown drawn round him by a cord and a sable cap on his head. The Rabbi sat with closed eyes, digging his thin fingers into the yellow down of his beard.

‘Where do you come from, Jew?’ he asked, raising his eyelids.

‘From Odessa,’ I answered.

‘A God-fearing town,’ said the Rabbi suddenly with unexpected vehemence— ‘the star of our exile and, against its will, the well of our distress. What is your occupation, Jew?’

‘I am putting the adventures of Hersch of Ostropol into verse.’

‘A great task,’ murmured the Rabbi and closed his eyelids. ‘The jackal whines when he is hungry; every fool has folly enough for despondency and only the wise man can tear the veil of being with his laughter. . . . What are you studying, Jew?’

‘The Bible.’

‘What are you seeking, Jew?’

‘Entertainment.’

‘Reb Mordkhey,’ said the tzadik, and shook his beard, ‘let the young man sit down at the table, let him eat with all the other Jews this Sabbath eve, let him rejoice that he is alive and not dead, let him clap his hands when his neighbours dance, let him drink wine if he is given any. . . .’

And up darted Mordkhey, a jester of old—a hunchbacked old man with turned-up eyelids, no taller than a boy of ten.

‘Oh, my dear and so very young man,’ said the ragged Reb Mordkhey, winking at me, ‘Oh, how many rich fools I used to know in Odessa! And how many penniless wise men I used to know in Odessa! Do sit down at the table, young man, and drink the wine you won't be given—'

We all of us seated ourselves side by side—possessed, liars and idlers. In a corner, some broad-shouldered Jews who resembled fishermen and apostles were moaning over their prayer-books. Ghedali, in his green frock-coat down to the ground was dozing by the wall like a little bright bird. And suddenly I caught sight of a youth behind him—a youth with the face of Spinoza, with Spinoza’s powerful forehead, and the face of a nun. He was smoking and starting like a prisoner brought back after pursuit to his cell. The ragged Reb Mordkhey crept up to him from behind, snatched the cigarette from his mouth and ran away, to me.

‘That’s Ilya, the Rabbi's son,’ he declared hoarsely, bringing his blood-shot eyelids close to my face. ‘That's the cursed son, the last son, the unruly son.’

And Mordkhey shook his fist at the youth and spat in his face.

‘Blessed be the Lord,’ rang out the voice of Rabbi Motaley Bratzlavsky who proceeded to break the bread with his monkish fingers. ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel who has chosen us from among all the nations of the earth.’

The Rabbi blessed the food and we sat down at the table. Beyond the window horses were neighing and Cossacks shouting. The wilderness of war yawned beyond the window. In the midst of the silence and prayers the Rabbi's son went on smoking one cigarette after another. When the supper came to an end I was the first to rise.

‘My dear and so very young man,’ muttered Mordkhey after me, pulling me by the belt, ‘if there were nobody in the world beside the evil rich and the needy vagabonds, how would the saints live?’

I gave the old man some money and went out into the street. I took leave of Ghedali and went on my way to the station. In the agit-train of the 1st Cavalry Army there awaited me the flare of innumerable lights, the magical brilliance of the wireless station, the stubborn coursing of the printing machines and my unfinished article for the paper, The Red Trooper.

Notes

	Chassidism — Jewish sect.

	Tzadik — A wise and learned Jew, usually a miracle-worker also.

	Agit-train — Army train for purposes of political propaganda.



The Road to Brody

I grieve over the bees. The fighting armies have treated them most brutally. There are no bees left in Volhynia now.

We have defiled the wondrous hives. We destroyed them with sulphur and blew them up with gunpowder. The smell of singed rags reeked in the bees’ sacred republic. Dying, they flew round slowly, humming scarce audibly. And we who had no bread, extracted the honey with our swords. . . . There are no bees left in Volhynia.

The chronicle of our daily offences oppresses me without respite and is a load on my heart.

Yesterday was the first day of slaughter at Brody. Having lost our way on the blue earth we had no knowledge of it, neither I nor Afonka Bida, my friend. The horses had been given oats in the morning. The rye was tall; the sun resplendent; and the soul, all undeserving of those blazing, winged skies, longed for drawn-out tortures. And that was why I compelled Afonka’s set mouth to bend down to my grievances.

‘. . . The women-folk of the stanitzas tell all sorts of things about the bee and its good qualities,’ replied the platoon commander, my friend. ‘If they insulted Christ or didn’t insult Him that we'll get to know in good time. Well, the women-folk of the stanitzas say that Christ was suffering upon the cross, and that all kinds of midges flew up to Christ to worry Him. And He looked at them and lost heart. But the multitude of midges didn’t see His eyes. And a bee was flying round Christ too. “Strike at Him,” say the midges to the bee. “Strike at Him and we'll be responsible!” “Can't,” says the bee and raises its wings above Christ’s head. “Can't. He belongs to the builders’ class.” Got to understand the bee,’ concludes Afonka, my platoon commander. ‘Well, and the bee’s got to stick it now, it's for them also that we're mucking about here.’

And waving his arms, Afonka struck up a song. It was a song about a light bay stallion. The eight Cossacks—Afonka’s platoon—joined in too.

‘The light bay stallion, Djighit by name, belonged to a subaltern who drank himself tipsy with vodka the day his chief was beheaded.’ Thus sang Afonka, dragging his voice like the string of a musical instrument and drowsing. ‘Djighit was a faithful steed, but on holidays the subaltern’s desires knew no bounds. The day the chief was beheaded there were in all five bottles. After the fourth, the subaltern mounted his steed and started for the heavens. The ascent was slow, but Djighit was a faithful steed. They arrived in the heavens and there he suddenly bethought himself of the fifth bottle. But that fifth bottle had been left on earth below. Then he wept over the vanity of all his efforts. He wept and Djighit flicked his ears and watched him.’

Thus sang Afonka and fell a-drowsing. The song floated away like smoke. And then we neared the heroic dusk whose foaming rivers flowed along the embroidered cloth of the peasant-fields. The stillness grew roseate. Like a cat's back the earth lay overgrown with the gleaming fur of corn. On the slope crouched the little mud-walled village Klekotov. Awaiting us beyond the hill-top was the view over Brody—jagged and deathlike. But at Klekotov a shot rang out loudly before our very faces. Two Polish soldiers peered from behind a hut. Their horses were attached to posts. Already the enemy’s light battery was being briskly posted on the hill-slopes. Bullets were spinning out like threads along the road.

‘Run for it,’ cried Afonka.

And we fled.

Oh, Brody! The mummies of your crushed passions breathed upon me their insuperable poison. I sensed already the deathly chill of the orbits suffused with cooling tears. And here am I being borne away at a jolting gallop far from the indented stones of your synagogues.

Pane Apolek

The wise and beautiful life of Pane Apolek went to my head like an old wine. In Novograd-Volynsk, among the ruins of a town swiftly brought to confusion, fate threw before my feet a New Testament that had lain concealed from the world. Haloed with ingenuousness, I made a vow then to follow Pane Apolek’s example. And the sweetness of meditated rancour, the bitter scorn I felt for the dogs and swine of mankind, the fire of silent and intoxicating revenge—all this I sacrificed to my new vow.

In the house of the fugitive Novograd priest there hung an icon high up on the wall, bearing the inscription ‘Death of John the Baptist.’ I had no difficulty in recognizing in that John the likeness of a man I had seen some time or other. I remember: the spider-web stillness of a summer morning between the straight light walls and, striking the base of the image, a shaft of sunlight in which swarmed luminous dust-motes. The lanky figure of John was coming straight down to me from out of the blue depths of the niche. A black cloak hung regally about that repulsively lean, stiff body. Drops of blood flashed on the circular clasps. John’s head had not been cut off straight, and the neck was jagged. The head lay upon an earthenware dish gripped tight between the large yellow fingers of a warrior. The dead man’s face seemed familiar to me. I scented a mystery. The dead head that lay on the earthenware dish had been painted from Pane Romuald’s, the fugitive priest’s assistant. From out of the mouth that bared the teeth looped the tiny body of a snake, scaly and glittering. The small, lively head of a delicate pink set off powerfully the dark background of the cloak.

I admired the painter’s art and his sombre fancy. All the more astonishing then was the discovery on the following day of a rosy-cheeked Virgin Mary, hanging above the double bed of Pani Eliza, the old priest's housekeeper. Both canvases bore the marks of the same brush. The full face of the Virgin Mary was the portrait of Pani Eliza. And at this point I neared the riddle of the Novograd icons. My guess led me into Pani Eliza's kitchen where the shades of old Poland in bondage assembled on fragrant evenings, with the crazy painter presiding over them. But was he crazy—that Pane Apolek, who had peopled with angels the small town’s outskirts and raised the lame convert, Yanek, to sainthood?

He had come here on a depressing summer’s day with blind Gottfried, thirty years ago. The companions—Apolek and Gottfried—went up to Schmerel’s tavern that stands on the Rovnensky high road, two miles beyond the town area. In his right hand Apolek carried a paint-box, and with his left he guided the blind harmonica player. The singing steps of their nailed German boots rang out with peace and hope. From Apolek’s thin neck dangled a canary-coloured scarf; and three little chocolate-coloured feathers fluttered in the blind man's Tyrolese hat.

The newcomers spread out paints and harmonica upon the window-sill of the tavern. The painter unwound his scarf that seemed endless like the ribbon of a wandering juggler. Then he went out into the yard, undressed from head to foot and poured cold water over his rosy, slight and puny body. Schmerel’s wife brought the guests raisin vodka and a basin of sweet-smelling zrazys. When they had eaten their fill Gottfried laid his harmonica on his sharp-pointed knees. He sighed, threw back his head and moved his thin fingers up and down. The sounds of Heidelberg songs resounded within the smoky walls of the Jewish pot-house. Apolek gave a muted accompaniment in his tremulous voice. It all looked as though an organ had been brought to Schmerel’s from St. Indeghilda’s Church, and as though the Muses had settled at the organ side by side in bright, wadded scarves and hobnailed German boots.

The guests sang on till dusk; then they stowed away the harmonica and the paints in a linen bag, and Pane Apolek, bowing low, handed a sheet of paper to Braina, the landlord’s wife.

‘Gracious Pani Braina,’ he said, ‘accept this your portrait from a wandering painter, christened by the Christian name of Apollinarius—as a mark of our most humble gratitude and witness to the magnificence of your hospitality. If the Lord Jesus prolongs my days and strengthens my art I shall return to copy this portrait in colours. Pearls would be right for your hair and we shall add an emerald necklace to your breast. . . .’

On the small sheet of paper, in red pencil—red and soft, like clay—was portrayed the laughing face of Pani Braina, encircled with coppery curls.

‘My money!’ cried Schmerel, seeing the portrait of his wife. He seized a stick and dashed after his lodgers in pursuit. But on the way Schmerel remembered Apolek’s rosy body streaming with water and the sunshine in his little yard and the low tinkle of the harmonica. The tavern-keeper’s mind was troubled; and, dropping his stick, he went back home again.

The next morning Apolek presented his Munich

Academy diploma to the Novograd priest and spread out before him twelve pictures of Biblical subjects. These were painted in oils on thin sheets of cypress wood. The Father saw on his table the blazing purple of mantles, the brilliance of emerald fields and the flowery veil drawn over the plains of Palestine.

Pane Apolek’s saints—all that assembly of ingenious old choristers, grey-bearded and rosy-cheeked—were squeezed into flowing silks and the strong hues of evening.

That very day Apolek received an order to decorate the new church. And over their benedictine the Father said to the painter:

‘Holy Mother of God,’ said he, ‘from what wonderful sphere have you brought down upon us so radiant a blessing, welcome Pane Apollinarius?’

Apolek worked with fervour, and at the end of a month the new church was already full of the bleating of flocks, the hazy gold of dusk and the straw-coloured udders of cows. Buffaloes with rubbed-away hides trailed beneath the yoke; dogs with pink noses ran before the sheep; and plump babes swung in cradles suspended to the upright trunks of palm-trees. The brown rags and tatters of Franciscan monks surrounded the cradle. The crowd of Wise Men was split up into bald heads and wrinkles—blood-red, like wounds. In this crowd winked the guilefully smiling, little, old face of Leo XIII; and the Novograd priest himself, fingering in one hand a Chinese-carved rosary, was blessing the new-born Jesus with his other, free hand.

For five months, Apolek crept round the dome and the chancel, imprisoned in his wooden seat.

‘You are partial to familiar faces, welcome Pane Apolek,’ said the priest one day, on recognizing himself in one of the Wise Men and Pane Romuald in the decapitated head of John the Baptist. He smiled—the old Father—and sent a goblet of cognac to the painter at work beneath the dome.

Afterwards Apolek completed the Lord’s Supper and the stoning of Mary Magdalene. One Sunday he unveiled his frescoes. The eminent citizens who had been invited by the priest recognized Yanek, the lame convert, in St. Paul, and in Mary Magdalene—a loose Jewish woman named Elka, daughter of unknown parents and mother of numerous waifs and strays. The eminent citizens ordered the sacrilegious portraits to be covered up. The priest hurled down threats upon the blasphemer. But Apolek did not hide his frescoes out of sight.

Thus began a prodigious warfare between the all-powerful body of the Catholic Church, on the one hand, and the unconcerned bad painter of images, on the other. For three decades it dragged on—as merciless as the passion of a Jesuit—and nearly promoting the humble vagabond to the position of founder of a new heresy. He would have been then the wittiest and most facetious combatant of all those with whom the Roman Church has had to deal in her seditious and evasive story—a combatant roaming the wide world over in a state of blissful intoxication, with two white mice under his shirt and a collection of the finest brushes in his pocket.

‘Fifteen zlotys for a Virgin Mary, twenty-five for a Holy Family and fifty zlotys for the Lord’s Supper with the portraits of all the orderer’s relations. The orderer’s enemy can be painted as Judas Iscariot, and that comes to ten zlotys extra,’ was Apolek’s announcement to the peasants of the neighbourhood after he had been driven away from the church that was being built.

He knew no scarcity of orders. And when the commission, demanded by the Novograd priest's raging messages, arrived a year later from the Bishop of Jitomir, it found these monstrous family portraits—sacrilegious, ingenious and picturesque as the blossoming of a tropical garden—in the most poverty-stricken and stenching huts. Grey-bearded Josephs with parting down the middle; pomaded Jesuses, village Marys, with knees apart, mothers already of several children—all these icons

Polish, approximate equivalent of a rouble. hung in the corners reserved for the holy images an. were festooned with paper flowers.

‘He has made saints of you in your lifetime,’ cried the Vicar of Dubno and Novokonstantinov in answer to the crowd’s defence of Apolek. ‘He has surrounded you with the unspeakable attributes of holiness—you—thrice fallen into the sin of disobedience, distillers of brandy in secret, merciless usurers, makers of false weights and merchants of your own daughter’s innocence.’

‘Your holiness,’ then said limping Vitold, a buyer-up of stolen goods and the keeper of the cemetery, ‘who is to tell the ignorant people about the things in which the all-merciful Pane God sees truth? And isn’t there more truth in the pictures of Pane Apolek who satisfies our pride than in your words so full of blame and aristocratic wrath?’

The shouting of the crowd put the Vicar to flight. The general feeling in the outskirts threatened the safety of the church’s servants. The painter who had been appointed in Apolek’s stead could not make up his mind to plaster up Elka and lame Yanek. They can still be seen to-day, in one of the side chapels of the Novograd church: Yanek as St. Paul, a timid-looking lame man with the bushy black beard of a village apostate; and she, the loose woman from Magdala with puny, contorted body, vacant expression and sunken cheeks.

The struggle against the priest dragged on for three decades; after which a Cossack rising drove away the old monk from his aromatic nest of stone. And Apolek—oh, freak of fortune—took up his abode in Pani Eliza’s kitchen. And here am I, the guest of an hour, drinking the wine of his talk in the evenings.

Talks about what? About the romantic age of the Polish nobility, about the fierce fanaticism of the women of the people, about the painter Luca della Robbia, and about the family of the Bethlehem carpenter.

‘I have something to tell Pane the writer,’ Apolek announced to me before supper with an air of secrecy.

‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘Yes, Apolek, I'm listening.’

But the church beadle, the stern and grey, bony and big-eared Pane Robatsky sits too near us. He hangs up before us the faded cloth of silence and enmity.

‘I must tell you, Pane,’ whispers Apolek, and leads me aside, ‘that Jesus, son of Mary, was married to Deborah, a Jerusalem woman of obscure birth.’

‘Oh, that fellow!’ cries Robatsky in despairing Polish accents, ‘that fellow won’t die in his bed. . . . People will hunt that man down.’

‘After supper,’ mutters Apolek, lower still, ‘after supper if convenient to you, Pane writer. . . .’

It is. My interest whetted by the opening of Apolek’s tale, I stride up and down the kitchen, awaiting the appointed hour. Beyond the window night stands like a black column; beyond, too, the live, dark garden, grows still. Beneath the moon, the road to the church flows in a milky, luminous stream. A shadowy radiance lies on the earth, and, hanging from the bushes are necklaces of gleaming fruit. The scent of lilies is strong and clean like the smell of spirits. This fresh poison is sucked up into the gusty snorting of the hearth, overpowering the resinous exhalation of the pine logs strewn about the kitchen floor.

Wearing a pink bow and threadbare pink trousers, Apolek stirs in his corner like some gentle and graceful animal. His table is smudged with paints and glue. The old man works with short, rapid movements, and a subdued, melodious humming proceeds from his corner. Old Gottfried beats out the tune with his shaky fingers. The blind man sits motionless in the yellow, oily patch of the lamplight. Bowing his bald head, he listens to the endless music of his blindness and to the mumbling of Apolek, his eternal friend.

‘And what the priests and St. Mark and St. Matthew say, isn’t the truth, Pane. . . . But the truth may be revealed to you, Pane writer, for whom I am willing to paint a portrait for fifty marks in the image of the blessed Francis, on a background of green and sky. That was quite a simple saint, Pane, Francis was. And if you,

Pane writer, have a fiancée in Russia—women love the blessed Francis, though not all women, Pane.’

‘Blessed Francis,’ he whispered, winking, ‘with a bird on the sleeve—a dove or a goldfinch, as you like, Pane writer.’ And he vanished with the blind man, his eternal friend.

‘Oh, folly!’ then uttered Robatsky the beadle. ‘That fellow won't die in his bed.’

Pane Robatsky opened his mouth very wide and yawned like a cat. I said good-bye all round and left, to spend the night at home with my plundered Jews.

Over the town roamed the homeless moon. I went along with her, warming myself with impracticable thoughts and discordant songs.

Notes

	Zrazys — Mincemeat in balls, often eaten with sour cream.



Discourse on the Tatchanka and Other Matters

A driver, or as it is customary to say among us, a ‘waggoner,’ was sent to me from the Staff. His surname is Grishuk. He is thirty-nine years old; and his story is a frightful one.

For five years Grishuk was in a German prison camp. A few months ago he escaped, crossed Lithuania and North-west Russia, reached Volhynia and in Byelyov was caught by the most brainless mobilization commission in the world and set down to do military service. Only fifteen versts remained to Grishuk’s native Kremenetz district. In this Kremenetz district lived his wife and children. He had not been home for five years and two months. The mobilization commission made him my waggoner and I ceased being a pariah among the Cossacks.

I—owner of a tatchanka and a driver to boot! A tatchanka! Upon that word had been erected the triangle that epitomized our ways: massacre, tatchanka, horse.

By a caprice of internal dissensions the common britchka of priests and officials came into use and grew to be a mobile and formidable instrument of warfare. It founded a new strategy and new tactics; altered the usual aspect of war; and gave birth to the heroes and geniuses of the tatchanka. Among these was Makhno whose activity we strangled. For him the tatchanka had been the axle of his wily and mysterious strategy. This Makhno had done away with infantry, artillery and even cavalry, and had replaced these cumbersome masses by three hundred machine guns screwed down to britchkas. This Makhno is as many-sided as Nature herself. Haycarts, disposed in battle array, took towns; a wedding procession approaching the headquarters of a district executive opened a concentrated fire; and a meagre little monk, waving above him the black flag of anarchy, ordered the authorities to hand over the middle classes, the proletariat, wine and music.

From the point of view of manoeuvres an army of tatchankas possesses undreamed-of possibilities.

Budyenny proved it no less than Makhno. To attack such an army is difficult; and to attempt to take it by surprise—absurd. When the machine guns are hidden beneath the hay and the tatchanka stowed away in a peasant’s shed, they cease to be army units. These concealed points—surmised and undetermined—all together make up a whole analogous to the recently visited Ukrainian village—savage, rebellious and grasping. Out of an army like this, with ammunition stuck in every corner, Makhno was able to get a fighting force together within the space of an hour. It took him even less time to demobilize it.

In our own force, in Budyenny’s regular cavalry, the tatchanka does not play such an exclusive part. Nevertheless, all our machine gun units are conveyed on britchkas only. The inventive mind of the Cossack differentiates between two types of tatchankas: the colonist type and the official type. And it is no mere inventiveness either, for the distinction is a genuine one.

On the official britchkas, those ramshackle vehicles made without care or imagination, wretched officials used to jolt along the wheat steppes of the Kuban—wretched, red-nosed people suffering from lack of sleep, all hastening to inquests and post-mortems. The colonist type of tatchanka, on the other hand, was brought to us from plots of land in the Ural and Samara and from the fertile territory of the German colonies.

The broad backs of these colonists’ tatchankas are decorated with homely paintings—bulging garlands of pink flowers of the kind dear to the hearts of Germans. The solid bottoms are strengthened with bands of iron.

One is borne along upon unforgettable springs; and in these springs, now beating against the battered roads of Volhynia, I can sense the zeal of many generations.

I know now the rapture of the first possession. We harness after dinner every day. Grishuk leads the horses out of the stables. They are improving daily, and it is with pride and pleasure that I note already a dim sheen on their groomed flanks. We rub down their swollen legs, trim their manes and throw over their backs the Cossack trappings—tangled, dried-up netting of fine straps—and drive out of the yard at a trot. Grishuk sits sideways on his box; my own seat is padded with bright tow and hay that smells of scent and restfulness. The tall wheels grate against the whitish sand grains. Poppies brighten the earth in patches; the ruins of churches gleam on the slopes. High up above the road, in a niche that a shell has broken, stands the statue of St. Ursula with plump, bare arms. And the ancient, cramped lettering is linked into an uneven chain upon the blackened gilt of the pediment: Ad Majorem Gloriam Iesu Divaeque Matris Eius.

Nestling at the extremities of the nobles’ estates are lifeless little Jewish towns. On a brick wall shimmers a prophetic peacock—dispassionate apparition against the blue expanse of space. Hidden away behind some scattered hovels, a synagogue squats upon the barren soil—sightless, dented and round as a Chassidist hat. Narrow-chested Jews hang about the cross-roads mournfully. The image of the stout and jovial Jews of the south, bubbling like cheap wine, takes shape in my memory, in sharp contrast to the bitter scorn inherent in these long, bony backs, these tragic, yellow beards. In these passionate, anguish-chiselled features there is no flesh, no warm pulsing of blood. The Jews of Volhynia and Galicia move jerkily in an uncontrolled and uncouth way; but their capacity for suffering is full of a sombre greatness, and their unvoiced contempt for the Panes is unbounded. Watching them, I understand the poignant history of that district; the stories of Talmudists renting taverns, of rabbis carrying on usury, of young girls violated by Polish troopers and over whom Polish magnates fought each other with pistols.

Notes

	Tatchanka — Light cart.

	Britchka — Light cart.

	Makhno — See the note in “Italian Sunshine.”

	Panes — The Poles in general, here.



Death of Dolgushev

The curtain of battle was being drawn across the town. At noon, Koroshaev, wrapped in a black cloak, flashed past us—Koroshaev, the disgraced Comdiv 4 who fought single-handed, seeking out death.

He shouted to me as he rode past: ‘Our communications are down—Radzibilov and Brody are in flames!’

His cloak floating about him, he rode away—black from head to foot, his pupils like live coals.

The brigades were in action in the board-flat plains. The sun was travelling through a purple haze. In a ditch some wounded were taking a bite; while lying about on the grass were nurses, singing softly. Afonka’s scouts were beating the fields in search of the dead and equipment. Afonka himself rode past, within two feet of me and said, without turning his head:

‘We've been getting it in the neck, as sure as two and two makes four. I've got an idea the comdiv’ll get the sack. The men aren’t easy about it——’

The Poles had reached the forest about three versts away from us and were posting their machine guns somewhere in our neighbourhood. Grape-shot began to whine and scream. The bullets struck the earth and fumbled in it, quivering with impatience. Vytyagaitchenko, the regiment commander, who was snoring in the sunshine, cried out in his sleep and awoke. He leapt into the saddle and rode off to the vanguard squadrons. His face was lined with red streaks from his uncomfortable sleep; and his pockets were full of plums.

‘Damned son of a bitch!’ he said angrily, and spat the stones out of his mouth. ‘What a hell of a mess. Get out the standard, Timoshka!’

‘Going to get a move on, eh?’ asked Timoshka, disengaging the staff from his stirrups and unrolling the ensign bearing a star and some lettering concerning the IIIrd International.

‘We'll see what it’s all about over there.’ And suddenly yelled out: ‘On horseback, you girls! Squadron commanders, get your men together!’

The buglers sounded the alarm. The squadrons formed themselves into a column. From out of a ditch crawled a wounded man who said to Vytyagaitchenko:

‘I'm a delegate, Tarass Griegoriyevitch. Looks as if we're going to be left behind——’

‘You'll look after yourselves——’ muttered Vytyagaitchenko, tugging his horse up on its haunches.

‘Got a sort of feeling we can’t look after ourselves, Tarass Grigoriyevitch,’ said the wounded man after him.

Vytyagaitchenko turned round.

‘Stop whining; not going to leave you behind.’ And he ordered the bridle to be given to him.

Just then rang out my friend Afonka’s whimpering, womanish voice: ‘What d’you want to go and rush it for? There's five versts to do. How the hell you going to fight when the horses aren’t good for nothing? Not a bloody thing to get hold of, neither—take it easy. There's time enough and to spare, damn it——’

‘Walking pace!’ commanded Vytyagaitchenko without raising his eyes.

The regiment rode away.

‘If my notion about the comdiv’s right,’ whispered Afonka, lingering behind for a moment, ‘if he gets the sack then things are going to be a sight different. And that’s that.’

Tears started to his eyes and brimmed over. I stared at him in utter amazement. Then he spun round like a top, caught at his cap, snorted, emitted the Cossack war-whoop and tore off at full speed.

Grishuk with his idiotic tatchanka and I stayed on till evening, hanging about between two walls of fire. The division’s Staff had vanished, and other sections would have none of us. The regiment entered Brody and were driven out again by a counter-attack. We drove up to the city cemetery; and from behind a tombstone started up a Polish scout who shouldered his rifle and opened fire on us. Grishuk turned back, all four wheels of his tatchanka screeching aloud.

‘Grishuk,’ I cried through the whistling and the wind.

‘What a lark!’ he answered mournfully.

‘It’s the end of us,’ I shouted, seized with a mortal frenzy. ‘It’s the end of us, old boy!’

‘Whatever do women go and give themselves such trouble for,’ he answered still more mournfully. ‘Whatever do we want engagements and marriages for and pals to go walking round at the weddings?’

A pink trail lit up in the sky and died out again. The Milky Way appeared among the stars.

‘Makes me laugh,’ said Grishuk sadly, pointing out with his whip a man sitting by the roadside. ‘Makes me laugh what women want to go and give themselves such trouble for——’

The man sitting by the roadside was Dolgushev, a telephonist. He sat staring at us, his legs thrust out.

‘I’m going—West,’ he said when we had driven up to him. ‘Got that?’

‘Yes,’ replied Grishuk, pulling up the horses.

‘Got to waste a cartridge on me,’ said Dolgushev.

He was leaning up against a tree, his boots thrust out apart. Without lowering his eyes from mine, he rolled his shirt back warily. His abdomen had been torn away.

‘The shliachta’ll turn up—and play its dirty tricks—Here are my papers—you’ll write to my mother—how and what——’

‘No,’ I answered in a stifled voice and spurred my horse.

Dolgushev laid his blue palms against the soil and gazed at them mistrustfully.

‘You aren’t sneaking off?’ he muttered, creeping along the ground. ‘Well, sneak off then,—damned blighter—’

Sweat trickled down my body. The machine guns were rapping away faster and faster, with hysterical insistence. Framed in the nimbus of sunset, Afonka Bida came galloping up to us.

‘We're giving it to them strong!’ he cried lightly. ‘Hullo, what's all the fuss about here?’

I pointed out Dolgushev to him and rode on a little.

They spoke briefly—I did not hear a word. Dolgushev held out his papers to the sergeant and Afonka hid them away in his boot and shot Dolgushev in the mouth.

‘Afonka,’ I said with a wry smile and rode up to the Cossack. ‘I couldn’t, you see.’

‘Get out of my sight,’ he said, growing pale, ‘or I'll kill you. You people in specs take about as much pity on our brothers as a cat on a mouse——’

And he raised the cock of his rifle.

I rode away slowly, without turning round, feeling death at my back and cold.

‘Eh, you!’ shouted Grishuk behind, ‘stop fooling about!’ And he seized Afonka by the arm.

‘The bloody swine!’ cried out Afonka, ‘he isn’t going to get off like that.’

Grishuk caught me up at a bend in the road. Afonka was nowhere to be seen: he had ridden off in another direction.

‘There, you see, Grishuk,’ I said, ‘to-day I've lost Afonka, my closest friend——’

Grishuk produced a shrivelled apple from his seat.

‘Eat it,’ he said to me. ‘Do please eat it.’

I accepted Grishuka’s alms and ate his apple, grieving and honouring.

Combrig 2

Budyenny, in silver-striped red trousers, stood beside a tree. Combrig 2 had just been killed; and the Commandarm had promoted Kolesnikov in his stead.

An hour ago, Kolesnikov had been in command of a division. A week ago, Kolesnikov had been in command of a squadron.

The new brigadier was summoned before Budyenny. The Commandarm waited for him, standing beside a tree. Kolesnikov arrived with ' Almazov, his warrant-officer.

‘We've been pretty hard pressed by those blackguards,’ said the Commandarm with one of his flashing smiles. ‘We're going to beat ’em or die for it. There’s no other way out. Understood me?’

‘I've understood,’ replied Kolesnikov, wide-eyed.

‘But you try running away—and I'll shoot you,’ the Commandarm said. He smiled and turned to the commander of the Special Section.

‘Yes,’ said the commander of the Special Section.

‘Roll on, Wheel!’ one of the Cossack bystanders cried out boldly. Budyenny turned sharply on his heel and saluted the new combrig. The latter spread out five red, youthful fingers at the peak of his cap, broke out into perspiration and went off along the tilled boundary between two fields. He walked head down, his long, crooked legs picking their way laboriously, bathed in the crimson haze of sunset that seemed as unreal as on-coming death.

And suddenly on that earth stretching far away into the distance—on that furrowed, yellow nakedness of the plain—we could see nothing but the narrow back of Kolesnikov, his dangling arms and hanging, grey-capped head.

An orderly led up to him a mount.

He leapt into the saddle and without turning round galloped off with his brigade. Squadrons were waiting for him on the main road—on the Brody highroad.

Rent by the wind, a moaning ‘hurrah’ reached us.

I pointed my field glasses and caught sight of the combrig twirling on his horse in pillars of blue dust.

‘Kolesnikov is leading the brigade,’ said an observer, sitting in a tree above our heads.

‘Right,’ answered Budyenny and smoked a cigarette with eyes closed.

The hurrah came to an end and the cannonade died away. Stray shrapnel burst over the wood; and we heard the great noiselessness of a cavalry attack.

‘Got some guts, that kid,’ said the Commandarm, rising. ‘He’s out for glory. Expect he'll get it, too.’

Budyenny called for horses and rode away to the field of action. The Staff followed after.

I had the good fortune to see Kolesnikov again that very evening, an hour only after the wiping out of the Poles. He was riding at the head of his brigade on a chestnut stallion of rare beauty—alone and dreaming. His right arm hung in a sling. Three yards behind him a Cossack cavalryman bore the unfurled banner. The first squadron struck up lazily some obscene couplets. The dusty, endless brigade stretched out like a line of peasants’ carts on the way to a fair. At the tail-end panted the weary bands.

In Kolesnikov’s quarters that night I beheld the masterful indifference of a Tartar Khan and got to know the science of the famous Kniga, headstrong Pavlitchenko and fascinating Savitsky.

Notes

	Commandarm — Commander of the Army.

	Special Section — The Army Tcheka.

	“Roll on, Wheel!” — A pun on Kolesnikov; kolesso is Russian for wheel.

	Kniga — Nickname signifying book.



Sashka, the Christ

Sashka was his name; but he was called Christ on account of his mildness and good-nature. He was the village herdsman in a stanitza and had done no heavy work since the age of fourteen when he caught a vile disease. It all came about like this:

Tarakanytch, Sashka’s step-father, had gone to spend the winter in Grosny and had joined a workmen’s association composed of Ryazan moujiks. Tarakanytch did carpentering for them and found the work profitable. As he was unable to keep up with the work, he wrote home for the boy to come and help him out, adding that the stanitza would live through the winter quite well without Sashka. Sashka worked with his step-father for a week. Then came Saturday; they took things easy and sat down to drink tea. It was then October, but the air was light. They opened the window and heated a second samovar. Under the window a beggar-woman was loitering. She knocked at the window-frame, saying:

‘Good-day, peasant from another town. Will you kindly consider my condition?’

‘What condition?’ asked Tarakanytch. ‘Come in, little cripple.’

The beggar-woman sidled along the wall and then sprang into the room. She came up to the table and bowed low, from the waist. Tarakanytch seized her by the scarf, threw it aside and ruffled her hair. The beggarwoman’s hair was grey and white, full of dust and matted.

‘Get away! Rowdy, ain’t you, moujik! Think yourself pretty!’ she said. ‘Regular circus chap, that’s what you are. Now don’t look down on an old woman like me,’ she whispered hurriedly as she clambered up on to the bench.

Tarakanytch lay with her and took his fill of enjoyment. The beggar-woman tossed her head to one side and laughed.

‘A drizzle on the old woman,’ she laughed. ‘I’ll give two hundred poods the dessiatina for it——’

As she spoke she caught sight of Sashka who was drinking tea without raising his eyes upon the wide world.

‘Your boy?’ she asked Tarakanytch.

‘Mine, so to speak,’ answered Tarakanytch. ‘My wife’s.’

‘What a child—the eyes he’s making,’ said the peasant woman. ‘Well, come along here.’

Sashka went up to her—and caught a vile disease.

But there was no thought then of a vile disease. Tarakanytch gave the beggar-woman some bones left over from their dinner and a very bright silver five copeck piece.

‘Clean it with sand, pious woman,’ said Tarakanytch, ‘and it will look finer still. If you go and lend it to the Lord on a dark night it'll shine instead of the moon.’

The beggar-woman wound her scarf round her, took up the bones and left them. And at the end of a fortnight it all became clear to the moujiks. They suffered considerably from the vile disease and dragged on through the winter, curing themselves with herbs. When spring came they returned to the stanitza, back to their peasant’s work.

The stanitza was nine versts away from the station. Tarakanytch and Sashka went by the fields. The soil lay in its April dampness. In the black hollows shone emeralds and green shoots embroidered the earth in complicated backstitching. From the ground rose an acrid smell like that of barrack-hack at dawn. The first herds were flowing down from the hillocks and foals were gambolling on the blue expanse of the horizon.

Tarakanytch and Sashka followed a path that was barely perceptible.

‘Let me go and be the village herdsman, Tarakanytch,’ said Sashka.

‘What for?’

‘I can’t get over the thought that the herdsmen get such a fine time.’

‘I won't agree to that.’

‘For the love of God, let me go, Tarakanytch,’ repeated Sashka. ‘All the saints used to be shepherds and herdsmen.’

‘Sashka—a saint!’ sniggered the step-father. ‘Went and caught you know what.’

They passed the bend at the Red Bridge, crossed the copse, the pasture land beyond, and caught sight of the cross of the stanitza church. The womenfolk were still busy on the plots while the Cossacks, sitting about among the lilac bushes, drank vodka and sang songs. Tarakanytch’s izba was still half a verst away.

‘Pray the Lord it will all be all right,’ he said, crossing himself.

They went up to the hovel and peered in at the tiny window. There was no one inside. Sashka’s mother was in the stable, milking the cow. The moujiks stole up noiselessly. Tarakanytch laughed and cried behind the woman’s back:

‘Motia, your highness, get some supper for your visitors——’

The woman turned, started, ran out of the stable and spun round in the yard. Then she came back to her place and threw herself on his chest, burying her face.

‘You're a nice one! Not very inviting, are you?’ said Tarakanytch, disengaging her gently. ‘Show us the children.’

‘They’ve gone out of the yard,’ said the woman, very white; and again she ran about the yard and fell down on the ground. ‘Oh, Alyoshenka,’ she cried wildly, ‘our kiddies have gone out feet foremost.’

Tarakanytch waved a hand and went off to the neighbours. The neighbours told him that God had taken his little boy and girl after typhus and that Motia had written to him, but that he would, of course, not have had time to get the letter. Tarakanytch returned to the hovel. His old woman was lighting the stove.

‘You've gone and done it, Motia,’ he said. ‘Ought to go and give it to you.’

He sat down at the table and grieved—grieved on till bedtime; ate meat and drank vodka, and did not go about his household work. He snored at the table; would wake up, and snore again. Motia settled herself and her husband on the bed, and Sashka apart. Then she blew out the lamp and lay down beside Tarakanytch.

On the hay in his corner Sashka tossed with his eyes wide open, and did not sleep. As though in a dream he saw the hovel, a star in the window, the edge of the table and the horse-collars under his mother’s bed. The vividness of a vision held him spellbound and, rejoicing in his day dream, he gave himself up to reverie. His fancy showed him two silver bands of coarse, twisted thread suspended from the sky, and, attached to them, a cradle—a cradle of rosewood with a floral pattern—swinging high up above the earth and far away from the skies. . . . The bands sway and sparkle: Sashka himself lies in the cradle and the air is fanning him. The air, full of sound like music, comes from the fields and a rainbow blossoms over the unripe corn. . . .

Sashka took delight in his day-dream and closed his eyes so as not to see the collars under his mother’s bed. Then he heard a gasp from Motia’s couch and thought that Tarakanytch must be handling his mother roughly.

‘Tarakanytch,’ he said, raising his voice, ‘I've got some business to tell you about.’

‘What business at this time of night?’ Tarakanytch returned angrily. ‘Go to sleep, you blasted fool——’

‘I swear by the cross that there really is something,’ replied Sashka. ‘Come out into the yard.’

In the yard, beneath the steadfast stars, Sashka said to his step-father:

‘Don’t wrong mother, Tarakanytch, you're tainted.’

‘D'you know my character—yes, or no?’ asked Tarakanytch.

‘I know your character all right, only did you see what sort of body mother’s got? Her feet and breasts are clean. Don’t wrong her, Tarakanytch. We're tainted.’

‘My dear young man,’ answered his step-father. ‘Keep out of the way of my character and bloodshed. Here, take this twenty copeck piece and go and sleep the night through and get sober again.’

‘The twenty copeck’s no good to me,’ muttered Sashka. ‘Let me go and be the village herdsman.’

‘I won't agree to that.’

‘Let me go and be the village herdsman or I'll tell mother what we're like. Why's she got to suffer with a body like she’s got?’

Tarakanytch turned away and went into the shed and brought back a hatchet.

‘Saint Sashka,’ he said in a whisper, ‘I'm going to make a quick job of you, you saint. Going to chop you up, I am——’

‘You won't do me in for a woman,’ said the boy, scarce audibly, and bowed down before his step-father. ‘You'll take pity on me. Let me go and be herdsman.’

‘Oh, go to hell, you fool,’ Tarakanytch said and threw down the hatchet. ‘All right, go and be herdsman.’

He returned to the hovel and slept with his wife.

That morning Sashka went to offer his services to the Cossacks—and from that day on he led the life of the village herdsman. He became renowned in all the neighbourhood for his good-nature and simplicity and was called by the villagers Sashka, the Christ. He served as herdsman right on till conscription came. Foolish old moujiks would come to the pasture to wag their tongues; women would run to Sashka to recover after the customary brutalities of the moujiks, and because of his love and because of his disease were never angry with him.

The first year of the war Sashka was mobilized. He fought for four years, and returned to the stanitza at a time when the Whites were lording over the place. He was urged to go to the stanitza of Platovskaia where a detachment was being formed to go against the Whites. Semyon Mikhailovitch Budyenny, formerly sergeant major, was in command of the detachment and his three brothers Emeyan, Lukyan and Dennis were with him. Sashka went to Platovskaia, and there his fate was decided. He served in Budyenny’s regiment, in his brigade, in his division and in the 1st Cavalry Army. He went to deliver the heroic Tzaritzin; joined the Xth Army, under Voroshilov; fought at Voronej, at Kastornaia and at the General's Bridge on the Donetz. During the Polish campaign he served on the transport waggons because he had been wounded and was pronounced unfit for active service.

This was how it all came about. It is only recently that I have got to know Sashka, the Christ, and that I have been placing my little trunk on his cart. We often meet the dawn together and see the sunset go. And whenever the capricious chance of war brings us together, we sit in the evening on the gleaming slopes or in the woods, making tea in a sooty kettle, or sleep side by side in the new-mown fields, with my hungry horse attached to my foot.

Notes

	Sashka — The diminutive of Alexander.

	Tzaritzin — Town on the Volga.



Life and Adventures of Matvey Pavlitchenko

Comrades, countrymen, my own dear brethren! In the name of all mankind learn the story of the Red general, Matvey Pavlitchenko. He used to be a herdsman, that general did—herdsman on Lidin’s farm, working for Barin Nikitinsky and looking after the barin’s pigs till life brought stripes to his shoulder straps; and then with those stripes, Matyushka began to look after the horned cattle. And who knows, if Matvey had been born in Australia, he might have risen to elephants—he’d have come to look after elephants; only the trouble is, I don’t know where they're to be got in our district. I'll tell you straight—there isn’t a bigger animal than the buffalo in the whole of our wide region. And the poor chap wouldn't get no comfort out of buffaloes—it isn’t any fun for a Russian fellow to get a laugh out of a buffalo! Give us poor orphans something in the way of a horse for keeps—a horse, so as its mind and ribs can work themselves out at the far end of the fields. And so I look after my horned cattle, with cows all round me, soaked in milk and stinking of it like a sliced udder. Young bulls walk round me—mouse-grey young bulls. Open space round me in the fields, the grass rustling in all the world, the sky above my head like a harmonica with lots of keyboards—and the skies, boys, in the Stavropol district are very blue. Well, I looked after my cattle like this and as there was nothing to do I used to play with the winds on reeds until an old gaffer says to me:

‘Matvey, go to Nastia,’ he says.

‘Why?’ I says. ‘Or maybe you're kidding me.’

‘Go,’ he says, ‘she wants you.’

And so I goes.

‘Nastia,’ I says, and go black in the face, ‘Nastia,’ I says, ‘or maybe you're kidding me?’

But she won't hear me out, but runs off away from me and goes on running till she can’t any more; and I run along with her till we get to the common, dead beat and red and puffed.

‘Matvey,’ says Nastia to me then, ‘three Sundays ago when spring was in the hedges and the fishermen were going along by the river bank—you also went with them and hung your head. Why did you hang your head, Matvey, or was it some notion or other that was heavy on your heart? Tell me——’ And I answer her:

‘Nastia,’ I answer, ‘I've nothing to tell. My head isn’t a rifle and there ain’t no sight on it or chamber either. As for my heart—you know what it’s like, Nastia, there isn’t nothing in it, it’s, as you might say, just milky. It's terrible how I stink of milk—

But Nastia, I see, sort of goes back into her shell at my words.

‘I’ll swear by the cross,’ she says and bursts out laughing with all her voice over the whole steppe just as if she was beating the drum. ‘I'll swear by the cross that you play about with the girls.’

And when we'd talked a lot of silly rot for a bit we got married soon and I began to live with Nastia for all I was worth, and that was a good deal. We were hot all night; we were hot in winter and all night long we went naked, rubbing our hides raw. We lived hellishly well right on till up comes the old 'un to me the second time.

‘Matvey,’ he says, ‘the barin touched your wife a bit everywhere, yesterday. He'll get her all right, the barin will.’

And I:

‘No,’ I says, ‘if you'll excuse me, old un; or if he does I'll nail you to the spot.’

And sure enough off goes the old chap, and I did twenty versts on foot that day, covered a good piece of ground, and in the evening I got to Lidin’s Farm, to my gay barin, Nikitinsky. He was sitting in a room upstairs, the old man was, and he was taking three saddles to pieces—an English one, a dragoon one and a Cossack one, and I stuck to his door like a burr, stuck there a whole hour, and all for nothing. But then afterwards he looked my way.

‘What d’you want?’ he says.

‘A reckoning.’

‘You've got designs on me?’

‘I haven't got no designs but I want straight out to—

Here he looked away and spread out some scarlet saddle-cloths on the floor. They were brighter than the Tzar’s flags, those saddle-clothes of his were, and he stood on them, the little old fellow did, and strutted about.

‘Freedom to the free,’ he says to me and struts about. ‘I’ve tickled all your mas, you orthodox peasants. You can have your reckoning if you like, only don’t you owe some little trifle, Matvey, my friend?’

‘Hi, hi,’ I answers. ‘What a nerve you've got and that’s a fact. Seems to me as it’s you as owes me my pay.’

‘Pay!’ the barin lets go then, and he knocks me down on my knees and shuffles about with his feet and boxes me on the ears for all the Father, Son and Holy Ghost’s worth. ‘Your pay! And have you forgotten the yoke you smashed for me? Where’s my yoke?’

‘I’ll let you have your yoke back,’ I answer my barin and turn my simple eyes upon him and kneel before him, bending lower than any earthly depth. ‘I’ll give you your yoke back, only don’t press me with debts, old fellow; just wait a bit.’

And what d’you think, you Stavropol boys, comrades, fellow-countrymen, my own dear brethren—that barin kept me hanging on like that with my debts for five years, five lost years I went to pieces, till at last the year eighteen came along to visit me, lost bloke that I was. It came along on lively stallions, on its Kabardin horses, bringing along a big train of sledges behind it and all sorts of songs. Eh you, little year eighteen, my sweetheart! Can it be that we shan’t be walking out with you any more, my own little drop of blood, my year eighteen? We've been free with your songs and drunk up your wine and made out your laws, and only your chroniclers are left. Eh, my sweetheart! It’s not the writers as rushed about over the Kuban those days, setting the souls of generals free at a distance of one pace. And Matvey Rodyonitch was lying in blood at Prikumskoie at that time, and there were only five versts of the last march left to Lidin’s Farm. Well, I went over alone, without a detachment and going up to the room I went in quietly. The estate-owners were sitting about there, in the room upstairs. Nikitinsky was carrying round tea and billing and cooing to them; but on seeing me, his face fell, and I, I takes off my Kuban hat to him.

‘Good-day,’ I says to the folks. ‘Good-day, and it please you. Are you receiving visitors, barin, or how's it going to be between us?’

‘It’s all going to be quite quiet and honourable between us,’ answers one of the fellows then—a surveyor chap, I notice by the looks of him. ‘It’s all going to be quite quiet and honourable between us, but it looks as if you have been riding a good way, Comrade Pavlitchenko, your face is all splashed with dirt. We, the estate owners, dread such looks—Why's that?’

‘It’s because, you cold-blooded estate owners,’ I answer, ‘because in my looks one cheek has been burning for five years—burning in the trenches, burning in action, burning with women, and will go on burning at the Last Judgment. At the Last Judgment,’ I say, looking at Nikitinsky jolly-like, but he’s no eyes by this time, only balls in the middle of his face, as if they had rolled down those balls into position from under his forehead. And he was blinking at me with those glassy balls, also jolly-like, but very horrible.

‘Matyusha,’ he says to me, ‘we used to know each other some time ago, and now my wife, Nadejda Vassilevna, has lost her reason because of all the happenings of these times. She used to be very good to you, wasn't she? And you, Matyusha, you used to respect her more than all the others, and you don’t mean to say now you wouldn’t like to have a look at her now that she’s lost the light of reason?’

‘All right,’ I says, and I go out with him into another room, and there he begins to touch my hands, first my right hand, then my left.

‘Matyusha,’ he says, ‘are you my destiny or not?’

‘No,’ says I, ‘and stop jawing like that. God has gone and left us blasted slaves, our destiny’s no better than a turkey-cock, and our life’s just about worth a copeck, so stop jawing like that and listen if you like to Lenin’s letter.’

‘A letter to me—to Nikitinsky?’

‘To you,’ I says and takes out my book of orders, opens it at a blank page and read, though I can’t read to save my life. ‘In the name of the nation,’ I read, ‘and for the foundation of a nobler life in the future, I order Pavlitchenko, Matvey Rodyonitch, to deprive certain people of life, according to his discretion.’

‘There,’ I says, ‘that’s Lenin’s letter to you.’

And he to me: ‘No! No, Matyusha,’ he says. ‘I know life has gone to the dogs and that blood’s cheap now in the apostolic Russian Empire, but all the same, the blood due to you you'll get all the same, and anyway you'll forget my look in death, so wouldn't it be better if I just showed you a certain bit of flooring?’

‘Show away,’ I says. ‘It might be better.’

And again I went through a lot of rooms with him and went down into the wine-cellar; and there he pulled out a brick and found a casket behind that brick, and in the casket there were rings and necklaces and orders and a holy image done in pearls. He chucked it at me and went into a sort of stupor.

‘Yours,’ he says, ‘now you're master of the Nikitinsky image. And now, Matvey, back to your lair in Prikumskoie—'

And then I took him by the trunk and by the throat and by the hair.

‘And what am I going to do with my cheek?’ I says. ‘What's to be done about my cheek, kinsfolk?’

And then he laughed out, much too loud, and didn’t try to get away.

‘Jackal’s conscience,’ he says and doesn’t get away. ‘I’m talking to you like to an officer of the Russian Empire, and you blackguards sucked the she-wolf. Shoot me then, damned son of a bitch!’

But I wasn’t going to shoot him. I didn’t owe him a shot anyway, so I only dragged him upstairs into the parlour. There, in the parlour, was Nadejda Vassilievna clean off her head, with a drawn scimitar, walking about in the parlour and looking at herself in the glass. And when I dragged Nikitinsky into the parlour, Nadejda Vassilievna ran and sat down in the armchair, with a velvet crown on, trimmed with feathers. She sat in the armchair very brisk and alert and saluted me with the scimitar. Then I stamped on my barin Nikitinsky, and trampled him for an hour or more. And in that time I got to know life through and through. With shooting—I'll put it that way—with shooting you only get rid of a chap. Shooting’s letting him off and too damned easy for yourself. With shooting you'll never get at the soul, to where it is in a fellow and how it goes and shows itself. But I don’t spare myself, and I've more than once trampled an enemy for over an hour. You see, I want to get to know what life really is and how it is inside us——

Notes

	Barin — Sir; the master.

	Matyusha — Diminutive of Matvey.



The Kozino Cemetery

The cemetery of a little Jewish town. . . . Assyria and all the mysterious stagnation of the East, over those grassy plains of Volhynia.

Grey tombstones with epithets of three centuries crudely worked in high-reliefs, hewn out of the granite. Lambs and fishes pictured above the death’s head, and Rabbis in fur caps—Rabbis girdled round their narrow loins with leather belts. Below their eyeless faces the rippling stone line of their curly beards. On one side, beneath a lightning-shattered oak, stands the burial vault of Rabbi Azrael, killed by the Cossacks of Bogdan Chmelensky. Four generations lie buried in that vault that is as lowly as a water-carrier’s dwelling; and the memorial stone, all overgrown with green, sings of them with the eloquence of a Bedouin’s prayer.

Azrael, son of Anana, Jehovah’s mouthpiece.

Ilya, son of Azrael, brain that struggled single-handed with oblivion.

Wolff, son of Ilya, prince, robbed from the Torah in his nineteenth spring.

Judah, son of Wolff, Rabbi of Cracow and Prague. O, death, O covetous one, O greedy thief, why could you not have spared us, just for once?

Prishyopa’s Revenge

I am on the way to Leshnyuv where the divisional

Staff is quartered. My companion, as before, is Prishyopa, a young Cossack from the Kuban—a tireless ruffian who has been turned out of the Communist Party, a future rag-and-bone man, a careless syphilitic and a happy-go-lucky fraud. On his head is a crimson tcherkeska of fine cloth, and a beaver bashlyk is thrown back over his shoulders. On the way he told me about himself, and I am not likely to forget his story.

A year ago Prishyopa escaped from the Whites. In revenge, these took his parents as hostages and put them to death in the Contrazvedka. Their property was seized by the neighbours. When the Whites were driven out of the Kuban, Prishyopa returned to his native stanitza.

It was early morning, at day-break; and the peasants’ sleep breathed heavily in the acrid stuffiness. Prishyopa hired an official cart and went about the stanitza collecting his gramophones, wooden kvass jugs and the towels that had been embroidered by his mother. He went out into the street in a black felt cloak, with a curved dagger at his belt; and the cart went crawling after him. Prishyopa went from neighbour to neighbour, leaving behind him the trail of his blood-stained footprints. In the hovels where he found things that had belonged to his mother, or pipes that had been his father’s, he left old women behind, stabbed through and through, and dogs hung up above the wells and icons defiled with excrement. The inhabitants of the stanitza watched his progress sullenly, smoking their pipes. The young Cossacks were scattered over the steppe, keeping score. And the score kept mounting up—and still the stanitza remained silent.

When he had come to the end, Prishyopa went back to his despoiled home and arranged the furniture he had taken back in the places he remembered from childhood. Then he sent for vodka; and shutting himself up in the hovel, he drank for two whole days and nights, weeping and smiting the table with his Circassian sabre.

The third night, the stanitza saw smoke rise from Prishyopa’s izba. All torn and singed and dragging his feet, the Cossack led a cow out of the stall, put his revolver into its mouth and fired. The earth smoked beneath him; a blue wreath of flame flew out of the chimney and melted away, while in the stable the young bull that had been left behind bellowed piteously. The fire shone as bright as Sunday. Then Prishyopa untied his horse, sprang into the saddle, threw a lock of his hair into the flames and disappeared.

Notes

	Tcherkeska — Long woollen Cossack costume, drawn in tight at the waist, with cartridge pockets and flowing sleeves.

	Bashlyk — Caucasian cowl.

	Contrazvedka — Secret Service of the White Army.

	Kvass — A drink made with cereals.



The Story of a Horse

Savitsky, our comdiv, once took away from Khlebnikov, the Ist Squadron commander, a white stallion. It was a horse with a showy appearance, but with indeterminate lines that had always seemed to me heavyish. In exchange for it, Khlebnikov received a black filly with a smooth trot, or quite fair breed. However, he neglected the filly utterly, thirsting only for revenge—thirsting for its hour and waiting on till in the end it came.

After our unsuccessful July campaign when Savitsky was dismissed and sent back to the reserve, Khlebnikov wrote applying to the Army Staff for the horse to be returned to him. The Staff Commander wrote over his application: “This same stallion to be returned to its original condition,” and Khlebnikov, radiant with triumph, did a hundred versts in order to find Savitsky who was then living in Radzivilov—a maimed little town not unlike a ragged beggar-woman.

The dismissed comdiv lived alone, and the fawning Staff officers ignored him. These fawning Staff officers fished for roast chicken in the Commandarm’s smiles and basely turned their backs upon the renowned comdiv.

Soaked in scents, and resembling Peter the Great, Savitsky lived in disgrace with a Cossack woman, Pavla, whom he had lured away from a Jew, and with twenty thorough-bred horses which we looked upon as his own.

The sun in his yard was putting forth all its might, oppressed by the blinding brilliance of its own rays. The foals in the yard were sucking their mothers noisily, and the grooms, with wetted backs, were pouring out oats into the corn pan when Khlebnikov, suffering from his sense of right and wrong and from his thirst for revenge, strode up to the barricaded yard.

‘D’you recognize my face?’ he asked Savitsky who was lying on some hay.

‘I believe I've seen you somewhere or other,’ Savitsky answered with a yawn.

‘Then take this Staff resolution,’ said Khlebnikov firmly, ‘and I ask you, comrade in the reserve, to look upon me with an official eye.’

‘All right,’ mumbled Savitsky in a conciliatory tone.

He took the sheet of paper and began to read it, uncommonly slowly. Then he suddenly called to him the Cossack woman who was combing her hair in the open, under the eaves.

‘Pavla,’ he said, ‘you've been combing yourself ever since the morning, thank the Lord. Now what d’you say to putting on the samovar?’

The Cossack woman put aside her comb, and taking her hair in her hands, threw it back over her shoulder.

‘All day long you've been going on at me, Constantin Vassilievitch,’ she said with a lazy and imperious smile, ‘now one thing, now another——’

She went up to the comdiv, wearing her high boots and with a bosom that shook like an animal in a bag.

‘All day long you've been going on at me,’ the woman repeated, beaming, and buttoning up the comdiv’s shirt over his chest.

‘Now one thing, now another!’ laughed the comdiv, rising and putting his arms round Pavla’s yielding shoulders and suddenly turning upon Khlebnikov a face drained of all life.

‘I’m still alive and kicking, Khlebnikov,’ he said, clasping the Cossack woman. ‘My legs still walk, my horses still gallop, and my hands will get you yet, and my cannon’s warming against my body.’

He took out his revolver that was lying against the bare skin of his abdomen and went up to the Ist Squadron Commander.

The latter turned on his heels, his spurs ringing, and went out of the yard like an orderly to whom an express message has been given. And again he did a hundred versts to find the Staff Commander again—only to be driven away by him.

‘Your business has been settled,’ said the Staff Commander. ‘I’ve returned the stallion to you and have quite enough to bother me without you——’

He did not stay to listen to Khlebnikov and in the end sent back the truant commander to his first squadron. But Khlebnikov vanished for a week. During that time we were sent to camp in the Dubno forests where we pitched our tents and lived very comfortably. Khlebnikov, I remember, returned on Sunday morning, the thirteenth. He made me give him ink and reams of paper. The Cossacks planed a tree-stump for him and on it he placed his revolver and the paper, and wrote till evening, covering quantities of sheets with his dirty scrawl.

‘A regular Karl Marx,’ remarked the squadron’s war-com in the evening. ‘Whatever are you writing, you silly fool?’

‘Describing all sorts of thoughts about my oath,’ replied Khlebnikov and handed the warcom a declaration of his withdrawal from the Bolshevik Communist Party.

‘The Communist Party,’ the declaration stated, ‘was founded, as I understand it, for joy and sound justice without limit, and it ought to consider small matters also. Now I will come to the question of the white stallion which I seized from the peasants in spite of their terrible resistance at the time when it looked half-starved, and many of my comrades had the face to laugh at its looks, but I had the strength to bear all their jeering and setting my teeth for the common cause I looked after the stallion till the desired change came, because I am a lover of white horses and have given them the little strength left over from the imperial and civil war, and such stallions feel my hand, and I can feel their unspoken wants also and what they need, but the unjust black filly is no good to me, I can’t feel her and can’t stand her; so that like as not things may turn out badly, and all the comrades can bear me out. And now as the party can’t give me back my very own according to the resolution, I see no way but to write this declaration with tears that are not fitting to a soldier but that will go on flowing all the same, smiting my heart, smiting my heart till it bleeds. . . .’

This and a good deal beside was written in Khlebnikov’s declaration, for he spent the whole day writing it and it ran to many pages. The warcom and I struggled with it for an hour and succeeded in making it out to the very end.

‘What a fool you are,’ said the warcom, tearing up the paper. ‘Come along to me after supper. We'll have a talk.’

‘Don’t want your talk,’ answered Khlebnikov, starting. ‘You've gone and lost me.’

He got up and, placing his hands upon his trouser seams, stood motionless and looking about him as if considering which way to run. The warcom got right up to him, but was not cautious enough. Khlebnikov tore himself away and ran with all his might.

‘Lost me,’ he yelled back, and he mounted a tree-stump, tearing his jacket and scratching his chest.

‘Kill, Savitsky!’ he cried, falling to the ground. ‘Kill straight off!’

With the help of the Cossacks, we dragged him into a tent and made him tea and cigarettes. He smoked, trembling all over. Only towards evening did our commander calm down. He said no more about his wild declaration, but went a week later to Rovno to be medically examined; and, since he had six wounds, was demobilized as unfit for service.

And that was how we lost Khlebnikov. I was dreadfully sorry about it, because he was a quiet fellow whose character was rather like mine. He was the only man in the squadron to possess a samovar. The days when there was a lull in the fighting we used to drink scalding tea together, and he used to tell me stories about women in such detail that I would feel shame and pleasure in listening to him. That was, I believe, because we were both rocked by the same passions. Both of us looked on the world as a meadow in May—a meadow crossed by women and horses.

The Story, Continued

Four months ago, Savitsky, our comdiv, took away a white stallion from Khlebnikov, Commander of the Ist Squadron. Khlebnikov then left the army, and to-day Savitsky received a letter from him.

Khlebnikov to Savitsky:

‘And I cannot be angry with Budyenny’s army any more. I understand my sufferings in that army and keep them purer than sacred things in my heart. And the working masses of Vitebshina, where I am now President of the Revcom, send their proletarian cry: “On with the World Revolution!” to you, Comrade Savitsky, as a world-wide hero, and hope that the white stallion may carry you long years along soft paths for the good of the freedom that we all love and the brotherly republic, in which we ought to keep a special eye on the local authorities and on district units in all that concerns public administration.’

Savitsky to Khlebnikov: ‘Unchangeable Comrade Khlebnikov!

‘That letter you wrote me was very meritorious for the common cause, all the more, so to speak, after your stupidity when you shut your eyes to everything except your own interests and went and left our Communist Party of the Bolsheviks. Our Communist Party, Comrade Khlebnikov, is an iron rank of fighting men that give their blood in the first line, and when blood flows from iron then it is no joke, comrade, but a matter of win or die. It is the same thing with the common cause whose dawn I am longing to see, as the fighting is heavy and I have to change commanders once every fortnight. I have now been fighting for thirty days in the rear-guard, defending the invincible Ist Cavalry Army, and I am under the effective fire of the enemy’s aircraft and artillery. Tardy has been killed, Lukhmanikov has been killed, Lykoshenko has been killed—Guleyvoy has been killed, Trunov has been killed and the white stallion is not under me any more, so that in accordance with war's change of luck, do not expect to see your beloved Comdiv Savitsky, Comrade Khlebnikov, but we will see each other in the Kingdom of Heaven, to put it bluntly, though there is a rumour going round that the old fellow up in heaven has not got a Kingdom at all, it is quite on the cards we will not see each other. So farewell, Comrade Khlebnikov.’

Notes

	Revcom — Revolutionary committee.



The Widow

The commander of the regiment, Shevelev, is dying on an ambulance lineyka. A woman is sitting at his feet. Pierced by the reflection of the bombardment, night arches above the dying man. Levka, the comdiv’s driver, is heating some food in a pot, and a tuft of his hair is hanging down over the fire. The fettered horses crackle among the bushes. Levka is stirring the food with a twig and saying to Shevelev, who is lying stretched out on the ambulance lineyka:

‘I worked in the town of Tempyuka, comrade, trick-riding, and I was feather-weight athlete too. The little town was very dull for the women, of course. Little bits of fluff would notice me and storm the walls—“Lev Gavrilytch, you won't say no to a bite a la carte, you won't regret the time that can’t be had over again”—Well, I go with one of them to an eating house and order two veals and a half a bottle and sit together quite quiet-like and drink. Then I notice a gent coming up to me, dressed all right, clean, only I notice a lot of fancy about him—had a drop too much, he had.

‘“Excuse me,” he says, “what is your nationality, by the way?”

‘“What are you asking about my nationality for, mister?” I ask, “specially when I'm in the company of a lady?”

‘And he says to me:

‘“What kind of athlete are you?” he says. “In French wrestling they knock your sort flat. Prove me your nationality.”

‘Well, I wasn’t up and hitting him yet.

‘“Why d'you—I don’t know your name,” I says, “why d’you go making misunderstandings that mean as one of us has got to kick the bucket here straight away, or, to put it another way—fight on to the last gasp?” To the last gasp,’ repeats Levka excitedly, stretching his arms up to the sky and surrounding himself with night as though with a nimbus.

The tireless wind—the clean wind of night—sings on, fraught with ringing, and rocks souls. Stars sparkle like wedding rings in the darkness, and, falling upon Levka, are entangled in his hair and go out in his tousled head.

‘Lev,’ Shevelev suddenly whispers to him with blue lips, ‘come here. What gold there is—for Sashka,’ says the wounded man, ‘the rings, the harness—all for her. We lived the best we could—a reward. My clothes and underclothes, the order I got for boundless heroism—to my mother on the Terek. Send them with a letter and say in that letter: The Commander sends his greeting and don’t cry. The cottage is yours, old woman, live on. If anyone gives you any trouble, ride to Budyenny and say: “I'm Shevelev’s mama!” I'll let the regiment have my charger, Abramka. I'll let them have him for the peace of my soul.’

‘I've understood about the charger,’ mutters Levka, waving his arms about. ‘Sash,’ he calls to the woman, ‘did you hear what he said? Say it in front of him: will you give the old woman what's hers, or not?’

‘She can go to hell for all I care,’ answers Sashka, making her way through the bushes, straight on like a blind man.

Levka catches her up and seizes her by the throat.

‘Will you give up the orphan’s share? Say it in front of him!’

‘I will. Let go!’

Having extorted her consent, Levka took the pot off the fire and began to pour the soup into the dying man’s stark mouth. The bits of cabbage in it trickled down from Shevelev’s face and the spoon clattered against his dead teeth. And all the while the bullets sang on ever louder and more mournfully in the dense expanse of night.

‘The swine’s rifles,’ said Levka.

‘The aristocratic blighters,’ replied Shevelev, ‘that’s their machine-guns opening fire on our right flank.’ He closed his eyes and with the dignity of a dead body laid out on a table, listened to the fighting with his large, waxen ears. Levka chewed meat beside him, crunching and choking. When he had finished it, Levka licked his lips and pulled Sashka after him into a hollow.

‘Sash,’ he said, shivering and reaching: ‘In God’s sight you're living in sin, all the same. We've only one life to live and only die once. Don’t say no, Sash, and I'll pay you back, if only with my blood. His day’s over, Sash, but God’s world’s going round still——’

They sat down in the tall grass, the dallying moon crept forth from behind some clouds and stopped at Sashka’s bare knees.

‘You're getting hot,’ muttered Levka, ‘but they, look, they've driven back the Fourteenth division.’

Levka panted in the bushes, and his joints cracked. The nebulous moon strayed over the sky like a beggarwoman. The distant firing floated in the air. The feather grass rustled on the disturbed earth and August stars fell into the grass.

Then Sashka returned to her place. She changed the wounded man’s bandages and raised a little lantern over the septic wound.

‘You'll be gone before morning,’ said Sashka, wiping away the cold sweat from Shevelev’s body. ‘You'll be gone before morning, death’s in your eyes.’

At that moment came a tremendous, reverberating crash. The four fresh brigades, led into action by the enemy's united command, had sent the first shell over Boosk, and, tearing up our communication lines, had set our watershed on fire. Fires rose obediently on the horizon, and the heavy birds of the shelling flew up out of the flames. Boosk was on fire; and Levka, the batman, losing his head, went tearing through the forest in the rocking carriage that belonged to Comdiv 6. He tugged at the scarlet reins and beat up against the tree-stumps with the lacquered wheels. With horses rearing out of their harness, Shevelev’s lineyka, driven carefully by Sashka, came on after him.

It was in this way that they reached the skirt of the forest where the Field Ambulance was posted. Levka unharnessed the horses and went to the Medical Officer to ask for a horse-cloth. He took the road through the forest, all blocked up with telegas, from beneath which protruded the bodies of the ambulance men, their army sheepskins gleaming in the timorous dawn. The sleeping men’s boots were thrown apart; their pupils were turned up to the sky and the black pits of their mouths all twisted awry.

The Medical Officer happened to have a horse-cloth to spare. Levka returned to Shevelev, kissed him on the forehead and covered him from head to foot. Then Sashka came up to the lineyka, tying a kerchief beneath her chin and shaking the straw from her dress.

‘Pavlik,’ she said, ‘my Jesus Christ,’ and she lay sideways on the dead man, covering him with her enormous body.

‘That's grieving,’ said Levka, then, ‘no one can say they didn’t live well together. Now she'll have all the bother of running round the whole squadron again. Rough luck on her.’

And he drove on to Boosk where the Staff of the VIth Division was quartered.

There, ten miles away from the town, we were fighting the Savinkov Cossacks. The traitors fought under the command of esaoul' Yakovlev who had gone over to the Poles, and fought like men.

The comdiv had been with the troops for over forty-eight hours; and not finding him in the Staff quarters, Levka went to his cottage where he rubbed down the horses, dashed water over the carriage wheels and lay down to sleep in a shed full of new-mown hay that was as sweet as perfume. Levka slept his fill and sat down to dinner. His landlady had cooked for him potatoes over which she had poured some curdled milk. Levka was already at table when the sound of the last post and the clatter of many hoofs came from the street. The squadron was coming down the winding Galician street with bugles and standards. Lying on a gun-carriage was Shevelev’s body, covered with a flag. Sashka rode on behind the coffin on his stallion, a Cossack came trickling from the ranks at the back.

The squadron made its way down the main street and turned off to the river. Then Levka, barefooted and bareheaded, dashed after the retreating division and caught the Squadron Commander’s horse by the bridle.

Neither the comdiv, who had stopped at a cross-road to salute the dead commander, nor his staff, heard what Levka said to him.

‘The underclothes’—the wind carried words to us in fragments—'mother on the Terek’—we heard Levka’s disconnected cries.

Without hearing him out, the Squadron Commander gave his horse its head and pointed to Sashka. The woman shook her head and rode on. Then Levka leapt up on to her saddle, caught her by the hair, bent her head back and struck her violently in the face with his fist. Sashka wiped away the blood with her skirts and rode on. Then Levka dropped down from the saddle, threw back his tuft of hair and tied a red scarf round his hips, while the waiting buglers led on the squadron to the gleaming streak of the Boog.

He came back to us soon afterwards, his eyes shining, and shouted:

‘I've gone and given it to her proper. “I'll send them to his mother,” she says, “when the time comes.” “His memory,” she says, “I'll remember myself. . . .” Well, remember, and don’t you forget, you damned slut—you go and forget and I'll remind you again, and if you go and forget a second time—well, I'll remind you a second time, too——’

Notes

	Lineyka — A long padded seat on four wheels.

	It is customary in Russia to place the dead on a table.

	Esaoul — Cossack captain.



Konkin’s Prisoner

We were wiping out the shliachta up behind the White Church. We were wiping them out and making a clean job of it so that even the trees went and bent. I got a scratch in the morning but managed to get about somehow. The day was getting on for evening, I remember, and I'd got away from the Combrig with only five Cossacks among the proletariat to stick to me. All around there’s hand to hand fighting going on, all going at each other like cats and dogs. Blood’s trickling down from me and my horse.

I and Spirka Zabuty got away together, further away from the forest and look and see—a bit of all right—dust what may be from the Staff or from transport waggons. If it’s Staff—all right, and if transport waggons—better still. The kids were going about in rags and their shirts didn’t reach down to their little bottoms.

‘Zabuty,’ says I to Spirka, ‘you bloody so and so, one way and another, I call upon you as the speaker—up and doing, man. That must be their Staff doing a bunk.’

‘I don’t say no,’ says Spirka, ‘only there’s two of us and eight of them——’

‘Puff away, Spirka,’ I says, ‘anyway, I'll go and dirty their chasubles. Come along and die for a pin and the world revolution!’

Well, we went for them. There were eight swordsmen among ’em. Two we put out of action with our rifles. The third, I sees, Spirka’s gone and done in. And I takes aim at a big pot, boys, with gold watch and chain. I got him up against a farm, all over apple trees and cherry trees. My big pot’s mount was a regular beauty, but it went and stopped. Then the general goes and drops his bridle, points his Mauser at me and makes a hole in my foot.

‘All right,’ I thinks, ‘I’ll get you to kick up your legs all right.’

So I got a move on and put two bullets in the little horse. I was sorry about the stallion. He was a little Bolshevik—a regular little Bolshevik that stallion was, all chestnut, like a copper, and a good brush of a tail and hocks like chords. I thought to myself: I'll take it alive to Lenin, but it didn’t come off. I went and did that little horse in. It came down all of an heap like a bride and my big pot fell out of the saddle. He crawled out at one side and turned about and made a draught in my face again. So now I've gone and got three distinctions in action.

‘Jesus,’ I think, ‘he’s like as not to go and kill me by mistake.’

So I galloped up to him and he'd already got his sword out and tears were running down his cheeks—white tears, real human milk.

‘I’ll get the order of the Red Flag through you,’ I shouts, ‘hands up, as I'm alive, most illustrious!’

‘Can’t, pane,’ the old fellow answers: ‘You'll do me in.’

Then up comes Spirka in front of me like a leaf on the grass, all soapy-like and his eyes hanging from his phiz by threads.

‘Vassia,’ he shouts to me, ‘you'll never go and believe the amount I've finished off! As for that general with trimming all over him—I wouldn’t mind finishing him off too.’

‘Go to blazes!’ I says to Zabuty, losing my temper, ‘the trimmings have cost me blood, I can tell you!’

And I get my mare to drive the general into a shed with hay in it and the rest of it. It was quiet in there and dark and cool.

‘Pan,’ I says, ‘go steady in your old age. Now hands up, for the love of Mike, and we'll have a bit of a rest together.’

He puffs away with his back to the wall and wipes his forehead with his red fingers.

‘Can't,’ he says, ‘you’ll do me in. I'll only give up my sword to Budyenny.’

Go and fetch him Budyenny! That's gone and torn it! And I see the old chap’s done for.

‘Pan,’ I shouts, crying and grinding my teeth. ‘I’ll give you my proletariat’s word that I'm myself commander-in-chief here. You needn’t go looking for trimmings on me, but I've got the title all right. Here’s my title—musical entertainer and ventriloquist of the town of Nijni, Nijni-Novgorod, on the Volga river.’

And a devil in me worked me up. The general's eyes were blinking before me like lanterns. A red sea opened out in front of me. The offence was like putting salt in the wound, because I could see the old fellow didn’t believe me. So I shut my mouth, squeezed in my belly in the old way, in our way, in the Nijni-town way, and went and proved to the shliachta that I was a ventriloquist.

And the old chap went quite white and clutched himself over the heart and sat down on the ground.

‘Now, d’you believe Vaska, the entertainer—Commissary of the IIIrd invincible cavbrigade?

‘Commissary?’ he cries.

‘Commissary,’ I says.

‘Communist?’ he cries.

‘Communist,’ I says.

‘In my last hour,’ he cries, ‘with my last breath, tell me, Cossack friend, are you really a Communist or are you lying?’

‘I'm a Communist all right,’ I says.

Then my old fellow sits down on the earth and kisses some amulet or other and breaks his sword in two while two illumination-lamps light up in his eyes—two lanterns over the dark steppe.

‘Sorry,’ he says, and: ‘Kill me like a true soldier.’

This story was related to us some time ago, during a halt, by Konkin, the political commissary of N ...’s cavbrigade, thrice Knight of the Order of the Red Flag.

‘And what came of your talk with the general, Vaska?’

‘Could anything come of it with a chap like that—all out to do the man of honour? I saluted him again but he would stick to it, so then I took the papers that were on him, the queer old bird, and his Mauser and the saddle what's under me now. And then I noticed as my strength’s all giving out and my boots are full of blood—well, and I couldn’t be bothered with him any more——’

‘So you relieved the old fellow?’

‘Yes—a sin. . . .’

Notes

	Shliachta — Old name given to the Polish nobility; the Reds’ contemptuous term for their enemy, the Poles.

	Most illustrious — A Polish title.

	Cavbrigade — Cavalry brigade.



Entry into Berestetchko

We were on the march from Khotin to Berestetchko, and the men were dreaming in their high saddles. A song was gurgling like a brook running dry. Grotesque corpses lay upon the agelong Kurgans. Moujiks in white shirts doffed their caps to us with the utmost servility. Comdiv Pavlitchenko’s felt cloak flew like a sombre flag above the Staff. His beaver bashlyk was thrown back over this cloak and his curved sword hung as if stuck to his side.

We rode past the Cossack Kurgans and past Bogdan Chmelensky’s watch-tower. From behind a burial stone an old fellow with a bandura crept forth and sang to us in a childish treble of the ancient glory of Cossacks. We listened to his song in silence, then unfurled the standards and burst into Berestetchko to the sounds of a thundering march.

The inhabitants had put up iron bars across their shutters, and silence—almighty silence—reigned in its little city throne.

It so chanced that I was billeted in the house of a red-haired widow who smelled of the grief of widowhood. I washed away the traces of the march and went out into the street.

Notices were posted up already, announcing that the warcoms would lecture that evening on the second congress of the Komintern. Right under my window some Cossacks were shooting an old, silvery-bearded Jew for spying. The old man was uttering piercing screams and struggling to get away. Then Kudria, of the machine-gun section, took hold of his head and tucked it under his arm. The Jew stopped screaming and set his legs apart. Kudria drew out his dagger with his right hand and carefully, without splashing himself, cut the old man’s throat. Then he knocked at the closed casement.

‘Anyone who cares may come and fetch him,’ he said. ‘You're free to do so.’

The Cossacks disappeared behind a corner and I went along after them, roaming through Berestetchko. Jews are in the majority here, for the middle-class Russians, tanners for the most part, settled in the outskirts where they live cleanly in little white houses with green shutters. Instead of vodka these Russians drink beer or mead.

They grow tobacco in their small gardens and smoke it out of long, bent pipes, like Galician peasants. The neighbourhood of three races had awakened in them a dogged love of work, peculiar occasionally to the Russian when he is still free from lice, drink, and despair.

In Berestetchko itself, the old order had been given an airing: but it was still firmly rooted here. Offshoots of three centuries still sprouted on the warm decay of Volhynian antiquity. The Jews here threaded the gain of the Russian moujik to the Polish pane, and the Czech colonist to the Lodz factory. They were smugglers—the ablest on the frontier, and nearly always staunch defenders of their faith. Chassidism kept that superstitious population of hawkers, brokers and tavern-keepers in stifling captivity. Boys in long garments still trod the agelong road to the Chassidist heder; and, just as of old, old women still took young brides to the tzadik with vehement prayers for fertility.

The Jews here lived in spacious houses, either whitewashed or of a watery blue colour. The wretchedness of that architecture has a century of tradition behind it. At the back of the houses there is always an outhouse of two or sometimes even three storeys. No sunshine ever penetrates into them. These indescribably gloomy outhouses take the place of our yards. Secret passages lead to the basements and to the stables. In war-time the inhabitants go down into these catacombs in order to escape from bullets and pillage. Human refuse and cow-dung accumulates here for days. Depression and horror fill the catacombs with a corrosive stench and a tainted acidity.

Berestetchko reeks unredeemably even now, and a violent smell of rotten herrings emanates from all its inhabitants. The little town reeks on, awaiting a new era; and instead of human beings there go about mere shadows of frontier misfortunes. I wearied of them by the end of the day; and, leaving the town, I climbed a hill and penetrated into the sacked castle of the counts of Radzibor, the late owners of Berestetchko.

The stilly dusk turned to blue the grass around the castle. The moon rose over the pond, as green as a lizard. From my window I can see the estate of the counts of Radzibor—meadows, hop fields, concealed by the watered ribbon of obscurity.

There used to live in that castle an insane, ninety-year old countess, with her son at whom she used to scoff because he had given no heir to their dying line. And moujiks swore to me that she would beat her son with a coachman’s whip.

A meeting is taking place in the square below. Peasants, Jews and tanners from the outskirts have assembled together, with Vinogradov’s voice above them, fired with enthusiasm, and the gentle clanging of his spurs.

He was speaking about the second congress of the Komintern, and I wandered along by walls where nymphs with pierced eyes were leading a choral dance. Then in a corner, trodden by many feet, I found a fragment of a letter, yellow with age. In discoloured ink was written on it:

Berestetchko, 1820. Paul, mon bien aimé, on dit que l'empereur Napoléon est mort, est-ce vrai? Moi, je me sens bien, les couches ont été faciles, notre petit héros achève sept semaines. . . .

Down below, the warcom’s voice still goes on. He is passionately persuading the bewildered middle-classes and the plundered Jews.

‘You are in power. Everything here is yours. No more panes. I will proceed to the Revcom election. . . .’

Notes

	Kurgan — A tumulus erected in olden times over the graves of chiefs or for observation during war; they are very numerous in the steppes.

	Bandura — Primitive sort of mandoline.

	Komintern — Third International.

	Heder — Jewish school.

	Tzadik — Eminent Jew, generally a miracle-worker, greatly revered and implicitly trusted by the masses.

	French text — “Paul, my beloved, they say the Emperor Napoleon is dead. Is this true? I feel well, the confinement was an easy one, our little hero is already seven weeks old. . . .”



Salt

‘Dear Comrade Editor,

‘I want to describe to you about the unconsciousness of the women who are doing us no good. I hope when you went round the frontiers that you took note of the inveterate Fastov station which is far away from everywhere in some district or other, I do not know how many miles away? I was there of course and drank home-brewed beer which was not half bad. There is a lot as might be said about the above-mentioned station, but as we say in our humble way—one can’t go dragging round the Lord’s rubbish. That is why I am only going to describe to you what I saw with my own eyes.

‘Well it was a nice quiet little night a week ago when the deserving cavarmy train stopped there, all loaded with men. We were all of us burning to serve the common cause, and were bound for Berditchev. Only we notice as our train won't get a move on anyhow. Jehu doesn’t start the engine and the men began to wonder what we had gone and stopped for and began talking between themselves. And right enough the stop turned out to be of darned big importance for the common cause, because the bagmen, our worsest enemies, among which there is also a countless force of the feminine sex had the face to go and interfere with the railway authorities. They boldly got hold of the rails, those worsest enemies did, and rushed over the iron roofs and crowded and swarmed about, and the familiar salt was present in everyone's hands, up to five poods in a bag. But the bagmen’s victory did not last long.

‘The initiative of the men what went and got out of the carriages gave the insulted railway authorities their breath back. Only the feminine sex remained round about with their sacks. Out of pity for them the men settled some of the women in the trucks and some of them they did not. And in our compartment also, the second platoon’s, there was two girls present and as soon as the first bell had gone and rung up comes a matronly woman with a baby and says:

‘“Let me come in, Cossackies, what with these stations I've had to put up with a lot all through the war with my little baby in my arms, and now I want to go and see my husband, but it’s impossible to travel because of the railways. Now I have deserved it, haven’t I, Cossackies?”

‘“My good woman,” I says to her, “what the platoon decide about it, by the way, will be the way your fate will turn out.” And turning to the platoon I shows them that the matronly asks to go to her husband and that the infant is really with her and what will be your consent—let her in or no?

‘“Let her in,” shouts the kids, “she won’t want her husband not after us!”

‘“No,” I says to the kids, quite politely, “with all my respects, platoon, but I am surprised to hear such beastliness from you. Remember your own lives, platoon, and how you yourselves were babies along of your own mothers, and then you will see it doesn’t do to talk like that.”

‘And the Cossacks talked between themselves as how Balmashev had gone and growed persuasive like and began to let the woman into the compartment, and she got in thankfully, and everyone of them sort of boiling over with the truth of what I had said, settled her down, saying, all competing with each other:

‘“Sit down in the corner, my good woman, and coddle your baby as mothers do, nobody will touch you in your corner and you will get to your husband safe and sound as you want to and we are reckoning on your conscience to bring up others to take our place, because the old are getting old and there’s not many young ones about. We have seen bad days, my good woman, on ordinary days and on emergency days too and been choked with hunger and blistered with cold. But you sit down here, my good woman, and don’t you worry.”

‘And when the third bell had gone and rung the train got a move on. And the nice little night pitched its tent. And in that tent were stars like illumination-lamps, and the men remembered the Kuban night and the green Kuban star. And a sort of dream-thought flew like a little bird. And the wheels went rumpty-tum, rumpty-tum. . . .

‘When the night's time was up and its guard changed and little red drummers beat in the dawn on their little red drums, the Cossacks came up to me, seeing as I was sitting without sleeping and was just about fed up as I could be.

‘“Balmashev,” the Cossacks say to me, “what are you so terrible fed up about and sitting like that without a wink of sleep?”

‘“My respects, men—one little request; just let me have two words with that citizen there.”

‘And shaking all over, I get up from my resting place that sleep had run away from like a wolf from a pack of savage hounds and go up to her and take the infant from her arms and tear off the swaddling cloths and rags and see a good pood of salt under all those swaddling cloths.

‘“That’s a funny kid, comrades, one as doesn’t ask for the breasts or wet the skirts or bother people when they are sleeping!”

‘“Excuse me, kind Cossackies,” the woman interrupted as cool as a cucumber, “it wasn’t me as deceived you, it’s the trouble I am in as did it.”

‘“Balmashev will forgive your trouble all right,” I answers the woman. “It didn’t cost Balmashev nothing much. Balmashev sells for what he bought at. . . . But you look at the Cossacks my good woman, the chaps as put you on a pedestal for being a mother as worked for the republic. Look at them two girls as are crying at present on account of what they went through from us this night. Look at our wives in the wheat plains of the Kuban what are spending their women’s strength without husbands, and the husbands alone also, and all through dire necessity violating the girls as come into their lives. And nobody touched you, you wicked woman, though that’s what would have gone and served you right. Look at Russia crushed with misery——”

‘And she answers me back:

‘“I've gone and lost my salt so I'm not afraid of saying the truth. You don’t bother your heads about Russia, you just go about saving the dirty Jews Lenin and Trotsky.”

‘“We aren't talking about the Jews now, you harmful citizen. The Jews haven't got nothing to do with the question. By the way I won't say nothing about Lenin, but Trotsky was the desperate son of a governor of Tambov and went over to the working classes though he himself belonged to another class. They work like niggers, Lenin and Trotsky do, to pull us up to the path of freedom in life, and you, abominable woman, you're more counter-revolutionary than the White General as goes about on a horse that’s cost thousands and threatens us with the sharp point of his sabre. He can be seen from everywhere, that general can, and the workers are only dreaming and planning to get at him and do him in, but you, just a plain citizen with your comic kids that don’t ask to be fed and don’t have to run out into the open—you can’t be seen no more than a flea can and you go on biting away for all you're worth.”

‘And I don’t mind telling you straight as I threw that citizen out below the railway embankment while the train was still going. But she, being big and broad, sat down and flapped about her skirts and went on her vile way. And seeing that woman going along like that and Russia round her like I don’t know what and the peasants fields without an ear of corn and the outraged girls and the comrades lots of which go to the front but few return, I had a mind to jump out of the carriage and put an end to my life or else put an end to her. But the Cossacks took pity on me and said:

‘“Give it her with your rifle.”

‘So I took down my faithful rifle off the wall and washed away that stain from the face of the workers land and the republic.

‘And we, the men of the second platoon swear to you, dear Comrade Editor, and to your dear comrades in the editor’s office that we will deal without mercy with all the traitors as are dragging us to the dogs and want to turn everything upside down and cover Russia with nothing but corpses and dead grass.

‘In the name of all the men of the second platoon.

‘Nikita Balmashev.

‘Soldier of the Revolution.’

Notes

	The ignorant letter-writer is obviously over-ambitious in so far as the choice of abstract terms is concerned.

	The vagueness of this passage is due to the fact that it reproduces the beginning of Russian fairy tales.

	Bagmen — The term was coined during the Revolution for traders who carried food from the country to the famished towns. Their prohibited trade depreciated the rouble, raised food prices, disrupted state transport, and invited speculation; it continued until the New Economic Policy came into force.

	The speaker is strangely misinformed. Neither was Lenin, of course, a Jew.



Evening

Regulations of the R.C.P.! You have laid down violent rails through the sour pastry of our Russian tales. Three bachelor hearts, full of the passions of Ryazan Jesuses have you turned into contributors to our paper ‘The Red Trooper’—converted them that they might daily fill the daring paper, so full already of virility and coarse humour.

Galin with the white spot in his eye, consumptive Slinkin and Sytchov with the gnawed-away intestines wander round in the sterile dustiness of the base, breaking through with the revolt and fire of their pamphlets the ranks of our stout Cossack lads relieved from the front, the reserve pilferers who go by the name of Polish interpreters, and the girls sent to us by the polit-section train for a rest-cure from Moscow.

The newspaper—dynamite fuse laid beneath the army—appears only towards nightfall. The squinting lantern of the provincial sun goes out in the sky; the darting lights of the printing press blaze uncontrollably like the passion of machinery. Then, towards midnight, Galin steps down from the train to stare at the bites of his unreturned love for Irina, our train’s washer-woman.

‘Last time,’ says Galin, narrow-shouldered, pale and blind, ‘last time, Irina, we considered the shooting of Nicolas the Bloody by the Ekaterinbourg proletariat. Now we will go on to another tyrant who died the death of a dog. Peter III. was strangled by Orlov, his wife's lover, and Paul was torn to pieces by his courtiers and his own son. Nicolas the Rod poisoned himself; his son fell on March 1st, and his grandson died of drunkenness. You need to know all that, Irina.’

And raising to the washerwoman his naked eye of adoration, Galin goes on ransacking the sepulchres of perished emperors. His rounded back is bathed in the light of the moon, stuck up on high like a pert shrew; the printing machines rap on somewhere in the vicinity, and the wireless station shines with a pure radiance. Rubbing up against the shoulder of Vassili, the cook, Irina listens to the foolish, muffled mumbling of love, stars dragging above her in the black seaweed of the sky. The washerwoman dozes, makes the sign of the cross over her swollen lips and gapes at Galin, as a girl longing to know of the inconveniences of pregnancy might gape at a professor devoted to science. Beside Irina yawns the big, heavy-jowled Vassili who, like all cooks, looks down upon humanity. Cooks have a great deal to do with the meat of dead animals and with the greed of live ones, so that in politics cooks look for things that are no concern of theirs. Pulling his trousers up to his nipples, he asks Galin about the civil lists of various kings, about the dowry of the Tzar’s daughters and remarks with a yawn:

‘Night-time, Arisha! And to-morrow’s another day for everyone. So come along and squash fleas.’

They closed the kitchen door, leaving Galin alone with the moon, stuck up on high like a pert shrew. Opposite the moon, on the bank of a sleeping pond, I was sitting—spectacled, with boils on my neck and bandages on my legs.

‘Galin,’ I said, overwhelmed with loneliness and self-pity, ‘I'm ill; it seems the end has come, Galin, and I'm so sick of being in our Cavarmy——’

‘You're drivellers,’ replied Galin, the watch on his thin wrist showing 1 a. m., ‘you're drivellers and we're fated to have to put up with you drivellers. The whole

Party goes about in aprons smudged with blood and filth; we're busy shelling and getting at the kernel for you. Some little time will pass and then you'll see those cleaned kernels and take your finger out of your nose and sing of the new life in no ordinary prose. But in the meantime sit still, you drivellers, and stop whimpering round us.’

He came up closer to me and set right the bandages that had fallen down over my ulcerating wounds and dropped his head over his pigeon-chest. Night comforted us in our miseries, a light wind fanned us like a mother’s skirt, and the grass below sparkled with freshness and moisture.

The rumbling machines of our train-press gave one screech and were silent. Dawn drew a streak along the far end of the earth. The kitchen door whistled and opened very slightly. Four fat-soled feet were thrust out into the cool air and we beheld Irina’s amorous calves and Vassili’s big toe with its crooked black nail.

‘Vassilyok,’ whispered the woman in the languishing voice of intimacy so peculiarly Russian.

But Vassili only shook his sole and edged up closer.

‘The Cavarmy,’ said Galin to me then, ‘is the social focus effected by our Party. The revolutionary curve has thrown into the first rank the free Cossacks still soaked in numerous prejudices: but the C.C.’s manoeuvering will rub them down with a brush of iron.’

And Galin talked on about the political education of the 1st Cavarmy. He continued a long time in a muffled voice, yet perfectly clearly. His eyelid beat down over his white spot and blood flowed from the lacerated palms of his hands.

Notes

	R.C.P. — Russian Communist Party.

	The beauty of the Ryazan peasants is of the type commonly attributed to Christ.

	Nicolas the Bloody — Nicholas II.

	Nicolas the Rod — Nicholas I.

	Arisha — Diminutive of Irina.

	Vassilyok — Diminutive of Vassili and Russian for cornflower.

	C.C. — Central Committee.



Afonka Bida

We were fighting at Leshnyuv. The wall of the enemy’s cavalry appeared everywhere before us. The tightened spring of Polish strategy was stretching with an ominous whistling. We were being hard pressed; and for the first time during the whole campaign we felt at our backs the devilish sharpness of breaks through the base and flank attacks—pitiless bites of the very same weapon that had served us so long and in such good stead.

The front lines at Leshnyuv were held by infantry. The unshod, raw recruits of Volhynian peasantry strolled up and down along the irregularly dug ditches. This infantry was only yesterday taken from the plough in order that an infantry reserve might be formed for the Cavarmy. The peasants went willingly enough and fought with the utmost assiduity. Even Budyenny’s men were amazed at their snorting moujik ferocity. Their hatred for the Polish landowners was made of inconspicuous, but good, solid stuff.

During the second stage of war when our whooping ceased to produce any effect upon the foe and when cavalry attacks became impossible against the entrenched enemy, that self-made infantry might have been invaluable to us. Our want, however, got the better of us. The moujiks were given one gun between three and cartridges that did not fit the rifles. We were obliged to give up our contrivances, and sent back home that genuine militia of the people.

Now let us turn to the fighting at Leshnyuv. The foot-soldiers entrenched themselves three miles away from the little town. Before their front lines walked about a stooping youth in glasses, with a sword dragging at his side. He advanced with little, hopping steps, and looked dissatisfied as if his boots were pinching him. That Hetman of the moujiks—elected and worshipped by them—was a Jew, a mole-eyed Jewish youth with the emaciated face and concentrated expression of a Talmudist. During action he gave proof of cautious courage and sang-froid resembling somewhat the absent-mindedness of a dreamer.

It was between two and three one long July day and the rainbow web of heat was shimmering in the air. Behind the hill-tops glittered a holiday streak of uniforms and ribbon-tressed manes. The youth gave the signal to prepare for defence. Stumping along in their bast shoes, the moujiks ran to their positions and got in readiness. But the alarm turned out to be a false one. Coming down the Leshnyuv high road were Maslak’s resplendent squadrons. The horses, lean, though still spirited, came along at a good pace. Magnificent standards fluttered in fiery pillars of dust above gilt staffs loaded with velvet tassels. The horsemen rode on majestically with cool insolence. The tattered foot-soldiers crept out of their ditches and gaped at the supple grace of that steady stream.

At the head of the regiment, on a bow-legged horse rode Maslak, suffused with drunken blood and the putrescence of his greasy humours. His abdomen rested upon the silver-plated bow like a big tom-cat. Catching sight of the foot-soldiers, he grew purple with merriment and beckoned to Afonka Bida, the sergeant, whom we called Makhno because of his resemblance to the famous batko. After whispering a moment together the sergeant turned to the Ist squadron, bent down and commanded in a low voice: ‘Forward!’ The Cossacks set off at a trot. Then working up their horses into a fever of excitement, they whirled away to the trenches where the delighted foot-soldiers were feasting their eyes upon the sight of them.

‘Get ready to attack!’ sang out Afonka’s lugubrious voice, as though from afar.

Clearing his throat, coughing and enjoying himself, Maslak rode off to one side, while the Cossacks dashed on to the attack. The poor foot-soldiers fled, but too late. The Cossacks’ lashes were already coming down upon their wretched coats. The horsemen rode round and round the field, twirling the nagaikas in their hands with extraordinary skill.

‘What are you fooling for?’ I called out to Afonka.

‘Fun,’ he answered, fidgeting in the saddle and getting a lad out of some bushes in which he had hidden.

‘For fun!’ he cried out.

The sport came to an end when Maslak—majestic, but mollified—waved a plump hand.

‘Look out, foot-soldiers!’ Afonka shouted, straightening his feeble body proudly. ‘Now go and catch fleas.’

Laughing, the Cossacks rode back into their ranks. Of the foot-soldiers there was no sign. Only the stooping Jew still stood in the same place, attentively and haughtily surveying the Cossacks through his glasses.

The firing continued in the neighbourhood of Leshnyuv. The Poles were hemming us in. Isolated figures could be made out through the field glasses—mounted scouts galloping out of the little town and bobbing up and down. Maslak drew up the squadrons in battle array along both sides of the road. The brilliant sky above us was unutterably empty as it always is in the hour of danger. The Jew threw back his head and whistled loud and mournfully on his metal whistle, and the unrivalled infantry that had only just received a thrashing, returned to its post.

Bullets flew thick and fast in our direction. The Brigade Staff got caught in the machine gun’s firing range. We bolted headlong to the wood and began to scramble through the thicket that lay on the right hand side of the road. Shot boughs cracked restlessly above us. When we succeeded at last in getting through the bushes, the Cossacks were no longer where they had been, but were retreating to Brody at the comdiv’s command. Only the moujiks remained, snarling rare shots from the trenches, and Afonka who was catching up his platoon after lagging behind.

He rode on the very outermost edge of the road, looking about him and sniffing the air. The firing slackened for a moment; and thinking to make the best of the lull, the Cossack set off at a gallop. At that instant his horse was shot through the neck. Afonka rode on another hundred paces, and then, in our very midst, the mount bent its forelegs and rolled over on the ground.

Afonka removed his crushed leg from the stirrup in a leisurely way, sat down on his heels and prodded a leaden finger round in the wound. Then he straightened himself, his eyes scanning the gleaming horizon.

‘Farewell, Stepan,’ he said in wooden tones, stepping away from the dying animal and bowing to it from the waist. ‘How am I going back to the quiet stanitza without you? What am I going to do with your embroidered pad? Farewell, Stepan!’ he repeated louder, choking. Then he squeaked like a caught mouse and broke into a howl. His gasping roars reached our ears, and we saw him bowing away without ceasing, like a woman possessed of the devil, in church.

‘No, I won't give in to damned fate!’ he shouted, removing his hands from his death-like face. ‘Well, now I'll go and butcher the bloody shliachta without mercy. I'll do them in right to the heart, do them bloody well in—I promise you, Stepan, in the name of my dear brethren of the stanitza.’

Afonka laid his face against the wound and was silent. Riveting its deep, violet, shining eyes on its master’s face, the charger listened to Afonka’s gasping moans. It dragged its drooping head along the ground in a gentle torpor, while two streams of blood, like ruby necklaces, flowed from its chest, lined with white muscles.

Afonka lay without stirring. Then, picking his way with his fat legs, Maslak went up to the horse, put his revolver in its ear and fired. Afonka leapt up, turning upon Maslak a ghastly, pock-marked countenance.

‘Take the trappings away, Afanassi,’ said Maslak gently, ‘and get along to your section.’

From a slope we beheld Afonka wandering away to his squadron, bent beneath the weight of the saddle, his face raw and like a chunk of meat and alone—utterly alone—in the dusty blaze of the wilderness of fields.

Late that evening I came across him again, sleeping in one of the transport waggons with his possessions—sword, tunic and pierced gold coins—beside him. His blood-clotted face was resting against the side of the saddle. Next to him he had laid the harness of the dead horse, all that showy and complicated apparel of a Cossack racer—breast-piece with black tassels, supple crupper straps, studded with coloured stones, and silver-plated snaffle bridle.

Darkness came down ever denser upon us. The transport waggons wound along the Brody high-road in a never-ending file. Humble little stars slid along the Milky Way, and distant villages shone forth in the cool depth of night. Orlov, the squadron’s second-in-command, and Bitsenko with the long moustaches were sitting on the same cart as Afonka and were commenting on his grief.

‘Brought the mount all the way from home,’ said Bitsenko with the long moustaches, ‘where’s he to get another like it?’

‘A horse is a friend,’ replied Orlov.

‘A horse is a father,’ sighed Bitsenko, ‘saves one’s life time and again. Bida will be lost without the horse.’

When morning came Afonka had disappeared. The fighting at Brody began and ended; defeat gave place to temporary victory; and he saw a change of comdivs. But still there was no Afonka. Only the threatening grumbling in the village—traces of Afonka’s savage and rapacious brigandage—indicated to us his arduous course.

‘He’s hunting round for a horse,’ was what the squadron said about the sergeant; and on those inconceivable evenings of our wanderings I heard many a tale of that mute, fierce plundering.

Men from other detachments ran across Afonka dozens of miles away from our lines, lying in wait for straggling Polish horsemen or scouring the woods in search of the droves of horses that were hidden there by the peasants. He went about setting fire to villages and shooting the Polish bailiffs for receiving stolen goods.

Echoes of that ferocious, single-handed struggle, echoes of those despairing, lone wolf's attacks upon the masses, came to our delighted ears.

Yet another week went by; the smouldering bitterness of the day burnt out from among us the stories of Afonka’s temerity, and we began to forget Makhno. Then rumours reached us that he had been staved in by Galician peasants, somewhere in the woods. And the day we entered Berestetchko, Emelyan Budyak of the Ist Squadron, went already to the comdiv to ask for Afonka’s saddle and its yellow pad. Emelyan wanted to appear on review with a new saddle; but things, as it happened, turned out otherwise.

The division entered Berestetchko on August 6th. The beshmet and red Cossack coat of our new comdiv went on at the head and Levka, the comdiv’s frenzied batman, led a mare behind him. A martial march of prolonged menacings flew along the wretched, pretentious streets. The ancient blind-alleys, bepainted with a forest of crazy and contorted crossbeams overran the little town whose core, eaten away by time, breathed its rotten dreariness upon us. The smugglers and bigots had hidden themselves in their dark, spacious izbas; and only Lyudomirsky, the bell-ringer, in a green frock-coat came out to meet us by the church.

We had crossed the river, had made our way through the suburbs and were approaching the priest's house when Afonka on a tall, white stallion came riding round a corner.

‘Greeting!’ he uttered in a barking voice; and, pushing aside the men, he returned to his place in the ranks.

Maslak stared out at the colourless expanse of distance and, without turning round, asked hoarsely:

‘Where did you get that horse from?’

‘My own,’ replied Afonka, rolling a cigarette and moistening it with a quick lick.

The Cossacks rode up one after another to greet him. Where his left eye had been, a pink tumour gleamed repulsively in his charred face.

The following morning Bida took the day off. He smashed St. Valentine in the church and tried to play the organ. He wore a jacket cut out of a blue carpet with an embroidered lily in the middle of the back, and a sweaty lock was plastered down over the eye that had been gouged out.

After dinner he saddled his horse and shot at the shattered glass of the castle windows of the counts of Radzibor. The Cossacks stood round him in a semicircle, pulling at the stallion’s tail, feeling his hocks and counting his teeth.

‘A fine mount,’ said Orlov, the squadron’s second-in-command. ‘A well-made horse,’ confirmed Bitsenko with the long moustaches.

Notes

	Hetman — The name given to Cossack chiefs; it is ironical here.

	Nagaika — Short Cossack lash.

	Maslakov — Commander of the 1st Brigade of the 4th Division, an incorrigible partisan who was soon to betray the Soviet government. (Author’s note.)

	Makhno — Famous bandit chief who fought against the Whites and Reds; notorious in the south for savage cruelty and numerous massacres.

	Batko — Ukrainian name given to chiefs.

	Beshmet — Coloured, high-necked shirt worn with the tcherkeska.



In St. Valentine’s Church

Berestetchko was occupied by our division yesterday evening. The Staff was quartered in the house of the priest Tuzinkewicz. Disguising himself as a woman of the people, Tuzinkewicz fled from Berestetchko before the entry of our troops. All that I know of him is that he fussed over his God for forty-five years in Berestetchko and was an excellent priest. When the inhabitants want to make us realize this, they tell us that he was beloved of the Jews. It was under Tuzinkewicz that the ancient church was restored. The repairs came to an end on the third centenary of the temple. The bishop of Jitomir arrived for the occasion, and prelates in silk cassocks officiated before the church. They stood—portly and beneficent figures—like bells in the dew-drenched grass. From the neighbouring village men flowed in streams. Men bent the knee and kissed their hands; and in the skies that day flamed clouds such as had never been seen before. The standards of the skies flew in honour of the old church. The bishop of Jitomir kissed Tuzinkewicz on the brow and called him the father of Berestetchko—pater Berestechkae.

I heard the story this morning at Staff headquarters when I was making out the report of our flank columns that were reconnoitering in Lvov, in the Radzikhov district. I was reading through the papers while the snoring of the orderlies behind me witnessed to our homelessness. The clerks, all moist for want of sleep, copied out orders for the division, ate cucumbers and sneezed. It was almost mid-day when I had finished and was free at last. I went up to the window and saw the Berestetchko temple—white and mighty. It was gleaming in the warm sunlight like a china tower. Noon-tide lightning scintillated upon its shining sides whose convex line dropped lightly down from the domes of ancient green. Rose-tinted veins were decaying in the white stone of the pediment, and at the very top were columns as slender as tapers.

I was amazed to hear the organ peal forth. Just then an old woman with loose, yellow hair, appeared in the doorway. She came in, reeling and hobbling along like a dog with a broken paw. Her pupils were infused with the white moisture of blindness and were brimming with tears.

The sounds of the organ floated across to us, now slow and ponderous, now livelier. Their flight was laborious and their reverberations rang on plaintively and long. The old woman wiped away the tears with her yellow hair, sat down on the floor and began to kiss my jackboots at the knee. The organ grew still, then burst out into a guffaw on bass notes. I seized the old woman by the arm and looked about me. The clerks were tapping away on the typewriters; the orderlies were snoring with ever-increasing gusto, their sharp spurs cutting into the felt beneath the velvet upholstery of the sofas. The old woman kissed my boots tenderly and clasped them as if they had been babies. I dragged her to the entrance and locked the door after us. The church rose before us dazzlingly, like theatrical scenery. The side gates were open and horses’ skulls were lying about on the graves of Polish officers.

We hurried out into the yard, crossed the gloomy passage and came out into a rectangular room adjoining the chancel. Sashka, a Red Cross nurse of the XXXIst regiment, was doing what she liked in there, rummaging among some silks that had been thrown upon the floor. The cadaverous odour of brocade and scattered flowers and of aromatic decomposition rose to her quivering nostrils, tickling and poisoning them. Some Cossacks broke into the room. They burst out laughing and, seizing Sashka by the arm, sent her spinning on to the mountain of stuffs and books. Sashka’s body—fresh and malodourous as the meat of a cow that has only just been slaughtered—was laid bare, and her flying skirts revealed her horsewoman’s legs—shapely, cast-iron legs—and Kudryukov—a lad bordering on imbecility, straddled across her as if he were on horseback, shook as though in the saddle and made a pretence of satisfying his lust. She knocked him over and dashed to the door, and it was only then that we crossed the chancel and penetrated into the church itself.

It was full of sunshine, full of dancing sunbeams and airy pillars of a kind of fresh merriment. How could I forget that picture signed by Apolek and hanging on the right-hand side of the chancel? There were, in that picture, twelve rosy Fathers rocking a cradle, ribbon-tressed, in which lay the chubby infant Jesus. His fingers and toes were spread out and His body was shiny with the hot perspiration of morning. The Babe was wriggling on its back upon which fat was gathered in rolls; and the twelve Apostles in cardinals’ mitres were bending over the cradle. Their faces were so close-shaven as to be blue, and their flame-coloured mantles bulged out over their abdomens. Their eyes sparkled with wisdom, determination and merriment; at the corners of their mouths hovered little smiles; and on their double chins were set fiery little beards—little scarlet beards like radishes in May.

There was in that Berestetchko temple quite an individual and alluring way of looking upon the mortal suffering of the sons of men. Martyred saints in that temple went to their death with all the picturesqueness of Italian singers, and the black hair of the executioners was as glossy as Holophernes’ beard. Right above the altar I beheld the sacrilegious representation of John, also from Apolek’s heretical and intoxicated brush. The Baptist’s beauty in that picture belonged to the reticent and equivocal type for the sake of which King’s concubines are ready to lose their already half-lost honours and abandon their sumptuous mode of life.

Off my head with the memory of the fancy I had woven about Apolek, I either did not notice the traces of destruction in the temple, or else they did not seem to me to be very considerable. Only St. Valentine's shrine had been broken. Bits of rotting wadding lay about beneath it and the absurd bones of the saint looked more like the bones of a hen than anything else. Afonka Bida was still playing the organ. He was drunk and wild and slashed about, having only returned the day before with the horse he had seized from the peasants. He was stubbornly attempting to make out a march, and somebody was saying to him persuasively in a sleepy voice, ‘Stop it, Afonia, let's go and feed.’ The Cossack did not stop however, and his songs were many.

Each sound was a song and each song was detached from the following. The song—its rumbling tune—lasted a second, then gave place to another. I listened and looked about; and the traces of destruction did not seem to me to be very considerable. But not so thought Pan Lyudomirsky, the bell-ringer of St. Valentines Church and the husband of the blind, old woman.

Lyudomirsky appeared from somewhere or other and entered the church with an even step and bowed head. The old man could not bring himself to throw a covering over the scattered relics, for a man of humble station may not have anything to do with sacred things. The bell-ringer fell upon the blue flag-stones and raised his head, his blue nose rising above him like a flag above a dead man. His blue nose quivered above him; and at that instant the velvet curtain beside the altar swayed, shook and slipped to one side. A niche was revealed in the blue depth of which, against a background of cloud-furrowed sky, ran a bearded figure in a Polish great coat of orange—barefooted, with torn and bleeding mouth. We stepped aside apprehensively before that terror-stricken face, and terror transmitted itself to us and prodded our hearts with its dead fingers. I saw that the man in the orange coat was being followed by hatred and overtaken by his pursuers. He put out a hand to ward off the coming blow, and blood flowed from that hand in a purple stream. A little Cossack who was standing beside me gave a yell, and lowering his head, broke into a run, though there was indeed nothing to run from, since the figure in the niche was none other than that of Jesus Christ—the most extraordinary image of God I have ever seen in my life.

Pane Lyudomirsky’s Saviour was a curly-headed little Jew with a downy beard and low, wrinkled forehead. His sunken cheeks were painted with carmine and above the eyes, closed in pain, arched delicate, chestnut-coloured eyebrows.

His mouth was cleft like a horse’s lip. His Polish overcoat was girdled with a costly belt, and beneath his caftan little porcelain feet dangled—painted bare and pierced with silver nails.

Pane Lyudomirsky, in his green frock-coat stood beneath the statue. He raised his withered hands above us and cursed us. The Cossacks gaped and hung their yellow-tufted heads. In a thundering voice St. Valentine's bell-ringer anathematized us in the purest Latin. Then he turned his back upon us, fell on his knees and clasped the Saviour’s legs.

Returning to my Staff quarters, I wrote out a report for the Commander of the division concerning the outrage done to the religious feelings of the population. The Church was ordered to be closed; and in addition to the usual penalty, the offenders were brought before a court-martial.

Notes

	Lvov — Russian name for Lemberg, the capital of Galicia.



Squadron Commander Trunov

At mid-day we brought to Sokal the shot-riddled body of our squadron commander Trunov who was killed this morning in action against enemy aircraft. All Trunov’s wounds were in his face: his cheeks were punctured all over and his tongue torn away. We washed the dead man’s face as best we could so that it should appear less horrible, placed the Cossack saddle at the head of the coffin, and dug him a grave in a place of honour, in the public gardens next to the cathedral, in the very centre of the town. Our mounted squadron, the regimental Staff and the Warcom of the division had assembled there; and at two o'clock by the cathedral, our decrepit little old cannon fired the first shot, saluting the dead commander out of its ancient muzzle. It gave a full salute, after which we bore the coffin to the gaping ditch. The coffin’s lid was raised, and the pure noontide light lit up the long corpse with its mouth stuffed full of broken teeth, and the polished boots placed as at drill—heel to heel. ‘Men,’ then said Pugatchev, the regiment's commander, looking at the dead man and standing on the edge of the pit. ‘Men,’ he said, trembling and straightening himself out with his arms stiff against his trouser seams, ‘we are burying Pashka Trunov, the world hero; we are giving Pashka the last honours.’ And raising to the sky his eyes, inflamed by lack of sleep, Pugatchev shouted a speech about the dead soldier of the Ist Cavalry regiment and about that proud column which was beating the hammer of history upon the anvil of future generations. Pugatchev shouted his speech very loudly, grasping tightly the hilt of his curved Tchetchenian sabre and digging his torn boots with their silver spurs into the ground.

When his speech came to an end, the band played the International and the Cossacks took farewell of Pashka Trunov. The whole squadron vaulted into the saddle and fired a volley into the air and our old cannon hissed forth a second time. Then we sent three Cossacks to fetch wreaths. They dashed off, firing, at full gallop, dropping out of their saddles and performing all sorts of Cossack tricks; and returned bringing whole armfuls of red flowers. Pugatchev scattered them on the coffin and we began to come up to Trunov for the last kiss. I was at the back and when my turn came, I touched the deathly white forehead with my lips and went away into the town—into Gothic Sokal that lay in blue dust and in the invincible depression of Galicia.

A big square stretched away on the left-hand side of the gardens—a square built round with ancient synagogues. Jews in ragged long garments were quarrelling in that square, pulling one another about in incomprehensible blindness. A section of them—the orthodox Jews—were extolling the teaching of Adassia, Rabbi of Belz. They were being attacked by the Chassidim of moderate doctrine, the disciples of Juda, Rabbi of Gussiatin. The Jews were disputing about the Cabbala and made mention in their discussions of the name of Ilya, Gaon of Vilna and persecutor of the Chassidim. ‘Ilya,’ they cried, wriggling and opening wide their hair-fringed mouths.

Forgetting the war and the firing, the Chassidim went so far as to defame the very name of Ilya, the Chief

Rabbi of Vilna. And, heavy-hearted because of Trunov, I too went pushing among them and shouted with them to ease my sadness, till I caught sight of a Galician in front of me, as lanky and cadaverous as Don Quixote. The Galician was clothed in a white linen shirt that reached down to his heels. He was arrayed as though for his funeral or for a Communion Service, and he led a little hirsute cow by a string. Upon his huge body was set a clean-shaven, tiny, mobile serpent’s head that wobbled beneath a wide-brimmed hat of common straw.

The wretched little cow followed the Galician at the end of a cord. He led it with an air of importance, his gibbet-like frame cleaving the hot brilliance of the heavens.

He crossed the square solemnly and went down a winding side-street, all smoky with thick, nauseating vapours. In the little houses, blackened by coal smoke, in those squalid kitchens, Jewesses like negresses, with enormous bosoms, were busy at work. The Galician went by them and stopped at the end of the alley by the front of a battered building. There, by the crooked white pillars of that ruin, sat a gipsy smith, shoeing horses. The tzigan was beating upon the hoop with his hammer and shaking back his greasy hair, whistling and smiling. Several Cossacks were standing by with their horses. My Galician went up to the blacksmith, handed him in silence a dozen baked potatoes and turned back, without glancing at anyone. I would have gone on after him, for I could not understand what kind of man he could be and what sort of life he could lead here in Sokal: but just at that moment I was stopped by one of the Cossacks who was holding his horse in readiness. The Cossack’s surname was Seliverstov. He had left Makhno at some time or other, and was in the XXXIIIrd Cavalry Regiment.

‘Lyutov,’ he said, shaking hands with me, ‘you go for everybody. There's a devil in you, Lyutov.—What made you go and bash in Trunov this morning?’

And in stupid, borrowed words, Seliverstov shouted at me some nonsense about my having given my squadron commander, Trunov, a hiding that morning. Seliverstov cursed me soundly for it, cursed me before all the Cossacks, though there wasn’t a grain of truth in his story. True, I had had a dust-up with Trunov in the morning because Trunov always carried on such an interminable palaver with prisoners; we had a dust-up, it’s true, but Pashka is dead and there is no one to judge him on earth, and I would be the last to judge him. . . . Our quarrel arose in this way.

We took to-day’s prisoners at dawn, at the Zavada station. There were ten of them, in underclothes when we took them. Clothing lay piled before the Poles, which was just a wily trick of theirs to make it impossible for us to distinguish between the officers and the rank and file by their uniforms. They had thrown off their clothes themselves, but this time Trunov made up his mind to get at the truth.

‘Officers, come forward!’ he commanded, going up to the prisoners and drawing out his revolver.

Trunov had been wounded in the head that morning. His head was bound with a rag and blood was dripping from it like rain off a rick.

‘Officers, own up!’ he repeated, and began to push the Poles with the butt end of his revolver.

Then out of the crowd came forward a lean, old man with big, protruding bones on his back and yellow cheekbones and a drooping moustache.

‘Finished—this war,’ said the old man with incomprehensible enthusiasm, ‘all officers run away, finished—this war——’

And the Pole stretched out his blue hands to the squadron commander.

‘Five fingers,’ he said, sobbing and turning his huge, withered hands, ‘with these five fingers I brought up my family——’

The old man swayed, choked and burst into tears of anguish and fell on his knees before Trunov, but Trunov thrust him aside with his sword.

‘Your officers are damned blackguards,’ said the squadron commander. ‘Your officers have thrown their clothes here. Well, it’s all up with whoever I drop on. I'm going to test.’

And the squadron commander immediately picked out a cap with piping on it and set it on the old man’s head.

‘Fits,’ muttered Trunov, going up closer. ‘Fits,’ and he thrust his sword into the prisoner’s neck.

The old man fell and stretched out his legs; from his throat flowed a foamy, coral stream. Then Andryushka

Vosmiletov, with his shining ear-ring and round village neck, crept up to him. He unbuttoned the old man's trousers, shook him slightly and began to pull them off the dying man. Then he threw them over his saddle, grabbed another couple of uniforms from the heap and rode away, plying the whip. The sun came out of the clouds at that moment and impetuously surrounded Andryushka’s horse, its lively pace and the devil-may-care swing of its docked tail. Andryushka rode along the path to the wood where our transport waggons were; and the drivers stormed and whistled and made signs to Andryushka as though to a deaf and dumb man.

The Cossack was half way there when Trunov suddenly fell on his knees and called after him in a raucous shout:

‘Andrey!’ he cried, staring at the ground. ‘Andrey!’ he repeated, without raising his eyes from the ground, ‘our Soviet Republic is still alive, it’s too early to go sharing it out into lots, so drop those rags, Andrey!’

Vosmiletov did not even turn his head, but went on at his amazing Cossack trot, and his little horse tossed up its tail jauntily, just as if it were brushing us away.

‘Treachery,’ then muttered Trunov in surprise. ‘Treachery,’ he said, and jerking up his rifle to his shoulder, fired—missing, in his haste. This time, however, Andrey stopped. He turned his horse about to face us, bouncing in the saddle like a peasant woman. His face grew red and angry, and he kicked his legs about.

‘Just you listen to me, fellow Cossack,’ he shouted, riding up and calming down at the sound of his own deep, powerful voice, ‘I've half a mind to bash you in, you bloody fellow Cossack. When you pick up a dozen shliachtas, you go kicking up a row—we’ve picked up hundreds and not sent for you. If you're a worker then mind your own business.’

And throwing the trousers and two uniforms from the saddle, Andrey sniffed and turned away from the squadron commander to help me take down particulars about the remaining prisoners. He rubbed up against me, sniffing loudly and hindering me with his bustling ways. The prisoners fled from him roaring, but he pursued them, and seized them in armfuls like a hunter parting the reeds in order to get a good view of a flock of birds spread over a river at dawn.

I came to the end of all the bad language I knew in dealing with the prisoners, but I managed somehow to take down the names of eight of them with the numbers of their divisions and the nature of their arms. Then I passed on to the ninth, a young lad who looked like a German athlete in a superior sort of circus—a lad with a proud German chest, wearing a knitted waistcoat and soft, woolly pants. He turned to me two nipples in a high chest, threw back his sweaty hair and told me his division. The Andryushka seized him by the pants and asked him sternly:

‘Where did you get these undies from?’

‘Mum knitted them,’ replied the prisoner, swaying.

‘Your mum’s a regular factory,’ said Andryushka, still peering at the things and touching the Pole’s well-kept nails with his finger-tips. ‘Your mum’s a regular factory. Our folks never knitted like that.’

He felt the soft, woolly pants again and took the ninth prisoner by the arm to lead him off to the others whose names had already been taken down. At that instant, however, I saw Trunov creeping from behind a mound. Blood was dripping from the squadron commander’s head like rain off a rick, and the dirty rag that had become loose was dangling down. He crept along on his belly, holding in his hands a carbine—a powerful, lacquered carbine of Japanese make. At a distance of twenty paces, Pashka sent the lad’s skull flying and scattered fragments of the Pole’s brains dropped over my hands. Then Trunov tipped out the cartridge cases and strode up to me.

‘Rub out one,’ he said, pointing to the list of particulars.

‘I’m not going to rub out anything,’ I answered with a start. ‘It looks as if Trotsky’s orders weren't meant for you, Pavel.’

‘Rub out one,’ repeated Trunov, and thrust a black finger on to the sheet of paper.

‘I'm not going to rub out anything,’ I shouted with all my might. ‘There were ten of them, and now there's eight. The Staff won't pay any attention to you, Pashka.’

‘They'll pay attention to our wretched life,’ Trunov answered and came towards me, all ragged and hoarse and smoky. Then he stopped and raised his gory head to the skies, uttering with bitter upbraiding: ‘Buzz on, buzz on. . . . And here comes another buzzing along——’

And the squadron commander pointed out to us four specks in the sky, four bomb-carriers, sailing out from behind swan-like clouds. They were ‘planes belonging to Major Faunt Le Roy's flying squadron—big, armoured ’planes.

‘To horse!’ shouted the platoon commanders on catching sight of them, and led off the squadron at a trot to the forest. But Trunov did not ride off with his squadron. He stayed on by the station, pressing up against the walls, silent. Andryushka Vosmiletov and two artillery-men—two barefooted youths in scarlet horsemen’s trousers, stood by in agitation.

‘Cut away, you boys,’ said Trunov to them, and the blood began to ebb from his face, ‘here’s a report to Pugatchev from me——’

Upon a slip of paper, torn off askew, Trunov wrote in enormous, moujik letters:

‘Having to die to-day, I consider it my duty to fire a couple of shots towards a possible bringing down of the enemy and at the same time pass on the command to Semyon Golov, platoon commander.’

He sealed the letter, sat down on the ground and drew off his boots with an effort.

‘Here, make use of them,’ he said, handing over the report and the boots to the artillerymen, ‘they're new.’

‘Good luck to you, commander,’ muttered the artillerymen in reply, shifting from one foot to another and staying behind with him.

‘Good luck to you too, kids, somehow or other,’ returned Trunov, and went up to the machine-gun that stood on a little mound beside the station sentry-box, where Andryushka Vosmiletov, the rifler of old clothes, was standing waiting for him.

‘Somehow or other,’ Trunov said to him, and set to work to level the machine-gun at the enemy. ‘Going to stick it with me, eh, Andryushka?’

‘Christ!’ replied Andryushka in a frightened voice; then he gave a sob-like gasp, went white and burst out laughing.

‘Christ! My own little drop of blood——’

And he too set to work to level the second machine-gun at the ‘planes.

All this time the aeroplanes came flying down ever closer to the station, busily peppering from on high, dropping down and circling about with a rosy ray of sunlight on their wings.

Meanwhile, we—the fourth squadron—were in the forest. There, in the forest, we awaited the unequal combat between Pashka Trunov and the American, Major Faunt Le Roy. The major and his three bombers showed considerable skill in the fight. They dropped to a height of three hundred metres and shot first Andryushka, then Trunov with their machine-guns. All the rockets we fired did the Americans no harm and they flew off to one side without spotting the squadron that was hidden in the forest. So, after waiting half an hour we were able to go out and fetch the corpses. Andryushka Vosmiletov’s body was taken by two relatives of his in our squadron. As for Trunov, our dead commander, we bore him to Gothic Sokal and buried him there in a place of honour in one of the flower-beds of the public gardens, in the centre of the town.

Notes

	Gaon — Title of rabbis famous for their learning.



Two Ivans

Deacon Agheyev had twice deserted from the front and was on that account turned over to a Moscow regiment composed of disgraced men. The Commander-in-Chief, Kameneff, Sergey Sergeyitch, reviewed the regiment in Mojaisk before it was sent to the front.

‘They're no good to me,’ said the Commander-in-Chief, ‘back with them to Moscow to look after the latrines.’

Somehow or other a company was got together out of these undesirables; and among them was the deacon. When he arrived at the Polish front the deacon made out that he was deaf; and Barsutsky, the Medical Officer of the Field Ambulance, after spending a whole week over him, was full of wonder and admiration at his tenacity.

‘Devil take the deaf ’un,’ Barsutsky said to Soytchenko the stretcher-bearer. ‘Find a telega for him among the transport waggons and we'll send the deacon to be tested in Rovno.’

Soytchenko went along to the transport waggons and found three telegas. The driver of the first was Akinfiev.

‘Ivan,’ said Soytchenko to him, ‘you're going to take a deaf man to Rovno.’

‘Right, I can take him,’ answered Akinfiev.

‘And you'll get me a receipt.’

‘Of course,’ said Akinfiev, ‘and what's the cause of that there deafness of his?’

‘One’s own skin is dearer to one than other people’s,’ said Soytchenko, the stretcher-bearer. ‘That's all about it. He’s a swindler—not deaf.’

‘Right, I can take him,’ repeated Akinfiev, and followed on after the other carts.

Three telegas in all collected before the Field Ambulance. A sister who was being sent back to the base was installed in the first; the second had been ordered for a Cossack suffering from inflammation of the kidneys and Ivan Agheyev settled himself in the third.

Having seen to everything, Soytchenko called the surgeon.

‘Our swindler’s gone,’ he said, ‘packed him off to the Revtribunal! They're off in a moment.’

Barsutsky peered out of the little window, saw the telegas and dashed out of the house, red and hatless.

‘Hi!’ he shouted to Akinfiev. ‘You'll kill him. The deacon must change places.’

‘Where are you going to put him?’ asked the Cossacks who were standing by, and laughed. ‘Our Vania will get at him anywhere.’

Akinfiev was standing beside his horses, whip in hand. He took off his cap and said politely: ‘Good-day, Comrade Barsutsky.’

‘Good-day, my friend,’ replied Barsutsky. ‘You know, you're the very devil! The deacon must change places.’

‘I'd be interested to know,’ whined the Cossack, his upper lip quivering, creeping down and trembling over his dazzling teeth. ‘I'd be interested to know if you find it right or not at a time when the enemy’s going for us for all he’s worth, when the enemy’s striking below the belt and hanging on to our legs like lead and winding about our arms like serpents—I'd like to know if you would find it right to stop up one’s ears at such an hour of mortal peril?’

‘Listen to Vania standing up for the commissaries!’ shouted Korotkov, the driver of the first telega, ‘something like——’

‘How, standing up?’ muttered Barsutsky, turning away. ‘We're all standing up for them. Only the thing has got to be done in the regulation way.’

‘But he can hear—our deaf un can!’ broke in Akinfiev suddenly, rolling the whip round between his fat fingers. He laughed and winked at the deacon who was sitting in the cart, his enormous shoulders drooping and his head shaking.

‘Well, off with you then,’ shouted the surgeon in despair, ‘but I hold you responsible for everything, Ivan.’

‘All right, I'll be responsible,’ Akinfiev uttered thoughtfully, and bent his head. ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ he said to the deacon without turning round. ‘More comfortable still,’ repeated the Cossack.

The telegas lined up and started off at a good pace along the main road. At the head drove Korotkov; and Akinfiev came third, whistling a song and shaking the reins. In this way they covered about fifteen versts. Towards evening, however, they were thrown out of their course by a sudden onset of the enemy.

That day, the 22nd July, the Poles destroyed our rear-guard by a series of swift operations. They swept down upon the little town of Kozin and took many prisoners among the XIth Division. The lightning rapidity of their manœuvres held up the transport waggons, and the Revtribunal telegas strayed about for forty-eight hours along the seething fringe of battle. Only on the third day were they able to get out on to the road along which the divisions were evacuating. It was on that road that I came across them at midnight.

Numb with despair, I came across them after the fighting round Khotin. During the fighting my horse had been killed—Lavrik, my comfort upon earth. When I lost him I got on an ambulance lineyka and picked up the wounded till evening. Then all the sound men were thrown off the lineyka, and I was left alone beside a crumbling hovel. Night flew towards me on mettlesome horses. The whole universe resounded with vociferations from the transport waggons, and on the earth, girdled about with shrill sounds, the roads disappeared. Stars crept forth out of the fresh womb of night, and deserted villages blazed on the horizon. Loading my saddle on my back, I went along the overturned edge of a field and stopped at a turning to satisfy a natural need. I lit a little lantern, turned round and saw, lying on the ground, the corpse of a Pole. A note-book in which fragments of Pilsudsky’s personal expenses were written down in the note-book, together with a list of plays to be given at the Cracow theatre and the date of the birthday of a woman called Marie-Louise. With the Commander-in-Chief Pilsudsky’s proclamation I wiped away the liquid from the skull of my unknown brother, and went on, bent beneath the weight of the saddle.

Just then, wheels moaned somewhere near me.

‘Stand!’ I shouted, petrified. ‘Who goes there?’ ‘Revtribunals,’ answered a voice muffled by the obscurity.

Night flew towards me on mettlesome horses and on the horizon fires coiled upward. ‘They've killed my horse,’ I said, very loud, ‘he was called Lavrik.’

I got no answer. Then I mounted on one of the telegas, put my saddle under my head and went to sleep. I slept on till dawn, warmed by the fusty hay and by the body of Ivan Akinfiev who happened to be my bedfellow.

The Cossack woke up later than me in the morning.

‘It’s getting on for day, thank the Lord,’ he said. He drew out a revolver from beneath a box, and fired above the deacon’s ear. The latter was sitting just in front of us, driving. Above his enormous, bald head, fluttered a light grey hair. Akinfiev fired again above the other ear and stowed the revolver away in its leather case.

‘Good-morning, Vania,’ he said to the deacon, getting on his boots, groaning. ‘What about a feed?’

‘Here, you fellow!’ I cried, coming to myself. ‘What d’you think you are doing?’

‘What I'm doing’s too little,’ replied Akinfiev, reaching for the food. ‘It’s the third day he’s pretending with me.’

Then Korotkov, whom I had known in the XXXIst Division, broke in from the first telega and told the whole story about the deacon from the beginning.

Akinfiev listened to him attentively, cupping his ear, then drew from beneath the saddle a roast leg of beef that had been lying in the hay under a covering of tow. The deacon climbed over the coach-box to us, cut up the meat with a small knife and handed round a piece to each. When breakfast was over, Akinfiev wrapped up the leg of beef in a bag, tied it up and tucked it away in the hay.

‘Vania,’ he said to Agheyev, ‘let's go and clear out the devil. Got to have a halt anyhow—the horses must get a drink.’

He took out a bottle of medicine and a Tarnovsky syringe from his pocket and handed them to the deacon. They got down from the telega and went aside into the field a few yards away.

‘Sister,’ cried Korotkov from the first telega. ‘Turn away your optics or Akinfiev’s qualities will strike you blind.’

‘Darned if I care,’ muttered the woman, turning away.

‘Here’s to you, Vania,’ he said.

The deacon put the syringe down on the grass and rose from his knees, his light hair flying up.

‘I shall be judged by the supreme judge,’ he said thickly, ‘it’s not for you to sit in judgment on me, Ivan.’

‘Nowadays everybody judges everyone else,’ interrupted the driver of the second telega—rather like a lively hunchback. ‘And death pronounces judgment very simply.’

‘Or better still, kill me, Ivan,’ Agheyev stated, straightening himself.

‘Stop jawing like an ass, deacon.’ And Korotkov, whom I had met before, went up to him. ‘You've got to understand what sort of chap you're travelling with. Any other fellow would have trussed you like a fowl and not thought twice about it, but he’s just getting the truth out of you and learning you, you unfrocked priest.’

‘Or better still, kill me,’ the deacon repeated obstinately, coming forward.

‘It’s you as will go and kill yourself, you carrion,’ replied Akinfiev, going white and hissing out the words, ‘it’s you as will dig your own pit and fill it up over yourself.’

He waved his arms about, tore at his collar and fell down to the ground in a fit.

‘Eh, my own little drop of blood!’ he cried out wildly, throwing sand over his face, ‘Eh, you bitter little drop of blood, power of the Soviet of mine!’

‘Van,’ Korotkov went up to him and gently put his hand on his shoulder, ‘don’t get the wind up, dear friend, don’t worry. Got to get a move on, Van.’

Korotkov filled his mouth with water, sprayed it over

Akinfiev and carried him to the cart. The deacon seated himself on the coach-box again and we set off.

There remained at the most another two miles to the little town of Verba. Countless transport waggons were being unloaded there that morning. The XIth Division, the XIVth and the IVth were in the town. Jews in waistcoats stood about on the doorsteps, hunching their shoulders and looking like ruffled birds. Cossacks were going from yard to yard, collecting towels and eating unripe plums. As soon as we arrived, Akinfiev snuggled into the hay and fell asleep, while I took the blanket from the telega and went to look for a shady spot. But the fields on either side of the road were littered with filth. A bearded moujik in copper-rimmed glasses and a Tyrolese hat, who was reading a newspaper, caught my glance and said:

‘Call ourselves human beings, and go mucking worse than jackals. . . . Ashamed of the earth——’

And, turning away, he went on reading the paper through his big glasses.

I made for the wood on the left and saw the deacon coming towards me.

‘Where are you off to, countryman?’ Korotkov called out after him from the first telega.

‘To retire,’ muttered the deacon, and caught at my hand and kissed it. ‘You're a kind gentleman,’ he whispered, grimacing, shivering and catching his breath. ‘I would like to ask you to write to the town of Kassimor when you have a spare moment, so that my wife can cry over me.’

‘Are you deaf or no, father deacon?’ I shouted in his ear. ‘Are you deaf or no, Agheyev?’

‘Oh—yes, I'm deaf,’ he said hastily. ‘The day before yesterday my hearing was perfect, but Comrade Akinfiev has injured my hearing with his firing. They're due to deliver me at Rovno, but it isn’t likely they will.’

And dropping on his knees, the deacon crept head foremost in between the telegas, all entangled in his rumpled priest's hair.

Then he rose from his knees, made his way between the carts and went up to Korotkov. The latter poured him out tobacco. They rolled cigarettes and gave each other a light.

‘That's safer,’ said Korotkov, and cleared a space beside him. The deacon sat down next to him in silence.

Then Akinfiev woke up. He got the leg of beef out of the bag, cut the green meat with a small knife and handed a piece round to everyone. At the sight of that putrid meat, I felt a sudden weakness and depression and gave my share back.

‘Good-bye, boys,’ I said, ‘and good luck to you.

‘Good-bye,’ answered Korotkov.

I took the saddle from the telega and went away, catching as I went Ivan Akinfiev’s ceaseless mutterings.

‘Van,’ he was saying to the deacon, ‘you’ve been and gone and done a darn silly thing, Van. You ought to quake in your shoes at the sound of my name, but you went and got on to my telega. You could get about as you liked till you met me; well now, I'm going to go on at you, Van, and no mistake, you just wait and see how

I'll go on at you——’

Notes

	Revtribunal — Revolutionary tribunal.



Zamostye

The comdiv and his Staff lay in a stubble field three versts outside Zamostye. The troops were to attack the town that night. The order was that we should spend the night in Zamostye, and the comdiv was waiting for communications announcing victory.

Rain fell. Over the flooded earth flew wind and darkness. All the stars were choked in ink-distended clouds. Our worn-out horses whined and moved their legs restlessly in the darkness. We had nothing whatever to give them. I tied my horse’s bridle to my foot, wrapped myself up in my cloak and lay down in a hole full of water. The sodden ground offered me the soothing embrace of the grave. The horse pulled at the bridle and dragged me by the foot. It had discovered a patch of grass and began to graze. Then I fell asleep, and saw a shed in my dream, all carpeted with hay. Above it hummed the dusty gold of threshing. Sheaves of wheat flew about in the sky; the July day was drawing towards evening, and the goblets of sunset were tilting over the village.

I lay stretched out on a quiet couch, and the caress of the hay on the nape of my neck was driving me mad. Then the door of the shed opened with a whistling sound and a woman, dressed to go to a dance, came up to me. She released her breasts from the black lace of her bodice and brought them close to me, carefully, like a nurse bringing food. She laid her breast against mine. An oppressive warmth stirred in the depth of my soul and drops of perspiration—live, stirring sweat—seethed between our nipples.

‘Margot,’ I longed to cry out, ‘the earth is dragging me by the cord of its calamities, like a resisting dog; nevertheless, I have seen you, Margot.’

I longed to shout this; but my jaws, that a sudden cold had contracted, would not come apart. Then the woman moved away and fell upon her knees.

‘Jesus,’ she said, ‘receive the soul of your deceased servant.’

She placed two old worn five-copeck pieces firmly on my eyelids and stuffed the opening of my mouth with fragrant hay. My moaning vainly beat about my clamped jaws; my failing pupils turned up slowly beneath the copper coins; I could not force my hands apart. . . . And I awoke.

A moujik with a tousled beard was lying before me with a gun in his hand. The sky was cleft by the crossbeam of my horse’s back, and my leg was sticking up in the air, caught fast in the tight noose of the bridle.

‘You dropped off to sleep, countryman,’ said the moujik, his sleepless night eyes smiling, ‘your horse has pulled you along half a verst.’

I disentangled my leg from the strap and got up. Blood was trickling down my face, torn by the high grass of the steppes. There, only two paces away, stretched our front line. I could see the chimneys of Zamostye, stealthy lights in the defiles of its ghetto and a tower with a broken window. The raw dawn filtered over us like waves of chloroform. Green rockets soared above the Polish bivouac. They throbbed up in the air, scattered like rose-leaves under the moon and went out.

And in the stillness I could hear the far-off breath of groaning. The smoke of secret murder strayed around us.

‘Somebody is being killed,’ I said, ‘who is it?’

‘The Poles are getting the wind up,’ the moujik answered. ‘The Poles are killing the Jews.’

The moujik transferred his gun from his right hand to his left; his beard flapped over to one side. He looked at me affectionately and said:

‘These nights on the outposts are long—there’s no end to them. And a fellow sort of gets a longing to have a talk with someone else, but where’s one to get someone else, I'd like to know?’

The moujik made me light a cigarette from his. ‘The Jews are to blame for everything on our side and on yours. There'll be mighty few of them left after the war. How many Jews are there in the whole world?’

‘Ten million,’ I answered, putting the bridle on my horse.

‘There’ll only be two hundred thousand left,’ cried the moujik and touched my hand, afraid lest I should go. But I got into the saddle and galloped off to the spot where the Staff had been.

The comdiv was preparing to leave. The orderlies were standing at attention before him, sleeping as they stood. Hurried squadrons crept about the wet mounds.

‘They've put our nose out of joint,’ whispered the comdiv, and rode off.

We followed on after him along the road to Sitanetz.

Again rain fell. Dead mice floated along the roads. Autumn set its ambushes about our hearts; and trees like naked corpses, set on both feet, oscillated at the cross-roads.

We got to Sitanetz in the morning. I was with Volkov, the Staff quartermaster. He found us a free cottage on the outskirts of the village.

‘Wine,’ I said to the woman. ‘Wine, and meat and bread!’ ;

The old woman was seated on the floor, feeding out of her hand a calf which was concealed beneath the bed.

‘Haven't got nothing,’ she answered with indifference, ‘and I don’t remember the time there was anything.’

I sat down at the table, removed my revolver and fell asleep. A quarter of an hour later, I opened my eyes and saw Volkov bending over the window-sill, writing a letter to his fiancée.

‘Honoured Valia,’ he wrote, ‘do you remember me?’

I read the first line, then got my matches out of my pocket and set fire to a pile of straw on the floor. The liberated flame shone and darted towards me. The old woman lay down with her chest on the fire and put it out.

‘What are you doing, pane?’ she cried, stepping back in horror.

Volkov turned round, riveted empty eyes upon her, then went on with his letter.

‘I'll burn you, old ’un,’ I muttered, dropping off to sleep. ‘I'll burn you and your stolen calf.’

‘Wait a moment,’ she cried in a loud voice. She ran to the hay and returned with a jug of milk and bread.

We had not eaten half she brought when shots began to rap in the yard. There were many of them, and they went on rapping a long time, boring us. We finished up the milk, and Volkov went out into the yard to find out what it was all about.

‘I've saddled your horse,’ he said to me through the window, ‘mine’s been riddled through and through. The Poles are posting their machine-guns a few yards away.’

There remained only one horse for the two of us. It only just managed to carry us out of Sitanetz. I sat in the saddle, and Volkov behind me.

The transport waggons were evacuating, roaring and sinking in the mud. Morning oozed above us like chloroform over a hospital table.

‘Are you married, Lyutov?’ suddenly asked Volkov behind me.

‘My wife has deserted me,’ I answered, and, dozing a few moments, dreamed I was sleeping on a bed.

Silence.

Our horse stumbles.

‘The mare will stop after another couple of versts,’ says Volkov, behind me.

Silence.

‘We've lost the campaign,’ mutters Volkov, and snores.

‘Yes,’ I answer.

Treason

Comrade Magistrate Burdenko,

I will answer to your question that my party number is twenty-four two o, delivered to Nikita Balmashev by the party’s committee at Krasnodar. My life up to 1914 I will describe as domestic, doing agriculture with my parents, and from agriculture I went over to the ranks of the imperialists to defend Citizen Poincaré and the executioner of the German revolution, Ebert-Noske, as went to sleep it looks like, and saw in their sleep how to help my native stanitza, Ivan the Holy in the Kuban. And so things dragged on till Comrade Lenin along with Comrade Trotsky turned aside my savage bayonet and showed it other predestined guts and bacon what was more worth going for. From that time on I have been carrying number twenty-four two o on the point of my farseeing bayonet, and it is the limit and funny, too, for me to hear such a mighty queer yarn about the unknown N ... hospital from you, Comrade Magistrate Burdenko. I have been through a terrible lot with that hospital. I nearly got up and fired, and went for it, but it could not be done. All three of us wounded men, I mean Golovtsin, Kustov and me, were all of us blazing, but we did not go for it but only hollered in the square in hospital dressing-gowns in the middle of the civil population, Jews by nationality. And as for three damaged panes we damaged with officers’ nagans, I will tell you straight as those glass panes there did not answer to their purpose, them being in the store-room where they were no use. And when Doctor Jawein saw us shooting he only laughed and sneered with a lot of smiling by the little window of his hospital, what the above mentioned civilian Jews of the little town of Kozin can all bear me out. And I will inform you as he laughed at us when we three wounded men, I mean Golovtsin, Kustov and me, first came along for treatment and said to us straightway too rough, ‘You go and have a bath, you men, and chuck off your clothes and arms this very minute. I am nervous of contagions, they will go to the store-room and no mistake.’ And seeing a beast in front of him and not a human being, Kustov put out his smashed leg and spoke up about what contagion could be in a sharp Kuban sabre except for the enemies of our revolution, and said as he was interested to know about the store-room, if it was really a party man in charge of the things there or only one of the partyless masses. And then it was clear as Doctor Jawein noticed we can see through treason easy enough. He turned his back and without so much as another word, sent us into a ward with a lot of smiling again, and we went there limping on our broken legs and waving our mutilated arms and holding on to each other because we three are countrymen from the stanitza, Ivan the Holy, I mean Comrade Golovtsin, Comrade Kustov and me, we are countrymen with the same fate and the one as got a broken leg holds on to the comrade’s arm, and the one as lost an arm leans on his comrade’s shoulder. We went into the ward as we were told, expecting to see education going on and loyalty to the cause, but what do you think we saw when we went into the ward? We saw Red Soldiers, only infantry without exception, sitting about on made beds playing draughts, and tall nurses standing about at the windows making themselves nice all round.

‘Done with fighting, you kids?’ I exclaims to the wounded men.

‘Done with fighting,’ answers the wounded men, and move the draughtsmen made out of bread.

‘Early in the day,’ I says to the wounded men; ‘your fighting is over mighty early when the enemy is stealing up just fifteen versts away from the town and when the paper, The Red Trooper, says about our international standing as it's just terrible, and as the horizon is full of clouds.’ But my words bounced off the heroic infantry like sheep dung off the regimental drum and all what came of our talk was the sisters led us to the beds and began yarning again about laying down arms as if we were already conquered! They upset Kustov proper, I can tell you, and he began tearing his wound on his left shoulder over his bleeding soldier and proletariat heart. When they saw him taking on so, the nurses shut up but only for a minute, then they carried on again with their jeering, the jeering of the partyless masses and began to push on anyone as did not mind to come and pull our clothes off us sleepy ones, or made them play theatre parts in women’s clothes for educational work what is not decent.

Heartless, those nurses was. They tried on giving us sleeping powders more than once to get our clothes away, so we had to rest in turns with one eye open, and used to go to the lavatory in full uniform with nagans, even for the little. And when we had been through all this a week and a day, we began to talk wild and got visions, and in the end, when we woke up on the accused morning of the 4th August, we noticed a change in us, as we were lying in dressing-gowns with numbers on like convicts, without arms or clothes what our mothers, feeble old women in the Kuban, had spun. And the sun, we saw, was shining grand, and the trench infantry with which three Red Cavalrymen had been through so much, went on making game of us, and the heartless nurses also, as had poured us out sleeping-powder the night before, and were now wobbling their young breasts bringing us cocoa on plates with milk enough to wash us! When the larking began the infantry banged about their crutches and kicked up a row and pinched us in the sides like as we were gay women, so to speak, Budyenny’s First Cavalry Army had also given up fighting. No, no, curly-headed comrades as had stuffed their bellies so that they played at night like on machine-guns, it had not gone and given up fighting, but only, as it were, asking to be excused, we went out all three of us in the yard and rushed out of the yard all in a fever, with blue open wounds to Citizen Boydermann, to the presrevcom without what, Comrade Magistrate Burdenko, that little affair of the shooting as like as not might not have come off, i.e., without that presrevcom as went and did for us proper. And though we have not got nothing to go on against Citizen Boydermann, still, when we went to the presrevcom we noted a citizen getting on in years, a Jew by nationality, sitting in an overcoat at a table what was that heaped with papers as was awful to look at. Citizen Boydermann looks about this way and that, and it is clear as noonday as he can’t make out those papers anyhow and as he is fed up with them, all the more, so to speak, because the unknown but worthy combatants go up ominous-like to Citizen Boydermann for rations, and all the time local workmen interrupt them, telling about the resistance in the villages round about, and then up come common workmen of the centre as wanted to get married in the revcom as quick as possible and without any to-do, and we, too, explained about the case of treason, raising our voices, but Citizen Boydermann only stared at us and again looked about this way and that, sort of patting us on the back which is not official or right in official business. He did not give us no resolution whatsoever and only said, ‘Comrade combatants, if you have pity on Soviet authorities, then leave this building,’ which we could not agree to leave the building, but insisted on a general account of himself and when we did not get any we went and lost our heads, and when we had been and lost our heads, we went out into the square in front of the hospital and disarmed the police what consisted of one mounted chap, and destroyed with tears three unenviable panes in the above-mentioned store-room. Doctor Jawein made a face and sneered at this inadmissible fact, and that at a time when Comrade Kustov was going to die of his illness in four days!

In his short red life Comrade Kustov was no end upset about the treason what was blinking at us from the window and making game of the common proletariat, we know ourselves as the proletariat is common and it hurts us, it does, and our souls burn and tear with fire the prison of the body and the cells of its disgusting ribs.

I tell you, Comrade Magistrate Burdenko, treason is laughing at us from the window, treason is going about the house barefoot, treason has chucked its boots over its back so as the boards in the robbed house don’t creak.

Notes

	Balmashev is referring to himself and his companions.

	Presrevcom — President of the Revolution Committee.

	See the note on bagmen in “Salt.”



Tchesniki

The VIth Division was mustered together in the wood outside the village of Tchesniki, awaiting the signal to attack. But Pavlitchenko, Comdiv 6, was expecting the arrival of the second brigade and did not give the signal. Then Voroshilov rode up to him, jolting him in the chest with his horse’s head and said:

‘We're dawdling about, Comdiv 6, dawdling——’

‘The second brigade,’ replied Pavlitchenko in a muffled voice, ‘is riding up to the base of operations according to your orders.’

‘We're dawdling about, Comdiv 6, dawdling,’ said Voroshilov, tugging at his leather reins.

Pavlitchenko took a step back. ‘In the name of conscience,’ he cried, cracking his raw fingers, ‘in the name of conscience, stop hurrying me, Comrade Voroshilov.’

‘Not hurry him!’ whispered Klim Voroshilov, member of the Revwarsoviet, and closed his eyes. He was on horseback, and his eyes were half-closed. He remained silent, moving his lips. A Cossack in bast shoes and round hat stared at him in amazement. The Army Staff—tall Staff officers in trousers redder than human blood—were doing gymnastics behind his back and laughing together. Like the wind, the galloping squadrons swept noisily through the wood, breaking branches. Voroshilov combed his horse’s mane with his Mauser.

‘Commandarm,’ he cried, turning to Budyenny, ‘say a couple of words to cheer on the men. There are the Poles standing on a knoll just like a picture, making fun of you——’

It was true that the Poles were visible through field-glasses. The Army Staff vaulted into saddle, and the Cossacks began to flow up from all sides.

Ivan Akinfiev, ex-driver of the Revtribunal, rode past us and knocked into me with his stirrup.

‘You at the front, Ivan?’ I said to him, ‘why, you haven't any ribs!’

‘Ribs be blowed,’ answered Akinfiev, who was sitting sideways on his horse. ‘Give me a chance to hear what the chap’s talking about.’

He rode forward and bumped straight into Budyenny.

The latter started and said quietly:

‘Things are going badly, boys,’ Budyenny said, ‘got to put more guts into it——’

‘On to Warsaw!’ shouted the Cossack in the bast shoes and bowler, rolling his eyes and slashing the air with his sword.

‘On to Warsaw!’ shouted Voroshilov, throwing his horse on its haunches and springing forward to the centre of the squadron.

‘Men and Commanders,’ he cried passionately, ‘an utterly new power is struggling in Moscow, in the ancient capital. The workmen-peasants’ government, the first in the world, orders us, men and commanders, to attack the enemy and win!’

‘Swords—ready!’ sang out Pavlitchenko’s voice from afar, behind the Commandarm’s back, and his scarlet upturned lip glittered, foaming among the ranks. The comdiv’s red Cossack coat was in rags and his fleshy face repulsive and mutilated. With the hilt of his priceless sword he saluted Voroshilov.

‘According to the duty imposed on me by my revolutionary oath,’ said Comdiv 6, clearing his throat and looking about him, ‘I have to report to the Revwarsoviet of the First Cavalry Army that the second invincible brigade is riding up to the base of operations.’

‘Pass along the orders,’ replied Voroshilov with a wave of his arm. He touched the bridle and Budyenny rode along beside him. They rode side by side, in white summer uniforms and bright silver-striped trousers, on long, chestnut mares. Setting up a shout, the men moved on after them, and pale steel gleamed in the rays of the autumnal sun. But I heard no single-heartedness in that Cossack shout; and, awaiting the attack, I went into the wood, right into the very heart of it where our supplies were posted.

Two plump sisters in aprons were lying about on the grass there, knocking up against each other with their young breasts and pushing off again. They were laughing with the languid tittering laughter of peasant women, and winking at me without blinking their upper eyelids. Bare-legged village girls wink thus to parched youths—village girls, squealing like petted puppies and spending the night out in the yard, uncomfortably pillowed upon hay-ricks. Some distance away from the nurses lay a wounded and delirious Red Soldier, and Stepka Duplishev, a querulous Cossack lad, who was brushing Hurricane, a thorough-bred stallion belonging to the comdiv and descended from Lyulyusha, famous for her records at Rostov. The wounded man was voluble in his reminiscences of Shuia, of snow-storms and some flax-combing or other, while Duplishev, drowning his senseless muttering, sang a song about a fat woman-general and an orderly, singing louder and louder, waving the horse comb and stroking the mount. He was interrupted, however, by Sashka—stout Sashka, the lady friend of all the squadrons. She rode up to the boy and jumped to the ground.

‘Shall we settle it, eh?’ said Sashka.

‘Stop it,’ answered Duplishev, turning his back to her and plaiting ribbons in Hurricane’s mane.

‘You your own master, Stepka,’ asked Sashka then, ‘or are you just a lump of clay?’

‘Stop it,’ answered Stepka, ‘I'm my own master, all right.

He plaited all the ribbons in the mane and suddenly called out to me in despair:

‘Just you look how she keeps on at me, Kiril Vassilitch! A whole month I've had to put up with I don’t know what. Can’t turn round without her being there—can’t go anywhere without her being there in the way. It’s let her have the stallion all the day long. Well, when the comdiv’s warning me every day, “There'll be lots coming to you,” he says, “asking for the stallion, but don’t you go and let anybody have him till he’s over three years old.”’

‘You're let out when you're fifteen,’ muttered Sashka, turning away, ‘fifteen, and you don’t go kicking up a row—not you, you're all right.’

She went aside to her mare, tightened up the saddle girth, and prepared to ride away. Her spurs clashed against her shoes; her open-work stockings were splashed with mire; her enormous breasts swung round to her back.

‘I'd brought along a rouble,’ said Sashka, in an aside and placed her spurred shoe into the stirrup. ‘I'd brought it along with me, but seems I've got to take it back.’

The woman took out two fifty-copeck pieces, tossed them on her palm and hid them away again in her bosom.

‘We'll settle it, eh?’ said Duplishev, without turning his eyes away from the silver, and leading up the stallion.

Sashka chose a slope in the glade and stood her mare there.

‘Seems you only go about with your stallion and no one else,’ she said to Stepka, and led off Hurricane, ‘but my mare's an army one, not been covered for two years, she hasn't, so I think I ought to get something all right out of it.’

Sashka managed the stallion and then led off her horse to one side.

‘Well, now we've got a stuffing, girlie,’ she whispered, and kissed her mare on her wet, piebald horse’s lips from which saliva hung in slender sticks. She rubbed up against her nose, then lent an ear to a sound of clattering in the wood.

‘That’s the second brigade riding past,’ she said sternly, turning to me. ‘Must get moving, Lyutytch.’

‘Riding or not, cash down for the mount,’ cried Duplishev, catching his breath.

‘Just you watch me pay up!’ muttered Sashka, jumping on to her mare.

I sped on after her at a gallop. Duplishev’s hue and cry resounded behind us together with the slight rap of a report.

‘Just look at that!’ shouted the Cossack lad, running through the wood as fast as his legs would carry him.

The wind leapt between the boughs like a hare scared out of its senses; the second brigade flew between the Galician oaks and the tranquil dust of bombardment rose above the earth as though above a peaceful cottage. And at the comdiv’s signal we went on to the attack—the unforgettable Tchesniki attack.

Notes

	Revwarsoviet — Soviet of the revolutionary armies.

	Revtribunal — Revolutionary tribunal.



After the Battle

Here is the story of my dispute with Akinfiev: The attack near Tchesniki took place on the 31st. The squadrons were massed in the wood near the village, and at six o'clock in the evening rushed at the enemy who was waiting for us on a height, three versts away. We galloped those three versts on horses that were utterly exhausted; and, dashing up the slope, saw a deathlike wall of black uniforms and white faces. Those were Cossacks who had deserted at the very beginning of the Polish campaign and whom esaoul Yakovlev had formed into a brigade. Placing his horsemen in square, the esaoul waited for us with unsheathed sabre. A gold tooth gleamed in his mouth and his beard lay on his chest like an icon on a dead body. The enemy’s machine-guns were rapping away a few yards ahead and wounded fell in our ranks. We trampled upon them and clashed against the enemy; but his square did not flinch. . . . Then we fled. That was how the Savinkov men won a fleeting victory over the VIth Division. They were victorious because they did not retreat before the streaming lava of our attacking squadrons. The esaoul stood firm that time, and we fled, without having reddened our swords in the wretched blood of the traitors.

Five thousand men—the whole division—swept down the slopes, unpursued. The enemy remained on the hillock, undecided to pursue since his victory seemed unbelievable. That was how we remained alive. And we were able to roll down without loss into the valley where we were met by Vinogradov, with VIth Divisions second-in-command. Vinogradov twisted about on a fiery charger, sending the flying Cossacks back to fight.

‘Lyutov!’ he shouted, catching sight of me, ‘turn the men back!’

Vinogradov struck his reeling stallion with the butt-end of his mauser, whistling and calling the men back. I got away from him and rode up to Gulimov, a Kirghiez, who was riding not far off.

‘Up, Gulimov,’ I said. ‘Turn your horse back!’

‘Turn your own bloody mare by the tail,’ answered Gulimov, looking round. He peered around stealthily, then fired, singeing the hair above my ear.

‘Turn your own horse back!’ he hissed, clutching me by the shoulders and drawing out his sword with his other hand. But the sword had stuck fast in the sheath. The Kirghiez shivered and peered around, hugging my shoulder, and brought his eyes nearer and nearer to my face.

‘Yours first,’ he repeated, barely audibly. ‘Mine will come on after.’ And he knocked me lightly on the chest with the blade of the sword that had at length yielded. The proximity of death and its stifling closeness made me feel sick. With the palm of my hand I thrust back the face of the Kirghiez that felt as hot as a stone in the sunshine, and scratched him as deeply as ever I could. Warm blood stirred beneath my nails, tickling them.

I rode away from Gulimov, panting as at the end of a long journey. I rode on without turning round till I met Vorobyov, Commander of the Ist squadron. Vorobyov was searching for his quartermasters without being able to find them. We reached the village of Tchesniki together, and sat down on a bench with Akinfiev, ex-driver of the Revtribunal.

Sashka, one of the nurses of the XXXIst Regiment, went past, and two commanders sat down on the bench, dreamily and in silence. One of them who was badly bruised was shaking his head uncontrollably and blinking an eye that seemed to be rolling out of its socket. Sashka went to inform the hospital about him and afterwards returned to us, pulling along her mare that was dragging at the cord and slipping in the sodden clay.

‘Where are you off to?’ Vorobyov asked her. ‘Sit down with us, Sash.’

‘I'm not going to sit down with you,’ replied Sashka, and struck her mare on the belly.

‘Why ever not?’ cried Vorobyov, laughing. ‘Or is it that you have made up your mind not to have tea with men any more, Sash?’

‘Not with you, anyhow,’ returned the woman to the commander, and threw the bridle far from her. ‘I’ve made up my mind never to have tea with you, Vorobyov, because I saw you to-day, you precious hero, and saw your dirty work, commander.’

‘Well, when you saw, it was time to fire a shot,’ muttered Vorobyov.

‘Fire a shot!’ Sashka said in despair, and tore a bandage off her sleeve. ‘This is what I've got to shoot with, eh?’

At that moment there came up to us the ex-driver of the Revtribunal, Akinfiev, with whom I had long had an old score to settle.

‘You have nothing to shoot with, Sashok,’ he said soothingly. ‘Nobody’s blaming you. I'm only blaming them as get scared in the fight and don’t put no cartridges in the nagans.’

‘You went to the attack,’ Akinfiev suddenly shouted to me, a spasm crossing his face. ‘You went and didn’t put no cartridges in—what was that for?’

‘Drop it, Ivan,’ I said to Akinfiev, but he would not leave me alone.

He came right up to me—all lop-sided, epileptic and ribless.

‘The Poles go for you, and you don’t go for them,’ muttered the Cossack, twisting about and turning on his broken hip. ‘What for?’

‘The Poles go for me and I don’t go for them,’ I answered roughly.

‘Means you're a milk-drinker,’ whispered Akinfiev, stepping back.

‘Means I'm a milk-drinker,’ I said louder than before. ‘What are you after, Ivan?’

‘I'm after finding out if you're in your right mind,’ cried Ivan, wildly triumphant, ‘you’re in your right mind, all right, and I've got a law written down about milk-drinkers as they ought to be wiped out—they worship God——’

Collecting a crowd round him the Cossack yelled on about milk-drinkers without pausing for breath. I began to edge away; but he caught me up and struck me in the back with his fist.

‘You didn’t put no cartridges in,’ Akinfiev whispered above my very ear, and attempted to tear at my mouth with his big fingers. ‘You worship God, you blasted traitor!’

He tugged and tore at my mouth. I pushed the epileptic away and struck him in the face. Akinfiev fell sideways to the ground and began to bleed from the injury he received from his fall.

Sashka went up to him with dangling breasts. She threw water over Ivan and took a long tooth out of his black mouth that was shaking in it like a birch on a naked highroad.

‘Cocks have got only one thought in life—to go and tear each other,’ said Sashka. ‘And what with everything that’s been going on to-day, I want to go and hide my face.’

She said this sorrowfully and led off the injured Akinfiev to the hospital. And I waded on to the village, slipping in the tireless rains of Galicia.

Tchesniki was swimming and swelling, and muddy clay was oozing from its dismal wounds. The first star glimmered above me and fell into the clouds. The rain lashed the willows and spent itself. Evening flew into the sky like a flock of birds, and darkness crowned me with its watery wreath. I felt my strength all ebbing away, and bent beneath the funereal garland, continued on my way, imploring fate to grant me the simplest of proficiencies—the ability to kill my fellow men.

Notes

	Esaoul — Cossack captain.

	Milk-drinker — Vegetarian; equivalent here to Conscientious Objector, since vegetarians oppose the slaughter of animals.



The Song

A bad-tempered landlady fell to my lot when we were billeted in the village of Budyatitchi. She was a widow, she was poor, and I knocked off a number of locks from the larder door without discovering any provisions.

Only guile remained; and returning early one day before dusk, I noticed the landlady closing the oven door while the oven was still warm. There was a smell of cabbage soup in the cottage, and it was just possible that there might be meat in that soup. I suspected meat in that cabbage soup of hers, so I laid my revolver on the table. But the old woman was stubborn in her denial. Spasms came to her face and to her black fingers. She darkened and glowered at me with fear and amazing hatred. Nothing, however, would have saved her. I should have compelled her with my revolver if it had not been for the intervention of Sashka Konyaev, alias Sashka the Christ.

He entered the izba with his harmonica under his arm, dragging his handsome legs in boots very down at the heel.

‘Let’s have a song,’ he said, raising to me ice-blue eyes of dreaminess. ‘Let’s have a song,’ said Sashka.

And sitting down upon the bench, he played through some introductory notes. The meditative prelude came as though from afar. The Cossack broke off suddenly and his eyes filled with sadness. He turned away from the woman and me; and, knowing full well what would give me pleasure, began a Kuban song.

‘Star of the fields,’ he sang, ‘Star of the fields above my father’s house and my mother’s grieving hand. . . .’

I love that song. My love for it amounts to an ecstatic passion. Sashka knew that, because we both of us had heard it for the first time in 1919, at the mouth of the Don, in the Kagalnitskaia stanitza.

A hunter who was very active on some preserve waters there had taught us that song. Fish spawned in multitudes in those waters, and birds came there in huge flocks. The estuary teems with fish, to such an extent that they can be scooped out or simply caught with the hand, and if an oar is put into the water, it will stand on end, held up and carried forward by the fish. We saw this with our own eyes, and will never forget those preserves near Kagalnitskaia. All the authorities forbade hunting there, and justly so, but heavy fighting was going on at the estuary in 1919, and the hunter, Yakov, who carried on his unlawful business quite openly, gave that harmonica to Sashka the Christ, our squadron’s singer, in order that we might not give him away. He taught Sashka his songs, many of which were ancient melodies full of the deepest feeling. We forgave the wily hunter, for we needed his songs. At that time no one could see an end to the war; and Sashka was able to strew our wearisome way with resonance and tears. A bloodstained track spun out along that way of ours and singing flew above it. So it was in the Kuban when we fought the Greens. So it was in the Ural and the foothills of the Caucasus—right on till to-day. Those songs are indispensable to us. No one can see an end to the war, and Sashka, our squadron’s singer is not yet ripe for death.

So it was that evening too when I was duped by my landlady’s cabbage soup. Sashka calmed me down with his subdued, quavering voice.

‘Star of the fields,’ he sang, ‘Stars of the fields above my father’s house and my mother’s grieving hand. . . .’

And I listened to him, stretching myself out wearily on the steaming bedding. Reverie broke my bones, reverie shook the fusty hay beneath me, through its hot downpour I could scarcely make out the old woman resting her withered cheek on her hand. Drooping her year-bitten head, she stood motionless beside the wall and did not stir when Sashka came to the end of the song.

Sashka stopped playing and put aside the harmonica. He gave a yawn and a laugh as though awakening from a long sleep, then, noticing the bareness of the widow's hovel, wiped the seat and fetched a bucket of water.

‘You see, dearie,’ said the landlady to him, rubbing her back against the door and pointing to me, ‘there’s your commander there what came not long ago, he shouted at me and stamped his foot and took the locks off my larder and put out his weapons. . . . It's a sin before God to put out weapons with me, and me a woman too.’

She rubbed her back against the wall again and threw a cape over her son who was sleeping beneath the icon on a large bed, littered with rags. He was a dumb boy with a shapeless, white, swollen-out head and enormous soles like those of an adult man. His mother wiped his nose and returned to the table.

‘Missis,’ said Sashka to her then, touching her on the shoulder, ‘I don’t mind laying myself out to be nice to you, if you like.’

But the peasant woman seemed not to have heard him.

‘Never seen no cabbage soup,’ she said, resting her cheek against her hand, ‘it’s gone, my cabbage soup has, people only go and show me weapons, and when there does come along a decent chap what I could have a bit of fun with, I'm that sick of everything, I couldn’t get no pleasure out of sinning.’

She grumbled on drearily and moved the dumb boy close up to the wall, still mumbling. Sashka lay down on the ragged bed beside her; and I tried to go to sleep, imagining dreams so as not to fall asleep with evil thoughts.

Notes

	Greens — Deserters from both the White and Red Armies who lived in the woods and fought against both.



The Rabbi’s Son

Do you remember Jitomir, Vassili? Do you remember the Teterev and that night, Vassili, when the young Sabbath glided along the sunset, crushing the stars beneath her little red heel?

The slender horn of the moon bathed its darts in the dark waters of the Teterev. Queer old Ghedali, the founder of the IVth International, led us to Rabbi Motaley Bratslavsky for the evening prayer. Queer old Ghedali shook the cock’s feather of his top hat in the ruddy haze of the evening. His ravenous pupils blinked in the Rabbi's room. Heavy shouldered Jews groaned, bent over prayer-books, and the old buffoon of the Tchernobylskaia tzadiks jingled coppers in his frayed pocket.

Do you remember that night, Vassili? Beyond the window horses were neighing and Cossacks shouting. The wilderness of war yawned beyond the window, and Rabbi Motaley Bratslavsky prayed beside the eastern wall, digging his fingers into his talis. Then the curtain of the ark was drawn aside and we saw in the funereal candle-light the Torah rolls, sheathed in covers of purple velvet and blue silk, and, bowed above the Torahs—inanimate and resigned—the beautiful face of Ilya, the Rabbi’s son, last prince of the dynasty.

Well, only the day before yesterday, Vassili, the regiments of the XIIth Army extended the front lines to Kovel. The conqueror’s bombardment thundered over the town disdainfully. The polisection train crawled over the dead back of the fields. And a monstrous and inconceivable Russia tramped on either side of the carriages in bast shoes, like a multitude of bugs swarming in clothes. The typhus-ridden peasantry rolled before in the usual hump of its soldier’s death; it jumped up on the steps of our train and fell back, knocked down by the butt-ends of our rifles; it snorted and scrabbled and flowed on in silence.

At the twelfth verst, when I had no potatoes left I flung Trotsky’s leaflets at them. But only one man among them stretched a dead, dirty hand to catch those leaflets. And I just recognized Ilya, son of the Rabbi of Jitomir. I recognized him at once, Vassili. And it was so heart-rending to see the Prince losing his trousers and doubled up beneath his soldier’s pack, that we defied the regulations and pulled him up into our carriage.

His bare knees—frail as an old woman’s—knocked against the rusty iron of the steps. Two full-bosomed typists in sailor suits trailed along the floor the long, shamed body of the dying man. We laid him in a corner of the editor’s office, on the floor; and Cossacks in red, loose trousers set straight the clothes that were dropping off him. The girls rested their bandy legs—legs of dull-witted females—on the floor, and stared at him. And I who had seen him on one of my nights of roaming, began to lay in a case the scattered belongings of the Red Army soldier, Bratslavsky.

His things were strewn about pell-mell—mandates of the propagandist and memorandum books of the Jewish poet; the portraits of Lenin and Maimonides lay side by side: the knotted iron of Lenin's skull beside the dull silk of the portraits of Maimonides. A lock of a woman's hair lay in a book, the Resolutions of the Party’s Sixth Congress, and the margins of communist leaflets were crowded with the crooked lines of Hebrew verse. They fell upon me in a mean, depressing rain—pages of the Song of Songs and those revolver cartridges. The dreary rain of evening washed the dust from my hair and I said to the boy who was lying on a wretched mattress in the corner, dying:

‘One Friday evening, four months ago, the antiquary Ghedali took me to your father, Rabbi Motaley, but you didn’t belong to the Party at that time, Bratslavsky——’

‘I did,’ the boy answered, scratching his chest and tossing in fever, ‘only I couldn’t leave my mother.’

‘And now, Ilya?’

‘When there's a revolution on—a mother’s an episode,’ he whispered, less and less audibly. ‘My letter came, the letter B, and I was sent to the front——’

‘And you got to Kovel, Ilya?’

‘I got to Kovel!’ he cried in despair. ‘The profiteers let the enemy through the front. I took over the command of a scratch regiment, but too late. . . . I hadn't enough artillery——’

He died before we reached Rovno. He—that last of the princes—died amidst his poetry, phylacteries and coarse linen leggings. We buried him at some forgotten station or other. And I, who can scarce contain the tempests of my imagination within this primeval body of mine, was there beside my brother when he breathed his last.

Notes

	See “Rabbi.”

	Talis — Silk scarf worn by Jews during prayer.
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