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‘TO THE HOUSE OF MY HOSTS IN OCTOBER’


The windfalls from your apple-trees


Fall thick on windy nights like these,


And like a sea-swept strand resound


The taller trees that stand around.


 


May every chance and lot that falls


Be fortunate, within your walls;


And may you breathe a peaceful air


Ring’d round by trees that speak you fair.


Maurice James Craig, Some Way for Reason (London 1948)

















PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



If ever Lilliput had a mission statement it resides in bringing to light the works of Ireland’s most elegant and far-reaching prose writer of the past century. With the essays in The Appleman and the Poet that task is fulfilled. Only the Selected Letters remain.


As an aspiring young publisher, grounded in London during the 1970s, leaving Trinity College Dublin in 1972, and now re-engaging with Irish life and culture on my return in 1980, I uncovered this treasure-trove of material with the excitement of a Schliemann at Troy. I had just set up The Lilliput Press with Tim Robinson’s Stones of Aran. We were hungry for material and I hastened to meet this man as old as the century, who awaited his first publication.


An instant groundswell of support, reviews and readership came with the publication of Hubert Butler’s Escape from the Anthill in May 1985. That essay volume was constructed over a previous year of week-


end exchanges of mss and typescripts, trafficked down the Midlands corridor linking Westmeath to Kilkenny. Three further volumes of essays, with themed selections chronologically framed, followed down the years – The Children of Drancy (1988), Grandmother and Wolfe Tone (1990) and In the Land of Nod (1996) – as the drawers, desks and bookshelves of Maidenhall yielded up their bounty.


Much of the material had been previously unpublished (see Note on sources below) but the bulk had been preserved in small specialist periodicals – weeklys, monthlies, quarterlies – that lined Butler’s shelves: The Bell, Enyoy, Peace News, The Church of Ireland Gazette, The Twentieth Century, The Listener, The Dublin Magazine, The Kilkenny Magazine, The Irish Review, Hibernia, the Journal of the Butler Society, and others; transcripts from the BBC and Radio Éireann, The Irish Times and The Irish Press also surfaced. These organs kept the intellectual juices flowing and the spirit of debate and reflection alive in often diverse communities that had little else in common, tactile projectiles that allowed great freedom of thought in a more leisured and unhurried age than our own, creating a world-wide web of connectivity reaching into the future.


As the writer and politician Conor Cruise O’Brien declared, ending his memorial address for Seán O’Faoláin at Glasthule Church in Dublin on 4 May 1991, saluting the three great Irishmen of his day: ‘You won, Owen Sheehy Skeffington, Hubert Butler and Seán O’Faoláin … you won.’


Butler’s earliest champions in the public domain included the journalist Eoghan Harris in his page in Image magazine, who also launched Escape from the Anthill on that memorable May day at Butler House in Kilkenny; the historian Roy Foster, who persuaded the TLS editor to open up his august columns to Butler in a substantive review; Dervla Murphy in The Irish Times; Monk Gibbon in the Irish Independent; Ulick O’Connor in the Sunday Independent; Chris Agee in The Linen Hall Review, Hugh Breedin at Fortnight. My fellow publisher-editors overseas took up the torch: Paul Keegan of Penguin in London, Elisabeth Sifton at Farrar Straus and Giroux in New York and Samuel Bruxelles at Anatolia in France, fortified by his Nobel-Prize-winning friend the poet Joseph Brodsky.


Behind the scenes, Hubert’s wonderful wife Susan (‘Peggy’) Butler, a woman of formidable wit and concomitant warmth, held to a constant belief in her husband’s genius as she presided over the serene household that was Maidenhall. His US-based daughter Julia Crampton and imperturbable son-in-law Richard Crampton were also powerful enablers, as were their children Cordelia, Suzannah and Tom; and, by extension, Joseph Hone and Eleanor Burgess: a formidable familial phalanx. From Oxford, Rob Tobin, author of The Minority Voice: Hubert Butler and Southern Protestantism, 1900–1991 (2012), archived the family papers and lent invaluable support to us all.


There was an inexpressible ease, gentleness and quiet determination about the Butler I knew for eight years. It is a huge cause for joy in now knowing that his spirit and work endures, and will continue to inhabit and to nurture our minds. The small standing that The Lilliput Press has in Irish cultural life owes everything to his legacy.


A.F.


Arbour Hill, Dubin 7


12 February 2014
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FOREWORD



The Private Investigator


Fintan O'Toole


‘I was glad I belonged to an insignificant nation.’


In an essay written in 1975 and collected here, Hubert Butler recounts the eighteenth-century fable of the hen and the horses: ‘A hen, finding herself alone in a stable with nowhere to roost, addressed herself to the horses: “Let us agree, kind sirs, not to tread upon each other!”’ One might see some parallels with Butler’s own situation, but also a crucial difference. He was a little hen in the stable of grand twentieth-century ideologies, a man of no great consequence, an ‘English-Protestant Irishman’ from a marginal part of an insignificant nation. He had no party, no Church, no institution, no power – often, even, no publisher. The only time he was much noticed, even in his own country, was when he was ostentatiously ostracized. And yet, unlike the deluded hen, he sought no agreement with the big beasts. With intellectual poise and literary elegance, he trod on them all the time. And as this late windfall of writings so amply demonstrates, he left an enduring footprint on their backs.


The Butler we find here is a man in a gap – or perhaps several gaps. In the gap between cynicism and scepticism, there are these wise and richly pleasurable essays. Butler is one of the twentieth-century’s great sceptics. He is suspicious, quizzical, unshakeably unimpressed by the claims of systems, nations, alliances, crusades, totalities. He weighs those claims against the concrete realities he observes so sharply and finds them hollow. What he retains from his Protestant heritage is the idea that personal judgment is not just a right but an absolute duty. Butler is that rarest of things – a private investigator without a client. He looks into corners, pulls at threads, pursues contradictions. But he is searching for nothing more than the best approximation of the truth he can manage. He has the freedom of his own ‘insignificance’. He is unburdened by the delusion that he will be heeded.


This scepticism is written into his prose. Butler does not raise his voice. In part, this is because there is no point in shouting when the only people who will hear you are likely to be close at hand anyway. ‘What is the use’, he asks, ‘of a few grains of red pepper in an ocean of soup? Would it not be better to keep them to flavour a small cup?’ It is striking, indeed, that the most peppery essay in this collection is an attack, not on a distant enemy, but on a friend and fellow-inhabitant of the small cup of Irish liberal dissent, Seán O’Faoláin. For the real enemies – the great tyrannies of the twentieth century – Butler reserves a cool, quiet, playfully humorous and unnervingly civil tone. That civility is itself a political statement, the only rebuke the writer can give to murderous hysteria and toxic cliché.


Time and again, Butler draws blood, not with the bludgeon but with the surgical incision. One of the great joys of these essays is the discovery of sentences as sharp and lithe as a Toledo rapier. No one can skewer an entire system with such economy and precision as Butler. Stalinism in nine words? ‘To prove a theory a nation is being vivisected.’A century of Anglo-Irish relations in a sentence? ‘The Union failed because the English, like the Irish, were unwilling to accept the equation that it implied.’ The complex attitudes of most Irish people to the grand project of reviving Gaelic as their vernacular language? ‘The average man treats the revival of Gaelic culture as one of those conventional aspirations, which it is bad form either to take seriously or to criticize.’ The ways in which Tito shifted, for the West, from gallant anti-Nazi ally to Communist fiend, and back to gallant anti-Stalin ally? ‘Tito quarrelled with Moscow and became no longer an ex-friend enemy, but an ex-enemy friend.’ There’s a steely glint to this tautly concentrated scepticism that would be cruel were it not so clearly truthful.


The attempt to be truthful, to see through the haze of contemporary enthusiasms and lies, is what makes Butler’s essays so eerily prescient. The reader often has to look at the dates to confirm that they are not, indeed, written with hindsight. The collapse of the Soviet system through incompetence and self-delusion is prefigured in his calmly brilliant reports from Russia, written at a time when even his greatest critics credited Stalin with awe-inspiring power. The rise of religious fundamentalism in the politics of the United States is spotted early. The dilemma of Muslim women in relation to the wearing of the veil leaps out at us from the 1950s. The fear that American anti-Communism might shade into a willingness to make use of fascists, expressed so powerfully here, is entirely justified by subsequent events, especially in Latin America. Even Ireland’s acquiescence, in our own time, to rule by the international debt-collecting Troika, is foreshadowed in a sentence that shivers with anticipation: ‘We have a respect for the registered and certified fait accompli that makes us at our best the most tolerant of people, at our worst the most slavish.’


There is nothing mystical about this prescience, of course. It is the fruit of a courageous scepticism that consists in seeing, and saying, the obvious. At this level, Butler’s genius is quite simple – it is the art of recognition. He sees what is there to be seen. At another level, though, Butler is complex. For against his own scepticism, he retains a stubborn, equally unyielding idealism. He is as far from cynicism as he is from gullibility. In one half of his mind there resides that most eighteenth century of dreams, the search for universal love. Butler seems, not so much to believe in this ideal, as to believe in nothing else. It is what he is left with, after seeing Stalinism and Nazism, internecine hatreds in Yugoslavia and Ireland, petty and appalling cruelties. Butler’s idealism is entirely of a piece with his lack of illusion: he believes in love because he knows the alternatives only too well. The rubric for his essays might be Auden’s ‘We must love one another or die.’


Love, though, is not so much a consolation as an agonizing question. The search for apparent impossibilities – a neutrality that is not disengaged, a localism that is not parochial, an individualism that is not merely individualistic – accounts for the restlessness behind the composure of his prose. He is tormented by the question: where can love live? Not in the State: ‘Isn’t it obvious that in our highly organized world the kindness and humanity and intelligence of the individual are commodities like any other to be hawked about by governments?’ But not in the family either: ‘The family is too small a unit for tenderness and talent to prosper side by side in its shade, the State is too large.’ Nor is Butler, as he is sometimes portrayed, a simple localist, for he knows that his own patch of ground, however devoted he is to it, can never be enough for him: ‘Our affections are not really tethered to our neighbourhood. We have not found it possible to coordinate our loyalties, which stray away in contrary directions.’


All great writers have a large uncertainty at the heart of their work, and this is Butler’s: he is never quite sure what kind of collective can express the ‘kindness and humanity and intelligence of the individual’. But he occupies this uncertainty as an open space. Just as he works in the gap between scepticism and cynicism, he also places himself in the small but radiant fissure between Either and Or. Butler’s experiences of both Stalinism and Nazism in the 1930s give him the moral strength to be equally sceptical of both sides in the Cold War. He is an anti-Communist and an anti-anti-Communist.


With typical prescience, Butler, in Leningrad in the 1930s, imagines a future in which Communism has stampeded the world ‘into two great parties’: the competing blocs of the post-war world. Neither party is his. The real-world knowledge of Stalin’s Russia so eloquently articulated here inoculated him against Communism. But ‘the furious campaign against godlessness and Communism that is surging round us in Ireland’ (a campaign of which he became an accidental victim) repelled him too. If he was “insignificant” in the Cold War years it was because he refused to amplify his own humane and sceptical voice with the booming rhetoric of either set of crusaders. That kind of insignificance was, in the long run, highly significant.


Hubert Butler lived through terrible decades when to refuse to be Either/Or was to be nothing. He made that refusal, in his own way, into not just something but everything. Early on in this luminous collection, Butler, in Russia, poses for himself a fundamental question about how to react to human suffering: ‘Should we look away in disgust and horror or should we follow every tremor of the victim with sympathy and intense scientific curiosity?’ At first glance, that final ‘and’ looks like it should be an ‘or’. Most writers would pose ‘sympathy’ and ‘scientific curiosity’ as opposites – the one emotional and warm, the other intellectual and cold. Butler’s glory is that he does not recognize such polarities. He writes with the cool detachment and fearless curiosity of a scientist. But every sentence is guided to its target by an unabashed and irreducible human sympathy.














PART ONE


Russian Dispatches 1932–1946
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A Stroll Around Leningrad


Breakfast is over at the October Hotel and some tourists wish to blow away the memory of stale buns and bad eggs with a breeze from the Neva; guidebook in hand, they have negotiated the islands of October Square and find themselves gazing helplessly up the majestic length of the Nevsky, which they never can remember to call October Street. Trams groan up it like monstrous hydras, bulging arms and legs and faces. The wreathed mass of struggling bodies is borne slowly along while at every halt there is a frantic battle. IT IS ONLY ALLOWED TO ALIGHT FROM THE FRONT OF THE CAR. Dozens pour out and at the other end scores shove in, bells clang, wheels clank, and the rusty monster creeps into the middle distance.


The tourists are daunted.


If one is wealthy one can take a droshky but it is unlikely that one is as wealthy as all that. There are a few bearded isvoschiks in long blue coats driving spanking, well-fed horses in traditional harness. But now, instead of entrancing demi-mondaines or elegant loungers, they contain pince-nézed officials or Red Army officers. The droshky is becoming self-conscious, an anachronism, and that is uncomfortable in Russia. One may pay a few extra kopeks and take a bus but as they are less frequent than the trams they are just as crowded, and sometimes lie on their sides when too ruthlessly overloaded. Bicycles are seen occasionally. They would not be recognized by their working brothers in Oxford or Cambridge – as soon trot to your lectures on a race-horse as hack one of these shining sports models to the factory every morning.


But you can walk! The broad pavements of the Nevsky Prospekt are flagged with pantiles, grey and beautiful, and never since when they were laid down by Peter the Great have they seen such hard service as today.


Two hundred years before the Five Year Plan was conceived, in the bad old days of exploitation and hugger-mugger, St Petersburg was planned. Planned and built to a plan, indomitably dignified, the city imposes a certain order on its inhabitants. The trailing mobs of cotton-clad foot passengers move in regular streams up the expanse of Nevsky, and the fine buildings in the intersecting streets dwarf the heterogeneous crowds to a stylized uniformity. If you want to reach the Republiky Most in good order you must keep to your own side of the pavement.


It is impossible for the bourgeois visitor to avoid sentimentalizing as he elbows his way along, however proletarian his sympathies. He wonders whether Nevsky does not cry for rattling carriages, shining horses and lovely ladies. As he passes under the arcade of the Gostiny Dvor, richly dressed phantoms linger among the arches and flutter past him into discreet shops. Closer inspection will reveal the shops to be displaying a few white cabbages on doubtful linoleum swarming with flies … but sentimentalists can ignore such trifles of fact. Do the painted walls of historic buildings gladly foil bright peasant handkerchiefs and hard brown peasant faces? The bourgeois wonders.


Maundering in this way, he will probably trip over a pile of masonry and rubble; streets are up, workers’ dwellings going up, and churches coming down, debris is everywhere. On the Fontanka not only is the road under repair but a barge of firewood is being unloaded and piled along the pavement. Through the fine old wrought-iron railings of the canal one sees the reflection of deserted mansions, Italianate palaces and fin-de-siécle flats; this was once a fashionable street. On the Moika, on either side of the canal, the road is up and lorries bound recklessly off mounds of cobbles into pits of sand, the racing engines and smoking radiators intriguing the audience every motor can command in Leningrad.


Here you may even see a brand new Buick or Lincoln tipped at an angle of 45 degrees waiting for its tourist cargo to emerge from the Yusuppov Palace, now a club for scientific workers. These shining newcomers to Leningrad transport the First Class tourists rapidly from sight to sight. They are driven with reckless brutality and skill; they speed down the empty thoroughfares at 60 mph, cutting their way through tram queues and peasant carts with small regard for either traffic regulations or human life. Light signals, operated by small boyish militiamen in neat grey, obviate the most bloody calamities; all the same there is a large road fatality for so pedestrian a city. Trams sometimes spill their contents wholesale, sometimes a struggling body is squeezed off and cut in two, sometimes two trams collide, at midday, travelling at 5 mph. The streets are never dull; you may see an ancient automobile expiring gloriously in smoke and flames, the passers-by solemnly attentive. Or, on a frosty morning when the streets are slippery, you may see a distinguished citizen in a fur coat lying on his nose in the gutter, blind-drunk, and completely ignored by everyone.


But Uritzky Square is a haven for nervous pedestrians, an oasis of peace in a restless city. In the summer it was more like a ploughed field than a palace yard, but the small island of asp-halt in the centre under the Alexander Column has gradually spread over the whole great expanse. The shifts were working day and night to complete the task, under the burning midday sun, dazzled by the sand and dust, and at night, when the Neva rolls darkly past and the silhouette of Peter and Paul was faintly visible across the water.


Wandering through the galleries of the Hermitage one passes imperceptibly into the main building of the Palace, used now as a public gallery, where one is torn between looking at the pictures on the walls and at the great square laid out like a handkerchief at one’s feet. A glance through the vast windows of the Winter Palace of the Romanovs does something to illuminate the mentality of Imperial Russia; even the puny tourist from the home-counties catches his breath and savours the faint aftertaste of intoxicating power. The whole area of impudently splendid buildings enclosing the square, is so confident, so solid with authority and tradition, so apparently impregnable. Steam-engines rolling the square below are dwarfed to the dimension of beetles and the painters at work on the Palace itself are insignificant as flies. It is only when one glances through another window into the little vulnerable face of a painter suspended between heaven and earth that one abruptly realizes the tremendous importance of these human flies and the monumental stupidity of the arrogant shell they are whitewashing. No British workman would trust himself in the cradle used by this painter, a roughly knocked-up affair of fragile splinters; but lack of security does not seem to worry him and in November the freshly painted Winter Palace is a monument to his methods. The authorities decided to do up all the principal stucco buildings of the city in their original colours and the resulting ochres and lilacs and blues and greens are very delightful.


Unless one has lots of time, shopping in Leningrad is a hopeless business; time means nothing to most Russians, who prefer to wait half an hour for a tram rather than reach their destination in ten minutes on foot. Queues are ubiquitous and are not confined to bakeries and co-operatives and other purveyors of necessities. Should you wish to have your photograph taken you must queue up and listen to endless discussion between the photographer and his clients, chiefly sailors; whether to be taken in uniform, or with the shirt open at the neck or perhaps the whole torso without any shirt, this is the kind of question that has to be decided. Married and engaged couples do arty snuggles and cuddles under the lens and are tweaked into position by the operator. All this takes time. Even bookshops have the animated appearance English people associate with Great White Sales; young people stand three deep at the counter choosing picture postcards that are cheap and excellent; you will find coloured reproductions of modern painters among which Cezanne and Van Gogh are well-represented, admirable coloured drawings of animals, and studies of old Russian customs and village life, almost pre-Raphaelite in their careful realism. The cards are chosen for their cultural and propagandist qualities and are immensely popular with all-comers. What Englishman could resist sending his aunt the card on which an American dentist in solar topee and eyeglass (British officer), is threatening an innocent black man with a dog whip? A Bible is sticking out of the British officer’s pocket. There are not many bound books in stock as owing to the paper shortage books are rationed and only a limited number of intellectual books are produced. Elementary educational, propagandist, and technical pamphlets, cheap and easy for beginners, take precedence over poetry, novels and philosophical works.


At the street corners are stalls attached to the big bookshops where stationery, pamphlets and postcards may be bought as well as the daily papers. A few street vendors peddle cigarettes singly out of grubby boxes and display toothpicks in enticing bunches; in the summer evenings hoydens with flowers tease the drab passers-by and tempt them with the fresh gaiety of their bouquets. Each blossom may cost 30 to 50 kopeks but there is so little else to buy that people often take some home. The banana plant, which readers of nineteenth-century novels associate with Russian interiors, has survived the Revolution and many windows in the dreary cliffs of apartment houses are thick with its unappetizing greenery.


In Leningrad even the shoeblacks have their queues; they are an elderly grizzled fraternity with uninterested eyes who crouch on their little stands day-long, and are always busy. People in top-boots should be avoided at all costs in a queue because it takes several minutes to polish the leg of a top-boot, and as the legs in the boots often belong to soldiers or officials the shoeblack lingers over them till he can see his reflection in the glossy cylinder. Pushing young women wear smart, high-heeled, coloured leather shoes but the great mass of the people walk around in wretched bark pampooties, heel-less slippers, or the kind of speckled sandshoes one connects with suburban gymnasiums. The leather brogues of a foreigner are a treat to the shoeblack and he turns back the foreign trousers reverently from the beautiful foreign shoes.


Perhaps the climax of the shopping experience is reached in the General Post Office, in the stamp queue. After ten minutes of waiting it is your turn to approach the guichet and you request a group of ladies in blouses behind the counter for half-a-dozen stamps. ‘Stamps?’ says the spokeswoman briskly, ‘Stamps? I haven’t any at present but if you’d like to wait I can send out for some!’


But it would be a pity to wait because there is still so much to see in Leningrad.


[1932]

















2


Leningrad in 1932


‘Nine million tons of pig iron is the estimate for 1932,’ said a Soviet official, adding wearily, ‘Yes we have made great progress in education and the theatre and the films are all excellent, but we haven’t enough to eat.’


There was nothing very surprising about this admission (in-deed it was self evident) except that an official should have made it. Never till this winter have the Communists been so frank about the hardships that the Five Year Plan is imposing on the Russian people. It is now nearing its end and the strain is at its greatest. Never since 1920 have the people been called upon to face a more cheerless winter, if they endure it without collapse there seems to be no limit to what can be borne. Whatever we may think of the goal they are striving towards, the chances are that they will stay the course.


There are plenty of inducements dangled in front of them it is true. The next Five Year Plan is to develop the light industries and to raise the standard of living. Many of the great industrial undertakings will already be working at full capacity and there will be less need for foreign capital and foreign brains. They will not have to export food, but the finished products of their new factories and the collective farms will be well under way. Because of this there will be butter and eggs and sugar and tea and bacon in plenty for the housewives.


This is an old, old story, and the Russian citizen does not question its truth – but the prospect of good dinners a few years hence is cold comfort for an empty stomach.


Torgsin, the foreigners’ shop, is the most splendid of all the food stores. Cotton curtains hide the display from the street, and the doorway is barred by an old man, who says, ‘Only foreign currency or gold.’ It is a great privilege to be able to shop there, even a walk round provides the simple with a thrill. When our maid Masha went to buy eggs and butter, she tied a clean red handkerchief round her head and took a friend. Once through the door, except for the long queues and the seething crowds, one might be in Liptons or the Home and Colonial. There are mountains of butter and eggs and white loaves, cheeses and tins of fish and fruit, cream cakes, pear drops and strawberry jam. I can hear English spoken with an American accent; the cashier has to fumble distractedly in German marks, Greek and Italian money, and seldom produces the right change. It is a foreigners’ shop yet the mass of customers are Russian. The Russians are of two types. There are stocky peasant women who have probably exchanged a gold cross or their wedding ring for Torgsin bonds. A prosperous peasant in the old days seldom invested his money in anything but gold ornaments for his wife. Banks break, currency becomes worthless but gold never loses its value. The Soviet government has always been aware of the wealth of gold in private hands and has tried to extract it in various ways. It has used laws and threats, violence, even torture, but endurance is one of the lessons that Russia has learnt from her past.


Torgsin is a more humane mode of extracting it. You may not get a great deal for your gold but you get something and even the thriftiest find it hard to resist the temptation of the well-filled shelves. The other class of Russian who shops in Torgsin has seen better days. Though they are bourgeois a few have married into Communist families or used their brains to get positions of trust. Others are too old or too deeply committed to the old order of things to adapt themselves to the new. They belong to a liquidated class yet they have a certain value to the Soviets for their relations who emigrated and send them foreign money, which they exchange for Torgsin bonds. But bad times in Paris and Prague, Berlin and Belgrade, and all the haunts of refugees, have checked the flow of gold to Russia; the geese have stopped laying golden eggs, it is time to sell them. A few weeks ago it became possible to ransom one’s relations from Russia.


Only a very small proportion of the inhabitants of Leningrad can hope to shop in Torgsin, for the others there remains the co-operatives and their various categories. Third-Category workers can be sure of little but bread and vegetables, the Second can count on rice, buckwheat and millet, macaroni and sugar and butter, while the First Category can often get such delicacies as sausage or dried fruit. The prices are very low but the quantities allowed on each ticket are small. The majority of people supplement their ticket by purchasing it in the open market. Prices may be ten times as high as in the co-operatives but purchases are us-ually to be found.


There is a big market building filled with stalls not far off the Nevsky where the produce of the collective farms is sold, the surplus that the government has not commandeered. It is moderately filled but to reach it one must pass through a narrow lane seething with excited traders. It is in this small lane and not in the spacious official hall that the bulk of the business is transacted. Rows of countrywomen stand around holding slabs of butter or meat, while some are re-selling at a profit sugar and meal and delicacies purchased at Torgsin or the co-operatives. Not far away stand others, haggling about galoshes or old leather coats. To get regular meals in Leningrad, if you are not in a factory with a factory dining-room, you often need ingenuity and patience. It is sometimes too much of a bother, and to save trouble one misses a dinner or supper. Yet for a special occasion, for a marriage or a name day or a big party, no effort will be spared. For weeks beforehand the whole family will be collecting and contriving for delicacies. A cousin who is on the stage will get them a cake through the theatrical co-operative. Relations in the First and Second categories will bring gingerbread and sausages and smoked herring and pickled cucumber. A German engineer will be asked to bring sprouts and Caucasian wine and Marie biscuits from Torgsin. The maid will be sent home on holiday to bring back a couple of chickens or some home-cured bacon, and her work of waiting in the bread queue will have to be undertaken by the members of the family.


The party is the blossoming of weeks of effort. The tables groan with food and drink. There are toasts and jokes and songs and laughter. At two or three o’clock some of the guests go home, while the rest go to bed on the floor and tip-toe out in the early morning – then the family sleep on in no hurry to awake. Food achieved, they sleep the sleep of the replete. Pinching, planning and privation are over – till tomorrow.
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On a Russian Farm


I


Most visitors to Russia expect to be shown a collective farm, but many return frustrated and disappointed. The farms that were on the programme of their tour turn out on investigation to be not collective but state farms, and between the ‘Kolkhoz’ and the ‘Sovkhoz’ there is all the difference in the world. The ‘Sovkhoz’ is a state-run experimental farm: it has laboratories and model crèches, English-speaking foremen and nice tourist lunches, and like all experimental farms all over the world it has no pretentions to being economically self-supporting. There are lots of them at home and the tourists, having patted the babies in the crèches and digested the lunches, become querulous and suspicious. Was it for this that they jollied for two hours on hard seats across the monotonous swampy plains? They feel that they have been cheated and made fools of and they distrust everything they see. Why are the test-tubes and the samples of soil in the laboratory always so tidy and the professors always at their lunch? Then why can’t they be seen at this lunch? And what, anyway, do they have for lunch? A harassed, overworked guide prevaricates and tells them that unless they run they’ll miss the train. As they wait for those quarters of an hour on a draughty, derelict platform their feeling of disappointment and frustration deepens. They forget the lunch and the babies and that not even in England are foreigners shown professors dining, and remember only that they have seen nothing that they came to see, not even a cow or a haystack. Call that a farm!


The fault, of course, is partly with the tourists and with the whole system of tours. Tourists are often considered frivolous, useless people, and no one would want to interrupt the work on a real farm, to have them trooping across the young corn, distracting the manager, leaving the gates open. On no farm in the British isles would a ‘surprise visit’ of thirty foreign tourists be welcomed, why should they be welcomed on a collective farm in Russia? So it is that, part cynically, part from a genuine desire to please, the ‘show farms’ are ‘shown’ – everything is prepared, the babies are there to be patted, the ledgers to be examined, the tall tenement houses clean and irreproachable around the office and the laboratory. Far away on the horizon, inconceivably remote, is a little dot; it may be a silo or a cow or a farm-hand, but between it and the tourists lie acres of mud and slush and marsh – and they have no change of boots. When at last they have been jostled back into the train they realize with a pang of remorse that it was the little dot and not the offices and the crèches that they came all the way to Russia to see.


Russia is full of collective farms, but they are inaccessible and it was not till that I had been there several months that I succeeded in seeing one. The officials declared that there were none to be seen within a wide range of Leningrad and that it was the wrong time of the year. When at last through a friend I heard of a ‘Kolkhoz’ within easy reach of Leningrad, I could be sure at any rate that it was not an ‘official’ farm. There would be haystacks and cows, even if there wasn’t a crèche.


We left in the frosty early morning, the canals were already frozen over and we had to keep rubbing the windows with our train-tickets to see out of them. One caught a glimpse of the Finland railway station and the great black figure of Lenin with hand outstretched on the very spot where fifteen years before he had delivered his first speech on his return to Russia. The train took us on to a sandy district where there were small dilapidated villas scattered among pine trees and at last came to a stop almost on the borders of Finland. To our left were still pine trees and sand, slopes and a glimpse of a cold blue lake and more pine trees beyond it stretching to the Finnish Gulf. To the right the prospect was more typically Russian, such pine trees as there were, were swallowed up in the distance, tillage and fields were small patches in an indefinite wilderness. On the edge of it lay the K – collective farm.


The houses of the Kolkhozniki, or collectivized farmers, lie along a sideroad: they are large, two-storied wooden dwellings, more like villas than farm-houses. In the old days it was easy to get summer visitors here to rest in the pine woods, and the country people must always have had a good deal of town sophistication and shared a little in the prosperity of St Petersburg. Nevertheless they held their land on the primitive strip system, universal in the Russian contryside. The strips started from the back of each house and ran parallel away from it. The absurdity of this previous system must constantly be borne in mind when the collective agriculture is criticized. There was little opposition when in 1928 the collective farm was organized. Those who refused to join in were allowed to retain patches of land in one particular section, but for various reasons they soon abandoned it and preferred to work in Leningrad.


There are 720 hectares in K-farm and it is comprised of the union of 70 different holdings, and 17 families, who were admitted without holdings. Altogether there are 285 members of the Kolkhoz, about 100 of whom are able-bodied workers on the farm. There are four people in the manager’s office, a book-keeper, two clerks, and a technical expert; as the crops were all gathered, there was little work on the farm and they were ready and eager to answer questions and show us around. My friend had himself been working on a collective five years before and was interested to see what progress had been made. There were 135 head of cattle on the farm, including 83 dairy cows, 54 horses, 56 pigs and 10 piglets. There were 65 hectares under oats, 25 under sunflowers, there was a silo almost complete, which would hold 350 tons of feeding stuff, composed mainly of sunflowers, cabbage leaves, potato peel and weeds. Owing to the proximity of Leningrad they were able to devote about 60 hectares to market gardening, cabbage, turnip, potatoes and tomatoes. They had also a few acres under roots for the cattle.


In the winter the horses work in the town carting wood, and all the year round, in exchange for milk, the farm gets slops and scraps from the restaurants and the hotels, which it feeds to the pigs and dairy cows. In these and other ways K- is affected by the vicinity of a great city and neither its members nor its methods are entirely typical. In its constitution and rules, however, it can be taken as representative of all the collective farms of Russia.


One of the most interesting and most involved of its aspects is the system of payment. The unit for which payment is made is called ‘a day’s work’, but this is judged not by a time-valuation but by a certain standard of achievement varying with the class of work. Each dairy-maid, for instance, at K- has about 10 cows under her charge and ‘a day’s work’ is judged at about 40 litres of milk, more or less according to the season. She may, in this way, achieve more than ‘a day’s work’ in the day. Ploughmen and cattleherds are similarly paid according to a standard of achievement. In addition to these considerations there are five or six grades of labour for which the ‘day’s work’ is calculated differently: someone whose job is light and unskilled, such as minding poultry, may find his day’s effort only calculated at half a ‘day’s work’; the skilled clerks, though, find their daily office-hours are reckoned at two day’s work, and jobs demanding intermediate degrees of skill are calculated accordingly. The office of book-keeper on a collective farm is obviously no sinecure.


In 1931 the pay per ‘day’s work’ was 3 roubles 10 kopecks. This year the final assessment will probably be 4r. 75k. It is not known till the end of the year when the proceeds of the farm have been calculated at what rate the ‘day’s work’ can be paid, but till the final reckoning is made, every month the wages are paid according to an estimate made at the beginning of the year. The difference is paid up at the end of the year, when the books are finally made up. In the year 1932, for instance, though it was anticipated that the ‘day’s work’ would be 4r. 50k. actually it has proved to be 4r. 75k., so only 3r. a day were paid in advance every month. What was owing was made up at the end of the year, partly in roubles, partly in actual produce.


II


On K-farm the sale of the produce is also conditioned by various regulations. A large proportion is bought by the government at a fixed price and is used for the supply of rest-homes, government shops, etc. What is left over may be sold in the private market at competitive prices and the proceeds divided among the Kolkhozniki. In the last few months, in order to stimulate production, the amount appropriated by the government has been greatly reduced – hence far more is available for the private market.


The Kolkhoz is often confused with the Sovkhoz, a different, far more drastic system of collectivization, whose forcible extension was checked by Stalin himself in the spring of last year. Under the Sovkhoz, all property is held in common, and the individual peasant may not even keep poultry. Each member must sacrifice all his private property to the Sovkhoz, and in return is fed and clothed and schooled by it. The Sovkhoz system has now been abandoned and under the collective farm a large measure of private property is allowed. We visited the private farmyard of one of the Kolkhozniki and found a cow and several pigs and a great many hens, all thriving and well looked after.


The collective dairy cattle are kept in a long wooden shed with wooden flooring, scrupulously clean and lit by electricity, for electricity is now in use even in remote farmsteads in Russia. Milking is done by hand but as far as conditions allow modern dairy methods are in use. This year it has been difficult to keep up the proper rations for the dairy cattle and the pigs; each cow has a fixed diet according to its milk yield, hung over its stall, varying proportions of hay, straw, ensilage and restaurant scraps but the dairymaid admitted that in the last few months these had had to be modified. Some of the pigs especially bore traces of their reduced rations.


K-farm has not been long established and its workers have fewer social amenities than those of neighbouring farms. A big building, mainly of wood, was in the process of erection alongside of the road. It was to house the club and reading-room; on the ground floor there was to be a common dining-room. There is a farm orchestra on K-farm, but ‘culturally’ K-farm considers itself backward and is not pleased with its progress.


On the office wall hangs the current copy of the wall gazette, a universal feature of all Soviet institutions. It is the joint production of all the members of the farm, its columns are open to mutual criticism, grievances are discussed and settled, slackers are reproached, workers are commended and to give it spice personalities and even caricatures are allowed of rather a savage kind. Occasionally there are even some jokes. This issue is the jubilee number for the fifteenth anniversary of the October Revolution and it is richly illuminated with red stars and flourishes. I had time to read something very sarcastic about a muddle-headed clerk and a drunken ploughman and the following appeal called ‘The Plea of the Children’: ‘We, the children of brigade three, ask our parents and elder friends not to take us out with them all day riding on the hay wagons etc because it interferes with our homework and we hear them using bad language and learn to use it ourselves.’


After reading this wall gazette it was almost a relief when I returned to Leningrad to see naughty boys throwing stones at tourist’s motors and making slides on the pavement like their capitalist contemporaries. Juvenile literary contributions in an earnest and reproachful vein are universal in Russia. I remembered the Soviet slogan pinned-up in the playroom of a crèche at one of the state farms. ‘Play is not just fun but a preparation for toil.’ There are Sovkhoz workers even in the nursery, but the toddlers, who were romping in the playroom, did not seem to be worrying their heads much about the texts on the wall.


Nothing but Russian is spoken at K-farm. England and Ireland are unknown there. I was shown a big white sow, whose family came from Yorkshire, and I believe that she was the only living things in the whole existence of K-farm connected with these islands. Yet it was impossible not to wonder whether all that one saw there would be purely national in its effects or would one day affect one’s own country too. To this there is no satisfactory answer.


It would be possible to come away from K-farm, as from many other such farms through the length and breadth of the USSR, with very comforting conclusions for western European agriculture. I have not tried to translate the rouble wages of farm labourers into their equivalent in our currency, because the rouble has only internal value and attempts to equate it with our money would be misleading, but it would not be hard to prove that in the necessities of life the Russian farm labourer is at present much poorer than the labourers of Sovkhoz. All the same, whether collective agriculture survives in Russia will not depend on the economic prosperity of any particular farm, perhaps not even on the economic success of all the collective farms in Russia. Collectivization linked up closely with the essential doctrine of Bolshevism, and I think the Soviets would be prepared for any economic sacrifice rather than abandon it.


To prove a theory a nation is being vivisected. It is a clumsy piece of surgery, whatever we may think of its motives. Should we look away in disgust and horror or should we follow every tremor of the victim with sympathy and intense scientific curiosity?


[1933]
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Those Russians


Most people who have been to Russia, even if it’s only for a week, feel that they are imposters if they do not return with notebooks crammed with horrors and statistics. How many churches have been desecrated? How many farms collectivized? What about pig-iron and the GPU [State Political Directorate, under the Council of Peoples Commissars of the USSR; successor to the Cheka]? Those who live any length of time in Russia must find their appetite for this sort of thing steadily declining. They either quickly become immune to figures or else go mad, for it is easier to extract prophesies from the proportions of the Great Pyramid than to get political generalizations from the labyrinth of Soviet society.


Firstly about the figures – they are meaningless or else misleading. Anyone who has had the experience of changing money in a Russian state-bank, and seen three people with pencil and paper, a bead abacus and an American adding-machine working out a simple proportion sum for twenty minutes and then working it out wrong, will not believe that figures about cotton production in Turkestan carried to three decimal points are going to be very informative. He will conceive a distrust for Russian figures that will never leave him. Neither under the Tsar nor under the Bolsheviks have the abstract sciences flourished. Not only statistical research but also elementary book-keeping were always the handmaids of political dogma. That this is so in present-day Russia does not take long to discover.


Last year the Soviet government appointed an eminent authority on intelligence classification to find out in the American method in what section of the community the highest degree of intelligence was to be found. After very careful experiment and statistics he found a slight superiority among children of non-proletarian origin. He was told promptly that he must have made a mistake in his calculations and a second scientist was sent to collect the information.


This extreme reverence for the results of statistics and the very lighthearted way of arriving at them are characteristic, all the same, not of Bolshevism but of Russia. A civil servant, who knew Russian officialdom both before and after the Revolution, told us that on the whole Bolshevik book-keeping and general clerical efficiency is a degree higher than those it replaced, and bribery, once universal as a means of securing the right results, is now practically unkown. In this connection it is interesting to remember how minute has been Russia’s contribution to scientific thought, to mathematics or physics, to any experimental work that demands not brilliant generalizations but precise laborious calculation. Perhaps the exact sciences require a leisured, settled world, a sense of freedom from exploitation and oppression that the Russian people have never had.


Another reason for being indifferent to statistics is of course the vast size and diversity of Russia; a sixth of the whole world, it is of considerable importance in which particular pocket the statistician alights with his notebook. I met in north Russia a woman who till a few years ago had been managing her own estate. Our maid in Leningrad was the daughter of quite a prosperous farmer, who had somehow escaped dekulakization; they lived in the heart of collective Russia yet kept their pigs and their cows and hens and wove their own clothes; she came back every time from her holidays laden with country produce as she might have done twenty years ago. There must be many such still in Russia. Naturally they are very popular with their employers.


Those who travel will see merely by looking out at the small station platforms the infinite diversity of Russian conditions. The train passes through a zone of watermelons; the melons disappear and give place to chickens; then comes a zone of overripe cucumbers, a zone of small green apples or corn cobs, or nothing at all. The collapse of transport accounts largely for the fact that the food is so badly distributed; there are pockets of plenty in a wilderness of starvation. In the same way there are factories and collective farms that flourish, others that decay, and in both cases there are a thousand other causes more important than the Communistic theory working for their success or failure. There is the same absolute diversity among the people themselves; romantically minded tourists may find princessess selling matches in the gutter, old generals hawking little plaster busts of Lenin; it is not so easy to identify the princess who is a manager of a big workers’ club or the general who is working in the GPU. If it is power, and not a comfortable life, that they enjoy, in many cases they find more scope for it in the new life even than in the old, but they are not going to boast of their origin to the statistician. It is significant that those much maligned guides, who ‘show you only what they want you to see’, are drawn almost exclusively from the former landowning and professional classes, for only there was a knowledge of foreign languages to be found. The tables were turned, but it is probable that now, after fifteen years, a pushing bourgeois stands as good a chance as a pushing proletarian – discriminations are made against him, but on the other hand he has the traditions of leadership and the relics of a good education to help him. Probably there is much the same scum and sediment in the new world as in the old.


In Russia it is easy to form conclusions, but it is hard to see their relevance to the outer world. Yet it is obvious that Russia and Communism are now established as levers in the political life of other countries and topics of conversation in every home. Exotic, eastern bogies, they haunt the most peaceful suburbs and it is too late now for mere argument to exorcize them. Russians themselves do not discuss Communism in the home and are surprised at the interest and enthusiasm or the horror of the foreign visitors. They are as bored as an Englishman would be should a party of foreigners come over to find the exact workings of the national government. Why do all these people, I was repeatedly asked, want to see our bakeries, our crèches? Have they none at home? They are equally baffled by the indignant suspicious members of parliament, who aren’t allowed to see the inside of political prisons, to attend secret meetings of the GPU, to see factories that aren’t working and farms that don’t pay. Are those the sort of things that we show our visitors? But outside Russia the talk is all of Communism. Those who know Russia may find it hard to say what Communism, as they saw it, is, but they won’t find it hard to say what it is not.
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