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	Maybe we are dead men, if Russia herself is dead.

	Maybe we are not needed if Russia is not needed.

	But she is alive, and don’t you realize

	that we, like her, are alive too?

	 

	– Lieutenant Misha
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	Kutep-Pasha      

	White Birds

	The Scatter of Stars

	Clouds

	

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
T R A N S L A T O R ’ S   F O R E W O R D


	 

	ELEVENFORTYSEVEN

	 

	 

	Few conflicts have been as acute as the Russian Civil War of 1917. As many as ten million lives were lost; most of these are contained within Russia herself, and most of these are the lives of entirely innocent civilians. And what does this conflict have to show for itself? An exodus of Russia’s greatest patriots, who never gave up and formed an intellectual powerhouse in the White emigre movement, publishing powerful literary attacks in Berlin, Paris, and Sofia (most notably Ivan Ilyin); the unraveling of the Second World War (an abundance of evidence indicates that Stalin was preparing, through all possible means, to invade Europe and suffocate her within the decadent grip of the Marxist Internationale); a failed state, its eventual collapse, and the suffering of millions among its ruins; and a country whose people were left to yearn for some semblance of historical stability. 

	To set the scene: two sides, two warring ideologies—the monarchist Whites and the communist Reds; the fields, cities, and rivers of Russia as their battlefield. Tsar Nicholas II and his family had been taken hostage, to be executed in cold blood only sixteen months later (thankfully, today’s majority of Russian and international public recognizes this act for what it truly was: a criminal slaughter). Red soldiers, men who had previously sworn an oath to protect their country and its citizens, are pillaging the streets, murdering landowners and shopkeepers, stealing, and raping their countrymen’s women “in the name of the Revolution.” Yet, despite all this chaotic pain, despite this ruptured boil spreading its rot all over the country’s healthy, fertile body, the people do not resist. There is a well-known anecdote conveyed to us by a certain man of military talent: he tells of his return to St. Petersburg following some travels and finds himself shocked by the utter depravity and destruction sweeping through the country’s former capital. As he walks through the streets and observes all this, he stumbles across a theater, one he used to frequent, and decides to peek inside in order to gauge the extent of the damages, or determine whether the Red pillagers had made it that far yet. He walks in, and, to his surprise, sees that the theater is packed with men and women watching a performance, laughing, clapping. The man stood petrified, wondering how this could be: their city is under murderous demolition, and yet the citizens enjoy a show, peacefully, unknowingly—carelessly. . . .

	The esteemed man above was Baron Pyotr Wrangel. Eventually, he would lead the entire White Army and oversee the historic evacuation of the Crimea—an event that saved over 145,000 lives—when it became clear that the existing fronts of the White Army would no longer hold against the spreading Red terror in 1920. Aboard 126 ships, Wrangel’s fleet, also known as the Russian Squadron, sailed to Constantinople, where other White emigres (intellectuals, artists, academics, veterans of the Imperial Army caught abroad at the time of the struggle) had been patiently waiting for the Bolshevik atrocities to end. Most of the civilians settled there, with their families and many of the soldiers, but a thirty-thousand strong section of the Russian Squadron decided to settle in Greece’s Gallipoli (Gelibolu today; Kallipolis in the Greek meaning “Beautiful City”). For the next three years, the patriots of the White Army would live in limbo, in temporarily frozen history: the sun rises, the sun falls, the soldiers pray, have tea, exercise, and swim in the glistening sea. A profound feeling of loss, of irritability due to inaction, permeates every living corner of their massive camp. Some men await a return to their homeland, others revel in the nightly activities and overdrink, and a few are driven to an impatient suicide. . . .

	The author of this book, this living description, Ivan Sozontovich Lukash (1892–1940), is among the men of Gallipoli. Born to a veteran of the Russo-Turkish War, Lukash is most famous for his “interviews” of Anton Turkul and Vladimir Manstein (see pages 47–56)—two legendary men of Mikhail Gordeyevich Drozdovsky’s Regiment, a famed unit of men who completed a daring campaign from Romania’s Jassy to the Don in only two months, averaging forty to forty-five miles walked a day, recruiting over two thousand men on their way to the Volunteer cause—which serve as a morbid, yet glaring highlight in Bare Fields. His purpose is clear: to document the life and emotions of the camps, in order to preserve the memory of Russia’s displaced patriots. Lukash sees a collective of ambitious young men left with nothing—no home, no patria, no money, and, in some cases, no health. Yet, his lines consistently reverberate with a certain kind of strength: the swarming psychological despair is offset by a sturdy carelessness toward the severe physical, and thus mental, condition. The patriots live for the White struggle; they live by the memory of their homeland, and by a certainty in its salvation. His imagery is persistently dry, gray, ageing and aged, bronze. Gallipoli is a cemetery, its only colors the brilliant uniforms and outfits of the Whites, their different colors determined by their belonging to X or Y regiment. The men are bronzed by the sun, lashed by it; their uniforms are red, white, blue, with accents of yellows on their banners, black eagles, and, at times, dark-green gangrene and rot, and crimson blood, all set to the shimmering waves of the bright, blue, never-ceasing sea.

	This piece serves no ulterior purposes; it was not penned in order to propagandize, nor is it in any form a call to action. Lukash presents to us a Russian mosaic, each tile set perfectly to the next. This mosaic, enriched by the most heartfelt yearning, would only make its return to Russia following the collapse of the Communist regime. At times, the author humors us with an anecdote or an amusing accident, and at other times, he laments over a young woman and his memories of her as a schoolgirl amidst the winters of St. Petersburg. She is older now, but still so fair; she spends her days watching the soldiers tire at their daily work from the heights of a terribly dilapidated house, through a window terribly broken, terribly frozen. . . . She, and the other loving wives present, are forced to endure this pain in a soldierly way; Russia forces them to endure this; their love for her presents no other option. A man once said, when asked about the role of a Russian wife, “When her husband shoots at his enemies, she will be there to supply the ammo.”

	Lukash covers one single year in the three-year timeline of the Gallipoli camps. A frozen winter, a blazing summer, rainy fall and spring: the soldiers wait on and on, through it all, patiently. They wait for their Motherland to beckon; some do not know if she ever will, while others have never been more certain of her eventual summons. 

	Sometime around 1921, Lukash would leave for Sofia, Bulgaria, where this book would be published a year later. From Sofia, Lukash would move to Berlin and form a close association with Vladimir Nabokov, the then twenty-four-year-old future author of the infamous Lolita. Of their association it was said, “Never again would Nabokov have such close contact in his work with any writer as he did with the cocky Lukash.” Indeed, they would spend the next three years co-writing plays and ballets to accompany various pieces by composers. This was the only instance of Nabokov ever agreeing to work with another writer, and, perhaps, after reading this book, the reason for this will become that much clearer to the dear reader. 

	Lukash eventually moved to France, where he penned several historical novels and worked as a co-editor for a Russian emigre newspaper, Revival, until his death from tuberculosis in 1940. It is of note to mention that Ivan Ilyin also penned articles for this newspaper, as the ideological head of the White movement; it is unknown whether they ever met or became acquainted through letters, but their articles read that much better when taken together, with the knowledge of the events that fill in the blank spaces of Russia’s twentieth-century mosaic history.

	No introductions can do justice to the sentiment, the feeling, presented in this work. It is an exhortation of the true Russian spirit: gentle, clearheaded, unyielding, melancholy yet optimistic. Few peoples can understand the adversities faced by the Russian nation throughout history, and the importance of this first fight against Communism cannot be understated. The White Army lives on in every patriot, in every man who is aware of the significance of their task, of the significance of history itself, with the White Army as a prototype of future struggle and Bare Fields a meditation on its daily, at times uneventful, but deeply significant life. 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	When the coals die out, touch them with your tongs, strike the charred black embers, and the sparks will rush and dance—sit closer, lean into the heat, and listen to the whispers of the fire.

	You see: the walls are crumbling silently and the crimson towers fall, lightly whistling. You see how, glistened by their scarlet armor, the knights arose, and then the flaming monks rushed away, swirling. You see the hurling of burning banners.

	Sit closer, bend forward, so that the crimson light illuminates your face, and listen to the whispers of the fire.

	Listen. . . .
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	General Alexander Kutepov (1882–1930)
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	Her collarbones are showing through the white cambric of her blouse. Her collarbones, like two soft wings, spread across her chest. We’re sitting on the floor, on a striped mattress. When she turns her head, I can see how her golden, auburn locks curl over the white nape of her neck. They curl in the same way they did long ago in St. Petersburg, when she was a little girl, when she wore a brown dress with a white lace apron and went to the gymnasium. She had a small, green, Morocco-leather briefcase with a silver lock and key.

	We’re sitting on the floor. But, where we sit is not a room, but the top landing of a wooden staircase. The wooden steps have caved in, and we have to be very careful to lift our feet so as to not fall into the black pits. The decrepit banisters shake beneath my hand.

	The landing is where she lives. The walls are smeared with gray lime and covered with cracks and greenish lichens. I prop my head against a pasted scrap of yellowed newspaper. Above me are printed black letters: “End to the Bolsheviks.” And when the burned-out scraps are pressed, they crackle under the back of my head. Bedbug holes are glued over by the scraps; the lime is covered in brown smears of blood. This gray, half-ruined Greek house is a real bedbug den.

	And there is no window on the landing. No window—it was knocked out, and the cavity in the wall is semi-curtained by a blanket. The yellow blanket hung there during the winter too, when wet snow swept over the landing and we had to shake off white mounds of frost from our pillows.

	There is now a sullen heat. The air crushes, like an incandescent millstone, and from the brown plaza, where the cargo trucks are parked, a prickly, gray dust blows onto the landing. . . .

	She has been living here for almost a year now, she and her husband, a pilot officer with blue, slightly faded eyes.

	“Listen, the first parade was outside our window: in the fall, in the rain. Their green overcoats were steaming. I listened to how they trampled outside the window. They had rags wrapped around their feet instead of boots; their boots were split open and all their toes were out. They stood ankle-deep in mud, in the rain. They were ordered to line up, but they didn’t know how to line up. They’d forgotten everything. They crowded and trampled. . . . They were so sweet, so dear, you know? I cried.”

	I look into her familial, brown eyes, and I recall, softly and quietly, the brown dress of a gymnasium student and a silver key to a green briefcase. I recollect how, during the winter, she would come in from the cold with her midshipman, and her cheeks would be burning, and her brown hair would smell of a frosty smoke, and beads of St. Petersburg frost would be melting on her silky, brown, fox-fur coat. . . .

	“And you see what kind of dandies we have here now, all in white shirts and all in boots. They print their footsteps into the ground. But when they sing, I always cry. I can’t hear the words, but I know that they’re about Russia, and I feel such a longing—you understand.”

	The autumn parade took place the day, perhaps, when General Kutepov rode on horseback into the campsite for the first time. The rain was pelting down, and the wet, dark tatters of clouds dragged down, clinging smokily to the mountains. The horse was up to its belly in the clay tangles of the road.
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	Parade of the 1st Army Corps in the Gallipoli camps

	 

	They allocated a spot for the Russian camp on the land of some Turkish colonel, in the valley, near the mountains, where an English camp had been during the Great War. The English called their camp “The Valley of Roses and Death,” because of the sprawling thickets of scarlet rosehips creeping along the ravines above the valley’s river, and because many English riflemen died of snake bites and mosquito fever.

	The valley billowed with gray smoke. Kutepov looked around and struck his horse hard in its side with his spurs, and turned back to Gallipoli.

	There, by the breakwater, where the tide rumbled like cannon fire, stood the troops who had landed on the shore at nightfall. Having spread their overcoats on the mud, men with typhoid lay there. The soldiers were tired and slept, having covered themselves, and their heads, with wet overcoats. There, the Junkers, stomping their chilling feet, were singing. They sang because they were cold, because they wanted to howl from hunger, and it was getting difficult to clench their red and wet, cold-stricken fingers. The wind and rain sounded a vague howl.

	“Mama, Mama, what will we do when the winter colds come. . . .”

	This song about their mothers was the first Russian song that the autumn Gallipoli had heard.

	“When I turned my horse around and rode back, that’s when I understood what I had to do,” the general told his relatives about the first days of Gallipoli.

	On the breakwater, where the tide rushed in herds of white wolves, women, children, and soldiers were huddled together in the cold rain, soaked to the skin. This was an exhausted crowd, hungry, beggars, dumped out of the black innards of the transportation vehicles, human dust stirred up by the wind, moaning in the icy rain. . . .

	Ripped epaulettes, damp overcoats like sacks over their heads. No one knew which unit, which regiment was on the breakwater. On the breakwater everything was muddled together.

	And under the rain the rolled-up banners were soaking, steaming, and withering.

	Kutepov entered the crowd. Somebody didn’t salute him. Kutepov shouted sharply, “Salute! Are you a refugee or a soldier?” 

	Kutepov understood that without discipline there would be no army, and that there was nothing small or unimportant in discipline, and that in discipline everything is important and everything is most essential—even a hand not raised to the forehead and an epaulet sewn on improperly. Kutepov knew over what trifles, over what petty details the great disintegration of the greatest army had begun. . . .

	And so during the very first days, Kutepov ordered someone to be arrested and put in the guardhouse. He, probably, thought this way: Russia is waiting for the army, and in order to preserve the army, discipline must be preserved. He, probably, thought that this was what Russia needed.

	And from here, from the breakwater, where everything was muddled together and the banners had drooped, came the story of the famous Gallipoli guardhouse, or “the Guba” in common parlance. . . .

	Kutepov was a determined, ironclad general. When he was still a gymnasium-boy, he cultivated his will to a special degree: he forced himself to wake up at night, put on his uniform, and march, parade, struggling against sleep. He is a kind and simple man, he has a squinted, affectionate grin, his laughter is contagious, and his broad, tanned merchant’s face resembles the stout face of a Muscovite steward.

	Kutepov is a man of simple tastes and simple sensibilities. He is all wide, low, and squat. And when he stands, he burrows into the ground. All his strength is in his legs, and he looks entirely like that bronze Bitiug, burrowed into the swampy St. Petersburg causeway, who guards St. Petersburg with the bearded, downcast tsar.1
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