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Chapter 1




The notebook in which I’m writing these words is a black Moleskine notebook, measuring approximately four inches by six. It was made in Italy by Modo e Modo and has cream-coloured pages and lines of the palest blue. I bought it six years ago for five dollars at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, imagining (I imagine) that it would soon be filled with ideas for books and stories. This, however, was not to be the case. Somehow it just disappeared and was, I thought, lost for ever. It was only some years later, during an expedition to the attic in search of a bunch of old toys for my son, that I found it again, this souvenir from a life now long gone, and it is that – this – which sits open before me now as I wait at the airport in Zurich for my connecting flight to Moscow.




    The pen in my hand is a blue Bic Cristal Grip, medium.




    But to return to my notebook.




    I write that there are three airports in Moscow, the third of which – Domodedovo, the one to which I am heading – being the oldest and, according to my guidebook, the location of what became known as the Russian Aircraft Bombings of 2004, during which two passenger planes were blown to pieces by Chechen terrorists, a pair of explosions which together cost the lives of ninety people (including the four suicide bombers themselves) and proved to be only the beginning of a series of attacks which culminated in the hostage crisis in Beslan, during which 335 people lost their lives, many of whom were children.




    But I’m moving ahead too swiftly. I should begin, as ever, at the beginning.




    It was warm that summer two summers ago, Trafalgar Square thick with tourists, the Russian Landscapes exhibition at the National Gallery on its next-to-last day. I was there to see a picture I’d only ever seen in reproduction. It was a picture and an image I would end up chasing halfway around the world, and one that really would change my life.




    I lodged my bag in the cloakroom and climbed the grand old marble steps. The rooms were choked with uncomprehending tourists and crocodiles of bored and restless schoolchildren trailing along behind their teachers.




    ‘Do you see, children, how the painter takes the eye and leads us on?’ said one such stooping, weary-looking man.




    Before him, the group in purple blazers strained to see.




    ‘And can anyone perhaps tell me who might have built such a road?’




    The children shrugged; some shook their heads.




    ‘Stalin?’ he said.




    The children looked blank; their teacher sighed. ‘Never mind,’ he said, an edge of wistful acceptance in his voice. ‘Come on, then,’ he said. He moved off. One by one the children followed him. I waited until they had gone, then stepped forward.




    The picture – The Vladimirka Road, a landscape painted in 1892 – was sitting cool and sullen on that day that seems so long ago now, as bleak and unpeopled as ever, its stark severe beauty a sly challenge to the casual eye. I studied it hard; I squinted at it, trying to imagine it was a view from my window. I stepped back, then again drew closer. Look at me, it seemed to say, do you know where I lead? Can you see the poor souls, chained and weary, further with every step from their homes and their families and closer with every step to the frozen gates of hell? And can you hear perhaps the ghosts that whisper in this tiny copse of trees? I moved closer still, my ear to the canvas, but, of course, could hear nothing but silence, for paint and canvas and a gilt frame are as mute as the land. All that came to me was the smell of the painter’s oils.




    I turned my head (people were looking on, I was certain) and peered again at the brushstrokes; a distant chapel, a forlorn milepost, the rutted endless track. All was absence, and this absence seemed to me nothing more than evidence of what had once been – of the wretches, millions of them, who’d been thrust into the darkness of the rich eastern night and on to the road along which they would be bullied and beaten and on which many – the weakest and the youngest, the children, the sick – would stumble and fall and be left where they fell, their limbs close to useless, their will all but spent, their last hours and minutes passed alone on that dirt road until death rose to claim them and in time returned them – bones, blood and spirit – to the dark Russian earth from which long ago they had come.




    In a while I turned away, all seeing done but all questioning merely beginning. I made my way to the cafe, where I sat drinking tea beneath a great picture window, while considering a postcard bought for sixty pence in the gallery shop. I turned it over. The Vladimirka Road by Isaak Levitan. I turned it back. Who exactly, I wondered, were these absent people, these long-gone victims – these men and women, these children? And where exactly was this road? Did it still exist, though they were gone? Did it still twist and turn through the landscape like a river? And who, finally, was this Levitan?




    Questions, questions.




    ‘Is this yours, sir?’




    I looked up. The man – a gallery official, tall and thin, smartly suited – was frowning. On the palm of his outstretched hand sat my brand-new mobile phone. It had been lying, he said, on the floor behind my chair. I thanked him and retrieved it.




    ‘You’re welcome,’ he said – and as if cued, then, by his words, the phone rang.




    ‘Hello?’




    Breathless, sounding distant, my wife said she’d seen him. It was Max, she said, she was certain. She’d been standing at the counter in John Lewis when she’d seen him.




    ‘You mean,’ I said, ‘someone like him.’




    She paused.




    ‘Are you all right?’ I said.




    Yes, she said, she was fine. She just missed him too. Sometimes she couldn’t believe he was really gone.




    We arranged to meet in half an hour outside Marble Arch tube station.




    ‘Did you see the picture?’ she said. She was calmer now.




    I said yes, I’d seen it. ‘But what about you?’




    It was nothing, she said – just a mind playing tricks. She took my hand. ‘So this picture of yours,’ she said. ‘Was it everything Max said it was?’




    I said yes, it was. To see the real thing at last had been like seeing him again, as bright and alive as once he’d been. I turned to find her studying me, concentrating hard as if she were trying to divine something that was there but unseeable.




    ‘What is it?’ I said.




    She smiled, what she’d sought clearly found. ‘You’re going to go,’ she said, ‘aren’t you?’




    I hesitated.




    ‘Aren’t you?’




    ‘Would you mind if I did?’




    She shook her head. She touched my shoulder. ‘Hey, maybe you’ll meet him there. Maybe he’ll be one of the ghosts.’




    I took her head in my hands. She was as beautiful on that day as she had been on the day I’d met her – on that day long before our son Joel’s unexpected arrival, long after our friend Max had told me about the family he’d lost to Stalin and the Gulags, long before the first time he and I had talked idly of taking that trip down the road together.




    She frowned.




    ‘What is it?’




    She said maybe I should take something with me – something of his.




    ‘To Russia?’




    ‘A gift,’ she said, ‘for his ancestors. Something you could leave there. Something to reunite the generations.’




    The idea of taking his robe came to me then as clear and unexpected as a pale blue winter sky.




    Sonia nodded. ‘Perfect.’




    And so as easily as that was the whole thing decided, my own willing sentence passed. I would take Levitan’s Vladimirka Road as Max and I had one day long ago said we would – and take something of him along with me. We turned and descended into the gloom of the tube. Yes, I thought as the train for home approached, I shall do it. With his spirit beside me and the comfort of his Buddhist’s orange robe in my hands, I would finally close the circle, at last turn my ear to the ghosts by the roadside.








  



    

       

    




Chapter 2




A Muscovite and a chain-smoker and a man with eyebrows quite as thick as Leonid Brezhnev’s, Nikolai Ilyanovitch opened his wallet and showed me a picture of a small, smiling boy. The boy’s name, he said, was Roman.




    ‘Like Abramovich,’ I said.




    ‘Yes. Like Abramovich.’




    I wondered what he thought of him.




    He shrugged. Abramovich, he said, was a thief. Like Putin.




    I asked him what he meant – what exactly had been stolen. He looked at me as if I was half-witted. ‘Russia,’ he said, and I could see he meant of course, his grey hooded eyes heavy in that moment with what looked like the weight of a centuries-old burden. I wanted to ask him more, but then – as if cued by that particular word – they called us to the gate and we gathered our bags.




    For six weeks I’d been poring over maps, skimming books about Russia, intending to extract just the minimum required but then being drawn in by the terrible stories of suffering, always suffering, suffering – stories of the wild and unmerciful Ivan the Terrible, who slaughtered his own son in a moment of vanity and rage, stories of the misery and death that accompanied the journey to the Gulag along that distant, often broken, bloody ribbon of a road. They were stories of the vastness and harshness of the great sweeping steppe, of the thousands of men, women and children who set out on the hard road of exile, thousands, of whom only a handful returned. There were stories too – little more, in fact, than imaginings – about the road itself, the earth and the stones that were its first constituents, and the words of scientists and men of God, both of whom claimed its creation for their own. Not that all was in dispute. All agreed, for example, that first there’d been nothing, just a wild, unpeopled land, but then – with the appearance of man by God or design and his fateful curiosity – a path was made from here to the horizon that would one day, thanks to centuries of toil, become the feared and bloody Vladimirka Road.




    With the crew assembling at the departure gate and Nikolai Ilyanovitch beside me turning the pages of the Moscow Times, I opened my notebook and read again what I’d written about Levitan. He was the conscience, I read, the spine, the heart of Russian landscape painting.




    ‘Hey, look at this.’




    Nikolai Ilyanovitch had folded back the paper, so presenting a page of black and white faces, three of them – two men and one woman – headshots like mugshots, all ragged and staring as if at something a thousand miles away.




    I asked Nikolai Ilyanovitch who they were.




    He snorted. They were, he said, survivors of the camps of more than twenty years looking for compensation. Apparently, he said, they’d been denied their human rights by having been imprisoned more than 300 kilometres from their next of kin. The European Court of Justice, he said, was to rule on their case tomorrow or the next day.




    I asked Nikolai what he thought would happen if they won – if their case was upheld. He shrugged. Nothing would happen, he said. The European Court of Justice could say what it liked. It had no authority in Russia, and, besides, the men and women were criminals, having been tried and found guilty – so who cared?




    I looked at the faces. They were young but would now, of course, be old. I studied their faces and tried to imagine what manner of people they’d been. But their eyes were dead – like the windows of houses no longer occupied. But, of course, they weren’t dead. Something within them had survived; somehow hearts had kept beating and the flickering flame of spirit or soul kept from being extinguished. And now here they were – the dead having returned and seeking justice.




    The gate opened; a crowd formed. Beyond them, beyond the lightly smoked glass, the captain and first officer were getting themselves ready for the flight.




    ‘So this boy of yours,’ said Nikolai Ilyanovitch as we waited our turn, passports in hand, ‘how old is he?’




    He was five, I said.




    He nodded, said it was a nice age.




    Ten minutes later, as we sat in our seats, I took out the page I’d retrieved from the Moscow Times. There were three faces, three names, three stories. Exiles seek justice. I looked out of the window and thought again of Max – of how, had he been there beside me, he would have reminded me of a duty that the living always have to the dead. He would have told me, his face lighted up with that smile of his, that we all carry with us all those who went before, and that only through us – through the conduit of our voices – can their stories, that are our stories, be told.




    I nudged Nikolai Ilyanovitch awake from his dozing. He looked at me, bleary-eyed. I pulled down his tray-table and spread out the page from the paper. I pointed to the first face of three and to the strange Cyrillic prose beneath and asked him if he’d tell me what it said. He looked at me sidelong, scowling. With a long sigh he reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a pair of heavy-framed reading glasses. He cleared his throat like a man about to deliver a speech, then, shuffling in his seat in a vain attempt to arrange himself so that his large frame might be comfortable, he drew a breath and began to read slowly the first of the article’s three stories.








  



    

       

    




Chapter 3




He didn’t cry, he said, until he read Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. A free man for ten years thanks to the mercy of Joseph Stalin’s death and his – and so many others’ – subsequent release, he had not, he said, shed a single tear of pain or regret or even anger until he’d turned the pages and had seen himself there. Then, suddenly, as if a dam had been broken, those tears, and those he’d not cried on any one of the 9,126 days of his exile and imprisonment, had burst forth in a torrent so violent that he’d feared he might drown. Nothing, he said, could console him, and he could stand no company but Solzhenitsyn’s words. He wetted them, he said, with his tears and tried to climb inside the book’s browning pages, like a newborn baby who’s seen the wretched world in the moment of his birth with its sharp capricious terrors and wishes with all his new strength to return with no delay to the safety and warmth of the womb.




    Nikolai Ilyanovitch paused, then sat back, as if the task he’d been set had been done.




    ‘Is that it?’ I said.




    He shrugged.




    I asked him whether there wasn’t surely some more – something, in all those strange words so impenetrable to me, to say what he’s supposed to have done – to explain the reasons for his imprisonment.




    Nikolai Ilyanovitch said the man was a terrorist – and that was all that mattered.




    I asked him what the newspaper said he’d done.




    Another shrug. The man, he said, had collected stamps.




    ‘Stamps?’




    I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right. I asked him if he meant postage stamps – the kind you lick and stick on to envelopes.




    ‘Of course,’ he said.




    I asked him if he’d read what the article said. Clearly reluctant and with a great and weary sigh, he drew his gaze back to the newspaper.




    According to the Moscow Times’ correspondent, the man – whose name was Maxim Guryanov – had been an engineer in a factory that had, in the twenty years before 1941 and the beginning of the Great Patriotic War, made lawnmowers and tractors; following the outbreak of hostilities, however, the factory had been re-designated as a producer of tanks for what some had already begun to see as the utterly shambolic Red Army. Thanks to Stalin’s purges of the officer class and the introduction into each battalion-sized unit of political commissars, all discipline had evaporated and, consequently, any realistic hope of victory against Hitler’s mighty Wehrmacht.




    All of which, for the young Maxim Guryanov, had been no more than he’d expected, as, for him, as for any true philatelist, no better indication of a nation’s state of health could be found than in the quality of that nation’s postage stamps. This being so, and the implications of the general decline in the physical quality and pictorial ambition of philately during the rule of Stalin,1 Guryanov and his fellow collectors kept to themselves. Not even in private was such a topic addressed, so insidious and widespread was the NKVD’s network of informers. Despite these precautions, collectors were regularly found to have disappeared, and their collections sold overseas, the money from which – though officially intended for the betterment of the war effort – finding its way into the pockets of Party officials.




    In the spring of 1942, following his factory’s relocation east (in order to escape the Nazis’ blitzkrieg advance), Maxim Guryanov was arrested at his lathe on a charge of treason and, within an hour of his arrest, had been sentenced to exile and life imprisonment. What happened to his collection (which included the very rare 50 Kopek Consulate tax stamp) remains a mystery, as, of course, nothing remained of it on Guryanov’s eventual release.




    According to the Moscow Times, Guryanov has spoken calmly during the hearing of his years in the Gulag, and has conducted himself with great dignity. Although he is fully aware of the unlikelihood of the current Russian government recognizing any conclusions drawn by the court, his hope is that his experience will act as a reminder to all those who think that the past, when past, is really gone. ‘It lives,’ he says, ‘as long as the land upon which we live endures,’ and it will, he says, unless we are careful, bury us all as surely as the sea rising over the land will bury us, or the flames of our brutal weapons engulf us.




    Finally, when asked for the name of his favourite Russian stamp, Maxim Guryanov named neither the most valuable nor the most famous. His choice, instead, was a series of stamps produced in 1947, each one of which contained a portrait of a famous Russian painter. Of these, his favourite, he said, was the stamp on which had been reproduced the famous self-portrait by Isaak Levitan. When asked why this one in particular was his choice, he replied that the reason could be found in the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow, in the famous painting The Vladimirka Road, for, he said, it was here and here alone that he could see again the faces of all those who’d died when he had somehow survived and only here, in contemplation of this picture, that their voices could still be heard.




    Without a word, Nikolai Ilyanovitch folded the paper and passed it over. I slipped it into my pocket. In a minute I glanced over to find him sitting with his head back and mouth open, his eyes closed in sleep. I took out my postcard of The Vladimirka Road. How strange, I thought, that the man beside me had been reading about the very thing I was going to Russia to investigate, and how strange that simple brushstrokes on canvas can mean so much to so many people, and what a powerful, circular thing is absence, drawing as it does all those that are gone so close to the sad and mourning heart.








  



    

       

    




Chapter 4




He was, people said, the conscience, the spine, the heart of Russian landscape painting. A Lithuanian Jew, Isaak Ilych Levitan abandoned the servility of his impoverished homeland for the cities of the great master, Russia. An orphan at fifteen, and a child thereafter atuned to the whispers of ghosts, he would wander the city’s streets during the night’s freezing curfew, watching the convicts – dreaded enemies of the tsar – as they shuffled through the streets, hands and feet manacled, their eyes cast down and spirits so low that nothing but the promise of freedom could revive them. Many walked barefoot; many were already grey-blue from the cold and would soon be dead, their still-warm corpses cut free from the caravan and left to cool and stiffen by the side of the road or on a deserted street corner, awaiting then the attentions of the sharp-toothed wolves that crept into the cities and the towns at night to feast on what man in his satiety had carelessly discarded. I watched them fall, said Levitan in his fiftieth year, and, kneeling beside them, gave them what succour I could. I watched, too, the caravan depart, moving east and north, towards a land few had heard of.




    That land was Siberia, and though such was its name, to most it was simply out there – a place well beyond the reach of civilization. It was, people knew (how they knew it, they couldn’t have said, but they knew it), a land of wolves, and the road one must travel to reach it a road without hope – the road of death, the road of bones, the road to a place so distant that even God, it was said, was unsure of exactly where it began and where it ended.




    Nikolai Ilyanovitch sat up with a jolt as the plane rose and fell on a pocket of air. He looked around him. He’d been dreaming, he said, thanks to me, about Roman Abramovich – and about ducks.




    ‘Ducks?’ I said, not sure I’d heard right.




    He nodded. It was ducks, he said, that got Abramovich started: a truckload of plastic yellow ducks sitting unattended on the Tretyakovst Proyez. Did I not, he said, know the story? I said no. Again the plane lurched. He drew a chubby hand across his brow.




    According to Nikolai Ilyanovitch, quite how Abramovich parlayed such an unexpected bounty (no one ever, it seems, claimed the ducks when their whereabouts became known or even reported them as having been stolen) into a permanent apartment in the Kremlin on Red Square, not to mention a fleet of yachts and a vast portfolio of investments and mansions and Chelsea Football Club and goodness knows what else, no one, of course, is really quite sure. And those who are – those who believe themselves to be – speak out only quietly and from what they hope is a safe enough distance. Of one thing, however, all onlookers can be certain. In the far, frozen east – the wild east, so it’s called, and for good reason – the land where the gas is endless and as priceless as it is endless, a land where the rule of law is nothing more than a distant abstraction and the idea of a code of morals so alien a concept as to be laughable, the ruthless man, if ruthless enough, will prosper, while others will dig and dig, their hands growing calloused and their backs breaking – and all for that day’s daily bread.




    ‘Isn’t he,’ I said, ‘what the new, post-Communist, feeling-good-about-ourselves Russia’s all about?’




    As the plane climbed high heading east above the snow-covered Alps, Nikolai Ilyanovitch shrugged. Abramovich, he said, was a foreigner, a grandson of Lithuanian Jews cast out from their homeland following Stalin’s occupation – a man, therefore, he says, with both commerce and thievery in his blood.




    ‘So not a Russian, then.’




    Nikolai Ilyanovitch sighed. On the contrary, he said. Abramovich, like Putin, was what Russia was becoming – had become. ‘Like America,’ he said. ‘Only more BMWs.’




    ‘Is that bad?’




    Another shrug. Moscow, he said, as if in answer to my question, was about to host the Eurovision Song Contest.




    ‘Isn’t that good?’ I said. ‘The promotion of harmony between nations and all that?’




    No, he said, it was bad. A humiliation. The real Russia – the old Russia – wouldn’t have stood for it.




    Foolishly (facetiously, perhaps), I mentioned the tendency in recent years for block-voting. I suggested the chances of victory were good. He smiled, rueful. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘If they want our gas in Uzbekistan, they vote for us!’2




    ‘And the Chechens?’ I said. ‘Who will they vote for?’




    He shook his head. All Chechens, he said, his manner suddenly changing, were barbarians.




    ‘Because of Beslan?’




    ‘Beslan?’ he said. ‘Forget Beslan. Blame Allah.’




    ‘It’s an Islamic thing?’




    ‘For sure. They hate Christians. Ask the Georgians! Ask the Cossacks!’




    ‘Are you a Christian?’




    He shrugged. ‘I believe in God. I believe in good order. I believe in Maggie Thatcher.’




    I suggested she might have made a good Russian – given Stalin a run for his money. He shook his head and glanced around him, suddenly agitated. ‘No joking,’ he said. The man’s children, after all, he said, were everywhere.




    ‘Whose children?’




    ‘Stalin.’ He whispered the word like some evil incantation.




    ‘Even here?’ I said.




    He nodded, glancing over my shoulder as if to confirm this. ‘You see him?’ he said, his voice suddenly low, like a spy’s.




    I turned. Three rows back on the aisle a man in a dark business suit was eating a breakfast of scrambled eggs and sausage.




    ‘What about him?’




    Nikolai Ilyanovitch hissed Look at his shoes.




    So I did. The man in the aisle’s socks were red. Whether this was significant or not I didn’t know and, of course, never will.




    Later, as the plane began its long, slow descent into Moscow, Nikolai Ilyanovitch told me the following joke.




    A visitor from Chechnya was driving with a Russian through the outskirts of Moscow. Coming to a red light, he put his foot down and sped through. ‘Hey,’ said the Russian, ‘you just went through a red light!’ ‘Chechens don’t stop for red lights,’ the driver replied. This happens a second and a third time. Eventually, arriving at a green light, the Chechen stopped the car. ‘What are you doing?’ said the Russian. ‘The light’s green!’ Looking worried, the driver said, ‘But a Chechen might be coming the other way.’




    Existing in a state of war since its secession from the Russian Federation in the early 1990s, Chechnya, a largely Islamic republic on the northern slopes of the Caucasus mountains, has had a history quite ludicrously bleak. Since being conquered by the Russians in 1259, the Chechen people have, like the Cossacks, been regularly invaded and enslaved, and have often seen their homes destroyed and their children scattered like seeds thrown into the wind. Most recently, but long before the current and seemingly endless war, in the late 1940s the entire Chechen nation was dispatched by Stalin along the Vladimirka Road to Siberia – every man, woman and child forced with only a few days’ notice to pack what they could carry and make the long journey north and east by unheated cattle-truck.




    No food.




    No medical attention.




    No wonder that they feel as little a sense of fraternity with the Russian Federation as they did with the old Soviet Union. Clearly, sitting on the second-largest reserves of oil in the region has been scarcely a blessing. Clearly, the good fortune that gave a similar blessing to the murderous West-friendly regimes of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait hasn’t visited poor Chechnya. Nor will it, it seems, as long as Moscow maintains the choking, disabling grip of post-Soviet Empire.




    I asked Nikolai Ilyanovitch what he thought would happen in Chechnya.




    He shrugged. The same thing, he said, that always happened. Russian boys would fight and die and Russia would win. And then lose. In the end the burden of victory and its prize of constant vigilance would prove too much.




    ‘You mean the Chechen army won’t ever be properly defeated?’




    ‘Of course. If they want to be free of us, then in the end they will be. Such people will never forgive.’




    ‘So what can you do?’




    ‘Do?’




    ‘To keep safe before peace comes.’




    ‘Prime Minister Putin says we must be vigilant.’




    ‘Which means what?’




    ‘He says we must patrol the streets and gardens. He says we must watch and we must wait. We must carry our weapons and be ready.’




    ‘Do you have a gun?’




    ‘Everyone in Russia has a gun.’




    I turned away then, filled with the image of a nation of vigilantes – a place where every citizen will shoot you as readily as shake your hand.




    While the cabin crew prepared for landing, I glanced at my guidebook, at a page of quotes about Russia. A rude and barbarous kingdom, I read, the line sitting there as if waiting for my gaze. A few moments later I looked out of the plane window and, as we left the West behind us and crossed into Moscow airspace, a grey-painted Mig-29 Fulcrum rose up like a phantom to greet us.








  



    

       

    




Chapter 5




Who can forget Beslan and the scattered toys on the schoolroom floor? And what father or mother does not remember the photographs of the victims pinned up on the gymnasium’s far wall? Go there and stand before them and they look down on you now with that clear-sighted innocence peculiar to children.




    And yet.




    Look closer and there is surely something more. Alongside that innocence lies the mournfulness of future martyrs – a combination quite chilling and, it seems to me now, so Russian. Like the importance of understanding duende for a student of Spain, understand strada, people say, and you understand what it is to be Russian. Taken literally, strada means suffering – but that isn’t it, for such literalism disguises much. In this case it disguises the fact of suffering not as the consequence of a wound but as an attitude – the prism of expectation of suffering through which all of life is viewed. As the plane broke through the clouds and the land below drew suddenly into focus, I was reminded of that old Russian joke: ‘The doctor said, “To the morgue.” “But what’s wrong with me?” asked the patient. “The autopsy will show,” said the nurse.’




    Strada.




    Strength and weakness in huge and equal proportions, and, above all, the absolute immensity of the land. Napoleon knew it and was afraid of it. The vastness of this land will defeat us, he said as he rode his horse Marengo east towards the fiery snowbound furnace of Moscow, while the Führer lost the better part of his army – and consequently the war – to the sheer inhuman distances involved and the terrible severity of the winter.




    Max told me one afternoon as we lay stretched out in the back of his brother’s pickup truck of the journey his greatgrandfather had taken to Tomsk in Siberia, and it struck me then how strange it was and how wonderfully unlikely that that journey – that march of generations – should end with him in the blue-skied, clear-watered heat of a New Zealand summer.




    Looking back, I realize now that I hadn’t known until that moment – Listen, he’d said, there’s news and it’s not good – that he wasn’t going to recover, and that the thing inside him that had for so long been growing and scheming and doing everything it could to rob him of his life (and, in the process, of course, kill itself by killing the host) was really going to succeed, and that, from that moment on, his life would be a series of lasts – a kind of farewell tour of all the stations of his life played out in the glare of a slow-setting sun whose heat was gradually failing and whose shadows, every day, were creeping ever longer.




    ‘Are you sure?’ I said.




    Yes, he said, he was sure.




    High above us, the blue southern sky was criss-crossed with vapour trails: planes full of people, young and old, those revelling in the thrill of it all – of leaving and arriving – and those terrified of the awful fragility of flight, some eating, others drinking, some watching The Man Who Wasn’t There on the tiny little screen on the back of the seat in front. Every one of them, though – whatever they were doing – was living. Not dying.




    ‘It’s all right,’ said Max, as if reading my thoughts.




    Later that day, back at his father’s house on Mount Eden Road, he told me some more about Tomsk – about his great-grandfather’s exile and the road he’d taken north-east from Moscow, the road heading out to Siberia, where the comets that arced across the night sky were more numerous than the people whose lives were scratched out on the frozen earth below, and where a man would greet death as deliverance from his misery, and thoughts of warmth, of love, of summer’s slothful ease as cruel postcards from a life that had surely never been. He spoke of the names – of Orekhovo-Zuyevo, of Elektrostal, of Omsk and Ufa, of Vladimir and Tomsk – and of the horrors of the camps his great-grandfather had called Gulags. What he wanted more than anything, he said, his voice already weakening, was to go there, to listen to the voice of his great-grandfather on the wind and to commune as best he could with the spirits of the dead. Then he turned to me and smiled.




    ‘What is it?’ I said.




    He said what did I think.




    ‘About what?’




    ‘Well?’ he said, wrapping himself in his saffron robe. ‘Will you come?’




    ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘When do we go?’




    Again he smiled. It was the kind of smile that had once, for a bet, gained him entry to the Prime Minister’s office at the Beehive in Wellington, from the window of which he had briefly flown the red and white sun and moon flag of the kingdom of Nepal.




    That night, after fish and chips from Remo’s and a half-dozen Steinlager Blues, we spread out the map on the kitchen table. For a moment each of us was silent, each astounded again by the sheer size of Russia. Max pointed to Moscow, then Tomsk in the east. It was, he said, one hell of a way – maybe too much for a Buddhist with a tumour in his head the size of a golf ball.




    I looked to his father, who’d come in tired and hot from his afternoon’s bowling. His father – nut-brown, a former rural policeman – without missing a beat, said, No, of course you must go. He knew, of course, that the trip now would never happen – but he also knew that there are times when a dream to a dying man is more valuable than the truth, and that even the man under sentence of death needs something to divert his attention from grim contemplation of the end.




    ‘You think you can make it?’ said Max.




    ‘Sure,’ I said, and I nearly said If you can.




    I glanced again at his father. Duncan Boxall was gazing at his son as if from a great distance.




    ‘Dad?’




    And for a moment the vastness of Russia seemed like nothing.




    ‘Hey, Dad – are you OK?’




    But then the old man blinked, and his old eyes refocused, and that distance was suddenly, for the moment at least, reduced to nothing, as father and son just stood there looking at each other in that old wooden house on Mount Eden Road with a bond of love so strong that it was clear to me that nothing – not even death, not even distance – could ever really break it, neither in this world nor the next.




    Happiness exists retrospectively; I was happy, we say, and the memory makes us smile. To say I am happy, however, is to issue a challenge to the very happiness it acknowledges – for, of course, in the moment of perception it is – like the now in which it lives – gone.




    As the plane descended, I closed my guidebook (A Short History of the Gulags had gripped me with a horror that did not want to let me go) and gazed out of the window. As the sprawling mess and tangle of Moscow drew ever closer, I couldn’t help thinking of Max and remembering that afternoon spent lying on the back of his brother’s ute, and as I peered down, searching with the foolishness of a child for the point – the exact place – where the great journey of the Vladimirka Road begins, it occurred to me that for me, guardian of a spirit and a Buddhist’s saffron robe, the pilgrimage to the end of the world had really already begun.








  



    

       

    




Chapter 6




To write about such a road without mentioning the architect of its final, bloodiest use would be to write about Christmas without mentioning Jesus or the Austrian Anschluss without giving due credit to Adolf Hitler. Context, after all, is everything – setting the stage vital to some kind of understanding.




    So. Joseph Stalin.




    Not in fact a Russian at all, but a Georgian, Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili was the son of an impoverished bootmaker – the only one of four children to survive. A failed priest (he was thrown out of theological college for preaching against God and in favour of Marx), he discovered a talent for rabble-rousing, which talent brought him to the attention both of Lenin and Tsar Nicholas’s secret police, the Cheka. The former embraced him as a likely successor, while the latter arrested him for treasonable activities and exiled him for life to Siberia – from which imprisonment in 1904 he escaped and fled to Finland at the exiled Lenin’s invitation. Returning to Russia in 1913, he was again arrested and again exiled to the most northerly reaches of Siberia, where he stayed until an amnesty was granted to all political prisoners following the collapse of the tsar’s imperialist regime and the formation of the first Russian Communist government. Awarded the role of Commissar of Nationalities (placed within his care, as a consequence, were all non-Russians resident in the Soviet Union), Stalin rose through the Party’s hierarchy with a lethal combination of guile and brutality. A man with no conscience, he would kill with impunity and do to others what had several times been done to him without reference to or acknowledgement of the presence of any moral ambiguity. In 1922 Joseph Stalin was appointed General Secretary of the Communist Party, and within five years, following the deaths both of Lenin and Leon Trotsky,3 he emerged as the vast state’s new leader. What followed was nothing less than a holocaust as whole peoples numbering millions were slaughtered or sent into exile along the Vladimirka Road – the road along which he himself had been sent. His whim was utterly capricious, his power absolute, his legacy one of suffering, and his nation’s ruination and eventual complete disintegration, and when he died he left nothing but scars behind him – on the flesh, in the minds of the people whom he’d terrorized for so long, and on the very land itself, where what remains of the death camps by means of which his power had been sustained can still be seen today – a vast network of prisons that some say have not even now been entirely abandoned. As we sat on the plane and ate our chicken Kiev and drank our Russian wine, I asked Nikolai Ilyanovitch if what many people in the West said was true – that Putin and now Medvedev had secretly recommissioned some of the furthest-flung camps, specifically to accommodate those campaigning for greater democracy.




    As usual when faced with a question, Nikolai Ilyanovitch shrugged. Were there not, he said, prisons in the West?




    ‘But the Gulags were death camps,’ I said.




    He shook his head. The camps, he said, were work camps. The Russians, after all, weren’t Nazis.




    ‘But people died from overwork. If they got there at all.’




    Another shrug. Anyway, said Nikolai Ilyanovitch, the past was the past. All that mattered now was today.




    ‘And the millions who died?’ I said. ‘What about them?’




    Nikolai Ilyanovitch sighed, clearly annoyed by my questions. The dead, he said, were dead – so who could help them now?




    I opened my mouth to speak – to say something about remembrance and the value of memory. But something caused the words to stall in my throat. It was the sudden chill thought that maybe he was right – that maybe the dead really are simply gone and that to raise up their memory is both useless to the living and no service to the dead, disturbing, as it’s bound to, the corpse lying still in its quiet, distant grave.








  



    

       

    




Chapter 7




Those present at the death of Joseph Stalin on 5 March 1953 took turns, apparently, to poke the body, to assure themselves that life had indeed really fled. Some – those still cowed by the man’s fearsome features – touched their fingers to his shoulder or his forearm, while the more reckless among them poked his cheek or pulled his ear. One even tweaked his nose. The death thus finally established, they stood around for a while like guests at a wedding after the bride and groom have gone and wondered what on earth to do now. In the absence of fear, they were bereft. In the absence of commands, life seemed suddenly arbitrary and fearful. One by one they left the room, some still looking back as if doubting even then that God had the power to remove life from such a man. Which, in a sense, of course, He didn’t. The man’s legacy of hatred and fear was so strong – so bred in the bone – that even after death it couldn’t help but appear like a cancer in the flesh of the scarred ones left behind.




    ‘Why are you here?’




    I was standing in line, awaiting my moment beneath the flat, sullen stare of an immigration officer. At the flick of a finger I stepped forward to the line.




    I was, I said, writing a book.




    The eyes narrowed, as if what I’d said was easy code for I’ve planted a bomb.




    ‘A book?’ he said. ‘Why?’




    Why?




    Now there was a good question.




    ‘Yes?’




    The book, I said, was to be about Russia.




    The officer’s gaze lightened. ‘Stalin?’ he said.




    ‘Could I write a book about Russia without him?’ I said.




    He shook his head. Then, feeding my passport through the X-ray machine with one hand, with the other he reached down behind him and from somewhere out of sight produced a card advertising a Moscow pole-dancing club. This he slipped with some stealth into my passport.




    ‘You may go now,’ he said.




    ‘Thank you,’ I said. I took a step, a second.




    ‘Hey . . .’




    I stopped.




    ‘Welcome to Moscow,’ he said, no trace of a smile.








  



    

       

    




Chapter 8




It was a joke written down on a piece of paper that did for Max’s great-grandfather – three dozen words that bought him three dozen years in the wintry hell that was the Gulag4 at Tomsk. The offending joke – so dangerous then, so harmless now – goes as follows.




    One day, the great leader Stalin received a delegation of workers from the White Sea Canal. When they left, he discovered his pipe was missing. He called for Beria, his secret service chief, and told him what had happened. Beria told him that the matter would be dealt with and then left the room. A few moments later, the great leader discovered his pipe in his pocket. He sat back, lit it and puffed away happily, before calling Beria and announcing his discovery. ‘What a pity,’ said Beria. ‘Why’s that?’ said the great leader. Beria paused. All the workers, he said, had already confessed and all had already been executed. ‘A pity indeed,’ said Stalin, whereupon he relit his pipe and, with neither a smile nor a frown disturbing the stillness of his face – as if, indeed, he was a man without a care – he drew casually and with evident pleasure on the pipe, then blew through pursed lips a great pall of smoke.




    We were sitting in Max’s father’s home on Lake Taupo, December’s heat already fading, the chill of autumn coming on. I leaned forward, squinting hard without my glasses at the small piece of ragged lined paper set in a chipped wooden frame. It was the joke written out from memory by Max’s father during his wartime service in the RAF protecting Russian convoys in the bitter Arctic Ocean.




    ‘And for this he was sent to the Gulag?’




    Max nodded. It was possession of just such a scrap of paper that had, all those years ago and so many thousands of miles away, seen him carted away in the dead of night and held for three days at Moscow’s Lubyanka prison before his sentence of exile was ratified by the Punishment Committee of the local soviet.




    He hung the frame back up on the wall. ‘For that,’ he said, ‘and for being known to be a reader of books.’




    ‘Like what?’




    ‘Dickens, mostly. Hard Times was his favourite. But all sorts of things. It didn’t matter. If a man could read, then a man could write, and a man who could write was dangerous. And so they took him, ripping him away from his family, and sent him down the Vladimirka Road to the Gulag. And when he got there, they beat him and worked him to death.’




    ‘And his wife,’ I said, ‘your great-grandmother. Did she get to see him before his exile began?’




    ‘Yes,’ said Max. ‘Once. They let her have five minutes with him in his cell before they sent him away. Not alone, of course. They were watched, every minute. She said she hardly recognized him. His face was swollen from the beatings, and when he stood he stooped like an old man.’




    ‘How old was he?’




    ‘He was twenty-nine years old. She said he could have been fifty. He reached out his hand when it was time for her to go, but the guard pushed it down. No contact allowed. And then she was gone, back out in the street with the rest of what was left of her life ahead of her.’




    ‘What did she do?’




    Max shrugged. ‘Survived somehow. Somehow she stayed alive for her children. She made blankets out of scraps of material and sold them on the street. And when the war came she found work in a factory making shells. Did I tell you she met Stalin? Well, she did. He came to visit the factory when the Germans were only fifty miles from Moscow. She shook his hand. He asked her if there was anything she needed. When she said “My husband”, he smiled and asked for his name. He said he would see that something was done. Two weeks later, my greatgrandfather’s rations were cut and the blanket removed from his bed. The blanket was burned before him, and he was forced to eat the ashes.’




    ‘And your great-grandmother? What happened to her?’




    ‘She was given a promotion and a Workers’ Ribbon. With the extra money she fed her children. So you could say Stalin saved their lives. You could say he saved my life. What do you think of that?’




    I said I didn’t know. I said did that mean – could that possibly mean? – that he wasn’t all bad? Did it mean that his was an evil that was learned and not simply a part of his DNA?




    ‘How many times,’ he said, ‘has the prisoner become the guard? How many times has the victim of wickedness become its most enthusiastic practitioner?’




    ‘Are you saying Stalin was a victim?’




    Max nodded. ‘Four times,’ he said. ‘Four times he was a prisoner of the tsar and four times he was beaten and starved and humiliated. And what he learned from his masters in the Okhranka5 he remembered and later, at its height, when the system he built on the fear of his fellow citizens had become the very skeleton of the Soviet state, he used what he’d learned.’
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