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He was born by the train station bearing the unprepossessing name Kilometer 715. The station was not very big, despite the three-digit numeral. There was no movie theater, no post office, not even a school. Nothing but six wooden houses stood along the railroad bed. He left that station shortly after his sixteenth birthday. He went to Petersburg, was accepted at the university, and began studying history. This was to be expected, considering the surname—Solovyov, just like the famous historian—with which he had been born.


Solovyov’s advisor at the university, Professor Nikolsky, called Solovyov a typical self-made man, who had come to the capital with a string of sledges bearing fish, but of course that was a joke. Petersburg had ceased being the capital long before Solovyov’s arrival in 1991, and no fish was ever to be found at Kilometer 715. To the adolescent Solovyov’s great regret, there was neither a river nor even a pond there. Reading one book after another about maritime journeys, the future historian cursed his landlocked existence and decided to spend the remainder of his days—a rather considerable number at the time—at the place where land and sea met. The attraction of large bodies of water, along with his thirst for knowledge, settled his choice in favor of Petersburg. In other words, the comment about the fish sledges would have remained a joke if not for its emphasis on overcoming one’s initial circumstances; something elegantly stated in the English expression. Say what you will, but the historian Solovyov was a most genuine self-made man.


General Larionov (1882–1976) was another matter. He came into the world in Petersburg, in a family where being a military officer was hereditary. All of his relatives were officers, with the exception of the future general’s father, who served as the director of the railroad department. As a child, Larionov even had the good fortune to know his great-grandfather (there was a penchant for longevity in the family), who was, naturally, a general, too. He was a tall, straight-backed old man who had lost his leg back in the Battle of Borodino.


In the eyes of the young Larionov, every movement his great-grandfather made, even the very knock of his peg leg on the parquet floor, was filled with a special dignity. When nobody was watching, the child loved to lift his right foot up, traverse the room on his left leg, and recline on the sofa with a deep sigh, resting his arms on the back of the sofa like great-grandfather Larionov. Larionov’s grandfather and his lush-mustached uncles were not really any worse than his great-grandfather, but neither their gallant officer’s appearance nor their talent for eloquence (his great-grandfather was not a talker) could even begin to compete with the absence of a leg.


All that reconciled the child to his two-legged relatives was their abundance of medals. He liked a medal one of his uncles had received, For the suppression of the Polish rebellion, more than anything. The melody of the word combination fascinated the boy, who did not have the faintest idea about Poles. In light of the child’s obvious affinity for the medal, his uncle finally gave it to him. The boy wore this medal—along with the medal For the conquest of Shipka, which he received from another uncle—right up until the age of seven. The word Shipka certainly lost out to the word rebellion in terms of sonority but the beauty of the medal itself made up for its phonetic shortcomings. The child’s happiest moments were spent sitting among his officer relatives with the two medals on his chest.


These were still Russian officers of a bygone time. They knew how to use cutlery (including the fish knife, now forgotten), effortlessly kissed ladies’ hands, and performed numerous other courtesies unimaginable for officers of a later epoch. General Larionov had no need to overcome his circumstances. Quite the opposite: he needed only to absorb the qualities of his environs, to brim with them. Which is, in fact, what he did.


His inclination to become a general manifested itself in early childhood, when he began lining up wooden hussars in even rows on the floor before he had fully learned to walk. Seeing him engaged in this pursuit, those present uttered the only possible combination of words, ‘General Larionov.’ Ponder the naturalness of the union of those two words: they were made for one another, they were pronounced without a pause and became a united whole, flowing from one to the other, just as a rider and his horse become a united whole in battle. General Larionov. This was his first and only name among the family, and he became accustomed to it immediately and forever. General Larionov. Whenever the child heard that form of address, he stood and silently saluted. He did not learn to speak until he was three and a half years old.


What, one might ask, unites two such dissimilar individuals as the historian Solovyov and the General Larionov, if of course it is permissible to speak of uniting a budding young researcher and a battle-weary commander who, furthermore, is no longer of this earth? The answer lies at the surface: historian Solovyov was studying General Larionov’s activity. After graduating from St. Petersburg University, Solovyov began his graduate studies at the Institute of Russian History, where General Larionov became his dissertation topic. Based on entries in reference books, there is no reason to doubt that by 1996—that being the time under discussion—General Larionov already belonged wholly to Russian history.


Needless to say, Solovyov was not the first to devote himself to studying the famous general’s biography. Over the years, a couple of dozen scholarly articles had appeared at various times. They were devoted to various stages of Larionov’s life and, above all, the mysteries associated with him that have yet to be unraveled. Although the number of works appears considerable at first glance, it seems completely insufficient if compared to the interest that General Larionov has always inspired, both in Russia and overseas. The fact that the number of scholarly research works is significantly fewer than the number of novels, films, plays, etcetera, in which the general appears—either as a figure or as a prototype for a character—does not appear to be accidental. This state of affairs symbolizes, as it were, the predominance of mythology over positive knowledge in everything concerning the deceased.


Beyond that, critical analysis by French researcher Amélie Dupont has shown that the mythology has even penetrated various scholarly articles about the commander. Which explains why the topic of research becomes a minefield, to a certain extent, for anyone just beginning work on the subject. However, even those articles (and Dupont writes about this, too) in which the truth comes across, thanks to all the splendor of scholarly argumentation, shed light on such narrow problems and episodes, that the significance of the extracted and argued truth is reduced to nearly nothing. It is remarkable that Dupont’s work (The Enigma of the Russian General, a book published in French and Russian) is still the sole monographic research dedicated to General Larionov. This circumstance emphasizes, yet again, the dearth of sources on the subject. The fact that the French researcher managed to collect material for a monograph is due exclusively to her selflessness and particular treatment of her topic, which she has called the topic of her life.


In reality, it is no exaggeration to say that Dupont was born to research the Russian commander. In her case, this was not a matter of the historian’s external features, something the scholarly community permits itself to mock, due to her height (187 centimeters) and the emergence of a mustache after the age of forty. It is known, after all, that barbs and jokes behind a prominent specialist’s back (Dupont is called mon general in certain narrow circles) are usually nothing more than a form of envy. Consequently, mentioning Dupont’s destiny for her designated topic is, above all, a reference to her unusual persistence, something without which it would essentially have been impossible to discover the tremendously important sources she subsequently published. And, truly, those who surmise that the emergence of the mustache that caused the inappropriate reaction in scholarly circles could be attributed, first and foremost, to the researcher’s fascination with her topic, were not far from the truth. For the sake of objectivity, however, it must be noted that General Larionov himself did not have a mustache.


In all the preserved photographs (see the insets in Dupont’s book), there appears before us a carefully shaven person with his hair cut short and parted. The part is so even and the quality of the shaving so flawless that one unwittingly detects the scent of eau du toilette when contemplating the photographs. With regard to his appearance, General Larionov made the only possible valid decision, just as he did in most other situations. Thinking that his ideally proportioned facial features needed no framing, he did not style himself after Alexander III, as did the officers around him. What is interesting is that his face did not look handsome, despite its proportions. His face became livelier at a mature age, particularly in elderliness. It is not uncommon to contemplate a photograph of a person in his youth, marveling at its blatant insufficiencies and almost embryonic look when compared to what came later. In cases of this sort, one experiences regret regarding the existence of that stage in the life of the person portrayed. Needless to say, feelings of this sort are very highly ahistorical. As far as the general goes, his face looked more chiseled thanks to wrinkles that appeared, with age, under his eyes, and the bump that emerged on his nose. During one period of his life, between the ages of thirty-five and forty, his appearance was reminiscent of Cardinal Richelieu because of his facial expression and that bump, though not because of all his features. The peak of the general’s activity—as well as the mysteries connected with him—dates back to this period. Perhaps his resemblance to Richelieu was the resemblance of people possessing mysteries? Whatever the reason, that resemblance departed with time, too.


Even a fleeting glance at Dupont’s illustrative material attests to the undeniable prevalence of photographs from the final period of General Larionov’s life. The old man never made a point of having his picture taken but he also never put on airs by turning away from any cameras that greeted him: he regarded them with utmost indifference. That regard gave portraits of the general a naturalness rare for the genre. Perhaps the triumph of two photographic portraits of the general in international competitions at various times should be ascribed, above all, to that naturalness?


There is no doubt that even those who are not at all familiar with the general’s activity and have not heard his name would recall the black-and-white photograph of the old man sitting on a folding chair at the very edge of a jetty (Yalta, 1964). It became a classic of world photography, rather like the locomotive falling out the window of a Paris train station, rather like the lighthouse among raging waves, etcetera. Despite the summer heat, the old man is dressed in a white service jacket. He is sitting under a partially transparent awning, his legs crossed. The toe of a light-colored shoe is stretched before him, parallel to the ground, and almost blends in with the jetty, making it seem as if the lighthouse standing close by is balanced on the toe of that elegant shoe. The old man’s gaze is directed into the distance and filled with the particular attention of one not interested in anything closer than the horizon. That old man is General Larionov. One cannot deny that all previous photographs pale in comparison with that shot of the general, that they have grown to feel inexpressive and, to some extent, unworthy of this outstanding person. That the general remained in his descendants’ memory in his most, so to speak, mature form, could be considered his indisputable success. However, the biggest success of his life was, most likely, simply that he was not shot at the conclusion of the Civil War. This has always been considered inexplicable.


What is consequential, though, is that historian Solovyov decided to concentrate on that very enigma. Here, one might foresee objections of the sort that question whether historian Solovyov is, say, a figure capable of untangling this very complex historical snarl. And is it even worth placing hope on a very recent graduate who is, moreover, a self-made man? These objections do not seem well founded. It is sufficient to point out—and Dupont was the first to establish this fact—that Arkady Gaidar was commanding a regiment at the age of sixteen and a half. As far as self-made man goes, well, under a broad understanding of the term, anyone who has ever succeeded at accomplishing anything in life should be considered one.


It is sufficient to mention just one detail with regard to Solovyov’s work on self-improvement: he was able to change his Southern Russian pronunciation to aristocratic Petersburg pronunciation. Needless to say, there is nothing about the Southern Russian pronunciation, in and of itself, that is shameful or belittles the dignity of its speakers (just as, say, deficient Moscow speech is incapable of discrediting residents of the capital). Mikhail Gorbachev, after all, led perestroika in Russia using Southern Russian pronunciation. Unlike Solovyov, Gorbachev was not a historian—he himself made history without taking particular care about the orthoepic side of matters, a tendency that continued even after he left his post and retired. As far as Solovyov goes, when he murmured Russian tongue twisters in the dormitory kitchen, he was working on something that went beyond simply training himself in pronunciation: he was, as he characterized it, eliminating the provincialism within himself.


Solovyov’s thesis advisor, the eminent Professor Nikolsky, played an important role in Solovyov’s development. After reading his student’s first important paper, which was devoted to Russia’s conquest of the Far East, the professor invited Solovyov to his office, where he said nothing for a long time, blowing on the paper tube of a Belomorkanal cigarette all the while (he had taken a liking to those cigarettes while working at the forced labor site bearing the same name).


‘My friend,’ said the professor after lighting the cigarette, ‘scholarship is dull. If you don’t get used to that notion, it will not be easy for you to pursue it.’


The professor requested that Solovyov delete from his paper the words great, triumphant, and only possible. He also asked his student if he was familiar with the theory according to which Russians squandered the energy granted to them by conquering expanses of inhuman dimensions. His student was not. Prior to acquainting Solovyov with this theory, Prof. Nikolsky requested that he delete the phrase phenomenon indicating progress, too. The author of the paper was asked to pay special attention to the formatting of bibliographical and persuasive footnotes. A careful look at this aspect of the paper revealed that the only properly formatted footnote was ‘Ibid., 12.’


To be utterly candid, the majority of what Prof. Nikolsky said seemed like nitpicking to Solovyov, yet it was this very discussion that formed the basis of a friendship between professor and student. The professor was at that age when his quibbles could no longer be offensive to the young man and Solovyov’s own history, which was anything but simple, did its part in forcing his advisor to show more leniency toward his student.


Prof. Nikolsky never tired of repeating to his mentee that, as a rule, pretty phrases in scholarship are misguided, and the beauty of those phrases is based on their alleged universality and an absence of exceptions. But—and here the cigarette in the professor’s hand would trace a smoky ellipsis—that absence is spurious. No exhaustive truths exist (hardly any exist, the professor corrected himself, bringing the statement into accord with his own theory). For each a there is always a b and a c to be found, as well as something that no letters can convey. An honest researcher takes all that into account, but his pronouncements cease being beautiful. Thus spoke Prof. Nikolsky.


At some point, Solovyov’s blue-eyed romanticism gave way to a pronounced inclination toward precision, so this was a time when he discovered a particular beauty: the beauty of reliable knowledge. This was a time when the young man’s papers started to be mottled with enormous quantities of exhaustive and meticulously formatted footnotes. Footnotes became for him more than an occasion to express respect for his predecessors. They revealed to him that there was no one realm of knowledge where he, Solovyov, would be first, and that scholarship is, to the highest degree, a process that is bequeathed. They were representatives of great, all-encompassing knowledge. They watched after Solovyov and educated him, forcing him to rid himself of approximate and uncertain assertions. They blew open his smooth school-based exposition, because a text, just like existence itself, cannot exist without conditions.


Solovyov inserted footnote after footnote, marveling that he had managed to get by without them at the beginning of his scholarly career. When footnotes began accompanying nearly every word he wrote, Prof. Nikolsky was forced to stop him. He announced to Solovyov, in passing, that scholars usually get by without footnotes at the end of their careers, too. The young researcher felt disheartened.


Despite Solovyov’s expectations, the Pacific Ocean—to which he fought his way in his first important paper—did not become his primary topic. Prof. Nikolsky was able to convince his student that the most important part of history takes place on a continent. Only a strong familiarity with that part of history gives a researcher the right to leave dry land from time to time. After a wrenching internal struggle, Solovyov decided to postpone setting sail.


Solovyov came to appreciate Petersburg fully during his five university years. He began wearing high-quality but unostentatious clothing (clothing becomes more colorful when advancing south, and not only in Russia), referenced the powers that be with the short word they, and took a liking to evening strolls on Vasilevsky Island. His habit of taking strolls continued later, after renting an apartment on the Petrograd Side (Zhdanovskaya Embankment, No. 11). He would walk home after finishing his work at the library. Sadovaya Street. Summer Garden. Troitsky Bridge. In the winter, when the Summer Garden was closed (in accordance with its name) and its statues were boarded up in boxes, Solovyov would choose another route. He would reach the Neva River via Griboedov Canal and then turn on to Dvortsovy Bridge, after walking past the Winter Palace (which was open year-round, unlike the Summer Garden). At home, he would place his soaked boots on the radiator. By morning they would turn white, from the salt scattered by the yard workers.


Solovyov came to love the Public Library’s special winter coziness: Catherine the Great’s figure in a half-frosted window, pre-war lamps on the tables, and the barely audible whispering of those sitting behind him. He liked the indescribable library scent. That scent united the aromas of books, oak shelves, and worn runner rugs. All libraries smell that way. The snow-covered, one-story village library where the young Solovyov had borrowed books smelled that way. It was an hour and a half’s walk from the Kilometer 715 station; Solovyov stopped by the library after school before heading back to his station. He would sit, half-facing the elderly librarian Nadezhda Nikiforovna’s desk, while she searched for his books somewhere behind the cabinets. As he awaited Nadezhda Nikiforovna’s return, Solovyov would examine his violet fingers, which he sank into his rabbit-fur hat. Her voice would emerge from behind the cabinets from time to time.


‘Captain Blood: His Odyssey?’


‘Already read it.’


He read everything. The village library became his first true revelation and Nadezhda Nikiforovna was his first love. Unlike the houses by the railroad, the library was very quiet and did not smell of railroad ties. Mixed in with the fabulous library potion was the smell of Red Moscow perfume. This was Nadezhda Nikiforovna’s perfume. If there was anything Solovyov felt was missing later, in his Petersburg life, it was likely Red Moscow.


‘In Search of the Castaways?’


Her quiet voice made goosebumps slowly descend down Solovyov’s spine. After licking a fingertip, Nadezhda Nikiforovna would pull his library card out of the drawer and enter the necessary notation. Fascinated, Solovyov followed the movement of her large fingers, with their dulled nails. A cameo glistened on her ring finger. When she placed a book on a shelf, Nadezhda Nikiforovna’s ring grazed the wood and the cameo produced a muffled plastic sound. That sound took on an extraordinary elegance, almost an elite quality, in Solovyov’s ears because it was so unlike the clanging of train carriage couplers. Later, he would qualify it as world culture’s first bashful knock at the door of his soul.


More often than not, Solovyov did not come to the library alone: he was with a girl named Leeza, who lived in the house next door. Leeza was not allowed to walk home by herself and was ordered to wait for Solovyov at the library. She would sit some distance away, silently observing the book exchange process. Sometimes she would borrow something Solovyov had already read. Solovyov immediately forgot about Leeza after coming home. He would recollect all the details of his visit to the library, indulging himself in dreams of married life with Nadezhda Nikiforovna.


It should be emphasized that he was eight years old then and his dreams were fully virtuous. Remote as he was from civilization’s hotbeds (and based on Nadezhda Nikiforovna’s expression, from those hotbeds’ settled ashes, too), Solovyov vaguely imagined the tasks of marriage, as well as the ways it takes its course. As it happened, that village library was his sole link to the outside world, ruling out the availability not only of erotic publications but of suggestive illustrations in periodicals as well. Nadezhda Nikiforovna censored new acquisitions in her free time, ruthlessly cutting those items out.


There is nothing surprising in the fact that five years later, when their instincts were awakening, Solovyov and Leeza were deprived of all manner of guidance in that sphere and progressed by groping along, in the literal sense of the word. Nevertheless, when the adolescent Solovyov engaged in sex in later years, he did not consider himself unfaithful to Nadezhda Nikiforovna. The idea of marriage, which had so warmed his heart as a child, lost no attraction for him then, either. The change took place only upon recognizing that certain things should not be demanded of Nadezhda Nikiforovna.


Leeza’s surname—Larionova—does not lack interest in this present narrative. This present narrative is inclined to accentuate various resemblances and coincidences because there is meaning in any similarity: similarity opens up another dimension and alludes to a true perspective, without which one’s view would certainly hit a wall. In taking on research into General Larionov’s life and work, Solovyov bore in mind his own previous familiarity with that same surname. He placed significance on such things. Needless to say, the young researcher could not yet explain the role of the Larionovs in his life, though even then he felt the role would not be secondary.


As happens more often than not with events that are intended to occur, Solovyov’s research topic came to him by chance. Another graduate student, Kalyuzhny, had worked on the topic before Solovyov. Yes, this pleasant fellow lacked all manner of scholarly energy and, really, most likely any energy whatsoever. His efforts were sufficient for him to make his way to some academic beer joint and settle in there for the entire remainder of the day. Kalyuzhny regarded the general sympathetically and experienced an undeniable curiosity regarding his fate. The primary thing he did not understand was that (and here Kalyuzhny’s index finger slid along a glass) the general had remained alive. Over the course of several years, Kalyuzhny retold Dupont’s classic research to everyone who sat down at his table. This long retelling obviously wore him out in a real way because he did not write a single line during those years of unending narration. Gathering his last strength, graduate student Kalyuzhny unexpectedly did what the general had not brought himself to do in his day: he left the country. Kalyuzhny’s further fate is unknown.


Solovyov’s fate is known, however, and, according to the unanimous opinion of his colleagues, it was up to him to replace his drop-out associate. Only a few months after entering graduate school, Solovyov delivered a paper at a conference: ‘Studying the Life and Activity of General Larionov: Conclusions and Outlooks.’


The conclusions that Solovyov drew and the outlooks he summarized made a most favorable impression on the scholarly public. The paper testified not only to the young researcher’s well-organized mind but also, in equal measure, to his deep insight into the topic. The climax of the paper, which evoked extraordinary animation in the hall, was his introduction of corrections to data in Dupont’s monograph that had been considered unshakable until that day.


And so, it turned out that there were only 469 soldiers on record in the 34th Infantry Division of the 136th Taganrog Regiment, not the 483 soldiers Dupont asserted. It also emerged that the French researcher had, on the other hand, reduced the number of soldiers in the 2nd Native Division of the Combined Cavalier Brigade to 720 (the true number was 778). Dupont did not shed full light on the role of Colonel Yakov Noga (1878–?) in the Crimean campaign; however, the officer’s level of education had clearly been overstated: the French researcher mistakenly indicated that Noga graduated from the Vladimir and Kiev cadet corps, though he graduated only from the Vladimir (named for Saint Vladimir) Kiev Cadet Corps. Solovyov set forth a series of more minor quibbles with the French monograph, but in this case one must think it permissible to limit discussion to the examples cited above. Even they are enough to characterize the quality of the young scholar’s work and his unwillingness to blindly trust his predecessors’ authority.


This was Solovyov’s finest hour. Dupont hid behind a marble column in the conference hall as she listened to Solovyov’s paper. According to the accounts of those who saw her at that moment, the French historian’s eyes were brimming with tears. A person less dedicated to scholarship might have been offended by all the corrections that Solovyov introduced. That person might have become embittered or, who knows, shrugged their shoulders and snorted with disdain. Or said, let us suppose, that the specified clarifications held an extremely relative value in explaining the Crimean events of 1920. But Dupont was not that sort of person. At Solovyov’s ‘Thank you for your attention,’ she ran out from behind the column and embraced the presenter. Was that ardent scholarly embrace—which combined sobbing and smudged mascara and a prickly mustache—not a triumph of sincere values and evidence of the sanctity of the great international solidarity of researchers?


Standing behind the lectern, her faced streaked with mascara, Dupont recalled everyone who had devoted themselves to researching the post-revolutionary period at various times. She referred, with particular emotion, to Ieronim A. Ratsimor, who had conceived of, but not managed to complete, the monumental Encyclopedia of the Civil War.


‘He died on the letter K,’ Dupont said of the deceased, ‘but if he could have held on for just one more letter, our level of knowledge about General Larionov would have been different, completely different. But now we see,’ and with these words the researcher once again drew Solovyov to herself, ‘our worthy successor. Now we can feel calm about leaving.’


The polite Solovyov initially wanted to object to what Dupont had said, to ask that henceforth she continue engaging in the work that was so important to everyone, but she would not allow it. With a sweep of her huge hand, she seemed to conjure out of thin air her monograph about the general, which she then forcefully pressed to Solovyov’s chest. After kissing him again in parting, she marched across the conference hall and vanished into the duskiness of a corridor.


She called him from Paris. Positively everything about the young researcher interested her: his views on history overall, his biases in terms of methodology, and even—this was completely unexpected—his material standing. Unlike all the other areas, Solovyov found no intelligible answer to her question about the matter. Dupont herself deduced the reality of the Russian scholar’s material standing: it was simply lacking.


Stunned by that circumstance, Dupont delved into the reasons for such a somber state of affairs. Standing firm on determinist positions, the representative of French historical scholarship lined up a long cause-and-effect chain. There is no point in citing it in full: the events Dupont referred to are well known to any Russian schoolchild, though perhaps it is worth dwelling on several fundamental principles that are characteristic of this chain.


According to Dupont, several factors determined our society’s advancement, with key roles played by an insufficient propensity for labor, an inclination for appropriating another’s property, and a heightened sense of justice. The cause-and-effect chain that had formed within the French researcher’s head finally coiled into a circle that she recognized, on second thought, as vicious.


The state of affairs she depicted did not, in fact, seem rosy: appropriation of another’s property intensified—to an extreme—a sense of justice within society, which in turn sharply reduced the society’s propensity for labor. Needless to say, the latter circumstance could not help but stimulate an inclination for appropriating another’s property and that automatically led to an even more heightened sense of justice and even less propensity for labor. It was within this context that Dupont examined the destructive Russian revolutions, the many-year rule of Communists (no less destructive, according to her assessment), and a whole series of other events.


That combination of factors was combustible on its own (‘Molotoff cocktail!’ Dupont sighed), and was aggravated by a personal factor. A series of figures proceeding along Russian history’s teetering stage had managed to push the contradictions to extremes. In the French scholar’s view, president Boris Yeltsin occupied a special place among them and had obviously misused his skills as an orchestra conductor. The success of his Berlin performance made him so giddy that he thought of nothing but the conductor’s baton from then on. Under that baton’s light stroke, the appropriation of another’s property finally reached the point where the sense of justice was no longer intensifying and the propensity for labor was no longer decreasing. As far as Yeltsin’s decisive manner for problem-solving went, Dupont characterized it in her article ‘The Headless Horseman’, published in Sobriety and Culture in 1999, as a typical cavalry charge.


There is no doubt that Dupont became entangled in a whole series of questions while forming her chain of cause-and-effect. For example, she demonstrated an overt exaggeration of the role of the individual in history (it probably comes as no surprise that Dupont’s political views were staunchly de Gaullist), most likely brought on because the history she herself was working on was the history of a general. Beyond that, the dialectic of the necessary and the accidental—which is so important for a correct assessment of historical events—became a stumbling block for her. She simply could not figure that out by using Russian history. At some point, she began to see that necessity was accidental in our country to a certain degree. In other words, she could not manage to distinctly formulate the reason behind Solovyov’s squalid existence. And so Dupont transferred all her irrepressible energy to something more consequential. She replaced her search for answers to Russia’s accursed questions with a search for funds for the young scholar’s needs.


After brief reflection, the French researcher made an appeal to the All-Russian Scientific Foundation, with the vague hope that this particular institution was counterbalancing the government’s shortchanging of its scholars. After a short conversation in Moscow—people in the know had advised her to get in touch with the fund’s employees only in person—the foundation’s experts regarded the proposed research topic as insufficiently all-Russian. In saying their goodbyes, (‘There was a shadow of something left unsaid at our meeting!’ Dupont complained afterwards), they recommended their guest approach the Russian Foundation for Scientific Workers.


They heard out Dupont more favorably at the Foundation for Scientific Workers, and even fed her tea with biscuits of the Stolichnye brand. Along the way, they asked if she was an employee or at least an expert at any kind of French foundation. Upon learning that Dupont had nothing to do with French foundations, they inquired of the researcher who exactly at the All-Russian Scientific Foundation had recommended she approach the Foundation for Scientific Workers, and asked what that person had said. Surprised by the question and, above all, the questioner’s unusual tone, Dupont choked and they pounded her on the back until an ill-fated shard of one of the Stolichnye biscuits emerged from the Parisienne’s throat. They asked no further questions after that, helped her on with her coat, and gallantly kissed her hand. In Moscow, by the way, they do that no worse than in Paris.


Dupont undertook a further attempt to help the Petersburg graduate student: she got in touch with the S.M. Solovyov Foundation by telephone. In Dupont’s mind, a foundation named for the great Russian historian could not refuse to support another historian, one who was both still young and bore the same surname. Oddly enough, in this case it was precisely the surname that became the stumbling block. Afraid of being accused of nepotism, there was a refusal on the other end of the line to even review an appeal of this sort. Astonished at the scrupulousness of Russian foundations, a pensive Dupont hung up the receiver.


Finally, at the suggestion of colleagues, she appealed to some famous entrepreneur or other, allegedly a man of contradictions who mixed market speculation with philanthropic activity. It is entirely possible that the contradictions were exaggerated since, according to information that reached her later, philanthropic activity inexplicably turned out to be one of the most profitable income items of his entrepreneurship. Whatever the case, Dupont approached him with a long letter, in which she noted the thoroughness of the scholar’s work and enumerated, among other things, the corrections the latter had entered with regard to manpower in the subunits.


To the addressee’s credit, he did not force Dupont to wait long for an answer. His letter offered the highest appraisal of Solovyov’s industriousness and attention to detail. The philanthropist then went on to point out that data for 1920 offered no relevance for him since he was predominantly interested in information about armies currently in operation.


Needless to say, even such a gallant rejection could not suit a person whose colleagues had nicknamed her mon general. Dupont set off on another attack and wrote the patron a far more voluminous letter. This letter examined, in the most detailed fashion, the essence of each of the adjustments Solovyov had entered, with historical parallels and brief statistics regarding comparable subunits of European armies. As for the relevance of the data, the enterprising philanthropist was introduced to an extremely ancient point of view, according to which all history repeats itself. After subjecting the designated theory to constructive criticism, Dupont nonetheless stipulated that she certainly did not exclude the possibility of certain recurrences. The only point with which the French researcher categorically refused to agree was the possibility (even theoretical) that a second General Larionov could appear on the peninsula. In concluding her letter, so there would be no omissions, she even specified that people of the general’s sort are born only once every thousand years.


It is unknown what had the greater effect here—the digression into the territory of the philosophy of history, the French researcher’s resoluteness in standing up for her position, or the actual volume of the letter—but the entrepreneur-philanthropist answered with approval. He even joked agreeably in his response that the researcher’s observation regarding a general of Larionov’s sort might exclude the possibility of such a general appearing in the near future but it instilled certain hopes for the period following the year 2882. In expectation of that blessed epoch, he was designating that Solovyov receive, throughout his graduate studies (i.e. for three years), a stipend that was small but adequate for a modest life. This was a genuine victory.


Solovyov was stunned by the news of the stipend. He knew nothing of the efforts being made by the French woman on his behalf and felt genuinely happy when he heard about the gift. The phrase saying the stipend was designed for a modest life could not cloud his joy. On the one hand, Solovyov’s life had always been modest, but on the other, he supposed, justifiably, that his notions of modesty differed mightily from his benefactors’ notions. As informed as they were, they could not even guess the extent of the modesty of a scholar’s life in Russia.


‘You should go to Yalta,’ Dupont told the scholarship recipient. ‘I’ve looked high and low at everything in the capitals, but I’ve never made it all the way to Crimea. If there’s something new to be found anywhere, it’ll be in Yalta.’


She said that at the beginning of July. Solovyov spent about three weeks systematizing his papers. During that process, it emerged that there would be a conference (that, by some strange coincidence, was supposed to be funded by the S.M. Solovyov Foundation) in Kerch in August—General Larionov as Text—and so, despite the event’s quirky title, Solovyov sent in his topic for a paper.


Feeling prepared for work under Crimean conditions, Solovyov appealed to the director of the institute for permission to travel for his work. Judging by the director’s pensive chewing at the temple of his eyeglasses, Solovyov grasped that such work-related travel was not being granted to him uncontested. And here the young scholar began feeling awkward when he remembered, for the first time in three weeks, that Yalta was a resort city. Solovyov began explaining his motives for the trip with a vehemence unusual for an academic institution (in his agitation, he even forgot to mention the conference) but the director relaxed his toothy grip on his glasses and waved them in the air in agreement. After all, in recent years, work-related travel had been unfinanced due to lack of funds and involved nothing more than permission to be absent from the institute. Solovyov received that permission.


He left the institute’s ostentatious building and headed, unhurried, in the direction of Tuchkov Embankment. On a whim, he turned down a side street, and ended up in a café. Solovyov could not remember when he had last been in a café and ascertained, with some surprise, that his life was becoming less modest. Solovyov viewed the dinner he ordered for himself that evening as a farewell meal. He already had a train ticket and could feel it (not without pleasure) when he put his hand into his jacket pocket. Without a doubt, August was the most apt month for work-related travel to Yalta.
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Solovyov traveled south the very next day, on a train from St. Petersburg to Simferopol. Needless to say, trains were not the young historian’s usual means of transportation. His life had taken shape in such a way that anyone capable of reading palms would have seen a railroad line parallel to Solovyov’s lifeline. The trains that streaked past the small station called Kilometer 715 were the first to reveal to him the existence of a large and fancy world beyond the station’s limits.


Solovyov’s first recollections of smells and sounds were attached to the railroad. Locomotive whistles woke him up in the mornings and the rhythmic clacking of wheels lulled him to sleep at night. His bed vibrated slightly when trains went by and his ceiling was streaked with the reflections of the lights in the compartments. As he dropped off to sleep, he stopped distinguishing exactly where that smooth but loud movement was coming from—here or outside. The iron knobs at the head of his bed jingled rhythmically and the bed slowly gathered speed, carrying Solovyov off to cheerful childhood dreams.


Solovyov learned to read using the placards on long-distance trains. It is worth noting that it was the trains’ swiftness that brought about his speed-reading skills, which later eased his perusal of publications about the general: those publications were just as numerous as they were fantastic. It was from those same placards that Solovyov first learned of the existence of a series of cities to which the rails under his own windows ran, leading due north on one side and due south on the other. The station called Kilometer 715 lay in the middle of the world.


Solovyov watched the trains with Leeza Larionova. After walking up the steps to the platform, they would sit down on a bench that had lost its color long ago and begin their observations. They loved it when the long-distance trains reduced their speed near the station. Then they could discern not only the placards but also rolled-up mattresses on bunks, tea glasses in special metal holders, and—most important of all—passengers who represented the mysterious world from which the train had come. It was not that they were glad for the trains because they were longing for a world unfamiliar to them; more likely, the very idea of ‘long-distance’ captivated them.


Their regard for the electric local trains and freight trains that occasionally streaked past the station was calmer. The people on the locals were more or less familiar to them, but as far as the freight trains went, well, there were no people on them at all. These were the longest and dullest of trains. They consisted of tank cars filled with oil, flatcars burdened with lumber, or just closed-up boxcars.


By a very early age, Solovyov knew the schedule for all the trains that went by the station. This information, which some might think capable of becoming a useless burden, played a considerable role in the future historian’s life. For one thing, Solovyov was inculcated with a taste for valid knowledge—this may be why the young historian’s regard for the mythology surrounding General Larionov was subsequently so unforgiving—from the very beginning of his conscious life. For another, a faultless mastery of the schedule cultivated in Solovyov a heightened perception of time, a real necessity for a genuine historian. The schedule used numbers that were never round. Nowhere in those figures were there approximate denotations such as after lunch, in the first half of the day, or around midnight. There were only 13:31, 14:09, 15:27. These unkempt fringes of time were as tousled as existence itself and possessed a very specific sort of beauty: the beauty of verity.


Solovyov’s mastery of the schedule was not accidental. His mother worked as a controller at a crossing adjacent to the station. And though there was not much of anything to control there (the crossing could go unintersected by cars or trucks for days), Solovyov’s mother would lower the crossing gate three minutes before any train appeared, put on her uniform jacket, and step out onto the control booth’s little balcony. There was something captain-like in her unnaturally straight figure, her motionlessness, and her stern facial features. Sometimes the din of a train would wake Solovyov up in the middle of the night and he would look out the window at his mother. Her resolute standing, baton raised, held him spellbound. It was like that, in profile, that she imprinted herself upon his memory, amidst the train’s rumbling and its flickering lights. When Solovyov read later about churches in abandoned northern villages and how a priest in that area ministered to an empty church, he thought that referred to his mother, too. Her selfless service, without any visible goal, continued, unvarying, like the sunrise. Regardless of changes in government, time of day, or weather conditions.


It was weather conditions, however, that turned out to be fatal for her. One frosty winter night, she was chilled to the bone and contracted pneumonia. She initially treated it with vodka and honey. From time to time, her mother, granny Solovyova, would take the baton and head out to substitute for her daughter at the crossing. Some time later, when the patient became worse, the old woman massaged her back and chest, spreading the suffocating smell of turpentine through the house. A few days later, Solovyov’s mother announced unexpectedly that she was dying. Exaggeration was not the norm in his family, so the old woman grew worried. There was no point in sending to the nearest village, since there was nobody there but a drunken doctor’s assistant. The old woman ran to the control booth to stop a train. Solovyov’s mother died, but the old woman kept on waving her daughter’s baton. Not one train stopped.


The trains almost never stopped anyway. Only rarely, predominantly in the summer, when the tracks were overloaded, did trains pull up to the station, sighing heavily. The carriage attendants would step out onto the pock-marked slabs of the platform as if they owned the place. Behind them were fat men in T-shirts and women in tight-fitting exercise pants. And more rarely, children. Children were usually allowed no further than the vestibule, where they burst from their pensive grandmothers’ hands. Adults smoked, drank beer straight from the bottle, and crushed mosquitoes with resounding slaps. When the children managed to make it to the platform, little Solovyov would run off, but continue to follow the proceedings from the bushes. During those moments, he was not the only one keeping an eye on the train that had arrived: the six houses surrounding the station were all eyes and ears, too. The residents pressed themselves against windows, stood in doorways, or cast quick glances at the arrivals as they pretended to dig in their kitchen gardens. It was not the done thing to walk up to the platform.


Only Solovyov’s mother—when she was alive—was within sight of the passengers. The passengers, whose appearance seemed even more idle when compared with the railway worker’s focused, solemn standing, made no attempt to call out to her. It was obvious right away that this motionlessness was of a specific type. Paying no attention to the passengers, Solovyov’s mother gazed at the point where the rails met, as if watching for the arrival of her impending death. When reading later about the elderly general’s famous gaze, Solovyov imagined it without the slightest effort. He remembered the way his mother had looked into the distance.


Solovyov’s grandmother did not watch in that same way. Gazes into the distance were not really characteristic of her. Most often, she would sit, propping up her cheek with the palm of her hand and looking straight ahead. She outlived her daughter by several years and died not long before Solovyov graduated from high school. Her death pushed him to move to Petersburg. It was in Petersburg that he first heard about General Larionov.


Broadly speaking, it was not accidental that both Solovyov and Larionov were children of railroad workers. Perhaps it was exactly this that determined certain similar characteristics, despite all their external differences. Railroad workers in Russia have a special mission because the role of the railroad in our country is not the same as in other places. The time that we spend traveling is measured in days. That time is enough not only for a good conversation but—in successful cases—even for making marriage plans. What marriage could be planned on the Munich–Berlin express in seats lined up one after the other, with radio jacks in the armrests? Most likely, none.


People who are somehow involved with the railroad are all predominantly even-tempered and unhurried. They know about conquering an expanse. These people know how to listen to the sound of the even clatter of wheels and will never start rushing around: they understand that they still have time. This is why the most serious of foreigners also choose a week or two, once a year, to take a ride on the Trans-Siberian Railway. There is little need to mention that these people resolutely prefer a train to an airplane, other than for transatlantic situations, at any rate. The Americans leave them no choice at all.


General Larionov’s father had no choice, either. Airplanes were simply not flying at the time he decided to associate his life with the railroad. Strictly speaking, at that time, even the railroad itself had not yet become a truly day-to-day matter. Using it demanded of passengers not only a certain degree of courage but also a progressive mindset. Possessing these qualities in full measure, Larionov, director of the railroad department, spent half of his on-duty hours on wheels. He was entitled to use a special first-class lounge carriage that was hitched to the end of the train. It was in that carriage that he would set off to Crimea, for his vacation. As a scrupulous person, the department director paid for his family’s passage in that carriage, notwithstanding the persuasion of railroad employees who considered that his privileges should extend to his family. The governess rode in second class on the same train and the servants in third. This latter circumstance served later as cause for various forms of speculation and even conclusions regarding the openly undemocratic character of relationships within the Larionov household.


In answer to accusations of that sort, one might cite the opinion of Ieronim A. Ratsimor, who pointed out in his 1992 article ‘Sprouts of Democracy in the Russian Military Environment from the Late 19th to Early 20th Centuries’, that, for a number of reasons, class ideology prevailed over democratic ideology at the end of the nineteenth century. Ratsimor also put forth the supposition that democracy is not a universal concept and is generally not obligatory for characterizing all times and peoples. When established in countries not prepared for it, democracy is capable of bearing the saddest of fruits. According to the historian’s convictions, the distinctness of Russia’s class divide regulated social relationships far more effectively than democratic procedures. Using material from the general’s biography, he convincingly demonstrated that, while still a pupil and junior cadet, Larionov was obligated to ride second class but after becoming a senior cadet, he could only ride third since senior cadets were already considered to have attained a low army rank and were not admitted into the two other classes.


Less radical points of view were also expressed with regard to democracy in the Larionov family. The graduate student Kalyuzhny surmised, verbally, that the defining traits of the seating arrangements of those riding south were determined not so much by the opinion of Larionov, department director, as by the presence at the station of the elder General Larionov, who was allegedly incapable of coming to terms with scorn for Russia’s class divide. The latter man was, to be sure, known for his conservatism, which he expressed in part through a disdainful regard for the railroad. To him, the realm of the railroad seemed unworthy of their family line—in the veteran’s watery eyes, it presented something akin to a circus attraction. Only the post of department director brought a certain seriousness to his grandson’s work and partially reconciled the old man with this odd choice of profession. And though the hero of the Battle of Borodino considered train travel inappropriate for himself, he invariably came to the train station at Tsarskoe Selo to see his family off on their travels. As he made his way along the row of carriages on his peg leg, he would stop by the locomotive with unexpected timidity and spend a long while watching the steam bursting out of the boilers. Then he would shrug his shoulders for effect, hurriedly make the sign of the cross over his family members, and resolutely hobble toward the exit, an echo resonating under the station’s metal arches. One might suppose the last thing on his mind at those moments was the passengers’ seating arrangements.


Those trips were preserved in the future general’s memory as one of the brightest pages of his childhood. In Notes for an Autobiography, which Dupont found and published, General Larionov describes in detail the railroad journeys of his childhood. The carriage itself evoked the greatest delight for him; with brass handles polished to a shine, oak paneling, and—most importantly—a glass rear wall that displayed the entire expanse of road already traveled. To the juvenile Larionov, it seemed as if the carriage at their disposal was a giant spider capable of producing two steel threads that ran out from under it at high speed and converged on the horizon.


The child was particularly keen on watching sunsets that lent enchanting colors to the forest on both sides of the railroad bed. The colors dimmed with every minute and the trees darkened, approaching the railroad bed ever closer. For the future general, who had first-hand familiarity with Russian folk tales, the train’s motion was reminiscent of an escape from a spellbound forest. Clutching at the nickel handle on the bunk, he anxiously observed the rocking of fir crowns, from which, to his mind, it would be most opportune for an unseen adversary to attack. Only after some time had passed, when it was completely dark and the small glass wall had begun reflecting the carriage’s cozy luxury, would the child calm down, unclench his numbed fingers, and let go of the nickel handle. General Larionov caught himself making that motion later, when he let go of a handle on the hatch of an armored train one summer evening in 1920. The scent of wormwood wafted from a stilled field. Sudden silence had replaced the sounds of battle, with the only exception being the brooding metallic noises that carried from somewhere below, deep underneath the carriage and inaccessible to the eye.


His Crimean battles ended just as abruptly as they had begun. These battles took place while traveling and were just as unpredictable as the movements of the general’s armored train around Crimea. Larionov was often reproached—justifiably so, one must deem, albeit with a certain qualification—for excessive use of railroad transportation. The qualification is the fact that the railroad network in Crimea is not overly developed to this day. As is common knowledge, central Crimea is linked to only three cities on the coast: Kerch, Sevastopol, and Yevpatoria. It thus follows that the general’s excessiveness, even in the worst case, could have had only an extremely limited character.


There did exist, however, a positive side to the general’s predilection. Constrained by the lack of railroad track, General Larionov actively worked toward its construction. Even in his pre-Crimean period, he put together a narrow-gauge railroad in the forest near Kiev, as a test. He entered Crimea’s railway history first and foremost as the person who built a fully fledged railroad bed from Dzhankoy to Yushun.


The general’s childhood impressions turned out to be so strong that he even chose an armored carriage as his place of residence in Crimea. A host of legends has formed about that carriage, but all that is known and confirmed documentarily is that it was home to four birds (a crane, a crow, a raven, and a starling) and that Alexander Vertinsky visited the hospitable carriage and sang the well-known anti-war song ‘I Don’t Know Who Needs That And Why’ for the general. According to Alexei Ravenov’s In the Blue Train Carriage, those present said General Larionov’s distinctive, unearthly gaze was noticeable even then; it was reflected, in particular, in the photograph from 1964 that reminded historian Solovyov of his deceased mother’s gaze.


Solovyov thought back to that gaze yet again as he was speeding past railroad crossings, booths, and controllers with batons. He was standing by an open train window, the curtain flittering to his right like a bird that had been shot. Sunlight illuminated waves of fine hair along his arm, which felt the window frame’s metallic coolness. Solovyov thought the hairs were coarsening in the sweltering August wind, that their bright glistening was a sign of a gradual transformation to copper. He pressed his lips to the hairs for a minute, as if to assess their wiriness, but they turned out to be surprisingly soft.


Solovyov was a most genuine passenger of long-distance trains. He drank tea from a glass in a metal holder without pulling out the spoon, went to the lavatory with a towel on his shoulder, and sauntered around stations in a Petersburg University T-shirt. But the important thing was that he was riding in a compartment carriage for the first time in his life. After closing the compartment door for the night, he took a passing, admiring glance at his reflection in the mirror. The bulbs from the light in the lower bunk were reflected behind his back, too, as were some bottles with little plastic cups on them, a taciturn gentleman in a tracksuit, and two young female students. In short, there was everything that created the railroad’s aching coziness; a brief unity before parting forever. As he lay down in his upper bunk, Solovyov enjoyed listening to the students’ whispers. He did not even notice himself falling asleep.


He was awoken by light falling across his face. The train was standing still. Solovyov’s window was under a station streetlamp. Slowly, so as not to awaken the sleepers, he lowered the snug-fitting window and a warm, night breeze wafted into the compartment. A central Russian breeze, it abstractly occurred to Solovyov, who did not know where the train had stopped. The name of the deserted station was hidden in the darkness: apparently, it was a lone streetlamp burning in the window. But the lack of people in that expanse was illusory. In the depths of the station, where window glass meekly gleamed against the building’s dark contours, a quiet conversation was taking its course between two people. After sliding into the shaded part of his bunk, Solovyov discerned their unmoving figures on a bench, facing one another. He saw, in their bentness and in their chins that rested on their hands, something extraordinarily familiar that he could not, however, call to mind.


They were having a conversation that was utterly connected to the place in which the train was standing. The people they were naming were undoubtedly known only here and the details mentioned were also not likely to be understood without the preliminaries of living here a long time, but even so, Solovyov was unable to shake off an agonizing sense of déjà vu. In an attempt to determine where he had seen these same figures, Solovyov recalled all the stations and substations he had ever traveled through, but nothing similar came to mind. It turned out that situations varied at each of the stations he had seen. There were completely different people sitting everywhere (and even, perhaps, at the very same time), and it followed from that, in turn, that if the train were to stop at one hundred stations during the night, he would hear one hundred different stories. The diversity of existence made his head spin.


Meanwhile, the talkers fell silent. The one sitting on the right took out cigarettes, which he shared with his conversation partner. Two small fires appeared in the dark, one after the other, bringing to mind the lights at a crossing.


‘That’s all crap,’ said the one sitting on the left.


Solovyov suddenly recalled where he’d seen figures like these. They were chimeras from Notre-Dame Cathedral, on the cover of a history textbook.


The train arrived in Simferopol at three o’clock the following afternoon. It was raining in the Crimean capital. The rain had most likely just begun—steam was still rising from the hot pavement. Solovyov purchased a trolleybus ticket to Yalta after a short wait at the ticket window. He decided to travel between the two cities using this unusual trolleybus connection, perhaps the only one in the world. The route from Simferopol to Yalta had surprised even General Larionov in his time: he lived to see the launch of the trolleybus route, and, by then, nothing had surprised him in a long time. His fantasies, which were historically limited to the railroad, had never hinted at the possibility of an intercity connection of this sort.


The general remembered carriage connections (the office was located on the first floor of the Oreanda Hotel) perfectly, just as he remembered carriages with rubber tires and the changing of horses in Alushta. He did not immediately grasp why the trolleybus had become a replacement for all that. He was soberly aware that, unlike the railroad, a trolleybus line was not suitable for transferring heavy armaments or any significant number of troops. Even so, despite the absence of strategic significance for the trolleybus line, the general began regarding the innovation fairly positively after all and rode the trolleybus to Gurzuf one spring.


After the trolleybus had driven up, Solovyov settled into a window seat in the back row, in keeping with the ticket he had purchased. Passengers entered through the front door and heaped their luggage up on the back platform, resting it against a door that was not open for boarding. The passengers on the trollybus were almost entirely vacationers. They reclined noisily in their seats and wiped away sweat with the edges of their T-shirts. The only exception, by all indications, was a workingman with a girl who was about ten. They sat near Solovyov and had almost no belongings.


Despite the rain, the stuffiness had not subsided. It eased only when the trolleybus left the city and worked up a speed that was unexpected for such a vehicle. As if on command, the florid nylon curtains were pulled out the windows and knocked against the glass from the other side. This synchronized flapping lent the trolleybus a festive, somehow even nuptial, look. As the trolleybus climbed Chongarsky Pass, the workingman’s daughter began feeling nauseous. Her father took a match out of a box and suggested she put it in her mouth. This folk remedy proved ineffective. The little girl looked at the match, then at the calloused fingers extracting it from the box, and vomited.


The weather changed completely after Chongarsky Pass. The rain clouds remained beyond the northern side of the ridge and the sun beat through the windshield of the trolley-bus as it began its careful descent along the winding mountain road. Nature did everything it could to stun Solovyov that day. The sun, which replaced the rain so suddenly, was not simply shining in a flawlessly blue sky. Both the sun and the sky were reflected, mirror-like, somewhere far below, like an unending mosaic that shimmered through the cypress trees floating in the windows. That was how Solovyov saw the sea for the first time.


Needless to say, General Larionov’s childhood reminiscences—which were found in an émigré’s archives and published by the very same Dupont—were already known to Solovyov by this time. Despite the fragmentariness of the text and the author’s stated intention to touch on his more mature years—this was the basis for Dupont’s confidence that the subsequent chapters which had been lost still existed—it is here that a description of the general’s first encounter with the sea is preserved. It follows from that description that the future commander’s family also traveled from Simferopol, although even then the opportunity existed to arrive in Sevastopol by rail and ride from there along the coast to Yalta.


Five-year-old Larionov managed to remember that his family was traveling in carriages with two springs. He remembered the word springs very well because he repeated it the whole way (as has been noted already, the child did not speak until he was three and a half years old, but he vigorously made up for lost time afterwards). The younger Larionov’s carriage was driven by an elderly Tatar, a handsome, smartly dressed man whose mastery of Russian was, without exception, inferior to all his passengers. Being sociable by nature, he reacted animatedly to the word springs and leaned on the coach box each time, showing the location of the spring with his whip handle. The coachman remained like that in the memoirist’s consciousness: inclined to the side with fine drops of sweat on his forehead and a benevolent smile.


Like Solovyov, the future general was surprised by the sharp change in the weather at Chongarsky Pass. The published notes also reference flecks of sunlight playing on the waves and viewed through the slow motion of cypresses. Special mention was given to the freshness of a wind, blowing not from dusty roadside groves but from that chilly turquoise expanse where the sky imperceptibly came together with the water. His mother’s light dress, locks of his English governess’s fair hair, and multicolored ribbons braided into the horse’s mane fluttered in the wind.


The general’s associative memory also forces him to speak of a piercing wind on Chongarsky Pass on November 1, 1920, when Crimea’s remaining defenders retreated to the ports, worn out after one-sided battles. According to Dupont’s supposition, a more detailed description of the evacuation was located in the part of the reminiscences that has not reached us. A faint hint cast by the general in passing, which may be seen as an intention to return to a theme he had broached superficially, speaks in favor of that. The general touches on those November events only because when watching from blizzardy Chongar as the White Army retreated (it was whiter than ever at that moment), by Larionov’s own admission he saw nothing but two landaus descending, in a leisurely fashion, toward the sea.


The trolleybus turned along the shore. Now the passengers not only saw the sea but sensed its briny freshness, too. At the request of the police, all cars on the highway stopped twice to let government motorcades through. The preoccupied faces of those government ministers were more likely guessed at than seen in cars rushing past at vast speeds. They were riding to their holidays and thinking about the significant decline of the peninsula’s funding. This manifested itself most of all in the condition of the palaces of the Russian aristocracy. The condition of the roads was no better, though. The summer sun and winter rain, coupled with the process of erosion, had produced a multitude of ruts and cracks in the Crimean roads. If the cracks had been patched up anywhere, it was on the government highway, though even that repair was only partial, or so Solovyov surmised, jolting in his seat every now and then.
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