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Introduction


In any age, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, or Madame Blavatsky, as she is usually known, would have been a phenomenon. She possessed the kind of majestic personality which, with consummate ease, dwarfs ordinary folk. Her life was an extraordinary enigma, and as myth breeds other myths, there are not a few surrounding Blavatsky. She has been vilified and championed in equal measure, and it is a struggle to arrive at any balanced view of her achievements, or her shortcomings. What is certain, however, is that she was a courageous and pioneering woman who, largely by her own efforts, established ‘spirituality’ as an ethos. She also taught that the soul – the ‘Inner World’ – of any individual, is a place not to be feared, but cherished.


Inevitably, much has been written about Blavatsky, both during her life and after her death. In the 1990s, eighteen separate biographies in English existed, and the number must inevitably now be greater. Some of these accounts seek to paint a flawless picture of their subject; others attempt to vindicate what are seen as misdemeanors, while a few are openly hostile.


This writer has no literary axe to grind; the motive for embarking on such a study being a fascination and respect for the subject, that, and his own continuing involvement with the metaphysical in all its many guises. Of the latter, the presence of Blavatsky has been most marked whilst the book was being written, and the author trusts that his subject approves of what has been said about her. Knowing now a little of her character, he feels certain that Blavatsky will inform him, and most forcibly, if she does not.


Madame Blavatsky was a remarkable woman, and we owe her a great deal. A singular, driven individual, she saw her mission as being to inform and enlighten the world. These are high ideals, and her reward has not been equal to her efforts. Blavatsky deserves to be given due recognition as one of the most significant figures in the esoteric milieu. She knew only too well that far-reaching changes were coming to the world in the twentieth century. Her beliefs and her vision are even more relevant now in the twenty-first century than when she first voiced them.


Gordon Strong
November 2009
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Early Days and Early Travels




I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is like a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.


Winston Churchill





A cholera plague raged through Europe on the night that Elena Petrovna Hahn was born. At her baptism, the robes of the hastily summoned priest caught fire. Such was the auspicious beginning to the life of one of the most extraordinary characters of the nineteenth century, one whose influence would last much longer than her comparatively short sojourn upon this Earth. The heavens chose 12th of August 1831 for her birth, in Ekaterinoslav, a district of the Ukraine, then part of the Russian Empire. She was the child of a Colonel in the Russian Army, Peter Von Hahn, and his wife, Helena Andreyevna. The name Hahn is a patronymic form of Johannes and derives from hane, high German for ‘rooster’. The symbolism of this creature is of conceit, and sexual activity – both qualities that would later be attributed to our subject, and not always fairly.


Her mother claimed the lineage of one of the oldest Empire families, a direct descendant, she said, of Grand Duke Rurik, the first ruler of Russia. It was perhaps inevitable that her mother should be a novelist, and Helena’s sister Vera, also wrote occult fiction. The education of Helena, as she was soon to be called, came to be supervised by her maternal grandmother. This lady was a princess, her husband, the governor of Saratov. Of Helena’s other relations, most prominent was her first cousin Sergei Witte, who later became prime minister of Russia in the reign of Tsar Nicholas II.


Inevitably, such a privileged background would do much to determine the kind of childhood Helena would enjoy. What made this little girl different from her peers was the strength of her ‘inner life’. This quality would ensure that she would never be just a conventional member of the elite in Russian society, and her contacts with the ‘other side’ also made her both sensitive and wilful. Much that terrified her as a child was propagated by her own imagination, and in later years her often morbid sensibility led to an inability to accept criticism, or even what might be termed ‘sensible advice.’ She was idealistic, naïve and often unworldly. That said, she commanded respect, and considering her capricious temperament, a great many people throughout her life were completely devoted to her. Few recollections exist of Helena’s childhood, but this, from the pen of an unnamed aunt, is revealing:




She was…very lively and highly gifted, full of humour, and most remarkably daring; she struck everyone by her self-willed and determined actions…Her restless and very nervous temperament, one that led her into the most unheard-of ungirlish mischief…her passionate love and curiosity for everything unknown and mysterious, weird and fantastic; and foremost of all, her craving for independence and freedom of action – a craving that nothing and no one could control; all this, combined with an exuberance of imagination and a wonderful sensitiveness, ought to have warned her friends that she was an exceptional creature…





The aunt goes on to tell of Helena’s nocturnal conversations with invisible personages, and of her being able to answer questions as if she were a ‘sibyl entranced’. Her ability to converse with spirits, whether departed from this world or not, was in evidence from her early childhood. Between nine and sixteen years of age she regularly communicated with the spirit of Tekla Lebendoff, a middle-aged woman, who was very much alive, and lived in Reval in Estonia. A fuller account of Helena’s gifts comes from her sister Vera – later Mme Jelihovsky. The following passage, though lengthy, is worth quoting for the insight that it provides, of a remarkable child:




‘…daring and fearless in everything else, she often got scared into fits by her own hallucinations…she would shut her eyes tight during such visions, and run away to hide…screaming desperately and frightening the whole household. At other times she would be seized with fits of laughter, explaining them by the amusing pranks of her invisible companions. She found these in every dark corner, in every bush of the tick park that surrounded our villa during the summer months; while in winter, when all our family emigrated back to town, she seemed to meet them again in the vast reception rooms of the first floor…Helena was found several times during the night hours in those dark apartments in a half-conscious state, sometimes fast asleep, and unable to say how she got there from our common bedroom on the top storey. She disappeared in daytime also. Searched for, called and hunted after, she would be often discovered, with great pains, in the most unfrequented localities; once it was in the dark loft, under the very roof to which she was traced, amid pigeons’ nests, and surrounded by hundreds of those birds…At other times…the deserter would be found, after hours of search in deep conversation with seals and stuffed crocodiles…For her all nature seemed animated with a mysterious life of its own. She heard the voice of every object and form, whether organic or inorganic; and claimed consciousness of being…even for inanimate things such as pebbles…1





Mysticism came as naturally to Helena as breathing. The perceptions that might take a sage an entire lifetime to acquire, she owned at birth. She also displayed the temperament of the occultist, laying down foundations on the Inner Plane – there for the future. Already she has a sense that time is malleable, perhaps invisible. High magic is being unconsciously embraced, and as Madame Blavatsky, she will later display all the courage and conviction that the practitioner must own in order to perform her miracles. Helena sought out the acquaintance of Baranig Boyrak, an old sage who lived near her grandparents’ home. She wished him to teach her the language of insects, birds and animals. Whether he did so is not recorded, but he certainly recognized her as being an exceptional young girl and spoke of her thus:




This little lady is different from all of you. There are great events lying in wait for her in the future. In thinking that, I will not live to see my predictions (fulfilled); but they will come to pass.2





Helena’s father was not convinced of her psychic ability until one day when she informed him of the significance of the family name. It came about that during the Crusades, Count Rottenstern von Hahn of Meckelenburg had appended ‘Hahn’ to the family name, and put a cock’s image on his coat of arms. What prompted this move was an incident involving an ancestor at war:




…while sleeping in his tent, the Knight Crusader was awakened by the cry of a cock to find himself in time to kill, instead of being stealthily killed by an enemy who had penetrated into his tent…3





Blavatsky always maintained that she felt the presence of a strong guardian very early on in her life, and swore that this ‘protector’ saved her from certain death on several occasions. She describes him as being an Oriental – a tall, white-robed figure. Blavatsky is supposed to have actually encountered him in London in 1851, on a visit to England with her father. The meeting apparently took place in Hyde Park, by the river Serpentine. It has been suggested by astrologers, and with some telling evidence, that the influence of Neptune in Blavatsky’s nativity, determined certain aspects of her personality. Neptune bestows imaginative and idealistic qualities, though deception and confusion may at the same time plague the native. Mystical experiences were commonplace in her youth and they somehow formed the rock of her beliefs, and thus her conscious life. This would not have been allowed to happen had she not been surrounded by understanding company; her uniqueness was not stifled but even encouraged. Her mentors were active during a period that has been described as the Russian Enlightenment.


The Russian Empire had actively suppressed Ukrainian culture in the 1860s yet a great upsurge in interest in all things mystical and spiritual sprung up in the following decades, and many artists, writers and thinkers in Russia adopted a metaphysical approach to life. Among these progressive figures in Helena’s childhood was Taras Schevchenko, the romantic poet and painter. It is interesting to note that in 1848 he won a Silver Medal for his painting ‘The Gypsy Fortune Teller’, the same year that Helena’s young life dramatically changed. It might be conjectured that Blavatsky was following the zeitgeist, and though she would be parted from her native land for a great part of her life, she retained her Ukrainian spirit.


The Ukraine is the heartland of Russia, and still preserves the grandeur that bestows upon it a singular character. Originally inhabited by peoples known as the Rus’, from which the name Russia derives, the soul of the country firmly rests here. In the tenth century, Vladimir, Prince of Kiev was responsible for bringing the Orthodox Greek Christianity to the Ukraine, being informed by his emissaries that its liturgy was more impressive than that of the other faiths. The spiritual roots of the land were part pagan, part Christian and later esoteric. Freemasonry was most fashionable among the aristocracy in the time of Catherine the Great, and its influence brought the enlightenment to Russia. Buddhism too had always hovered in the background, spicing and leavening the doctrinal mix.


In Kiev, the oldest church was dedicated to St. Sophia, part of the Gnostic trinity, adding another dimension. Any assessment of Blavatsky cannot ignore her upbringing and her environment. The former made her autocratic; the latter gave her a singular view of the world. It would be meaningless to make generalisations concerning the Russian temperament, yet a certain melancholy and fatality are always present within it. The teachings and the ambiance of the Russian Orthodox Church may well have influenced Blavatsky as a child, and it may have always had a home deep in her unconscious. To W.B.Yeats she explained, ‘The Greek Church, like all true religions, was a triangle, but it spread out and became a bramble bush, and that is the Church of Rome…’4


Quite why Helena Hahn agreed, at the age of sixteen, to marry General Nikifor, or Nicephore, Blavatsky, a man many years her senior, has never been made abundantly clear. It has been said that on being told by her governess that, because of her ill-temper, no man would ever marry her, Helena rose to the challenge and forced Blavatsky to propose. If she did so ‘for a dare’ then Helena displayed those qualities that teenagers always do, namely – pride, recklessness and a bad temper. By even contemplating this bizarre union, she thought she was somehow spiting the world, for often the goal of a truculent adolescent is to shock those around her. Once this was achieved, however, Helena deeply regretted what she had done. The general may have even been in his sixties, which made the prospect even more unpalatable. If she had believed that marriage would somehow bring her a degree of freedom, it was a rash assumption.


That she was not committed to her marriage was proved when she attempted to flee from her husband on the day after they were wed. As it was, she was unwilling to remain in his company for longer than three months, after which she succeeded in leaving him for good. The immediate consequences of that decision are well-documented – the return to her grandfather’s house, and his dispatching of his granddaughter back to her father. What happened after that is almost anybody’s guess, for this event marked the beginning of the mysteries that were to surround this extraordinary woman throughout her life.


Blavatsky was always a wonderful storyteller. It was never difficult for her to hold an audience in enraptured silence with her tales – and some were taller than others. The biographer must always take into account this fantastic aspect of Blavatsky when he attempts to render a true picture of her life. To approach this extraordinary figure as if she were anything other than extraordinary would be a gross error. The key to understanding Blavatsky is to view her life as two separate, yet entwined, narratives, one ‘ordinary’ reality, the other totally marvellous. It is as if from the moment she left Russia, she became someone else – the figure that she wished to be – a romantic adventuress. She undoubtedly was that person, and more significantly, she believed she was.


An important magical principle is being demonstrated already in her life, and Blavatsky was certainly capable of performing magic if she wished. If the practitioner believes he is in a certain place, then that is where he is. In her life, Blavatsky adopted a different stance to suit the circumstances that she found herself in, and this chameleon aspect is another key to her personality, as we shall discover. Now, we pass on to that part of Blavatsky’s life when the world appears to be at her feet.


In the eighteenth century lived one Lady Hester Stanhope, a legendary traveller in the Middle East. There she was received with great respect by the Turkish and Bedouin Sheiks who ruled that part of the world. She dressed in the costume of a Turkish male, a purple velvet robe, embroidered trousers, turban and slippers. She journeyed to the Muslim city of Damascus where she refused to wear a veil, but such was her formidable personality that she was not censured by the inhabitants. Lady Hester went on to visit the ancient city of Palmyra in Syria, a fabulous place known as the ‘Bride of the Desert’, and it was here that she began to realise her destiny. Hearing omens from soothsayers and prophets that she was to be the bride of the New Messiah, she settled in her new homeland and was crowned Queen Hester by those who were devoted to her. In command of a court, and renowned for her gifts of divination, she settled and eventually died, in the area now known as the Lebanon. When Blavatsky found fame, and was questioned in interviews about these early years, she was occasionally compared to Lady Hester by journalists desperate for copy.


Towards the end of her life, Blavatsky permitted Alfred Percy Sinnett, known as A.P. Sinnett, to embark upon her biography. A great portion of her life was to remain inviolate she informed him. Sinnett was informed in no uncertain terms that a veil must be drawn over anything that happened to her before the advent of the Theosophical Society in 1875. Blavatsky was adamant:




…no one can expect me to stand on Trafalgar Square and to be taking into my confidence all the city roughs and cabmen that pass. And even these have more my respect and confidence than your reading and literary public…5





After her death, a steady trickle of reminiscences and recollections of Blavatsky began to emerge. Many of these pieces were trivial or waspish. With the publication of the memoirs of Blavatsky’s cousin, Count Serge Witte, something of value came to light for the first time. It is from these pages that we glean the details of her dramatic departure from her husband, and soon afterwards her equally colourful ‘elopement’ with the captain of an English steamer, The Commodore. Blavatsky, after embarking at Constantinople, is supposed to have joined a circus ‘as an equestrienne’.


She apparently succeeded in captivating one member of the audience. Agardi Metrovitch, a Hungarian opera singer proposed marriage to her. It is presumed that Blavatsky conveniently forgot to mention her first husband. The subsequent union with Metrovitch is supposed to have produced a child named Yuri. The truth of this is impossible to ascertain solely from Witte’s account. Any knowledge of the death of Metrovich soon afterwards is even more opaque. Did he perish in 1870 from fever, or from the effects of an explosion on board ship in 1871? Witte seems unconcerned about her husband’s fate, going on almost in the same breath, to mention that Blavatsky met Daniel Dunglas Home, a celebrated ‘conjurer of phantoms’ in Paris. It was Home, Witte states, who converted Blavatsky to spiritualism in 1858. She apparently returned to Russia in the same year, and Witte recalls visiting his cousin in a flower shop in Odessa. The only other recollection of Blavatsky, during this period, is from an American artist Albert Leighton Rawson, who is said to have accompanied her on a trip around Cairo in 1850.


As she kept no diary of the period, we have only Blavatsky’s word that during the ten years from 1848 and 1858, she visited Egypt, France, Canada, England, South America, Germany, Mexico, Tibet, India and Greece. A suggestion propounded by Kingsland that Blavatsky deliberately falsified the accounts of her travels, to conceal the identity of the places that she visited, is of interest. The notion is supported by accounts of others using similar tactics. Philo, the first-century philosopher, Jacob Bohme, and the Count de Saint-Martin are all said to have engaged in such deliberate deception. Whether or not Blavatsky followed their example, is not known for certain.


It seems that in 1850 she journeyed, with Countess Kisselev, to visit Princess Bagtrion-Muhransky in London, staying in Mivart’s Hotel – later Claridges. Blavatsky seems to alternate between travelling alone or, in the early part of her decade of travels, with titled Russian ladies. Mention is made of a pair of these, too discreet to have their full names recorded – only the initials B or C remain to identify them to the cognoscenti. Blavatsky went on to investigate the ruins of the Mayan civilisation at Chicehn-Iza and Uxmal. The often quoted tale that she fought with Garibaldi, and was wounded no less than five times, seems to have a doubtful pedigree. Her excursions into the Near East, to countries such as Syria and the Lebanon, are easier to verify, those being noted by the inhabitants. Further afield in the Levant, her name was mentioned by a merchant in Jiddah to whom she made a present of a ring.


An interesting parallel may be drawn between Blavatsky’s travels and those made by Georgio Ivanovich Gurdjieff who, although born some years after Blavatsky, had a remarkably similar life path. Born in the southern parts of the Russian empire, and exposed to the same cultural influences, he is said to have travelled in all the same countries as Blavatsky. Like her, his motive was to discover the truth and wisdom he was certain ancient teachings contained. Similarly, only a vague record of his travels exists. In later years Gurdjieff was subjected to accusations of fraud and espionage, as was Blavatsky. The canon of both their teachings has been subject to suggestions that they are wholly derivative, and arrived in the twentieth century with an ambiguous reputation. With their current re-appraisal, it can be seen that the paradoxes in their individual characters may not always be at odds with a sincere spirituality. It might also be said that Blavatsky in a desire to enlighten humanity tested it to the utmost degree.


During this period, Blavatsky first travelled in North America. She later recalled the Indian tribe near Quebec who stole her fur boots, and her puzzled reaction to the Mormons in Missouri. In New Orleans she investigated voodoo, and from there, travelled through Texas en route to Mexico. The Mexican War, the annexation of Texas, and the bitter civil struggles about the issue of slavery would have been raging at the time Blavatsky was travelling in this part of the country. Being surrounded by conflicts and upheaval would always be part of her life.


Her father, having initially given her eighty thousand roubles, received Blavatsky’s requests for more funds with laconic resignation. He duly despatched money to any settlement along her way where it was safe to do so. Now financially secure, she travelled in 1852 to Bombay and later to Nepal with the intention of entering Tibet, but did not succeed on this occasion. The following year, 1853, she came to England, but being a Russian she did not receive a warm welcome – it being the eve of the Crimean War. She returned to America, visiting New York, Chicago and San Francisco, remaining there until 1855 when she sailed to Calcutta.


On this occasion she did manage to enter Tibet, albeit in disguise. The Tartar shaman who suggested this ploy was a member of the Kalmuck tribe, a people noted for their liking for making trumpets from the thigh bones of their deceased rulers and high priests. On this expedition Blavatsky not only observed the shaman in the throes of astral travelling, she also sustained her first experience of phenomena. The ethereal form of a woman known to Blavatsky, her physical body three thousand miles away, manifested before her. The shaman achieved this end with the aid of his ‘stone’ – a carnelian crystal engraved with a sacred triangle.


During this trip Blavatsky is supposed to have ventured into Eastern Tibet – the Khampas – an abode of cutthroats and robbers. Paracelsus, the great figure of magic, also journeyed in the East and, it is said, there he received the Philosopher’s Stone. Something of even greater value to Blavatsky’s spiritual development was waiting for her in Tibet, though she did not know so at the time. A certain Major Cross, who was the manager of the Dalai Lama’s tea estates, later recalled accounts of a white woman who travelled in North West Tibet. If Blavatsky made either of these journeys, none can fault her courage. She could be compared to another intrepid traveller, and student of the occult – Aleister Crowley. As an astrological aside, Crowley was born with his ascendant in Leo, the zodiacal sign occupied by Blavatsky’s sun. The lion possesses courage, in excelcis, which he draws upon in any situation that he finds himself.


Blavatsky never denies that the ‘Masters’ – her spiritual guides – may have originated in Egypt rather than Tibet, yet she may well have encountered the Tibetan version, in China. A sacred cave, Rung Jung which did service as a temple, was apparently the ‘chief location of lamas’ and ‘the favourite resort of Mahatmas’. Did Blavatsky embrace Lamaism in Tibet? To a searching enquiry by Arthur Lillie, a vociferous critic, she responded:




I have lived at different periods in Little Tibet as in Great Tibet…I have stopped in Lamaistic convents! I have visited Tzigadze, the Tdashoo Hlumpo territory…I have visited places never visited by Europeans.6





As a child Blavatsky had been in the company of Calmucks, ethnic Buddhists who occupied Astrakhan near Siberia. She visited this area, with her uncle, later stating, ‘I knew all about Lamas and Tibetans before I was fifteen.’ Support for Blavatsky’s claim that she had been initiated into Lamaistic teachings, has been forthcoming from Lama Tashi (1833-1937), and Lama Kazi Dawa-Samdup. Their endorsement of Blavatsky’s qualifications resulted from her final work –The Voice of Silence – a volume based upon the study of thirty-nine Buddhist precepts. Described by Lama Tashi as ‘the only true exposition in English of the Heart Doctrine of Mahayana Buddhism’, this holy pair concluded that such a profound insight into their religion must have been gained by a devotee who had studied their faith from an early age.


Another question is: Did Blavatsky visit Shigatse, the second most important city in Tibet? Dr. Franz Hartmann, a companion of Blavatsky when she resided in India in later years, employed clairvoyant methods to prove that she had. A geomancer, astrologer and author of occult works, Hartmann was later to found a German branch of the Theosophical Society. His conviction that Blavatsky had travelled to Shigatse was based on psychometry. The example of this art, skilfully employed by a German ‘peasant woman’ whom he consulted, convinced Hartmann of the validity of his thesis. Testimonials, of Blavatsky’s visit to Tibet made by the Masters also exist, but evidence such as this are part of a bigger question, one that we shall investigate in its appropriate place. Blavatsky’s sojourn in that country was still comparatively brief, and in 1858 she left at the behest of her secret guardian, journeying to Java, and thence to Europe.


A single woman travelling on her own in the Far East was certainly not a common occurrence in the middle of the nineteenth century, and there appears to be no accounts of any similar expedition. One reference to a certain Annie Taylor, who ventured into Tibet, much later, at the end of the nineteenth century, is revealing. When faced with the prospect of terrible hardship and possible death, this lady curtly informed a surly native chieftain, “I am English and do not fear for my life.”7 With an obvious change of nationality, we may imagine Blavatsky taking the same tone. Hatred and fear of ‘foreigners’, the prospect of robbery or murder, these were all very real threats to any traveller in those times, and one can only view with amazement Blavatsky’s apparent sang froid during the expeditions that she undertook. The conclusion is undeniable – we are dealing with a resourceful and tenacious individual.


When, in 1858, Blavatsky returned to her native Ukraine, scandal followed her like bees about a honey pot. It was rumoured that she had been totally immersed in the low life of several European cities – Berlin, Warsaw and Vienna being specifically mentioned. This was to be Blavatsky’s first taste of the kind of innuendo that would plague her for the rest of her life, something that she never quite became immune to. It was also said that she had taken part in the Hungarian Revolution in 1849, and twenty years later she was supposed have been involved in the Polish Revolution! As a kind of respite from all this, and her travels, Blavatsky took up a more settled existence. She remained for the most part in Pskoff with her sister Vera – Mme. De Jelihowsky. However, she was not idle on the Inner Planes – in the next ten years Blavatsky was to hone her psychic skills, particularly her mediumistic powers.


Importantly, she learned to distinguish between passive ‘elemental’ promptings and genuine contact with persons who had ‘passed over to the other side’. The former, she believed, only produced thought forms from the collected unconscious of those present at a séance, while the latter were authentic messages of some value. To her credit, Blavatsky never accepted unconditionally any psychic communiqués and was anxious, to the point of paranoia, that she might misinterpret the material that had been transmitted to her. Compare that approach with the numerous mediocre mediums who regurgitate any random nonsense they might hear in their heads! Blavatsky may have acted rashly, or with too much heat, but she was never irresponsible in spiritual matters.


She was preparing herself to receive the teachings that would soon come from the Masters. As any occultist knows, only by extreme concentration can one pass into the astral realms, and once Blavatsky had achieved this, other, greater, skills followed. Blavatsky’s powers of visualisation were developing; she found it relatively straightforward to read the thoughts of others, describing the sensation as:




…watching people’s thoughts as they evolved out of their heads in spiral luminous smoke, sometimes in jets of what might be taken for some radiant material, and settled in distinct pictures and images around them.8





Blavatsky also journeyed into the Caucasus, those parts of Georgia known then as Imeretia and Mingrelia. Spending time in the company of shamans, wizards and soothsayers, she learned from them many secrets. These excursions had the effect of alienating Blavatsky from those of her own class. They felt snubbed, not being able to comprehend why the daughter of a colonel would prefer ‘smoky huts’ to ‘brilliant drawing rooms’ and they reacted by making her into a pariah. The cycle of Blavatsky making enemies, for no other reason than being of independent mind and following her star, had begun. The years dragged on, but at last the Master had informed her that she must depart once more upon her travels, and America would be her destination. In the great tradition of the chela being given no direction, so that he may find his own way, Blavatsky was setting forth into the unknown. She was unaware that she would meet the individual who would have the most influence on her life. The Divine Powers had assigned other journeys for her in the future, but first she must undertake the voyage to a land where she would establish a platform for her philosophy. She was about to journey to the other side of the world – from Russia to America.
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