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          Chapter 1

        

        Departure or Flight?

      

    

    
      On the night of October 27, 1910, an unbelievable event took place in the Krapivensky District of the Tula Province, one that was exceptional even for such an extraordinary place as Yasnaya Polyana, the ancestral estate of the internationally acclaimed writer and thinker Count Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy. The eighty-two year old Count fled from his home in secret, his destination unknown, escorted by his personal physician, a man named Makovitsky.

      The eyes of the press

      The news media of that time did not differ greatly from the media today. News of the scandalous events spread like wildfire throughout Russia and across the world. On October 29th, urgent telegrams from Tula began arriving at the Petersburg Telegraph Agency, to be reprinted in the newspapers the next day. “News has come in that has surprised everyone, to the effect that L.N. Tolstoy, escorted by Dr. Makovitsky, has unexpectedly fled Yasnaya Polyana and gone away. On leaving, L.N. Tolstoy left a letter, in which he declares that he is leaving Yasnaya Polyana forever.”Tolstoy’s fellow traveler, Makovitsky, didn’t even know about this letter, written by L.N. for his wife, who was asleep, and handed to her in the morning by their youngest daughter, Sasha. He learned of its existence from the newspapers, like everyone else.

      The Moscow-based newspaper Russkoye Slovo (“Russian Word”) was quickest off the mark. On October 30th, it published a report by its own correspondent in Tula, containing detailed information about what had happened at Yasnaya Polyana.

      “Tula, 29, X (urgent). Having returned from Yasnaya Polyana, I announce the departure of Lev Nikolayevich, with the details.

      Lev Nikolayevich left yesterday, at 5am, when it was still dark.

      Lev Nikolayevich went to the coachman’s quarters and ordered that the horses be hitched to the cart.

      The coachman Adrian did as instructed.

      When the horses were ready, Lev Nikolayevich, together with Dr. Makovitsky, taking a few necessary items, laid out earlier that night, went to the Shchekino Station.

      The postman Filka went in front of them, lighting the way with a torch.

      At the Shchekino Station, Lev Nikolayevich bought a ticket to one of the stations on the Moscow-Kursk railway line and left on the first train that came along.

      When it became known at Yasnaya Polyana that Lev Nikolayevich had upped and left, there was a terrible fuss. The despair of Lev Nikolayevich’s wife, Sofia Andreyevna, defies description.”

      This report, which the whole world was talking about the next day, was printed not on the front page of the newspaper, but on the third. The front page, as was customary at that time, was reserved for advertisements for all manner of products.

      “San Rafael wine – the stomach’s best friend.”“Medium sturgeon. Twenty kopecks a pound.”

      After receiving the nightly telegram from Tula, “Russian Word” immediately sent its correspondent to the Tolstoys’ Hamovniki House (today this building is the house-museum of L.N. Tolstoy, between the “Park of Culture” and “Fruzensky” subway stations). The newspaper was hoping that the Count had perhaps fled from Yasnaya Polyana to his home in Moscow. But, as the newspaper put it, “Tolstoy’s lordly old house was quiet and calm. There was nothing to suggest that Lev Nikolayevich might soon be coming back to the old hearth and home. The gates were locked. Everyone inside was fast asleep.”The reporter sent off in pursuit along the supposed route of Tolstoy’s flight was the young journalist Konstantin Orlov, a theatre critic and the son of one of Tolstoy’s followers, the teacher and populist Vladimir Fyodorovich Orlov, who was portrayed in the stories Dream and There Are None that are Guilty in the World. He caught up with the fugitive in Kozelsk and accompanied him in secret as far as Astapovo, from whence he informed Sophia Andreyevna and Tolstoy’s children by telegram that their husband and father was seriously ill and was currently at the central railroad station, at the home of the station master, I.I. Ozolin.

      If it wasn’t for Orlov’s initiative, the family would not have found out about the whereabouts of the gravely ill L.N. until the newspapers all announced where he was. Need it be said how painful such a thing would have been for the family? Therefore, by contrast with Makovitsky, who felt that “Russian Word” had been behaving like “detectives on a manhunt”, Tolstoy’s eldest daughter, Tatiana Lvovna Suhotina, according to her memoirs, was grateful “till her dying day” to the journalist Orlov.

      “Father is dying somewhere not far away, and I don’t know where he is. And I can’t take care of him. It may be that I will never see him again. Will they at least allow me to see him on his death-bed? A sleepless night. Genuine torture,” Tatiana Lvovna later wrote of what she and her family were going through after Tolstoy’s “flight” (to use her word). “But a man was found whom we did not know, who understood and took pity on the Tolstoy family. He sent us a telegram: “Lev Nikolayevich is at Astapovo at the station master’s house. He has a temperature of 104o.”

      Generally speaking, it has to be said that in their attitude toward his family and, first and foremost, toward Sofia Andreyevna, the newspapers behaved in a more controlled and delicate manner than they did toward the fugitive from Yasnaya Polyana, whose every step was tracked mercilessly, even though all the journalists knew that in his farewell note Tolstoy had asked: don’t search for me! “Please… don’t come after me, if you find out where I am,” he had written to his wife.

      “In Belevo, Lev Nikolayevich got off the train  and had some fried eggs in the station dining room,” the journalists reported, savoring this indulgent act on the part of the frugal Tolstoy. They interrogated his coachman and Filka, the servants and peasants from Yasnaya Polyana, cashiers and waiters at the stations, the driver who took L.N. from Kozelsk to the Optina Monastery, the hotel monks and anyone who might be able to tell them the travel plans of this eighty-two year old man, a man whose sole desire was to run away, to hide, to become invisible to the world.

      “Don’t search for him!” the “Odessa News” exclaimed cynically, addressing the family. “He’s not just yours – he belongs to all of us!”

      “His new place of residence will of course be revealed very soon,” the “Petersburg Gazette” coolly announced.

      L.N. was not fond of the newspapers (although he kept an eye on them) and made no secret of it. Not so with S.A. The writer’s wife understood well that her husband’s reputation and her own reputation, like it or not, would be shaped by what people read in the press. She was therefore always willing to talk to journalists and give them interviews, explaining away the latest oddities in Tolstoy’s behavior or the things he said and never forgetting, when doing so (this was her weakness) to outline her own role alongside the great man.

      The journalists therefore treated S.A., with warmth, in the main. The tone was set by a piece in “Russian Word” by Vlas Doroshevich, entitled “Sofia Andreyevna”, in the issue dated October 31st. “The old lion has gone off to die in solitude,” wrote Doroshevich. “The eagle has flown away from us, so high; how then can we track his flight?!”

      (Yet track him they did – and how!)

      He compared S.A. with Yasodara, the young wife of Buddha. This was undoubtedly a compliment, because Yasodara was in no way to blame for her husband’s departure. More malicious types, meanwhile, compared Tolstoy’s wife not with Yasodara, but with Xanthippe, the wife of the Greek philosopher Socrates, who allegedly exhausted her husband with her peevishness and failure to understand his outlook.

      Doroshevich rightly pointed out that without his wife, Tolstoy wouldn’t have lived such a long life and wouldn’t have written his later works. (Although how does this fit in with the Yasodara comparison?)

      The piece concluded as follows. Tolstoy was a “superperson”, and his actions could not be judged by any normal standards. S.A. was a simple, salt-of-the-earth woman, who had done everything she could for her husband whilst he was a mere mortal. In the realm of the “superhuman”, however, he wasn’t accessible to her, and in this was the tragedy of her situation.

      “Sofia Andreyevna is alone. She is without her child, her old man-child, her titan-child, whom she had to think about and care for every minute of the day: is he warm enough, is he full, is he in good health? Now she has no-one to whom she can give her entire life, drop by drop.”

      S.A. read this article. She liked it. She was grateful to the newspaper “Russian Word” for both Doroshevich’s article and Orlov’s telegram. Thanks to these things she was able to overlook certain trifling matters, such as the unflattering description of Tolstoy’s wife’s outer appearance which the self-same Orlov provided: “Sofia Andreyevna’s wandering eyes expressed inner torture. Her head was quivering. She was dressed in a cowl that had been carelessly thrown over her shoulders.” She was also able to forgive the night-time surveillance of their house in Moscow, the very improper revelation about how much money the family had spent in order to hire a private train from Tula to Astapovo: 492 rubles and 27 kopecks, and Vasily Rozanov’s transparent hint that Tolstoy had, after all, been fleeing from his family: “The prisoner has left his delicate dungeon”.

      A quick glance at the newspaper headlines covering Tolstoy’s departure reveals that the word “departure” seldom appears in them. “SUDDEN EXIT...”, “DISAPPEARANCE...”, “FLIGHT...”, “TOLSTOY QUITS HOME”.

      And this is in no way a reflection of the newsmen’s desire to grab their readers’ attention. This event was sensational enough already. The fact is that the circumstances surrounding Tolstoy’s disappearance from Yasnaya Polyana are indeed far more reminiscent of an escape than a stately departure.

      A nightmare at dead of night

      Firstly, the event happened at night, when the Countess was sleeping soundly.

      Secondly, Tolstoy’s route was kept secret so carefully that the first she knew of his whereabouts was when she received Orlov’s telegram on November 2nd.

      Thirdly (and this is something that neither the reporters nor S.A knew about), the route in question – the final destination, at least – wasn’t even known to the fugitive himself. Tolstoy clearly understood whence and from what he was running, but as for where he was headed and where his final refuge was going to be, not only did he not know; it was also something he tried not to think about.

      In the first few hours after his departure, only Tolstoy’s daughter Sasha and her friend Feokritova knew that L.N. intended to visit his sister, a nun named Maria Nikolayevna Tolstaya, at the Shamordino Monastery. On the night of the flight, however, this too was thrown into question.

      “You’ll stay here, Sasha”, he said to me. “I’ll summon you in a few days, when I’ve made up my mind once and for all where I’m going. And I’ll go, in all likelihood, to visit Mashenka in Shamordino”, - A.L. Tolstaya recalled.

      When he roused Dr. Makovitsky from his slumbers, during the night, Tolstoy didn’t even tell him this information. Most strikingly, he didn’t even tell the doctor that he was leaving Yasnaya Polyana for good, as he had informed Sasha. In the first few hours Makovitsky thought they were going to Kochety, an estate owned by Tolstoy’s son-in-law, M.S Suhotin, on the border of the Tula and Orlov provinces. Tolstoy had visited the estate on more than one occasion over the last two years, either alone or with his wife, to get away from the constant stream of visitors at Yasnaya Polyana. There he took, as he himself expressed it, his “vacation”. His eldest daughter, Tatiana Lvovna, lived at Kochety. Unlike Sasha, she did not approve of her father’s desire to leave their mother, although she was on her father’s side in the conflict between them. In any case, it would be impossible to hide from S.A. at Kochety. His arrival at Shamordino would be less easy to predict. A visit to an Orthodox monastery by Tolstoy – a man who had been excommunicated from the church – would be an act no less sensational than the departure itself. And last but not least, once there Tolstoy could count entirely on his sister’s support and silence.

      Poor Makovitsky didn’t realize straight away that Tolstoy had decided to leave home for good. Thinking that they were going to Kochety for a month, Makovitsky didn’t take all of his money. He was also unaware that at the moment of flight, the only money Tolstoy had with him was fifty rubles in his notebook and some small change in his wallet. It was only during Tolstoy’s parting with Sasha that Makovitsky heard about Shamordino. And only when they were sitting in the carriage did Tolstoy begin to ask his advice: where might they go, to get as far away as possible?

      Tolstoy had certainly chosen his fellow-traveler well. One had to have the unflappable nature and devotion with which Makovitsky was blessed, in order not to be all at sea in such a situation. Makovitsky quickly proposed that they go to Bessarabia, to the home of a worker named Gusarov, who lived with his family on an estate that he owned. “L.N. gave no answer.” They went to the Shchekino Station. The train to Tula was due to stop there in twenty minutes, and in one-and-a-half hours there would be a train to Gorbachevo. The route from Gorbachevo to Shamordino was shorter, but Tolstoy, hoping to throw anyone who might come after him off the scent and fearing that S.A might wake up and catch up with him, suggested that they go through Tula. Makovitsky talked him out of it: in Tula they were bound to be recognized immediately! They went instead to Gorbachevo...

      All things considered, this bears little resemblance to a departure – in either a literal or figurative sense. Yet it is specifically this literal idea of Tolstoy leaving home that still serves as a heartwarming image for the locals to this day. In this image he will without fail be on foot, of a dark night, with a knapsack on his shoulders and a cane in his hand. And we are talking about an eighty-two year old man who, though strong, was nonetheless very sick, and suffered from fainting spells, memory lapses, heart failure and distention of the veins in his legs. What could possibly be said to be wonderful about a “departure” such as this? Yet the locals for some reason like to imagine that the great Tolstoy simply upped and left.

      In Ivan Bunin’s book The Liberation of Tolstoy, the words written by Tolstoy in his leaving note are quoted with admiration: “I am doing what old men of my age usually do. They depart from worldly life, in order to live out the last days of their lives in quiet solitude.”What old men usually do?

      S.A. noticed these words, too. Having barely recovered from the initial shock caused by her husband’s running off in the middle of the night, she began to write letters begging him to return home, counting on the fact that third parties would help get these letters to him. In the second of these letters, which Tolstoy was never to read, she retorted: “You write that old men depart from the world. Where on earth have you seen that happen? Old peasant men live out their last days lying on the stove surrounded by their family and grandchildren, just like the nobility and everyone else. Surely it is not natural for a weak old man to depart from the care, concern and love of the children and grandchildren surrounding him?”

      She was wrong. The departure of old men, and even old women, was a regular occurrence in peasant homes. They would leave home to go on pilgrimages or simply to live in isolated peasant huts. They would leave to live out their days, so as not to cause a nuisance for the younger ones, not to be reproached for having an extra serving of food, when it was no longer possible for the old man in question to take part in work in the fields or in the home. They would leave when “sin had taken root” in the home: drunkenness, discord, unnatural sexual relations. Old men did indeed leave. But they didn’t flee at night from their ageing wife with the consent and support of their daughter.

      Let us return to that fateful night of October 27-28th and retrace Tolstoy’s departure, step by step.

      From Makovitsky’s notes:

      “At 3 o’clock in the morning, L.N., wearing a robe, in slippers over his bare feet, and holding a candle, woke me up; the look on his face was one of suffering, and also expressed anxiety and determination.

      “I have decided to leave. You are going to come with me. I’ll go upstairs, and then you’ll join me, only don’t wake up Sofia Andreyevna. We won’t take too many things – just the bare essentials. Sasha will come after us in three days’ time and bring us what we need.”

      The “determined” look on his face did not signify that he felt calm and collected. It was the determination that comes before leaping from a precipice. Wearing his physician’s cap, Makovitsky notes: “Nervous. I felt his pulse - 100.” What are the “bare essentials” for an eighty-two year-old man who is leaving home? Tolstoy gave less thought to this than anything else. He was concerned that Sasha should hide his diary manuscripts from S.A. He took with him a fountain pen and some notebooks. Makovitsky, Sasha and Sasha’s friend Varvara Feokritova packed up their belongings and provisions. It turned out that there were quite a lot of “bare essentials” after all, and they could have done with a large suitcase, which they couldn’t retrieve without making a din and waking up S.A.

      There were three doors between Tolstoy’s bedroom and that of his wife. S.A. used to leave them open at night so that she would wake up if any sounds of distress were to come from her husband’s room. Her explanation for this was that if the doors were kept closed, she wouldn’t be able to hear him if he needed help during the night. The main reason was something else, though. She feared that he might run away one night. For some time now, this threat had been a real one. It is even possible to give the precise date when it first began to hang over Yasnaya Polyana: July 15th, 1910. After a heated row with her husband, S.A. spent a sleepless night and in the morning wrote him a letter:

      “Levochka, my darling, I’m writing these words, not saying them, because after a sleepless night it’s difficult for me to talk, I’m too anxious and might upset everyone again, and I want, so desperately want, to be calm and rational. I pondered over everything during the night, and here’s what has become painfully clear to me: though you caressed me with one hand, in the other you brandished a knife. I had a vague feeling yesterday that this knife had already wounded my heart. This knife – it’s a threat, and a very decisive one at that, to take back the promise you made and quietly leave me, if I go on being the way I am now… Does this mean that every night, just like last night, I will be listening out, in case you’ve left and gone off somewhere? Any absence on your part, even one that is slightly longer than expected, will torment me with the fear that you have gone away for good. Think about it, my darling Levochka, for after all your departure and your threat are tantamount to a threat of murder.”

      When Sasha, Varvara and Makovitsky had packed the things (they acted “like conspirators”, Feokritova recalled, blowing out the candles on hearing the slightest noise from S.A.’s room), Tolstoy tightly closed all three of the doors leading to his wife’s bedroom, and managed to retrieve the suitcase without making any noise. It turned out that even this case wasn’t big enough, and they also had to take another bundle containing a blanket and a coat, and a basket with provisions. Tolstoy didn’t wait around whilst they finished packing, incidentally. He hurried to the coachman’s quarters to wake up the coachman, Andrian, and help him harness the horses.

      Departure? Or flight…

      From Tolstoy’s diary:

      “…I’m on my way to the stables to order that the horses be harnessed; Dushan, Sasha and Varya are finishing off the packing. The night is pitch black, I stumble off the path to the outbuilding, fall into a thicket, get stung, bump into trees, then I fall down, my hat falls off, I can’t find it, I get to my feet with difficulty, go home, grab another hat and with the lantern in my hand I reach the stables and order that the horses be harnessed. Sasha, Dushan and Varya arrive… I’m shaking, expecting to be pursued.” What had seemed to Tolstoy, when he wrote these lines the next day, to be a “thicket”, which he had struggled out of “with difficulty”, had in fact been his orchard, which he knew like the back of his hand.

      What old men usually do?

      “It took us around half an hour to pack the things,” Alexandra Lvovna recalled. “Father was already starting to worry, and was hurrying, but our hands were shaking, we couldn’t fasten the straps and the suitcases wouldn’t close”.

      Alexandra Lvovna also noticed the determined look in her father’s eye. “I had been expecting his departure, expecting it to come any day, any hour, but nevertheless, when he said: “I’m leaving for good,” I was stunned by it as if it were something new and unexpected. I will never forget the sight of him standing in the doorway, in his tunic, with a candle and an expression that was bright, beautiful and full of determination.” “The look on his face was determined and bright,” Feokritova wrote. But let’s not get carried away. On a dark October night, when in rural homes, regardless of whether they’re owned by peasants or nobles, you can’t even see your own hand when you hold it in front of your face. An old man in bright clothing, holding a candle near his face, suddenly appears on the doorstep. This would be a pretty striking sight for anyone!

      Of course, Tolstoy’s fortitude was phenomenal. But this tells us more about his ability not to lose his cool under any circumstances. The musician Alexander Goldenweiser, a friend of the Yasnaya Polyana household, recalled one particular incident. One winter they had travelled in sleighs to village six miles from Yasnaya to help a peasant family in need.

      “When we were approaching the Zaseka Station, a small snowstorm began, which got stronger so that in the end we lost our way and went off the road. Having strayed a bit, we noticed a lodge in the woods not far away and went toward it, so as to ask the forester how to get back onto the road. When we approached the lodge, three or four huge German Shepherds Dogs jumped out at us and surrounded the horse and sleigh, barking like mad. I felt pretty uneasy, I have to admit. With a decisive movement, L.N. handed me the reins and said: “Hold these” – and then he stood up, got out of the sleigh, gave a loud howl and bravely walked straight toward the dogs with nothing but his bare hands. And suddenly the terrifying dogs immediately stopped barking, moved aside and gave him right of way. L.N. passed calmly between them and walked into the lodge. At that moment, with his flowing gray beard, he looked more like a character from a fairytale than a weak, eighty-year old man...”

      On the night of October 28th, 1910, this same self-control had not deserted him.. He met his assistants, who had brought along his things, halfway along the path. “It was muddy, our feet slipped on the path, and we found it hard going in the dark,” Alexandra Lvovna recalled. “Next to the outbuilding there was a little blue light flickering. It was father coming to meet us.

      ‘Ah, it’s you,’ he said, ‘well, this time I made it safely. They’re already harnessing the horses for us. Well then, I’ll go ahead and light the way for you. Why did you give Sasha the heaviest things to carry?’ he reproached Varvara Mikhailovna. He took the basket from her hands and carried it, and Varvara Mikhailovna helped me carry the suitcase. Father went on ahead, occasionally pressing the button on the electric lamp and then immediately releasing it, which made it seem even darker. Father was always trying to economize, and in this case, as ever, was reluctant to use up too much electricity.” Sasha had talked him into taking this lamp after her father had got lost in the orchard.

      Yet when Tolstoy was helping the coachman harness the horse, “his hands were shaking, they refused to obey him, and hard as he tried he couldn’t fasten the buckle.” Then “he sat down in the corner of the carriage shed, on the suitcase, and straight away his spirits sank.”

      Dramatic mood-swings were to accompany Tolstoy throughout the entire journey from Yasnaya Polyana to Astapovo, where he passed away on the night of November 7th, 1910. Decisiveness and consciousness of the fact that he had acted in the only correct way were to alternate with a lack of will and an extremely keen sense of guilt. No matter how prepared he was for this departure – and he had spent twenty-five years preparing for it! – it’s understandable that he was not in fact ready for it, either mentally or physically. He could picture this departure in his mind’s eye as much as he liked, but the first actual steps that he took, such as getting lost in his own orchard, brought surprises for which Tolstoy and his fellow travelers were unprepared.

      But why had his decisive mood in the house suddenly given way to a sinking of his spirits in the carriage shed? All his things were packed (in just two hours – simply astounding!), the horses were almost ready, and only a few minutes remained until he was to be “liberated”. And yet his spirits sank.

      Besides the physiological reasons (he hadn’t had enough sleep, was anxious, had got lost, and had helped to carry the things along a slippery path in the dark), there is also another circumstance, which can only be properly understood by thinking about the bigger picture. If S.A. were to wake up when they were packing the things, it would have resulted in an outrageous scandal. Yet it would nonetheless have been a scandal within the four walls of the house. It would have caused a scene merely among the “inner circle”. Such scenes were something that nobody could grow used to, although lately they had been taking place with increasing frequency in the Yasnaya Polyana household. Yet the further Tolstoy was to get from home and hearth, the larger the number of people would get drawn into his departure. What happened was the very thing that he wanted least of all to see. Tolstoy was like a lump of snow, around which a huge snowball would gather, and this happened at every passing minute whenever he went anywhere.

      It would be impossible to leave without waking up Andrian Bolhin, the coachman. And they also needed Filka (Filipp Borisov), the thirty-three year old groom, so that, sitting on horseback, he could light the way in front of the carriage with a lantern. By the time L.N. Tolstoy was in the carriage shed, the snowball had already begun to grow and grow, and with every passing minute it was becoming ever more impossible to stop it. The police officers, newspapermen, governors and priests were all still sleeping serenely… Not even Tolstoy himself could have imagined how many people were to become accomplices in his flight, whether willingly or otherwise – right up to ministers, the leading bishops, Stolypin and Nicholas II.

      It goes without saying that he could not help but be aware that  to disappear from Yasnaya Polyana without people noticing would be impossible. To disappear unnoticed was a feat that not even Fedya Protasov from Tolstoy’s tale The Living Corpse could achieve: Fedya feigns suicide but is eventually exposed. Let us not forget, though, that besides The Living Corpse, he also wrote Father Sergius and The Posthumous Papers of the Elder Fyodor Kuzmich. And if, at the moment of departure, there was one thought that gave him solace, then it was this: a famous person, by disappearing, dissolves into the crowd, becoming one of the smaller forces that are invisible to everyone. The legend that was Tolstoy existed in its own right, and he himself existed in his own right. And it is irrelevant who you were in the past: a Russian tsar, a well-known miracle-worker or a great writer. What matters is that in the here and now you are the simplest and most common of people.

      When Tolstoy was sitting on the suitcase in the carriage shed, in an old armyak, dressed in a padded coat and an old knitted hat, he was, it seemed, fully equipped to make his long-cherished dream a reality. And yet… That time of day, 5 a.m., “between the wolf and the dog”. That dank end of October – the most disgusting of all the periods between the main seasons in Russia. That unbearable torment of expectation, when the groundwork for his departure has been done, the walls of the family home are abandoned and behind him, and there can be no going back, and yet… The horses are not yet ready, Yasnaya Polyana has not yet been abandoned… And his wife, with whom he has lived for forty-eight years, who bore him thirteen children, of which seven are still alive, and have produced twenty-three grandchildren in turn; his wife, on whose shoulders he placed the burden of all the housekeeping at Yasnaya Polyana, all his publishing matters concerning his literary works, who copied out his two main novels multiple times, section by section, as well as many other works, and who had stayed up through the night in the Crimea, when he had been at death’s door nine years ago, because no one, besides her, could administer the most intimate care of all to him – this dear person might wake up at any second, find the doors all closed and see the mess in his room and realize that the thing she feared more than anything in the world had come to pass!

      Or had it? It doesn’t take an over-active imagination to picture the scene had S.A. suddenly appeared in the carriage shed, when her husband was buckling the harness to the horses with trembling hands. Things would rapidly have become more Gogolesque than Tolstoyan. It was not without good reason that Tolstoy both liked and disliked Gogol’s short story, The Carriage, in which an aristocrat from the provinces, Pythagoras Pythagorovich Chertokutsky, hides from his guests in the carriage shed, but is discovered in extremely embarrassing circumstances. He considered this work a wonderfully crafted piece of writing, but an absurd joke. The Carriage was by no means a piece of comedy, by the way. When the general walks into the carriage shed, where the little Chertokutsky is curled up on the seat under the leather canopy, he represents Fate itself, catching up with a person at the very moment when he is less prepared for it than ever. How pitiful and helpless he is before it!

      Sasha later wrote:

      “At first father was chivvying the coachman, but then he sat down in the corner of the carriage shed, on the suitcase, and immediately his spirits sank:

      ‘I sense that at any moment they’ll discover us, and then all will be lost. There will be no leaving without a terrible fuss.”

      Tolstoy’s weakness

      Much in Tolstoy’s mood at the moment of flight, before it, and after it can be explained by something so simple as delicacy.

      By nature, Tolstoy remained an old Russian landowner, in the most wonderful sense of the word. This complex and, alas, long-lost mental and spiritual outlook incorporated such concepts as moral and physical purity, the inability to look someone in the eye and tell them a lie, or say spiteful things about a person behind their back, a fear of hurting anyone’s feelings with careless words or simply of being in any way unpleasant for people. In his youth, due to his unbridled mind and character, Tolstoy sinned a lot against these spiritual qualities which were in the family by birth and upbringing and he suffered as a result of this. As he got older, however, besides the principles of love and compassion toward people he had acquired, his opposition to all that was ugly, dirty or scandalous became increasingly apparent.

      For the duration of the conflict with his wife, Tolstoy was almost irreproachable. He pitied her, suppressed any attempts people made to say spiteful things about her, even when he knew these words to be just. He submitted as much as was possible, and even to an extent that was impossible, to her demands, occasionally utterly ridiculous, patiently put up with all her antics, occasionally monstrous, such as when she threatened to commit suicide. Yet at the core of this behavior, which surprised and even irritated his supporters, were not abstract principles, but the nature of an old landowner, and simply that of a wonderful old man, who found any strife, discord or scandal a painful thing to endure.

      The strongest emotion that Tolstoy felt in the carriage shed, therefore, was fear. Fear lest his wife might wake up, run out of the house and catch him on the suitcase, beside the carriage which was not yet ready... And then it would be impossible to avoid a scandal, a painful, gut-wrenching scene, which would serve as the culmination of what had been going on in Yasnaya Polyana lately.

      He never ran away from difficulties... Latterly, on the contrary, he had thanked God whenever He sent him trials. He accepted any “unpleasantness” with a humble heart. He was glad when people judged him. But now he passionately wanted to be spared such things.This was not something that was in his power.

      Yes, Tolstoy’s departure was a manifestation not only of strength, but also of weakness. He openly admitted as much to an old friend and confidante, Maria Alexandrovna Schmidt, a former teacher, who had believed in Tolstoy as in a new Christ, the most sincere and consistent Tolstoyan of all, who lived in a peasant hut in Ovsyanik, six versts away. Tolstoy often visited her whilst out riding, knowing that these visits not only brought her joy but were her raison d’être. He consulted her on spiritual matters on October 26th, just two days before the departure, telling her of his plans – at this stage he had yet to make up his mind once and for all – to leave. Maria Alexandrovna clasped her hands:

      “My dear, Lev Nikolayevich!” - she said. - “This is weakness, it will pass”.
      “Yes,” - he answered - “it is weakness.” Tatiana Lvovna Suhotina records this conversation, as recounted to her by Maria Alexandrovna, in her memoirs. The conversation doesn’t feature in the diary of Makovitsky, who had accompanied L.N. on the stroll of October 26. Moreover, Maria Alexandrovna herself, when she spoke to a correspondent from “Russian Word”, asserted that L.N. didn’t say “a word” to her about his departure that day. This was a blatant lie, which can be explained by her unwillingness to wash her dirty laundry (dirty laundry that wasn’t even her own) in public and reveal the conflict within the Tolstoy family to the rest of the world. In his secret “diary for myself alone”, Tolstoy writes, on October 26th: “I am more and more oppressed by this life. Maria Alexandrovna forbids me to leave and moreover my own conscience doesn’t allow me to do so.” On October 26, Makovitsky, too, noticed that “L.N. is weak” and not with it. Along the road to Schmidt’s house, Tolstoy committed a “foolish” act, as he himself put it: he rode through the “greenery” (winter crops), and this is something that mustn’t be done in the dirt, because the horse leaves deep traces and destroys the tender greenery.

      One wants to protest: he felt sorry for the “greenery”, but not his old wife?! Unfortunately this is the typical way in which people judge Tolstoy. This is the kind of reasoning of those who see in Tolstoy’s flight the act of the “father of mankind”and relate it to his “humane, all too humane ideas about the family. The strong Tolstoy left his weak wife, who was not compatible with him in terms of her spiritual development. It makes perfect sense, this is why he’s known as a genius, but what a pity for poor S.A., of course! How dangerous it can be to marry a genius.

      This widely held point of view, strangely, almost coincides with the one which is cultivated in intellectual circles, and, with a little help from Ivan Bunin, became popular.

      Tolstoy left so as to die. This was an act of liberation for a spiritual titan from the material captivity which tortured him. The “liberation of Tolstoy”. How wonderful! Synopsis: just as a strong animal, on sensing the approach of death, leaves the pack, so Tolstoy, feeling the approach of the inevitable end, fled from Yasnaya Polyana. There was also a wonderful heathen version which Alexander Kuprin set out in the newspapers in the first few days after Tolstoy’s departure.

      But Tolstoy’s act was not the action of a titan who had decided to make a grandiose, symbolic gesture. Still less was it the reflex of an old but strong animal. It was the act of a weak, sick old man who had dreamed of leaving for twenty-five years, but, while he had had the strength, didn’t allow himself to do so because he felt it would be cruel on his wife. And now, when he no longer had any strength, and the family rows had reached boiling point, he could see no other way out, either for himself or for those around him. He left at the very moment when he was utterly unprepared for the trip, physically. When it was late October outside. When nothing was prepared and when even the most ardent advocates of his departure, such as Sasha, couldn’t imagine what it would be like for the old man to be in “the open countryside”. It was at the very moment when his departure would almost inevitably mean certain death that Tolstoy no longer had the strength to remain at Yasnaya Polyana.

      Did he leave in order to die? This explanation was proposed by Professor V.F. Snegirev, an obstetrician who treated S.A. and performed an emergency operation on her in the Yasnaya Polyana house. He was not only a wonderful doctor but also an uncommonly intelligent and delicate person. Desirous of consoling and comforting his patient, who, after her husband’s death, was accused by all and sundry of having  driven him to flight and to his grave, he wrote her a lengthy letter on April 10, 1911, on Easter Sunday, in which he tried to outline the objective and non-domestic reasons for Tolstoy’s departure. He could see two such reasons.

      The first was as follows. Tolstoy’s departure had been a complex form of suicide – or at any rate, a subconscious acceleration of the process of death.

      “Throughout almost all his life, he worked on and cultivated his spirit and body in an identical way, and due to his unquenchable energy and talents, he cultivated them equally strongly, binding them tightly together and merging them: where the body ended and the spirit began – it was impossible to say. Anyone who looked at his stride, the turn of his head, the fall of his foot, could always clearly see the deliberate nature of his movements: that is to say, every movement was worked out, developed, given meaning, and expressed an idea... On the death of such a fused combination of body and soul, the separation, the discharge of the spirit from the body could not and cannot be accomplished quietly, calmly, as is the case with those for whom the rupture between soul and body happened long ago ... to effect such a separation, it is necessary to have inordinate control over the body...”

      Snegirev’s other explanation was strictly medical. Tolstoy had died of pneumonia. “This infection is sometimes accompanied by manic seizures,” Snegirev wrote. “Might not the night-time flight have occurred during just such a seizure, for sometimes the infection doesn’t manifest itself until a few days before the illness, i.e. the organism is poisoned before the localized process begins. His hastiness and the fact that he changed direction so often during his travels fully support this theory...”

      In other words, Tolstoy was already ill on the night of his departure, and the infection with which he was poisoned had affected his brain.

      Let us not speculate to what extent Snegirev wrote this as a doctor and to what extent he simply wanted to comfort poor S.A. One thing is apparent: on the night of the flight and on the day before it, Tolstoy had been mentally and physically weak. This is confirmed by both Makovitsky’s notes and L.N.’s diary. He had dreamed some “awful”, confused dreams... In one of them, some kind of “struggle with his wife” had taken place, and in another, characters from Dostoyevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov, which he was reading at the time, were mixed together with people who were real but had already passed away, such as N.N. Strahov.

      Less than a month before his departure, he had come very close to dying. What happened on October 3 looked very much like the real end, right down to deathly seizures and sweeping hand movements that are sometimes observed immediately prior to death. This is how Tolstoy’s last secretary, Valentin Bulgakov, describes this episode:

      “Lev Nikolayevich overslept, and, having waited for him until seven o’clock, we sat down to dinner without him. After serving the soup, Sofia Andreyevna got up and went yet again to listen out to see whether or not Lev Nikolayevich was getting up. When she came back, she announced that at the very moment when she had gone up to the bedroom door, she had heard the striking of a match against a match box. She had gone in to see Lev Nikolayevich. He was sitting on the bed. He asked what time it was and whether they were having dinner. But it seemed to Sofia Andreyevna that something was wrong: Lev Nikolayevich’s eyes seemed strange to her:

      “His eyes had a nonsensical look in them... – That’s what happens before his seizures. He lapses into semi-consciousness. I know what it’s like. His eyes are always like that before an attack.” Soon Tolstoy’s son, Sergei Lvovich, the servant Ilya Vasiliyevich, Makovitsky, Bulgakov and Tolstoy’s first biographer, P.I. Biryukov, had gathered in Tolstoy’s room.

      “Lying on his back, with the fingers of his right hand squeezed together as though he was holding a pen in them, Lev Nikolayevich began to run his hand over the blanket weakly. His eyes were closed, his brows were furrowed and his lips quivered, he was definitely experiencing something... Then... then the strange attacks of seizures began, one after another, causing his whole body, which lay helpless on the bed, to shake and tremble. He thrashed out violently with his feet. It was difficult to hold them down. Dushan (Makovitsky - P.B.) held Lev Nikolayevich by the shoulders, whilst Biryukov and I rubbed his legs. There were five attacks in all. The fourth was particularly powerful, when Lev Nikolayevich’s body was thrown almost right across the bed, his head rolling off the pillow and his legs dangling on the other side.

      Sofia Andreyevna threw herself to her knees, embraced those legs and pressed her head against them and stayed for a long time in that position, until we had positioned Lev Nikolayevich correctly on the bed again.

      In general, Sofia Andreyevna made a horribly pitiful impression. She raised her eyes, hurriedly crossed herself with little crosses and whispered “Lord, don’t let it be this time, don’t let it be this time!...” And she didn’t do this in front of the others: when I happened to go into the “Remington room” [in which the typewriter was housed], I found her uttering this prayer.”After the seizure, L.N. became delirious, just as would later occur at Astapovo before his death, uttering a meaningless series of numbers:

      “Four, sixty, thirty-seven, thirty-eight, thirty-nine...”

      “S.A.’s behavior at the time of this attack was touching,” Biryukov recalled. “She was pitiful in her fear and humiliation. Whilst we, the men, were holding L.N. down, so that the seizures wouldn’t throw him from his bed, she threw herself to her knees at his bedside and prayed a passionate prayer, along the lines of: “Lord, save me, forgive me, Lord, don’t allow him to die, I drove him to this, don’t let it be this time, don’t take him from me, Lord.”S.A. also admitted in her diary that she felt guilty during the attack suffered by L.N.:

      “When, as I embraced my husband’s twitching legs, I felt that extreme despair at the thought of losing him, – remorse, pangs of conscience, a mad love and a prayer took hold of my entire being with incredible force. I would do anything, anything for him – just as long as he stayed alive on this occasion at least and recovered, so that in my soul there would be no more pangs of conscience for all the disquiet and worry I had caused him through my nervousness and painful anxieties.” Not long before this she had had a horrible falling out with Sasha and Feokritova and effectively chased her daughter out of the house. Sasha went to stay in Telyatniki, not far from Yasnaya Polyana, in her own home. Tolstoy took this separation with Sasha, whom he loved and whom he trusted more than all his other relatives, badly. She was his invaluable assistant and just as good a secretary as Bulgakov. The rift between mother and daughter was one of the things that brought on the attack. They both realized this and patched things up the following day.

      From Sasha’s memoirs:

      “When I went downstairs to the foyer, I found out that my mother was looking for me.

      - Where is she?

      - On the porch.

      I go outside, mother is standing there wearing a dress.

      - You wanted to talk to me?

      - Yes, I wanted to take another step toward making up with you. Forgive me!

      And she starting kissing me, saying over and over: forgive me, forgive me! I kissed her too and asked her to calm down...

      We talked, whilst standing there outside. Some passerby looked at us in surprise. I asked mother to come inside the house.”

      It makes one wonder: isn’t the theory that Tolstoy left in order to die, not only baseless, but also a very cruel myth? Why don’t we look at the matter from a different perspective, the way L.N. saw it. He left, so as not to die. Or at least, if he were to die, then it would not be as a result of yet another attack of convulsions.

      The fear that S.A. might catch up with him was not only a moral fear but also a very real, physical fear. This fear passed the further Tolstoy got from Yasnaya, although the voice of reason wasn’t silenced in him.

      When he and Makovitsky finally left the estate and the village and drove out onto the highway, L.N., as the doctor writes, “who up until then had been silent, melancholy and anxious, said, in a stilted voice, as if lamenting the situation and apologizing, that he had not been able to bear it any longer, and that he was leaving Sofia Andreyevna without telling her.” And immediately after this he asked:

      Where can we go, to get as far away as possible?

      Once they were sitting in a separate compartment in the second-class car “and the train pulled out, he probably felt confident that Sofia Andreyevna was not going to catch up with him; he said happily that he was in good spirits.” Once he had warmed up and drunk some coffee, however, he suddenly said:

      What’s going to become of Sofia Andreyevna now? I feel sorry for her.

      This question was to torture him until the last conscious moment of his life. And for those who have some idea of Tolstoy’s moral views in his later life, it will be very clear that for him there could be no justification for his departure. The morally correct thing to do, from his point of view, would have been to bear his cross until the end, whereas to leave was to free himself from this cross. All the talk about how Tolstoy left so as to die, so as to become one with the people, so as to free his eternal soul, holds true as far as his dream of twenty-five years is concerned, but not for specific moral practices. These practices left no room to pursue a selfish dream at the expense of real people.

      This tormented him all the way from Yasnaya to Shamordino, when it would still have been possible to change his mind and go back. Yet not only did he not change his mind and not go back; he fled further and further, urging on his travelling companions. This behavior on his part was the biggest mystery of all.

      We find a solution of sorts to it in three letters written by Tolstoy to his wife at the time of his departure. In the first of them, a “farewell” letter, he stresses the moral and spiritual reasons: “… I can’t live any more in the luxury in which I lived, and am doing what old men of my age usually do: leaving the hustle and bustle of life behind, to live out the last days of my life in quiet solitude.” This explanation was given as a way of taking pity on his wife. In the same letter he writes: “I thank you for your honest forty-eight years of life with me and I ask that you forgive me for everything of which I was guilty before you, just as I forgive you, with all my soul, for everything in which you may have been guilty before me.” In addition to the fact that this letter is touching on a personal level, every word in it had been carefully weighed, on the off-chance that it might be discovered. Tolstoy wrote two draft versions of it the day before he left it – and with good reason. This letter was a sort of “safe conduct” for his wife. It was something that she could have no qualms about showing to reporters (and show it she did). Its meaning, roughly speaking, was this: Tolstoy had departed not from his wife, but from Yasnaya Polyana. He could no longer live in such lordly conditions, which did not chime with his worldview.

      It’s possible that Tolstoy believed S.A. would be satisfied with this explanation, and would not try to pursue him or doing anything crazy. But on learning that she had tried to drown herself in a pond in the Yasnaya Polyana Park, and on receiving her letter of reply, containing the words: “Levochka, my darling, come back home, save me from a repeated attempt at suicide,” he realized that the threats on her part were continuing. And it was then that he decided to have it out with her ​​directly, and express what he had omitted from his letter of farewell.

      He didn’t send the first version of the second letter, written in Shamordino. It was too harsh. “A meeting between us can only, as I wrote to you, can only worsen our situation: your – as everyone says, and as I think too, as far as I am concerned, for me such a meeting, let alone a return to Yasnaya, is completely impossible and would be tantamount to suicide”.

      There was a softer tone in the letter that he did send: “Your letter - I know that it is written with sincerity, but you have no power to do what you would wish. And it isn’t about fulfilling any of my desires and requirements, but solely about your balanced, calm, reasonable approach to life. And until this is not present, for me, life with you is inconceivable. To return to you when you are in such a state, for me, would be to give up on life. And that is something I do not consider myself entitled to do. Farewell, dear Sonia, may God help you. Life isn’t a joke, and we have no right to throw it away through our own will, and to measure it in terms of time is also unwise. It may be that those months that we have left to live are more important than all the years we have already lived through, and we must live them well.”

      Did he leave so as to die? Yes, if by this we are to understand his fear of an absurd, unconscious death, a death which, if he were to resign himself to it, would be tantamount to suicide as far as he saw it.

      Tolstoy fled from such a death. He wanted to die with a clear mind. And this, for him, was more important than rejecting lordly living conditions or becoming one with the people.

      When Sasha asked him in Shamordino whether he regretted that he had acted in that way in relation to her mother, he answered her question with a question of his own: “How can someone regret something if he could not act otherwise?”

      He gave a more precise explanation of his act to his sister, a nun at the Shamordino monastery, in a conversation which was heard by her daughter, Tolstoy’s niece, and, oddly enough, also his daughter-in-law, Elizaveta Valeryanovna Obolenskaya (L.N.’s daughter Masha was married to E.V. Obolenskaya’s son, Nicholas Leonidovich Obolensky). E.V. Obolenskaya left some extremely interesting memoirs about her mother, and one of the most important parts of them is dedicated to L.N.’s meeting with Maria Nikolayevna in her convent cell on October 29th, 1910.

      “One could see just by looking at him to what extent this man was exhausted both physically and mentally ... telling us about his latest attack, he said:

      “Another one like that and it will be the end; death is pleasant at such a time, because one is in a completely unconscious condition. But I should like to die whilst fully conscious.

      And he started crying ... Mother expressed the idea that the Countess was sick; after thinking about it a little, he said:

      “Yes, yes, of course, but what was I to do? One would have had to use force, and I couldn’t do that, so I left; and now I want to make use of this fact to start a new life.”

      One must be extremely cautious and critical about words attributed to Tolstoy in the memoirs and diaries of other people. And we must be particularly critical when such people were close to him, and had an interest. It is only by comparing different documents that one can find the “point of intersection” and accept that the truth must lie here. Yet for all this, it must be remembered that Tolstoy himself didn’t know this truth either. Here’s an entry in his diary from October 29th, made after a conversation with Maria Nikolayevna:

      “... I kept thinking about a way out of my situation and her (Sophia Andreyevna. – P.B.) situation and couldn’t think one up at all, and yet, whether you like it or not, there will be a way out, and it won’t be the one you expect.”

      Becoming one with the people

      From the earliest days of Tolstoy’s departure, the newspapers began to put forward their version of events, among which was this one: Tolstoy had left in order to become one with the people. In a word, it was described as follows: adoption of the “simple life”.

      This theory was the one that prevailed in the Soviet era. It was the one instilled into schoolchildren. Tolstoy had rebelled against the social conditions in which he, and all of the nobility, lived. However, not having the Marxist world outlook, he had acted as an anarchist-populist: he had literally gone out to the people.

      The fact that this hypothesis was adopted by the Communist ideology, which worshiped the hero of V.I. Lenin’s article “Lev Tolstoy as a mirror of the Russian Revolution”, does not necessarily mean that it is inaccurate. In any case, there is far more truth in it than in any of the romantic myths, like the one which claimed that Tolstoy had fled in order to meet death head-on. The desire to become one with the people, to be indistinguishable in their midst, genuinely was a cherished dream for Tolstoy. How happy he was during his walks along the Kiev high road, which ran alongside Yasnaya Polyana, and ceased to be a count, dissolving into a crowd of pilgrims who took him to be an ordinary old peasant. How many precious minutes and hours he spent in conversation with the peasants of Yasnaya, Kochety, Pirogov, Nikolayevsk, and other places where he happened to spend some time, and where he considered it his primary duty to speak with the local elders.

      In the 20th century it became the norm among the intelligentsia, unfortunately, to snigger at Tolstoy’s adoption of the “simple life”. The following joke was repeated ad nauseam: “Your Lordship, the plow has been brought to the front door! Do you wish to go for a plow?” In reality, participation in peasant labor (plowing, haymaking, harvesting), in which he tried, with some success, to instruct his children as well (his daughters showed a particular aptitude for them), had a deep meaning for Tolstoy. It was part of a very complex package of self-education, without which the phenomenon that was the later Tolstoy would never have existed. In this image of the great sage and brilliant artist, humbly walking in peasant clothes behind a plow, there is something extremely important in terms of understanding the essence of being human, no less important than the image of the pyramids of Egypt or the sight of a simple village cemetery. It is no coincidence that this image doesn’t require a “translation”, it is clear to each and every national culture, because what it expresses is not some whim on the part of a Russian noble, but the way man is bound to the earth and a literal embodiment of the Biblical truth: “by the sweat of thy brow, thou shalt eat bread.” “... A writer of great purity and holiness - lives among us ...” Alexander Blok had written in his article, “The Sun over Russia”, on the occasion of Tolstoy’s eightieth birthday. “The thought often occurs to me: nothing is so very important, everything is still simple and not terrible, relatively speaking, whilst Lev Nikolayevich still lives. After all, a genius, merely by being alive, seems to suggest that there are some firm foundations, some granite pillars: it’s as though he holds his country and his people on his shoulders and feeds and nourishes them with his joy... Whilst Tolstoy is alive, and walks in the furrow behind the plow, behind his white horse, the morning is still dewy, fresh, not horrible, the ghouls are asleep, and thank God for that. Tolstoy is up and on the move – and it’s as if the sun itself is on the move. Yet if the sun should set, if Tolstoy should die, if the last genius were to leave us, what then?” These words were written two years before Tolstoy’s departure and death, but there is already a foretaste of these things within them. Sunset – departure – death – this was how Blok envisioned the end of Tolstoy’s life. He could not have known that both the departure and death would occur at night, when the “ghouls” are not “asleep”. Yet it is typical that, as he thinks about the death of Tolstoy, Blok could not picture him in any way other than as he appears in Repin’s painting “Tolstoy behind the plow”.

      Blok would have had even less chance of knowing that initially, Tolstoy didn’t plan to head in an unknown direction at all. In its first guise, his departure had a very specific destination. This destination was a peasant hut...

      On the night of October 20-21, an acquaintance of L.N., Mikhail Petrovich Novikov, a peasant from the Tula Region, visited Yasnaya Polyana. The two met had met in 1895 in Moscow, when the twenty-six year-old Novikov had been working as a clerk at the military headquarters. His journey from revolutionary pursuits to an enthusiasm for Tolstoy’s ideas was, on the whole, a fairly well-trodden one at that time. But Tolstoy took note of, and wrote an entry in his diary about this visit by a young man who was passionate, sincere and devil-may-care. He brought Tolstoy secret papers from the Military Headquarters about the shooting of workers at the Korzinkin factory in Yaroslavl. Tolstoy urged him to put the case files back where they belonged. Novikov was nonetheless arrested a month later, though not for stealing secret documents, but for the same reason for which Solzhenitsyn was to be arrested exactly half a century later: for discussing too brazenly, in private correspondence, the person of the head of state, who, at the time, was the Emperor Nicholas II. In later life, the peasant Novikov tilled the soil on a lean patch of land, wrote prose and articles, and met several times with Tolstoy. After the revolution, he sent bold letters to Stalin and Gorky about the difficult plight of the peasantry, was arrested again and was executed in 1937. For all his desperate courage, he was a surprisingly sensible peasant, sober and extremely hard-working, one of those who managed to turn Stolypin’s agrarian reforms to his advantage, increase the size of his allotted patch of land and feed his family through his own labor.

      It was on this man, specifically, that Tolstoy decided to rely. After visiting Tolstoy on October 20 and talking with him (in their conversation Novikov expressed regret that Tolstoy didn’t call at his house, in turn), the peasant asked permission to stay the night because he was afraid he might bump into some drunk vagrants on the road. He was given Makovitsky’s room. He had gone to bed, when suddenly L.N. came in. At first Novikov took Tolstoy for a ghost, “so light and soundless were his movements”. He was struck by Tolstoy’s appearance during this visit to Yasnaya Polyana: “... it was so bad that I wondered to myself, how can a person live, think and move around, when they are so exhausted and dried up?” Tolstoy sat on the edge of the bed and began a conversation with Novikov, which Mikhail Petrovich recounted in his memoirs, recently republished. To the uninitiated reader it may seem strange, but let’s not forget that L.N. was trying to talk to the peasant in his own language, as he always did during conversations with the peasants and as he even spoke to Gorky when the two first met in Khamovniki, thinking that Gorky was a “real man of the people”.

      “Of course,” said L.N., “if, when I was still young, I had yelled at my wife even once, and stamped all over her, she probably would have submitted just as your wives submit, but I, in my weakness, couldn’t bear family rows, and whenever they started, I always thought that I alone was to blame, that I had no right to make someone who loved me suffer, and I always gave in.

      “Whenever he spoke to me,” Novikov recalled, referring to his repeated visits to Yasnaya Polyana, “he told me how painful it was for him to live at the manor house, where he was considered a parasite, a sponger, because he wasn’t providing income to his family through his own labors.” It hardly needs saying that no-one in Tolstoy’s family considered him either a “sponger” or a “parasite”. To do so would have been absurd; to say nothing of the fact that, although he had refused to accept the rights to his works, he had left Sofia Andreyevna the power of attorney to publish those of his works written before 1881 (“Childhood”, “Boyhood”, “Youth”, “Sevastopol Sketches”, “War and Peace” and “Anna Karenina” and, essentially, all the best material that Tolstoy ever wrote as an artist), and this brought the family real income. Yet Novikov could hardly have made up these words. The most likely explanation is that L.N. was playing the role of someone with a peasant’s mentality, in order to explain, in rough and ready terms, the reason for his departure from the estate to a peasant who was working until his strength failed him on a worthless plot of land.

      “I’m boiling in this house, as if I were in hell,” he complained, yet people envy me, and say that I live like a lord, and no-one sees or understands how much I’m suffering here.”

      That night, Tolstoy outlined his plan to Novikov.

      “I will not die in this house. I have decided to go to an unfamiliar place, where the people won’t know who I am. It may be that I’ll come and die in your hut. Only I know in advance that you’ll start scolding me, because nobody likes strangers anywhere. I have seen as much in your peasant families, but I have become so helpless and useless... I’ll merely get in your way and grumble as old men do.”

      “It took a lot of effort for me not to burst into tears on hearing these words...” recalled Novikov. “I was embarrassed that I had sort of forced him to confess in front of me, and at the same time glad that he, as a man, forgetting the differences between us, hadn’t hidden from me his weaknesses and the sorrows of his soul, for which I had always loved him and had grown spiritually attached to him... Dear, kindly grandfather, could I ever have imagined at that moment that you were living out your last days in that house, and in this life? ...”

      Even if we allow that Novikov quoted L.N. relatively accurately, it’s impossible not to suspect an underlying irony in them (a poor wanderer, whom the peasantry were going to scold) and, again, an innocent game of playing the simple “peasant”. It is significant that when L.N. recounted his conversation with Novikov to his daughter Sasha, he was chuckling a little.

      “When I came to see him to collect the letters to the hall, he took me into the study, smiling happily and a little slyly, and then into the bedroom.

      “Come on, let’s go, I’ll tell you a big secret! A very big secret!

      I followed him and as I looked at him,I began to feel better.

      ‘So this is what I came up with. I told Novikov a little about our situation and about how hard things are for me here. I’ll go to his place. They won’t find me there. You know, Novikov told me that his brother’s wife was an alcoholic, and that if she starts to get really out of hand, his brother walks up and down her back, and she gets better. It helps.’ And father laughed good-naturedly ... I had a good laugh, too, and told father that once, the coachman Ivan had been taking Olga somewhere (L.N.’s daughter-in-law, the first wife of his son Andrei - PB), and she asked him what sort of things went on at Yasnaya. He replied that things were bad, and then turned to her and said:

      “Well what of it, your Highness, forgive me if I tell you. At our place we do things in the country-style, if a woman plays the fool, her husband takes a set of reins to her! It works an absolute treat!”

      Obviously, one mustn’t take this seriously. But the atmosphere in the Yasnaya Polyana household was such that “jokes” like this had become possible.

      LN wrote matter-of-factly in his diary about the meeting with Novikov: “Mikhail Novikov arrived. I ​​talked to him a great deal. A seriously smart fellow.”

      For some time, Tolstoy had been afraid to write the whole truth in his diary, knowing that S.A., who had got hold of the keys to his desk, would read his daily entries. He even started a special small notebook, in which he began to keep what he called a “Diary for myself alone”, which he hid in the toe of his boot. On September 24, he writes: “I ​​lost the little diary.” He hadn’t misplaced it, as it turned out. His wife had found it in the boot and taken it to her room. According to her later account, she had accidentally dropped some bed linen on the boot and lo and behold... But in this case it is neither here nor there. What is important is that the atmosphere in the Tolstoy house was such that it astonished the servants and peasants of Yasnaya Polyana, and L.N., in the conversations he had, had to somehow find ways to get out of awkward situations, including through the use of such “jokes”.

      His decision to go to Novikov’s place turned out to be far from a joke, however. On October 24, he sends a letter:

      “Mikhail Petrovich,

      With regard to what I said to you before your departure, I am appealing to you once again with the following request: if it were really to happen that I were to come to your house, would you be so good as to find a hut for me, in your village – I don’t mind how small it is, as long as it is isolated and warm, so that I would be inconveniencing you and your family for only the shortest possible amount of time. In addition I would like to tell you that if were to telegraph you, I would sign the telegraph not with my name but with the name T. Nikolayev.

      I will look forward to receiving an answer from you, and I extend a warm hand-shake to you.

      Lev Tolstoy.

      Keep in mind that all this must remain known to you alone.”

      There certainly isn’t much joking going on here! The secret code that Sasha, Tolstoy and Chertkov were to use during L.N.’s flight from Yasnaya Polyana to deceive S.A. and newsmen makes its first appearance in this letter. The great Tolstoy, who despised pseudonyms and had never been afraid to sign bold letters to the Tsars, to Stolypin or to Pobedonostsev with his own name, is hiding behind the shadow of a certain T. Nikolayev.

      On receiving the letter, Novikov was at a loss as to what to do. It was one thing to pour out their hearts to one another, man-to-man, in the comfort of the Yasnaya Polyana house, and quite another to take on the responsibility before the whole world for having hidden Tolstoy as a fugitive.

      “I can’t forgive myself for the slowness,” Novikov wrote in his memoirs, “which I allowed myself in replying to his letter, which, as it turned out later, Lev Nikolayevich had spent two days waiting for, and only after that, having decided that it is impossible for him to come to me, that I wasn’t answering, headed south, to some acquaintances who lived there, and he only received my response when he was already ill at the Astapovo station. Who knows, perhaps through this his life could have been prolonged for a few more years, since the two-hour journey to our station from Yasnaya Polyana would not have hurt him, all the more so given that the hut he was requesting, which was warm and clean, stood empty, exactly as if it was just waiting for someone to come and live in it. And there was a small, cozy room in my hut, too, where he could have taken shelter for a while without anyone noticing.

      I will never forgive myself for this oversight!”

      It was in vain that Novikov blamed himself. Tolstoy was no needle, and the Tula village was no haystack. With his world-famous appearance, and the network of reporters that existed at the time, along with both state investigators and private ones, L.N. was destined to be found very quickly.

      What is curious is something else entirely. This hut itself, the “warm and clean” one, appeared in Novikov’s memoirs later, after Tolstoy’s death. In his letter of reply, not only was there no mention of any hut, but the letter itself was, essentially, a form of polite refusal. Therefore, even if this letter had not been delayed, and Tolstoy had received it not when he was terminally ill at Astapovo, but whilst he was still at Yasnaya Polyana, it wouldn’t have changed anything. Tolstoy had nowhere to run, and Novikov had tried to explain as much to him.

      “Dear Lev Nikolayevich, I received your letter and am very touched by your closeness and sincerity toward me. I couldn’t answer immediately, so as not to act rashly. I have always been frank with you and said what was in my heart, and now have decided to tell you only what is in my soul concerning the request you made in the letter, without thinking about whether it will please you or not. That time when you ought, both for the benefit of the situation, and because of the force of the consciousness awakening within you, to have changed your outward conditions of life – has now passed, and now there would be no sense in changing them for any lasting period of time... As much as I’d like to see you conversing in freedom with all the ordinary people, nonetheless for the sake of preserving your life in such an old body, for the communication with you that everyone holds dear – I cannot have any serious desire to see this. My only wish is that what remains of your life here is not inhibited by external conditions for dialogue with those who love you, but for such temporary visits to see your friends for a day, a week, two weeks, or a month, my hut would be very uncomfortable. There is a bright little room in it that all my family will gladly give up for you, and they will serve you lovingly, all the more so given that I don’t have any very young children who might make noise at the wrong time. The youngest is 5 years old. This is what I think, but if you think otherwise, let things be not as I wish them to be, but as you wish them to be, and in this case my little room will be yours for as long as you want. And particularly from April to October, you can live at my place without us getting in one another’s way at all. We are not afraid that you will get in our way, but of the reverse...

      With love from the peasant Mikhail Novikov.”

      In the post script there was a clarification concerning the separate hut.

      “I think it would be impossible for you to live in a separate hut because of your weakness. Moreover peasants don’t usually have completely separate huts. Usually there are cold second huts, which, although they can easily be adapted so that they are suitable for living in, by carrying out ​​some repairs to them, they are nonetheless not separate, but will be accessed through a passage. My neighbor has just such a hut, measuring fourteen feet, and he wouldn’t say no to the idea of giving it to you as an apartment. Or alternatively an elderly aunt of mine plans to have just such a fourteen-foot hut built next spring; she is lonely, and being an intelligent old woman, would also be glad to take you in and serve you.”

      It is clear that Tolstoy, with his extreme independence and at the same time delicacy, would not agree to these terms. And Novikov knew this, too… Just as he also knew that for a sick old man to change his place of residence in late autumn was madness, plain and simple! The thing to do was to wait until spring.

      But Tolstoy could not wait.

      It was not until November 3 that Novikov’s letter was read out to Tolstoy in Astapovo by Chertkov, who had recently arrived there. L.N. listened attentively and asked him to write on the envelope: “Thank you. I went in completely the opposite direction.”

      “That Melancholy Road, the Railroad ...”

      They travelled from Shchekino to Gorbachevo in a private compartment in a 2nd class car. They had now left behind them the estate and the village of Yasnaya Polyana, through which a surprising cortege had travelled two hours before. In a carriage drawn by a pair of horses had sat the aged count, in a quilted jacket and armyak, wearing two hats (his head was very sensitive to the cold); alongside him was the doctor, Dushan Petrovich, unflappable, with an unchanging expression on his face, in a shabby brown sheepskin coat and a yellow felt hat; in front, on a third horse, rode the groom Filya holding a burning torch (in Sasha’s account) or a lantern (in Makovitsky’s account). People who live in the countryside tend to be early risers: lights had already come on in the windows of some of the huts, and stoves were already being warmed up. At the upper end of the village the reins came loose. Makovitsky came down out of the cab to try to find the end of the rein, and at the same time checked to make sure that L.N.’s legs were covered. Tolstoy was in such a hurry that he began to shout at Makovitsky. At this, some of the villagers from the surrounding houses came out to see what was going on. A silent scene took place.

      When Makovitsky bought the tickets in Shchekino, he initially wanted to name a different station as his destination, rather than Gorbachevo, in an effort to throw anyone chasing them off the scent. He realized, however, that lying would not only be wrong, but also pointless.

      In Astapovo S.A. would later interrogate Makovitsky:

      - Where were you planning to go?

      - Far away.

      - Well, where?

      - First, to Rostov-on-Don; we wanted to get hold of foreign passports when we got there.

      - Well, and after that?

      - To Odessa.

      - After that?

      - To Constantinople.

      - And then where?

      - To Bulgaria.

      - Do you have any money with you?

      - There’s enough money.

      - Well, how much?

      - ...

      This conversation was put down on paper by A.P. Semenovsky, a senior doctor at the district hospital, who was summoned by telegram on November 1 to Astapovo from the nearby district town of Dankovo. He also wrote in his memoirs about a fascinating private conversation he had with Makovitsky, in which the doctor admitted that each time he had asked for the tickets at the stations, instead of paying for them, he had allegedly told the people at the ticket window that he was getting the tickets for Tolstoy. “We’ll work out how much we owe later.” And they had given him the tickets.

      Tolstoy’s skills as a conspirator left a lot to be desired. In Shchekino, walking into the station building ahead of Makovitsky, he immediately asked the bartender: is there a direct link to Kozelsk in Gorbachevo? He then asked the same thing of the station’s duty officer. (The next day, S.A. already knew from the ticket office staff roughly in which direction her husband was headed.) While Makovitsky repacked their things, sending back anything they didn’t need, he was wandering around 400 paces away with a boy who was on his way to school. The train pulled into the station.

      “Let’s travel with the boy,” said Tolstoy.

      On the train L.N. calmed down, took a nap for an hour and a half, then asked Makovitsky to get hold of a copy of “The Circle of Reading” or “For Every Day”, collections of wise thoughts which he compiled. As it transpired, there were no copies on sale.

      One of the most bitter aspects of Tolstoy’s last journey was the fact that his long-standing habits were constantly coming into conflict with the new, unusual conditions in which the old man now found himself. One would have thought he needed so little, to such an extent had he simplified his life at Yasnaya Polyana ... And yet, lo and behold, it was the small, trifling things that seemed to be lacking all the time...

      In this context, Sofia Andreyevna’s exclamation about her husband’s flight doesn’t seem quite so absurd:

      “Poor Levochka! Who on earth is going to give him his butter!”

      And it is very touching that, when she set off to see her husband in Astapovo, S.A. didn’t forget to bring with her a pillow, sewn by her own hand, on which L.N. was accustomed to sleeping. He recognized this pillow. But this was later.

      Beginning with the loss of his hat in the garden, small, annoying frustrations troubled the fugitive from Yasnaya Polyana constantly, and all this placed a heavy burden on Makovitsky in the initial stages.

      L.N. was determined to travel in the 3rd class car, with the common people, from Gorbachevo to Kozelsk. Once he had sat down in the car on a wooden bench, he said:

      “How wonderful and free this is!”

      But Makovitsky was the first to express some alarm. The “Sukhinichi-Kozelsk” train was a commercial one, a mixed train, with one 3rd class carriage, overcrowded and full of smoke. Due to how crowded it was, the passengers moved into the heated freight cars. Without waiting for the departure of the train and saying nothing to L.N., Makovitsky hurried to the station master to demand that he attach an additional car. The station master sent him to see another official, the second official pointed to the attendant on duty. At that moment the attendant on duty was in the car, staring at Tolstoy, whom the passengers had already recognized. He would have been happy to help, but it turned out that he  was not the duty officer responsible for the cars. The “right” duty officer was also standing there, staring at Tolstoy. Makovitsky repeated his request.

      “He said to a railway worker, somehow reluctantly and hesitantly (through gritted teeth), that the worker should pass on an order to the chief conductor to attach another third-class carriage,” writes Makovitsky. “Six minutes later a locomotive brought the car past our train. The chief conductor, after coming in to inspect the tickets, announced to the public that another car was going to be hooked up and that there would be room for everyone, for at that point a lot of people were standing up in the train or on the gangways. But then the second bell was heard, followed by the third half a minute later, and they didn’t hitch the car. I ran over to the official on duty. He replied that they didn’t have a free car. The train started moving. I found out from the conductor that the car which had been brought over for hitching was needed in order to transport the station’s schoolchildren.”

      “Our car was the worst and most cramped in which I have ever had to travel in Russia,” Makovitsky recalled. “The entrance was not positioned in symmetry with the direction of travel. Anyone entering it whilst the train was starting to move risked hitting their face on the corner of the raised back, which was directly opposite the middle of the door; you had to walk around it. The compartments in the car were narrow, there was little room between the benches, and there wasn’t enough room for the luggage either. Stuffy.”

      Makovitsky offered L.N a blanket to sit on. Tolstoy refused. “On this trip he was particularly reluctant to accept any of the services which he previously used.”

      Soon he began to suffocate due to the lack of air and the smoke, because half the passengers were smoking. After putting on a fur coat and hat, and deep winter galoshes, he went out onto the rear gangway. But there were smokers there, too. Then he moved to the front gangway, where the wind was blowing into his face, but there no one was smoking and the only people there were a woman and her child and some peasant...”

      Makovitsky was later to describe the three quarters of an hour that L.N. spent on the gangway as “fatal”. It was enough time for him to catch a cold.

      After returning to the car, Tolstoy, as he was in the habit of doing, quickly began to get to know the other people; he chatted to a fifty year-old peasant – about his family, the housekeeping, carting, smashing bricks. L.N. was interested in every last detail. “Ein typischer Bauer” (“A typical peasant”) - he said to Makovitsky in German.

      The man turned out to be very talkative. He talked boldly about the vodka trade, complained about a landlord named B., with whom the community had refused to share the forest, on account of which authorities conducted a “flogging” in the village. A surveyor who was sitting nearby cut in to speak up for B. and began to blame the peasants for everything. The peasant refused to back down.

      “We work more than you peasants do,” said the surveyor.

      “You can’t compare the two things,” objected Tolstoy.

      The peasant assented, the surveyor argued back. It didn’t bother him at all that he was arguing with Tolstoy himself. “I knew your brother, Sergei Nikolayevich,” said the surveyor. According to Makovitsky, “he was ready to argue endlessly, and not in order to arrive at the truth in the conversation,” but to prove his case at any cost. The argument spilled over onto wider issues: from Henry George’s ‘Single-tax’ system, to Darwin, science and education. Tolstoy grew excited; he got to his feet and spoke for over an hour. The other passengers began to crowd in more tightly from both ends of the car: peasants, tradesmen, laborers, intellectuals. “Two Jews,” noted Makovitsky, who had harbored an intense dislike of Jews ever since his youth in Austria-Hungary. A schoolgirl was noting down what L.N. said, then she stopped and began arguing with him herself...

      “Man is already capable of flight!” she said.

      “Leave it to the birds to fly,” Tolstoy replied; “people ought to move around on the ground.”

      As it turned out, T. Tamanskaya, a graduate of the Belovo Gymnasium, was the only witness of Tolstoy’s journey to Kozelsk who left a written record of it, which was published in the newspaper “The Voice of Moscow.” She wrote that Tolstoy was “... dressed in a black shirt that reached almost to his knees, and high boots. On his head, instead of a round woolen hat, he wore a black silk skull cap.”

      Makovitsky, who idolized Tolstoy and was seriously concerned about his condition by this time, was unhappy with this familiarity in the way the people spoke to L.N. When Tolstoy dropped his mitten and lit his lantern so that he could find it on the floor, the schoolgirl did not miss her chance to point out:

      “You see, Lev Nikolayevich, science came in handy that time!”

      When Tolstoy, exhausted by the dispute and the tobacco smoke, once again went out onto the gangway to get some fresh air, the surveyor and the schoolgirl followed him “with fresh objections.” When she got off the train at Belevo, the girl asked for an autograph. He wrote: “Lev Tolstoy”.

      The peasant heard L.N. say that he was planning to go to the Shamordino monastery, and that before doing so he wished to visit the Optina Pustyn.

      “Well, father, you ought to settle on the monastery, the peasant advised him. “You ought to give up worldly matters, and save your soul. You ought to stay in the monastery.”

      “L.N. gave a kindly smile by way of reply.”

      At the end of the car someone began playing a harmonica and singing was heard. Tolstoy listened with pleasure and praised the musicians.

      The train was traveling slowly: they covered one hundred and some miles in almost 6 and a half hours. Eventually L.N. grew “tired of sitting”. “This slow ride on the Russian railways helped kill L.N.” wrote Makovitsky.

      About 5 o’clock in the evening they arrived in Kozelsk.

      Ahead were Optina Pustyn and Shamordino. At this time, Tolstoy still didn’t know what had happened at the estate after his night-time flight. S.A. had twice attempted suicide. The first time around, she had been pulled out of the pond, and on the second - they had stopped her as she ran down the path toward it. After that she struck herself on the chest with a heavy paperweight and a hammer, and shouted: “Break to pieces, my heart!” She cut herself with knives, scissors and safety pins. When these were taken off her, she threatened to throw herself out the window or drown herself in the well. Meanwhile she sent someone to the station to find out which destination they had bought tickets to. On learning that L.N. and Makovitsky had gone to Gorbachevo, she ordered a servant to send a telegram there, though not with her signature attached to it: “Come back at once. Sasha.” The servant told Sasha about this, and she sent a neutralizing telegram of her own: “Don’t worry, only telegrams signed Alexandra are genuine.”

      Mother had tried to outwit daughter, and daughter – mother.

      “I’ll find him!” shouted S.A. “How can you watch over me? I’ll jump out of the window and go to the station. What will you do to me? If only I knew where he was! Oh, then I’d never let him go, I’d watch over him night and day, and sleep outside his door!”

      A telegram was received on the evening of October 28 in Chertkov’s name: “We’ll spend the night in Optina. Tomorrow Shamordino. Address Podborki. In good health. T. Nikolayev.”
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      They arrived in Kozelsk on October 28 at 4.50 pm. L.N. got out of the train car first. While Makovitsky and the porter were carrying their things to the waiting room, Tolstoy disappeared, but soon returned and said that he had hired two coach drivers to take them to Optina Pustyn. He took the basket of provisions and led Makovitsky and the porter to the coaches. The coachman in the carriage in which Tolstoy travelled with the doctor was a man named Fyodor Novikov, by coincidence the namesake of the peasant to whose house LN had originally wanted to go. Soon Novikov was to give interviews to newspapers – something he had never done before. He had this to say about his passenger:

      “I don’t have any distinct knowledge about him, but I sense that his heart is not like everyone else’s. I wanted to detach the hood of the carriage, but he didn’t let me, he said, Fyodor, I’ll do it, I have a pair of hands you know. He doesn’t go to church, but goes around to the monasteries.”

      The luggage was transported in the second coach. On the way Novikov asked the master for permission to smoke. (Incidentally, at first he took Makovitsky to be the master; he took Tolstoy to be an old peasant.) Tolstoy allowed him to do so, but asked him how much money he spent on tobacco and vodka. It turned out that with his average annual expenditure on tobacco you could buy half a horse, and with the amount he spent on vodka – two whole ones. “That’s how bad it is!” Tolstoy sighed. “Yeah, it’s not good”, the peasant agreed.

      On the ferry across the Zhizdra, on which Optina is located, he got talking to the ferryman-monk and commented to Makovitsky that the ferryman was from among the peasantry. L.N. asked the monk Mikhail, whose hair and beard were ginger, almost red, and who served at the monastery hotel, “Are you able to put Count Tolstoy, who’s been excommunicated from the church, up for the night?” The Monk Mikhail was greatly astonished and took the visitors to the best room – a spacious one, containing two beds and a wide sofa.

      “How nice it is here!” Tolstoy exclaimed.

      Made to feel at home

      “I boil as though I’m in hell in that house,” Tolstoy had complained to the peasant Mikhail Novikov before he left Yasnaya Polyana.

      And these words had been spoken about the house in which he had spent the majority, and without question the better part, of his life; the house which was located on the estate where he himself had been born, as had all his brothers and sisters, most of his children and some of his grandchildren; the house where The Cossacks, War and Peace, Anna Karenina, The Kreutzer Sonata, The Power of Darkness, and most of his classic works, and more than 200 works in total, had been written; the house from whence even the patriarchal Moscow, not to mention St Petersburg, seemed to him to be a vain and noisy hell.

      After all, his departure from Yasnaya Polyana was, in fact, an escape from Russia! “Without my Yasnaya Polyana,” wrote Lev Tolstoy, “I can scarcely imagine Russia and my relationship to it. Without Yasnaya Polyana I will perhaps be able to see more clearly the general laws necessary for my homeland, but I will not love it with a passion.”

      How much must life at Yasnaya Polyana, or Tolstoy himself, have changed, such that residing at the estate where he was born had come to be like “hell” to him?

      Having visited Optina Pustyn and on arriving in Shamordino, he said to his sister that he would be happy to settle in Optina and bear the heaviest obedience on one condition: that he did not have to attend church.

      Monastic life seemed more appealing to him than domestic life. The eighty-two year-old found the prospect of life in a peasant hut, or a monastery, or a modest hotel more comfortable from a spiritual point of view than the comfort of his own home.

      Since the summer of 1909, at least, he had felt better when he was staying with someone than when he was at home. When he went to Kochety to see his eldest daughter Tatiana and his son-in-law M.S. Sukhotin, he found it resting for his soul, and far from hurrying back to Yasnaya Polyana, he delayed this return for as long as possible. Having arrived to stay at V.G. Chertkov’s house in Meshcherskoye, a village near Moscow, in the summer of 1910, Tolstoy was reluctant to leave and only returned home after receiving a second alarming telegram about S.A. being in an abnormal condition.

      “Lev Nikolayevich, apparently, feels very well,” the secretary Valentin Bulgakov wrote in his diary on June 16th, 1910 in Meshcherskoye. “He is always lively, talkative. I think he is getting some good rest here after the constant fuss at home. And the comparative simplicity of Chertkov’s practices, it seems to me, is much more in harmony with Lev Nikolayevich’s whole spiritual condition than the “luxury” which he hates, and above all, the aristocratic isolation – it is not complete isolation, but it is nonetheless unmistakably there – of the house at Yasnaya Polyana.”

      Valentin Bulgakov was at that time too young and too much of a “Tolstoyan” to be able to assess the situation objectively. However, it isn’t by chance that he puts the word “luxury” in quotation marks; he is hinting that this “luxury” probably existed in Tolstoy’s mind, but not in reality. There was no “luxury” in sight at Yasnaya Polyana. But the myth of the allegedly “luxurious” conditions in which Tolstoy lived before his departure is still deep-seated in the Russian consciousness. Meanwhile, the Canadian political economist James Mavor, who was born and studied in Great Britain, and who visited Yasnaya Polyana in 1899 and 1910, wrote: “The standard of living at Yasnaya Polyana, besides the short intervals between meals, which is typical of Russia, was if anything slightly lower than the quality of life of a middle-class family in England.”

      There was no talk of “aristocratic isolation” at the estate, either – it was in fact more like a thoroughfare. Any penniless, drunk or crazy person could turn up at Tolstoy’s house, bringing his problems with him. It is amazing that throughout all the time in which crowds of people flocked to Yasnaya, not a single one of them ever dreamt of making an attempt on L.N.’s life or otherwise assaulting him. And this was despite the fact that Tolstoy received a fair few letters and telegrams containing threats, packages containing ropes (hinting that he ought to hang himself), etc. Yet the openness and charm of L.N.’s personality disarmed any would-be hooligans and terrorists far more reliably than the  police would have done.

      It was only during the peasant looting and burning of 1905-1908 that S.A. appealed to the Tula governor to request that a police unit be allocated for the protection of Yasnaya Polyana. Yet even this step provoked strong opposition from her husband and youngest 
      daughter.

      In Kochety and Mesherskoye L.N. had been taking a break not from “aristocratism”, but rather, on the contrary, from the excessive democratism of his later years at Yasnaya Polyana, the culprit of which was Tolstoy himself, with his teachings, which turned the consciousness of thousands of people – many of whom dreamed of talking face-to-face with the teacher himself – on its head. But there were even more people who, without having read a single one of Tolstoy’s books, sought him out simply out of curiosity, so as to take a good look at this famous and approachable man. Others wanted to show off their own wit in front of him. Some came to complain about life. Others – to beg for money.

      During a private meeting with Alexander III, Tolstoy’s Aunt Alexandra Andreyevna Tolstaya said to the Emperor, “In Russia we have only two people who are truly popular: Count Lev Tolstoy and Father John of Kronstadt.” The Emperor, after laughing at this comparison, agreed with her. But the well-known preacher John of Kronstadt, now canonized, preached in the great Cathedral of St. Andrew, and for personal meetings had a hospice in Kronstadt. Tolstoy didn’t have any of this, nor could he have had it, on account of his beliefs. He could not hide himself away in a cell either, as the Optina Pustyn elders did, leaving their lay brother to deal with his visitors one by one.

      “My dear father-in-law is leaving today,” M.S. Suhotin, Tolstoy’s son-in-law, noted on July 3rd, 1909 at the Kochety estate. “I wish to place emphasis on the word “dear”, since his stay here did indeed leave the impression that there would be tenderness, delicacy and great ease in living together with him. If my mother-in-law were not jealous whenever it is convenient – or indeed inconvenient – for her to be so, continually insinuating in her letters to her husband that at Kochety he has found a place where he finds life better than it is in Yasnaya Polyana, then without question L.N. would have stayed here a lot longer.”

      “Papa left Kochety on July 3rd,” Tolstoy’s daughter Tatyana Sukhotina wrote in her diary. “It seems to me that he was happy with us: there were few visitors, no one interfered with the work to which he put his mind, nobody tried to goad him or order him around. He was completely free, and all around him he felt love and affection and the desire of each person to please him.”

      Here, though, is Makovitsky’s entry on finding Tolstoy at Yasnaya Polyana, on July 26th, 1909: “Visitors. A young down-and-out told L.N. that he had set fire to a priest and then stabbed someone else with a dagger. He was facing hard labor. He was in hiding, on the run. There are a lot of curious people walking around today...”

      “To consider one’s own life alone to be all life is madness, insanity,” Tolstoy wrote in his diary at around this time. And in Astapovo he was to utter a line that has become a kind of death-bed spiritual message from Tolstoy: “I advise you to remember just one thing: that there is an abyss of people in the world, and yet you are looking at Lev alone.”

      Nonetheless, one must admit that it was this “abyss of people”, specifically, which arrived at Yasnaya Polyana in the 1900s, that seriously complicated his life and the lives of his loved ones.

      Of course, among the “abyss of people” they also met people who were spiritually close and simply people of significance, like the young Alexei Peshkov, later known as Maxim Gorky, who came in 1889 on foot from Krutaya on the Gryaze-Tsaritsyn railroad line, so as to ask for land and money from Tolstoy for an agricultural commune, on behalf of some like-minded individuals. Among the pilgrims to Yasnaya Polyana were also lone spiritual seekers; serious religious sectarians, persecuted by the authorities; students, schoolboys, workers and servants frustrated in their  search for the meaning of life; and sober men of sound character, who respected Tolstoy for his love of the peasants.

      But there were other visits, too.

      April 7, 1910. An unmarried female teacher, who has not completed her studies, but wishes to open “her own” school. It’s quite simple: she must complete her education. And also she needs money, so as to be “of use to the people.” L.N. talks to her about something, “but she doesn’t need any of it.” Asks for money for the journey home at least. 
      Refused.

      April 18. An old colonel, completely covered in medals, Orthodox, a monarchist. Travels to some of the troops, trains soldiers to read. L.N. talks with him for a long time. Having moved away from L.N., the colonel tells Tatiana Lvovna that he has a secret, and hesitates for a long time. Finally, he tells her that he wrote some poems against Tolstoy due to his apostasy from the Orthodox faith and Russian statehood. “What am I to do with them now? I’ll have to burn them, and I just had two thousand printed...”

      April 19. Two Japanese arrived.

      April 30. Ivanov appeared, a retired artillery lieutenant who became a vagabond and sometimes helped to re-copy Tolstoy’s works, with a promoter of the revolution, a weaver (about 55 years old), who lost his mind. For an hour and a half, the weaver says foreign words, mixed with Russian. L.N. lets him speak into the phonograph.

      May 1. L.N. tells of a blind man from Svinok, who sometimes calls in to ask for help. He plows the fields with a boy, he has six children, poverty.

      May 22. Zhilinsky, a student at Moscow University. He’s travelling on foot to the Caucasus. Stopped by for some books. L.N. had a talk with him. In the evening, he expressed approval of him: “A true original.” And he told of a merchant in Yelets who rides to Moscow on horseback, as he detests the railways: “I’m not a dog, that I should go running off at the sound of a whistle.”

      May 28. After lunch, a young peasant from 110 versts away arrived with some poems: they were illiterate, with no meter. L.N. told him the usual thing about poetry, and that he ought not to write poems. “I can come up with prose too,” he replied. “What about Koltsov, could he, too? I have genius, inspiration.”

      May 29. Two Ossetians from the village of Khristianskaya in the Vladikavkaz District. Euphoric, enthusiastic... Have read little of Tolstoy, but believe in him as in a god.

      June 12. Two young ladies. One – asking that a job be found for her, whilst the second brought the manuscript of a story about a cripple. For her own part she is unhappy and feeble, but she wants to live through work that is useful, in the Christian sense. The other girl had a limp, and came from the Orenburg Province, to ask questions about life. Both girls write...

      This is a random selection of Makovitsky’s diary entries chronicling the meetings which took place at Yasnaya Polyana in the spring and summer of 1910. But it must be taken into account that Makovitsky wasn’t at Tolstoy’s home throughout this period. He spent a considerable amount of time treating the peasants of Yasnaya Polyana and the surrounding villages.

      Had Tolstoy been Chekhov, all this endless and motley string of characters would have been useful to him as an artist. At the end of life, however, Tolstoy practically renounced artistic creativity. He was entirely focused on thoughts about God and death. He was a horribly lonely thinker who needed peace and solitude above all else. This whole human river running through his soul, with the inevitable “garbage” it contained, was no longer turning the cogs of his creativity, but the “garbage” remained, a sediment that weighed heavy on his soul. He was not able to help these people. His hard-won and very personal truth was not comprehensible to them. Nor, indeed, had they come to Tolstoy in search of the truth. They had come to see Tolstoy. But he wasn’t a confessor. He was a private man, with complex domestic problems aggravated by his poor health and the expectation of death.

      Diary entry from July 9th, 1908: “A countless number of people, and all this would be a cause for joy if it wasn’t poisoned by my consciousness of the madness, sin, vileness of the luxury, the servants and the poverty and the excessive strain of work all around. Without ceasing, I suffer tortuously from this, and alone. I cannot help but wish for death...”

      These words were written a month and a half before his eightieth birthday. He celebrated this birthday in a wheelchair due to an aggravated disease of the legs, and this saved him from having to do too much talking to visitors.

      For some time he had begun to love, or, at least, to value illness and, conversely, to have a negative attitude towards health. And it was not just the fact that illness brought him closer to death, but that death for him had become the main event in life. When he was weak, sick or even bedridden, he had a formal right not to meet with people, not to respond to letters (thirty to thirty-five arrived each day), entrusting this task to Sasha and his secretary. But his weakness would pass, a cheerful state of body and soul would return, and then, like flies to honey, these mysterious, vagrant individuals flew in, who considered it their right to “burden” Tolstoy with their own sins, petty passions, doubts and various mental garbage which a person who is settled, working and family-oriented would be too ashamed to discuss in public.

      Diary entry of April 19, 1910: “Yesterday, a visitor: a spy, who had served in the police and shot at the revolutionaries, arrived, expecting to get my sympathy. And what’s more he was the sort of person, who, apparently, wanted to share what priests would scold. It is very difficult, this, the fact that I cannot, that is to say I don’t know how, humanely, that is, in God’s way, lovingly and wisely to avoid all of them.”

      Jupiter and the Bull

      When Bulgakov speaks of the “democratism” of Chertkov’s summer house in Meshcherskoe, contrasting it with the “aristocratic reservedness” of the Yasnaya Polyana house, he neglects to mention an extremely interesting fact. Tolstoy went to visit Chertkov on June 12th, 1910. And the very next day, on June 13th, Chertkov sent his “Letter to the Editor” to the Moscow newspapers, in which he wrote that “Tolstoy does not wish to be visited here by people he does not know, who do not have a specific matter to see him about” and that “before making the trip, people should write to me to establish which day would be the most convenient for Lev Nikolayevich for their visit.”

      The letter was printed and provoked the wrath of S.A. “I read Chertkov’s announcement today about how people who want to see you should ask his permission. What for? After all, you want to return on the 24th, and this will likely prompt visitors to come,”- she wrote to L.N. from Yasnaya Polyana.

      This “Letter to the Editor” by Tolstoy’s “spiritual executor”, as Chertkov called himself, is curious for two reasons. First of all, if Chertkov had genuinely wanted to save L.N. from intrusive visitors at his dacha in Meshcherskoe, publishing this letter was the worst possible thing he could have done. Essentially, it merely redirected the flow of pilgrims from Yasnaya to Mesherskoye.

      Secondly, the letter hurt S.A. What is permissible for Jove is not permitted for the bull. The bull in this case was Tolstoy’s wife, who under no circumstances could have taken the liberty of making an announcement like that, even though she had far more right to do so. Yasnaya Polyana formally belonged to her. She was responsible for maintaining order on the estate, not to mention ensuring peace and quiet for her husband. Unlike Chertkov, she was not a supporter of Tolstoy’s teachings and did not like the “dark lot”, as she called Tolstoy’s followers. But she never would have dared make a public declaration calling on visitors to Yasnaya to write to her in advance, so as to get a ticket for a meeting with Tolstoy.

      Tolstoy’s wife was supposed to know her place. Here is a diary entry she made on September 13th, 1908:

      “Some red-headed, barefoot peasant or other came to visit Lev Nikolayevich and they talked for a long time about religion. Chertkov had brought him along, and he kept praising him for the fact that he had a good influence on those around him, even though he’s very poor. I’d have liked to listen to the conversations they were having, but whenever I stay in the room in which L.N. is talking to his visitors, he looks at me in such a way, silently, questioningly, that, realizing that he does not want me to interfere, am forced to leave”.

      This offended her, without question. Three days later, she complains in her diary: “...L.N. is wise and happy. He has always worked by choice, not out of necessity. When he wanted to write, he wrote, when he wanted to plow the fields, he plowed the fields. He took it into his head to sew boots – and stubbornly went ahead and did so. He liked the idea of teaching children – and he did so. When he got tired of it – he dropped it. What if I were to try to live like that? What would become of the children, and of Lev himself?”

      The Revolution of 1905-1908 sparked not only a wave of armed rebellions in both capitals, but also peasant unrest which V.G. Korolenko dubbed grabizhki (‘little plunderages’). There were grabizhki at Yasnaya Polyana, too, although not to the same extent as at other estates, including estates in the Tula Province, during which the peasants simply set fire to the manor houses. The Behrs family, which S.A. came from, suffered in this revolution: on May 19, 1907, SR-terrorists killed her younger brother, a railway engineer named Vyacheslav Behrs. She suffered over her brother’s death, but suffered even greater anxiety over the fate of her own family, the Tolstoys. She was a woman who did not scare easily: she had recently undergone an extremely serious operation herself, in the Yasnaya Polyana house, and displayed great bravery during it. But she was obliged to see to the external protection of Yasnaya Polyana, which was the home of her husband, famous throughout Russia, who inspired not only love and admiration in others, but also hatred. On Tolstoy’s birthday in 1908, he received not only cards from well-wishers, but also “evil gifts, letters and telegrams,” S.A. writes in her diary, “For example, enclosed with a letter signed “A mother”, he was sent a rope in a box and the following message: that ‘there is nothing left for Tolstoy to do but wait for and wish for the government to hang him, and he can save them the trouble.’ This mother had probably lost her child due to the revolution, or the propaganda, the blame for which she laid at Tolstoy’s door.” Unrest had also begun inside Yasnaya Polyana, and Makovitsky writes about it on September 5, 1907: “The Yasnaya Polyana peasants were on strike for several days, five or six incited it, the others went along with it. They stopped working and have yet to come back, they aren’t paying any rent, they’re letting the horses into the garden, they come at night with carts for the vegetables, took pot-shots at the watchmen for two nights (is this right?), there’s a complete lack of discipline ... Sofia Andreyevna called the guards to take away the guns and rifles and scare them… and LN submits to it…”

      He may have submitted to it, but he made no secret of his irritation at the fact that his wife, through the Governor of Tula D.D. Kobeko, had organized police protection in the form of two guards at Yasnaya Polyana, whose duties, among other things, included checking the passports of visitors to Yasnaya.

      “A difficult conversation took place with Sonia,” Tolstoy writes in his diary on September 15, and this wasn’t the first such conversation. Tolstoy was very unhappy that the guards had treated the peasants and visitors to Yasnaya rudely. Never mind the visitors, – when Tolstoy himself asked them not to check passports, they rudely replied that “the Countess wants to be protected from suspicious people.” But the police position is understandable, too: after all, it wasn’t the Count who had summoned them, but the Countess.

      Tolstoy was unhappy, and his 23-year-old daughter Sasha was downright indignant.

      “Does papa really need to be guarded by guards? How difficult this is for him! If it weren’t for papa, I would leave right away!”

      One can understand Sasha’s point of view, too ... She was young, principled and wholeheartedly shared her father’s convictions about “non-resistance”, which he was setting out at this very time in his diary:

      “Murders and brutality are intensifying by the day. What are we to do? How are we to stop it? Lock them up, exile them to Siberia, execute them. The degree of villainy isn’t reduced – on the contrary. What to do? One thing, and one thing only: each and every one of us must put every effort into ensuring that they live as God intended. They will go on beating people and robbing them. And I, with my arms raised on their orders, will beseech them to stop living badly. They will not listen, they will go on doing the same thing. What to do? There is nothing else I can do.”

      There was nothing else he could do. All that was left for him, with his hard-won ideas, to do was, whilst not accepting violence, not resist it. Incidentally, Tolstoy’s idea of ​​“non-resistance” is often interpreted as acceptance of violence. This is a mistake, which Tolstoy always protested against. Don’t accept it, but do not resist it either. All forms of resistance are also violence, and violence begets more violence.

      But S.A. was no Lev Tolstoy. She was the mistress of the estate. Perhaps not the best, but she felt the responsibility that her husband had placed on her shoulders, and there was one thing she was sure of: the peasants must not be allowed to be willful. She herself could do nothing to prevent this. There was a need for guards. It was Tolstoy’s wife who coined this aphorism, in which the helplessness of a weak woman is combined with the personal experience of managing an estate in those pre-revolutionary, heady days: “Running an estate is a struggle for existence with the people.”

      And she also knows that a man without a passport must be either a tramp or a fugitive from whom one can expect anything under the sun. And if something were to happen to her husband, they would never forgive her for it – her before all others. Why hadn’t she protected the great Tolstoy? After all, it was to her that his life had been entrusted! And not only his life, but also those of Sasha, and Tanya Sukhotina, who had come to Yasnaya Polyana with her young daughter Tanya, the granddaughter of L.N. and SA, whom the old men all found so cute.

      The complexity of the problem was in the fact that even the staunchest “Tolstoyans” didn’t have passports either, because to hold a passport would mean to recognize the laws of a state founded on violence.

      All these problems were de facto removed whenever L.N. was not at home but away visiting someone. Here, concern for his tranquility, that he should not be bothered by pesky visitors, was a normal thing. But at Yasnaya Polyana this wasn’t the case. Neither visitors to the estate, nor even the peasants cared about the fact that the mistress of the estate was Tolstoy’s wife, and not the Count. Passport-less “Tolstoyans” came to see him complaining that they had been insulted by the guards, and he received visits from the relatives of peasants who had been arrested for felling trees and stealing from the gardens. This situation was torturous for him and for S.A. as well. It was a Gordian knot which Tolstoy’s wife was obliged to cut willy-nilly. It spoiled her character, exacerbated relations with her youngest daughter, which were already far from tender, and split the family into those who sided with their mother and those who sided with their father.

      “... My mother not only didn’t share father’s negative attitude toward property, but, on the contrary, continued to think that the richer she and her children were, the better. She wasn’t only a wife, she was a mother, and it is characteristic of mothers in particular to dream of earthly goods for their offspring,” Sergei Lvovich, Tolstoy’s eldest son, wrote in his “Essays about the Past”.

      But there was also another subtle circumstance that poisoned the last years of Tolstoy’s life at Yasnaya.

      Why did Father Sergius flee?

      The story Father Sergius is one of Tolstoy’s most deeply personal works. He wrote Sergius unhurriedly, with long breaks, over a period of nearly ten years, just as was the case with Hadji Murat. Both stories were published after the writer’s death, and even on this formal basis may be seen in their own particular way as Tolstoy’s artistic “testament”.

      Father Sergius is the story of a departure. This is its main subject, and it is all the more intriguing for the fact that its meaning took shape gradually, as he accumulated a personal spiritual experience of his own, which he was in no hurry to put down on paper, let alone publish.

      The plot of Father Sergius was related for the first time in a letter to Chertkov in February 1890 - up to the point where the high society beauty Makovkina comes to visit Father Sergius with the intention of spending the night in his cell, following a bet she had made. This was about one-third of the work. In many ways we are indebted to Chertkov for the fact that the story was written. Fearing that the plot would never be fleshed out, and wanting to draw Tolstoy into working on it, he copied out the letter he had received, leaving large spaces between the lines so that further work could be done, and sent back his copy of the letter along with the original. He often used this trick, stimulating Tolstoy into writing artistic works. This gives the lie to the widely-held belief that Chertkov was solely interested in the pedagogical aspect of Tolstoy’s activities, at the expense of his artistic genius.

      However, as was often the case with Tolstoy, the meaning of the story outgrew its plot. The hub of its meaning shifted from the story of the temptation of Father Sergius, formerly Duke Kasatsky, by two women – the beauty Makovkin and a merchant’s daughter named Maria – toward the third female protagonist, Pashenka, whom Sergius visits after leaving his cell. Undoubtedly, the most important thing for Tolstoy, ultimately, was not the piquant story, but rather the story of Pasha, who only features in the last few pages.

      Having seen off the devil as represented by Makovkina, at the cost of losing the index finger on his left hand, Sergius proves unable to resist what would seem to be a lesser temptation: he “falls”, seduced by a feeble-minded maiden with well-developed female forms.

      This contrast between the two temptations: the subtle, sophisticated one and the rude, insolent one (“What are you?” he said. “Maria. You are the devil.” “Well, after all, it’s nothing”) provides the intrigue to the story, but is notits heart and soul.

      The soul of the story, its main idea, isn’t about why Father Sergius fled, but about why he departed – and from whom he was running when he did so.

      After what happened with Maria, Sergius had no choice but to flee. But he had conceived of his departure much earlier, and what happened with Maria merely served as the pretext for his flight. One can assume that if it were not for Maria, Sergius would have required another excuse to get away, and that he would leave behind some sort of explanation for his actions. Such that his departure be perceived not as a new stage of his holiness, but as evidence that he was an ordinary, sinful man.
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