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Russian Writers' Visit to Britain during the First World  War(
Relations between Russia and Britain has never been easy. They are difficult now, and they were difficult and contradictory in the past. So much so that it is even difficult for us to understand the nature of these contradictions. Nicholas II condemned England early in his reign, obviously sincerely: he registered his feelings in his private diary which was not meant for publication. And later he was happy to be awarded the rank of a British Field marshal and to get a field marshal’s baton. 

Britain was an ally of the USSR in the during the Second World War. From June to December 1941 t was actually its only fighting ally. Yet Stalin was always suspicious about Britain, did not trust it. 

And now? Many Russian officials who criticize England still send their children to study in Oxford, Cambridge and other British universities. Should one be surprised?

Mountains of mutual misconceptions accumulated in both countries, generation after generation. They influence our vision of one another and add to mutual distrust. The Russians have a deep seated suspicion of “Misty Albion’s” motives behind its activities in Russia. But it for the mutual benefit to understand one another and to diminish frictions. 

To make this happen we, academics, have to pay more attention to historical figures, both British and Russian, who attempted to bring our countries closer together, and to study their reasoning and arguments. 
…In early 1916  a group of Russian writers and journalists visited England on the invitation of the British government. Among them were several who were well known in Russia and some  abroad: Alexei Tolstoi, Kornei Chukovski, Vladimir Nemirovich–Danchenko, Vladimir Nabokov.  The group visited many towns and cities and was received by many public figures, politicians, MPs, ministers and even the king. It then visited France where it went to the frontline and observed British troops in action. After their return to Russia they published their impressions and observations in journals and books. 

For the Russian these testimonies were special – not only because there were not many other first-hand Russian accounts of Britain during the War, but also because they give such information about British every day life, culture and traditions that had often been distorted in Russia in the preceding decades of the political contradictions and conflicts between the two countries. It was only after the 1907 Entente Cordial that the floodgates to the objective information were fully opened. From 1914, after the start of the War, the opportunities of  getting such information even increased. The Russian writers who visited England in 1916 used these opportunities to the utmost.  

In 1917, after the Bolsheviks came to power, relations between Britain and Russia worsened again – they were actually much worse than before 1907. The books of Russian writers impression of Britain were never re-published and became a rarity. But they deserve our attention now that we all feel the need to improve our relations: they are a historic testimony of a great affection for Britain coming from the best minds and talents of Russia. 

The most important among these testimonies are books and articles published by the famous Russian writer Kornei Chukovski (1882-1969) was one of such figures. 

Almost a hundred years that Chukovski started his book about England with the words: “We, Russian intellectuals, have been allied with the British for a long time, even before any treaty: English literature, poetry, painting, let alone the genius of English civic spirit, enchant us from our youth…

But broader circles, philistines, do not know England and shun it. It is their old custom to whisper about “perfidious Albion”. 

It would have been nice if today the situation was different, but it is hardly so. And this makes Chukovki’s vision and understanding of England very important today. 

Chukovski wrote about Britain a lot. British culture attracted him all his life. He translated poetry of Walt Whiteman and other English poets, wrote articles about Oscar Wilde, Kipling, Conan Doyle, Stevenson, Raider Haggard. In 1903-04 he lived in England and during that time published many articles in the “Odessa News” and other Russian publications. Chukovski’s interest in Britain was diverse and lasted for a long time. I would like to discuss his two books, written in 1915 and 1916. At that time he could show his admiration for Britain openly. In 1903-04 this could hardly been the case. Then rivalry between Russia and Britain, two greatest empires in the world showed itself in mutual hostility. And after the 1917 Bolshevik coup it would have been even more difficult for Chukovski to express his feelings towards the “Misty Albion” sincerely: the relations between our countries became even more hostile. 

But these two books were published during a very short period of the Anglo–Russian union (Entente), when the relations between the two countries were cordial. 

Chukovski pegged his opinions on the description of concrete events that were happening in Britain in 1914-1916. But behind these events the reader can sense Chukovski’s general impression of England, formed earlier. 

Chukovski’s two books, published during the First World War are among the most interesting descriptions of England in Russia in the Twentieth century. Now they are a bibliographic  rarity: neither was ever published again.  

The first book was called The Silent Have Started to Speak. The sub-title The English and the War. 
 The author collected and published letters written by British soldiers, workers, women and children, written in 1914-1915. The reader sees England as it was, with its traditions, habits and notions at the time of the war which was then called “the German War”.

The other book, England on the Eve of Victory,
 is a collection of the author’s impressions of his trip to England in February-March of 1916. This time Chukovski visited not only London, Sheffield, Portsmouth, Birmingham, Newcastle and other British cities, but also many French cities and towns, and also the frontline positions of British and French troops fighting the Germans. 

Chukovski did not travel alone: a whole group of Russian writers and political observers came to Britain on the invitation of British government. Among them were V.Nabokov (father of Vladimir Nabokov), A.Tolstoy, Vas.Nemirovich–Danchenko, E.A.Yegorov and A. Bashmakov. 
“We were welcomed cordially and noisily” wrote Chukovski, “with banquets and pompous speeches. We were received by the King. We were shown the multi–million army, the magnificent fleet and miles of factories working for defence. We were taken to the front and shown the war. We saw destroyed Belgium. On the invitation of the French government we visited French positions as well, and some of us, at Verdun.  Chukovski and his companions met war minister Field Marshall Kitchener, Foreign Secretary Edward Grey, and the Commander-in–Chief of the British army. They spoke with best-known British writers, academics, public figures. 
 All participants published their impressions in Russian newspapers and magazines. Some published books – but Chukovski’s impressions are the most revealing. They were more than impartial – they were sometimes positively partial towards the British. Let me repeat: such a book could not have appeared either earlier, or later. 

In his preface to The Silent Have Started to Speak Chukovski wrote: “The aim of this simple book is to attract sympathy of those broad circles of philistines to the English people of whose intrigues and machinations our yellow press was telling them year after year”. 

And, indeed, the book is simple, clear and persuasive. 

The reader learns about the children of war, for example. “Men are in the study commandoes, with the fleet, on the front, women – at factories and mills. And eleven-year old hands are called upon to service the huge capital. Even in the War Ministry, at the lobby, we are attacked by a whole flock of smart welcoming girls.  How fast they scurry about on endless staircases with reports, dispatches and cups of tea, meeting and seeing off guests, working as orderlies and messengers! How much twitter they bring to this gloomy official building!” 

Herbert Wells took Chukovski, Nabokov and Tolstoy to inspect boy scouts. Here is Chu-kovski’s opinion: “…Boy scouts, these tiny Don Quixotes of England, walk along the streets, eagerly looking around: does anybody need their service? They have now penetrated all corners. Come to a hospital – boy scouts are there: reading newspapers and letters to the wounded. Get out of town – boy scouts are there too: guarding bridges, shores, telegraph and cable lines.” 


And at the same time Chukovkii notices that “Even now, during the war, the founder of their order, General Sir Baden–Powell, carefully guards children against being carried away by soldiery”. 

What about women? Even women form aristocratic families work in hospitals (just as in Russia). 

One chapter of Chukovki’s book is called “Fight against Luxury”. In it the author writes: “Ministry of Combat Supplies put machine guns, steel helmets and cartridges in an elegant window, and above all these, a poster:

Let’s Give up Luxury for Victory!

The price of a new hat… 4 helmets.

The price of a new dress… 4 rifles.

The price of a new fur coat… 1 machine gun.

The price of diamonds… 1 field-gun.

The price of a bottle of Champaign… 100 cartridges.

The price of a dog… 20 shells.

The price of an automobile… 1 airplane.” 

From England Chukovski and his companions set off to Belgium, to the front. Chukovski was even flown on board a military plane. They saw Ypres where the Germans used asphy-xiating gas. The car in which Nemirovitch-Danchenko drove was shelled from  a German plane. 

Chukovski was surprised to find out how energetically British overseas territories supported its war efforts. He visited Canadian, Australian and Irish military contingents and admired particularly the Australians, two hundred thousand of whom had already come to the rescue of Britain and a hundred thousand more soldier volunteers were preparing to follow them. This was despite the fact that “Canada, Australia, New Zealand are completely independent from it [Britain]”. 
 

We, the Russians, cannot but be particularly interested in two chapters of this book: “Captivated by Russia” and “The British about Us”. Chukovki presents a gallery of Englishmen in love with Russia. According to him, the Times correspondent G. Wilton “Preached Russia as the Gospel to generals, batmen and aviators, in camps, hospitals, restaurants, trains, torpedo-boats and in trenches”.  Mr. Wilton’s son, writes Chukovski, “from the start of the war joined the Russian army as a volunteer and was promoted to an officer’s rank for his battle service. Mr. Wilton himself, having returned from Europe, hurried to the Russian front, to Baranovichi, where he showed such courage that he was awarded two crosses of St. George”. 

William–John Berckly, Herbert Right, Herald Williams… (all names as spelled by Chukovki – A.D.). “Mr. Right is Secretary of a committee which supplies books to Russian prisoners of war. Together with Professor P. Vinogradov he raised several thousand roubles and 1500 books among the British and got in touch with 35 German prisoner of war camps in which the Russians are kept.” 

Chukovski called Herald Williams the “Anglo–Russian Bureau in Petrograd” 
, although the “Bureau” was one person – Williams himself. “This grey-haired man lived peacefully in the Peski, 
 and if you needed information about England or anything English – lawn tennis, Lloyd-George, suffragists – you phoned him to the Peski, and he gave his brief  mono-syllable reply without any intonation, in an expressionless muffled voice with a slight stammer.

Questions varied. 

- Who is the best writer in England now?

- Do the Scots wear trousers?

- When was Chamberlain born?

- What is the difference between poker and bridge?

Mr. Williams replied such questions year after year, ten years on end. He was our British Encyclopaedia. We used him a reference book.” 

Later on, during the war, a real Anglo–Russian Bureau was opened in Petrograd, headed by Professor P. Vinogradov. “Together with Williams this work was undertaken by energetic Major Thornhill and novelist Hugh Walpol, a participant of battles in Galicia, who described them in his novel The Black Forest. 

They were joined by several other Russian and English writers. They rented a small venue, ordered newspapers and books from England, bought sugar, tea and biscuits, and from three to six get together there, smoking, reading and waiting for Russian visitors or engaging in various conversations and discussions. 

Journalists, entrepreneurs, philistines, publishers, girl-students and the military come for advice and assistance.” 
 

What did the British know about Russia then, during the First World War?

“The whole England is over-flown with the books about Russia and the Russian people!”, writes Chukovski. “Not forty, but four hundred days this wonderful rain has been falling. Not four hundred, but five hundred, six hundred, and who can tell what would happen to London if streams of red and blue booklets about Russia, Russia, Russia will continue pouring on it day and night, non-stop… Nobody else in the world people are so passionately keen about us, our life and our soul, as the British are now”. 
“I had not known that we are so good, until I started reading these English books”, continues Chukovski. “Following our Russian tradition,  we always grumble about ourselves, we are always displeased about ourselves, and here, reflected in English mirrors, we suddenly find ourselves so handsome, that we feel ashamed: is this really us? We thought that we are much worse”. 

Chukovski ended his chapter “The British about Us” with a sad and indignant reproach to us, the Russians. “Where is a single book about England caused by this war”, asked he, “not a newspaper article, but a book like English books by John Morse, Stanley Washburn and Profes-sor Bernard Pears, in which Russian military affairs are described step by step as observed by witnesses? What the British now is still a mystery to us, a legend, and we are not even trying to unwrap it. If in Russian provinces as many lectures were delivered about the British as in Britain about the Futurists alone,the Russian philistine would not have asked,what the British are doing.”

He also reproached Russian-English societies: they “have not got to publishing at least a pamphlet about England for a man in the street, for our soldiers. They have not organised a single public lecture about England in provincial towns and far-off corners. And even in the capitals their work is sluggish”. 
 

Bitterly, Chukovski quotes an American journalist: “The heart of the Russian people is as indifferent to the West as a stone.” 

The Silent Have Started to Speak saw four editions and was praised by the government. The Journal of the Ministry of Public Education of December 1915 informed the readers that the ministry thought it deserving “attention when study libraries  of high schools, teachers’ seminaries, as well as free public libraries and reading rooms are re-stocked, and also that it should be allowed in study libraries of high primary colleges”. 

War Ministry recommended it for “reading in army detachments and military offices and hospitals”. 

The book itself mentioned that the Education Department of the Ministry of Trade allowed it to the libraries of commercial colleges for senior pupils, Chief Administration of Military Education – into the libraries of its colleges, and the Main Staff of the Navy, for ships’ and shore  libraries of the Marine Administration. 

But very soon all these recommendations became useless. The fourth edition of the book – in which they still appear – was published in 1918 (most probably the type–setting was made earlier), when Bolsheviks were already in power, and Britain was already not an ally, but an enemy. Wrong timing. 

The books were forgotten. Chukovski did not return to his British impressions, and a big article about him in the Short Literary Encyclopaedia does not mention them at all. 
 It is difficult to say, whether the authors and editors did not know about them or were afraid to publish the “uncomfortable” information of a respectable Soviet writer’s love for an imperialist country. 

On 31 March 1952 Chukovski wrote in his diary: “I am LXX. My soul is as calm as a grave. A very amateurish, luckless life of hard labour is behind me. 50 years of drudgery, thousands of failures, mistakes, blunders.” 
 It may well be that the fate of his books about England – the country he loved so much – added to his sadness.

Why do we need these books now? 

Many years have passed under the bridge, but our understanding of England has hardly become better, and our mutual distrust is still there. Chukovski’s books are not just about the past – they help to understand today’s England too. And they show that not everything in the history of relations between our two countries was doom and gloom – and this is what we need for the sake of the future. 

( The study was conducted with the support of the Research Fund of The High School of Economics in Moscow (the project № 08-01-0099).
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