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My Universities

Chapter 1

nd so, I was leaving for Kazan, to study at the University—no less!

AThe thought of University studies had been put into my head by a Gymnasi—
um student, N. Yevreinov, who told me that I possessed an "extraordinary gift for
learning."

In Kazan, Yevreinov said, I would stay with him, studying through the autumn
and winter to master the Gymnasium program me. Then I would take "some few" ex—
aminations; the University would grant me a scholarship. And in five years or so |

would be a "learned man."

He passed his examinations and left. Some two weeks later, I followed. In parting,
Granny told me: "Don't you be cross with people. You're always so cross. Stern,
you're getting to be, and too demanding. That comes down to you from Grand father.
And—well, what's your grand father? Lived all these years, and ended up nowhere, the
poor old man. You keep one thing in mind: it's not God that judges men. That's the

devil's pastime. Well, goodbye..."

And, brushing the scant tears from her dark, flabby cheeks, she said: "We won't
meet again. You'll be moving farther and farther off, restless soul, and I'll be dying." I

had drifted away from my dear grand mother of late, seeing her only rarely; but no wit
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My Universities

came to me with sudden pain that I would never again meet a friend so close, so much

a part of me.

From the stern of the boat I looked back to where she stood, at the edge of the
pier—crossing herself and, with the corner of her worn old shawl, drying her face and

her dark eyes, bright with inextinguishable love of man.

And there I was, in the semi-Tatar city. Cramped rooms in a small, one-store
house standing, all alone, on a low hill at the end of a narrow, poverty-stricken street.
On one side the house faced a vacant lot, thickly overgrown with weeds—the scene of a
one-time conflagration. Deep among the wormwood, the agrimony and horse sorrel,
surrounded by elder thickets, loomed the ruins of a brick building; and beneath the
ruins there was a big cellar, in which stray dogs lived and died. I remember it very

well, that cellar: one of my universities.

The Yevreinov's—mother and two sons lived on a miserly pension. From my first
days in their home, I perceived the tragic: melancholy with which the drab little widow,
returning from the market, would lay out her purchases on the kitchen table and pon—
der her difficult problem: how to turn a few small bits of inferior meat into good and

sufficient food for three healthy boys—not to speak of herself.

She spoke very little. Her gray eyes were set in the meek and hopeless obstinacy
of a work horse that has spent its strength to the last. Dragging its cart uphill, the poor

horse knows that it can never make the top; yet still it pulls its load.
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Nikolai was sincerely determined to "make someone" of me. He promised it con—
fidently. But he lacked the time and the proper conditions for Systematic guidance of
my education. Blinded by the egoism and thoughtlessness of youth, he did not see how
his mother had to strain and shift to make ends meet. Still less was this noticed by his

brother, a slow, un-talkative schoolboy.

But I had long been adept in the intricate conjury of kitchen chemistry and eco—
nomics. I clearly perceived the desperate strivings of this woman, daily compelled to
fool her children's stomachs and to feed a young stranger of unprepossessing ap—
pearance and uncouth manners. Naturally enough, every crumb of bread 1T swallowed

here weighed , heavily on my conscience. I began to search for work.

Leaving the house in the early morning, I would stay away until I was sure dinner
was over; and in bad weather I would spend these hours in the shelter of the cellar in
the vacant lot. Sitting there among the dead dog sand cats, breathing the odours of pu—
trefaction, listening to the pouring rain and the moaning wind, I soon began to un—
derstand that the University was an empty dream; that I would have done more wisely
to run away to Persia.

This, after picturing myself as a gray-bearded wizard, creator of means for growing
wheat and rye with kernels the size of apples, and potatoes that would weigh a pood a—
piece not to speak of numerous other benefactions for this earth, on which life was

so confoundedly difficult, difficult not only for me.

I had already learned to dream of strange adventures and prodigious deeds. This
was a great help to me in life's hard days; and, hard days being many, I grew more and

more proficient at such dreaming. I looked for no out side assistance, and set no hopes

((Q\\
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