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His arm was round her waist, her head was almost on his shoulder, and both were happy. The moon peeped up
from the drifting cloudlets and frowned, as it seemed, envying their happiness and regretting her tedious and
utterly superfluous virginity. The still air was heavy with the fragrance of lilac and wild cherry. Somewhere in
the distance beyond the line a corncrake was calling. See, how sweet and inviting that little copse looks! How
nice those solid, silent telegraph posts are! They add a special note to the landscape, suggesting humanity,
civilization in the distance. What have you got for our supper to-night? Then there is the salmon and sardines
that were sent from town. Human happiness reminded her of her own loneliness, of her solitary couch beyond
the hills and dales. The stationmaster came out on the platform. Signal lights flashed here and there on the
line. They caught glimpses of sleepy faces, of hats and shoulders at the dimly lighted windows. They were
followed by a stout, middle-aged lady, and a tall, lanky gentleman with grey whiskers; behind them came two
schoolboys, laden with bags, and after the schoolboys, the governess, after the governess the grandmother.
You have been pitching into your old uncle for not coming down all this time, I daresay! Kolya, Kostya, Nina,
Fifa. Kiss your cousin Sasha! While his uncle talked and kissed them, Sasha had a vision of their little cottage:
And Sasha looked almost with hatred at his young wife, and whispered: She seemed to smile, as though she
were glad she had no relations. Sasha, turning his head away to hide his angry despairing face, struggled to
give a note of cordial welcome to his voice as he said: Welcome to the cottage!
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His maternal grandfather was a major general in the Imperial Russian Army. Despite the obvious class conflict
, Kataev never tried to hide his origins during the Soviet period. He was then a sympathizer of the Union of
the Russian People and wrote nationalistic and anti-Semitic poetry ironically, later in his life he married a
Jewish woman, Esther Brenner He did not finish the gimnaziya but volunteered for the army in , serving in
the artillery. In , he became a journalist in Odessa; two years later he moved to Moscow , where he worked on
the staff of The Whistle Gudok , writing humorous pieces under various pseudonyms. In the satire of the new
Soviet bureaucracy in the tradition of Gogol , the protagonists are two bureaucrats "who more or less by
instinct or by accident conspire to defraud the Soviet state". It was produced at the world-famous Moscow Art
Theater , opening on 20 April His comedy Quadrature of the circle Kvadratura kruga, satirizes the effect of
the housing shortage on two married couples who share a room. His novel Time, Forward! A White Sail
Gleams Beleyet parus odinoky, treats the revolution and the Potemkin uprising from the viewpoint of two
Odessa schoolboys. Kataev wrote its screenplay and took an active part in the filming process, finding
locations and acting as an historical advisor. Many of his contemporaries considered the novel to be a prose
poem. During the s and s Kataev edited the magazine Yunost Youth , publishing some of the most promising
literary talent of the young generation, including Yevgeny Yevtushenko and Bella Akhmadulina. Kataev
himself developed a style he called "lyrical diary," mixing autobiography and fiction. Trava zabveniya two
years later. In it, Kataev weaves scenes from the lives of his family, friends, and lovers, events of Soviet
history, and memories of his travels in America into a kind of stream-of-consciousness autobiography,
considered by some critics to be the summary work of his career. Dodona Kiziria describes this work as "a
tribute to the Russian writers who were forced to choose their path during the revolution and the civil war",
adding that "in all of Soviet literature it would be difficult to find tragic images comparable to the two poets in
this narrative Bunin and Mayakovsky who are compelled, finally and irrevocably, either to accept or reject the
role offered to them by the new social order". Returning home one day, a long time ago, I found an envelope
with foreign stamps on it in my mail box. Inside the envelope, there was an invitation from the Pen Club, an
international literary association, to attend its next conference, in Vienna. I was a young writer then, and was
greatly flattered. I told everyone I met about the remarkable honor that had been accorded me. When I ran into
Vladimir Mayakovsky in one of the editorial offices, I showed him the letter from abroad. He calmly produced
an elegant envelope exactly like mine from the pocket of his jacket. Because they did not invite me, of course,
as Mayakovsky, but as a representative of the Soviet literature. The same applies to you. Reflect, Kataich as he
called me when he was in a good mood , on what it means to be a writer in the Land of Soviets. I realized that
I owed my success as a creative writer to the Soviet people, who had backed me. I realized that being a Soviet
writer meant marching in synch with the people, being always on the crest of revolutionary wave. Dodona
Kiziria describes Kataev as "one of the most brilliant writers of modern Russia. Of the authors writing in
Russian, only Nabokov could be considered a worthy rival in his ability to convey with almost cinematic
precision the images of visually perceived reality.
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The area is a magnet for wildlife enthusiasts and we were visiting on our way to Romania by train. This vast
area of water was cut through with a single gauge railway which we never used and a mile-long, single file
footpath. We saw a long-eared owl sleeping in a bird box, six eagles in the sky at once, marsh harrier at every
turn and many other wonderful species. In the town, storks cavorted in front gardens and battled for
prominence on streetlamp platforms placed there to support the storks. But we met wonderful people who
invited us into their homes and villages and guided us around the lands they call their own. The wildlife we
encountered, for an early spring visit, was incredible. I recommend the excellent Crossbill Guide for anyone
visiting. The phrase Puszta was created after the Magyar Hungarian population was decimated in the s by
Mongol invasion and then the black death. It refers to the emptiness of the landscape after those devastating
events. The Magyars settled in the Great Plain at the end of the s and they are seen as the founders of the land
we now know as Hungary. Later, the Pannonian Sea was created with the formation of the Alps and
Carpathian mountains surrounding it. The eventual draining of water from the landscape led to a unique
mixture of soils, namely loess and clay, the former created when glaciers grind down underlying bedrock. As
in Chekhov, first impressions of the Great Plain give the sense of a deserted landscape. In reality it was alive
with wildlife: These were only the things we could see. We missed the steppe tarantula and ground squirrels.
They arrive in spring from their wintering grounds in Africa, building their famously large nests on platforms
erected to support them. We saw tens of white stork in the town itself, some seen at dusk walking around in
front gardens, sometimes in very small spaces. From a distance they looked like people, blurred either by
heatlines or crepuscular light. We noticed that house sparrows were building nests of their own underneath the
mass of twigs put together by the stork. There was tension between the storks with a number attempting to
intrude upon the scene pictured above. Yellow wagtail is a spring migrant to Europe which is in severe decline
in Britain. There were a good number of them on the Plain. The only way for us to get around was to travel by
train, the only time that we were really able to mix with local people. For the untrained, Hungarian is a pretty
inaccessible language, with no relation to Latin or Western languages, it descends or ascends from Finnish.
The railways were typically post-war Communist, pumping out black fumes and chuntering along. But they
were always on time and provided a lifeline for people who had no other means of transport. Both Eddie and I
were struck by the struggles of people in the places we visited. It was at times impossible to see the trip as a
holiday, particularly because of what we saw from the windows of our train as it passed from Debrecen over
the border into Romania. The former Soviet Union has also contributed greatly to global warming with its
industrialisation of much of rural Europe. Its architectural merits are also lost on me. But agricultural
intensification is something that communism welcomed with open arms, rounding up the smaller farms and
destroying millions of hectares of natural grasslands, woods and rivers in the process. Today agricultural
intensification is the biggest threat to the steppe grasslands of Europe and Asia, making them some of the most
threatened habitats on earth. This was the door to the station building, now housing sparrows. I should say that
dilapidated housing and other buildings do not mean people in the area are suffering or unhappy. Here people
seemed perfectly content with life on the surface. No one was homeless and the National Park appeared to be
offering good support to the local community through ecotourism. More charming for the outsider were the
individual thatched cottages dotted across the landscape. The evidence of how inhospitable this landscape is
for trees can be seen by the two here sheltering next to the cottage. Whether this was used to shelter livestock
or dry hay is unclear to me. The reeds from were being cut and piled into these pyramids, neatly put in rows.
The reedbeds supported an amazing array of birds, this even before the spring migrants had arrived. Marsh
harriers could be seen at every corner of the landscape, flying low over the reedbeds in search of food. Upon
leaving, we were shaking our heads at the sheer number of these birds of prey. Another bird of interest for us
was the pygmy cormorant, relative of the great cormorant which I know from the River Thames in London,
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and most waterbodies, really. Seeing these birds perched on branches low in the reeds was like looking back
into the prehistoric swamps of Europe. A line of dying trees at the edge of the fishponds were fitted with open
bird boxes. The boxes were a form of social housing for kestrels, what I later found to be lesser kestrel thanks
to Nigel Spring for pointing this out to me , a separate species to the common kestrel we have in Britain.
Perhaps the biggest source of amusement for us was from this long-eared owl which was roosting in the same
box three days running. They are returning to England as a breeding bird for the first time in years, once being
a common species of marsh and fenland before their habitat was drained for agriculture. These birds were
often eaten by royalty in England. The Latin name Grus grus points directly to the noise they make. These
birds flew over our heads as we watched the kestrels and sleeping owl. For wildlife to be protected
successfully in the long term there has to be some benefit for humans as well. Fishponds have been present in
Eastern Europe since medieval times and were created for royalty. Today they have a much more wide
ranging commercial value and there is conflict to be found between those who like to pull fish from the water
and those who like to watch birds pull fish from the water. Here we happened upon workmen extracting fish
from one pond into the back of a lorry. Climbing up one of the lookout posts, Eddie happened across six
eagles flying on thermals over the fishponds. I managed to get this photo of what we think are mainly white
tailed eagles with a possible lesser spotted eagle, though that may have been out of the picture. Later we saw a
white tailed eagle sitting in the mudflats of a drained fishpond, taking to the air with deep wafts of wingbeats.
The sunsets of the Puszta are famous. We encountered this scene on our first day walking back from the
fishponds. At this point we were turning back and forth between the setting sun and a pristine red fox trotting
along the edge of the path. Corn buntings flocked and roe deer attempted to escape our view with nothing but
the blur of the horizon to disappear into.
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The design of the house is inspired by the flat ground in the steppe. The tall poplar trees, which are found there,
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We invite you to one of the four wooden cottages in the middle of a Georgian steppe! Every cottage has a separate
terrace. There is a toilet and a shower in every cottage.
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1 Steppe House Cottage PENCRAIG HR9 6HR Set on a acre arable and beef farm in the hamlet of Pencraig, this
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charming cottage is a detached, stone-built property.
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