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 The Samovar of Mrs. Louise Klusinoff
                     Starring Mr. Moladur 


I have already written of my friendship with Mr. Lucius  Moladur, a retired art and antique dealer, and of the true history of the Yarmulka of Dr. Janowicz.  It will not, I hope, be superfluous to remind my readers that I am an academic historian with a special interest -- or rather a hobby -- in 15th Century legends. More pertinently I'm in  the fortunate position of being able to play Boswell to Mr. Moladur's Johnson. 
         After the mystery of the yarmulka was totally cleared up, and though I had to vacate the sublet  apartment next to Mr. Moladur's , our new found friendship was substantial ; we exchanged phone numbers and promised to keep in touch.  Indeed , we did keep in touch as I will now recount. 

          Several months after I resumed teaching, my phone rang. It was Mr. Moladur. 

           " Sonny Boy, you are a historian, no ?" 

           There seemed to be something of  unusual interest behind  this tease, this come on.  
           "I am  a historian, yes. What's the latest  in your part of the world  ?" 

              " My boy, you should immediately drop everything you are doing and meet me at the corner of Second  Avenue and East Fourth Street. You are an expert, no ?"  

                   Flattery usually works. "Well, I suppose there are areas where I … Listen, I can't come now. But next week is our Spring Break. "

                   "Come, come. A few day's can't matter one way or the other. The latest news is a hundred years old.  I give you my gold-plated guarantee for this. I need your advice, You are a historian, no ?"  

                The area near 2nd Avenue and East Fourth Street was not as familiar to me as was the Upper West Side near Columbia University , but after some inquiry, I found  a small  hotel -- The New Spondyke -- essentially a bed and breakfast . I checked into it and awaited the arrival of Mr. Moladur. He turned up late in the afternoon, around 4:30. 
                 "You don't mind a walk do you ? You're still a young feller, no ?  Then we'll go to Lubow & Lubow a few blocks east."  The few blocks turned out to be more like ten.  

" Morris Lubow," Mr. Moladur related, "I knew like the back of my hand. His brother Sam Lubow, not so much. But I'll tell you : Sam's reputation is AAA  No. 1.  I know this for soiten. "
              The shop Mr. Moladur led me to sported a sign "Lubow & Lubow, Estab. 1920."  Underneath there was an elaboration: "Objects of  Value. Free appraisals, Consignments."   I suspect in 1920, the original Lubow, whoever he may have been,  ran a pawn shop. Gentrification is a law of nature: where are the dinosaurs of yesteryear ?   

Upon entering, we were immediately greeted by a man who Mr. Moladur introduced as Sam Lubow. After some small talk, Mr. Lubow led us into the bowels of his shop and directly to an object carefully separated from  what I  supposed were its consigned fellows. 

              Mr. Lubow made a low bow towards me and then made  a sweeping gesture with his a hand towards the object.  "There's she is.," he said ." Isn't she a beauty, a honey ?" 

               By way of confirmation, Mr. Moladur nodded and tapped the beauty several times.  "The samovar of Mrs. Louise Klusinoff, " he announced  to me.   "Pure 100 % heavy brass. Thick. Not foofnik stuff." 

               So. The object of beauty I was called to see was a samovar. I knew vaguely what a samovar is and this was the closest I had ever  been to one.  A samovar is not exactly a rare object; still,  if you want one for yourself you'll have to go looking. The samovar on display was large; about  two  feet tall counting the removable tea pot on the top that Mr. Lubow explained  was traditional.  I turned the samovar  around a bit. I noticed that a few inches above the spigot there was a small round hole. 

                "Is this hole for anything ?" I asked  naively.. Sam Lubow made a grimace expressing ignorance.  In contrast, Mr. Moladur's eyes glistened.  


        "Aha. You noticed it. That, my boy, is where the assassin's bullet didn't harm the lamb. The bullet is still inside. "

                 He picked the samovar up and shook it. Something inside rattled.    

I was confused. Assassins ?  " Whose samovar is this ? Who owns it ?"  I asked Mr. Moladur. 



"I've put it on consignment.  But since  you asked a question, I'll answer it. This Samovar is from the Estate of Mary Towson. Who was Mary Towson ? I'll answer you. She was Mrs. Louise Klusinoff's  personal maid and confidante.  You wrinkle your brow ? You don’t know Mrs. Klusinoff , the famous Mrs. Klusinoff who used to live on Park Avenue and Eighty Fifth Street?  You never heard of her ? Ah, what ignorance in the world there is . "      
          It was getting late. Sam Lubow of Lubow & Lubow : Objects of Value, indicated that he wanted to close up his  shop. I was tired and walked  toward the door. I shook hands  with the two men and told Mr. Moladur where I was staying. I  walked to the  New Spondyke Hotel.  I thought of grabbing a cab, but they whizzed past me all occupied.  Going home time.   What , I thought, did Mr. Moladur want me for? A samovar with a bullet hole ?  A possible crime ? I admit that I may read a detective story  now and then, but I'd never written one.  I did not  know as yet  that Mr. Moladur had led me straight into a tangled web of historical circumstances  that when I was back home in the quiet of my office I would attempt to disentangle. 
                  The next morning, as I was downstairs at the Spondyke was having a continental breakfast with the usual paper plates ,cups, and plastic silverware, the room clerk said there was a call for me. I took it over the desk. 

                   "Lucius Moladur at your service, boychik. Meet me at eleven o'clock at Barney's Deli , Second  Av and Fourth Street. " 

When Mr. Moladur is at one's service, hearing is obeying. 
Seated at Barney's with a pastrami sandwich and a cup of tea before each of us, he told me  the following story. 

             " Mrs. Louise Klusinoff who owned the samovar was a lady -- one shouldn't mention numbers with women -- who lived to into  her nineties. This was years ago, of course, many years ago. This Mrs. Klusinoff  married her agent Max Klusinoff. "

              "Her agent ?" 

              "Soitenly her agent . Who else should she marry ? Stars marry their agents. Nurses marry their patients . A Law of Nature. "

                "Louise Klusinoff was a star ?"

                "You can bet your boots she was.  What a star. Louise Klusinoff was the famous ballerina Ulya Fyedorovna . You heard from her ? No ? In some way I don’t know how.--but you are a historian so you can find out -- this Louise Klusinoff was connected somehow  to the Tsar's family.  The Revolution came. Not a good time . Particularly for such a connection. Ulya packed up all her things and came together with her mother to New York. Must have been in the early '20's. "   

                Catching on to  the thread of Mr. Moladur's story I formulated a conjecture.

                 "Among the  things that she packed up was the samovar we saw at Lubow & Lubow. Right ?" 
                  "You've figured out poifectly. But why should she pack up a samovar to take to New York? There are no teapots  in New York ? No cups of tea ? You didn't ask, but I'll tell you. For her, the samovar had great sentimental value. The samovar saved her life."   



 "How do you know all this ?"

                 "It's as plain as the nose on my face. It's in Mary Towson's book. "  
                   "You read it in a book ?"

                  "Who reads books when there's so much to learn about life ? My nephew Amos reads books. Now I wanted to put you in touch with an important piece of history. And if you could write for me a romantic description for the samovar --  two or three pages --  it will bring in much more when it's sold. Accurate it doesn't have to be. You are a historian , you know all about such things.  After all, Sonny Boy, I'll only get 15% for all the trouble I've taken.  And I'll cut  you in to five out of my fifteen.  That's almost 35 %.  "
                    "How much  would you or Mr. Lubow say that the samovar will fetch ? 
                     " Speaking plainly  I'd say. $ 2,000 . But if the samovar  could  be sold as the samovar of  Ulya Fyedorovna, the ballerina of the Russian Ballet, the mistress of Prince Prozhdyevanov who was the first cousin of the Tsar, you can add one  zero for soiten.  Maybe two zeros. My boy, you don’t know what it is that makes crazy collectors open up their pocket books. I'll have you know that just last week, a handkerchief of Teddy Roosevelt , President Teddy Roosevelt, went for ten five. "  


With this recital of an auctioneer's triumph, Mr. Moladur said goodbye and walked off towards Soho. I took the subway to Penn Station.  

On the train back home, so as not to forget, I wrote down at random on an empty space in the New York Times all the names I heard over the past few days and that I could remember. Louise Klusinoff  née Ulya Fyedorovna, Mary Towsonr, Max Klusinoff. Amos somebody. I did not have to write down the name of Mr. Moladur. 
But I wondered whether he was  making up a story out of whole cloth
just  to raise the price by claiming a romantic history for a run of the mill samovar ?   Was what he told me the case ? Was it true or  partially true ?  

Mr. Moladur was not making up stories. I found this out fairly quickly. Searching the card catalog of our University Library  I found 

         Author: Towson, Mary Montgomery  1886 -1962 

Title ;    Her Years en Pointe ; a biography, with illustrations    

Published : New York, Gallery Shelf Books, 1946
Description: viii, 280 p. front illus. 24 cm.  

Call No.   B757   E793  1946

Going immediately into the library stacks, I found Towson's  book  (last taken out in 1952. ) .It laid open the whole matter.  Along with the samovar a copy of the book must have found its way into the Towson estate. I conjecture that Mr. Moladur, who doesn't read books because there's so much to learn about life, gave it to his nephew Amos, who provided his uncle with a brief summary.  Which is what I will do now, very briefly and without the romance and  the glamour required by Mr. Moladur for his puff.  I certainly must not forget to mention the bullet hole in the samovar. You can read the whole story for yourself in Mary Towson's book.  
               Ulya  Fyedorovna was born in 1992, in St. Petersburg,  the daughter of Alexei Fyedorov, a minor officer in the Tsar's Palace Guard.  As a young girl she trained in the Mariinsky, the Imperial Russian Ballet, having been given a recommendation by the Tsarina herself.  As a ballerina of great grace and talent she became the protegée (i.e., the mistress) of the Grand Duke Nikolai Prozhdyevanov, a ballet buff and patron of the Imperial Ballet. This was after he had discarded Tatiana Konstantinovna , a very simple woman. .  In a fit of jealously, Tatiana loaded up her pearl handled pistol and sought out Ulya in her residence. She found Ulya sitting with the Grand Duke and pouring tea from the samovar. Tatiana's hand shook, her aim was poor and the bullet lodged in the samovar.  The affair was hushed up.  Ulya continued dancing  though initially the Bolsheviks held that ballet was a  bougeoise manifestation. The Grand Duke was shot by the Bolsheviks in 1920. Louise Klusinoff, born Ulya Fyedorovna, died in New York City in 1943. The inscription on her gravestone In Forest Hills reads In Russian Я танцевал к звездам. "I've danced to the stars. "  
                So what happened top the samovar of Mrs. Louise Klusinoff ?  I have this information from Mr. Moladur who says he had if directly from Sam Lebow. Some months after Mr. Moladur asked me to come to New York , the Artists RepertoryGroup  put on an off Broadway version of Chekhov's Three Sisters. Sam lent the samovar to  the Group to be part of the scenery. The samovar of Mrs. Louise Klusinoff is currently making a road tour of the United States.   
                                     P.J.Davis,   March, 2011. 
            

