Preserved legacy of Isaac Babel
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Antonina Pirozhkova, who wrote an affecting memoir of her life with her common-law husband, Russian writer Isaac Babel, and devoted years to keeping his memory alive after he vanished in the Soviet prison system, died Sept. 12 in Sarasota, Fla., at age 101. The cause of death was not reported.

Ms. Pirozhkova (pronounced peer-uzh-KOH-va), an engineer who helped design the Moscow subway system, met Babel in 1932, when she was 23 and he was 38. As the author of "Red Cavalry" (1926) and "Odessa Tales" (1931), Babel was hailed as perhaps the finest master of the Russian short story of the 20th century.

Babel and Ms. Pirozhkova shared an apartment from 1934 until May 1939, when he was arrested by the NKVD, the Soviet secret police. He was married to another woman at the time, with whom he had a daughter.

When Ms. Pirozhkova's daughter with Babel was born in 1937, she wrote in her 1996 memoir, "At His Side: The Last Years of Isaac Babel," he arrived at the hospital "carrying so many boxes of chocolate that he [had] to steady the top of the stack with his chin."

But two years later, during in one of the purges of intellectuals under the regime of Joseph Stalin, police agents accused Babel of being a member of a subversive anti-Soviet group and of being a spy for Austria and France.

When the NKVD entered his apartment, Babel made a comment that has since become sadly famous: "They didn't let me finish." 
Ms. Pirozhkova rode with him to the Lubyanka prison, she recounted in her book. They parted at the gate, with Babel telling her, "Someday we'll see each other."

"For some reason," Ms. Pirozhkova wrote, "I kept thinking, 'Will they at least give him a glass of hot tea? He can't start the day without it.'â€Š"

It would be the last time she would see him. She was told he was sentenced to "10 years without right of correspondence," which was widely understood as code for execution.

Nevertheless, Ms. Pirozhkova held out hope until 1954, when she received a death certificate indicating that her husband had died March 17, 1941 - supposedly during the early stages of World War II. 
She carried on with her work as an engineer until she retired in 1965. She then dedicated her life to keeping Babel's reputation alive and to finding out what happened to him after his arrest in 1939. 
She edited a two-volume collection of his works and in 1972 published a book of reminiscences by his contemporaries. She also began writing an account of her life with Babel, which would not appear in complete form in Russia until 2001.

It wasn't until the late 1980s that Ms. Pirozhkova would learn Babel's true fate. After a 20-minute show trial, he had been sentenced death and was executed Jan. 27, 1940.

In her memoir, Ms. Pirozhkova described Babel's writing habits and their interactions with other writers and cultural figures, such as Andre Malraux, Andre Gide, Maxim Gorky and Boris Pasternak. 
Despite the bleak point of view of much of his fiction, Babel sent out cheery New Year greetings: "I wish you merriment, as much merriment as possible, for there is nothing on earth more important." 
Ms. Pirozhkova's book was hailed as a literary tour de force when it came out in 1996, showing a glimpse of a lost world. 
"She is not by profession a writer," critic Francine Prose wrote in Newsday, "yet somehow her lack of literary pretension or ambition serves to make her memoir ever more powerfully affecting. Her narrative is cool, straightforward, unadorned, unemotional, devoid of pathos of self-pity."

Ms. Pirozhkova lived for 71 years after she last saw Babel but never married anyone else.

"The anguish of loss never leaves me," she wrote. 
Antonina Nidolaevna Pirozhkova was born July 1, 1909, in the Siberian village of Krasny Yar. After her father died when she was 14, she helped support the family by becoming a mathematics tutor. 
Ms. Pirozhkova graduated in 1930 from what is now Tomsk Polytechnic University in Siberia and later moved to Moscow. She became the principal designer of five of the most elaborate imposing stations in Moscow's subway system and trained hundreds of other engineers. She helped build tunnels in the Caucasus Mountains during World War II.

She continued to prepare technical articles on engineering and construction design through the 1980s. 
In 1996, Ms. Pirozhkova and her daughter, Lidiya Babel, moved to Silver Spring, where her grandson - then a theater professor at Catholic University - was living. The entire family resettled in Sarasota in 2006.

During the past few years, Ms. Pirozhkova worked on an autobiography, which she completed shortly before her death.

Her memories of her life with Babel, she told The Washington Post in 1997, never faded with time.

"They are as vivid as when they happened," she said.

