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In those days, they will no longer say:

The fathers have eaten sour grapes

And the children’s teeth are set on edge.

The Bible, Jeremiah 31:29.

But everyone will die for their own iniquity;

every man who eats sour grapes,

his teeth will be set on edge.

Jeremiah 31:30.

True loneliness is not about being isolated,

but feeling like a stranger

in a world that does not fulfil you,

a world without meaning.

Haruki Murakami.

Spring is coming. Arise, Christian!

The snow is melting. The dead are sleeping.

And what is not yet dead

Now set off at full speed.

Bertolt Brecht

Song of Mother Courage




Preamble

I first heard the name Sonia de Borodaewsky1 when I was a journalist at L’Ostréiculteur Français in Breuillet (Charente-Maritime) in 1988–89. In the Marennes-Oléron shellfish farming area, she was known to everyone by the affectionate nickname ‘Quat’sous de fil’ because of her small stature (1.60 m). Sonia was the woman who had fought against the Colbert Law to secure the right to become a professional fisherman. The 1673 ordinance, authorising professional navigation on board a vessel, continued to link the status of registered seaman to a period of military training reserved for men. The young mother’s determination to freely pursue the career of her choice would lead to the publication of the decree of 28 January 1963, opening up all professions in the merchant navy, commerce and fishing to women. But by constantly defying the prohibitions, Sonia had also become, on the quays of her home port (Royan), a colourful, controversial figure. One does not wage a battle against the established order without facing the backlash of social prejudice…

After a five-year journey, I had returned home with two young children and the intention of writing a woman’s biography. When we met, in May 1997, I was already working on what would become my first book: Femme de la Côte2 , the portrait of an oyster farmer from the Île d’Oléron. I wanted to accompany this text with a preface dedicated to the history of women in the maritime sector at a time when their representatives from the APCBMO3 were successfully establishing the status of ‘spouse-collaborator’ within family businesses. The solitary struggle Sonia had waged a few decades earlier naturally found its place in this collective account. To this end, I went to interview her at her home. I knew nothing yet of the life of this woman whose surname, with its Eastern European ring to it, was often mispronounced. I decided to write it as she herself did, true to her paternal Ukrainian-Polish origins that had become Russian: de Borodaewsky. A surname sometimes spelled with an ‘i’ (1909), from which the letters ‘a’ and ‘w’ had been omitted from her French author’s name in 1959 to make it easier to pronounce.

For a long time, I searched the pages of the weekly Le Littoral for any trace of a possible clash of wills, right up until the publication of this decree, which caused such a social stir. But where I had expected a storm of outbursts over the weeks, I ultimately found only a tiny change in the new legislation: the term ‘registered seaman’, which appeared in the 1958 version, had been replaced by the term ‘seaman’. This simple lexical change had nevertheless been enough to shatter an old world and give birth to a new one: equal rights between the sexes in the merchant navy at a time when French women as a whole were far from enjoying such rights in almost every other aspect of their lives. Sonia’s life journey had placed her under that very omen…

I had visited her in her little white cottage in Meschers-sur-Gironde, where she was enjoying a quiet retirement with her second husband, Amédée Delouteau, a former fisherman like herself. An elderly lady with fine, short-cropped white hair and a round face framed by large round spectacles had kindly opened the door for me. When she showed me into her living room, I had noticed a tall pile of documents stacked on the table, without realising that I would later be led to examine their contents... That day, this jumble of raw history hadn’t surprised me; I’d already come across a similar pile of documents in a family heavily marked by history. It seemed as though Sonia’s entire life was piled up there. As if nothing could be forgotten. As if it were impossible to forget…

A few days after my visit, she had sent me some further information by post, inviting me to drop by and see her again if necessary. A year and a half later, I had given her the section of the text intended to form the preface to Femme de la Côte to read. Perhaps it was on that day that we first discussed the idea of writing her story. But, as early as the following 1 October, she had challenged me to take part in a deep-sea fishing trip before we undertook any other project. “I demand it!” she had said, in a commanding tone. It would have been an ordeal for me, having never been sea-worthy, but I did not have to submit to it. She informed me shortly afterwards that she had decided, in agreement with her husband, that there would be no biography of her before her death.4 I was relieved, in a way, as I had already felt hurt by the old lady’s offensive tone. Yet we continued our work of collecting her memories, from November right up until the eve of her death on 4 February 1999. Her desire to carry on must have been stronger than anything else. Perhaps she told herself that her life’s journey from Eastern Europe to Indochina and back to the land of her maternal ancestors in Charente was well worth such a spotlight, I thought to myself at the time, without knowing more about the blood that ran through her veins… Perhaps she was also keen to reconnect with her past as a woman of letters, cut short by the force of circumstances…

As she was very tired, we had agreed to work remotely. I would send her a written questionnaire, to which she would reply by recording herself on an audio cassette. At the same time, I had begun to gather her literary works. First and foremost, her autobiographical account, La Houle, published by René Julliard in May 1959. Sonia had written it from her hospital bed two years earlier in order to defend her cause. In doing so, she had also revealed herself to be a writer of great talent, at barely thirty years of age. Her prose, eminently poetic, was punctuated by surprising bursts of profound spirituality. It was as though Sonia had mischievously wanted to show the whole world, which had already tossed her so often from one continent to another, the full grandeur of her soul! This single story was enough to secure her a place among the great female writers of her time (Françoise Sagan, the child poet Minou Drouet…). Her book was immediately translated into Portuguese and English. She also won the Maryse Bastié Literary Prize established in tribute to the missing aviator and designed to reward female courage. And courage, Sonia certainly had! Her prize was presented to her by the Club des Écrivains et Romanciers Professionnels (CERP) on 30 March 1960 in Paris.

Sonia had written other books, but her future was about to take a new turn. Finding herself alone with five children to raise, she chose to become a professional fisherwoman, a trade forbidden to women. As a true descendant of her Cossack ancestors, the Borodai – whose very surname meant ‘warriors’ – she waged a relentless struggle against Colbert’s ordinance. In September 1668 and April 1670, Louis XIV’s minister had established the Maritime Register and the Invalides. From the age of 15, young men could be enlisted in the Royal Navy. After leaving active service, their status as registered seamen entitled them to sail for fishing or trade whilst receiving a pension from the Invalides. As this status was reserved for men, no woman had the right to work on a ship.

The French regulations dated back to the time when Empress Catherine II of Russia had succeeded in subduing the Cossacks by offering them land and the title of governors. As if in a twist of history, their descendant, who had become French following the European turmoil of the early 20th century, would in turn defend these ‘freedoms’ so dear to those warriors of yore – at least her own and those of all women who also wished to work in the merchant navy, from which they had hitherto been excluded. All the more so because, in the most distant times, fresh fish had formed the basis of the Zaporizhian Cossacks’ diet. Their rivers teemed with barbel, salmon, giant sturgeon and carp… They sold the fruits of their catch in exchange for grain, cloth or handicrafts that they were unable to produce or make themselves. In their rudimentary boats, they would travel up to 500 km across the Black Sea in two days. Perhaps for Sonia this was a more or less conscious way of avenging her people, who had been forced to leave everything behind to save their lives. Even before the concept of a European community became a daily reality in the West, she had championed the name that her grandfather and mentor, Sergei de Borodaewsky, a former adviser to Tsar Nicholas II, had raised to the highest echelons of the Russian Empire until 1917.

Sonia’s life, however, was not limited to this social and political struggle for women’s equal rights. Long before the collective movement of the 1960s and 70s, she had indeed established herself as a woman free to be and to love, to take initiative and to forge ahead, always fulfilling her role as head of the family, even if at times this meant being a little harsh towards her children. Finally, at a time when the nation as a whole paid little attention to women writers, she brought to the fore her talent as an author and poet, a talent she inherited in particular from her Orthodox Slavic female ancestors.

One evening, she’d tried to get hold of me on the phone. As I was out, my husband had picked up the receiver.

“I nearly died last night,” she told him, without further ado.

The old lady had confided in me that she was suffering from heart problems. As if I needed convincing, she had enclosed a copy of a recent Doppler echocardiogram with one of the letters she’d sent me. But I had no need of that document to understand the full weight of the upheavals, sorrows and lost loves that weighed her down. She breathed her last a week later.

We were about to set off on our winter holiday when her eldest daughter, Nadine, told me of her passing. I went to pay my last respects, with a large bouquet of white flowers, before hitting the road. It was no longer a time for biography, but for mourning. I packed my tapes and other archive documents into a cardboard box. Little did I know that a new opportunity to pay tribute to her would present itself decades later. That day has come.



1 Also spelled Borodesky, Borodewski, Borodesky, Borodaevskij, Borodaewskii, Borodaiewsky or Borodaevsky.

2 Geste Éditions, 2000.

3 Professional Association of Shellfish Farmers of the Marennes-Oléron Basin.

4 Letter dated 13 October 1997.




I Some Very Ancient Roots

Sonia had barely had time to tell me what she knew of her family history before she passed away. It was enough, however, to grasp that the lives of her ancestors reflected the chaos of the world in which they had lived. The family tree passed down by her paternal grandmother, Alexandrine Antonovna Kononenko, the wife of Sergei de Borodaewsky, shows how the political situation in Eastern Europe had led their families to successive changes of location and identity.

The three sheets of blue paper on which the old lady had written out the family history reveal that Sonia’s ancestors were Cossacks5 of the Borodai clan. They were among the Eastern Slavs who had settled in the territory of eastern Ukraine that was to become the stronghold of the Zaporozhian Cossacks. This group comprised peasants seeking to escape serfdom in Poland, as well as members of the petty bourgeoisie, exiled nobles and former members of the clergy. These men were united by a shared quest for freedom. For three centuries, they fought ardently to defend ‘all freedoms’. As the prefix ‘boro’ means ‘fighter’, Sonia’s ancestors carried the very essence of their surname in their flesh.

The first mention of the Zaporozhian Cossacks dates back to the year 1489. After repelling invasions by the Crimean Tatars and the Turks from the east, they settled in the Great Steppe, beyond the rapids of the Dnieper, in a region known as Zaporizhia6 , from which they took their name. On the banks of the river, they built a fortress on the island of Khortytsia – the Sich7 . Between the 16th and 18th centuries, these men, whose legendary image as horsemen has reached us in the West, acquired great military and political strength. By the 16th century, they had established democratic institutions – a political council, known as the staršyna, and a leader, the hetman, who held full authority over their territory.

On this basis, they defended ‘the freedoms’. The term emerged in the 16th century, when, in Ukraine, the various social classes were forced to fight to preserve their ancestral rights: the peasants fought for freedom, the intelligentsia protested against national restrictions, and the Ukrainian lords, like the Russian boyars, protected their lands. All were united under a single banner: the country’s independence. The defence of freedoms was the primary cause of these Cossacks, who became the symbol of those representing national interests. By defending both the oppressed peasants and the Orthodox faith, they played a pivotal role in Ukraine8 , challenging in turn Poland, Russia and the Ottoman Empire.

In the 16th century, the Polish and Lithuanian armies invaded Ukraine from the west. In the 17th century, the war between the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (Grand Duchy of Lithuania and Poland) and the Russian Tsardom saw the territories east of the Dnieper come under Russian imperial control and those to the west under Polish rule. In 1793, the right bank of Ukraine was annexed to the Russian Empire. In the years that followed, the territory was Russified through a ban on the use and study of the Ukrainian language, and the forced conversion of the inhabitants to Russian Orthodoxy.

It is striking to see how closely their legacy echoes that of the Ukrainian people today, who are fighting against the Russian invasion of recent years. Like those Cossacks of yesteryear, they too have chosen the side of freedom and democracy, and have risen up as one to drive the invader from their current territory, along its eastern and southern borders.

Sonia’s male ancestors had risen to the ranks of lieutenant-colonel and colonel within the military hierarchy. But divisions persisted between the Cossack leaders, who favoured the establishment of an independent Ukrainian state, and the Russian tsars. Ultimately, it was Empress Catherine II who, continuing Tsar Peter the Great’s policy of centralisation and Russification, succeeded in eliminating them as an autonomous people by destroying their fortress9, and offering pensions, land grants or money to the compliant Cossack aristocracy.


[image: ]

Coat of Arms of the Aristocratic House of Military Origin Borodaewsky (Borodesky) Kharkiv and Kursk, early 18th century


Sonia’s grandmother had written that the Empress had granted ownership of the small town of Acktyrka (Okhtyrka) in Ukraine, along with the surrounding forests and fields, to a Colonel Borodaewsky ‘in reward for his bravery’. The Borodaewskys had subsequently sold their estate to purchase a larger one in the Poltava district, still in Ukraine. Since that time, her grandmother had noted, they had been among the government10 gentry. Their status as governors was equivalent to that of counts or princes. According to her, the suffix ‘sky’, characteristic of Ukrainian ancestry, had been added to their surname “when the Poles ruled Ukraine”. From the 16th century onwards, the kings of Poland had enlisted Cossacks for major military campaigns against the Moldavians or the Russians, offering the bravest among them land, titles or other privileges.

A descendant from another branch of the family, Andrei Valerian de Borodaewsky, has since confirmed that the Cossack leader Ivan Borodai (1646–c. 1720) was the man who had been awarded the prestigious title of mayor of the Acktyrka town. His son Ivan (1675–) became a Cossack squadron commander in the Kharkiv suburb regiment. According to the family genealogist, it was during this period that the surname was changed to Borodaewsky. The particle ‘de’ was subsequently added in French. Ivan’s son, Osip (1705–), served as an ensign (officer) in a Kharkiv regiment, and his son Jakob (1730–) was a Cossack squadron commander in Kharkiv. In 1761, the latter was sent to the Empress of Russia as an ambassador. Jakob’s son, Pierre, served in the military as an ensign. It was he who rose to the government of Poltava. His son Osip became a judge.

According to Andrei, the Brokhaus and Ephron Encyclopaedic Dictionary only briefly mentions the origins of the House of Borodaewsky (1646–c. 1720) as a Russian noble family. Whilst it traces the family back to the sitnik (Cossack squadron commander) Osip Borodaewsky, it never mentions his father and grandfather, the two Ivans. However, Andrei discovered that the first mayor of Akchtyrka descended from a line of Russian boyars – warriors in the service of Russian princes in the 12th and 13th centuries. This shows just how deep Sonia’s roots ran.

From generation to generation, the Borodaewskys attended secondary school, university and military academies. Entrusting the management of their estates to stewards, they moved to live in the city of Kharkiv. Alexandra believed that they had always been very kind to their serfs, building them good houses, never whipping them or demanding excessive labour from them. Her description of the bonds between them and their peasants certainly reflected the Russian paternalism of her time, but this family of former Cossacks seems to have remained true to their liberal convictions. Long before the Tsar officially abolished serfdom, they had given their land to their peasants to farm on a sharecropping basis, and the peasants’ sons could inherit it. “They loved them so much,” the old lady had written, not without a touch of nostalgia, “that when their masters granted them their freedom, they wept. They did not want to leave their fathers, as they called them.”11

For a time, the Borodaewskys had kept the main house – a veritable castle that Alexandra had known – with its surrounding orchards, where they used to spend the summer. But Sonia’s paternal greatgrandfather, Basil, had eventually sold that too, settling permanently in the city with his family. Only the family’s precious furniture had been moved to the large, beautiful villa where they had made their home in Kharkiv. From then on, they devoted themselves solely to education and service to the state, both civil and military. A family culture from which Sonia was not to escape...



5 O. Camel-Mandzukova, ‘Catherine II et les dernières libertés des Cosaques Zaporogues’ in Slovo No. 16/INALCO 1996, p. 2. The term ‘Cossack’ is of Turkish origin. It originally referred to a ‘free man, an adventurer living by war and banditry, a member of an armed band’.

6 The term ‘Zaporog’ derives from the location of this fortress in Zaporizhia, which means ‘land beyond the rapids’, from the Ukrainian za (beyond) and poróhy (rapids).

7 Or setsche.

8 Slovo No. 16 1996: 2.

9 Slovo 1996: 104–107. Decree of 3 August 1775.

10 Administrative unit.

11 Alexandra’s genealogy of Borodaewsky. This is likely the Joseph Ivanovich Borodaewsky to whom the family coat of arms is attributed.




II Ukrainian-Polish Princes Naturalised as Russians

The world of Sonia’s great-grandparents within the Ukrainian-Polish princely nobility had once again been thrown into question when their imperialist Russian neighbour annexed their country, wrote Sonia’s grandmother, whose memory, at the end of her troubled life, was perhaps a little vague.

Tsar Alexander II, known as ‘the Liberator’12, had served successively as Grand Duke of Finland and King of Poland, before officially incorporating the latter territory into the Russian Empire in 1867. Although he had abolished serfdom in 1861 and undertaken liberal reforms at the same time, such as the creation of local assemblies known as zemstvos in the fields of education, health and public works, he subsequently reverted to a certain conservatism. As the emancipation of the serfs had not been accompanied by genuine agrarian reform, they continued to work harder for their masters than for themselves, or gradually joined the ranks of urban labourers. Anger against the Tsar had swelled to such an extent that he was killed in a terrorist attack on 1 March 188113. At the time of his death, Sonia’s paternal grandparents, Sergei and Alexandra, were just nine and eight years old. The brutality of their emperor’s assassination must have left them and their families trembling with fear.

The Tsar’s son, Alexander, was called upon to succeed him the very next day, taking the name Alexander III14. However, under his reign, and subsequently under that of his own son, Nicholas II, Russia was to experience a state of emergency or near-permanent siege. Alexander III had, in fact, reversed all the liberal reforms introduced by his father. Establishing a secret police force aimed at suppressing any attempt to subvert the regime, he pursued a policy of intense Russification. Across all the territories of Greater Russia, only a single nationality, a single language, a single religion and a single form of administration were permitted. According to Alexandra, “the Borodaewskys had been forced to become naturalised Russians so that their children could pursue university studies.”

Of Sonia’s great-grandfather, Basil de Borodaewski15, her grand-mother passed down the memory of a man who loved his people (the Ukrainians) dearly and wanted to work for them. Having given up all military duties, he became an inspector of public schools for the Kharkiv government. His wife (whose name remains unknown) bore him seven children: three daughters, who died in infancy, and four sons – Alexander, Sergei, Eugene and Vladimir – all of whom excelled in their studies.

Alexander studied mathematics before becoming, like his father, an inspector of public schools in the Kharkov Governorate. He wrote a book and articles for newspapers. He lived in Lebedine, in the Kharkov Governorate, with his wife Lydia Stefanovna and his daughter Vera Alexandrovna. After finishing her secondary education, Vera set off with her mother to stay with her uncle Petrowski, a lawyer in Rostov. “It was during the revolution,” Alexandra recalled. “They both disappeared along the way, probably robbed and killed. It was a great sorrow for us,” she admitted. “They were very kind, very lovely, and both musicians.” Moreover, Aunt Vera had completed high school, which, at the time, was rare for a woman. She was eighteen when she died and her mother thirty-seven. After the revolution, their flat in Kharkiv was occupied by a Novojilov family until 1925. Alexander, completely ruined, was still living, before the Second World War, in a nursing home in Lebedine. In 1948, the family did not know whether he was still there.”

Eugène, also a mathematician, taught at a village school before marrying his cousin – Ekaterina Vladimirovna Yurgens – and becoming one of the wealthiest landowners in the Oltava (Ukraine) region, subsequently joining the Ministry of Finance. They had a daughter, Nadia, around 1919. She was living in Kharkiv with her parents at the time of the Second World War. Alexandra did not know whether they had survived, as the city had been almost completely destroyed by the Germans.

Vladimir, however, was not so fortunate. Shortly after finishing school, he died of tuberculosis at the age of nineteen and was buried in the cemetery in Yalta, Crimea.

Of the four sons of great-grandfather Basil, Sonia’s grandfather, Sergei Vassilevich16, was undoubtedly the most brilliant. He studied law at the University of Kharkov, then attended military school, before spending two years as an officer in the Mingrelian Regiment17, in Tiflis, in the Caucasus. In 1895, he was a second lieutenant in the grenadier division commanded by Grand Prince Nicholas Mikhailovich18. This grandson of Tsar Nicholas I, and eldest son of Grand Duke Michael Nikolaevich and Grand Duchess Olga Feodorovna, was much loved by his officers, whom he called ‘my friends’. A highly erudite and eminent historian, he was deeply liberal and reformist but eventually resigned from the army, which he disliked. Like all the other grand dukes, however, he was not spared by the October Revolution. On 28 January 1919, he was assassinated in Petrograd. On hearing of his death, Sonia’s grandparents, who had already been confronted with the news of the execution of the imperial family on the night of 17–18 July 1918, must have been horrified once again by this murder, which confirmed the collapse of their world.

Sadly, Sonia’s great-grandfather had died in an accident at the age of fifty-two. As he was crossing an unlit street at night, the shaft of a cart coming towards him struck him squarely in the chest. He suffered from his injury for several years before passing away in 1898. His grandson Basil had been born the year before. Sergei and Alexandra were then twenty-six and twenty-five years old.

In conclusion to the family tree her grandson Serge had asked her to compile ― the official one having been lost in the revolution ― Alexandra had written: “The Borodaewskis were all intelligent, valiant, noble in character, hard-working, honest and detested lies. Most of them abstained from alcohol, did not smoke, and did not play cards.” In that year, 1949, her guideline was intended in principle for the sole descendant of the line authorised to carry on the family name. But that was without counting on his elder sister, who would soon make it known throughout the whole of France, where fate had taken her.



12 (29 April 1818, Moscow – 13 March 1881, Saint Petersburg).

13 13 March according to the Western Gregorian calendar.

14 (10 March 1845–1 November 1894).

15 The Borodaewski family had two other branches. The first, from the province of Hoursac, died out due to the absence of a male heir. The second, from the province of Ekaterinonave (?), had two sons, who became officers. One of them died as a colonel during the war in 1914. (Alexandra).

16 ( 28 August 1872, Saint Petersburg – 6 February 1942, Prague).

17 Also spelled Mingrelia.

18 (26 April 1859, Tsarskoye Selo – 28 January 1919, Saint Petersburg).




III Beloved Paternal Grandparents

Of all her Borodaewsky ancestors, the one to whom Sonia would become closest was her grandfather Sergei, who meant a great deal to her during her childhood. Like her brothers, he had been educated at home as a child by tutors who had taught him foreign languages. In some princely families, they would switch to a different language every day of the week. It was a period of learning and a time in his life that Sergei remembered fondly. Sonia took pride in the fact that he spoke German, Ukrainian, Russian, French, Czech and English. “That’s quite a few!” she boasted. Members of these aristocratic families learnt several languages so as not to be at a loss should a change of regime or border occur. Of all these languages, knowledge of French had remained a priority for the Russian elite since the reign of Catherine II of Russia. Unlike his wife, Sergei did not speak Polish.
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Alexandrine Kononenko and Sergei de Borodaewsky


When Sergei met his future wife, Alexandra Antonovna Kononenko19, she was living with her family in the St Petersburg area. Like him, she was of Ukrainian aristocratic descent, although her surname was of Greek origin. Under Empress Catherine II, many Greeks had settled in the city of Odessa, which she had founded on the Black Sea.

Alexandra had a sister, Sophia Ivanovna. Both were from the first marriage of their mother, Alexandra Constantinovna Rovinskaya, who had a house in Warsaw. Their father must have died young, as she took the name Resutskaya upon her second marriage20.
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Alexandra Konstantinovna Rovinskaya with her grandson Georgi von Taube


The two sisters, whom Sonia resembled, possessed the charm of those young Slavic girls with blonde curls and green eyes. Like all the aristocrats of their generation, they had also been educated at home by tutors charged with teaching them how to conduct themselves as future ladies of society. In her youth, Alexandra was a member of the Imperial All-Russian Aero Club. She was also a nurse and a poet, like her sister Sophia. As early as 1930, the latter had published a collection of poetry entitled The Infinite Without a Moment under the pseudonym S. Anitchkova. As if by coincidence, this was put up for auction by the Drouot group in Paris just as I was writing these pages, in the autumn of 2025.

Alexandra and Sofia had met their husbands at one of those princely balls where marriages were meticulously arranged between families of equal standing, Alexandra had explained. Sonia’s aunt had married a German baron, Deli von Taube21, in Saint Petersburg in 1892. Together, they had a son, Georgi Emmanuelovich. The von Taube family was a very ancient aristocratic family from Livonia22 whose original name, Tuve, had been Germanised to Taube. (The word Taube means ‘dove’ in German). From the 16th century onwards, the five branches of the original lineage had settled in various territories: Denmark, Sweden, Poland, Saxony and Prussia. The branch from which Sophia’s husband descended owned a castle in Germany, complete with a huge dovecote, a symbol of its ancestral prestige. They lived there until they were forced to flee Nazism in 1935 and seek refuge in Prague.

Sonia’s grandparents had been lucky enough to fall in love at first sight during their very first dance. Alexandra had a reputation for being a delightful, intelligent and very pretty woman. Their union had produced Sonia’s father, Basil Vassili Sergeyevich, in Saint Petersburg on 15 June 1897. Within the family, the child was affectionately called Vassili, Vassitchka or Vassia. In keeping with tradition, he had a nanny, tutors and a whole host of servants (cooks, nannies, maids and drivers…) at his service before going away to pursue his studies.
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Basil Vassili Sergeyevich de Borodaewsky (19 May 1903)


From a very young age, however, Basil had witnessed, alongside his family, the alarming rise of political and social unrest within the imperial regime. He was only seven years old when peasant riots demanding land redistribution broke out in Ukraine and the Volga Valley. During this widespread crisis of 1903–1904, workers had also organised numerous strikes in the cities. As for the liberal nobles, they were calling for territorial assemblies, whilst the Tsar had been at war with Japan since February 1904. The accumulation of these demands would lead to the 1905 revolution.

On 9 January of that year23, demonstrators had gathered in Winter Palace Square in Saint Petersburg to demand, once again, the release of imprisoned revolutionaries, better working conditions for workers, the transfer of land to peasants, and the abolition of censorship. The imperial army immediately and violently suppressed the popular anger, resulting in a bloodbath. The event, known in history as Bloody Sunday, claimed many lives.

On 14 June, Tsar Nicholas II had countered the mutiny by sailors on the battleship Potemkin of the Russian squadron. But this did not prevent the workers from resuming their uprising, from October 1905 to January 1906. Meanwhile, Russia had also lost the war against Japan in September 1905.

By May 1906, the Tsar had certainly managed to restore order and had enacted fundamental laws thwarting the Duma24’s desire to establish itself as a constituent assembly. Hopes for democracy had been dashed. At a time when uncertainty about the regime’s future was growing by the day, Basil was barely the age his grandparents had been at the time of Tsar Alexander II’s assassination.
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Alexandra Antonovna in the garden of her dacha (Martiechkino, 1914)


Whilst in 1905 the peasants lacked the means to prevail, in 1917 opposition came primarily from the upper echelons of society this time. In 1915, the Tsar, seeking to restore his image following his defeat by Japan, had taken command of the army in the war against Germany, leaving political power in the hands of his wife and her adviser, Rasputin. However, between 1914 and 1917, inflation had quadrupled. Urban food shortages had triggered an exodus to the countryside. Peasants continued to demand collective ownership of the land, a quarter of which was owned by just 1.5% of the population. The first uprisings, in February 1917, were aimed primarily at overthrowing Nicholas II, who abdicated in April. But the instability continued until October, when Lenin and the Bolsheviks seized power. Basil, aged twenty, had only just completed his studies when he had to take great risks to flee alone to Siberia.

In that same year, 1917, Sonia’s grandfather was a senior civil servant at the Ministry of Trade and Industry and a civilian general. In Tsarist Russia, there were both civilian and military generals, according to Alexandra. At the same time, he taught at the higher education institutions in Saint Petersburg. At the height of his career, at the age of forty-five, he became an advisor to the Tsar. According to Andrei de Borodaewsky, he is said to have been deputy to the Minister of Trade under the imperial regime and a member of the government of independent Ukraine in 1918–1919.

On 13 May 1919, his wife Alexandra, a bundle slung over her shoulder, left Petrograd for Odessa on a mission for the girls’ school on Vasilyevsky Island. ‘On the way to a new life in exile,’ she had captioned the photograph taken of her that day. The couple lived in Paris between 1920 and 1923. Sergei taught at the Russian University in Paris. It was also during their stay in the French capital that he is said to have written his major work on the history of co-operation, in 1921. At that time, he is also said to have been president of the Eurasian group at the Federation and to have given lectures in Brussels, Belgium.

Although Sonia’s grandparents had long hoped that everything would eventually work out, they too had to leave everything behind. After Paris, they found refuge in Prague, where Sergei taught at the Ukrainian school (many Ukrainians had taken refuge there) and at the Ukrainian Agricultural Academy in Podegrady, whilst continuing to write books and articles published in various countries25. His major work, Cooperative Higher Education at the Ukrainian Polytechnic Academy in Czechoslovakia, was published in Prague in 1924. In his essay, he discusses cooperative educational initiatives in Eastern Europe at the beginning of the 20th century. In 1928, he was awarded the Montagne Birton Prize by the League of Nations for his work. During her childhood years, when Sonia lived with her grandparents in Prague, her grandfather liked to tell her that the Tsar was “the biggest fool in the world because, if he had listened to me, the peasants would have had land to farm and an isba with a stove to keep them warm in winter.”
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Alexandra Kononenko, en route to Odessa, May 1919


In early 1939, the Borodaewskys, still in Prague, once again felt threatened by the war. A month and a half before President Emil Hácha’s capitulation and the German occupation of Prague, tensions in the capital were running high. An initial evacuation flight of Jewish children to England had taken place, following the passing in January of a decree requiring Jews to adopt additional Jewish names. Alexandra was suffering from a toothache that forced her to stay in bed for three weeks. The imminence of war was driving her husband, caught between two fires, to distraction. On the one hand, he was obliged to attend crucial political meetings. On the other, he did not have the heart, after all they had already been through, to leave his wife alone at home. “He doesn’t want to upset me,” she had written on a card to Madame Chariot, Sonia’s French grandmother in Paris.

On 14 March, Slovakia had proclaimed its independence in Bratislava. The following day, the armies of the Reich, deliberately violating the agreements reached in Munich six months earlier, invaded the rest of Bohemia and Moravia, over which they established a protectorate. On 15 March, the Ukrainians had proclaimed a Carpatho-Ukrainian Republic in Ruthenia. But Hungarian troops had invaded and annexed it the following day, along with a small portion of the adjacent Slovak territory.

Sergei Vassilevich, alas, did not survive this new war. Like his father, he died from an accidental injury. One day, upon entering a dark room, he struck his head so violently against the corner of the inner window frame that he ruptured an artery in his brain. After six days of excruciating suffering, he passed away on 2 February 1942 in Prague, where he is buried in Olšany Cemetery (grave 2ob-19-167)26. He was seventy years old. Sonia was sixteen at the time. She was a refugee in Normandy with her maternal grandparents. Her father Basil was still living with her mother Marguerite in Asia. Neither of them was able to attend the great man’s funeral. Alexandra found herself alone in Prague with her sister Sophia and her husband.



19 (1873–1960 Paris).

20 In Eastern European countries, the surname takes a feminine form (‘a’).

21 (1867–)

22 From Wierland, then Danish.

23 22 January in the Gregorian calendar.

24 Legislative Assembly in Tsarist Russia.

25 He notably published ‘The Struggle against the Agricultural Crisis in Czechoslovakia’ (1933) and ‘The Grain Monopoly in Czechoslovakia’ (1936), in which he analyses agricultural and cooperative policies in Central Europe in the Journal of Farm Economics. He is also mentioned in academic archives, such as the Annals of the Ukrainian Academy of Arts and Sciences in the United States.

26 Véronique de Borodaewsky’s son, Dimitri de Borodaewsky, recently expressed his wish to the family to ‘adopt the grave’ of his great-great-grandfather, for which the French state’s maintenance will expire in 2028.




IV A New Exile, A New Identity
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Basil de Borodaewsky, a young officer, aged 20


Basil27 had only just been promoted to officer at the Imperial Russian Naval Academy in Moscow (1916) and graduated with a gold medal from the First Classical Lyceum in Petrograd (1917)28 when the Bolshevik Revolution broke out. He was forced to flee his country under appalling circumstances. “I was in Moscow at the time when everyone was killing one another,” he had confided to Sonia. The young man had literally fled on foot, on horseback and by car. Thanks to the jewellery his mother had given him, he had managed to reach Vladivostok, then Hong Kong, where he had been admitted to the maritime hospital. These tragic events had caused him real trauma, bringing back old childhood fears. But this time, he had had to face them alone, knowing full well that his past no longer existed and that he had already lost everything.

Upon his discharge from hospital, Commander Petrov had authorised him to live aboard the torpedo boat Groznyï. Having become a midshipman, Basil wrote, on 6 July 1918, a letter to the commander of the warship to share information that had remained secret. “I have the honour of informing you of what I know regarding the disappearance of the secret signal books from the torpedo boat entrusted to your command. During my time on board, the midshipmen living on the destroyer Boïkiï happened to find secret signal books in the mess room of the destroyer Groznyï, in a cupboard that had been opened by someone. Knowing that the commander of the destroyer Groznyï was absent at the time and fearing that the books in question might fall into the hands of the British, they took them with the intention of sinking them.”

From 2 October 1918 to 8 August 1919, the fugitive found himself in the service of the French government in Indochina, handling all French and English correspondence aboard the auxiliary cruiser OREL29. In the eyes of the Soviet Union, he was now a traitor and a deserter, and risked imprisonment, or even execution, if caught.

After the war, the young refugee had no choice but to throw himself, body and soul, into a completely new line of work in Indochina and elsewhere in Asia. Within just a few years, however, he enjoyed a remarkable rise through the ranks. On 16 August 1919, he was hired by the import-export firm Grammont & Cox in Saigon as assistant to the company’s agent, Ronzet. The contract was for a period of six months “wherever and in whatever place his activities and knowledge might be required”. It was renewed on 1 May 1920 for a period of two years, at a rate of 300 piastres per month, plus a 1% share of the profits of Littaye & Cox on shipping business, effective from 1 January 192030.

On 1 May 1922, Basil joined the insurance department of the Chinese-French company whose head office, located at 7–9 Rue Lefebvre in Saigon, was represented by its authorised agents, Messrs C. Castagné and J. Ronzet. He remained there until 30 April 1927. His monthly salary was 400 piastres, with an allowance of 60 piastres for his car expenses and miscellaneous outgoings, excluding entertainment expenses. A degressive profit-sharing scheme and other benefits (sick pay, holidays in his home country, paid leave, etc.) were also included in the contract.

Basil lived at number 166 Rue Legrand de la Liraye in the Indochinese capital. The city was then a very beautiful place, built by the French. Rue Catinat, named in honour of the 17th-century French marshal Nicolas Catinat, was, with its arcades, often compared to Rue de Rivoli in Paris. Lined with elegant cafés, luxury hotels, fashion boutiques and French bookshops, it was at the heart of the city’s social and cultural life. The Quai du Commerce was reminiscent of the Quai d’Orsay. The city’s theatre, of the former Folies Marigny and La Civette was akin to Paris’s Le Bon Marché. In the evening, the café terraces in the city centre and along the grand boulevards were always full. The sounds of the piano evoked the absent homeland. The government palace, a large hospital that was always full, a grand cathedral that was always empty, and a racecourse where sportsmen from the Far East gathered completed this architectural setting of tropical exuberance. The streets were lined with mango, tamarind, flamboyant, badam and saos trees, and the gardens of the ‘plateau’ overflowed with frangipani, hibiscus, palm trees, giant ferns and bougainvillea. The first car had arrived in Saigon in 1903. The city retained this indefinable charm throughout the French presence. Yet, at the same time, it could also be that gossipy, homebound place where people were bored, spending their time gossiping about others. The women, in particular, were at each other’s throats. In Saigon, the European population was made up of people of all nationalities and social classes, who had fortunes to rebuild, a stain to make people forget, a reputation to erase.31 Opium also circulated freely there…

To expand his business prospects, Basil, who was accustomed to speaking several foreign languages, had learnt Vietnamese (then known as Annamite) and Chinese. He also became a naturalised French citizen32. As part of this change of identity, he was registered as ‘class 26’ in the Saigon military district33. On 30 April 1925, he wrote to the commander of the Saigon recruitment office, in his capacity as director of the Associated Oil of Indochina Company in Saigon, director of the Choquan Rice Mill and agent for insurance companies, requesting exemption from all active service on the grounds of his previous service aboard a Russian naval vessel that had been transferred to the French navy. Having completed a total of nineteen months’ service in the Allied Navy during the war from 1914 to 1919, he was assigned to the reserves of the Saigon naval unit as a seaman 2nd class ‘class 17’.
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A chauffeur in livery in front of the family home in Saigon


At this stage, he was ready to consider marriage. Basil moved in the European community in Saigon. According to Sonia, he was a young man of impeccable manners, possessing a kindness and gallantry worthy of royalty. It was in this way that he must have caught the attention of Thérèse Marguerite Petitjean-Roget, Sonia’s maternal grandmother. The daughter of Colonel Charles Petitjean-Roget and Isabelle Bouvier de Lamothe, she was born in Toul (Meurthe-et-Moselle) on 9 October 1880. She was also the niece of a figure who meant a great deal to her family: Marine Infantry Captain Jules Petitjean-Roget34, to whom we owe a family correspondence from the time of his military service in Indochina and Tonkin (1880–1885)35.

After passing his baccalaureate and graduating from the Saint-Cyr Military Academy, he was appointed second lieutenant in the 2nd Marine Infantry Regiment in Brest. In 1879, he was part of the 3rd Marine Infantry Regiment of the French Navy in Rochefort-sur-Mer, with which he was deployed to Cochinchina36. He spent his first tour of duty in the East from 1 September 1880 to December 1882. Four years later, he was once again serving with the 2nd Marine Infantry Regiment in Tonkin. In November 1884, he had been transferred against his will to the Marine Infantry in Hanoi (Tonkin) but was very quickly reassigned, however, to the 10th Company of the 1st Tonkinese Rifle Regiment in Bac-Ninh37.

The French presence in Vietnam dated back to the Second Empire. In the name of defending the Catholic Church and Europeans in Vietnam, Napoleon III had ordered his Navy to invade the territory in July 1857. The following year, a Franco-Spanish expeditionary force had been dispatched there. Under the Treaty of 5 June 1862 in Saigon, Annam ceded three provinces of South Vietnam to France. The region then took the name Cochinchina.

Following the fall of the Empire, the French republican authorities sought to extend their influence towards Annam in the centre and Tonkin in the north, with a view to securing a trade route to the vast Chinese market. Military efforts resumed in 1883. Lieutenant Francis Garnier continued the invasion to open up the country and its river to all nations under French protection. Two key factors drove this ambition: the thirst for raw materials and markets fuelled by 19th-century industrialisation, and the belief in the ‘civilising mission of the white race’. But it would take the French twenty-one years to conquer northern Vietnam. After its capture in 1883, Tonkin was united with Cochinchina and Annam to form, in 1887, the French colony of Indochina. Tonkin and Annam, however, remained protectorates.

Jules Petitjean-Roget spent his second spell in Asia from September 1883 to August 1885. Whether in the corridors of the Rochefort naval base or on the battlefields of the East, he may well have crossed paths with Ensign Louis-Marie-Julien-Viaud, born in Rochefort and destined to become famous under his pen name, Pierre Loti38. The latter had taken part, as a lieutenant, in the capture of the forts of Hué (the old capital of Annam) on 18 August 1883. On this subject, he had written an article published in Le Figaro denouncing the inequality of the fighting. Petitjean-Roget, for his part, returned to France only to die there. His body was brought back from Toulon to Briey, where he was born. His niece, little Thérèse, was then about five years old. The death of this heroic uncle must have been an inconsolable loss for all his loved ones.

As an adult, Thérèse married Pierre Chariot, an engineer of arts and manufactures, born in La Rochelle on 12 December 1879. At the time of his birth, his father, Louis-Émile Chariot39, aged forty-two, was a battalion commander in the Engineers. He would go on to become a general at the École Supérieure de Guerre. His mother, Marie-Marcelline-Élisabeth Quantin40, aged twenty-five, was descended from the famous family of Baron Eschassériaux, originally from Tanzac (Charente-Inférieure).

The Chariots had been established in Rochefort-sur-Mer at least since the birth in 1769 of Pierre’s great-grandfather, Louis-Pierre Chariot, a master blockmaker at the town’s port. He had married Marthe Marguerite Dittely41 on 17 April 1792. Thanks to the development of the naval port, they had enjoyed a brilliant rise in social standing.

Pierre’s grandfather, Bernard-Charles-Jacques Chariot42, had married Victoire-Amélie Renaud in 1836 in Rochefort43. He began his career as a third-class assistant engineer in the Navy at Rochefort but ended it as an assistant to the Directorate of Naval Construction in the Brest Maritime District.

Louis-Émile, Pierre’s father, had attended the École Polytechnique, from which he graduated as a second lieutenant in the land artillery on 1 October 1858. However, following an exchange with one of his comrades
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