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‘Give me your hands, listen carefully.
I am warning you: Go away.
And let me not know where you are.’
                              Anna Akhmatova,
             August 1921, St Petersburg
 

‘some
          stamp coins with lions,
others
          with heads;

All kinds of copper, bronze and gold wafers,
Equally honoured, lie in the earth.
The age has tried to chew them and left on each
          the clench of its teeth.

Time clips me like a coin,
And there isn’t enough of me left for myself.’
                 Osip Mandelstam, ‘The Finder of a Horseshoe’,
                              1923, Moscow (trans. Bernard Meares)




Prologue
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The author with Olga and Fred, Oxford, 1958.

I used to have a picture of my grandmother taken in Shanghai in 1939. Olga is standing on a stage in a man’s evening clothes, telling jokes, one hand on her hip, the other holding a long cigarette-holder, one foot raised and resting on a stool. With her thick dark hair and tiny frame she looked faintly exotic, Spanish perhaps, and sounded, with her deeply accented English, even more so to my young ears.

Olga loved people, to joke and gossip with good company. She had too much of a sense of humour to be described as ‘grand’. Yet when I was growing up she had a formidable presence. There was an invisible cordon, like a ring-fence, around her, as if she was aware of playing a part in some kind of higher agenda, one that was somehow beyond the rest of us. There was a sense that things were not in her power, that fate was in control. This gave her an air of authority, a confidence in her own judgement, a certain imperiousness.

Her aura served to reinforce the myths about her. Olga Yunter was the youngest child of a large family, a household with an assortment of servants ranging from a superstitious peasant housekeeper to a bodyguard of Cossacks. She talked of attending a girls’ gymnasium, of going to the park, the cathedral, the opera and the theatre; of rarely sitting down to a meal with less than a dozen round the table. She had beautiful manners, spoke French and English fluently and was widely read. A Russian émigré of fine family, we thought; wealthy, cultured and well connected. Yet she came from Siberia.

She used to talk about Irkutsk, the capital of Siberia far to the east of the Urals, its French architecture and fine wooden houses, its cultured and sophisticated society. It sounded grand. She also talked about Kyakhta. There we pictured a small country estate – like those of other Russian émigrés – where she spent the summers picnicking in the shade of a river bank, playing games of lawn tennis and croquet, taking tea round the samovar under the birch trees while peasants harvested rolling fields of grain. We imagined Olga and her sister in starched white dresses like the daughters of the last emperor, her brothers going hunting, wild troika rides across the snow in winter.

In fact we knew virtually nothing concrete about her. We knew that her brothers had fought in the service of the Tsar; that her older sister had been educated in St Petersburg. We knew that her family had been caught up in the Russian Civil War, that her brothers had been on the ‘wrong’ side of the Revolution as White Guard officers, and that she had made a dramatic escape from Russia into China. We suspected also that she still had reason to fear for her life, fifty years later living in England. These were the headlines. What lay behind them was a mystery.

My first memory of my grandmother is when she was fifty-five and I was seven. It was 1955. I had come with my mother – her daughter – and younger brother and sister, to visit her for a few months in Oxford. We were en route from a remote Canadian army base in northern Ontario to a garrison in West Germany to which my father had been posted.


Fred and Olga lived in part of a grey-brick house in north Oxford, not far from the university. The flat was large and filled with things from China: a series of watercolours of Peking, a scroll from the Summer Palace, porcelains, a camphor chest carved with bamboos and a carpet of celadon green from Tientsin. There was a family of porcelain ducks in turquoise blue, and on the mantelpiece over the fire in the sitting room the figures of two old men (‘sages’, my grandfather told me), each with a delicate beard and minutely painted robes, one holding a pipe, the other a scroll, between elegant fingers with long pointed nails. On a carved ebony table stood a fragile statue of the Goddess of Mercy, milky white in flowing robes and with tiny fingers. The bowls and vases, the figurines and carvings; everything about that house seemed to me both fascinating and civilized: the small deep oval rice bowls for soup at meals, the polish on the tables and bowls of fresh flowers, especially roses, in every room.

Fred used to take out his albums of photographs, talking me through his landscapes of Hangchow, the gardens at Soochow, boats on the Grand Canal, giant buddhas carved out of stone cliffs, the Summer Palace in Peking. There were all the members of his cricket club and snapshots of my mother: aged four on the beach at Peitaiho; at five, her face framed with a life preserver on an ocean-going liner; at thirteen in a gymnastic display at school. Here, now: this is Olga on our honeymoon, Olga at home posing in nothing but a scarlet shawl, Olga and friends playing majong, Olga leading a winning racehorse, skating on a lake, up to her knees in floods in Tientsin.

Each morning when she woke up, my grandfather would bring Olga a glass of boiling water and the juice of a fresh lemon. I would come in too as she sat up in bed, her hair in pin-curls under a net, to drink it down. She would offer me a sip. The glass would always be almost too hot to hold, and the bitter drink would burn my tongue. She would chuckle: ‘Excellent for the complexion, my dear.’

Then I would be banished until she had finished dressing. She would sit at her dressing-table in the big bay window overlooking the garden, putting the finishing touches to her hair. Once a week she had it blued at the hairdresser in Summertown. It had become a greyish shade of mauve, parted on the side, curled behind her ears. The skin across her forehead was very white, her cheeks delicately touched with rouge. The line of her lips was still fine, her eyes deep-set and grey. I don’t think I realized then how small she was. By that time she had shrunk from her girlhood height and was not much more than five feet tall. Her feet were small, her legs still slim. It was in her hands that her age told most; the fine bones of her fingers seemed twisted and cramped, the joints beginning to swell, the skin to crease. She had many rings, but two of them she always wore: the ruby that had been her engagement ring, and a simple one of deep, dark green. It was, she told me, the finest imperial jade.

At home, Olga would give me a game of gin rummy or, better, canasta. She taught me to play solitaire, which I used to do spread-eagled across the celadon carpet in the sitting room. Taking tea under the apple tree in the garden, she showed me how to read the leaves, searching for the face of my future husband in the dregs. On rainy afternoons she liked to set me to work on lessons in deportment. ‘My older sister Lydia used to make me stand for hours with books on my head,’ she told me. Lydia was her father’s favourite, the one in her family who could do no wrong. My grandmother put a book on my head. Up and down the stairs I went. Then two books, then three, until finally I could walk up and down the stairs and all around the house with a stack of books balanced on top of my head. I was told how to hold my hands when sitting, quietly folded in my lap, and not to cross my legs.

My grandmother believed that on matters of appearance, rules should be obeyed. About these she was fierce. She was also fastidious about breeding. ‘Who is she?’ she would demand, in penetrating tones of any new friend of mine. ‘What kind of family does she come from?’ she would go on. Among her closest friends and family, it was intimated that she came from a long line of Baltic barons, one of whom, a doctor, arrived in Russia at the time of Catherine the Great. It was not until years later that it dawned on me that all this emphasis on behaviour and appearances and keeping up high standards might be all that was left to root her, to help retain her sense of self-possession. But her capacity for criticism was one reason why, in the beginning, I found it difficult to accept the things she began to tell me, or to believe that she had feelings too.

Early one evening she was sitting outside on the kitchen steps beside the bushes of purple sage, wearing an apron, shelling peas for supper. I came out to find her and stood about, fiddling with some pods, popping them open and splashing the peas out into the colander, taking some to nibble. This annoyed her. So I sat down too, and set to the task in earnest. The sun was still warm and I sought to placate her. My mother always liked to tell me how she first met my father, so I tried this line with her: ‘How did you first meet Grandpa?’

‘Ah,’ she seemed to hesitate. Then, ‘I met him playing tennis.’ She paused, and then sat back as if to relax. ‘We were at a tennis party in Tientsin. I had never played before and he was very good. He made such fun of me! He made me laugh.’ She smiled as she remembered. I pictured the scene: a game of doubles, perhaps, on a shady grass court lined by poplar trees in the late afternoon, the men in baggy cream trousers and Fair Isle jumpers, Fred, tall and handsome, and my grandmother, small, dark and beautiful, laughing in a white shift, leaping gracefully with her racket, missing the ball, but, all the same, putting the other girl to shame. But something about this image puzzled me. If my grandmother was from Russia, what was she doing playing tennis in China?

Her reply made it sound so matter-of-fact. ‘I had escaped from Russia,’ she said. She paused again. ‘I was studying at university in Vladivostok. My father wrote to me and told me that the Red Army was coming. That I had to leave at once.’ The year was 1921, and she had been there for little more than a year. She was to take the train to Tientsin, just south of Peking, and go to stay with friends of the family.

‘All by yourself?’ I was incredulous.

‘Yes.’

‘But… how old were you?’

‘Nineteen.’

‘Didn’t anyone go with you?’

‘My nurse.’

But tickets, fares… ‘Money?’

‘My father had given me some rubies. I had my jewels and a little money. We sewed them into the bottom of my petticoats.’

After a while, she got a job. Then she met my grandfather, an Englishman, got married and stayed in China. On the face of it, it sounded almost ordinary.

‘When did you see your family again?’

‘I never saw them again.’

I could not absorb this.

Her tone when she spoke again was brusque. ‘I have lost my home and everything I had three times in my life. Once in Russia in the Revolution, once in Tientsin when the Japanese came, and once in Shanghai, when the Communists came. I hope you never have to know what that is like: to lose everything in life you have.’

She picked up the colander and got up to go into the house. The shadows had grown long over the kitchen steps. I stood up and followed her inside.



As the days went by, Olga began to tell me of her childhood in Russia. That there had been five children in the family: ‘Three boys and two girls – Vasya, Volodya, Kolya, Lydia and me. Actually, I was really the sixth. But my sister Anya died the day before I was born.’ The story weaves in and out of my memory in drifts, a sentence here, a picture there. She described her house, how the family lived at the front and the servants in the kitchens and stables at the rear. She remembered being chased by geese, and the dancing duck that performed to the tunes of a balalaika in the kitchen after dinner. She talked of how she learned to ride bareback by the side of a Cossack, of unloading streams of packages from camel trains coming into the yard, of going to the annual horse fair and watching Cossack and Mongolian riders display fantastic feats of horsemanship, of going upriver with her father one summer before the First World War to visit his gold-mines.

There were more stories: how her brother Volodya had been wounded in the war and sent to the hospital for officers in Tsarskoe Selo, and how the Tsarina had visited him and given him a gold icon. How the family wrapped all the silver from the house in cloth, and buried it in secret at the foot of the tallest tree in the garden. About her brothers fighting against the Bolsheviks in the White Army, spying out the land, ambushing patrols, blowing up trains, like some kind of wild Russian version of cowboys and Indians. No one I knew had ever lived like this.

Soon after my stay with my grandparents my family returned to live in Canada. I was not to see my grandmother again for almost ten years. By that time it was the summer of 1968 and I was nearly twenty, as old as she was when she had fled from Russia. My grandparents had moved to a ground-floor flat on the Woodstock Road. Although the flat was unfamiliar, all their furniture and Chinese things remained the same. They were both older, of course, but otherwise no different. I was visiting England while at university in America. The Vietnam War was nearing its height. Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy had both been assassinated. It was a time of radical politics and Communist Russia was firmly closed.


My sympathies were with the Communists. As we sat over tea one afternoon, I half listened to some of her tales, sceptical of her prejudice against the ‘Reds’ and refusing to believe her tales of Bolshevik cruelty. But I was curious to know whether she thought any of her family might still be alive. She took out a photograph of her sister Lydia, holding her son. It was formal, taken in a studio a long time ago, and mother and son looked serious and sad. Who were these people? I told her I wanted to go to Russia and find out.

‘You can’t go.’

‘But why not?’

‘They would know who you are.’

‘How?’

‘You have a Russian name. They will ask you how you have a Russian name in your passport.’

‘But it is only my mother’s name.’

‘I know. And they will look up her name: Irina Frederikovna. And they will find out about me and then they will find my family and then they will punish them or treat them badly. I will not let you go.’

I thought she was overreacting. Why would any immigration authority be bothered to query the origins of your middle name? What had really happened to make her flee? What had become of her family?

Three years later I moved permanently to England. One of the things I was looking forward to was seeing my grandmother more frequently. But she was not well. The colour had drained from her cheeks, and her hair was thinned and white. She, who so loved rich food, had developed diabetes. Her doctor had advised her to take things carefully.

Increasingly I realized that what she had to say was important. How involved had she been in the Russian Civil War? What roles had her brothers really played? But I could not bring myself to sit down in front of her and betray her confidence by making notes; she continued to live in real terror of the KGB. What had really happened to make her fear them so, now that she was old and ill and safe in Oxford?

In 1972 my grandmother had a stroke which left her partially incapacitated. She was in a wheelchair. I rang her from London. ‘I have some wonderful chicken stock which I’ve saved specially for you. What would you like me to make?’

Her voice sighed with longing. ‘I would love some borscht. Do you know, I have not had borscht for so long?’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I will come to Oxford and make you a borscht. Tell me what I need.’

Her instructions, as always, were precise: one large cooked beetroot, a potato, a large onion, tomato paste, a bay leaf, lots of butter, salt and pepper. ‘You must cut everything into dice. Very fine dice.’

As I worked in her kitchen she kept asking me to show her what I was doing. I brought the chopping board into the sitting room where she sat in the window. ‘No! No! Those pieces are much too big. You must do it like this.’ She took the knife from my hand to show me. ‘You must make them very fine, like matchsticks, and exactly even. Do them again.’ As in all her cooking, there were to be no short cuts: slow cooking in melted butter until the onion and potato were honey-coloured, just golden. Then add the stock, the tomato paste, bay leaf and just a little sugar. ‘You must always add a little sugar to everything you cook,’ she said, as she always did. ‘It will bring out the flavour.’

The soup simmered slowly. As it cooked, we sat in the window of the sitting room, talking of little.

‘Would you like to see my picture of Kolya? I found it the other day.’

I lifted a grey folder from the table beside me. It was like an offering from another age. Inside was a silvery portrait of a proud-looking young man, in what looked to me to be the full-dress uniform of a regiment of Russian Hussars. He held a tall hat of grey Persian lamb in one hand, and a short cape, trimmed with fur, over his arm. There was a look of my brother in the full line of his cheek and the wide shape of his brow. But who was he? His eyes looked out of the picture past mine.

Not long afterwards, on the morning of my wedding, my mother came into my room. ‘You know the old saying: you must wear something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue? Well, here is the “something old”.’ And she handed me a round locket.

It was one I had never seen before. The gold was clouded and worn; the locket itself looked tired and thin. There was a slight dent on the front, and a curious ‘C’ (perhaps a horseshoe?) picked out in diamond chips upon its face. It was hardly the Fabergé-like jewel I had always imagined. Inside were the faded images of Christ and the Virgin and Child. It was the icon the Tsarina had given to Olga’s brother Volodya when he lay wounded in 1915 at Tsarskoe Selo.



Two years later, my grandmother died after a second, paralysing stroke. A few days after that Fred’s sister, my great-aunt, rang my mother. She was agitated. ‘Do you know what your father is doing now? He has built a huge bonfire in the garden, and he is burning everything! Books, papers, pictures, albums. What can I do? What can I do?’


I will never know what went up in that bonfire. I do know that I never saw Olga’s family photographs again, and that some of my grandfather’s favourite pictures of Olga also disappeared. Why had he done it? To close the door, to cleanse the past? To destroy the evidence? By now, aged seventy-five, he had become more and more difficult and irascible. He refused to speak to my mother, and was increasingly vague and forgetful. ‘Senile dementia,’ said the doctors. Living alone, with meals on wheels and the services of a chain-smoking cleaner, he soon began to give things away: the porcelain vases, a Georgian sewing case, lamps and tables. In 1978, still tall and finely built, still able to crack a joke, he was moved into an old people’s home.

Bereft now of their personalities, stripped of its finest treasures, my grandparents’ flat looked threadbare and impoverished. I chose some furniture, my mother took the pictures and porcelain, and the rest was sent to auction. Eighteen months later Fred died. The chapter that had been my grandmother’s life was seemingly closed for ever.

But in the years after her death I would speculate about Olga’s early life. The more I went over the clues the more tantalizing they became, the more profound her mystery. But even with the arrival of glasnost the issue of her life seemed too difficult and remote to investigate. Then I met a young Russian doing postgraduate work at Oxford. He was familiar with Siberia and showed me a vast range of sources which might open up my grandmother’s past.

Ten years ago, in 1994, I went to Siberia at the beginning of a quest. What I found there persuaded me that Olga’s stories were true. High on a hillside overlooking the town of Kyakhta, where Olga had grown up, I discussed the course of the Revolution with the director of the local museum. Beside us stood a white stone memorial to 1,500 people massacred over Christmas 1919. The civil war around Kyakhta was so vicious, the director told me, that when perestroika was declared in 1989, the museum’s documents relating to the period were deliberately burnt. In spite of this, his staff did all they could to help me, providing me with photographs, information about people and places, and Soviet texts about the Revolution in the region. And this was only the beginning.

The journey to discover my grandmother has been long, full of people with extraordinary stories, eerie coincidences, and the miraculous discovery of descendants of Olga’s sister and one of her brothers still living today in Russia. Using family letters and fragments of memoirs, bringing together memories of conversations with Olga, contemporary accounts in local newspapers and little-known histories and details found in archives across three continents, I have managed to piece together a portrait of Olga’s life. This book is her story.




A Note on the Text

Place-names

This story is set in a vanished world. One of my greatest difficulties in getting started on my research was that virtually every place-name mentioned in the text has since been changed. The name of Troitskosavsk, where Olga grew up, was abolished in 1934 and the town became subsumed into Kyakhta. Cathedral Street, where the Yunter family lived, is now Moscow Street. Verkhneudinsk is now known as Ulan-Ude, the capital of the Republic of Buryatia. Russian Turkestan is now Kazakhstan.

Place-names in Mongolia were changed after the Soviet takeover in 1922. Urga, the capital, became Ulan Bator. Today Mai-maic’hen is Altan Bulag.

In China, I have used the British Post Office system of transliteration used in Olga’s time. In Pinyin today, Peking is known as Beijing; Tientsin as Tianjin. Other less obvious changes to place-names are indicated in the text.

Dates

Until 1 February 1918, Russia followed the Julian calendar of the Russian Orthodox Church, thirteen days behind the Western Gregorian calendar. All dates until 1 February 1918 are therefore according to the old Julian calendar. Thus, until 1918, Olga’s birthday is given as 10 July; afterwards as 23 July.

Measurements

1 verst equals 1.06 kilometres or 0.6 of a mile.

 

The names of some minor characters have been changed.


The Whispering of Stars 1900–1914
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Troitskosavsk, c. 1910.

1

July 1900: far away from anywhere, in a village in southern Siberia, a black banner tied to a high wooden gate was drifting in the light summer breeze. It was a warning to all those who passed the rough wooden house in the small hamlet of Yelan that someone with diphtheria lay within. The villagers who passed the house – the sons and daughters of Cossack families who had lived there for generations, peasants who had come to escape the famines of the southern Volga, and elderly Polish revolutionaries who had been exiled there some thirty-five years before – crossed themselves and murmured expressions of dismay. But two-year-old Anya Yunter was already dead.


Poor child. Some said that it was just a case of croup and sometimes croup killed you. But diphtheria – who could do anything about diphtheria? In any case, as everybody knew, a child was lucky to live to grow up. The Yunter family were fortunate. The father, Semyon Vassilyevich, worked for one of the richest men in this part of Siberia. He already had four healthy children and, what’s more, there was another on the way.

The white coffin was tiny. It stood on a small table in a corner of the long low room, two fat candles at its head and foot. Above it, clouds of incense rose from a small hanging censer. On a crude wooden shelf nailed into the wall the red glow of the lampada illuminated the Yunter family’s most treasured possession: the precious face of St Vladimir, shrouded in a heavy silver frame. Beyond it, a portrait of His Majesty the Tsar stuck out unevenly from the wall of whitewashed logs. Outside the sun was shining, but in the room the windows were closed and the curtains were drawn. Within the coffin, framed by the wild flowers placed on her pillow, baby Anya’s tiny moon-shaped face lay closed to life, as pale as the linen sheet tucked beneath her chin.

The heat of the day intensified but still people from the village came. One by one they passed in front of the coffin, making the sign of the cross and muttering a quiet prayer over her body. Several of the women, their heads covered in dark scarves, bent to kiss the forehead of the dead child. As they did so, the faces of their own dead children materialized before them, and sobs rose in their throats. Incense mingled with the fragrance of flowers and the odours of poorly washed bodies, tobacco and drink. For a time the room in the small log-house was crowded, then people drifted away, out into the light of the hot July day.

Olga never remembered who told her the circumstances of her birth. Perhaps it was her godmother, Yevlampia Semyonovna. Most likely it was Filipovna, the family housekeeper and her old nurse, who first told her the story: how her mother had cried and cried when she first knew she was expecting her, and how the days surrounding her birth were terrible.

First her sister Anya had come down with what seemed to be a cold; she had pointed to her throat, saying it was sore. But the next day her glands were so swollen that she could not move her neck. She was feverish, and began to cough. Filipovna pushed the children – her sister, Lydia, and brothers, Vasya, Volodya and Kolya – outside, and mounted a curtain round Anya’s bed. Her mother, Anna Vassilyevna, ponderous and heavy with her pregnancy, disappeared behind it to sit and nurse her. The children were forbidden to see their little sister. That night Anya’s breathing was deep and rasping. It grew worse and the sound filled the house and kept them from sleeping. Early the next morning her father, Semyon, came out from behind the curtain after seeing his wife and daughter. By now Anya’s breath was whistling. His large head was bent and his eyes looked grim.

Within hours it was clear that Anya’s illness had taken a serious toll on her mother. The child she was expecting was not due for another four weeks, but now the first pains began to overtake her. Protesting and weeping, she withdrew to her bedroom. Semyon ran to fetch the midwife. On his return from the village, Semyon found his wife, her face white and pinched with pain and her forehead beaded with sweat, propped against pillows in the middle of the bed. ‘Semyon Vassilyevich,’ Anna’s voice was weak; ‘you know that I never wanted this child, and after this, I promise you I will not have another. But I have done what I have to do many times before. I will do it again now. But you must look to Anya. Guard her with your life. Swab her throat with kerosene. It is our only hope.’

From that moment on Semyon sat beside the sick child, holding her hands, bathing her hot face and waving a pillowcase above her to create a current of air. From time to time she fell into a doze. When she awoke, and while she lay calm, he tried in a clumsy way to swab her throat. But every time Anya gagged and choked.

Many years later Semyon told Olga how he remembered that day. How late that afternoon, exhausted and drenched with sweat, he had stepped out into the yard for a breath of air. But there was no relief. The sun was still high and heat rose from the ground. Particles of dust hung in the air. The children were nowhere to be seen. In one corner Petya, the Cossack stable-hand, had sat bare-chested, his fingers damp and grimy, stripping bark from saplings of birch. Semyon told Olga how he had watched the boy as he pulled at the bark, peeling long strips to reveal the pale of the wood, and how he had caught the fresh scent of sap in the air.

After a fewmoments he had gone to lean on the rails of the fence beside the gate. High above him, the blue sky was broken by cloud. Across the track was a long sloping meadow. In the distance he saw the Tomakov family still at work, bending and sweeping, cutting the long grass with scythes. The headscarves of the women shone bright in the sun, and their wide skirts were tucked up above their knees. Far away towards the north-west, along the long straight track that came from Okino-Klyuchi, he could see a tiny cloud of dust approaching. He wondered who might be on the road at this hour. ‘You know, Olgusha,’ he said, using the pet name from her childhood, ‘days could go by before visitors came in this direction. Standing at the edge of a valley, there was nothing between that village of Yelan and the border except stony mountains covered with forest. I was in despair. I did not dream what salvation that tiny cloud of dust would bring to us.’

It was an hour or so later, as the sun was sinking over the hills to the west, that the sound of horses was heard drawing up at the gate. The children appeared from the stables, clambered up on the fence, and leaned over to see who was in the carriage. Petya swung back the high wooden gates, and a lightweight phaeton swept into the yard. A plump middle-aged woman, wearing a black silk cloak covered in dust, stepped down.

‘Tyotya! Tyotya!’ The children had circled round her, and she bent to give each one a hug. To them, Yevlampia Semyonovna was like a favourite aunt. She had known Anna Vassilyevna since she was a little girl. The daughter of a successful merchant engaged in the tea trade with China, at the age of seventeen she had married Pyotr Martinskevich, a doctor from Poland who was twenty years her senior. For years Martinskevich had been the regional doctor in Troitskosavsk, one hundred versts to the south-west of Yelan. A year before, he had died, leaving Yevlampia with little more than his name. Not long afterwards Anna had written to tell her of her pregnancy, and how much she did not want this child. Alarmed, Yevlampia had promised to come to stay in good time to see her through her confinement. She had arrived not a moment too soon.

Yevlampia wasted no time in assessing the situation. She unpacked the herbs and clean linen she had brought with her and prepared an infusion to slow Anna’s labour, and a warm poultice to ease Anya’s breathing. All through the night Yevlampia moved from one end of the house to the other, her felt slippers padding softly on the wooden boards, working to save Anya and her mother. Each time she passed the shelf of icons she offered a brief prayer.

But Anya could not be saved. Not long after midnight, she gave a last strangled wheeze and faded from life. At the same time the pace of Anna’s labour quickened. Her new baby, a girl, was born just before dawn. She was so thin and sickly that she was not expected to survive. Anna Vassilyevna lay spent, eyes closed, unable to speak. Yevlampia dared not tell her about Anya. Silently, the women bathed her, gave her fresh linen and took the newborn baby from the room.

It was Yevlampia who told the midwife to find a wet-nurse and broke the news to Semyon that he had a daughter. But the baby was very frail and his wife was dangerously ill. She told him how, after the birth, Anna had shut her eyes and looked away, refusing to acknowledge her child. When Filipovna wrapped the baby and laid her down beside her on the bed, Anna had clenched her teeth and pushed her away. ‘As soon as she has rested,’ Yevlampia told him, ‘you must go to her. You must tell her about Anya. And you must remind her of her vows. She cannot refuse to look after this child. As I have said, it too may not live.’

Later that day Semyon emerged from the bedchamber. The last rays of the sun filtered into the whitewashed room, falling in pools of light on the polished boards of the floor. Anna would see the baby now, he told Yevlampia. And as today was the feast of St Olga, so the new baby would be named. Because of the danger to her life, the christening would take place at once. He was off to find the priest.

Late that evening, three tapers were lit beside the icon of St Vladimir. Alone with the priest, holding a candle each, Yevlampia and the eldest son of the family, nine-year-old Vasya, stood as godparents to the child. In the dim light, they watched as he anointed her fragile breast with holy oil, her tiny ears, hands and feet. Holding her up in his hands towards the east, the source of light and spiritual joy, he declared Olga, the youngest child of the Yunter family, baptized. Two days later, at the Church of the Feast of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin, the Yunter family buried Anya.



The Yunters originally came to Russia from the region around Riga in Latvia. According to Olga, her great-grandfather, a doctor, arrived towards the end of the eighteenth century – possibly at the time that Catherine the Great was offering special incentives for German doctors to come to Russia to boost the profession. How it was that her father, Semyon Yunter, came to be born in Troitsk, a small town in the south-eastern foothills of the Ural Mountains in the province of Orenburg, is unknown. Troitsk stands on the ancient border with Turkestan, and was then a Cossack stronghold and a gateway to central Asia. It was surrounded by a high wall built to withstand both the wilder incursions of the nomadic Kirghiz and Bashkirs, and the endless, open steppe. It was so far from the centres of civilized Russia, so fly-blown and alien, that officials regarded being posted there as unhappily as being sent to the furthest reaches of Siberia.


From its beginnings Troitsk had been a trading post for the Kirghiz, who brought honey and wax, cattle and horses. The Russians in turn supplied iron and copper, cashmere shawls and fabrics, mirrors, rouge, tobacco and bread. Depending on the time of year, different skins came to the market: the furs of beavers, squirrels, wild cats and wolves, the feathers of swans and other exotic birds. There were the carcasses of wild boars, sturgeon and caviar, and hawks and falcons for hunting. The surrounding land, while flat and featureless, was rich and fertile, covering vast deposits of salt, copper and iron. Early in the nineteenth century gold had been discovered to the north-east of the town. Apart from the vast wealth of the Lena and the Yenisei river basins in Siberia, by the time Semyon was born in 1857 the Miask fields were reputed to be the richest in Russia.

Semyon came from a family of small merchants, defined by the Russian civil code as meshchanin – petit bourgeois. There is a portrait of him, aged about forty-five, seated by his mother, a grim-faced, bulky woman, and his younger brother. Their clothes are new, provincially cut. His mother is wearing a kapot, the gown traditionally worn by merchants’ wives. Semyon himself has an unmistakable look of assertiveness. He is strong and well built, a good-looking man, who, with his air of distinction, a well-trimmed beard and receding hair, resembled the future Tsar Nicholas. He was a hunter, a man with an instinct for reading landscape, understanding habitats and gauging the quality of the furs he traded. He knew the richest deposits of gold were to be found on the hillsides where the incline was not too great, or where the current of a river slackened to form wide flats. He had an excellent head for figures.

Every year in February, Semyon took his best pelts to the annual fair in Irbit, east of the Urals. Second only to the world-famous ‘All Russian’ fair held every year at Nizhniy Novgorod, Irbit was the principal market-place for the vast unknown territories to the north and east. To Irbit came the most fabulous furs of Siberia, to be exchanged for the necessities of life from European Russia – everything from machinery and tools to cigarettes and canned goods. Here tens of thousands of frozen pelts were stacked in piles in the open air or heaped high in makeshift stalls that littered the market: fox, squirrel and, finest of all, sable, the skins of small martens with long, soft, glossy black hair. Every day, as he huddled in his sheepskins at the fair, stamping his feet to keep out the cold, Semyon heard buyers outbid each other for the superior skins, the best of which would be shipped to Moscow and London, the most important distribution point for furs in Europe. He saw those who had brought the furs from Siberia, men of apparently astonishing wealth and confidence in high boots and huge bearskin coats, who, having disposed of their furs, went on to purchase vast quantities of merchandise which they shipped eastwards in great caravans, and then on by barge and steamship on the rivers of the Lena and the Amur to the remotest places in Siberia. He learned that these men also owned great enterprises further east – landholdings, gold-mines, grain mills, distilleries, steamship lines – and acted as money-lenders.

Such a man was Ivan Goldobin, one of the most successful entrepreneurs in eastern Siberia. He was based in the city of Irkutsk, where he was a merchant of the First Guild. Irkutsk – halfway between the Urals and the Sea of Japan – was built on furs and gold. It was the capital of enormous territories stretching from the Yenisei River to the Pacific, and the only settlement in the territory at the time that could properly be described as a city. Everything in the place turned on trade: gold from the mines, furs from the north, goods from Europe and America for outlying towns and villages, and thousands of tons of tea from China – caked black bricks for everyday Russian consumption and delicate leaves of the rarest and most exotic pekoes and oolongs for the drawing rooms of Europe.

Siberia has always existed on the edge of the Russian empire. Under the Tsars, the place was regarded as virgin territory ripe for exploitation and a convenient dumping ground for unwanted members of society. For centuries the name has cast a shadowon the lives of ordinary Russians, for it was the place where criminals were punished. The first instances of this practice were recorded when most of Siberia still lay unexplored in 1649, when criminals sentenced to mutilation were despatched from the borders of civilized Russia to hide their disfigurements. Soon the authorities began to see exile as a convenient method of colonizing the territory – especially when rich mineral wealth began to be discovered. Over the years a complex criminal code developed whereby even the pettiest crimes such as fortune-telling and snuff-taking could result in a sentence of exile to Siberia. In 1753 capital punishment was abolished in Russia, replaced by katorga, exile with hard labour. Hundreds of thousands of men and women sentenced for criminal, political or religious abuses were sent to Siberia – often followed by their families.

It was only after the abolition of serfdom in 1861 that ordinary peasants in European Russia became free to apply for permission to leave the land on which they had been born. Even so it was discouraged. It was not for another twenty years that, induced by grants of free land and a ten-year exemption from military service, migrants slowly began to colonize Siberia. The social structures of European Russia, in which a man’s wealth and position in society were measured by how many serfs he owned, never existed there: apart from the lands of the Church, there were no large estates and no landed gentry. Peasants who took up the challenge of emigration saw themselves as masters of their own fate.

Likewise, the leading merchants of Siberia were powerful, self-made men, determined and uncompromising. Goldobin, born in 1831 in a small town near Perm in the central Urals, had only two or three years of schooling behind him. At the age of twenty-one he set off for the gold-fields of the northern Yenisei, where he began to amass a fortune. By the time he was thirty he had moved to Irkutsk, where he started importing products such as wine and tobacco, and built grain mills and cold-storage facilities. Men like Goldobin were alive to all kinds of new ideas and commercial possibilities. They had no time for bureaucracy and were contemptuous of state authority. After all, the statesmen of St Petersburg were very far away. Many believed that the future was in the East: that the interests of Siberia were more closely allied to those of China, and, across the Pacific – where America had completed the purchase of Alaska from Russia in 1867 – to the dynamism of California.

Remembering their own origins, these merchants were often imbued with a deep sense of philanthropy. With little education themselves they were hungry for learning and, keen that their own children should be taught, they made friends with political exiles: intellectuals, members of the Russian nobility and Poles who had risen against Russian rule in 1863. They endowed schools, hospitals and orphanages, funded newspapers and publications, churches, museums and public libraries. A number of them – Vladimir Sukachyov, for example, whose passion was collecting art – opened museums in their own homes and held lectures for the public. Goldobin himself gave generously to hospitals and orphanages. He adorned churches, and set up dozens of schools in outlying villages. When the harvest failed in eastern Siberia in the late 1870s, he bought up bread and seeds for the following year and shipped them east to the worst affected settlements.

By the time Semyon met him in 1879, Goldobin was almost fifty and his fortune was vast. He and his second wife, Elizavetta, owned land in the centre of Irkutsk, and enterprises – which he fondly named after her – all over the surrounding region. He was nevertheless a modest, unassuming man, the look in his eyes clear and direct. The lower part of his face was entirely hidden beneath an enormous beard and huge moustaches. He wanted a young man with a knowledge of furs and trade to help expand this empire. For Semyon the decision to go east, to Siberia, was not difficult. He was impressed with Goldobin and believed he was honest. He was twenty-three and hungry for opportunity.



There was only one way to Siberia in 1880: by the trakt, the imperial post-road begun by convict labour in the seventeenth century. Many writers have documented the horrors of this journey; perhaps best known is Chekhov, who travelled across Siberia to the island of Sakhalin in 1891. ‘The going is hard, very hard, but what makes it worse is the thought that this foul strip of earth, this pock-marked horror, is practically the only artery connecting Europe with Siberia,’ he wrote. The conditions on the road were appalling; the post-houses, where travellers stopped every twenty versts or so to change horses and drivers, were filthy and flearidden. Travellers slept wrapped in their sheepskins on the floor and learned to subsist on black bread and tea and the occasional fresh egg or a little milk. From time to time ordinary travellers – army officers, merchants and government officials – would pass shambling strings of men in rags and chains, their feet poorly bound in bast shoes: condemned prisoners on their way to the secret places that no one talked about, the mines and quarries where they served out their sentences three thousand versts and more from European Russia. In other places brodyagi – escaped convicts armed with crude bludgeons – were known to prey on innocent travellers. Often the men who worked along the trakt – the drivers, ferrymen and post-house keepers – were exiles who had finished their sentences and stayed on to live in Siberia. They were frequently drunk.


Semyon set out from Troitsk in the spring of 1880 in a tarantass, a notoriously uncomfortable box-like carriage in which the passenger lay flat on top of his possessions, cushioned with bales of straw. At first the sun was warm and all the signs of spring seemed to herald a fine journey. The trees were budding into leaf, the grass was turning green, and starlings, blackbirds and thrushes sang. The road seemed alive with game: wild ducks and geese scrambled out of the grasses, while overhead, flights of cranes and swans headed north. But in no time it started to rain: icy torrents which swiftly converted the rutted track into a sea of mud. The horses plunged and laboured to move on. The driver cursed. The horses had to pick their way; the carriage jolted crazily. On other days gusts of freezing weather turned the ruts to ice. They had to cross huge rivers, such as the Ob and the Irtysh, on crude rafts made of logs. Semyon would try not to look at the swift curling eddies in the water as these makeshift ferries set out uneasily from steep and slippery river banks, painfully steering their way across the currents towards the shelter of willow and elder on the other side. In places where rivers were in spate, floods held him back for days.

For the first 1,500 versts, the landscape was unchanging: rolling, empty plains that seemed to go on for ever. Here and there clumps of larch and birch broke the monotony, or a scanty village with a church and small log houses. In the distance he might see a Kirghiz encampment of domed felt yurts. Otherwise on these flat oceans of grassland only the deep ruts made by those who had passed this way before, the whine of the wind in the telegraph wires and wayside posts measuring the versts along the trakt reminded him of any connection with the rest of the world.

After Tomsk, halfway to Irkutsk, the road entered the forest, the famous taiga of Siberia, its trees so dark and thick that little could penetrate. Cold set in, snow fell. The centre of the road was cut to pieces, and it was not long before the carriage sank to its axles. In places where an effort had been made to improve the road, rows of logs were laid across it, but these were just as dangerous for the horses, threatening their legs, or a wheel or an axle.

After more than six weeks on the road, at last Semyon arrived in Krasnoyarsk, a fine town on top of great rock cliffs high above the mighty Yenisei. Below, the river thundered away through the forests north to the Arctic Ocean and the deepest taiga began. Still, he was only two-thirds of the way to Irkutsk.

Day after day now, the forest went on. On the edges of the trakt, grouse and woodcock scuttered out of the trees, pink and yellow flowers bloomed, and the sharp scent of juniper and pine filled the air. Deep in the shadows of the trees that pressed up against the road lived bears and wolves, beaver and porcupine. Occasionally an elk would cross their path. Clouds of blackfly billowed around their faces, getting into their eyes and mouths. Each time the driver crested a hill, Semyon could see nothing before him but more forest, dark and green, rolling away from them in every direction. ‘Nobody knows how far the taiga goes on,’ Semyon used to tell Olga. There were stories of people on reindeer sleds who came down from the north, but where they came from nobody knew.

Some two months after he first set out from Troitsk, Semyon finally reached Irkutsk on its splendid site by the Angara River. Goldobin’s house was not far from the centre. It was built of huge logs around a large courtyard, and expensively furnished. There, Semyon met Goldobin’s wife Elizavetta and his son by his first wife, Nikolai. Elizavetta had married when she was only seventeen. Now she was thirty-five years old, fair-haired and pretty, with a gentle manner that belied the keen interest she shared with her husband in business. They had no children. Her stepson, Nikolai, was only six years younger than she was, more interested in education and theology than becoming involved in trade. He had just married the twenty-year-old daughter of a merchant from Verkhneudinsk, in the province of Transbaikalia, Yevdokiya Evgrafona. For the time being, the newly-weds were the centre of the household and there were constant guests and visitors. For Semyon it was the beginning of a friendship with Nikolai and Yevdokiya that was to last for more than forty years.

In Irkutsk he discovered a rough and ready atmosphere, and a sense of independence and energy he had never encountered before. The centre of the city had been razed by a terrible fire the previous year and was now in the midst of reconstruction. French architects had been hired and huge quantities of stone had been brought into the city. Everywhere new buildings with wrought-iron trimmings – which later visitors would compare to the creations of Haussmann in Paris – were under construction. Hotels and restaurants were busy. Officers from the garrison rode out on horseback. Drozhki plied for hire. He saw Semeiskie, ascetic and industrious ‘Old Believers’ with untrimmed beards and hair down to their shoulders, high-collared caftans and boots up to their knees. There were bronze-faced Buryats in silken robes and rounded hats, Chinese shopkeepers dressed in blue, their heads clean-shaven with hair in long queues down their backs, and wild-looking Mongolian riders on small quick-stepping ponies. Worn-looking peasants and their women with tired shawls and faded kerchiefs pulled cart-loads of firewood and meat carcasses to market. Jars of milk and butter, meat and game were laid out on the ground, and all manner of people haggled over the prices. Beyond the area of the fire the streets were leafy. Substantial wooden houses with carved, painted shutters, and others hidden behind high whitewashed walls with iron gates, lined the streets. Here and there were huge mansions, some fantastic and full of Oriental detail, the homes of rich merchants and their wives.

From the moment Semyon began to work for Goldobin, he was constantly on the road: north-east to Verkholensk and the mining centres on the Lena River, eastwards towards the Amur. Goldobin was extending his interests far into eastern Siberia on the border with northern Manchuria, acquiring land in the centre of newtowns on the Amur such as Blagoveshchensk and Khabarovsk. Meanwhile, he was consolidating operations in Transbaikalia, the province to the south and east of Irkutsk, on the shores of the legendary Lake Baikal, a region of high mountains, lush river valleys, barren hills and open steppe.

Early in December Semyon set off from the Goldobin home by sledge, travelling south-east along the post-road from Irkutsk beside the River Angara. The river was not yet frozen, but ice was forming along its banks. Beneath the bands of mist that rose from its surface he could see howfast the river ran as it raced towards the north, fierce currents swirling into deep eddies and roiling across the stream. All around, the forests rose green and dark above the snow, and the hills reached higher and higher, becoming wilder, more windswept and rocky.

The driver of his sledge was a Buryat, a native of the region, a stocky man with high cheekbones and a brown, weather-beaten face. When they reached the point where the river met the lake, he pulled the horses up and stopped to gaze at the wide stretch of water for a moment. Slowly, muttering words that Semyon could not catch, he tossed a pebble into the river. After a moment he pointed to a large rock rising out of the mist from the water.

‘That is the Shaman,’ he said, ‘the Holy Rock of Baikal.’ He paused. ‘Of all the daughters of great Father Baikal only one of them ever disobeyed him: the beautiful Angara. One day she heard tales of the mighty Yenisei, the great warrior river far away to the north. She cut a cleft through the mountains to fly to join him, and Baikal hurled this rock to block her path. Beneath that rock lies the entrance to the Kingdom of Justice.’ To the left of the rock Semyon sawa huge dark expanse of water under a lowgrey sky, stretching away as far as they could see. He was never to forget his first sight of Lake Baikal. ‘Not a lake, but a sea,’ the driver corrected him; ‘the sacred sea of Siberia.’

The driver told him that an island in the lake was the birthplace of his people and of their greatest leader, Genghis Khan. ‘There are not only fish and seals in this lake, there are spirits here,’ he said. ‘When they are angry, the weather can change in an instant. Streams of cloud tumble down from the mountains, the wind rises, and the waters turn black. Great winds catch the waves, and draw them higher and higher.’ As Semyon was often to tell Olga, it was only on Lake Baikal in a storm that men learned what it meant to pray from the bottom of their hearts.

His driver left him with his bag at the post-station beside the jetty at Listvyanka. As he waited for the steamer, wondering what the crossing might hold for him so late in the year, Semyon watched waves rolling in as if from an ocean, and chunks of ice forming on the shoreline. The lake was vast and deep, its waters clear. Soon it would be completely frozen. Then people would cut a road across the ice, and the way would be much smoother and faster.
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A few years later, after another journey across Lake Baikal, Semyon first met Anna. He was on a visit to Troitskosavsk, some 300 versts south of Lake Baikal, a place of extraordinary remoteness on the border with Chinese Outer Mongolia. Troitskosavsk, with a population of about 9,000, had been built to service the needs of Kyakhta, the only official trading post between the whole of the Russian empire and China. The region on the border was unlike anywhere else in Siberia: the fringes of the great Gobi Desert were only three days’ ride to the south, the surrounding hills were parched and dry, the pine forests thin, the soil underfoot soft and sandy. A courier on horseback could do the trip from Kyakhta to Peking in ten days; a merchant caravan in thirty.


Under the Treaty of Kyakhta signed with the Russians in 1728, the Chinese decreed that only merchants who were directly engaged in trade with China could live in the town; their Chinese counterparts – exclusively male – were in an adjacent settlement across the border, Mai-mai c’hen. Subsequently Troitskosavsk, four versts north, was founded. Its entire livelihood came from the profits of less than twenty companies based in Kyakhta, each with turnovers of millions of roubles in the tea trade alone. Thriving hotels and coach businesses, shops, schools and a hospital had been established. There were businesses hiring horses and carts, and tanneries producing leather sacks and sheepskins. Goldobin had a house there, and a warehouse which supplied the merchants of Kyakhta with vodka, wine and fine French brandy.

Little is known of the origins of Olga’s mother, Anna Vassily-evna. Her brother was in the Church, and it is likely that she was the daughter of a priest, a member of a large extended family of the clergy in Transbaikalia called Karnakov. By the time Semyon met her he was over thirty, she some eight years younger. She was teaching in the school attached to the Nikolai orphanage for girls, an establishment that had been founded by the merchants of Kyakhta in 1851.

Anna was strong, with a good figure; her face was broad, her skin clear and unusually fair, her brow straight, her gaze straight-forward and honest. She had thick dark hair, so heavy that it refused to stay swept back neatly; the knot at the back of her neck always seemed to be loosening. Anna had been brought up in a conservative tradition that went back to the sixteenth-century precepts
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