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PROLOGUE

ALEXANDER SERGEEVICH OBOLENSKY climbed aboard the bus carrying the England team from central London to the Cole Court Hotel in Twickenham for an early lunch. From there it would be a 15-minute walk to the stadium. Alex was excited and nervous and mad-keen to get on with the match, but there were still four agonising hours to go.

Seventeen men in club ties and worsted-wool suits bounced gently in their seats; there were 15 starters and two reserves; athletes of every shape and size, ranging in age from Alex, the baby at 19, and in his second year at university, to Charles Webb, the 33-year-old Plymouth-born lock forward, nicknamed ‘Tank’. 

The air reeked of aftershave and cigarettes, and brilliantine and shoe polish, as the bus chugged through Shepherd’s Bush and Hammersmith into that part of the capital’s south-west outskirts where residential streets were probing for the first time into the countryside of Middlesex and Surrey: row after row of terraced and semi-detached houses, each with a little front garden as a green emblem of a house building boom.

On this first Saturday of January 1936, Christmas decorations still twinkled in bay windows. Kick-off was set for 2.15. Those without tickets could try alternative entertainment nearby: the Richmond Theatre had performances of Cinderella at 2.30 p.m. and 7.30 p.m., and the local ‘Kinema’ would soon be showcasing seven-year-old Shirley Temple in Our Little Girl. 

Alex sat next to Hal Sever, who was doing his best not to feel jittery. Both of the England wings were about to make their international debuts. The 25-year-old Sever had spent the past fortnight fretting about tripping over the pavement or pulling a muscle. 

Alex lit a cigarette and jiggled his legs to keep the muscles supple. His eyes flitted to the people on the pavements – mostly men, and almost all wearing overcoats and hats. The captain, Bernard Gadney, came down the aisle of the bus from the back seats. Later Sever recalled how he soothed their worries: ‘He talked anything but rugby.’

The England players had gathered the day before for practice at the Honourable Artillery Company (HAC) rugby club, an oasis of grass between the offices and residences of London’s City Road. The HAC put some men up for the forwards to scrummage against, while England’s goal-kickers, Peter Cranmer and Philip ‘Pop’ Dunkley, took shots at the posts. 

The training was perfunctory – some stretching, a few passes thrown, basic routines practised. Twenty-four hours before the biggest match of the season and, in many cases, of their rugby-playing lives, the players were keen only to avoid injury. John Daniell, the chairman of the England selectors, was confident his team would win, provided the big fellows in the second row did not blow up. There again, it was a selector’s job to be confident. 

All the players had met at least once during the England trial matches in December, but Alex knew only a few of his new teammates well. He had played with Gadney seven times for Leicester, while Cranmer was an idol of his at Oxford. Just 21 years old, but precocious and bright-minded, Cranmer had already played two international seasons. Alex had glimpsed Dunkley and a couple of the others during his short experience on the senior club circuit. 

England’s opponents were a great deal more attuned to each other. The All Blacks had arrived from New Zealand for their tour 23 weeks before, and this would be their 28th and final match. Thirteen of the England team had met the New Zealanders before; the exceptions being Cranmer and the full back, Tuppy Owen-Smith. The latter had a misleadingly careworn look on the field, with creases on his forehead and bandages on his knees. Alex knew it was in Tuppy’s nature to take risks. That was fine – Alex was prepared to take a few himself. He had done well against the All Blacks, first with the Midland Counties and then with Oxford, when his controversial try rattled the tourists in their one-point win.

After training, the players felt gently keyed up as they repaired to the Metropole Hotel on Northumberland Avenue, within sight of the Thames. Its clientele included ‘travellers from Paris and the Continent; officers attending the levees at St James; colonial and American visitors; and Ladies going to the State Balls at Buckingham Palace’. 

On this occasion, the All Blacks were in residence too. They were supposed to have prepared in Brighton, but a booking error diverted them to Porthcawl, 200 miles away in south Wales. Now they were back in London, and staying at the place where the England team were having dinner. Gadney would have preferred the contact to be reserved for the next day, but he shared in the laughs as an England player walked to a New Zealand table by mistake.

Come the Saturday morning, the newspapers ran extensive previews of the match. Colonel J.P. Jordan, the ‘rugby football expert’ in the Daily Mail, was on to something when he wrote next to a huge photo of Alex with his blond hair ruffled and broad, angular nose prominent: ‘Obolensky has already captured the imagination of the crowd. Given the chance, he might easily win the game for England and so help to break a 30-years-old spell.’ The reference was to the All Blacks’ spectacular record of 57 matches unbeaten on English soil across three tours since 1905.

The local Richmond & Twickenham Times predicted good things for Alex, if not necessarily for his team: ‘Their forwards are a solid enough bunch, but mere weight in the scrum is not everything. More favourable is the English backline. Prince Obolensky and Peter Cranmer will give E.V. Tindill and T.H.C. Caughey plenty to think about.’ 

The stadium opened at midday, and within half an hour there were 10,000 spectators inside. By kick-off a capacity crowd of more than 70,000 would be packed in. A hum of conversation became a hubbub that would turn into ‘the most deafening cheer ever raised at Twickenham’.

At the gates of the huge West Stand, the guest of honour arrived: a clean-shaven man in his early 40s, with bags under his eyes and an easy smile, dressed in a heavy grey overcoat over a grey checked suit, and a blue muffler concealing a collar and tie. Edward, the Prince of Wales, known as David to family and friends, had a red rose in the buttonhole of his wide left lapel.

Alex – nicknamed Obo by his teammates – entered England’s changing room underneath the West Stand, removed his suit and pulled on the pristine white jersey made by Lillywhites. An oblong patch bearing the Rugby Football Union’s red rose was stitched onto the left breast. A shout went up for the players to go out to the pitch for the team photograph. The heavy rain of recent days had abated, and the straw piled a foot high around the touchlines had done its job in warding off any frost. 

With the commemorative photo duly snapped, the players returned down the tunnel for a final smoothing of the hair or a trip to the loo. John Daniell, the chairman of England’s all-powerful selectors, sidled up to Cranmer to reiterate a point discussed earlier. ‘Peter, we want you to play left centre today, so the ball can get to Obo,’ Daniell said. The theory was the ball travelling from a set-piece scrum or lineout on the left of the field would reach Alex in his position on the right wing more smoothly if Cranmer was the first receiver from Peter Candler, the fly half, in preference to the other centre, Ronald ‘Gerry’ Gerrard. 

A few minutes before kick-off, there was another call to the team. The guest of honour had let the RFU know he didn’t want the players standing around in the cold, so they lined up outside the changing rooms, instead of on the pitch as was the custom. 

The Prince of Wales entered the corridor to be met by Gadney, who then guided him along the line of white jerseys, introducing each player by name. When they reached Alex Obolensky, the eyes of the two princes met.

‘By what right do you play for England?’ said Edward Albert Christian George Andrew Patrick David Windsor, the immediate heir to the British throne. 

‘I attend Oxford University, sir,’ came the reply from Prince Alexander Sergeevich Obolensky, sire of the line of Rurik, founder of Russian nobility.

Was the Prince of Wales’s remark a haughty put-down made by a confident man-about-town enjoying his hereditary status and his sporty day out, unaware he would become leader of the British Empire before the month was out? His father George V was gravely ill, and his death on 20 January would set in train a tumultuous reign of just 10 months for Edward VIII, with no coronation, before he was succeeded by his brother Bertie as King George VI.

And if the words were an admonishment, how should we judge Alex’s reply? Challengingly defiant or respectfully acquiescent? This Oxford undergraduate, referred to as ‘Obo the Slav’ in parts of the press, derived from a much longer royal line than the Windsors’. Did Edward frown angrily at Alex’s insolence – or did his twinkly-eyed features break into a grin of empathy?

More likely is that the Prince of Wales was aiming to make the young man in front of him feel at ease. Edward was a former Oxford man himself, and a passionate follower of rugby, and it was his father’s first cousin, Princess Marie Louise, who had welcomed and helped the Obolensky family when they arrived in London as penniless émigrés in 1919. 

The formalities continued. A quarter of an hour before kick-off, Sydney Coopper, the grey-haired secretary of the RFU, raised his bowler hat outside the committee entrance in the forecourt behind the West Stand and said calmly to those within earshot: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats.’ 

The Prince of Wales had the best of those, in the West Stand above the standing terrace. He motioned his guest, the Crown Prince of Egypt, to sit next to him. Men in adjacent seats removed their hats in deference. Other men with megaphones were imploring the crowd on the terraces to stand closer together, to allow latecomers in.

Down below, the teams entered the field: New Zealand first, striding purposefully, then England, led by Gadney.

Alex Obolensky, third from last to emerge, skipped up the steps, his slim, muscular frame camouflaged by baggy white shorts reaching almost to the knee. He smiled as he ran. The sky was overcast as the teams stood facing each other, five yards apart, for the national anthem, ‘God Save the King’, played by the band. 

The Sunday newspaper writers have taken their seats in the press box, perpendicular to the halfway line. Scribbling notes and bashing on noisy typewriters, their reports of the action will be relayed by phone to sub-editors back in the office. There is commentary on live radio, too. Crucially, for this story, there are cameras filming for cinema newsreels as well.

The early exchanges are tight and exciting. Gadney breaks through from a lineout and spins a pass out to Alex on the right wing. The crowd roars but, before Alex can work up full speed, Nelson ‘Kelly’ Ball brings him down. This is a shock. ‘We thought Obo would have the legs of everyone,’ Gadney says to himself.

About 25 minutes have been played when there is a scrum in midfield in England’s half. The forwards heel the ball smartly, Gadney slings it to Candler, who gets his backs moving. Candler passes to Cranmer, who passes to Gerrard just before he is hit by a tackle from Caughey. The redoubtable Gerrard absorbs the impact as he passes to Alex, who has held his depth intelligently so as not to overrun his teammate.

Alex takes a straight line onto the pass, 15 yards infield from the touchline, with a daunting 60 yards to get to the All Blacks’ goal line. He cradles the ball in his right arm, as he was taught to at school. He is young, yes, but he possesses the foot speed and has developed the instincts of a natural-born wing – even in this sport that is a mystery to almost everyone in the country of his birth. 

These are the opportunities he has been picked for. This is why the venerable duffers of the Rugby Football Union voted down a spiteful motion aimed at denying England’s adopted hero his shot at glory. The actions of Prince Alexander Obolensky now and in the minutes that follow will captivate lovers of sport for decades to come. 




CHAPTER 1

FROM WARLORDS TO REFUGEES

THE LITTLE BOY with blond hair gripped the hand of his mother as they clambered up the wooden gangplank, trying not to scuff his tiny brown shoes on the cross-joists designed to help their ascent. His nose wrinkled at the stench of the engine oil, and the tips of his ears were stung by the freezing wind. He trembled at the cold, but also with a nervous excitement that made him want to let out a scream of exhilaration. A life-ring to his right bore the name of the vessel, HMS Princess Margaret: a royal name for a less than regal escape, although the irony was lost on Prince Alexander Obolensky. He was one month short of his third birthday, and had no comprehension of the voyage awaiting him or of the hatred and horror he was leaving behind.

On the deck of the ship, moored on the Daugava River, the boy tried to pull away from his mama and sprint ahead, but Princess Lubov held firm. A man in a blue uniform beckoned them towards a wooden door. The Royal Navy minesweeper, which had been converted from a Canadian pleasure boat, heaved on its anchor chain. A blast of a horn briefly drowned out the shouts of the British sailors to their colleagues on the quayside.

Lubov turned to see her mother-in-law, Maria Trigoni, wearing a woollen shawl over wispy grey hair, and sister-in-law, Pelageya Maksutov, shepherding Alexander’s older sister, Maria, soon to be four, and 16-month-old Irena on to the deck. The three children’s father, Prince Sergei Alexandrovich Obolensky, known as Serge, was away on his military posting.

No one could tell them when the ship would be leaving, because no one could be sure. The Obolenskys belonged to one of the oldest noble families in the land, but they had lost control of their fate almost two years ago, when revolutionaries swarmed through Petrograd, their home city, and now they were being forced into exile.

In the moonless dark of this late-December evening in 1918, the Princess Margaret and the harbour were illuminated intermittently by the ship’s searchlights. In large parts of the world people were still celebrating the end of the Great War, seven weeks earlier. Not here, though. The capital of the newly independent Latvia was in a state of anarchy, a boiling outpost of the vast, unravelling Russian empire. Gunshots could be heard from hidden snipers, and bands of looters roamed the streets. A bloody and brutal civil war was raging in Riga and far beyond. 

The howl of the wind was shut out as the Obolenskys stepped into a cabin with bunk beds fixed round its bare, patchy walls. Lubov took a blanket from a pile, draped it on a warm pipe running along the floor and then around Irena’s shoulders. The soft furnishings, pictures, mirrors and pretty bathroom fittings belonging to the pleasure steamer had been put into storage, and the first-class smoke room stripped of the timbers of the original design based on an English country house. 

Lubov shivered and wondered whether the heat from the oil-burning turbines rumbling beneath them would ever permeate the room. She hoisted Maria onto one of the top bunks. ‘Bless her,’ Lubov said to herself. ‘Bless all the children. What have they done to deserve this?’ 

Footsteps clattered outside as Maria Trigoni fussed over little Alex. ‘Keep still, Alexander Sergeevich,’ said Lubov as she looked with love into her weary son’s pale blue eyes. Licking the tips of her fingers, she smoothed Alex’s white-gold fringe into a neat line across his forehead. Her fingers traced down to the hem of her dress, and the angular outlines of the possessions she had escaped with: a few small jewels and a Fabergé cigarette case. Then she touched the rounded bulge above her waist. She was six months pregnant with her next child.

Serge Obolensky married Lubov Narishkin in Petrograd, known then as St Petersburg, in February 1914. The groom was a mounted captain in the Imperial Horse Guard; he was coming up to his 35th birthday, the bride had just turned 24. Their first child, Maria, arrived in January 1915. Alexander, the ‘gift of heaven’ as Lubov called him, was born in Petrograd in February 1916, the day before his parents’ second wedding anniversary. 

The wedding had been exciting and exhausting. The Russian Orthodox service lasted well over an hour, and Lubov was laden with jewellery and wearing a dress of satin and lace. Priests and deacons stood in silver and gold robes, and sang beautifully in a vaulted church glowing with gilded icons and eternal candles. There were no bridesmaids, just groomsmen who were mostly Serge’s brother-officers in scarlet uniforms. Serge was lean and neatly moustachioed; a fine figure in his white parade uniform with long boots, carrying a gold helmet topped by the imperial double eagle. The groomsmen held gold crowns over the couple’s heads for luck, and Serge and Lubov held wax candles decorated with white ribbons and orange blossom. 

As with all Russia’s noble families, substantial tracts of inherited land and wealth were part of the deal. Serge received 75,000 roubles as his wife’s share of her birth father’s money. He bought a property for Lubov in St Petersburg.

Serge was born in Moscow in 1879, the middle of five children and the only son. His father, Alexander Sergeevich, graduated from the Cadet Corps in Moscow, but spent most of his life as a local government administrator and magistrate. He had been born in Arsamas, a town founded by Ivan the Terrible, 250 miles east of Moscow, joining a line of Obolenskys that was longer than the Romanovs who ruled the Russian empire.

The Obolenskys’ lineage ran back unbroken to the ninth century and Rurik, a Viking warlord who renounced Christianity and was invited by the Slavic tribes of what is present-day European Russia to impose peace on their squabbling chieftains. ‘Our land is great and abundant, but there is no order in it,’ they said. ‘Come and rule over us.’ So Rurik and his seafaring raiders from Scandinavia sailed their long ships down the mighty rivers to the Black Sea and took control. These were the beginnings of Russia as an organised state and one of the largest and most powerful nations on earth.

Rurik’s son Igor became Grand Prince of Kiev, which was the capital for the next few centuries, and his power radiated through a network of semi-autonomous princely seats. In the year 1097 this power became hereditary and the seats subdivided, eventually creating 10 ‘grand principalities’ and more than 100 ‘principalities’. In the 11th generation after Rurik came a Christian martyr named Michael, who was tortured to death but canonised in 1246. It was his grandson, Constantine, who became the first Prince Obolensky, taking his name from his seat in the town of Obolensk. The brothers Ivan and Semyon Obolensky helped inflict a decisive defeat on the Tartars in 1380, and Semyon’s reward for ridding Moscow of a rogue courtier who gouged out the eyes of Grand Prince Vassili was the village of Tolstikovo and a landed estate – the first in the Obolensky family. 

Over time the grand princes of Moscow become the tsars – the supreme rulers – of all Russia. In the 17th century, the first tsar from the Romanov line rose out of the internecine struggles that had left the ‘Kievan Rus’ prey to Genghis Khan and his successor invaders from central Asia. There were 276 of Russia’s princely families at one time, together with another 40 who were considered ‘noble’ but had no title. The number had fallen to 28 by the fateful revolutionary year of 1917. 

The title of ‘prince’ in tsarist Russia denoted royal origin, and it also served with ‘count’ and ‘baron’ as an honour for distinguished military or civilian service. The descendants of Rurik belonged to the princely category. 

The Obolenskys through the ages had more often been soldiers or statesmen or farm owners than courtiers. The family crest contains a black imperial Chernigov eagle, holding a cross in its beak to commemorate the forebears who introduced Christianity into Russia, and the archangel St Michael. There are also the two hunting birds granted by the shah of Persia to an ambassador who was an Obolensky, in recognition of his work for peace. Each bird holds a Persian arrow in its beak and an imperial orb in an upturned claw, symbolising plenipotentiary powers granted by the tsar. At the top of the shield, a closed crown with four arches indicates the Obolenskys are a princely family. The red coat of ermine wrapped around the periphery denotes a family that at some time held kingly powers.

Serge was an expert horseman from a young age, and he entered the Life Guards Equestrian Regiment as a volunteer, aged 19. Successive promotions made him a non-commissioned officer, a standard-bearer, a cornet and, in 1903, having temporarily commanded the fourth squadron, he became a lieutenant. He was aide-de-camp to a series of Moscow governor-generals (the equivalent of the city’s mayor), and survived an assassination attempt on one of them, when he was riding in a horse-drawn sleigh with Sergei Constantinovich Gershelman. A female socialist-revolutionary threw a bomb she had concealed in a basket of fish, killing the horses and ripping their hooves off; yet Gershelman and Serge survived.

As a formal acquaintance of the grand dukes who headed the army and navy, Serge and his wife Lubov were accustomed to parties, where the men wore dazzling uniforms and the women glittered in sapphire brooches and diamond tiaras. When Serge was stationed at Luga, south of St Petersburg, Lubov was said to be the centre of social life. On state occasions, Serge was one of the hundreds of perfectly turned out horsemen riding proudly behind the tsar through the city streets. 

Lubov, whose name could be alternatively anglicised to Louba or Luba, had been born the illegitimate daughter of Alexander Dmitrievich Narishkin and a peasant girl named Matashilova, in St Petersburg in January 1890. Narishkin then had an illegitimate son, Vadim, with a Lydia Volkova, in December 1891. When Lubov was only four, her father died, and she and her two-year-old half-brother Vadim were adopted by their aunt Maria and her husband, Feodor Galitzine. An imperial decree allowed Lubov and Vadim to keep the Narishkin name – the family had been known at the Russian court since the time of Peter the Great – and a coat-of-arms in which the Narishkin royal eagle was replaced by a bear denoting the Galitzines. So Lubov was both illegitimate and orphaned of her father, and her children would be descended from three noble lines entwined, or should we say entangled, by marriage. 

Lubov grew to be one of several ladies-in-waiting to the Tsarina Alexandra Feodorovna and a friend to the Grand Duchess Xenia, Tsar Nicholas II’s sister. Lubov’s chin-held-high demeanour is evident in an early photo at a fancy-dress party at the tsar’s Alexander Palace. She was about 5 feet 6 inches tall and uncomplicatedly pretty, with high cheekbones and blue eyes with irises like a cat’s.

Serge viewed his duty in life as being first to God, through the Orthodox Christian faith, and then to the tsar and his empire, and then to his family line. 

In certain ways, however, the Obolenskys were as much European as they were Russian. The city of St Petersburg owed its beginnings in the early 18th century to Peter the Great’s dream of a new Russia, embracing Western ideals. It replaced landlocked Moscow as the capital, and transformed Russia into a naval as well as a military power. The court relocated to St Petersburg on the shores of the Baltic Sea, and many an aristocratic family followed. Everyone in the court spoke French as a cultural preference – hence Serge’s use of the French version of his name, not Sergei. 

A few months after the wedding of Serge Obolensky to Lubov Narishkin, the First World War began. A few months after that, St Petersburg was renamed Petrograd – ‘Peter’s City’ – to excise the German words Sankt and Burg.

Little Alex would hear all about it from Lubov one day: the patriotism that swept Russia as the tsar blessed the departing troops from the balcony of the Winter Palace. But the war was a disaster. Three out of four of Russia’s soldiers were killed or wounded, and the death toll was two million – around a fifth of the worldwide total. Peasants grew to believe they were being put into the army simply to be slaughtered by Germans. Food ran short and the economy collapsed. 

Pockets of dissent had fomented across Russia for years until, in February 1917, the powder keg exploded in Petrograd with a strike by female textile workers and spontaneous food riots. Anti-government protesters marched with banners demanding ‘Bread and Peace!’ One afternoon a mob of protesters was fired on by troops in the main street, the Nevsky Prospect, with many dead. The streets emptied and electricity was cut. 

Serge and Lubov Obolensky had been living in Moscow in 1915 and 1916. Now they and their eldest children, Maria and Alex, were in Petrograd, and Lubov was pregnant again. The family and their domestic staff occupied most of a six-storey house on Nadezhdinskaya Street, a 10-minute walk east of the Fontanka River. It brought them close to Serge’s parents and four sisters on Potemkinskaya Street. 

In the fashionable quarter where Serge and Lubov lived – normally busy with cars, trams and smart carriages – night-time was eerily quiet. A few hours later, government buildings and the law courts were set on fire, and trucks drove down streets full of dissenting soldiers and ‘disreputable women’ waving red flags.

Serge placed his faith initially in Russia’s history of failed rebellions. He was distantly related to Prince Eugene Obolensky, one of the leaders of the Decembrist uprising against Nicholas I in 1825. They had demanded a parliament and more rights for serfs, but the movement was suppressed by the tsar. Much the same had happened during the mass unrest of 1905. 

On 15 March 1917, Nicholas II abdicated, signing power over ‘as simply as one hands over a cavalry squadron to its new commander’, an astonished general said. Nicholas intended his brother Grand Duke Michael to succeed him; when Michael refused power unless it was proven to be the will of the people, 300 years of Romanov rule was at an end. 

At this point, liberals and constitutional democrats took charge, led by Prince Lvov and later the lawyer Alexander Kerensky, and they were trusted by the likes of the Obolenskys. The leader of the hard-left Bolshevik Party, Vladimir Lenin, was still in exile. But the Germans had spotted an opportunity, and dispatched Lenin in a sealed train that arrived in Petrograd in April. The workers’ and soldiers’ councils known as soviets were organising to take power in Petrograd and Moscow. On 1 August, Tsar Nicholas and his family left for Siberia.

The second wave of revolution came in October, as insurgents moved against the provisional government. Kerensky escaped to New York, the Council of People’s Commissars became the new government, and Lenin declared all land as belonging to the people without payment. The Bolsheviks occupied strategic locations in Petrograd, a ‘Red’ army held power bases around the country and opposing ‘White’ forces mustered on the periphery. ‘Citizen’ was the only title permitted now, the banks were nationalised and religion was under attack: the Bolsheviks denounced God as an invention of the bourgeoisie.

In Britain, the revolutions were reported amid the greater priority of the war. On 22 December 1917, the chessboard was flipped over as the Bolsheviks met delegates from Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey to arrange peace. Russia recognised the rights of Poland and agreed the independence of Lithuania, Courland, Livonia and Estonia – territories mostly occupied by the Germans. On 3 March 1918, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed, and Russia was simultaneously out of the Great War and plunged deeper into its own vicious civil strife. 

The Whites continued to fight for the pre-revolutionary system and held governments in many parts of the empire. In the capital Petrograd, the ‘Red Terror’ that led to the flight of the Obolenskys began.




CHAPTER 2

THE RED TERROR AND THE TRAIN TO RIGA

THE LAST PHOTOGRAPH of the Obolenskys together on Russian soil, taken at their holiday estate near Kazan in the summer of 1918, bears witness to the troubled times. Behind the family lies a sprawling façade – a main building flanked by an outbuilding on either side – with attractive sash windows. Alex, aged two and a half, wears a short-sleeved smock as he squints in the sun. Next to him, Maria smiles shyly, holding a flower. Mother Lubov’s brown hair flops over her blue eyes as she holds baby Irena in her right arm. An unidentified friend or cousin completes the group. But the idyll ends there: a fence of barbed wire runs the width of the mansion, and the barrier appears to have been erected in a hurry, with three-foot-high tree branches for fence posts and the wire crisscrossed haphazardly between them. This was no happy family scene; the ‘privileged’ classes were now in extreme danger.

The Obolenskys returned from this holiday to Petrograd to find themselves at the heart of a civil war that was savage even by the standards of Russia’s long and violent history. The chaos and brutality unfolding were epoch-making for the Obolenskys and their kind. It was a perilous time, too, for British expatriates: insular, conservative, and led by Sir George Buchanan, the British ambassador.

In July 1918 came the shocking news of the execution of the Romanovs, shot and bayoneted in Yekaterinburg in the Urals. To the nobility of Russia, Nicholas II and his wife Alexandra and their children became martyrs – and the Bolsheviks the anti-Christ. 

In August, Lenin was wounded by a gunman in Moscow, and then came the greatest flashpoint. Moisei Uritsky, head of the Petrograd Cheka – the secret police – was shot dead, and thousands of prisoners and political opponents were executed, including 500 in Petrograd, where some were thrown into the River Neva. Four grand dukes, including an uncle of the tsar, were shot in the Peter and Paul Fortress. 

The slaughter was made more terrifying by its unpredictability. As the historian Douglas Smith wrote in Former People: ‘There simply is no way to explain why some perished and some survived. It was chance – or, as many Russians would have it, fate.’ 

Petrograd rapidly emptied of people. The population reduced by more than two-thirds, from 2,400,000 in 1916 to 740,000 in 1920, as military personnel and government staff relocated to Moscow, while able-bodied men joined in the civil war or absconded to the countryside. Bread and milk were scarce and food prices rocketed. When cart horses collapsed of exhaustion in the street – eyes bulging and sides blown out – they were butchered in moments. The smart houses and apartments of Peter the Great’s beautiful city reeked of stewed cabbage, herrings or other salted fish, supplemented with potatoes. Electricity was rationed to two hours a day, there was no coal, and the tramway service was suspended. 

Lubov watched as trusted neighbours packed up and moved out. An acquaintance sold a 300-year-old suite of ebony furniture for a decent price. Soon, though, pawnbrokers, jewellers and clothing shops were paying derisory amounts for anything the well-off families could offload. Walking with a parcel risked confiscation by Red Guards, who lurked in black cars on street corners. 

Money in the bank was out of reach. Lubov was summoned to be told her family’s gold in coins, jewellery and ornaments was to be requisitioned. She bowed her head in pretend politeness as a commissar weighed her brooches and rings and pearls, some of them heirlooms. To lose them without payment made her blood boil. 

Lubov and Serge had always lived in the comforting belief that noble landowners were enlightened and helpful to the peasants. Now they were branded as evil exploiters. Three members of a single branch of the Obolensky family perished, including a Vladimir, murdered at his estate in Ryazan in February 1918, and an Alexander, an artillery officer shot at the Peter and Paul Fortress at the end of August.

While Serge was away on duty, Lubov and her children spent nights in Petrograd nervously on edge, listening to shooting and peering at menacing silhouettes through the curtains. A daytime walk on the pleasant streets near the Neva revealed boarded-up windows, bullet holes on walls and sad figures selling shoelaces and matches.

Armed Bolshevik confiscators roamed from house to house, lecturing anyone who refused to hand over belongings on their ‘lack of consciousness’. Years later, when Lubov explained to Alex why the family chose to flee, she described a confrontation with a murderous invader. It was a story Alex passed on to his friends at Oxford University: how his ‘mama’ was ‘held up at the point of a revolver in the hand of a fanatical revolutionary’, a commonplace event in the febrile atmosphere of the times. Men wearing peaked caps on their heads and stubble on their chins rifled through cupboards and drawers, swiping possessions as they pleased and making snide comments about ‘offerings to the dead tsar’.

Some time during the autumn of 1918, the Obolenskys decided to escape. 

Gallingly to Serge, he was paid a degree of respect by the Reds due to his military service, and because the family name had a kind of political cachet derived from Eugene Obolensky’s role in the Decembrist revolt of 1825. Eugene was exiled to Siberia to ‘count trees’ and eventually pardoned to join the army as a plain soldier, earning a commission for his bravery and the return of his title with 2,000 serfs.

Serge’s valet said he had an ‘in’ with the powers-that-be, and offered a pass signed by Lenin that would enable Serge to fill a truck with his family’s possessions. Serge spat out his refusal. ‘I’d rather lose everything than make a deal with these traitors,’ he said. Four decades later, when Nikita Khrushchev was president of the Soviet Union, and Serge was living in London, he received an official invitation to ‘come and visit’ his old estates. Serge ripped the paper up, saying: ‘I shall never accept a Bolshevist invitation to my own home.’

There were several possible escape routes. The Germans’ presence in Kiev to the south-west attracted some families from Moscow, while others looked south to the Crimea. Many in Petrograd looked north to Finland and then Sweden. The Obolenskys were guided to Riga in Latvia – and in this mad, mixed-up world, they found themselves in the hands of the Germans, who were in control of the Baltic states. 

How Lubov and her family, without Serge, made their way to Riga is not documented, but the most likely method was by the ‘regelmäßiger baltischer Flüchtlingszug’ (‘regular Baltic refugee trains’), reported by Latvian newspapers as departing from Petrograd every weekend and organised by the German Baltic Committee. To secure a place it was necessary – as Stella Arbenina explained in her 1929 book, Through Terror to Freedom – to find Alexander Roth, a member of the committee, in his office on the Fontanka embankment. Lubov’s connections in Latvia through Serge’s mother probably assisted with the travel documents. ‘The general opinion is the Bolsheviks can’t last more than two or three months, and you might be back in Petrograd by Christmas,’ Roth said. ‘But things are sure to get worse before they get better.’ Roth had 3,500 applicants, when 3,000 should have been the limit. He told the travellers not to take too much luggage as the ‘unlucky’ trains were being raided by the Communists. The émigrés would be quarantined in a lager camp upon reaching Riga.

The three generations of the Obolenskys packed sparingly: clothes, underwear and a couple of thin mattresses tied up with string. Luxuries such as oil paintings were left behind or sold quickly at pathetic prices. The family dressed shabbily, hats over their eyes. We do not know the day of departure, but it would have been early morning when they set off for the Warsaw Station near the Griboyedov Canal in the south-west of Petrograd. 

Well-off families used to sweep through the grand entrance of the Warsaw Station to take ‘trains-de-luxe’ to Paris, or the French beach resorts, or London. The Obolenskys also knew the Nicholas Station as the starting point for trips to Moscow on what was said to be the straightest railway track in the world, because Tsar Nicholas I had placed a ruler on a map and said: ‘That’s the way I want it.’ Bells would ring at intervals in the minutes before a train’s departure, then three times just before the train began to move.

There were no cheery bells now, just a huge courtyard seething with people and suitcases and bits of property from kitchen utensils to iron bedsteads. The refugee trains were formed not of pretty passenger carriages but dark red cattle vans, in which wooden boards were wedged onto beams to make two ‘floors’ of makeshift bunks. Each van was packed with up to 36 travellers.

Almost from the day they were invented, railways have transported the downtrodden and desperate. The train chugged out of the station late at night, its chain-links clanking. There was one route from Petrograd, at the eastern end of the Gulf of Finland, to Riga, roughly 350 miles to the south-west, via Pskov and a small patch of Estonia. Ordinarily it was an overnight journey. It took the refugee train four days and four nights. 

The train crept along for an hour or two, and then stopped for a similar period, and the occupants stretched their limbs in fields and emptied their bladders. Bemused babies and toddlers cried, and the air inside the vans grew increasingly foul. At some of the stops Bolshevik troops boarded and demanded documents. A passenger muttered: ‘We know the Bolshevik army is well organised – Lenin has forced the old generals to lead it.’

Families got talking, swapping stories. If there was any worth to the revolutions or the rhetoric of the Communists, these people did not care. They had been denounced along with the so-called alien classes, which included priests, teachers and Cossacks, to be robbed and murdered while the proletarians or ‘toilers’ were gifted the good things in life. A new creed had replaced God and monarchy, and it was: ‘Rob the robbers!’

At every stop, Lubov peeked through the van doors to see if they would be getting out. At one, there was a shout from a German officer, and the refugees were led to sheds where long tables were laid for dinner of a bowl of soup, a chunk of black bread and some meat. 

Each person was given a parcel on which was written: ‘A gift of welcome from the Kaiser.’ The German national anthem was played and the refugees were obliged to stand. They all blamed the German Kaiser for the Great War; now they observed the singing of his praises. ‘Every time I see a German uniform, I want to spit,’ said a passenger. ‘Yet I am grateful to them, too.’

There were more German troops at the Latvian frontier, then at last they reached Riga, and the lager of barns, each containing hundreds of people perched on two levels of straw-covered benches. The noise and smell were overpowering. 

The Obolenskys waited for the next move, probably for a couple of weeks. On 29 December they were told to go down to the Daugava River, where they found the Princess Margaret easily enough, close to a spot next to Riga Castle where German warships had stood five abreast a few months earlier. The family joined the queue for the gangplank and their British deliverance to an uncertain future.




CHAPTER 3

VOYAGE TO FREEDOM 

TO LUBOV OBOLENSKY, the ship resembled the steamer the tsar had once toured Russia in, although a giveaway clue was the exterior paintwork of the Royal Navy’s ‘dazzle’ camouflage of irregular stripes and swirls. 

The Princess Margaret and her sister vessel, the Princess Irene, had been built by the Canadian Pacific Railway Company in 1914 for pleasure trips they would never undertake.1 Following the outbreak of war in Europe, they were taken and converted into minelayers by the Royal Navy, which needed vessels larger and quicker than the British cross-Channel steamers to lay mines in the North Sea. By early 1915, each of the Princesses was refitted with two 4.7-inch guns, two 3-inch guns and the capacity to lay 400 mines. 

The ship should have been carrying cheery tourists on the waterways of Vancouver and British Columbia. Instead, of the five decks for passengers and crew, the upper and main decks were mostly cleared to accommodate the huge, bulbous mines, which rolled on tracks out of holes cut in the stern.2 It was perilous work, and the Irene blew up in the Medway Estuary in May 1915, with the loss of 300 lives. Now her surviving sister’s 127 cabins were filled with 392 passengers, including 169 women and 80 children, from almost every European nation. Some of the refugees were obliged to sleep between decks.

How the British came to be in Riga was a saga symbolising the complexity of European politics at the time.

There had been Baltic Germans in Latvia since the 13th century, and Russia had been shot through with German influences for decades. There was a fear that even if the Great War ended in an Allied victory, Germany might absorb the vast territories of Russia and Siberia, and build again to dominate Europe. The Russian empire had been Britain and France’s most important ally.

Then there were the royal family ties between the competing powers. Britain’s King George V was a first cousin and near doppelgänger of both Tsar Nicholas II and Kaiser Wilhelm II. The Tsarina Alexandra, Nicholas’s wife, was a German by birth, and a granddaughter of Britain’s Queen Victoria. She was Alix of Hesse and by Rhine before her inception into the Russian church. 

In 1914, when Britain went to war, there were anti-German riots and attacks on German products even though the Saxe-Coburg-Gothas were residents of Buckingham Palace. In July 1917, George declared the ‘discontinuation of all German titles’, and he and Queen Mary created the House of Windsor. 

By spring 1918, the Allies were straining to defeat the Germans on the Western Front and they were horrified when the Brest-Litovsk treaty allowed Germany to transfer forces across from the east. Meanwhile, King George approved a plan for his Russian cousin Nicholas to escape to asylum in Britain, only to withdraw the offer over fears the mere presence of the tsar might spark a workers’ uprising. Antipathy towards the Bolsheviks was heightened by a Cheka raid on the British embassy in Petrograd on 31 August and the killing of Captain Francis Newton Allen Cromie, the much-decorated naval attaché who was the most senior diplomat left in the city.

When the German army had taken Riga in September 1917, thousands of Latvians fled into Russia. Some formed riflemen units in the army and some of those were radicalised to the Bolshevik cause. When the First World War ended with Germany’s surrender in November 1918, the Bolsheviks vowed to regain Russia’s lost lands. Lenin declared: ‘The Baltic must become a Soviet sea.’

The British government wanted Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania to be independent, and the First Armistice demanded Germany evacuate its troops from occupied Russian lands – but only as soon as the Allies deemed it appropriate. Latvia proclaimed independence while, in Estonia, government leaders were released from prison to resume power. Britain wanted to defend its position, but not with an infantry campaign so soon after the Armistice, and the War Cabinet sent the Royal Navy instead. So began a supposedly post-war period up to January 1920 in which the Royal Navy was operational in the Baltic. 

In December 1918, the Bolsheviks were advancing on Riga, and the Germans, who had a volunteer National Guard, the Landeswehr, decided to withdraw. The British began to conceive the idea of an evacuation of refugees – and it had to happen before the eastern Baltic froze over. 

On the 17th, Rear-Admiral Edwin Alexander Sinclair led two cruisers, seven destroyers and the Princess Margaret towards Riga. They entered the Daugava and began to unload weapons to the Latvians, although Sinclair cautiously retained 15,000 of his 20,000 rifles on board. Eventually, Princess Margaret landed marines on 27 December and, accompanied by an armed party from the Ceres, they marched through the town. The following day frightened British subjects began to board the Princess Margaret. 

On 29 December, HMS Ceres opened fire on the barracks of Latvian mutineers who were hoping to merge with the Bolsheviks; the Bolsheviks had closed to within 10 kilometres of the city. The British continued to land armed parties on defensive patrols and launch star and lyddite shells, while keeping anxious watch for the approaching ice. The purpose now was to collect as many fleeing British subjects and White Russian aristocrats and supporters of the Latvian provisional government as they could, as quickly as they could. The Times reported on 2 January 1919: ‘A panic feeling is manifesting itself at Riga.’ 

The departure of the Princess Margaret was set for 3 January. The night before, the British patrolled for the last time, before Sinclair withdrew them at 8 p.m. and left the city to looting and arson. 

It was 6.30 a.m. when the Ceres cast off, followed 22 minutes later by the Princess Margaret, proceeding at 10 knots past the low-slung skyline of Riga, distinguished in the Old Town on the east bank by the domed steeples of the cathedral and St Peter’s Church. Together with the destroyers Wolfhound and Windsor, they joined the Cardiff and began a 700-mile voyage west to Copenhagen.

At 9.30 a.m. on Sunday 5 January, nearing Copenhagen, a pilot came aboard and some of the refugees disembarked. Rear-Admiral Sinclair regretted leaving Riga to the Reds, but he felt Britain had ‘taken the measure’ of the Bolsheviks’ fleet, Estonia was on the road to freedom, and security in Finland had been increased. At Copenhagen, the fugitives presented a large silver cup to Captain Smyth for his crew’s kindness.3 The next landfall would be in Scotland.

On Friday 10 January, the Princess Margaret made a stop-start departure due to thick fog, but the mood on board lightened. The British sailors arranged concerts and dances, and played with little Alex Obolensky and the other children, and the passengers arranged the striking of medals as further tokens of thanks. Able Seaman Samuel Wegg, 33 years old, Belfast-born, and recipient of the Distinguished Service Medal in October 1917 for laying mines off German ports, was one who received the ‘Princess Margaret’s Medal’ made of white metal in the shape of a lifebelt, with the name Princess Margaret embossed on it, and the inscription: ‘Riga–London 3rd Jany. 1919–17th Jany. 1919 From the Grateful Passengers in Remembrance of their Deliverance from the Bolsheviks.’

At midnight on Saturday 11 January, the crew and passengers put their clocks back half an hour, and at 11 a.m. the ship dropped anchor in Leith roads. Scottish crew members disembarked before the ship set off for its final leg south to London. 

The Obolenskys’ cabin had been their home for 17 days, 13 of them at sea, but they were made to wait for
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