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PART ONE

1919


1

Rudi, my twin brother, and I were twelve years old when, one day early in 1919, Rudi overheard Papa talking to Mama and Aunt Olga in the next room. As Rudi strained to overhear, Father mentioned one magic word: ‘Escape!’

‘Come and listen, Nicki,’ Rudi beckoned me urgently to crouch behind the door. Eavesdropping was one of our favourite pastimes, especially in this drab, cold winter of murder and looting when it was hardly safe to venture outside.

‘Escape?’ I echoed in a whisper. ‘But where to?’

‘Paris!’ That was another magic word.

The door leading from our combined playroom and schoolroom into Mama’s large sitting-room was old, and sometimes we could peep through a crack and listen or, if the angle was right, we could even see through the large keyhole.

‘Paris!’ I whispered again. ‘But how can we escape?’

‘Father was a general,’ said Rudi, as though that settled everything. ‘Isn’t that good enough for you?’

We had known for months that something would happen; and ever since the Tsar Nicholas and the Tsarina Alexandra and her children had vanished, we had been hearing bloodcurdling stories of the Russian revolution, of men being butchered and tortured.

‘If we don’t,’ I could hear my father say to Mama and Aunt Olga, ‘we’ll all be slaughtered. I’ve almost fixed up the final details. I’ve found the right boat to take us from Kronstadt across the Baltic, and then we’ll make for our house in Paris. There’s no future for a nobleman in Russia. The Bolsheviks drink blood as we drink vodka.’

Rudi turned white as chalk, and I also felt queasy as I pictured Rudi’s throat being cut and someone filling an old beer mug with his blood and passing it round. Still, it did not stop me peeping through the keyhole.

My father, Prince Dmitri Korolev, who had just celebrated his fiftieth birthday, was standing with his back to the big open fireplace in which massive logs were sizzling and blazing, with the occasional crack of sparks from a branch of chestnut. He was over six feet tall, beginning to put on a little weight, with thick white hair, a neatly trimmed white beard and huge moustaches. When he attended a ball, he used to say, ‘I’ve got the best moustaches that ever decorated the Winter Palace.’

He was a military-trained autocrat through and through, a commanding figure who had made many a soldier quail if he was slow obeying an order; but he was a general no longer, for a simple reason. The generals had all disappeared – massacred, escaped, or trying to form a White Russian army in the Crimea and to the East. Father’s life had been spared for the moment because, though strict, he was known to be just and fair and one of his ‘just’ deeds was already a legend among the working classes in St Petersburg.

Apparently (as he often recounted to us) Father had stopped the guards on the broad, sweeping two-mile boulevard of the Nevsky Prospekt as they dragged a tired old man to jail, forcing him to stumble, tied to the tail of a horse. My father hated the soldiers, and discovered that there had been no actual charge against the man other than ‘degrading the sight of the most beautiful street in Russia’.

The man was not drunk, just half-starved and penniless. My father ordered the man freed, and the officer in charge of the squad to be jailed for a month. It was an act which saved him from murder when the revolution broke out, for many an ardent Bolshevik secretly admired my father. One of them tipped him off that he was on a death list, so we escaped from the bloodstained streets of St Petersburg to our country house in Tsarskoe Selo, a grace and favour house given to my father by Tsar Nicholas. It was in the grounds of the Royal summer palace in Tsarskoe Selo, which is Russian for ‘The Tsar’s Village’. The house, with several others in the palace grounds, was a reward for valour and friendship. The private park of several hundred acres included the Tsarina’s private chapel, where Rudi and I were christened, and where the Tsar himself became my godfather, because I was half an hour older than Rudi. But, having left our house in St Petersburg, on the Moika Embankment near the Winter Palace, we were now in virtual seclusion at Tsarskoe Selo.

The view of my father through the keyhole was suddenly blotted out and we barely had time to scuttle away and look as though we were reading before Father stalked in – yes, that is the word I have in my memory, he stalked with the hallmark of power and riches, rather than walked like a mere mortal.

‘Hullo boys,’ he said. ‘Where’s Galina?’

This was our seventeen-year-old step-sister, for my father had been married twice.

‘I think she’s gone for a walk in the park.’

‘Damn stupid. Can’t trust anyone outside these days.’ Father twirled his moustaches, purely an instinctive movement. ‘When she comes back tell her I’d like to see her.’

As he returned to the sitting-room we could hardly restrain our excitement.

‘Paris!’ I exclaimed. ‘Are we really going to Paris?’

‘I hope so,’ said Rudi. ‘That’s where all the beautiful women live, so Uncle Igor told me.’ Igor, who was all of nineteen, had left St Petersburg with us and planned to escape when we did.

‘But,’ I had sudden doubts, ‘I’m not sure I’d like to live in Paris, a horrible big city.’

‘Not even with lots of girls?’ Rudi teased me.

‘I’d rather have Russian girls when I grow up – and our own home.’

In fact Father had four houses, including a villa in Switzerland; we were never quite sure exactly where it was because some people said it was on a lake called Léman, while others said it was on Lake Geneva. Even so, that was the house where Rudi and I were born – ‘between two trains’, my father used to chortle. But there was no mystery about it. Although she was Russian, Mama wanted us to be born in Switzerland because she had more faith in Swiss doctors than in Russian ones. Besides, on Lake Geneva everyone spoke French, and even in Russia all the Russian aristocracy normally spoke French except to the servants.

Still, although we lived in frightening times, we had no wish to leave Russia, our real home. I still remember the lump that came to my throat at the prospect of leaving this beautiful park – beautiful even when, as now, it was threatened by brigands. And would I be able to take Kodi, my beloved teddy bear, with me?

‘Russia is the most beautiful country in the world, and the rest of the world is horrible,’ I said savagely to Rudi.

‘Could we stay behind?’ asked Rudi.

‘How?’

‘Run away when Father escapes. Hide in the woods!’

I shook my head. ‘We’d be shot by the Bolsheviks.’ And that settled that.

Only twice during that long winter had visitors come to see us. We heard them arrive in the middle of the night, and apparently they went straight to bed for we did not see them until the following day. They were flaxen-haired men who spoke to each other in a strange language and we had to be dressed the following morning in our best long-sleeved sailor suits, the wide V-shaped open-necked collars showing our striped shirts at our throats. They were diplomats, Father explained, and so he, too, was dressed up to receive them, in his full-dress uniform with white kid breeches, gold-embroidered coat sparkling with medals and orders.

After a day at Tsarskoe Selo, with the best lunch that Lilla, our housekeeper, could cook (usually chicken again) the strangers departed once more after night had fallen.

They were high officials from the Danish Embassy in St Petersburg, Father later explained. ‘They are very brave men who are trying to help us by sending a Danish vessel to Kronstadt to pick us up and sail away.’

Though we did not realise it at the time, the Danes’ friendship with Father was due to the Tsar’s father having married a Danish princess, the daughter of King Christian IX. Tsar Nicholas was half-Danish, therefore, and he had visited Copenhagen regularly, accompanied by my father as aide-de-camp. Father had formed a close friendship with the Danish ambassador, who spent several week-ends with us in Tsarskoe Selo before the Revolution, and it was he who contacted Father during the fighting when the Winter Palace was sacked, and begged him to wait in Tsarskoe Selo until he could send a Danish vessel to rescue us. This could not be done until the weather improved for the mouth of the Gulf of Finland, where it meets the fresh water pouring out of the River Neva, was invariably frozen during the winter months.

Now we were in Tsarskoe Selo, isolated and slightly afraid, the vast park empty, blanketed in white, most of the houses shuttered, the branches of trees bending under heavy snow. Although the Tsar and his family had gone our two faithful old servants – Yuri and his wife Lilla – had waited for us to return to Tsarskoe Selo. They would light huge fires for us, even creeping into our bedroom at night to keep a warming glow going. We stayed indoors most of the time with only brief visits to the park because looters had ransacked the Imperial Palace and had only left our house alone because it was an inconspicuous villa and there were greater riches to be found and more people to kill in St Petersburg.

Yuri and Lilla were the only people we saw outside the family. Even the Lycée had been closed – the Royal school situated in a wing of the palace to provide a proper education for future holders of high office, and which the Tsar had permitted us to attend, dressed in a uniform of blue coats with red collars, silver lapels and jackboots.

How sad, I thought, as I peered through the window at the snowy ground looking out for Galina, that the Lycée was closed. What had happened to the twenty or so boys who made up our first class? Gone, all of them. Fled or killed.

It was impossible to dispel these moments of fear, but just as hard to forget the happy months we had spent in Tsarskoe Selo. The blankets of snow and the bending birch trees seemed to add a fairy-tale beauty to the Imperial Palace we knew so well – the marble statues of the Garden Façade leading to the Lycée, the ornamental Chinese village, and the White Birch glade from where you could catch glimpses of gold and green palaces lining the walks which radiated like the spokes of a wheel from the glade itself.

From one point we could see the pagoda with its miniature cupola set in a remote corner of the gardens behind hedges that had been cut into outlines which sometimes pleased and sometimes frightened me; for in winter they would assume ghostly shapes with the weight of the snow, and become monsters against which the wind from Siberia blew howling gusts which shredded their frames.

Sometimes in the summer we had been invited by the Tsar’s children, and the royal footmen would organise games for us all after the picnic was spread out near the Milkmaid Fountain, at the far end of the large ornamental lake. At other times the Tsarina would ask us into her beautiful mauve salon in the Alexandra Palace, and on these occasions we were allowed to sit with her daughters, Tatiana, Olga, Marie and Anastasia, the older ones dancing with some of the young guardsmen who were stationed in Tsarskoe Selo, or to listen to the orchestra play while Galina, our half-sister, danced excerpts from a ballet on the polished floor.

Galina had already been attending ballet classes in St Petersburg. She was thin and tall, with long legs, and could stay on her points forever, it seemed, and everyone said she showed great promise, though whether or not Father would allow her to become a professional dancer was a different matter.

Seven years previously Galina had been accepted by the Imperial Ballet School which taught all the usual subjects, including literature, painting and music. Like all the boys and girls of ten and eleven Galina had to pass one of the toughest entrance examinations in the world – indeed only a quarter of those who applied were accepted. There, before dancing a single step, she spent weary months learning to walk gracefully and to ‘turn the feet’. Like all the other pupils, she wore a uniform of brown cashmere for academic classes and a special frock of grey holland for dancing.

Girl and boy pupils never met except on formal occasions, and black marks were given for even the most trivial misbehaviour. Every girl entering the classroom had to curtsey to the ballet master and the pianist (this was called ‘the reverence’). The ballet master beat time with a long pole which he struck on the floor. Even the commissionaire at the entrance to the school wore a uniform embroidered with the Imperial coat-of-arms on his chest. Galina at least had passed the first difficult tests – she was deemed good enough to be taken to masked balls in the Salle de la Noblesse in St Petersburg.

So in those days before the Revolution, Galina would sometimes have to stay behind in St Petersburg when Rudi and I made our way to Tsarskoe Selo where the atmosphere was less strict, even though we were living in close proximity to the Tsar. Of course, we had all been brought up as good Russians to regard the Tsar Nicholas as greater than God himself. Every time the Tsar, as often happened, took a stroll in the afternoon, with the serfs lining up in adjoining fields to pay their respects, we immediately stood to attention and doffed our Lycée hats. Father himself would always stand stiff as a ramrod, eyes unwavering, until the Tsar casually murmured, ‘Please, Prince Dmitri’, and then turned to smile at us, perhaps pat a shoulder and ask, with a questioning smile, ‘Which one of you two is my godson today?’ We knew then that we had permission to relax – though not too much, for any bad behaviour would mean no supper that night.

How never-ending those happy memories were – even the rather grim church services, for every Sunday morning we attended service in the private chapel of the Federovski Sobor, in the Imperial Park, built by the Tsarina after she was told that her son Alexis had haemophilia, and where I had been baptised in the presence of the Tsar himself.

It was very ‘Russian’ – dozens of ikons, candles burning in every corner, an unaccompanied choir singing the Creed. There was a powerful smell of incense, a nun reading the prayer for the day. The bishop’s raiment glittered with magnificence in candlelight that cast a mist of light around the altar, a halo that seemed filled with particles of dancing dust reminiscent of the winter snow being blown from the hedges in the garden.

Father came back into the schoolroom again and told Rudi, ‘Go outside the front porch and shout. See if you can make Galina hear.’

He must have shouted with all his strength for in a few moments I saw him wave. As I looked out of the frosty window into the park and watched Rudi walking briskly back towards me – a sturdy, well-built boy with brown eyes, like mine, fair hair (‘the colour of sawdust’, Father once called it), strong legs and broad shoulders – I thought, how is it possible, this business of twins? Each time I looked at Rudi, it was like looking at a portrait of myself. Each time I heard his voice, it was just as though I myself was talking.

‘She’s coming,’ he announced, stamping the snow off his boots.

When Galina came in, she took off her fur hat, shook out her mop of thick, tawny hair, and said, ‘It’s been snowing, and I’m hungry and cold. I am going to ask Lilla for some tea and blinis.’

‘Father wants to see you,’ said Rudi.

‘I’m going to have some tea first.’

Lilla’s husband Yuri had served as a soldier with Father, and though we were never normally allowed in the kitchen without permission, discipline was relaxed because they were the only two servants who had stayed with us. The rest had gone with the wind, some to their villages where they felt safer, some had been killed, others had just – vanished.

‘It’s a secret, but we’re going to Paris,’ I announced to Galina.

She clapped her hands. ‘Paris! You boys will love it. I went there once with Father.’

‘I bet the French don’t know how to make real blinis,’ I said.

‘Father says he wants you to go and see him immediately,’ Rudi insisted.

‘That means no blinis,’ she sighed. Like all of us, Galina loved those caviar-topped thick pancakes. ‘Let’s hope there’s at least a samovar of tea in the sitting-room.’

Rudi and I were playing chess when Aunt Olga came in and beckoned to us.

‘Your father wishes to speak to you both and also to Yuri and Lilla. Will you go and bring them in.’

‘The servants?’ I looked astonished.

‘Go on now! Your father has an important announcement to make to the entire family and the staff,’ adding with a touch of sarcasm, ‘or what’s left of it.’

Aunt Olga, who, when referred to formally, was the Countess Olga Arensky, had just celebrated her thirtieth birthday, and with her high cheekbones, enormous pools of black eyes and the longest and thinnest fingers I had ever seen we both adored her. Rudi once said, ‘Aunt Olga, you must be wonderful with the piano.’ And she replied, ‘I’m even more wonderful with the needle.’ And Mama said she was too. She loved making cushions, bedspreads, and even at times, and for fun, designing and making dresses. Mama said that the secret of Aunt Olga’s prettiness was because everything she did was ‘just for fun’. Her eyes were always sparkling, the corners of her lips turned up, not down, as though she was about to start a laugh. And Mama told me that, when she attended the great dances at the Winter Palace, young guardsmen would flock around her, begging to sign her little carnet de bal and reserve dances for them. And though at times, in those early days, I wondered why she lived with us when, after all, she was no blood relation, we accepted her presence gratefully. It was only many years later that I learned exactly what the reason was.

‘I bet she’s always been hot stuff,’ Galina once remarked with all the wisdom of seventeen years. Though I did not quite understand – then – how Aunt Olga could be hot all the time, especially in the cold of the winter, I assumed there must be a good reason for it, for Galina always spoke with authority.

We now entered Mama’s sitting-room, followed by Yuri and Lilla. Somehow we always felt more in awe of my father in the big sitting-room than when he came to see us in our schoolroom.

He was standing with his back to the fire, a fine upstanding figure, rubbing his hands behind him. Without any preamble, he said, ‘Sit down, boys.’ He did not offer a seat to Yuri or Lilla. They would never have accepted such an offer and Father knew it would embarrass them. Mama, beautiful but looking tired and worried, sat at one end of a large grey-blue sofa, so long that the back needed ten cushions, most of them made by Aunt Olga. We had been told that Mama was expecting a baby within a few weeks which was why she looked so very large.

‘The moment has come for us to leave Russia and make a new home for ourselves in Paris, the capital of France, and the greatest city in the world after St Petersburg,’ announced Father, his voice booming, smoke from his cigar wreathing his face.

As this news was received in glum silence – for we already knew – Father added, ‘I know we would all rather live in our beloved Russia, but as good soldiers’ – with a glance at us – ‘precautions against the enemy must always outweigh considerations of comfort.’ Father, as I remember him from my first memories, always found a military reason for making a civilian decision, but there was truth in his next words: ‘For the moment Russia is engulfed in a civil war against wicked men. Their leader is a man called Lenin, and he plotted his plans from the comfort of a safe country. We must now do the same. We cannot overthrow his revolutionaries from Tsarskoe Selo. But even though our beloved Tsar and his family are no longer with us, we will one day make Russia great again. In the meantime I am not going to allow my family to live in fear.’

As I started to ask a question, he almost roared, ‘Silence!’ Only then did we realise that he was discussing being involved in a real war and, as I wondered about the problems that lay ahead, Father explained more details of our plans to escape.

‘The danger we face will be on the trip to Kronstadt. It’s only a dozen miles and once we board a neutral Danish vessel, we will be safe. Until then it will be an unpleasant cold trip over the muddy roads, but Igor has been trained as a soldier and you two boys’ – with another look at us – ‘you are soldiers in spirit, aren’t you?’

‘Yes sir,’ we chorused.

‘But Mama?’ I asked. ‘She is expecting the baby?’

‘I know, Nicki,’ he said quite gently for such a fierce-looking man, ‘but we shall do everything we can to make her comfortable. Cushions, blankets and so on. And once on the boat, which is called the Lysberg, even if she is only a tramp steamer, she has what is called a director’s cabin, used by shipping line officials from time to time, and your mother will be given that cabin.’

‘And Yuri and Lilla?’ The thought of leaving without them horrified us. Lilla had been far more important to us than our succession of French nannies. It was Lilla to whom we could sneak into the kitchen for forbidden cakes. And it was Yuri who had taught us the tricks of shooting, fishing, all the mysteries of the great outdoors. We would be lost without them.

Yuri was turning heavy logs in the fireplace to make new flames. At the sound of his name he put down the poker and did his best to straighten up his tired old frame but before he could utter a word Father said, ‘I hope you will both join us. Apart from the fact that we would like you to come, you might find life very difficult in Russia if you have no means of support. You, Yuri, you are an old soldier and’ – with a return to military jargon – ‘in the armed forces, the life of a soldier is as important as the life of a general.’

Yuri bowed as he thanked Father, who then announced that we would have to travel without any luggage for, if the rabble stopped us and discovered expensive trunks or other trappings of wealth, it would arouse instant suspicion. ‘We will leave everything behind except Mama’s best necklace. Mama will look after that. We have some money in a bank in Switzerland, but we must fit ourselves out in the dirtiest clothes we can find and leave Russia looking like beggars.’

‘No luggage?’ I asked.

‘None! Can’t you understand French, boy?’

‘But Kodi, my teddy bear?’ I felt a pang of unease.

‘Baby, always sleeping with a teddy bear,’ jeered Rudi.

‘I’m not a baby.’

‘Be quiet, both of you,’ ordered Father. ‘You can keep your teddy bear. The Tsar gave it to me at your christening to keep for his godson, and a gift from the Tsar should be cherished forever.’

‘And is Aunt Olga Arensky coming with us?’ Rudi wanted to change the subject.

‘She says she would like to come,’ answered Father, ‘and she will be a wonderful companion for Mama.’

I turned to Uncle Igor and asked, ‘Will Igor Treporovitch be coming too?’

Igor was a distant cousin of Father’s. He nodded.

‘Good!’ cried Rudi. ‘Uncle Igor Treporovitch is such fun.’

‘Not Igor Treporovitch,’ roared Father in a voice that made us tremble. ‘Plain Count Igor Trepov.’

‘But –’ began a baffled Rudi. ‘You can’t just use the same name. Russians always change their surnames when they marry or else –’ I didn’t understand the name changing myself.

‘You can – and we will,’ said Father. ‘Listen carefully, not only the boys, but all of you. Stop this nonsense about changing names. It might be all right in Russia where everyone understands and expects it. But they don’t where we are going. They don’t exist there. I will be called simply Prince Dmitri Korolev and your mother will be Princess Korolev. You boys will be plain Master Korolev, and Galina, your half-sister, won’t be saddled with ridiculous names no-one can pronounce. She’ll just be Mademoiselle Galina Korolev, not Galina Korolevska.’

‘It sounds very complicated,’ I ventured.

‘It’s very simple,’ explained Father, with exaggerated patience. ‘Much simpler. Though of course,’ he added, ‘you, Nicki, being born half an hour before Rudi, will inherit my title of prince – if by then it’s worth having.’

Our final preparations consisted of collecting what Father called ‘the disguise’ – making us all look as filthy and as smelly as possible, because, though the fiercest street-fighting and the mass slaughter had been mostly confined to the big cities, bands of revolutionaries sometimes roamed isolated villages plundering for food or horses, and usually ending in an orgy of spilled blood. No-one was safe, except the ragged, the starving, the sick. They had a chance. ‘The only hope of saving your life is to look as though you are on the point of death,’ said Father.

Yuri had collected all the tattered clothes he could find in the neighbouring palaces, now empty. Sometimes he even had to strip the corpses of serfs who had been killed. Igor also helped us, and we were joined by a labourer named Alexei who had escaped from a nearby farm.

On our last day Father and Igor took off their normal clothes. Father must have been excited by the scent of ‘battle’ – though of a different kind – for I heard him say almost with a laugh, ‘By God, Igor, you look and you smell like a tramp. We’ve really managed to turn the old saying upside down – we’ve turned a silk purse back into a sow’s ear.’

It was almost uncanny, the way fear was disguised by laughter. I heard Father laugh – even if only briefly – when he looked in a mirror. Perhaps it was his way of hiding the knowledge that we were still in the gravest danger, especially as Mama was so weak that she should have been in the care of a doctor in hospital. But even she smiled when she stood up in an old, tattered cook’s dress, stained and frayed from years in the kitchen. At least the voluminous thick calico skirt helped to hide her large tummy.

‘Mama isn’t an invalid,’ explained Aunt Olga as she tore cuts in the ragged trousers and jackets that had been found for us. ‘But having a baby makes you weak, my dears, and we don’t want her shaken about more than is necessary.’

Our house, modest, of course, compared with the villas near the Tsar’s palace, had hardly been touched before we left St Petersburg; and once Tsarskoe Selo had been sacked and the Tsar gone, the hooligans lost interest. After all, though we had large stocks of logs for burning nobody was going to steal them when people could cut down the trees on the edge of St Petersburg. And though we had a couple of creaking old farm carts in the farm buildings on the edge of the fields where we produced our few crops, the horses had long since been stolen. The looters, however, had left some hay and oats in the barn, and when we arrived at Tsarskoe Selo on the two old nags that had brought us out of the city at night, we hid them, and because we knew we had no future in Tsarskoe Selo we fed the horses well on the oats we would normally have rationed carefully through the spring and early summer before they could graze in the fields. These two horses had never had such a good winter feed! And now, when the time had come to leave, we could sense their eagerness for action as they were harnessed and backed into the shafts.

The wagons had tarpaulin covers draped over a central pole. Mother could be carried in one wagon by Yuri who knew best how to handle horses. Igor would sit beside him in front. Under the cover one side had been arranged with cushions and mattresses hidden behind the flapping back of the improvised tent, which was tied loosely, like a covered wagon.

Mama struggled as she climbed up then lay back gratefully on the thick down pillows. Aunt Olga climbed in beside her and beckoned Rudi to jump in. He was clasping Kodi. I really wanted Kodi myself but Father persuaded us that it would be a good idea for Rudi to take him, as a bit of extra disguise if Mama’s wagon was attacked. I heard Mama almost laugh, ‘My protector!’ At the last moment Father, as I stood by, peered into the gloomy interior and promised, ‘I’ll be just behind you, my dear, so that I can see what’s happening ahead. You’ve got them?’ Mother said, ‘They’re quite safe – here.’ She patted her breasts.

Then Yuri gave a crack of the whip and, with squeals and creaks as the iron rims of the wheels of the old cart slowly turned on the frosted ruts of the road, we set off.

‘Jump in the back,’ Father ordered Galina, me and Lilla, while Father and Alexei, who also ‘understood’ horses, climbed on to the front seat.

Lilla was crying noisily, and Father explained, ‘I had to separate them. If we run into any trouble in either cart Yuri or Lilla can do all the talking. If we start talking, our speech will betray us immediately.’

‘Poor Mama,’ I ventured as we started to follow. ‘Will she be unhappy without you?’

‘She is a soldier’s wife!’ Father said sternly over his shoulder. Then he added, more to Galina than to me, ‘I deliberately decided to follow the other cart rather than go first. It’s pointless being ahead, because if any trouble does come suddenly, and our wagon is in front, we’d be involved and could do nothing about it. If we are behind we can see any emergency arriving and maybe cause a diversion. That’s why I want to get your mama on board first. If we get into trouble, we can run for it, but your mother can’t.’

Father seemed quite cheerful as we set off and, leaning back into the covered wagon, he patted me on the shoulder. ‘At least we won’t starve,’ said Father. ‘Lilla has cooked the last four chickens, some hard-boiled eggs, some beets and some bread and a jar of caviar. And we’ve got a couple of bottles of vodka, frozen by mother nature.’ The bottles were swinging by a string beside the front seats.

‘Was that what Father meant when he asked Mama, “Have you got them”?’ I asked Galina.

‘No, silly,’ she replied. ‘That was the emerald necklace – the inheritance. Father thought it would be wiser if Mama carried it in case he gets involved in a fight. I don’t think they’d touch a woman who’s expecting a baby.’

It was a long, tiring, bumpy ride sitting on the bare boards of the old cart and at eleven o’clock we stopped in a side track to eat and to stretch our legs. We were in a quiet, muddy country lane that sliced through a thick forest of birch trees, and Father, without stopping the cart at first, jumped off and ran ahead to order a halt. I clambered out and trotted after him, reaching the leading cart before Galina, and in time to hear Father ask, ‘How are you, my dear?’ Mother was sitting up on the cushions and answered cheerfully, ‘I’m afraid Olga and I have made quite a hole in the vodka. Olga says it’s the cheapest form of heating.’

‘It won’t do you any harm – if you don’t overdo it.’ Father gave a querying look at Olga, who shook her head and started preparing the food. Then she added, ‘I gave Rudi a sip, he was so cold.’

‘May I have some?’ I asked.

‘Of course.’

It was very fiery but it was not the first time either of us had tasted vodka and it certainly warmed us up. And of course Galina then wanted some too. Igor poured a little out and, as she sipped it, teased her, ‘You’ve got to drink the first glass in one gulp. You’re old enough to know that!’

‘I suppose you drink yours by the bottle,’ she laughed, managing to look very pretty despite the old rags she wore. ‘I know your sort, Igor. Someone said that all the girls fall for you, and that you go and meet the ballet dancers after the theatre. I bet you wish you could do that again!’

‘Ah, happy times. Yes, I loved them. But those days are over.’

‘Perhaps in Paris? Old habits die hard. One of the dancers called you a stage-door Johnny.’

Igor laughed delightedly – until Father, subduing his bass voice, whispered, ‘Sssh! Listen! Horses!’

The fear was so immediate that our words and laughter froze on our lips. Quite clearly we could hear horses galloping, and the shouts and laughs of a small group of men.

It had begun to snow, the snow falling like feathers over the frozen earth. We crouched behind a rusty tractor, our hearts in our mouths as the dishevelled troops skirted the far edge of the field. We could hear their murderous cries, cries of triumph.

Warning us all to stay behind the tractor, Father slid forward the few yards through the curtain of trees until he could see three men approach a house where smoke was rising from the chimney.

‘Brutes,’ he gasped to us when they returned. ‘Just a bloody Skopets Gorbusha! They’ve got no officers, they’re obviously part of a small group that is killing everyone in sight.’

I gasped. To hear a general calling someone ‘the son of a stinking castrated camel’! I had heard the oath before.

Rudi was snivelling a bit, and Aunt Olga was trying to comfort us both. Then, as Papa hissed to us to be quiet, I saw a couple of men with bayonets scouting the barn; but they were uncertain who or what might be inside and would not risk a lone attack. ‘They’ll come back with reinforcements,’ Papa said contemptuously. ‘They daren’t risk their miserable lives in case the inhabitants have got machine-guns concealed there.’

As suddenly as they had appeared, the men vanished. I could hear the thud of hooves growing fainter, until finally Father said, ‘All right. Let’s get going if we want to reach Kronstadt before nightfall. It’s safe now, I think,’ he said, adding bitterly, ‘as safe as Russia will ever be.’

‘Father,’ I asked timidly once we were on our way. ‘What does “castrated” mean?’
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It was dusk as we reached the end of the mole that linked the mainland to Kotlin Island on which Kronstadt is built. Scudding clouds revealed the pale yellow glare of the moon, and its reflected light gleamed in the dirty slush where some of the snow had melted.

‘Is the ship near here?’ I asked. ‘And what’s this terrible stink?’

‘Quiet, boy,’ snapped Father. ‘This is the part of the journey where we have to keep both our eyes wide open.’

The peace of the country lanes had given place to busy streets, trams, some horse-drawn, and now and then we had to stop as trains, running on gleaming lines, passed alongside the streets, carrying cargo to the docks.

Peeping through the slit in the tarpaulin I could see narrow streets of wooden houses and at the corner of one crossroads the stone building of a forge. We bumped along unpaved or cobbled streets over ruts made by the iron tyres of wagons edging almost on to the doorsteps of some houses. Snow was piled at nearly every corner.

Not far from Kronstadt’s two filthy hôtels (‘The Buffet and the Commercial, both fourth-rate,’ grunted Father) was a more ostentatious building – the public baths for men and women, and not far away a tallow-melting plant which manufactured candles and soap. There was also a tannery nearby and the two gave off a combined stench from hides steeped in some horrible liquid and the tallow made by melting animal fat.

It was more than I could stand. Without warning – but just in time to reach the rear of the cart – I was sick, narrowly missing Galina.

‘Sorry, Father,’ I gasped, wiping the corner of my mouth on my filthy sleeve.

‘Don’t worry, my boy,’ he replied, gently for him. ‘You won’t be the only one in this stinking town. It’s the curse of Kronstadt’s two Ts – tallow and tanning.’

Luckily (in one way) the traffic was halted while a train took its time approaching and crossing the roadway on the way to the docks. Father jumped out with a mug he had brought along and bought some boiling water from an old man huddled over a squat iron stove. Normally he sold boiling water for the owners of samovars which they would take on a voyage. Nearby half a dozen men were crying, ‘Buy my onions. Onions for sale!’

Father handed me some hot water to sip, saying, ‘Sorry we have no tea but this’ll settle your stomach.’

‘But onions!’ I cried.

‘They sell them at all Russian ports. They’re supposed to prevent sea-sickness.’

The train seemed to take an age to cross to the marshalling yards until finally the clanking of the shunting trucks stopped, the road was opened, and we moved ahead.

Our two old horse-drawn wagons did not excite much attention, but ours had drawn closer to Mama’s, and from time to time people shouted at us, and droshky drivers swore and brandished their whips. One neighbouring driver lashed out with his whip at our leading horse and, as it reared with fright, Mama’s wagon nearly overturned.

There was a sullen atmosphere of fear about the mean streets and more than once I heard Father say to Alexei, ‘Watch out!’, and when the man whipped Mama’s horse, Father shouted, ‘I’d like to kill you, you bastard.’

That, I hoped, would be the end of the affair but we had to stop for a tram, and when we drew abreast with the droshky, the driver shouted menacingly, ‘What did you say, you cretin?’

Before Father could betray himself, Alexei answered in his broad uneducated Russian, ‘Never mind that old fool. He’s a bit weak in the head.’

‘He’d be weak in the arse if I gave him the good hiding he deserves!’

Father was furious, but somehow he managed to contain his rage as we moved forward.

Someone else, who narrowly missed being knocked down by Mama’s cart shouted, ‘Who the hell do you think you are?’ I could see Yuri answer back.

It was becoming more and more terrifying. Red flags hung from high windows, draped like splashes of blood. Small bands of rabble rousers, often drunk, sang and cursed. I was frozen with terror when, without warning, one unshaven man with a red scarf tied round his head jumped on our cart from behind and as he saw Galina, leered, ‘I’d like half an hour with you, lady, if you don’t mind.’

As Galina screamed, Alexei shouted from the driving seat, ‘Do me a favour, comrade. I’ll only be twenty minutes, then she’s all yours.’

The stink of tallow now began to give way to the fresh smell of the sea; but the wind turned the drizzling rain into driving sleet. The horses, tired after a long day’s work, kept struggling for a foothold on the slippery streets. Several times the leading horse stumbled and, though it did not fall, Father, with me peering through the canvas tent, realised that we could not keep too close to Mama’s wagon in case we bumped into it.

I began to feel sick again, not only with the stink and the lurching of the cart, the sudden starting and stopping, but for a different reason – the scent of fear. As we neared the docks, I caught glimpses of and heard shouting from knots of people waving red flags. Some men jeered and again tried to climb on the wagon to see what was inside. Galina cowered in the back of the tarpaulin behind the heavy bulk of Lilla. One man who jumped up jeered in a hoarse voice, ‘It’s one for all and all for one now, comrades, but you’re too fat, grandma!’ And as Lilla began to stutter with anger, he caught sight of a foot peeping out from behind the screen of Lilla’s body.

‘What’s this,’ he pulled Lilla aside. ‘Hullo, my beauty,’ he said, and as Galina screamed, Alexei looked back through the slit in the tarpaulin and cried, ‘Hold on, comrade, she’s mine!’

The man shouted to another who jumped on the back of the wagon and taking no notice of Alexei, pulled Galina’s foot hard and looked her over, crying. ‘Oh, ho! A nice little kodreetsah. Bit skinny, but –’

‘That chicken’s mine, comrade,’ Alexei repeated, and I could see him put a restraining hand on Father’s knee.

‘Well, lend her to me, comrade. Ten minutes’ll be enough. I’ll pay. Remember our motto, All for one –’

‘That’s my wife and kids back there. You leave my family alone.’

‘Well, if it’s the family –’ the man said grudgingly. ‘But you’d better keep this stripling out of sight. She’d be a beauty if you gave her a good wash.’

The men jumped off, but what we in the second wagon had not realised was that, during the altercation, the wagon had stopped as Alexei tried to protect Galina. Even now, the revolutionary with the red scarf round his neck came round to the front and, looking at Father, asked Alexei, ‘Who’s this old buffer?’

Because the wagon had stopped, there were cries and oaths from behind and then someone in front tried to pull the horse’s bridle to start the cart moving as more and more shouted to stop the crush. Alexei tapped his head and, with a look at Father, cried to the other man, ‘An uncle. Not all there in the head.’ Father again turned puce with rage he could barely restrain.

For some reason our horse – which was following Mama’s – refused to move, even when Alexei jumped down and tried to pull it. It stood trembling as, with sudden fear, Alexei tugged and tugged in vain, and even when, finally, he climbed back on the cart and took the whip to the horse. Perhaps it was afraid of the slippery cobbled street, or after months in the country, frightened by the crowds hemming it in. Two droshky drivers behind us took matters into their own hands – by pulling out into the middle of the road and trying to pass us. They almost succeeded – but then a dray coming the other way got in front of them. The horse pulling the dray stumbled and in a second was on its knees. The droshky overturned, as its horse reared, two screaming women were thrown out, and in seconds there was pandemonium.

As Alexei jumped off the driving seat again, Father cried, ‘We’ve lost them!’ Mama’s wagon had vanished.

‘We’re almost at the ship’s berth,’ Father clambered into the back, almost falling on top of Lilla. Then he shouted to Alexei, ‘Go and find them. We’ll run to the ship. We’re nearly there.’ He explained to Alexei, ‘Round the corner where you can see the cranes there’s a big open loading space lined with warehouses. An alley from there leads straight to the Lysberg. I’ll go straight there, drop the girls and Nicki, then come back and meet you.’

The square, he explained, was on the left of the street ahead. ‘You can’t miss it, the loading space is so large. The Lysberg is on the other side, only twenty yards through the alley,’ he shouted.

‘We can’t drive into the square through this traffic mix up,’ said Father, and as Alexei prepared to run, told him, ‘You help get the women and Rudi into the narrow alley, and I’ll rush up and help you. It’s only a few yards and the boat is moored right opposite.’ To us he cried, ‘Come on out, all of you. Double quick.’

Father must have seen my look of alarm for he reassured me, ‘Don’t be afraid, Nicki. I’ll see you to the gangplank, then you take over and look after the ladies while I go back and fetch Mama and the others. This is a short cut, it’ll save time.’

We shuffled forward on foot, a bedraggled bunch of peasants, so scruffy, smelly, dirty that not even the most dedicated (or suspicious) communist would waste a second glance on us. I shouted, ‘I’ve lost Kodi, my teddy bear.’

‘Come on,’ cried Galina. ‘Rudi’s got Kodi. Don’t you remember?’ I had forgotten.

Father now led us along the short street, which was so curved that we could not see the big open loading square. As we stumbled on the slushy surface, I seemed to imagine hearing shouts and shrieks of pain in the distance, but there was so much noise, so much jostling, that I was too occupied in keeping my balance, and trotting to keep up with the others, to be sure even though Father was holding my hand. He was half-dragging me and helping Galina as she struggled to force the overweight Lilla to keep pace with us; and I could not help admiring Galina for shouting in a real peasant Russian, ‘Make way for my mother. She’s ill!’

Some people did actually step aside to let what looked like a desolate daughter helping a fat and stumbling old woman seek any kind of shelter in the pelting sleet.

We reached the end of the street and there – suddenly and without warning – was the open water.

‘That’s the Lysberg,’ Father pointed out a small steamer which was flying at its stern a red flag with a white cross.

‘You’re in charge now, Nicki,’ Father called out, as he dashed into the narrow alley which we had by-passed as I, my sense of fear much diminished by a sense of importance, led the others at a stumbling run to the gangplank where a large friendly man shouted in bad Russian, ‘You must be the Prince’s family. Where are the rest?’

As I pushed Galina up the steep plank, with cross struts to prevent slipping, I said, ‘Yes, sir. My Father has gone to fetch my Mama and the others. Thank you, sir.’

‘Come on all of you,’ he turned to help Lilla, who needed most assistance. Then he cried, ‘Velkommen!’ A word that even I, as a French speaker, realised must be Danish for ‘Welcome’.

It was still pelting with rain and sleet, but once we were aboard, with Father out of sight, the Dane explained in Russian that the Danish ambassador to St Petersburg had sent an assorted pile of clothing for men, women and boys on the Lysberg. ‘And there’s hot water,’ he said. ‘So ladies’ – he was addressing Galina really – ‘you all try to get washed first and leave room for the others to wash when they get here.’

‘They’ll only be a minute, sir,’ I said politely. ‘Maybe we should wait here until they come.’

Despite my words, I was filled with foreboding. I did not dare go down into the cabin, I wanted to stay on deck until the others arrived. I was almost in tears. My fears were mounting as I leaned impatiently over the side of the gunwale, hearing screams and yells and cries coming from behind the square of sheds, cranes, stacks of cargo, and packing cases.

How long did I have to wait? I will never know, never to this moment so many years later, when I think back to that awful day. I was standing there, fear prickling the hair on my neck. Then I saw two figures approach through the narrow alley, two tramps helping to support each other, stumbling between the walls made by the warehouses.

At first I did not recognise them, one of them limping badly. Then their bodies, their filthy clothes and, finally, their faces streaked with dirt came into focus through my blinding tears.

‘Father!’ I screamed. ‘Where’s Mama? Olga? Where’s Rudi?’

Father looked badly wounded, gasping with pain but, helped by Danish seamen, he reached the top of the gangplank, where the captain of the Lysberg supported him. Following him was Igor, with a soaking patch of blood across one shoulder. As Father collapsed unconscious on the deck, Igor’s good looks were distorted with terror so that to me he looked almost nightmarishly grotesque. Then he saw me. He was clutching Kodi, my old teddy bear, the gift of the Tsar, and he told everything in one sentence. Handing it to me, his face still a mask of horror, he cried, ‘This is all we managed to save.’

I leaned down in the rain and put my arms around Kodi, sobbing. Poor Lilla had passed out, and was lying on a bench near a coil of tar-smelling rope, for just as Father had returned without Mama, Olga and Rudi, neither had he brought back Yuri or Alexei.

Galina rushed up, also sobbing as she put her arms round to try and comfort me, crying, mumbling words I could not understand, for there was no consolation.

Desperate, I tried to tear myself from her arms as sailors started to look after Igor; and then a hooter sounded, as we prepared to leave. Finally I freed myself, unable to face anyone. I ran round to the far side of the deck where I could not be seen, where only occasional blocks of ice broke the surface of the scene, and I sobbed bitterly, wordlessly, for my lost mother and my lost brother.

Galina followed me across the Lysberg and this time I let her embrace me, for in a way it comforted me to realise that we were both torn and unhappy, and her body warmed me and her touch was gentle and kind. Vaguely I heard the throb of engines, guttural cries, and the slap of ropes hitting water as the ship prepared to leave Russia.

As I felt the movement of the vessel, slow at first, but gathering speed, Galina led me back to the port side, near where the gangplank had been, so that both of us could share one last sight of our country.

Father had been carried up the companionway, though with some difficulty, but his leg wound was not as bad as we at first feared. Galina and I were both crying, but Father’s face was grim, etched with anguish yet dry-eyed, and I half expected him to reprimand me in his usual stern voice, ‘Soldiers don’t cry!’ But his eyes were wet too, and, instead, he put an arm on my shoulder, another around Galina’s and said, ‘There, Nicki, go on, cry your heart out, and you too, Galina.’

It is many years since all this happened and it was not until I started to write this history of our family that I found out how Mama was murdered. I discovered the details – well, you shall see how I discovered the details. For now, let me give you the story as it was set down in a journal by Igor in 1921 – only two years afterwards – though I did not find it until the 1940s.

The tragedy need never have occurred. We were all, of course, disguised as peasants, and as Alexei arrived to tell Igor that Father was taking us to the boat and would then return to help Mama, nobody would have noticed them in the jostling crowds – sinister with their red neckerchiefs round their heads, filthy language and an obvious hatred for anyone rich – had it not been for a stroke of bad luck.

As Father’s wagon was nowhere to be seen, Yuri had drawn the other one, with Mama inside, to a standstill. He jumped down and was holding the horse’s head in case it reared with fright in the awful mêlée. Then another vehicle came up next to ours – this time a carriage, not too ornate, but smart enough to excite the zealous revolutionaries to investigate. The carriage, pulled by two horses, had curtains and one of the two men on the driver’s seat jumped off and made to open the door. Even Igor could tell immediately they were the servants of some rich man or woman. Their attempt at disguise was pitifully inadequate.

Igor watched, warning Mama, Olga and Rudi to remain under the tarpaulin, for he could smell trouble, if only in the overbearing attitude of the footman. It was an invitation to mob violence and, sure enough, one great hulk of a man forced the other footman off the driving platform by pulling his leg until the man fell to the ground with a crash that looked as though it had killed him outright and then – how stupid! – the other footman pulled out a concealed knife, jumped on the big man and stabbed him in the throat.

The spurt of blood was the signal for uproar. A great cry of anger erupted and, as the footman tried to stab the man again, the crowd surged towards him, kicked and beat and knifed him until he was a messy, bloody corpse.

All this happened beside Mama’s cart. The infuriated revolutionaries were not concerned with an old peasant, however; instead they ripped aside the curtains hiding the interior of the carriage.

‘A terrible sight met my eyes,’ Igor wrote later. ‘Inside was a woman, obviously from her clothes a woman of rank. Her dress and underclothes had been lifted up until the thighs and all the lower part of her body were bare, and they were covered with blood. I didn’t at first understand, but then I realised. She was accompanied by two nurses and she was screaming because the shock of the journey had produced the premature birth of a child. She was cradling it as she moaned, as the nurses tried to clean her up. One nurse screamed to the mob to let the patient down. Those nearest to the carriage did let her down, and the woman slumped to the ground. One nurse brought out a blanket and cushion and covered the baby and laid it on the ground near the mother and the three corpses – the two footmen and the big man who had been stabbed. All lay dead on the cobbled ground. For a moment I thought the mob would spare her, even though she was obviously a member of the hated aristocracy. But the revolutionaries took a sadistic pleasure in killing for the sake of killing and the mob behind, pushing to the front, had no idea what was happening.’

Igor’s sole thought (as he wrote) was to protect Mama, Olga and Rudi, but as he clambered through the slit in the back of the tarpaulin he saw another frightful sight. Two men came up from behind, held up the stabbed comrade by his hair, and one of them shouted, ‘This woman is responsible for this murder. They were servants acting on her orders. Death to the aristocrats!’

One man, who did not even see the new-born baby, knelt over the moaning mother and, as Igor watched, stabbed her in the face, and as she died, spat on her. There was a huge roar of approval from the ground. The two nurses were also killed, hacked to death as the raging mob increased its blood lust.

Alexei shouted to Yuri, ‘Get out of here.’ Old Yuri was so frightened he automatically tugged at the reins and the horse reared with sudden fright, and as it did so Rudi literally fell off the back of the cart. Nobody took any notice of him, his clothes were so poor, but then another man tore open the back and cried, ‘Hey, look comrades. What have we here?’

‘A pregnant woman,’ gasped Aunt Olga, who had heard all the noise and screams around her, but had not the faintest idea what had been happening to the other woman, now dead. Igor heard a man shout to our mother, ‘Not her! She’s pregnant!’ But looking at Olga, he added, ‘I’ll give you a good Bolshevik child too if you’re clean enough and don’t give me a dose.’

Olga and Mama looked so dirty that Igor felt the man had said it more as a joke than a threat but at that moment Mama started moaning and Olga said to the man, ‘Help me to get her down, comrade.’ Igor remembered hearing then that Yuri cried out without thinking, ‘I’m coming, Princess’.

‘Princess!’ Without a word the man, who wore a red sash round his waist, pulled off Mama’s skirt, then Olga’s, as they screamed and tried to hide their silk underwear. Then one man grabbed two of the pillows that had supported Mama during the long drive, and hurled them high above the crowd.

‘Look what we have here, comrades!’ he cried, waving a tattered red flag, ‘A live bloody princess and her friend.

They dragged Mother out and, as Igor struggled, old Yuri was felled with a club and never even knew what had killed him. Alexei had disappeared. Mother, large and wearing a silken petticoat, was thrown to the ground near the dead woman and the bawling baby. When Rudi tried to fight with his fists to protect Mama, he was hit across the head. Igor hurled one man away, but was cut badly on the shoulder with a sabre which someone in the crowd had acquired.

Olga got down, fists flying as she cried, ‘The lady has started her labour. Let her go.’ But Igor heard that same man cry, ‘Not so fast my beauty. I promised I’d give you a revolutionary bastard.’ Then he grabbed Olga and carried her towards one of the warehouses, crying, ‘It won’t take long.’ Olga was kicking and scratching but the man picked her up by the waist and laughed to the crowd, ‘It’ll only take ten minutes. Then you can kill her if you like.’

Igor, badly hurt and bleeding copiously, was still struggling to help my mother but he could see the man take Aunt Olga into the warehouse and close the door behind him. Then – all this happening in seconds – Igor saw the ultimate horrifying scene. Half a dozen men and women had set about Igor and Mama. Yuri was dead. Rudi had vanished. Igor, it seemed, almost passed out after one vicious kick to the head, but not until he saw a woman with a red handkerchief plunge a carving knife into Mama’s breast. The last thing Igor witnessed was a screaming Rudi trying to reach his mother’s body, thrusting the teddy bear into Igor’s hands as he kissed the dead face, and below it the huge open gash where the blade had gone straight into Mama’s heart.

Igor fainted away, slumped across her body. Perhaps the revolutionaries thought that, as he was covered with blood, he was dead too. Some new sensation must have attracted their attention for, as Igor regained consciousness, he vaguely heard cries as they tore across to the opposite corner of the square. Rudi had vanished again. Neither was there a sign of Olga – or of the Prince. Worse, the bodies of the two women had been dragged away, though a dozen or so dead men littered the square, together with some wounded – and the baby. The expensive coach had been overturned. All the horses had been taken away – extra loot, stolen, no doubt.

But where was my father? He should have come back, even though all this killing had taken place in a matter of minutes. There was nothing Igor could do but try to find him, and at the beginning of the narrow street leading to the Lysberg he suddenly saw him slumped on the ground. As my father told Igor later, he had seen the carnage and, when some desperado asked what the hell he was doing, Father knocked him over. He started to run towards the end of the passage when another man arrived who had a cutlass. Seeing the comrade lying on the floor, with Father the apparent assailant, the second man made one lurch at Father, almost missed, but gave him a nasty gash on the thigh. Then he ran on – and was lost in the crowd.

‘The Prince was struggling to his feet, trying to reach the square when I found him,’ Igor ended his terrible recital. ‘But he found it difficult to walk, and so did I, so we hobbled together until we reached the Lysberg.’

That was Igor’s account of what happened, though other events would later add their particular twists to his account, for he only actually saw the death of Mama, while all witnessed the last pitiful scene – Igor and Father struggling painfully up the gangplank, their first tentative steps towards the start of a new life.

But behind them they left their old lives, with its memories of their own country – a vast, sprawling empire that stretched from China to the Baltic, peopled by over a hundred nationalities from Finns to Mongolians; and their memories in particular of beloved Mama, embodying everything they had lost in the Revolution; for she would be lying not in a royal tomb in the cemetery at Tsarskoe Selo, but in an unmarked grave somewhere in Kronstadt.
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