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By foreign hands thy dying eyes were closed,

By foreign hands thy decent limbs composed,

By foreign hands thy humble grave adorned,

By strangers, honoured, and by strangers, mourned!

 


‘Elegy to the Memory of an Unfortunate Lady’

Alexander Pope
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Julian & Gregorian Calendars

Until February 1918 Russia had a different calendar in use from that of the West. The Julian (Old Style) calendar used by the Russians was 13 days behind the Western (Gregorian) calendar. In order to avoid confusion I have, wherever possible, used the Western calendar system, as this was in use with Cromie’s flotilla and the Admiralty. However, if I am quoting direct from a Russian source, such as the Tsar’s diary or letters, I have left the dates in the Old Style. As an illustration, a letter written by the Tsar on 3 March (old style) would actually be 16 March in the rest of Europe.

Russian/English Spellings

Translating Russian names into English for pronunciation appears to produce a wide variety of interpretation. Many of the sources consulted when researching this work appear to opt for various differences; e.g. Trotskii, Trotskiy, Trotsky; Milosevski, Miloshevsky, Milashovsky, etc. etc. I have reached my own consensus by taking the average spelling of each principal character’s name across all the books consulted. Thus, out of 70 sources, as at least 50 spell ‘Trotsky’ – that’s what I’ve used. The same process applies for place names, unless quoted within a letter or telegram, where the original writer’s spelling is adhered to.


PREFACE

As I looked from the plane window the heavy iron-grey cloud suddenly cleared and there below us was Russia. I had last seen this coastline as a young merchant sailor in April 1959.

Back then, the murky fog of Stalinism had just begun to clear. Sputnik had in some odd way proved that the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics had a kind of prowess, at least in the arena of science and technology. It had offered a sympathetic Westerner something positive to look to after the four bitter decades of Russian struggle and social sacrifice since the October Revolution of 1917. Kruschev and the Politburo were a force to be reckoned with. Socialism, albeit a far cry from the pristine persuasion of Marx, Engels and their original Russian disciples, was still a powerful doctrine in the developing world. The Cuban crisis was yet to come. For all its monolithic greyness, the USSR was still a beacon of inspiration for a sixteen-year-old boy who had been brought up by a mother with a passion for the Communist way of life. Was it true that Russian plumbers and electricians could hum Mozart and quote Pushkin? Did women really dig the roads and work on the docks? Did the people own the banks? Did this USSR really have some of the finest doctors, physicians, writers, artists and musicians in the world? Were the armed forces of Communism still an implacable foe to the capitalist system? I believed so then. My mother always told me the truth.

And yet now it seemed obvious, forty-one years later, in the new millennium, as the plane moved closer to the ground below, that the cerebral promise of a proletarian Eldorado which drove Lenin and Trotsky on through those pre-Revolutionary decades of imprisonment and exile, appeared to have come to nought. There it was. The city with three names: noble St Petersburg; Petrograd; Leningrad. Cradle of the Revolution. A place to which a long-dead British naval officer had brought me.

Captain Francis Newton Allen Cromie had spent the last three difficult years of his life first along the coast of Estonia at Tallinn, then here; beginning as the patrician ally of Tsar Nicholas, then becoming an embarrassing Imperialist thorn in the side of the mighty, rumbling proletarian revolution, determined to wage the war he was paid to fight. His last meritorious months in 1918 were spent as a makeshift diplomat, trapped between the advancing Germans and the increasingly hostile Bolsheviks. As British Naval Attaché he could have thrown in the towel and gone home. No one would have blamed him. The military situation in Petrograd was a total mess. But Cromie, despite any faults he possessed, was a man of honour who obeyed orders. In the true sense of all Boy’s Own heroes, he served his king and his country to the last. His reward was a bullet in the neck and eight decades of anonymity.

Cromie had seen this city when it was the focal point for a massive, unprecedented change in history. The experiment – Bolshevism, later to become Communism – outlasted all its original enemies and critics. And yet now it seemed as if it had never existed. What had happened to those seamless years of campaigns, meetings, debates and ultimately civil war that would send even the toughest of today’s politicians gibbering into therapy? What had all the sacrifice, the bloodshed, the starvation, and the gulags been for?

Even at a height of several thousand feet I could see acre after acre of rusting, decrepit and abandoned factory sites. Crammed between these graveyards of heavy industry and looking from this distance for all the world like Gypsy camps were the houses of the sons and daughters of the Great Patriotic War. An air of depression dominated everything. I felt like an astronaut who had arrived in orbit over a neglected planet once colonised by Earth but now deserted. And yet there was life down there. The wide, busy highways away from the tightly packed social housing seemed as jammed as any British motorway. Here and there was a flash of neon; a shiny sports stadium, on some corners broad green public parks, and everywhere lots of trees.

Humanity was obviously still functioning with as much determination as elsewhere in the world.

As we swooped down over St Petersburg airport beneath the dull sky, I could see around the perimeter several old brick structures which must have been erected during the tragic siege of Leningrad in the Second World War. The runways appeared to be in bad need of repair. Lines of neglected, disused Aeroflot airliners offered silent testimony to a huge, state-run economy so recently passed into history.

In the baggage hall I waited with my colleague, the photographer Graham Harrison, as our luggage trundled into view on a carousel which seemed too small and inadequate for such a great destination point. We then had our first real taste of a Russia which existed before the revolution, and beyond: the queue.

In a country which has embraced the McDonald’s culture, there was still a sinister air about the guards up in the gallery who looked down with suspicion upon the queuing foreigners below. Several booths awaited us; through them we would eventually proceed with our passports, visas and hopeful smiles. The process was reminiscent of a very slow sheep-dip. The young, uniformed passport-control lady eyed us up and down. Business or pleasure?

I wasn’t sure, so opted for ‘pleasure’.

At last, we were in Russia proper. The airport arrivals lounge seemed far too small for such an important place. It was heaving with Americans, Germans, the ubiquitous, camera-festooned Japanese. Having no idea how far it was to our hotel, the Pribaltiskaya, we braved the massed ranks of taxi hustlers until we found a price we thought sounded right: $50. I could feel Vladimir Ilyich Lenin squirming in his casket; to think that the almighty capitalist dollar would become Russia’s currency – a perverse twist of fate indeed.

I looked back at the carved façade atop the airport building, and there he still was, looking down, surrounded by the Soviet flags of victory, the bald head, the jutting beard, the hammer and sickle above. Who knows; perhaps he’d have enjoyed the pleasures of Pizza Hut and Kentucky Fried Chicken, but somehow I doubt it.

The cab rumbled off and soon we were into St Petersburg’s suburbs. Here, as in most of this city, the roads, many with tramlines running along the centre, are wide enough for four lanes of traffic. Yet owing to the frequent pot-holes, drivers take any route possible to forge ahead. Thus our trip took on all the aspects of a stock-car derby. I looked at Graham; he too was drop-jawed as we bumped, swerved and ground forwards, left, right, over the tram lines, right, left, screeching around buses. If you could drive like this in London you’d be home in a jiffy.

The pavements are wide, looked over by tall apartment buildings, many of them dating back to a more ornate period before the turn of the century, but others just simple, monolithic concrete boxes punctuated by rows of featureless windows. This was where the innocent citizens of Ronald Reagan’s ‘evil empire’ had lived during those tense Cold War years. I was fascinated by St Petersburg’s massive, broad drainpipes, at least 12 inches (30 cm) in diameter, their spouts feeding directly down onto the sidewalks. It is easy to forget how much snow falls here during the long Baltic winter; the resulting thaw in the spring must bring rivers of water down from those lofty roofs.

Occasionally, often obscured by trees, we could see Lenin’s statue. There seemed to be two regular poses; one with his left hand clutching his open jacket, the right hand pointing upwards to some glorious future, the other with the same pointing hand, but the left clutching his folded cap. He must have had some sense of decorum during oratory; at least he took his hat off to make an important point, which is pretty generous considering the severity of the Russian winter. However, there weren’t as many Lenins as I’d anticipated, and during the coming week we would discover why.

The Pribaltiskaya is a huge, Swedish-built hotel on Vasilievskiy Island overlooking the Baltic. We checked in and after a long day it felt good to take a shower, but a little unnerving having to remember not to drink the tap water or even clean one’s teeth with it. In Russia, bottled water is a good business to be in.

Refreshed and changed I stood at the window. Although it was almost 8 p.m., the sun was still high. Mid-June is the time of St Petersburg’s ‘white nights’, when the sun refuses to dip below the horizon until after midnight. This produces a kind of jet-lag effect for a British visitor; your head thinks it’s tea time when actually your body tells you you’re ready for cocoa and putting the cat out.

Gazing out over the steely blue Baltic my thoughts raced back to why I was here. Beneath that sparkling water Captain Francis Cromie had patrolled with his diligent, disciplined submariners eighty-five years ago. Without doubt, compared to the horrors and privations suffered by the soldiers on the Eastern and Western fronts, the Royal Navy’s Baltic Flotilla, despite being challenged by war, revolution and the vicious winter ice, had a less fraught experience of the Great War and one at least which most of them would live to recall. Now, after months of reading about all this, poring over documents in the Public Record Office, eagerly scanning long-neglected books in the British Library, I was here at last.

I thought of the days to come; how much of Cromie’s revolutionary Petrograd would we still find out there, hidden behind the massed ranks of Stalin’s tower blocks? Would we see the places where he had been, the rooftops over which he had escaped, the cemetery where he had been laid to rest?

Thomas Carlyle held a classic view of history. In Heroes and Hero-Worship he wrote, ‘The history of the world is but the biography of great men.’ It would be folly for a novice to challenge the might of a Carlyle, but one could argue that it is also the little men who help to make the talented ones great. Francis Newton Allen Cromie was certainly not one of history’s ‘little’ men, yet in forgetting him, Britain has been slow to garland him with the epithet ‘great’.

Francis Cromie had around him a large retinue of relatively minor characters, men such as his brave and able officers, his devoted ratings, and those Russians who, despite the raging, necessary fire of the Bolshevik revolution, and the contradiction of this Imperialist force in their midst, could still recognise a good, fair man when they saw one. It is through the scattered memories of many of these men who lived and fought with Cromie that we can begin to recognise and assemble his greatness – and thus be saddened by the cruel curtailment of his potential. Consider the subsequent careers of his officer colleagues in the Royal Navy’s Baltic Project. The pioneer submariners who preceded Cromie by a year in the Baltic Campaign in October 1914, Lt-Cdrs Laurence, Nasmith and Horton, all became knights of the realm in later life. Max Horton, a great, colourful character, went on to become Commander-in-Chief of the Western Approaches in the Second World War – preceded in the post by Nasmith (who also received the VC) from 1939 to 1941 – and Laurence went on to command both the Submarine Service and the Navy’s Aircraft Carrier Squadron. Their ability spoke volumes, and their potential was fulfilled admirably. All of this raises the poignant question: what might Francis Cromie have achieved had fate granted him another thirty years?

Cromie lived his life against a pageant of great events and old-fashioned heroism. His early adventures took place in the sunset of a traditional way of making war, where men faced men either hand to hand or across the decks of passing ships. The ragged banners of ten centuries of chivalry still fluttered from the mastheads of the world’s navies when he was a young midshipman. If C.S. Forrester had set his great naval epics a century later, he would have had no finer model for his Hornblower than the subject of this book. Resourceful, dedicated, compassionate and brave: these are the qualities which set Cromie – and all great leaders – apart from those who simply climb the mundane ladder of promotion granted by privilege and class.

But this book concerns not only the epic adventures of the good captain; it is also an adventure for the author. It was not until a year had passed, twelve months of impatient, anguished searching for clues, verification and physical evidence, that I realised the true enormity of the task I had taken on. As the files swelled with legend, facts, hints and rumours and the shelves of my study began to sag, it slowly dawned on me that although I probably knew more about my subject that anyone alive, I was still faced with an enigma. Hopefully the inevitable areas of unfathomable mystery which still surround Captain Cromie’s life will preserve that aura of mystique which surrounds all great men.

Had T.E. Lawrence not been such a brilliant writer, then apart from his deeds in Arabia we would perhaps still be totally baffled by his decision to abandon his life of fame and resort to the anonymity of false names and low ranks in the Tank Corps and the RAF. Yet even with a personality as promiment as Lawrence of Arabia, a thousand questions remain, leaving voids which have only been filled with speculation.

The story of Francis Cromie might well have remained hidden in the archives were it not for a series of chance encounters, all of which helped to fuel a growing curiosity. This book is the direct result of a late-night conversation after rather a lot to drink in a cosy apartment one bitterly cold night in Sweden.

Mark Chamberlain has been one of my closest friends for twenty years. We met through a mutual interest in traditional folk music and history. Mark is a graduate who has for many years taught English around Europe, and on one of his many trips over to the UK in 1995 I picked him up from Manchester airport. It was a bitterly cold, dark January afternoon and we drove for miles, looking for an open pub. We struck gold in Holmfirth, home of the TV series Last of the Summer Wine, where, over a great pint of Sheffield’s finest, Ward’s Bitter, Mark outlined a joint project for us: to write a screenplay based on the life of the seventeenth-century privateer, Captain William Kidd. Within weeks, with Mark back home in Sweden, where he was lecturing at Kalmar University, we had begun research into Kidd’s life in earnest. The first draft took us a year to complete, and to our delight a London production company bought a one-year option on the script. Sadly, Hollywood and the director Ridley Scott beat us to the post – the tinsel-town writers of Los Angeles had already had the same idea.

With my background as a one-time merchant seaman and Mark’s avid interest in all things nautical, however, it was not long before another subject came up. This time it was the brainchild of one of Mark’s academic superiors at Kalmar, Björn Axel Johanssen. Björn is a committed marine historian, an accomplished author and expert on wrecks in the Baltic and Sweden’s naval heritage. He was looking for a UK TV company to produce his magnum opus, The Story of the Bell, a history of marine salvage operations centred on the development of the diving bell.

In January 1999 I flew over to Kalmar and met both Mark and Björn. After a long, enjoyable dinner at the Chinese restaurant at Kalmar’s railway station, Björn invited us back to his impressive study, where he began screening for us various videos filmed by his diving colleagues for TV documentaries. The footage was of wrecks of various cargo vessels, all in a marvellous state of preservation. After seeing four in a sequence, I asked Björn how they had been sunk.

‘They were all sunk in one day in 1915’, was his reply.

I was intrigued. ‘An act of war?’ It seemed a stupid question.

‘Yes,’ said Björn, ‘a British submarine.’ He brought a dossier from his desk. ‘Here it is . . . the name was HMS E19 . . .’

To my shame, I was unaware at that time that British submarines operated in the Baltic during the First World War.

‘Was there a big loss of life?’

‘No one died. All crews were saved and either put on to passing ships or set free in lifeboats . . .’

I jotted down ‘E19’ in my diary. A week later, back in Britain, I telephoned the Royal Naval Submarine Museum in Gosport and spoke to the Keeper of Archives, Margaret Bidmead. I asked her if she had a profile of HMS E19.

‘Yes, we’ll send you one. Would you like to see the service record of her commander?’

‘Why,’ I asked, ‘is he interesting?’

‘We like to think so . . .’

The next day I received four photocopied pages of A4; two gave a history of E19, but it was the two pages headed ‘F.N.A. Cromie’ which set my imagination on fire.

The rest is, as I hope we might say, history.

As a hand-to-mouth freelance feature writer on any subject which I think readers might find interesting, I failed to realise that my fascination with Captain Cromie was pushing me into an area of work usually populated by the literary greats. I stood back for a moment; this was going to be no easy project. Apart from the naval story, there was the immensely complicated subject of the Bolshevik revolution. The research alone might cost thousands. It would mean lots of travel; many trips to London. I would have to go to Russia at least. Perhaps this was just a good magazine article, after all. Then Mark Chamberlain called me from Sweden and I told him of my doubts. ‘I’m not an academic. Maybe the reason no one knows much about Cromie is that there’s very little to know . . .’

But Mark was adamant. ‘Cromie deserves his own book . . . so if you don’t do it, then who will?’

This is not a continuous circle without breaks and gaps. Much valuable personal domestic material on Cromie’s private life has, as you will discover, been lost to us. The first half of this work has been a struggle because so little evidence of Cromie’s life outside his naval career exists. Without the survival of his 1915–18 despatches to Commodore Hall and Admiral Phillimore, it is doubtful if I would have begun this work at all. There is a naval service record, some press cuttings, four grandsons scattered around the world with, except in one case, understandable reservations about talking too much – but no diaries, no letters. All have been destroyed. However, there are the notes and memoirs of those who knew Cromie – so with these, I can, I hope, make, if not a full portrait in oils, at least a good pencil sketch.

I am optimistic that what is presented here between the covers of this book, will serve in some way to place this colourful, brave and compassionate man where he truly belongs – standing tall amidst the ranks of the fallen sons and daughters of a calamitous episode of twentieth-century history.

When discussing this work in the early stages of research with Brian Head, the leader of the Royal Navy Submarine Museum’s Baltic Project, one name figured prominently in the story of the Baltic Flotilla’s plunge into war and revolution: Ben Benson. As leading telegraphist on HMS E19, Ben also became a kind of unofficial valet to Cromie, and kept a vibrant, often amusing diary of his days with his commander in the Baltic. After a long naval career, Ben went on to greater glories as a BBC radio engineer, but throughout his life he tried in every way possible to convince the Admiralty and anyone who would listen that Francis Cromie at least deserved a posthumous VC.

Needless to say, it never happened. Ben passed away in the 1980s after a full and fascinating life, and I only wish fate had granted me the chance to meet him, and that he had survived long enough to see this work. This book, then, is for you, Ben, and for all those brave Jack Tars in both world wars who put their lives on the line, above and below the waves.
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INTRODUCTION


There is properly no history; only biography.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1803–1882



I think Emerson got it the wrong way around.

It all seemed so easy. Sitting around with friends, telling them, in a condensed form, the story of the man who had become ‘my hero’. Everyone would listen and agree, as friends do: ‘What a great yarn – ought to make a great book – and a film . . .’

They were right, of course. But although I knew I had to write this book, I had little idea of how to go about it. Every morning I looked at the photograph of Captain Cromie facing me from alongside the year planner above my computer. The blank months of the year ahead seemed to align with his steady gaze – like a man pointing out to the sea, challenging me. Dare you go out there? This introduction is an attempt to illustrate the confusion which results from a writer’s attempts to learn biography ‘on the job’.

Like most self-taught modern scribes I started with the Internet. Although this valuable research tool improves daily, in 1999 all it gave me was a list of doctors, dentists and lawyers, mostly based in California. There were Cromies aplenty in Northern Ireland, especially in Armagh and County Down, but whatever contact I made resulted in no recognition of the Cromie family I was dealing with.

To a trained, graduate historian, such blundering through history would seem laughable; the correct methodology in such a search would have had a definite pattern. Looking for evidence of the captain was simply a private, obsessive hobby. As a hand-to-mouth magazine feature writer, always working within a 2,000-word limit, the absolute fine detail in a historical piece never required an expanded view. Birth date, place of birth, existing published cardinal points of interest in the subject’s career, all held together with a loose mortar of stylistic description and narrative, the whole package rounded off with some decent pictures – such are the elements which pay a hack’s mortgage. Having never been through the rigorous process of writing a history book or a detailed biography, I set out rather naively, imagining that I would eventually stumble across shelves of files and yellowing folders of news cuttings.

It only took a month to disabuse me of that notion. After (in retrospect) a rather stupid and fruitless search of the telephone books of the UK and writing to various military establishments, I was no further on. This book is therefore the result of a steep learning curve for its author, a haphazard, educational journey of discovery which began in Sweden, then took me to Wales, Dorset, Gosport and London, and culminated, like Cromie’s career, on the banks of the River Neva in St Petersburg.

For a century and a half, photography has given us a clearer picture of recent history. Beyond the 1840s we no longer have to rely on engravings, paintings and sketches to see what life was like in the Crimea, Victorian Britain or the American Civil War. We can see existence frozen in a long-past second; see the way people dressed, the true condition of their surroundings. As the nineteenth century ticked over into the twentieth, the way people looked, the invention of the car, and the spread of railways, gas and electricity, all combined in black and white images to create a false feeling of familiarity. The world of a man in a suit and tie, holding a pint of beer, in a 1920s photograph seems closer to our own. Perhaps if I could join him in that drink we would have much in common. Perhaps. These thoughts crossed my mind at first as I studied the many museum pictures of sailors and naval officers during the preparation of this book. But as one delves behind the photographs to study the mind-set of those who fill the archives of those times, we become aware that, cameras and clothing aside, our modern lives are vastly different in every possible way from theirs.

Francis Cromie stands, his medals proudly displayed in all their glory, his sensitive gaze aimed at a more different social horizon than we could ever imagine. His sideburns, his Hollywood good looks, his proud bearing, all these could be reproduced in a film studio today. Yet this would only represent a visual replica. When we look into the language of his peers, the docile nature, by today’s liberal standards, of his subordinates, something crucial is revealed. This was an age of unquestioning service, when duty ruled. A century ago men and women ‘knew their place’, and to those that already had, only more would be given. To rise from his middle-class background, through the ranks of the Navy, and then be plunged, by fate, into a short career as a diplomat, speaks volumes for Francis Cromie’s character. Here was a grammar-school boy who could not spell, yet he mastered the Russian language in a few months. He was a man who was torn: virtually begging the Admiralty to go home after three bitter winters in Russia, yet obsessed with his own hidden agenda for remaining behind. Reading his letters, it appears that he stoically accepted his new role as Naval Attaché, and with little idea of the level of duplicitous double-dealing of the hard, seasoned politicians around him, got on with the job as best he could. Without doubt the world he lived in may look vaguely familiar, but compared to the twenty-first century, it was a different planet altogether.

Francis Cromie’s naval service record, stored on microfilm at the Public Record Office in Kew, tells us little about the man himself. It gives his date of birth as 30 January 1882, at Waterford, southern Ireland. An alternative record, at the Royal Navy Submarine Museum in Gosport, Hampshire, gives the same month and day, but the year is 1881. But what these records reveal is a full and vigorous life, albeit a short one. During two decades of naval service, he experienced some of the major conflicts in twentieth century history. In China, he witnessed the relief of Peking during the Boxer Rebellion. Although a valuable and talented young officer in what was referred to by Jack Tars as the ‘Big Navy’, i.e. the surface fleet, he volunteered for the unfathomed dangers of the fledgling submarine service at a time when it was far from popular with the Royal Navy’s haughty, class-ridden hierarchy. And then came the Great War, with a massive, extra complication for Cromie – the Bolshevik Revolution, which took his life. So from the scratchy, copperplate handwriting on an old document, an enigma springs forth. What was it that made a talented, sensitive man like Francis Newton Allen Cromie make these choices?

My first port of call had to be the Royal Navy Submarine Museum (RNSM) in Gosport. There I struck up a valuable and lasting friendship with Brian Head, curator of the Baltic Section. Brian’s own unpublished manuscript on the Baltic campaign has been a goldmine of information, saving many miles of travel and hours of additional research. To my delight I discovered that I could read copies of Cromie’s letters to the Admiralty sent back from Russia to England between May 1916 and July 1918. And yet even this breakthrough threw up another mystery. Cromie’s forty-two despatches from Russia, full of valuable insights into his world and his work, were addressed to Admiral Phillimore and Commodore Hall at the Admiralty, and, after 1917 to the head of Naval Intelligence, Admiral Reginald ‘Blinker’ Hall. But where were the replies? The answer at the RNSM was that their whereabouts was unknown. Admiral Phillimore’s letters, which are stored at the Imperial War Museum, are in the main very intimate despatches addressed to his wife, with only a few references to his dealings with Cromie. Writing this book without Cromie’s letters would have been too big a challenge, yet it seemed hard to gain a sense of balance in his relationship with his superiors without some official reaction to those despatches.

In the RNSM files I also found an article from the Western Telegraph, published in Haverfordwest in 1985. Headed ‘Naval Hero of The Baltic “Forgotten” by Historians’, from which I discovered that Cromie’s mother was the daughter of Thomas Ince Webb-Bowen, the Chief Constable of Pembrokeshire. Young Francis was educated at the Fishguard Free School, and then transferred to Haverfordwest Grammar School, where his memory was still honoured.

The RNSM had much more material than I could absorb in that first day, but I was also steered in the direction of the unpublished diary of Cromie’s telegraphist on board HMS E19, Ben Benson. With a photocopy of this and the Cromie letters in my bag, I had made a start. The Telegraph piece also referred to a book by Michael Wilson, himself an ex-submariner, Baltic Assignment. This apparently included an account of Cromie’s war activities. After scouring the libraries of Nottinghamshire I finally found a copy. It was an exhilarating read, and included Cromie’s Baltic exploits, extracts from his Admiralty despatches and the mystery of his death, and like Brian Head’s own unpublished MSS on the Baltic campaign, was an invaluable reference source.

However, I still felt that there was a further, hidden dimension to this man. What were the real circumstances which had led to his death? Who pulled the trigger? It was time to visit the Public Record Office. I knew that Cromie’s father had served with the British Army, so the Army records seemed a good place to begin. But when I finally found my man, his record was a blank page, with only his name, rank and place of birth at the top. Apparently, his original record may have been destroyed and this was simply a replacement page.

I was surprised to discover that Francis Cromie’s father, Charles Francis Cromie, was born in Cincinatti, Ohio, USA. How the family, which appears to be of Irish origin, came to be in Cincinatti is unclear. Emigration from Ireland to America does, in the main, seem to be a constant east–west movement, but for some reason young Charles came back, and he enters the records in the service of Queen Victoria as a captain in the Hampshire Regiment in 1881, stationed at Fort Duncannon, a small hamlet on the northern banks of Waterford Harbour. At some time during the 1880s, he moved across the Irish Sea and settled in the port of Fishguard in Pembrokeshire.

At this point, it seemed I had enough to justify a trip to Wales. Thus, on a bright, sunny day in February 1999, out of insatiable curiosity, with only a few more pieces of this jigsaw and no lid to the box, I headed off with a friend, Greg Harding, for Wales. Our first evidence of Cromie appeared at the top of the memorial to the War Dead in Haverfordwest town centre. This being such a tall monument, crowned with a proud Welsh dragon, and the names inscribed alphabetically from the top, it was easy to see how his may have been overlooked. Yet a street map revealed further evidence: here was a Cromie Avenue, and around the corner, a Cromie Terrace. Out of interest I asked a lady in a house down Cromie Avenue if she knew who the thoroughfare had been named after. She shook her head. ‘I think he might have been a councillor or something . . .’

I had telephoned ahead to arrange to visit what was once Haverfordwest’s Grammar School. To my disappointment I discovered that the location, and the building, had long since changed. It was now a comprehensive, away from the town centre and renamed the Tasker Millward School. There we were met by the ebullient and helpful Head of the Lower School, Edward Phillips. To the school’s credit, when the new buildings were occupied, the old Roll of Honour panel from the Grammar School and two plaques dedicated to Francis Cromie, DSO, RN, had been given pride of place in the assembly hall and the adjoining corridor repectively. Mr Phillips knew there was something special about these monuments, and was somewhat bemused by my interest, yet like most of the people I spoke to in Haverfordwest, was not aware of the breadth of Cromie’s achievements. Hopefully, when the children of Tasker Millward see this book, it may alter their perception.

Thus far we had seen the physical memory of Cromie in the town of his childhood: a name on a memorial, an avenue, a terrace, and two walls in a school. We were also informed that there was, for many years, a Cromie House at the Grammar School, and as recently as the 1980s, the town’s Barn Street County Primary School also had a Cromie House. It was vaguely exciting, but there had to be more. Where had he lived? Who were his family? We made a bee-line for the Public Library.

The first discovery there was an isolated press cutting from the Pembrokeshire Telegraph, dated 6 November 1924:


Late Capt Cromie

Memorial Service to Fishguard Officer in Russian Church

[image: Image]

ROYALTY ATTEND THE SERVICE

A service in memory of Capt Francis Cromie, formerly of Fishguard, who was murdered at the British Embassy in Petrograd five years ago, was held recently at the Russian Church, Buckingham Palace Road, London.

The service was conducted by the Very Reverend John Selinkhin, assisted by the Rev. Constantine Versalovsky, and the Rev. Basil Thisthieff. It was preceded by a short address in Russian by the Rev. John Selinkhin who referred to the services the late Capt Cromie had rendered to his country for which he died so brutal a death.

There was a large congregation, among those present being Mrs Cromie (Capt Cromie’s mother), Queen Olgof of the Hellenes and their daughters (Princess Elizabeth and Princess Marina), the Grand Duchess Zeria, Capt Masinth Dunbar (Representing the Admiralty), Mr C. Mabokoff (formerly Counsel of the Russian Embassy in London), Admiral Walkoff (formerly Naval Attaché at the Russian Embassy under the old Russian Government) and Mrs Walkoff and two daughters, Mr Duncan Fitzwilliams (formerly Consulting Surgeon in Russia and a native of Newcastle Emlyn), the Rev. B.S. Lombard (the late British Chaplain in Petrograd), General Holodovsky, Canon Ierwood and Captain Ierwood, Mrs Hurley, Mr Arthur Lang, Mrs T. Thornton, Mr Molchanoff and Mr & Mrs McNabb.

Capt Cromie will be remembered by many old Fishguardians. He was educated at the Fishguard National School and the Haverfordwest Grammar School and his name is inscribed on the shrine at St Mary’s Church, Fishguard.

Floral tributes are regularly placed at this shrine in memory of the late Capt Cromie.



This was enticing. Royalty. The Russian Church. He seemed to have made much more of an impact than the existing record showed – and there was also the intriguing mention of his shrine in St Mary’s Church, Fishguard. I had almost given up the search for further references when a second cutting appeared, this time from the letters page of the Western Telegraph and News, 27 August 1936:


‘Cromie of The Baltic’
A Gallant Haverfordwest Sailor

Sir

A few weeks ago I stood beside the County War Memorial at Haverfordwest awaiting permission to undergo a minor operation in my throat. I looked up at the plate bearing the names of the fallen and recognised that of Captain Cromie.

I was one of the last Englishmen to see him alive and shake him by the hand. What grieves me is that I lived at Pembroke Dock for ten years without knowing of his Pembroke associations. I have told the story of the Russian revolution to many people, but I have never heard his name mentioned by anyone else, although one of Pembrokeshire’s greatest sailors and a gentleman.

I served under him in Russia as I was a submarine sailor in those days. I remember one incident during the revolution when some of the Russian soldiers and sailors became very insulting. Captain Cromie turned to them and said, ‘Remember – it is not me you insult, but the uniform I wear . . .’ The Russians turned away, ashamed.

What stirring stories of those days I could tell – lying on the bottom of the ocean at the Baltic entrance to Kiel, waiting to capture a German ship which was due to come out, how we got into Riga harbour through the nets by following a small drifter, how we lay for two months at Panama, disabled, with no change of clothing, with very little food, only black bread made with straw.

I might mention that the main body of submarine ratings were sent home directly after the Revolution but 27 of us stayed there, till the last shell blew up everything.

We then came home disguised as Merchant Service Seamen. I have my passport now. It is some consolation to know that Captain Cromie died fighting on the grand stairway of the British embassy in Petrograd.

G. North Cade, late 3 Front Street, Pembroke Dock.

6 Picton Place, Altenborough, Notts.



As I ran my fingers over these old pieces of newsprint it dawned on me that it was probable that no one had bothered to read these cuttings for decades. After all, why should they? Could I expect others to share my recently acquired obsession? Of course not. I began to ponder over that list of mourners at the memorial service; it included Cromie’s mother, but not his wife and daughter. This seemed odd. Had they died? Was he divorced? It would take me two years to reach the answer. I wondered who G. North Cade was; Altenborough was just down the road from my home. No doubt he would appear in Admiralty records somewhere, but that was yet to be discovered, and in any case, this letter had been written over sixty years earlier.

We then turned to the electoral registers. Maybe we could find an address for the Cromies. But the sun was creeping lower, and the records were arranged by wards, and not in alphabetical order. It was like looking for a needle in a haystack. The librarian suggested the Haverfordwest County Record Office, a short walk from the library. It was a worthwhile visit.

Here we discovered the roots of a family tree, but it was only an undated press cutting, outlining the families of various prominent Pembrokeshire dynasties. As Chief Constable of Pembrokeshire, Thomas Ince Webb-Bowen, represented a family with a long record of public service. The parish records of Camrose, Fishguard, revealed vicars with the name Webb-Bowen stretching back to the sixteenth century. Thomas was born on 22 September 1839. He married Catherine Luther Anne Bowen Allen and they had two daughters, Nina Newtonia Webb-Bowen and Mary Grace Josephine Webb-Bowen. Mary Grace married Captain Charles Francis Cromie from Cincinatti, latterly of the Hampshire Regiment.

This was all the file in Haverfordwest’s Record Office told us, but I now knew for sure who Cromie’s parents were. Yet an index card showed a reference to a Dolores Anthea Cromie. The relevant file revealed a solicitor’s letter from 1959, dealing with the will of a Gwladys Catherine Blunt. It appeared that she might be Francis Cromie’s wife, and Dolores Anthea their daughter. Anthea’s birth date, 11 April 1907, was perfect – Cromie would have been a young, married lieutenant aged 25. The letter went on to show that his mother, Mary, had at one time lived at a house called Glanmoy, in Goodwick, near Fishguard, and that Anthea had become Mrs D. A. Miller, of Upton, Poole, in Dorset. If she was still alive, then I had a trail to follow.

We searched for another hour, but darkness was already beginning to fall. It had been a very long drive to Haverfordwest – nearly 300 miles – for my friend Greg, who had come down from Grimsby, calling for me en route in Mansfield. I was worried about the long trek back. But Greg was as fascinated and curious as I was.

As we walked in the twilight to the car park, he said, ‘Right – St Mary’s Church, Fishguard, and let’s see if that house, Glanmoy, is still standing . . .’

The Reverend Roger Griffiths, Vicar of the parishes of Fishguard, Llanchaer and Pontfaen, was not available when we reached the peaceful little church in Fishguard. We searched high and low for any evidence of a shrine to Captain Cromie, but there was nothing in the church and nothing of note in the graveyard. A later communication from the vicar sadly confirmed that any memory of Francis Cromie had long since vanished from the church – and no one in the congregation recalled a shrine. Indeed, no one knew who the captain was.

It was dark when we drove off towards Goodwick. We had no idea if Cromie’s mother’s house, Glanmoy, still existed, but as we sped along I saw a sign: ‘Glanmoy Country Hotel – turn right’. Greg swung the car around and we drove along a wooded lane, then suddenly, there it was: a fine, timbered house set on a hillside with a long lawn, bordered with a low stone wall. This was indeed the place, as we discovered from the current owners. Although they were unaware of Francis Cromie and his career, there was apparently a mention in the deeds of Mrs Cromie living there in the 1920s. The house, built entirely of pitch pine, was under a preservation order, and had been constructed in the Far East in sections, transported to Wales by sea and erected here on this impressive hillside. And yet, as we enjoyed the hospitality of our hosts in the small bar, I realised that this place held little significance for this story. By the time his mother moved here, Francis had been dead for several years. It was, however, an exciting coda to what had been a long day of incomplete discovery.

Over the ensuing days I set about trying to establish the existence of any Cromies in Dorset. But it had been four decades since Gwladys Blunt had died, and the search for Dolores Anthea seemed a dead end. I tried Dorset libraries, and phone books, and logged on to various genealogy web sites, all to no avail. Economy dictated that I could not afford at this time to make a fruitless journey to Dorset. If I could not get to any Cromie descendants, then maybe, somehow, I might get them to come to me. With what I had collected thus far – Cromie’s service record, the material from Wales and that from the RNSM in Gosport – I at least had enough for what I thought would make a very good feature article. At this point I had become established as a fairly regular feature writer for Saga magazine. With Saga’s huge circulation and over-forty-five readership, this stirring story of a sadly neglected Boy’s Own hero seemed right. Fortunately, the magazine’s editor, Paul Bach, agreed. Like me, he began to view Francis Cromie as something bordering on another Lawrence of Arabia. As I outlined the captain’s life, we both agreed that it was too much to fit in one feature, and Paul commissioned the story as a two-parter for 1999’s June and July editions.

It was a good move – there were Saga readers who recognised the story. I soon had a flow of mail. The results of these contacts will all be outlined in greater detail in the following chapters, but briefly, here are some gems the postman continued to deliver.

To my delight I was contacted by Mr David Kinna of Watford. He informed me that his grandmother, who had lived in Reval (now Tallinn, in Estonia) during the Russian Revolution, was the woman to whom Cromie had gone for Russian lessons. This was a wonderful piece of news. Then came more information from Brian Head at the RNSM – was I aware that there was a lady in her nineties, still living in Manchester, Mrs Lilian Nield, who had been brought up in Narva during the Great War, and who had, as a little girl, met Cromie on various occasions when he had come to dinner at their house? To find someone alive who had a first-hand memory of the captain was beyond my wildest imagining. There was also a tablecloth, made by Lilian’s mother, in the Russian Archive at Leeds University, which had been autographed by all the crew of Cromie’s submarine, E19.

Then a letter arrived from a gentleman in Lyndhurst, Hampshire, Bill Dudley. Bill’s father had served in Cromie’s flotilla in the Baltic, aboard HMS E1. After falling for an Estonian girl in Reval he had requested permission to marry from Captain Cromie. Cromie agreed, and the marriage took place on board the flotilla’s Russian accommodation ship, the Dvina. The issue of that marriage was William Dudley, who was christened a year later on the same vessel, using the ship’s upturned bell as a font. This was followed by a fascinating parcel from Mrs Molly Williams of Hall Green in Birmingham. Her father, John Eastman, had also served in Russia with Cromie as seaman torpedoman on HMS E8. He seemed typical of his die-hard breed. After spending thirty-seven years in the Royal Navy, he had retired to Australia after the Second World War with the rank of lieutenant but minus his sight, yet had taken up the unusual hobby (for a person with no sight) of rug-making, at which he had won prizes. Even more exhilarating was a cassette recording of an Australian Broadcasting Corporation interview in the 1950s, of Lieutenant Eastman’s first-hand account of the outbreak of the Russian Revolution.

Joe A. Rohan, an elderly gentleman from Shaldon in Devon telephoned. His grandmother had been Cromie’s cousin. ‘As children,’ he said, ‘we were always given Captain Cromie as an example in every crisis – a grazed knee, a fight, a dispute. It was always, “think of the captain – never say die!”, even though I had no idea who he was . . .’ Unfortunately, Joe had no knowledge of the whereabouts of the Cromies.

A lady from Edinburgh, Mrs Jean Crisfield, wrote to tell me she had the chart table from one of the E class submarines in her attic, and Michael Northeast of Hampshire, a retired port health officer, sent me fascinating pages from the naval surgeon’s health records of Cromie’s Baltic crews.

But all this was exciting and confusing in equal measure. Now that I had started something, and attempted to warn any potential competitors by announcing in Saga that my biography of Cromie ‘would be published next year’ I realised that I had to go on. Together with my agent, we put together what we thought was a pretty good proposal for this book. He was confident that we would soon have an offer from a major publishing house. It took a long six months of rejection before Airlife had the vision to recognise the potential of Francis Cromie’s story, and here we are.

By August 1999 I had a tray full of anecdotes, sepia photographs, contacts and eager letters from potential readers of a biography. I travelled again to the RNSM, and came away with pages from the log-book of HMS E19. Yet like the Ince Webb-Bowens of Pembrokeshire, the Cromie family seemed to have vanished into history. But at the end of that month came a major breakthrough. I received a phone call from the Saga office informing me that they had received a fax from a lady in Louth in Lincolnshire. She was the ex-wife of a gentleman called Chris Wellesley-Miller, who was Francis Cromie’s grandson. Like many divorcees, this lady was understandably reluctant to stir up the past too much, but somehow contact was made with her ex-husband and after eight months of wandering around in a fascinating, self-made wilderness, the trail was opening up before me. Chris sent me an e-mail. What it contained was so enthralling at first in its detail that it gave the prospective content of my book an added frisson. Chris is a history graduate, and had actually written a thesis in the 1970s on his grandfather, Captain Cromie. His opinions and conclusions concerning Cromie’s work in Russia, his political leanings and the reasons for his death, were quite staggering. I read the e-mail again and again. Could Francis Cromie, a captain in the Royal Navy, thrice decorated by the Tsar, really have been a Bolshevik sympathiser? It has taken eighteen months to reach my own conclusions. Then came a telephone call from Allen Wellesley-Miller, another Cromie grandson. Allen has been pivotal in helping me to put this book together. And through Allen, I discovered yet more grandsons: Sean Wellesley, a businessman in Alabama, and Tim van Rellim (that’s ‘Miller’, spelled backwards), who works as a film producer in Los Angeles.

Before long a dialogue had commenced. It began, after Chris’s e-mail, with a visit to Dorset, where I spent a fascinating afternoon with Allen, who is an exceptionally skilled mechanical engineer, and his wife, Margaret. At last I began to feel much closer to my subject, as if the curtains had been opened to reveal the real man. To begin with, Allen produced Francis Cromie’s ceremonial sword, souvenirs from his naval career, a writing case, a silver bowl presented to him after the Boxer Rebellion, his silver Navy rum measure – unused (Cromie was teetotal). But more exciting than any of these artefacts was the discovery that he was also a skilled watercolour artist. To my sheer delight I was allowed to borrow seven of his watercolours. They included fine miniatures of Japanese and British warships, including HMS Barfleur, in which he served as a midshipman during the Boxer Rebellion. There is also an accomplished study of a Thames river barge. All this revealed a completely new side to Cromie’s character. Skilled seaman, gentleman, hero, and now, aesthete.

But despite the great leap forward that making contact with Cromie’s bloodline undoubtedly was, I began to realise that I had to tread softly. Until my meeting with Allen, Cromie had been a myth, and myths can be speculated with. Now the speculation had to stop, and the diplomacy begin. I was in the midst of four members of the great man’s family, and, in personality and individual outlook, four very different members at that. And there was a bitter disappointment to face up to.

There can come a point when a writer’s eager research and investigation is regarded as prying. I had hit it off with Allen and Margaret pretty well, but Chris made it clear, after the initial exposure of his views on his grandfather’s career and demise, that he wished to retreat back into cyberspace and not maintain contact. His feeling seemed to be: OK, so you’re writing a book – I look forward to reading it. That was the gist of his departure. It was done politely, but my attempts to discover from him at which university and in what year he had written his Cromie thesis drew a blank. So I behaved rather shadily and wrote to his ex-wife to see if she could help me. After all, any thesis would still be available for a researcher to study at the relevant university. It would have given me quite a leg up and saved me months of research – the bibliography alone would have been solid gold at that stage. However, she politely refused to reveal anything. Allen, Tim and Sean confirmed that the thesis had been written, but could not recall which university Chris had been at, or in what year he had graduated. Thus I had two choices: make random searches and enquiries looking for a Cromie thesis at every university in the UK, or drop this line of enquiry. The latter made more sense. It was a sharp lesson: do your own research, and stop trying to cut corners.

I asked Allen about Cromie’s personal life. Did any letters exist? I had seen a tantalising reference in the RNSM to a diary. I then received my first hints of a bitterness which had lasted down the years. I could not get a firm grip on the source of this without prying too much and appearing insensitive, but there seemed to be dark indications about Cromie’s life and death which had caused both Gwladys Cromie and her daughter, Anthea (Allen’s mother), lasting distress, beyond the tragedy of being widowed. Allen told me that there had been ‘boxes of letters and documents’ from the captain, but that his mother had burned them all in a display of remorse when Gwladys passed away. Hearing this was heartbreaking – what might those boxes have contained? But as my amateurish naivety began to evaporate, I realised that this kind of anguish must be common for time-served historians and biographers.

So I decided that I would not outstay my welcome. If I was to get what information and anecdote there was from the family, then it would be drip-fed. It would have been boorish to expect anything else and, besides, I now had many new avenues opening up. The letters were still coming in. Press cuttings, telephone calls. Odd anomalies came to the surface. I had read, in the various accounts of Cromie’s death, that his medals (which he always proudly wore) had been ‘ripped away from him’ as he died by the Red Guards. And thus I assumed that these valuable artefacts were lost to history. Yet speaking to Cromie’s grandson, Tim, in Los Angeles, I discovered that he had the missing medals. The most tricky ground of all, however, was the intimation, gleaned from conversations with the family, that Captain Cromie had in some way been involved with another woman during his time in Russia. It was an avenue I hardly dared pursue, yet I had to know if it was true. I could scarcely write the man’s life without including such an important detail. There were vague hints in Cromie’s letters, and a mention of his female friends in the memoirs of the British intelligence agent Robert Bruce Lockhart, who worked closely with Cromie in those final hectic days in Petrograd.

The matter was taken out of my hands when yet another Saga reader, Mrs Masha Davies-Obolensky, faxed me. She was a friend of a Russian Prince, Andrey Gagarin (no relation to the cosmonaut), living in St Petersburg. I was told that Prince Gagarin had some valuable information regarding Cromie and his relationship with a member of his family, his father’s sister, Sonia. Although we exchanged e-mails, Andrey was reluctant to impart his information until we could meet, face to face, in Russia.

But that was still to come. Within a few months I had also collected eleven different versions of Cromie’s murder. The prospect of picking a path through these complex and differing reports in order to make an honest attempt at revealing the truth was daunting. But luck has been at my shoulder throughout. Richard Davies, in charge of the Russian Archives at Leeds University, had given my telephone number to another avid researcher into the murky world of First World War espionage, Phil Thomaselli of Swindon. Without Phil’s generous and enthusiastic help, the final chapters of this book, dealing with the raid on the British Embassy in Petrograd, would have lacked much valuable information.

After a whole year of scattered snippets of information, erratic, ill-conceived journeying here and there, faxes, telephone conversations, letters and meetings, I looked at the shelf above my computer. What had begun with four sheets of paper from the RNSM was now packed with a 2 foot wide wedge of diverse information. From this random gathering of documentation a man was emerging. It was time to stop fooling around, and discover who he was.
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