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Day offers a vivid, richly researched and highly entertaining portrait.’


– Sunday Times




 





‘A fascinating behind-the-scenes account … This well-researched book is an excellent addition to the history of the Cold War. It will fascinate anyone interested in real-life stories of secret agents, conspiracy, defectors and top-secret intelligence.’


– Daily Express




 





‘Indefatigable research [and a] readable narrative.’
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‘By their very nature all spy stories are extraordinary, but this particular tale certainly surpasses them all! Much of his information has come from impeccable sources … nuggets of pure gold set in a truly ripping yarn. This book will certainly tick all the right boxes.’


– Britain at War




 





‘Day has written a richly researched portrait.’


– Catholic Herald
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CHAPTER 1: MAGDALENA





Nobody wants to be known as a bedbug. Except Klop Ustinov. The Russian diminutive was more fun than doleful Jona, the name his parents gave him. He looked the part: only 5ft 2in., his head slightly too big for his body; his protruding grape-green eyes shamelessly undressing any attractive woman who crossed his line of vision. What’s more, he shared the tiny parasite’s capacity to turn up, not exactly uninvited but quite surprisingly, in more than a few of their beds. He was a real-life spy with more lovers than James Bond. Like Bond, he was a man who appreciated fine food and wine. But he was no 007, licensed to kill. Codenamed U35, his mission was to beguile and confuse.


Bond’s creator Ian Fleming and Klop Ustinov were contemporaries. Fleming masterminded subversion in Spain and Portugal for naval intelligence while Klop was intriguing with MI6 double agents in Lisbon during the Second World War.


Sir Dick White, the only man ever to be director of both MI5 and MI6, nurtured Klop’s career from its earliest days. He described him as his best and most ingenious operator.1 The problem is to explain how, and why, he earned such an accolade.


Several other countries had better claim to his loyalty. Money and notoriety were not his motives. He was never rich, usually lived beyond his means, and would rather die than cash in on the many secrets he harboured. He left no memoirs. Yet to all appearances he was neither especially secret nor even discreet. His battlegrounds were the social salons of Europe; his disguise the showman’s talent to entertain and amuse; his most potent weapon the spellbinding art of the storyteller: all the qualities which shaped his more famous son Peter Ustinov as an actor, director and raconteur.


Klop’s friend and fellow MI6 officer Nicholas Elliott might have been thinking of him when he described the attributes needed to succeed:




They will be personalities in their own right; they will have humanity and a capacity for friendship; and they will have a sense of humour which will enable them to avoid the ridiculous mumbo-jumbo of over secrecy.2





He explained that it was all about gaining other people’s confidence and occasionally persuading them to do things against their better judgment.


Peter Ustinov said of his father that he regarded life as a superficial exercise, an extent of thin ice to be skated on, for the execution of arabesques and figures of fun. Klop would have agreed with Cecil Rhodes that to be an Englishman meant that the first prize in the lottery of life had been won. Rhodes was a commanding figure of the British Empire. For Klop, the lottery of life had its origins in two other imperial dynasties – Russia and Ethiopia.
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On a plateau 3,900ft above the Bechilo valley, the great brass cannon called Sebastopol gave out a roar that could be clearly heard two miles away. It was the most powerful weapon in the armoury of the Emperor Theodore, modelled on the Russian guns that faced the Charge of the Light Brigade at Balaclava.


The fearsome, unpredictable despot had conquered his rival tribes and ruled over all the fabulous lands of Abyssinia, better known now as Ethiopia. He was the latest embodiment of an uncertain lineage which traced its roots to the Biblical King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. He had heard of that terrible slaughter in the Crimea and now believed that he, too, could strike fear in the red-coated soldiers of the British Army gathered on the plain before Magdala, his impregnable mountain fortress, towering 9,000ft above sea level.


In January 1868, 10,000 British and Indian soldiers and 30,000 support staff and hangers-on landed at Annesley Bay on the Red Sea. They were under the command of Lieutenant General Sir Robert Napier, veteran of the Sikh Wars, the Indian Mutiny, the North West Frontier and the second Anglo-Chinese War. He didn’t stint on equipment. There were forty-four Indian elephants, 2,538 horses and 16,022 mules to carry his men plus 300,000 tons of arms and supplies. They built their own railway and negotiated safe passage with the Emperor’s enemies.


The vanguard of fighting men made an extraordinary forced march across 400 miles of uncompromising terrain. They crossed the Bechilo valley, labouring up the side of the ravine through intense heat with insufficient water, and now stood implacably before Magdala, come to right a tiny wrong. Theodore had insulted Queen Victoria, whose dominions extended beyond his imagination.


He had previously hoped to be friends with Her Majesty and made diplomatic overtures. She had responded with a gift of silver embossed pistols. But when the British Foreign Office failed to reply to his overtures with sufficient alacrity or respect he took their representative hostage. Charles Cameron spent more than four years in captivity. He was joined by the emissary sent to negotiate his release, Hormuz Rassam, and by missionaries, European artisans and adventurers, and various princelings of rival tribes. The princes were hostages against the continued subservience of their tribes. Their lives depended on Theodore’s murderous black moods, often occasioned by strong drink. Among the European hostages was Moritz Hall, a former Polish soldier, a Jew who had converted to Christianity and an opportunist who had agreed, under duress, to build Theodore’s great cannon.


Legend has it that Moritz was chained to the gun to prevent him escaping.3 If so, he was lucky to survive: its barrel was flawed and eventually burst upon firing. Theodore took it as an ill-omen that his stronghold would fall to the mighty force of redcoats assembled by General Napier. And Magdala did fall. But only after Theodore, in a quite unexpected act of clemency, released all his European hostages; he had previously propelled his native captives to their deaths over a sheer cliff. He had already seen some of his best troops cut to pieces by rocket fire and new Snider-Enfield rifles, which were capable of firing ten rounds per minute. They were slaughtered as they hurtled down from their fortress in a hopeless spear charge on the British positions. Imperial pride would not countenance surrender. Theodore hoped that freedom for his prisoners and a peace offering of 1,000 cattle would suffice.


Down the mountain on the Easter Saturday of the year 1868 came sixty-one hostages, with 187 servants and 323 animals. Among them was the hapless royal armourer Moritz Hall with his wife Wayzaru Walatta Iyassus, otherwise known as Katarina, the daughter of a German artist and an Ethiopian princess. By Easter Sunday there was an addition to their ranks – Mrs Hall gave birth to a baby girl.


In the midst of such momentous events her birth might have passed unnoticed, but the celebrated American war correspondent Henry Morton Stanley recorded the new arrival for his readers. He had the child’s name as Theodora, in tribute to the emperor. Maybe Morton was mistaken, maybe her parents pragmatically changed their minds, but eventually the child was christened Magdalena. At the age of twenty Magdalena would marry an aristocratic Russian-born Protestant, of German nationality, who was well over twice her age. Their eldest son was Jona Ustinov, otherwise known as Klop,


Stanley’s attention was quickly diverted to the storming of the fortress, on Easter Monday. Drummer Michael Magner and Private James Bergin won the Victoria Cross for leading a heroic assault, cutting through the brushwood defences with their bayonets and leading the charge on the dispirited defenders. Theodore committed suicide, with one of Queen Victoria’s pistols, rather than endure the humiliation of capture; the victorious troops discovered his liquor store and pretty soon ran riot, looting and pillaging until Napier eventually restored some sort of order.4


Theodore’s fortress contained many religious and imperial treasures, some of which he himself had looted during his conquests. These were auctioned and carried back to Britain. A good few of them ended up in the British Museum, the Victoria and Albert Museum and the Royal Collection – the tangible legacy of a military adventure in which no territory was captured, no other tribute exacted and no trade links established. Theodore’s son and heir, Prince Alemayehu, accompanied the retreating British army, as did his mother until she succumbed to illness and died. Alemayehu was introduced to Queen Victoria at Osborne on the Isle of Wight, tutored by his guardian Captain Tristram Speedy and then given a traditional education for an English gentleman, Rugby public school and Sandhurst military college. He lived in Leeds until he died of pneumonia at the age of eighteen, a sad and disorientated figure. At Queen Victoria’s insistence, he was buried in the crypt beside St George’s Chapel at Windsor Castle. Moritz Hall, his wife and family, including the infant Magdalena, were part of that military procession back to the landing point on the Red Sea. Nobody knew it then, but Magdalena’s destiny dictated that she, too, would become part of an enduring British legacy. Her family settled in Palestine, in the ancient city of Jaffa which now forms part of Tel Aviv in Israel. Her mother Katarina retained her links with Abyssinia, returning in 1902 to become a lady-in-waiting at the court of the Emperor Menilek and a close friend of his wife, Empress Taytu. Magdalena’s brother David became a Counsellor of State to the next Emperor, Haile Selassie.5


Magdalena’s father, Moritz Hall, was born in 1838 in the Polish city of Cracow, then part of a Russian protectorate. Two years later Magdalena’s future husband, Platon Ustinov, or Oustinoff, was born in St Petersburg, the son of an extraordinarily dissolute father and an exceptionally beautiful mother. Their wealth dated back to the last years of the seventeenth century when Adrian Ustinov made a fortune in the Siberian salt trade. He had noble antecedents and a family crest that bore a salt press, an eagle’s wing, a star and a bee buzzing across two blades of wheat.


Adrian’s son, Mikhail, settled in Saratov in southern Russia on the lower reaches of the Volga River. Thanks to an imperial favour he acquired estates covering 240,000 hectares, employing 6,000 serfs. Mikhail in turn had five sons. The fifth, Grigori, installed his beautiful wife Maria in a St Petersburg town house while he set himself up in a separate property in the same street where he could give full rein to his debauched tastes. Breakfast consisted of a banquet of caviar, smoked salmon, suckling pig, hard-boiled eggs, anchovies, pickled herrings and salted cucumbers, washed down with vodka and supplemented with a bevy of teenage peasant girls, recruited from his country estates, whom he seduced, singly or several at a time, until lunch. After that he could repair to the Moscow English Club, where only aristocrats were admitted, for an evening of drinking and gambling. Confronted with such licentiousness, his youngest son Platon developed a Puritan streak.


Platon had seemed destined for a career in the Chevalier Guards regiment of cavalry but at the age of twenty-one a fall from his horse left him temporarily paralysed and with lung damage. He travelled to the Mediterranean to convalesce, staying in a Protestant mission hostel in Palestine. There he succumbed to the preaching of a Protestant pastor from Germany, Peter Metzler, and the good looks of his daughter, Maria. He invested money in their mission and then invited Pastor Metzler and his family to return to Russia with him to manage his estates. Displaying a wilfulness and disregard of the consequences that characterised his life, Platon refused to take an oath of allegiance to the Tsar, on the grounds that he had embraced the Protestant religion and could not simultaneously swear devotion to the Orthodox Church.


While his father Grigori’s personal and private immorality was no bar to his social standing, Platon’s public rejection of one of the pillars of the Russian state provoked a scandal. Exile and disgrace beckoned. He sold his share of the family estates and moved to the Germanic kingdom of Württemburg, which was an astute move. In 1846 King Karl V had married the Tsar’s daughter, Olga. Queen Olly, as she liked to be known, welcomed Platon and granted him citizenship. So, when Württemburg joined the confederation of states that formed the German Empire, in 1870, Platon became an accidental German.


Not that he spent much time in the Fatherland that had adopted him. He married the pastor’s daughter, Maria Metzler, and made the most distressing discovery, on his wedding night, that he was not her first lover. Most husbands of the time would have been scandalised by such a revelation; it was beyond forgiveness as far as the puritanical Platon was concerned. He disowned her immediately but for many years refused a divorce. In his outrage and shame he gravitated back to the Holy Land and created his own little Garden of Eden in Jaffa.6


Baron Platon von Ustinov still had considerable wealth, both in money and possessions, from the sale of his Russian estates. Not trusting banks, he carried it all with him wherever he went. He had a disdain for everyday transactions, washing his cash before handling it. But once settled in Jaffa he invested in property, in the form of a mansion in the German colony, a district dominated by the Temple Society, an evangelical Protestant denomination. Around his new home he created a botanical garden with 170 different kinds of flowers and a miniature zoo which became a haven of peace for tourists and settlers alike. He donated money to found a hospital, hospice and girls’ school.


Moritz Hall had settled in the same neighbourhood and the two men became friends. Two of Hall’s sons opened a hotel in the Baron’s house. The Hotel du Parc soon became a recommended venue in Baedeker’s and contemporary guide books. In 1898 Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany and the Empress Augusta stayed there during a visit to Palestine. The Kaiser is recorded as having especially enjoyed the pure air of the garden at night and the view of the moon reflected on the Mediterranean.7


Platon took no part in the running of the hotel, preferring to shut himself in his private study with his books. He became expert in ancient languages, such as Amharic, Greek, Hebrew, and became a philanthropist, too. He allowed the congregation of the newly formed Immanuel Evangelical Church, among them Moritz Hall, to use a room in the Hotel du Parc and helped finance the building of the church which still stands in Beer Hofman Street. A fellow church benefactor, the German banker Johannes Frutiger, became a close friend. He had known Platon during his first visit to Jaffa from 1862 to 1867 and renewed their friendship when he returned to Palestine ten years later. His wife Maria and their children, Hermann, Adolf, Cornelia, Frederike and Bernhard spent holidays at the Hotel du Parc.


Platon had finally divorced Maria after discovering that she and her new lover were plotting to kill him so that they might remarry and start a new life in Australia. They had tampered with Platon’s revolver, which he kept to deter burglars, with the intention that it should blow up in his face the next time he fired it.8 New love, and marriage to Magdalena came late in life.


The stern, bearded, patriarchal figure made an incongruous picture alongside his dark, young, serious-looking new bride, who shared his deep religious convictions. At first they were not blessed with children. There were a series of miscarriages before Jona von Ustinov became Platon’s first born son, on 2 December 1892. The father was fifty-six. Jona was born two months premature and weighing only two pounds, Platon fed him milk through the dropper of a Waterman’s fountain pen.


Jona was named for the Biblical character who had been swallowed by a whale after setting out, against the Lord’s bidding, on a ship sailing from Jaffa – where the Ustinovs now resided. The boy hated the name, and in later life was happy to be known by the nickname Klop bestowed on him by his Russian wife, Nadia Benois.


Childhood photographs give no clue to the man. His parents kept Jona’s fair hair girlishly long. His pale green eyes are innocently wide; by his teens, though, they have a knowing intensity. He grew thoroughly spoilt, even though four siblings followed, indulged by a father who veered between strict insistence on completing all homework set by the German colony school to providing the Arab pony on which Jona galloped wildly along the sands, terrorising his neighbours.


Platon, short and broad with long flowing locks and full beard, led an austere lifestyle, largely vegetarian, often dressing from head to toe in white (except on the beach where he strode around stark naked). He eschewed medicine but would drink a whole bottle of champagne as a cure for flu.


He instructed his children in the ways of the world by reading aloud to them from his newspaper at the breakfast table. In this deeply religious household, Jona, who had inherited his father’s gift for languages, first learned English from Moody and Sankey, publishers of a popular hymnbook. The children grew up with Russian nannies, Arab servants and guests who spoke French, German and English.9


He attended a high school in Jerusalem but when he reached the age of thirteen it was decided to send him away to the Gymnasium in Düsseldorf to take his abitur, the German equivalent of the International Baccalaureate. His younger brother Peter followed in his footsteps. Lodgings were obtained for Klop in the home of a retired Hauptmann (army captain) and his wife. According to Jona’s later account, the captain was committed to an asylum after chasing him round the house brandishing a sabre, convinced that his young lodger was an incarnation of Mephistopheles. Given the boy’s reputation for childish devilment it is possible there was some provocation. Platon had maintained his connections with Germany. Jona’s godmother was Gräfin (Countess) von dem Bussche-Ippenburg, a member of one of the country’s oldest aristocratic families, and as a young man he visited her on her estates near Osnabrück. School in Düsseldorf was followed by a spell at Yverdon in Switzerland, improving his French, and then Grenoble University.


Sexual awakening began early. We have only his word for this, surprisingly recorded in faithful and uncritical detail by his wife Nadia, whom he regaled with his many liaisons, youthful and adult. These stories seem neither confessional nor boastful; they are gleeful accounts of exploits to be savoured, entertainment almost.


She recounts how, as a boy, he peeped through neighbours’ windows to watch girls undress. Returning by ship from school to Jaffa he would practise his flirtation techniques with girls on board and learned to appreciate the varying charms of their different nationalities. He was particularly taken with a Scottish redhead whom he pursued while she was attending finishing school in Yverdon, eventually keeping a tryst with her by scaling a high wall topped with glass and emerging bloody, with trousers torn, but triumphant. It was typical of Klop the storyteller that he should claim to have encountered the woman twenty-five years later, still beautiful and unmarried, at a society dinner in London. Such coincidences were not uncommon in Klop’s retrospective accounts of his amorous adventures.


What he lacked in height he compensated for by close attendance to his appearance. The young man had groomed and pomaded hair, manicured nails, elegantly tailored clothes and a monocle – quite the dandy. And it worked. In Grenoble he pursued his fellow female students as well as the daughter of a wealthy chateau owner, Geneviève de la Motte. He seduced his landlady’s daughter – a passionate year-long affair that only ended when the girl fell for an Italian count. Next came a Bulgarian student and Klop would claim that many years later he was introduced to a Bulgarian diplomat who turned out to be her son.


Yet, according to Nadia, he was cautious and suspicious of women, building a protective wall around his emotions and avoiding serious commitment. She wrote:




He said that, in his opinion, far too much importance is attributed to sentiment in love. He believed in physical enjoyment garnished with light-hearted banter and sprinkled with touches of romance.10





Much later Jona’s son Peter, who was offended by what he regarded as his father’s humiliation of his mother, offered what was, under the circumstances, a generous assessment that his father was not really a womaniser but was thrilled by the unpredictable, fleeting moments of flirtation. He lacked the secretive nature required for a serious affair. He was: ‘a flitter from flower to flower, a grazer of bottoms rather than a pincher.’11


In Grenoble, aside from the female distractions, Klop had to turn his mind to earning a living. He already had the taste for travel, for socialising with colourful and interesting people and being at the centre of events. A diplomatic career beckoned and he took himself off to Berlin, intending to study law.


He scarcely had time to immerse himself in his studies when a family crisis summoned him home to Jaffa. Platon, too often the benefactor of good causes and needy relatives, was facing financial ruin. The solution, it was decided, was to sell his collection of antiquities to some wealthy western institution. It included more than 1,500 items, dating from the end of the Iron Age onwards: sculptures, pottery, clay vessels, terracotta figurines, gems, scarabs, glass objects, coins and bronzes. Among its more significant finds was Palestinian pottery from the ancient port of Ashkelon. He had begun by collecting Phoenician inscriptions but then become motivated by a desire to protect Jewish and Christian art and antiques from being destroyed or defaced by the area’s Muslim inhabitants. He had no scientific or archaeological training and shunned dealers, preferring to buy direct from poor peasants, believing that he was helping them financially.


The family left Palestine in 1913, pausing briefly to confirm Platon’s German citizenship ‘on account of his Protestant leanings’ before settling in Shepherd’s Bush in west London. Klop was appointed as salesman, attempting to arouse interest in the collection not only in London but in Paris and Berlin. A family friend, the Norwegian shipping magnate Sir Karl Knudsen, who had taken British nationality and settled in London, represented the family’s interests with the British Museum. He had met Platon for the first time a year earlier, during a visit to Palestine, and considered the collection unique. It had attracted favourable attention from Middle East scholars and there was interest from the Louvre in Paris but Platon wanted to keep the collection together and was advised that London was the best place to exhibit it and, if necessary, auction it. Knudsen arranged for it to be put on display at 59 Holland Park Avenue, the home of Julian D. Myers, a wealthy City of London clothes wholesaler.


Knudsen assured Arthur Hamilton Smith, keeper of the department of Greek and Roman antiquities at the museum, that he had no personal financial interest in the transaction and that Platon would not sell until all the interested parties had a chance to view it.


One of the British Museum’s scholars, Wordsworth E. Jones, seems to have been quite bowled over by what he saw. He regarded it as unique, and a great pleasure, to find such material, including pristine Greek and Roman marbles, in Palestine which previously had been barren ground for artefacts of this type. The Greek art included a torso of Alexander the Great, by the sculptor Lysippus, discovered at Tyre and thought to represent Alexander leading a seven-month siege of the city. Among other gems was an Egyptian scarab in green jade thought to have belonged to a Pharaoh’s daughter who married King Solomon. Jones had a word of praise, too, for the Baroness, who had packed the hundreds of specimens herself so that when they arrived in London not one was broken. They amounted to ‘almost a small museum and such as is rarely brought to London by one man’.12


He recommended it for acquisition but it seems Platon’s asking price was too high. The collection was eventually bought by a consortium of wealthy and influential Norwegians. Most of it was put in storage but some of the more select items eventually found their way to the Norwegian National Gallery in Oslo.13


At this point, after about fifty years in exile, Platon decided it was time to regain his Russian nationality and wrote directly to Tsar Nicholas II for permission to return to the land of his birth. His application was supported by the Russian ambassador in London, Count Benckendorff, one of the architects of the Triple Entente that bound together Britain, France and Russia against the imperial designs of Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany.


The sequel to that treaty, precipitated by the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, was the Great War that tore Europe asunder. It rent the Ustinov family in three conflicting directions. Their days in London before war was declared were the last they would spend together.

















CHAPTER 2: GRENADIERS





Klop was the first to depart the Ustinov family home in London, accompanied by his brother Peter: like many young men they were caught up in the patriotic fervour of the moment, rushing to volunteer with little thought of the slaughter that awaited. But Klop and Peter were German; their duty lay with the Kaiser on the continent, not with Lord Kitchener and King George V.


Platon, meanwhile, got his wish and returned to Russia where, despite being seventy-three years old, he was still technically an officer of the Chevalier Guards. His wife Magdalena and daughter Tabitha, then aged fourteenth, joined him soon after, heading for a country that they barely knew and where they would soon find themselves destitute. The two youngest children, Platon junior, aged eleven, and Gregory, seven, were left behind, at boarding school in London. They were in the care of wealthy and influential friends, the shipping magnate Sir Karl Knudsen and his wife, and relatives of the banker Johannes Frutiger. Norwegian-born Sir Karl had taken British nationality and married a Scot, Anne Macarthur. He played a vital role during the war in liaising with Norwegian ship owners whose fleets helped keep Britain supplied.


Peter who had been born in Tölz, in Bavaria in 1895 and had been planning to study medicine, was first to enlist, on 7 August. Klop signed up three days later in the 123rd Grenadiers of the 5th King Karl of Württemberg infantry regiment. He gave his next of kin, rather grandly, as the Gräfin von dem Bussche. She at least had impressive German credentials compared with his relatives, who were scattered through lands which were now enemy territory. He began his career as a gefreite, or lance corporal, but seems to have been marked out for rapid promotion and by March 1915 held the junior officer rank of leutnant. The regiment had marched out from its headquarters at Ulm, anthems playing and flags fluttering in the breeze, advancing into Belgium. They followed the old Roman road down which Attila had led the Hunnish hordes in his assault on the empire of Valentinian III nearly 1,500 years earlier. Attila got to Orleans, west of Paris, before being driven back at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains. The Kaiser’s army never got that far. By the winter on 1914 they were trapped in the primeval landscape of the forest of the Argonne east of Reims in northern France where even the place names were redolent of death. It was hard, attritional warfare. There was impenetrable undergrowth, gorse bushes and head high bracken growing between ancient oaks and beeches. The troops made shelters in the foliage and dug foxholes. Now they had to fight their way forward step by step through the forest and the trenches. A contemporary photograph shows Klop, with close-cropped hair and a steely gaze, in his ankle-length greatcoat on a snow-covered hillside. In January 1915 he had taken part in the storming of the Valley of Dieusson in the Bois de Grurie. Recognition that he had been acting above his rank was signified by the promotion to leutnant and the award of an Iron Cross, Second Class. The Dieusson attack cost the French about 3,000 men, roughly three times the German casualties. In the first three months of 1915, fighting mostly in the Argonne the French Third Army lost nearly 30,000 men. The Germans, under General Bruno von Mudra, were gaining the upper hand. By summer they were able to muster concentrated artillery attacks; for the first time shells were delivering poison gas and a new design of hand grenade was available.14 The Grenadiers were temporarily trapped under heavy artillery bombardment from the French and when it relented the Kaiser visited them to present bravery awards. During the autumn Klop continued to attract attention in regimental records for his noteworthy actions. Hans Speidel was a platoon commander and singled out Klop as one of his fellow junior officers who forged an unbreakable comradeship with their men which helped to maintain their morale as they experienced the terror of mechanised warfare for the first time. They finally escaped the ‘accursed forest’ for the even greater hell-holes of the trenches of the Somme towards the end of the year. Behind them, in a grove of mighty oaks, they had buried their dead comrades, with a regimental memorial carved into one of the trees. To have fought in the battle of the Argonne Forest became a badge of honour.15


Sir Arthur Conan Doyle visited the opposing French troops there in 1916, in his capacity as war correspondent of the Daily Chronicle, and wrote:




The great forest consists of sturdy oaks and beeches and firs, with a thick tangle of undergrowth, mountain, valley, and plateau alternating. The soil is soft clay, admirably suited for entrenching, tunnelling, and mine warfare – when it is dry. As an outside observer, I do not see why the war in this area should not go on for a hundred years, without any decisive result. What is happening now is precisely what happened last year. The only difference is that the trenches are deeper, dug-outs better made, tunnels are longer, and the charges of explosives heavier.16





Klop had established an important and lifelong friendship with Speidel, who became a career soldier, later a general and chief of staff in France and on the Russian Front in the Second World War. Speidel was ashamed of Nazi racial policies and took part in the 1944 plot to assassinate Hitler. In the late 1950s he was appointed Commander-in-Chief of NATO forces in Central Europe.


For them the year 1916 began in Flanders, where their job was to cling on to the hard-won positions that they called Der Bastion and Doppelhöhe 60, known to the Allies as the notorious Hill 60. From there they could look out over the unattainable goals of St Martins Cathedral and the medieval Cloth Hall of Ypres, a town they occupied briefly at the start of the war but never recaptured. All around it both sides suffered terrible losses.


Hill 60 was not much more than an embankment, rising only a little over sixty metres above sea level, created artificially from the spoil of a nearby railway cutting. It had been captured by the Germans in 10 December 1914 and became the first scene of the underground warfare in which British engineers and miners tunnelled under the German lines in April 1915 to plant around 4,500kg of explosives. The blast that followed caused an enormous crater and flung debris 300ft in the air.


The British then suffered heavy casualties trying to defend the position – the Victoria Cross was awarded on four occasions in a single night’s fighting – but in May 1915 the Germans recaptured the barely recognisable landmark with a lethal assault of poison gas.


The 123rd Grenadiers held on grimly to what was left of Hill 60 during the early months of 1916 but were beaten back from the nearby stronghold known as The Bastion at the beginning of March. They had sustained heavy losses in a night-time artillery barrage followed by an infantry advance at 4:30 a.m. on 2 March. British troops reported that many of the Germans they took prisoner had no weapons. The Grenadiers were withdrawn from the frontline after that reverse and given a couple of months leave in the peaceful surroundings of Bruges, Ghent and Ostend. Hill 60 was only recaptured by the Allies in June 1917 after they detonated 450,000kg of explosives under enemy lines at the start of the Battle of Messines, reputedly killing 10,000 German soldiers with a blast so loud that it was claimed it had been heard in London and Dublin.


The Grenadiers had by then long moved on to other scenes of slaughter. As the Battle of the Somme raged on throughout 1916 they were rushed in July to the defence of the villages of Guillemont and Combles. Once more they came under relentless bombardment. They were forced to exist in the ancient underground catacombs at Combles and when they were finally obliged to retreat during August they left many dead and dying comrades behind them in the caves.


They dug in once more, in front of High Wood near Guillemont where the German Army had a divisional headquarters. They were under constant attack by the British, led by officers on horseback and preceded by artillery assaults that reduced everything to dust and rubble. Probably the worst was on 17-18 August when the artillery barrage lasted twenty-six hours. The 2nd Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders attacked, accompanied by flamethrowers, but German machine-gun fire coupled with the British bombardment, which did not let up, even when their own troops reached the disputed ground, forced them back.17 In that bleak landscape, a smouldering slag heap where no plant life survived, the Grenadiers were invited to surrender and refused, despite having lost three-quarters of their men, fighting on with only a few machine guns and precious little ammunition. They were finally withdrawn at the end of August, highly praised for their steadfastness, but it was in vain. Guillemont fell to the Allies a fortnight later.18


Klop’s fastidious ways were hardly suited to the mud and filth of the trenches. It must have been a relief when he got a chance to train with the recently formed Luftstreitkräfte, the German army’s air force section. He and his brother Peter had not been fighting side by side. Peter had started with the 1st Württemberg Regiment, joined Klop in the 123rd Grenadiers in May 1915 and then joined the 127th in February 1917 but he was also taking part in flying training. Klop quickly found that the glamorous image of an aviator in uniform opened the way to conquests that were altogether more amenable than confronting the British Tommy in the trenches. As he later confided in his wife Nadia, ‘he was able quite effortlessly to have any and every female he fancied’. He described to her how he and Peter contrived to be billeted in chateaux where the owner invariably had at least one beautiful daughter. Unblushingly, he told her he shared girlfriends with his brother and indulged in three-in-a-bed sessions with two sisters. In the officers’ mess he was developing his skills as an entertainer, playing the piano, impersonating the singers of popular songs in English and French as well as German, making friends in high places who would serve him well in later life.


On the ground, the fighting was concentrated around Messine and Wytschaetebogen where the British began a massive seventeen-day bombardment around the middle of May. Klop was a witness.19


Aviation was still its infancy. Crashes were commonplace. Dogfights were becoming lethal with the development of cockpit-mounted machine guns that could fire through the propellers. Previously enemy airmen fired at each other with pistols or threw missiles at each other. Klop claimed to have once escaped unscathed from a cockpit riddled with bullets, some of which had passed through his cap without causing injury. He liked to maintain that it was the Red Baron, Manfred von Richthofen, who had come to his rescue. By April 1917 Klop had qualified as an observer rather than a pilot. His duties involved spotting targets on the Western Front for the artillery, and occasionally dropping bombs.


It was then that he and Peter were reunited in flying section A250. Their comradeship was to be short-lived. On the morning of Friday, 13 July 1917, Peter Ustinov sat on the end of his brother’s bed and said farewell before taking off on a mercy mission. With white streamers attached to the wings of his plane, he was heading behind enemy lines to drop bags of mail from British prisoners of war to their loved ones back home. British anti-aircraft gunners failed to see the white streamers and Peter Ustinov, with his pilot Georg Fick, met their deaths in no-man’s land at Hollebeke, just south of Ypres. For Klop, who led the search party to recover his body, it was a shattering experience. A month later Klop was awarded the Iron Cross, First Class and in September the Ritterkreuz or Knight’s Cross, effectively a double Iron Cross. He was still flying but the logs that might record what he did to deserve the accolades were destroyed in the Second World War. Klop may not have cared much about medals after the loss of his brother. He named his only son in his memory.20


In July 1918 Klop won yet another Ritterkreuz, this time with the additional recognition of the Order of Friedrich, a nineteenth-century award created for nobility serving in the Württemberg regiments. In October, a couple of weeks before the war ended, he was transferred out of the front line to a War Office job back in Württemberg. When he enlisted he had described himself as a Protestant Evangelist. By the time he signed his discharge papers he had no religion.


He soon moved to Berlin in search of civilian employment. He abandoned the notion of becoming a diplomat. Representing a defeated and vilified country abroad may not have been the best showcase for his talents but his chosen alternative was scarcely better. He had influential friends and quickly found himself appointed to the Wolff’s Telegraphische Büro, the national news agency of Germany, as a correspondent destined to report from London, probably the most hostile posting imaginable. Wolff’s had been founded by Bernhard Wolff in 1849, shortly before his former colleague Julius Reuter set up his eponymous agency in London. They had previously worked together in Paris, for the French news agency Havas. The three agencies represented the great powers of international news reporting, often pooling reports or sharing the telegraph cables that made possible rapid worldwide communication. The strategic significance of communications technology had been recognised during the war, with Britain in particular seeking to control the means of transmission in Europe, across the Atlantic and into the Far East. Intercepting enemy diplomatic and military traffic for intelligence and propaganda purposes played an important part in her strategy. Similarly, the Wolff Bureau had been used before and during the war by the German Foreign Office to challenge Britain’s colonial supremacy and to get Germany’s message across.


So Klop’s new profession was not that far removed from diplomacy, in fact it was ideal cover. Klop was about to become a spy.


While he waited for British clearance to travel to London he was sent by the Wolff Bureau to the Netherlands, reporting from there on Dutch and English news. In 1919 the German ambassador in The Hague was Friedrich Rosen, an Orientalist who had grown up in Palestine and been German consul in Jerusalem at the turn of the century. In 1905 he led a German mission to Ethiopia and so would almost certainly have known Baron Platon Ustinov and Moritz Hall’s family. Klop reintroduced himself to Rosen and got to know the counsellor at the embassy, Baron Adolf Georg Otto ‘Ago’ von Maltzan. Rosen would briefly serve as Foreign Minister in the Weimar Republic conducting lively exchanges with his opposite number in the Soviet Union, Georgy Chicherin, with a view to rapprochement.21 But it was Maltzan who was the architect of German revival by clandestinely subverting the peace treaty of Versailles from the moment when victors and vanquished finally put pen to paper in June 1919.


Germany and Russia had been on opposing sides for the first three years of the war but after the Russian Revolution hostilities had officially ceased. The Russians were therefore excluded from the Versailles treaty negotiations. In addition, some German soldiers had joined forces with the White Russian armies, which already had British and French support, seeking to depose the new Communist rulers. As these rebellions petered out, hundreds of thousands of troops from either side were left stranded in the Baltic States or held as prisoners on either side. There were estimated to be 100,000 German prisoners in Russia and 1.2 million Russians in German hands. During 1919 Maltzan became commissioner responsible for repatriating these displaced soldiers. These were ideal circumstances for infiltrating agents and Maltzan, who had been First Secretary at the German embassy in St Petersburg before the war, took full advantage.


He was convinced that Germany’s best prospect for economic and political recovery lay with Russia – Bolsheviks or no Bolsheviks. Russia needed Germany’s technical ability; Germany needed Russia’s raw materials and vast labour force. The punitive reparations imposed by the Western Allies meant there was no future in that direction. He built his own career around that concept. By 1921 he was ministerial director of the Eastern department of the German Foreign Office and by 1922 State Secretary and closest adviser to the Foreign Minister Walther Rathenau, who signed the Treaty of Rapallo which ultimately allowed Germany secret military development facilities inside the Soviet Union.


In 1919 and 1920 Germany did not have normal diplomatic representation in Moscow and was anxious to infiltrate any unofficial observer who could report first hand on the chaos that was enveloping the new regime. One of Maltzan’s first sources was a Communist sympathiser, Wolfgang Breithaupt, editor of a small but apparently well-regarded journal known as The Word in Three Languages, published by the Pacific-World-Union in The Hague, in fact in four languages – English, French, Dutch and German. It attracted contributions from a number of English correspondents, among them the novelist D. H. Lawrence who provided a four-part series on democracy. He had been introduced to the magazine by the pacifist novelist Douglas Goldring, who visited the magazine’s offices in 45 Van Imhoff Street and recalled that the paper was run by Germans pretending to be International Socialists. He thought they were secret service agents.22 It has since emerged that between November 1919 and March 1920 the magazine was used as a front to gather information from inside Russia, paid for by Maltzan who received the fruits of their research direct from Wolfgang Breithaupt. In January 1920 Maltzan paid an Italian journalist F. P. Giuntini the relatively modest fee of 8,000 Marks to travel through Russia, ostensibly gathering material for Italian newspaper articles. A month later, a German businessman using the cover name of Knoll was set up with 30,000 Marks to trade in confiscated or export-prohibited medicinal drugs that the authorities in Soviet Russia desperately needed, while making an objective assessment of the latest political events in Soviet Russia. The German consulate at Vyborg, just inside the Finnish border and only eighty miles north-west of St Petersburg, was weighing in with information gleaned from Bolshevik newspapers and informants prepared to make hazardous border crossings at night.23 Two German doctors, Julius Borchardt and Georg Klemperer, had been summoned to Moscow to treat Lenin’s baffling, persistent headaches and reported back to Maltzan. In 1919 a Dutch journalist by the name of Fabius went on a semi-official trip and was arrested on the Russian border but still contrived to return with copies of correspondence between Stalin, Lenin and the head of the Cheka, Felix Dzerzhinsky.24


Maltzan was simultaneously holding secret trade talks in Berlin with Viktor Kopp, Russia’s Red Cross representative in the city, and hatching military strategies with General Neill Malcolm, head of the British Military Mission, to overthrow the Bolsheviks. Maltzan was also aware that, however much Britain might appear to oppose the Communist takeover in Russia, Prime Minister Lloyd George saw a potential solution to his country’s unemployment problems in opening up the Russian market to British exports. Maltzan was determined to get in ahead of him. On the face of it, Britain was trying to bring down the Bolshevik regime, while Germany was trying to establish good relations with them, in spite of their ideological differences. It was not so straightforward.25


Klop was a natural candidate for recruitment. He had strong personal reasons to go to Russia: he had lost touch with his parents and his sister. Early in the war they had corresponded through his mother’s younger sister Katia, who was in Bulgaria and managed to pass letters through Sweden and Switzerland. But after the revolution in 1917 Klop lost touch and determined to go to Russia to find out what had happened to them. It was not a journey to be taken lightly or without friends or support. Friedrich Rosen and Ago von Maltzan could help him prise open the door but thereafter he would have to live on his wits. The consequences if he was betrayed or captured didn’t bear thinking about.


It probably did not cross his mind that he would find a bride of independent mind, great strength of character and aesthetic talent who just at that moment was in need of a knight in shining armour.

















CHAPTER 3: NADIA





Alexandre Benois missed the world premiere of Tchaikovsky’s ballet The Sleeping Beauty at the Mariinsky Theatre in St Petersburg on 15 January 1890. His friend Dima Filosofov dragged him along on the second or third night, having heard that it was not so bad after all. The composer’s earlier ballet, Swan Lake, had not been well received. For Benois this was a revelation and he attended every performance from then March. The impact on him and his friends was such that it changed their approach to art, ballet and music for years to come. Without it, he claimed, there would have been no Ballets Russes.26


Tchaikovsky’s masterpiece had awakened in Alexandre Benois the creative impulse which led to the founding of Mir iskusstva (World of Art), the magazine which dominated the aesthetics and art nouveau movements in the great city of St Petersburg at the turn of the twentieth century. Benois and Filosopov, the supreme ballet impresario Sergei Diaghilev and the artist Léon Bakst, were the driving cultural force and the Mariinsky was its focal point. The greatest talents of music and dance were nurtured there. Alexandre’s production of Le Pavillon d’Armide was premiered at the Mariinsky in 1907 and performed in Paris by Vaslav Nijinsky and Anna Pavlova two years later. His career as a costume and set designer spanned nearly sixty years with his last production of Petrushka staged at Covent Garden in 1957, three years before his death.


For Benois and his young contemporaries, Tchaikovsky opened a gateway to the west, to Europe and progress, without relinquishing the splendour of the eighteenth century when Peter the Great made St Petersburg his model capital. For a while they called themselves the Society for Self-Education of Nevsky Pickwickians, setting out, in the style of Charles Dickens’s Mr Pickwick, from the main thoroughfare of their capital, the Nevsky Prospekt, in their quest for the delights and curiosities of life. Alexandre adopted the slogan ‘Petersburg über alles’ as a rule to live by and Sergei Diaghilev described their new movement as a generation thirsting for beauty.27


The prosperous Benois family, among whom Alexandre was simply the most talented of many talents, had lived in Russia for several generations but they traced their roots to Germany, Italy and France. They were at the heart of the cultural life of the Tsar’s capital.


Nicholas Benois, son of a farm labourer, was born in 1702 and brought up by his widowed mother, a laundress, in the village of Saint Ouen-en-Brie about fifty kilometres south-east of Paris. She instilled enough of an education for Nicholas to become the village school master, a profession his son also followed. But his grandson had grander social ambitions, more suited to a man christened Julius Louis Caesar Benois. He became pastry cook to the Duc de Montmorency. Together they fled the revolution of 1789 and made their way to St Petersburg where the cook found himself more in demand than the duc and was very soon appointed food taster to Tsar Paul I. This prestigious appointment had its drawbacks, since the emperor rightly suspected his courtiers of plotting assassination and became convinced that he was being fed ground glass in his meals.


But the Frenchman survived, adopted the name Jules-Césard and married the royal midwife, Concordia Groppe from Germany. They produced between them seventeen children. Among them was yet another Nicholas, who qualified as an architect and married Camilla Cavos. Her grandfather, the composer Catterino Cavos, had been brought up in a palazzo on the Grand Canal in Venice and was director of the Imperial Theatre in St Petersburg. Her father was an architect.


Thus there came into being a great theatrical and architectural dynasty. Nicholas Benois, the architect, had as his patrons the Empress Maria Federovna and Tsar Nicholas I. He worked on the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in Moscow and collaborated with his father-in-law, Alberto Cavos, on the design of the Mariinsky Theatre. Three of his nine children were closely connected with the arts. Albert, the oldest boy, was a thrice-married philanderer and an artist whose water colours were popular in the Royal household. He was eclipsed by his younger brother Alexandre.


Leontij Benois was the least flamboyant of the three, an architect whose best works were civic and business buildings in a Renaissance style. He enjoyed a reputation as a consummate teacher, holding first a professorship and then becoming Rector at the St Petersburg Academy of Arts. He had married Maria Sapojhikova, daughter of a wealthy merchant who ran fisheries on the Volga River.


Leontij’s most famous artistic moment came in 1909 when he put on show a ‘lost’ Leonardo da Vinci painting of the Madonna and Child which he had inherited from his grandfather Alberto Cavos. Family legend maintained that Alberto had acquired it from a band of itinerant actors. It caused a sensation and Tsar Nicholas II eventually offered $1.5 million to acquire it for The Hermitage museum. Comparing exchange rates over time can lead to wildly differing results but even on the basis, using a reputable academic calculator, that it was the equivalent of £310,000 at the time, it represents £26 million at twenty-first century prices. But the payment was to be made in instalments and after the Bolshevik revolution the new regime reneged on the deal while keeping the painting.


At the time of the painting’s first appearance, Leontij’s youngest daughter Nadia was thirteen years old and growing up in luxurious surroundings on Vasilievsky Island, the most fashionable quarter of St Petersburg. She could have had little expectation of the terrible events which were to shatter her comfortable existence, nor of the strange ‘Dutchman’ who would eventually come to her rescue.


Vasilievsky Island was laid out on a grid system. Leontij, who had designed some of the buildings, had a house at Number 20 in the Third Line. As Nadia got older and followed the family tradition by enrolling at the Academy of Arts, she became a frequent visitor at the home of her uncle Alexandre at Number 38 in the First Line, overlooking the Bolshoi Theatre. There she would be likely to meet the composers Sergei Prokofiev and Alexander Tcherepnin, playing the grand piano, or her cousin Nicholas, to whom she was briefly engaged to be married. He later became design director of La Scala in Milan. Prokofiev was in his early twenties, closer to Nadia’s age than Alexandre’s, but the two men collaborated on ballet productions and became good friends. The composer was a regular guest at the Benois’s Thursday night ‘At Home’ parties and had attended a boisterous New Year celebration.28


At that time, St Petersburg was growing faster than any other in Europe as the industrial revolution began to take hold in a country still mainly populated by peasants and serfs. Peter the Great’s careful town planning was overwhelmed as factories sprung up everywhere: engineering works for railways and heavy artillery; cotton mills and factories. They produced enormous wealth and lavish spending. The Tsar subsidised the Mariinsky to the tune of two and half million gold roubles a year. The nightlife rivalled that in Paris, elegant restaurants like Donon’s, Palkin, Barel, and the Bear abounded. European fashions were brought hotfoot from the salons of Paris and London, and demand for the creations of the jeweller Peter Carl Fabergé kept 700 craftsmen busy.29


Nadia’s friend Tamara Abelson, a merchant’s daughter growing up in the city during this period, recalls delicious cakes from the French confectioner Ballet; Einem sweets from Berlin; Druce’s, the English shop at the top of the Nevsky Prospekt, the equivalent of Harrods; and Eliseev’s great emporium where exotic groceries were imported from East and West and caviar was sold from large wooden barrels.30


Beyond the heights of excess though, the warning signs were already present. Among the city’s population of 2.2 million, three quarters were peasants and many of them were starving. Revolution was in the air long before the military follies of the Russian generals in the early years of the First World War left the mass of the population still more deprived. Nadia Benois and Tamara Abelson were witness to the terrors of 1917. Yet so oblivious were the privileged to their imminent fate that on the night before the Revolution started, in February 1917, with the army starved of munitions and the people starved of bread, a theatre critic emerging from a particularly lavish production could talk of going to a restaurant ‘to eat nightingales’ tongues and let the hungry bastards howl’.31


Faced with a wave of workers’ strikes and demonstrations, Tsar Nicholas II signed a telegram on 25 February 1917 instructing his military commanders to restore order but their efforts quickly collapsed in the face of mutiny and, at the beginning of March, Nicholas abdicated. Tamara Abelson recalled how bands of trigger-happy youths burst into wealthy homes ostensibly searching for arms and enemies of the people. No one dared refuse them admission:




In our house they passed from one room to another, opening cupboards and drawers, removing anything they fancied while commenting loudly and disparagingly on what they saw, glorifying in their power … Regardless of these and similar outrages, a feeling of hope, of faith in the future, of a rebirth, pervaded the capital.32





During the summer months the Provisional Government under Alexander Kerensky struggled to assert some kind of authority. But with much of the army and navy joining the workers in looting indiscriminately in the stores, palaces and townhouses, fuelled by alcohol from the best private cellars, life began to fall apart. In October, with troops refusing to obey orders and sailors bringing the cruiser Aurora up the River Neva to train its guns on the on the Winter Palace, the Bolsheviks gained the upper hand.


Novelist Aleksey Tolstoy described what happened next:




The icy wind sent its icy breath into the darkened windows of the houses and blew through the deserted porches, sweeping out the ghosts of past luxury … It was terrible, incomprehensible, inconceivable. Everything was being abolished. … God, private property and the very right to live as one pleased.33





For many of the well-to-do, the first instinct was to flee the horror they now beheld. In the next four years almost 2 million departed, usually believing their exile would be brief and the old order would be restored. They were the White Russians, monarchists and social democrats; business leaders, scientists and increasingly those from the world of arts who discovered that the new regime did not welcome freedom of expression. The stark choice was penury at home or penury in exile. They were permitted to withdraw only a few hundred roubles from their bank accounts, and expected to contribute their wealth and belongings to the welfare of the proletariat. Gold and other precious metals and jewels were liable to confiscation, a black market in art works flourished. Hyperinflation made the paper rouble worthless and the economy reverted to barter.


Despite their bourgeois lifestyles, with wealth and privilege that marked them out as targets for the revenge of the proletariat, Alexandre and Leontij Benois stayed and survived. As Alexandre later pointed out, they had not a drop of Russian blood in their veins yet they were Russian, by citizenship, language and way of life.34


Alexandre remained, as curator of Old Masters at the Hermitage, until 1926 when he joined the procession of Russian exiles that gravitated to Paris. Leontij, after a period of turmoil, was able to retain his professorship and continue teaching until his death in 1928. That is not to say that life continued as normal: the capacious apartments on Vasilievsky Island were requisitioned and had to be shared with a host of revolutionaries who were billeted on them. Leontij grieved over the loss of his summer house in Peterhof, communal living with strangers in his once cosy apartment and most of all the parting with three of his children who fled Russia altogether to escape hunger and other dangers.35


In December 1919, the writer Maxim Gorky took over what had been the magnificent Eliseev emporium, on the corner of Nevsky Prospekt and the Moika River embankment, and turned it into a haven for writers, artists and musicians. Their gilded life was gone for ever but they could still live it up a little at the House of Arts, as it was officially known. Fine costumes and caviar were not on offer but alcohol was still available and on Friday nights the ragged aesthetes could forget the hard times as Albert Benois played Strauss waltzes on the piano. The building, when lit up at night, resembled the prow of an ocean liner and soon acquired the nickname ‘the Crazy Ship’.36 Nadia Benois went there from home some days to fetch a pail of thin tasteless soup which was the best that the epicurean Benois family could now find to put on the table. It was a long walk but infinitely preferable to travelling on the overcrowded trams with the attendant risk of contracting typhoid in the epidemic which swept the city. On one such visit fate provided her with an escape route. Fifty years later, she remembered that day clearly. It was 1 June 1920:




It was a beautiful warm morning. I was walking leisurely and feasting my eyes on the grandiose view of the river … I was in a happy hazy mood.


At the House of Arts my tin can was filled with some unsavoury smelling soup and I was given a sack of potatoes. At that time of famine even unsavoury soups were acceptable. At home one added something to them, either an onion or a little butter and they became quite eatable.


I started on my return journey, one hand holding the sack of potatoes slung on to my back and the other the tin can with the soup. Walking was no pleasure now that I was so heavily laden, and the sun was getting hotter too. When I reached the Fourth Line, and I was just passing the house where my school-friend Valeria worked, I thought how nice it would be to sit down in a cool place and have a smoke.37





Valeria Poleschauk worked as a secretary for the former naval officer Nikolai Nikolaeovitch Schreiber. She had already told Nadia about the strange visitor who was living there, whom she mistakenly thought was a Dutchman. While Nadia sat on a window seat and smoked her cigarette, the Dutchman appeared. He wore high-laced leather boots, knee breeches, a white shirt and navy-blue, polka-dot tie and altogether cut a rather comic figure, she thought. But he was funny, entertaining her with jokes and double entendres. On a whim she invited him to join her at a fairground that evening and in so doing boarded the gaudy carousel of Klop Ustinov’s life.38 It was Nadia who gave him the nickname Klop soon after they first met.


Shortly before she first set eyes on Klop, Nadia and Valeria had been discussing the prospects of finding a man who would help them flee the country to start a new life. Russians needed an exit permit; girls who married foreigners stood more chance of being allowed to leave. Nadia had already had one such offer, from a neighbour she hardly knew, and was well aware of the pitfalls and potential humiliation that lay ahead for girls who gambled their future happiness on a chance encounter with a stranger. Despite their shared Russian heritage Nadia and Klop did not have a lot in common. Klop had been raised in Palestine, matured in Germany and Switzerland but was not in tune with Russian culture and, although he was fluent in several languages, Russian was not one of them. Yet it took only a fortnight for Nadia to convince herself that marrying him was a risk she was willing to take. Many, many years later, after Klop’s death, Nadia would confess to a close friend that he represented a passport to escape the rigours of existence after the Revolution and that was a factor in her decision.39


The romance began inauspiciously. The amusement park they had planned to visit was closed and, as Klop confessed to her later, he had hoped the switchback ride would provide the opportunity for greater intimacy than would normally be permitted on a first date. But he continued to amuse and entertain. It was the time of the festival of White Nights, when the sun hardly sets and couples strolled along the banks of the Neva until the early hours of the morning and fell in love. Klop met Nadia’s various uncles and aunts, but not her parents, and visited The Hermitage to view the Benois da Vinci. With typical bravado, he took her to church and introduced her to his previous girlfriend. They went dancing at the Crazy Ship.


He knew it was only a matter of time before the authorities began to suspect that he was a spy and his proposal, when it came, was pragmatic and prosaic, anything but romantic: ‘Listen, we could be married here and when we are abroad I’d give you a divorce.’ Nadia good-naturedly fobbed him off: ‘This is of course very charming and simple but there are other matters to be taken into consideration.’


Klop, by now quite accustomed to getting his own way with women, devoted some time to describing the delightful life she might lead with him if she fled from her family and homeland. She in turn, seeing an opportunity about to slip from her grasp, found herself falling in love and praying for guidance. She made an ultimatum. Klop must do the honourable thing and marry her in church, in front of her family. Klop, professing that had always been his true intention, produced an engagement ring of thick silver with a black stone, bearing a carving of an Egyptian princess, which had come from his father’s collection of Middle Eastern antiquities.


Klop won doubtful acceptance from Nadia’s parents, who were naturally suspicious of a visitor from a country with whom they had so recently been at war. The wedding was fixed for 3 p.m. on Saturday 17 July at St Catherine’s Lutheran Church on Bolshoi Avenue, Vasilievsky Island, traditionally the place of worship for the German community in St Petersburg.


Nadia wore a dress of opaque white batiste linen made from an old nightdress of her grandmother’s, and borrowed white shoes that were too big for her, a veil decorated with orange blossom and a Fabergé gold bracelet which had been her mother’s and was one of the few pieces of jewellery to escape the looters, having been buried in the grounds of their summer retreat at Peterhof. Valeria, who had made the first introductions, accompanied Nadia as she made her way on foot to the church. Klop, whose own wardrobe was limited, wore a borrowed pair of white tennis trousers and greeted her with a bouquet of blue hydrangea. They exchanged rings that had been handed down through their respective families. The reception was enlivened with homemade mocha cake and a couple of bottles of wine that had been hidden under the floorboards.
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