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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE
            

         
 
         
            The Ai-Todors
            
 
            The Dowager Empress Marie Feodorovna,
 mother of the Tsar 1847-1928
            
 
            Grand Duchess Xenia, sister of the Tsar 1875-1960
            
 
            Prince Dmitri, nephew of the Tsar, son of Grand Duchess Xenia 1901-1980
            
 
            Prince Vassily, nephew of the Tsar, son of Grand Duchess Xenia 1907-1989
            
 
            Princess Irina, niece of the Tsar, daughter of Grand Duchess Xenia and wife of Prince Felix Youssoupov 1895-1970
            
 
            Prince Felix Youssoupov, murderer of Rasputin 1887-1967
            

         
 
         
            The Dulbers
            
 
            Grand Duke Nicholas, or Nikolasha, cousin of the Tsar 1856-1929
            
 
            Grand Duchess Anastasia, wife of Nikolasha 1868-1935
            
 
            Grand Duke Peter, brother of Nikolasha 1864-1931
            
 
            Grand Duchess Militsa, wife of Grand Duke Peter 1866-1951
            
 
            Princess Marina, daughter of Peter and Militsa 1892-1981
            
 
            Prince Roman, son of Peter and Militsa 1896-1978
            
 
            Princess Nadezhda, daughter of Peter and Militsa, wife of Nicholas Orloff, 1898-1988 
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            Further Passengers
            
 
            Prince Felix Youssoupov (sen), Felix’s father, former
 Governor of Moscow 1856-1928
            
 
            Princess Zenaide Youssoupov, Felix’s mother 1861-1939
            
 
            Princess Sofka Dolgorouky (later Skipwith), granddaughter of the Dowager’s best friend, Baroness Dolgorouky 1907-1994
            
 
            Prince Nicholas Orloff, 1891-1961
 
            Prince Serge Dolgorouky, equerry to the Dowager 1872-1933
            
 
            Countess Zenaide Mengden, Empress’s lady-in-waiting, 1878-1950
            
 
            Princess Aprak Obolensky, Empress’s lady-in-waiting, 1851-1943
 
            Miss Henton, or Henty, governess and nanny to the Youssoupovs 1866-1940
            
 
            Miss Coster, or Nana Coster, governess and nanny to Grand Duchess Xenia’s children
            
 
            Miss King, governess to the Dolgoroukys
            

         
 
         
            Officers
            
 
            Captain Charles Johnson 1869-1930
 
            Commander Henry ‘Tom’ Fothergill 1881-1963
 
            First Lieutenant Francis Pridham 1886-1975 
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
  
         
             

         

         April 7th, 1919
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As the light of a brilliant Crimean day began to fade, a  picturesque group gathered on the beach below the imposing estate of Koreiz. At its heart were 17 members of the Russian  Imperial Family and their entourages, including five small children, six dogs and a canary.
 
         Among the principal Romanovs were the Tsar’s mother,  the Dowager Empress Marie, and his sister, the Grand  Duchess Xenia. The resemblance between mother and  daughter was immediately obvious; both had an air of defiance about them, evident in everything from the way they stood to their strong facial features.
         
 
         Once crowned Tsarina of all the Russias, the elder woman now rejected all flamboyance in her dress; she and her daughter both chose to wear inconspicuous, dark clothes. Later that evening, the pair would walk the decks of a British battleship unrecognised and unnoticed. Their identity would emerge only when the mortified officer in charge noted a further  likeness: the Dowager greatly resembled her sister, England’s Queen Alexandra.
         
 
         The Dowager and her daughter, clutching her pet dog Toby, were among the last to make their way to an ornate jetty. Both were struggling with their emotions. The Dowager later described their feelings: ‘What grief and desperation’… ‘Poor Xenia was weeping dreadfully.’
         
 
         Prior to the arrival of the two women, the group had been dominated by the Tsar’s ‘dread uncle’, the colossal Grand Duke Nicholas. The Grand Duke, former Commander of the Russian Army, seemed to make a point of staking his claim as first at the quay. In dramatic, almost aggressive, contrast to the women, his appearance was eye-catching and intimidating. He stood, an imposing six feet seven, in full traditional Cossack military uniform, with Circassian coat and medals.
         
 
         He was accompanied by his reedy brother, Grand Duke Peter. This younger Grand Duke distanced himself from his brother’s war-mongering appearance, preferring conventional Edwardian clothes, glasses and a deer-stalker hat.  Beside him stood two of his three children: the ascetic-looking Prince Roman, 22, and cheery Princess Marina, 27.
         
 
         The two Grand Dukes were accompanied by their wives, both Princesses of Montenegro, known jointly as ‘the Black Peril’. The brothers’ contrasting proportions were reflected in their choice of sisters: Grand Duke Nicholas’s wife’s face was as round and robust as her sister’s was long and drawn.
 
         Hardly less captivating, at some distance from the Grand Dukes and their entourages, stood members of Russia’s wealthiest family: the Youssoupovs. Prince Felix Youssoupov, a nephew by marriage of the Tsar, was best known as the man who had killed the controversial holy man Rasputin.
 
         This fabled murderer also had a reputation for flamboyance, so he might have disappointed onlookers with his plain trilby and lightweight belted coat. But there was no disguising his  elegant stature and remarkable good looks. The Prince had delicate facial features: slightly hooded eyes and a small mouth, frequently crimped at the corners in a brazen grin.
         
 
         His father, meanwhile, the elder Prince Felix Youssoupov, had chosen to match the Grand Duke Nicholas in full, arresting Cossack military costume. While the elder Prince could not boast a distinguished war record, he was perhaps mindful of his position as owner of this particular mise en scène. The grandeur and savagery of his costume echoed the mood of the Koreiz estate, where sumptuous buildings pitted themselves against the encroaching Tartar wilderness. From its splendid terraces could occasionally be discerned the estate village, in which braying donkeys vied with the Moslem call to prayer.
         
 
         The rough, winding road to the beach of Koreiz was now alive with motorcars and horse-drawn carriages. It is hard to know what each new arrival would have made of their first sight of the British battleship HMS Marlborough. The ship loomed majestically a little way offshore and all but the very youngest members of the party understood that they must embark within hours.
         
 
         The Tsar’s 11-year-old nephew, Prince Vassily, often recalled his excitement as he contemplated travelling aboard a warship. But for many of the older members of the party, the sight could only serve to remind them that, while they finally knew by what means they would leave their homeland, they still had no fixed destination.
         
 
         Some wistfully savoured what they feared would be their last views of the Tartar landscape. Their gaze would have been caught by the Youssoupovs’ statue of Minerva presiding over the jetty. They may also have ventured a final look at the bronze of ‘Terzy’, a mythical Tartar gypsy said to have thrown herself in the sea after being kidnapped by pirates. Others of the party were perhaps silently thanking God that, at last, they were leaving. They had suffered two turbulent years since the Revolution. Within the last nine months, 17 members of  the Imperial Family had been murdered. On the night of July 16th/17th,  1918 the Tsar, Tsarina and their five children had been killed in  Ekaterinburg. The following night, the Tsarina’s sister had been buried  alive, thrown down a mine with five other Romanovs.
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
               The Koreiz estate house; and below, the statue of Minerva presiding over the jetty
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         Watching from some distance were several of the  Marlborough’s officers. They had supervised the successful construction of a makeshift pier from which small boats would transport the party to the ship. But the men’s satisfaction with the intricate pier soon gave way to irresistible fascination with the plight of their prospective passengers. The Marlborough’s First Lieutenant, Francis Pridham, was  overwhelmed: ‘It is dreadful to see them dazed and heartbroken except the younger ones who fortunately do not realise what is happening. Most of them have come at an hour’s notice.’
         
 
         The more stolid Commander Henry ‘Tom’ Fothergill described the scene in a letter to his sister, ‘a whole crowd of Princes and Princesses about 30 with 42 servants and stacks of gear…’ His conclusion was curiously enthusiastic: ‘We are having a great show here – a little too strenuous from my point of view. But I wouldn’t have missed it for worlds.’
         
 
         In the grip of heightened emotion, these beleaguered members of the Imperial Family would surely have derived comfort from at least being together. But there was at this time considerable tension within the family, the result of a power struggle which had been reignited by recent events, the source of which went back many years.
 
         Grand Duke Nicholas’s warlike demeanour, which so impressed the British officers, was actually exacerbated by a fit of pique – caused by an earlier slight from the Dowager. Happily, the officers were not quibbling: ‘a magnificent-looking man’, breathed Pridham, ‘an almost awe-inspiring presence’. He was particularly struck by the Grand Duke’s lambskin Astrakhan hat which, he felt, accentuated the Grand Duke’s great height. Fothergill was equally taken, though characteristically less expansive: ‘a very tall thin man, one of the best of the Russian family.’
         
 
         Neither officer could have imagined that the Grand Duke, once master of the million-strong Russian Army, had experienced mortifying difficulties bringing his relations into line. The evening’s arrangements had begun badly when he sent a message to the Dowager instructing her to pack and to be ready at his brother’s estate, by 4.45pm. The Dowager did not like the instruction, which gave her less than two and a half hours to pack. Nor did she like the way in which it was delivered. As she exclaimed: ‘Qu’est-ce qu’il a, le grand duc?’
         
 
         The Grand Duke’s messenger later left an account of the exchange: ‘She was terribly angry, called the Allies “cochons” and complained with unflattering words that they had not given her time to pack as she wanted to… I said the Grand Duke had waited for the last opportunity, but now he had received information from two sides that it is essential to leave. She had retorted that she would come at 5.00 and not a minute earlier.’ In the end she was 45 minutes late. By the time she arrived at his brother’s estate, the Grand Duke was frantic with worry. He had eventually sent a car to her estate to find out what had happened.
         
 
         Upon her arrival at the beach, the Dowager was at pains to appear unrushed. She would readily cross the beach with her daughter Xenia and her five sorrowful grandsons: the boys had all packed small bags of earth as mementos of their estate. But not before carrying out a series of elaborate farewell gestures. The messenger who had witnessed her earlier outburst watched his ‘beloved sovereign’ with anguish. ‘On the way the Empress gave her hand to the officers, who kissed it with respect… To see how the Empress Maria left Russian soil was enough to make you weep. I could not withold my tears and cried.’
         
 
         One of the marines from the Marlborough, William ‘Bill’ Phillips, never forgot the sight. ‘On arriving at the beach she – the Dowager – descended from the landau, shook hands with the coachman, kissed one of the leading ponies, turned and walked down to the boat. A brave lady.’
         
 
         She later unburdened her feelings in her diary, particularly bemoaning her damaged pride: ‘to be driven away like a criminal… like a knock on the head’.
         
 
         On completion of her stately journey to the Marlborough, one of her first acts was to take the principal Allied ‘cochon’ to task: ‘I misbehaved toward Captain Johnson by complaining about how everything had been arranged. He only answered that it had all been necessary and that he had delayed the departure until the last minute.’
         
 
         In periods of great danger, petty irritations can become a sort of refuge. The time had come, it seemed, for the embattled Romanovs to relinquish annoyances and acknowledge the graver aspects of their terrible predicament. The Bolsheviks were now perilously close and presented a mortal threat. On April 6th, the Marlborough ship’s log recorded ‘continuous rifle fire from the shore’.
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         The closing months of 1905 had proved fateful ones for the last Tsar Nicholas II of Russia. On November 1st he wrote in his diary: ‘We had tea with Militsa and Stana. We met the man of God Grigory from the province of Tobol.’ The bald entry marks the momentous introduction of the Imperial couple to Rasputin by the Montenegrin sisters or Black Peril, the Grand Duchesses Militsa and Anastasia.
         
 
         The beautiful Montenegrin Princesses were known as the Black Peril partly because of their dark hair but mostly because of their predilection for mystics. They had come to the Russian Court under the Dowager Empress’s protection. She had initially approved of them, arranging the elder sister Militsa’s marriage to Grand Duke Peter and Anastasia’s marriage to a more obscure Romanov cousin.
 
         But the Dowager soon found the sisters too much for her. By the early 1900s they were introducing the Tsar and Tsarina to a series of mystics. The most successful of these, a Frenchman, promised to help provide an heir for the Imperial couple, who had had their fourth daughter in 1900. The Dowager, with her feet firmly on the ground, was so alarmed that she launched a formal inquiry into this particular mystic’s background. She was not impressed by tales that he could control the weather or make people invisible.
 
         The family feuds multiplied. The younger of the Dowager’s protégées, Anastasia, staged a separate coup by embarking on an affair with the powerful Grand Duke Nicholas. Princess Anastasia had chosen well: by 1905, the Grand Duke would have been one of the most important men in Russia.
 
         Such had been the Grand Duke’s power that, shortly before the fateful tea, he had been called upon to set himself up as a military dictator. This, however, he had loyally refused to do, pronouncing, with characteristic dash, that if he was forced into such a position he would shoot himself in front of the Tsar.
         
 
         The Dowager, then in Denmark, would have appreciated the Grand Duke’s shows of allegiance to her son but she remained mistrustful of his power. In a bid to denigrate his growing popular appeal, she denounced him as ‘sick with an incurable illness – he’s a fool.’
         
 
         However, her mistrust of the Grand Duke proved as nothing compared to her loathing for the Black Peril’s new mystic, Rasputin. The Dowager watched in horror as, after 1905, Rasputin swiftly established himself at Court, soothing her neurotic daughter-in-law, the Tsarina, and apparently healing her haemophiliac grandson, the Tsarevich Alexis. As introducers of this evil to the Court, the Montenegrin Princesses were well on the way to earning the Dowager’s nickname for them: ‘cockroaches’.
         
 
         Happily for the Dowager, within just two years of introducing Rasputin to the Court, the sisters had fallen from grace. By the time the Tsar granted the Grand Duke permission to marry Anastasia, in 1907, Rasputin was refusing to visit either sister. Notwithstanding all his own peccadillos, Rasputin had apparently taken it upon himself to disapprove of Anastasia’s divorce. Yet more disastrously for the sisters, the Tsar and Tsarina had decided to follow his lead. That same year, a furious Militsa retaliated, contributing to a file accusing Rasputin of False Doctrine and ‘group sinning’.
         
 
         The sisters’ falling out with Rasputin might have scored them points with the Dowager but, sadly for them, more points were lost with the announcement of Anastasia’s marriage to the Grand Duke. The Dowager was furious with her son for granting the couple permission to marry, not least because the match broke ecclesiastical ruling on marriage between brothers and sisters. She wrote a strong letter and took several tranquilising drops.
         
 
         By the time the First World War broke out, hostility was so rife at the Russian Court that it could never be assumed that an enemy’s enemy was a friend. The Dowager remained disconcerted by the Grand Duke’s increasing popularity, not least when, in June 1915, a crowd stormed the Duma demanding he take power. She was no less worried by the continuing rise of Rasputin, who was now influencing the Tsar’s choice of ministers.
         
 
         But if these two were united by the Dowager’s disapproval, they were not in any other respect allied. Grand Duke Nicholas may have been initially impressed by his wife’s protégé, but by the time he took control of the Russian Army, he was infuriated by him. Indeed when Rasputin suggested he give a blessing to the Army at the front line, the Grand Duke’s response was decisive: ‘Come and I’ll hang you.’
         
 
         Rasputin fought back. Two months after the storming of the Duma, Grand Duke Nicholas was stripped of his role as Commander in Chief of the Army and sent to the Caucasus. The Tsar then, controversially, put himself at the head of the Army. A letter from the Tsarina to the Tsar makes it quite clear who was behind the Grand Duke’s dismissal. She refers to Rasputin as ‘Our Friend’ and the Tsar, confusingly, as ‘he’: ‘Our Friend says that… if he had not taken the place of Nikolai Nikolaievich (the Grand Duke) he would now be thrown off the throne.’ Rasputin would later boast that he had ‘sunk’ the unfortunate Grand Duke.
         
 
         The Dowager was horrified by this development. While she did not mind seeing the Grand Duke rebutted, she could imagine the dire consequences of the Tsar putting himself at the head of a struggling army. Worse, she realised that, with the Tsar at the front, the Tsarina and Rasputin would be left in charge of the Government. Redoubling her efforts to rid the Court of Rasputin, she and Xenia now went to Tsarskoe Selo to talk to the Tsarina. On August 31st, she wrote: ‘With Xenia to Tsarskoe Selo to try my luck… Drank tea with Alicky, who spoke about everything except what exercises me the most.’
         
 
         In exasperation, the Dowager decided to leave St Petersburg for good in early 1916, settling instead in Kiev. According to Felix Youssoupov, the Dowager gave her son an ultimatum: ‘Either me or Rasputin.’
 
         The turmoil created by the continuing presence of Rasputin at Court meant that his murder became almost inevitable. The killing was finally carried out in the cellar of the Moika Palace in St Petersburg, in December 1916, by Youssoupov, Prince Dmitri Romanov and a member of the Duma, Vladimir Purishkevich. There were conflicting tales of their struggles to shoot, poison and finally drown the so-called holy man.
         
 
         When the Dowager heard of his death she was uneasy; as a devout Christian, she could never condone murder. Other members of the Imperial Family had no such qualms, simply organising a petition to appeal for clemency towards the murderers. In the end, although the Tsar was obdurate – ‘a murder is always a murder’ – the punishments were not severe: Youssoupov was exiled to one of his estates, and Prince Dmitri to Persia, while Purishkevich remained entirely unpunished. The Dowager herself soon cast aside her misgivings, electing to visit Youssoupov with his wife, her granddaughter Irina.
         
 
         Within months of Rasputin’s murder, the country was engulfed in revolution and the Tsar had abdicated. The Dowager was devastated, repeatedly referring to the abdication as ‘the greatest humiliation of my life’. She wrote in her diary: ‘Am completely disconsolate!! To think that I should live to witness such horror… I am in despair over everything.’
         
 
         She was stunned by the Romanovs’ swift downfall. The Provisional Government produced a special decree prohibiting members of the Romanov family from further service in the Army or Navy. Grand Duke Nicholas, his brother Grand Duke Peter and his nephew, Prince Roman all offered their help to the Tsar as he faced his abdication crisis. The same day that the three were told of the special decree – March 11th 1917 – the Romanovs, in high dudgeon, resigned their oaths of allegiance to the Provisional Government.
         
 
         Xenia’s three eldest sons had also attempted, with Youssoupov, to join the White Army. All four had been rejected: deemed again, as disgraced Romanovs, ‘undesirable’.
         
 
         Meanwhile, in Kiev the Dowager was exposed to hostile graffiti: ‘Romanovs, the enemies of the Revolution and the Russian people.’ By the beginning of April 1917, the new authorities were ordering her to leave for the relative safety of the Crimea.
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         Various members of the Imperial Family had bought up land in the Crimea on the Black Sea coast. These estates comprised, first, the Tsar’s grand palace at Livadia; at some distance stood Ai-Todor, owned by Grand Duchess Xenia and, next but one, Dulber, owned by Grand Duke Peter.
 
         The Dowager spent most of her time at Ai-Todor with Xenia. Nikolasha, meanwhile, had his own estate, Tchair, which some time after the Dowager’s arrival in the Crimea, he was obliged to sell up and leave. He and his wife Anastasia then moved to Dulber. Thus the principal Romanov households were established and became known, at least to the Dowager, as the ‘Ai-Todors’ and the ‘Dulbers’.
         
 
         The Ai-Todors comprised the Dowager, Xenia, her husband Grand Duke Alexander, and their six sons. Honorary Ai-Todors included Felix Youssoupov and his wife Irina, and their baby, also called Irina. Youssoupovs’ parents, the elder Prince Felix, who took such pride in his Cossack uniform, and the former beauty Princess Zenaide, were close friends of the Dowager and would also have considered themselves Ai-Todors.
         
 
         The Dulbers, meanwhile, consisted of Grand Duke Nicholas, who despite not owning the estate, remained its undisputed head, the more retiring Grand Duke Peter, and the Black Peril. Peter and Militsa had three children: Nadezhda, who married during the exile and moved to a house nearby, her elder sister Marina and brother Roman. After the Montenegrins’ fall from grace at Court, Dulber inevitably became a sort of salon des refusés. But these long years in the wilderness did nothing to lower the spirits of at least two of their children: the friendly Marina and the good-hearted Roman.
         
  
         During their two years in the Crimea, the Ai-Todors had as little to do with the Dulbers as they possibly could. Xenia and Militsa made much of tending roses on their respective estates. The younger Ai-Todors spent months at a time running wild about the grounds, riding, hunting and fishing. Vassily always remembered being torn between partings as he was obliged, upon leaving, to hand his bicycle over to his tutor and say goodbye to his favourite pony. The fourth son Dmitri, who was not as robust as his brothers, established a cooking chalet.
         
 
         But all the estates suffered raids and severe food restrictions were imposed. Soon after the Dowager’s arrival, in the spring of 1917, government restrictions were enforced on movement. Youssoupov, his wife Irina and Grand Duke Nicholas’s doctor, who were not classified as Romanovs, were the only three allowed to travel between the estates. These three were able to keep the lines of communication open between the Dowager and the Grand Duke Nicholas. But whether the Dowager wanted to hear news of Grand Duke Nicholas, Grand Duke Peter and the Black Peril was another matter.
         
 
         After the Bolshevik Revolution, the exiles’ situation became more perilous. In the end, anxious about threats from more aggressive Bolshevik factions, their guard insisted the Ai-Todors move to Dulber. He selected Dulber because it was surrounded by high walls. Perhaps for reasons of diplomacy, the Dowager was not kept fully abreast of the controversial plan; up until the last minute she was under the impression that she was packing to return to St Petersburg. The plan created no less alarm at Dulber; Roman later wrote that until then he had not seen the Dowager for a full five years.
         
 
         Her horror when she found herself at Dulber was such that, for several weeks, she refused to leave her new rooms. It was left to her uncharacteristically nervous hostess, Grand Duchess Militsa, to break the ice. Militsa contrived to visit the Dowager every afternoon, ostensibly to ask her guest if she needed anything.
 
         Fortunately for all the captives, the Germans were awarded the Crimea in a separate peace. With the arrival of the new German rulers, in April 1918, the Dowager and fellow Ai-Todors were able to return to their own estate. There followed another hiatus, during which the Dulbers and Ai-Todors reverted to their separate rounds of tennis parties and picnics.
         
 
         But following the Armistice in November, the Germans were ousted and the Bolsheviks came flooding back. Thoroughly alarmed, the British Government began serious efforts to get the Dowager out of Russia. The Dowager was reluctant to leave. Her preoccupation with her personal humiliation matched her anxiety not to be seen to be abandoning her people.
         
 
         Among the first plans the Dowager rejected was a secret rescue, to be carried out on a small boat under cover of darkness. Commander Charles Turle reported in a secret memo on Nov 22nd, 1918: ‘I am of the opinion that Her Majesty, unless actually attacked, will certainly not leave the Crimea except openly and in a large vessel, and then only if order has been restored, either by the Allies or by a local Government.’
         
 
         The Dowager’s sister, Queen Alexandra, became increasingly worried. Just before Christmas 1918, she sent an urgent letter through the Royal Navy communications system: ‘Darling Minny have just been informed that it would be most advisable for you to leave at once before more complications and horrors so please make up your mind before too late to come to me here in England at once. Bring everybody you wish, your loving sister Alix.’
         
 
         The Dowager’s reply was dismissive: ‘Darling Alix, thank you with all my heart for your dear telegram. Though I long to see you awfully, see no real necessity to leave now for the moment. Have written today. Loving Christmas wishes to you all. Your loving sister Minny.’
 
         But the danger intensified and the pressure to leave became ever more urgent. The Dowager may now have begun weighing up some thorny logistics. With the Romanovs’ increasing isolation, she would have recognised the growing likelihood of the Ai-Todors and Dulbers being forced together. If the Ai-Todors left, would the Dulbers also have to leave? Would they all have to leave together?
         
 
         Turle’s envoy visited several times through January. In February, another naval officer, Leslie Ashmore, was promised petrol to get to Yalta for his honeymoon if he delivered letters to the Dowager. But on March 19 a telegram sent from the Black Sea to the Admiralty contained a simple message: ‘Empress declines to leave.’
         
 
         Finally King George V, the Dowager’s nephew, weighed in, instructing the Admiralty to send a message to the Commander in Chief in the Mediterranean: ‘His Majesty expresses great concern for the personal safety of Empress Marie and other members of Russian Royal Family now in Crimea. Admiralty considers situation is now such that they should be embarked whatever may be their personal desires and removed to a place of safety as soon as preparations can be made.’
 
         The Marlborough officers were in no doubt as to the awkwardness of their situation. Commander Fothergill retained a stark naval signal addressed to him: ‘Our job is to stand by to evacuate the Empress Dowager and suite of about 70 persons if she can be persuaded to leave!!!’
         
 
         The two hours Captain Johnson spent with the Dowager were doubtless uncomfortable for them both; he was not interested in being charming, still less in being courtly. As First Lieutenant Pridham later said : ‘She refused to come on board in answer to her sister’s letter until we promised that we would put in safety all the loyal people in that area of the Crimea, and there were hundreds of them.’
         
 
         It must have been clear to the Dowager by then that the Ai-Todors and Dulbers would have to leave together. Her solicitude for her fellow refugees may have been prompted by the thought that, without her interference, her sole companions on the journey into exile would be her dreaded fellow Romanovs.
         
 
         On April 7th, the Dowager, finally resigned to her fate, wrote: ‘Today it is two years ago that we arrived here… At the time I thought that it would be just for a few months and that I would be able to go home to Petersburg: “L’homme propose mais Dieu dispose”.’
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         It was to the Marlborough’s flurried First Lieutenant Pridham that the controversial arrangements fell. Fifty years later he still recalled his discomfort at realising he had been misinformed about numbers boarding. He had been told the ship was taking only the Empress and a small retinue of, as he put it, ‘12 personages from the Imperial Family’. Now he found himself faced with accommodating some 50 refugees. The Marlborough was a distingushed Iron Duke battleship still bearing the scars of a torpedo hit at Jutland in 1916. She was a man-of-war, entirely unequipped for passengers.
         
 
         Pridham had set about freeing all 35 officers’ cabins and putting up to three beds in each. It was still not enough: ‘It turned out to be seven, I think, or eight, I can’t remember the exact number now for which we had no special arrangement at all. We had no extra blankets or pillowcases or mattresses. So when we got to the stage of receiving these people on board we just had to rake up sheets from all the officers, and pillows and mattresses and put them on deck.’ In his memoir, En Exil, Felix Youssoupov gives a colourful description of the accommodation: ‘People slept everywhere on divans, hammocks or other “lits de fortune” sometimes even on the ground.’
         
 
         Pridham, then aged 32, was considered undemonstrative and stiff by his family. But it is clear from his diary that he acknowledged the emotional gravity of his passengers’ situation. As he wrote that evening: ‘I cannot end my account of this first day of the embarkation without having mentioned the extraordinary fortitude shown by these people on their day of severance from their country. Though it seemed likely that the Empress Marie and those closest to her would go to England for a time, the destination for the remainder was not then known. Nevertheless their chief concern was to cause us as little inconvenience as possible.’
         
 
         The tribute has a decorous, Edwardian flavour, but his beleaguered passengers would have been as grateful for decorum as they were for sympathy. Photographs taken aboard the Marlborough suggest that Pridham was master of both. He had a full mouth and strong jaw that protruded slightly; the firm chin and brow were softened by eyes that seem to narrow in a smile. His face has a kindly cast as he is pictured, during the voyage, listening attentively to the Dowager.
         
 
         The more dour Captain Charles Johnson is unlikely to have shared Pridham’s inclinations or emotions. Then aged 50, he was older than the other officers; he had enjoyed a distinguished naval career, sinking his first German submarine in 1915 and being awarded a DSO. He was inclined to keep his own counsel and in photographs looks slightly defensive and forbidding, with furtive eyes and a pursed mouth. There is none of the bearded bonhomie normally associated with naval captains.
 
         Captain Johnson’s father was a canon in the Church of Ireland; he had not had a particularly privileged upbringing, having been raised in a small vicarage in Carbury with nine jostling brothers; he would have had little time for Court etiquette. He had given up his quarters for the Dowager and would have felt no need for further generosity of spirit.
         
 
         Giving up quarters was a considerable sacrifice; Captain Bligh is meant to have paved the way for the mutiny on the Bounty by allowing his airy rooms to be used for breadfruit plants. Quartered with the men, he lost his authority and within weeks was victim of a full-scale mutiny, put to sea in a rowing-boat.
         
 
         The Marlborough’s Commander ‘Tom’ Fothergill, then 37, was also a bit chary about the irregularities of the Marlborough’s ‘show’. A conscientious sailor and veteran of Jutland who had followed his father and elder brother into the services – both became colonels in the Royal Marines – Fothergill emerges from his early letters primarily as a friendly and cheerful man, offering brief but enthusiastic accounts of ‘standing tiffins’, parties and a girl ‘who danced so rippingly’. He had a trustworthy face with fine features. In photographs there is a play about the mouth which makes him seem both humorous and tentative.
         
 
         But in some respects he makes little of the Romanovs coming on board, not even attempting to distinguish one from the other. It is perhaps significant that the only figure he remarks upon initially is the Grand Duke Nicholas.
 
         Pridham maintained that the Commander and Captain Johnson both had reservations about women and that neither would have relished the prospect of 38 female passengers boarding for an indefinite period. They may have subscribed to the traditional notion among sailors, that women on ships brought bad luck.
 
         But First Lieutenant Pridham felt altogether differently. At this point he was the only one of the three most prominent officers who was married. He also had two daughters and thus had no doubts about his ability to look after any number of female passengers. As he wrote: ‘Being First Lieutenant and therefore responsible for all questions of accommodation in the ship and both my Captain and Commander being misogynists, I was willingly handed the problem of not only arranging for their accommodation and means but also for their recreation and relaxation.’
         
 
         He was perhaps overly critical. Whatever Fothergill’s view may have been of women on ships, he was himself courting and would be married within a year. Any charge of misogyny would have been thrown out immediately by his fondest correspondents: a fleet of five sisters in Chobham. Captain Johnson’s attitude, however, would be harder to gauge. He did marry late in life but his wife was, according to his nephew, a woman ‘of whom nobody seemed to approve’.
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               The Marlborough’s Commander ‘Tom’ Fothergill
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               First Lieutenant Pridham, in later years, and below, Captain Johnson
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         Pridham retreated to his cabin to write his diary, at some pains, with ‘one finger of each hand’. ‘I had my typewriter on the table in my cabin and whenever I had a minute or two to spare I went up and flicked off a few (notes).’ His enthusiasm for all aspects of the Marlborough’s forthcoming adventure was unequivocal: ‘There are four generations of Romanovs on board, I am sure no ship has ever before had a great grandmother on board with her daughter, grand-daughter and great granddaughter.’ 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Day 1

         
 
         
            SHIP’S LOG APRIL 7:
            
 
            15.30 BOATS EMPLOYED EMBARKING HIH EMPRESS  
            
 
            MARIE OF RUSSIA, ROYAL FAMILY AND LUGGAGE
            

         
 
         It was the Grand Duke Nicholas and his fellow Dulbers who were the first to establish themselves on board. The Grand Duke, now aged 62, still cut a dash. In the early days after the Revolution, he had requested and been granted permission from the Provisional Government to continue wearing military uniform. He had been awarded the St George’s Cross and a golden sword ‘for valour’. He was not short of a sense of self-worth; indeed at one point he apparently hoped the Tsar would abdicate in favour of the 12-year-old Tsarevich and that he himself would be invited to act as regent until the boy reached his majority at 16.
         
 
         Striking his first poses on the deck of the Marlborough, ‘Nikolasha’, as he was known, may have relished the thought of this new audience comparing him to his diminutive cousin, the Tsar. The Tsar, at five feet four, was self-conscious about his height and inclined to stand for long periods on tiptoe. Their meetings tended to begin badly: with Nikolasha entering the palace as if he were leading a cavalry charge, planting himself, Colossus-like before his cousin, then roaring, ‘Good morning, Nicky’. At these moments the Tsar would surely have understood John Updike’s description of one of his characters as ‘insolently tall; as if he had just drawn himself up in a full-body sneer’.
         
 
         As the Grand Duke now strode across the deck, the sailors’ thoughts may have echoed those of enraptured courtiers describing his progress across the soft rugs of the palace: the swishing of his enormous feet would, apparently, fill the elegant halls with the free driving wind of the Asiatic steppes.
         
 
         There were further tales of him intimidating his cavalry regiments. As his men galloped past him, he would beat his chest and twist his cap, finally ripping it to pieces. At the outset of the First World War, he had assembled his generals, then kept them waiting several hours before addressing them with these few words: ‘You do your duty to the uttermost and I am with you: steal and I will hang you every one.’
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