CHAPTER III

I wis an English business man in Russia, and while
I was most interested in the political developments,
and sympathized very much with the champions of
political reform, I did not meddle in the politics of
the country. After all, I was only a visitor, even if
a permanent one. Nevertheless it was impossible to
avoid being involved from time to time in some sort
of political affairs. There were in Russia no ﬁgﬁdam
or liberals of the English type. A Duma been
constituted more or less on the Western model, but
most of the political leaders were idealists and students
of philosophy rather than practical statesmen,

One nr my business friends was a Mr. B,
a wealthy Jewish merchant in St. Petersburg, with
whom 1 stayed whenever I visited the capital. He
was an elderly man, childless, and very m;ﬁw
about it. He and his brother were the last of their
line and felt keenly, as all Jews do, the fact that there
was no male heir to follow them. The brother had
a daughter, Sonia, who was studying at the University
of St. Petersburg, and who was adored by her father
and her uncle. Curiously enough, al I was
constantly visiting Mr. B., I had never met his niece.

We used to dine about four o'clock in the after-
noon. There would be vodka in ice buckets on the
table, the finest caviare, smoked sturgeon and garlic
sausage, followed by a number of Russian dishes. |
think his cook made the finest Borstch that I have
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ever tasted and it was invariably accompanied by a
doughnut-like mear pie.

As a rule, on my arrival at the house, my host
would be standing in his study door with a broad
smile of welcome on his face, rubbing his hands
and saying, “Come along, come along, 1 have got
all your favourite dishes,” and in we would go, more
like two old cronies than an elderly, rather far Jewish
gentleman and a very young Englishman. But one
day when 1 arrived rgc met me with a white, scared
face, and tears streaming down his cheeks.

“They have arrested Sonia,” he said chokingly.
“She is in the Schlusselburg prison.”

It appeared that Sonia, while studying at the
university, had joined a Social Revolutionary organiza-
tion, and the usual sequence of events—expulsion
from the university, police court trial and banishment
to Siberia—was impending. To make it worse,
although she had joined a pacific branch of the S.R.
organization, she had somehow or other got mixed up
more or less unknowingly with a terrorist section.

I had never before seen a man so broken with
SOITOW.

After weeks of trying and bribing he and his
brother finally managed to get Sonia out on bail,
which was fixed at La,000. That sum gives one
some idea of the graveness of the charges which
were being brought by the authorities against her.
The minimum punishment would be exile to Siberia
for five years.

Her uncle and father did not care about the £2,000.
All they wanted was to get Sonia out of the country.

I had never met Sonia, but could I in decency
refuse to help a friend in such an impasse?
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My business took me often from Riga to Stettin,
and as a rule | tried to make the two days journey
in the same ship. | think she was the Regina. She
belonged to a Swedish company and had a delightful
captain, while | was aso friendly with the officers
and engineers of the ship. She was readlly a cargo
boat, but had accommodation for four or five pas-
sengers and a tiny cabin de luxe consisting of a twin-
bedded state room with an adjoining bathroom and
lavatory, which | aways booked.

| made up my mind to make an attempt to
smuggle Sonia out on this ship.

Her passport, without which she could not
officidly leave Russia, had been impounded by the
police. Even if she could have secured a fdse one
(and they were quite common in those days) the risk
of using it would be great, as her full description
would have been circulated to al frontier posts.

It was decided that she should be motored from
St. Petersburg to Riga where she would stay one
night a our house. And then | was to try to
smuggle her out of the country on the Regina.

My plans were rather simple. | had probably
made seven or eight trips that year on the Regina
and was, of course, very wel known to the port
authorities whose duty it was to search from top to
bottom dl outgoing vessels. So thoroughly was
this search made that the examiners were equipped
with long iron rods to poke into ventilators, life-
boats, lockers and cupboards.

The Russians are a charming people, and one of
their great joys is to see people off or to go to boats
and stations to meet friends. No matter how often
| went abroad there would aways be half a dozen
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people to see me off with baskets of fruit, bunches of
flowers, chocolates and al sorts of queer, kindly
gifts. It was a custom to arrive a least an hour
before a train or boat departed and to make a red
party, and | am afrad | very often disappointed my
friends because | had what they considered an un-
happy habit of reaching a boat or train just a few
minutes before it left. But nevertheless they always
turned up and used to entertain each other pending
my arrival.

When the ship was about to sal dl the friends
who came to take farewell of passengers were put
on shore and the gangway raised before the examina
tion of the ship began.

My plan was that Sonia should be among those
who saw me off. | would then concea her in the
bathroom and somehow or other prevent the examin-
ing officdds from examining the place.

When Sonia turned up she proved to be an
adorable person, rather small, with jet black hair,
a wonderful peach-like complexion and blue eyes.
This is a combination which one meets occasionally
in Russian Jewesses. She had a ddightful smile,
very beautiful even teeth and delicate hands. As a
matter of fact | completely lost my heart to her. |
think | had been afraid of meeting a stern, high-brow,
somewhat vicious Jewish revolutionary.

Everything went according to plan. There were
about ten people making a great noise in my cabin.
Somebody had brought acase of champagne. The head
steward had said with a grin that 1 would be charged
corkage, and | gave him abottle, telling him to drink
it in~his pantry and give a drink to the port officids,
and to let me have my party to the very last moment.



