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An Irish Woman in Csarist Russia

“This is a fascinating tale and deserves a wide readership.” – Thomas Keneally.

In 1988, Irish-born Jean Lombard was about to start an exciting adventure. She and her journalist husband, John, also Dublin-born, had been posted to open a bureau in Moscow for the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. It was during the height of glasnost and perestroika. Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev was exciting the masses, indeed the world. 

Before flying to Moscow, Jean and John visited John’s retired parents in north Tipperary. Jean’s mother-in-law, Rosamond, took her aside and showed her a handful of letters. They were, Rosamond said, from a landowning Irish/Russian cousin of hers who had been imprisoned during the Bolshevik Revolution. Maybe Jean could find time to do a bit of research.

The result is an 80,000 word book on the extraordinary life and sometimes shocking times of Kathleen ffrench – An Irish Woman in Czarist Russia by Jean Lombard (Ashfield Press) -- which will be launched in Ireland next month (7 February, 2010).

Kathleen’s mother came from a landed gentry Russian family, the Kindiakovs, that owned seven estates on the Volga River in the Simbirsk region, 600-kms east of Moscow. Her father was Robert Percy ffrench, a diplomat in the British Foreign service, who inherited a large estate with a magnificent castle, trees, and tenants in the West of Ireland.  The homestead was Monivea Castle, Co. Galway. 

Researching Kathleen, however, was a daunting task for Jean Lombard. Initially, when she and John arrived in Moscow in late 1988, they were extremely busy; Jean was instrumental in establishing the ABC’s office and their home and dealing with Russian staff. John travelled constantly. This meant that Rosamond’s request for research into Kathleen did not even begin until 1991. 

Accompanied by a Russian friend and journalist, Masha Kiseleva, Jean managed to fly to Simbirsk. There, she and Masha visited the local archives and discovered a treasure trove of documents dealing with Kathleen and her family. Simbirsk was also significant as the birthplace of Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, the man who led the 1917 Revolution under his acquired name of Lenin. Although there is no evidence of them ever having met, Lenin and Kathleen were contemporaries. 
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In fact, the Simbirsk archivists told Jean and Masha that Kathleen’s family, the Kindiakovs, were far more important locally than Lenin’s.  And as proof, they showed them boxes and boxes of letters, documents and notes from Kathleen’s family. But as Jean was a foreigner she was not allowed access.  Not to be deterred, Jean arranged for Masha to return alone, armed with several reams of paper which she used to photocopy more than 500 documents from the archive. 

Through the candid letters of Kathleen and her family, Jean has wrought a fascinating tale of aristocratic life of Ireland and Russia in the late 19th century and early 20th century. It’s a deeply personal story of an extraordinary independent – and modern – woman whose life was rich in trials and scandal.  After losing her estates in Russia, Kathleen went to Ireland where she faced another Revolution in Monivea. 

Disappointed and disillusioned, Kathleen took a cargo boat to China. She saw out the last twenty years of her mercurial life in Harbin, Manchuria, the home of many other Russian exiles. But on her death in 1938, her will revealed she wanted to be buried alongside her father in a magnificent mausoleum she had built in Monivea for him. 

Today, their two lead coffins lie side by side in the mausoleum in the woods of Monivea.  

Their histories are told in An Irish Woman in Czarist Russia, published by Ashfield Press, and available in bookshops nationwide, price €15.  In the epic biography, we read about Kathleen’s failed attempts to save her Russian estates from the Bolsheviks, her love of Monivea (‘I could quite happily spend my whole life in Monivea’), the months she spent driving through Mongolia in search of her missing lover, the building of Ireland’s most magnificent mausoleum in the woods of Monivea at a cost of more than £10,000, an enormous fortune in the 19th century, and her own final burial there in 1938 in the presence of a 19-year-old Rosamond Blake, the author’s mother-in-law. 

For more information about the life and times of Kathleen ffrench, visit the author’s website,  www.jean-lombard.com.
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For further information, please contact: -
Judith Elmes, Ashfield Press

Tel.
01-2807375 / 087-2396673; email judith.elmes@ashfieldpress.ie
N.B. Biographer Jean Lombard will be in Ireland and available for interview from 3-11 February, 2010.  

