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Photo of Lev Rabeneck in the 1950s at his London flat 

 

This account of Lev Rabeneck’s life has been assembled by Andrew Rabeneck 

based on Lev’s 1935 personal memoir, and on articles he wrote for the Russian 

magazine ‘Renaissance’ published in Paris  during the 1960s, including his 

account of the death of Anton Chekhov in 1904 which is included here. 

 

Early life 

I was born in January 1883 in Moscow, Russia. I was christened on the 10
th

 of 

July 1883 at our factory 30 miles from Moscow in the faith of the Evangelical 

Protestant Reform Church and named Ludwig Arthur. 

 

At the age of seven I was sent for a year to a French-Swiss preparatory school in 

Montreux, Switzerland. I then went to the preparatory school at our factory near 

Moscow from 1891-1894. 

 

This was followed by five years at a school for modern science in Moscow, 

equivalent to an English public school. In June 1901 I passed my matriculation 

with honours. 
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From 1901-1904 I studied chemistry at the Imperial Higher Technical School in 

Moscow, going on to three years of post-graduate study at Die Königliche 

Technische Hochschule, in Dresden, Germany. 

 

Following the 1905 anti-German pogroms in Moscow the family had secured 

Finnish nationality as a precaution, so I avoided conscription in 1907 as a 

Finnish subject. The Duchy of Finland had been exempted from military service 

by a decree of the Czar in 1905. 

 

In 1907 I joined the family cotton textile business as an apprentice, working at 

the factory. In 1908 I became an employee with the salary of £180 a year. By 

1912, at the General Meeting I was elected as a Deputy Director of the 

Company with a salary of £1,200 a year, and at the 1915 General Meeting I was 

elected a Director of the Company, with a salary of £2,500 a year. 

 

Also, in 1915 I embraced the Russian Orthodox Church taking the name Leo at 

my baptism. From 1915-1917 I was attached to the Chemical Committee of the 

Supreme Artillery Department of the War Office. I oversaw the evacuation of 

important chemical works from the parts near the fighting front and their 

restoration inside the country. By October 1915 the Rabeneck factory at 

Shchelkovo was among the first in Russia to produce phosgene for gas warfare. 

 

The Russian Revolution 

After the revolution started in Russia in 1917, I returned to the factory. From 

1917 to 1919 I had to manage the factories under Bolshevik control once they 

had passed their decree of the Nationalisation of Industry. We continued to 

manage the payroll even though the Bolsheviks made all the decisions. 

 

In May 1919 the Rabeneck family, as Finnish subjects, were taken hostage by 

the Bolsheviks, to be exchanged on the following day at the Finnish frontier for 

some Bolsheviks held as hostages by the Finns. 

 

On the 15
th

 May before leaving Moscow I contracted a Bolshevik marriage with 

my sister-in-law’s ward Nina Schelemskaja, in order to provide her with a 

Finnish passport, enabling her to escape from Soviet Russia. The marriage was 

never consummated and I didn’t regard it as a legal procedure. I left Moscow 

for Finland a few hours after it took place and didn’t see the girl for many years. 

She later left Moscow, ending up in Germany in 1919. On 16
th
 May I crossed 

the Finnish-Russian frontier and left Soviet Russia for ever. 

 

Rabeneck Family Businesses in Russia 
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The family businesses we had to abandon consisted of two textile 

manufacturing companies named: Manufacturing Company Ludwig Rabeneck 

and Reutovsky Manufacturing Company 

 

These two companies possessed about 2,500 acres of land near Moscow 

including spinning, weaving, dyeing, printing and finishing factories as well as 

chemical works. The factories employed about 7,000 workers and 400 staff. 

About 20,000 people (workers and their families) were housed on the site, 

living in company houses, with food provided at cost price, as well as schools 

for children, hospitals, workers clubs and playing fields. 

 

The capital invested in both companies was about £1,500,000 (which is equal to 

15,000,000 Roubles) and the yearly turnover was about £3,200,000 (which is 

equal to 32,000,000 Roubles). About 80% of the shares of the companies 

belonged to the Rabeneck family, with the remainder in the hands of relations 

and friends. 

 

The birth and development of these businesses is described more fully in the 

memoirs of Eduard and Charles Rabeneck, also included in this family group. 

 

At the end of 1927 I first met my wife (Norah Groves) introduced by a mutual 

friend of ours. In 1928 as we knew each other better we decided to marry. As I 

was not fully aware of my legal position with regard to my Bolshevik marriage 

I applied to the Finnish consulate. They advised me to explain the whole matter 

and to obtain an annulment of the marriage through the Supreme Court of 

Finland in Helsingfors, which was granted. 

 

My life and activities in England 

Having been in Finland for about six months I decided to go to England and 

make myself domiciled there. Both Rabeneck companies had in the past been 

big buyers of machinery and cotton in the English market. As the result of such 

transactions up to the time of the Bolshevik Nationalisation of Industry we had 

£52.000 on balance at the Midland Bank Ltd. As Chairman of our companies, I 

struggled for years to gain access to our money, but without success. 

 

 

 

 

Nevertheless, because of our old business connections and many good personal 

friends in England, who were willing to give me the necessary assistance and 

help, I was optimistic about starting a new life. On the 9
th
 of November 1919 I 

landed at Hull. 
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I started my activities in England by rounding up our funds invested partly in 

England and partly in Switzerland. Later I organised in partnership with some 

Liverpool cotton firms, a trading corporation (Rutex Ltd) with headquarters in 

Berlin, for cotton and cotton waste export from England to Germany, Poland 

and Czechoslovakia. But this business could not be carried on after the inflation 

and financial crisis in Germany in 1923. 

 

In the following two years I tried to renew our old textile export to Persia, and 

in connection with this business I approached many people here and in France, 

but with no success. In the meantime my brothers started a retail business in 

London under the name of Chas. Andrews and Bros. Ltd. And they asked me to 

join the firm. On the 27
th
 of September 1926 I was elected Director of the 

company and I have remained with the firm since then. 

 

Apart from that in 1930 I bought in partnership with friends of mine a business 

in Brighton called County Window Cleaning Co. Ltd. In which I am still 

interested as a shareholder. 

 

In 1933 I invested some money in a new business in London called Sign Trade 

Supply Ltd. Which I helped to found. 

 

During the last two years I took interest in an invention of a multi-coloured 

print on textile fabrics and paper and was working to introduce this new method 

of printing to British Industries. In this respect I succeeded to make certain 

arrangements with three well-established and well-known firms in this country 

(including Mather and Platt and Sanderson). From present appearances this last 

business is going to prove highly successful and beneficial to this country. 

 

This account was completed by Lev at his house in Gerrards Cross in 1935. In 

August 1938 his wife Norah Groves died. In about 1940 Lev met Madeleine 

Cherfils, a French widow living in London with her son Philippe Neres. They 

married and moved to a flat on Kensington Park Road in London. Lev died in 

1972 at the age of 89. In 1958 he had contributed to Vozrozhdeniye 

(Renaissance), a Russian language literary magazine published in Paris, a 

memoir in two parts about how he had been present with his brother Artemy at 

the death of Anton Chekhov in Badenweiler in 1904.
1
 During the 1960s Lev 

contributed seven further  articles about Moscow life and the Russian textile 

industry.  

 

 

                                           
1
 ‘Posledniye minuty Chekhova’ Vozrozhdeniye, vol.84 (Paris, December 1958), pp.28-35 and ‘“Serdtse 

Chekhova”’ in vol.92 (Paris, August 1959), pp.117-122.   
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Chekhov’s Last Minutes 

 

 

Anton Pavlovich Chekhov died on 15 July 1904 at Badenweiler, a small spa in 

the Black Forest in southern Germany. 

 

 Unexpectedly and quite by chance I was also in Badenweiler then with 

my brother.  We were both students at Moscow University, and after we had 

finished our exams at the end of May and been safely admitted to the next 

year’s courses, our mother, who was very anxious that we should have a broad 

education, insisted that we go to the University of Neuchâtel in Switzerland for 

the summer term to take a course there in French literature. 

 

 But when we got as far as Berlin, my brother fell ill and the German 

doctor who was called in said he was suffering from extreme general 

exhaustion.  He advised him (and me too) not to go ahead with our summer 

studies in Switzerland, but to take advantage of the vacation to have a good rest 

and build up our strength for the coming winter term in Moscow.  He advised us 

to go on from Berlin to Badenweiler, among the pine trees of the Black Forest, 

and place ourselves in the care of that same Dr Schwörer, who was then also 

looking after Chekhov. 

 

 On our arrival in Badenweiler we put up quite by chance at the Hotel 

Sommer where the Chekhovs were staying. 

 

 When we left Moscow, we knew, as did many others, that Anton 

Pavlovich and Olga Leonardovna had gone abroad, but we did not know where 

to, so that when on the morning after our arrival we ran into Olga Leonardovna 

in the dining-room (Anton Pavlovich did not come down to breakfast), we were 

pleasantly surprised to discover that the Chekhovs were in Badenweiler and 

staying in the same hotel as us. 

 After chatting to Olga Leonardovna and giving her the latest Moscow 

news, we said goodbye, having received an invitation to drop in and visit Anton 

Pavlovich, who was feeling very homesick for Russia and Russian company. 

 

 I should mention that we already knew Olga Leonardovna – and indeed 

all the Knipper family – very well in Moscow, and were quite close to the Art 

Theatre, because of our great friendship with the Alekseyev family, of which 

Konstantin Sergeyevich Alekseyev (or Stanislavsky, to give him his stage 

name) was a member. 
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 In summer we would often ride over to the Alekseyev estate of 

Lyubimovka outside Moscow and stay there, sometimes living for weeks with 

Stanislavsky’s nephews, who were our age.  It was there that we met Anton 

Pavlovich, who was spending the summer of 1902 on the estate, and we often 

used to see him going off for a walk in the nearby birch wood, wearing a hat, 

carrying a stick and with the inevitable pince-nez on his nose. 

 

 Vishnevsky, the Moscow Art Theatre actor, would stop us young people 

when we were bothering Chekhov too much and say: “You’re disturbing Anton 

Pavlovich, he’s come here to hatch out his new play for our Theatre!”  This play 

was his last, The Cherry Orchard, put on with such huge success by the Art 

Theatre in January 1904.  At the end of the first performance the Theatre 

honoured Chekhov, and in the spring, after the Theatre had closed for the 

summer, Anton Pavlovich went abroad with his wife to Badenweiler “for 

treatment”.  

 

  Thinking back now to that distant past, I have a clear picture in my mind 

of friendly little Badenweiler, situated on the gentle hills of the Black Forest, 

and of the Hotel Sommer facing the beautiful Badenweiler Park. The summer of 

1904, I remember, was sunny and very warm, and there was a feeling of peace, 

joy and contentment about everything. 

 

 Anton Pavlovich had arrived in Badenweiler only a short time before us, 

but judging by his outward appearance, he seemed very much better, and 

Vishnevsky told me later in Moscow that Chekhov had written to him in the 

Caucasus from Badenweiler, assuring him that his health was “returning by the 

hundredweight”. But this recovery was only apparent, in reality his illness was 

following its prescribed course.  When I visited Anton Pavlovich on the day 

after our arrival, I was struck by the difference between this apparent recovery 

and his generally wasted condition – though he had a good complexion and was 

very sunburnt. 

 As I sat talking to him, I noticed that he had frequent bouts of severe 

coughing and spat into a small blue spittoon that could be sealed tight, and 

which he carried round in his jacket pocket.  It was, incidentally, as a result of 

this sensible precaution, taken by Anton Pavlovich for the sake of other people, 

that the management of the first hotel where the Chekhovs stayed in 

Badenweiler found it necessary to withdraw their hospitality, since they 

reckoned that the presence in their hotel of such a very sick person might drive 

many of their other visitors away. 

 

 At the Hotel Sommer, to which they then moved, the Chekhovs took a 

rather noisy, unrelaxing room overlooking Badenweiler’s main street.  Anton 

Pavlovich felt on edge there and was very insistent that they should move to 
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another room.  But it was the height of the season and they had to wait for a 

quieter, more comfortable, room to become free.  At last the chance came: a 

wonderful large room with a balcony and a view over the shady Badenweiler 

Park fell vacant.  The Chekhovs moved in. I remember Anton Pavlovich’s joy 

when I went to see him in this new room.  He had at once become somehow 

calmer and more cheerful. 

 

 After Chekhov’s death, when Olga Leonardovna and I were going over 

all the events that had recently happened, she said to me: “Remember how 

Anton kept pressing me to move him to another room and how on edge he was, 

just as if a man approaching death is in a hurry to find his last earthly refuge.” 

 

 I used to visit Anton Pavlovich almost every day, taking him the Russian 

newspapers and often reading them aloud to him.  He was terribly interested in 

all the events in the Far East.  The war with Japan disturbed him: our failures at 

the front distressed him deeply and he grieved over them. 

 

 There seemed to be no hint then that his end was imminent.  He was 

making plans for the future and had decided to return to his home at Yalta in the 

Crimea by steamer from Naples.  He even asked Olga Leonardovna to go to the 

nearest town of Freiburg and order him two flannel suits, for the journey and for 

the Crimea: one white with a blue stripe, one blue with a white stripe.  Olga 

Leonardovna decided to go to Freiburg and invited me to accompany her. So 

one fine morning we set off, taking an old suit of Anton Pavlovich’s with us for 

the tailor to use as a pattern.  After reaching Freiburg and ordering the suits, we 

decided to take advantage of the wonderful day to look round this old German 

town and its surroundings. 

 

 Returning home at about 6 p.m., we found Anton Pavlovich strolling 

quietly round the hotel garden accompanied by my brother.  There was a large 

crowd of very noisy, sweaty Germans sitting in the garden, drinking endless 

quantities of beer.  Seeing how cheerful and happy we looked on our return, 

Anton Pavlovich came up to us and glancing at me through his pince-nez said: 

“I bet you’ve been paying court to my wife all day” – which threw me into great 

confusion.  Then, without waiting for my reply, he turned to Olga Leonardovna 

and said: “You know, darling, I kept feeling that sooner or later those Germans 

were going to beat me up.” 

 

 None of us that evening could have imagined that within a few days 

Anton Pavlovich would be in his coffin and being taken on his last long journey 

back to Moscow.  When I was talking to Dr Schwörer after Anton Pavlovich’s 

death, he told me that Chekhov had been very seriously ill and he was amazed 

by the irresponsible attitude of the doctors who had advised him to leave Russia 
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and undertake such a long and exhausting journey abroad when he was in such a 

condition. 

 

 A few words about this German doctor who was looking after Chekhov 

when he died.  Dr Schwörer was a comparatively young man, good-looking and 

with a pleasant manner.  The traces of duelling scars on his cheek showed that 

in his student days he had belonged to one of the German student corps.  Since 

he was also treating my brother, I was able to study him closely, and I came to 

the conclusion that he was a knowledgeable and conscientious doctor.  

Remarkably, he had a Russian wife, a Muscovite like us, Yelizaveta 

Vasil’yevna Zhivago.  Even more surprisingly, Dr Schwörer’s great friend, Dr 

(later Professor) Determann, who had a practice in a spa not far from 

Badenweiler, was married to the same lady’s sister.  Thanks to their Russian 

wives, these two German doctors often visited Moscow, loved everything 

Russian, and if they were in Russia in the winter, especially loved going on 

bear-hunts.  I have the most excellent memories of Dr Schwörer and of 

Professor Determann, whom I got to know later on. 

 

* 

 

On the night of 14/15 July my brother and I were fast asleep after returning late 

in the evening from a long excursion in the mountains.  Through my sleep I 

suddenly heard a loud knocking at the door and the voice of Olga Leonardovna 

calling my name.  Jumping out of bed I ran over to the door and saw the scared 

look on her face.  She was in her dressing-gown. 

 

 “Leo dear, please get dressed straight away and fetch the doctor – 

Anton’s ill.” I dressed at once and rushed off to the doctor’s house about ten 

minutes’ walk from the hotel. 

 

 It was a warm balmy night and at the doctor’s they were all sleeping with 

the windows open.  Hearing the bell at the gate, the doctor called out from his 

bedroom: “Who is it?”  I shouted back that I’d been sent by “Frau Chekhov”, as 

her husband was ill.  The doctor immediately put a light on in his room, came 

over to the window, told me he’d be at the hotel in a few minutes, and asked me 

to pick up a cylinder of oxygen from the chemist’s on my way back.  From the 

doctor’s I rushed off to the chemist’s, woke him up, too, and got the required 

oxygen.  By the time I returned to the hotel, the doctor was already in Anton 

Pavlovich’s room.  I went in and handed him the oxygen.  Anton Pavlovich was 

sitting up in bed, propped up on pillows and supported by Olga Leonardovna.  

He was breathing heavily and with difficulty.  The doctor began giving him the 

oxygen.  After a few minutes he whispered to me to go downstairs to the hall 

porter and fetch a bottle of champagne and a glass.  Once more I disappeared 
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and returned some time later with the champagne.  The doctor filled the glass 

almost to the brim and offered it to Anton Pavlovich.  The latter accepted it with 

pleasure, smiled his attractive smile, said “It’s a long time since I last drank 

champagne” and gallantly drained the glass in one go.  The doctor took the 

empty glass from him and handed it to me, I then put it on the table next to the 

bottle. 

 

 At the very moment when I put the glass on the table, with my back to 

Anton Pavlovich, there was a strange kind of gurgling noise from his throat, 

rather like the noise that a tap makes when the air has got into it.  When I turned 

round, I saw that Anton Pavlovich, still supported by Olga Leonardovna, had 

turned on to his side and was resting quietly on his pillows.  I thought he wanted 

to lie down for a bit after his spell of difficult breathing. 

 

 The room was quiet, no one said anything and the shaded light of the 

lamp made everything in the room look gloomy.  The doctor did not move away 

from Anton Pavlovich and held his hand in silence.  It never entered my head 

that all this time he was feeling his pulse.  Several minutes passed in complete 

silence and (not having the faintest idea that Chekhov might be dying) I felt that 

now, thank God, everything had calmed down and our previous anxieties were 

already past history. The doctor then quietly released Anton Pavlovich’s hand, 

moved over to the foot of the bed where I was standing, led me to the back of 

the room and said softly: “It’s all over.  Herr Chekhov is dead.  Please be kind 

enough to tell Frau Chekhov.” I was stunned and all I could say was: “Are you 

quite sure, doctor?” “Unfortunately, yes,” he replied, visibly suppressing his 

emotion and deeply moved by what had happened. 

 

 The whole of our conversation had been conducted in a half-whisper.  

Olga Leonardovna paid us no attention and went on leaning across from her 

own bed supporting Anton Pavlovich, not guessing that it was all over.  I went 

quietly up to her, touched her on the shoulder and signalled to her to get up.  

She carefully removed her arms from behind Anton Pavlovich’s back, got up 

and came over to me.  With difficulty restraining my own emotions, I said to 

her in a half-whisper: 

  

“Olga Leonardovna, my dear, the doctor says that Anton Pavlovich is dead.” 

  

 The blow was so terrible and unexpected that poor Olga Leonardovna 

seemed at first to be turned to stone, but then she threw herself on the doctor in 

a kind of frenzy, seized him by his jacket collar and began shaking him with all 

her strength, repeating in German through her tears: “It’s not true, doctor, say 

it’s not true, doctor.” 
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 With great difficulty the doctor and I gradually succeeded in calming her 

down and bringing her to her senses.  The doctor stayed in the room for some 

time afterwards, and before he left, conscious of how badly Olga Leonardovna 

was taking her husband’s death, he asked me to remove all the sharp objects, 

like knives and so on, from the table, and not to leave her alone, but to stay with 

her until morning.  He promised to return early in the morning with his wife to 

take Olga Leonardovna back to their house, while the dead man was washed 

and dressed. 

  

 I have to say that Anton Pavlovich’s death affected me deeply.  I was a 

very young man, and at that age such events impress themselves on one very 

strongly, for the whole of one’s life – much more so than in later years.  It was 

the first death I had witnessed, and it upset me a great deal.  I ought to have 

turned Anton Pavlovich, who was lying on his side, on to his back.  This I failed 

to do and next morning the doctor and I had to make a great effort to straighten 

out the body which had stiffened in the wrong position.  We were not entirely 

successful, since the dead man’s head remained tilted slightly to one side. 

 That afternoon my brother and I took photographs of the dead man lying 

on the bed in his room.  These photographs were then published throughout the 

Russian press, and I remember how puzzled many people were by the tilt of the 

dead man’s head. 

 

 After the doctor had left, I persuaded Olga Leonardovna to sit out on the 

balcony.  I fetched two armchairs and we sat down.  The night was pleasantly 

warm.  Dawn had already broken and the birds were beginning to call to each 

other in the park.  There was a wonderful sunrise, then early morning arrived. 

 

 We sat there in silence, shaken by what had happened, only now and then 

exchanging recent memories of Anton Pavlovich.  Olga Leonardovna suddenly 

remarked: “You know, Lyovushka, those weren’t suits you and I ordered for 

Anton, they were funeral shrouds.” 

 

 Early in the morning the doctor and his wife came to fetch Olga 

Leonardovna.  It was difficult to persuade her to leave the dead man’s room.  I 

promised to keep an eye on everything and to call for her when it was all over. 

At about 5 p.m. I arrived at the doctor’s and walked back with Olga 

Leonardovna to the hotel. 

 

 We went into the dead man’s room.  The evening sunlight barely filtered 

through the Venetian blinds which had been lowered over the windows and the 

balcony door. 
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 The dead man was lying on the bed surrounded by flowers, his arms 

folded on his chest and an expression of complete calm on his face.  I left Olga 

Leonardovna alone to say farewell to Anton Pavlovich.  It was late evening 

when she reappeared, looking somehow calmer and more refreshed.  I saw her 

back to the doctor’s where she was to spend the night. 

 

 That night (15/16 July) Anton Pavlovich’s body was to be transferred 

from the hotel to a small local chapel.  Everything had to be done very late, 

when the hotel guests were all asleep. The night porter came in to inform my 

brother and me that the bearers had arrived.  We went into Anton Pavlovich’s 

room.  In our presence these people brought in not the usual bier, but a large, 

long linen-basket.  I remember how deeply offended my brother and I were by 

this way of doing things.  We had to look on in silence as the remains of our 

beloved Russian writer were carried off in a linen-basket. 

 The bearers carefully lifted the body and began placing it in the basket, 

but to their astonishment the basket was not long enough to allow the body to 

lie completely flat and it had to be propped up in a half-reclining position. 

Watching the bearers trying to fit the body into the basket, I felt for a moment 

that I could see a flicker of amusement on Anton Pavlovich’s face and that he 

was smiling at the thought that in arranging for him to be carried in a linen-

basket instead of in the usual way, fate had once again linked him inseparably 

with humour.  We carried the basket with Anton  Pavlovich’s body out into the 

street.  It was a dark night.  The bearers began moving along the road to the 

chapel.  Our way was lit by two torch-bearers walking on either side.  On 

reaching the chapel, my brother and I put the body of Anton Pavlovich down at 

the place prepared for the dead, surrounded it with flowers and after saying a 

farewell prayer went home 

 

 On the morning of 16 July Yelyena Ivanovna Knipper [Olga 

Leonardovna’s sister-in-law] arrived in Badenweiler from Dresden.  It was 

another hot, airless day.  Olga Leonardovna’s first meeting with someone close 

to her was painful and moving. 

 

 That same evening we all made our way to the chapel to say prayers and 

pay our last respects to the dead man. 

 

 Several days later we accompanied Anton Pavlovich’s coffin from 

Badenweiler to the railway station.  The carriage with the coffin was coupled to 

a passenger train for Berlin.  Olga Leonardovna and Yelyena Ivanovna left by 

this train on their way to Russia, taking Anton Pavlovich back to be buried in 

the soil of his native Moscow at the Novodevichii Monastery. 

 

L.L.Rabeneck 
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