British nannies navigate work in Russia amid Ukraine conflict
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As the conflict between Russia and Ukraine escalated in February 2022, a number of British nannies, including Catrin Vaughan, found themselves in a unique and complex situation. Catrin, now 43, had relocated to Russia in 2007 to work for a Russian billionaire, a decision that her family questioned during the early weeks of the war when her father, Alun, implored her to return home for safety. However, Catrin made it clear she intended to stay, citing her comfortable lifestyle and high earnings, which reportedly could reach up to £180,000 a year, significantly higher than the average salary in the UK.
The demand for British nannies has remained strong among Russia's elite, who have historically sought to secure Western influences in their children's upbringing. These nannies not only provide education in the English language but also instil high-society etiquette. Despite sanctions imposed upon many of these wealthy individuals, there continues to be a flow of British nannies working in Russia, as many families remain committed to ensuring their children are raised with what they perceive as Western values.
Catrin's experience reflects the paradox faced by her and her colleagues; while the war in Ukraine has disrupted many aspects of their employers' lives, it has not significantly hindered the elite's willingness to maintain their affluent lifestyles, including hiring foreign nannies. In discussing her situation, Catrin mentioned the substantial perks that came with her role, stating, “I’ve got a lovely family. A billionaire boss and they're throwing money at me.”
Another individual within this sphere, Firmin Shepherd, 43, who originally embarked on work as an English governor for wealthier families after studying in St Petersburg, expressed a different viewpoint amid the conflict. Firmin highlighted the stark contrast between various oligarchs, stating that some were excessively lavish, fixated on luxury, while others displayed a more grounded perspective. He articulated his growing apprehension as geopolitical tensions rose, even noting his fear following discussions around nuclear threats. Nonetheless, he remained focused on the type of elite clientele he served, believing they likely took precautions against potential threats to their safety.
Valentin Grogol, 40, who operates the English Nanny agency catering to the super-rich, has established a client roster that includes several highly influential figures. His agency garnered media attention amid reports suggesting it may provide staff for prominent Russian figures, including claims related to Vladimir Putin. Valentin noted that recruiting nannies for wealthy families requires strict vetting, often involving thorough background checks and medical evaluations. He confirmed that there is an added emphasis on political neutrality when selecting candidates, reflecting the heightened scrutiny of foreign workers in Russia since the war began.
An anonymous English nanny, sharing her experience on the condition of not revealing her identity, outlined the challenges of caring for the children of the ultra-wealthy. Despite their privileged circumstances, she noted that these children can exhibit significant behavioural issues reminiscent of those found in less fortunate backgrounds. The nanny also revealed the difficulties she faces in utilising her accrued wealth, explaining the barriers she encounters when attempting to purchase property in the UK due to her ongoing ties to Russia.
The ongoing conflict continues to shape the environment in which these British nannies operate, juxtaposing their intimate involvement in the lives of the Russian elite against the backdrop of a war that has disrupted countless lives. As tensions persist, the appeal of British nannies remains evident among affluent Russian families, fueled by a combination of their unique cultural status and the insatiable desire for engagement with Western practices.
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