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India Oxenberg was branded with the cult leader’s initials, top

A
t first glance the scene of
domesticity at Catherine
Oxenberg’s Malibu home
seems unexceptional. Her
daughter India has left a
bowl of homemade dough to
rise on the kitchen counter.
The Dynasty actress’s
mother, Princess Elizabeth
of Yugoslavia, sips a mug of

tea while Frosty, the family cat, weaves
between her legs. Oxenberg is on the
phone arranging delivery of a coop — she
has just bought 14 chickens. 

Yet this time a year ago such a vignette
would have been unthinkable. India, 27,
was part of a sinister cult that had turned
her against her mother, cutting her com-
pletely out of her life. “I thought I’d lost
her,” says Oxenberg, her eyes filling with
tears. “It’s such a relief to have her home
— like the return of the prodigal son.”

Thanks to Oxenberg’s tireless efforts to
expose the cult and free her daughter, its
leader, Keith Raniere, is now behind
bars, awaiting trial on charges including
sex trafficking. His trial is scheduled for
January next year and, if found guilty, he
faces life in jail. 

It was Oxenberg herself who intro-
duced India to the cult back in 2011 —
thinking it was a self-help course to hone
business skills. Founded by Raniere in
1998, Nxivm — pronounced “Nexium” —
reportedly attracted about 16,000 peo-
ple. Oxenberg, 57 yesterday, admits she’s
always been a sucker for alternative
ideas. “I tried every kooky idea out
there,” she writes in her book about the
ordeal. “I’d meditated, chanted,
12-stepped, past-life-regressed, fasted,
rehabbed and sweated in lodges.” 

At the time, India had ideas of opening
a bakery. Oxenberg thought the course
might give her an edge. “I thought it was a

benign seminar. Oh, was I wrong!” Alarm
bells went off in Oxenberg’s head at the
first meeting, especially when those
attending were told they would learn life-
changing skills after paying several thou-
sand more dollars. India, however, was
gripped. 

So Oxenberg signed them both up —
and her now ex-husband, the actor
Casper Van Dien, with whom she has two
younger daughters. Within a year India
had become a “coach” at Nxivm and was
distancing herself from her family. When
India came into an inheritance at 21, she
started giving money to the group. At first
Oxenberg stood back: “I wanted to be
respectful of her choices.” 

But in April last year she received a
phone call from a former member. “You
have to save India,” said the woman,
revealing that India was part of Nxivm’s
secret slave-master inner group. To join,
women signed vows of obedience and
gave damaging material about them-
selves that could be used to keep them
silent. They were put on starvation diets
and, blindfold and naked, were branded
with Raniere’s initials. “He’s having sex
with at least 20 of them,” she was told. 

India, who had been branded, was
dangerously thin and her hair was falling
out in clumps. Oxenberg swung into
action: first she tried to stage an interven-
tion, which failed; then she started gath-
ering evidence to get the police and FBI
involved, to no effect. As a last resort, she
took the story public. When The New
York Times ran an exposé on the cult last
October, the authorities moved in. 

Born in New York in 1961, Oxenberg is
no stranger to family drama. One of her
earliest memories is an argument
between her parents, Princess Elizabeth
and Howard Oxenberg, a close friend of
the Kennedys. “I remember being at a
cocktail party and my mum smashed a
champagne glass on my dad’s head. And
that seemed completely normal.”

After her parents divorced, she moved
to London with her mother and sister. As
second cousin once removed to Prince
Charles, she moved in royal circles and
dated Prince Andrew. “He was very
romantic,” she says. “He sent huge boxes
of long-stemmed red roses to my room in
Claridge’s.” Once, at a ball for Charles and
Diana, Princess of Wales, he took her
aside and, without exactly proposing,
tried to gauge her interest. 

“He said: ‘Do you think you’d be inter-
ested in marrying someone like me, or
would you prefer to be an actress?’ I said:
‘I’d really prefer to be an actress.’”

She had become obsessed with acting
when her mother was engaged to the
actor Richard Burton (between his
divorce and remarriage to Elizabeth Tay-
lor). “I was 13 and he took me on sets. The
whole lifestyle was so alluring. Whereas
the royal lifestyle was not.” 

The two lifestyles intersected when, at
19, she was cast as Diana in a television
movie. “I was thrilled, then torn because
my mum was so concerned about how
the royal family was going to take the fact
that I was mimicking one of theirs.” 

Charles gave the royal seal of approval.
“He said, ‘If they’re going to make the
film anyway, at least Catherine can bring
dignity to the role’ — which was very
sweet.” She pauses. “Not that I was ever
invited back to Buckingham Palace after
that.” 

Later she appeared in the soap opera
Dynasty. We try to remember her charac-
ter’s absurd story arc. “I try to seduce my
mother’s husband.” Successfully? “I can’t
remember,” says Oxenberg. “I blocked it
out. Then I meet a prince and at our wed-
ding everyone gets shot.” She laughs: “It
was so kitsch and arch and melodramatic
but it never apologised for what it was.
It’s just sad for me that my fame was in a
decade that was so unattractive: the
shoulder pads and the hair . . .”

Oxenberg’s real life proved stranger
still. The cult episode, she says, “was no
Hollywood movie. Keith was a real-life Dr
Evil.” 

Throughout the ordeal, her 82-year-
old mother has been a pillar of strength,
her no-nonsense approach bringing a
touch of hilarity to the proceedings. For
months India would speak only to her,
not her mother. When Nxivm hired a psy-
chiatrist to mediate between India and
her mother, Elizabeth wrote to her
granddaughter: “Darling, I know this
man may seem like a dear old dicky bird,
but he has been paid a huge sum of
money by Nxivm to report to them what
they want to hear, so how can he be a
mediator? You were always exceptionally
bright, so there is no excuse to suddenly
lose all perspective . . .”

Oxenberg knew she risked alienating
India for ever, but it was a price she was
prepared to pay if it meant saving her. “I
didn’t know before I was the type of par-
ent that would take a bullet for my kid.
There were death threats . . . My goal was
not to stop until she was safe and sound.”

We glimpse India, who looks healthy
and happy, outside with her boyfriend,
returning from the beach. “We like him,”
whispers Oxenberg. “He’s been instru-
mental in helping her.” Indeed India
recently moved back home, and Oxen-
berg is trying not to grill her about her
experience. “If she opens the dialogue in
that direction, then I’m responsive. I’m
just so grateful to be spending time with
her. We go hiking and grocery shopping.
I’m treasuring every shared experience —
nothing is too mundane.” 

Oxenberg says she no longer takes any-
one in her family for granted. “We always
assume there’s this indelible bond. But in
a nanosecond my daughter was gone.”

For years, says Oxenberg, she felt
“anguish” that she had inadvertently
exposed India to such danger. “[But] if I
hadn’t, this man would be still exploiting
and abusing. She participated in bringing
down a very dark operator.”

The future may be uncertain but Oxen-
berg is sure of one thing: she will never
again go near a self-help group. “It’s all
psychobabble bullshit.”

Captive, by Catherine Oxenberg, is 
published by Simon & Schuster US
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Catherine Oxenberg with India: she agonised over the fact she had exposed her daughter to danger
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scratch: “That’s how you do it 
— you write and write and 
eventually it won’t be crap.” 

Both her novel and her 
collection of short stories, 
Fen, which was published last 
year, feature strong female 
protagonists. She set out to 
create them because it “felt 
like there was a lack of 
women characters who were 
people in their own right 
rather than people in relation 
to men. I was an angry 
teenager, so when I started 
writing it was to fill that gap.”

Fen, which is set in the 
wild landscape where she 
grew up, won the Edge Hill 
Short Story prize and got her 
a £10,000 cheque, the first 
serious financial reward that 
she has had for her writing. 

Otherwise the past few 
years have been a “stressful 
existence” as she supported 
herself with odd jobs; she 
worked at Blackwell’s 

bookshop in Oxford while she 
was studying, taught at the 
University of York while living 
in a camper van with her 
partner and has also written 
occasional articles.

The Booker prize money 
would allow her to write in 
some comfort for the next 
five years. Meanwhile, she is 
working on her new novel, a 
horror story set in Yorkshire, 
and bracing herself for the 
whirlwind of the awards 
ceremony next month. 

It will be a welcome break
from the “loneliness” of being
a writer. “There are a lot of 
coffee shops in Oxford where 
I have sat weeping,” she 
laughs. 

“That is why this is so 
weird. It is like living with an 
animal for four years — you 
carry it around with you and 
then suddenly everyone else 
is reading it.” 
@rosiekinchen 

mother, an early-years 
teacher, and her father, who 
works in international 
development. She was a 
“happy geek”, she says, and 
always knew that she would 
be a writer. She read 
everything, including Harry 
Potter, and wrote her own 
“bad poetry” and a “very bad 
novel” when she was 13 or 14. 

She believes there is a lot of
“innate snobbery” about the 
idea that you can learn to be a 
writer, yet that is exactly what 
she did. She studied English 
and creative writing at 
Lancaster University before 
going on to do an MA in 
creative writing at Oxford. 

“I wouldn’t be able to be 
the writer I am if I hadn’t 
studied it for a long time and 
learnt to be edited,” she says.

It took her four years to 
write Everything Under, 
partly because she started the 
book seven times from 

HOPELESS AT 13, 
BOOKER NOMINEE 
AT 27. SO YOU CAN 
LEARN TO WRITE

of the most hyped contenders 
— for her place in the running 
for the £50,000 prize. 

Her book, Everything 
Under ( Jonathan Cape, 
£14.99), is a dark, unsettling 
retelling of a Greek myth, set 
on the Oxford waterways 
where she lives, a liminal tale 
that revolves around a 
daughter’s search for the 
mother who abandoned her.

The myth (I won’t tell 
which) has been in her head 
since she studied it at school. 
“I had a grim pleasure from 
the idea of taking something 
so horrible and seeing what I 
could do with it,” she says. 

Johnson has always been
drawn to the macabre. She 
loves horror books and 
thrillers and used them to 
study the mechanics of 
writing: “I really wanted to 
know how you scared a 
reader, to break it down and 
see how you made a reader 
feel that way.”

She grew up near Saffron
Walden in Essex with her 

Daisy Johnson tells Rosie Kinchen hard 
graft made her the youngest finalist yet

NEVER QUITE IN, NEVER QUITE OUT – BRITAIN AND EUROPE
1759
Out: Walpole’s peace
Under Walpole, Hanoverian 
Britain is emphatically un-
European. He stays aloof 
from Europe’s further wars of 
succession, with a policy of 
“let sleeping dogs lie”. Pitt 
the Elder declares wars in 
Europe “dangerous to our 
liberties and destructive to 
our trade”. Instead, in the 
annus mirabilis of 1759, an 
empire is acquired in India 
and the Americas. Pitt the 
Younger refuses to join a 
royalist coalition against the 
French revolutionaries. The 
high point of Brexit.

1815
In: Napoleon draws Britain 
back to Europe
Only when Napoleon 
threatens Britain does 
parliament go to war, initially 
in self-interest and self-
defence. Wellington takes 
command at Waterloo, and 
Castlereagh plays a leading 
role in the Congress of 
Vienna. Britain joins Russia, 
Austria, Prussia and France in 
the Concert of Europe.

1895
Out: Salisbury and “splendid 
isolationism”
Britain plays no part in the 
age of revolutions. Disraeli 
tells Bismarck Britain is an 
imperial not a “mere 
European power”. The Tory 
Lord Salisbury advocates 
“splendid isolation” and 
rejects intervention in foreign 
affairs as “universally 

condemned by history”. Only 
the British empire and trade 
matter. The Anglo-French 
entente is limited to settling 
imperial disputes. 

1914
In: the Great War
Britain’s guarantee to 
Belgium draws a British army 
back to the continent after a 
century’s absence. At 
Versailles, Lloyd George 
welcomes America and 
anchors Britain to the future 
stability of Europe, in the 
Treaty of Locarno and the 
League of Nations.

1934
Out: Baldwin’s no “foreign 
adventures”
Anti-war isolationism returns 
and dominates interwar 
politics. The 1934 Peace 
Pledge Union impels Baldwin 
to promise no “foreign 
adventures”. He refuses to 
rearm or engage with the 
growth of European Nazism 
and fascism. Appeasement 
remains popular until 1939. 

1939
In: Churchill and total war
Britain joins in total war in 
Europe. It is committed to the 
ongoing containment of 
Germany and, after 1945, to 
that of the Soviet Union. It 
participates in the partition 
of Germany and Nato’s 
collective European security.

1957
Out: Britain decides to stay out
Concerned for its imperial 

C
areers don’t often begin
with as much of a bang
as Daisy Johnson’s has.
The 27-year-old had her
first novel published in

June and now, three months 
later, she is on the shortlist 
for the Man Booker prize. 

She is the youngest author
to get this close to the 
country’s most prestigious 
literary award (Eleanor 
Catton was a few months 
older when she won it in 2013 
at the age of 27) and is still 
reeling from the shock.

She was babysitting when
one of her editors called with 
the news. “She said, ‘Daisy I 
think you should sit down,’” 
Johnson laughs when we 
meet at her publisher’s 
London office, her cheeks 
still flushed from a 
celebratory drink.

Johnson is the dark horse
in the competition, beating 
former winner Michael 
Ondaatje as well as Sally 
Rooney, also 27 — whose 
novel Normal People was one 

trade, Britain refuses to sign 
the Treaty of Rome or join its 
European allies in a Common 
Market, though later 
applications to become a 
member are vetoed by 
France. It joins the Efta
group of outlying states 
instead. 

1973
In: Britain changes its mind
It joins the Common Market 
after all, confirmed by a 
referendum in 1975. 
Thatcher, at first strongly pro-
European, becomes a 
champion of the 1986 
European single market. 

2016
Out: Britain changes its mind
Britain votes in a referendum 
to leave the EU but half-
heartedly. It does not know 
quite what to do.

CONCLUSION
Like many offshore islands, 
Britain has always been semi-
detached from its continent. 
On the whole this has served 
it well. But this is inherently 
unstable, constantly 
vulnerable to circumstance. 
The only lesson from history 
is that nothing is the same for 
long. Britons have a 
phenomenal, perhaps 
shrewd, capacity for 
changing their minds.

Simon Jenkins is the author of 
A Short History of Europe: 
From Pericles to Putin, which 
will be published by Penguin 
on November 8 Daisy Johnson’s novel beat works by Michael Ondaatje and Sally Rooney to the shortlist
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