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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Alexandra (1872-1918)—Tsarina of Russia, consort of Nicholas II, Tsar of Russia (1868–1918). Born at Darmstadt on 6 June 1872, she was the sixth child and fourth daughter of Princess Alice of Great Britain and Louis, Grand Duke of Hesse. Christened Alix Victoria Helena Louise Beatrice, upon converting to the Russian Orthodox faith in 1894, Alix took the name of Alexandra Feodorovna. Formal title until marriage: H.G.D.H. Princess Alix of Hesse and By Rhine. Married H.I.M. Tsar Nicholas II of Russia on 14 November 1894 (o.s.) at the Chapel of the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg.

Children:


	Olga Nikolaevna (1895–1918), Grand Duchess of Russia

	Tatiana Nikolaevna (1897–1918), Grand Duchess of Russia

	Marie Nikolaevna (1899–1918), Grand Duchess of Russia

	Anastasia Nikolaevna (1901–1918), Grand Duchess of Russia

	Alexei Nikolaevitch (1904–1918), Tsarevitch of Russia



Alexandra was brutally murdered along with her family on the night of 16/17 July 1918 at Ekaterinburg. Eighty years later she was buried at the imperial mausoleum in the Fortress of St. Peter and Paul, St. Petersburg. See Nicholas II.

Alfonso XIII (1886-1941)—King of Spain, 1886-1931, third child and only son of King Alfonso XII and his wife, the Archduchess Maria Cristina of Habsburg-Lorraine. As the posthumous son of Alfonso XII, Alfonso XIII was king at birth. Born on 17 May 1886 at Madrid, he married H.R.H. Princess Victoria Eugenie of Battenberg on 31 May 1906 at the Church of San Jerónimo. Alfonso left Spain without abdicating for a life in exile on 14 April 1931, never to return. He died in Rome on 28 February 1941 and is buried at El Escorial in Spain. His grandson, Juan Carlos I, is the present King of Spain. See Victoria Eugenie.

Constantine I (1868-1923)—King of the Hellenes (or of Greece), 1913-17 and again 1920–22. Constantine was born on 2 August 1868 in Athens. He was the eldest son of King George I of the Hellenes and the Grand Duchess Olga Con-stantinovna of Russia. On 27 October 1889, in Athens, he married H.R.H. Princess Sophie of Prussia, daughter of the Emperor Frederick III and Victoria (referred to after her widowhood as the Empress Frederick). Constantine succeeded his assassinated father as king on 6 March 1913. Forced to flee into exile on 11 June 1917, Constantine’s second son, Alexander, became king in his absence. Constantine was recalled to the throne by a plebiscite in 1920. However, a military revolt forced him to flee for a second time in 1922. He was then succeeded by his eldest son, George II. Constantine died on 11 January 1923 at Palermo, Sicily. See Sophie.

Ferdinand I (1865-1927)—King of Romania, 1914-27. The second son of Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen and the Infanta Antonia of Portugal, Ferdinand was born on 24 August 1865 at Sigmaringen, Prussia. In 1889 Ferdinand was adopted by his childless uncle King Carol I of Romania and designated crown prince and heir presumptive. Ferdinand married H.R.H. Princess Marie of Edinburgh on 10 January 1892 at Sigmaringen. He became king 11 October 1914 and died 20 July 1927 at Sinaia. Ferdinand was succeeded by his grandson, the five-year-old Michael I. See Marie.

Haakon VII (1872-1957)—first King of Norway, 1905-57. Born on 3 August 1872 at Charlottenlund, Denmark, H.R.H. Prince Christian Frederik Carl Georg Valdemar Axel was the second son of Frederick VIII of Denmark and his consort, Louise of Sweden-Norway. Known until his accession as Prince Charles of Denmark, he married H.R.H. Princess Maud of Wales on 22 July 1896. Haakon died on 21 September 1957 at Oslo, where he is buried. See Maud.

Marie (1875–1938)—Queen Consort, 1914–27, of King Ferdinand I of Romania. Born at Eastwell Park, Kent, on 29 October 1875 and christened Marie Alexandra Victoria (she was also known as “Missy”), Marie was the eldest daughter and second child of Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, and Grand Duchess Marie of Russia. She married H.R.H. Crown Prince Ferdinand of Romania on 10 January 1892 at Castle Sigmaringen in Germany. Children:

1. Carol II (1893–1953), King of Romania (1930–40); married [1] Joana Marie Valentina Lambrino (1898–1953), annulled in 1919; and [2] Princess Helen of Greece (1896–1982)

2. Elisabeth (1894–1956), Queen Consort of King George II of Greece (1890–1947)

3. Marie (1900–61), Queen Consort of King Alexander I of Yugoslavia (1888–1934)

4. Nicolas (1903–78), Prince of Romania; married [1] Joana Doletti (1902–63); and [2] Thereza de Mello (1913–70)

5. Ileana (1909–91), Princess of Romania; married [1] Archduke Anton of Austria-Tuscany (1901–87), divorced 1954; and [2] Stephen Issarescu (1906–2002), divorced 1965; Ileana took religious vows and became Mother Alexandra of the Monastery of the Transfiguration in Pennsylvania

6. Mircea (1913–16), Prince of Romania

Marie died on 18 July 1938 at Peles Castle, Sinaia, and is buried at Curtea de Arges; her heart was for a time interred at Balcic. See Ferdinand I.

Maud (1869–1938)—Queen Consort, 1905–38, of King Haakon VII of Norway. Born at Marlborough House, London, on 26 November 1869 and christened Maud Charlotte Mary Victoria, Maud was the youngest daughter and last surviving child of Edward VII of Great Britain and Alexandra of Denmark. She married H.R.H. Prince Charles of Denmark (later King Haakon VII of Norway) on 22 July 1896 at the Chapel Royal, Buckingham Palace.

Children:

Olav V (1903–91), King of Norway (1957–91), born Prince Alexander Edward Christian Frederick of Denmark.

Maud died at London on 20 November 1938 and is buried in Norway. See Haakon VII.

Nicholas II (1868-1918)—Tsar of Russia, 1894-1918. Nicholas Alexandrovitch was born on 6 May 1868 (o.s.) at Tsarskoe Selo. Nicholas was the eldest son of the Tsarevitch Alexander (Tsar Alexander III from 1881) and Maria Feodor-ovna, the former Princess Dagmar of Denmark. He succeeded his father as tsar on 20 October 1894 (o.s.). On 14 November 1894 (o.s.) he married Princess Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt at St. Petersburg. See Alexandra.

Sophie (1870-1932)—Queen Consort of Constantine I of the Hellenes, 1913-17, and again in 1920–22. Born at the Neues Palais, Potsdam, on 14 June 1870 to Victoria, Princess Royal of Great Britain and Crown Prince Frederick (later Emperor Frederick III of Germany), she was christened Sophia Dorothea Ulrica Alice. On 27 October 1889, she married Crown Prince Constantine of Greece at the Metropolitan Cathedral, Athens.

Children:

1. George II (1890–1947), King of the Hellenes (1922–24; 1935–47); married Elisabeth of Romania (1894–1956)

2. Alexander I (1893–1920), King of the Hellenes (1917–20); married Aspa-sia Manos (1896–1972)

3. Helen (1896–1982), Crown Princess and later Queen Mother of Romania; married Crown Prince Carol of Romania (1893–1953), later King Carol II; divorced 1928

4. Paul I (1901–64), King of the Hellenes (1947–64); married Frederike of Hanover (1917–81)

5. Irene (1904–74), Duchess of Aosta; married Aimone, Duke of Aosta (1900–48)

6. Katherine (1913– ); married Richard Brandram (1911–94)

Sophie died on 13 January 1932 at Frankfurt-am-Main, Germany, and is buried at Tatoi in Greece. See Constantine I.

Victoria Eugenie (1887-1969)—Queen Consort, 1906-31, of King Alfonso XIII of Spain. Born at Balmoral, Scotland, on 24 October 1887, the second child and only daughter of Princess Beatrice of Great Britain and Prince Henry of Battenberg. Christened Victoria Eugenie Julia Ena, she was known as Ena. Princess Victoria Eugenie was created a royal highness by King Edward VII before her mariage. She married King Alfonso XIII of Spain on 31 May 1906 at the Church of San Jerónimo in Madrid.

Children:

1. Alfonso, Prince of the Asturias (1907–38); married [1] Edelmira Sampe-dro (1906–94), divorced 1938; and [2] Marta Rocafort (1913–93)

2. Jaime, Duke of Segovia (1908–75); married Emanuela de Dampierre (1913– )

3. Beatriz, Princess of Civitella-Cesi (1909–2002); married Alessandro Tor-lonia, Prince of Civitella-Cesi (1911–86)

4. Maria Cristina, Countess Marone (1911–96); married Enrico Cinzano, Count Marone (1895–1968)

5. Juan, Count of Barcelona (1913–93); married Maria de las Mercedes of Bourbon Two-Sicilies (1910–2000)

6. Gonzalo, Infante of Spain (1914–34)

Queen Victoria Eugenie died on 15 April 1969 at Lausanne, Switzerland. She is buried at El Escorial in Spain. See Alfonso XIII.
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INTRODUCTION

ON 31 MAY 1906, MADRID WAS IN A FESTIVE MOOD. IT WAS THE wedding day of the King of Spain, Alfonso XIII. His bride was the beautiful eighteen-year-old Princess Victoria Eugenie of Battenberg (“Ena”), a favorite granddaughter of England’s Queen Victoria. Ena could not know that on the day she became Alfonso’s wife and Queen of Spain, her life would nearly end in spectacular fashion.

Within an hour after the brilliant religious ceremony, as the couple rode in the royal carriage to their reception, someone threw a powerful bomb at them. Pandemonium broke out. Numerous spectators were killed or seriously injured. After regaining her composure, Ena noticed that her white gown was spattered with blood. At first she thought she and Alfonso had been hurt. The blood on her wedding gown, however, was not hers or Alfonso’s but that of a guardsman who was riding close to the carriage. The man was decapitated the instant the bomb exploded. His blood had spilled into the royal carriage, soaking Ena’s magnificent satin wedding gown. In place of anticipated joy, those first few hours as the new Queen of Spain were for Ena moments of unimaginable terror. Without a doubt, it was the most dramatic wedding day for any of Queen Victoria’s granddaughters.

Queen Ena was the last of a unique group of Victoria’s descendants to marry. They consisted of five royal cousins who were all granddaughters of the queen. But what sets them apart from the queen’s seventeen other granddaughters is the illustrious destiny each of these five cousins came to share—for all five became consorts of reigning European monarchs. The royal cousins who are the subject of this book are Queen Maud of Norway (1869–1938); Queen Sophie of Greece (1870–1932); Tsarina Alexandra of Russia (1872–1918) (“Alix”); Queen Marie of Romania (1875–1938) (“Missy”); and Queen Victoria Eugenie of Spain (1887–1969) (“Ena”). Some remarkable stories will unfold as we follow their lives from childhoods often spent with their grandmother at her homes in Windsor, Osborne, and Balmoral to married life in the courts of Christiania, Athens, St. Petersburg, Bucharest, and Madrid.

Though these five women shared the same destiny in that all became consorts of a reigning monarch, each was to experience a vastly differing life. Happiness and sadness, triumphs and tragedies of great magnitude awaited them in faraway lands. Born in the Victorian era, these royal women came to experience such tumultuous political events as World War I and the Russian Revolution. Three would come to relish their popularity, whereas two came to be reviled. And although three of the royal cousins would be spared the trauma of living with the dreaded bleeding disease hemophilia, inherited from Queen Victoria, two would not.

This is the absorbing true story of five women who coped as best they could in their adopted countries and who were, above all, profoundly shaped by their ties to England and the strong influence exerted by their formidable grandmother, Queen Victoria.

Two of the royal cousins were descended from Victoria’s sons. Maud of Norway was the daughter of King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra. Marie of Romania was the daughter of Victoria’s second son, Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, and his wife, the Grand Duchess Marie of Russia. The other three cousins were descended from Queen Victoria’s eldest, second eldest, and youngest daughters: Victoria, Alice, and Beatrice. Sophie of Greece was the daughter of Victoria, the Princess Royal, and her husband, Emperor Frederick III of Germany; Alexandra of Russia was the daughter of Alice and her husband, Louis, Grand Duke of Hesse-Darmstadt; Princess Beatrice and Prince Henry of Battenberg were the parents of Victoria Eugenie of Spain.

Each of these cousins would come to occupy the thrones of countries in the four corners of Europe—in the Northwest (Norway), in the Northeast (Russia), in the Southeast (Greece and Romania), and in the Southwest (Spain). The countries and courts into which these princesses married were as varied as the women themselves. Romania, for instance, was created in 1878, while Norway became independent from Sweden in 1905. Both nations—and Greece for that matter, which was declared independent in 1830—were relatively young in comparison to Russia and Spain.

The one person who links these women, Queen Victoria, was a beloved grandmother to all of the royal cousins. Not only had their grandmother’s dic-tums become almost law to them; Grandmama’s prestige as the reigning monarch of a respected kingdom and burgeoning empire ensured that they would, as they matured into beautiful young women, become desirable commodities in the royal marriage market. Without a doubt, their descent from Queen Victoria was an important consideration when it came time to choosing these women as royal brides. As we shall see, Cupid’s arrow also played its part in uniting them with their respective husbands.

This book is the first to focus on these five royal cousins as a group. It builds upon the work of previous biographers and historians who, for the most part, have done an admirable job of bringing to life the descendants of Queen Victoria. It is not an exhaustive biography, nor could it be—such an undertaking would have amounted to five volumes. Rather, this book is a portrait of the women as they relate to their grandmother, and to one another. It takes the reader into the lives of a very special group.

For the most part, this is a chronicle of the personal lives of Maud, Sophie, Alexandra, Marie, and Victoria Eugenie. But those lives were very much entwined with the politics of their countries. No work could be complete without some details about the political maelstrom that was as much a part of these women’s lives as their own personal triumphs and tragedies. Furthermore, since the main factor that binds these women together is their grandmother, one of modern history’s most famous figures, Queen Victoria, it naturally follows that their relationship with the queen, and her influence on how they lived their lives and faced the challenges that came their way, is relevant.

The stories of these granddaughters of Queen Victoria whose shared destinies as reigning consorts were to end so differently make for compelling reading. All were born into a world of privilege, luxury, and power, yet some would come to know destitution, loneliness, and exile. Their lives, covering the one hundred years from Maud’s birth in 1869 to Victoria Eugenie’s death in 1969, have encompassed many important historical events. Several, including Alexandra of Russia, were pivotal players in their country’s histories.

In the following pages, we find the fascinating stories of five very special royal women, who took their sadness, betrayals, and defeats in the spirit of Queen Victoria’s motto, “Still endure.”1 In so doing, their tales of redemption and inspiration highlight the special legacy of their grandmother.

Queen Marie of Romania once wrote of “the sadness we Princesses endure in having to marry into foreign countries.”2 Readers are invited to enter the world of these five princesses and see for themselves what Marie of Romania might have meant by those intriguing words.





PART ONE

[image: ]

Sovereigns in the Making:

THE FORMATIVE YEARS (1869-1901)





One

[image: ]

“MORE MOTHER THAN GRANDMOTHER”

THE STORY OF QUEEN VICTORIA S FIVE SPECIAL GRANDDAUGHTERS begins with the birth of the eldest of the group, the future Queen Maud of Norway. As the third daughter and youngest surviving child of Edward, Prince of Wales, and his wife, Alexandra of Denmark, Maud was not expected to occupy the same vaulted position as her eldest brother, Albert Victor (“Eddy”). But like her other brother, George, Maud came to occupy a throne unexpectedly, becoming in 1905 the first Queen Consort of a newly independent Norway. Maude was born on 26 November 1869 in Marlborough House, her parents’ palatial London home; her siblings included Eddy (b. 1864), George (b. 1865), Louise (b. 1867), and Victoria (“Toria,” b. 1868).

When Maud was christened (Maud Charlotte Mary Victoria) in the inner hall of Marlborough House, her aunt and godmother, Vicky (the Crown Princess of Prussia), was not in attendance as she was already
enceinte with her seventh child. A
little more than six months after Maud’s birth, on 14 June 1870, Vicky presented her mother, Queen Victoria, with another grandchild, Princess Sophie Dorothea Ulrike Alice of Prussia. Vicky gave birth amidst the marble splendor of the Neues Palais, her Potsdam home. The newborn Sophie was to bring much joy to the her parents, Crown Prince Frederick of Germany (“Fritz”) and his wife, Victoria, the Princess Royal. At the age of seventeen, the highly intelligent and forthright Vicky had married Fritz and made a new life for herself in the vapid and antagonistic Berlin court. Surrounded by suspicious and reactionary relations of the ruling House of Hohenzollern, the liberal-leaning Fritz and Vicky sought valiantly to raise their children in a loving atmosphere.

At Sophie’s christening in July 1870, Prussia had just declared war against France in what became known as the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, a conflict that had great ramifications for Prussian and German history. Most of the men present at Sophie’s christening were dressed in their uniforms, prepared to go to the front, including Fritz. Describing the occasion to her mother, Vicky noted that “the Christening went off well, but was sad and serious; anxious faces and tearful eyes, and a gloom and foreshadowing of all the misery in store spread a cloud over the ceremony, which should have been one of gladness and thanksgiving.”1 Among those present was the chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, largely responsible for the upcoming conflict with France, who was dressed as a major of the dragoons.

The crown prince returned home from war in 1871 after Paris had surrendered to the victorious Germans. As Bismarck predicted, the South German states united with the North German confederation, led by Prussia. Bismarck’s dream of a Prussian-dominated Germany was born. To cement this major accomplishment, Bismarck engineered an impressive ceremony to take place at Versailles, the former palace of France’s Louis XIV There, amid a sea of military uniforms resplendent with shining medals, Princess Sophie’s paternal grandfather, King Wilhelm I of Prussia, was solemnly proclaimed Kaiser Wilhelm I of Germany in the Hall of Mirrors. The House of Hohenzollern became the preeminent power of continental Europe.

 

The English environment in which the young Princess Maud of Wales thrived was far less constricting and certainly far less militaristic than the one in which her cousin, Sophie, was immersed. Nevertheless, all was not bliss in the Wales household. The marriage of Maud’s parents was far from ideal. For all her famed beauty and feminine charms, Princess Alexandra found herself unable to compete for her husband’s undivided attention. The Princess of Wales had to tolerate an unending string of mistresses who streamed in and out of her husband’s bedroom. But while she endured the pain of her husband’s constant infidelities in private, there were never any acrimonious fits of jealous outrage from Alexandra in public, for she knew that duty came above all else. Decorum must be maintained.

Princess Alexandra was not without her faults. In order to compensate for her unhappy marriage, she lavished affection on her offspring, prompting the Prince of Wales to admit to Queen Victoria that his wife’s “whole life is wrapt up in her children.”2 The Princess of Wales, in turn, expected her children to reciprocate her love unequivocally. “Motherdear,” as she was affectionately called by them throughout their lives, saw to it that her own children were raised to be as dependent on her as possible. And to enforce this dependency, Alexandra treated all of them as if they had never left the nursery. The princess also encouraged her daughters’ insularity. Outside of an intimate circle of friends and family, no one knew how fun-loving and unpretentious the Wales girls could be. At seventeen, for instance, Maud wrote to a childhood friend in a distinctly juvenile, jocular, and self-deprecating tone: “my darling little Evie, how dare you call me ‘dear Madam’ you nasty little monkey…I am sending you a horrible little photograph of myself which I thought you might like. Ever your loving little friend, Maud.”3

For Maud, growing up with her brothers and sisters in the 1870s meant fun, interspersed with schoolwork, amidst a variety of homes. In London, home was a massive redbrick pile, Marlborough House. Located near Buckingham Palace, Marlborough House proved a suitable setting for a future queen. Whenever Princess Maud and her parents were in residence there, no less than eighty-five servants attended them; in addition, at the stables, which held forty-five stalls, some forty individuals worked full-time maintaining the horses and paddocks.

In the autumn, the family went off to their well-loved Norfolk estate at San-dringham. Of all her homes, Sandringham was to hold a special place in Maud’s heart. Like her brother George, Maud would come to love Sandringham and the surrounding flat landscape which the children knew so well. They also enjoyed playing with the many animals that roamed the grounds, including an elephant, a bear, and a favorite miniature Indian pony.

[image: ]

Since her marriage in 1862 to Prince Louis of Hesse, Princess Alice (Queen Victoria’s second eldest daughter) had given birth to a succession of children: Victoria in 1863, Elizabeth (“Ella”) in 1864, Irene (1866), Ernst (“Ernie,” 1868), and Friedrich (“Frittie,” 1870). On 6 June 1872, another girl—Victoria Alix Helena Louise Beatrice—was born, named after all of Queen Victoria’s daughters. But this princess would always be Alix. So cheerful was young Alix’s disposition that she was known too as “Sunny” and “Alicky”

Alicky’s home centered on the cobblestoned medieval city of Darmstadt, its buildings decorated with elaborate wood carvings. There, the Hesse family had possession of the New Palace, where Alice ensured that they were surrounded by reminders of England. Alice was very proud to have inserted touches of her native land; she boasted to Queen Victoria that “the decoration and domestic arrangements were so English that it was hard to realise one was in Germany”4

Alix’s childhood was not too dissimilar from that of her cousins Maud of Wales and Sophie of Prussia; all three enjoyed playing outdoors, amusing themselves with a menagerie of animals. Alix’s congenial childhood did not last long, however, for in 1873 tragedy intruded. While playing with his brother, Ernie, two-and-a-half-year-old Frittie fell out of a second-story window. Frittie, who suffered from hemophilia passed on to him by his mother, died soon afterwards. This bitter loss resigned Alice to the fact that “all is in God’s hands, not in ours.”5 Hemophilia, the painful bleeding disease that strikes males but is passed to them by their mothers, was marked by its high mortality rate. The defective gene made its appearance in Queen Victoria, who passed on the disease to her son, Leopold, who died in his early thirties in 1884. Victoria also passed the deadly gene to two of her daughters, who became carriers.

When Maud of Wales was almost six, Sophie of Prussia five, and Alix of Hesse three, another child joined the rarefied circle of Queen Victoria’s granddaughters. This time, a beautiful baby girl had been born on 29 October 1875 to Victoria’s second eldest son, Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, and his wife, the formidable Grand Duchess Marie Alexandrovna, daughter of Tsar Alexander II of Russia. The baby, born at her parents’ home, Eastwell Manor in Kent, was given the names Marie Alexandra Victoria. But this fair-haired baby would be known to her intimates all her life as “Missy,” while to the rest of the world she would come to gain fame as Queen Marie of Romania.

Upon arriving at Queen Victoria’s court in 1874, after her marriage, Marie Alexandrovna found to her horror that as Duchess of Edinburgh, she ranked low in precedence among the immediate family. Because of her husband’s position as the second son in the British royal family, Marie had to give way to other more senior members. The duchess despised what she perceived to be a humiliating position. Proud of being the powerful Tsar of Russia’s daughter, Marie never forgave the British court, and in time this perceived snub developed into a lifelong antipathy toward all things English. Her own marriage to Prince Alfred degenerated into an unhappy union, and the Duchess of Edinburgh soon yearned to flee from England. Because she refused to hide her true feelings, Marie gained a reputation for being haughty and difficult. But Marie, a strong and forceful character, did not care what anyone thought, including her mother-in-law.

Curiously, though the Edinburgh marriage turned sour, it nevertheless produced a healthy number of children. Besides Missy, there were four others: Alfred (b. 1874) and the Princesses Victoria Melita (“Ducky,” 1876), Alexandra (“Sandra,” 1878), and Beatrice (“Bea,” 1884).

Missy’s arrival did not cause much discomfort for the duchess. Her husband told a family friend, two weeks after the happy event, that “The confinement itself was of the shortest possible duration barely over an hour in all, although warnings about three hours before. The baby was born in the most natural and easy manner without any sort of assistance and nobody was with Marie but Mrs. Johnson and myself; we had not even time to call the Doctor from the other room. Dr. Farre did not arrive from London till half an hour after it was over.” As for Missy, the proud father added that his new daughter “promises to be as fine a child as her brother and gives every evidence of finely developed lungs and did so before she was fairly in the world.”

The Duchess of Edinburgh also described Missy’s birth. “Everything has happily ended,” she reported to her former governess. Writing in French, the proud mother continued: “La gentille petite j’ai produit, avec de grands yeux et un grand nez, et une petite bouche, et beaucoup de cheveux et un appetit monstre. En un mot, je suis très fière de ma production et une fille, après tout et surtout après toutes ces predictions!” And she added, in a tender tone, “la petite faisant un concert épouvantable et messant ses dix doigts dans la bouches, car elle avait déja faim. J’étais stupefaite et ne voulais pas croir à mes oreilles!” 7
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When Princess Alix of Hesse was five, her paternal grandfather died, making her parents the new reigning Grand Duke and Grand Duchess of Hesse. This thrust Alix’s mother into the much more visible position of first lady of the land. Even though she derived some satisfaction from implementing improvements in the health and welfare of her subjects, Princess Alice did not really enjoy the role of Landsmutter Like Vicky, her sister in Berlin, who always pined for England, Alice never could feel completely at home in Darmstadt—a place she found to be dotted with “narrow-minded…intolerant interfering people.”8

Though comfortably off, the grand ducal family was never extravagantly wealthy, and economizing was high on the agenda. The children’s holidays inevitably took them annually to their grandmother in England. In time, Victoria’s homes became familiar places for Alix. The princess grew up moving between the sweet-smelling roses and sea breezes of Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, the thick walls and towers of Windsor Castle, and the heather-clad hills and gray baronial castle of Balmoral in Scotland.

These visits gave Alix the chance to get to know her English cousins. She became fast friends with the Wales family, including Maud. “Do you like little Alix?” Maud wrote to her cousin, Tsarevitch Nicholas, in 1884 about her friend and relative from Hesse who was then visiting Russia. “She is my best friend, we always go for walks together when we meet. They say I am very much like her, but I do not think I am like her at all.”9

Presiding over the everyday rearing of Alix, who grew up on a staple of rice puddings and baked apples, was the inevitable English governess. Princess Alice brought other English traditions to Darmstadt, such as the consumption of mince pies and plum puddings at Christmas. Sadly, the family was rent asunder in November 1878 when a virulent strain of diphtheria struck. Nearly everyone in the family, including Alicky, came down with the illness, which killed Alix’s three-year-old sister, May. When Alice broke the news of his sister’s death to Ernie, she was so overcome by his grief that contrary to doctor’s orders, she clasped the little boy in her arms as any loving mother would be moved to do. It was literally a fatal move. Within a fortnight, Princess Alice was dead.

The deaths in quick succession of her youngest sister and mother shattered Alix. The distraught girl could not even take comfort from her favorite toys: to prevent the disease from spreading, they were burnt. In one fell swoop, everything that had been familiar and comforting to the six-year-old Alix was suddenly and permanently wrenched from her. Alicky withdrew into herself—setting a pattern that would mark her propensity to withdraw and brood. From then on she was always cautious with her affections. Alicky would find comfort solely among a small and select group of family members and friends; only then would she show any semblance of that once cheerful girl who had earned the nickname “Sunny.”
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In England, Princess Maud and her siblings thrived. Their parents sparkled as the leaders of society, while the children settled into a routine, receiving an adequate but unspectacular education at home. Thanks to Princess Alexandra’s influence, paramount in the Wales household was a strong sense of merriment, which suited the boisterous Maud. Her fearlessness earned the tomboyish Maud the nickname “Harry,” after her father’s friend, Admiral Sir Henry Keppel.

Visitors to Sandringham were startled to find the Wales brood on the warpath, sliding on tea trays downstairs and ringing bells to call the servants needlessly. Invited to a formal dinner at their Norfolk home, Benjamin Disraeli was surprised to feel one of the princesses pinching his legs under the table. These shenanigans were sedate when compared to the time when astonished visitors were greeted by ponies inside Sandringham. It was a prank very much to Princess Alexandra’s liking. After all, “I was just as bad myself,” exclaimed their amused and indulgent mother.10

To the queen, Maud and her siblings seemed too unruly. A much more disciplined atmosphere reigned for the Wales children when it came time to visit their grandmother; in fact, Maud once refused to visit Queen Victoria. Princess Alexandra related how just before her daughters were due to set off for Balmoral, “they all cried floods.” “Little Harry,” noted Alexandra, “declared at the last minute ‘I won’t go,’ with a stamp of her foot.”11

Maud’s fearlessness among her young relations and her tomboyish ways did not abate as she grew older. Though sickly, the sports-mad princess delighted in riding horses every day, and cycling became another favorite sport. When she insisted on riding out in public—the first British princess to be seen doing so— Queen Victoria was unamused. The queen reprimanded her granddaughter for such a daring move. Maud replied simply, “But grandmother, everyone knows that I have legs!”12

Maud’s intransigence was never allowed to get the better of her. For despite their unruliness, Princess Alexandra had also instilled good qualities into her children, as Queen Victoria acknowledged and praised, saying there is “one thing, however she [Alexandra] does insist on, and that is great simplicity and an absence of all pride, and in that respect she has my fullest support.”13

As a child and young woman, Maud regularly visited her mother’s native Denmark and so became close friends with her first cousins, the Tsarevitch Nicholas and his younger brother, Grand Duke George, sons of Alexandra’s sister, Empress Marie of Russia. As teenagers, Nicholas and George corresponded with Maud. She addressed Nicholas as “Mr. Toad” or “Darling little Nicky” (often underlining the “little”).14 George took on the more lyrical nickname of “Musie,” while Maud often signed off as “Stumpy.”

During her teenage years, Princess Maud did not hold her Danish relations in high esteem, fun-loving though they were. She especially thought her first cousin, Prince Charles of Denmark, immature. When he went off to sea in 1886, seventeen-year-old Maud was convinced this would do the fourteen-year-old prince much good. Writing to “my little darling Musie,” Maud did not mince words about Charles: “I am sure it will be good for him since he used to be so daft.”15
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It was much to the Crown Prince and Princess of Prussia’s credit that their daughter, Sophie, had a contented childhood. Her paternal grandparents, Emperor Wilhelm I and Empress Augusta, who were always at loggerheads with each other, largely ignored Sophie and her sisters, Viktoria (“Moretta,” b. 1866) and Margrete (“Mossy,” b. 1872). The emperor and empress were interested only in Sophie’s older siblings—Wilhelm (“Willy,” b. 1859), Charlotte (“Charly,” b. 1860), and Henry (b. 1862).

Almost from the moment she set foot in Germany as a teenage bride, Vicky saw how gossip, intrigue, and perpetual family rows were the norm at the Berlin court. Sophie’s paternal grandparents were particularly notorious for their bitter and loud rows. These unremitting squabbles and intrigues only served to reinforce in the Princess Royal her undying belief in the superiority of nearly all things English. As soon as Vicky and Fritz were blessed with the arrival of children, the new mother saw to it that their nurseries were modeled on those in which Vicky grew up in England. In no time, the Prussian princes and princess were being raised by their mother with a great love for her native country and things associated with it. Vicky accomplished this most successfully with the youngest in her brood—Sophie, Moretta, and Mossy.

Trips to England reinforced this bond. During these visits, the Prussian royal family stayed in many of the homes that had been dear to Vicky, a special favorite being Osborne House. Here, her children immersed themselves in the island’s charms, often collecting shells from the nearby beaches. Years later, Kaiser Wil-helm II, Queen Victoria’s eldest grandchild, recalled how when he and his siblings visited their grandmother, “we were treated as children of the house.” As for Queen Victoria, Willy noted that “we looked up to our grandmother…with affectionate awe,”16 a compliment seconded by Moretta, who fondly remembered their English grandmama as being “always so gracious and kind, and so full of understanding of us children.”17

Vicky was grateful to see the bond that developed between her children and her mother. During one of the family’s frequent visits, Vicky told Queen Victoria that “the children are so full of dear Grandmama and all her kindness that it does my heart good.” Young Sophie was particularly taken with the old queen. “She is so nice to kiss you cannot think,” exclaimed the eleven-year-old happily18 So comfortable was Princess Sophie in her grandmother’s presence that Vicky was pleased to leave her in England for long stays. Since she was bereft of much contact with her paternal grandparents, Sophie’s formative years were therefore largely shaped by her parents and Queen Victoria.

Sophie’s childhood was divided chiefly between her parents’ two homes: the Kronprinzenpalais on the Unter den Linden, in Berlin, and the Neues Palais in Potsdam. The Neues Palais, built by Frederick the Great in the eighteenth century, was a magnificent three-story edifice, redolent of rococo splendor, rising amidst verdant parkland. Visitors to the palace were instantly attracted by the large central cupola. Topping it were three classical female figures holding aloft an intricate crown. Inside, it was an enchanting place, where Sophie could wander and let her imagination transport her to another world. Among the two hundred rooms was the Marmorsaal—a huge ballroom, dotted with inlaid marble, with a gilded ceiling and crystal chandeliers. Just as richly ornate was the Silver Salon, with its sumptuous and intricate rococo decor on walls and ceiling. Most spectacular of all was the Muschelsaal or Shell Hall, decorated with nearly twenty thousand semiprecious stones, shells, and corals.

Like her sister, Alice, at Darmstadt, Vicky insisted that touches of Britain be introduced into her home. Vicky’s attempts to inculcate an enduring love for England in her children worked. Not everybody, however, was pleased with the way the Prussian princes and princesses were being so heavily exposed to British influences. The German royal family and the chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, were among the crown princess’s harshest critics. To them, Vicky soon became “Die Engländerin [the Englishwoman],” a term of abuse that would come to haunt Queen Victoria’s eldest child.19

In 1879, when Sophie was nine, her brother, Waldemar (“Waldie”), died unexpectedly at the age of eleven from diphtheria. With her two favorite sons, Sigi and Waldie, gone, Vicky grew closer to her youngest daughters—Moretta, Sophie, and Mossy. The crown princess proudly boasted of “my three sweet girls” as “my trio” and “my Kleeblatt.”20
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Like Maud of Wales, Missy of Edinburgh’s early years were largely spent in England. The family divided their time between their London home, Clarence House; Osborne Cottage on the Isle of Wight; and a rambling gray Jacobean manor house, Eastwell Manor, near Ashford, in Kent. It was during summers spent at Osborne and the occasional visit to Windsor that Missy recalled seeing her grandmother, Queen Victoria. To Missy, Victoria was always “Grandmamma Queen” in order to differentiate her from Missy’s namesake and maternal grandmother, the Empress of Russia, who was “Grandmamma Empress.”21

Missy’s impressions of “Grandmamma Queen” were those of a cherished grandmother who nevertheless inspired “reverential fear” in many. The grande dame held interviews with her grandchildren, and high on the agenda were inquiries about behavior and morals. To Missy, these audiences at Windsor were intimidating. Trudging gingerly down the corridors of the ancient castle, a well-groomed Missy would be led silently until she arrived at the hallowed Queen’s Apartments. The hushed tone and reverential atmosphere surrounding the lady herself was so “awe-inspiring,” recalled Missy, that “it was like approaching the mystery of some sanctuary.” But when Missy did come face to face with her grandmother—“the final mystery to which only the initiated had access”—she was confronted not by some fearful ogre but by her “wonderful little old Grandmamma,” who was swathed in black silk but had a “shy little laugh.”22

These interviews at Windsor were not the only memories Missy had of her early youth in England. She remembered summers at Osborne, with Queen Victoria sitting placidly under a large green tent in the gardens, breakfasting or working diligently on government business. Inevitably, she was surrounded by innumerable dogs, not to mention exotic Indian attendants, and her Highlanders.

With a father whose duties at sea often took him away from home, it was the Duchess of Edinburgh who grew closer to the children and became the central figure in their lives. Though demanding and oftentimes a hard taskmaster, Marie was also a caring mother, who loved her children. The duchess was pleased with her brood, singing their praises, as when she said of seven-year-old Missy: “son caractère est toujours délicieux.”23

In 1886, a new life began for Missy. Prince Alfred took up his command of the Royal Navy’s Mediterranean Squadron and settled his family in Malta, where Missy lived for several years. Lessons and picnics to places of interest throughout the island filled her days. It was during these picnics that Missy and Ducky indulged in what became a great passion for them: horse riding. Missy’s riding skills may have been acquired in London but they were honed during her teenage years in Malta. Missy and Ducky earned the disapproval of English matrons who found the Edinburgh princesses wild creatures, allowed too much free rein.
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With her Hessian grandchildren bereft of their mother, the redoubtable Queen Victoria took charge, renewing Victoria’s zest for life, which had been seriously sapped when she suddenly found herself a widow at forty-two. A grateful Grand Duke of Hesse acquiesced to Victoria’s dominant role in the rearing of his children. Who better to supervise their education than a loving grandmother who also happened to be the Queen of England? Indeed, Victoria virtually usurped the Grand Duke of Hesse in matters pertaining to his children, so that she “never for a minute relaxed her watch” on their education.24 Instructions and memoranda flew from England to Darmstadt charting the children’s upbringing. No detail was too minute for Queen Victoria’s eye. Solicited or not, the queen’s endless advice covered every conceivable topic in the education of Princess Alix. Detailed daily and monthly summaries were sent by Alix’s English governesses in Darmstadt to England for Queen Victoria’s examination. When in England, the introspective princess also absorbed, both consciously and subconsciously, much of her grandmama’s ways, including “the emotional atmosphere”25 that had pervaded Victoria’s life since the death of her husband, the Prince Consort.

The motherless grandchildren from Hesse touched a chord in Queen Victoria. Their visits to England served to bind her and the grandchildren closer. The queen missed them dreadfully when they were not around. She admitted as much, writing, “how I often wish to see you dear children. How long it seems since we parted & till we can meet again.”2 Five years after she wrote those words, Queen Victoria’s love for these grandchildren had not abated. She continued to give unsolicited advice, reiterating her role as their primary counsellor and substitute mother figure. Victoria emphasized this to Alix’s eldest sister, imploring her to look upon her as “a loving Mother (for I feel I am that to you beloved Children far more than a Grandmother).”27





Two
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“MAD. NEVER MIND.”

AFTER THREE IDYLLIC YEARS IN MALTA, THE EDINBURGH FAMILY found themselves on the move again, this time to Coburg in Germany, where Alfred and Marie were destined to reign as the Duke and Duchess of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha upon the death of Alfred’s childless uncle. Here, as in Malta, Missy’s mother was in her element. She thoroughly enjoyed being her own mistress in a land where she could indulge in simple, unsophisticated tastes. For all her exposure to the magnificence of the Russian court, Marie was never able to attain an air of elegance and was therefore happiest in her little kingdom, where no one dared express any negative opinions they might have of her. Missy’s years in Coburg would never match the happiness of her time in England or Malta, thanks in large part to two members of the Edinburgh household, an odious German governess, “Fraulein,” and her equally loathsome fiancé, whom Missy referred to in her memoirs as a certain “Dr.
X.” Dr. Rolfs, his real name, and the Fraulein took a perverse pleasure in wreaking havoc among the Edinburgh children.

These two characters continually sought to incite jealousies and rivalries among the girls. This battle royal between Missy and members of her mother’s household was an experience she shared with her grandmother. Like Missy, Victoria had had her own version of Dr. X in the form of Sir John Conroy, the comptroller of her mother’s household. To Victoria he was, above all, a “monster and demon incarnate.”1 And just as the Duchess of Edinburgh trusted Rolfs, so too was the Duchess of Kent (Victoria’s mother) under the sway of Conroy. Both Dr. X and Conroy sought to ingratiate themselves with persons of consequence in order to further their own power or agenda. Taking advantage of women whose lives were largely devoid of a close male companion, both men came to be seen by these women as indispensable to their respective households.

Dr. X’s and Conroy’s methods were similar—they were cunningly charming to the women who employed them but ruthless with the women’s children. When the future Queen Victoria was sixteen years old and desperately ill, Con-roy attempted to browbeat the weak patient into agreeing in writing to have him become Victoria’s secretary. She refused. Victoria admitted that “I resisted in spite of my illness.”2 Fortunately for Missy, the same degree of dogged determination did not desert her when her time came to do battle with her nemesis.

Dr. X, in Missy’s opinion, represented “German ‘kultur at its worst, full of tyrannical arrogance and ridicule.” Her brother, Alfred, suffered mercilessly because Dr. X “liked to ridicule him before others, seeming to delight in making him…feel a fool.”3 Not content with trying to destroy Alfred’s soul, Rolfs also targeted the girls, ruthlessly attempting to Germanicize them. The girls, who were thoroughly English, were made of sterner stuff. And it was this, the preservation of their English identity, that spurred them to fight. As Missy recalled: “His object was to uproot in us the love of England and to turn us into Germans. We resisted this with all our might, pitting our wills against his with that magnificent fighting courage of children when their gods are attacked.”4

Queen Victoria possessed the same strong sense of place, and she successfully transmitted it to many of her descendants. When Vicky, her eldest daughter, was betrothed to marry Prince Frederick of Prussia (the future Emperor Frederick III), the queen refused Berlin’s demand that Vicky should marry in Germany. The idea was simply “too absurd.” After all, proclaimed Victoria proudly, “it is not every day that one marries the eldest daughter of the Queen of England.”5

Like Queen Victoria, Missy and her sisters possessed a keen English identity. So strong was this bond, that despite the love the Edinburgh girls had for their mother, they never came to share her own dislike of England. As it turned out, by the time Rolfs unleashed his attack, the girls were so devoted to one another and, just as important, so thoroughly English that they fought off Dr. X’s enormous efforts at getting them to become German. Missy and her sisters were infuriated by the devious methods employed by this destructive duo. But the two were so adept at their twisted games that the Duchess of Edinburgh was blind to their behavior. This was particularly hurtful to the sisters, who hated to see their mother so taken in.

Fraulein and Dr. X used honeyed words aimed at the duchess, for instance, to wangle their way into her favor while spewing venomous attacks on the children behind her back. Missy remembered how the governess would “lead us on by equivocal conversation to ask questions about the hidden mysteries of life and would then show us up to Mamma as nasty little girls with unhealthy minds, whilst it was she who was trying to stir us up out of the somewhat torpid but paradisiacal innocence in which Mamma desired to keep us. Fortunately, Missy and her sisters saw through this destructive charade and would have none of it. Then the duo married and left for their honeymoon. The new Frau Rolfs had brought in her younger sister, Louiserowitch, as a substitute. With Louiserow-itch’s help and the Duchess of Edinburgh away, the girls seized the chance to be rid of their nemeses, explaining their predicament to their father.

The duke exploded in anger—not at his children but at their intended target, Rolfs and his wife. A bitter fight broke out between Missy’s parents. In the end, Dr. and Mrs. X stayed on but were never able to exercise the same earlier tyrannical behavior. Fortunately, a much more amiable governess joined the household, bringing further harmony into the girls’ lives. Queen Victoria would have been proud of Missy and her sisters’ defense of their English heritage and their commendable struggles to be rid of such a repugnant pair.

In her mid-teens, the increasingly attractive Missy began gathering more attention from admiring young men, who hovered around her like bees around a honey pot. To Missy, attentions from the opposite sex were always to her liking— whether from the young gardener to whom Missy once gave a small decorated egg at Easter or from the dashing officers who gallantly presented her with flowers and keepsakes. Missy’s many admirers, it seems, were never far off. Not surprisingly, romance was soon in the air for this outgoing and pretty granddaughter of Queen Victoria.
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To outsiders, the “whispering Wales girls” appeared painfully shy. “Her Royal Shyness” was how people referred to Maud, Louise, or Toria, who spoke “in a minor key, en sourdine,” as Missy recalled of them. This timidity was a trait Maud shared with her cousin, Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt, and with their grandmother. Even as late as 1867, Queen Victoria admitted that “I am terribly shy and nervous and always so. “7

Missy noted that her shy Wales cousins also spoke in an almost patronizing manner, saying, “dear little” or “poor little” so-and-so. The future Queen Marie of Romania was sometimes on the receiving end of this annoying habit, often called “dear little Missy,” with a whiff of condescension. Years later, she recalled how “the three cousins were very kind, but they too treated us as the young things we were then, which made us feel cruelly the inferiority of our five to ten years less.”8

By her teens, Maud had inherited a little of her mother’s famed beauty, but did not outshine her. Another of Queen Victoria’s granddaughters, however— Princess Alix of Hesse—had already become an acknowledged beauty, whose attributes did not go unnoticed. Never one to mince words where looks were concerned, even when they involved her own family, Queen Victoria was thoroughly pleased with Alix, exclaiming that Alicky was “the handsomest child I ever saw.”9

At twelve years of age, Alicky’s good looks made their first memorable impression on a young man of sixteen. It was a meeting that changed the course of history: in 1884, the future Tsar Nicholas II and Tsarina Alexandra encountered each other for the first time when Alix attended the wedding of her sister, Ella, to Nicky’s uncle, Serge. Alix’s arrival in Russia for her sister’s wedding opened the young girl’s eyes to the splendors of the Russian imperial court. In wealth and spectacle, this court was still unsurpassed in all of Europe. But even more fascinating than the surroundings and ceremonials was the sixteen-year-old tsare-vitch himself. If Nicky was the object of a preadolescent crush on Alix’s part, she proved equally intriguing to the future tsar. Eventually, using a diamond, the pair carved their names on a windowpane, and the tsarevitch recorded that “we love each other.”10
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It was the norm for many Victorian widows to have a daughter designated to spend her life by her mother’s side. Queen Victoria was no exception—and the one on whom this onerous burden fell was none other than the baby of the family, Princess Beatrice, Victoria’s fifth daughter. As her mother’s anointed lifelong companion, it was Beatrice’s role to be at Victoria’s beck and call. Years later, Beatrice’s daughter, Ena, said of her mother’s life: “She had to be in perpetual attendance on her formidable mother. Her devotion and submission were complete.”11

A husband for Beatrice was not conducive to this arrangement, so when Beatrice wished to marry Prince Henry (“Liko”) of Battenberg, her mother was furious. Beatrice eventually won—but at a price. In this battle of wills, the queen was the undeniable winner because Beatrice and Liko capitulated, agreeing to live with Queen Victoria all year round. By the wedding day, Queen Victoria had not only reconciled herself to Liko but, according to the Duchess of Edinburgh, “has found in him true perfection.”12 Among Beatrice’s wedding attendants were fifteen-year-old Maud of Wales, thirteen-year-old Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt, and nine-year-old Missy of Edinburgh. Queen Victoria had specifically written to Missy’s parents telling them of her desire to have Missy and Ducky as part of the bridal entourage. The girls were thrilled. As their mother noted, “they are very flattered and very proud” to be able to play such an important role in their aunt Beatrice’s wedding.13 Never had the parish church of Whippingham in the Isle of Wight seen such a gathering of royalty as that of 23 July 1885. The bride, who was to become the mother of a future Queen of Spain, was married in the simplest of ceremonies, attended by three nieces who were to grace the thrones of Norway, Romania, and Russia.

The next major celebration was Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee. For one granddaughter, the Jubilee in the summer of 1887 was more than a chance to celebrate her grandmother’s fifty-year reign. Sophie of Prussia’s prolonged stay in England meant that she became better acquainted with a tall, handsome prince from Greece, Constantine (“Tino”), heir to his father, George I, King of the Hellenes. Queen Victoria watched the budding romance, even venturing to ask Sophie’s mother: “Is there a chance of Sophie’s marrying Tino? It would be very nice for her, for he is very good.”14

Months after the queen’s celebrations, Princess Beatrice, already the mother of a son, Alexander (“Drino”), gave birth at Balmoral on 24 October 1887 to a girl whom Queen Victoria referred to as “my little Jubilee grandchild.”15 At her christening at Balmoral, the baby was given the names Victoria Eugenie Julia Ena. Victoria was for the queen; Eugenie was for the baby’s godmother, the Empress Eugénie; Julia was for her paternal grandmother, the Countess Julia von Hawke; and Ena was a Gaelic Highland name given in tribute to her birthplace. The little girl came to be known as Ena, the most unusual of all these names.

Officially, Princess Ena was referred to as Victoria Eugenie. They were illustrious names, fit for a future queen since they were the names of two empresses, one of India and one of France. Because Princess Beatrice was so close to her mother, the choice of Victoria for her only daughter was inevitable. Eugenie was less obvious. It came as a result of the friendship between Beatrice and the Empress Eugénie of France, who along with her husband, Emperor Napoleon III, had settled into a life of exile in England in 1871 after the French defeat in the Franco-Prussian War.

Little did anyone guess at the time of her birth that little Ena would one day become queen of her godmother Eugénie’s native country, Spain. The Empress Eugénie took an interest in Ena as she grew up, never forgetting to send her gifts. Years later, Ena remembered how the empress had shown an “unfailing kindness and interest in me, since I was a tiny child.”

Queen Victoria’s close relationship with her Battenberg family intensified as the family was augmented with the arrival of more children—Leopold in 1889 and Maurice in 1891. Sadly, it was discovered that Leopold was a hemophiliac.

[image: ]

Nowhere was the contrast between the closeness Queen Victoria felt toward the Battenbergs living with her and the distant relationship with the Waleses more evident than in March 1888, when the Prince and Princess of Wales celebrated their silver wedding anniversary. A formal family dinner at Marlborough House, with Queen Victoria as the guest of honor, was to be the highlight of the celebrations. The queen’s presence was special, for it marked the first time that Maud’s grandmother had ever dined at the London home of the Prince and Princess of Wales, located within walking distance of Buckingham Palace.

During this time, Princess Maud became infatuated with one of her childhood playmates, Prince Frank of the Teck, a handsome young man with jet black hair and blue eyes. At eighteen years of age, the shy, tomboyish “Harry” had become a young woman. With her dark hair and tiny waist, and her illustrious pedigree, Maud was bound to become the object of attention from suitors. However, during this period Maud found herself in the position of pursuer as her infatuation with Frank grew.

Princess Sophie of Prussia, in the meantime, was coping with a family tragedy, as she watched her father slowly dying from throat cancer. Fritz soldiered on, bravely putting up with the painful and humiliating effects of his disease. Waiting in the wings was Sophie’s brother, Willy, who made no secret of his desire to mount the throne and inaugurate a grandiose era.

Willy stepped up his bitter quarrel with his mother, knowing that people were inclined to side with him. Backing up Willy against Vicky were the Berlin elite, who disliked the English princess, chief among them Otto von Bismarck. Contemptuous and jealous of this brilliant daughter of Queen Victoria, enemies of Fritz and Vicky were poised to throw in their lot with Willy, who became heir when his father succeeded Wilhelm I on the death of the ninety-year-old monarch on 9 March 1888.

Within the space of three short months, Germany witnessed the succession of two highly divergent monarchs in the form of the emperors Frederick III and his son, Wilhelm II. In Berlin, the new emperor, weak and dying, was a pitiful sight. Unable to talk, he was reduced to scribbling messages to get himself understood. The dying emperor spent his last days in his beloved Neues Palais. There, Sophie and her family began their vigil. Fritz fought long enough to live to see Sophie turn eighteen. On the morning of her birthday, it was clear that Fritz’s death was imminent. Nevertheless, the emperor found the strength to wish her a happy birthday. In a letter to Queen Victoria, Vicky described the unfolding drama: “With a pleasant smile he asked after her at once and wanted us to do something to amuse her. What a birthday for the poor child! What a recollection for the whole of her life! At nine she came over with her sisters, he embraced her and gave her the bouquet, looked at her so kindly and did not appear sad or depressed, he had no idea how seriously ill he was.”17 It was one of the most heart-wrenching ways a daughter could celebrate such a special occasion.

Within twenty-four hours, Fritz’s agonies ended. Having just celebrated her eighteenth birthday some hours before, Sophie now witnessed the poignant last good-bye between her parents. After lapsing into unconsciousness, Frederick III died. Scarcely had the corpse grown cold, however, when Willy’s unsavory character emerged in spectacular manner. With great disrespect, he ordered his soldiers to ransack the Neues Palais for “incriminating” evidence of “liberal plots.” In his delusion, the new Kaiser was sure he could find something to accuse his mother and father of. His newly widowed mother was horrified that “William’s first act as Ruler was to have our house, our sanctuary, our quiet house of mourning where death had set up his throne, cordoned off by a regiment of Hussars who appeared unmounted with rifles in their hands from behind every tree and every statue!”18 Wilhelm’s soldiers found nothing—despite literally turning the contents of the entire palace upside down, leaving papers and other objects strewn everywhere. Anticipating this, Fritz had had his papers sent to England, where Wilhelm could not get his hands on them.

With the death of Frederick III, Willy’s latest and cruelest plundering became too much to bear for Vicky, Sophie, Moretta, and Mossy. Vicky knew that her three youngest daughters, without a father, were now more dependant than ever on her for emotional support. They had stood together throughout the ordeal of Fritz’s illness and death; they would now stand by to face whatever else the future held for them. The four women clung to one another as if to avoid sinking further into despairing grief. Vicky recognized this, and on the night of Fritz’s death, told her mother so: “I have my three sweet girls—he loved so much—that are my consolation.”19

As a girl, Sophie of Prussia already exuded a regal bearing. Sophie’s youngest daughter, Lady Katherine Brandram, remembered her mother as being “dignified” but also “quiet, not stern, a lovely personality”20 Sophie’s sister, Moretta, recalled how Sophie “was always dignified and queenly.” Even Sophie’s nurse confidently predicted: “Sophie will be a queen one day”21 This prediction proved prescient, for just as Queen Victoria had hoped, Sophie did marry Crown Prince Constantine of Greece.

Fair-haired, with deep blue eyes, and towering at just over six feet, Tino had been born on 2 August 1868 at Athens, a birth heralded throughout Greece. Since his parents were Danish and Russian, Tino’s birth on Greek soil meant that the next King of the Hellenes was to be a native Greek.

Thanks to intermarriages among the royal houses of Europe, Tino was a first cousin of Maud of Wales on his father’s side, while another cousin was the Tsarevitch Nicholas, and yet others the future kings Frederick VIII of Denmark and Haakon VII of Norway. By the time Tino was twenty, his good looks and joie de vivre proved intoxicating to the impressionable young Sophie, hardly a surprising development considering the funereal atmosphere that prevailed at the home of her widowed mother. Esme Howard, a young secretary at the British Embassy in Berlin who was visiting Sophie and her mother at the time, wrote of “the terrific atmosphere of mourning which pervaded the whole place after the death of the Emperor Frederick. The Empress herself, the three Princesses, were dressed in crape from head to foot. The long room in which we sat was scarcely lighted, with the exception of one large picture of the Emperor Frederick, the frame of which was draped in crape. This dominated the entire scene and made it almost impossible to forget his tragic death.”22 Little wonder that Tino, and Greece, proved alluring to Sophie or that she accepted Tino’s proposal.

The Athens of the late 1880s to which Sophie went to live was a small city set in a landscape that Sophie’s mother, the Empress Frederick, called “very bare, arid and sandy”; yet the hills made for “a most striking and interesting panorama.” There was no doubt that Athens was “certainly more eastern than European.”23 The city’s Royal Palace, an unassuming building, lacked artistic inspiration but housed a huge ballroom, reputedly the largest in Europe. The rooms were decorated with marble statues and ceiling frescos depicting Greek wars. Bloodied flags from past conflicts hung in parts of the palace.

Earlier in the year, Princess Maud of Wales had expressed her excitement at the thought of going to Greece for Sophie’s wedding, as it might provide a chance to see her favorite cousin, Grand Duke George. Maud wrote an effusive letter to George about the visit: “It would be lovely if we all went to Athens for Tino and Sophie’s wedding.” Maud imagined the British royal and Russian imperial yachts sailing side by side in Greece and added, “we could see each other the whole way. It would be extremely amusing.”24 That nineteen-year-old Maud was smitten with George was evident in one letter in which she ordered George to “let no one see this [letter]. You wrote such lovely things. I miss you sweet Musie. It is terrible without you now that everything reminds me so of you.”25

On 27 October 1889, in a ceremony that united two reigning houses, Sophie became the first of Queen Victoria’s five special granddaughters to marry. Bearded bishops performed the solemn Greek Orthodox service as Sophie and Constantine, holding tapered candles, walked three times around a table draped in gold cloth and bearing a Bible. According to one witness, the “elaborate ritual” turned out to be “impressive but very long.” It was exhausting, but the bridal couple acquitted themselves well as they stood “for upwards of an hour without swerving.”2 This was all the more impressive as Tsarevitch Nicholas wrote to his mother that “everyone was suffocating from the heat.” Nevertheless, Nicky was glad to report that “everything went off very well” and the bride and groom “were both calm.”27

Sophie’s marriage was a sign to the Greeks that Greece was set to see greatness again, for there was an old prophecy which said that when Constantine and Sophia reigned, Constantinople would again fall into Greek hands. It had “seemed to me,” noted Sophie’s brother-in-law, Prince Nicholas, “that the Greek people felt at last, that they were nearing the realisation of their lifelong dream— the dream that lasted throughout the dark centuries of slavery, the dream that had saved their souls from despair.”28 It came then as no surprise that when Sophie appeared outside the cathedral on the arm of her new husband, “the enthusiasm of the people was unprecedented.”29

After the Orthodox ceremony, in deference to the bride’s religion, a Protestant service was performed in the Royal Palace, conducted by the king’s own chaplain. The day ended with a spectacular fireworks display, which bathed the Parthenon in blazing reds and greens. When Kaiser Wilhelm prepared to depart Athens, he took leave of everyone “most affectionately.” “The only one he forgot to say good-by to,” according to a witness, “was his own sister, the bride!”30 It was a far different kind of good-bye, however, where the Empress Frederick was concerned. To Queen Victoria, the empress wrote, “my trio…is broken up now and I feel it bitterly.” Though Vicky “felt dreadfully upset” because it was difficult “having to part with her,” she was nevertheless proud of “my darling Sophie [who] looked so sweet and grave and calm, my little lamb.”31

The parting was just as wrenching for Sophie as it was for her mother. Searching for words for emotions too difficult to put on paper, Sophie wrote: “I also miss you dreadfully, it seems too odd not to have you anywhere.…It was too disgustingly awful, that saying goodbye the other day, and I never thanked you half enough for all your trouble and care for me. I am so touched by all you have done, and hope you know how grateful I am and always will be.” The letter was signed: “your loving and obedient little child, Sophie.”32

This was the start of a voluminous correspondence, written in English, between mother and daughter, which came to two thousand letters and a million words, beginning in 1889 and ending in 1901, when the Empress Frederick died. No small detail was too trivial to chronicle. The empress often began her letters with endearments such as “Sophie love,” “My own Sophie darling,” or, “My precious child.” Sophie’s letters to her mother began and ended just as affectionately.
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Princess Maud may have harbored fond feelings for Grand Duke George of Russia, but she was increasingly drawn toward Prince Frank, though he was not in the least bit interested in her. Maud’s letters were left unanswered. In one letter to Frank’s sister, May (the future Queen Mary, consort of King George V of England), Maud tried to enlist May’s help to push her brother to answer. “Frank promised to write to me,” lamented Maud, “but he has not done so: if you ever write [to] him, you may remind him of that promise.”33

By 1893, Maud’s siblings, Louise and George, were already married off; Louise to the Duke of Fife and George to none other than May of Teck. This meant that “Motherdear” ‘s possessive hold over Maud and Toria grew even tighter, prompting Queen Victoria to complain: “If any one has a right to be offended it is I—who am never allowed to have Victoria & Maud to visit me, when all my
other Grand Children come & stay with me. I call it unkind & especially very selfish; but that is not Uncle’s fault.”34

The fate of her unmarried Wales granddaughters preyed on Queen Victoria’s mind and that of their aunt, Vicky, who exclaimed, “I cannot understand their not being married, they would make such charming wives.”35 Queen Victoria had written to their father, expressing her concern about the girls’ unmarried situation, but the Prince of Wales indicated to his mother “that Alix found them such companions that she wld not encourage their marrying & that they themselves had no inclination for it.” “I think he is mistaken as regards Maud,”3 noted the queen presciently “He said,” wrote Victoria to Vicky, that “he was ‘powerless’ [in the matter] wh. I cannot understand.”37

At twenty-five, Maud had blossomed into an attractive young woman. Her aunt, Vicky, found “dear Maudie…very much en beuté [sic].” Moreover, Vicky also saw the Wales girls in a better light than their Hesse cousins, whose unrivaled beauty was universally acknowledged. Vicky’s praises were high, as she told Crown Princess Sophie: “I cannot help admiring them [Maud and Victoria of Wales] more than Ella or Alicky They are more graceful and more natural, and so much more agreeable and bright. I think they are more clever too.”38

Maud had certainly caught the attention of one admiring young man in the form of her first cousin, Prince Nicholas of Greece, but he was unsuccessful in getting her to marry him. Nevertheless, he took Maud’s rejection in stride. At one point Queen Victoria had hoped to see Maud married to Ernie, who succeeded his father as Grand Duke of Hesse. But hemophilia in his family plus Maud’s weak constitution scuttled that idea. Victoria, instead, focused on getting Ernie and Ducky married.

Maud at the Hessian court would have been too much for her mother—not that Maud would have wanted to live in Darmstadt. When she was a guest at the wedding of Ernie and Ducky in 1894, Maud launched a verbal attack on Princess Alix’s hometown and Ducky’s mother. “Thank God I am not her daughter,” exclaimed Maud of her aunt Marie. “No one would make me marry these German vandals. Imagine, having to live in Darmstadt one’s whole life!”39 The Princess of Wales had succeeded in raising Maud to share in her aversion for Germany. When Maud was in Germany in 1886, she disdainfully described her opinions of Germans to her friend, Evie Forbes: “You never saw such frights (just like Germans always are!) I hate every sort of German and I must say they are such vulgar people I think.”40 These words sounded almost as if they had been dictated by Princess Alexandra; evidence, no doubt, of Motherdear’s strong influence in the life of Maud and her sisters. Despite Alexandra’s widely known antipathy to all things German, Queen Victoria and Vicky were still trying to pair Maud off as late as 1894 to another German; this time, the young man in question was Prince Maximilian of Baden.41 But nothing came of it. An exasperated Empress Frederick wrote how “it really is not wise—to leave the fate of these dear girls—’dans le vague.’ “42

The ongoing guessing game as to whom Maud would marry was not to be resolved until 1895. By then, she was already struck by the fact that life was passing her by. She wrote to Princess May how “it seems so funny that all these younger cousins are getting married and nothing is happening with us, the older ones!”43
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In February 1980, Sophie excitedly told her mother that a baby was on the way. Since, as the Empress Frederick later explained, “accidents happen very easily,” Vicky wisely thought that Sophie might need some help in a medically primitive Athens. She accordingly smuggled into Sophie’s entourage a midwife from Germany, a certain Frau von E. Displaying a characteristically Victorian approach to sexuality, Vicky went on to explain to Sophie why there was a need to keep Frau von E.’s true purpose a secret: “Of course I could not tell you what her real profession was when you were a young girl, so I have to invent the name and function of housekeeper, so that you might have her always near at hand…you married, so she went with you; but I could not tell you why”44

Had it not been for her mother’s foresight, Sophie’s life and that of her baby might not have been saved. The birth, on 19 July 1890, was dangerous—at one point the umbilical cord was wrapped around the baby’s neck. The doctor in attendance was at a loss what to do, but thanks to the German midwife’s skill, Sophie’s life and that of her baby, George, were saved. In England, Queen Victoria followed events in Greece with a close eye. The queen was taken aback with the speed at which little George arrived—not quite nine months after his parents’ wedding, prompting the queen to write to the Empress Frederick: “What shall I say at this most unfortunate and yet fortunate event happening so soon?” The queen calculated that “it must be a week at least too soon, for she won’t have been married nine months till the 27th.”45

During the first year in Greece, Sophie found herself drawn to the religion of her adopted country. George’s birth spurred her to adopt the Greek Orthodox faith. After all, as she admitted, “a mother’s church should be that of her children; a wife’s fatherland that of her husband. The news was welcomed by the Greek royals and accepted calmly by Sophie’s own family, including her mother and grandmother. Sophie’s planned conversion, however, earned Wilhelm II’s ire. The fact that Sophie was willing to stick by her convictions and openly defy her brother speaks volumes to the strength of her character and the depths of her conversion. After all, Sophie knew just how unpredictable and unreasonable Willy could be. If there was one thing Wilhelm II could not stand it was disobedience; and a very public act of disobedience from one of his family was tantamount to treason. Here “was a man out of the ordinary run,” an acquaintance once said of the Kaiser. “There was something abnormal, almost unhealthy about him which kept me perpetually asking myself what he would ultimately do.”47

Sophie announced her intentions to the Kaiser during a visit she and Tino made to Germany in November 1890 for the wedding of Moretta to Prince Adolf zu Schaumburg-Lippe. When Wilhelm’s wife, Empress Auguste Viktoria (“Dona”), heard about Sophie’s plans, she worked herself into a frenzy. Narrow-minded and simple, with few interests apart from her husband, Dona was the perfect fawning wife for Willy. She was also once described by her mother-in-law as possessing “religious prejudices [which were] quite exaggerated and ridiculous!”48

In the course of the wedding festivities, Dona summoned Sophie to her suite. The heavily pregnant empress immediately confronted Sophie, firing off a venomous attack. Was it true, asked Dona, that Sophie was planning to change her religion? It was indeed, answered Sophie defiantly. But Willy would never hear of it, argued the empress. As head of the church in Germany, it simply would be unforgivable for his own sister to leave the religion she was raised in. Dona shrieked that if Sophie persisted, she would never hear the end of it from Wilhelm, and above all, she would end up in hell. With that, an equally indignant Sophie retorted, “That does not concern anyone here and I do not need to ask anyone.” As for Wilhelm, Sophie continued, “I know him better than that, he has absolutely no religion. If he had, he would never have behaved as he did.” Moreover, “whether I go to hell or not is my own affair.” The heated exchange continued but Sophie dug in her heels, not caring what Willy or Dona thought. “Does Dona imagine that I am going to be ordered about?” said a disgusted Sophie.49

After their argument, Dona was so agitated that doctors were called in to calm the hysterical empress. Infuriated, Wilhelm II exploded. He fired off an arrogant telegram to King George of Greece: “Should she persist in her intention, I shall no longer regard her as a member of my family and will never again receive her. “50 King George wisely kept a cool head and replied that he did not feel it right to try to sway Sophie in either direction. The Kaiser’s pompous attitude was in keeping with his character. Count Robert Zedlitz-Trützschler, marshal of the Kaiser’s court, described his master as having “the arrogant conviction that he was called on to play the judge over everybody and everything.”51

Caught between the warring siblings was their ever-suffering mother, Vicky, who vented her frustration on Queen Victoria. The queen was aghast at Willy’s outbursts. Vicky went on to tell Sophie how the queen felt that Wilhelm’s behavior was “so entirely unnecessary and uncalled for…I myself do not understand such narrowmindedness.” Pleased to find her mother siding with Sophie, Vicky then went on to reassure her daughter, “you see, dear Grandmama thinks just as we do.”52 The Empress Frederick nevertheless grew increasingly anxious that Sophie and Willy’s bitter feud would irreparably damage their already fragile relationship. With this in mind, Vicky urged her daughter to write a conciliatory letter to her brother. In doing so, Sophie tried to explain calmly the reasons for her decision to convert. She sent a copy of her letter to her mother, and it met with Vicky’s approval. However, Vicky knew her son’s character and she warned Sophie what to expect:


your letter to Wilhelm—I am afraid your kind and nice words will be lost on him, as he has absolutely no heart.… There is no sentiment in his nature, so I fear he will not answer your letter lovingly and sensibly as he should.…With Wilhelm it is not religion that vexes him, it is his silly vanity and pride of being “head of the family,” and their being obliged to bend to his will.53


The empress was right. Sophie’s conciliatory letter met with Willy’s usual arrogant rebuff. Sophie telegraphed her mother with her brother’s reply: “Received answer. Keeps to what he said in Berlin. Fixes it to three years. Mad. Never mind. Sophie.”54

Sophie may not have minded, but Vicky did. “It is really too unheard of,” wrote the empress. “It is a piece of tyranny and injustice which fills me with contempt, indignation and disgust…you are quite at liberty to do as you like, you are not his subject, but King George’s.”55

Willy’s anger did not subside straightaway. Dona and Wilhelm characteristically laid the blame for the premature birth in December 1890 of a son on Sophie. Even five months later, when it was obvious to all that the baby was flourishing, Wilhelm continued to send outrageous comments to Queen Victoria about Sophie’s conversion. One of them reached ridiculous proportions, Willy exploding to his grandmother that “if my poor baby dies it is solely Sophie’s fault and she has murdered it.

Wilhelm’s threat to banish Sophie never materialized. A wise Queen Victoria knew her grandson and predicted that nothing would happen if Sophie decided to visit Germany, provided that Tino accompanied her. The queen proved correct. Nevertheless, irreparable damage had been done. Willy and Sophie, who had not been close as siblings, would never again find themselves truly at ease in each other’s company.

By 1892, Sophie was settling in Greece and earnestly learning the language, a fact that won the approval of the Empress Fredrick. By the next year, the crown princess could proudly boast to her mother that she was able to speak Greek to the new ministers who came to a reception at the palace. In time, Sophie was to master the language completely. Her youngest daughter, Lady Katherine Bran-dram, recalls her mother speaking “beautiful Greek.”57

Aside from the rupture between Sophie and Wilhelm, overall Sophie’s life since her marriage had run a fairly smooth course. By 1893, Prince George was joined by a baby brother, Alexander, also born at Tatoi—the Greek royal family’s summer estate near Athens. Salutes fired from Russian and British warships at the port of Piraeus greeted Alexander’s arrival. No one could have known that the crown princess had given birth to another future King of the Hellenes, one whose tragic destiny was to leave a painful mark on his mother.





Three
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“GANGAN”

WITH PRINCESS BEATRICE AND HER HUSBAND, LIKO, FIRMLY ANCHORED to the aging and dependent Queen Victoria, the monarch indulged the youngest brood in her immediate family, the boisterous Princess Ena and her brothers. Compared with her older grandchildren, the dynamics in the relationship between Queen Victoria and these, her youngest grandchildren, were nearly as opposite as night and day. It was a metamorphosis on the queen’s part that was nothing short of astonishing. Whereas the queen’s older granddaughters had an almost reverential admiration for their grandmother, young Ena and her brothers possessed a much more easygoing approach toward the elderly Victoria, whom they affectionately called “Gangan.” Unlike decades before, when she would have balked at the ruckus created by young grandchildren, Queen Victoria put up with the shenanigans of her Battenberg brood. Led by the tomboyish Ena, chirpy voices were heard all day in a never-ending round of “ ‘Gangan this’ and ‘Gangan that’ from rising to bedtime.”1 That the queen adored these grandchildren there is no doubt; on how she herself commented “little Drino & Ena are quite delightful—so amusing.”2

All was not boisterous fun and games, however. The queen still insisted on discipline and decorum. Ena remembered that “having been born and brought up in her home she was like a second mother to us. She was very kind but very strict with old fashioned ideas of how children must be brought up; the one she most insisted upon was that children must be seen and not heard.”3 By Queen Victoria’s side, Ena learned early how royalty should act. Once, when an older cousin spoke out in the presence of the queen and Ena by saying quite innocently, “I think it is time for us to go to bed,” the queen shot back: “Young woman, a princess should say, ‘I think it is time for me to retire.’ “4

Living year-round with Queen Victoria meant that the princess was influenced a good deal by the queen. It also came as no surprise that Princess Ena grew to love animals, a predilection she shared with Maud of Norway, Sophie of Greece, Alexandra of Russia, and Marie of Romania. These women, throughout their lives, were surrounded by a menagerie of animals—though dogs were a particular favorite. For Ena, a cherished pet nearly put an abrupt end to her life. In 1894, six-and-a-half-year-old Ena was thrown off her pony at Osborne and hit her head on the ground, causing a severe concussion. The queen recorded being “much distressed. Of course the anxiety we were in was terrible. I love these darling children so, almost as much as their own parent.”5 For Queen Victoria, the next several weeks were tinged with great concern, as “the little treasure” slipped in and out of danger.

The queen’s physician noticed “dangerous symptoms” appearing and recorded “evident signs of brain pressure, probably a haemorrhage.” Ena’s Aunt Vicky, then at Osborne, related to Sophie of Greece the anxiety they all went through during the uncertain hours after Ena had suffered a concussion. “Grandmama…much tormented, and we are all so distressed…it is so grievous that she [Ena] cannot take notice or open her eyes.” And in another letter from her mother, Sophie read that “the whole day yesterday was one of great anxiety about dear little Ena. She is still in great danger.”7

After some terrible days, Queen Victoria was finally able to write, “Thank God! she is out of danger today.” The queen added: “We have gone thro’ terrible anxiety since Saturday evg. Tho’ she began to get a little better that very night & she has gone on steadily improving ever since.”8 Even Kaiser Wilhelm was apprised of his English cousin’s health by their grandmother; at the end of February he sent back a telegram: “so glad to hear Ena better.”9 By the beginning of March, the little patient was out of bed. During tea one day, the queen was pleased to see her granddaughter, noting how “sweet little Ena came in. She looks very white and speaks so quietly, but is quite well, only still rather weak.”10 Within a month of the frightening accident, all was well, much to the queen’s relief. She recorded in her journal: “Four weeks since sweet little Ena met with that dreadful accident, and how thankful we must be that she is so wonderfully recovered!”11

Aside from her fall, Ena continued to enjoy an idyllic life at Windsor, Balmoral, and Osborne. Her placid world, though, was shattered in January 1896, when her father died unexpectedly while serving with the British in the Ashanti Expedition. Liko was felled by typhoid fever on his way to Africa. His body was brought back to England to a distraught Queen Victoria and Beatrice. Ena, like Alix of Hesse, was orphaned at a young age, another factor they shared with Queen Victoria, whose father died before she was a year old.
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In a faraway land a young man reigned over a historic kingdom. On 17 May 1886, a collective sigh of relief was let out in Spain when it was officially announced that Queen Maria Cristina had given birth to a boy, whose titles were lengthy and impressive, a reminder of the glories of old. The newborn Alfonso XIII was:


King of Spain, Castille, León, Aragon, the Two Sicilies, Jerusalem, Navarre, Granada, Toledo, Valencia, Galicia, Majorca, Minorca, Seville, Sardinia, Cordova, Corsica, Murcia, Jaen, Algarve, Algeciras, Gibraltar, the Canary Islands, East and West Indies, India and the Oceanic Continent: Archduke of Austria; Duke of Burgundy, Brabant, and Milan; Count of Habsburg, Flanders, the Tyrol, and Barcelona; Seigneur of Biscay and Molina; Catholic Majesty.12


The fact that the child was a male was all the more reassuring to the nation because just six months before, the child’s father, King Alfonso XII, had died suddenly, leaving a widow and two daughters. The birth of a posthumous son also meant that Spain might more than likely be spared the violence that had marred the country for much of the earlier part of the nineteenth century. Then, a series of wars centering on the Spanish succession pitted the Carlists against supporters of the reigning Queen, Isabella II.13

The young boy-king grew into a lively and spirited individual, in whose veins coursed the blood of two great dynasties, the Habsburgs and the Bourbons. Alfonso’s unbridled energy was evident from an early age. Maria Cristina noted that “he is good, but so eager, so turbulent, so eager for liberty”14 In raising her son, Queen Maria Cristina struggled with an unenviable task. Well aware of the need to create a sense of balance in the king, she trod a careful path in ensuring that Alfonso not only understood his station in life and his responsibilities but also kept his feet firmly on the ground. She appeared to have succeeded early on, for Alfonso blurted out to a courtier at the tender age of three: “For mother I am Bubi [the German equivalent of “boysey”]: for you I am the King.”15 Alfonso XIII may have enjoyed an affectionate relationship with his mother, but he always gave her the respect accorded to a sovereign of Spain.

In this, Alfonso was not alone. One of Maria Cristina’s contemporaries said that she “never lets you forget that she is Queen.” The widowed regent also gained the nickname “Doña Virtudes, meant as a compliment by some, a sneer by others.”17 What, then, would Maria Cristina be like as a mother-in-law? Would she prove as caring to her daughter-in-law as she had been to her own children, or was there to be more of the unsympathetic demeanor so visible to the public?
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As the pretty Missy of Edinburgh grew into a lovely young woman, her admirers multiplied. One turned out to be none other than Princess Maud’s brother, Missy’s highly eligible and favorite cousin, Prince George of Wales. The future King George V’s infatuation with the adolescent Marie grew from the time spent with his Edinburgh cousins while he was stationed at Malta with the Royal Navy during the 1880s.

Always a welcome guest at the Maltese home of his uncle and aunt, the Duke and Duchess of Edinburgh, George of Wales spent many hours by Missy’s side. A mutual attraction took hold. George, then in his early twenties, was smitten with the attractive teenager, ten years his junior. Though a frequent companion to both Missy and her sister, Ducky, George did not hide his preference for the fair-haired elder sister. Whenever they went for rides to watch the spectacular sunsets over the island, it was Missy, not Ducky, who sat next to George in the carriage. It was not long before Missy sensed her older cousin’s feelings.

On one occasion, after being scolded for some minor offense, the teenaged Missy, sobbing her eyes out, sought the consoling arms of Prince George. George gently embraced his young cousin and offered her his sympathy. “Poor dear little Missy,” he whispered in her ear as her mass of golden hair cascaded about his arms. “Poor dear little Miss,” murmured George tenderly. Never averse to being the center of attention, the teenager savored the encounter. It was at that moment that poor little Missy learned “how very sweet the big, grown-up cousin could be!”18

Far from dimming, as time and distance might normally have been expected to do, George’s infatuation grew as Missy neared marriageable age. Her sparkling blue eyes and silky fair hair, framing delicate features, haunted his thoughts as the prince sailed the seas. Because of his duties, George was away at sea for months, meaning that the only way he could let Missy know of his feelings was through letters. Early in 1891, the lovesick George penned his devotion to his “darling Missy,” explaining that “it is nearly 9 months since I have seen you now, but you are constantly in my thoughts.” It ended with the prince beseeching Missy not to “forget your most loving and devoted old Georgie.”19

This was a union very much to the liking of George’s father, the Prince of Wales, as well as Missy’s father, the Duke of Edinburgh. George’s hopes, however, were cruelly dashed. Hampered in his pursuit by major obstacles—his physical absence and the implacable opposition of two stubborn mothers—George was saddened to find that he could not fight two formidable opponents to the marriage.

As George’s love letters arrived, the Duchess of Edinburgh watched her daughter like a hawk. Her fierce opposition to the match doomed any plans for marriage between the two infatuated cousins. Like the Princess of Wales, who refused to countenance any of her daughters marrying Germans, Marie prevented her daughters from marrying British princes. Thus did the duchess destroy all chance of her daughter becoming the wife of the future King George V.

Unhappy with the sentimental letters her nephew was penning to Missy, Marie convinced the dutiful Missy to tell George that a marriage between them was impossible. As instructed, Missy then wrote to tell George that instead of becoming her husband, he must remain her “beloved chum.”20 It was a bitter blow to Prince George, who had waited patiently for years for his Missy to grow up. His reward was within reach when it was cruelly snatched from his arms.

Though their relationship did not end in engagement and marriage, Missy and George remained on very good terms. Well into the 1920s Missy still kept a crystal ball given to her by George from his courting days. And whenever she handled it, an enigmatic smile lit up her face. In fact, some of Missy’s fondest memories were of the times she spent with Prince George in Malta. After living in Romania for several years, she wrote to George in 1901, confessing that “the brightest times I ever had were these Malta days.”21

Had Missy accepted George, she might well have been Queen Consort of England instead of Queen Consort of Romania. The thought undoubtedly haunted George and Missy’s grandmother when she admitted, not long after Missy’s marriage, that “Georgie lost Missy by waiting & waiting.”22

This episode galvanized the Duchess of Edinburgh into action. With a beautiful daughter on the brink of womanhood, Marie knew that she had to act quickly in order to avert another unsuitable romance. Ever the ambitious mother, Marie had her sights set on a glittering future for her eldest daughter. Though the British throne was not to Marie’s liking, the Romanian throne was another matter. Fortunately for the ambitious mother, King Carol I of Romania was also on the prowl for an ideal wife for his nephew and heir, Crown Prince Ferdinand of Romania, who was nursing a broken heart after an unsuitable romance. Before Missy realized it, and before Ferdinand embroiled himself in another objectional romance, the machinations of King Carol and the Duchess of Edinburgh would work to unite the destinies of these two young people.

Romania’s current ruler was the former Prince Karl of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, who had been chosen to take over the reins of power in 1866. The senior branch of this dynasty had provided rulers for Prussia. And now a strong, united Germany was ruled by the same Hohenzollern family with Missy’s pompous and bombastic cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm II, at its head. A lifelong admirer of his own dynasty and Teutonic heritage, Karl nevertheless threw himself wholeheartedly into his role as leader of Romania. After successfully leading a combined Romanian and Russian contingent to victory against the Turks at Plevna in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78, Prince Karl became Romania’s first king in 1881, taking the name Carol I.

Like his uncle, King Carol, Prince Ferdinand (“Nando”) belonged to the same junior, Catholic branch of the Hohenzollern family, the Sigmaringens. As his marriage was childless, Carol chose a nephew, Ferdinand, as his heir in 1889. All was calm in Bucharest until Ferdinand embroiled himself in an unsuitable romance. This scandal was the catalyst that sent Nando in Missy’s direction. King Carol and the Duchess of Edinburgh arranged for the couple to meet in Germany.

Dressed in a mauve gown adorned with an orchid, Missy sat next to Nando at a gala dinner. They conversed in German and Missy found him shy but amiable. Their next meeting in Munich was just as agreeable. Masking his shyness again through laughter, Nando aroused in Missy a desire to put him at ease, while her beauty and feminine charms worked their wonders on the young prince.

At twenty-six, Ferdinand was ten years older than Missy. Bookish, mild-mannered, inclined toward intellectual pursuits, Nando, who had dark brown hair and eyes, might have been considered handsome except for large ears that tended to protrude and a long, straight nose, characteristic of the House of Hohenzollern. In character, they differed tremendously. Where she was outgoing, Ferdinand was introverted. Missy admitted that during these days it was “his extraordinary timidity…[that]gave you a longing to put him at his ease, to make him comfortable; it aroused your motherly feelings, in fact you wanted to help him.” These were not exactly words of passion, but for the innocent sixteen-year-old it was enough to prompt her to accept his marriage proposal—a proposal prompted by the Kaiser, Missy’s mother, and Charly Kaiser Wilhelm and Sophie of Greece’s sister. As a close friend of the Duchess of Edinburgh, Charly became a frequent visitor to Coburg. Missy was at first a great admirer, but that soon changed to disappointment and anger. Charly, recalled Missy, was “capable of lifelong friendships, of generosity and even of abnegation, [yet] she was for all that, one of the most fickle and changeable women I have ever had to deal with.”23

Taken aback by news of the betrothal, Queen Victoria admitted that “the Verlobung [engagement] of Ferdinand has given her [Queen Elisabeth of Romania] a shock but she is not ill-disposed towards poor little Missy”24 Queen Elisabeth’s acceptance of Missy was surprising, considering the part she played in inflaming passions between Ferdinand and an unsuitable commoner. Ever the romantic, Carol’s wife Elisabeth—or Carmen Sylva, as the poetess Queen of Romania was known—had been instrumental in promoting Nando’s romance with one of the ladies of the Romanian court, a certain Helene Vacarescu. But the Romanian elite and the king, for that matter, disapproved of the match. To them, for any member of the royal family to marry a Romanian was simply out of the question for political reasons. King Carol ordered Ferdinand to choose between the throne or his love. Ever obedient, the crown prince chose duty. Enraged by his wife’s part in encouraging the couple, King Carol I banished his queen from Romania for two years: Elisabeth was sent packing to her mother in Germany. Not surprisingly, Missy’s knowledge of the Vacarescu affair was nonexistent at the time of her engagement. Missy and her sisters had been sheltered all their lives; so much so, in fact, that Missy years later admitted she and her sisters “had been kept in glorious, but…dangerous and almost cruel, ignorance of realities,” so that their upbringing was “based upon nothing but illusions…and a completely false conception of life.”25

Stories about the affair spread beyond Bucharest. This, combined with the news of Missy’s betrothal, was too much for one member of the British royal family, the Duke of Cambridge, and his confidante, Lady Geraldine Somerset, who wrote: “disgusted to see the announcement of the marriage of poor pretty nice P. Marie of Edinburgh to the Prince of Roumania!!! It does seem too cruel a shame to cart that nice pretty girl off to semi-barbaric Roumania and a man to the knowledge of all Europe desperately in love with another woman. Queen Victoria took a similar view of the situation. When the queen realized that her daughter-in-law, Marie, had engineered the match, she felt sorry for her granddaughter, calling Missy “a great victim…to be enormously pitied.”27

The queen also could not help expressing her misgivings about the engagement. For a start, the country itself and the society in general were, in the queen’s eyes, valid reasons for being wary about the marriage. The queen was also perplexed that Missy would be married at so tender an age, obviously forgetting that her own daughter, Vicky, the Princess Royal, was engaged at fourteen and married at seventeen. The queen confided to Victoria of Hesse herself that “We have been much startled lately to hear of Missy’s Engagement to Ferdinand of Rumania. He is nice I believe & the Parents are charming—but the Country is very insecure & the immorality of the Society at Bucharest quite awful. Of course the marriage would be delayed some time as Missy won’t be 17 till the end of Oct!”28

Moved by the plight of her grandson, George, who had waited so long for Missy and now had suddenly lost her, the queen admired his stoic response to the engagement, “Poor Georgie…is not bitter.”29 Despite her initial misgivings, Queen Victoria gave her approval to the marriage. But it was done with some concerns on her part. Her eldest daughter, the Empress Frederick, confided to Sophie of Greece the British royal family’s uneasiness over the engagement:


Aunt Beatrice [Ena’s mother] is not at all delighted at Missy of Edinburgh’s engagement, and thinks about Ferdinand as we all do. Neither my Mama nor Uncle Alfred seem much pleased. It seems Marie was perplexed and did not know what to do. There were different suitors, and this was thought the best way to solve the question. Still my family regret it. Missy is till now quite delighted, but the poor child is so young, how can she guess what is before her?30


Queen Victoria was active in the ensuing negotiations over the marriage contract between Missy and Nando. The fact that Missy was marrying a Roman Catholic meant she was automatically forfeiting her place in the line of succession to the English throne. Nevertheless, the queen gave her views on the matter to her prime minister, Lord Rosebery, who duly passed them on the British Foreign Office, stating: “Her Majesty considers that there should be a treaty of marriage, as the union is one between a British Princess and the heir to a foreign crown…she thinks that the Princess’s renunciation of her British rights should appear as an article in the treaty, though it is in fact involuntary”31

After careful analysis, the Foreign Office concluded that Missy need not undergo any sort of formal renunciation at all because she would be “disabled ‘ipso facto’ by her marriage” and thus “any renunciation in a treaty is, strictly speaking, unnecessary and superfluous.”32 Queen Victoria disagreed. Lord Rosebery issued a memorandum stating that “the Queen is of the opinion that something must be mentioned in the treaty with regard to the renunciation.”33 Victoria’s preoccupation with this issue was best summed up by her private secretary, who told Rosebery, “I return the Roumanian Treaty with the Queen’s corrections.…The Queen thinks…it could be more graceful if Princess Marie were voluntarily to renounce the Crown of Great Britain and Ireland instead of being ruled out of it.”34 In the end, Queen Victoria won, as the “renunciation would be by separate instrument of which note would be taken in the treaty”35 No stone was left unturned in the marriage negotiations; what seemed a pedantic exercise was in Queen Victoria’s eyes a necessity. Thanks to her intervention, Missy was spared the “humiliation” of being automatically “struck off” the English line of succession for her forthcoming marriage to a Catholic prince.

Not content with this small triumph, Queen Victoria was still giving her views to the Foreign Office on how Missy should be addressed. Just a month before the wedding day, the Foreign Office instructed the British chargé d’affaires at Bucharest, Charles Hardinge, that Queen Victoria “thinks that the Princess should also be styled granddaughter of the Sovereign, giving the Queen’s full title.”3

The wedding, on 10 January 1893, was held at Sigmaringen Castle, a fairytale edifice perched high above a mighty cliff overlooking the Danube River. Missy was dressed in a a voluminous gown in keeping with the tastes of the day. When the time came to affirm before the world their intention to marry, the bride and groom’s responses were almost a reflection of how they viewed their marriage. Nando’s “ja” was “heard distinctly over the church, but the answer of Princess Marie was quite inaudible.”37

If Missy was overcome by the thought of her new life and position, she betrayed nothing to the throngs of guests who watched her carefully. In reporting to Lord Rosebery Lord Malet, Britain’s minister in Berlin, who had been specifically asked by Queen Victoria to witness Missy’s wedding, praised the princess:


I cannot close this Despatch without mentioning the effect which the great beauty of the Bride, and the charm of her manner produced upon all who saw her. Her Royal Highness took the hearts of her future countrymen by storm. The Ministers and the ladies who had come with the King of Roumania spoke to me in the most rapturous terms of Her Royal Highness and said they were completely under her fascination.38


Though Queen Victoria was unable to get to her granddaughter’s wedding, she did not forget to honor Missy. On the wedding day itself, salutes were fired from forts and ships at Portsmouth. At Osborne, the queen held a dinner party which included the Romanian minister to London and Lord Rosebery, the prime minister. In her toast to the newlyweds, Queen Victoria raised her glass with the words: “I wish to propose the health of my dear grandchildren Prince and Princess Ferdinand of Romania, with every wish for their happiness.”39

The Empress Frederick gave her opinion to Sophie of Greece, “I think it very hard upon her, that she should be married off so young, and go so far away”40 How right she proved to be.

Missy’s honeymoon lasted only a few days, but the experience left the young woman in a daze. Completely unprepared for what was in store for her, Missy became suddenly bewildered with married life. The almost brusque fashion in which Nando exercised his conjugal rights left the more mystical and unworldly bride in shock. “He was,” recalled Missy, “terribly, almost cruelly in love. In my immature way I tried to respond to his passion, but I hungered and thirsted for something more.”41 Despite the romantic setting of her honeymoon cottage and the obvious pleasure Nando was deriving from their time alone together, the young bride felt disappointed if not deceived by her experiences.

Already within a few days of their marriage, Missy sensed a mental gulf. Her new husband, a man of few words, found it difficult to communicate with his wife in the way she wanted to be understood. A bit of imagination and patience on Nando’s part, with some bantering and wooing during their first days of marriage, might have gone a long way in easing Missy’s transition to married life. Queen Victoria was right when she had noted upon hearing of Missy and Nando’s engagement: “she is a mere Child, & quite inexperienced!”42

The day after Missy’s wedding, Queen Victoria wrote to the Empress Frederick of her concern for the newly married bride:


Yesterday poor little Missy was married—the irrevocable step taken “for better, for worse.” I ought not to tell you now, who have this so soon before you, what I feel about a daughter’s marrying, but to me there is something so dreadful, so repulsive in that one has to give one’s beloved and innocent child, whom one has watched over and guarded from the breath of anything indelicate [that she] should be given over to a man, a stranger to a great extent, body and soul to do with what he likes. No experience in [life (?)] will ever help me over that.43


In another letter to Vicky in 1860, Queen Victoria expanded her view of marriage: “All marriage is such a lottery—the happiness is always an exchange— though it may be a very happy one—still the poor woman is bodily and morally the husband’s slave. That always sticks in my throat. When I think of a merry, happy, free young girl—and look at the ailing, aching state a young wife generally is doomed to—which you can’t deny is the penalty of marriage.”44 Mercifully for Queen Victoria, she was unaware just how closely these thoughts mirrored the conjugal experience of her innocent granddaughter.

Within days of the marriage, the unsophisticated Missy boarded a train and began her journey to Bucharest and a new life in an exotic land in the East—a land over which she would one day be queen. Waiting to greet her in Bucharest was “der Onkel,” the imposing King Carol I, soon to be joined from exile by his wife, the outrageously bizarre Carmen Sylva. A strange and arduous stage in Missy’s life was set to begin. And, as we shall see, the seventeen-year-old Missy would need to draw upon all her resources to keep her wits about her in a new and hostile court.





Four

[image: ]

IN PURSUIT OF ALIX

TIME HAD NOT DIMINISHED THE AFFECTION TSAREVITCH NICHOLAS had for Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt. The adolescent princess had grown into a highly attractive young woman, so that when she became of marriageable age, the tsarevitch was determined to make Alix his wife.

For the twenty-five-year-old Tsarevitch Nicholas, the day of reckoning was fast approaching. Consumed by a conflicting mass of emotions, Nicky, heir to his father, Emperor Alexander III, boarded the imperial train bound for an unscheduled visit to Germany. Just days before, Nicholas had had no intention of joining his uncle, Grand Duke Vladimir, and other members of the imperial family for the long journey. Now, he was a member of the party, uncertain as to what lay ahead, counting the hours as the train lumbered its way out of Russia and headed eastward. Confidence and doubt consumed the tsarevitch. He was both elated and troubled—elated at the thought that he was soon to be reunited with the young woman he loved but troubled that this longed-for reunion might easily turn into disaster.

For a day and a half, Nicholas pondered, read, and endured an uncomfortable journey, punctuated by excessive heat as the train sped toward its destination, the picturesque town of Coburg in Germany. Ostensibly, Nicky was on his way to the small duchy to attend the wedding of Ernie, the Grand Duke of Hesse, to Ducky, Missy of Romania’s favorite sister. In reality, Nicholas had seized upon the chance to leave for Coburg in order to confront the groom’s youngest sister, Alix. For the Tsarevitch Nicholas was intent on one purpose: to extract from Alix the much-coveted “yes” to his quest to make her his wife.

When the tsarevitch left Russia, all indications pointed to a daunting task ahead. Already he had been told by Princess Alix that all was over between them; Nicholas must look elsewhere for a bride. Yet for a man who throughout his life was hampered by irresoluteness, Nicky’s single-minded determination where Alix was concerned was astonishing. Although various members of the Romanov family were already set to represent the imperial family at the wedding of Ernie and Ducky, Nicholas suddenly announced to his father two days before the departure date that he too would leave for Coburg. Granted permission by his ailing father to go and propose to Alix, Nicholas’s abrupt change in plans sent the royals gathered in Coburg for the nuptials into a twitter. But none was more affected by Nicky’s sudden appearance than the object of his visit, Alix herself. Almost from the moment the tsarevitch stepped off the imperial train, there was not to be a moment’s peace for Princess Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt.



For the next four days—tense days full of high drama—the twenty-one-year-old Alix set the future Tsar of All the Russias on an emotional roller-coaster ride. So resolute was she in refusing to accept Nicky’s proposal, yet so insistent was the tsarevitch, that the outcome was in question right to the very end. A sense of urgency hung heavily in the air. And so immersed were the guests in the high-stakes drama that the wedding of Ernie and Ducky, instead of being the centerpiece, was turning into a sideshow.

Princess Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt had long occupied the thoughts of the Tsarevitch Nicholas; the two met as adolescents in the 1880s and again at the end of the decade. By 1891, Nicky’s feelings had increased in intensity. It was easy to understand why he felt this way. At eighteen years of age, the object of his desire had blossomed into a stunningly beautiful woman. Tall and slender, with lustrous gray eyes and near-perfect features framed by masses of rich golden-red hair, Alix bewitched many.

Some observers, however, were put off by a decidedly melancholy air that already hung about the princess. This, coupled with her intense timidity, made her appear gauche and cold. But where others might view this as a strike against Alix, the Tsarevitch Nicholas was enchanted. To him, nothing marred his impressions of the princess from Hesse: Alix was perfection.

In his diary, Nicholas wrote toward the end of 1891 that his dream was “one day to marry Alix H[esse]. I have loved her for a long time, but more deeply and strongly since 1889.…For a long time I resisted my feelings, and tried to deceive myself about the impossibility of achieving my most cherished wish! But now that Eddy has withdrawn or been rejected, the only obstacle or gulf between us—is the question of religion!”1

The “Eddy” Nicholas was referring to was none other than Princess Maud’s brother. Efforts to educate this young man who was expected to become King of England came to naught. One glance at Eddy said it all: he was a sorry specimen. Not only did he lack any sort of intellectual prowess; Eddy also possessed a short attention span.

Even into young adulthood, Eddy did not impress, as the Duchess of Edinburgh discovered when she and her family visited Sandringham in January 1885 in order to celebrate her nephew’s twenty-first birthday. When the time came for Eddy to receive his birthday gifts and congratulations, the duchess found him “pale” and “horribly timid.” “In a word,” wrote his aunt, Eddy “is still a real child in spite of his twenty-one years.”2 In time, Eddy also grew increasingly debauched. In fact, so bizarre was his scandalous behavior that years later the theory that he was Jack the Ripper was seriously bandied about. In the eyes of his family, the only answer was to marry him off to a suitable and sensible woman. Such, then, was the peculiar creature that Queen Victoria was foisting on her dearest of granddaughters. Eddy did not take much persuading to warm to the idea of having Alix as his wife. Just as everyone thought, he could not resist the lovely princess, duly fell in love, and proposed.

Alix, however, was not interested in marrying the most unprepossessing of Queen Victoria’s grandsons, prompting the queen to ask, “what fancy has she got in her head?”3 That “fancy” was none other than the Tsarevitch of Russia, with whom Alix was already in love. This scuttled any plans for fulfilling Queen Victoria’s great wish.

By the autumn of 1889, Queen Victoria had resigned herself to the fact that there was little hope of seeing her two grandchildren united in matrimony. Yet however much Alix loathed Eddy, and despite the fact that she was in love with Nicky, she was also imbued with a strong sense of duty, a result of Queen Victoria’s hands-on “mothering.” So, despite her professed dislike of Eddy, Alicky was not obstinate enough to defy orders. But Queen Victoria did not wish to force Eddy on Alix and regretfully accepted the princess’s refusal.

Alix’s decision, in May 1890, was “a real sorrow” to Queen Victoria. However, the girl’s boldness in speaking her mind touched a chord of admiration in a woman long accustomed to getting her way. It was commendable that her darling Alicky was not swayed in her decision by the glittering prospect of the crown of England. Alix’s refusal was, in her grandmother’s eyes, evidence of courage and integrity. “This shows great strength of character” was how the queen summed up her granddaughter’s obstinacy4

As for Eddy, soon after Alix’s rejection, he set his heart on the twenty-one-year-old Princess Hélène d’Orléans. But as a Roman Catholic, Hélène was debarred by English law from marrying an heir to the British throne. Even though she was willing to convert to Protestantism, her father and the Pope forbade it, putting an end to that romance.

The choice of a wife for Eddy finally fell on the unfortunate Princess May of Teck. But weeks before the wedding, May and and members of the Wales family watched in disbelief at Sandringham by his bedside as Eddy struggled for his life. By the morning of 14 January 1982, he was dead from influenza. Maud had joined her family to bid her brother farewell, his last hours shrouded in delirium. Eddy was just twenty-eight years old.



Once Alix rejected Eddy, Tsarevitch Nicholas redoubled his efforts at making Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt his wife, much to Queen Victoria’s horror. She loathed the Romanovs, whom she viewed as morally corrupt as well as “false and arrogant.” Moreover, Russian expansionist aims concerning Turkey and Afghanistan, which directly challenged Britain’s interests in both regions, served to inflame further Queen Victoria’s views against the tsarist empire. Neither did memories of the Crimean War help to alleviate the British monarch’s entrenched Russo-phobia. As the queen once put it succinctly: “Russia is our real enemy & totally antagonistic to England.”5

Since Alix’s sister, Ella, had done the unforgivable by marrying Grand Duke Serge and hence gone over to the enemy camp, Queen Victoria watched Alix carefully. When the queen found out that Ella was doing all she could to promote the match between Alix and Nicky, she fumed with indignation, telling Ella and Alix’s sister, Victoria: “Behind
all your backs, Ella & S. [Serge] do all they can to bring it about, encouraging & even urging the Boy [Nicky] to do it!…this must not be allowed to go on. Papa must put his foot down & there must be no more visits of Alicky to Russia—”6



The strength of Nicky’s love for Alix can be seen in his open defiance of his parents’ opposition to the match. For just as Alexandra, the Princess of Wales, was an ardent anti-German, so too was her sister, Empress Marie Feodorovna of Russia. As Danish princesses, the sisters’ anger with Prussian attempts to swallow up their father’s duchies of Schleswig-Holstein turned them into rabid Germanophobes.

Alix’s German blood was not the only strike against her in the eyes of Empress Marie. She also knew the young woman was excruciatingly shy and more than likely ill-equipped to play her part as tsarina at the court of St. Petersburg. The demanding public role of an empress required adroit skills, which Marie was certain Alix did not possess. The princess’s aloofness and cold demeanor were bound go down badly in the Russian capital. Better that Nicky find himself a more gregarious wife than the beautiful but introverted Alix.

Like a caged animal awaiting its release, the tsarevitch bided his time, hoping that he would be permitted to marry Alix. But more worrisome to Nicholas was the object of all this expended energy, his adored Alicky for it became evident that the greatest opposition to the match came from Alix herself! And this was all because of her steadfast refusal to forsake her religion. It was beginning to appear as if the anguished lovers were destined never to marry.

Well aware that any future tsarina needed to belong to the Russian Orthodox faith, Alix, to whom her religion was a sincerely and deeply felt spiritual commitment, was too attached to her Protestant faith to contemplate converting. Like her mother before her, Alix had imbibed deeply the teachings reinforced by her own strong sense of faith—one honed skillfully by her spiritual mentor, Dr. Sell. Sell advised the princess that her refusal to forsake Lutheranism for Orthodoxy was truly the only option. To do otherwise was to commit apostasy, which was equivalent to spiritual suicide. The princess from Darmstadt who had already said no to the throne of England was set on rejecting the throne of Russia as well, surrendering to Dr. Sell’s admonition that “when heart and conscience are at war, it is God’s will that conscience should win.”7

Marie Feodorovna’s own misgivings over Princess Alix as a future daughter-in-law colored the views of her husband. With his wife so implacably against Alix of Hesse as a wife for Nicky, it was not surprising to find Emperor Alexander III in agreement about his son’s choice. But even if his wife had not been so opposed, it was likely Alexander III would have found the Hessian princess too German for his taste as well, for the highly Slavophile emperor himself harbored strong anti-German sentiments, which were further exacerbated when Kaiser Wilhelm II ascended the throne in 1888. The Russian emperor found Willy excessively loud and nothing but “an ill-mannered, dishonest rogue,”8 further fueling his own suspicions about Germany. Undeterred by his failure to charm the tsar, Wilhelm II nevertheless proceeded to woo Russia in an attempt to keep the empire allied to his. Securing a German wife for the future Nicholas II inevitably became part of the Kaiser’s plan to contain imperial Russia.

As the suspicions between Wilhelm II and Alexander III grew through the early 1890s, so too did relations between their two countries rapidly sour. Not wishing to be isolated, and in need of the foreign currency that France offered, Alexander III and his ministers set about aligning Russia with the French Republic. In no time, the unthinkable had emerged: a rapprochement between autocratic Russia and republican France, an alliance that was cemented in January 1894 by a military agreement. The Kaiser smelled danger. Germany was suddenly flanked by two powerful countries allied to each other with little sympathy for Berlin. Thus did Wilhelm pounce on the chance to play Cupid to Nicholas and Alix in an effort to secure some influence in Russo-German relations. But before that could happen, Emperor Alexander urged Nicky to divest himself of his obsession with Alix and set his heart instead on another princess in the interest of cementing the Russo-French entente. This princess proved to be none other than Princess Hélène d’Orléans—the very same Hélène who had briefly been Prince Eddy’s fiancée. For the emperor and Empress of Russia, a marriage between the tsarevitch and the French princess was a political match made in heaven, a perfect culmination of years of friendship between France and Russia.

Thus, where Alexander III and Wilhelm II were concerned, the question of Nicholas’s choice of a bride took on added urgency. For Nicky’s wife, whoever she may be, was to become a potential weapon in the ongoing diplomatic battle brewing between the two empires. Yet there was never any doubt where Nicky’s heart lay—Hélène never stood a chance against Alix.

Not all the pleadings of his mother or the gruff pronouncements from his huge, bearlike father intimidated the slightly built tsarevitch one bit. All their arguments fell on deaf ears. Always the dutiful son, this good-natured and Godfearing young man had never truly caused his parents much concern. However, his open defiance of them over his choice of a bride startled Alexander and Marie. For the first time, and in the most important issue of all for their son, and for Russia—the choice of a wife and future empress—Nicholas was adamant.

Emperor Alexander grew impatient, telling his stubborn son, “She won’t have you. She’s a confirmed Lutheran.” Then, wondering what Nicholas found attractive in the intensely shy and awkward princess besides her looks, Alexander asked, “And what in the world do you see in her?” The tsarevitch shot back, “Everything.”9

Nicholas received the same kind of comments from his mother. “Alix of Hesse,” insisted Empress Marie, “does not wish to have you. You are the heir. It is your duty to marry.” “And I shall,” replied an exasperated Nicky. “And she’ll have me yet,” he added defiantly10 Nicky declared: “It’s Alicky of Hesse—or nobody—for me!”11

But so inflexible was Alix on the religious question that her aunt, Empress Frederick, wrote to Sophie of Greece: “I hear (and only tell you in confidence) that Alix of Hesse has now decided not to entertain the idea of marrying Nicky of Russia, though he wished it deeply, and Ella took great pains to bring it about. Alicky likes him very much, but will not change her religion on any account…I am sorry for the poor girl, and I am sorry for Nicky, as I fear he had set his heart upon it.”12

Amidst all this, Nicky was dallying with a young ballerina, Mathilde Kschessinksa. Yet he was moved to confess, “What a surprising thing our heart is!” How was it that he could carry on with Kschessinksa and long for Alix at the same time? The affair with the ballerina was just that—an affair—but it was not true love. In reality, Nicky’s heart was firmly fixed in Darmstadt. No matter how much he tried to amuse himself in order to temper his thoughts about the beautiful Hessian princess who had captured his heart, he could not succeed in eradicating thoughts of his Alicky—nor did he want to. Finally admitting defeat, he confessed: “I never stop thinking of Alix!”13

Queen Victoria was winning this game of tug-of-war, but only just, and only because of Alix’s strong affinity to Lutheranism. Thanks to Alix’s religious convictions, there appeared little hope that this Hessian granddaughter would be sacrificed to Russia. When Ella converted to Russian Orthodoxy after several years of marriage, Alix could not understand her sister’s actions. “I’ll live and die a Lutheran,” she told Ella. “Religion,” said Alix, “isn’t a pair of gloves to pull on and off.”14 Her abiding commitment to her Lutheran faith was unshakable. If this meant that marriage to Nicky was impossible, so be it.

But Nicky would not give up. Displaying a tenacity that surprised those who knew him intimately, he refused to countenance a future without Alix. He plied her with letters pledging his love and devotion. By November 1893, Alix was still not budging on the religious issue. She even went so far as to send Nicky’s sister, Grand Duchess Xenia, a letter explaining that all this wishing for marriage had to come to an end. “I cannot become untrue to my own confession,” Alix explained. And because this was so, “I don’t want him to go on hoping.”15

As for Nicky, Alix begged him to realize that they must end this fruitless quest for happiness because she could not bring herself to convert. Better to end this tortuous situation once and for all. Nicholas had to understand her point of view, because “I have tried to look at it in every light…but I always return to one thing. I cannot do it against my conscience.” To do so would be “a sin…and I should be miserable all the days of my life, knowing that I had done a wrongful thing.” Therefore, “what happiness can come from a marriage which begins without the real blessing of God?”

If she changed religions out of convenience, Alix explained in a final letter, “I should never find my peace of mind again, and like that I should never be your real companion who should help you on in life; for there always should be something between us two, in my not having the real conviction of the belief I had taken, and in the regret for the one I had left.” Alix ended her letter by pointing out that it was useless for Nicky to go on hoping, because “I can never change my confession.”17 Those six words combined to cut Nicky’s heart with razor-sharp precision.

Devastated by the news, he wrote in his diary: “It is impossible for her to change religion, and all my hopes are shattered by this implacable obstacle.”18 A month passed before Nicholas found the courage to take up a pen and reply. When he did so, he was full of tender sympathy for the anguish his Alix was going through. He also admired her for the depth of her commitment to God. But Nicholas wrote too of his own desolation, of feeling “so lonely and so beaten down!!” He would place his trust in God and pray that “He will guide my darling along the path.” Then Nicky’s gentleness turned to defiance.


Oh! do not say “no” directly, my dearest Alix, do not ruin my life already! Do you think there can be any happiness in the whole world without you! After having involuntarily! kept me waiting and hoping, can this end in such a way?19


The tsarevitch was still hoping against all hope for a miracle. His chance came four months later, during the fateful visit to Coburg in April 1894.

Once he was in Coburg, Alix’s presence spurred Nicholas into action. Left alone together, Nicholas chipped away at her defenses. In an experience emotionally draining for them both, Nicky argued and cajoled for two interminable hours. Alix cried the whole time, whispering, “No! I cannot.”20 But little did Nicky know that despite her refusal, the ground beneath her was already giving way.

Kaiser Wilhelm II, ever the busybody, was just as caught up as everyone else by the drama. Anxious to see a Russo-German alliance come true—a union that might come in politically handy for Germany—Willy proceeded to convince Alix to convert. It was an ironic move on the Kaiser’s part in view of Wilhelm’s fight with his sister, Sophie, over her conversion to Orthodoxy.

At Coburg, Wilhelm used all his skills of persuasion to convince Alix of Hesse that she must forsake her Protestant faith and become a Russian Orthodox. Consumed by her own conflicting emotions, Alix was unaware that she was being used by the Kaiser as a pawn in his game of political chess. Wilhelm’s matchmaking was an attempt at countering growing Russian animosity toward Germany, a disturbing trend that had begun after Willy ascended the throne in 1888.

Ever since he visited Russia in 1886, Wilhelm II—as one historian puts it— “considered himself to be a specialist in Russian affairs, in which he took a conspicuous interest.” Moreover, the Kaiser “regarded Russia as a special preserve for his alleged diplomatic expertise.”21 Sensing a diplomatic coup in the offing for Germany if he could get Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt to walk down the aisle in St. Petersburg, Willy set about pushing the lovebirds to commit themselves. In so doing, Willy fancied himself playing not so much Cupid as Bismarck. So grateful would Nicky and Alix be for his help in getting them together that Germany and the Kaiser would soon assert themselves on the Russian stage and, even more important, on the European scene. But however much playing the diplomat tickled the Kaiser’s inflated ego, the fact was that Wilhelm II had for years feared Russia. His frenetic attentions at Coburg were therefore more than mere exercises to amuse his own self-worth. They were, in fact, calculated maneuvering on the Kaiser’s part to shape the destiny of Germany. This was, after all, “the heyday of ‘personal rule’ “ where Kaiser Wilhelm was concerned.22 And the period during which the tsarevitch seriously pursued Princess Alix fell squarely during the era when Wilhelm II exercised dominance over German affairs.

While Wilhelm II was cajoling Alix into making her fateful decision, also working in the wings was her sister, Ella. But in meddling in the affair at Coburg, the bombastic Kaiser Wilhelm was careful as much as possible not to cross paths with the still-ravishing Ella, for years before he had been hopelessly in love with her but was spurned when he offered her marriage. Ella’s rejection hurt Willy deeply. And seeing and talking to her now brought back painful memories to a Kaiser who was so accustomed to being obeyed.

The Empress Frederick, also in Coburg for the wedding, kept Sophie abreast of what was happening with her cousins. After telling her daughter that “little Missy of Roumania was looking pale and thin, and is expecting No. II!” Vicky went on to add her bit about the drama: “I wish I could tell you that everything is settled about him and Alicky, they both much wish it, but the religious question still seems the obstacle.”23
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With the kind of maddening existence Crown Princess Marie of Romania was leading since her arrival at Bucharest, it was not surprising that Empress Frederick found Missy looking pale and thin. The Romania that the sheltered seventeen-year-old princess was set to call home was a bewildering place. As one biographer has written:


In the nineteenth century it was called “the kingdom at the edge of the Western World.” Born from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire, breathtakingly beautiful, wrapped in mystery and age-old legends, it is a land of towering mountains and rich pastures, powerful rivers and fertile plains that merge into the eastern steppes. It was said to have been the habitat of mythical-sounding princes—Michael the Brave, Mircea the Old, Vlad the Impaler, Brancovan the Good, whose names now belong to the pantheon of local folklore.24


Upon her arrival in Bucharest, Missy was seized with fear. The new crown princess, very much the unseasoned performer on public occasions, could feel thousands of eyes scrutinizing her every move. Missy suffered through her ordeals, feeling “small, foolish insignificant and ‘exceedingly lonely amidst the multitude.’ “ Throughout all the welcoming events, the one thing that touched her was the sight of Union Jacks flying next to the Romanian flags all over Bucharest. Upon seeing “the beloved old flag!” recalled Missy, “tears came into my eyes, [for] that flag meant home!” So new to the country, the yellow, red, and blue Romanian colors meant nothing yet to this very British princess.

Once she began to settle down, Missy’s irrepressible high spirits were quickly quashed. Home was the imposing Royal Palace, a regal but cold and forbidding abode, more suited to the taste of Romania’s King Carol I than to a teenage girl accustomed to comfortable surroundings. Instead of chintzes and an airy milieu, the new crown princess was consigned to spend endless hours cooped up in a palace resembling a marble sarcophagus. Much to Missy’s chagrin, the apartments that were now her home were in her view “a disaster.” Done up in what she derided as “Altdeutsch,” a heavy and garish style of “bad rococo,” the furnishing and living arrangements only served to depress the new bride so that her heart sank “lower and lower” until she “wondered if it would ever end sinking.”25

Even more depressing than her gloomy surroundings was the fact that she and her new husband were expected to live under the same roof as King Carol. From the start, Carol I made no concessions to the new arrival. As a member of the Romanian royal family, Missy was expected to fit in—seamlessly. All of the king’s demands were to be assumed without question. Der Onkel brooked no opposition to his highly attuned sense of discipline and duty. And no one was more aware of this than der Onkel’s nephew and heir, Crown Prince Ferdinand. Both men, so thoroughly at home in the strict military Prussian world, had no idea how to deal with a lonely seventeen-year-old girl whose high-spirited personality was now undergoing a profound change.

In time Carol I was to find to his exasperation that he had to reckon with a spitfire. But in the early days, the new crown princess had little energy to fight back. Shocked at her new role as a wife, depressed at living in a new country, disappointed that her husband was completely subservient to the king, Missy’s first year in Bucharest became an absolute nightmare. She chafed at the restrictions— not even the carefully screened Madame Grecianu, her lady-in-waiting, was allowed to be chummy with her.

The choice of Missy’s lady-in-waiting had been made with the utmost care by King Carol. Thanks to Queen Victoria’s strict dictums, the king had to tread carefully here. The queen, who had described “the immorality of the Society at Bucharest [as being] quite awful,” wanted her granddaughter’s lady-in-waiting to be beyond reproach. The British chargé d’affaires at Bucharest, Charles Hardinge, was of the same opinion. “Owing to the laxity of morals and the looseness of their divorce laws,” noted Hardinge, “Roumanian society was hopelessly complicated and involved due to the number of people divorced, married to others who had been divorced and with sometimes families of more than one previous marriage on either side.” Because of this, “the King experienced considerable difficulty in finding a lady to act as Mistress of the Princess’s Household unconnected with any scandal.” But, when finally “the lady was found,” Hardinge recalled that Sir Henry Ponsonby wrote to him on behalf of Queen Victoria, saying, “we were glad to learn the name of the pure Madame Greciano.

Missy might have been less miserable if Nando had taken her side and been more understanding. Unfortunately, he was too frightened of his uncle to do anything other than the old man’s bidding. Soon enough, Missy found that her gallant knight was nothing more than a shadow of der Onkel. He was, after all, “uncle’s nephew, a man of duty, trained to do uncle’s bidding, trained to see with uncle’s eyes, almost to use uncle’s words.”27 This was a far cry from the reassuring words Missy wrote to Queen Victoria not long before the wedding, when she assured her concerned grandmother that all would be well. “My dear Grand Mama,” wrote Missy, “though my task may at first seem difficult, I am sure that both Ferdinand and the King will do all they can to make it easy for me.”28 How those words must have haunted Crown Princess Marie as she languished in the gilded cage of the Royal Palace at Bucharest.

To make matters worse, Missy found that her normally healthy constitution was failing her. She was at a loss as to the reason for her lethargy and queasiness. But it was soon apparent what was behind these unnerving changes. Within a few months of her arrival, Missy learned that she was pregnant. It was a bewildering jolt to the innocent young bride. She was still trying to cope with the demands of being Nando’s wife while at the same time battling her deepening homesickness and increasing unhappiness with her living arrangements, and the news of impending motherhood hit her like a bolt of lightning.

It was the motherly Lady Monson, an Englishwoman who had been of some help to Missy in her early days in Bucharest, who broke the news to the seventeen-year-old princess. Just before leaving for England, Lady Monson found a pale, sullen Missy languishing in her “disastrous rococo room.” Usually energetic and eager for exercise, the newlywed was bewildered by her sudden attacks of queasiness. “I feel giddy,” confessed Missy, “food disgusts me.…Everything makes me feel sick; smells, noises, faces, even colours. I’m altogether changed, I don’t recognize my own self!” Lady Monson knew exactly what was the matter. She told Missy that everyone would be delighted. But when Missy showed signs of confusion and seemed about to burst out crying, Lady Monson asked her, “You don’t mean to say no one ever told you?” Nearly panicking, Missy replied frantically, “Told me what?”29 It was at that moment that the new crown princess was told about the birds and the bees. It also then dawned on Missy that her primary role was to provide heirs to the throne—and she took the news badly.

As for Nando and King Carol, the news that a new Romanian prince or princess was soon to be born was a welcome one. If his plan in providing a docile and malleable wife for Nando was not materializing right away, at least King Carol was satisfied to see that his wish for dynastic heirs was quickly coming to fruition.

With an heir on the way, the noose around Missy tightened. Concerned for her health and that of the baby growing inside her, the mother-to-be was cosseted even further. Feeling trapped, constantly sick, and missing her mother and Ducky terribly, Missy’s deep depression knew no bounds. Finally, on 15 October 1893, Missy’s firstborn—a boy—came into the world at Peles Castle, the picturesque castle constructed by King Carol on the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains at the summer resort of Sinaia. Romanian doctors and clergymen had been adamant that the birth be free of chloroform, for in their eyes, “women must pay in agony for the sins of Eve.”30 They and King Carol, however, had not reckoned with Missy’s mother who, like the autocratic Romanov that she was, insisted that chloroform was necessary for the birth. Also fighting for Missy was her grandmother, Queen Victoria. One of the first women to have used chloroform to ease labor pains, Victoria knew firsthand of its benefits. King Carol received many missives from his formidable British counterpart, who insisted that Missy be given chloroform. The king gave in.

Queen Victoria was soon reporting the birth of her latest great-grandchild to the Empress Frederick, noting that “Missy’s baby arrived a fortnight before they expected it.” The eagle-eyed queen betrayed the same sense of propriety she exhibited with Sophie of Greece over the arrival date of her first baby. Missy’s baby came at the appropriate time because the queen added that its appearance was “not too soon really”31 The infant was the queen’s seventeenth great-grandchild. Not surprisingly, in deference to the new baby’s great-uncle, Missy’s firstborn child was given the name Carol.

It came as a welcome break for Missy to flee to the more amenable atmosphere of Coburg in 1894 for the marriage of Ducky to Ernie. Once there, just like the rest of the “royal mob,” Missy was gripped by the unfolding drama of Nicky and Alix, which threatened to overshadow the wedding of Missy’s sister to Alix’s brother.
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At Coburg, the Kaiser finally took matters into his own hands. Willy went after the dithering Alix himself and lectured her. It worked. Alix came to a decision that would seal her fate. Willy had convinced her that her place was by Nicky’s side as his wife. Determined to see this marriage alliance secured once and for all, Willy forced a still doubting Nicky to confront Alix. Nicky then found to his amazement that the tantalizing fruit so far out of reach suddenly and miraculously fell into his hands. The tsarevitch’s description of the scene speaks for itself: “The first thing she said was…that she agreed! Oh God, what happened to me then! I started to cry like a child, and so did she, only her expression immediately changed; her face brightened and took on an aura of peace.”32 Nicholas was ecstatic: “A wonderful, unforgettable day in my life—the day of my betrothal to my dear beloved Alix.…God what a mountain has fallen from my shoulders.”33

If much of the tsarevitch’s reaction revealed a sense of utter relief that everything finally fell into place, Alix’s reaction was one of sheer joy. Her cousin and close friend, Princess Marie Louise of Schleswig-Holstein, recalled how “Alix stormed into the room, threw her arms round my neck, and said, ‘I am going to marry Nicky’ “34 And to her former governess, Alix wrote, “I am more happy than words can express; at last after these 5 sad years!”35

How was it that Alix finally relented after all these years—years filled with her own intractable brand of obstinacy, a trait that would manifest itself to her detriment in times to come? Ducky’s role, for one, as the new Grand Duchess of Hesse meant that there was not much point in Alix staying on in Darmstadt, where she would simply be in the way. Besides, much as they tried to appreciate each other, Ducky and Alix were never to be friends, thanks in large part to their differing personalities. Living in the same small principality as the self-assured Ducky was bound to make the more gauche Alix feel out of place.

There was also Ella’s painless religious conversion, which undoubtedly helped settle her younger sister’s mind. But in the end, Alix’s unbounded love for Nicholas was the strongest factor in her decision to agree to his proposal. His undiminished devotion through the stormiest objections was more than enough to move any woman in love. Yet there was one more element in the saga that made Alix want to dedicate her life to Nicky and to Russia. For despite the fact that she was as devoted to him as he was to her, the twenty-one-year-old princess was not blind to the tsarevitch’s shortcomings. Nicholas’s fiancée understood that her gentle and loving Nicky lacked the backbone necessary to rule the vast and unruly empire that was his destiny. Even Mathilde Kschessinska sensed this, admitting that though Nicholas had the “character and will-power” to be a tsar, he definitely “did not have the gift of making his opinion prevail, and he often gave in to others though his first impulses had been right.”3 And Nicholas himself confessed his weakness to his uncle, Grand Duke Vladimir, soon after he had become emperor: “I always give in and in the end am made the fool, without will, and without character.”37 Because Princess Alix was aware of this fault, she concluded that in becoming Nicky’s wife, she could best serve God by helping Nicholas become a better tsar. Not surprisingly for the serious-minded Alix,


She accepted him in the end because it came to her that she and she alone could make him envisage duty from the only possible point of view; that her very passion for him was strong enough to evoke qualities she considered dormant; that in marrying him she would be able to guide and to counsel; that in their joint happiness they would fulfil their high duty to the utmost. And, as she reflected on those points, she came to see that she would not violate her conscience…it was her true vocation to love and to serve him. Therein lay God’s will for her.38


Thus, in reconciling herself to her conversion to Orthodoxy, Alix welded this irrevocable decision to a greater calling. She was to be an instrument of God, sent to transform the future Nicholas II and the Russian Empire. In tandem, she and Nicky would work for the greater good of Russia.



Once Alix’s engagement was announced to the family, the Empress Frederick rushed off a letter to Athens, telling Sophie, “Alicky is quite radiant and beaming with joy. The moment Nicky arrived I saw by her face that she would— though it was so strange to refuse him first, and to swear to everyone that though she was very fond of him, she would never take him.” The empress went on to add, “even my dear Mama thought she [Alix] would not accept him, she was so positive about it…I could not help chuckling to myself that William did not think Alicky so very sinful to accept Nicky, and with him the necessity of conforming to the Orthodox Church. Of course, I made no remarks!”39 This, no doubt, was an allusion to the irony in Willy’s actions in Coburg.

As Alix had loved Queen Victoria as her own mother, it came as no surprise that the queen was the first person to hear news of the engagement. And from none other than Nicky and Alix themselves. After breakfast, they eagerly sought the queen’s blessing and burst into her room, brimming with excitement. “I was quite thunderstruck,” noted the bewildered queen. “Though I knew Nicky much wished it, I thought Alicky was not sure of her mind. Saw them both. Alicky had tears in her eyes, but looked very bright, and I kissed them both.” The queen added: “Nicky said, ‘She is much too good for me.’ I told him he must make the religious difficulties as easy as he could for her, which he promised to do. People generally seem pleased at the engagement, which has the drawback that Russia is so far away, the position a difficult one, as well as the question of religion. But, as her brother is married now, and they are really attached to one another, it is perhaps better so.”40

Nicholas secured a promise from his parents that like Ella, Alix would not have to abjure her old faith upon formally embracing Orthodoxy. Nicholas knew how much this meant to his fiancée, telling her soon after his return to Russia that he was “only too glad to be the first one who may comfort” her with this news.41 Alix was most fortunate not to have had to renounce her old faith. No such accommodation was to accompany Princess Victoria Eugenie’s religious conversion a decade later. In stark contrast to Alix, the ceremony itself for Ena was to take on a much harsher and painful tone.

As for Kaiser Wilhelm, he had deluded himself into thinking that he had pulled off a diplomatic coup. One contemporary account noted that the Kaiser was so thrilled at news of the engagement, his “beaming face” made him look “as if he had suddenly succeeded in adding another party to the Triple Alliance.”42

Well aware of her granddaughter’s emotional state, Queen Victoria wisely invited Alix to stay with her at Windsor right after the engagement at Coburg. Here, Victoria could keep the girl away from prying eyes. Now, without the distraction of others about them, the queen questioned Alicky avidly about every detail of how the engagement came about. Alix told her grandmama so much that she confessed to Nicky, “I no longer knew what to say.”43

In one of her letters to Nicholas, Alix commented on her cousins Maud of Wales and Sophie of Greece. Comparing her lot with theirs, it seemed to Alix as if good fortune had shone upon her while Maud had yet to reap the benefits of finding a soul mate and Sophie was suffering along with fellow Greeks as the country was jolted by numerous devastating earthquakes—“poor thing it must be too terrible in Greece, these incessant shocks.” Reading about Sophie’s concerns for Greece and her countrymen’s suffering had moved Alix to tell Nicholas of her own view of God and of man’s lot on earth. “What sorrows this life does bring, what great trials and how difficult to bear them patiently…. Suffering always draws one nearer to God, does it not, and when we think what Jesus Christ had to bear for us, how little and small our sorrows seem in comparison, and yet we fret and grumble and are not patient as He was.” But the focus was not solely on suffering and religious introspection. Grateful for the happiness she had been blessed with, Alix could not help but wish the same kind of blessing for Toria and Maud of Wales. “May He some day make her [Victoria] very happy, she deserves it the dear Child, and little Maudy too. When one is so happy, one longs to see others also joyous and grieves one cannot do anything for them— don’t you too?”44

During this time, letters between the two lovers flew every day between St. Petersburg and Windsor. Beneath Alix and Nicky’s reserved Victorian exteriors lay deep passions that spilled forth from their pens. From Alix to Nicky came the tender words: “Oh, if you only knew how I adore you and the years have made my affection for you grow stronger and deeper; I wish only I were worthier of your love and tenderness.”45

And from Nicky to Alix many messages like this one:

You have got me entirely and for ever, soul and spirit, body and heart, everything is yours, yours; I would like to scream it out loud for the world to hear it. It is me who am proud to belong to such a sweet angel as you are and to venture to claim for your love to be returned.46

Interspersed between the lines of love was Alix’s keen interest in learning about Nicky’s faith. She asked him to send her religious books. She also revealed her fears about converting, telling him: “You must understand how nervous it makes me, but God will help me, you too, my love, won’t you, so that I may always get a better Christian and serve my God as truly as hitherto and more.”47

In preparation for her future role, Alix began learning about the Orthodox faith in earnest. In order to help her granddaughter come to terms with her conversion, Queen Victoria had passed on this delicate task of easing Alix’s transition from Protestantism to Orthodoxy to a favored clergyman, William Boyd Carpenter, the Bishop of Ripon. He duly came to Windsor, where he spoke to Alix at length, taking pains to point out the similarities in both the Protestant and Orthodox faiths. It was a topic of great interest to the future tsarina and one to which she paid close attention.

Upon celebrating her twenty-second birthday, Alix wrote to thank Queen Victoria for her good wishes and birthday present, and tried to reassure the queen:

Yes, darling Grandmama, the new position I am sure will be full of trials and difficulties, but with God’s help and that of a loving husband it will be easier than we now picture it to ourselves. The distance is great, but yet in three days one can get to England. I am sure his parents will often allow us to come over to You. Why I could not bear the idea of not seeing You again, after the kind Angel You have been to me, ever since dear Mama died, and I cling to You more than ever, now that I am quite an Orphan. God bless You for all Your kindness to me, beloved Grandmama dear. I have no words to thank you enough for all. Please do not think that my marrying will make a difference in my love to You—certainly it will not, and when I am far away, I shall long to think that there is One, the dearest and kindest Woman alive, who loves me a little bit.48

After months of declining health, by October 1894, to everyone’s surprise, the once burly and Herculean-like Emperor Alexander III lay dying in the Crimea. Fearing the worst, Nicky summoned Alix to the imperial family’s retreat, Livadia, near Yalta. Hurriedly, the future Empress of Russia traveled to the Crimea, with a minimum of fuss. Once there, her presence was barely acknowledged. So preoccupied was the imperial court with the dying tsar that they were unable to prepare anything special for Alix’s entry to Russia.

Upon her arrival at Livadia, a ten-day drama began to unfold. It would end in the accession to the throne of her beloved Nicky. During this trying time, the future tsarina noticed how her fiancé was overshadowed by others. She wrote in Nicholas’s diary, urging him to assert himself. “Your Sunny is praying for you.…Be firm and make the doctors…come alone to you every day…so that you are the first to know.…Don’t let others be put first and you left out.…Show your own mind and don’t let others forget who you are.”49 It was the beginning of Alix’s many exhortations to Nicholas to be strong. And in a theme that was to play itself out until their dying days, Alix, like any devoted spouse, also added, “let her, who will soon be your own little wife, share all with you.”50 “Tell me everything my soul. You can fully trust me, look upon me as a bit of yourself. Let your joys and sorrows be mine, so that we may ever draw nearer together.”51

Despite all the doctors’ efforts, Alexander III died on 20 October 1894, aged only forty-nine. A wave of sadness and foreboding swept over Nicky, sustaining as he did the double blow of losing his father and ascending the throne with little practical preparation. Recalling that fateful moment, Grand Duke Alexander, Nicky’s brother-in-law, wrote that “the weight of this terrifying fact crushed him.” A sobbing Nicholas II asked: “Sandro, what am I going to do.…What is going to happen to me…to Alix, to mother, to all of Russia? I am not prepared to be a Tsar. I never wanted to become one. I know nothing of the business of ruling. I have no idea of even how to talk to the ministers.”52

Yet there was one thing Nicky was absolutely certain about and that was the consolation that Alix brought to him in this time of distress. He proudly wrote to Queen Victoria that “the one great comfort I have got in my utter misery—is my darling Alicky’s deep love, that I return her fully.”53

Writing to her aunt, the newly widowed Empress Marie, Princess Maud of Wales, expressed her hope that Alix would bring Nicholas all the help he would need in his new role as tsar: “I do so feel for dear Nicky in this anxious and difficult position he now is finding himself, and I only hope that Alicky will help and support him in every way. “54

Events had moved so rapidly and so profoundly. Wishing to become a member of the Romanov family right away, Alix was adamant that her conversion take place as soon as possible. Her wish was granted. On the day after Alexander III’s death, Alix was received into the Russian Orthodox Church and took the names of Alexandra Feodorovna. Ella described the ceremony to their grandmother as being “so beautiful and touching.” And despite all the soul-searching and hand-wringing that had accompanied her decision, when the time came for Alix to embrace her new faith, she did so wholeheartedly. Ella made it a point to reassure Queen Victoria that the ceremony had not been an ordeal. Alix, proclaimed her sister proudly, was “very calm.”55

When the queen finally received the dreaded news that Alexander III had died, she feared for the couple. “Poor dear Nicky and darling Alicky,” she noted in her diary. “What a terrible load of responsibility and anxiety has been laid upon the poor children!” Then, perceptively, the queen added: “I had hoped and trusted they would have many years of comparative quiet and happiness before ascending to this thorny throne.”56 The queen expressed the same worries to Vicky, decrying: “What a horrible tragedy this is! And what a position for these dear young people. God help them! And now I hear that poor little Alicky goes with them to St. Petersburg and that the wedding is to take place soon after the funeral. I am quite miserable not to see my darling child again before, here. Where shall I ever see her again?”57

Determined to have Alix by his side from now on, Nicky intended his marriage to take place immediately at Livadia, and not in the spring. His mother approved of the idea. However, Nicky’s uncles (the imposing brothers of Alexander III) would hear none of it. They urged him to marry in state at St. Petersburg after the funeral. It was the only way, they insisted, for an emperor to marry. And so St. Petersburg it was.

On the eve of the wedding, Queen Victoria, in a resigned tone, wrote to Vicky: “Tomorrow morning poor dear Alicky’s fate will be sealed. No two people were ever more devoted as she and he are and that is the one consolation I have, for otherwise the dangers and responsibilities fill me with anxiety and I shall constantly be thinking of them with anxiety…I daily pray for them.”58

Charlotte Knollys, a close friend of the Wales family, who was in attendance to the Princess of Wales in Russia, wrote of her impressions. Of the Empress Marie, Alix’s new mother-in-law, Charlotte noted: “The poor Empress is so dreading the wedding tomorrow fancy having to…[face] the Ordeal of seeing herself superseded by a young girl of whom she knows but little & of having to step down into the 2nd place when she has so long held the 1st.”59

As for the Empress Frederick, she told her daughter: “I am glad and thankful my Sophie does not live there, but in the free air of sunny Hellas. I would not change your position with hers, not for all the state and grandeur, the splendour, riches and jewels which hide the other dark side from view.”60 Little did Vicky know that one day, her own Sophie would find more than her fair share of agonizing problems in “sunny Hellas.”

Seven days after Alexander III was buried, one of history’s greatest love stories was officially sealed as Nicholas and Alexandra were united in matrimony on 14 November 1894. Queen Victoria lamented to Alix’s sister, “cela me revolte to feel she has been taken possession of & carried away as it were by these Russians. I wish she had not gone to Livadia & yet that was also impossible!”61

On her wedding day, in the spectacular green Malachite Hall of the immense Winter Palace, Alix dressed in her bridal finery. An ermine-lined mantle of gold tissue was attached to her dress of cloth of silver by her ladies-in-waiting. Resting on Alix’s head was a small circlet of diamonds, along with fragrant orange blossoms brought especially from the imperial conservatories in Poland. And on one of her fingers the bride wore a ring given to her by her grandmother, Queen Victoria. Together with Nicholas, who was dressed in the uniform of the Red Hussars, Alix made her way to the chapel for the wedding service.

Outside, large crowds had gathered to wish their emperor and his bride much happiness. Despite the cold gray day, the streets of St. Petersburg were packed. Having to make her way under the watchful gaze of the throng was painful for Alix, but she managed to thrill nearly everyone. Excited murmurs of admiration followed her, for Alix looked stunning in her bridal attire. Two of Queen Victoria’s daughters-in-law—the Princess of Wales and the Duchess of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha—who both witnessed the wedding, sent glowing reports to the queen, saying how she looked “too wonderfully lovely.” This elicited a sigh from the bride’s grandmother, who admitted forlornly: “Oh!
How I do wish I had been there!”

On the wedding day, Queen Victoria confessed that her thoughts were “constantly with dear Alicky whose wedding takes place to-day. I prayed most earnestly for her, and felt so sad I could not be with her.” But despite being preoccupied with Alix and her wedding, the queen was also thinking about another granddaughter, one whom she would not live to see become Queen of Norway. “This was also dear little Maud’s birthday,” remarked Victoria, “and I had a table with presents for her in my room.” 3 It was Maud’s twenty-fifth birthday. Of that day, Maud later wrote, “I received many nice presents from my many admirers, but from the one, nothing, how sad for poor, poor me!” Prince Frank, “the one,” had forgotten Maud on her birthday, which prompted the dejected princess to confess to May, Frank’s sister, “I nearly shed a tear, but thought no— that might spoil my birthday look! Please laugh; it sounds too funny!

That Alix should be elevated to such a vaunted position filled Queen Victoria with a sense of awe. “How I thought of darling Alicky, and how impossible it seemed that gentle little simple Alicky should be the great Empress of Russia!” Charlotte Knollys was of the same mind, though she took a more biting tone. In describing the change Alix underwent as she watched the bride enter the room where she was to be dressed, Charlotte recorded how Alix appeared “in a dress of cloth of silver without a single ornament…& then half an hour after she came out with 2 crowns on her head.…What a change! A little scrubby Hessian Princess—not even a Royal Highness & now the Empress of the largest Empire in Europe!”66

For all the magnificence of the wedding ceremony, Nicholas II confessed to his younger brother, Grand Duke George, that it was “absolute torture both for her and for me. As for superstitious Russians, they had harsher opinions. Whispers were murmured that Alexandra was becoming Empress of Russia in the most inauspicious way. She was coming to them behind a coffin, and for those who disapproved of this, a foreboding swept through them not only for the imperial couple but for Russia itself. When masses of Russians first caught a glimpse of their future tsarina, it was at the funeral procession for the Emperor Alexander. Alix’s arrival at the imperial capital amidst the somber pall of death could not have made a worse impact. Far from being joyous and resplendent, her entry into St. Petersburg was shrouded in dismal shades of black, lending an undeniably sepulchral tone that would cling to her until the end of her life.

Yet, despite the superstitious whispers and the heavy weight of mourning surrounding her wedding, many Russians greeted their new tsarina and the new reign with excitement. Queen Victoria must have been gratified to hear from Ella that when Nicky and Alix visited the tomb of Alexander III the day after their wedding, people were “kissing Alix’s hands, nearly pulling off her cloak.” And on the wedding day itself, when the bride and groom left the Winter Palace, the crowd who saw the couple went “mad with joy”68



The days following the wedding were busy ones; often the newlyweds were overwhelmed by the many messages of congratulations that had to be answered. Not until a week after their wedding were Nicholas and Alexandra able to escape for four days to the imperial village of Tsarskoe Selo outside St. Petersburg. Alix, overcome with happiness, wrote in Nicky’s diary: “Never did I believe that there could be such utter happiness in this world, such a feeling of unity between two mortal beings. I LOVE YOU—those three words have my life in them.”

Tsarina Alexandra did not forget Queen Victoria. Alix wrote to tell her how Nicky’s love for the queen “touches me so deeply, for have You not been as a Mother to me, since beloved Mama died.” Then she added a word about her Wales cousins, saying, “how nice for dear Toria and Maud that they stayed with You at Windsor, as they so seldom really see You.”70

As the momentous year drew to a close, Tsar Nicholas reflected on the incredible changes of the recent past. What undoubtedly stood out in his mind was the fact that his choice of Alix as a wife had been a wise one. “Every hour that passes I bless the Lord from the bottom of my soul for the happiness which he has granted me. My love and admiration for Alix continually grow.” An equally enraptured Alix filled Nicky’s diary with her own passionate responses:

Ever more and more, stronger and deeper, grow my love and devotion, and my longing for you. Never can I thank God enough for the treasure He has given me for my VERY OWN—and to be called yours, darling, what happiness can be greater?…No more separations. At last united, bound for life, and when this life is ended we meet again in the other world to remain together for all eternity. Yours, yours!71

At the end of 1894, Nicholas reflected on the momentous events that had passed so unexpectedly and so quickly. In his diary, the young tsar wrote tellingly of the burden of being an autocrat that weighed so heavily on his shoulders— that “the worst has already happened, that which I feared all my life!” But to help him cope with his appointed destiny was his new wife, whom “the Lord has rewarded me with a happiness I could never have imagined. He has given me Alix.”72

As for Alix, she confessed to the Bishop of Ripon that so much had happened to her, “it all seems like a dream.”73 Writing to her brother-in-law, Prince Louis of Battenberg, the newlywed happily confessed: “I can assure you that I never thought one could be as happy as I am now, life is so different to what it was in the past—though there are many difficulties, and all is not easy when one comes first into a new country and has to speak another language yet in time I hope I shall be of some help and use.”74

Unbeknownst to Alix, she would find to her dismay that those many difficulties were soon to emerge and multiply with great rapidity. Just as Queen Victoria had feared, the life of Russia’s beautiful young tsarina was about to become one dreadful trial after another. And Alix need look no further than home to see where one battle was already brewing. Her new mother-in-law was not about to concede her position as first lady in the land. Despite showering Alix with lavish gifts, Empress Marie, ever majestic and confident, could not and would not bring herself to retire gracefully into the shadows. Not long after Nicky and Alix became officially engaged, Empress Marie’s own mother, Queen Louise of Denmark, urged Marie to work at being a good mother-in-law toward Alix:


For yours and Nicky’s sake start treating her like your own child, without fear, right away. I have done wrong by Louise [the queen’s daughter-in-law and wife of Crown Prince Frederick] and therefore spoiled Freddy’s life, and she is pulling him away from me, this is where I am afraid for you: and therefore I am warning you.—Pull her [Alix] towards you, then you will keep him and pull her towards you with love! God help you if you lose Nicky’s trust and love, it will be the death of you.75


Unfortunately, the empress did not heed her mother’s wise counsel, and instead showed herself, early on, to be a domineering mother-in-law. Alix, naturally timid and painfully self-conscious, was understandably slighted by such insensitiv-ity. And caught in the middle of two increasingly stubborn women was Nicholas II. The gloves were now off—which of the two dueling tsarinas would win?
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