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Note on Dates,


Names and Currency


DATES


Russia used the Old Style Julian Calendar until 1 February 1918. This was twelve days behind the west in the nineteenth century and thirteen days behind in the twentieth century. Unless otherwise indicated, all dates before February 1918 are Old Style, and all dates after this are according to the New Style Calendar. At certain stages of the narrative we have indicated OS and NS where confusion might otherwise result.


NAMES


We have used the spelling of Russian names most familiar to English-speaking readers. The titles Emperor, Tsar, Empress, Tsarina are all correct and are used interchangeably. With quotations, however, we have deferred to the spelling in the original. ‘Czar’, for instance, was a popular alternative.


Russians have three names – their Christian name, patronymic (their father’s name) and their surname. Xenia was therefore Xenia Alexandrovna, and her sister was Olga Alexandrovna. Nicholas II’s daughter was Olga Nicolaievna. Since the revolution, members of the family use the spelling Romanoff, rather than Romanov, and this has been reflected in the text after 1919.


CURRENCY


In 1897 Russia joined the gold standard. From then until 1917 the exchange rate remained stable at 10 roubles to £1. After that inflation took hold and between 1917 and 1919 we have used the rate of 15 roubles to £1. (From 1919 onwards, the exchange rate between both currencies is no longer relevant for the purposes of the present work.)
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Introduction


Poor little Xenia, with such boys and her daughter married into that wicked family – and with such a false husband.’ This dismissive verdict from the Empress Alexandra on her sister-in-law, written to the Tsar within less than a month of his abdication, now seems ironic. For ‘poor little Xenia’ was one of the survivors. The Empress might have been heading for the abyss, and in the view of many of the family she was more responsible for their tragic fate than anyone else, whereas Xenia, notwithstanding this apparently incorrigible family, remained to tell the tale. This was despite her precarious situation, for her daughter Irina was married to the man who, some six weeks before this letter was written, had turned conspirator and then murderer, leading a clandestine campaign to dispatch Rasputin in a vain effort to save the Russian Empire from collapse.


Born in 1875 during the reign of her grandfather Tsar Alexander II, Xenia had spent her early years in some security in the opulent courts of Russia. In her sixth year, his assassination presaged the constant campaign of bloodshed and eventually revolution which destroyed the world in which she had been brought up. Like her mother and sister she was fortunate to escape from Russia in 1919, and spent her remaining forty years in comfortable, though never wealthy, English exile, dying shortly after her eighty-fifth birthday in April 1960.


Her life, seen against the last years of Romanov grandeur, war, decline, and the first six decades of the turbulent twentieth century, was an extraordinary one by any standards. In recent years several biographers have chronicled the lives of most of her immediate family. Nicholas and Alexandra, her mother the Empress Marie Feodorovna, younger sister Olga and youngest brother Michael have all been immortalized in print, as has the notorious Rasputin. Her husband, Grand Duke Alexander (‘Sandro’) told his story (and occasionally hers) with more relish than historical accuracy in two volumes of memoirs, one published just before his death in 1933 and the other soon afterwards.


Yet Xenia’s life has remained shrouded in some mystery. Thirteen boxes of material in the Hoover Institution, including diaries covering her dramatic departure from Russia, plus over four hundred documents that came to light in the summer of 2000, have revealed first-hand accounts of some momentous events. Using all this new material, it is possible for the first time to tell Xenia’s story and see, often through her own eyes, what effect the Russian revolution had on her life.


Xenia’s diary records her reaction to Rasputin’s murder and the news that her son-in-law Prince Felix Youssoupov was implicated in the plot. Another entry shows her total disbelief and confusion as Russia spiralled into revolution, culminating in the abdication of her brother, the Tsar. More documents illuminate the relationship between Xenia and her husband: her feelings when he left her and, later, his emotional plea, which contradicts the version that was published in his own memoirs and was relied on by historians for nearly seventy years.


It has also been possible to cast new light on other members of the family. We see Xenia’s sister Olga as a new mother, learn of her brother Michael’s feelings on being suddenly nominated Tsar by their brother Nicholas II when he abdicated, and discover how Empress Alexandra Feodorovna felt about being exiled with her family to Tobolsk.


After the family’s hurried departure from Russia, we find Xenia at the centre of a vast network of Russian emigrés and European royal relatives, more than one of whom expressed their feelings about Xenia’s permanent exile from her motherland and the lack of help given the Romanovs at their time of greatest need by the British royal family. Thus, our book offers a fresh perspective on the problems faced in exile by the surviving members of the Russian imperial family.




1 (1864–90)


‘A sense of happiness


seemed to linger’


Nothing is more beautiful than this city of gold, on a horizon of silver, where the sky retains the paleness of dawn,’1 wrote Théophile Gautier in 1858 when he caught his first sight of St Petersburg. This was the city of Grand Duchess Xenia’s family and forebears since its inception by Peter the Great in 1703, on marshland seized from the Swedes, where the mouth of the River Neva meets the Gulf of Finland. By the nineteenth century it was one of the most beautiful capitals in Europe, elegantly classical with wide boulevards, enormous squares and majestic canals. For over six months in winter the city of St Petersburg froze in sub-zero temperatures under layers of ice and snow, with only four hours of daylight. In summer there were the ‘white nights’, twenty-two hours of daylight when the sun glistened on the golden domes of the churches and the city was bathed in the silvery-pearl haze so admired by Gautier. St Petersburg was very cosmopolitan. Along the 3-mile waterfront of the Neva, Italian architects had built splendid baroque palaces for the nobility, the largest and most lavish being the Winter Palace, the setting for the Imperial Court. This was the world that would form Xenia’s earliest memories. Here she would come to realize that, as a child of Russia’s ruling dynasty, she was a Grand Duchess, part of the most important and powerful imperial family in the world.


In the mid-nineteenth century the gorgeous Winter Palace was the residence of her grandparents, Tsar Alexander II and his wife Empress Marie Alexandrovna, formerly Princess Marie of Hesse. In the summer of 1864 Alexander II, seeking a wife for his heir, approached King Christian IX of Denmark with a proposal for his eldest unmarried daughter, Princess Dagmar, to marry the Tsarevich, Grand Duke Nicholas Alexandrovich. At almost twenty-one, this sensitive youth had become a well-read adult with his father’s liberal leanings, marked artistic interests, and little in common with his more boisterous brothers.


As a child Dagmar was less pretty than her elder sister Alexandra (‘Alix’), who had married the Prince of Wales in 1863, but she had more personality, a sharper wit and wider interests, as well as the same sense of style and love of fine clothes. According to one of their playmates, Bernhard von Bülow, the future Chancellor of Imperial Germany, Dagmar was livelier and cleverer than her sister, ‘but desperately hard-headed’.2


Accompanied by Count Stroganov and a large suite, the Tsarevich travelled to Copenhagen to meet the Danish royal family. A betrothal was virtually a foregone conclusion, but the two young people also fell deeply in love. Amid lavish family celebrations it was announced that they would marry in the spring of 1865. Yet it was not to be. On a visit to southern Europe Nicholas was confined to bed for several weeks while being treated for an abscess; he became too weak to return home and by Christmas he was evidently dying. Princess Dagmar and members of her family joined the sorrowing relations at his bedside at Nice as, on the evening of 24 April 1865 [NS], the thin, wasted young heir slipped away. After a suitable period of mourning a devastated Dagmar, knowing what was expected, dutifully transferred her affections to the new Tsarevich, the Tsar’s second son Alexander.


Brought up as a soldier, noted one anonymous contemporary, ‘without any political education, with a poor knowledge of languages for a man in his position, and with a disposition more given to self-indulgence than to work, the new heir-apparent found that time was above all things necessary to adapt himself to the altered state of things’.3 Little attention had been paid to his education; as he was not heir to the throne, his tutors had made no effort to groom him as a future sovereign. They had thought him sluggish and ponderous beside his quick-witted elder brother. Uncomely, uncouth and bad-tempered, he was regarded as the ugly duckling of the family, clumsy, lacking in manners and too keen to use his fists. Court officials had always slighted or ignored him, and it must have given him satisfaction to consider that now he would be treated with more respect.


The two young people were not really in love. Dagmar was still coming to terms with the loss of Nicholas, while Alexander was in love with Princess Marie Mestchersky. Although he also knew that, as the eldest surviving son and heir, he could never marry her, Alexander needed considerable prompting as to where his dynastic duty lay. Princess Mestchersky was banished abroad and the new Tsarevich was sent to Copenhagen to propose to Princess Dagmar.


In the autumn of 1866 Dagmar arrived in St Petersburg to prepare for her new role as wife of the heir to the imperial throne. She was received into the Orthodox Church, and took the name Grand Duchess Marie Feodorovna. On 28 October they were married at the Winter Palace. In the family Dagmar was always ‘Minny’ while her husband was ‘Sasha’. They made their home at the Anitchkov Palace on the Nevsky Prospekt, one of St Petersburg’s main thoroughfares. Carlo Rossi’s baroque building had lavishly decorated state rooms, a private chapel and a ballroom. Outside was a small garden with a pond. In 1874 Monighetti added a Winter Garden over the projecting front vestibule.


As their youngest daughter Olga would remark many years later, her parents had little in common, yet they complemented each other so well that their marriage could not have been happier.4 Hating pomp, ostentation and court balls, Sasha was happiest at home. Dagmar enjoyed the high society life of St Petersburg and positively sparkled at court occasions. She loved riding and was a keen horsewoman, while he was not merely unsuited to mounting a horse with his great bulk, but also afraid of them.


During the next sixteen years they had six children. The eldest, Nicholas, destined to be the last Tsar of Russia, was born on 6 May 1868. Alexander was born on 26 May 1869 and died of meningitis on 20 April 1870, and a third son George followed on 27 April 1871. Three years elapsed before Dagmar was enceinte once more. She always suffered from nausea during her pregnancies, and her physician Dr Hirsch advised her to eat raw ham in bed each morning. As her confinement drew closer she told her mother, Queen Louise of Denmark, that this time she felt particularly fat and awkward as well.


The coming of spring, when the ice in the Neva broke, allowing the river to flow again, was always eagerly awaited by all St Petersburg. To signal the start of ‘navigation’, cannons were fired from the SS Peter & Paul Fortress, from where the commander sailed forth in a decorated barge to present a crystal goblet of Neva water to the Tsar. It was around the time this event was being anticipated that at 4am on Tuesday 25 March 1875, at the Anitchkov, Dagmar gave birth to a daughter, who was named Xenia.5


‘On the 25th day of the present month of March our well-beloved daughter-in-law H.I.H. the Czarevna, . . . wife of H.I.H. the Cesarevitch . . . brought into the world a daughter . . . who has received the name of Xenia,’ ran the words of the manifesto issued by Alexander II. ‘We welcome this increase of our Imperial Family as a new grace of Providence . . . and in announcing it to our faithful subjects we are convinced that they will raise with us fervent prayers to God for the happy growth and prosperity of the new-born Grand Duchess. We order that everywhere the title of Imperial Highness shall be given to our well-beloved granddaughter the new-born Grand Duchess. . . .’6 The parents were delighted that the latest addition to their family was a daughter.


In accordance with Orthodox tradition, the parents did not attend Xenia’s christening, which took place on Thursday 17 April, the Tsar’s birthday. At the service in the Winter Palace church, conducted by Their Majesties’ confessor, the little Grand Duchess wore a christening gown made by her mother from cotton and lace. It had a detachable bib on which Dagmar embroidered a tiny double-headed eagle, the imperial crown and the year of Xenia’s birth. The gown was worn by all Dagmar’s children and a new bib was made for each baby. Xenia’s godparents were her grandmother the Empress Marie Alexandrovna, her grandfather King Christian IX of Denmark, her father’s brother Grand Duke Vladimir Alexandrovich and Princess Thyra of Denmark, her mother’s younger sister. Xenia also received the customary gift, a gold crucifix.7


The nursery at the Anitchkov consisted of five sparsely furnished rooms. Anastasia Grigorievna (‘Nastya’, or ‘Na’) was engaged as Xenia’s nanny. The baby may also have come under the care of Kitty Strutton, an Englishwoman who had nursed her father, as English ways had been fashionable at the Russian court for some years. Dagmar engaged a wet-nurse, as she had done for her sons.


From England, the Princess of Wales wrote full of concern for her sister’s health:


. . . thank God that it is all over and you got through it well, and that you have a little girl!!!! . . . My thoughts and prayers were with you in those moments, I think – since you did telegraph me that very morning. . . .


. . . did you suffer much? My poor little Minny – or did you have a little chloroform this time? You did promise that you would. . . .


Xenia or something like that the little child is called, yes that is a beautiful name, who has thought of it? I almost imagined that you yourself wanted to nurse her!!!!! I cannot help laughing when I think of my blessed father’s daughter’s breasts dripping!!!???? No, the thought of seeing you little Minny with the little one at your breast!!! is much too amusing to be true!! and think how I have always wanted it so much myself!! What do the boys say to little sister? [English in the original] Sasha could honestly really have written to me, I wanted it so much?????. . .8


In June, when Xenia was almost three months old, Sasha was sent abroad to represent the Tsar on official business. Dagmar took the children to Peterhof, the imperial summer estate on the Gulf of Finland. Around the Grand Palace, with its long canal and cascades of fountains stretching down to the sea, were numerous villas: Marly, Monplaisir, The Hermitage and the Farm, but the Tsarevich and his wife always used The Cottage, a pretty yellow and white neo-Gothic villa, a riot of small rooms with verandas, gables and balconies, which Xenia’s brothers loved to explore. From there, Dagmar took the three children to visit their grandparents in Denmark, where they were later joined by Sasha.


The Princess of Wales took a special interest in Xenia as, according to the western NS calendar, she was born on the same date as Alix’s son, who had died within twenty-four hours.* ‘Your sweet little Xenia is surely a dear little thing,’ Alix wrote on 26 October. ‘I am really curious to see her. Please do have yourself photographed with her, so that I can see what she looks like!!!!’9


A few months later she enquired: ‘How are your sweet children keeping? I fear that your sweet Nicky has forgotten me, which would make me sad as I love that angelic child. Little Georgie can of course not remember me, and I do not know baby Xenia yet, which is a pity!’10


The following spring, when Xenia was in the arms of her nurse at Livadia in the Crimea, they met a small boy who introduced himself as Grand Duke Alexander Michaelovich. This was Xenia’s first meeting with her future husband.


Despite the presence of Nastya, Xenia was raised under her mother’s direct supervision. As she had few official responsibilities, Dagmar was able to devote plenty of time to her family. ‘All three children lay by the side of me on the bed’, she told Queen Louise in 1877, ‘and Nicky told a little story.’11 Xenia had inherited her mother’s lively intelligence and something of her charm of manner but had nothing of Dagmar’s outgoing personality. She was very close to Nicholas and Georgie and when their French tutor, Monsieur Duperret, returned from a visit to Paris, he even brought a present for little Xenia – ‘a small bird which looks almost alive’, Nicky told their mother.12


On 21 November 1878 Xenia’s brother Michael was born. Although Xenia became the favourite daughter, ‘Misha’ as the family called him was undoubtedly his parents’ favourite son.


Dagmar had the last word with regard to the children’s upbringing. They were raised in a Spartan manner, as their father had been, sleeping on camp beds, rising at 6am and taking a cold bath. Occasionally they were allowed a warm one in their mother’s bathroom. For breakfast they had porridge and black bread, mutton cutlets or roast beef with peas and baked potatoes at lunch, and bread, butter and jam at tea, with cake kept as a treat for special occasions. They were not brought up in luxurious surroundings; while Nicholas and George had their own sitting room, dining room, playroom and bedroom, they were very simply furnished, the only finery being an icon surrounded with pearls and precious stones. Nevertheless Dagmar impressed on them throughout childhood that a happy family life was the most important thing, with the minimum of discipline for its own sake. When the children were a little older they dined with their parents, and friendly family arguments often escalated into battles in which they threw bread at each other. Alexander’s aunt, Queen Olga of Württemberg, was grossly affronted at this lack of discipline.


Xenia became her mother’s constant companion and received regular presents from Aunt Alix in England. ‘I will give your little Xenie [sic] the little white dress with the ribbons pulled through,’ the Princess of Wales told her sister in 1879. There seems to have been a mishap though, as Alix continued, ‘the other two [dresses] were ordered by you. I am sorry, they were certainly so smart – but it wasn’t poor Loue’s fault. . . .’13 It was customary for both parents to see the boys mid-morning to discuss their lessons and activities for the day. At bedtime, Dagmar saw her sons for a shorter period. Sometimes the children were allowed into her rooms while she dressed for dinner. She let them choose her gown and watch while Sophie, the Danish maid, went through the daily ritual of brushing and arranging her hair, before winding ropes of perfectly matched pearls around her neck.


All the children were brought up to believe in and respect the word of Tsar Alexander II, whose decision on any matter was final. Unfortunately, this smothered both their individuality and their independence of thought. Dagmar was well aware that, after her children, the next heir was her brother-in-law Vladimir and his ambitious German wife, the former Princess Marie of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, who, while taking the name Grand Duchess Marie Pavlovna (‘Miechen’), still had not renounced her Lutheran faith. Dagmar and Sasha disliked her pro-German attitude and distrusted her friendship with Bismarck, for whom she was rumoured to be a secret agent. Relations between the two women would always be distant. There was no such rivalry between Sasha and his younger brothers – Alexis, who was to become the head of the Russian navy, Sergei, a future governor-general of Moscow, and the more scholarly Paul. The brothers had one sister, Marie, who had married Queen Victoria’s second son Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh. She found the courts of England disappointingly provincial and lacking in splendour compared with the palaces of St Petersburg, and always relished her visits back to the land of her birth.


Sasha adored his young family, liking nothing more than a good romp. He insisted that they be brought up as normal healthy children. As they grew older he took pleasure in being with other children as well, and he soon became Uncle Sasha to a whole tribe of nephews and nieces, delightedly leading them into mischief.


Outside the Anitchkov nursery, events were taking place which would have a significant effect on Xenia’s future. By this time Sasha’s relations with his own father were becoming less cordial. The Tsar and Tsarina had drifted apart. Since the death of her eldest son she had become more ardently Orthodox, and her health, never good, deteriorated further. The distance between husband and wife left him open to the temptations of a mistress, and his affair with Catherine Dolgoruky, who was soon ‘his wife in all but name’ and bore him several children, created a gulf between father and son. Sasha and his brothers all deeply loved and revered their mother, and were outraged at their father’s cavalier treatment of her. Moreover, owing to a complete difference in outlook between father and son, the Tsarevich had no involvement with affairs of state. Though he was permitted to attend ministerial meetings, he was easily influenced by his mother’s confessor, Father Bashanov, and the ambitious, archconservative Constantine Pobedonostsev, who between them, impressed on him that reform was dangerous and the autocracy of Russia must be preserved at all costs. He was at odds with his father’s policy and was soon associated with the reactionary opposition, and it was apparent that once he came to the throne all reforms would stop.


The terrorist movement known as the ‘Nihilists’ or ‘People’s Will’, an organization devoted to the destruction of the old regime by violence, was now active again. In February 1880 its activists infiltrated the Winter Palace and an explosion occurred just as the imperial family should have been eating dinner. Their lives were saved because the meal was delayed that evening. Sasha moved his family to Yelagin Palace, on one of the islands of the Neva delta. It was far enough from the city centre to give them extra security, but close enough to allow the Tsarevich to make daily visits to his dying mother. For Xenia and her brothers there was the advantage of vast grounds running down to the river. ‘The poor children . . . are happy to be out of the city and enjoy this dearest place immensely,’ Dagmar told her mother.14


To the children’s delight, their aunt Queen Olga of Greece soon arrived with her children Constantine, George, Alexandra, Nicholas and Marie. The park, with its giant oak trees, provided an ideal place for wild games. Xenia and her brothers always wore high leather boots outdoors and their Greek cousins pestered the Queen until she bought them identical pairs. A Russian Grand Duchess by birth, Queen Olga was married to King George of the Hellenes, the second brother of Dagmar.


The Empress died in her sleep on 22 May. After the funeral, Sasha and Dagmar moved to the Villa Brevern in Hapsal on the Baltic. Xenia played with her brothers on the beach and bathed in the sea, Sasha hunted wild duck with Finnish nobles and Dagmar went riding. In June, while the children remained at Hapsal in the care of Princess Julia Kurakin, their parents returned to St Petersburg for a service marking the fortieth day since the Empress’s death. They were shocked at the indecent haste with which the Tsar had married Catherine Dolgoruky, who had now been created Princess Yourievsky. Two of Alexander’s brothers and several ministers accepted the arrangement as perfectly natural, but the Tsarevich and his wife were furious. Nevertheless Sasha kept his own counsel. There had been several attempts on his father’s life during the previous few years, and he suspected that he would be sovereign himself before long.


Early in 1881 the Tsarevich’s children received an invitation to a party at the Winter Palace. Alexander II was anxious for them to meet Catherine’s children, their young step-uncle and aunts, ten-year-old George, seven-year-old Olga and two-year-old Catherine, all of whom had now been legitimized with the title of Prince or Princess Yourievsky. Other guests included people who would remain close to Xenia for life – the Tsar’s brother Grand Duke Michael Nicholaievich and his children, including fourteen-year-old Alexander (‘Sandro’); and the Vorontzov-Dashkovs, Vanya, Sandra, Sofka, Maya, Ira and Roman, whose parents were close friends of Sasha and Dagmar. They had been invited so that the Tsarevich’s children would find some people they knew among the guests. The huge doors flew open and the Tsar entered with Princess Yourievsky and their family. One of the Vorontzovs later recalled racing round the state rooms and sliding down the wooden helter-skelter, led by Xenia’s brother Nicky. Then there was a raffle at which everyone won a prize, including dolls or china figurines for Xenia and the other girls, before they went home.


It is doubtful whether five-year-old Xenia understood who the Yourievsky children were, although her brother Nicholas had certainly been informed. The Vorontzovs were told by their parents that the Tsar had married a widow, and these were her children from the previous marriage.


The following month there was an afternoon fancy dress party at the palace, with costumes provided by the Emperor. The Yourievsky children arrived already wearing specially made costumes, the other boys and girls were sent into rooms to change. They were then told to go and see Princess Yourievsky, whom they found in one of the bedrooms. An icon was propped up on the pillow, and a big basket on the floor contained a selection of masks, which caused much hilarity as the children made their choice. Suddenly Sasha appeared at the door and summoned Xenia, then the Vorontzov girls were called away. The children learnt afterwards that the princess had chosen to use the room in which the Empress had died, and the Tsarevich discovered them laughing when he went in to pray.


On 1 March 1881 a dramatic event put an end to the children’s parties. As Tsar Alexander II was driving back to the Winter Palace, a bomb was thrown at his coach and several people were killed. Disregarding pleas to look to his own safety, he got out to see if he could help the wounded, and was immediately hit by another bomb. His legs were shattered and he was carried back to the palace semi-conscious, to die from his wounds later that day. A signed manifesto, paving the way for full franchise in the future, lay on his desk. Xenia’s parents had come into their inheritance all too soon.


After his father’s funeral, Tsar Alexander III had no hesitation in tearing up the signed manifesto. He would reign as an autocrat. No clemency would be shown to the assassins who had evidently planned his father’s murder for several months, and within weeks they were brought to trial and executed in public.


Warned that his family’s safety was at risk in the capital, Sasha moved them to Gatchina, a vast palace with towers, battlements and high walls 30 miles south-west of St Petersburg, which had formerly belonged to the Emperor Paul. Xenia and Misha both had colds and so could not go outside, and had to be left behind at the Anitchkov. Xenia pined for her parents and longed for the company of her elder brothers. The Empress found Gatchina ‘cold, disgusting and full of workmen’ and she tried to make it more habitable by transferring some Chinese and Japanese porcelain from Tsarskoe Selo to fill the empty corridors. ‘This uninhabited, big, empty castle in the middle of winter cost me many tears,’ she continued, ‘hidden tears, for Sasha is happy to leave the city.’15 Not until later could Xenia and Misha join the others. ‘Little Xenia is so glad,’ Dagmar reported.16


Alexander III shunned the luxurious state rooms in the central block, only using them for significant occasions. Instead they lived in the Arsenal Block, in a series of low, vaulted rooms which had formerly been occupied by Paul’s court. From the upper state quarters a corridor led to a tiny staircase winding down to the mezzanine floor. The small, dark and stuffy apartments, barely seven-and-a-half feet high, were crammed with furniture, knick-knacks, photographs and china. The Empress noted that they lacked ‘toilets and constraint’ and reminded her of ships’ cabins.17 Their children pasted cartoons from Christmas numbers of the Graphic on the walls; on the stairwell were pictures of Victorian society beauties cut from magazines. There was a study for the Empress, a drawing room, billiard room and dining room. In the Tsar’s modest, almost shabby working study, its desk covered with papers and family photographs, was a life-size wax figure of a man playing a hunting horn. Official reception rooms were on the first floor. Beyond the sitting rooms were bedrooms and nurseries – a visitor after the revolution noticed that toys were still lying around. Nicholas and Georgie’s bedroom had ‘two green Biedermayer sofas with hard backs that served as beds’, with a china stove between. Nearby, sunk into the floor, was a bath.18 It was traditional for Russian Grand Duchesses to sleep on a camp bed until their marriage, so Xenia had a hard bed like her brothers. A photograph of one of the ladies’ bedrooms survives, showing a single bed, a dressing-table with a frilly valance and some comfortable chairs.


On the ground floor, through an outer hall full of stuffed bears and aurochs (known as ‘the menagerie’), was the Arsenal Hall, where the principal part of family life took place. This was a large vaulted room with sofas, a dining table, billiard table and toys including a boat-shaped swing, an American mountain, a gymnasium, a railway, a dolls’ house, a kitchen equipped for cooking and a fortress complete with soldiers. ‘A sense of happiness seemed to linger’, wrote a British visitor in the 1920s.19 A staircase connected the Arsenal Hall directly to the Emperor’s study. Security at the palace was tight, with cavalry patrolling the park boundaries and cossacks pacing up and down outside the imperial family’s rooms every night. Visitors were carefully scrutinized and each security pass carried the bearer’s photograph.


Although Nicky and Xenia both preferred St Petersburg, trips to the capital were at first kept to a minimum. Even playing in the park posed problems, and Dagmar told Queen Louise that the boys were never allowed out alone: ‘They go out always with us, and we keep all that is sad and unpleasant away from them so that they do not feel the oppressive time we are experiencing.’20


Every morning Xenia and her brothers went to wish their father good morning before he began work in his study. Lunch, which always started with soup and usually comprised both French and Russian dishes, was served at 1pm. Afterwards, they waited for their father’s command to get dressed. Xenia’s maid Vera wrapped her in a pelisse or long cloak and high fur-lined boots. After a walk, with the snow crackling under their feet in the pale northern sunlight, the children returned to their lessons and the Tsar to his desk.


In the spring of 1882 they visited Peterhof, where on 1 June the Empress gave birth to her last child, Olga, the only one of the children ‘born in the purple’. As Olga was delicate, they engaged an English nanny, Elizabeth Franklin, who established Olga’s nursery in one of Gatchina’s large tapestried salons, refusing to bring up ‘her baby’ in the gloomy entresol. ‘Nana’ ruled with a rod of iron, but the other children had the freedom of the nursery as long as they recognized her authority.


Sasha wanted all his children to receive an equally good education. At Gatchina they had several private tutors, with special emphasis on foreign languages. A favourite was Charles Heath (the ‘old man’ as the children called him), English tutor to Xenia’s elder brothers, who lived at Gatchina with his wife and daughters, and taught the Emperor’s children to fish, play games and never cheat. They all learnt English, French and German but, unlike Nicholas, Xenia never knew any Danish. Among the succession of French tutors (Monsieur Duperret was dismissed after an erotic scandal) was Ferdinand Thormeyer from Switzerland. Xenia’s geography textbook is preserved, along with other books used by the imperial children at Gatchina.


The Emperor and Empress believed spare time should be usefully employed. The children therefore learnt cookery, joinery and how to make puppets for their theatre, including the clothes. As well as playing with her dolls (in which Misha enthusiastically joined), Xenia played battle games with her brothers’ toy soldiers, watched pictures from a magic lantern and ‘played billiards, tag, battledore & shuttlecock [and] cycled around the vast palace’.21 Like other royal children of the day, she recorded each day’s events in her diary.


From an early age Xenia showed artistic talent. In 1881 Dagmar told her mother that Xenia had grown a lot and was ‘quite a big girl already. I believe she has a talent for drawing, she always has a pencil in her hand and draws small figures and faces perfectly accurately.’22 She also learnt gymnastics, dancing (usually partnered by Misha) and played the piano. As the Tsar believed in an outdoor life, all the children were taught to ride in Gatchina’s large riding school. They kept birds, rabbits and even a bear cub, which they had to look after themselves. When Xenia was nine, she and Misha were each given a donkey by their father. They were normal, healthy children who loved going to the circus and for family birthdays secretly made their own presents, usually pictures. Birthdays and Name Days were always marked by a church service, followed by lunch in the Arsenal Hall. As Sasha also believed in letting them indulge their high spirits, there was no rigid discipline. They attended celebrations on regimental holidays and accompanied their parents to military reviews.


Religion was also important, and in the spring of 1883 Xenia went to her first confession before accompanying her mother to communion. ‘She was very serious the whole Friday [the day before] and one could see her thinking properly over it,’23 Dagmar wrote. Xenia’s participation was part of the preparation for her first appearance at a state occasion – her parents’ coronation in May 1883.


There were genuine fears that an attempt would be made on the family’s lives during the coronation. A few days before the ceremony, amid tight security, they moved to the Petrovsky Palace on the Tverskaya, the main road into Moscow. From here, in 1812, Napoleon had watched Moscow burn.


On 10 May the official state entry to Moscow took place, with a procession of Russian Grand Dukes and foreign princes escorting the Tsar to the Kremlin. He rode by himself in front, a squadron of horses forming the vanguard, announcing his approach to the troops and civilian population lining the streets of their march. A long file of golden carriages followed, the first containing the Tsarina and Xenia, the others the Russian Grand Duchesses, princesses of royal blood and elder ladies-in-waiting. Wearing a short version of the Russian court dress with the traditional halfmoon-shaped kokoshnik on her head, Xenia sat beside her mother in the golden coach of Empress Elizabeth. As the long procession wound along the Tverskaya, Xenia copied the way the Empress bowed and waved to the people. Just outside Red Square the Tsar helped his wife and daughter from the coach and they went inside the Iverskaya Chapel for a few moments of silent prayer at one of the holiest shrines in Russia. The procession entered the Kremlin through the Spassky Gate to the strains of the national anthem. After prayers at the three great cathedrals, the Uspensky Sobor, the Archangel Michael, and the Annunciation, the imperial family mounted the Red Staircase to the Great Kremlin Palace. The day was very tiring, and when Dagmar was asked later what eight-year-old Xenia thought of it all, the answer was, ‘she really didn’t know – that she didn’t speak, but looked at everything and bowed to all the people exactly as she did’.24


The coronation was on 15 May. The Emperor, wearing the dark green and gold uniform of the Preobrajensky Regiment, and the Empress in a silver brocade court dress slashed with the red ribbon of the Order of St Catherine, led the procession down the Red Staircase and along a raised walkway to the coronation cathedral, the Uspensky Sobor. Inside, Nicholas, George and Xenia took their places with other members of the imperial family alongside the dais.


After the long ceremony, during which the Tsar crowned himself, the imperial family paid homage to the sovereigns. First came the Emperor’s brothers Vladimir and Alexis, who kissed the Emperor and then kissed the Empress’s hand. Then it was the turn of his sons Nicholas and George, in uniform with the blue ribbon of St Andrew, and Xenia in a short white dress and kokoshnik with her hair flowing loose. ‘It was a pretty sight to see the children bowing and curtseying low to their parents,’ recalled an observer.25 After the Tsar had taken communion they stepped outside as the guns fired a salute and the bells of Moscow rang. The procession moved slowly round to the other great cathedrals, where prayers were said before they returned to the Kremlin. A whole round of banquets, balls, military reviews and other festivities followed, in which Xenia took little part, although she was at the consecration of the new Cathedral of Christ the Saviour on 25 May.


The imperial family were always glad to escape to their holidays in Denmark, visits which Sasha compared to being ‘out of prison’. At Kronstadt Xenia, her parents, sister and brothers boarded the imperial yacht for Copenhagen, to stay with their Danish grandparents. In 1883 there was a particularly large gathering of the family of King Christian IX, ‘the Father-in-law of Europe’, and Queen Louise at Fredensborg, the King’s summer palace set in a vast park north of Copenhagen.


Here Xenia was soon to find out that she was related to several of the other European crowned heads. Her mother’s eldest brother Frederik was Crown Prince of Denmark, while the elder sister Alexandra was Princess of Wales. The second brother had been elected to the throne of Greece, where he reigned as King George I of the Hellenes with his wife Queen Olga. Dagmar’s youngest sister Thyra, Xenia’s godmother, married the Duke of Cumberland, whose family had ruled Hanover until dispossessed by Bismarck in 1866. Waldemar, the youngest brother, married Princess Marie of Orléans in 1885. As not everyone could come each year, they sometimes used the smaller Bernstorff palace, 10 miles from Copenhagen.


These family reunions were lively, noisy affairs, at which all political discussion was forbidden. Xenia’s father seemed ten years younger as he indulged in boyish pranks, like turning a hose on the pompous King Oscar II of Sweden, who knew better than to come again next year. Another unpopular visitor was Kaiser Wilhelm, who came some years later for King Christian’s eighty-fifth birthday, arriving ‘because he said he wanted to’, and went about slapping everybody on the back in his determinedly hearty manner, pretending how fond he was of everyone.26 Like many of his other hosts before and after, they were all glad to see him go.


All the children loved these gatherings. Every morning after breakfast the Tsar, like the Pied Piper, led them on a walk around Fredensborg, taking them into muddy ponds to search for tadpoles or into the orchard to steal apples. Often he encouraged the Russian courtiers to lead them round and round the large galleried Cupola Hall on roller-skates. On wet days they played ball in this hall, throwing the ball up to the Tsar or King Christian as they passed by in the gallery above.


It was under the table in the Cupola Hall that Xenia first made the acquaintance of a cousin who was to become a life-long friend. Princess Marie of Greece (‘Greek Minny’), a daughter of King George and Queen Olga, was almost a year younger. They had met before, but the meeting had obviously left no impression. Now the two girls quickly became best friends. Unlike Xenia, who showed signs of inheriting her mother’s ‘elfin beauty’, Marie was rather plain. Another friendship formed in Denmark was with a slightly older cousin, Princess Victoria of Wales. ‘Toria’ was fifteen, the same age as Xenia’s brother Nicky, who that summer had a teenage crush on her. While their parents left dignity behind and indulged in all sorts of practical jokes, the children walked in the woods, played hide-and-seek in the palace and generally enjoyed themselves. In later years there were tea parties at the Kejservilla, a modest house just outside the gates of Fredensborg purchased by Alexander III in 1885.


One of Xenia’s earliest surviving letters, to Queen Louise, was written when she was ten years old: ‘I very often think of the pleasant time we passed all together in Fredensborg. . . . I wish you a very Merry Christmas and happy New Year. We all look forward to Christmas. I wish we could be all together at that nice time. I hope another time when we will come to you that dear Aunt Thyra & the Greek cousins will be there & then it will be so very very nice.’27 As on all her early letters, Xenia had drawn a flower in the top left-hand corner of the page.


Xenia must have been a well-known figure in Denmark at this time. In 1884, when she was nine years old, the Danish composer Valdemar Vater wrote the ‘Xenia Polka Mazurka’ dedicated to the little Grand Duchess.28


From the early 1880s Xenia, Nicky and Georgie also had a particular group of Russian friends, the Vorontzov-Dashkov children, Vanya and his sisters Sandra, Sofka, Maya and Irina, their companions at Alexander II’s parties at the Winter Palace. Their father Count Ilarion was Minister of the Court, his wife ‘Lili’ was the Empress’s close friend and lady-in-waiting. With Dmitri and Paul Cheremetev, the Bariatinsky children and a few others, the Vorontzovs formed the nucleus of Xenia’s childhood world. Every Sunday these friends took the 9.30 train to Gatchina for lunch. Afterwards they played games on the palace lawn, sometimes with Charles Heath, watched over by Xenia’s nurse Nastya. They loved the miniature railway in the park with its tunnels, stations, bridges and its engines, replicas of real locomotives, which could reach speeds of 4 or 5mph. An even more exciting pastime was to walk into the Echo Grotto from its entrance by the Silver Lake, through an underground passage into the palace, and climb the towers.29 Another playmate was a cousin, Grand Duke Alexis Michaelovich, who was the same age as Xenia and sometimes brought his brothers Sandro and Sergei. Often the Emperor would come and take the children for a walk, singling out one of them to talk to on the way. Tea was served back at the palace, or at the Huntsman’s Lodge, with the Empress and her guests.


Like many youngsters they formed their own secret societies. The ‘Potato Society’ took its name from an incident on a paperchase when the pursuers were told the ‘fox’ had ‘shot into the potatoes’. Every member had a golden charm shaped like a potato, made by Fabergé. There was also a ‘Gatchina Society’, whose golden badge, with the Tsarevich’s monogram on one side, the inscription ‘Anitchkov and Gatchina 1881–1885’ and the owner’s name on the other, was presented to friends by Nicholas after he came of age.


As they grew older, the Tsar’s children attended theatrical performances in Gatchina’s ‘Bolshoi Theatre’, or listened to operas and concerts relayed from St Petersburg by telephone. They gave parties, and staged amateur theatricals for friends. Puppet shows, conjurers, gypsy ensembles and a ‘mind reader’ came to entertain. A group of balalaika players made a particularly good impression.30


Like other members of the family, Xenia was a keen angler. ‘Mama and I went to the Admiralty where we were first feeding the ducks and then, taking a sailor and fishing rods with us, started in the Moya to the large bridge near the Menagerie, where we went ashore and began angling. It was very exciting! Mama was catching one perch after another while only roaches swallowed my bait and she caught so many that I got offended.’31


The Tsar took the children into the woods to teach them the secrets of nature. They cleared the gardens, making bonfires with twigs and baking potatoes over the hot cinders. There were picnics in the woods, the Tsar driving the children in a wagonette, and the Empress bringing her guests. When snow came they went sleighing, or tobogganing down the hill on a piece of board like the local children. ‘We went out skiing in the afternoon,’ Xenia wrote in 1884. ‘It was marvellous. Hurrah! We were skiing all together and Mama too, she (and we all) laughed and shouted.’32 Several days would usually be spent in making a giant snowman in front of the palace, and they regularly went skating. They loved watching the Emperor test the newly frozen ice on the pond; treading carefully until it gave way under his weight and he landed up to his knees in water.


As for most children, Christmas was a special time of year, and was always celebrated at Gatchina. Because etiquette forbade any member of the imperial family from entering a shop, the shopkeepers had to send their wares to the palaces on approval. Once a particular item had been purchased one year, the retailers assumed that it would be wanted every time, and so they sent the same things over and over again.


Moreover, as the children had never ventured out into the wide world, they had no idea about any novelties in the market, and the most important shops did not advertise in those days. Even if they had done so, the children would never have seen any advertisements, as newspapers were not allowed in the nursery. The Tsar’s children had no pocket money, and everything they chose as personal gifts was paid for out of the privy purse. They had no idea of their relative financial value. Xenia was in the Tsarina’s rooms when two ladies-in-waiting were unpacking cases of jewellery and bibelots sent by Cartier from Paris. She had not decided what she would give her mother until she saw a filigree scent bottle, its stopper studded with sapphires. To her innocent mind, the price did not matter; nothing else would do. Countess Stroganov, who was looking on, was entreated not to give the secret away. Xenia proudly presented it to her mother on Christmas Eve, and not wishing to spoil the occasion, the Tsarina accepted it with due enthusiasm, but afterwards she made it clear to her ladies that in future any boxes arriving from Cartier and other jewellers could be admired by the children – but no more. Neither she nor the Tsar gave their children any luxurious presents; they had toys, books and, when they were older, gardening implements.
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