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Note to revised edition


This book was first published in 1991. A paperback edition three years later gave me a chance to record the death in April 1992 of the Grand Duchess’s youngest child, Grand Duke Vladimir. Since then, the release to historians and biographers of a vast amount of unpublished material pertaining to the Romanovs has resulted in the publication of several more biographies and accounts of the dynasty, and I have been happy to take advantage of these while revising this edition. Among those which deserve special mention are A Lifelong Passion: Nicolas and Alexandra, their own story, edited by Andrei Maylunas & Sergei Mironenko, and Little Mother of Russia: A biography of Empress Marie Feodorovna, by Coryne Hall.


I would also like to acknowledge my considerable debt to Kim-Elisabeth Geldard, Coryne Hall, Karen Roth, Sue Woolmans and Ian Shapiro; and dedicate this volume to the memory of Theo Aronson.




Foreword


Of Queen Victoria’s twenty-two granddaughters, none – apart from those who were destined to become Queens or Empresses themselves – had such a colourful life as Princess Victoria Melita of Edinburgh, who became successively Grand Duchess Ernest Louis of Hesse and the Rhine, and later Grand Duchess Cyril Vladimirovich of Russia.


Unlike so many of her contemporaries, however, her life has never been fully documented, or given the distinction of an individual biography. She does not appear to have kept a journal; if so, none has survived. At the best of times, she was an erratic letter writer, as Queen Victoria (an indefatigable correspondent herself) was moved to complain on more than one occasion. Even more frustratingly, it has proved impossible to obtain access to more than a very small amount of her surviving correspondence.


Moreover, unlike both her husbands and her favourite sister Marie, Queen of Roumania, she never wrote or published any memoirs. While their reminiscences have proved useful sources for her life, inevitably they have tended to overshadow her life and times – a fascinating life that began in Malta, to a childhood divided between England, Scotland and Germany, to a married life that took her to Germany, France and Russia, and finally a dignified if hardly serene exile in post-war Finland, Germany and Brittany.


After the Russian revolution in 1917 and the collapse of imperial power, Grand Duchess Cyril seems to have been regarded as less important. Her name features but rarely in official records, or in The Times. Her activities during her last twenty years have been the subject of much speculation and gossip, often conflicting, ever since. Most people who still remember her, or who know those who can remember meeting her, are reluctant to talk about certain areas of her life, and matters such as her feelings towards the burgeoning Nazi movement are the subject of considerable disagreement.


At the risk of inconsistency, first names used throughout the text are those most commonly used in English, though they may appear in a different form when quoted in letters; for instance, Grand Duke Cyril was sometimes referred to in correspondence as Kyrill or Kirill, and where letters are used in the book the spelling remains unaltered.


I wish to acknowledge the gracious permission of Her Majesty The Queen to publish certain material of which she owns the copyright.


I am also indebted to the Hon. David Astor, by whose permission certain extracts from the correspondence of his mother, Lady Astor, to Her Majesty Queen Marie of Roumania, are published here for the first time, and to the staff, Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Reading University, for access to the material; and to Edward Voules, for permission to quote from his privately printed work Free of All Malice.


Several people have been extremely generous with their time, their advice, and with asking other people for information. In particular, the late Mrs Bee Jordaan and John Wimbles have not only read the draft manuscript at various stages and saved me from several small factual errors, but have also been exceptionally helpful in tracking down elusive, not to say hitherto-unknown, sources of information, and with discussing various aspects of Princess Victoria Melita’s life and character. Without them, the book would have been very much harder to write; the end result is certainly very much the better for their participation.


Sadly, Bee died on 17 September 1990, shortly before this book went to press. Ever since collaborating on a biography of the Princess’s father, Dearest Affie, published in 1984, we had considered this as a future project, and I regret that she did not live to see the final result. It is to her memory that the work is respectfully dedicated.


My thanks are also due to H.H. Prince Nicolas Romanoff; Arthur Addington; Theo Aronson; Dr Otto Hambrecht, Bayerisches Staatsarchiv, Coburg; Joyce Kilvington; Kathleen Marten, Kent State Library, Ohio, USA; Ricardo Mateos Sainz de Medrano; Aila Narva, National Archives, Helsinki, Finland; Robin Piguet; Bodil Sander, Det Kongelige Bibliotek, Copenhagen; Shirley Stapley; and, as ever, my parents, Wing Commander Guy and Nancy Van der Kiste, for their constant help, advice and encouragement during the writing of this biography.
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The Duke and Duchess of Edinburgh


A swarm of European royalty descended on St Petersburg in January 1874 for the wedding of Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, to Marie, Grand Duchess of Russia. As befitted the nuptials of a daughter of the Tsar, it was a picturesque and magnificent occasion. No less remarkable were the circumstances leading up to the marriage themselves, for in view of the fragile relations between Britain and Russia during the nineteenth century, and even more so between their reigning dynasties, it was almost unthinkable that such a match could ever come to pass.


Prince Alfred (‘Affie’) was born at Windsor Castle on 6 August 1844, the fourth child and second son of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. In his formative years he compared favourably with his elder brother Prince Albert Edward (‘Bertie’), Prince of Wales. While the son born to succeed his mother on the throne as King Edward VII was wilful, obstinate and given to fits of uncontrollable temper, Affie was a placid child. He was more eager to learn than his brother, and at the age of four and a half, according to his governess Lady Lyttelton, he was said to have ‘very uncommon abilities; and a mind which will make the task of instructing him most smooth and delightful.’1 His intelligence and powers of concentration were evident at an early age, as was his passion for geography and anything to do with the Royal Navy. He was clever with his hands, and enjoyed taking mechanical devices to pieces and reassembling them to find out how they worked, sometimes adding minor improvements of his own in the process. He also made toys for the younger children, and even a rudimentary musical box which played Rule Britannia, albeit in fits and starts.


Bertie was heir to his mother’s throne; Affie was likewise destined to succeed his Uncle Ernest as Duke of Saxe-Coburg Gotha. Ernest had already fathered several illegitimate children, and contracted venereal disease, much to the disgust of his virtuous brother Albert. It seemed unlikely that he and his wife Alexandrine would produce an heir to the duchy. The succession would therefore fall to Affie. Yet he could not be educated entirely abroad; should anything happen to Bertie, he would be King, and as Prince Albert pointed out to his brother, ‘if we make a German of him, it might be very difficult for him and for our country.’2


At the age of eleven, Affie began training for the Royal Navy under the supervision of a tutor, Lieutenant John Cowell. Three years later, he passed his entrance examination with excellent marks, and spent much of the next three years away from home, apart from occasional periods of leave with the family at Windsor, Osborne and Balmoral.


During his formative years, Affie showed signs of growing up to be very like his father. He was never bored; his perpetually-inquiring mind and busy hands meant that he could always find himself something to do, and he was happy to be left on his own. Inevitably this went with a tendency to be quiet and rather shy, a trait sometimes mistaken for rudeness in later life by those who did not know him better. In character he was remarkably unlike Bertie, an extrovert who relished the company of others, and never liked being left to his own devices, and hated books or anything remotely connected with the schoolroom. The brothers were devoted to each other, and this fraternal bond would last throughout their lives, but people outside the family readily observed how different they were. Charles Wynne-Carrington, chosen to come and play as a boy at Eton with them while the family was in residence at Windsor, remarked that he liked the Prince of Wales much better, even though Prince Alfred ‘was the favourite’.


Father and second son also shared a common bond in their love for Coburg. On his visits to Uncle Ernest and Aunt Alexandrine, Affie realized that he found the same feelings of contentment and tranquillity at Rosenau, the birthplace of Prince Albert who always retained a great affection for the castle.


However, Affie was to be deprived of his father’s guidance at an early age. A few weeks after his seventeenth birthday and one glorious family holiday in the Scottish Highlands, Affie sailed from Liverpool to join the North American and West Indies station.


Several thousand miles away that winter, his grieving relations at Windsor gathered round the bed of the Prince Consort. Prince Albert, gravely weakened by overwork and anxiety, had aged far beyond his forty-two years, and on 14 December 1861 he succumbed to an attack of typhoid. Apart from his eldest sister Vicky, Crown Princess of Prussia, recovering from pneumonia at Berlin, Affie was the only one of the children not at Windsor. Not until February 1862 did he arrive home on an extended period of compassionate leave. Ironically his efforts to be cheerful, and his reluctance to observe every little detail of mourning at home, began to drive mother and son apart. Much as he missed his father, and was saddened at being denied the solace of relations at the time, he argued that he was trying not to be heartless. With the resilience of youth, he knew that life had to go on; but the brave face he showed to the family was not appreciated in what had become a house of deepest mourning.


Worse was to come. That summer Affie rejoined his ship and sailed for Malta. Queen Victoria had asserted, somewhat hysterically, that an affair between the Prince of Wales and an actress in Ireland the previous year had ‘broken her Angel’s beloved heart’. Now, when their second son likewise yielded to the temptations of the opposite sex, and rumours of an affair he had had on Malta reached her, she was shocked by his ‘heartless and dishonourable behaviour’.


This had happened at a rather inopportune moment. The Greeks had just rebelled against their unpopular and childless King Otto, and the provisional government was asking the protecting powers of Britain, France and Russia to nominate a candidate for the vacant throne. Although members of these three countries’ ruling families were ineligible under the terms of a London protocol signed in 1830, the Greeks showed great enthusiasm for ‘a son of Queen Victoria’, it was reported cryptically in the press. By mid-November it was apparent that Prince Alfred’s election as King of the Hellenes was almost a foregone conclusion. In a plebiscite held at the end of the year, he received over 95 per cent of the votes cast. Yet much to his relief, the British government made it clear that he was not permitted to accept the throne, and at length a prince of the Danish house of Glucksburg was chosen instead.


In 1866 Affie was promoted to the rank of Captain, and three months later Queen Victoria created him Duke of Edinburgh, and Earl of Ulster and Kent. By the end of the year, plans were well under way for him to take his ship HMS Galatea on a world cruise. It was a responsibility which, the Queen remarked coldly, he seemed to view ‘with such reluctance and suspicion’. He was unhappy at the idea of being separated from family and friends for so long, but this was just what she wanted, hoping that ‘the responsibility and the separation from his London flatterers will do him good.’3 He had shown a marked predilection for society life, and the Queen feared that he was too infatuated with his charming sister-in-law, Princess Alexandra.


All the same, he discharged his duties on the world cruise with distinction, though a lengthy sojourn in Australia soon palled for him. It was, however, cut short when an attempt on his life was made near Sydney in March 1868. A Fenian sympathizer, seeking revenge for the execution of three members of the Fenian Brotherhood for shooting a policeman in Manchester, found the nearby presence of Queen Victoria’s second son a providential target for revenge.


Affie was shot and wounded in the back, but fortunately the bullet was deflected from his spine by a pair of heavy braces, and removed after a short operation. He returned home, where he quickly exhausted his mother’s patience by receiving ‘ovations as if he had done something – instead of God’s mercy having spared his life.’4 A second cruise on Galatea took him to India, Asia and the South American continent, and he returned in May 1871.


Shortly before setting sail again at the end of 1868, he had stayed at Jugenheim with his sister Alice and her husband Prince Louis of Hesse and the Rhine. Several other members of the Russian and Hessian families were present, among them Grand Duchess Marie, fourteen-year-old daughter of Alexander II, Tsar of Russia. It was this same Marie, the Duke told his mother shortly after completing his travels in 1871, that he wished to marry.


Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Marie Alexandrovna was born on 17 October 1853, sixth child of Tsarevich Alexander and the former Princess Marie of Hesse and the Rhine. There were six sons of the marriage, all of whom lived to maturity, and two daughters. The elder, Alexandra, had died in infancy, and as the only surviving girl, Marie was inevitably the apple of her father’s eye. She grew up to be rather spoilt, used to having her own way, and as a result of being surrounded by brothers, somewhat brusque and masculine in her demeanour. Certainly she inherited nothing of her mother’s fragile beauty.


Marie’s eldest brother, Tsarevich Nicholas, died shortly after being betrothed to Princess Dagmar of Denmark, sister of the Princess of Wales. It was Nicholas’s dying wish that Dagmar should marry his brother Alexander, and the match was a very happy one. Both Danish-born sisters and Princess Louis of Hesse, Queen Victoria’s second daughter, were anxious to ease tension and suspicion between their adopted countries, and to this end they arranged regular meetings of British, German and Russian royalty with the annual Danish family reunions. King Christian IX and Queen Louise were supremely fortunate in having such a united family. Queen Victoria, used to pacifying warring elements between her sons and daughters when continental marriages, divided loyalties, and Bismarck’s policy of blood and iron exacted their toll on fraternal harmony, remarked with envy on how King Christian’s brood ‘never breathe one word against each other, and the daughters remain as unspoilt and as completely Children of the Home as when they were unmarried’.5


It was at one such meeting that Affie and Marie came face to face for the first time. Marie was not yet fifteen, so it was hardly a case of love at first sight. Nonetheless Affie liked her company and thought she had plenty of character. No less importantly, he realized that once he returned from the second part of his cruise on Galatea (which he was scheduled to join again a few weeks hence), Queen Victoria would increase pressure on him to consider a suitable marriage. He had already been more than mildly infatuated with his sister-in-law, and after that with Lady Constance Grosvenor, Duchess of Westminster. The Queen knew that the sooner a wife was found for him the better, and preferably a German one.


Having allowed her eldest son to marry a Danish princess had, in her eyes, proved a grave miscalculation for political reasons. Within less than a year of the marriage, Germany and Denmark had gone to war over the future of the Schleswig-Holstein duchies. Despite the Queen’s steadfast German sympathies, the Prince and Princess of Wales had – without actively trying – helped to swing public opinion at large firmly on the side of beleaguered Denmark.


Several German princesses had been considered for Affie, but ruled out for various reasons, mainly on grounds of health or total lack of mutual attraction. Princess Elizabeth of Wied came the closest to becoming Duchess of Edinburgh, but her eccentricities were revealed when she discovered that her suitor played the violin. When he was invited to stay with the family, she and her mother organized an expedition into their favourite beech woods, so that he could serenade them under the trees. Gallantly he complied with this strange command – he could hardly say no – but he vowed silently between clenched teeth that he would never marry anyone with such peculiar notions.


If there were no eligible German princesses for Affie, why not a Romanov Grand Duchess? The Princess of Wales, her sister, and his sister Alice all thought that such a dynastic union would help to further the cause of European harmony, and ease relations between England and Russia. As the Tsar’s only daughter, Marie would doubtless come into a considerable fortune on her marriage, and Affie had inherited something of the Coburg parsimony. Sir John Cowell, now his secretary, maintained that his concern with money ‘amounted to a disease’. On her side, Marie was fascinated by this deeply-tanned sailor prince and Duke with a wealth of stories about his recent world travels, comprising what was probably the most extensive journey yet undertaken by a European prince – and with a wound in his back, to bear witness to the most hair-raising episode of them all.


Affie’s meeting with Tsar Alexander II in July 1871 proved to be a prelude to two years’ difficult courtship. The Tsar and Tsarina dreaded the idea of losing their beloved daughter to a foreign court, and hoped fervently that a prince who would stay in Russia might be found for her. As for Queen Victoria, she had no love for the Romanovs, whom she regarded as ‘false and arrogant’. According to her great-grandson, Earl Mountbatten of Burma, speaking a century later, ‘she feared Russia, with very good reason. She had the view . . . that absolute autocracy was wrong and was bound to end in tears, which it did.’6


A contemporary of Mountbatten, Tsar Alexander’s granddaughter Grand Duchess Olga, had no doubt of Queen Victoria’s feelings for the family: ‘Victoria was always contemptuous of us. She said that we possessed a “bourgeoisie”, as she called it, which she disliked intensely. . . . My father (Tsar Alexander III) could not stand her. He said that she was a pampered, sentimental, selfish old woman.’7


Less than twenty years had elapsed since the English and French armies had gone to war with Russia in the Crimea, and mutual enmity was still just below the surface. Religious differences posed another obstacle, until the Queen was assured that members of the Greek Orthodox church (to which the Romanovs belonged) did not refuse to acknowledge any creed other than their own, unlike Roman Catholics. She accepted that the choice of wives for her second son was becoming so narrow that they ‘must get over the difficulties concerning religion’.


More than once, Queen Victoria believed that what she called ‘the Russian project’ was over. She heard from various sources that the Grand Duchess was too deeply attached to her home; the Tsar and Tsarina would not let her marry, except to a Russian; and later that she was in disgrace for having had an affair with one Russian officer and regular correspondence with another. At one stage, she insisted that there must be ‘mutual attachment’ between the Duke of Edinburgh and the Grand Duchess, and that they must marry within the year, ‘or else it must finally be put an end to’.


At length patience brought its own reward. On 11 July 1873 at Jugenheim, Affie asked for Marie’s hand, and she accepted him. When she received his telegram in which he told her how happy they were, and ‘hoping that your blessings rest on us’, the Queen at Osborne professed astonishment ‘at the great rapidity with which the matter has been settled and announced’. To Vicky, she wrote bluntly, ‘The murder is out!’8


The Duke of Edinburgh and Grand Duchess Marie were married at St Petersburg on 23 January 1874, at a double ceremony. The first was performed according to the Greek Orthodox Church, the second according to the rites of the Church of England. It was the only marriage among Queen Victoria’s children which she did not attend in person, but she sent Arthur Stanley, Dean of Westminster, to perform the English service. Lady Stanley was commanded to report back to her sovereign in full detail.


Bride and groom arrived at Windsor on a sunny day in March. At last the Queen had repented of her persistently churlish attitude, and relished this first chance to meet her son’s bride. Though she had to admit that the Duchess of Edinburgh was not pretty or graceful, and held herself rather badly, she was ‘most pleasingly natural, unaffected and civil; very sensible and frank’. Best of all, she was ‘not a bit afraid of Affie and I hope will have the very best influence upon him’.9


Yet Queen Victoria’s apprehensions about having a Romanov daughter-in-law were soon justified. Marie and the Tsar informed the Queen that she was to be known as Her Imperial Highness, ‘as in all civilised countries’. This rankled with the not yet imperial Queen* who retorted that she did not mind whether her daughterin-law was called Imperial or not, as long as the style Royal came first. Then there were arguments as to which title should come first, when referring to Marie – Grand Duchess of Russia, or Duchess of Edinburgh? Feeling out of her depth on the matter, the Queen referred it to her private secretary Sir Henry Ponsonby, who was amused at so much fuss about such trivialities, and quoted Dr Johnson to his wife: ‘Who comes first, a louse or a flea?’.


In May 1874 Tsar Alexander paid a state visit to England. This coincided with another argument about Marie’s position at court. It rankled with her that as an emperor’s daughter she was not granted right of precedence over the Princess of Wales, by birth the mere daughter of a King of Denmark. The Tsar had to concede to Queen Victoria that Princess Alexandra should indeed precede Marie, as wife of the heir to the throne, but he asked for his daughter to take precedence over her other sisters-in-law. This the Queen would not countenance, but Marie exacted her own subtle revenge. At her first drawing-room she took malicious pleasure in showing off her splendid jewellery. The English princesses could not hide their jealousy, while the Queen looked at the pearls and diamonds disdainfully ‘shrugging her shoulders like a bird whose plumage has been ruffled, her mouth drawn down at the corners in an expression which those who knew her had learned to dread’.10


Despite her readiness to criticize, Queen Victoria was never slow to give praise where it was due. She realized that nothing could be done about the Duchess of Edinburgh’s shortcomings. Like those of her son, they had to be accepted, and the best made of all positive qualities. Marie, she acknowledged, had ‘a kind and indulgent disposition, free from bigotry and intolerance, and her serious, intelligent mind – so entirely free from everything fast – and so full of occupation and interest in everything makes her a most agreeable companion. Everyone must like her.’11


Marie always had her friends and defenders in England among those who were granted the opportunity to know her well. Lady Randolph Churchill always admired and appreciated her, and in her memoirs called her a ‘warm-hearted woman of rare intelligence and exceptional education’.12 However, in general very few other people came to like her. She never ceased to find England a bitter disappointment. She thought London ‘an impossible place, people are mad of pleasure’, English food abominable, late hours very tiring, and visits to Windsor and Osborne boring beyond belief. Compared to the finery of St Petersburg, Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle were drab and unappealing. She made no effort to like or see anything good in her new surroundings, or to endear herself to family and servants.


The contrast with her sister-in-law was acute. Although prematurely deaf, invariably unpunctual, and where her children were concerned very possessive, the Princess of Wales was attractive, graceful, charming, and popular with the family. The most that could be said against her was that she was not an intellectual, and certainly not clever; and to the English who had deprecated the late Prince Consort’s zest for knowledge and earnestness of purpose, such shortcomings were a positive virtue. The Duchess of Edinburgh was intelligent, extremely well-educated, and spoke several languages fluently. At the same time she was dowdy, brusque, plain, and arrogant. She rightly gave the impression that she cared nothing for what people thought of her. It was just as well, for the time would come when she was known behind her back as the most unpopular member of royalty in England. Her imperious treatment of servants, and her defiance of convention by smoking cigarettes in public, only enhanced her bad reputation.


Unfortunately Affie was not well-liked either. Unlike the outgoing Prince of Wales, he found it difficult to make friends, and his personality did not inspire confidence in others. Some of his contemporaries found him touchy, bad-tempered, and parsimonious. It was said that only his Coburg mania for money had persuaded him to take a bride who was notoriously plain, on the grounds that at the time she was the richest unmarried princess or Grand Duchess in Europe. He was inclined to be taciturn when sober, and a loquacious bore after a few drinks. Even as a young man, his tendency to drink too much was legendary. In the Duchess’s opinion, his faults could be blamed on his ‘thoroughly English education’.


Those who knew and understood him better could see beyond the unpromising exterior, and respected him for his breadth of interests. Like his mother he was a competent draughtsman and painter in watercolours, and keenly interested in the infant science of photography. A childhood interest in postage stamps stayed with him throughout life, and he was responsible for the foundation of the royal philatelic collection. He was an active patron of music, and among his close friends and admirers was Sir Arthur Sullivan, under whose influence he later lent his active support to the foundation of the Royal Albert Hall, and the Royal College of Music at South Kensington. Since he was a small boy he had played the violin, and composed occasional pieces for the instrument. Some said that his musical gifts were overrated, particularly in later years. Nevertheless he was president of the Amateur Orchestral Society and leader of their orchestra; and while this position undoubtedly owed a certain amount to his status as son of the reigning sovereign, it had to be admitted that nobody, Duke or otherwise, could have taken on such a role without considerable talent and ability as a musician.


Shortly after the wedding, Marie was asked rather bluntly when the first baby would appear. With uncharacteristic good humour, she replied that she was in no hurry, but Alfred was very impatient. Barely nine months after the marriage ceremonies she gave birth to a son, also named Alfred, on 15 October 1874, at Buckingham Palace. One year later, at their country home, Eastwell Park, near Ashford, Kent, she presented him with a daughter, Marie.


Clarence House, London, was the official residence of the Edinburghs, but it was too formal and lacked privacy. In any case, Marie hated London, and Affie was no less keen to have a home where they were less exposed to the public gaze – and further away from the eagle eye of Queen Victoria, even though she too spent as little time in her capital as possible.


Eastwell Park was rented from the Earl of Winchelsea. It was a massive pretentious grey bulk of mock-Tudor, with grounds of 2,500 acres overlooking Romney Marsh. The estates included rich woodland and rolling parks, with Highland cattle and deer. Every autumn Affie invited large shooting parties to make full use of the facilities. With her love of cultured and intellectual company, Marie disliked these sporting seasons intensely. She complained that after a day out with their guns, the men returned sleepy and in no mood for interesting conversation.


In February 1876 the Duke of Edinburgh was appointed to the command of HMS Sultan. After spending several months in her in home waters as a unit of the Channel Fleet, he transferred to the Mediterranean fleet, based on Malta. The ducal couple made San Antonio Palace on Malta their official winter residence.


Here, on 25 November 1876, Marie gave birth to a second daughter at 5.55 p.m. The Duke and Sir Charles Van Straubenzee, Governor of Malta, were present. A royal salute at Valetta announced the birth, while on receipt of the news in London guns were fired in Hyde Park and at the Tower. The local press observed with pride that ‘Malta now claims the honour of being the birth-place of a Royal child. No other colony in Her Majesty’s broad possessions can claim the same.’13


On new year’s day 1877 she was christened in the Palace, and was dressed in the christening robe that had been worn by all Queen Victoria’s children and grandchildren in turn. She was given the names Victoria Melita, the first in honour of her paternal grandmother, the second after her birthplace. En famille she would be known throughout her life as ‘Ducky’, but to the Maltese people she was always ‘Principessa Melita’.


* Not until her proclamation as Empress of India in 1877 could she be considered ‘truly imperial’.
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‘This passionate, often misunderstood child’


Throughout childhood, Ducky’s closest companion was her elder sister Marie, ‘Missy’. As the latter related in her memoirs, they were inseparable, though very different both in looks and character. Ducky was darker, taller, and therefore always assumed by others to be the elder, a misapprehension which annoyed them both. Unlike the others, she did not inherit their mother’s tendency to put on weight easily, and retained her slim figure throughout adult life. Taking after her father in being shy and sensitive, she was the more serious and purposeful of the two, more sombre and intent on striking heroic poses, taking everything very much to heart, and inclined to be resentful when reproved; ‘she also loved jealously and was what our elders called a “difficult child”’.1 Missy was more easy going, extroverted, and made friends easily.


Authority in the nursery was wielded by the girls’ Scottish nurse, Nana Pitcathly. She combined a firm sense of discipline with the utmost devotion to her young charges. Though readily endorsed by the Duchess, it was her idea to have two straps of leather, a black and a brown strip with both ends cut into several fingers, hung on their beds as a warning to behave. However, any sense of chastisement was honoured more in the breach than in the observance, as neither of the girls could ever remember Nana ever using them to administer corporal punishment. Ducky was the favourite of this kindly woman, who evidently had great sympathy for ‘this passionate, often misunderstood child’. But there was never any jealousy between the sisters; ‘we always played the game and never wanted to have separate successes; we could not conceive of a life where we should not be side by side.’2


In due course, there would be four sisters in the Edinburgh nursery. Alexandra Victoria (‘Sandra’) was born on 1 September 1878, and Beatrice (‘Baby Bee’) on 20 April 1884. Their formative years were happy and carefree, ‘the childhood of rich, healthy children protected from the buffets and hard realities of life’.


‘Three of us sisters were born leaders, but each in quite a different way,’ Missy wrote in later life. ‘I used gentleness and a deep understanding of the other man’s side of the case. Ducky used strength and withering contempt when disappointed . . . We were a strong race; the mixture of Russian and English was a strange blend, setting us somewhat apart from the others, as, having strong and dominating characters, we could not follow, only lead.’3


The Duke of Edinburgh was not often at home, for naval duties occupied much of his time. To the children, ‘he was even a little bit of a stranger’, although a good-looking stranger at that, with his tanned skin and deep blue eyes. They were a little in awe of him, but ‘the days when he paid attention to us were red-letter days.’


Their mother had by far the greater influence on their lives. They always turned to Mama for help, she took them out for walks and drives, told them what they were allowed or forbidden to do, and came to kiss them goodnight. Her children were ‘the supreme and central interest of her existence’, but she was a stern, Spartan parent. A born conversationalist, she declared that nothing was more hopeless than a princess who never opened her mouth. When her children were invited out for a meal, they must never refuse what was set before them, as to do so would be an insult to their hostess.


If the food made them feel sick, they could be sick – as long as they waited until they got home. They must never complain of ill-health; neither colds, headaches, nor fevers should prevent them from carrying on as normal. One of the few things the Duchess of Edinburgh shared with her mother-in-law was an unshakeable belief that to take to one’s bed because of illness was generally an admission of weakness or failure. There was nothing like good exercise for making a young child fit and healthy, come rain or shine, so Ducky and her sisters were sent out walking and riding in all weathers. It was surely no coincidence that they grew up to be the toughest royal children of their generation.


Inevitably, she compared her Russian upbringing favourably with prevailing English fashions. English doses for the merest indisposition were much stronger than a continental dose; they were ‘des remedes de cheval’. As for food, the English spoilt their digestion from earliest childhood by imagining that they could not eat this or that, whereas in Russia, nobody ever spoke about digestion, ‘a most unpleasant subject and not drawing-room conversation’.4


Her bark was sometimes worse than her bite, but her plain speaking was something to which not even her closest relations could ever manage to reconcile themselves. Throughout most of their lives, her daughters found her letters frequently unsympathetic and thoroughly cynical in tone, and never ceased to be amazed by her apparent gross insensitivity. As they came to understand her more, they took comfort in the fact that she behaved so differently to them in person, and that she was so surprised when she found she had inadvertently given offence or hurt people in the first place.
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