



[image: Black and white photograph of an elderly Queen Victoria sitting surrounded by four young women and girls, all dressed in black. The Queen sits with her back to one of the girls and faces the youngest, while two women stand behind them. The five figures are in sharp focus, though no-one looks directly at the camera. In the background, fading from view, is a photograph of a formal Victorian room. The whole composition has a red and gold border screen-printed around the edge.]






[image: illustration]




For my children and grandchildren




CONTENTS


AUTHOR’S NOTE


PREFACE





1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


BIBLIOGRAPHY


IMAGE PERMISSIONS





AUTHOR’S NOTE


Regarding dates, I have generally stuck to our Gregorian calendar. Occasional quotes from the Tsar’s diary, however, remain in the old Julian Calendar, which is 12 or 13 days behind.


The Hesse sisters’ letters to each other, mostly written in English, are frequently ungrammatical, with odd spellings and German word order and phrasing. To retain their full flavour, they are reproduced verbatim; to avoid interrupting the flow, I have used ‘sic’ sparingly. The sisters’ anachronistic expressions remain in place, though some will jar with modern sensibilities.




‘Did the Tsarina, surrounded by snow in her gloomy Romanov palaces, dream of Hesse? What terrible dooms and destinies the family have had!’
Sir Henry ‘Chips’ Channon,
Monday October 6 1952,
Wolfsgarten.





PREFACE


‘It is rapidly getting too late. Those
horrid words – too late.’
Irène


Weeks before the Russian Revolution, in February 1917, the Tsarina Alexandra was installed, as usual, in her garish, mauve boudoir.


Nearly three years into the Great War, the Russian Army was struggling. The British Government had sent a mission headed by General Sir Henry Wilson to establish Russia’s specific military needs. There was talk in Britain of upheavals at the heart of the Imperial Court.


Upon his arrival at the Imperial Family’s Alexander Palace, outside St Petersburg, Sir Henry was struck instead by the lack of upheavals: ‘We were received in a charming suite of rooms with court officers in quaint uniforms & some servants in marvellous Catherine [the great] clothes and feathers in bonnets . . .’


The Tsarina had specially requested a meeting with Sir Henry and he was duly escorted down a long corridor to her boudoir. As the pair exchanged stiff greetings, he noted that she was surrounded by an unlikely array of flowers, pictures and bric-a-brac.


The session began badly, perhaps not helped by the glacial temperature of the room: the Tsarina always maintained that her lilacs thrived in a chill. She had been keen to see the General because she remembered him from her childhood days in Germany. As a 19-year-old student, Sir Henry had spent a year learning German in Darmstadt, regularly visiting ‘Alix’, and her three elder sisters who lived nearby. During the tennis parties, he had partnered all four girls, but Alix, ‘Princess Sunshine’ as she was known, had become his particular favourite, giggling as he fondly berated her for her indolence and lack of application on the court.


To Sir Henry, however, the 44-year-old Tsarina now seemed rather forbidding and remote, as though she were anxious to wind up the reunion as soon as possible. Registering her altered appearance, the General was struck by her profound melancholy: ‘She has a beautiful face, but very, very sad. She is tall and graceful, divides her hair simply at one side and it is done up at the back. The hair is powdered with grey.’


Still, the bluff General was not to be put off, and the atmosphere was immediately transformed when he began harking back to the happy times the pair had shared 34 years before in Hesse-Darmstadt. He later described the breakthrough: ‘She was very pleasant and nice to me. I reminded her of our tennis parties in the old days . . . She was so delighted with the reminiscences and remembered some of the names I’d forgotten . . . When I said I was going to leave her as she must be tired of seeing strangers and making conversation, she nearly laughed and kept me on for a long while.’


*


Alix and her sisters – the daughters of Louis IV, Grand Duke of Hesse, and Queen Victoria’s second daughter, Alice – had grown up at the relatively informal Hesse Court in Darmstadt. Throughout their lives, they enjoyed repeated get-togethers at their ‘dear old home’, their affection undiminished by a series of traumatic blows, not least the early loss of their mother, Princess Alice, to diphtheria.


The girls had strong ties with Britain. With their mother, they regularly travelled back and forth for holidays with Queen Victoria at Balmoral and Osborne House. And after her death in 1878, the girls were eagerly adopted by their grandmama. Through their teenage years, she increasingly assumed a Mrs Bennet role as she agonised over their marriage prospects, assembling lists of suitable aristocrats, only to find herself repeatedly thwarted.


In 1883, at the time of young Henry Wilson’s visit to Darmstadt, the Queen’s matchmaking machinations were at an anxious peak. The eldest Hesse princess, Victoria, then 20 years old, was the sharpest and most capable of the sisters and the one to whom the others went with their worries. At that point she was engaged to Prince Louis Battenberg, an eminently sensible choice. However, the Queen was put out because the Prince had not featured on her lists; meanwhile, some of their relations felt that Victoria’s fiancé was not quite smart or rich enough.


Eighteen-year-old Ella was the beauty of the four. Henry, who reportedly set his cap at her at the time, described her as the loveliest girl he had ever seen. She combined her arresting looks with poise and a decorous manner; she was accustomed to being in Grandmama’s good books. But that year, she had fallen for an equally statuesque Russian grand duke, and Queen Victoria was horrified. She had not got over the Crimean War, which pitted the Russians against the British. She dismissed their people as savage, and disapproved particularly of the hulking Tsar Alexander III, who played the tuba and bent forks in knots at table.


She summoned Ella to England, intent on putting her off Russia and Russians for ever. She succeeded in persuading her to break off the relationship, only for the towering Grand Duke Serge to return to Darmstadt weeks later and win her back. By that autumn, the couple were formally engaged and the defeated Queen was furious: ‘She refused Serge three weeks ago and now she takes him and forgets all!’


The third Princess, Irène, then aged 17, was the slowest and least striking of the four. Feeling herself outshone, Irène grew ever more diffident. But if Grandmama presumed that Irène, at least, would do her bidding, she was wrong. Four years after Ella’s unsuitable engagement, the Queen was dismayed to hear that Irène was now engaged to the future Kaiser Wilhelm’s younger brother, Prince Henry.


The Prussian Princes were first cousins to the Hesse sisters: their mother was Queen Victoria’s eldest daughter, Vicky. The Queen disliked the idea of matches between first cousins, but she also had reservations about the boys themselves. In contrast to their more modest Hesse cousins, the Princes were full of the pomp of the Berlin Court. The Queen was shocked by their brazen lack of respect for their English mother. She had been very put out years earlier to hear ‘Willie’s’ boasts of an improbable love match between him and Ella, who was at that point aged only 11. She made every effort to keep Irène and Prince Henry apart. But in the end, their match might have been something of a relief: the Queen had, by then, heard wind of Irène’s attachment to a second Grand Duke, and raged: ‘I shall never forgive it, if she is also to go to that horrid, corrupt country.’


As the Queen struggled with the marriage choices of the eldest three Hesse sisters, her bitterest blow was yet to fall. She had the highest hopes for Alix, her favourite little granddaughter, who almost matched Ella in looks and was as merry as her eldest sister, Victoria. These all came crashing down, in 1894, 11 years after the young Henry’s Darmstadt sojourn, when Alix accepted a proposal from the Russian Tsarevich, Nicholas. The Queen declared herself ‘thunderstruck’, despairing to Victoria: ‘Çela me revolte to feel that she has been taken possession of and carried away by those Russians.’


*


Fortunately, Queen Victoria did not live to see her direst fears regarding ‘those Russians’ and their ‘horrid corrupt country’ realised. She died in January 1901, and was spared the various tragedies of her beloved Hesse granddaughters as they became caught up in the maelstrom of early 20th-century Europe.


Russia began its descent into violent political turmoil and the ferment became such that Grand Duchess Ella and Tsarina Alexandra were both in danger from revolutionaries. The four sisters’ easy comings and goings were brought to a halt as Ella warned against visits. The Tsarina barely left Russia for fear of terrorists.


The outbreak of war, in 1914, put a further strain on relations. Irène, in Germany, found her country ranged against those of her three sisters in Russia and Britain. Communication and travel became almost impossible. Britain was technically allied with Russia, but efforts to maintain links were continually thwarted by the chaos of war and ongoing revolutionary agitation. Letters to Irène, in Germany, frequently had to be sent via neutral Sweden.


During his visit to St Petersburg in 1917, General Sir Henry Wilson reported a troubled reference made by the Tsarina to her sisters: ‘She said her lot was harder than most people’s because she had relations and friends in England, Russia and Germany.’


Both he and Alix would have been aware of her predicament in Russia. She and Ella were ever more unpopular, labelled ‘the German witches’. The Tsarina was justly accused of interfering in matters of state. Sir Henry may have wished she had retained more of the indolence that had blighted her tennis game.


He knew the extent of the resentment and disillusion among the war-weary Russian soldiers; and that the blame for the inefficiencies of the Government was laid squarely on her shoulders. For all his tender thoughts, he acknowledged her culpability, lamenting at the time: ‘. . . A murderous pity that the Emperor is so weak & so under the Empress’s thumb; for, according to all the accounts I get he & the Empress are heading straight for ruin.’


He had heard senior Russian officials breezily weighing up several options, not least ‘the advisability of murdering the Tsar and the Empress – or the Empress alone’.


Recalling the macabre threats against the Tsarina, together with the curiously serene atmosphere at the Alexander Palace, Sir Henry’s tone was one of bafflement, describing the situation as ‘an extraordinary state of affairs’.


The General had succeeded in charming the famously frosty Tsarina. But he struggled to equate her with his merry, rose-cheeked Princess Sunshine. He never forgot her change of mood whenever the conversation strayed from Darmstadt to the Hesse sisters’ current situation: she became emotional, her eyes filling with tears. ‘There is a strange air of fatality about her. One feels somehow that she is living under the shadow of some terrible tragedy.’


He was not the only one to feel a sense of impending doom. After her last visit to Alix and Ella, in Russia, Irène had been particularly overwrought: ‘It is rapidly getting too late. Those horrid words – too late.’





1


‘As handsome, clever and engaging
Children as it is possible to see.’
Queen Victoria


The four sisters’ yearning for their Heimat was exacerbated by the turbulence of their adult lives. As they lived through wars and revolution, memories of their relatively peaceful childhoods in Darmstadt were increasingly cherished.


Alongside the tennis parties, Sir Henry Wilson treasured reminiscences of idyllic rides in the pine woods. The British Ambassador to Russia, Sir George Buchanan, was stationed at Darmstadt before being transferred to St Petersburg, and his daughter, Meriel, gave a rapturous description of the surroundings of one of the royal houses, Heiligenberg: ‘There were glorious beech woods where violets and lilies of the valley grew in profusion. There were green fields of cowslips and buttercups, there were great pine forests that were full of sandy rides where one could gallop on one’s horses for miles.’


The expansive sweep and charm of the countryside around Darmstadt was not reflected in its society. The Princesses’ mother, Alice, had grown up consorting with Tennyson and Carlyle. In her adopted country, she did her best to maintain her cultural education, playing piano with Brahms – denounced by her daughter Victoria as ‘an uncouth shy man’ – and immersed herself in philosophy. But it was never enough. She complained of the ‘narrow stifling atmosphere’ of Darmstadt, and set tongues wagging with her determination to branch out. One local aristocrat sniffed: ‘It interested me also to hear people speaking of the complete absence of court usages in her house, and of her intercourse with people of the middle class who were “not eligible” for presentation.’


Alice’s breaking of social norms was not born of ignorance. She was well versed in society mores and, aged 19, had been taught to ‘cercler’ – circulate gracefully – by means of addressing bits of furniture while remaining in step. Her problem was that she found the natives of Darmstadt monosyllabic, answering every pleasantry with a brief Ja or Nein.


She was happiest devoting her time and energy to setting up and supporting charities. But while she would instruct her children: ‘Life is for work, not only for pleasure’, their father, the boisterous Prince Louis, preferred treats. He spent full days out hunting, breaking only for large meals, followed by the loosening of corsets and a siesta.


At Victoria’s christening, Prince Alexander of Hesse described Louis disparagingly: ‘[He] wears a Norfolk jacket, short breeches and multicoloured garters . . . is very fond of sherry and horses, reads as little as possible and never writes at all. He is the Queen’s confidant and is popular in England.’


Indeed, so popular was he with the Queen that she had been uncharacteristically amenable when asked for her consent to the couple’s marriage. ‘Certainly,’ she said, while carrying on with her crochet.


Brimful of portraits of British monarchs, hanging alongside sketches of Windsor and Balmoral, the Grand Ducal Neues Palais in Darmstadt had an Anglophile flavour which was not universally liked, with some referring to it as a ‘Victorian Piccadilly Mansion’, entirely unsuited to its surroundings.


The eldest of Princess Alice’s daughters, Victoria, was born at Windsor Castle in 1863. Her birth was deemed especially auspicious. Firstly, because her birth date, April 5th, was meant to be lucky. Victoria later wrote wryly that she was ‘meant to be able to see fairies and find hidden treasure – neither of which I’ve done’.


Secondly, Victoria was the first of the Queen’s granddaughters to be named after her. Perhaps most importantly, though, she was born in the same room as her mother, and indeed all the Queen’s children, in Lancaster Tower, overlooking the Long Walk. For all her occasional radical inclinations, Alice had agreed to replicate her own birth, to the point of wearing the same outfit her mother had worn.


The Queen’s eldest daughter, Vicky, recognised the new baby’s special status. Vicky had, by then, given birth, in Berlin, to three children of her own, including the future Kaiser, Willie, and his brother Henry. She was full of rueful speculation. ‘What a darling it must be. It will become your favourite of all your grandchildren now, I do not doubt, as you were present when it came into the world.’ The Queen was inclined to agree: ‘Of course I shall take great interest in our dear little granddaughter born at . . . Windsor in the very bed in which you were all born.’


Years later, Princess Alice assured the Queen: ‘The child born under your roof and care is of course your particular one and later, if you wish to keep her at any time when we have been paying you a visit, we shall gladly leave her.’


The young Princess Victoria would, as it turned out, end up spending much of her adult life in England. She would become the Hesse granddaughter closest to the Queen.


Alice’s second daughter, Ella, was born in Germany, arriving just over 18 months later, on November 1st 1864, at a hunting lodge, Bessungen, in Darmstadt. Alice wrote an over-optimistic note to the Queen regarding the new baby’s name: ‘Of course she must be called Elizabeth, only entre nous Ella.’


There was some consternation about Ella’s sex and the Queen, candid as ever, commiserated: ‘I am sorry it is again a girl.’ But Alice was not to be cast down: ‘The little daughter was a disappointment for us, which passed . . . We console ourselves with the idea that the little pair will look very pretty together.’ A year later, Alice was well and truly reconciled, insisting: ‘I would not change them for boys if I could.’




[image: The Queen, dressed in a long black gown and headdress with a black veil down her back, sits on a chaise lounge with a young toddler on her knee. She is looking down towards the child, who in turn looks to up away from the Queen. The child wears a voluminous pale gown and a pale hat with a large flower at the front.]


Queen Victoria and her granddaughter, Princess Victoria, 1864.





Alice breastfed her daughters, a practice the Queen judged ‘animalistic’, pointedly naming one of her cows Princess Alice. The Queen may have been interested to hear that, by June 1865, Ella had two teeth, and presumably relieved to hear that she had been weaned.


Little Victoria had been called ‘passionate’ by her mother. Ella was turning out to be as forceful. In a letter to her husband, Alice wrote: ‘During breakfast with me, Ella saw how I dipped my cookie in my coffee and said: “Oh mother so it’s impossible” because I do not allow it to be done. She is so funny . . . not so easy to manage.’


The Queen would doubtless have been less amused to hear of her Hesse granddaughters, still barely out of the nursery, being introduced to their six Russian cousins. The meetings between the young Princesses and the six Grand Dukes were orchestrated by the Hesse-born Tsarina Maria (wife of Emperor Alexander II) and took place at her childhood home, the idyllic Heiligenberg estate.


Grandmama was disquieted to hear that little Victoria had already caught the eye of the six-year-old Grand Duke Serge. Years later, she would be enraged by Serge’s father’s blithe suggestion of a double union: Serge could marry Victoria, while his fourth son, Alexei, could marry Ella.


Shortly after the birth of Ella, threats loomed of a Prussian invasion. The two little girls were sent away from Darmstadt to Britain, to stay with their grandmama. Family loyalties were confusingly divided, with the Queen supporting her daughter Vicky’s Prussians against Alice’s Hessians, then supporting the Austrians.


But divided loyalties had no bearing upon the Queen’s raptures over her two little Hesse granddaughters. The girls’ three-month stay in England was a huge success. As the Queen wrote in her diary: ‘Took leave with much regret of darling little Victoria and Ella, who are such little loves. They have been quite like my own during these last two months & are really as handsome, clever and engaging Children as it is possible to see.’


She was not blind, however, to Ella’s trickier characteristics, referring to her at one point as ‘obstinate and peevish’. Though aged only 47, the Queen may have fallen victim to little Ella’s prejudice against old ladies. Princess Alice complained to her mother that Ella was ‘civil to all strangers – excepting to my mother-in-law or to old ladies. It is too tiresome’.


Three-year-old Victoria handled herself with more diplomacy. In a note to her, the fond Queen effused: ‘After having seen you almost every day for more than three months & every day for six weeks & living in the same house – we shall miss you very much.’


The two little girls returned to Darmstadt to find they had a new sister. Born on July 11th 1866, the baby was named Irène, meaning peace, in a nod to the recent end of hostilities. There was little fuss about the sex of this third daughter, the conflict probably putting such worries into perspective. Alice enthused to the Queen: ‘Firstly I have to thank the Almighty for having preserved my own sweet and adored husband and for the blessing of having had him by me, so dear, so precious, during my confinement . . . Baby is well and very pretty.’


In fact, Irène would always be seen as less pretty than her sisters. The Queen wrote candidly to her daughter Vicky, describing a two-month visit from Alice and her young family: ‘Alice’s eldest daughters are indeed quite lovely and Victoria most engaging. Irène is very plain.’


Alice may have found Darmstadt society wanting, but she adored motherhood, deriving endless pleasure from her daughters: dressing their dolls, singing and playing the piano even when, as she put it, little fingers ‘thrust themselves under hers on the keyboard to make music like big people’. She taught them to paint; Ella, particularly, loved drawing.


But her delight did not deter her from recruiting a strict British nanny. Thirty-six-year-old Mary Ann Orchard, or ‘Orchie’, arrived around the time of Irène’s birth. She woke, washed and dressed the three little girls before giving them Bible lessons. Orchie was a stickler for the truth, dishing out several ingenious punishments for lying: ‘a pinch of rhubarb powder on the tongue . . . then, with the younger lot, a pinch of quinine,’ recalled Victoria.


Orchie’s regime featured elaborate celebrations of her own birthday. ‘Orchie’s birthday was a great fete,’ enthused Victoria. ‘Several days before it she stirred her own cake after an English recipe, at which performance we always managed to be present.’


Remaining at Darmstadt for nearly 30 years, Orchie would tend all four Princesses, before following the youngest, Alix, to St Petersburg. At the Russian Court, she persisted in calling the Tsarina ‘my baby’, while her distinguished former charge apparently stood by, smiling agreeably. Perhaps it was fortunate that Orchie died in 1906, never knowing the terrible fate of two of the Princesses in Russia.


The Hesse sisters formed a happy trio. ‘I want my dear grandmama to see my dear little sisters. Irène is always good. I love her so much & Ella too,’ cooed Victoria to the Queen.


All three were in England for Irène’s second birthday. The Queen was enraptured, well over Ella’s peevishness and Irène’s plainness: ‘Dear little Irène’s 2nd birthday. Ella is splendid as ever & very dear. They . . . can walk alone now . . . & are very happy together.’ At dinner, she gushed, the ‘dear little girls always come to dessert . . . they come up [to my sitting room] . . . to wish me good night.’


By the age of three, Ella’s beauty was already being noticed. The Duke of Connaught declared her the prettiest of the sisters. Their aunt, Marie of Edinburgh, later wrote that Ella’s features were ‘all exquisite beyond words, it almost brought tears to your eyes.’


The three-little-maids’ idyll ended with the birth of their brother, Ernest, known as Ernie, in 1868. Victoria noted and objected to the extra cannonfire that greeted the long-awaited son. Two years later, the birth of the girls’ second brother, Friedrich, or ‘Frittie’, would be greeted with the same controversial fanfare.


From July 1870 to January 1871, Darmstadt was again embroiled in hostilities: this time the Franco-Prussian War. With her strong charitable instincts, Alice readily tended wounded soldiers. Years later her daughters, Ella and Alix, would do the same in Russia.


Two invalids were installed at the family’s Neues Palais. Victoria, then aged just seven, retained vivid memories of one particular officer with a shattered leg. He ‘liked to show us bits of bone he kept in a pill box’.


She later added dramatic descriptions of war-time activities: ‘Grandmama, Queen Victoria, had given us a small pony and two Shetland ponies . . . A coachman drove them, walking alongside, while the nurse followed behind . . . After (the) outbreak of war we were escorted by a gendarme besides, as gipsies and the riff-raff of the big towns were flooding the region.’


In one effusive thank-you note to the Queen for birthday presents, Victoria made a plaintive reference to their father’s military commitments: ‘Thank you very much for the nice paint box and the pearls, they both gave me very much pleasure. Dear Mama gave me also a pearl, a dear little canary-bird and a doll . . . Dear Papa has gone away yesterday and we are very sorry but we hope that he and his soldiers will return soon.’


With the restoration of peace, the three sisters resumed their spartan routine with Orchie. At 6.00am sharp they were up, even in winter. Lessons began at 7.00, by candlelight if necessary. There was a break for cake, milk and fruit. Lunch at 2.00 was followed later by ‘tee’. Chocolate was allowed only after Friday Communion.


The sisters all spoke English and German. Victoria was reading German by the age of six and English by the age of seven.


Alongside their lessons, the Princesses were obliged to acquire domestic skills. Their elevated status would not exclude them from laying and lighting fires and making cakes; they must all be handy with a broom and duster. As Alice insisted: ‘I bring my children up as simply and with as few wants as I can.’


Years later, her daughter Alix would follow the same practices at the Alexander Palace with the five Imperial children.


*


Differences were emerging between the two elder sisters. Victoria was a tomboy, inclined to climb trees and ruin her clothes. Hair ribbons were a particular bugbear: if the girls lost more than one metre in a month, they would have to replace the ribbon out of their pocket money. Victoria later admitted: ‘Needless to say, it was I who lost most of them! Ella even in the most exciting moments taking some care of her clothes and appearance.’


Victoria was imaginative, conjuring up fantasies of monsters in hidden staircases; Ella preferred to devote herself to art, music and tending dolls. Victoria shone in lessons; Ella was bored by printed words and sums made her cry.


While the two elder sisters struggled with their contrasting challenges, Irène was inclined to be obliging. Years before, Princess Alice had described the placid Irène to one of her brothers: ‘Irène rolls about the floor over & over, like a ball & enjoys the noise and fun of her sisters.’ The Queen echoed Alice: ‘Dear Irène is such a dear, good child, so unselfish & good tempers [sic] & always pleased & very sensible & so affectionate.’


In 1871, the Hesse family came to Britain for a prolonged visit. There were stays at Sandringham, Balmoral and Buckingham Palace. The Queen’s eldest son, Bertie, the future Edward VII, was, at that point, ill with typhoid. But this did nothing to dampen the atmosphere among the little cousins. Victoria’s memory of Windsor Castle centred on an unsupervised table laden with biscuits ‘which we used to pilfer’. The light-fingered children may have derived an additional thrill from the table’s position, directly outside their fearsome Grandmama’s room.


Victoria recalled Grandmama cooling her tea by pouring it from one cup to another. She had less entrancing memories of unappetising desserts: bread and butter pudding without raisins and tapioca with lumps. ‘I still remember [them] with a shudder of disgust,’ she wrote later. Among popular distractions was a toy lion which, when wound up, devoured Russian soldiers whole.


Following their return to Darmstadt, the two elder daughters resumed their dutiful correspondence with the Queen. In November 1871, Ella had just turned seven: ‘Dear Grandmama, I thank you very much for the beautiful birthday presents, I have looked at the Bible pictures, they are very nice. It is very foggy and we play in the corridor.’


In 1872, on June 6th, the fourth Princess, Alix, was born at the Neues Palais. The three older sisters, then aged nine, eight and five, would have been thrilled to have a baby sister, following the two brothers. Alice was enraptured by her pretty, cheerful new daughter, writing to the Queen: ‘She is a sweet happy person, always smiling, with a deep dimple in one cheek, our “Sunny”.’


In fact, just before Sunny’s birth, Princess Alice had been rather unhappy, in the throes of a sort of spiritual quest. It was later suggested that she had passed her malaise on to her new baby. As a young girl, Alix would become obsessed by the supernatural, a preoccupation that was to blight her adult life.


Two months after Alix’s birth, Victoria was obliged to write to the Queen, from another estate, Kranichstein, on behalf of her ailing mother: ‘Mama . . . is laid up with a feverish attack and rheumatism so that she cannot write.’


The creation of a theatre for the children that Christmas may have raised their mother’s spirits. In her younger days, Alice had experimented with amateur theatrics in Darmstadt. But her efforts to play coquettish widows had not gone down well within Darmstadt’s narrow cultural confines.


Within a year of Alix’s birth, the first of a series of terrible misfortunes struck the young Hesse family. In May 1873, Alice’s fifth child, Frittie, died, aged just two. Three months previously, Princess Alice had made the chilling discovery that her second son was a haemophiliac after a cut to his ear bled for a full three days. Alice was all too aware of haemophilia: her brother Leopold was a sufferer, dying aged just 30.


Frittie died after falling from a first-floor window. The accident happened when Ernie, aged four, was playing with him in Alice’s bedroom. Ernie had been waving at Frittie from an adjacent window. As Alice went to retrieve Ernie, Frittie climbed on to a chair and then on to the ledge. Alice was said to have been playing a series of piano pieces, including Chopin’s Funeral March.


The Hesse children were forever haunted by haemophilia. Months after the death, Victoria wrote a poem for her mother: ‘Oh weep not mother I beseach [sic] thee for Frittie is in heaven. In heaven where angels sing with glee and sins are all forgiven.’ Little Alix, not yet one year old, must have felt the prevailing sorrow.


The window Frittie fell from was made into a stained-glass memorial, on which was engraved: ‘Not lost, but only gone before . . . of such are the Kingdom of Heaven’. The grieving Orchie was not forgotten, with Alice thoughtfully compiling a book of photographs and pressed flowers: ‘For dear Orchard, in remembrance of our darling Frittie.’


Following Frittie’s death, Alice was overcome by ‘douleur’, a kind of morbidity. ‘I am good for next to nothing, I live on my sofa and see no-one,’ she lamented to the Queen. To a visitor, she remarked, ‘Of course I am gay sometimes, and sometimes I can be pleasant, I suppose, but I am rather a contemplative, serious being, one who looks into the depths of all water, whether it be clear or dark.’


Attempts by the bereft family to resume normal life featured a seaside holiday at the Belgian coastal town of Blankenberge. But such ventures had their pitfalls, as Princess Alice complained: ‘I felt quite shy, for all the people sit round and look on.’ Victoria recalled more beguiling elements; she described horse-drawn bathing machines that ‘bumped and rocked’ as bathers entered the water and seeing ‘little men made of lobster claws’ for sale.


The family were staying at Mainau, on Lake Constance, digging on the shore, when seven-year-old Irène was accidentally hit by a playmate wielding a spade. Irène, already outshone by her three sisters, now found her nose knocked out of alignment. As Victoria pointed out, the blow, ‘spoilt the shape of Irène’s nose’.


Princess Alice’s seventh child, May, was born in May 1874. Two-year-old Alix made a flamboyant debut at her baby sister’s christening. She was pretty in pink and, according to her already rapturous grandmama, ‘still improving in looks’. Alice noted that Alix was ‘immensely admired’.


Thank-you notes from Darmstadt to the Queen continued unabated, with Ella writing in November: ‘I thank you very much for writing to me and for the saddle and bridle . . . Mama says now I have a saddle Victoria and I may ride together.’


The Queen would have been gratified by Victoria’s concern for her ailing mother. Aged 11, she was already ‘thinking of others’. ‘She [Mama] has had a bad sore throat for the last day or two and Sunny [Alix] had one too but as it is mostly lovely weather now I hope they will soon be well again . . . I hope I may be able to become what you wish for, I should very much like to be a comfort to Mama.’


The young Princesses accompanied their mother tirelessly on visits to various charitable institutions. She had spent much of her married life setting up charities: first the Princess Alice Women’s Nursing Association – the Alice-Frauenverein für Krankenpflege – then a shop called the ‘Alice’ bazaar, where impoverished ladies made and sold their work. ‘I went to Mama’s little hospital to see the nurses’ Christmas tree. One of them had lifted somebody too heavy & hurt her leg,’ Ella informed the Queen.


The Queen would have had mixed feelings on hearing of a visit from the Princesses’ Prussian cousins for Victoria’s 12th birthday.


The Prussian Court, in Berlin, was then presided over by the German Emperor Wilhelm I and would have been considered more important than its humbler Hesse counterpart.


Aged 16, Willie, the future Kaiser Wilhelm II, was all too aware of his superior status. Bossy and pompous, he would order his Hesse cousins to listen to him reading the Bible. His other offences included putting feet on sofas and throwing down tennis rackets in fury in the middle of matches.


It was during this visit in 1875 that Willie took his unwelcome shine to young Ella, writing love poetry to her and conjuring up visions of wedded bliss. As he rhapsodised to his mother: ‘Ella, who is my special pet, is very much grown & is exeedingly [sic] beautiful; in fact she is the most beautiful girl I ever saw . . . We both love each other warmly . . . If God grants that I may live till then, I shall make her my bride once if you allow it.’


The object of Willie’s dreams gave her own account of his stay to Grandmama. Though broadly positive, Ella made no mention of the couple loving each other warmly. ‘Willie of Prussia has been here a few days,’ she wrote baldly. ‘We enjoyed his stay very much. On Sunday he read to us all a very nice book.’ Victoria later said the book was Captain Frederick Marryat’s Midshipman Easy, a swashbuckling tale, hardly suitable for the young Princesses.


What the Queen thought, three years on, when it seemed a wedding between Willie and Ella might really be on the cards, is unclear. Given her misgivings about the swaggering Willie, she would presumably have been unsettled by talk, in Berlin, of Ella as ‘our future Empress’. In unpublished memoirs, the Kaiser admitted that his feelings for Ella had continued to grow.


Doubtless to the relief of the Queen as well as Ella, Willie eventually switched his attention to the woman he actually married: Auguste Victoria ‘Dona’ of Schleswig-Holstein. Later he insisted that it was his parents who had prevented his marriage to Ella. His mother, Vicky, may have been worried about the emergence of haemophilia in the Hesse family.


The tomboyish Victoria had gone along with Willie’s Midshipman Easy, but she was all too aware of her cousin’s flaws. She recalled him and one of her tutors posturing and preening during an argument. The pair ‘outbid each other in emphasis and what I considered false pathos’.


Her distaste for Willie did not prevent her from embracing one of his bad habits. It was Willie who first introduced Victoria to smoking, a weakness she never shook off. The girls’ governess, Miss Margaret Jackson, disapproved and Victoria found herself having to be circumspect: ‘[I] remember secretly smoking up chimneys and out of windows.’ At one point an obliging companion lowered cigarettes from window to window on a string.


Years later, at Balmoral, Victoria’s habit came in useful as the Queen asked her to smoke in order to keep midges at bay, with Grandmama enjoying a few puffs herself. Victoria would end up chain-smoking, a tendency she shared with two of her future brothers-in-law, Alix’s Tsar Nicholas and Irène’s Prince Henry. In a rather curious twist, she once claimed she was cutting down by breaking her cigarettes in half.


Ella’s growing beauty continued to attract attention. A visiting British aristocrat, Sir George Arthur, attested: ‘It is possible to say without hesitation or reservation that Princess Ella was the most lovely child one had ever looked upon.’


The Queen concurred, describing a visit from the Hesse children in 1875: ‘The two eldest Victoria and Ella, a wonderfully pretty child, are with us here and bring life into the house with their childish merriment.’


Ella was soon rivalled by Alix. So taken was the Queen with Alix’s appearance that she attempted to draw a portrait: ‘Tried to make a sketch of the adorable splendid little Alix. She was very fidgety & said, “I don’t like to be maked”. She has the most beautiful colouring & large deep blue eyes.’


During that same visit to Balmoral, Ella referred to the Queen’s fond manservant Mr Brown. ‘We went today to the Mother of Brown . . .’ she reported to her mother. ‘Brown threw stones in the water and maid [sic] them jump 6 or 7 times.’ Brown was already a controversial figure, his duties including brushing the Queen’s skirt and polishing her shoes. Before meals at Balmoral, he would throw open the billiard room door and issue a bluff announcement: ‘All what’s here dines with the Queen.’


Weeks later, the Queen sent the girls trinkets thoughtfully constructed from their collections of stones. Victoria wrote appreciatively from Kranichstein: ‘Dearest Grandmama, How good of you to send me such nice brooches and those buttons. We little thought when we were so sorry to leave our dear basket of stones at Balmoral that they would follow us in such pretty shapes. Thank you many times for them, we shall always think of you and dear Scotland when we wear them.’


Much of the sisters’ news to Grandmama involved animals. The children had a lamb called Milly, as well as a wild boar and a fox ‘which smelt abominably’, according to Victoria. They also had goats, ducks and a hare named Tommy. Victoria recalled the sisters begging the kitchen for crusts for their various pets, the scraps mostly being eaten by Irène and their brother Ernie.


The Queen’s present of a grey pony from Windsor proved especially popular. ‘We got the grey pony & thank you so very many times for it . . . We have so long wished to have one & are quite delighted. . . . It went very well & it is so pretty,’ gushed Ella. Victoria added on May 21st 1876: ‘We go out riding very often now on the little grey pony you gave us. It is a dear little thing called “Ironsides” because of its grey colour . . .’


Alix’s good looks were matched by her courage. The toddler did not hesitate when she saw a fight brewing between the family’s pet boxer and a wild boar: ‘Alicky [Alix] is so funny and so brave,’ reported Ella. ‘Once Mama’s dog boxer was going to bite a wild boar & she tried to pull him back without being afraid of it, the dog was very badly wounded but is much better now.’


The Queen and her Hesse granddaughters now began furiously ‘working’ treasures for each other: ‘Those hats you worked for us are so pretty and the poplin too,’ enthused Ella to Grandmama.


And by May 1876, nine-year-old Irène was part of the ‘work’ team at Darmstadt. Ella sent the Queen effusive birthday greetings: ‘I shall never forget how happy I was in Balmoral that day last year . . . Victoria, Irène and I have made a little mat for you.’ A day later, Victoria was adding her voice, with a thoughtful allusion to the future Edward VII: ‘We three have made a lamp mat for you & hope you will like it . . . We are all so pleased that dear Uncle Bertie has come back safely.’


The young Victoria’s fond relations with Grandmama could not be faulted. By the age of 13, however, she was creating ructions with her parents. The worry was that she was becoming too unruly; she liked risk-taking, at one point racing in a carriage and tipping it over. On another occasion, she and Ella created havoc during rehearsals at the Darmstadt Court Theatre. Victoria initiated a series of pranks, with both sisters. ‘Going down traps and producing terrible thunderstorms, startling the actors, who were rehearsing, by these unexpected effects,’ as she reported.


Did Victoria wield too much power over her younger sisters? She later admitted she was bossy, but insisted she was no bossier than Ella. It was Ella, after all, who labelled herself ‘Aunt Fuss’. Victoria recalled that the two elder sisters ‘divided [the] younger children’, each persuading their team to enact various fantasies. Victoria favoured knights and brigands, while Ella went for polite little girls and fairies.


Victoria led rumbustious games in ruined buildings: one party attacked while the other defended. These rougher games inevitably resulted in torn dresses as well as the lost ribbons. Victoria always remembered her mortification as her exasperated mother forced her to greet the Empress of Russia in a darned frock.


Princess Alice was alive to her eldest daughter’s struggles. As she wrote to the Queen on Nov 26th 1876: ‘I hear she has been good and desirous of doing what is right; and she has more to contend with than Ella, therefore double merit in any little thing she overcomes and any self-sacrifice she makes.’


It was decided that Victoria should study for a newly devised Oxford exam for girls. She would be obliged to spend less time climbing trees and more, as she put it, ‘reading and drawing and suchlike maidenly pursuits’. The studies had unexpected effects. By the time she was 14, Victoria was confidently lecturing her royal relations on ‘the advantages of socialism’.


Fortunately ‘dear Grandmama’ was mostly shielded from such rumblings. There was no break in the stream of effusive letters from Darmstadt. In October 1876, Victoria wrote: ‘Many many thanks for having sent us some of that good shortbread. I did not write sooner because we were not quite certain who had sent it us . . .’


On November 3rd 1876, Ella was piping up: ‘I thank you so many times for the beautiful necklace . . . I found the photograph of you so nice . . . everybody found it so pretty & like you.’ She added commiserations: ‘I am so sorry to hear about Mrs Brown’s death. I remember so well the day we went to see her & the nice milk we had there & her dear little grandchildren.’
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‘Think of me as your mama.’
Queen Victoria


In June 1877, Victoria was again writing to the Queen on behalf of her languishing mother: ‘She [Mama] has allowed me to have the pleasure of writing to you for her. Mama is very tired and looks very white.’


Princess Alice’s failing health had been further compromised as she took on extra duties following the death of the head of the Hesse family, Grand Duke Louis III. By the time she visited England the following year, she had not yet recovered. The Queen fretted: ‘At 3, Alice arrived with Louis, Ernie, Alicky and May. Poor Alice is looking dreadfully thin, so pale and thin. The children . . . are in the old nurseries, always a pleasure to me, as I love to hear the little feet & merry voices above.’


But Alice did not allow her physical weakness to get in the way of her good works. She was patroness of the Albion Home in Brighton and was intent on visiting a home for reformed prostitutes in Eastbourne.


While their mother focused on the less fortunate, her daughters immersed themselves in the high life. Victoria and Ella both stayed at Buckingham Palace, attending a garden party at Marlborough House, reuniting with their grand Wales cousins.


They visited the House of Lords, the Natural History Museum and the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, where they heard the story of a gardener who inadvertently killed a fly-catching plant by feeding it cheese. The voluble Victoria always enjoyed a tale. It may have been during this visit that the Queen began dryly referring to her chatty granddaughter as a ‘gasbag’.




[image: Two sides of a postcard, pictured one on top of the other. In the top frame is an illustration of flower fairies in a country setting, gathered around tents made of large, pale flower petals. Sitting with the fairies are also a goblin-like figure and an imp-like figure, and the bottom left of the image is printed with the words ‘A JOYOUS CHRISTMAS AND A HAPPY NEW YEAR’. In the bottom frame is a handwritten note that is difficult to decipher. There is a stamp reading ‘DE LA RUE & Co. SERIES No .47’ in the centre of the card.]


Postcard from Queen Victoria to Irène, Christmas 1877: ‘To dear Irène of Hesse from her very affec. Grandmama VRI’.





The Queen would have been pleased to hear of the girls’ glamorous garden party. Despite her worries about first cousins, she may already have harboured dreams of matchmaking Bertie’s sons with Princess Alice’s daughters.


The winter of 1878 saw a devastating change in the lives of the Hesse family. In recent years, Victoria had registered, in some dismay, their mother’s increasing spells of ill health. But nothing could have prepared any of them for the deadly bout of diphtheria that swept through the Neues Palais.


Victoria was the first to succumb. Her voice became hoarse as she read aloud from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Ella was moved out of their shared bedroom, to sleep with Irène. When Irène developed symptoms, Ella was sent to stay with her German grandmother. Ella was the only one of the four Princesses to avoid illness.


Alix, then aged six, sickened shortly after Victoria. Their mother kept Grandmama abreast of the worsening news; the Queen agonised in her diary: ‘This is dreadful, My sweet precious Alicky so ill. The doctor saw at once that it was a severe case.’ On November 13th, she added: ‘Alice telegraphs: Alicky tolerable; am miserable, such fear for the sweet little one . . . Poor dear Alice and she so delicate herself.’


Three days later, it was little May, Alice’s fifth daughter, who developed symptoms before rapidly deteriorating.


Princess May died on November 16th, at just four years old.


Ernie, aged nine, was in bed with the fever when his mother told him of May’s death. He was so upset that his mother could not resist embracing him. Shortly after that, Princess Alice herself fell ill.


As soon as their mother succumbed, the Hesse children were separated from their parents, moving to the Schloss at Darmstadt. Ella now wrote to her sick mother, trying to maintain a breezy tone: ‘Your loving child Ella, I write so bigly, so that you can read it easier as you are in bed.’


But Alice was going downhill. Victoria wrote to the Queen in despair: ‘Dear Mama is so dreadfully ill & the news . . . is very bad, we are so anxious & miserable.’


Princess Alice died, aged 35, on December 14th. Victoria later lamented to Ernie: ‘Always I have remembered those last words I ever heard her speak, when I saw her at the door of Papa’s room, on her return from seeing Aunt Marie at the station: “Ich bin so müde” [I am so tired] . . . She had no strength left to resist the disease.’


Alice was later said to have received, from her own son, Ernie, the kiss of death.


The Queen, at Windsor Castle, wrote in anguish: ‘Brown coming in with telegram from Ludwig [Louis] which I did not at first take in saying: “Poor Mama, poor me, my happiness gone, dear dear Alice. God’s will be done.”’ She was momentarily distracted by the date of her daughter’s death, which was the same as her husband Prince Albert’s: ‘This very anniversary seems almost incredible, and most mysterious.’


Reunited with her siblings, Ella described the blighted atmosphere to the Queen, lamenting that no one dared ‘speak of what was uppermost in their thoughts. Poor Papa looked dreadfully miserable. It seems like a horrible dream – would that it were.’ But she, like Victoria, was soon dutifully ‘thinking of others’. ‘Dearest Grandmama, I have no words to express what I feel for you and Papa. May God help us all to be a comfort to you both.’


Ella’s Christmas letter to the Queen was very mature for a 14-year-old: ‘We all wish you, dearest Grandmama, a happier New Year than this has been and that you may take comfort in the thought that dear Mama is happy at last. It has been said that death is a dark lattice that lets in a bright day & and may that comfort you – as it did poor Mama in thinking of little May.’


She even tackled some practicalities, including the macabre sending of ‘some of dear Mama’s hair’, which, she added in a hasty ‘PS’, was having to be disinfected: ‘Papa had himself intended to take it with him to England for you, but if you wish to have it before that time, please to let him know and he will send it at once.’ She also sent the Queen a sprig of conifer from Alice’s funeral wreath.


Christmas 1878 fell ten days after Alice’s death; the grieving Hesse family made forlorn efforts to celebrate. They were not helped by regulations to prevent further infections, including the burning of toys. Victoria wrote about missing her mother: ‘without her & little May it does not seem like home.’


The Queen wrote a sort of prayer for her bereaved grandchildren: ‘This must have been a dreadful Christmas and what a New Year! That every blessing may be yours in this new and terribly altered year is the earnest prayer of your loving, devoted & sorrowing Grandmama.’


She warned them that their grief would get worse. Darker still was her inference that their dear mama died for them. As she wrote: ‘You will feel day after day more & more the irreplaceable dreadful loss your darling Mama is to you! . . . Treasure her in your hearts as a saint . . . It is a great responsibility to become really worthy of her . . . to be unselfish, truthful, humble-minded, simple & try & do all you can for others as she did . . . who gave her precious life for you all!’


Ella assured her grandmother that she was determined to make ‘Mama’s life our example’ – a promise she kept. Ella would devote her adult life to charity.


The Princesses’ English governess, Miss Margaret Jackson, arrived at Darmstadt three months before Alice’s death. Then in her forties, she had some unattractive quirks: Victoria later referred to an ‘unfortunate manner’, while the Queen dismissed her as crabbed-tempered. But Margaret, or ‘Madgie’, was to gain the four Princesses’ undying affection, remaining in contact with them all for the rest of her life.


Madgie was taken to be a mistress of probity. She had worked for the Duchess of Connaught and her sister had been governess to the Duchess of Buccleuch’s daughters. She had left one previous post solely because the family converted to Roman Catholicism.


But discrepancies in her personal records indicate a cavalier regard for truth. On the ‘Ancestry’ website, Margaret Hardcastle Jackson is listed as having been baptised on September 25th 1835, but other records list her as born on September 20th 1837. On her job application for governess at Darmstadt, she gave her birthplace as one of London’s smartest areas, Kensington. But records show that Madgie, daughter of the tanner, William Jackson, was actually baptised at Burton Leonard, York.


Perhaps as a result of such anomalies, Madgie was always averse to idle chatter. ‘It was from Miss Jackson’s dislike of gossip that we never took any interest in local tittle-tattle,’ wrote Victoria. It is hard to imagine the inquisitive and chatty young Victoria eschewing tittle-tattle. But, years later, Alix confirmed to one of the maids at the Russian Court that gossip had, indeed, been ‘verboten’ during her childhood. It was as well that Orchie never knew of Miss Jackson’s quirks; she would have been reaching for the rhubarb and quinine.


Madgie insisted, rather primly, that her pupils converse on abstract subjects. She had a radical streak and was adamant that her privileged pupils develop social consciences. It may have been these po-faced attitudes that so riled Grandmama. Certainly, Miss Jackson seems to have devoted more time to the cause of women’s education than to her own teaching. The historian, Robert K Massie, points out that at least one of her pupils, Alix, failed to receive a proper grounding in grammar, substituting dots, dashes and exclamation marks for formal punctuation.
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