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Initial Thoughts


Applying a firm belief in Occam’s Razor, the Law of Parsimony or Economy, orthat the simpler explanation of multiple possibilities is the most plausible, assists in unraveling the mystery of the Romanovs. Over a century has passed since Tsar Nicholas II, family, and their retinue were said to have been executed by Cheka forces in the city of Yekaterinburg in the Russian Urals. Historians, theologians, and revered mavens of “Romanovia,” all reiterate sacrosanct versions of the event, immortalized in writing, stage, and film depictions. However, at the time of writing, the Russian Orthodox Church still hedges about giving a definitive declaration of whose bones they possess and how history should be written.

Many fall in step with the seemingly “official” narratives that the entire immediate family of the Tsar perished, which is a reiteration of the plot line sent to Lenin by avowed Communists. There is a universal allegation that “the Romanovs died” that night, yet there is no definitive proof. “DNA, DNA” shout the proponents of death. Ask a good judge or trial lawyer if bones dug up without scientific protocol, kept in a box under a bed, reburied, exhumed, buried, exhumed once again then moved to a laboratory would convince a jury that such “evidence” was reliable.

Much easier, it is more “economical” to consider that the “murder” was a narrative rather than a fact. Persistent rumors that Anastasia, perhaps with Alexei, had survived, seem to fit the standard of Occam’s Razor. It is the easiest, even if the most rejected, most vilified, and most unfathomable answer.

The Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia benefits from the philanthropic largesse of the woman known as Evgenia Smetisko and has buried her with the date of birth of Grand Duchess Anastasia Romanov, even though they insist she cannot have been the royal, because “we accept they were killed in 1918 and canonized them.” Their conundrum is understandable. How does one de-canonize a martyr or a saint? Yet, “Evgenia Smetisko” defies denial.

She passed a 30-hour polygraph lie detector test with Grover “Cleve” Baxter who founded CIA polygraph protocols. She amassed a great wealth of assets though, claiming to be a poor milliner from Eastern Europe when she immigrated. At her death she established a fund to produce a sizable annuity in perpetuity to support a museum which would show the legacy of the Imperial Family in a positive light. She died with the date of birth of the person she was alleged to be on immigration and naturalization paperwork, yet was finally buried with the date of birth of Grand Duchess Anastasia on the cross over her Orthodox grave. 

Mr. Robert “Bob” Schmitt, an early founder of visual face recognition (VFR), announced after 2D/3D analyses, “Anastasia and she are obviously the same woman.” Given that he had used this technology to solve the mystery of America’s most celebrated outlaw, Jesse James, to ascertain the earliest known photos of President Abraham Lincoln and composer Richard Wagner, that was quite a declaration. “This is the best analysis I have done in my 30-year career,” he confided to this author.

The reader will be intrigued to learn about the author’s journey to uncover “Smetisko’s” identity, and enlightened to read her own memoirs included in this book. Her life prior to the Revolution, subsequent exile, deprivation, escape, hardships, and the strength of her faith and commitment to life will embolden readers in our equally perilous times.

 




Foreword


Year after year the search for the grave of the woman known simultaneously as “Evgenia Smetisko,” “Eugenia Smith,” “Eugenie Smetisko” and, more daringly, “H.I.H. Anastasia Nicholaevna Romanov Grand Duchess of Russia persisted. “We really don’t remember where she was buried.” “She is somewhere in the new section!” “She is somewhere in the back.” One year it rained, making the trek past rows and rows of Eastern Orthodox-style crosses impractical. Not knowing Cyrillic script was another encumbrance! Surely her name had been inscribed on the Byzantine cross in that alphabet. It was, indeed, another challenge but not impossible. Many online websites showed the correlation between Cyrillic and Latin script, but it required effort.

Finally on Orthodox Pentecost 2008, while the faithful pilgrims enjoyed the food booths, crafts and camaraderie of the Feast of Title near the Cathedral of Holy Trinity Seminary and Monastery in Jordanville, Herkimer County, New York (USA), the alphabet system introduced to Slavic lands by saints Cyril and Methodius finally made sense. At last a welcome hint as to the lady’s whereabouts: EVGENIA SMETISKO! It was also the beginning of a gnawing feeling that there was more to the story than had been being promoted by those familiar with her at the monastery. Indeed, they had not even been convinced she was Orthodox. Towering over her grave was a wooden cross in Eastern Orthodox style. To the public she was being presented as completely Orthodox as all the other decedents in the graveyard.

What a feeling of elation to finally pay respects to the woman who is credited with donating wonderful Romanov albeit Romanov-era objets d’art, religious artifacts, and memorabilia to the Foundation of Russian History Museum on the monastery grounds. Eve Kahn, reporter for the New York Times, noted “Evgenia’s” contributions in Treasures and Trivia of the Romanov Era which was published April 3, 2014. Not only had “Evgenia” made sure that her precious donations would be displayed for the edification of others (something for which she had always striven according to her autobiography and officials at the monastery who arranged for her items to arrive there at her death), she had also planned her remarkable financial estate so that a more than rather sizable annuity in perpetuity would ensure the financial stability of the monastery museum in Jordanville, New York-USA.

It was immediately easier to envision the Eastern European immigrant from Newport, Rhode Island as having been the youngest and last grand duchess of Russia than it was to imagine her the penniless milliner from Slavic Europe which she purported to be on immigration papers.

Just like the historical Anastasia in Tsarist Russia, “Evgenia” was an avid and prolific artist, painting well into her nineties. After her death, all the art donated to the monastery museum was examined and the decision was reached to sell those things which had no connection to the Romanov Era, namely her own work as an artist which had no worth to the museum as she was generally considered to be a “false claimant” to the identity of Anastasia Romanov. Eagerly, an offer was made for the work which was authorized with a blessing by the then sitting Metropolitan Laurus.

This was genealogically noteworthy to the author, as the kindly bishop had been born in what is today Ladimirovna, Slovakia, where relatives of the author’s paternal grandmother had lived.

Finding the grave was a way to say thank you to “Evgenia,” yet another surprise awaited us as the initial joy of deciphering the name from Cyrillic script was acknowledged. In all immigration documents, ship manifests, and other publicly accessible sources about her, “Evgenia’s” date of birth had been given as January 25, 1899. Surely that had been on her own death certificate and expected to be on her grave cross. However, another date of birth was plainly visible on the cross marking her sanctified eternal resting place- June 18, 1901. On that day, the Anastasia of history, daughter of Tsar Nicholas II and his German wife, Alexandra (Alix) von Hessen-Darmstadt, had come into to the world at Peterhof Palace in St. Petersburg, Russia.

“Mrs. Smetisko” was Evgenia in the name spelled in Cyrillic script, yet she was Anastasia in the date of birth on her official grave marker. A rare event for an alleged impostress! Conundrum! Christian teaching instructs us: (Mark 4:22) “For there is nothing hid, which shall not be manifested; neither was anything kept secret, but that it should come abroad.” An “error” of such magnitude, especially given contentious proclamations by historians to the contrary would make this date problematic. By itself it could become the catalyst for a debate to rival that of yore concerning how many angels could dance on the tip of a pin.

When the question was raised about the discrepancy, the answer was swift, albeit terse from those in a position to know, “Someone must have made a mistake.” As there are “no coincidences” that answer is not satisfying. To this day questions linger as to the true identity of the lady known as “Evgenia.” The day is sure to come where all questions will be solidly answered. 

Verified via the website “Nonprofit Facts of the State of Rhode Island,” “Evgenia’s” association, the St. Nicholas House Foundation had wealth only dreamed of by struggling nonprofits. When referenced, the site mentioned the foundation was in possession of 54 million dollars plus assets. Where could such monies have originated? During one tour of the monastery, an exquisitely embroidered icon cloth from Tsarskoye Selo, where Tsar Nicholas II preferred to reside with his family, was on display. According to the tour director, it had been purchased at auction by alias “Evgenia” even while foundation members balked at the price. How had she overcome such opposition? “When she wanted something, she got it.” How succinct an answer. How fitting of an imperial princess!

Ostensibly, she was not a “woman with a mental disturbance,” a term heard more than once from those who rejected her claim. Indeed, few Eastern European immigrants coming to the United States as an unaccompanied female in the early decades of the twentieth century would have been so instrumental in their death to make the dream, more specifically, her dream of a museum dedicated to Russian history and culture, a reality. Easily, she was neither “mad” nor “disturbed,” rather she exuded determination, fearlessness, and savvy- all with a penchant for art and history.

Historians will note, while others may find amusing, that “Evgenia” not only had conflicting dates of birth but also varying statements of nationality. In one ship manifest she is listed as German while on another, Ukrainian. Via her mother whose German family she was said to most resemble, Anastasia would have indeed had derivative qualities to claim German citizenship

When Evgenia in 1899 or Anastasia in 1901 was born, Ukraine was part of the Russian Empire, so that too makes sense. That they both appear on identity documentation begs to be noted.

The image of a woman involved in international intrigue begins to emerge from a perusal of her paper trail from Europe to the USA. Had Hollywood known of her chameleon-like identity in the 1960’s she would have easily been a main character in a James Bond movie. A note of thanks is due to Ancestry.com for enabling the discovery of such primary sources which formerly would have been proverbial “needles in a haystack.”

The casual reader of “Evgenia’s” 1963 publication might read the names of various friends and supporters without pausing to consider that these social relationships could reveal clues to her special set of circumstances. An initial investigation reveals that many were part of the politically connected, Chicago circles of literati, doyennes, and successful people in business. Again, this was a unique social circle for a recently arrived Eastern European immigrant dismissed as “misguided” or worse, “deceitful.” Were they waiting for her all along? Had her instant social circle, albeit support system, been put in place long before she entered the United States?

“Evgenia” credits much assistance with her initial manuscript to two sisters from the Kohlsaat Family. The Kohlsaat grandfather, Reimer, had been an immigrant to the United States from Schleswig-Holstein, a region claimed at various times by Denmark and Germany. The Romanov family belongs to the noble House of Schleswig-Holstein-Gottorp-Romanov, sometimes referred to as Holstein-Gottorp-Romanov. However, Reimer’s son, Judge Christian Cecil Kohlsaat, attained great professional heights as the son of this immigrant father. Surely, Christian as well as perhaps the daughters, Helen and Edith, would have spoken German while Anastasia Romanov had been tutored in it. 

Christian Cecil was nominated in 1899 by President William McKinley to a seat on the United States District Court for the Northern District of Illinois which had been recently vacated by Peter S. Grosscup. Six years later, President Theodore Roosevelt nominated him to a seat on the United States Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit on which he served until the year of his death, 1918, the same year of the alleged Romanov assassinations by Cheka operatives under the direction of Lenin and Bolshevik revolutionaries.

The Kohlsaat sisters whom “Evgenia” credits with their immense assistance in the preparation of her autobiography manuscript had ties via their father to the highest level of the United States federal government. Their paternal grandfather was the conduit to cultural ties with Schleswig-Holstein. Helen Kohlsaat (later Wells) was a 1904 graduate of Vassar College. Edith Kohlsaat had traveled 1918 to Great Britain for rather nebulous sounding “relief work.” Evgenia” called her a “good friend.” 

Had Edith gone to Great Britain on behalf of the US government to prepare the way for Evgenia/Anastasia to eventually emigrate? How “Evgenia” made the acquaintance of the Kohlsaat family is unclear at this point, but we do know that the woman with two dates of birth (even three, as 1909 is given on one travel document) and various purported nationalities came as an unaccompanied woman though listed as “married” on her paperwork.

Life Magazine of October 18, 1963, boasted a front cover titled “The Case of a New Anastasia” in which the purported husband, Marijan Smetisko, neither a German nor a Ukrainian but rather a Croatian, denied he had ever been married to “Evgenia,” , had ever even met her, and certainly had no idea who she even was.

 Nonetheless, he appears on her immigration records and never seems to have come to the United States. His existence, however, had been useful in creating a new identity for her travel documents. Was he the Croatian with whom “Evgenia” stated she crossed the border out of Russia? She would have had time to make mental notes of his identity which she could then later easily manipulate to create a new identity.

In the acknowledgments of the 1963 autobiography John Adams Chapman of Chicago is mentioned. In fact, Chapman’s father, John Edwin Chapman, is listed in Chicago: Its History and its Builders, Volume 5 by Josiah Seymour Currey. The Chapmans were of old New England stock which had produced a long line of successful businessmen.

Marjorie Wilder Emery was a member of the governing board of the Illinois Industrial School for Girls and the mother of Mrs. Norman Hanson whom “Evgenia” also thanks. We also encounter Mr. and Mrs. Louis E. Laflin, Jr. Laflin was a well-known playwright. He is mentioned in a Chicago Tribune article (by Ruth De Young) dated May 17, 1933, for his play concerning the life of Civil War hero Colonel Ellsworth titled Ellsworth of the Zouavers.

Francis Beidler II and wife, Eleonor Chapman Beidler, sister of John Adams Chapman, are also given credit by alias “Evgenia.” From a Chicago Tribune obituary (dated June 27, 2004) we learn: “Eleanor Chapman Beidler, 94, resident of Lake Forest for 62 years, died June 23, 2004, at Lake Forest Hospital. She served as president of the Lake Forest League of Women Voters and was active in the McCormick YWCA of Chicago, the Lake Forest-Lake Bluff YWCA and the Coterie. She belonged to the Colonial Dames and was a lifelong member of the First Presbyterian Church of Lake Forest. She was the wife of the late Francis Beidler II.

Mr. Beidler’s father is well known for the Francis Beidler Forest. Francis Beidler Forest is a 15,000-acre wildlife sanctuary and natural area jointly owned by the National Audubon Society with The Nature Conservancy and managed by the National Audubon Society.

Another noteworthy person intimately involved with “Evgenia’s” transformation in the public mind of that time to “Anastasia” was the renowned Grover Cleveland “Cleve” Backster, Jr. (February 27, 1924 – June 24, 2013). He was an interrogation specialist for the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). He is credited with establishing the CIA’s polygraph lie detection unit which still uses his techniques. We learn by “Evgenia’s” own account that she had been subjected to 30 hours of interrogation during which, at some point, Backster suggested that she was “withholding information” when stating that she was a “friend of Anastasia.” 

Backster questioned her for fifteen hours about whether or not she could really be the Grand Duchess. She passed her polygraph test. After this “switch” he declared that the woman, who was really not the wife of Mr. Smetisko, who had purported to be both a German and a Ukrainian, and who possessed two dates of birth, was telling the truth when it came to her imperial identity. To his analysis she was indeed the youngest daughter of Tsar Nicholas and Tsaritsa Alexandra. Hence, she had not died on July 17, 1918 in Ekaterinburg during the alleged massacre in the Ipatiev House, infamously dubbed “The House of Special Purpose.”

The circumstantial evidence that “Evgenia” was really “Anastasia” living under a useful and protective pseudonym has been impressive. The involvement of an expert from the CIA also indicates that the real identity of this well-connected woman could have been of international importance.

The Anastasia of historical accounts was also a talented artist and creative individual. By coincidence or design, “Evgenia” and Anastasia were accomplished artists. If definitively proved by DNA analysis from the body of “Evgenia” that she was Anastasia, the prolific paintings of memories from her childhood in Russia may have had a double benefit of helping her work through Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome which would have been a normal outcome after witnessing such a violent attack on her family, on her way of life, on her religion, and on her fellow countrymen.

Short of DNA there is another technology which can be employed for deeper insight into one’s identity-biometric analysis. In 2013, while casually watching The History Channel, a segment devoted to the fate of outlaw Jesse James was televised. The clever James seems to have faked his own death, placing the body of a local man from a poor family in his grave.

Meanwhile, James family members claimed that he had not died at all but had lived under a pseudonym well into his nineties. Mr. Robert (Bob) Schmitt, an expert and pioneer in biometric analysis, compared the photos of the young Jesse and the bearded nonagenarian whose family claimed that he had been Jesse all along. Using 2D technology, the features of both matched and merged. A later DNA analysis of the remains on the man who had lain in the James grave indicated he was not related to that family at all. The biometric analysis had driven the agenda leading to a DNA confirmation that Jesse had never been in the grave.

After contacting Mr. Schmitt about the puzzling story swirling around “Evgenia” he kindly agreed to analyze her photo at the approximate age of 62 to a verified photo of Anastasia as a young teenager. When he sent the result one could only gasp and be filled with wonder: “It is a 99.9% match.” Subsequent conversations spoke of a new generation of 3D technology soon available. The day came in late spring 2017. Mr. Schmitt, “Bob,” would be happy to look again at the relationship of the face of the older “Evgenia” and the younger “Anastasia.” Not only that, he would look at the symmetry between “Evgenia” and Anastasia’s mother, Empress Alexandra. 

We met at the historic El Patron Mexican Grill and Cantina at 198 Central Avenue, Albany, New York, built in the early 20th century and used as a backdrop in Albany native William Kennedy’s motion picture IRONWEED with Meryl Streep and Jack Nicholson, based on his novel of the same title. Perhaps another historical event would occur within its walls.

A brief introduction to the mechanics and science of visual face recognition technology served as our appetizer. First, Bob dealt with the case of Abraham Lincoln and an early alleged image of him. Next, a verifiable young Thomas Edison and a more mature version appeared. It was convincing to see the images separately and then gradually joined into one even though age had changed appearances to the naked eye.

“Evgenia?” The main course was about to be served. With calm the images of the Empress and that of the woman entombed with the last name “Smetisko” but inhumed with the date of birth of Russia’s youngest Grand Duchess were examined. The 3D process places 22 points of reference onto each of the faces of the two images to be examined. A grid mask is created to connect these dots and then both masks are examined. When “Evgenia” and Anastasia were examined, restaurant owner Delma Duarte and the author were awestruck with the similarity. After so many years of studying the claimant’s case and being aware of the earlier 2D analysis, it was not really a surprise. Nonetheless, to see the two images seemingly float in space to create one face and to then regard two congruent faces side by side was breathtaking. 

Was this the evidence needed for an authority to request an exhumation to check her DNA? In 2018 SLEDCOM (The Investigative Committee of the Russian Federation) went to the monastery. An article in the Albany, NY Times Union explained that they were interested in a pair of dentures from the museum collection that the tsar’s physician, Dr. Botkin, had once worn. More likely, that was the plausible deniability they needed as they had likely arrived to take back to Russia the legendary DNA sample, probably a lock of hair retrieved from her cadaver before she was buried in the monastery cemetery. In some department of SLEDCOM, the office of current Moscow Patriarch Kirill, or even in the archives of President Putin there may already exist the DNA evidence necessary to affirm the conclusion of the Visual Face Recognition analyses of Mr. Bob Schmitt and the polygraph lie detector closure of renowned investigator Grover “Cleve” Baxter.

 

 




Introduction


The Romanov grand costume ball of 1903 is the stuff of cinematographic epic fantasies the likes of which Cecil B. DeMille and, perhaps, Busby Berkley, would have dreamt of staging and choreographing. Historic gowns and headdresses embroidered with pearls, precious gems, and golden threads made even the most aristocratic of the guests gasp in wonder as each noble proudly showed momentary opulence, while posing for the photographs at which we still marvel. 

Three hundred and ninety guests prepared for months with their tailors, dressmakers, and milliners, while 38 vintage, museum-worthy pieces were brought out of storage for the festivities. The Fellini-esque fete lasted over two days and commemorated the 290th anniversary of the Russian Royal Dynasty known around the world as “Romanov.”

These aristocrats of the Tsarist Empire recreated the past to evoke an ambience that would soon be expunged by the Bolshevik Revolution. In 1918, the woman known as “Evgenia Smetisko,” who later admitted in a 30-hour polygraph lie detector analysis with Grover “Cleve” Baxter, whose methodology was then incorporated in the CIA Polygraph Unit that she was, indeed, Her Imperial Highness Anastasia Nicholaevna Romanov, Grand Duchess of Russia hidden in plain sight by “dressing down.” In her case, the objective was to distance herself esthetically from anything deemed “royal,” “imperial,” “gentrified” or socially “privileged.” 

Indeed our heroine (for anyone who risks life and limb, leaving all comfort and stability behind, can be dubbed one) donned rags, feigned deafness, and employed a Dickensian “costume” in a kind of alternative masquerade-her flight to escape detection by the then new Bolshevik regime. What a juxtaposition that emerges between the court atmosphere of 1903 and the Bolshevik ambiance of 1918.

It would not have been unique for alias Evgenia/Anastasia to have assumed an alternative identity to escape persecution at this time of Russian history. Nor would it have been novel for there to have been a lack of clarity pertaining to the fate of anyone associated with the former regime. Clearly “optics” were important. Bolsheviks were not immune to the use of disinformation, misinformation, and press manipulation, which most will agree is a perennial social malady around the world. Did it behoove Moscow to create an illusion that the “ruling class” had met its merited demise, even if one or the other or all were not killed at all? Did it behoove the West to maintain a belief that one or the other were still alive? Were the terms “dead” and “alive” less about biological reality than political expediency? Let us leave Russia for a moment and return to the case of American bandit, Jesse James.

America’s well-known robber was believed for many years to have met his just end by federal agents and duly buried. No one would have believed that he was not dead. Yet, the James family insisted that their grandfather had been with them as a nonagenarian even attending a reunion of Civil War veterans at the end of his life. An exhumation and DNA analysis proved that James was not in the James tomb. A 2D visual face recognition analysis by VFR expert, Robert “Bob” Schmitt, showed the young and dashing Jesse matched the now white bearded James family member who had made it to this twilight years completely unperceived by those who would have imprisoned him.

This “death” was then really a ticket for “life.” With that perspective let us travel in our literary Tesla Time Machine back to the time of Lenin, the Cheka forces, the White Army, and complete national chaos in the former tsarist empire.

“Evgenia/Anastasia” would not have been the first (certainly not last) Romanov to purport to be someone else to escape. The tsar’s brother, Grand Duke Michael Alexandrovitch Romanov, was allegedly executed on June 13, 1918. Why then was his wife, Natalia “Natasha” Sergeyevna Sheremetyevskaya, Countess Brasova (1880-1952), accused and imprisoned for purportedly hatching a plot to free him? She was incarcerated in Women’s Prison Gorokhovaya Number 2 for ten weeks in an attempt to break her will so that she would divulge her scheme. Esteemed Romanov researcher, Coryne Hall, mentions Brasova in her 2018 tome To Free the Romanovs: Royal Kinship and Betrayal.

How does one succeed in being released from prison? One way is to become contagious with a dreaded disease so that it is desirable to expel the prisoner for the well-being of all others including the guards and administrators. Brasova knew this and feigned an increasingly devastating condition which one physician, empathic and disposed to her plight, finally diagnosed as “tuberculosis.” With that important fraudulent certificate, Brasova made haste only to reemerge as an ethnic German with the name of Frau Tania Klenow, a sister of the order of nuns dubbed the Sisters of Mercy.

Clearly disguise and interpreting a role in a live drama were proven techniques to avoid assassination and work camps. If Grand Duke Michael had been known to be actually “dead” why would Bolsheviks be worried about any “plot” to liberate him from jail? Another case emerges in September 1918, two months after the alleged murder of Tsar Nicholas, Empress Alexandra and all the children, when Bolsheviks brought a teenage girl to the prison cell of Princess Helena Petrovna (nee Karadordevic) of Russia, wife of Prince Ioann (John/Ivan) Konstantinovich Romanov of Russia.

“Is this Anastasia Romanov, formerly known as Grand Duchess of Russia?” 

Whatever the truth, Princess Helena wisely denied that she knew the girl. The question lingers, nonetheless, why Bolsheviks would ask such a question if generally known and accepted that the tsar’s entire family had perished July 16/17, 1918 in the Ipatiev House (The House of Special Purposes) in Ekaterinburg. Evidently, doubt existed among those who should have known better, or the entire “death scenario” was concocted for propaganda purposes. At this point, those who are incredulous will say, “DNA evidence in Russia proves they were all killed.” Let us think of DNA protocols from a court perspective!

Would exhuming, touching, reburying, and storing bones in a box under a bed with a lack of forensic protocols make such “evidence” admissible in a court of law? There are other reputable researchers who are pursuing alternative explanations for the destiny of a whole range of Romanov family members, even beyond the immediate family of Tsar Nicholas II, while this book focuses on Anastasia Nicholaevna.

In 1963, “Evgenia Smetisko/Anastasia Romanov” published her memoirs with Robert Speller and Sons. She explained that she had not wanted to divulge her identity but was rather offering the manuscript “written by her friend, the Grand Duchess Anastasia” who had entrusted it to her. In order to ascertain the validity of her claims, a polygraph lie detector session was scheduled with the future point person for CIA polygraph protocols, Grover “Cleve” Baxter.

For 15 hours “Smetisko/Romanov” answered a variety of questions from the point of view of her being “Anastasia’s friend.” At that point Baxter confronted her with the observation that he detected deception on her part. Now he directed her to answer from the point of view of the verifiable Grand Duchess Anastasia Nicholaevna Romanov. After another grueling interrogation, Baxter exclaimed that she was “evidently telling the truth about who she said she was.” He was convinced she was Anastasia.

The polygraph episode, already mentioned, is reiterated here, because this author, in an interview for one of the so-dubbed “alphabet agencies,” was subjected to Baxter’s methodologies. While in the author’s case there was no psychological anxiety about purporting to be someone other than one’s standard identity, the physical demands of a blood pressure cuff at full inflation over an extended period of time would not have been pleasant for the then 62-year-old “Evgenia.” Keep in mind, she was subjected to 15 hours answering as “Anastasia’s friend” and another 15 hours as “Anastasia Nicholaevna Romanov.” 

Our time travel, which might well have been a motif in the Star Trek series or Indiana Jones, takes us back to the 20th century to the year 1981 at the seat of the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia (ROCOR) in Jordanville, New York (Herkimer County). “Smetisko” sometimes known as “Smith” purporting to be “Romanov” appears at the monastery to explore the possibility of bequeathing it with an annuity in perpetuity upon her death with the goal of establishing a museum in which Russian History and “her family” would be commemorated in a dignified manner. Many Romanov and Romanov era relics, objets d’art, embroidery, etc. would be donated to the museum as well after she was put to rest.

She arrived with her assistant, Mr. Francis “Frank” Konstantinov O’Connell, putatively a descendant of Konstantin Ivanovich Konstantinov, an illegitimate son of Duke Constantine Pavlovich Romanov, son of Tsar Paul I with Sophie Dorothea of Wuerttemberg, and a French actress. Hence, he would have been a biological relative of the last tsar’s family, even if from the wrong side of the sheets. When a young novice asked Mr. O’Connell who the “little old lady” was, he was reportedly taken aback. 

Swiftly he replied, “Why, that is none other than Her Imperial Highness Anastasia Nicholaevna Romanov, Grand Duchess of Russia!”

Imagine the conundrum in 1981 as the ROCOR had already canonized the tsar’s entire family as martyrs of the faith, precipitating iconography in their honor, prayers for their intercession, and a place in the Orthodox theological matrix. How could “Anastasia” be at the monastery and in an icon at the monastery at the same time?

She was quickly dismissed as “misguided” or “a little touched in the head.” At this time she was living in quaint and très chic Newport, Rhode Island. The wonderful Museum of Russian History at the monastery receives, indeed, a sizable annuity from the Evgenia Smetisko Fund based in the Rhode Island Foundation. Before its dissolution it was reported in Rhode Island not-for-profit public data that the foundation had more than 54 million dollars in assets. Its goal was “THE PRESERVING OF ARTIFACTS RELATING TO THE EMPEROR NICHOLAS, II OF RUSSIA AND PROVIDING ASSISTANCE TO RUSSIAN CHURCHES IN THE UNITED STATES. TITLE: 7-6.”

If “Evgenia” were an impostress, she would have to be lauded for leaving such a legacy for her fraudulent claim. If she were the verifiable Anastasia, it makes sense that O’Connell insisted in 1981 that she was the true youngest daughter of Tsar Nicholas II. It should be noted that O’Connell, who would have been Anastasia’s cousin to some degree, was president of the now dissolved foundation until 2017.

In the same year that “Evgenia/Anastasia” visited the monastery, the cemetery stopped reporting burials to the Herkimer Town Clerk, Anna Halkowich, who reports it has not responded with requests to return to compliance. To ascertain if indeed the cemetery was required to report burials an inquiry was made by this author to the New York State Department of State, Cemeteries Division, which stated that that particular cemetery was required to report. Why would it stop the same year as “Evgenia/Anastasia” appeared making plans for her last will and testament? The reader can speculate that it is a mere coincidence, an oversight, or a way to not have to report her death as “Evgenia” along with the dates that would be recorded on the grave cross.

Indeed, “Smetisko” came to the USA with 1899 as her year of birth on identity papers. To this author’s complete amazement, the date of birth on the cross of alias “Evgenia Smetisko” is clearly inscribed as 18 June 1901, the date of birth of the tsar’s youngest daughter. 

Further inquiries were recently made to the NYS Department of State which replied that the cemetery at the monastery was not obliged to report. The contradictory statements over a number of years is part of the mystery, while the fact that 1981 was a pivotal year in reporting protocols stands.

The author wishes to thank all those who have assisted in one way or another to further this ongoing investigation. Social media has had a great effect in reaching the eyes and minds of people beyond the immediate area of the monastery and Newport, Rhode Island. Special thanks indeed, to a reader and follower from Twitter, now X, who has made two exquisite wreaths to further the tradition of decorating the grave of our lady of interest every season. Ms. Mia Hannah Bloom has never met this author beyond our Twitter and email correspondence. Her wreaths are delicate and lovingly crafted.

In her death, the lady known as Evgenia Smetisko and simultaneously Her Imperial Highness Anastasia Nicholaevna Romanov, Grand Duchess of Russia, has enlivened communication, friendships and learning. Her name, Anastasia, from the Greek word for “Resurrection,” is appropriate because her story continues to bring life to our imaginations, our powers of analysis, and our belief that there is “something eternally more” towards which we all strive.

 




Chapter I
Earliest Memories


It was June 5th, 1901, by the Russian calendar, June 18th by the new. Intrigue and excitement were rife at Peterhof. The delivery of the Tsarina’s baby was immediately anticipated. It was the fourth of her issue, without a doubt this time it would be a male. Russia bowed to the little Grand Duchess Olga, at that point to the child Tatiana. Yet, Marie, the third girl in progression, had been altogether too much. In any case, all would be made alright if this fourth imperial infant were the feverishly anticipated Tsarevich. Finally, the boom of coordinated rifles being fired was heard: the child had arrived; a three hundred firearm salute would report an Imperial Grand Duke and heir to Russia’s most highly honored and prayed for position. One hundred and one weapons would report a Grand Duchess. 

The guns saluted yet again. The general population began to tally three, four, five. Endlessly, the rhythmical blasts continued. The people stood short of breath. Twenty-three, endlessly, one hundred, one hundred and one; the weapons ceased. No, it simply could not be. It was unrealistic. “C’est dommage!”

The fourth offspring of the Tsar and Tsaritsa of Russia was once again another little girl. Dejected due to disappointment, the common man carried on in his daily routine, yet the official associated with Imperial Court murmured “humbug” and inwardly loathed the Tsaritsa who could not satisfy the expectations placed on her and demanded of her in her capacity as Empress. The Tsar and the Tsaritsa acknowledged the unavoidable and stated, “The Lord hath spoken!” All the while I, the unconscious cause of this frustration, had lain peacefully in the same little crib which had cradled the three sisters before me. It was not long, however, before the unwelcomed wee one had won the hearts of its parents, and I was christened Anastasia from the Greek anastasis meaning “resurrection.” To the world outside I was number four, almost forgotten beyond the family circle.

As a child, my boyishly girl soul prevailed, and I was permitted to enjoy this characteristic up to the point when I progressed toward becoming somewhat of an oddity at court greatly steeped in custom. Nothing satisfied me more than a group of people, particularly when they gestured and whispered “adorable.” My next, more established sister, Marie and I were indivisible. At an early age my most noteworthy enjoyment was to stir her interest. Regularly, when we were in the midst of some pretending and playing at make-believe, I would suddenly dash away. Marie was as easily reengaged in her own activity as I was snappy, so I would slip far away into one of my hiding places.

At that point the chase, by which I was delighted, began. The searchers went around, as I tuned in from my vantage point, ecstatic with fulfillment when I heard the call, “Anastasia, where are you? Be a decent young lady and do tell us, dear!”

These diversions started good-naturedly, yet regularly when the chase became less insistent, I lost interest and felt obliged to divulge my whereabouts. Mysterious spots for hide and seek turned into a fixation for me, particularly little ones so tight that I needed to press into them. I regularly shivered with contentment over the bewilderment and possible fury of those who searched for me. Once, when I was very young, I slipped out of the nursery into the gallery. It was evening and the long shadows captivated me; I must have lingered there unobtrusively for an inordinately long period of time. All of a sudden, I heard frantic voices and I chose to keep impeccably calm. At nightfall, in the diffuse light, I straightened myself against the wall bathed in the shadows. 

The sentries were spreading out over the recreation center; the fear for my well-being was growing. I was excited when I knew they were hunting me down, yet I was somewhat afraid due to the disappearing light. I ran rapidly down the stairs and to the ground floor. Mother was conversing with one of the officers when all of a sudden her eyes fell on me. “Anastasia,” she cried, “where have you been?”

“Up there on the balcony,” I replied with all the happiness in my voice that I could gather.

 Before I could get the words out, Father was close to me. He took me by the hand. One look at his face cautioned me that something was awry. Without a word he motioned to the flustered maid. Her face was flushed. She walked me to my room and I never dared to cast even one look of triumph as she changed me into my nightgown. She did not utter the slightest peep until the moment I was ready to slip into nocturnal slumber. At that point, she sternly stated, “You were an exceptionally underhanded young lady to stress your Mother so. She was extremely perplexed.” 

Mother came as always to kiss me goodnight each and every night. I did not crawl under the duvet in order to not to miss her approaching footsteps which I could hear clicking on the floor outside my door. At last I heard her drawing nearer with my sisters; their voices sounded glad. She halted at the entryway for a slight instant, and Marie came into the room alone. At the point when the governess turned out the lights, I understood that Mother was not going to kiss me that night. The next morning, I asked: “Will Mother come to me now?” “Will she be cross with me?” I was full of contrition, but how could I express it if Mother was not in a receptive mood? My eyes fastened on the door, hoping to see Mother’s face. Suddenly she appeared. I ran to her and wrapped myself around her neck. I promised to never worry her again. 

Mother’s custom each day was to come to the nursery first thing every morning before breakfast to say a prayer with us children and to read one chapter to us from the Bible. She was generally attired in an excellent robe of white, infrequently in other delicate hues, her hair plaited and attached with silk strips to coordinate with the trimming of her outfit, a propensity procured from her grandmama, Queen Victoria of England. These were valuable minutes to us children. She was a fairy tale sovereign: stately and wonderful. 

On July 30th, 1904, by Russian reckoning, August twelfth by the new, my younger sibling was delivered on a Friday at midday. Three hundred vollies reported the appearance of the heir apparent to the Russian Crown from the Fortress of Sts. Diminish and Paul, in St. Petersburg. Around the same time, it was being reported that the Russian armada at Port Arthur had been sunk on August tenth by the Japanese naval force. My Mother frequently said it was simultaneously a day of daylight and a day of dark haze. It would have been customary to celebrate with a substantial meal to praise the introduction of an heir to the position of authority, yet my Father would not entertain the notion. Rather, supplications were offered in the places of worship for the lost ones adrift and for the infant Tsarevich. Throughout the day chimes rang out from all the places of worship of Russia. After thirteen years, Mother talked about this day as being as desolate as the day we touched base in Ekaterinburg. 

It was on Alexei’s thirteenth birthday celebration and about that hour in 1917, that our family was ordered to leave our dearest home in Tsarskoe Selo. I do not remember Alexei’s christening, since I was but a toddler, but I have heard accounts of it and have often inspected his christening mantle and the cross he wore on a golden chain around his neck. These were on display in a glass vitrine alongside the baptismal gowns of his sisters. Olga’s was a detailed replica of that of Marie Antoinette’s daughter. It had been sewn in Lyons, France. Olga and Tatiana held a side of the long mantle which was pinned to the coussin due to its weight. 

Alexei’s esteemed godparents were his grandmama, the Dowager Empress Marie Feodorovna, his sister Olga Nicholaevna; and his aunts, Mother’s sisters, the Princesses Irene of Prussia and Victoria of Battenberg. The godfathers were his great uncles, the Grand Duke Alexei Alexandrovich and King Edward VII of Great Britain; his cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany; his great grandfather, King Christian IX of Denmark; his uncle, the Grand Duke Ernest Louis of Hesse, the Empress’ only brother, and his Aunt Irene’s husband, Prince Henry of Prussia. To commemorate his birth, the cornerstone for the Feodorovsky Sobor Church was ceremoniously placed in Tsarskoe Selo. Since this cute little brother had arrived, the hitherto burden of my young life, that of being a young lady, appeared to be to some degree mitigated. 

Alexei was a lovely young boy with a light complexion and wavy reddish-brown hair which Mother brushed affectionately into a twist in the center. He had huge blue eyes, long eyelashes, and a most appealing grin. He was the most interesting thing in my young world, so whenever there was a chance, I kept running into his nursery, bestowing different toys on him.

Mother had many pet names for him, among them “My dear Agoo” and “Kroshka,” a Russian nickname which means “a crumb of bread.” Olga and Tatiana were allowed to hold the infant; Marie and I could only hold his feet. One of my most clear memories from childhood, when I was almost four years of age, occurred on a Sunday when we, as was our custom, were wearing white, prepared to go to Divine Liturgy. We heard strident voices and saw Mother running upstairs. It frightened us, and we all ran after her to the nursery. There I saw a spot of blood on little Alexei’s shirt. While the nurse had been bathing him, he sneezed, thereby causing a discharge of blood from his navel. Despite the fact that I was extremely young, I could easily perceive the strain on the faces around me knowing that something was not right. At the time, I could not fully comprehend that which I could intuitively sense. A couple of years after the fact, when I was around seven, we three youngest siblings were playing in the garden when our little brother fell over his truck. 

Before long, a huge black and blue appeared around his lower leg. When Mother came she fainted at the sight, knowing it was the feared hemophilia that might rob the life of her child. Accordingly, Father and Mother were ostensibly disheartened. Father sought the world’s finest expert on the disease leaving no stone unturned, to no practical avail. We were persistently reminded that we should be watchful of Alexei. He was so prone to being hurt. The toys which I loved to bring him as a gift were quickly dispatched before he could ever put his hands on them. When he fell on his head, his face swelled so appallingly that his eyes were practically shut and his entire face became a purplish yellow, a loathsome sight. At one minute he would be superbly well; after an hour, he would lie in bed genuinely sick. We were told not to divulge what we knew about him to absolutely anyone.

Naively and quite innocently we did entrust our insight with some of the staff who convinced us deceptively that they already knew about Alexei’s mysterious malady. Mother was continually next to him, failing to trust anyone else to minister to him. Each time, when he recuperated, Mother was depleted of energy, to such an extent that she was not able to rise from her bed and leave her chambers, not even for a moment. At the point when Alexei was well and had become his ordinary playful self, it was difficult to recall that we must be watchful when we played with him. I frequently felt pugnacious when he prodded me saying, “Leave, you are playing like a young lady; you do not have a clue about this game.” I maintained my self-control truly well and once in a while struck back by declining to play with him, however he severely whined because of such treatment. 

All of a sudden he would be well again at which time it was hard to control him from getting excessively frisky or undertaking games that might end in great misfortune. Alexei had a few bodyguards known as Cossacks who were dependable and obliged to do their duties both day and night. Each morning they looked through the castle grounds before any individual from the family could stroll about in them. 

Alexei likewise had two exceptional chaperones. One was Derevenko, nicknamed Dina, an enormous solidly built mariner, an individual from the sailing crew of Father’s yacht, the “Standard.” He was not a member of Dr. Derevenko’s family, Alexei’s doctor. Dina administered hot packs and light back rubs to Alexei when they were required. Dina likewise gave him medications and always bore him in his arms when he was not capable of walking. 

Tragically, Dina betrayed his young master during the chaos and upheaval of the Revolution and was later captured by the Soviets when they discovered some of Alexei’s belongings in his possession.

Another bodyguard was Nagorny. He was the last to give Alexei the care needed on a daily basis. Nagorny assumed responsibility for him amid the upheaval of the Revolution and was murdered in Ekaterinburg in light of the fact that he possessed property which was Alexei’s.

Dina and Nagorny were continually next to Alexei to see that he did not do harm to himself. They helped my brother experience an almost ordinary childhood by utilizing the activities recommended by Dr. Derevenko and the recommendations of M. Pierre Gilliard, our French mentor. They deftly carried out their responsibilities in such a way that my darling little brother never speculated that he was being protected. For he was never told of the genuine nature of his disease but rather was to acknowledge it for himself when he reached adolescence.

At his birth, Alexei received many titles: “Hetman of all the Cossacks,” “Knight of St. Andrew,”“Knight of the Seraphim of Sweden,”“Head of the Battalion of the Horse Infantry,”“Head of the Siberian Infantry,” “Head of the Cadet Corps’’ and others. Alexei loved everything military. I think he had a uniform for practically every military unit in Russia. He was so pleased to wear each one and conducted himself with genuine military bearing. From adolescence he had worn a white mariner suit with strips around his neckline. When we traveled in the Baltic, he wore white mariner top with the name “Standard” in white on a blue band. While cruising the Black Sea he had a dark band with yellow lettering. One day, in a snowstorm, I pulled Alexei on his sled. At that point he demanded to change roles and pull me. Before long his hands wound up noticeably swollen, however, luckily this did not lead to one of his usual episodes.

He was not allowed to partake in sports with reckless abandon like other boys, however he was permitted to ride a tricycle and later a bicycle too, at which times he was painstakingly trailed by Dina. At long last, he was permitted to drive a little motorized auto with his cousins or circle of young friends. Alexei had playmates other than myself. I recall a young boy who was driven up the driveway joined by a bodyguard and well supplied with many toys. He had, in addition to other things, a container of powdered chalk. Considering my brother’s pal, a kind of interloper and, unfit to conceal my envy, I grabbed the case from his hand and scattered the substance everywhere. Everything happened so rapidly that nobody could stop me.

Before long I was escorted to Mother. When she received me I was all grins, while she was somewhat distressed. She sat quietly and held my little hands, examining them and questioning how they could do something such as this. I looked at her face, putting on my most winsome smirk. Mother assured me that “Grins won’t help.” At that point, Father came in and sent me to my bedroom for the remainder of the day. Later he came to see me and stated, “You should not battle with your younger playmates. Always be on your guard to be a young gentlelady.” “I would prefer not to be a woman,” I said rebelliously. Father replied, “ If you insist then you cannot live in this place.” “Where will I live at that point?” “In one of the sentry’s houses,” said Father.

My dear Father regularly apologized for Alexei and me. Delicate as Father might have been, I considered those comments important, because I knew he generally stood by what he said. So I dedicated myself to “being a woman.” It soon paid off . At some point later when I was wandering through the estate gardens I came upon two laborers who were battling in the gorge. It looked genuine and urgent. With all the ladyship I could gather I bade them stop. To my surprise they did. The differentiation between me and those two, so colossal and threatening, persuaded me that there must be something in this elegant business all things considered. By nature I delighted in the unpleasant and all that was rumble-tumble, while being a woman implied being noble, sewing, rehearsing on the piano, as a rule following in the footsteps of Olga and Tatiana.

I would have much rather played the same games that Alexei delighted in. Marie disliked these pastimes. She favored dolls, which I thought were not half as much fun as shooting off cap guns. I frequently held the firearm while Alexei slid down the toboggan slide onto the lap of his bodyguards Derevenko or Nagorny. The esplanade encompassing our home at Tsarskoe Selo fulfilled my anxious wish to investigate my general surroundings, albeit even this could not fulfill my interest about the world which lay beyond the fence. One evening, I found an owl opposite the fence in the garden. I had seen something flying which tumbled to the ground. When I raced to it I found an owl that did not move. I needed to lift it up yet was informed that it was a misfortune to do.

Notwithstanding the undesirability of my action, I got the winged creature and stroked and encouraged it. In a brief time it turned into a genuine pet so it could even perceive my footsteps. It generally remained close by, jumping about in a little area, however it didn’t appear to be harmed. At whatever point it heard me, it would fly up and sit on the rail of the veranda. While the owl was roosting there, it appeared to gaze at me, and I could not resist strolling about interested in its winding neck and gazing eyes which obviously followed my every gesture.

More often than not I wanted to meander through our fairyland surroundings with my sisters and our little brother, the heir to the throne and future Tsar. Its beauty was overwhelming with fine vistas encompassing greenhouses, gorges, lakes, and islands. We frequently played with our toy vessels on the lake or paddled Alexei in a pontoon. Now and again we sat on shore watching the various reflections on the surface of the lake. These included reflections of the Feodorovsky Sobor Church with its brilliant dome, lush treetops, or the quickly changing cloud shapes. On the lake the swans floated forward and backward in effortless magnificence, however, when they drew close to our shores, with one stroke they removed all the pictures reflecting on the water before our eyes.

These swans were my extraordinary pets. I more often than not came laden with bits of bread to toss to them. One day in an evil mindset, I made them think I had come to feed them. When they swam toward me eagerly, I fled. All of a sudden I was tossed to the ground, and the biggest of the swans with his wings spread wide hovered over me. He started to beat me with his wings. My shouts brought assistance from one of the bodyguards, who drove off the swan. When I quit wailing I had not only lost my adoration for the swans, but rather I had learned I should never provoke them.

Father found time to visit us at play each day, regularly just for a couple of minutes, yet he delighted us with these visits. At times he watched us as we went down the slide which had been erected in a spacious room on the ground floor. He produced a sound of glee as each of his offspring scooted down the slide while the rest of us shouted in absolute joy. A few times, as a treat, we children were allowed to bathe in Father’s enormous tub, lined with elegant tiles and sunken in the floor. It was so deep and spacious that he could permit himself a few swim strokes. After our ablutions we frolicked over the tremendous chaise lounge in Father’s changing area, watching the tongues of fire flickering in the fireplace. Mother called Father’s office “No Man’s Land.” We youngsters were not permitted to enter it, which of course made me fairly inquisitive about it. I regularly kept running a few doors down, trusting that I would figure out how to get into his space yet there was dependably somebody who might send me back. In the event that I could have discovered what Father did there, I would have been satisfied. 

One day I figured out how to sneak past the narrow hallway of his changing room and opened the entryway which led into the office. I was short of breath with anticipation, yet stayed silent. I was going to open the entryway for a little look, to check whether Father was there, when I heard the sound of footsteps. I chose to withdraw discreetly as though I had arrived by mistake. Be that as it may, as I retreated I moved too quickly. I moved down a few steps directly into the center of Father’s indented tub.

Luckily, I was not harmed, but my feelings and emotions were. I removed myself and went back down the corridor amidst much giggling. I never knew the identity of whomever it was who sensed I was there. My interest was not satisfied, and I was resolved to continue trying. I utilized a wide range of reasons for setting off to his office with pressing messages or little gifts. Yet, Mother talked with severity: “Father can’t be irritated in his work.”

Notwithstanding Mother’s words, the opportunity did eventually present itself. One day I stood trembling at the entryway. There was Father at his work area looking engrossed in something at hand. I stood on my tippy-toes to take in all that I could see, so far forward that I lost my equilibrium and fell head over teacups into the room. I was frightfully terrified, yet Father raced to me and with a grin lifted me up saying: “What are you doing here, child?” Then he sat me down at his work area and held me on his knees. I was confused and thought I was in a prohibited place. I looked at heaps of papers and then immediately at Father’s face. With an embrace and a kiss he led me back into the corridor. “Now keep running along, my little Curious One.” I skipped away elated, and I could barely contain myself to tell Marie that I had really been in “No Man’s Land.”

I was frequently instrumental in getting my sister and little Alexei into naughty situations. When we headed to Pavlovsk, a short distance from Tsarskoe Selo, I looked for the moment when the nanny was in discussion with my cousin’s bodyguard. I snapped my fingers-a signal to dash to the stream for a mud battle. Within seconds our little faces and white outfits were mud caked to the point of being unrecognizable. These mud battles made the nurse furious. Once when she reprimanded me, she said it was a pity I had not been born a little boy instead of a girl. This caused me such distress that I went to Mother with the inquiry, “Do you adore me, Mother?”

“You know I do, little Shvibzchik,” was her answer, utilizing her pet name for me. 

“Be that as it may, on the off chance that I had come to the world as a boy, would you cherish me more?” I made my inquiry with tears in my eyes.

 Mother comprehended immediately; she shook her head and whispered “No” and I was put at ease.

At various times after tea, I slipped into the servants’ quarters to partake of tea once more, since I thought there would be additional fascinating things to eat. I was very wrapped up in my little world without understanding that there could be others. Being a member of the imperial family, despite everything, I still had to continue to ponder whether I ought to have been born another person. I thought about whether my grandmama, the Dowager Empress Marie, had ever excused me for not being a little boy. That may clarify her basic state of mind toward me. I thought I detected an unsympathetic bearing in her, and I frequently struck back by being bad tempered which substantiated her assessment of me. Things being what they are, this same grandmother may have understood me more thoroughly, more profoundly than anyone else. At the point when all had thrown all expectations regarding me to the wind, she would state, “Don’t fret she’ll calm down before long.” This may have been an encouraging idea to my family, however not to me. 

I would not like to resemble my grandmama, not in the least. She was short and dark-eyed, with a deeply pitched voice but always elegantly coiffed and comely. I needed to resemble Tatiana who was tall, lovely and elegant. Frequently, after I was tucked into bed, I whispered a petition for intercession that God might change me overnight into a young lady like Tatiana. Grandmama was Alexei’s top choice. He adored her more than us. She was Father’s mama and there was a solid bond between them. I remember the satisfaction I felt when some Danish relatives were visiting us and my Grandmother said to one, “Anastasia is certainly small,” and the relative replied, “You are not very tall yourself.” This kind person must have sensed that I was touchy about my height and she attempted to defend me before Grandmother.

At the point when Father’s toils and labor were complete at the end of the day, he would enter Mother’s chamber and warble tunefully. This was the signal for a family get-together or for an activity outside. Now and again, Father took me on a walk alone. He listened intently to my little worries and complaints, while putting on a show pretending to be worried about my negligible issues. I swelled with pride at the idea that he considered that my little world was as vital as his. He was an admirer of nature, and this information made our strolls much additionally fascinating. Father had the notoriety of being a talented and avid tennis player. He played with the best experts in the Crimea and won more often than not. Olga and Tatiana regularly played with him and I anticipated the day when I would have the capacity to face him in a genuine match. However, that day never came. Prior to the war I was far too young, and amid the war there was no chance. I did fetch balls infrequently when father was playing or practicing.

 




Chapter II
School Days


With excitement, I anticipated my first day of school. I was on edge to establish a decent connection with my educators. Wearing a blue or white pinafore and with ribbon bows in my hair, holding my Mother’s hand, I had the sensation that I was quite mature as I joined Marie in the school room on the second floor of the imperial residence. I was pleased to hear Mother say that I was a good girl, tranquil, and intelligent as I sat at a medium-sized table across from my teacher, taking notes as he asked questions. Be that as it may, to Mother’s chagrin my laudable behavior did not last much longer. As the days passed, I started to feel corralled, and I yearned for the outdoors. School turned into a proverbial cross to bear, and my instructors found me problematic. My mind wandered to the outside of the classroom entrance. Only the fear of punishment caused me to go to classes, yet once I was seated, I immediately longed for and mentally arranged my after-school activities. My mind envisioned Vanka, the little donkey, when she came as a present to Alexei. She was splendid and to a great degree persistent. She was named for a character in a hilarious Russian melody of the time. Vanka was clever. At one point when Alexei hurt himself, she laid her head on his shoulder as though she were crying. She could shake hands, dance as though she heard music, and feigned being a coquette. She seemed to comprehend each word we stated and regularly shook her ears in bliss. Be that as it may, when things were not to her liking, she gazed directly at us. Her ears stood up and curled almost into a cone. She could have been an animal performer at a circus, however she would just perform when she felt like it. Derevenko, the mariner, could make her walk while I rode her, yet she needed a piece of sugar in regular installments as she slowly trotted along. “Anastasia, please do pay attention,” and suddenly I left my pleasant thoughts of Vanka and focused once again on my studies at hand.

I liked numbers, juggling, and drawing. I would frequently doodle until my pencil was taken away and the lessons continued. In the spring, it was more of a task to be mindful of my lessons. The warm, sweet air and the tweeting birds outside would not allow me to sit still. Frequently after school, Mother would take me to my favorite barnyard and livestock pens where I felt absolute liberation. Here were numerous cute animals to cuddle: sweet little pink piglets, toylike sheep, calves, and colts, the cutest I had ever seen. There were other children, as well, members of the farmhands’ families, however Olga had a method for bestowing her devoted attention to them. Each place we went the youngsters were joined at our hip. They all spoke with animation and enthusiastically about all that was new at the farm. We pretended to be astounded, which encouraged them to recount every story over once more.

There was one time when a farm manager gave me a little chick, hatched late in the season. We placed it in a tiny basket with some straw. I shrouded it with my embroidered hankie and ventured out in front of Mother to uncover it in the carriage where I cuddled it eagerly. I was worried about the possibility that this tiny chick would pass away before we had gotten home. Not long after Mother heard the chick cry, she said, “You have taken an infant from the mother hen. You should keep it happy and healthy.” This chick taught me my first lesson in obligation. You never could have observed so much pampering showered on such a little thing. I encouraged it most gently and gave it my dainty doll’s pillow. Regardless of my dedication and benevolence the chick’s chirping became weaker and weaker until one morning I discovered it lying on its back. It was the cause of absolute distress to me.

I chose to give my chick a burial service. I dressed the baby bird majestically with a cloak and outfit, and, as an extraordinary concession, I engaged Marie and Alexei to help lay the little chick’s body on a sleeping cushion of flower petals in a pretty box. A bunch of white blossoms was set on its bosom. At that point we welcomed everybody to the memorial service. Plus, I wanted all those in attendance to admire how perfectly I had arranged my pet. Alexei was the clergyman, Marie and I intoned the traditional funeral chants. Derevenko, the mariner, arranged the grave. The casket was open for all to see. Finally the case was shut and put over a stretcher, which was raised up on the pallbearers’ shoulders. I, the main griever, led the funeral parade with a dark band on my arm. We covered the crate with an abundance of flower petals and blooms and then adorned the burial site with the loveliest of stones. 

For seven days I grieved at the grave each day, ruminating about how the chick was faring on its journey to the highest heavens in Paradise.

At long last, I uncovered the burial case. I opened the cover expecting that the little blessed one had taken off, however I hurried to Mother to disclose to her that worms were eating my pet. Mother clarified that the casket contained only the lifeless body of the chick, the spirit had already taken off while Nature was now reclaiming the body.

I was socially inclined and engaged anyone at the royal residence in conversation. I talked with everyone about diverse subjects. “On the off chance that Olga and Tatiana ever wed, will they abandon us? Olga pressed an orange peel yesterday and it squirted directly into my eye. Do you realize that Mashka (Marie) put on her clothing incorrectly inside out and refused to put it on with the right side out, it was a true misfortune. Did you hear that “babykins” (Alexei) painted a saggy mustache all over with a colored pencil? Olga says he resembles the Cossack in Riepin’s famous painting. Have you seen that artistic portrait? Why do you figure Marie did not bathe in cold water today? Olga says that mother kangaroos shroud their infants in a sack on their bodies and the babies jut their heads out to see where they are going. Why doesn’t daddy get infant cribs for the kangarooshkas?” These thoughts or others like them were communicated to all in five to ten minutes of these social visits. 

In some cases I requested they recount to me stories like the Golden Apple and the Princess. I applauded and expressed my gratitude to them for the most enjoyable story. On the off chance that anybody was not well, I was prepared to play nursemaid. My one cure for those who were under the weather was invariably a wet towel on the brow.

Some of my most pleasant early memories about Mother were the times when she told us stories. There was one favorite she was asked to repeat over and over. One day she changed the words slightly and I burst into tears, saying: “But, Mommy, I like the old story better.” Some years later, Mother read to me an American book called Ramona. From what I could understand, it was a fascinating story about an indigenous American girl, a little Indian girl. The tale greatly impressed me and left me with the feeling of a most tender friendship for the Indian girl. Quite a while later, when I heard that a respected man, a true gentleman from the United States, was going to pay Mother a visit, I asked to be permitted to meet him. I recollect that I wore my best new dress of white silk, a present to me from Queen Alexandra of England. This dress had a smock at the midsection. I had been informed that it had been purchased at a well-known shop:Liberty’s of London. I kept this dress until the war, at which time I offered it away in a charity drive.

At the time of the American’s visit, the nanny had arranged to bring me to the ground floor when Mother rang. When I heard that it was time to descend, I instead ran unceremoniously ahead and flew down the winding stairway as quick as my feet could carry me, whereupon I burst enthusiastically into the room. A tall dapper man rose and kissed my hand as we were presented. Bothered and quite beside myself I looked sideways to him as I blurted out in astonishment: “Mother, he cannot be American! He doesn’t have feathers in his hair or a blanket about his shoulders.” The poor man, whoever he was, attempted his best to clarify, yet to me, despite everything he was not a true American. 

Mashka (Marie) had the most magnificent way about her, however I frequently got her into hot water. We used to practice piano in a room over Mother’s bedchamber where she could hear us. Once, when our teacher, Mr. Konrad, happened to venture out for a moment, we started to roughhouse. Before long the phone rang and we knew it was Mother on the line to remind us to pay attention to our lessons and not to play around. Mother understood that we missed having playmates of our age, and she compensated for it by creating a more tightly woven family circle of our own.

Once in a while we saw the Tolstoy lasses or the children of General Hesse, once Father’s confidant. We took a few lessons, practiced dance steps and played with them: two young men and a young lady about the age of my sister Olga. In any case, no undue closeness whatsoever was permitted. We immensely enjoyed Aunt Xenia’s children, our cousins, when they were at home. At the point when Alexei was close to seven years of age, he had a governess named Maria Vishniakova. She exasperated Olga and made her cry. 

Vishniakova disclosed to Mother that the muzhik (Russian for someone from the countryside) Rasputin purportedly had been upstairs in our private apartments and had acted shamefully. As indicated by the tradition of the Russian court, no men were permitted in young ladies’ rooms aside from the two Negro concierges, Apty, and Jim.

Father turned out to be so angry with the report that he personally confronted Vishniakova. She was sly, and indicated one date and then another. Father disclosed to her that Rasputin who had been implicated in the report had not even been close to St. Petersburg on those dates; she conceded her entire story was a fictitious creation and that it was a malicious relative of the Imperial family who had enticed her to make the accusations she had made. No sooner had she confessed then she burst out crying. Obviously she was dismissed of her duties. It was then that the assault on Rasputin began. 

Another episode that caused a lot of perplexity a few years before the war began included our tutor, Mlle. Tutcheva, a local citizen of Moscow. She was fluent in various tongues, however, not English. Aunt Ella, Mother’s sister, had suggested that she be considered for this position. Tutcheva was a refined lady and originated from a fine family, yet she also was overly candid and overbearing. She detested the English so that she issued an edict that she would not tolerate English to be spoken in her presence; she regularly excoriated the English, particularly when we reviewed the photos of our various visits abroad. She even grumbled to us about our own Mother, that she was English and not Russian, and continually traded sharp words with Mlle. Butsova, one of Mother’s most favored female royal attendants spoke to her in a harsh way; yet Mlle. Butsova did not hold back when answering her either. This bothered us children making us quite unnerved.

Mlle. Tutcheva was likewise in a ceaseless clash with others in the royal residence. To our disdain she likewise talked unkindly of Princess Maria Bariatinsky. Later, she maliciously proffered to Aunt Ella that Rasputin had gone to our bed chambers although at no time had any of us seen the man in the upstairs above the ground floor. Mother’s sister, our Aunt Ella made an exceptional trek to Tsarskoe Selo from Moscow to inform her of this calumny. This occurrence likewise went to Father’s notice and he went to our rooms to enquire about it. We as a whole said we had not seen him in our personal quarters ever. The police records demonstrated that Rasputin was away on those days. Tutcheva at long last conceded that the story was false and that she had never in her life seen Rasputin. She was dismissed.

Father adored everything about Russia: his subjects, her customs, her music, and her national dishes, especially black peasant bread. It was prepared in the military kitchens and was delicious. He appreciated a glass of slivovitz, a plum liqueur. During the war, he favored beverages with no alcohol content and followed his own proclamation during national prohibition making no exemption for himself. Be that as it may, some wine and different alcoholic beverages were still served to high outside military officers in Mogilev.

Father detested and regularly dismissed taking medicines prescribed to him despite the fact they were deemed essential for his gastrointestinal maladies. He accepted, as did his Romanov precursors, that Nature was and remained the best pharmacist. Father had the most ideal academic instruction and preparation. One of his most loved educators was the well-known Konstantin, Pobe Donostsev. This man was an exceptional scholar and attorney. He introduced Father to both law and religion so that Father’s confidence stayed solid until the very end. Another most favored instructor was General Danilov who explained military strategies. He was painstakingly chosen for this most critical course of study for a tsar. Father had a Swiss teacher who instructed him in French language and literature, and an English instructor named Charles Heath who helped him improve his command of the English language and literature. 

Father had the most extraordinary memory. He was able to recite many Russian, French, and English poems including passages from Shakespeare. He could read and write with alacrity, his sentences being short and compact and constantly written in ink. He appreciated works of art. His personal library included additional titles by Gogol; Gorbunov’s stories of Russia; and Feodor Dostoevsky, a significant number of whose signed books were on the racks of our library; along with literary works crafted by Longfellow, Dickens, Wordsworth and many others. He was familiar with international law and often commented that many diplomats made mountains out of molehills, dealing in such a complicated manner with matters whose solutions were really quite simple.

On the “Standard,” the Imperial yacht, he had the complete works of Shakespeare and other English contemporary authors in his cabin, with a collection of books selected for us by our teachers which we were to read during our cruises. The discipline expected by Father’s father, the Tsar Alexander III, was the reason for such order. Had Father not felt bound by his oath of office, I can say with surety that he would have rescinded some of the restrictions he had inherited from his own father. His love for his people and his Christian nature were often displayed when he mitigated the punishment of soldiers by their officers. He believed in a close family relationship and once, after receiving a request, he allowed the Jewish mother of an ill prisoner to visit her son in the prison hospital as often as she wanted in recognition of the love of a mother for her child.

Father was always a loyal friend to those who were close to him. Generally, he did not like gossip and avoided what might be considered idle chatter. At times, requests from subjects were never delivered to him so he never learned of them to begin with. In other cases, actions were taken in his name without his having ever sanctioned them. 

Despite previous attempts on his life, he had resumed the ancient custom of the “Blessing of the Waters” on the river Neva in St. Petersburg. When I was a little girl, I heard a story of how there had been an explosion on the river during one of these ceremonies in which several were injured, including Father’s personal physician. The Winter Palace had suffered damages to an extent. With this in mind, Father ordered this ancient tradition to end. However, an illness took hold of the city in epic proportions and the people attributed it to the discontinuance of the ceremony. As a result, the order was lifted and the Epiphany celebration began anew. 

I was able to attend this centuries-old celebration once. Ecclesiastical and governmental luminaries assembled at the Winter Palace. The procession gathered there and marched to the river, followed by other church dignitaries. Father positioned himself in front of a crimson and gold canopy. An opening had already been chiseled into the ice. At the end of the liturgy, the Father received the cross from the priest which he placed and withdrew from the water, raised high and used to make the sign of the holy cross in the air above the people. This was repeated thrice. The air was so frigid that the drops of water froze as they fell on the ice. All of the participants returned to the Palace and were seated to enjoy a sumptuous luncheon together. 

The image they created, seated in their sparkling court regalia, was magical indeed. The ladies seated at the reception were indescribably lovely in their long court dresses of various pastel colors and jeweled tiaras (kokoshniki) from which fell soft and gentle veils. The diamonds, rubies, emeralds, sapphires and alexandrite gems shone sparkly and bright in the light. Alexandrite is a rare gemstone found in the Urals in 1833, named after the future Alexander II, my great-grandfather.

Many officers wore their regiments’ uniforms: the Horse Guards were in white and gold; the Cossacks in deep blue or crimson; and the Hussars in white and gold with scarlet dolmans over their shoulders. This Epiphany ceremony was conducted for the last time in January 1916. It did not evoke the same spirit as previously. This time, there were many high-ranking dignitaries in attendance, among them the foreign High Command, such as our friend, Sir John Hanbury-Williams, and, naturally, Sir George Buchanan, the British Ambassador. My first years of life were spent in the Winter Palace with all its rococo-inspired fancifulness.

Tsarskoe Selo became our new home during the war with Japan. It was there that my earliest memories formed. The Alexander Palace at Tsarskoe Selo was our permanent home. Many members of the Imperial family had their residences in this suburb and nearby; it was only fourteen miles south of St. Petersburg. Our Palace was located in the epicenter of a spacious estate of about six hundred acres, in which one could find stables, greenhouses and diverse churches, including the Feodorovsky Sobor and Our Lady of Znamenie which were my Mother’s most cherished houses of worship. 

There were also islands nearby. On the “Children’s Island”, Alexei had a small house; time had not touched the four rooms which were as if in a time warp from the time of Alexander II. The book cases boasted books by the poet Zhukovsky and also by Byron, Schiller, and other poets which he had translated into Russian. Zhukovsky was the tutor to Alexander II and spent much time with him before his ascending to the throne. Many tiny docks were located on the water where boats could be moored. An Elephant House and other specialty buildings were on the estate. 

A White Tower, a building dedicated to photography and an armory were also there. Military regiments had their barracks nearby as well. Cabinet members were ushered in to see Father before the war. Invariably they brought all kinds of military reports for him to review. Father, however, did go to St. Petersburg too at times to meet with his ministers and other officials.

The General Chamber of the Winter Palace was also used once a week in an effort to save time and expense. Father spent only minutes per meeting as there were hundreds on one day. There was no time even to sit, so they were held standing. After his morning constitutional, Father would have one half hour, 10am-10:30am to be exact, for reports from high officials. Several hundred attendants took care of the grounds and buildings; many of them lived outside. The personnel included the Grand Marshals of the Court, Masters of the Hunt, Masters of Ceremonies, Equerries, Chamberlains, coachmen, valets, butlers, chauffeurs, gardeners, cooks, maids, etc. An intricately wrought iron gate surrounded the Palace of Catherine the Great at Tsarskoe Selo, and a high fence surrounded the entire palace grounds. Priceless rooms of amber, malachite, mosaics, and gilt graced this museum-like palace. 

Of these chambers, two are marked indelibly on my mind: an antechamber in which Catherine displayed her renowned collections of snuff boxes, and a drawing room with a ceiling created with ivory silk satin, in the center of which one viewed a tremendous double eagle which had been hand embroidered. In a third room, the walls were of satin, with exquisitely embroidered golden wheat and pastel blue cornflowers. There was another room with a double eagle inlaid in its mosaic wooden floor. The choir of the private chapel was located on a large balcony. The private chapel had a large balcony for the choir. Catherine’s Palace was grandiose and highly decorated while we always felt that the Alexander Palace had a cozier atmosphere, more family-oriented.

During my childhood, tours were permitted of the Alexander Palace when we were not there. However, we soon learned that the tour guides were allowing their relatives to enter our private quarters in our absence. Mother was incensed and felt abused by this fact, so the tours were discontinued. Thereafter, the park became restricted so that anyone coming to visit had to apply for and receive a special permit from the House Manager even to enter the grounds of Tsarskoe Selo. Even workers at the estate had to have a permit.
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