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On 9 December 1969, shortly before I left school, I was invited to dinner by the organist of St George’s Chapel, Windsor, Dr Sidney Campbell. After dinner, he took me over to St George’s Chapel, opening the north door with his key and turning the chapel lights on.

St George’s Chapel was arranged for the funeral next day of Princess Andrew of Greece, who had died at Buckingham Palace a few days before. In the quire, before the high altar, stood the bier, placed on the lift which would convey the coffin down into the royal vault below. Surrounding it were the great black and gold candlesticks, lately bequeathed to St George’s Chapel by the 7th Earl Stanhope, senior Knight of the Garter. I saw where the Queen and the other royal mourners would sit. The Princess’s coffin was then resting, not far away, in the Albert Memorial Chapel.

The following day, in dense fog, the funeral took place. I had never been in St George’s Chapel at night, when it was empty. There was then no reason for me to suppose that the memorable scene would take on a greater significance in the years ahead.

In the summer of 1995, nearly a quarter of a century later, I was at my desk at home when the telephone rang and Sir Brian McGrath, Prince Philip’s Treasurer, called me. We had never met, but he told me that Princess Andrew’s surviving daughter, Princess George of Hanover, believed the time had come for a biography to be written of her mother. My name had been suggested, and if the idea appealed, perhaps I might like to come and see him and we could discuss it further.

Some days later I went to Buckingham Palace to meet Sir Brian, and he laid out the ground rules. ‘Your job is to find a publisher and write the book,’ he said. ‘My job is to open doors for you.’ Five years later, I am happy to report that this arrangement was fulfilled on both sides, Sir Brian not only opening doors for me, but inserting me at lunch tables, arranging interviews and gaining access for me to private archives. My first debt of gratitude is therefore to him.

This book was suggested by HRH Princess George of Hanover, and both she and HRH The Duke of Edinburgh helped me immeasurably with my work. I enjoyed several meetings with Princess George both in Germany and in London, and she kindly answered a great number of questions, provided me with photographs and even translated an obituary of her mother from Greek into English for me. She and Prince George came over from Windsor to visit me in Hampshire in the summer of 1998 to witness the work in progress.

The Duke of Edinburgh also kindly talked to me about his mother, and was always prepared to answer written questions, of which I submitted a great number. He loaned me his mother’s letters to him between 1924 and 1969, and allowed me access to certain other material in his archives, including the photographs in his father’s album between 1917 and 1931. He also agreed to read an early draft of the typescript, which prompted further questions and answers.

The support given by Princess Andrew’s grandson, Rainer von Hessen, was immeasurable. He and I maintained a long correspondence throughout the years of research; he translated all the material from the University of Tübingen from German to English; he was ever willing to answer complicated questions about the intricacies of the family; and he guided me on many of the German aspects of the story. He interviewed Mrs Käthe Lindlar, Mrs Almuth Schmidt-Reuter and Mrs Else Stockmann in Cologne, which provided vital information on the Cologne period of his grandmother’s life. He came to stay twice in Hampshire to advise me over these middle years and read early drafts of the book. In October 1999 he invited me to Wolfsgarten and guided me around Darmstadt. One of the ‘field day’ activities of this part of the research was when I climbed a gate in order to find the tombs of Prince Alexander of Hesse and Princess Battenberg, in the grounds of Schloss Heiligenberg, trespassing providing an enjoyable contrast to the more sedentary days spent in archives and libraries.

HRH Princess Margaret of Hesse received me twice at Wolfsgarten in January 1996. I am also grateful to members of the Royal Family who granted me interviews, in particular, HRH The Prince of Wales and HRH The Princess Royal, and His Majesty King Constantine of Greece. Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother talked of Princess Alice in Scotland and HRH The Princess Margaret, Countess of Snowdon, in Hampshire.

I visited Lady Katherine Brandram, Princess Alice’s niece, at her home in Marlow. I talked to Countess Mountbatten of Burma and Lord Brabourne in London in 1998, and Lady Pamela Hicks in London in 1999, as well as other members of the family: HRH Prince Alexander of Yugoslavia, HRH Prince Tomislav of Yugoslavia, HRH Princess Margarita of Baden, Princess Beatrix of Hohenlohe-Langenburg, Prince Alexander Romanoff, Lady Kennard and Lady Butter. Further help was given me on a non-attributable basis.

I have drawn on the benefit of a long conversation with HRH Princess Eugénie of Greece, whom I interviewed on another topic as long ago as February 1980. Princess Irina Bagration kindly gave me access to those papers of her late husband, Prince Theimouraz Bagration, which concerned the burial of Princess Alice in Jerusalem. The Rt. Revd Michael Mann, former Dean of Windsor, related the story of his prolonged negotiations in connection with the transfer to Jerusalem.

I am also very grateful for the help given by Dame Anne Griffiths, Prince Philip’s archivist, at Buckingham Palace.

By the nature of Princess Alice’s life, there were not a large number of survivors who knew her well. In this context, I am grateful to Major Gerald Green, CBE, whose friendship with her dated from 1944 and lasted until her death; also to Hon. Sir Steven Runciman and Father Jean Charles-Roux, both of whom knew her in Athens. Mrs Maurice Hare talked to me of Prince Andrew of Greece, whom she knew in the south of France in 1935. Monsieur Jacques Cohen in Paris was helpful over the period in which Princess Alice hid his mother and other members of his family in Athens during the Second World War. I interviewed him in Paris, and he provided me with important documents and photographs. I also talked to his brother, Monsieur Michel Cohen.

Much of my work was done in archives. I am grateful to Lord Brabourne and Lord Romsey for permitting me to use the Broadlands Archives, which contain the family papers of Admiral of the Fleet the Earl Mountbatten of Burma and his family. I spent many days there over a period of more than a year, and received considerable guidance and help from the Broadlands archivist, Mrs Molly Chalk, who delayed her retirement until I came to the end of my labours. There was also useful material in further Mountbatten papers in the Hartley Library at the University of Southampton.

At the Royal Archives, I am particularly grateful for the help and encouragement of Oliver Everett, and Lady de Bellaigue, Miss Frances Dimond, Miss Helen Gray and other members of their staff. I spent a number of days there in 1997. Other important material came from the University of Tübingen, the Hesse family archives at Darmstadt and the Public Record Office.

There was material in the papers of Sir Charles and Lady Johnston, which are in my care, and likewise in the papers of the late Sir Cecil Beaton, and of the late Harold Albert.

My friends Hugh Montgomery-Massingberd and Philip Hoare kindly read some early drafts of the book and were never less than encouraging. My agent, Gillon Aitken, was reassuringly supportive as ever. My ignorance of German was a hindrance to my research, but I was lucky to be able to ask Cäcilie Möbius and Karen McDonald for extensive help with translation.

I am also grateful to the following who helped me with advice, enquiries, access to papers or reminiscences: Mr Kenneth Adams, Mr Godfrey Argent, Dr Marianne Wirenfeldt Asmussen, the Countess of Avon, Philippa Bassett (Archivist Special Collections, the University of Birmingham), Mr Harold Brown, the Earl and Countess of Carnarvon, the Lord Charteris of Amisfield, Mr and Mrs Simon Courtauld, the Lord Fellowes, the Revd Canon J.A. Fisher, Mr Alastair Forbes, Sir Edward Ford, Mr Alastair Forsyth, Princess Katya Galitzine, Mr and Mrs Terry Goddard, Mr Robert Golden, Mr Ilya Haritakis, Mr Tim Heald, Lady Henderson, Mr Charles Higham, Mr David Horbury, Mr Richard Howard, Sir Miles Hunt-Davis, Miss Claire Hunter-Craig, Father Gerard Irvine, Lt.-Col. Sir John Johnston, Mr Roger Knowles, Mrs Marlene A. Koenig, Viscount Lambton, Mrs Candida Lycett-Green, Mrs Alexandra McCreery, Mrs Linda Mitchell, Mr Tim O’Donovan, Mr James Orr, Dr Mordecai Paldiel (Director, Department of the Righteous, Yad Vashem), Lt.Commander Michael Parker, RN, Mr Robin Piguet, Mrs Arpad Plesch, Mr John Porter, Mr Robin H. Rodger (Principal Officer Fine and Applied Art, Perth Museum and Art Gallery), Mr Kenneth Rose, Mr Ted Rosvall, Miss Penny Russell-Smith, Dr Eileen Scarff, Mr Ian Shapiro, Sir Sigmund Sternberg, M. Georges-Charles Tomaszewski, Mrs Michael Vickers, Captain Andrew Yates and Mr Philip Ziegler.

Because Princess Alice’s life was relatively uncharted, the book took a long time to research. This research was punctuated by occasional visits to places connected with her life, in particular Mon Repos in Corfu, Osborne and other places on the Isle of Wight, various locations in the Darmstadt area, the site of the Bellevue clinic at Kreuzlingen, Schloss Salem, Schloss Langenburg, various locations in Netley, the Russian Cathedral in Nice and other places. At the end of my work, I discovered that the garden of Sennicotts (rented by Prince Louis of Battenberg in 1884) was open for the afternoon. Despite my arrival there without an introduction, its owner, Mr John Rank, kindly gave me a spontaneous tour of the house.

I am grateful to Mr Philip Gosling for arranging lectures for me on board Queen Elizabeth 2, where, on three separate voyages, most especially in the Pacific in 1999, I wrote many thousands of words in my cabin.

Rebecca Sieff helped me with my research, especially in the Public Record Office, where, over many months, she amassed considerable material on the Greek Royal Family and twentieth-century Balkan politics. The cream of this appears in the book, with enough left over for a further volume that will alas not be written. I owe her much gratitude for what she found and for the interest she took in the cast of characters.

This book was commissioned by Clare Alexander at Hamish Hamilton but finally published by Juliet Annan, renewing a publishing association dating back to 1981. In her office I am grateful to Keith Taylor, Hannah Robson and Kate Barker. I was lucky to have an especially understanding copy-editor in Anne Askwith.

Charles Drazin, who edited The Kiss in 1996, endured the particular burden of reading the typescript in its longest form. This was indeed very much longer than it now appears. He was judicious in his comments and helped sift out much extraneous material. He has the knack of being strict and supportive at the same time, and the book is the better for his insight.

 

Hugo Vickers

Postscript – January 2025

This book was first published in 2000. I have not added or changed much in this edition, but I did add in some dates to footnotes. I was also able to clarify one or two small points and I am grateful to Lady Susan Hussey for allowing me to include a story she told me after the book was first published.

It was interesting how Prince Philip reacted. He told others that the book had been ‘well researched, and well received’, and to another of its readers that he had learnt more about his mother from the book than he had known in life. After it was finished, I was invited by him to the Birthday Parade and to a garden party at Buckingham Palace. When his sister died, I was taken on the BA146 with him and several members of his family to her memorial service at Wolfsgarten, but though I saw him several times a year up until 2017 or so, he never mentioned the book to me, and I was equally determined never to mention it to him.

Princess Alice was portrayed by Jane Laportaire in that questionable Netflix series, The Crown. Like so many others her portrayal bore scant resemblance in character or actions to the real princess, but I was surprised that there was an enormous surge in sales of the book in various forms, in the USA. So it was at least pleasing that viewers wanted to know more about her.

One of the most disgraceful scenes in that series involved the death of Princess Cécile, Prince Philip’s sister in an air crash in the fog at Ostend. The makers of The Crown contrived to make it look as though Prince Philip had caused the death by mobbing at Gordonstoun (which never happened). They had his father berating him at the funeral in Darmstadt: ‘It’s true, isn’t it boy? You’re the reason we’re all here burying my favourite child.’ In fact Prince Andrew of Greece travelled out to Germany with his son, united in grief.

In January 2025, on Holocaust Memorial Day, Prince William (The Prince of Wales) recognised his great-grandmother's courage in hiding the Cohen family in Athens during the Second World War at great danger to herself.

H.V.





Introduction

Alice, Princess Andrew of Greece, was a member of the British Royal Family, but she was also a member of the House of Hesse-Darmstadt and married into the Greek (and Danish) Royal Family. Her life had a strange symmetry. She was born at Windsor because her great-grandmother, Queen Victoria, ordained that she should be, and after her funeral at Windsor, she lay there for many years for the very different reason that her son, Prince Philip, lived there. Her life was both conventional and unconventional. She belonged and yet she did not belong. There were times when she lived in the bosom of her family and other times when she had no contact with them whatsoever. There were times when she was there but the world did not know she was there. Seven of her middle years have hitherto been shrouded in complete mystery, and it is arguable that until now, no one in her family, other than Alice’s mother, who died in 1950, knew where she was during this period.

In life she had both advantages and disadvantages. She was a beautiful child, but she was isolated by deafness. She fulfilled dynastic obligations but politics intervened to deny her the chance to make a lasting contribution. She married for love, yet eventually she was left on her own. Indeed, so often she set out in what seemed to be a good direction only to be frustrated by outside forces.

The two occasions on which she made the greatest impression on the British public were in November 1947 and June 1953 – at the wedding of Prince Philip and the Coronation of the Queen. On both occasions she had a prominent place, and though they were but six years apart, she effectively changed her guise between them.

At the wedding she can be seen sitting at the head of her family, on the left side of Westminster Abbey, opposite George VI, Queen Elizabeth (later Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother) and Queen Mary. She wore velvet, an outfit made for her in Paris from an old royal train – a day dress long to the floor, adorned with the Grand Cross of the Order of the Redeemer, with a hat fashionably trimmed with feathers. Yet she looked matronly and a little severe. She had not been seen at any royal occasions for decades and ill-informed society gossip put it about – unfairly – that she had been released from a sanatorium just for the service.

By 1953 she was unrecognisable as the groom’s mother of November 1947, being dressed from head to foot in a long grey dress and a grey cloak, and a nun’s veil. Amidst all the jewels, velvet, coronets and fine uniforms present at the occasion, she exuded an unworldly simplicity. As one who witnessed her process alone up the long aisle of the abbey put it: ‘She looked as though she were walking into eternity.’1 Seated with the Royal Family, she was a part of them, yet somehow distanced from them. Inasmuch as she is remembered at all today, it is as this shadowy figure in grey nun’s clothes.

Alice was a very private person. She kept neither diaries nor papers. She destroyed all her letters, save one that she did not have time to tear up and which was still on her bedside table when she died. One of my duties as her biographer was to track her through life. She would be horrified by how much I found out. Yet in her early years, while it is possible to know what she was doing, it is not always possible to know what she was thinking or how she reacted to the events around her. She was part of a large family, almost part of a team, but when in a group, she was usually the quiet one, a little distanced, a little shy, never to the fore.

Alice’s story is inevitably overshadowed by the serious religious crisis that caused her to be removed against her will from her family at the age of forty-five and placed in a sanatorium in Switzerland for two and a half years.

It is also overshadowed by wars, revolutions and enforced periods of exile. In the course of her life, virtually every point of stability was overthrown. Though the British Royal Family remained in the ascendant, her German family ceased to be ruling princes, one uncle was forced to renounce his throne and a German aunt was forced into exile. Two aunts who had married Russian royalty came to savage ends, and soon afterwards Alice’s own husband was nearly executed as a political scapegoat.

The middle years of her life, which should have followed a conventional and fulfilling path, did quite the opposite. As her stay in the sanatorium became prolonged, there was a time when it seemed that she might never walk free again. How she achieved recovery is one of the most remarkable aspects of her story. And having done so, how she redirected her life and the good use to which she devoted her time are no less remarkable. In some aspects she succeeded and in others she failed. Ultimately, it is impossible not to admire her courage, her sense of duty and devotion, and the resilience that balanced a certain fragility of mind, spirit and health.





1. The Infant Princess

Empress Frederick of Germany to Queen Victoria: ‘I imagine she will be called Alice Victoria Louise Julia. Am I right?’

Queen Victoria to the Duke of Connaught: ‘She will be called Alice.’1

 

Two arrivals were expected at Windsor Castle in February 1885. Queen Victoria was due to sail across the Solent and take up residence, and an infant was due to be born at the castle to the Queen’s granddaughter, Victoria, Princess Louis of Battenberg.

Queen Victoria had decided that she would attend the birth and such was her domination of her descendants that once this decision was made, what was decided would happen. Young Princess Victoria, daughter of the Queen’s deceased daughter Alice, would produce her first baby in her grandmother’s home rather than in Hesse-Darmstadt, her paternal home near Frankfurt, where her husband, Prince Louis (sometimes Ludwig) of Battenberg, spent part of each year when not serving elsewhere with the British Royal Navy.

Louis and Victoria were essentially German. But, soon after their marriage in 1884, they had rented Sennicotts, a beautiful Regency-style house near Chichester in Sussex. Louis was either serving in the royal yacht Victoria and Albert, which lay off Cowes, or participating in a torpedo course at Portsmouth. They were at Sennicotts when the Queen summoned Victoria to her side.

Queen Victoria is generally perceived as being obsessed with death and the anniversaries of deaths; yet, if anything, she loved the birth of a descendant more and she spent a great deal of time organising matrimonial alliances amongst her ever-increasing descendants, not always with felicitous results. She played a considerable role in the marriages of Victoria of Hesse and her siblings, and an almost equally influential one in those of the Battenberg brothers of Prince Louis.

Queen Victoria decided that her fourth great-grandchild should be born in the same room, the Tapestry Room, and in the same bed, that Princess Victoria had been in 1863. To this end she had obliged young Victoria to stay with her since before Christmas 1884, first at Osborne, her home on the Isle of Wight, and then at nearby Kent House. On 14 February Princess Victoria was sent ahead to Windsor, where she duly took up residence in the Tapestry Room, in the centre of the George IV Gateway. The expectant mother’s room was adorned with gifts specially made by Queen Victoria in anticipation of the birth of the baby.

The staff had been bustling about for some days preparing for the Queen’s arrival. A cheery maid, Mrs Brotherstone, was awaiting her and making friends with Mary Adams, who was to be the Princess’s nurse.FN1 Every afternoon Princess Victoria was taken for ‘solemn drives in a well-sprung phaeton’,2 the Ivory Phaeton, built for Queen Victoria in 1842.FN2

Since the death of Princess Victoria’s mother, Queen Victoria had enjoyed a close, sometimes conspiratorial relationship with her granddaughter, trusting her as her closest link with the Hesse-Darmstadt family. She was receiving regular reports about the princess from the doctors. But, despite her carefully contrived plans, she very nearly missed the birth, being detained at Osborne on the Isle of Wight until 19 February, suffering from ‘a cold’, in fact a severe neuralgic headache.

The birth of the infant great-granddaughter took place in the late afternoon of 25 February 1885. During the long labour, Queen Victoria’s way of inspiring the mother-to-be was to tell her how much she detested the Tapestry Room, because it was here that she had been ‘terribly scolded’ by her mother, the Duchess of Kent, for making up to William IV, on the disagreeable evening when they had dined with him for his seventy-first birthday in August 1836.3

Queen Victoria described Alice’s arrival in her journal:FN3

Woke before 7. Hearing that Victoria had had a bad night, I got up & went over to see her. She was very suffering. I had some breakfast, & then went back remaining with dear Victoria on & off, till at length, at 20m to 5 in the afternoon, the child, a little girl, was born. The relief was great for poor Victoria had had such a long hard time, which always makes me anxious. How strange & indeed affecting, it was, to see her lying in the same room, & in the same bed, in which she herself was born. Good Ludwig [Louis] was most helpful & attentive, hardly leaving Victoria for a moment. The Baby is very small, thin & dark. I held it for a few moments in my arms. It is curious that it should be born on dear little Alice’s 2nd birthday,FN4 which Helen [the Duchess of Albany] specially came to spend here. As all was going well with dear Victoria, & the evening very fine, I took a short drive with Ly Southampton & Horatia S[topford]. On coming in, went again to Victoria, who had rested & was quite composed & happy. Ludwig is radiant . . .4

 

Arriving in the world in the presence of Queen Victoria was an auspicious if daunting start to life for the infant Alice. Though Alice’s childhood was to be peripatetic, the almost goddess-like figure of her great-grandmother loomed over her life and that of her parents, even when they were far away.

Since her father was from a junior branch of the Hesse-Darmstadt family, Alice’s parents were never well off. They depended on Queen Victoria for much kindness, for hospitality and occasionally for financial help. Even Louis’s future in the Royal Navy seemed to rest in her hands: a nod from the Queen could lead to promotion and often did. Being a generation younger, Alice was a little distanced from this, but for her first sixteen years, the Queen-Empress was a benign but powerful influence on her life.





2. The Battenbergs

Alice’s mother was a determined young character and she would need all her strength to cope with the many vicissitudes that lay in store for her. She was to be an integral part of Alice’s life until her death in 1950, by which time Alice was sixty-five.

Victoria was born on 5 April 1863, the eldest child of Prince Louis of Hesse-Darmstadt, later Grand Duke Louis IV of Hesse and by Rhine, and his wife Princess Alice, Queen Victoria’s second daughter. Victoria was one of seven children. She was followed in 1864 by Elisabeth (‘Ella’), a pivotal influence on young Alice, and then in 1866 by Irene, the future wife of Prince Henry of Prussia. Ernst Ludwig (‘Ernie’), a future Grand Duke of Hesse, was born in 1868, and Friedrich Wilhelm (‘Fritz’) in 1870. Two more daughters followed: Alix, in 1872, who became Tsarina of Russia, and Marie, in 1874.

In her early years Victoria lived in an annexe of her grandparents’ house in Upper Wilhelmstrasse at Bessungen in Germany. In 1866 the family moved to the Neues Palais in Darmstadt, where she and her next sister Ella shared a bedroom.

The Grand Duke of Hesse at this time was Louis III, an immensely tall, stooped, reclusive figure, who was a childless widower. He collected cigar-holders, and travelled about with a small entourage including his hairdresser, whose duty was to ensure that the curls on either side of his bald head were well ironed. Another eccentricity was to ring for a handkerchief when he needed it. He gave a big family dinner every Sunday at the Alte Schloss at 3.00 p.m. In all the many houses where he lived, some twelve of them, he retained an apartment identically decorated in dark green with mahogany furniture. Following his death at Seeheim on 13 June 1877, Victoria’s father, Louis III’s nephew, became Grand Duke.

The children were strictly brought up, starting lessons at 7.00 a.m., breakfasting with their parents at 9.00 a.m., taking an hour’s exercise out of doors, then a light lunch before joining their parents at 2.00 p.m. for a proper meal. There was more exercise in the afternoon, and more schooling, tea at 5.00 p.m., and bed at about 6.30 or 7.00 p.m. Victoria spoke German first, reading it well by the age of six, and English by the age of seven. Religious instruction was given by Pfarrer Sell, a doctor of divinity, who was Professor of Theology in Bonn. The Hesse family belonged to the Lutheran Church, whose ideas were quite close to those of the Anglican church.

The children would often visit the Alice Hospital, which their mother had founded with the advice of Florence Nightingale. Princess Alice had also persuaded the state to take over an ‘idiot asylum’ and the whole Hesse family helped raise money for it by staging bazaars.

Victoria, a bright girl and an avid reader, took the Oxford exams for younger girls. She enjoyed most of her childhood, but there was sadness. In 1873, when she was ten, her younger brother, Fritz, fell out of a window in Darmstadt while playing hide and seek with Ernie, and died of a brain haemorrhage. He was two and a half. Then in December 1878 Victoria’s childhood came to a sudden end. Having nursed the family through diphtheria, her mother lost the youngest daughter, Marie, to the disease in November. Kissing her son Ernie to comfort him, she contracted diphtheria herself, with fatal consequences. ‘She had no strength left to resist the disease,’ wrote Victoria, ‘thoroughly worn out as she was by nursing us all, and died on the 14th of December, the anniversary of the death of her beloved father.’1 FN5

Following her mother’s death, Victoria looked after her brother and sisters and kept her father company. They spent a lot of time in England with Queen Victoria, and enjoyed stealing lemonade, water and biscuits from a table outside the Queen’s room. They ate well in Darmstadt, but less so when staying with Queen Victoria.

‘We never objected to anything given us at home,’ Victoria would later write, ‘but the awful bread and butter puddings without a raisin in them or the stodgy tapioca pudding we got in Queen Victoria’s houses I still remember with a shudder of disgust.’2

Victoria had known Louis of Battenberg, her first cousin once removed, since childhood. He used to pay them family visits when they were in London at the same time. Gradually he developed from being ‘our English cousin’3 into a more romantic figure in Victoria’s life. In the spring of 1883, Queen Victoria invited Victoria and her sister Ella to accompany her to Balmoral. Victoria hesitated and Ella told her father: ‘If Victoria does not go to Scotland she will become engaged to Louis Battenberg.’4 Victoria stayed in Darmstadt. Louis had been invited to attend the Coronation of Tsar Alexander III, but for the same reason he too preferred to stay in Germany at Schloss Heiligenberg, the family home at Jugenheim near Darmstadt. That June, Victoria and Louis became engaged.

Louis and Victoria were different in character but splendidly compatible. He was popular (though not with certain embittered British politicians in 1914), and he was flamboyant; he adored uniforms and medals and was happy to parade them to his staff before setting off for a formal occasion. Victoria was embarrassed by such exhibitions. She was more down-to-earth, and, despite a tendency to chatter, rather reserved and shy.

Meriel Buchanan, whose father was en poste in Darmstadt in the 1890s, admired Victoria for her ‘lack of vanity, her firm handshake, her direct, sometimes rather abrupt manner [which] gave an almost masculine impression’. Meriel once heard her say: ‘I should have been the man in the family.’ Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother knew her many years later and recalled: ‘She was rather like a man – but one isn’t allowed to say that these days. She was quite dictatorial. I remember she would say: “Now, I am going to tell you this.” ’5

Louis was to become a distinguished figure in the British navy – an astonishing achievement considering his entirely German origins. He relished its many victories and traditions. Yet at the same time he was eager to look to the future, keeping up with the latest scientific developments and making himself a master of naval strategy and administration. He was a man of action, yet possessed a good sense of fun. A great advantage over many of his fellow officers was his understanding of many different European countries, and a facility with their language and history. He sported the massive tattoo of a dragon across his chest and down his legs, which would delight his future grandchildren. As an older man, he was handsomely bearded, his face exuding gravity tinged with a hint of humour.6

Louis was born at Graz on 24 May 1854, the eldest son of Prince Alexander of Hesse and his wife, the former Julie von Hauke, or Haucke. Thus, like Victoria of Hesse, he was a descendant of the Grand Ducal house of Hesse-Darmstadt. But there were rumours about this.

Many said that Prince Alexander and his sister, Marie (later Tsarina of Russia), were sired not by Grand Duke Louis II of Hesse but by the Grand Duchess’s chamberlain, Baron Augustus Senarclens von Grancy.7 Victoria conceded in her unpublished memoirs that he was ‘the putative father of my father-in-law, Prince Alexander and the Empress Marie – but Honi soit qui mal y pense!’8

That most zealous of family historians and genealogists, Earl Mountbatten of Burma, Alice’s younger brother, was prepared to recognise the rumour in his privately printed The Mountbatten Lineage (1958), though discouraged from so doing by the then head of the family, Prince Louis of Hesse and by Rhine.

Louis’s father, Prince Alexander of Hesse, was primarily a soldier. He had begun his service in the Imperial Russian Army and later caused a sensation in Russia, while at court, by eloping with Julie Haucke, one of the maids of honour to the future Tsarina, Marie Alexandrovna.

Julie’s origins are even more intriguing than those of her husband.FN6 Prince von Bülow, a source of many outspoken stories about the courts of Europe, gave an account of her ancestry. The original HauckeFN7 was one of the many servants of Count Heinrich Bruhle, page and later Prime Minister to Augustus the Strong of Saxony. This Haucke married the daughter of a German baker and confectioner and produced a son, Maurice, born in 1775, whom Count Bruhle placed in the Polish cadet corps. The boy rose to be a general in the Polish army and married Sophie de la Fontaine.

In 1830 the Great Polish Rebellion broke out and Haucke was one of a few officers who remained loyal to Tsar Nicholas I. He was assassinated by the rebels. The Tsar arrived in Warsaw and rewarded the dead Haucke’s loyalty by entering his son into the Russian army and appointing his daughter, Julie, a maid of honour to his daughter-in-law.

Julie met Prince Alexander of Hesse in the course of her court duties, and soon afterwards she had to confess that she was pregnant by him. The Prince was banned from court by Tsar Nicholas, but remained loyal, accepted his banishment and married Julie as his morganatic wife. Thus was founded the house of Battenberg.

‘Prince Alexander of Hesse was a fine gentleman through and through and kindly as well,’ wrote Prince von Bülow, ‘Princess Julie a very clever, very ambitious woman.’9 Lord Mountbatten attributed the brains of the family to Julie Haucke, not to mention the ambition, asserting that his own particular intelligence came from her. Alice was to owe much to her paternal grandmother, who was one of the mainstays of her childhood.

Soon after their wedding Prince Alexander of Hesse joined the Austrian army as a Major-General, which is why Louis was born at Graz. In the 1860s they settled at the Alexander Palais in the Luisen Platz at Darmstadt. They spent the winters there, the season for plays and dances, and the summers at the Heiligenberg.FN8

Louis’s mother, Julie, later styled as Princess Battenberg, was able to help him in his youthful wish to serve in the British navy by consulting Princess Alice. In those days there was only a North German Confederation Navy, consisting of a few Prussian ships, whereas the British Royal Navy offered the possibility of adventures worldwide. It may have seemed a strange idea to admit a German prince to the Royal Navy and certainly the question of a supposed conflict of loyalty would dog his career.FN9

Louis first served in Victory. From early in his career he attracted the ‘almost motherly interest’10 of Queen Victoria, who was forever singling him out for royal duties. This was an advantage in certain ways, but also hindered his career, as did the interest shown in him by the Prince of Wales and the Duke of Edinburgh. His early career was peppered with royal service, notably in the frigate Ariadne when the Prince and Princess of Wales (later Edward VII and Queen Alexandra) cruised the Mediterranean in 1869. This experience almost caused him to leave the navy. Only fifteen years old, he was daunted by the hard work in all weathers, the insufficient food, the rough handling meted out in the gun room and his homesickness. Comparing himself to other midshipmen, he felt that his royal service had left him ignorant of the required drill. But the Prince of Wales urged him to stay on, and when he went home on leave and his family treated him as something of a hero in his uniform, he soon felt better about it. In October 1869 he became a midshipman in Royal Alfred, sailing on the North American and West Indies station, and he visited the United States. He became something of a protégé of the future Edward VII, endearing himself to him by playing the piano in the ward room.

As was soon evident, Louis was more than able to make his own way in his naval career. He worked hard and impressed those under whom he served. According to his memoirs, he also turned many a pretty head when his ship docked, or when he was stationed on shore. In Bermuda he danced with Emma Astwood, ‘the prettiest girl by far’.11 In New Brunswick there were two pretty Schwabe sisters. In Jamaica he fell ‘so hopelessly in love’12 with Julia Hart that he nearly gave up food and drink.

As a sub-Lieutenant, he served in Serapis, which in 1875 took the Prince of Wales on a tour of India. Here too his amorous escapades continued. In Kashmir, the Maharajah thoughtfully organised that a young girl of noble birth be placed in the Prince of Wales’s bed in his tent. Louis deftly moved her to his own. The memoirs he wrote about his bachelor days include a page marked ‘NOT FOR MY DAUGHTERS’. This concerns a dinner given for the Prince’s staff, following which the host led each guest in turn to a compartment, furnished with a divan bed, on which reclined ‘a young native girl in transparent white garments’.13

For many years the Prince of Wales wanted Louis to join his staff as a kind of ADC, but Louis resisted. Louis was clearly more intelligent than the Prince of Wales and the Duke of Edinburgh, but as royal princes they were invariably favoured over him. He often pandered to their whims, but they respected him and frequently turned to him for advice. Louis felt able to accept the Prince of Wales’s offer of a room at Marlborough House and this was his London base until he married.

In the late 1870s his association with the Prince of Wales landed him in a tangled love affair. The Prince introduced him to his mistress, Lillie Langtry, the celebrated actress and beauty, and an affair burgeoned. Meanwhile, Queen Victoria conceived the idea that Louis might be contemplating marriage with her daughter, Princess Beatrice. The Queen was sufficiently concerned about this to instruct the Admiralty to send him abroad and, in future, to employ him only on foreign stations.

Thus Louis went to sea on 24 August 1880. Meanwhile, however, Mrs Langtry was pregnant. Louis longed to marry her, but this did not suit either Lillie’s renegade husband, Edward Langtry, or Louis’s parents. His father sent an aide-de-camp to arrange an appropriate financial settlement and the affair was hushed up.14 While Lillie Langtry awaited the birth, Louis departed on a world cruise in the aptly named Inconstant in October 1880, during part of which he acted as mentor to Prince Albert Victor and Prince George of Wales (later George V). Amongst the highlights of the trip was a meeting in Fiji with the old cannibal king, Thakombau, then in dignified retirement. When pressed by Louis he confessed that ‘he could not deny that he had occasional yearnings for babies’ legs, which he said were the best dish in the world’.15

The child, a daughter, was born at the Hotel Gibraltar in Paris on either 8 March or 31 May 1881. She was baptised Marie Louise, but known as Jeanne-Marie.FN10 16

This story remained a secret for many years. In September 1978 Lord Mountbatten publicly acknowledged that Louis was the father of Jeanne-Marie Langtry.FN11 But a recent biography of Lillie LangtryFN12 suggests that this was almost certainly not so. The child was probably the progeny of Arthur Jones, one of seven illegitimate sons of Lord Ranelagh.

Soon after Louis’s return to Britain in October 1882, he went on half-pay, the not infrequent fate of a naval officer, and soon after that he returned to Darmstadt. In March 1883 he joined his brother Sandro in Bulgaria and they set off on an Eastern voyage, which took in the Holy Land, Jerusalem, Jericho, the Dead Sea and Bethlehem, and finally Montenegro.

In the summer of 1883 he was back in Germany and, Lillie Langtry spurned, it was then that he turned his romantic attentions to his Hessian cousin, Victoria. In his memoirs, he described an afternoon in June 1883:

 

We had many expeditions with the Seeheim party in a variety of pony carts and carriages, with tea baskets, and games to follow. At last one day on a bench in Seeheim grounds, I plucked up courage and asked your dear mother if she would marry me.

All the happiness of my life begins with that memorable day.17

 

At first, Queen Victoria was not pleased: she wanted Victoria to continue looking after her family. But when she heard that Victoria would still be able to keep her father company during Louis’s absences at sea, she consented. Even so, she made the young couple wait until the following year before marrying.18

In September 1883 Queen Victoria appointed Louis as Lieutenant in her yacht, Victoria and Albert. This assured him his promotion to Commander two years later, ‘a few months earlier than would otherwise have been the case’.19 Most of the time, however, he was in another of the Queen’s yachts, Osborne, as the former yacht was laid up.

As the wedding approached in April 1884, the bride became so excited that she failed to eat for several days. Then she made a sudden late-night feast of a lobster which, not unsurprisingly, made her violently sick. Finally she sprained her ankle trying to leap over a coal scuttle.20

For his wedding Louis adorned his naval uniform with suitable decorations, and he and Victoria were married in Darmstadt in the presence of Queen Victoria.





3. Early Days

By 19 March 1885 three-week-old Alice was declared to be now ‘quite well’,1 and next day she was taken out in a pony chair. Alice and Princess Victoria stayed at Windsor until 30 March. Members of the Royal Family came to inspect the baby, including the widowed Empress Eugénie of France, who came from Farnborough. Royal relations who could not come wrote to congratulate the Queen on her new great-grandchild, her daughter the Empress Frederick spicing her pleasure with gloom: ‘I cannot think without a pang of this being our darling Alice’s first grandchild & she not here to see it & I feel sure this sad thought was uppermost in your mind, when the little one made her appearance!’2

Alice was about to go to Darmstadt with her mother and Queen Victoria for her christening, when that perpetual hazard of Victorian life, an unexpected death, intervened. Alice’s German greatgrandmother, Princess Charles of Hesse,FN13 died suddenly at Bessungen, plunging Darmstadt into mourning. Queen Victoria felt greatly inconvenienced: ‘I can hardly believe it! Again such a sad event, throwing a terrible gloom over all at Darmstadt . . . Three successive years, at the same time, all arrangements have to be changed!’FN14 3 The Queen decided to go to Aix for her holiday and to join the family in Darmstadt later.

On the morning of 30 March, after a service of thanksgiving to mark her recovery from childbirth, Victoria took baby Alice on what would be the first of many travels in her long life. They followed in the wake of Queen Victoria and Princess Beatrice and the habitually large household entourage. They entrained to Portsmouth, where they embarked in the royal yacht, Victoria and Albert, and sailed to France.

At 11.00 p.m., the royal party arrived in Cherbourg, the baby having travelled well, and joined the royal train. Princess Victoria said goodbye to the Queen, who would be asleep when her granddaughter left early the next day, and to her husband, who was serving in the royal yacht and would join her later. The train then set off for Maisons Lafitte, where, at 6.20 a.m., Prince Henry of Battenberg (then engaged to Princess Beatrice) was waiting to escort his sister-in-law and niece to Darmstadt. Here, Alice was consigned to the care of Mary Anne Orchard (‘Orchie’), the family nurse. She was soon the delight of her German family.

Soon afterwards, Victoria received a letter from her grandmother, written on the train to Aix:

 

After having seen you almost every day for more than 3 months, & every day for 6 weeks & living in the same House – we shall miss you very much. I hope you & Baby & poor Mary AdamsFN15 did not suffer from the very cold night & early move in the cold? . . .

It is very provoking that you shld. have to return alone to Darmstadt without Louis & you will I fear feel the separation much. He is so good & kind & so devoted to you. You must be very good & not stand abt. yet. But walk a little in the garden.4

 

Before unification, Germany consisted of a number of independent kingdoms, duchies and principalities. Hesse-Darmstadt was a Grand Duchy, presided over by Alice’s maternal grandfather, Grand Duke Louis IVFN16, since 1877. When he married Queen Victoria’s second daughter, Princess Alice, in 1862, Darmstadt had been elevated from what Sir George Buchanan, the British envoy, described as ‘virtually but a small garrison town’5 to a place with a certain diplomatic prominence, close family ties with the Russian court and a thriving state theatre.

In April 1884 the Grand Duchy had been shaken when the Grand Duke, widowed after Alice’s death in 1878, had suddenly married a morganatic wife, unwisely doing so when Queen Victoria was in Darmstadt to attend Louis and Victoria’s marriage. Instantly the autocratic Queen commanded that this union be dissolved. The bride was a divorcee, Countess Alexandrine Kolemine, variously described as ‘one of the most beautiful and accomplished women of her time’,6 or as ‘a Russian divorcee of the worst possible repute’.7 Nevertheless, the Grand Duke’s children hoped that he might find happiness by marrying her. Instead the Countess was pensioned off, continuing to receive money from the Hesse family until her death in 1941, by which time she was an old lady, playing patience in the Hotel des Trois Couronnes in Vevey, and cheating to win. Meanwhile the Grand Duke was restored to favour with his mother-in-law, who was fond of him, and resigned himself to a life of monogamy.FN17

The Grand Ducal family occupied some thirty castles or palaces. There was the Neues Palais, a large, white house behind high iron gates in the upper part of the town of Darmstadt, where the Grand Duke lived. Next in importance was the Alte Schloss, a vast, forbidding fifteenth-century building, constructed around several courtyards near the Louisen Platz in the old part of town. It was used for great receptions and state ceremonies, and a number of court officials lived within.

Not far away was the lovely shooting lodge of Wolfsgarten, as beloved by visiting royalty then as it remained into the 1990s. It was built around a grassed courtyard, and guests were bidden to scratch their names on the windows of the state apartments, a tradition which continues.

Hesse-Darmstadt was known for its agriculture, providing an abundance of fruit and cultivated vines. Meriel Buchanan wrote of the countryside round about: ‘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 one’s horses for miles.’8 Darmstadt itself was relatively sleepy, with wide streets, avenues of chestnut trees, and little white houses with gardens of lilac, syringa and lime trees.

Besides the Grand Duke, a much-loved figure, Alice’s family on her mother’s side included one surviving son, Ernst Ludwig, known as ‘Ernie’, then sixteen and about to be confirmed. Of Alice’s three Hesse aunts, Ella was the most significant in her life.

Ella was a noted beauty and a widely loved figure. A few weeks after the wedding of Louis and Victoria, she had married Grand Duke Serge of Russia. Queen Victoria disapproved of this union because of her deeply held mistrust of Russians. By marrying Serge, Ella became a rich but doomed woman, and it is fortunate that she did not realise that her marriage to the Grand Duke would eventually lead to the terrible fate of the Russian Imperial Family.

Ella soon became a popular social figure at the Russian court. But hers was a serious character. Worldly riches held no allure for her and she was drawn towards the spiritual life. In society in Moscow and St Petersburg, she was known for her sweet nature. Victoria wrote of her sister’s ‘unselfishness, her patience, her superiority in fact to our every day motives’, and how she sacrificed her own pleasure and comfort to serve others. ‘How often has she gone to a party or ball, amiable & kind to all whilst suffering from a raging headache, merely that others should not be disappointed.’9

Ella took a keen interest in her niece Alice from the start, writing to Queen Victoria from St Petersburg:

 

You can well imagine how happy I am to be an aunt & long for the moment when I can see the dear Baby. I would very much like to be one of the godmothers if even she has not amongst her names mine, don’t you think it could be managed? I would be oh so glad.10

 

Queen Victoria fixed it, though she hoped that Grand Duke Serge of Russia would not come to the christening, on account of Russia’s warfaring activities. However, he was there.

Neither of her other aunts took as strong a part in Alice’s life, though she often stayed with Aunt Irene, then eighteen, after her marriage in 1888 to Prince Henry of Prussia, a younger son of the Empress Frederick (Queen Victoria’s eldest daughter) and thus a brother of the Kaiser. Alix, a nervous child of twelve, was the future Tsarina, who then thought of Alice as ‘a delightful toy’.11

Also in Darmstadt were Alice’s paternal grandfather, Prince Alexander of Hesse, and his wife, Princess Battenberg.FN18 Their home, Heiligenberg, was a villa set around a courtyard, high in the hills, and approached by a winding drive through hazel trees. From the terrace there was a fine view over the Klosterburg with just a glimpse of the distant Rhine. It was a romantic place which Alice thought of as home even after she married.

The Heiligenberg was originally a farmhouse, bought by Grand Duchess Wilhelmine and bequeathed to Prince Alexander and his sister, the Empress Marie Alexandrovna of Russia. The Grand Duchess had converted it into a fine country house. Meriel Buchanan recalled: ‘There was a lovely terrace there shaded with lime trees, a long hazel walk that was a fairyland of green, shimmering shadow, the ruins of an old nunnery, and a little wooden cottage in the garden where we played at cooking and housekeeping.’12

Also in Darmstadt was Louis’s youngest brother. Prince Franz Josef of Battenberg (‘Franzjos’),FN19 and his sister, Marie, Countess of Erbach-Schönberg,FN20 with her husband, Gustave. Alice’s father completed the group when he arrived from his naval duties.

Most of these figures were assembled on the platform of Darmstadt station when Queen Victoria’s train drew in at 8.00 a.m. on 23 April 1885.

 

Young Ernie was confirmed in the morning of 25 April, and Alice was christened the same afternoon. Staying at the Neues Palais, Queen Victoria wrote at length:

 

A day of great emotion. Dear beloved Alice’s birthday & her darling boy to be confirmed & 1st grandchild christened. But she was not there to see it . . .

Went downstairs with Louis at 1.30. Ernie had put on his uniform & looked so tall & broad. He is now the same height as his father. The whole family numbering 17, lunched in the big Dining room, below, a very handsome luncheon. I sat between Ernie & Serge.FN21 After talking a little in the Drawing room, went upstairs to rest a little. At 4, we came down again for the Christening of Victoria & Ludwig’s dear little Baby, which took place in the same room, in which we lunched. At the upper end of the room, an altar had been placed, on which stood the beautiful old rock crystal crucifix which, as well as the silver brocade altar cloth (made out of her wedding dress) had belonged to Pss. Charles. Dr Bender, who had christened Victoria herself, at Windsor, performed the service, which was very short. Louis, Pce Alexander, Pss Battenberg, Ella, Marie Erbach & myself were sponsors, & stood together, while Victoria (with a little cap on, looking very pretty), Ludwig, Beatrice, William of Hesse,FN22 Liko & Franzjos, stood opposite. The suites, Ministers, & some of the servants, were also present. The very nice nurse held the Baby & handed her to me. She received the names of Victoria Alice Elizabeth Julie Marie, but she is to be called Alice.13

 

On 1 May, once Queen Victoria had completed her round of visits to family coffins at the Rosenhöhe, the park where the Hesse family are buried, her train left Darmstadt by moonlight. Louis, Victoria, Alice and Princess Beatrice were aboard. They all crossed the Channel in the royal yacht, Queen Victoria disembarking at Sheerness. Alice sailed on with her parents to Portsmouth, where the family settled back at Sennicotts, near Chichester. There they enjoyed life in the tranquil countryside of West Sussex, a welcome contrast to court life whether at Windsor or Darmstadt.

At Sennicotts Louis was happy ‘in the proud position of a father of a family’. He found that he and Victoria had become thoroughly English, conversing in that language rather than German. He appreciated the interest Victoria took in all naval matters, and did not mind that they had to live ‘in a small way’. He wrote to a friend:

 

It is certainly a mighty fine ‘loaf’ in the Victoria and Albert, and I should not care ever to go back to her. It is, of course, very pleasant, when one is married and has an opposite number who is a regular ship-keeper, but it unfits one for any other work.14

 

Though Louis was happy, Queen Victoria felt the need to admonish her granddaughter: ‘Let me again ask you to remember that your 1st duty is to your dear and most devoted Husband to whom you can never be kind enough & to whom I think a little more tenderness is due sometimes.’15 Princess Victoria was quick to reply: ‘I shall not forget what you said about my duty to Louis, & indeed it will be easy to fulfil it, for I love him with all my heart & if I have seemed to think of Papa more than him, it is only because I am so afraid of my happy married life making me neglect poor Papa, who has always been the best & kindest of fathers to me.’16

 

Queen Victoria lived until Alice was nearly sixteen. Alice saw her at Windsor, Osborne, Balmoral, Buckingham Palace, in Darmstadt and in the south of France. There were times when she spent weeks on end in Queen Victoria’s company. Equally, more than a year could go by without her setting eyes on her. But never was her presence unfelt.

Alice’s emergence from childhood into adolescence coincided with the last years of the Queen’s life. As she grew older, Alice took stock of this complex figure, whose every whim was treated as a command. In later life, when Alice referred to ‘The Queen’, she thought first of Queen Victoria.

Alice was one ‘of the many descendants who pointed out that Queen Victoria was a much sweeter person than her traditionally austere image suggested, just as Meriel Buchanan was startled by the melodious youthfulness of her voice. Alice would recall that her great-grandmother was fond of a ribald story, just as her own mother was, speaking with glee of the stationer in Copenhagen who wrapped his customer’s purchases in paper bearing his name: W.C. Stinks.17

It is a tribute to Queen Victoria that so many of her descendants believed that she loved them the best. Alice’s mother maintained that she had a special affinity with the Queen, having been brought up by her as a daughter, following her own mother’s death. She found Queen Victoria less and less austere as the years went by.

In the privacy of her sitting room the Queen would take off her widow’s cap and wear a simple bow arrangement at the back of her head. Princess Victoria remembered ‘a faint perfume of orange blossom’,18 which the Queen had found in Grasse. She had a good sense of humour, though hated to laugh at the misfortunes of others. Recalling her childhood, Alice once told her granddaughter the Princess Royal that she was sitting behind her great-grandmother at Osborne when an ambassador came for an audience. The man was so nervous that he tripped and fell flat on his face. Alice watched her great-grandmother, whose face did not flinch, though there was ‘a slight trembling of the veil’.19

When she was older, Alice would ‘drive out’ with the Queen. Sometimes a female member of the family sat with her, while a male relation might walk along outside. At Balmoral the Queen would be seated in a pony carriage, followed by a group of Highland servants and a troupe of dogs running in and out of the flowerbeds. The Queen had her own brand of charm which endeared her to those who served her. The Dean of Windsor, Randall Davidson, concluded that there was ‘a combination of absolute truthfulness and simplicity with the instinctive recognition and quiet assertion of her position as Queen’. He believed that her lack of ‘stately or splendid appearance’ may have been another factor:

 

People were taken by surprise by the sheer force of her personality. It may seem strange, but it is true that as a woman she was both shy and humble. Abundant examples will occur to those who know her. But as Queen she was neither shy nor humble, and asserted her position unhesitatingly.20

 

Princess Victoria put it slightly differently: ‘Grandmama was essentially what was called a womanly nature, and her likes and dislikes were influenced by personal contacts. This was the secret of Lord Beaconsfield’s charm for her, he never overlooked the woman in the Sovereign.’21

At the time of Alice’s birth in 1885, the Queen was still in good health, but rheumatism, failing eyesight and dental problems caused a gradual decline.22 The Queen grew increasingly lame, having injured both legs in falls, and relied on her Indian servants to support her from room to room. In her last years she moved about the house in a wheelchair. She feared that she might go blind like her grandfather, George III. Having suffered badly from gout, she drank only whisky and water at meals.

Because Queen Victoria liked to know every detail in the progress of her descendants, Alice’s development was recorded in her diary and letters to her and can therefore be traced from vaccination to first tooth to tentative steps. By June 1885 she was ‘growing nicely & is very merry, laughing & crowing all day’.23 On the Queen’s instructions, she was put into short clothes at three months, Princess Victoria using some of the embroidery from her dead mother’s trousseau for frocks for her.

At five months, in July, Alice was at Kent House for the wedding of Princess Beatrice, for which Queen Victoria only gave permission when it was agreed that Prince Henry (or ‘Liko’) would come and live with the family. At the wedding breakfast, the Queen had a chance to inspect ‘the dear pretty little Baby, who sits up now’.24

Alice spent the winter of 1885 in Darmstadt and at the Heiligenberg, where her father was on half-pay again, having relinquished his command of the royal yacht. In November, Victoria sent a new picture of her to Queen Victoria.

 

I think you will find her much altered & she has almost an older look on the photo than in reality. I fear she is very backward with her teeth, which show no signs of coming through yet. Otherwise she is well advanced, sits up nicely if supported in the back, laughs & produces many funny sounds, is very little shy with strangers & plays with everything you give her . . . Her attempts at crawling are feeble still, but she rolls about like a porpoise.25

 

For Alice’s first birthday in 1886, her great-grandmother sent her a hood that she made herself and a brooch, which Alice ‘laughed over delightedly & touched daintily with one finger’.26 Princess Victoria sent a further report: ‘Baby brightens the house up wonderfully & is universally admired. She is getting quite strong & if holding on to a chair can stand alone.’27

Alice’s parents lived adequately on an allowance from Louis’s father, but were concerned when Queen Victoria demanded their presence in England in the summer of 1886: ‘Baby is just at the age when she cannot be left alone one minute, without risk of accidents, especially as she is restless & lively as quick-silver, & we should be obliged to take the nursery maid too, as Jones [the nurse] could not do the packing etc. & look after the child at the same time.’28 The Queen paid their travel expenses and thus Alice passed that summer at Osborne, Windsor Castle, Cumberland Lodge (the Windsor Great Park home of the Queen’s third daughter, Helena, Princess Christian) and Balmoral (Alice’s only sojourn there under the aegis of Queen Victoria).

She was just beginning to walk, and at Cumberland Lodge in May she had a rare encounter with a baby of her own age. Victoria recalled:

 

Aunt Helena’s faithful lady-in-waiting, Emily Loch had a little niece of Alice’s age to tea one afternoon and we thought it would be nice for the babies to play together. The idea was not a success, for after crawling towards each other, they proceeded to poke their fingers at each other’s eyes and grab hold of each other’s hair. I fancy each thought the other a live doll!29

 

A while later, in Malta, Alice went on to bite her Edinburgh cousin, Baby Bee.FN23 Victoria was a little wary of Alice’s playmate: ‘Bee was somewhat critical at that early age already, declaring that Alice ate butter and bread, not bread and butter.’30 A fondness for over-eating was a habit that Alice carried through life.

Perhaps the most alarming such incident involved Queen Victoria herself, as her mother described:

 

She [the Queen] was not always so lenient towards the behaviour of small children. I remember when Alice was a little girl of about four, she, like many grandchildren and great-grandchildren before her, refused to kiss Grandmama’s hand, and when Grandmama, in a severe voice, said ‘naughty child’ and slapped her hand, Alice slapped back, saying ‘Naughty Grandmama’. I had hurriedly to remove the offender.31

 

No one had yet noticed that Alice was deaf. The first hint came in a letter to Queen Victoria in January 1887, though the cause was still undeveloped in her mother’s mind. Victoria wrote:

 

Baby looks so nice in the pretty frocks you gave her. She is very slow in learning to talk, but on the other hand very clever with her fingers. She unties a bow without ever pulling it into a knot & now & then succeeds in buttoning her own dressing gown. This sort of amusement she is particularly fond of & spends any amount of time patiently at it, which is very funny.32

 

It was not until Alice was four years old that her mother began to articulate her concern. In a progress report to Queen Victoria, she wrote:

 

The child has grown very much since last you saw her, is very lively & quick with her fingers, but decidedly backward of speech, using all sorts of self-invented words & pronouncing others very indistinctly, so that strangers find it difficult to understand her. We make great efforts to improve this & I think the society of her little ErbachFN24 cousin is helping her on.33

 

Alice’s grandmother, Princess Battenberg, was the person who identified the problem as deafness, taking Alice to an ear specialist in Darmstadt. Alice had been born with the defect, though some in the family assert that her hearing was damaged on one of her early sea voyages. The deafness was due to the thickness of the Eustachian tubes and would always be a problem.

Her mother spent long hours with her, teaching her to lip-read, and she learned to follow conversations. By May 1889, Alice was speaking ‘quite nicely at last’,34 and her hearing was deemed better a year later. But in 1893, when she was eight, Victoria took her to an aurist in London, her lack of progress remaining a ‘great worry’35 to her parents. They discovered that no operation was possible. By the age of fourteen there was a marked improvement, but it was not until as late as 1922 that Alice announced that she had heard a cuckoo for the first time.

The deafness isolated Alice from the usual friendships of childhood but she learned to fall back on her own resources. Besides this, she was neither a problem child nor in any way unintelligent. Her mother had to decide how to treat her within the family circle. Alice’s younger brothers and sister were told that they must talk normally amongst themselves, making no concessions to Alice. She would either join in or not. This family edict was something that her brother Dickie (Lord Mountbatten) found hard to understand and which continued to disturb him in later life.

As she grew older, Alice could hear certain voices according to pitch. In the 1950s she surprised her family in Baden by hearing the guards march outside. It was the echo of the stamping boots that she detected.36 And her lip-reading became so good that people put their hands over their mouths when imparting secrets across the room, aware that she could lip-read not only in English and German but in several languages. ‘You had to be very careful what you said,’ recalled Alice’s niece, Princess Eugénie.FN25 37

Alice’s disability worried Victoria more than Alice herself: ‘I know . . . from experience that to see one’s children not quite strong, or with some little ailment, like Alice’s hearing, is a cause of worry & pain to the parents.’38

Alice’s father was rising fast in the Royal Navy. His occasional attendance was required in England, but more often he was in Malta with the Mediterranean Fleet. But for all his success, Louis’s progress to the top of his profession was far from smooth. When, in August 1887, he was appointed Commander of Dreadnought under Captain Sir Harry Stephenson, in the Mediterranean, there was an outcry in the House of Commons. He was accused of having been given preferment over thirty other officers and it was maintained that this was because he was a prince. Willie Redmond, the Irish Nationalist MP, asked ‘whether a German has ever before been placed in command of a British man-of-war, over the heads of British officers equally qualified’. The First Lord praised Louis’s career and pointed out that Captain Stephenson had specifically asked for him.39

Louis and Victoria spent most of their summers in Hesse Darmstadt, where both had family responsibilities. Sometimes Alice travelled with her parents and sometimes, as when her mother had typhoid in the summer of 1887, she was left with her grandparents. Because of the travelling and because her parents could not employ a large staff, she spent more time with them than she would have done had she been raised in a large Victorian household with distant nurseries and green baize doors.

In 1887 there occurred the great royal milestone, the Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria, which kept Louis and Victoria in England for a whole month from mid-June until mid-July. While her parents stayed at Buckingham Palace, Alice and her cousin, Feo Meiningen,FN26 were placed with the mistress of the robes, the Duchess of Buccleuch, in her mansion at Whitehall. From there the children watched the Jubilee procession to Westminster Abbey, dazzled by the carriages and horses and the royal guests in their fine uniforms. For her brief attendance of this event, Alice was given the Queen’s Golden Jubilee medal, a trophy which delighted her.

 

The island of Malta played an important role in the family’s life. Alice was first taken there in October 1887, returning to Europe in April 1888, and stayed there with her mother and father through the winters of 1888, 1890 and 1891. There were four more consecutive winters there between 1894 and 1897. Thus from an early age Alice became accustomed to life in a hot climate, which prepared her well for the heat of Greek summers to come.

Malta was the most vital strategic point in the Mediterranean for maintaining sea power. It was a place of festivals, notably the carnival in Valetta, with processions, a battle of confetti and three days of dancing in the streets.

When the family first arrived there in the autumn of 1887, they found Alfred (the Duke of Edinburgh) living in some splendour at San Antonio, as Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet. San Antonio became a focal point for their lives: ‘with its lovely garden [it] looks very much like an oasis in this yellow stone desert, but there are plenty of small hills & dells to relieve the apparent monotony.’40 The Battenberg family settled at 1 Molino Avento, a small corner house, on the battlements of Valetta, renting the flat next door for the nursery and knocking a hole through. Alice enjoyed outdoor pursuits, which were punctuated by lessons with her mother and later a governess. She rode with Uncle Alfred’s children, whose ponies had been brought from England.

Life in Malta revolved around the Mediterranean Fleet. Alice became familiar with bearded naval officers in their whites, on visits on board the great vessels, celebrating ‘Bescheerung’ (the distribution of presents at Christmas) with the ratings, going from ship to ship, nibbling plum puddings. At times their routine was disrupted by a terrifying royal aunt coming to stay or the arrival of a whiskery figure such as the old Duke of Cambridge, who nodded off during concerts. Alice was too young to take note of one shy, bearded young lieutenant, who spent time with her family and was to be seen gazing lovingly at the eldest Edinburgh girl, Marie (later Queen of Romania). Nor did either she or young Prince George of Wales himself divine that one day he would be her king and, years hence, play a significant role in the fate of her family.
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