CHAPTER THREE
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When Nicholas made this entry in his diary in 1892, he had not yet
established his temporary lictle household with Kschessinska. He was
discouraged about the prospects of his interest in Princess Alix. Rus-

'sian society did not share Nicholas’'s rapture for this German girl
with rcd-gold hair. Alix had made a bad impression during her visits
to her sister Grand Duchess Elizabeth in the Russian capital. Badly
dressed, clumsy, an awkward dancer, atrocious French accent, a
schoolgirl blush, too shy, too nervous, too arrogant——these were some
of the unkind things St. Petersburg said about Alix of Hesse.

Society sniped npenly at Princess Alix, safe in the knowledge that
Tsar Alexander 111 and Empress Marie, both vigomusly anti-German,
had no intention of pcrmitting a match with the Tsarevich. Although
Princess Alix was his godchild, it was generally known that Alexander

1Ml was angling for a bigger catch for his son, someone like Princess

Hélene, the tall, dark-haired daughter of the Pretender to the throne

of France, the Comte de Paris. Although a republic, France was

Russia’s ally, and Alexander 11l suspectcd that a link between the

Romanov dynasty and the deposed House of Bourbon would

strengthen the alliance in the hearts of the French people.

But the approach to Hélene did not please Nicholas. “Mama made

a few allusions to- Hélene, daughter of the Comte de Paris,” he wroteé

in his diary. “I myself want to go in one direction and it is evident

that Mama wants me to choose the other one.”
Hélene also resisted. She was not at all willing to give up her Roman

Catholicism for the Orthodox faith required of a future Russian em:
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If the emotional tie
Hcsse-Darmstadt were strong, tho

s between England and the small grand duchy of
se between Hesse and Prussia, ruled

by the House of Hohenzollern, were weak and embittered. Only two

years before Alix’s birth, Hesse had been forcibly incorporated into
the newly created German Empire. As recently as 1866, Hesse had
sided with Austria in an unsuccessful war against Prussia. Alix’s fa-

Hohenzol-

ther, Grand Duke Louis of Hesse, hated Prussia and the

lerns, and throughout her life Alix shared his bitterness.
Darmstadt itself was an old German city with narrow cobblestone
streets and steeply roofed houses covered with ornamental fifteenth-
century carvings. The palace of the Grand Duke stood in the middle
of town, surrounded by a park filled with linden and chestnut trees.
Inside, Victoria’s daughter had filled its rooms with mementoes of
England. The drawing rooms were hung with portraits of Queen
Victoria, Prince Albert and all the living English cousins. Sketches of
English scenes and English palaces lined the walls of the bedchambers.
An English governess, Mrs. Orchard, ruled the nursery: Mrs. Orchard
was not one for frills. The children’s bedrooms were large and airy,
but plainly furnished. Meals were simple; Alix grew up eating baked
apples and rice puddings. Mrs. Orchard believed in strict daily sched-
ules with fixed hours for every activity. Years later, when Alix had
carried this training to Russia, the Russian Imperial family ate on the

stroke of the hour and divided its mornings and afternoons into rigid

little blocks of time while Mrs. Orchard watched and nodded approv-

ingly. She, along with her well-
Russia.
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mornings in a sun-filled courtyard, running Up and down a flight of
high stone steps and sitting by the courtyard fountain, dipping her
hand in the water, trying to catch a goldﬁsh. She liked to dress in her
mother’s cast-off dresses and prance down the hall engulfed in crin-
oline, imagining herself as a great lady or 2 character from a fairy

story.

Christmas was celebrated with German lavishness and English trim=

mings. A giant tree stood in the palace ballroom, its green branches
covered with apples and gilded nuts, while the room glowed with the
light of small wax candles fixed to the boughs. Christmas dinner began
with a traditional Christmas goose an
mince pies especially shipped from England.

d ended with plum pudding and
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loved to discuss abstract ideas. One of her tutors, an Englishwoman
named Margaret _]ackson——“Madgie” to Princess Alix—was interested
in politics. Miss Jackson passed her fascination along to Alix, who
grew up believing that politics was 2 subject not necessarily restricted
to men. Alix’s grandmother, after all, was a woman and still managed
to be the dominant monarch in Europe.

Alix first traveled to St. Petersbhurg at the age of twelve for the mar-
riage of her sister Ella to Grand Duke Serge, younger brother of
Tsar Alexander Il She watched with interest as her sister was met at
the station in St. Petersburg by a gilded coach drawn by white horses.
During the wedding ceremony in the chapel of the Winter Palace,

Alix stood to one side, wearing 2 white muslin dress, with roses in her
hair. Between listening to the long, incomprehensible chant of the
litany and smelling the sweet incense which filled the air, she stole side
glances at the sixteen—year—old Tsarevich Nicholas. Nicholas responded

and one day presented her with a small brooch. Overwhelmed, she
accepted, but then shyly pressed it back into his hand during the ex-
citement of a children’s party. Nicholas was offended and gave the
brooch to his sister Xenia, who, not knowing its history, accepted it
cheerfully.

Nicholas and Alix met again five years later in 18
visited Ella in St. Petersburg. This time, she was seventeen, he was
twenty-one—ages when girls and young men fall in love. They saw
each other at receptions, Suppers and balls. He came for her in the
afternoon and took her skating on frozen ponds and tohogganing down
hills of ice. Before Alix departed, Nicholas persuaded his parents to
give her a special tea dance, followed by a supper of blinis and fresh
he Alexander Palace at Tsarskoe Selo.

The following summer Alix returned to Russia, but not to St.
Petersburg. She went instead to Ilinskoe, the Grand Duke Serge’s
country estate near Moscow. There Serge and Ella lived a simple coun-
try life . with friends invited for prolonged visits. Summer was at its
golden height, there were lazy rambles in the fields and searches
through the woods for berries and mushrooms. It was Alix’s first
sight of the wide expanse of Russian meadowland, of the white birch
groves and the peasants in their loose blouses and baggy knickers. She
was impressed by the deep, respectful bows they gave to her, a visitoL.
When she visited a country fair with Ella, she happily bought wooden
dolls and gingerhread to take back home to Darmstadt.

Alix and Nicholas did not meet on this trip, and that autumn he left
on his long cruise to the Far East. Alix was increasingly sure, however,
that she loved the Russian Tsarevich. From the beginning, Nicholas
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and insisted on being taken down the shafts and walking through
the grimy labyrinthine runnels. On a Vvisit to Italy, she toured the
palaces and galleries of Florence and settled herself into 2 gondola
for a ride down the canals of Venice.

In the spring of 1894, AliX’s older brother Ernest, who had suc-
ceeded his father as Grand Duke of Hesse—Darrnstadt, was to be
married. The wedding in Coburg had attracted FEurope’s most dis-
tinguished royalty. Queen Victoria, then seventy-five, was coming
from England with her son Edward, Prince of Wales. Kaiser William
I1, Victoria’s thirty—ﬁve-year—old grandson, was arriving from Berlin.

And Nicholas, having wrung from his father permission to propose

to Alix, was coming to represent Russia.
On a warm April night, Nicholas boarded a train in St. Petersburg

accompanied by three of his four uncles, Grand Dukes Vladimir,
_Serge and Paul. When he arrived in Coburg a day and a half later,
dressed in full uniform, Alix was waiting at the station. That night,
they went to dinner and an operetta with the family. The following
le to wait any longer, Nicholas went straight to Alix

morning, unab
d in a letter to his mother he described

and proposed. In his diary an

what happened.
«\What a day!” he wrote in his diary. «After coffee about tem, 1

went withe Aunt Ella to Alix. She looked particularly pretty, but
d. They left us alone and then began between us the talk
which I had long ago strongly wanted and at the same time very much
feared. We talked till twelve, but with no result; she still objects t0
changing her religion. Poor girl, she cried a lot. She was calmer when
we. parted.”

In his letter to Gatchina, Nicholas wrote: “] tried to explain that
there was no other way for her than to give her consent and that she
simply could not withhold it. She cried the whole time and only
whispered now and then, ‘No, 1 cannot.’ Still T went on repeating and
insisting - - - though this went on for two hours, it came to nothing.”

But Nicholas was not alone in his suit. As the relatives gathered
from all over Europe, there were so many people present that family

dinners had to be divided into two sittings, one at seven, the second

ew hours after Nicholas's first talk with Alix, Queen
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came to

her to have coffee with the Queen.”
While they remained i y day began with “coffee with
Granny.” Victoria was delighted with the young couple. An incurable
romantic and an indefatigable royal matchmaker, she loved to sur-
round herself with soft-eyed young people in love. Alix was her
special pet and now that the match was made, she wanted to revel
in it.

The weather wa
everything in my
since so large a par

Nicholas wrote, “but

s cold and gray that day,
Bertie suggested that

heart was bright.” Uncle
¢ of the family was present, there ought to be a
photograph. The thirty members of the family trooped down to the
garden, and the result was a remarkable panorama of royalty. The old
Queen, tiny and indomitable, sat in the middle of the front row,
holding her cane. The Kaiser was there, the only man seated, dressed
in a uniform and his fierce mustache. Nicholas, small and mild in 2
bowler hat, stood next to Alix, who appeared pretty but unsmiling.

From everywhere came congratulatory telegrams. «\We answered
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ished. It seems that every flowers to my
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I am to her now. . . - Ask Alix which stones she likes most, sap-

phirés or emeralds? 1 would like to know for the future.” As a start,

Marie sent Alix an emerald bracelet and a superb Easter egg encrusted
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When the three days were
their private cocoon of happi
Windsor Castle. Tsar Alexan
Father Yanishev, and the priest was anxious to b
instruction. At Windsor, Nicholas presented his
gifrs: a pink pearl ring, a necklace of large pink P
bracelet bearing 2 massive emerald, and 2 sapphire—and-diamond
brooch. Grandest of all was 2 sautoir of pearls, a gift to his new
the famed Rus-

daughter—in—law from the Tsar. Created by Fabergé,
sian court jeweler, 1d roubles and was the

it was worth 250,000 g0
largest single transaction the Imperial family.

Fabergé ever had with
Staring at this dazzling display of gems, Queen Victoria smilingly
shook her head and said,

«Now, Alix, do not get too proud.”
The heat was stifling in

England that summer. Nicholas began
riding out from Windsor Castle in the morning while it still was cool.
He liked to trot down Queen Anne’s Way, 2 popular horse path
bordered by magniﬁcent trees, then come back home through open
fields, “galloping like a fool.” He was always back by ten to join
Alix and the Queen for coffee. Lunch was at two, and afterward
everybody rested and tried to ward off the heat. Before tea, Nicholas
and Alix drove under the great oaks of Windsor Park and admired
the blooming rhododendron. Nicholas admitted t0 his mother, “I
can’t complain. Granny has been very friendly and even allowed us
to go for drives without a chaperone.” In the evening, when the air

had cooled, they dined with guests on 2 balcony or terrace and
listened to music being played in the castle courtyard. Once when 2
violinist came up from J.ondon, Alix accompanied him on the piano.
Despite her lessons with Father Yanishev, Alix frequently popped
into Nicholas’s rooms. He apologized to his mother for not writing
home more often. “Every moment,” he pleaded, “I simply had to get
up and embrace her.” During one of these visits, apparently, Alix
discovered that Nicholas was keeping 2 diary. She began to write
in it herself. These entries, most of them in English, began with
short notes—‘Many loving kisses,” “God bless you, my angel,” “for-
ever, forever”—and progressed to lines of verse and prayers:
«] dreamed that 1 was loved, T woke and found it true and thanked
God on my knees for it. True love is the gift which God has givel

daily, stronger, deeper, fuller, purer."
As the object of such overwhelming devo

he had to speak about certain episodes in his past. He told her at thiS

po'mt about Kschessinska. Alchough she was only twenty-tWo, Alix
rose to the occasion like a true granddaughter of Queen Victoria:
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As the end of July approached

Alix had filled the diary with messages:
bound his wings. No longer will he roam or fly away. Within our

s forever, love sings.” As the Polar Star slipped past Dover,
yer, “Sleep gently,

north-bound for the Baltic, Nicholas read her pra
and let the gentle waves rock you to sleep. Your Guardian Angel is

keeping watch over you. A tender kiss.”
Next day, Nicholas stood at the rail watching a fiery sunset Off

the coast of Jutland and gazing across the water as twenty ships of
the lmperial German Navy dipped their flags in salute. Entering the
Baltic through the Skaggcrak, the Polar Star steamed slowly down
the Danish coastline within sight of the ancient castle of Elsinore.
But Nicholas's thoughts were far away.
“] am yours,” Alix had written, ‘you are m
You are locked in my heart, the litcle key is los
stay there forever.”
There was another entry, too—a strangely prophetic line from
Marie Corelli: “For the past is pas i eturn, the future
we know not, and only the presen

, the six-week idyll came to an end.
“Love 1S caught, 1 have

two heart

ine, of that be sure.
¢ and now you must
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CHAPTER FOUR
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