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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The Lost Princess

 Did the Youngest Romanov Daughter Survive the Night That Ended the Russian Empire?

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


“I am not ready. I never wanted to be Tsar.”

 — Tsar Nicholas II, 1894



Chapter 1
 The Last Night

 In the summer of 1918, a royal family was woken in the middle of the night and led to a basement. What happened next would become one of history's greatest mysteries.

 [image: A plain two-storey house with a high wooden fence, windows painted white, in a Russian city street at night]The Ipatiev House in Yekaterinburg — the building where the Romanov family was held under guard in 1918.
 It was past midnight on July 17, 1918, when a man named Yakov Yurovsky knocked on a bedroom door in a house in the Russian city of Yekaterinburg.


He told the family inside to get dressed. They were being moved, he said, for their own safety. He apologised for the hour.


They believed him. They had no reason not to.


One by one, the family made their way downstairs and into the basement. The room had bare plaster walls, a stone floor, and a single electric light bulb hanging from the ceiling. It smelled of damp. A soldier dragged in a wooden chair for the mother. Then a second.



 [image: A plain two-storey house with a high wooden fence, windows painted white, in a Russian city street at night]
 
 The Ipatiev House in Yekaterinburg — the building where the Romanov family was held under guard in 1918. The windows were painted over so no one could see in. The family called it "the house with no windows."
 


The family's name was Romanov. Until eighteen months earlier, they had ruled one of the largest empires in the history of the world. The father — a quiet man with a neat beard and tired eyes — was Nicholas II, the Tsar of All Russia. His wife was Alexandra. Their five children filed into the basement behind them: Olga, who was twenty-two; Tatiana, who was twenty-one; Maria, who was nineteen; Anastasia, who was seventeen; and Alexei, who was thirteen and so unwell he had to be carried in on a stretcher.


Anastasia was the youngest daughter. She had sharp blue eyes, a round face, and a quick sense of humour that had made people laugh for as long as anyone could remember. She was known inside the palace for her pranks — for hiding behind furniture, for mimicking the way courtiers walked, for teaching her little brother Alexei to tie the shoelaces of unsuspecting visitors together under the dining table.



 Case File Extra

 Anastasia once climbed a tree in the palace gardens and refused to come down for two hours. A tutor tried to coax her out; she threw leaves at him. Her mother — the Empress of Russia — had to come outside herself to order her daughter down. Even then, Anastasia took her time.




The seven of them waited in the basement. Yurovsky stepped out. He came back a few minutes later, and he was not alone this time.


What happened next, in that stone-walled room, the family did not survive.


The Bolshevik soldiers — the revolutionaries who had overthrown the Tsar the previous year — removed the bodies in the night and hid them at a secret location outside the city. For the next seven decades, almost no one knew where.


Without a grave to confirm their deaths, the world could not be certain what had happened. And without certainty, a rumour began to spread.


Two years later, in the German capital of Berlin, a young woman was pulled from a canal. She refused to say who she was. She refused to explain how she had come to be there. But eventually, lying in a hospital bed, she told a story that electrified Europe.


She said she was Anastasia Romanova. She said she had escaped. She said she was the last princess.


And some of the most powerful people in the world believed her completely.

 

Chapter 2
 The Family at the Top of the World

 Who were the Romanovs — and how did the most powerful family in Russia end up locked inside a house in Siberia?

 [image: A formal family portrait of seven — a father in military dress, a mother in white, four daughters and a young boy arranged in a gilded room]The Romanov family in better times. Anastasia — the youngest daughter — was described by everyone who knew her as the liveliest of the four sisters.
 In 1901 — the same year the first wireless radio message was sent across the Atlantic Ocean — a baby girl was born in the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg, Russia. Her father sent telegrams to kings and queens across Europe to announce the news. He was a man who could do that. He was the Tsar of All Russia.


The baby's name was Anastasia Nikolaevna Romanova.


The Romanov family had ruled Russia for almost three hundred years. Their empire stretched from the border of Germany in the west to the Pacific Ocean in the east — the single largest country on Earth, covering one-sixth of all the land in the world. The Tsar answered to no parliament and no election. His word was law across eleven time zones.



 [image: A formal family portrait of seven — a father in military dress, a mother in white, four daughters and a young boy arranged in a gilded room]
 
 The Romanov family in better times. Anastasia — the youngest daughter, standing at the end — was described by everyone who knew her as the liveliest of the four sisters. She had a gift for making people laugh at moments when laughter seemed impossible.
 


Anastasia's father was Tsar Nicholas II. By all accounts, he was a kind, gentle man who loved his family deeply and was, by almost everyone's assessment, thoroughly unsuited to running the world's largest empire. He had not wanted to become Tsar. When his father died suddenly in 1894 — the same year the Eiffel Tower received its two-millionth visitor — Nicholas broke down in tears. "I am not ready," he said. "I never wanted to be Tsar."


His wife was Empress Alexandra, a German princess who had married Nicholas in 1894. She was strong-willed and fiercely protective of her children. She had one great anxiety that overshadowed everything else in palace life: her son Alexei.



 Word Unlock

 Hemophilia
 Hemophilia is a medical condition where blood cannot clot properly. Most people stop bleeding from a cut within minutes. For someone with hemophilia, even a small injury can cause dangerous, uncontrollable internal bleeding — especially into joints, which becomes agonising. Alexei had a severe form of hemophilia. Any bump or bruise could become a life-threatening crisis. In 1901, there was no cure and almost no treatment. His condition was kept secret from the public — a weakness in the heir to the throne was too dangerous to reveal.




Anastasia was the fourth of five children: Olga, Tatiana, Maria, Anastasia, and Alexei — in that order. Growing up as the youngest daughter, she had found her role early. She was the funny one. The daring one. The one who kept the family laughing even when everything else was going wrong. She and Alexei were the closest — two youngest children united against the older siblings, as youngest children always are.



 [image: A decorative timeline from 1894 to 1918 with illustrated icons marking key events in the Romanov family history]
 
 The Romanov family timeline — from Nicholas becoming Tsar in 1894 to the events of July 1918. Twenty-four years that changed Russia forever.
 


Outside the palace walls, Russia was changing in ways that Nicholas seemed unable to see. Millions of peasants were desperately poor. Workers in the cities were organising and striking. A political movement called the Bolsheviks — who believed the Tsar's system was unjust and should be destroyed — was growing in strength every year.


In 1914, Russia entered the First World War. The war went badly. Millions of Russian soldiers died. The economy collapsed. By the winter of 1916, people in St. Petersburg were queuing for bread in temperatures of minus thirty degrees Celsius.


In February 1917, it finally broke apart. Factory workers went on strike. Soldiers sent to break the strike joined the protesters instead. In the space of eight days, the revolution swept through the capital. Nicholas II signed his abdication on March 2, 1917, while sitting on a train in the middle of a snowstorm.


He handed over the empire his family had ruled for three centuries.


And then the new government had to decide what to do with him — and with his family.

 

Chapter 3
 The Long Journey East

 After the revolution, the Romanovs were moved further and further from safety. What was life like in those final months — and what clues did Anastasia leave behind?

 [image: A steam train crossing a vast flat Siberian winter landscape, pine forest stretching to the horizon, one amber-lit carriage window glowing]The journey to Tobolsk took six days by train through an emptying Siberian landscape.
 In the spring of 1917, the Romanov family was under guard at the Alexander Palace near St. Petersburg. They were not in a prison — not exactly. They could walk in the gardens. The children had lessons. Nicholas planted vegetables and chopped wood, which he seemed to find genuinely calming. Anastasia wrote dozens of letters: to old friends, to former ladies-in-waiting, to anyone who might write back.


"We are all quite well," she wrote in one letter, in the cheerful but careful tone she used for correspondence she knew would be read by guards. "Papa digs every day. Alexei is a bit better."


In August 1917, the new government decided the family needed to be moved somewhere further away — somewhere more difficult to reach and harder to rescue from. They were taken east by train to Tobolsk, a remote city deep in Siberia, thousands of kilometres from any foreign border.



 [image: A steam train crossing a vast flat Siberian winter landscape, pine forest stretching to the horizon, one amber-lit carriage window glowing]
 
 The journey to Tobolsk took six days by train through an emptying Siberian landscape. For Anastasia, who had grown up in palaces on the Baltic Sea, it was a world away from everything she had ever known.
 


Tobolsk was cold, poorly supplied, and deeply boring. The house was draughty. Food was often short. Alexei had a serious fall on the stairs — a terrifying few days for the family, when his life was in genuine danger. But the children adapted. They sewed their own clothes. They put on theatrical performances in the evenings. Anastasia, who had always been the entertainer, found a new audience among the very people watching over them.



 Case File Extra

 During the months in Tobolsk and Yekaterinburg, the Romanov daughters secretly sewed the family's jewels into the linings of their clothing — diamonds and rubies hidden inside corsets, dresses, and hats. If they were ever freed, the jewels would give them money to start over. The plan never worked. When the basement was searched afterwards, scattered jewels were found on the floor — the hidden stitching had given way.




In the spring of 1918, the Bolsheviks — now fully in control of the government — moved the family again. Russia was in the middle of a civil war: an anti-Bolshevik army called the White Army was advancing toward Tobolsk. The government was afraid the White Army would liberate the Romanovs and use Nicholas as a rallying symbol.


They moved the family to Yekaterinburg, a city in the Ural Mountains. The house they were held in was called the Ipatiev House — seized from a local merchant and converted into a secure facility. A high wooden fence was built around it. The windows on the lower floor were painted white. Guards were posted at every corner, day and night.


They arrived on April 30, 1918. They would be there for seventy-eight days.


The White Army was approaching the city. Anastasia's last surviving letters are impatient and restless — she knew something had to happen soon, though no one said what. She drew cartoons in the margins. She teased Alexei. She counted the days.


Then, on the night of July 16th, Yurovsky told the family to prepare to move.


They went to the basement and waited.


The White Army reached Yekaterinburg eight days later. They found the house empty, the guards gone, and the basement wall scarred and silent.

 

Chapter 4
 The Silence and the Rumours

 After July 1918, the Bolsheviks said almost nothing about what had happened to the royal family. In that silence, a rumour spread — and kept spreading for decades.

 [image: A 1920s café scene — a man reads a newspaper with an expression of shock, other newspaper pages posted on a board behind him]News of the execution spread across Europe in July 1918 — but for years, newspapers could only report rumour and speculation about the children.
 On July 18, 1918 — the morning after the events in the basement — the Bolshevik government issued a short announcement. It said that the former Tsar, Nicholas Romanov, had been shot for crimes against the people of Russia.


It said nothing about his wife. Nothing about his daughters. Nothing about his thirteen-year-old son.


That silence was not an accident.



 [image: A 1920s café scene — a man reads a newspaper with an expression of shock, other newspaper pages posted on a board behind him]
 
 News of the execution spread across Europe in July 1918 — but for years, newspapers could only report rumour and speculation about the children. The Bolshevik government refused to confirm what had happened to them.
 


The Bolsheviks had killed not just an overthrown ruler, but his wife and five children — the youngest thirteen years old, the oldest twenty-two. They knew this would horrify international opinion. So they said as little as possible and hoped the world would fill the gaps on its own.


The world filled them in with hope.


The rumours started within weeks. A young woman matching one of the princesses' descriptions had been spotted on a road north of Yekaterinburg. Someone had seen a girl fitting Tatiana's description crossing into Finland. Anastasia had escaped dressed as a peasant. The stories contradicted each other, came from no verified source, and kept spreading anyway.


Why did people believe them?


Part of the reason was simple: there was no grave. The Bolsheviks had gone to extraordinary lengths to hide the bodies — moving them twice, attempting to destroy them with acid and fire, and finally burying them at a secret site in a forest outside Yekaterinburg. Without a confirmed burial, there was no proof the children had died. In the absence of proof, hope filled the gap.



 Case File Extra

 Yakov Yurovsky — the man who had led the events in the basement — wrote a detailed personal report about what happened, including the chaotic attempt to dispose of the bodies. He described the truck getting stuck in mud twice and the burial site having to be changed at dawn. He gave the report to the Bolshevik leadership. It was kept secret until 1989, when the Soviet Union was on the verge of collapse — and it became one of the most important documents in solving the mystery.




Part of the reason was also emotional. The Romanov family had been famous across Europe for decades. Their photographs appeared in magazines. Their children — always photographed in white dresses or naval uniforms, playing on yachts, visiting royal relatives in England — were familiar faces to millions of people who had never met them. The idea that those children had been killed was genuinely difficult to accept.


And part of the reason was simply that the story was irresistible. A royal family. A revolution. A desperate escape by the youngest princess. If it were true, it was one of the greatest survival stories in history.


Between 1918 and 1920, dozens of women across Europe claimed to be one of the Romanov daughters. Most were quickly dismissed — they knew too little, or looked nothing like the real princesses. Russian exile communities became practised at investigating these claims and discarding them.


But in early 1920, one woman appeared who was harder to dismiss than the rest.


She did not eagerly announce who she was. She refused to perform for investigators. She knew things the others didn't — specific, private details about the Romanov family that had not been widely published.


And she would not give up her claim for the next sixty-four years.

 

Chapter 5
 The Clues Left Behind

 What physical evidence did investigators eventually find — and what did it tell them about what really happened?

 [image: Scientists and investigators carefully excavating a small area of earth in a birch forest, using brushes and tools, with evidence markers in the ground]The excavation outside Yekaterinburg in 1991. What they found changed the case permanently.
 For more than sixty years after July 1918, no one outside a small circle of surviving Bolshevik officials knew exactly where the Romanov family had been buried.


Then, in 1979, a Russian geologist named Alexander Avdonin and a filmmaker named Geli Ryabov quietly located what they believed was the grave. They had spent years piecing together clues: old maps of the forest roads outside Yekaterinburg, survivor accounts, and a copy of Yurovsky's report which they had managed to obtain through unofficial channels. Digging carefully in a birch forest, they found bones.


They reburied them immediately. The Soviet Union was still functioning in 1979, and revealing the location of the Romanov grave could have been dangerous. They kept their discovery secret for twelve years.



 [image: Scientists and investigators carefully excavating a small area of earth in a birch forest, using brushes and tools, with evidence markers in the ground]
 
 The excavation outside Yekaterinburg in 1991. When the Soviet Union collapsed, investigators could finally work openly. What they found changed the case permanently — but also raised a new question that took eighteen more years to answer.
 


In 1991, as the Soviet Union collapsed, the grave was officially excavated. Investigators expected to find eleven sets of remains: the seven Romanovs plus four servants who had died alongside them. They found nine. Two sets of remains were missing.



 Evidence Card

 The 1991 Burial Site

 Nine sets of skeletal remains found in a forest clearing outside Yekaterinburg. Bone analysis indicated five individuals consistent in age and sex with five members of the Romanov family. Scientific examination showed evidence of attempts to destroy and conceal the remains. Two family members were absent from the site.

 DNA analysis in 1993 confirmed: Nicholas II, Alexandra, and three of their four daughters were present. Alexei and one daughter — believed to be either Anastasia or Maria — were missing.





 Word Unlock

 DNA
 DNA is the chemical code inside every cell of your body that makes you genetically unique — like a biological fingerprint. Parents pass portions of their DNA to their children, which means scientists can compare DNA from old bones with DNA from living relatives. If the patterns match closely enough, the identification is made with near-total certainty. In the 1990s, this technology was new. It changed detective work — and history — forever.




In 1993, a team of British scientists led by Dr. Peter Gill performed DNA analysis on the bones from the grave. They needed a DNA sample from a living relative of the Romanov family. The person who volunteered was Prince Philip — Duke of Edinburgh, husband of Queen Elizabeth II — who was a grandnephew of Empress Alexandra. Through the female line, he shared a type of DNA with the Romanov women that passes unchanged from mother to child through every generation.


The analysis confirmed five of the seven Romanovs. Nicholas, Alexandra, and three daughters were present. But two were missing. Scientists believed the missing daughter was either Anastasia or Maria — they could not determine which from the available evidence.



 Detective Challenge

 In 1993, DNA testing showed that two Romanov family members were not in the grave — a son and one daughter. Scientists believed the missing daughter was probably Anastasia or Maria. Does this prove that Anastasia survived? Before you read on: what other explanations can you think of for why two sets of remains might be missing from the grave?




To Anna Anderson's supporters, the 1993 results felt like vindication. Two Romanovs were unaccounted for. The evidence did not rule out survival.


To the scientists, it was more complicated. Missing bones do not prove survival — they might simply mean those two individuals had been buried separately, or destroyed more thoroughly than the others. The absence of evidence is not the same as evidence of absence.


The answer, it would turn out, was already in the ground. It just hadn't been found yet.

 

Chapter 6
 The Woman Who Said She Was Anastasia

 In 1920, a mystery woman appeared in Berlin claiming to be the lost princess. Who was she — and why did so many people believe her for so long?

 [image: A young woman in a 1920s Berlin hospital bed, face partly turned away, expression guarded, with two visitors in period clothing looking at her]The mystery woman in the Berlin hospital, 1920. She spoke several languages but would not give her name.
 On the night of February 17, 1920, a police officer in Berlin spotted a young woman standing on the railing of a canal bridge. Before he could reach her, she jumped.


He pulled her out of the water. She was alive but barely conscious, and suffering from the cold. She had old, poorly healed scars on her body — injuries that looked as though they had happened some time ago and never been properly treated. She refused to give her name. She refused to say where she had come from.


She was taken to a hospital and treated. And then she waited there, in silence, for months.



 [image: A young woman in a 1920s Berlin hospital bed, face partly turned away, expression guarded, with two visitors in period clothing looking at her]
 
 The mystery woman in the Berlin hospital, 1920. She spoke several languages but would not give her name. She answered some questions and refused others. She was, by all accounts, a deeply unusual and difficult person to read.
 


Gradually — over many months — she began to hint at her identity. She spoke of a palace. She spoke of sisters. She spoke of a night in a basement, a soldier who had helped her, a long journey across Europe in disguise. In 1921, she finally stated clearly what she had been implying: she was Anastasia Nikolaevna Romanova, youngest daughter of the Tsar of Russia.


The Russian exile community in Berlin — former nobles, officers, and wealthy families who had fled the revolution — was immediately divided. Some called her an obvious fraud. Others were not so sure.


A man named Gleb Botkin came to visit her. He was the son of the Romanov family's personal doctor — a man who had been killed alongside the family in 1918. Gleb had grown up playing with the Romanov children. He walked into the hospital room, looked at the woman in the bed, and said he recognised her immediately.


"I know who you are," he told her. "You are Anastasia."



 Case File Extra

 The woman who claimed to be Anastasia — who came to be known as Anna Anderson — fought in German courts for legal recognition for thirty-two years. Her case ran from 1938 to 1970, making it one of the longest civil cases in German legal history. The courts ultimately ruled against her — but were never able to definitively prove she was lying. The judges concluded her claim was "not proven." In German law, that is not the same as "proven false."




The reasons people found her convincing were specific and hard to dismiss. She knew the layout of the Alexander Palace with unusual accuracy. She knew which window a young Anastasia had climbed out of as a child. She knew the private nickname the Empress had used for one of her daughters. She knew details about Alexei's medical condition that had been kept out of the press.


But there were also people who had known the real Anastasia closely who were certain she was an impostor. Princess Olga Alexandrovna — Tsar Nicholas's own sister, Anastasia's aunt — visited her in 1925. At first, she felt something she couldn't immediately explain. But after two days, she left convinced the woman was not her niece. "I cannot explain how she knows what she knows," she wrote afterward. "But she is not Anastasia."



 Detective Challenge

 Some people who knew the Romanov family personally — like Gleb Botkin — were completely convinced Anna Anderson was Anastasia. Others who knew the family equally well — like Princess Olga — were equally convinced she was not. Both groups spent time with her. How is it possible that two intelligent people can look at the same woman and reach completely opposite conclusions?




The disagreement split the Russian exile community for decades. Gleb Botkin dedicated much of his life to fighting for her recognition. Former palace staff gave contradictory testimonies. And Anna Anderson herself — stubborn, proud, and deeply difficult to pin down — gave nothing away. She refused to perform for doubters. She refused to answer questions she claimed she had already answered.


She died in 1984, still fighting her claim.


It seemed the mystery might die with her. But scientists had been developing a tool she could not refuse — and unlike human memory, it could not be argued with.

 

Chapter 7
 The Test That Changed Everything

 In the 1990s, a new scientific technique could answer questions that no human witness ever could. What did it find — and did it finally solve the mystery?

 [image: A scientist in a white lab coat holds a small glass tube up to a light source in a clean laboratory, scientific equipment visible in the background]DNA analysis in the early 1990s was painstaking, slow work — each sample took weeks to process carefully.
 In 1993, a British scientist named Dr. Peter Gill received a carefully packaged set of bone samples in his laboratory at the Home Office Forensic Science Service in England. The samples had come from the grave excavated outside Yekaterinburg two years earlier. His task was to use DNA analysis to confirm whose bones they were.


He needed DNA from a living relative of the Romanov family. The person who volunteered was Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh — husband of Queen Elizabeth II — who was a grandnephew of Empress Alexandra. Through the female line, they shared a type of DNA called mitochondrial DNA.



 Word Unlock

 Mitochondrial DNA
 Most of your DNA is a mixture of both your parents'. But a special type — mitochondrial DNA — is passed only from your mother to all her children, completely unchanged. They pass it to their children, who pass it to theirs, and so on down the generations. This makes it perfect for tracing family connections through the female line. Even very distant relatives will have identical mitochondrial DNA if they share a common female ancestor. Empress Alexandra and Prince Philip shared a common female ancestor — Queen Victoria — which made the comparison possible more than seventy years after Alexandra's death.




The results confirmed five of the seven Romanovs. Nicholas, Alexandra, and three of the four daughters were present in the grave. But two were missing: Alexei and one daughter — likely Anastasia or Maria. Scientists could not determine which daughter from the available evidence.



 [image: A scientist in a white lab coat holds a small glass tube up to a light source in a clean laboratory, scientific equipment visible in the background]
 
 DNA analysis in the early 1990s was painstaking, slow work — each sample took weeks to process carefully. The techniques developed during the Romanov case later became standard tools in criminal investigations across the world.
 


Anna Anderson had died nine years earlier. But she had not left the story entirely.


In 1979 — five years before her death — she had undergone surgery at a hospital in the United States. A small piece of tissue had been removed during the operation and preserved in the hospital's medical archive. In 1994, that tissue sample was retrieved and tested for DNA.


The result was unambiguous.


The tissue did not match the Romanov family's DNA at all. But it did match another sample: DNA from living relatives of a Polish family named Schanzkowski. Their family records showed that a woman named Franziska Schanzkowska — a factory worker from Poland — had been employed at a munitions plant in Berlin, suffered an accident there in 1916, and then disappeared from the city in early 1920.


Anna Anderson was Franziska Schanzkowska.



 Detective Challenge

 DNA testing was developed in the mid-1980s. By 1993 it was precise enough to identify the Romanov remains. But the grave was discovered in 1979 — and Anna Anderson was still alive and still fighting her claim. Why do you think scientists waited until after her death to conduct these tests? And if DNA testing had existed in 1920, how might the story have been different?




But the question of the two missing remains was still open. In 2007, a team of Russian amateur archaeologists working near Yekaterinburg discovered a second burial site in a forest clearing — about seventy metres from the first grave. They found two more sets of remains, fragmented and charred, as though someone had tried to destroy them more thoroughly than the others. The individuals were consistent in age with someone around thirteen and someone between seventeen and nineteen years old at the time of death.


In 2009, an international team of scientists completed DNA analysis of the second burial site. The results were definitive: the remains belonged to Alexei Romanov and his sister Maria.


All seven members of the Romanov family had now been accounted for.


And crucially: Anastasia had been in the first grave all along. She had been among the three daughters confirmed by DNA in 1993. The two originally missing had been Alexei and Maria — not Alexei and Anastasia, as scientists had initially assumed.


Anastasia Romanova died in the basement of the Ipatiev House on July 17, 1918.


The case was closed. But one uncomfortable question remained.

 

Chapter 8
 What We Know Now

 The DNA results have been confirmed by multiple labs in multiple countries. What do they tell us — and what does the story of Anna Anderson still leave unexplained?

 [image: The ornate baroque exterior of the Peter and Paul Cathedral in St. Petersburg with a golden spire, a solemn ceremony taking place outside]The Peter and Paul Cathedral in St. Petersburg — where the Romanov family was finally laid to rest in 1998.
 The science is settled.


All seven members of the Romanov family — Nicholas II, Alexandra, Olga, Tatiana, Maria, Anastasia, and Alexei — died in the basement of the Ipatiev House on July 17, 1918. Their remains were identified using DNA analysis confirmed independently by multiple laboratories in England, Russia, and the United States. No serious scientific challenge to this conclusion has ever been made.


In 1998 — eighty years after the events in that basement — the identified Romanov remains were reburied with a full state ceremony at the Peter and Paul Cathedral in St. Petersburg, the traditional burial place of Russian tsars. Russia's president, Boris Yeltsin, attended. "We have no right to lie to ourselves," he said in his speech. "To pretend this didn't happen."



 [image: The ornate baroque exterior of the Peter and Paul Cathedral in St. Petersburg with a golden spire, a solemn ceremony taking place outside]
 
 The Peter and Paul Cathedral in St. Petersburg — where Russian tsars have been buried for three centuries. In 1998, the Romanov family was finally laid to rest here, eighty years after their deaths.
 


Anna Anderson — confirmed by DNA as Franziska Schanzkowska — had died fourteen years before the 1993 results. Her supporters were devastated. Her long-time doubters were unsurprised. But both groups faced the same stubborn question: if she was a Polish factory worker, how did she know what she knew?


Historians who studied the case in detail found partial answers. The Romanov family had been exhaustively documented in books, magazines, and newspaper features published throughout the 1920s and 1930s. A great deal of what seemed like secret private knowledge had in fact been publicly available for years — to anyone who read widely and had an excellent memory.


There was also a subtler point about how memories work. When Gleb Botkin visited Anna Anderson in the hospital and said "You are Anastasia," he did not just confirm an identity — he gave her information. In later conversations, things he had described in that first visit came back as "her own memories." He was not deliberately coaching her. But memory, even for intelligent people, is genuinely unreliable in this way. People absorb what they are told and later cannot always distinguish what they remembered from what they were told.



 Detective Challenge

 Historians found that most of the "private" details Anna Anderson knew had actually been published somewhere — in memoirs, newspaper interviews, or books by former palace staff. But some details are still harder to explain. If you were building a complete case about who Anna Anderson was and how she knew what she knew, what kinds of additional evidence would you want to find?




There were also things she got wrong — details about the real Anastasia that she confused, misremembered, or could not answer at all. Her supporters had always explained these away. Her doubters had always pointed to them. The DNA simply settled the argument in a language that neither side could dispute.



 Case File Extra

 The real Anastasia spoke fluent Russian, French, and some English, but struggled with German. Anna Anderson, when she first appeared in Berlin in 1920, spoke no Russian whatsoever. Her supporters attributed this to the trauma of what she claimed to have experienced. But Franziska Schanzkowska — the Polish factory worker — had grown up speaking German as her working language. The language Anna Anderson was most comfortable in was precisely the one the real Anastasia found most difficult.





 The Case So Far

 
 	The Romanov family was executed on July 17, 1918, and secretly buried outside Yekaterinburg.

 	The Bolsheviks did not confirm the deaths of the children for years, allowing rumours to spread.

 	In 1920, Anna Anderson appeared in Berlin claiming to be Anastasia, and maintained this claim until her death in 1984.

 	DNA testing of the 1991 grave confirmed five of seven Romanov family members. Two were initially missing.

 	In 1994, Anna Anderson's DNA was tested and confirmed she was Franziska Schanzkowska — not Anastasia.

 	In 2007, a second burial site was found near Yekaterinburg with two more sets of remains.

 	In 2009, DNA analysis confirmed these remains were Alexei and Maria. All seven Romanovs were accounted for.

 	Anastasia died in 1918. She did not survive.

 

 Now it's your turn. The DNA is settled — but some questions remain open.



 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything the scientists and historians know — what do you think really happened? And what does this case teach us about evidence?

 [image: A watercolour portrait of a teenage girl in early twentieth century dress, with a lively and slightly mischievous expression]Anastasia Romanova — the youngest daughter of Russia’s last tsar. She has been remembered and argued over for more than a century.
 You have read the DNA results. You have read what Anna Anderson said and what she refused to say over sixty-four years. You know what Gleb Botkin believed and what Princess Olga believed. You know how the rumours started — and why they lasted so long.


Now it is your turn.
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 Anastasia Romanova — the youngest daughter of Russia's last tsar. She was seventeen years old in 1918. She loved pranks, letters, and her little brother Alexei. She has been remembered and argued over for more than a century.
 


The central question — did Anastasia survive? — has been answered by the science. She did not. All seven Romanov family members died in July 1918, and all seven sets of remains have been identified by DNA analysis confirmed by multiple independent laboratories. The science on this is as solid as science gets.


But the Anna Anderson puzzle is harder to close.



 Detective Challenge

 Anna Anderson knew specific details about the Romanov family that investigators struggled to explain — including the layout of palace rooms, private nicknames, and medical information kept out of the press. DNA confirms she was not Anastasia. So if she was Franziska Schanzkowska — a factory worker from Poland — where do you think she got this knowledge? Think of at least two possible explanations before reading on.




Here is what detectives and historians have concluded after decades of research.


First: the amount of publicly available information about the Romanov family was enormous. Books, memoir accounts, newspaper interviews, and magazine features had been published throughout the 1920s and 1930s by former palace staff, relatives, and journalists. Someone who read obsessively and had an exceptional memory could have absorbed a great deal of what seemed like secret knowledge.


Second: supporters gave her information without realising it. When Gleb Botkin visited the hospital and said "I know who you are," he also talked at length about his memories of Anastasia. Things he described in those early visits came back later as "Anna Anderson's memories." This is not deliberate coaching — it is simply how human memory works. We absorb what people tell us and later cannot always separate memory from information.


Third: Anna Anderson was extraordinarily careful about the limits of her claim. She refused to answer questions she did not know the answers to, always citing trauma, headaches, or exhaustion. She never over-reached. A careful deceiver — or someone who understood the genuine limits of her belief — would behave in exactly this way.


What This Case Teaches Us


The story of the Lost Princess is, in the end, a story about evidence — and about what happens when we want something to be true.


Thousands of intelligent, educated people believed Anna Anderson for decades. They were not foolish. They were responding to something deeply human: when a story is possible, when the person telling it seems to be in pain, and when proving them wrong is genuinely difficult, we tend to give them the benefit of the doubt. We believe because believing costs less, emotionally, than not believing.


DNA testing does not respond to that instinct. It reports only what is chemically present. That is what makes it powerful — and what made it, in the end, the only kind of evidence that could settle a mystery that human judgment alone could not resolve.


Anastasia did not survive. The science is certain.


But the question of why Anna Anderson convinced so many people — and whether she herself truly believed her own story — may never be fully answered.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. Now it's your turn.

 DNA proved that Anastasia died in 1918. But Anna Anderson kept thousands of intelligent people convinced for sixty-four years. Was she a deliberate and brilliant fraud — or is it possible she genuinely came to believe her own story?



 

About This Book

 The Lost Princess is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history’s greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •
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