
47th Annual Report, ©2020 British Historical Society of Portugal                        93 

 

Another Orléans Princess: 

Hélène de France, Duchess of Aosta 

By Edward W. Hanson 

At first glance, it might seem odd that an article is published in the Society’s 

Annual Report about a French princess, born in exile in England, who later 

married into the Italian royal family. However, this particular princess was a 

sister of Rainha D. Amélia, the last Portuguese queen before the Revolution, 

and she visited both Portugal and her colonies in Africa on more than one 

occasion. This article explores some of those links within the broader context 

of Princess Hélène’s life. 

 

Princess Amélie (left) and Princess Hélène (right) with their brother Philippe 
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The Orléans branch of the Bourbon dynasty had a chequered past.  

It was descended from Philippe, duc d’Orléans, the ambitious brother 

of King Louis XIV, who was seen as an intriguer at court. This 

reputation was certainly repeated in a later duke, also named Philippe, 

who became a proponent of the French Revolution, adopted the nom de 

guerre of “Philippe Egalité”, and was among those who voted for the 

execution of his cousin King Louis XVI. Despite his support of 

Republican France, Egalité was very much part of the old 

establishment, and as such he was sent to the guillotine himself in 1793.  

His three sons fled into exile. The eldest, Louis Philippe, who became 

the next duc d’Orléans, travelled to America, where he briefly gave 

French lessons in Boston, and eventually to England, where he settled 

in Twickenham, on the banks of the Thames, southwest of London.  

When the post-revolutionary fervour died down in France, the 

monarchy was restored in the person of Louis XVIII and eventually his 

brother Charles X. The restoration proved unsuccessful in the long 

term, and the monarchy was overthrown again. However, in a surprising 

move, it was replaced by yet another version of the monarchy. In 1830 

Louis Philippe was proclaimed as ‘King of the French’, a title in parallel 

with that of his son-in-law Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, who was 

likewise elected ‘King of the Belgians’.1   

Generally popular and supported by a brood of five living sons and 

three surviving daughters, the new king developed a close relationship 

with Queen Victoria, who made her first visit abroad to visit him at the 

Château d’Eu in Normandy.   

There were also a number of marriage alliances – unusual between 

Catholic and Protestant dynasties. Louis Philippe’s eldest son, the new 

duc d’Orléans, married Hélène of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, a cousin of 

Prince Albert; his oldest daughter Louise was the wife of King Leopold 

of the Belgians, Victoria’s uncle; and several of the younger children 

                                           
1 Similarly the Danish prince Wilhelm was elected ‘King of the Hellenes’ in 1863 and 

reigned in Greece until his assassination in 1913.  He was the grandfather of the Duke 

of Edinburgh. 
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also married cousins of the Coburgs. That dynasty from a small German 

duchy provided so many royal princes as husbands that it was 

sometimes derogatorily known as the ‘royal stud farm of Europe’.  One 

of these young men was Ferdinand – a first cousin to both Victoria and 

Albert – who married Queen Maria da Glória of Portugal and became 

the father of King Pedro V and King Luis. 

However, despite these many international connections, King 

Louis Philippe could not survive the wave of revolutionary movements 

which swept through Europe in 1848. Once again, the family found 

itself in exile, and once again it returned to England. The old king’s 

eldest son had been tragically killed in a carriage accident in France, 

and so his heir was now a grandson, Philippe, Comte de Paris.  

Although this young man spent most of his early life in England and 

was the son of a Protestant German princess, he was an ultra-chauvinist 

as regards France and an ultra-Catholic in religion. When it came time 

for the younger generation to marry, their status as a deposed dynasty 

with a long history of intrigue played against them on the royal marriage 

market. As a result, many of them married first cousins who were in 

similar circumstances. Philippe’s chosen bride – the Infanta Isabel of 

Spain – was the daughter of his uncle, Antoine, duc de Montpensier, 

and the Infanta Luisa Fernanda of Spain, a sister of Queen Isabel II.  

Isabel was only fifteen years old when she married Philippe in the 

Church of St Raphael in Kingston-upon-Thames.   

Their marital home was at York House in Twickenham, and their 

first three children were born there – Amélie in 1865, Philippe (destined 

to become yet another duc d’Orléans) in 1869, and Hélène in 1871.  

That year was a turbulent one for France, which saw defeat in the 

Franco-Prussian war, the downfall of Emperor Napoléon III (who 

likewise fled to England), the siege of Paris, and the bloody civil war 

known as La Commune.  Among the few to benefit from the chaos were 

the members of the Orleans family who were now allowed to return to 

France and indeed had their old estates restored to them. The 

destruction wreaked upon Paris and the subsequent famine saw the zoo 
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emptied and pets disappear as all sorts of animals went into the cooking 

pot.  It is said that the only supply that never ran low during that time 

was the red wine. Little Princess Amélie would later say that her first 

memory from Paris was seeing the burned-out ruins of the Tuileries 

Palace. 

During the following fifteen years, the Comte and Comtesse de 

Paris were content to live a life of seasonal migrations between the 

Château d’Eu in Normandy, an apartment in Paris, a villa at Cannes, 

and regular stays with the Comtesse’s parents in Andalusia.  During this 

time they welcomed more children into the family – two small sons who 

both died as children, two more daughters – Isabelle (who would marry 

another cousin, Jean, duc de Guise, who would eventually become head 

of the family) and Louise (whose grandson became King Juan Carlos 

of Spain), and the youngest, another son, Ferdinand, duc de 

Montpensier. The Comte de Paris was happy in his marriage and his 

role as pater familias, and perhaps less at ease in politics than in a 

scholarly life. Among other achievements, he wrote a multi-volume 

history of the American Civil War, in which he had briefly served with 

the Union forces along with his brother, uncle and a cousin. The 

Comtesse cut a very different figure as one who particularly loved the 

life of the hunt. One French nobleman was astounded by ‘her 

appearance, when one sees her dressed almost like a man, smoking 

constantly, drinking glasses of brandy like an officer of the hussars, 

using expressions which are out of place in the mouth of a woman, 

leaving for the hunt wearing swamp boots and a rifle slung over her 

shoulder’. Despite – or perhaps because of – their differences, Philippe 

and Isabel remained a completely devoted couple throughout their 

marriage.  However, his position as head of the family was paramount, 

and so it was a particular pleasure when their oldest daughter caught the 

eye of Carlos, Crown Prince of Portugal.  

 Their engagement was the occasion for rejoicing among France's 

royalists, a recognition of the family’s standing as equal to a reigning 

dynasty, a marriage with a future monarch. In fact, there was perhaps 
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too much rejoicing. The Comte and Comtesse de Paris held a great 

farewell reception for Amélie on 16 May 1886 at the Rue de Varennes 

mansion in Paris of the Duchesse de Galliera.2 Some three thousand 

attended, but unfortunately the exuberant display of interest in the 

Orléans family caused so much concern for the republican government 

that within a few days the cabinet met to discuss expelling the Orléans 

princes from France once again.   

However, in the meantime the Orléans family went to Lisbon to 

celebrate the wedding. Among the special guests was a family friend 

and distant cousin, twenty-year-old Prince George of Wales, then 

serving in the Royal Navy.  For the wedding itself at the Church of São 

Domingos, the bride’s sister Hélène wore a pink gown trimmed with 

pearls and adorned with the pink-and-white Portuguese Order of 

Isabella, while Prince George of Wales was able to wear the uniform of 

a commodore of the British navy along with the red cordon of the Order 

of Christ.  However, the French princes had to content themselves with 

civilian clothes, dressed up with various orders. The young duc 

d'Orléans wore the family order of the Immaculate Conception of Vila 

Vicosa, and the chest of the Count of Paris was covered with the red 

and green cordon of three Portuguese orders. 

The day after the wedding there was a grand reception at Belém 

Palace with the newlyweds greeting between four and five thousand 

people, followed by a gala performance at the opera. Finally, on the 

Monday there was a chance to relax, and Prince George recorded in his 

diary that they went to Sintra and then George, Hélène and her brother 

Philippe rode up to Pena on donkeys and enjoyed ‘a capital gallop’. In 

the following days there were more official receptions, a grand ball, 

fireworks over the city, and a bull fight staged for the visitors. Buoyed 

by all the celebrations surrounding the fact that their eldest daughter 

had married into a reigning dynasty and indeed could expect to become 

queen, the Comte and Comtesse could not have anticipated the next 

                                           
2 Now the home of the French prime minister. 
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twist that fate would deal them. However, throughout their stay in 

Lisbon, the Orléans family had received reports of concerns over the 

exuberance of the recent royalist demonstrations in Paris surrounding 

Amélie’s wedding. These republican concerns quickly coalesced and 

resulted in a new Law of Exile which forbade the presence in France or 

any of its colonies of the heads of all former ruling families and their 

direct heirs.3 Although the decree did not affect the women in the 

family, they all soon left again for exile in the welcoming land of 

England. 

Hélène, as the eldest daughter still at home, now took on an 

increased role in the family. Her parents took her to Osborne House to 

visit Queen Victoria who noted in her journal that Hélène ‘looked so 

pretty in white’ and that she was ‘a very sweet, charming girl. She 

speaks English perfectly’. Only a few days later, Hélène accompanied 

her mother to Boulogne as they travelled through France en route for 

Spain and eventually on to Portugal where her sister Amélie was 

expecting her first child. The Comte – because of the Law of Exile – 

was not able to make that part of the journey and went to Portugal by 

sea. On 21 March 1887, Amélie gave birth to a son, named Luís Filipe 

and given the title of Prince of Beira. His christening took place in the 

Ajuda chapel on April 14th with the Patriarch of the Indies officiating. 

With troops lining the streets, the Orléans family went in procession 

from the Central Hotel through the streets in Court carriages. Inside the 

chapel the new father, the Duke of Braganza, the grandparents, the King 

and Queen of Portugal and the Comte and Comtesse de Paris, the 

infant’s great-grandparents the Duke and Duchesse of Montpensier, 

plus the duc d’Orléans and Princess Hélène, joined the diplomatic corps 

to witness the ceremony. 

When they returned to London, the Social Season – which ran from 

April until the beginning of grouse hunting in August – was underway, 

and less than a year into their exile, the Orléans family was already fully 

                                           
3 The law of exile was not abrogated until 24 June 1950. 



47th Annual Report, ©2020 British Historical Society of Portugal                        99 

 

integrated into that society. They became a regular part of the 

Marlborough Set, the friends of the socially active Prince and Princess 

of Wales.  During the Season, they lived at Sheen House in Surrey, then 

for the hunting season went to Scotland staying at Loch Kennard Lodge 

near Balmoral, and afterwards spent the winter with relatives in Spain 

and Portugal.  It was after celebrating Christmas 1888 in Andalusia with 

the extended family that Amélie and Carlos came from Portugal to visit 

the Duc and Duchesse de Montpensier at Villamanrique. When they 

returned to Lisbon they took Hélène with them. She stayed with them 

there until the end of April and returned to London the same day that 

their brother Philippe returned from his tour of duty with the British 

Army in India.   

  

Hunting at Loch Kennard Lodge, Scotland, 1887 

Comte and Comtesse de Paris (left); Carlos and Amélie of Portugal (right) 

The main reason that Hélène was staying in Portugal was because 

of her health. Amélie wrote to her father of anaemia and rheumatic 

pains, which had weakened and undermined Hélène’s physical 

condition, but that she was making good progress. It was felt that the 
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air at Belém would benefit her. Hélène, for her part, was enjoying her 

time in Portugal and found it ‘very consoling and very touching’ to see 

how much the royal family was loved in Portugal. She was impressed 

to hear Carlos and Amélie acclaimed by the crowds, and also to find 

herself receiving her share of ‘vivats’ along with repeated cries of ‘Vive 

le Comte de Paris.’ 

Once back in England, through the connection with the Wales 

family, Hélène got to know and eventually fall in love with their elder 

son ‘Eddy’, Prince Albert Victor, and he with her. Rumours about this 

relationship began to surface in May 1890, while privately a ring was 

given, and an unofficial engagement began. However, from the 

beginning there were serious problems with the relationship between 

the eventual heir to the British throne and a Catholic princess – most 

notably the difference of religion, but also the opinion of the French 

republic about a possible royal connection with London. At first, Queen 

Victoria opposed the match for these reasons, but she was won over by 

the young people, and their suit was overtly encouraged by his mother, 

Princess Alexandra, and covertly by her mother, the Comtesse de Paris. 

Oddly enough, at first even Hélène’s father was pushing for the match 

although that was when he assumed she could maintain her religion and 

become the first Catholic queen of England since the Stuarts. However, 

the 1701 Act of Settlement forbade anyone in line to the British throne 

from marrying a Catholic, and when Hélène in a moment of weakness 

offered to convert to the Anglican faith her father absolutely forbade 

the match. Even a hasty and tearful visit that Hélène made to Pope Leo 

XIII in hopes for a dispensation to allow their children to be raised as 

Anglicans failed to progress the matter. 

Finally in the spring of 1891, after nearly a year of what one 

politician called ‘This Royal Idyll’, Hélène was again sent to her sister 

in Portugal. Accepting the futility of the situation Hélène wrote to break 

off the relationship. She remained in Portugal until early July. 
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Prince Eddy and Princess Hélène 

In December of the same year Eddy was engaged to his suitably 

British-born Anglican cousin, Princess Mary of Teck. The timing was 

in one sense fortunate, as the Paris family had already arranged to go to 

Portugal for Christmas, leaving on December 16th 1891.  However, only 

six weeks later Eddy died during the influenza pandemic of that year, 

calling out Hélène’s name in his final delirium. Before the funeral, 

Eddy’s mother and sisters secretly placed around his neck, a St 

George’s medal which Hélène had given him with her picture on the 

other side. For years afterwards there lay a wreath of immortelles on his 

tomb with the single word 'HÉLÈNE'.  For the rest of her life, Hélène 

remained firmly attached to the British royal family. Queen Victoria 

asked Hélène to call her ‘Grandmama’, and the Princess of Wales 

would always be ‘Aunt Motherdear’. 

Hélène’s health now suffered again, and Amélie wrote suggesting 

another long stay in Portugal. King Carlos himself wrote to his father-

in-law that it would be a great pleasure to have Hélène with them and 
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that he was sure that it would do her a great deal of good to spend some 

time with them. However, when it was suggested that Philippe should 

join her, Carlos made it clear that his visit must be a short one. ‘And 

this is for many reasons; you know very well that, unfortunately, during 

his stay at Cascais, his “allures” and his manner of being and of 

speaking produced a very bad effect (pardon my habitual frankness).’ 

Both Hélène’s physical health and emotional state were a great 

concern to the family. Her brother-in-law King Carlos took charge and 

admitted that he loved Hélène as if she were his own daughter and that 

the affection was reciprocated and that she ‘obeys me absolutely in 

everything (a rare thing).’  In March, Amélie wrote that ‘Hélène is truly 

better emotionally, and I believe physically, even though she coughs 

easily after an effort like climbing stairs too quickly. She has decided 

to return to riding horseback and finds it good.’ Apparently, it was only 

on Amélie’s insistence that Hélène took to the saddle again as Hélène 

wrote to her parents that ‘Amélie forced me to go out on horseback 

yesterday, which seemed very funny to me, to find myself on the back 

of a horse, and in starting I felt very ill at ease – this morning I am doing 

much better.’ Over the coming weeks, Hélène’s equestrian talents 

returned, and she spoke of riding a great deal in her letters to her father.   

 

Hélène at Belém, Portugal, 1892 



47th Annual Report, ©2020 British Historical Society of Portugal                        103 

 

Meanwhile, her brother 

Philippe had his own problems, 

having just been named as co-

respondent in a divorce suit 

brought by the husband of the 

singer Nellie Melba. As an 

escape, Philippe and Hélène 

extended their horizons with a 

trip which took them to Egypt 

and Palestine, and memories of 

that trip in 1892 became the 

foundation of Hélène’s 

fascination with travel which 

sustained her for many years.  

While in Egypt, they met Ernst Günther, Duke of Schleswig-Holstein 

and brother of the German Empress, and travelled with him to 

Jerusalem. By the time Hélène and her brother returned to Spain, Ernst 

Gunther decided that he wanted to marry Hélène. Hélène’s thoughts on 

the matter are not recorded, but it is highly unlikely that she would have 

considered someone Queen Victoria referred to as ‘odious Günther’.  

Nonetheless, Ernst Günther persisted, his sister wept in Berlin about the 

possibility of having a Catholic in the family, his brother-in-law the 

Kaiser fumed, and German politicians rejected the possibility, 

dismissing the Duke as ‘like a rutting stag in spring. Perhaps even 

stupider’.  A potential engagement came to naught. 

Back in England, the family had in 1890 moved to the palatial 

Stowe House4, which they rented from the Duke of Buckingham, but 

before long the Comte de Paris died of stomach cancer aged just fifty-

six.  Hélène had been particularly close to her father and took his death 

very hard, but even while the family was still in mourning various 

people began to look for a husband for her. The Empress of Russia 

wondered if her son Nicholas might be interested, but that was probably 

                                           
4 Now Stowe School, an independent boarding school. 

Hélène in Egypt, 1892 
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just a reflection of her sister’s high esteem for Hélène and, in any event, 

Nicholas was already in love with Princess Alix of Hesse, who he would 

eventually marry. Philippe d’Orléans pushed for a match with the 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir apparent to the throne of Austria-

Hungary. Hélène, who was a striking beauty, went to meet the family 

in Vienna, and Franz Ferdinand did not say ‘no’ but asked to put off a 

decision.  He had already met his future bride, Countess Sophie Chotek, 

and never really considered anyone else. Then, another suitor appeared.  

Emanuele Filiberto, the Duke of Aosta, was a nephew of the King of 

Italy and second in line to that throne. Since Victor Emmanuel, the 

king’s son, was physically deformed (standing just over five feet tall) 

and it was questionable as to whether he would ever father children, 

‘Manolo’ looked like he might eventually become king himself. He 

certainly looked more like a king and a general, as he eventually 

became, than did his cousin, and Queen Victoria, who always had an 

eye for a handsome man, declared him ‘pleasing and good looking’.  

Through the efforts of Hélène’s godfather, the duc d’Aumale, the 

engagement was arranged, and on 25th June 1895 they were married at 

the Church of St Raphael in Kingston-upon-Thames, the same church 

where Hélène’s parents were wed. Nearly the entire British royal family 

was at the celebrations, along with the French and Italian relatives. 

 

The engaged couple at Stowe House, Buckinghamshire, 1895 
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Thus, the next stage of Hélène’s life took her to northern Italy, as 

the wife of a prince who was also a working army officer. Their first 

home was at La Mandria, not far from Turin. However, the first years 

together did not go smoothly. Hélène’s insistence on being known as 

‘Hélène de France’ rather than adopting the Italian ‘Elena’ rubbed 

politicians the wrong way as did her ‘ultra Catholicism’, which ran 

counter to the Savoy dynasty’s antipathy toward the church in general 

and in particular the pope, who was a virtual prisoner in the Vatican 

following the annexation of the Papal States by the new Italian 

government. Personal problems also arose – perhaps due to the lack of 

an early pregnancy – and resulted in talk about the possibility of a 

divorce. However, the eventual arrival of two sons in quick succession 

– Amedeo in 1898 and Aimone in 1900 – put a temporary stop to such 

worrying concerns. The little princes were known in the family as 

‘Bouby’ (from his Alsatian nurse calling him ‘Bübchen’ – little boy) 

and ‘Bob’. 

  

Hélène and Emanuele Filiberto with Amedeo (left) and Aimone (right), 

in 1901 and Hélène with her sons in 1904 



106                       47th Annual Report,  ©2020 British Historical Society of Portugal                  

 

The cold and damp climate in the north proved difficult for 

Hélène’s health, which suffered badly, and in late 1904 she nearly died 

from a combination of bronchitis, pneumonia and pleurisy. The next 

spring Emanuele Filiberto was promoted to become the Commander of 

the Army Corps at Naples, and the family moved to the Capodimonte 

Palace, where it was hoped that the milder climate would benefit 

Hélène’s health. The Campagna region would remain her home for the 

rest of her life. In the meantime, King Umberto had been assassinated 

by an anarchist, and his son rather reluctantly took the throne as Victor 

Emmanuel III. The new king had married the robust Princess Elena of 

Montenegro who, after the birth of two daughters, provided him with a 

son and heir in 1904. As a result, the Aosta branch of the House of 

Savoy was no longer in direct line to the throne. 

 

Hélène with the British Royal Family at Mar Lodge, Scotland, 1906 

New fractures reappeared in Hélène’s marriage when newspapers 

began publishing rumours of multiple liaisons that Emanuele Filiberto 

was having with women in Naples – including many titled ladies. 

Separation and even divorce were again possibilities, but this time a 

different solution arose. Hélène began to travel.  Beginning in 1907, for 

several years she was away from Europe more often than not – six 

months in 1907/8, ten months in 1909/10, and eight months in 1910/11. 
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Her travelling companion was a young Englishwoman, Susan Hicks 

Beach, daughter of a former Chancellor of the Exchequer and the model 

for ‘Britannia’ on British coins. Hélène and Susan were guided on these 

trips by the Marchese Maurizio Piscicelli, who acted as expedition 

leader, guide, and friend. Together with hundreds of native porters and 

servants, they explored Africa from Egypt, through East Africa, into the 

Congo, and as far as the Cape of Good Hope. They became big-game 

hunters, explorers, photographers, collectors of botanical specimens, 

and travel writers, with Hélène developing a series of articles for 

Harper’s Weekly plus various French publications and eventually 

publishing three major travel books. Although the government 

originally publicly announced that the trips would be in the dry of the 

northern deserts for the benefit of Hélène’s health, the expeditions into 

the humid jungles of central Africa seem to have had the same benefit. 

However, the biggest factors in these journeys were undoubtedly escape 

from an unhappy marriage and especially from the boredom she found 

in court life. ‘It’s to Africa that one must go to breathe, to dream and to 

stretch out the hours with an infinity of sensations’, she wrote. 

 

Hélène hunting in Africa, 1909 
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 It was during this first trip, when travelling through East Africa, 

that Hélène received a packet full of condolence letters, which spoke of 

mourning, of sudden death in Portugal, but which gave no details, and 

she was left to helplessly worry about who had been killed and feared 

for her sister Amélie. A messenger was sent to Koba, the nearest place 

from where a telegram could be sent.  Finally, when they reached the 

village of Buti-Aba in Uganda, where there was a telegraph office, 

various dispatches awaited Hélène. The worst news came from 

Portugal. As Hélène wrote in her journal: ‘Carlos and Luiz 

assassinated!... this frightful tragedy made me shudder … It seems that 

I would go mad if I had to cowardly watch my husband and my son 

killed in front of my own eyes … Poor Amélie! God help her! One son 

remains, a great task to accomplish; her moral strength and Providence 

will sustain her’.   

After a brief return to Europe, by December 1909 Hélène and her 

party returned to Africa and were in Mozambique again, where the local 

Portuguese administrator introduced her as ‘the “little mother” (aunt) 

of the king of all the white and all the black men of the country.’ All the 

chiefs were brought forward to caress the hem of her skirt with their 

palms, and one even rubbed her foot, after which dancing ensued.  

Hélène assumed these were ancient and traditional festivities, however 

Winston Churchill who was travelling in Africa about the same time 

recognised them as an enticement for the growing number of tourists. 

Hélène was at Port Said in Egypt at the beginning of yet another 

extended journey when she learned of the 1910 revolution in Portugal 

which deposed her nephew Manuel from the throne and drove the 

family into exile. The news was incomplete and contradictory – 

Manuel, a prisoner having been bombed at the Necessidades Palace, or 

safely at Mafra, Amélie at Gibraltar. ‘Poor Amélie, she continues to 

climb her Calvary!’ She wrote to their brother Philippe about ‘how 

painful it is to see our own augment the painful list of those princes out 

of employment. Poor Grande [Amélie] who has already had so much 

pain in her life – and for Manuel, such a sad future’. 
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Hélène travelling in Africa, 1910 
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Hélène with some of her hunting trophies 

Nonetheless, royal responsibility 

back in Europe also remained a 

calling for Hélène, and she became 

devoted to her charity work in 

Naples and nationally whenever 

there was a crisis – whether it be an 

epidemic or an earthquake or a 

volcano as would happen in Naples 

from time to time with Vesuvius.  

Although she seldom accompanied 

Emanuele Filiberto when he 

officially represented Italy abroad, 

she was delighted to join him for the 

Coronation of King George and 

Queen Mary in London. She later 

wrote to a friend to tell her how Hélène in her royal finery 
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important the visit to ‘my dear native land’ had been for her. ‘You 

cannot imagine how happy I was to go to the Coronation and to be again 

in the place where I spent the most beautiful years of my life.... [and] to 

find old acquaintances unchanged in spirit ... or in body.’ 

Later that same year, when war broke out between Italy and the 

Ottoman Empire in 1911 over disputed territory in what is now Libya, 

Hélène decided to formally train as a nurse at the Gesù e Maria Hospital 

in Naples, and she then set out with a Red Cross contingent aboard the 

hospital ship Memfi. Throughout the course of the war, she regularly 

made the trip between North Africa and Italy, shuttling wounded 

soldiers back home and caring for their injuries and illnesses aboard. 

 

Hélène as a Red Cross nurse aboard the hospital ship Memfi, 1911 

After the war Hélène, Susan and Piscicelli – along with Pedro, a 

Zulu boy servant Hélène had acquired during one of her trips – made a 

round-the-world trip visiting India and Ceylon, Siam and Cambodia, 

Australia and New Zealand, as well as the United States and Panama, 
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before returning to Europe in the fateful month of June 1914. Within 

days of her return, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand (who was once a 

potential suitor) was assassinated at Sarajevo, and over the course of 

the summer Europe moved towards war. Although Italy did not 

formally enter the war until 1915, preparations were ongoing. Once war 

was declared, Emanuele Filiberto became head of the Third Army, and 

their sons both became serving members of the armed forces – Amedeo 

in the infantry, and Aimone in the navy. The boys had done part of their 

schooling at St David’s College at Reigate in England, and then 

returned to Italy where Amedeo entered the Army academy, the 

Nunziatella, in Naples, while Aimone did his naval training at Livorno. 

  

Hélène with her sons at Capodimonte, 1914 (l), and later in the 1920s (r)  

Hélène, for her part, became the Inspector General of the Italian 

Red Cross Voluntary Nurses – which gave her the rank of major general 

in the Italian army – and spent much of the next three years actively 

involved in improving the care offered at military hospitals, and 

especially in developing the role of women nurses on the front lines. 

She was indefatigable in going from hospital to hospital, often helping 
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with operations, always making certain that supplies were available, 

and always praising the nurses when they were ‘calm and serene’.   

Her war diary – which was later 

published with an introduction by 

Benito Mussolini as a Red Cross fund 

raiser – reveals Hélène’s tireless 

activities in improving standards, 

caring for men and nurses alike. 

Because most of Italy’s warfare took 

place on its northern border with 

Austria, the front line was never far 

away, and the toll in human life was 

horrendous. Yet, as Hélène recorded, 

among the young soldiers even in their 

last agonies there was never a word of 

mutiny or even regret.  Instead, the last 

words that she almost always heard were ‘Mamma, Mamma.’  Hélène 

herself felt that ‘the war killed my soul.’ Among the many dead were 

her travelling companion Maurizio Piscicelli and her long-time lady-in-

waiting and Red Cross compatriot, Anna Torrigiani.   

 
Hélène visiting the British Red Cross, 1915 

Hélène as Inspector General 

of the Red Cross 
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The end of the war brought expanded national borders for Italy 

with extensive territorial gains in the north and along the Adriatic coast.  

The concept of a new Roman Empire, which had seen a start in the 

Libyan War in 1911, was now promoted by the ultra-nationalist poet-

soldier Gabriele d’Annunzio, who is sometimes seen as a forerunner of 

the Fascists. His firebrand activities in capturing the city of Fiume 

caused both national and international tensions, which were not 

improved by Hélène’s visit there in her capacity with the Red Cross.  

Although she and Emanuele Filiberto were now essentially living 

separate lives – she in Naples and he in Turin – they were united in their 

support of d’Annunzio’s odd brand of nationalism as they would be 

during Mussolini’s rise to power in the 1920s.  Such support was seen 

as patriotic in a time of economic turmoil and a good counterbalance to 

the way that they saw returning soldiers being treated after the war.  The 

politics of fascism were abetted by a weak king, and there were frequent 

rumours that Victor Emmanuel would be replaced as monarch by 

Emanuele Filiberto through a military coup, or that he would 

voluntarily abdicate from the throne which he had never really wanted. 

During these troubled times, Hélène continued her travels – most 

often to North Africa, including one epic journey across the Sahara, but 

also returning to central Africa with one particularly memorable trip 

accompanied by her son Amedeo in 1925. Together they travelled from 

the Indian Ocean to the White Nile. At one point in the trip Amedeo 

wanted to find out when new supplies would arrive, so he made the one 

hundred and twenty kilometer round-trip on foot to town in two days. 

As Hélène wrote in her journal: ‘You have to be twenty-six years old, 

be built like Hercules as my Bouby is, and still, still, to be well trained.’  

Then they made their way back through the mud and rain, Hélène 

‘skating’ on her rubber-soled boots with Amedeo’s fist through her 

leather belt keeping her upright. At the end of this trip Hélène totalled 

up that she had covered 17,158 kilometers – 9,963 by sea, 2,325 on 

rivers and lakes, 3,288 by railroad, and 1,582 on foot. 
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Amedeo among the Pygmy people, 1925 

During these absences, Queen Amélie, now exiled from Portugal, 

would often go to Italy for months at a time and be left in charge at 

Capodimonte while Hélène travelled. On one occasion, the much more 

devout Amélie noted in her diary the ‘belle surprise’ that Hélène had 

arranged a little oratory next to the dining room for her prayers.   

Other travels now included visits to their sister Isabelle, duchesse 

de Guise, who had settled with her family in Morocco. Their brother 

Philippe had inherited the bulk of the estate of their great-uncle, the duc 

d’Aumale, including vast Italian estates, which everyone incorrectly 

thought were destined for Hélène. Philippe was still exiled from France 

due to the Law of 1886, and, when he died in 1926, that prohibition 

extended to the new head of the House of France, Isabelle’s husband 

(and cousin) Jean, Duc de Guise, and that family relocated to Belgium. 

Hélène’s link with her favourite sister Isabelle was strengthened after 

their children married each other in 1928 when Anne de France wed 

Amedeo, Duca delle Puglie. Within a few years, they became the new 

Duke and Duchess of Aosta after Emanuele Filiberto’s death in 1931.   
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Hélène with her husband and sons 

In 1932 King Manuel died suddenly in England, at the age of forty-

two. Hélène herself was not well at this time, restricted to her chaise-

longue at Capodimonte and unable to attend the funeral. When she was 

able to travel, she went to England to embrace Amélie in her great 

distress, but when she took a car out to Fulwell Park Hélène discovered 

that Amélie had already left for France and so just met with Manuel’s 

widow, Augusta Victoria of Hohenzollern. In early September, Hélène 

returned to Italy aboard the S.S. Otranto, poignantly sailing right past 

Amélie’s old home at Pena. With a fellow passenger on that journey, 

Hélène reminisced about “so many friends who had disappeared over 

the years – Aunt Alix, Oliver Montague, the Marquis of Soveral, ‘mon 

pauvre Eddy,’ and so many others”. Later in the year Hélène and 
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Amélie were able to briefly meet in Marseilles.  Hélène wrote in her 

journal that ‘She seemed like Sadness itself walking!  Poor Mother, 

poor Wife, poor Queen!  Everything has been taken from her, ripped 

away, broken, destroyed!’ Despite the rain, they descended from the 

ship and went through the streets of Marseilles as Amélie recounted her 

sufferings and agonies. They lunched together in town, but when it was 

time for Hélène to re-board her ship, she tearfully watched her sister 

leaving in her car. 

 

Hélène with Mussolini 

 Hélène’s support of Mussolini and the Fascist cause was seen 

when she used the Fascist straight-armed salute in her regular public 

appearances. She also appeared in her Red Cross uniform alongside the 

Duce. Her sons both continued in their military careers, and in 1937 

Mussolini appointed Amedeo as Viceroy of the newly conquered 

territory of Ethiopia. In the meantime, Hélène had developed a new 

aspect to her personal life. She remarried.  
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 Although no official document has ever been found to certify the 

wedding, it is generally accepted that in October 1936, Hélène married 

Colonel Otto Campini, a former Meharisti (soldier of the North African 

Camel Corps), who was some twenty years her junior. Campini was 

from a Piedmontese military family. They had known each other for 

several years and had travelled together in Africa, which was well loved 

by both of them. Although he was often mistaken for her aide-de-camp 

and the marriage was never openly acknowledged, they remained 

devoted to each other for the rest of her life.  ‘Secret’ second marriages 

had often occurred in Hélène’s Spanish family as well as the Italian 

Savoys, so it was nothing new, and in this case it was a complete 

success.  

However, even in Campini’s company, the allure of hunting in 

Africa finally faded, and in 1939 after a poignant journal entry about 

the reaction of a male zebra to the killing of his mate, Hélène bade 

‘adieu’ to her camping tent which she had used on many trips, ‘adieu’ 

to the freedom, and ‘adieu’ to the virgin wilderness. This was also the 

last occasion that Hélène would ever leave Italy. 

A final trip to Africa with Otto Campini, 1939 
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 In July 1939, there was a great gathering of the royal families of 

Europe for the wedding of Hélène’s younger son, Aimone, and Princess 

Irene of Greece. Tall and still slender, gowned in gold lamé and wearing 

a sautoir of pearls and a black hat adorned with black ostrich feathers, 

Hélène greeted the guests on the steps of the cathedral in Florence at 

the service. Among the many family and friends attending was the Duke 

of Kent, nephew of her ‘Eddy’ from years gone by.   

War, however, was soon covering Europe again. Within months of 

Hélène acquiring a Greek daughter-in-law, Italy invaded Greece, 

although less successfully than when it had conquered Albania 

previously. War with the British in Ethiopia consumed Amedeo’s 

efforts as Viceroy there, and the invasion of Poland by Germany set the 

major powers against each other. After Italy entered the war, Hélène 

wrote that ‘the war has spread like oil on water’. 

   
 

 

Hélène and Amélie at 

Capodimonte, 1940 
Hélène dressed for a visit 

to the Pope, 1941 
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Hélène remained at Capodimonte during the war and regularly 

worked with various relief groups around the city despite the bombing 

of the port of Naples. The effects of the war were disastrous for all of 

Europe and the world, and also for Hélène personally. Her beloved son 

Amedeo had been forced to surrender to the British in Ethiopia, and 

then he was taken as a prisoner-of-war to Kenya where he died as the 

result of the recurrent tuberculosis that had plagued him since his youth. 

On the day of Amedeo’s surrender, his brother Aimone was named as 

the Nazis’ puppet king in Croatia, although he never set foot in his new 

kingdom. Towards the end of the war, when Mussolini was finally 

forced from office and Italy joined the Allied cause, Germany took 

revenge through a scorched-earth policy which laid waste to Naples, 

which had already been severely damaged by Allied bombing, and the 

Germans continued that policy of destruction as they moved northwards 

ahead of advancing Allied troops. They also took revenge on the royal 

family, imprisoning Princess Mafalda at Buchenwald where she would 

later die, and taking captive Hélène’s two daughters-in-law, Anne and 

Irene, as well as her three grandchildren – Margherita, Maria Cristina, 

and little Amedeo. They were sent to an internment camp in Austria 

reserved for high-profile prisoners and remained there until the collapse 

of Germany, when they were liberated by Austrian partisans shortly 

before the arrival of French troops. Finally, in July 1945 there was a 

family reunion at Capodimonte, although the only photos ever taken of 

little Amedeo with his father shows the little boy tearfully trying to 

escape the arms of the stranger he had never seen before. 

After the war, there would be more trials for Hélène and her family.  

King Victor Emmanuel was finally convinced to abdicate, but it was 

too late to save a monarchy tarnished by its years of complicity with 

Mussolini.  In 1946 the country voted to become a republic, and the new 

king, Umberto, and his heir were banished. Umberto demanded that the 

whole family follow him into exile and they all did – except for Hélène. 

When Hélène was told it was the king’s order to leave, she simply 

replied ‘I don’t care’.  
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The new constitution of 1947 confiscated all the royal properties 

including Capodimonte. Although Hélène was offered the opportunity 

to remain in her apartment there, she refused to be the guest of the 

republic. Instead, she downsized, donating most of her library, 

photographs albums of her charitable work and her hunting trophies to 

the National Library. Today that collection, the ‘Fondo Aosta’, fills five 

rooms of the former royal palace overlooking the Bay of Naples. 

 

Hélène with her grandson Amedeo, the Duke of Aosta 

Hélène and Campini moved further along the coastline to the Hotel 

di Quisiana at Castellammare. One more tragedy lay ahead when in 

1948 Hélène learned of the death of her son Aimone in Argentina, 

where he had gone in hopes of a new life. Eventually the younger 

members of the family were allowed to return to Italy, but they settled 

in far-off Florence.  As Hélène aged at Castellamare, virtually all of her 

original hopeful expectations had disappeared – her first love with 

Prince Eddy, her marriage to Emanuele Filiberto, her life in Africa, her 

two sons lost to early deaths, and even the monarchy in Italy.   
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Only faithful Otto Campini and a few friends remained when 

Hélène suffered a 

stroke from which she 

died in the late evening 

of 20th January 1951.  

Her funeral in the 

Cathedral at Naples 

was attended by 

crowds of the 

Neapolitans who had 

come to know and 

respect her over the 

decades.   

Her grandson, seven-year-old Amedeo, was appointed as the 

representative for King Umberto and as such led his heavily veiled 

mother and aunt and cousins Margherita and Maria Cristina into the 

church. Otto Campini was there too but, as usual, discretely in the 

background. An honour guard of Red Cross nurses flanked the entry, as 

the coffin was carried by two family friends and five fishermen from 

the village of Mergellina. At the end of the service, the family left the 

Cathedral, and the crowd lifted young Amedeo to their shoulders and 

carried him some two kilometers, his mother holding his hand the whole 

time and telling him not to cry. By the end, Amedeo had lost his tie, 

along with his shoes and socks, and his face was covered with the spittle 

from many attempted kisses from the people. The crowd even briefly 

picked up the car and, as La Stampa phrased it, carried it ‘like a black 

shiny dolphin on the waves’. 

Hélène’s coffin was later carried to a temporary resting place in a 

small convent on the hill at Capodimonte. Eventually, when the Basilica 

of Santa Maria Incoronata was complete, her remains were placed in a 

chapel there under a tomb marked simply ‘Elena, Duchessa d’Aosta’.  

The wandering princess had found her final rest. 

 

Hélène with Otto Campini, 1951 
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Hélène’s funeral, 1951 

——  ooOOoo  —— 
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