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By Count Peter PininskiBy 
Peter has been 
researching the Royal 
Stuarts since the late 
1990s. His book, 

Bonnie Prince Charlie – A Life, 
was published last year.

My family history 
research mostly 
involves titled 

individuals across Europe, 

who have been very well 
documented. But nothing 
prepared me for the discovery 
that my father was the 
descendant of one of Britain’s 
most legendary figures.

My father was a Polish fighter 
pilot stationed in England 
during World War II. He was 
from an aristocratic family, but 
seldom spoke of the past because 
of its painful associations – Tito’s 

communists murdered his 
father the day after the war 
ended. Discovering his roots 
wasn’t difficult because Europe’s 
titled families have been well- 
written about, but it was an 
immense shock to find my 
father was the senior descendant 
of the illegitimate grandchildren 
of Bonnie Prince Charlie. 

Charles Edward Stuart was 
the rightful heir to the British 
throne and leader of the Rising 
of 1745 when he attempted to 
reclaim it for the Stuarts from 
the Hanoverian dynasty – the 
family which succeeded William 
of Orange who overthrew Prince 
Charlie’s grandfather King James 
II in 1688.

Since I began my research 
15 years ago, my findings have 
been published in The Stewarts 
(2005-11), The Stuart Court in Rome 
edited by Professor Edward Corp 
(2003), The Stuarts’ Last Secret 
(2002), and the recent Bonnie 
Prince Charlie – A Life (2010). 

Loyal family
When giving talks on the 
extraordinary story of the last 
Stuarts and their descendants 
I’m invariably asked how I 
managed to find everything 
out. In fact, events themselves 
somehow conspired together 
to discover the facts.

Families can be mighty odd. 
My Scottish mother’s side are no 
exception. Any attempt to prise 
information from her about her 
Cameron ancestors got nowhere. 
I gave up trying and instead 
reached for a book to see what 
these Camerons were all about. 

Bonnie Prince 
Charlie’s lost 
grandchildren
How our reader discovered an amazing ancestral 
link to the exiled heir to the British throne

Fact and legend 
Secondary sources can 
give useful clues, but must 
be treated with reserve. 
Mere repetition in various 
books is no guarantee of 
accuracy. Writers often 
base statements on 
earlier ones, repeating 
mistakes, which become 
‘established facts’

SOURCES 

Ancestor Marie-Victoire, the Demoiselle 
de Thorigny, was Bonnie Prince Charlie’s 
secret granddaughter
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That was the first time I read 
anything serious about Bonnie 
Prince Charlie (1720-1788). I soon 
learnt that when he first landed 
in Scotland the Camerons had 
been the first clan to appear 
in real force when the prince 
raised the royal Stuart banner 
at Glenfinnan, and the most 
faithful throughout the Rising 
and beyond – Dr Archibald 
Cameron was the last person to 
be hung, drawn and quartered 
by the Hanoverians, without 
trial for supporting Charlie. He 
and the clan chief were brothers 
of my mother’s ancestor.

Entwined ancestry 
By the time I began reading 
about Bonnie Prince Charlie, I 
thought I knew everything 
worth knowing about my Polish 
paternal side. Not for a moment 
did it occur to me that my 
parents’ families could have 
anything in common. But that 
was something I had to radically 
rethink when I read that the 
prince’s daughter and heiress, 
Charlotte Stuart, Duchess of 
Albany (1753-1789; a title granted 
to the heir to the Scottish 
throne), had given birth to three 
illegitimate children by her 
French relation, Prince 

Bonnie Prince Charlie
The man who tried to reclaim the English throne

Revolution
When the French 
Revolution erupted in 
1789, France’s aristocracy, 
nobility and clergy fled. 
Huge numbers, including 
the royal family, escaped 
to Poland and Austria. 
A Polish saying recalls 
that every Polish manor 
house had a French abbot 
drinking its cellars dry!

FRANCE

Bonnie Prince Charlie or the ‘Young Pretender’ 
was Prince Charles Edward Stuart, the rightful 
heir to the thrones of Great Britain and Ireland 
as the eldest legitimate grandson of King James 
II. The King went into exile when his Dutch 
son-in-law, William of Orange, invaded Britain 
and overthrew him in 1688. William did this as 
military leader of the Protestant bloc in Europe, 
fearing Britain might fall into the French 
Catholic camp. 

James II had only one son, James III (the ‘Old 
Pretender’) who married Princess Clementina 

Sobieska, granddaughter of Poland’s King John III who heroically 
prevented a vast Turkish army from invading Europe in 1683. The exiled 
Stuarts launched repeated Risings to regain their thrones, but were 
plagued by bad luck. James III failed with his 1715 Rising which should 
have succeeded; and in 1745, when no-one thought he had a chance, his 
charismatic son, Bonnie Prince Charlie, achieved extraordinary success 
until his defeat at Culloden in April 1746 – the last battle to be fought on 
British soil. His opponents were William of Orange’s successors from 
the German House of Hanover, regarded as usurpers of the British 
throne by the Vatican, France and most of Europe. At Culloden the 
Hanoverians were led by King George II’s son, William, whose cruelty 
afterwards earned him the nickname of ‘Butcher Cumberland’.
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Legitimate Marie-Victoire’s 
1779 baptism entry, signed by 
Prince Jules-Hercule de Rohan, 
who granted her the title of the 
‘Demoiselle de Thorigny’

mystery; all that had once 
existed was a beautiful pastel 
portrait of her in our home, and 
some letters to her from a Prince 
de Rohan, which had survived 
until 1914 at my family’s home, 
the Castle of Grzymalów. Today 
it’s in the Ukraine, but at the 
time it was in Austro-Hungary. 

Though my family 
remembered these letters 
remained, they were destroyed 
at the beginning of WWI when 
the Russians invaded Austro-
Hungary from the East and 
occupied the castle, ruining 
everything. Austro-Hungary was 
also where the exiled Rohans 
settled after the blood and 
turmoil of the French Revolution 
and Napoleonic Wars. They 
acquired the palace and estate of 

Ferdinand de Rohan. 
Charlotte had been 
cruelly forbidden by her 
father to marry or 
become a nun and in 
despair started a secret 
family with Ferdinand. 

Had their secret family 
been discovered, what 
remained of the Stuart 
cause would have been 
destroyed, as would 
Rohan’s career as an 
archbishop. Their 
children were sworn to secrecy 
about their parentage and often 
used the name Roehenstart 
(Rohan and Stuart).

The children’s existence was 
discovered in the 20th century 
by Stuart experts Henrietta and 
Alasdair Taylor, and the son’s 
biography was revealed in 1960 
by Professor George Sherburn. 
However, nothing was known 
about the two daughters except 
scraps of legend. 

On reading this I was struck 
by the eeriest of sensations, 
because I knew that my father’s 
ancestress, Marie-Victoire, was 
the natural daughter of a Prince 
de Rohan according to family 
legend and an early-19th century 
memoir. For generations her 
origin and identity had been a 
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Sychrov in 1820, an hour north 
of Prague in the Czech Republic. 
Luckily their home and family 
archives remained unscathed.

Shortly before reading about 
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s secret 
grandchildren, I came across 
a Pininski family archive in 
the W Stefanyk Library of the 
Ukrainian Academy of Science 
in the city of Lwów, Ukraine, 
which until 1939 was Polish. 
It had only recently become 
accessible to foreigners, so as 
soon as I had read about the 
secret Stuart grandchildren, I 
was able to retrieve Marie-
Victoire’s Viennese death 
certificate from that archive.

 
Thorigny issue
It gave her place of birth as 
Tours in France, in 1779, 
her status of birth as noble, 
and that she was originally 
called ‘de Thorigny’. 
Importantly, I saw she had 
the same Christian name 
and was the same age as 
one of the two Stuart 
granddaughters. My family 
had always assumed that 
as an illegitimate child, 

Marie-Victoire must have 
taken her mother’s name 
and that the latter had 
been called de Thorigny. 
So I searched various 
genealogical almanacs, the most 
extensive of which was Riestap’s 
Armorial Général, a vast work with 
over 130,000 noble families. 
Unfortunately none made sense.

Then I had a thought: perhaps 
Thorigny wasn’t a name, but a 
title? If so, might Thorigny have 
been a place or estate? I looked 
at a 19th-century dictionary of 
French place names, and sure 
enough I found: “Thorigny, 
château and estate near Tours, 
bought in 1757 by Prince 

Jules-Hercule de Rohan, Duke 
de Montbazon, sold by him in 
1781” – two years after Marie-
Victoire’s birth. 

Georges Martin’s Histoire et 
Généalogie de la Maison de Rohan 
showed Jules-Hercule to be none 
other than the husband of 
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s first 
cousin; his brother, Prince 
Henry’s aide-de-camp in 1745; 
and the eldest brother of Prince 
Ferdinand de Rohan! This was 
surely no coincidence.

I travelled to Thorigny, where 
I met the château’s present 
owners. They’d just received 
a well-researched history of 
their property, which led me 
to Marie-Victoire’s baptism entry 
at the Archives Départementales 
d’Indres et Loire at Chambray-les-
Tours, which revealed that she 
had been legitimised and 
recognised by Jules-Hercule 
who, as head of the family 
and a sovereign prince, had 
granted her the title of the 
‘Demoiselle de Thorigny’.

I was repeatedly impressed 
by how generous experts 
were with their knowledge 

and time. I was also 
astonished by how many 
records that I needed 
have survived, despite 
the terrible wartime 
destruction of Central 
and Eastern Europe. 

Years later, having shed 
light on Marie-Victoire’s 
life and origin, I was also 
able to find out about her 
sister, Charlotte. She died 

tragically in 1806 in childbirth, 
as did her baby. I was able to add 
to what was known about her 
brother, Charles. Though twice 
married, he too died without 
an heir, after a coaching 
accident near Perth in Scotland 
in 1854. Therefore, of Bonnie 
Prince Charlie’s three secret 
grandchildren, only my 
ancestor, Marie-Victoire, had a 
child, my 2x great-grandfather, 
who acquired the Castle of 
Grzymalów in 1831. ■

Noble and royal ancestors
Why you’ve got more chance than you think of finding blue blood

As we go back through past generations, we have a 
vast number of ancestors: 12 generations back, we 
have 4,096 ancestors. So the chances of finding a 
noble ancestor are higher than you might think, and if 
you do, you may find a royal one further back. This is 
especially true for Scottish ancestors, because so 
many daughters of the Royal House (or royal 

illegitimates) married into noble families, and their 
genes passed down through the clan structure. There 
are over 100 clan associations, all online, most with 
excellent facilities for genealogical research. 

To identify noble European families you can use 
Johannes Riestap’s Armorial General, a vast work 
with over 130,000 European noble families.

Baptisms
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s 
great-grandchild Antime 
had two baptisms, a year 
apart, stating ‘ex aqua’ 
(when they were expected 
to die and given a quick 
ceremony with water) 
and ‘in baptismo et in 
confirmatione’ (which 
would take place when 
the baby was healthy) 
on the certificates

Right General Prince Louis de Rohan (1768-1836) was Marie-Victoire’s cousin and 
confidant – 23 of her letters to him survive in the Rohan archive in the Czech Republic

Above An envelope dated 1824 from Marie-Victoire to her cousin Prince 
Louis de Rohan at his mansion on the rue de Grenelle in Paris

“Had their secret family been 
discovered, the Stuart cause 
would have been destroyed”
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