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Introduction


As well as describing the many and varied ways in which the Royal Family has celebrated Christmas through the ages, A Royal Christmas explores the influence that they have had on the way in which Christmas is celebrated today in Great Britain and the Commonwealth.


Since the evolution of Royal Christmases mirrored the changes that were taking place in the Royal Family – and the country – I felt that it was necessary to provide a measure of historical background, not only to the Royal Family, but also to contemporary developments and the prevailing mood that inevitably influenced their Christmas celebrations. The cast of characters is a long and very varied one, with family nicknames often disguising those who appear in diaries and journals. I have done my best to open such doors, without endless repetition.


On the basis that descriptions of chronologically-arranged Christmases might become rather dull, the subject matter has therefore been broken down into a series of themed chapters, some of which are inevitably rather longer than others. An attraction of this approach is that A Royal Christmas can be read in ‘bite-sized’ portions. My intention was always to produce a Christmas pudding that enfolds as many silver threepenny pieces as I could unearth.


What comes over most strongly from Queen Victoria’s Journals is the importance of family: the joys they shared, the trials they endured and the carefully-selected gifts that Victoria and Albert exchanged. While the thread of A Royal Christmas is that of a family celebrating Christmas, tragedy is a common bed-fellow, particularly in earlier times, when oppressively cold and damp weather was so much more difficult to avoid, while medical treatment was far more primitive than it is today. On 26 April 1948, in his Royal Silver Wedding sermon in St. Paul’s Cathedral, the Archbishop of Canterbury said: ‘The Royal Family has borne with all other families its own share of domestic griefs and burdens.’1 In the interests of a rather broader narrative, I have therefore extended my ‘catchment area’ to the whole of December and a month after Christmas Day.


Conflict is seldom very far away, even during the Victorian period, despite the general perception that the Empire was at peace. During the twentieth century, of course, two world wars had a severely dampening effect on Christmas celebrations. It is worth remembering that, during wartime, King George V felt that ‘his most useful function . . . was not to inflict upon Ministers or commanders his own views of policy or strategy, but, with constant vigilance, to “advise, to encourage and to warn”’.2 His second son was of like mind.


While researching at the Royal Archives, in the Round Tower at Windsor Castle, I had the enormous privilege of being allowed to handle, read and transcribe original diaries, journals, letters, cards and manuscripts written by members of the Royal Family and the Royal Household. I had the strongest sensation, when holding Queen Victoria’s first hand-written journal or King George V’s final diary, that I was cradling history in my hands.





 


1 Hugo Vickers, Elizabeth The Queen Mother, London: Arrow Books, 2006, p. 272.


2 Harold Nicolson, King George the Fifth: His Life and Reign, London: Constable & Co., 1952, pp. 255–6.





Medieval and Tudor Christmases


Although Christmas had been widely celebrated before the Norman invasion of these islands, ‘the Anglo-Norman kings introduced increased splendour at this festival, as they did on all other occasions; the king wearing his crown and robes of state, and the prelates and nobles attending, with great pomp and ceremony, to partake of the feast provided by their monarch, and to receive from him presents, as marks of his royal favour; returning, probably, more than an equivalent’.1 The cynic might suggest that this was merely a subtle way for the sovereign to bestow favour, while accepting homage from his loyal servants, under the guise of a religious festival.


Having triumphed at the Battle of Hastings on 14 October that year, King William I, the Conqueror, was crowned in Westminster Abbey on Christmas Day 1066. The occasion was recorded in verse in ‘The Kentishmen with Long Tayles’, also known as ‘the Kentish Ballad’, sung ‘to the tune of Rogero’:2




When as the Duke of Normandie,
with glistring Speare and Shield,


Had entred into faire England,
and told his foes in fielde;


On Christmas day in solemne sort,
then was he crowned heere


By Albert Archbishop of Yorke,
with many a noble Peere.





It was a memorable occasion, during which his knights, who had cordoned off the Abbey precincts, overreacted to the loud acclamations of ‘Vivat Rex’. The Norman chronicler, Orderic Vitalis, explained:




The armed guard outside, hearing the tumult of the joyful crowd in the church and the harsh accents of a foreign tongue, imagined that some treachery was afoot, and rashly set fire to some of the buildings. The fire spread rapidly from house to house; the crowd who had been rejoicing in the church took fright and throngs of men and women of every rank and condition rushed out of the church in frantic haste. Only the bishops and a few clergy and monks remained, terrified, in the sanctuary, and with difficulty completed the consecration of the king who was trembling from head to foot. Almost all the rest made for the scene of the conflagration, some to fight the flames and many others hoping to find loot for themselves in the general confusion. The English, after hearing of the perpetration of such misdeeds, never again trusted the Normans who seemed to have betrayed them, but nursed their anger and bided their time to take revenge. So King William received the crown and reigned well and justly in prosperity and adversity for twenty years, eight months, and sixteen days.3





Nevertheless, the festive traditions continued down the generations, with boar’s head assuming prominence at the Christmas feast. William Sandys, the music writer and antiquary, wrote: ‘At the coronation feast of Henry the Sixth there were boars’ heads in “castellys of golde and enamel.” By Henry the Eighth’s time it had become an established Christmas dish, and we find it ushered in at this season to his daughter the Princess Mary, with all the usual ceremonies, and no doubt to the table of the monarch himself, who was not likely to dispense with so royal a dish; and so to the time of Queen Elizabeth, and the revels in the Inns of Court in her time, when at the Inner Temple a fair and large boar’s head was served on a silver platter, with minstrelsy.’4 The procession accompanying the boar’s head sang an ancient carol:5




The Boar’s Head in hand bring I


With garlands gay and rosemary,


I pray you all sing merrily.





As the world became more stable and the Royal Family more established on the throne, there was a noticeable acceleration in the scale of the celebrations during the festive season, particularly during the reign of King Henry VIII: ‘Henry the Eighth kept up the festivities of Christmas with the same jovial spirit with which he promoted every other species of hilarity. It was his custom to keep his Christmas at his different country palaces in the vicinity of London, sometimes at Eltham, at Greenwich, or Richmond; and afterwards at Hampton Court, when that stately edifice came into his possession.’6 Katherine Thomson provided greater detail of the revelries that took place in 1510:




On the night of the Epiphany, a pageant was introduced into the hall at Richmond, representing a hill studded with gold and precious stones; and having on its summit a tree of gold, from which hung roses and pomegranates. From the declivity of the hill descended a lady richly attired, who, with the gentlemen, or, as they were then called, children, of honour, danced a morris before the king.


On another occasion, in the presence of the court, an artificial forest was drawn in by a lion and an antelope, the hides of which were richly embroidered with golden ornaments; the animals were harnessed with chains of gold, and on each sat a fair damsel in gay apparel. In the midst of the forest, which was thus introduced, appeared a gilded tower, at the gates of which stood a youth, holding in his hands a garland of roses, as the prize of valour in a tournament which succeeded the pageant.7





William Sandys wrote that King Henry VIII kept Christmas ‘with great splendour’. He then explained that




Queen Elizabeth, who, to powerful intellect, joined much of the arbitrary temper of her father, possessed also great vanity and fondness of display. In her time, therefore, the festivities were renewed with great pomp and show; and theatrical entertainments were also particularly encouraged, and were frequently performed before the queen, especially at Christmas time. To restrain somewhat the great expenses of these entertainments, she directed, in her second year, estimates to be made of them previously; but this wholesome practice, judging from the cost of after years, did not exist very long.


In 1559, which may be called her first Christmas, the play before her, on Christmas Night, unluckily contained some offensive or indecent matter, as the players were commanded to leave off, and the mask came in dancing. On the Twelfth Night following there was a play, and then a goodly mask, and afterwards a great banquet . . . The play performed on Twelfth Night, 1571, was called Narcissus, in which a live fox was let loose and chased by dogs; so that the introduction of live animals on the stage is not a modern invention.8





In 1600–01 Queen Elizabeth commissioned William Shakespeare to write the comedy Twelfth Night in order to entertain her guest, Virginio Orsini, Duke of Bracciano. In keeping with the occasion, which used to be a Catholic holiday but which had now become an evening of revelry, the brief was that the production ‘shall be best furnished with rich apparel, have greate variety and change of Musicke and daunces, and of a Subject that may be most pleasing to her Maiestie’.


Queen Elizabeth I died at Richmond Palace on 24 March 1603. She was succeeded by King James VI of Scotland, who became King James I of England. He was the son of her old rival, Mary, Queen of Scots. William Sandys described an episode of ‘excessive conviviality’, which took place




during the visit of the Danish king, Christian the Fourth, in 1606, when, on one occasion, during the personation of the mask of “Solomon, and the Queen of Sheba” – the King of Denmark being the Solomon of the night – the representative of the Queen of Sheba had imprudently imbibed too much of the nectar that she was to have offered to Solomon, and stumbling, distributed her classic offerings of wine, jelly, and cakes, over his dress. He in his turn, attempting to dance, found it necessary to fall, and cling to the floor, until taken off to bed.


Cassio. Is your Englishman so exquisite in his drinking?


Iago. Why, he drinks you with facility, your Dane dead drunk.


Some ladies, representing Faith, Hope, Charity, Victory, and Peace, who were assumed to have been the attendants of the Queen of Sheba, on her celebrated visit, sympathised with their mistress, and were obliged, with proper assistance to guide their tottering limbs, to retire for a time in a state of maudlin sensibility.9





The iconography – but not the behaviour – re-emerged almost three hundred years later, during the tableaux vivants at Osborne House. The aspirations and admirable intentions represented by the attire of the five attendants have guided members of the British Royal Family to the present day.





 


1 William Sandys, Christmastide, its History, Festivities and Carols, with their Music, London: John Russell Smith, 1852, p. 23.


2 Thomas Deloney, Strange Histories or, Songs and Sonnets, of Kinges, Princes, Dukes, Lords, Ladyes, Knights, and Gentlemen, London: R. B. for William Barley, 1612, p. 3.


3 Marjorie Chibnall, ed. and trans., The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. II, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968, p. 185.


4 Sandys, Christmastide, its History, Festivities and Carols, p. 31.


5 Elizabeth Craig, Court Favourites, London: Andre Deutsch, 1953, p. 154.


6 Katherine Thomson, Memoirs of the Court of Henry the Eighth, London: Longman & Co., 1826, Vol. I, p. 176.


7 Ibid., pp. 60–1.


8 Sandys, Christmastide, its History, Festivities and Carols, pp. 91–5.


9 Ibid., pp. 102–3.





Christmas and the Commonwealth


King James I died at Theobalds House, Hertfordshire, on 27 March 1625 and was succeeded by King Charles I. For the first fifteen years of King Charles’s reign, ‘Christmas was frequently observed with great splendour, and a variety of plays, masks, and pageants, in which the king and queen, with some of the courtiers, occasionally took part . . . the king had his mask on Twelfth Day, and the queen hers on the Shrovetide following, and considerable sums were granted for the expenses, often exceeding £2000.’1


On 19 December 1644, during the English Civil War, Parliament proclaimed that the last Wednesday of every month should be kept as a day of fasting. Since Christmas fell on the last Wednesday of December that year, there was an appeal to Parliament for clarification on whether the traditional Christmas festivities might take place. The response came in the form of an ‘Ordinance for the Better Observation of the Feast of the Nativity of Christ’:




Whereas some doubts have been raised whether the next Fast shall be celebrated, because it falleth on the day which, heretofore, was usually called the Feast of the Nativity of our Saviour; the Lords and Commons do order and ordain that public notice be given, that the Fast appointed to be kept on the last Wednesday in every month, ought to be observed until it be otherwise ordered by both houses; and that this day particularly is to be kept with the more solemn humiliation because it may call to remembrance our sins and the sins of our forefathers, who have turned this Feast, pretending the memory of Christ, into an extreme forgetfulness of him, by giving liberty to carnal and sensual delights; being contrary to the life which Christ himself led here upon earth, and to the spiritual life of Christ in our souls; for the sanctifying and saying whereof Christ was pleased both to take a human life, and to lay it down again.2





On 3 June 1647, Parliament formally banned Christmas and many other holidays, laying down a series of punishments for those who ignored the ban: ‘Instead of them, all scholars, apprentices, and servants should, with leave of their masters, have a holiday on the second Tuesday in every month. On this being proclaimed at Canterbury, just prior to the ensuing Christmas, and the mayor directing a market to be kept on that day, a serious disturbance took place, wherein many were severely hurt.’3 Five years later, this policy was enshrined in the following statement: ‘Resolved by the Parliament: That no observation shall be had of the five and twentieth day of December commonly called Christmas-Day; nor any solemnity used or exercised in churches upon the day in respect thereof.’


The writer, gardener and diarist John Evelyn, who lived at Sayes Court, Deptford, wrote:




25th December, 1657. I went to London with my wife, to celebrate Christmas-day, Mr Gunning preaching in Exeter chapel [of Exeter house in the Strand], on Micah vii. 2. Sermon ended, as he was giving us the Holy Sacrament, the chapel was surrounded with soldiers, and all the communicants and assembly surprised and kept prisoners by them, some in the house, others carried away. It fell to my share to be confined to a room in the house, where yet I was permitted to dine with the master of it, the Countess of Dorset, Lady Hatton, and some others of quality who invited me. In the afternoon came Colonel Whaley, Goffe, and others, from Whitehall, to examine us one by one; some they committed to the marshal, some to prison.


When I came before them they took my name and abode, examined me why, contrary to the ordinance made, that none should any longer observe the superstitious time of the nativity (so esteemed by them), I durst offend, and particularly be at common prayers, which they told me was but the mass in English, and particularly pray for Charles Stuart, for which we had no Scripture. I told them we did not pray for Charles Stuart, but for all Christian kings, princes, and governors. They replied, in so doing we prayed for the King of Spain too, who was their enemy and a papist, with other frivolous and ensnaring questions and much threatening; and finding no color to detain me, they dismissed me with much pity of my ignorance. These were men of high flight and above ordinances, and spoke spiteful things of our Lord’s nativity. As we went up to receive the Sacrament, the miscreants held their muskets against us, as if they would have shot us at the altar; but yet suffering us to finish the office of Communion, as perhaps not having instructions what to do, in case they found us in that action. So I got home late the next day; blessed be God.4





The restoration of King Charles II was proclaimed on 8 May 1660 and Christmas was once again celebrated, in a democratic, if sometimes disappointing, manner, as Samuel Pepys, a close friend of John Evelyn, described in his diary on 24 December 1667:




Up, and all the morning in the office; and at noon with my clerks to dinner and then to the office again, busy at the office till 6 at night; and then by coach to St. James’s, it being now about 6 at night, my design being to see the Ceremonys, this night being the Eve of Christmas, at the Queen’s Chapel, But it being not begun, I to Westminster hall and there stayed and walked; and then to the Swan and there drank and talked, and did besar a little Frank; and so to Whitehall and sent my coach round, and I through the park to chapel, where I got in almost up to the rail and with a great deal of patience, stayed from 9 at night to 2 in the morning in a very great Crowd; and there expected, but found nothing extraordinary, there being nothing but a high Masse.


The Queen [the Catholic Catherine of Braganza] was there and some ladies. But Lord, what an odd thing it was for me to be in a crowd of people, here a footman, there a beggar, there a fine lady, there a zealous poor papist, and here a Protestant, two or three together, come to see the show. I was afeared of my pocket being picked very much. Their music very good endeed, but their service I confess too frivolous, that there can be no zeal go along with it; and I do find by them themselfs, that they do run over their beads with one hand, and point and play and talk and make signs with the other, in the midst of their Messe. But all things very rich and beautiful. And I see the papists had the wit, most of them, to bring cushions to kneel on; which I wanted, and was mightily troubled to kneel. All being done, and I sorry for my coming, missing of what I expected; which was to have a child borne and dressed there and a great deal of do, but we broke up and nothing like it done; and there I left people receiving the sacrament, and the Queen gone, and ladies; only my [Lady] Castlemayne, who looks prettily in her night-clothes.


And so took my coach, which waited, and away through Covent garden to set down two gentlemen and a lady, who came thither to see also and did make mighty mirth in their talk of the folly of this religion; and so I stopped, having set them down, and drank some burnt wine at the Rose tavern door, while the constables came and two or three Bell-men went by, it being a fine light moonshine morning; and so home round the City and stopped and dropped money at five or six places, which I was the willinger to do, it being Christmas day; and so home and there find wife in bed, and Jane and the maids making pyes, and so I to bed and slept well.5








 


1 William Sandys, Christmastide, its History, Festivities and Carols, with their Music, London: John Russell Smith, 1852, p. 117.


2 John Ashton, A righte Merrie Christmasse!!!, London: Leadenhall Press Ltd., 1894, p. 26.


3 Ibid., pp. 118–19.


4 William Bray, ed., The Diary of John Evelyn, New York and London: M. Walter Dunne, New York & London, 1901, p. 319.


5 Robert Latham, ed., The Shorter Pepys, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985, pp. 855–6.





Queen Charlotte’s Christmas: The Hanoverian Influence


With Queen Anne’s death on 1 August 1714, the ruling Stuart line came to an end. Some years earlier, it was recognised that a way had to be found to prevent the Catholic ‘Old Pretender’, the son of King James II (of England) and VII (of Scotland), from succeeding to the throne and re-establishing Papal supremacy, which had lapsed after King Henry VIII’s ‘break with Rome’ in 1538. Fortunately, Salic law did not apply in Britain; thus female heirs were not excluded from the succession. After Queen Anne’s only surviving child, William, Duke of Gloucester, died at the age of eleven on 29 July 1700, the Act of Settlement 1701 determined that the Crown should go to ‘the most excellent princess Sophia, electress and duchess-dowager of Hanover and the heirs of her body, being Protestant’. She was the closest living Protestant descendant of her grandfather, King James I.


Princess Sophia died on 8 June 1714, with the result that Queen Anne was succeeded by Sophia’s son and her own second cousin, Georg Louis, Elector of Hanover, who ascended the throne as King George I. Charles Abbey and John Overton wrote of the Hanoverian succession that ‘England was freed from superstition and tyranny, but it was at the cost of many a noble life and the loss of many a noble sentiment. The success of the Georges delivered the English Church from all danger from the side of Rome, a danger which, humanly speaking, could not have been averted if the Stuart line had been restored.’1


The Reverend A. H. Hore wrote:




Equally undistinguished as his father, both in body and mind, was his son and successor, George II; scarcely more conspicuous for good qualities, and not less addicted to vice; equally with his father a stranger to this country in feelings and taste, speaking its language only a little better . . . and caring only for his money and for Hanover. Of the land of his adoption the second George was wont to speak in language far from complimentary: ‘I wish with all my heart,’ he said to his wife, ‘that the Devil may take your Bishops, and the Devil may take your Ministers, and the Devil take the Parliament, and the Devil take the whole Island, providing I can get out of it and go to Hanover.’


No wonder the feeling was reciprocated in England. ‘If,’ said Lord Chesterfield in the House of Lords, ‘we have a mind effectually to prevent the Pretender from ever obtaining the Crown, we should make him Elector of Hanover, for the people of England will never fetch another king from thence.’2





Of the religious festivals during the eighteenth century, Abbey and Overton wrote:




In the Olney Hymns, published 1779, Christmas Day only is referred to among all the Christian seasons. This was somewhat characteristic of the English Church in general during the greater part of the Georgian period. Other Christian seasons were often all but unheeded; Christmas was always kept much as it is now. It may be inferred, from a passage in one of Horsley’s Charges, that in some country churches, towards the end of the century, there was no religious observance of the day. But such neglect was altogether exceptional. The custom of carol singing was continued only in a few places, more generally in Yorkshire than elsewhere. There is some mention of it in the ‘Vicar of Wakefield;’ and one well-known carol, ‘Christians, awake! Salute the happy morn!’ was produced about the middle of the century by John Byrom.


In George Herbert’s time it had been a frequent custom on all great festivals to deck the church with boughs. This usage became almost, if not quite, obsolete except at Christmastide. We most of us remember with what sort of decorative skill the clerk was wont, at this season, to ‘stick’ the pews and pulpit with sprays of holly. In the time of the ‘Spectator’ and of Gay, and later still, rosemary was also used, doubtless by old tradition, as referring in its name to the mother of the Lord. Nor was mistletoe excluded. In connection with this plant, Stanley says a curious custom was kept up at York, which in 1754 had not long been discontinued. ‘On the eve of Christmas Day they carried mistletoe to the high altar of the cathedral and proclaimed a public universal liberty, pardon, and freedom to all sorts of inferior and even wicked people, at the gates of the city, toward the four quarters of heaven.’3





On 25 October 1760 Prince George William Frederick, eldest son of the late Frederick, Prince of Wales, succeeded his grandfather as King George III. On 8 September 1761 at the Chapel Royal, St James’s Palace, he was married to Charlotte, youngest daughter of Duke Charles Louis Frederick of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, Prince of Mirow. Charlotte Louise Henrietta Albert was born on 2 July 1765, the daughter of Frederick Albert, who ‘began life in the service of the reigning Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz’ and was ‘chosen to accompany [Charlotte] to England’ in 1761.4 On 16 January 1783 she was married to Christopher Papendiek, page to the Princess Royal. In her autobiography, she wrote of December 1786: ‘Before Christmas the Royal Family removed to town agreeably to their usual custom, but after the New Year’s Day drawing-room they returned to Windsor, which they continued to do weekly through the season as before, on account of the pleasure of the hunt to the King. The two elder Princesses, being both now introduced, always accompanied their Majesties.’5


At the end of the parliamentary session in the summer of 1788, King George III went to Cheltenham, the furthest that he had ever been from London, in order to recover his strength. That November his health took a dramatic turn for the worse and stories started to circulate in society, including one that he had shaken hands with a tree in the belief that it was the King of Prussia. A more reliable witness is Charlotte Papendiek, who recounted the story of what happened the following month:




A pitiable and painful event occurred on Christmas Day. The King found out that it was the 25th, and asked why he had not been told that the Archbishop of Canterbury had arrived to administer the sacrament to him. No particular answer was given, when, upon his becoming impatient, his Majesty was reminded that all those things rested with the doctors, as well as others of moment, and that they, the pages, were acting solely upon their orders.


The fever ran high, yet the King appeared calm, and tasted his dinner but could not eat. Suddenly, in an instant he got under the sofa, saying that as on that day everything had been denied him, he would there converse with his Saviour, and no one could interrupt them. How touching, and how truly sad! When he was a little calmer, Mr. Papendiek got under to him, having previously given orders to the attendants that the sofa should be lifted straight up from over them. He remained a moment lying with his Majesty, then by pure strength lifted him in his arms and laid him on his couch, where in a short time he fell asleep.6





In February 1789 the Regency Bill, which would enable the Prince of Wales to act as Regent in his father’s place, was introduced to, and then voted through by, the House of Commons. However, before it could also pass through the House of Lords, the King had recovered. Mrs Papendiek recalled that, ‘on March 1 a prayer of thanksgiving for the King’s recovery was given to each member of the household by her Majesty, which was also to be read in all the churches of the Metropolis and the suburbs on that day. By the following Sunday, there was not a private family or a church in the whole of England where it had not been offered up. It was truly a heartfelt thanksgiving, shared by all his Majesty’s subjects.’7


Although the King’s recovery was maintained, he was advised to go further afield for his health. During the dramatic summer of 1789, he therefore ventured as far as Weymouth, both in order to bathe in the sea and also to enjoy the other diversions on offer in that sophisticated resort. Mrs Papendiek later wrote that ‘the King and Royal Family attended the theatre several times, when Quick and Mrs. Wells performed in comedy admirably, but there were no other actors of any note till Mrs. Siddons, who was staying at Weymouth for her health, was prevailed upon to play “Lady Townly,” and afterwards the part of “Mrs. Oakley,” as neither the King nor Queen were fond of tragedy. The performance was not equal to her usual acting, as comedy was not her line, though it is needless to add that Mrs. Siddons could do nothing badly.’8


King George III and Queen Charlotte were a popular and well-respected couple, as Miss Fanny Burney described to her father that summer:




His Majesty is in delightful health and much improved spirits. All agree he never looked better. The loyalty of this place is excessive: they have dressed out every street with labels of ‘God save the King;’ all the shops have it over their doors; all the children wear it in their caps, all the labourers in their hats, and all the sailors in their voices, for they never approach the house without shouting it aloud, nor see the King, or his shadow, without beginning to huzza, and going on to three cheers.


The bathing machines make it their motto over all their windows; and those bathers that belong to the Royal dippers wear it in bandeaux on their bonnets, to go into the sea; and have it again in large letters round their waists, to encounter the waves. Flannel dresses tucked up, and no shoes nor stockings, with bandeaux and girdles, have a most singular appearance, and when I first surveyed these loyal nymphs it was with some difficulty I kept my features in order. Nor is this all. Think but of the surprise of his Majesty, when, for the first time of his bathing, he had no sooner popped his Royal head under water than a band of music, concealed in a neighbouring machine, struck up ‘God save Great George our King’.9





In her memoirs, Charlotte Papendiek wrote of the same summer: ‘After the time [one month] specified for this stay at Saltram they returned to Weymouth, and then immediately began their homeward journey. On their way back to Windsor they stopped at Longleat, in Wiltshire, the beautiful seat of the Marquis of Bath, and then at Tottenham Park, in Wiltshire, the seat of Lord Ailesbury, whence, after remaining a couple of days to rest, they proceeded direct to Windsor, which was reached about the middle of September – I do not recollect the exact date – after an enjoyable and successful tour.’10 However brief it might have been, the visit to Tottenham Park established a tradition that has been maintained into modern times.


The Hon. Amelia Matilda Murray, Maid of Honour 1837–53 and Woman of the Bedchamber to Queen Victoria 1853–5, was the daughter of the Rt Hon. and Rt Rev. Lord George Murray, Bishop of St David’s 1801–3, whose wife was appointed Lady-in-waiting to King George III’s two eldest unmarried daughters, the Princesses Augusta and Elizabeth, in 1808. Sixty years later she published her memoirs, in which she explained that Queen Charlotte told ‘anecdotes of her early years’: ‘The English people did not like me much, because I was not pretty; but the King was fond of driving a phaeton in those days, and once he overturned me in a turnip-field, and that fall broke my nose. I think I was not quite so ugly after dat [sic].’11


For Christmas 1789, ‘Mr. Papendiek proposed an illuminated tree, according to the German fashion, but the Blagroves being at home for their fortnight, and the party at Mrs. Roach’s for the holidays, I objected to it. Our eldest girl, Charlotte, being only six the 30th of this November, I thought our children too young to be amused at so much expense and trouble. Mr. Papendiek was vexed – yet I hope and trust the children were made happy.’12


The first original account of a Royal Christmas appears in Queen Charlotte’s diary that same year, as she describes the Christmas festivities at Windsor Castle:




24 December – At 9 we breakfasted, & at 10 the King went into His library, the Younger Princesses home, & we went into Our rooms. I read & wrote till 12, then went to Lady Cremorne, staid [sic] till ½ past one, went to Dress saw de Lue till 4, then went to Dinner, staid below till six, then went up Stairs read with the Princesses, P & A till the King came, then Music began which was the Messiah at 8 the Y.P. & Lady Courtown came, we drank Tea. The Bishop of Salisbury came, we did not play at cards, but workd. Parted ½ past 10. Suppd & retired at 11. Lady Caroline Waldegrave was taken suddenly ill in the afternoon of an Inflammation in Her Bowels. Very Whet [sic] all day.


25 December – We breakfasted at 9 & at 10 we went to our rooms. I read to the Princesses a Sermon for the Day, & prayers for the Sacrament. At 12 we went to Church. The Reverend Dr Fisher read Prayers & the Bishop of Salisbury Preachd & gave the Sacrament. We returned ½ hour after 2, then Dressd, at 9 the Younger Princesses came & dined with us. We staid below till six then went up Stairs & read Proper Service for the Day, till the King came had again Sacred Music, did not play. Lady Courtown came at 7. We parted of it suppd & retired at 11. Lady Caroline Waldegrave continues very Ill. I send an express for Sir Lucas Pepys at 10. Very Whet & Windy all day.13





There were other plans afoot for entertaining the Royal Family during the festive season, as Mrs Papendiek explained:




The Christmas week was taken up in preparing for a juvenile ball at the Lodge, which it was thought would amuse the King without the trouble of ceremony to him. His Majesty was always particularly fond of children, and this idea, which was a novelty, was to be carried out upon a scale calculated to give great pleasure to them and to the King also, in watching the delight of the little ones. The Queen planned that the party should take place on January 1, as the New Year’s Day drawing-room was, for the first time since the accession of the King, to be dispensed with, as well as the Odes and other formal observances of congratulation on the beginning of another year.


The King was apprised of the Queen’s proposal and approved, but when the time drew near he altogether objected to it. He said that the rooms in which it was proposed to hold the entertainment, four rooms upstairs and two below, which were well suited to the purpose, were too near to his own apartments, and that the noise over his head would disturb him. This objection was only raised the very day before this joyous party was to take place; and at supper on the last day of the old year his Majesty said unless it were held at the Castle, it should not be held at all. Mr. Garton, the controller, was sent for. He was gone home. Then Mr. Papendiek volunteered to go down to him, which he did, and found him in his dressing-room. At first he would not hear of the change, said it would not be possible &c., but Mr. Papendiek encouraged him by saying that it never would be forgotten, that at a command from him, all would fly to obey, and that he thought it might be done.


It ended in Mr. Garton putting on his coat again, and then, returning to the Lodge together, Mr. Papendiek entered the supper-room with a smiling countenance, and in answer to the interrogatory ‘Well?’ from both King and Queen, he said that Mr. Garton was at the door. He was summoned immediately, and when admitted simply bowed and said that his Majesty’s commands should be obeyed, and that by six o’clock the next evening (the hour originally fixed upon) all should be ready at the Castle. Princess Amelia was at that time only six years old, Princesses Mary and Sophia, fourteen and twelve. The elder Princesses had planned very pretty decorations, and the Princess Royal had painted two scenes, behind which were to have been placed the choristers and the regimental bands, so that all was to be fairyland to surprise the very young. Our little girls were to be placed so as to see and hear the whole, and the Princess Royal had given them each a pink satin sash to wear on the occasion. She had for many days had the children with her to cut paper for bows, so as to pretend that they were assisting her in the preparations. Our dear Princess had such a kind heart, and was always so good to the little ones!


The equerries had the altered invitations to send out. Garton sent messengers as far as Maidenhead to the two principal inns there, to Salt Hill, and to Staines, for new decorations and assistance in this emergency, and also to the King’s confectioners in London. All responded with alacrity, but of course there was much bustle and hurry. And so closed this eventful year, begun in so much sadness, but ended, thank God, in joy and thankfulness for the restoration of our gracious monarch to his loving subjects, a feeling shared by all, from the highest to the lowest in the land. My heart was lifted up in thankfulness, too, to the Great Giver of all things for the continued blessings and happiness of my own dear home.


All was ready in good time on this 1st of January, 1790, and the juvenile ball went off well. Yet a little disappointment at the change was felt, as many of the arrangements and surprises that were planned for the Lodge had to be dispensed with at the Castle, which was too public for children, at any rate for infant children. The King’s band were ordered, but many of them were absent on a holiday. Their places were filled, by Mr. Papendiek’s contrivance, from the regimental band, and it was not discovered. Mr. Garton was immortalised for his successful exertions, and did not withhold his thanks to Mr. Papendiek for his encouragement.14





On 28 December 1901 Miss Ella Taylor, formerly a Lady-in-waiting to the Duchess of Cambridge, explored the issue of the Christmas tree in a letter to the Duchess’s granddaughter, Princess Mary of Teck, who had recently become the Princess of Wales:




Two brace of fine pheasants arrived just now from Sandringham & I beg Your Royal Highness to accept my best thanks for your kind remembrance of me. My thoughts were much with you over Christmas Eve. I regret that the festivities were marred by the absence of the Queen. My sisters Rose, Alice & myself spent Xmas Eve with my sister Minnie & her husband in true old German fashion . . . I have lately been making many enquiries among my friends in Germany as to the origin of the custom of Christmas trees and invariably got the answer ‘Nobody knows but it is a very ancient custom.’ However Frau von Wengersheim sends me a pretty book entitled ‘Weihnacht’ by Professor Bietschol, here I find the answer to all my questions.


The custom only dates from the beginning of the last century. Xmas trees were sold for the first time at the Dresdener ‘Christmarkt’ in 1807. The custom before that time was to decorate the interior of houses with fir branches as we still do in England. The bringing of the entire tree into the house was impossible on account of the strict Forestry Laws forbidding the uprooting of young trees. This year 84,000 trees were sold at the ‘Christmarkt’ in Berlin! Surely this must lead to fresh Forestry Laws. The pictures of Luther and his family gathered round a Christmas tree are all modern.15





The key phrase here would appear to be ‘true old German fashion’, even if Miss Taylor acknowledges that the emphasis should really be on ‘German’, rather than on ‘old’.


However, the traditional Christmas trees may have been imported from Germany slightly earlier than Miss Taylor thought. In her memoirs, Amelia Murray explained that ‘Christmas-trees are now common. In the early part of this century they were seldom seen, but Queen Charlotte always had one dressed up in the room of Madame Berkendorff, her German attendant; it was hung with presents for the children, who were invited to see it, and I well remember the pleasure it was to hunt for one’s own name, which was sure to be attached to one or more of the pretty gifts.’16


According to John Watkins, Queen Charlotte placed a tree centre-stage at a party that she hosted on Christmas Day 1800:




At the beginning of October the royal family left the coast for Windsor, where Her Majesty kept the Christmas-day following in a very pleasing manner. Sixty poor families had a substantial dinner given them; and in the evening the children of the principal families in the neighbourhood were invited to an entertainment at the Lodge. Here, among other amusing objects for the gratification of the juvenile visitors, in the middle of the room stood an immense tub with a yew-tree placed in it, from the branches of which hung bunches of sweetmeats, almonds, and raisins, in papers, fruits, and toys, most tastefully arranged, and the whole illuminated by small wax candles. After the company had walked round and admired the tree, each child obtained a portion of the sweets which it bore, together with a toy, and then all returned home quite delighted.17





Queen Charlotte was German, as were the spouses of most members of the Royal Family from the Hanoverian succession until recent times. Between the marriage on 3 September 1660 of Lady Anne Hyde with James, Duke of York, later King James II, and that on 29 July 1981 of Lady Diana Spencer with Charles, Prince of Wales, no Englishwoman married the heir apparent, or heir presumptive, to the British throne, excepting some morganatic examples. Sir Sidney Lee wrote that ‘Christmas, again, was for the children and their elders a season of well-organised festivity on the German pattern. Each member of the family had his or her Christmas tree decorated with candles and gifts.’18


From the time of King George III and Queen Charlotte, ‘festivity on the German pattern’ provided the foundation for Royal Christmases, as the Hon. Eleanor Stanley, Maid of Honour to Queen Victoria 1842–62, described in a letter to her mother on Christmas Day 1847: ‘A merry Xmas, and many happy returns of the day to you and all the family at the dear old Castle. Yesterday evening we were desired, at a quarter to seven, to come down to the Corridor, to get our Gifts; we found all the gentlemen and Mrs. Anson already assembled, and presently the page desired us to go to the Oak-room, where the Queen and Prince already were, standing by a large table with a white cloth, in the middle of which was a little fir-tree, in the German fashion, covered with bonbons, gilt walnuts, and little coloured tapers.’19


The same Christmas, Prince Albert wrote: ‘I must now seek in the children an echo of what Ernest and I were in the old time, of what we felt and thought; and their delight in the Christmas-trees is not less than ours used to be.’ Meanwhile, Queen Victoria wrote in her Journal that Christmas Eve: ‘This festive day, the eve of such blessings & the day when ever since our childhood we have been happy & joyous, in giving & receiving, – I hail with gratitude & joy, I know no day, or rather more anniversary which we celebrate with more feelings of mutual joy & goodwill. The bustle of all the preparations is a great delight.’20


In her letter, Eleanor Stanley provides contemporary acknowledgement of Christmas trees ‘in the German fashion’. However, perhaps the defining moment for the popularisation of Christmas trees in Britain came with the publication the following year, in the Christmas supplement of The Illustrated London News, of an engraving, based on a drawing by J. L. Williams, of the Royal Family gathered around a Christmas tree at Windsor Castle. As early as 1852, William Sandys wrote:




In recent times the Christmas tree has been introduced from the continent, and is productive of much amusement to old and young, and much taste can be displayed and expense also incurred in preparing its glittering and attractive fruit. It is delightful to watch the animated expectation and enjoyment of the children as the treasures are displayed and distributed; the parents equally participating in the pleasure, and enjoying the sports of their childhood over again. And where can the weary world-worn man find greater relief from his anxious toil and many cares, and haply his many sorrows, than in contemplating the amusements of artless children, and assisting as far as he is able; for it is not every one has tact for this purpose, and our young friends soon detect this, and discover the right ‘Simon Pure’.21





On Christmas Eve 1818, Augusta, Dowager Duchess of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, Queen Victoria’s maternal grandmother, wrote in her diary: ‘In beautiful weather I lunched at Ketschendorf and went in the evening to Sophie [her eldest daughter, Countess Mensdorff-Pouilly] for her Christmas tree and “Bescherung” for her children, which was most successful and they were very delighted with their gifts. Julie, Leopold [husband of the late Princess Charlotte of Wales], and everyone from the Schloss were also there. Christmas always reminds me of former happy days.’22


On 16 January 1865, Queen Victoria wrote to Major Howard Elphinstone, tutor to Prince Arthur (later Duke of Connaught), her third son and seventh child, who was born on 1 May 1850, the eighty-first birthday of the Duke of Wellington, and named after the ‘beloved hero’: ‘The Christmas trees for the Artillery soldiers’ children pleased her much also, and she rejoices to think that the Prince & herself are the cause of Christmas trees being so generally adopted in this country.’23 Thus, although conclusive evidence is hard to find, Queen Victoria gracefully acknowledged appreciation for the contribution that she and her husband had made to the way in which Christmas is celebrated in Britain. In The Kissing Bough, a greetings card printed in 1953, Lawrence Whistler wrote that ‘the Kissing Bough, the ancient symbol of Christmas in England, was largely replaced by the German Christmas Tree in Victorian times’.


Early Victorian Christmases were summarised by Elizabeth Longford, who wrote:




December came with the present tables, and Christmas trees ordered by Prince Albert from Coburg. Queen Victoria was ecstatic about dearest Albert’s innovation. Actually Queen Charlotte had set up a Christmas tree of yew at Windsor before the beginning of the century, but the country acclaimed the idea as Prince Albert’s and enthusiastically followed his lead. At Claremont he made Victoria a snowman twelve feet high, played Blind Man’s Buff with the ladies and taught them a delightful new round game, Naine Jaune. There was also Loto Dauphine, Maccoo, Speculation and Vingt-et-Un, on which a gentleman once won a guinea. Maccoo, his brother Ernest’s introduction, was too much of a wild gamble to please the Queen.


Prince Albert was the dextrous coachman of the family sledge jingling across the snow with grey ponies and scarlet grooms, the knight of Victoria’s ice-chair, the champion skater on Frogmore pond. How she admired the elegant swan’s head at the tip of each skate. When he slipped down playing ice-hockey she was amazed at the agility with which he sprang to his feet again . . . Christmas entertainments held for Queen Victoria all the happiness in the world.24





In The Victorians, Jeremy Paxman wrote: ‘The developing German national consciousness through the course of the century had led to a greater awareness of German culture, in particular the rich tradition of the folktale with its hinterland of dark forests, uplands and other worldly creatures.’25 In this context, there was another Royal Christmas innovation on Christmas Eve 1856, as Queen Victoria described in her Journal:




Albert arranged a surprise for the Children. In Germany the old saying that St. Nicholas appears with a rod for naughty children, & gingerbread for good ones, is constantly represented, & Arthur hearing of this begged for one. Accordingly Albert got up a St. Nicholas, most formidable looking, in black, covered with snow, a long white beard, & red nose, of a gigantic stature! He came in asking the Children, who were somewhat awed & alarmed, – ‘are you a good child,’ & giving them gingerbread & apples. I since heard that it was Cowley (the Jäger) whom Albert had taught his part beautifully, but the Children went on guessing every kind of person, & even now have not been told for certain.26





Gingerbread remains a traditional feature of German Christmases and is widely offered for sale at Christmas markets. The hard version – as opposed to Lebkuchen – is baked in a variety of different shapes, before the addition of icing and decorations.


Princess Mary of Teck spent Christmas 1873 at Strelitz, the home of her aunt, Augusta, Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, granddaughter of King George III and elder sister of the Duchess of Teck. On Christmas Day the Grand Duchess wrote to the Duke of Cambridge: ‘It was a serious Christmas this time, dearest Mamma not being able to join our Circle in the Saal but she was able to have a Tree in her anteroom, where she gave us presents and received ours . . . There was a beautiful “Etalage” of presents and the darling chicks were delighted and brightened up the scene with their happy faces and by their childlike prattle and screams of joy.’27


James Pope-Hennessy described another German Christmas custom:




At Strelitz the Christmas Eve dinner and distribution of presents round the tall, sparkling Christmas tree was enlivened by the North German custom of Juhl-Klaps. These consisted of little jokes in verse, with bon-bons and chocolates or comic prints attached to them, which the servants would hurl into the great Saal at unexpected intervals. The verses or tags would refer somewhat crudely to a peculiarity of the royal personage at whom it was flung: a box of chocolates addressed, for example, to Princess Mary Adelaide once bore the label: ‘For the private picking of Queen Gourmandiza.’ Dressed up with comic noses and wigs, the children would impersonate imaginary characters. The proceedings were jolly, and became noisy. Princess May and her brothers would sleep a part of the day, so as to be able to sit up and join in the fun until ten p.m.’28





Princess Mary Adelaide herself wrote: ‘The best joke of all was this, I was dressed up as Lady Augusta de Noiman, with a long black gown, a Turkish shawl trailing on the ground, a pink bonnet, black curls, and a long nose; in my hand there was a paper, with “Souvenir from Augusta de Noiman” on it, which I was to bring to Gussy, and in it was a quantity of black hair. William Norman, son of one of the Dames d’Honneur, was dressed as Baron Noiman, and brought Mama a letter of funny nonsense. The whole evening was excessively amusing.’29 As we shall see, Queen Victoria would adapt elements of Juhl-Klaps.


There is another tradition, also of German origin, to which the Royal Family still adheres – Heiligabend Bescherung – or the giving of gifts on Holy Evening, or Christmas Eve. On Christmas Eve 1843, Queen Victoria wrote in her Journal: ‘After luncheon we all walked out, & on coming in, had the excitement & agitation of finishing arranging the “Bescheerung” [sic] & presents, which to me is such a pleasure.’30 The following day Eleanor Stanley wrote from Windsor Castle to her mother: ‘All the world got Royal Christmas gifts yesterday, studs, hunting-whips, pins, pencil-cases, and bracelets; they were all very pretty, and the Equerries got two apiece, one from the Queen and one from the Prince.’31


In this context it is helpful to be reminded that, under the instruction of her governess, Louise Lehzen, Princess Victoria spoke only German until the age of three. The Royal Family was multilingual, which involved fluency – or near-fluency – in German and also French, the language of diplomacy. Philip Ziegler wrote that, during the Duke of Windsor’s controversial visit to Germany in October 1937, ‘Hitler was conspicuously affable, though he mildly irritated the Duke by insisting on using an interpreter rather than speaking directly to him in German’.32


At the end of each year, Queen Victoria invariably looked both backwards and forwards. New Year’s wishes were part of this process. On the last day of 1837, Queen Victoria wrote in her Journal: ‘Found a little note, 2 New Year’s Cards and the Christmas Keepsake on my table, from Mama.’ The last entry for 1838 and the first of the following year were: ‘I can only be most grateful to Providence in having brought me so safely through this year, and, with the exception of the loss of poor dear Louis [Princess Charlotte’s dresser and later the housekeeper at Claremont], who is ever present to my memory, favoured me so highly . . . Most fervently do I beseech Almighty God to preserve me and all those most dear to me safely through this year, and to grant that all may go on as it has hitherto done, and to make me daily more fit for my station.’33


On New Year’s Day 1839, the Queen continued: ‘Read in Oliver Twist while I was lacing. Got from Ma 2 Vases, 2 Almanacks, some New Year’s wishes, and some artificial flowers, as also a Diamond Pin, 2 paper weights, and a little basket. Gave her 2 vases, 2 pins, a book, and a New Year’s wish. Dearest Daisy gave me the evening before a dear little Vinegrette [sic] and 3 pretty New Year’s Wishes. I gave her a bracelet – signed.’34


In 1840, Prince Albert’s friend and supporter, Henry Cole, had been involved, as a civil servant, in the introduction of the penny post. Recognising its potential, Cole introduced the first commercial Christmas card, using artwork by John Callcott Horsley, three years later. At his behest a total of 2,050 cards were produced, in two batches, and sold at a shilling apiece. On 24 November 2001, one of those cards, which Henry Cole had sent to his grandmother, was sold at auction for an astonishing £22,500.


The Royal Family soon recognised the importance of this new, seasonal greetings card. Queen Mary was an enthusiastic devotee and her extensive collection is now in the British Museum. The official recipients of Christmas cards from Queen Mary in 1952, the last Christmas of her life, included, among many others, the Maharajah of Gwalior, India, and the Nawab of Bahawalpur, Pakistan, together with many British and Empire regiments and other military services.


In the Royal Archives there is a brown leather-bound volume of New Year’s wishes from Queen Victoria to her loyal, if somewhat rough and controversial, Highland manservant, John Brown. On 24 February 1865, the Queen wrote to her uncle Leopold: ‘I continue to ride daily (I fear to-day I shall not be able) on my pony, and have now appointed that excellent Highland servant of mine to attend me ALWAYS and everywhere out of doors, whether riding or driving or on foot; and it is a real comfort, for he is so devoted to me – so simple, so intelligent, so unlike an ordinary servant, and so cheerful and attentive’.35 Though frowned upon by most of her family and also by many courtiers, it was a very important relationship to the widowed Queen. On 1 January 1877, she sent John Brown these verses, printed beneath the picture of ‘a dashing parlour-maid’:36




I send my serving maiden


With New Year letter laden,


Its words will prove


My faith and love


To you my heart’s best treasure,


Then smile on her and smile on me


And let your answer loving be,


And give me pleasure.





In her own hand, the Queen wrote: ‘To my best friend J.B. From his best friend, V.R.I.’ After John Brown’s death, Sir Henry Ponsonby wrote in a private letter: ‘He was the only person who could fight and make the Queen do what she did not wish. He did not always succeed nor was his advice always the best. But I believe he was honest, and with all his want of education, his roughness, his prejudices and other faults he was undoubtedly a most excellent servant to her.’37


The following year, the Queen chose a Scottish ‘Guid New Year’ card, with this verse:




Yon heather Theekit Hames were blythe


When Winter Nights were lang,


Wi’ spinning wheels and jonkin lads


An’ ilka lassies sang.





On the back of the card she wrote: ‘A happy New Year to my kind friend from his true & devoted one, V.R.I. Osborne, January 1st, 1878.’38


Members of the Royal Family also exchanged New Year’s wishes. From Tsarskoe Selo on the last day of 1894 the Tsar and Tsarina of Russia sent to Queen Victoria, their ‘tenderest wishes for the New Year to you and all relations at Osborne – Nicky, Alix’.39 The Tsarina Alexandra was the second daughter of Princess Alice, Grand Duchess of Hesse, and was therefore a granddaughter of Queen Victoria.
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Young Victoria’s Christmases


In his memoir of his mother-in-law, the Marquis of Lorne described the marriage of the Duke of Sussex to Lady Augusta Murray in Rome in 1793 as being ‘contrary to the provisions of the Royal Marriage Act of 12th George III [1772], which enacted that no descendant of George II, other than the issue of princes married into foreign countries, was capable of contracting matrimony without the previous consent of the King, signified under the Great Seal’.1 Against that background, Amelia Murray wrote:




As usual with the gossiping world, many unkind things were said of the daughters of George III. As young Princesses, whose marriages in their own rank of life were almost out of the question (the Continent being sealed up, as far as England was concerned, by the will of the first Napoleon), they were unceasingly thrown into attractive and agreeable society, and, of course, were exposed to the risk of forming attachments which could not (after the Marriage Act) be legalised. It is supposed that, had the poor Princess Amelia lived, she would have confessed to a private marriage with General Fitzroy, and she certainly left him all the property she could call her own.’2





Despite having thirteen children who lived into adulthood, it is estimated that King George III and Queen Charlotte had more than fifty illegitimate grandchildren – but just six legitimate ones. On 29 January 1820, the day that King George III died, his eldest surviving granddaughter, eight-month-old Princess Alexandrina Victoria, daughter of the late King’s recently deceased fourth son, the Duke of Kent, and his wife, Princess Victoria of Saxe-Coburg-Saafeld, was fourth in line to succeed to the British throne, after the King’s three eldest sons, none of whom had legitimate offspring, within the terms of the Royal Marriage Act 1772.


Queen Victoria had a difficult childhood, despite her undoubtedly privileged background. She was born and brought up at Kensington Palace, described by James Pope-Hennessy as ‘for many years, the home of exiles; William III, Prince George of Denmark, George I, George II, Caroline, Augusta Princess of Wales, none of these could ever feel for England as they did for their native country. Germany in particular, which for so long supplied rulers for the chief countries of Europe, maintains a hold on the hearts of her children which neither power not wealth nor popularity in a foreign country can ever quite shake off.’3


At Kensington Palace, household politics were a constant backdrop, with the devious John Conroy using ‘interest’ in an attempt to fashion a position of great influence when Victoria ascended the throne. An officer in the Royal Artillery, John Conroy was appointed equerry to the Duke of Kent in 1817, three years before his death. He was also one of the Duke’s two executors, served as Comptroller of the widowed Duchess of Kent’s household and was appointed a Knight Commander of the Hanoverian Guelphic Order in August 1827. Between them, the Duchess of Kent and Sir John Conroy devised the so-called ‘Kensington System’, a notably strict and controlled upbringing that the Princess deeply resented. It must be more than a coincidence that Sir John Conroy’s youngest daughter, who was born on 12 August 1819, less than three months after Princess Victoria, was named Victoria Maria Louisa, and was known to Princess Victoria as Victoire.


In the rather trying atmosphere of Kensington Palace, Princess Victoria was supported against the intrigues of Sir John Conroy by her governess, Fräulein Louise Lehzen, daughter of a Lutheran pastor in Coburg, who served as nurse to Princess Feodora, child of the Duchess of Kent’s first marriage to Emich Carl, Prince of Leiningen. In the Journals, Louise Lehzen, who was created a German baroness in 1827, was often referred to as ‘Daisy’.


At Windsor Castle on New Year’s Eve 1837, the first of her reign, Queen Victoria wrote of St George’s Chapel: ‘It was dreadfully cold at church. Felt very low and triste but my beloved Lehzen cheered me.’ In troubled times, Baroness Lehzen was a thoroughly dependable ally. From the point of view of historians, Elizabeth Longford explained that ‘the best thing Lehzen ever did for Princess Victoria was to teach her to keep a diary every day of her life’.4 On 27 June 1837, exactly a week after the death of King William IV, the new Queen dismissed Sir John Conroy from her household and banned him from her apartments in Kensington Palace. On the advice of the prime minister, Lord Melbourne, he was given a baronetcy and granted a pension of £3,000 per annum.


Princess Victoria spent Christmas 1832 at Kensington Palace. This is the first Christmas that the future Queen Victoria described in a Journal that survives, in this instance in the original form. Princess Victoria wrote on the flyleaf of this unassuming, leather-backed notebook: ‘This book, Mamma gave me, that I might write the journal of my journey to Wales in it. Victoria, Kensington Palace, July 31st.’ The essential format of that early Christmas was retained for the following sixty-eight Christmases:




Monday 24th December – I awoke at 7 & got up at 8. At 9 we breakfasted. At ½ past 9 came the Dean; & I gave him Mama’s & my Christmas box. He stayed till ½ past 11. In the course of the morning I gave Mrs. Brock a Christmas box & all our people. At ½ past 1 we lunched. At ½ past 2 came Mr. Westall till ½ past 3. At 4 came Mr. Sale till 5. At ¼ to 7 we dined with the whole Conroy family and Mr. Hore downstairs, as our Christmas tables were arranged in our dining-room. After dinner we went upstairs. I then saw Flora the dog which Sir John was going to give Mama. Aunt Sophia came also. We then went into the drawing-room near the dining-room.


After Mama had rung a bell 3 times we went in. There were two large round tables on which were placed two trees hung with lights & sugar ornaments. All the presents being placed round the tree. I had one table for myself & the Conroy family had the other together. Lehzen had likewise a little table. Mama gave me a lovely little pink bag which she had worked with a little sachet likewise done by her; a beautiful little opal brooch & earrings, books, some lovely prints, a pink satin dress & a cloak lined with fur. Aunt Sophia gave me a dress which she worked herself, & Aunt Mary a pair of amethyst earrings, Lehzen a lovely music-book, Victoire a very pretty white bag worked by herself, and Sir John a silver brush. I gave Lehzen some little things & Mama gave her a writing-table.


We then went to my room where I had arranged Mama’s table. I gave Mama a white bag which I had worked, a collar & a steel chain for Flora, and an annual; Aunt Sophia a pair of Turquoise earrings; Lehzen a little white and gold pincushion and a pin with two little gold hearts hanging to it; Sir John, Flora, a book-holder and an annual. Mama then took me up into my bedroom with all the ladies. There was my new toilet table with a white muslin cover over pink, and all my silver things standing on it with a fine new looking-glass. I stayed up till ½ past 9. The dog went away again to the doctor for her leg. I saw good Louis for an instant & she gave me a lovely little wooden box with bottles. I was soon in bed & asleep.


Tuesday 25th December – I awoke at 8 & got up at ½ past 8. At ½ past 9 we breakfasted. At 10 we went down to prayers with Jane, Victoire, Mr. Hore & Henry. At ½ past 1 we lunched. At 3 came Victoire till 6. In the course of the afternoon Lady Conroy came with her two little nephews George & Augustus Conroy, very pretty little boys. At 7 we dined. At 8 came Aunt Sophia & went with Mama to Lady Conroy. I stayed up till ½ past 8. I was soon in bed & asleep.


Monday 31st December – I awoke at ½ past 7 & got up at 8. At 9 we breakfasted. At ½ past 9 came the Dean till 10 minutes to 11. At a ¼ to 1 I went out in the carriage. At ½ past 1 we lunched. At ½ past 2 came Mr. Westall till ½ past 3. At 4 came Mr. Sale till 5. At 7 we dined. I stayed up till ½ past 8. Just as I got in bed I found a letter on my pillow. It was a letter from Mama, with some beautiful new-year’s wishes in it. I was soon asleep.


Tuesday 1st January 1833 – Today is the first day of the new year. I awoke at ½ past 6. Mama gave me a lovely pink pincushion done by herself, with a chrysoprase ferronière on it, two annuals, & a new-year wish from Spèth & a fine nosegay. I gave her a picture painted by me, an annual, two new-year’s wishes, a nosegay, and two new-year’s wishes from Spèth. My little nephew & niece, Charles & Eliza Hohenlohe, sent me a new-year’s wish. Lehzen gave me a lovely china figure & a beautiful new-year’s wish. Mama gave her a silver candlestick, & a phosphorus box; & I gave her a pair of scissors, a memorandum book, a German almanac, a new-year’s wish from Spèth, & one from me. I got up at 8. At 9 we breakfasted. Mama gave me two fine hyacinths in pots & some lovely prints. At ½ past 1 we lunched. Poor Victoire was unable to come. At ¼ to 7 we went to dinner to Lady Conroy’s. Mr. Bing [Byng] was there. After dinner Mama sung & we sung. Mr. Bing danced the Tirolienne & afterwards walsed [sic] with Victoire. I stayed till 10 minutes to 10. I was soon in bed & asleep.5
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