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CHRONOLOGY


THE LIFE AND ROYAL ASSOCIATIONS OF JOHN BROWN






	1819






	24 May

	Princess Alexandrina Victoria is born at Kensington Palace, only child of Prince Edward, Duke of Kent and Strathearn (1767–1820), and Princess Victoria Mary Louisa of Saxe-Saalfeld-Coburg (1786–1861), widow of Emich Karl, Prince zu Leiningen.






	26 Aug

	Prince Francis Albert Charles Augustus Emmanuel of Saxe-Coburg is born at Schloss Rosenau, Coburg, younger son of Ernest I, Duke of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha (1784–1844), and his first wife Princess Louise of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg (1800–1831).






	1826






	8 Dec

	John Brown is born at Crathienaird, Crathie parish, Aberdeenshire, second of the eleven children of tenant farmer John Brown (1790–1875) and his wife Margaret Leys (1799–1876).






	1830






	 

	John Brown begins his education at the local Gaelic-speaking school at Crathie and at home.






	1831






	 

	The Brown family move to The Bush, a farm at Crathie.






	1838






	28 Jun

	Queen Victoria is crowned at Westminster Abbey.






	1839






	 

	John Brown works as a farm labourer at Crathienaird and helps out at The Bush; he also works as ostler’s assistant at Pannanich Wells.






	1840






	10 Feb

	Queen Victoria marries Prince Albert.






	1842






	 

	John Brown becomes a stable boy on Sir Robert Gordon’s estate at Balmoral.






	 

	Queen Victoria’s first visit to Scotland (1–15 Sep).






	1844






	 

	Queen Victoria’s second visit to Scotland (11 Sep–2 Oct).






	1847






	 

	The royal family visit Ardverikie and tour the west coast of Scotland (11 Aug–19 Sep).






	1848






	 

	Queen Victoria is advised to visit Deeside for her health by her Physician-in-Ordinary, Sir James Clark.






	8 Sep

	Queen Victoria visits Balmoral for the first time.






	1849






	11 Sep

	First mention of John Brown occurs in Queen Victoria’s Journal.






	 

	John Brown is promoted to gillie at Balmoral.






	 

	Typhoid sweeps Crathie; two of John Brown’s brothers and one sister die.






	1851






	 

	John Brown takes on the permanent role of leader of Queen Victoria’s pony on Prince Albert’s instigation.






	1852






	 

	Prince Albert buys the 17,400 acre estate at Balmoral for 30,000 guineas.






	1853






	28 Sep

	Foundation of a new castle at Balmoral to the designs of Prince Albert.






	1855






	7 Sep

	The royal family take possession of the new castle at Balmoral.






	1857






	26 Jun

	Prince Albert is created Prince Consort.






	1858






	 

	John Brown takes Archibald Fraser Macdonald’s place as personal gillie to Prince Albert.






	1860






	 

	First ‘Great Expedition’ by the royal family to Glen Fishie and Grantown, with John Brown in attendance (4–5 Sep).






	1861






	 

	Second ‘Great Expedition’ to Invermark and Fettercairn, again with John Brown in attendance (20–21 Sep).






	 

	Third ‘Great Expedition’ to Glen Fishie, Dalwhinnie and Blair Atholl (8–9 Oct), again with John Brown in attendance.






	 

	Fourth ‘Great Expedition’ to Ca-Ness (16 Oct), with John Brown in attendance. ‘It was our last one,’ Queen Victoria wrote poignantly in her Journal.






	14 Dec

	Death of Prince Albert at Windsor Castle.






	1862






	1 Jun

	John Brown travels south (with other gillies) to the Second International Exhibition.






	Aug

	John Brown goes to Germany in Queen Victoria’s entourage.






	1863






	7 Oct

	Carriage accident involving Queen Victoria, Princess Alice and Princess Helena en route from Altnagiuthasach. John Brown ‘indefatigable in his attendance and care’, writes Queen Victoria in her Journal.






	1864






	Oct

	In conversation with Princess Alice, the Keeper of the Privy Purse Sir Charles Phipps and Royal Physician Dr William Jenner discuss Queen Victoria’s sustained depression and reluctance to appear in public since Prince Albert’s death. It is suggested that John Brown be brought from Balmoral to help remind the Queen of ‘happier times’ on vacation in Scotland.






	Dec

	John Brown arrives at Osborne as groom.






	1865






	3 Feb

	Queen Victoria decides to keep John Brown ‘permanently’ on her immediate staff.






	2 Jun

	Dr Robertson prepares a memorandum of John Brown’s ancestry at the Queen’s instruction.






	Aug

	John Brown is in the royal entourage at Darmstadt, Germany.






	1866






	30 Jun

	
Punch ridicules John Brown.






	Aug

	Ridicule is followed up in John o’Groats Journal.






	 

	John Brown’s salary reaches £150 p.a.






	1867






	May

	
Tomahawk lampoons John Brown.






	 

	The Royal Academy Spring Exhibition includes a picture of John Brown and Queen Victoria by Sir Edwin Landseer.






	 

	Queen Victoria’s ‘Tour of the Borders’ (20–24 Aug), with John Brown in attendance.






	1868






	 

	Stories circulate about John Brown being beaten up at Balmoral.






	1872






	29 Feb

	Queen Victoria is attacked by Arthur O’Connor. John Brown assists in restraining assailant and is rewarded with a ‘Faithful Service Medal’ and a ‘Devoted Service Medal’, plus an annuity of £25 p.a.






	17 Nov

	John Brown is designated ‘Esquire’.






	 

	John Brown’s salary reaches £400 p.a.






	1875






	 

	John Brown’s portrait is painted by Heinrich von Angeli for Queen Victoria, from a photograph as Brown refuses to pose.






	 

	Queen Victoria’s trip to Inveraray (21–29 Sep), with John Brown in attendance.






	18 Oct

	Death of John Brown Sr, at Wester Micras, Crathie.






	1876






	 

	Queen Victoria gives John Brown a substantial cottage at Balmoral.






	 

	Queen Victoria approves the Bill that will make her Empress of India.






	2 Aug

	John Brown’s mother dies at Craiglourican Cottage, Balmoral.






	1877






	1 Jan

	Queen Victoria is proclaimed Empress of India.






	1879






	 

	Queen Victoria visits France and Italy. Brown is in attendance, but suffering from erysipelas.






	1881






	 

	John Brown is awarded a ten year service ‘bar’ to his ‘Faithful Service Medal’.






	1882






	2 Mar

	Queen Victoria is attacked by Roderick Maclean at Windsor. John Brown is upstaged by Eton scholars assailing the culprit.






	1883






	27 Mar

	John Brown dies at Windsor Castle.






	5 Apl

	John Brown is interred at Crathie churchyard.






	1884






	Feb

	Queen Victoria publishes More Leaves from the Journal of a Life in the Highlands. The Prince of Wales is indignant at references to John Brown.






	Mar

	Queen Victoria abandons her ‘memoir’ of John Brown and publication of extracts of their correspondence and his diary.






	 

	Queen Victoria erects a plaque to John Brown at the royal mausoleum at Frogmore.






	1887






	20 Jun

	Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee Year begins.






	 

	The Queen sustains contact with John Brown’s siblings.






	1897






	20 Jun

	Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. John Brown’s brothers are still in royal service.






	1901






	22 Jan

	Death of Queen Victoria at Osborne. She had reigned for sixty-three years.






	4 Feb

	Queen Victoria interred in the royal mausoleum at Frogmore; in her coffin are placed mementoes of John Brown.









PROLOGUE


BIRTH OF ROYAL RUMOUR


At last King Edward VII could take his revenge. It was petulant, infantile and undignified, but it was immensely satisfying. Not many months after his mother’s death at 6.30pm on 22 January 1901, at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, HRH Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, now King Edward VII, ordered his obliteration, or forced removal, of all the artefacts, busts and statues of Queen Victoria’s favourite Highland servant John Brown.1 On the morning of the Queen’s death shepherds on the hills above Balmoral noticed that the cairn of stones the Queen had had raised to the memory of John Brown was flattened and the stones spread around. Such desecration was too much even for the gales on these airy slopes, and all who saw the site believed that new royal orders from Osborne had been carried out.2 At Windsor, the Keeper of the Royal Pictures received an unequivocal order. Carl Rudolph Sohn’s lifesize portrait of John Brown in black coat, dark brown tweed kilt and brown horsehair sporran, which had been commissioned by Queen Victoria in May 1883 (two months after John Brown’s death), was to be removed from its place of honour, deleted from the inventory at Windsor Castle and sent gratis to John Brown’s brother William at Crathie.3 Queen Alexandra testified to her husband’s wrathful revenge and expunging of all sentimentality in a letter to her sister-in-law the Empress Frederick of Germany: ‘Alas! during my absence [in Copenhagen] Bertie had had all your beloved Mother’s rooms dismantled and all her precious things removed.’4 King Edward’s ultimate insult to Brown’s memory was the conversion of his apartment at Windsor Castle into a billiard room.


As hammers smashed plaster busts, scissors rent keepsakes and photographs buckled and hissed on bonfires, no one in the inner royal circle had any doubt about the reasons for the new sovereign’s ire against the famous Scot. Those with the longest memories recalled stories of how John Brown had smacked the backside of the errant young Prince of Wales. Surely these vicious attacks on the memory of John Brown by a sixty-year-old man could not be traced back to such a minor indignity, however painful? No, there was more to it than that. King Edward had been deeply humiliated by his mother’s taking Brown’s side in the quarrels he had had with the Highland servant. Yet there was a deeper insult in Edward’s eyes. After Prince Albert’s death in 1861, Queen Victoria looked upon her family as having ‘no Male head’, thus degrading her son’s position.5 The fact that John Brown was ‘discreet’ gave him manly qualities in Queen Victoria’s eyes and won him a position of virile gentlemanliness in her household. A deeply insecure man, King Edward was further blisteringly offended that his mother should consider a servant to have finer qualities than himself.6


Although Edward was more than aware that his mother was ‘amazingly indiscreet’, he had been very dismayed at her impropriety, as he saw it, in ‘expressing her private life to the world’ in her volume More Leaves from the Journal of a Life in the Highlands.7 He even told her so in a letter of 1884 thanking her for an advance copy of the book, and alluding to the mention of Brown in the text.8


Edward had long been irritated by his mother’s attitude towards servants. Queen Victoria had spent a large part of her life among servants, and held most of them in great esteem – higher than she did many of her friends and family. Edward looked upon his mother’s regard for servants as a part of her eccentricity, but he thought that in rebuking her offspring, and members of her immediate household, for being haughty to servants she was going too far. He had some sympathy with his brother Prince Arthur, whose Governor Sir Howard Elphinstone had been constantly bombarded with terse and lengthy letters from the Queen about ‘the boy’s offhand manner [to servants]’.9 Edward’s own epistolary tactlessness over the Queen’s More Leaves revelations sprang as much from his fear that the public would deride his mother’s sentimentality about servants in general, and John Brown in particular, as from his active hatred for Brown. Despite his own serial adultery as Prince of Wales, Edward was always stung by the rumours that persisted for decades about his mother and John Brown.


Queen Victoria had been brought up with sexual tittle-tattle in her mother’s entourage. Had she not herself once glimpsed the tender whispering, the touched hands, the arm around the waist, that had suggested intimacy between the Duchess of Kent and her Household Comptroller Sir John Conroy? It was a scene that she had described to her devoted German friend Baroness Späth, her mother’s Lady-in-Waiting.10 And then there was all the ‘horrid gossip’ about her randy Hanoverian uncles, the sons of her grandfather King George III. Now it was her turn.


Queen Victoria was well aware of the scandalous rumours that circulate about her and John Brown. In a letter to her equerry Lord Charles Fitzroy, she wrote about ‘those wicked and idle lies about poor, good, Brown which appeared in the Scotch provincial papers last year’.11 The Queen was referring to one paper in particular which circulated in the Balmoral area.12 It had run this story:


THE GREAT COURT FAVOURITE


The London correspondent of the John o’Groats Journal13 says: ‘I suppose all my readers have heard of the great favourite John Brown. His dismissal some weeks ago was generally talked about at the time, and I observe that the fact has now found its way into print, coupled with the suggestion of John Brown’s probable restoration to power before long. The reason assigned for his dismissal is an inordinate indulgence in the national taste for whisky, and the restraining of that appetite is mentioned as a likely condition of his re-admission to favour. Far be it from me to question Mr Brown’s power of suction . . . [yet] it is easy to suppose that a Highland gillie, who has achieved a practical realisation of his compatriots’ with ‘a Loch Lomond of whisky’ will certainly not be a teetotaller. But Brown’s fall has been more commonly ascribed to Mr Punch than to any shortcoming of his own. A few weeks ago Punch gave us the following as ‘Court Circular’:


“BALMORAL, Tuesday.


Mr John Brown walked on the slopes.


He subsequently partook of a haggis.


In the evening Mr John Brown was pleased to listen to a bagpipe.


Mr John Brown retired early.”




Those few lines gave rise to an immense deal of gossip and in a few days we heard that Brown was discharged. It is said his insolence to every person he came in contact with about the Court was latterly quite intolerable, and some friends of mine, who were near Windsor fishing, not long ago, who frequently saw the favourite, not then disgraced, gave me the benefit of a good deal of local gossip about the lusty gillie.





Queen Victoria was suspicious about who was spreading gossip about John Brown and herself, and she concurred with her Prime Minister Edward George Stanley, 14th Earl of Derby, who believed that certain courtiers were leaking anti-Brown comments to such journals as Punch and Tomahawk. He cited names to the Queen, including George Villiers, 4th Earl of Clarendon, and Sir Edwin Landseer.14


Scandalous rumours about Queen Victoria were nothing new. Soon after her accession to the throne she had become increasingly dependent upon her Prime Minister, William Lamb, 2nd Viscount Melbourne. He became her ‘indispensable father figure’. Yet, although ‘there was never the least impropriety’ between them, Queen Victoria was soon gossiped about as ‘Mrs Melbourne’. And there was another soubriquet. The pre-Raphaelites, that group of ‘natural form’ painters and others, were to call her ‘Empress Brown’.15


An anonymous American visitor noted:




Englishmen do not scruple to sully the fair name of their Queen . . . Soon after my arrival in England, at a table where all the company were gentlemen by rank or position, there were constant references and jokes about ‘Mrs Brown’ . . . I lost the point of all the witty sayings, and should have remained in blissful ignorance throughout the dinner had not my host kindly informed me that ‘Mrs Brown’ was an English synonym for the Queen . . .16





Rumours that John Brown and Queen Victoria had a sexual relationship were well established during her reign and there is a curious royal link which gave them substance. Tradition had it that from time to time the Prince of Wales shared the bed of the Victorian trollop Catherine Walters, known in loose society as ‘Skittles’ because she had once worked in a Liverpool bowling alley. She was ‘kept’ for many years by Spencer Compton Cavendish, Marquess of Hartington, the eldest son of the 7th Duke of Devonshire. ‘Harty Tarty’ – as the peer was known in the Prince of Wales’s set – was a prominent procurer of society ladies and tarts for the Prince’s bed and was privy to his indiscretions – as was Skittles.


The Prince of Wales was devoted to Skittles and commissioned the Austrian-born sculptor Joseph Edgar Boehm to prepare a bust of her for his collection. During her sittings Skittles gossiped with Boehm about Brown, as the sculptor had been commanded to Court around 1869/70 to create a bust of Brown for the Queen. John Brown referred to the sculptor thereafter as ‘Herr Bum’. Historians believe that Boehm was the main informant – spiced up with pillowtalk from ‘Harty Tarty’ and the Prince of Wales – via another of Skittles’ lovers, the diplomat, traveller and poet Wilfred Scawen Blunt, who himself kept a very indiscreet private diary.


Blunt recorded:




Brown was a rude unmannerly fellow . . . but he had unbounded influence with the Queen whom he treated with little respect, presuming in every way upon his position with her. It was the talk of all the Household that he was ‘the Queen’s Stallion’. He was a fine man physically, though coarsely made, and had fine eyes (like the late Prince Consort’s, it was said), and the Queen, who had been passionately in love with her husband, got it into her head that somehow the Prince’s spirit had passed into Brown, and four years after her widowhood, being very unhappy, allowed him all privileges. It was to be with him, where she could do as she liked, that she spent so much of her time at Balmoral, though he was also with her at Osborne and elsewhere . . . She used to go away with him to a little house in the hills where, on the pretence that it was for protection and ‘to look after the dogs’, he had a bedroom next to hers, ladies-in-waiting being put at the other end of the building . . . [There could be] no doubt of his being allowed every conjugal privilege.17





Blunt made no attempt to substantiate any of his comments.


Because Queen Victoria’s life was largely hidden from the public, it was hardly surprising that a whole range of myths about her were given undue credence and had some plausibility, being apparently based on sound sources. Four rumours in particular were given regular airings in scurrilous pamphlets such as Mrs John Brown.18 The first was that Queen Victoria and John Brown were married; second, that a child had been born to the Queen and John Brown; third, that John Brown was a spiritualistic medium who helped the Queen to keep in touch with her beloved Prince Albert; fourth, that the Queen had gone insane and John Brown was her ‘keeper’. The first two of these calumnies were given credence in the Swiss publication Gazette de Lausanne. Under an anonymous hand the offending paragraphs read:




On dit [They say] . . . that with Brown and by him she consoles herself for Prince Albert, and they go even further. They add that she is in an interesting condition, and that if she was not present for the Volunteers Review, and at the inauguration of the monument to Prince Albert, it was only in order to hide her pregnancy. I hasten to add that the Queen has been morganatically married to her attendant for a long time, which diminishes the gravity of the thing.19





The British Minister Plenipotentiary, the Hon. E.A.J. Harris, based at Berne, made an official complaint to the Swiss Federal Council about the paper’s allegations. The Swiss did nothing but Harris’s complaint inevitably gave the scurrilous nonsense a wider audience than it would have otherwise achieved.20 By and large the British press left the Swiss paper’s gossip alone, and even the socialist radical weekly Reynolds Newspaper, certainly no supporter of Queen Victoria, refused to follow up the story. Yet from such as the Swiss gossip branched a whole tree of slander and innuendo, and not just on the tongues of the lower classes.


These rumours are as alive today as they were in Queen Victoria’s own lifetime, and the 1998 film Mrs Brown gave them a new lease of life. What was the truth behind these persistent rumours? This book endeavours to unravel fact from fiction against the background of Queen Victoria’s courts at Windsor, Osborne and Balmoral.




INTRODUCTION


QUEEN VICTORIA’S SCOTTISH INHERITANCE


Early in the morning of Thursday 24 March 1603, Queen Elizabeth I of England died. Within eight hours of her death, 36-year-old James Stewart was proclaimed King of England in London. He had reigned in Scotland as King James VI ever since his mother, Mary, Queen of Scots, had been forced to abdicate on 24 July 1567. On 5 April 1603 James disappeared down the road to Greenwich, with his ‘gowff clubbis’, to be at the hub of his new United Kingdom. Thereafter royal visits to Scotland became rare for some 220 years.


James VI and I returned to Scotland once, in 1617, in an attempt to impose Anglican ritual upon the recalcitrant Scottish Kirk; he stayed for seven months. James’s second son Charles I, who was born on 19 November 1600 at Dunfermline, Fife, visited Edinburgh as monarch and on 18 June 1633 was crowned with Scotland’s own regalia. During June 1650 Charles II landed in Scotland and on 1 January 1651 was crowned King of Scots at Scone; he never returned to Scotland after his Restoration in 1660. In 1679 James, Duke of York, later King James II, stayed at Holyrood Palace, to the disgust of strict Presbyterians who loathed his religion and his predilection for drama and court entertainments. Nevertheless James returned to Edinburgh in 1680 as Lord High Commissioner, bringing with him his wife Anne Hyde and his daughter Princess Anne, who was to rule as Queen Anne, the last of the Stewart monarchs.


There were no further royal visits to Scotland until 1715, when Prince James Francis Edward Stewart, the only surviving son of James II landed at Peterhead in an attempt to win back the British throne from the grasp of the Hanoverian succession. Again in 1745, Prince James’s son Charles Edward Stewart, great-grandson of Charles I, took up the cudgels against George II, but all his hopes were strangled at Culloden field on 16 April 1746, when Charles’s Jacobite army was utterly destroyed by the forces of his cousin, the Hanoverian Prince William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland. Prince Charles’s desperate flight to France from the shores of Loch nan Uamh aboard L’Heureux on 19 September marked the end of this phase of royal visits to Scotland.


Almost seventy years later, the Scots were startled to learn that their new monarch King George IV, who had succeeded his father George III in 1820, intended to visit Scotland. The Scots aristocracy were sent into a flurry of consternation and activity as no one could remember how a royal progress should be organised. As royal pageant-master, Sir Walter Scott dug and delved in the nation’s archives in order to create a tartan panorama to welcome the monarch. His efforts were based mostly on invented Highland mythology, customs and dress, but the jubilation, processions and presentations lasted for ten days from Tuesday 13 August. The Scots would never see their like again.


Twenty more years passed before Scotland received another visit from a British royal personage. In the meantime the exiled royal Bourbons of France, Charles X, Comte d’Artois and King of France, Louis and Marie Theresa, Duc et Duchesse d’Angoulême, Charles and Caroline, Duc et Duchesse de Berri, and Henri, the titular Henri V of France, along with his sister Princess Louise, were all state guests at Holyrood Palace variously during periods in 1796 and 1830. Five years after her accession to the throne of Great Britain, after the death of her uncle King William IV at twelve minutes past two in the morning of 20 June 1837, Queen Victoria herself decided to take an early autumn holiday in Scotland.


During June 1842 Queen Victoria asked her Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel to set in motion the arrangements for her Scottish jaunt. To the Queen’s great surprise she was told that Peel and the Tory ministers in the Cabinet did not advise such a journey. They noted that the areas of northern England through which she would have to travel were rife with ‘Chartist sympathisers’. These were the agitators who demanded a ‘People’s Charter’ of parliamentary reform; only a few years previously, in 1839, they had signed a petition in the major towns of England towards this end and riots had broken out when Viscount Melbourne’s Liberal government had supported the rejection of the petition. No, the Queen was told, a Scottish trip was neither feasible nor safe. However, backed by Lord Melbourne, the Queen persisted with her wishes. After a lengthy discussion with Sir James Graham, the Home Office Secretary, Prime Minister Peel agreed that the trip could take place if the initial leg of the journey was by sea. Thus on Monday 29 August 1842 Queen Victoria embarked on the royal yacht, Royal George, at Woolwich, and her squadron, led by the 36-gun vessel Pique, set sail for Scotland.


By 1 September the little fleet was anchored off Leith. The Queen was met at Granton Pier by Walter Francis Montague-Douglas-Scott, 5th Duke of Buccleuch and 7th Duke of Queensberry, joint Lord President of the Council and Privy Seal, Captain-General of the Royal Company of Archers, and Lord Lieutenant of Mid-Lothian and Roxburghshire, along with Prime Minister Peel. Her visit was to last until Thursday 15 September, with trips as far north as Taymouth Castle in Perthshire, the home of John Campbell, 2nd Marquess and 5th Earl of Breadalbane, Lord Lieutenant of Argyllshire. During this visit, the Queen recorded later in her Journal, at the Duke of Buccleuch’s home, Dalkeith House, she first enjoyed real Scottish ‘oatmeal porridge’ and ‘Finnan haddies’ – the latter being split and smoke-cured haddock, named after the village of Findon in Kincardineshire.1






On Prince Albert


‘It’s very pleasant to walk with a person who is always content.’


John Brown








Queen Victoria was to make two more visits to Scotland before her great love affair with the country and its people really began at Balmoral. In September 1844 she landed at Dundee for a month-long expedition to Blair Castle at Blair Atholl, hosted by George Augustus Murray, 2nd Lord Glenlyon, nephew of the mentally disturbed estate owner John Murray, 5th Duke of Atholl. While driving by the River Tummel Queen Victoria tasted ‘Athole Brose’ for the first time at the inn at Moulinearn. This was a local drink made from a mixture of honey, whisky and milk.2


Between 11 August and 19 September 1847 Queen Victoria and Prince Albert made a tour of the west coast of Scotland aboard the royal yacht Victoria and Albert, paying a visit to Ardverikie in Inverness-shire, where the Groom of the Stole to Prince Albert, James Hamilton, 2nd Marquess and 1st Duke of Abercorn, had rented a deer forest and holiday house. During these early visits Queen Victoria was able to see something, and learn more, of the Scottish inheritance she had received from her Stewart and Hanoverian forebears. Throughout her life Queen Victoria sustained her pride in the (albeit-very-diluted) Stewart blood that ran in her veins and felt as happy in Scotland as a Jacobite as she was in England as a fluent German-speaking Hanoverian.


At Queen Victoria’s accession to the throne Scotland was calculated by geographers to cover some 30,200 square miles, some nineteen million mostly uninhabited acres; its north–south length was nearly 280 miles, and its east–west breadth around 150 miles. It was divided into 33 counties, with 948 parishes.3 The 1831 Scottish census showed that Victoria ruled over 1.11 million males and 1.25 million females in her northern realm. The largest number of male employees in any single industry was among shoe and bootmakers at 17,307, while domestic service was the major employment for women at 109,512.4


The Scotland that Queen Victoria fell in love with had developed into two distinct regions by 1837. To the north lay the Highlands, where a separate culture had grown differently from that of the Lowlands. For centuries the Highlanders had lived in close-knit, Gaelic-speaking communities, with a strong loyalty to their (mostly) Tory chiefs, linked together by their proud heritage and all sustained by their Roman Catholic or Episcopalian faiths. The Lowlands were centred upon Edinburgh and favoured England in both speech and trade, their political and religious faiths being old Whig leaning to new Liberal and Presbyterian. As the nineteenth century progressed the Lowlands were more and more Anglicised, with the upper classes being educated to an increasing extent in English public schools and universities, with Scottish capital and industry falling under the influence of English boards of directors.


By the time Queen Victoria died in 1901, Scotland’s alignment had changed from north–south to east–west, with the industrialisation and ‘Hibernianisation’ of Clydeside. Yet the Victorian Age for Scotland was more than a regal division. The Queen brought to Scotland a truly British Age – she was the first monarch since the Union of the Parliaments in 1707 to achieve this. She also brought greater harmony to the Scottish and English nations and was instrumental in the wider acceptance of Scots south of the border, without automatic ridicule. Her Court in Scotland reflected all these influences.


Strictly speaking, Scotland had not had a royal court in residence for over two centuries, since that April day in 1603 when King James VI of Scotland, newly proclaimed James I of England, crossed the border at Lamberton Toll, just north of Berwick-upon-Tweed, on his long journey to London. Yet when Queen Victoria inherited the throne of what she called her ‘wicked uncles’, she became heiress to a ceremonial court of Scottish Officers of the Crown, Officers of State and a Royal Household whose functionaries jealously guarded their hereditary places. There were six Officers of the Crown under the Hereditary Grand Constable and Knight Marishal, William George Hay, 18th Earl of Erroll of Slains Castle, Aberdeenshire. This position was granted initially by King Robert I, the Bruce, to Sir Gilbert Hay, 5th Lord Erroll in 1306. It was made hereditary in 1314 after the Battle of Bannockburn. The duties were simple: to safeguard the sovereign’s person on Scottish territory. The other Officers of the Crown were the Lord-Justice General, James Graham, 4th Duke of Montrose; the Lord President, the Rt Hon. Charles Hope; the Vice-Marshal, William Schaw Cathcart, Viscount Cathcart; and two Standard Bearers.


The Hereditary Bearer of the Royal Banner of Scotland in 1837 was H. Scrymgeour-Wedderburn of Birkhall. Sir Alexander Scrymgeour had carried the royal banner for Robert I in the Wars of Independence. When he became king, Robert I conferred the hereditary aspects of the position on the Scrymgeour family who became Earls of Dundee in 1660. The banner was defined by its armorial device of ‘lyon rampant’. The Hereditary Standard Bearer at this time was James Maitland, Earl of Lauderdale, of Thirlestane Castle, Berwickshire.5


The Officers of State were led by the Commissioners for the Custody of the Regalia, whose senior member was the Keeper of the Great Seal, George William Campbell, 6th Duke of Argyll. The Royal Household in Scotland was led by the Duke of Argyll as Hereditary Master, with two Deputy Masters in the shape of the Hereditary Usher, Sir Patrick Walker, and the Hereditary Carver, Sir William Carmichael Anstruther. The office of Master of the Household was given to Archibald, 2nd Earl of Argyll, in 1494. The position was made hereditary in 1528, and the Master was responsible for ‘below stairs’ and state function arrangements.


The Grand Constable and Standard Bearer were joined by Lady Seton-Steuart of Touch-Seton, the Hereditary Armour-bearer and Squire of the Royal Body, making up the three Marshals of the Royal Household. The Household was composed of twenty-two further appointments, ranging from the Falconer (Thomas Marshall Gardiner) to the Tailor (William Fraser). Many of these appointments were of great antiquity: the position of Dean of the Chapel Royal dated from 1120, while the Royal Limner (painter) was a later introduction in 1703. In 1837 forty-nine persons held warrants as suppliers to the court, ranging from the Royal Baker (James Aikman) to the Royal Wine Merchant (Alexander & Sons). Among the warrant holders for Scotland ranked the Queen’s Surgeon-in-Ordinary, Sir George Ballingall, and her Surgeon-Extraordinary, Mr John G.M. Burt. In the medical household they were joined by two Surgeon-Dentists, Robert Nasmyth and D.W. Johnston.6


Another important group within Queen Victoria’s Scottish ceremonial court were the still extant Royal Bodyguard, the Royal Company of Archers. Administered from Archers Hall, Edinburgh, they still appear at important royal occasions in their braided green doublets and Kilmarnock bonnets decorated with eagle feathers. Their Company was formally constituted in 1676, although tradition says they carry on the spirit of the archers who fell protecting King James IV of Scots when he and the Scottish army were routed at Flodden Field, Northumberland, by the English army under Thomas, Earl of Surrey, in the Anglo-Scots Wars of 1513.


Queen Victoria also inherited the ‘Honours of Scotland’, the Scottish Regalia or Crown Jewels, which themselves had had a colourful history, with bold adventures keeping them out of the hands of rapacious Englishmen like Oliver Cromwell. After the Act of Union of the Parliaments of 1707, the Honours were walled up in a vaulted chamber in Edinburgh Castle’s palace buildings; they were finally ‘re-discovered’ and placed on display by a warrant of the Prince of Wales (later King George IV) in 1818. The Honours comprise the crown, the sceptre and the sword of state. Tradition has it that the Scottish Crown incorporates the ‘circlet’ of King Robert I, the Bruce; made some time after 1314, it is known to have been used at the coronation of the five-year-old son of Robert the Bruce, King David II, in 1329. This crown has been subsequently altered at the behest of succeeding monarchs, and was ‘re-made’ for James V in 1540. The sceptre was presented to James IV by Pope Alexander VI in 1494; it was melted down and refashioned by James V. The Italian-wrought sword of state was a gift to James IV from Pope Julius II in 1507.






On Society


‘Me and the Queen pays nae attention to them.’


John Brown








Scotland retained its own Order of Chivalry in the Most Ancient and Most Noble Order of the Thistle, which had been revived and promulgated by statute of King James II on 29 May 1687. Tradition has it that the Order was founded in 809 by Achaius, King of Scots, to honour the Patron Saint of Scotland, the Apostle and Martyr St Andrew of Bethsaida in Galilee. The Order fell out of use in James II’s reign but was revived by Queen Anne on 31 December 1703. The purpose of the Order was to give Scotland an equivalent to the Most Noble Order of the Garter founded in England in 1348. When Queen Victoria came to the throne none of the sixteen Knights of the Thistle ranked below Viscount, and one of their number was her ‘wicked uncle’ Prince Augustus Frederick, Duke of Sussex.


All matters heraldic and armorial in Scotland were (and still are) under the jurisdiction of the Lord Lyon King-of-Arms, who settles questions of family arms in the Lyon Court. The office of Lord Lyon first appeared in the fourteenth century and historians aver that it was a successor to the Celtic sennachies, the tribal genealogists and reciters of family lore and history.


Queen Victoria’s Court always retained a rather stuffy formality of dress, particularly at levées, ‘drawing rooms’, presentations and state occasions. This meant that each special event saw a glittering assembly of court dress, wherein many of the men outdid the women in the splendour of their lace, gold braid, medals and feathers. Ministers of the Crown, lawyers, Lords Lieutenant, Governors General, officers and functionaries all wore special Court dress and colourful uniforms, each designed according to custom. In Scotland a specific court dress was formulated for Highlanders. It was thus formally gazetted in the Victorian Dress Worn at Court Guide:




Black silk velvet Full Dress DOUBLET. Silk Lined.


Set of Silver CELTIC or CREST BUTTONS for Doublet.


Superfine Tartan Full Dress KILT.


Short TREWS.


Full Dress Tartan STOCKINGS.


Full Dress long SHOULDER PLAID.


Full Dress white hair SPORRAN – silver mounted tassels.


Patent leather and silver chain STRAP for SPORRAN.


Full Dress silver mounted DIRK with Knife and Fork.


Full Dress silver mounted SKEAN DHU with Knife.


Patent Leather SHOULDER BELT, silver mounted.


Patent Leather WAIST BELT, silver clasp.


Silver mounted SHOULDER BROOCH.


Silver KILT PIN.


Lace JABOT.


One pair BUCKLES for instep of SHOES.


One pair small ankle BUCKLES for SHOES.


Full Dress BROGUES.


Highland CLAYMORE.


Glengarry or Balmoral [bonnet], CREST or ORNAMENT.





The Skean Dhu was the Highlander’s short-bladed, blackhilted sheath-knife or dagger. The Claymore reference is an error: a Claymore is a two-handed sword but the English author of the Guide meant a ‘basket-hilted’ sword.


The castles, palaces and houses of Queen Victoria’s Scottish inheritance which were dubbed ‘royal’, or had played some part in royal history, were myriad; they ranged from Dumbarton Castle, rising precipitously on its rock at the junction of the Rivers Clyde and Leven in Dumbartonshire, to Tarbert Castle, its walls already ruined by Queen Victoria’s day, standing 60 feet above sea level on the shores of the small creek called Loch Tarbert on the west side of the Loch Fyne, Argyllshire. From her forebears Queen Victoria inherited four palaces, at Dunfermline, Linlithgow, Falkland and Holyrood, but it was only at Holyrood that Queen Victoria ever occupied the royal apartments. She first stayed there in 1850, but in later years she often made Holyrood a resting place on her way to and from Balmoral. Prince Albert designed the modern approaches to the palace, which superceded the ancient processional way through Edinburgh’s Canongate thoroughfare. Albert also caused the area to the east of the ruined abbey church, abutting the palace, to be levelled and laid out in garden form. In 1854 the palace’s ‘Historical Apartments’ were opened to the public and much restoration work was undertaken by 1872, when a private suite was established for Queen Victoria’s visits.8
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