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Foreword


Writing a biography of King George V’s children as a family presents problems not encountered in so doing with the lives of the children of his father and grandmother. Even more than half a century after the crisis precipitated by the abdication of King Edward VIII, thereafter Duke of Windsor, feelings still run high in the royal family. It is therefore too early for definitive judgements about an issue which divided family and country, and which still provokes forceful argument to this day. As Hugo Vickers so rightly noted in a review of a rather sensational account of the Duke’s tenure as Governor of the Bahamas during the Second World War, Michael Pye’s The King over the Water, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor ‘seem never to be treated fairly. They inspire either undue loyalty or violent abuse.’1


Of the ever-increasing titles about the Duke and Duchess which have poured off the printing presses since the former’s death in 1972, most have been criticized on the grounds of varying degrees of sycophancy or unreasoned hostility towards their subject. Not until 1990, with the publication of Philip Ziegler’s masterly King Edward VIII: the official biography, written with full access to the Royal Archives, Windsor, were readers presented with a fully balanced portrait. Despite the restricted sources available to her at the time, Frances Donaldson’s Edward VIII, published in 1974, was a perceptive and admirably balanced account, although the King’s most ardent defenders felt its tone to be uniformly unfavourable and unflattering.


Of those titles that appeared in the interim, it is best left to the reader to judge on their respective validity – or lack of it. Perhaps the only really essential ones are Michael Thornton’s exhaustively-researched and penetrating Royal feud: The Queen Mother and the Duchess of Windsor (1985), which is in effect partly a biography of the Duke, notwithstanding the emphasis in the sub-title; J. Bryan III and Charles V. Murphy’s The Windsor story (1979); and Michael Bloch’s works, notably The Duke of Windsor’s war (1986), and The secret file of the Duke of Windsor (1988), both written very much from the Duke and Duchess’s view, with full access to their files in Paris.


The Duke published his memoirs, A King’s Story, in 1951. They are discussed in Chapter 11 of the present work.


King George VI has likewise attracted several biographers. The 800-page official life by Sir John W. Wheeler-Bennett, published in 1958, made extensive use of his diaries and letters, but was understandably circumspect on the abdication. That the Duke of Windsor was sent a proof copy of the book, but found nothing in the text to which he could object, says much about the author’s caution. Sarah Bradford’s biography, thirty-one years later, for which she had access to archive sources not available to writers of other interim studies (among them Denis Judd, Christopher Warwick, and Patrick Howarth), was less constrained in her retelling of the episode, and her portrait of the Duke of Windsor is not a flattering one.


Even if the abdication had not been such a traumatic episode in the history of the British monarchy, it would have been surprising if the biographies of both Kings, the two eldest children of King George V and Queen Mary, had not heavily outnumbered those of their younger brothers and sisters. For the three who lived to maturity, the literature can almost be counted on the fingers of one hand. Princess Mary, Countess of Harewood and Princess Royal, has yet to find a biographer, apart from M.C. Carey, who published his Princess Mary the same year as she was married. She is, however, also represented by brief chapters in two collected biographies of all the Princesses Royal, by Geoffrey Wakeford and Helen Cathcart respectively.


Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester, is the subject of what reviewer Richard Usborne called ‘a dutiful life history of a dutiful English royal prince whose widow and son are still alive’,2 by Noble Frankland, published in 1980. The Duchess published her memoirs in 1983. To quote another review, it is ‘a gentle, unpretentious volume that is delightful to read but gives away no secrets.’


To the youngest son of King George V to reach maturity, George, Duke of Kent, more than a whiff of scandal was attached during his bachelor days, and Christopher Warwick’s George and Marina (1988), and Audrey Whiting’s The Kents (1985) are both the soul of discretion on the subject of a Prince whose children are still only in middle age.


Not for many years, therefore, will all papers be made available to the biographer and reader who will be content with nothing less than a total warts-and-all portrait of the family. Meanwhile, I hope this will serve as a suitably objective account of the lives of two Kings, of whom one was arguably the most controversial ever to occupy the British throne and the other destined to be head of state in what has been called the country’s finest and her darkest hours, their brothers, and their sister. Anecdotes abound on the foibles, fancies and follies of this family of six, some of which may be discredited in time, others not. In attempting to distinguish between fact and fantasy, hagiography and demonology, I hope this account treads a fine line between ‘undue loyalty and violent abuse’.


I am grateful to the Hon. David Astor for permission to quote material from the correspondence between his mother, Lady Astor, MP, and members of the royal family, which is published here for the first time, and to the staff, Reading University, Department of Archives and Manuscripts, for access.


I am indebted to the following copyright holders for permission to quote from published works: William Collins Ltd (King Edward VIII, by Philip Ziegler); Macmillan & Co. (King George VI, by John W. Wheeler-Bennett); and George Weidenfeld & Nicolson (Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester, by Noble Frankland).


My thanks for constant help, encouragement and advice during the writing of this book are due to my parents, Wing Commander Guy and Nancy Van der Kiste; Theo Aronson; Steven Jackson, of the Commemorative Collectors Society; Joyce Kilvington; Shirley Stapley, and John Wimbles.


John Van der Kiste


2003




Prologue


Three British sovereigns married in England during the reign of Queen Victoria. The Queen’s own wedding, to a prince from Saxe-Coburg Gotha who was desperately homesick, little-known and not much liked in his adopted country, took place on a cold, wet February morning in 1840. That of their eldest son and heir, Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, in March 1863, was overshadowed by her long mourning for her husband, who had died fifteen months earlier but might have just passed away the previous week, judging by the gloom which still enveloped the court of Windsor. Only her grandson’s wedding, on a brilliantly sunny day in July 1893, was free of shadows. At the time, the lady-in-waiting of the bride’s mother called it ‘the greatest success ever seen or heard of! not a hitch from first to last.’1


Prince George Frederick Ernest Albert was born on 3 June 1865 at Marlborough House, the London residence of his parents the Prince and Princess of Wales. He was their second child, an elder brother Prince Albert Victor Christian Edward having entered the world on 8 January 1864.


Throughout childhood the boys, who so differed in character, were devoted to each other. Though seventeen months younger, George was stronger and more high-spirited. Amusing, inquisitive and hot-tempered, from nursery days he showed himself a born leader. Inclined to be shy, he had an easy-going manner, and was naturally neat and well-organized.


Eddy took much more after their mother. He was taller, more diffident, lethargic, and lacked his brother’s healthy complexion. His mother’s favourite, she treated him with greater sympathy than their father, who was impatient with the boy’s apathetic manner – an impatience which became more evident as the boy approached maturity. Eddy had been born two months prematurely, and to some it seemed that he had never really recovered from this unfortunate start in life. Along with his mother’s charm of manner, he had also inherited her premature deafness, or what she would call her ‘beastly ears’, and an apparent inability to learn anything in the schoolroom. A melancholy, wistful-looking child, he always smiled or laughed with something of the delicacy of his mother’s manner, rather than the heartiness of his father or brother. George, others considered, was much more like his father at a similar age.


In 1877, both princes entered the Royal Navy. It had always been the intention that Prince George should enter the service and Eddy the army. But Eddy was strangely dependent on his brother. Their tutor, John Dalton, advised that the stimulus of Prince George’s company was vital to induce the strangely lethargic Albert Victor to work at all. They entered as naval cadets on board HMS Britannia at Dartmouth for a period of training which lasted two years. In 1879 they joined HMS Bacchante which, with a few interruptions, was to be their home for the next three years as they cruised around the world.


On their return in 1882, it was apparent that life on board ship had helped them to mature a little, but by comparison with their public school contemporaries, they were still woefully ill-educated. George had largely made up for this deficiency by a steady application in the practical aspects of seamanship and navigation, but his spelling and grammar were very poor. Meanwhile the apparently ineducable Eddy was still as listless and vacant in conversation as with the written word. Worse, he was tending to drink heavily, and to enjoy disappearing, while in port, to frequent the underworld with the wilder element of his fellow midshipmen. They were despatched to Lausanne, Switzerland, for six months to learn French, but with little success.


None the less George remained in the navy, where he continued to make good progress. Eddy was enrolled as a student at Trinity College, but after rumours of his immoral behaviour there, he was taken away from Cambridge and joined the army. Gazetted as Lieutenant in the 10th Hussars, he was no better as a soldier. He never mastered the theory and practice of arms, or elementary drill movements on the parade ground. In turn he thought the commanding officers were lunatics, and he resented the rigours of military discipline.


By the time he reached the age of twenty-one in January 1885, Prince Albert Victor did not give the impression of a promising King in the making. Not all the prince’s shortcomings could be blamed on his upbringing, his mother’s possessiveness, and the lax moral example of his father. His deafness had been apparent since infancy, but as the Princess of Wales was so sensitive about this hereditary handicap, nobody ever broached the subject with her, and so nothing was done to treat him for a physical condition which might have been cured or alleviated if attended to in time. Yet her realization that he suffered from ‘beastly ears’ as much as she did increased the protectiveness she felt towards her firstborn. So did his slowness, inability to learn, and evident lack of character, all negative qualities which irritated his father. He had a piercing, high-pitched voice which others found unpleasant, and an easy-going nature which bordered on imbecility. It was possible that he also suffered from porphyria, an ailment in which a chemical imbalance in the blood causes symptoms such as bulging eyes and manic depression, and which had been mistakenly diagnosed as insanity in the case of his great-great-grandfather King George III.


Whatever Eddy’s problems, the elder generation were impatient for him to settle down. It was rumoured that he was involved in the ‘Jack the Ripper’ murders in Whitechapel in 1888, and in a homosexual brothel in Cleveland Street which was raided the following year. Whatever the truth, or lack of it, in these matters, it was clear that his dissipated lifestyle was undermining his never very strong constitution. By the time Queen Victoria created him Duke of Clarence and Avondale in May 1890, he was becoming a major worry to the senior royal family.


Efforts were made to interest him in two of his German cousins with regard to marriage, but Princess Alix of Hesse turned him down, and he never showed any enthusiasm for Princess Margaret of Prussia. Instead he perversely fell in love with such ineligible ladies as Princess Helene d’Orleans, daughter of the pretender to the French throne, and with Lady Sibyl St Clair Erskine. Helene was a Roman Catholic, and the question of her marriage raised grave constitutional implications; and Lady Sibyl was already on the point of engagement to another suitor.


By summer 1891, the ‘Eddy problem’ could not be deferred any longer. Nothing would be gained by keeping him in the army. The three alternatives chosen by the family were either a tour of the more remote British colonies; a series of visits to different European countries, where it was hoped he would gain a sound knowledge of continental languages and political personalities of the day; or an arranged marriage with some suitable princess who would be the making of him.


It was convenient that such a princess was available.


Princess Victoria Mary of Teck, known in the family as May, was the eldest child of the Duke and Duchess of Teck. She was already closely related; the Duchess of Teck was a younger sister of Queen Victoria’s cousin, the Duke of Cambridge. Born on 26 May 1867, May had three younger brothers. The family had been brought up at White Lodge, Richmond, until heavy debts necessitated a temporary move to Florence, where they could live more economically. Being close counterparts of the Prince of Wales’s children, they had been playmates and companions from childhood.


May was intelligent, well-educated, efficiently-minded and attractive, with a strong sense of duty. Although shy and lacking in self-confidence, she had matured quickly, as if to compensate for the shorcomings of her kind-hearted but grossly extravagant mother and her ailing father, whose mental state had been disturbed by a mild stroke in middle age. In 1891 she and her parents were invited to stay at Sandringham for six days, and also spent some time with the Prince of Wales’s eldest daughter and her husband, the Duke and Duchess of Fife. Although the plans being made were still a closely-guarded secret, May suspected from her own parents’ suppressed excitement what was afoot. Later that year, she and her brothers were commanded to visit Her Majesty at Balmoral, on what was obviously in the nature of an inspection by the Queen as to the suitability of Princess May to marry the young heir presumptive.


It was taken for granted that Eddy would do as he was told. Among his many faults, disobedience was mercifully not one of them. He would shortly be invited as one of the guests to Luton Hoo, the Bedfordshire home of the Danish minister and his family. Princess May would also be there. He must show her particular attention and be on his best behaviour at all times, but should wait until the new year before proposing. She and her family would be invited to Sandringham for his twenty-eighth birthday celebrations, and he was to ask for her hand there and then – and not before. Eddy solemnly agreed, but his enthusiasm ran away with him and he proposed during his stay at Luton Hoo.


Needless to say, May knew that he was going to propose, and there had never been any question in her mind of turning him down. She had been brought up to venerate the throne, and knew that with the right guidance from her future parents-in-law and from Queen Victoria, she would be prepared perfectly well for the destiny that such a marriage would bring her. Moreover, she had felt keenly the humiliation of being forced to live abroad, almost in exile, because of her mother’s spendthrift ways. That ‘poor May’, the temporary exile, should become May the future Queen Consort, was a reversal of fortune which seemed almost too good to be true.


Childhood memories of the simple-minded cousin who had teased and bullied her counted for little. She had the example of her mother before her in making the most out of marriage to a weak-willed and unstable husband. How much she knew of Eddy’s vices, and the scandals surrounding his private life, is open to question. Their parents had tried to keep as much as possible from her ears, and although she was intelligent, she had led a sheltered life. It can therefore be assumed that she had little idea of what she was letting herself in for, that evening of 3 December 1891, when Prince Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence, took her by the hand from a crowded ballroom and into an adjoining boudoir which had been carefully left deserted for them.


After a cheerful Christmas, May and her parents joined the party at Sandringham in the first week of January. However the gathering was subdued, for an epidemic of influenza was taking its toll. Eddy’s sister Princess Victoria and two of the equerries had taken to their beds with the virus, and several of the others were suffering from heavy colds. Eddy had caught a chill after attending a funeral, and on 8 January, his birthday, he came downstairs in a dressing gown to receive his presents. But he felt so wretched that he was ordered straight back to bed. The following day, he developed inflammation of the lungs, and despite the attention of one doctor after another and the devoted nursing of his distraught mother, nothing could be done to save him.


Eddy had never been particularly robust, and influenza dealt the final blow to a frame already weakened by drink, cigarettes, gout and probably venereal disease as well. On the morning of 14 January, he died.


Still weak after a serious attack of typhoid two months earlier, Prince George was as stunned as his parents by his brother’s death. Not only had he been devoted to him, but now he was second in line to the throne which he had never expected to inherit. He was well aware of his shortcomings in temperament and education; a slight lisp and knock-knees had further undermined his self-confidence. It was recognized that changes had to be made to prepare him for the future. Accordingly he was given his own accommodation, a suite of apartments in St James’s Palace, and the ‘Bachelors Cottage’ in the grounds of Sandringham. In May 1892 he was created Duke of York, Earl of Inverness and Baron Killarney.


Most important of all, earnest consideration was given to the weighty matter of finding a Duchess of York. The succession had to be safeguarded; it was clear that the Prince of Wales’s children did not enjoy the robust health of their uncles and aunts, and twice Prince George had been in danger of premature death – once from shipwreck, and once from typhoid. Next in succession was the eldest of his three sisters, Louise, Duchess of Fife. She was a shy, listless woman of indifferent health and very little character, married to a rich, boorish Scots aristocrat with a pronounced taste for the bottle. The prospect of Queen Louie was not an entertaining one.


Like his brother, Prince George had already twice lost his heart; firstly, to Julie Stonor, orphaned daughter of one of his mother’s ladies-in-waiting, but ineligible as she was a Roman Catholic and a commoner; and secondly to his cousin Princess Marie of Edinburgh. Marie’s mother, however, born a Russian Grand Duchess, so disliked her English in-laws that she vowed no daughter of hers would marry an English prince. In order to forestall the possibility, she quickly arranged a betrothal between Marie and Crown Prince Ferdinand of Roumania.


Yet those who had already predicted who would be Duchess of York did not have to wait long to be proved right.


As shocked relatives had gathered to Sandringham in mourning, the Duke of Teck embarrassed everyone by wandering around muttering to himself, ‘It must be a Tsarevich’. He was alluding to Tsarevich Nicholas, who had died of tuberculosis in 1865 shortly after becoming betrothed to the Princess of Wales’s younger sister Dagmar. Nicholas’s dying wish had been for her to marry his eldest surviving brother Alexander, which she did the following year. This arranged marriage had proved very happy, and Alexander (now Tsar Alexander III) had defied Romanov tradition by remaining faithful to his wife. Before long, the Duke of Teck’s prophetic words were echoed by others. After a respectful interval, why should Princess May, who in the Prince of Wales’s words had ‘virtually become a widow before she is a wife’, not become betrothed to the late fiancé’s brother?


A quick engagement between George and May would be an insult to Eddy’s memory, at least as far as his parents were concerned, but at length common sense prevailed over sentimental considerations. May had all the attributes needed for an excellent Queen consort-in-waiting, and, the Prince of Wales warned his son, Queen Victoria was ‘in a terrible fuss about your marrying.’


In the spring of 1893, George went to stay with the Duke and Duchess of Fife at Sheen Lodge, and May was invited to tea. ‘Now, Georgie,’ the Duchess suggested brightly after they had eaten, don’t you think you ought to take May into the garden to look at the frogs in the pond?’ Dutifully he led her into the picturesque gardens, and, away from the inquisitive onlookers, made his proposal to her. She accepted.


They were married on 6 July, in the Chapel Royal, Windsor. By some error of ceremonial planning, Queen Victoria was not the last of the royal family to arrive at the wedding, as protocol and tradition demanded, but the first. Amused rather than annoyed, she enjoyed watching the guests assemble, and smiled to herself as she sensed their mild panic when they realized the mistake. The Duke wore the uniform of a Captian in the Royal Navy, to which rank he had recently been promoted; the bride was dressed in white silk with a train of silver and white brocade.


Their honeymoon was spent rather unimaginatively at York Cottage, Sandringham, which was to be their home for the next seventeen years.


By nature the Duke and Duchess of York were shy, undemonstrative individuals. They found it difficult to express or show what they really felt for each other. Though it was very much an arranged marriage, both partners were to prove well-matched. Yet their mutual reserve distressed them, to the point where they had to apologize between themselves (by letter) during the honeymoon period for being so undemonstrative. ‘The more I feel, the less I say, I am so sorry but I can’t help it,’ May wrote on one occasion, prompting an answer from George that he was eternally grateful that they understood each other so well, making it unnecessary for him to say how much he loved her, ‘although I may appear shy and cold.’


Soon, jokes were being cracked in London society about how successful the couple would be in providing the nation with more heirs to the throne. As it was, any fears that may have been entertained on that score were groundless. By Christmas, it was known that the Duchess was expecting a child.




1


‘A regiment, not a family’


On the evening of 23 June 1894, at White Lodge, the Duchess of York gave birth to a son.


‘At 10.0 a sweet little boy was born,’ the Duke noted in his diary. ‘Somehow I imagine,’the prince recalled some fifty years later, ‘this was the last time my father was ever inspired to apply to me that precise appellation.’1 Queen Victoria made a special visit to Richmond to see her great-grandson, whom she pronounced ‘a very fine strong boy, a pretty child’.


‘You rejoice as I do, indeed,’ she wrote to the Empress Frederick, ‘and as the whole nation does, to the most wonderful degree, at the birth of dear Georgie’s boy. It is a great pleasure and satisfaction . . . it is true that it has never happened in this country that there should be three direct heirs as well as the sovereign alive.’2 The Prince of Wales was host that evening at a ball in the Fishing Temple at Virginia Water, Windsor Great Park. On being told the news, he stopped the orchestra for a moment so he could proudly announce the birth, and propose a toast to the young prince.


The Duke and Duchess of York had wanted to call their first son Edward, in memory of Eddy. They had reckoned without Queen Victoria, who intended his first name to be Albert, after his great-grandfather. As a compromise, Albert became the second name of seven with which he was christened on 16 July – Edward Albert Christian George Andrew Patrick David. Although always known to the public as Prince Edward, en famille he would be called David.*


Prince Edward of York had entered the world during midsummer and Ascot Week, when society was en fete. For the next occupant of the nursery at York House, the omens were less propitious. The second son of the Duke and Duchess of York had the misfortune to be born on 14 December 1895, eighteen months later. It was the double black-edged anniversary of the Prince Consort’s death in 1861 and that of Princess Alice, the first of his and Queen Victoria’s children to pass away, in 1878. ‘Darling May was safely confined of a son at 3.30 this morning both doing well,’ the Duke telegraphed in some trepidation to his grandmother. The Prince of Wales had to admit that ‘Grandmama was rather distressed’, but he himself trusted that the young prince’s birth would ‘break the spell’ of the unlucky date. He advised his son that it would be tactful to invite the Queen to be the baby’s godmother, and to call him Albert. ‘It is a great pleasure to me that he is to be called Albert, but in fact, he could hardly have been called by any other name,’3 the Queen commented to her eldest daughter. To the family, he would always be ‘Bertie’.


The two elder York children suffered from two handicaps in their earliest years – firstly, undemonstrative and not particularly understanding parents; secondly, a most unsuitable nanny.


As parents, the Duke and Duchess of York were much more strict than their own had been. The Duke was by nature less tolerant and less easy-going than his father, while the Duchess was curiously unmaternal. Her earnest, seriousminded character was at odds with the informal and carefree upbringing meted out by her mother and mother-in-law, and she was determined that her own children would be treated differently. Yet, according to some, the future King George V’s reputation for paternal strictness verging on bullying has been exaggerated over the years. It was never denied that the boys enjoyed many a rough-and-tumble, riotous games of golf with scant regard for the rules, and boisterous cycle rides around the Sandringham estate. A few years later, they were not too afraid of their father to play occasional practical jokes on him.


Perhaps the fairest verdict on the Duke and Duchess as parents was that of the latter’s lady-in-waiting Mabell, Countess of Airlie. She praised them for conscientious devotion to their children’s upbringing, but thought that neither had any understanding of a child’s mind. For George, who lacked imagination, it was never too soon to try and inculcate the highest standards of behaviour and principle in them. Moreover, he was given to ‘chaffing’ them, but his bark was worse than his bite. ‘Where have you been?’ he would ask his sons. ‘Cutting up the paths with your bicycles, I suppose.’ Such rebukes probably sounded less severe in everyday speech than the written word suggests.


Much has been made of King George V’s comments that he was always frightened of his father, and that it was only right that his sons should be frightened of him. His remarks have been handed down from speaker to speaker, and doubtless distorted in the retelling. None the less the King was never afraid of his father, whose outbursts of rage in front of courtiers could be terrifying, but who was never anything less than a devoted father, particularly to his second son. In their letters, King Edward frequently admitted that they were more like brothers than father and son.4


All the same, Alexander Hardinge, later a private royal secretary, was less inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt. It was a mystery, he was once moved to remark, why King George, in other respects such a kind man, was ‘such a brute to his children’.


In the case of Edward and Albert, problems were compounded by a sadistic and incompetent nurse. She showed a marked preference for the elder of her charges, and in order to demonstrate the superiority of her power over him to that of his parents, she would twist and pinch Edward’s arm before bringing him into the drawing room each evening just before he said goodnight to his parents. He bawled and screamed at them to much that they would impatiently order her to take him away at once.


Apparently she never liked Bertie. In her rather warped fashion, she seemed to resent the arrival of another infant who might compete with his elder brother for everyone else’s attention. She neglected him in the nursery, and gave him his bottle when taking him out each morning and afternoon in his pram, an unsprung vehicle which made for extremely rough rides around the paths of Sandringham. When he was ready to begin eating soft foodstuffs, she would snatch the bowl away from him at meals, telling the shocked under-nurse Charlotte (‘Lalla’) Bill, that he had had quite enough for one day. Such treatment resulted in chronic stomach trouble, and perhaps laid the foundations for the gastric complaint which afflicted him throughout life.


At length, Miss Bill could stand this mentally unbalanced woman’s treatment of her infant charges no longer. Although fearful that if she spoke out, the senior nurse would vent her anger on the children, especially Albert, Miss Bill told the housekeeper all. On investigation, it was established that the half-crazed woman had not had a day off for three years, and that she was unable to have children herself and had been deserted by her husband, and in short was suffering from frustrated and warped maternal instincts. However, she had trained as a children’s nursemaid before marriage, and as a result of working for the Duke and Duchess of Newcastle, she obtained a good reference which led to her being employed in the York nursery. When the truth came out, early in 1897, she was dismissed at once and her place taken by the more understanding Miss Bill, who sought to alleviate the mental damage already inflicted on the two small boys.


On 25 April 1897 May gave birth to her third child and only daughter. It was suggested by her grandfather and great-grandmother that she might be named ‘Diamond’, as she was born in the latter’s Diamond Jubilee year, but wiser counsels prevailed. The parents pointed out tactfully that in later life she would not relish carrying the year of her birth forever. Instead she was named Victoria Alexandra Alice Mary, and known in the family as Mary, to distinguish her from her mother.


Now that Miss Bill presided over the nursery, peace and contentment reigned for a while. The Duchess of York was allowed a brief respite from childbearing, and her three elder children, born within a space of less than three years, formed a tightly-knit group. Edward was a high-spirited child, and as the eldest was a natural leader in nursery games. Mary was something of a tomboy, and as the only girl she was much petted and spoilt. In particular her disciplinarian father treated her more leniently than the others, although she was easily embarrassed and his teasing sometimes made her blush to a deep shade of red.


As the middle child, Albert was at a disadvantage. By nature shy, nervous and affectionate, easily frightened and more prone to tears than the others, he compared unfavourably with both. It was significant that Queen Victoria noted in her journal, after a visit from ‘the dear little York children’ in May 1898, that ‘David is a delightful child, so intelligent, nice and friendly. The baby is a sweet pretty little thing.’5 There was no reference to Albert.


On 31 March 1900 May gave birth to a third son, christened Henry. ‘I think I have done my duty & may now stop,’ she wrote to her Aunt Augusta, ‘as having babies is highly distasteful to me tho’ when once they are there they are very nice! The children are so pleased with the baby who they think flew in at my window & had to have hs wings cut off!’6 This explanation of the baby’s arrival at York House came from the Duke, in response to what he called ‘some very funny questions’7 from Prince Edward. The six-year-old boy’s sleep was disturbed for weeks afterwards, he later claimed, by the nightmare vision of his baby brother’s bleeding wings.


At the time Britain was embroiled in the second Boer war, and Lord Roberts and the German Emperor William were invited to act as the baby’s godparents. They were appropriate choices, for this prince would be the only one to pursue a military career.


He was also the last of the family whom his great-grandmother was to see. Among the last photographs taken of the ageing Queen is one showing her on the lawn outside Osborne House that summer, apparently holding Prince Henry on her lap, while the three others stand or sit beside her. By this time, she was so frail and so afraid of dropping her baby great-grandson that Miss Bill concealed herself behind the chair and supported her arm until the photographer’s exposure was completed.


When they were small, the Duke of York saw little of his children. Most of his indoor leisure time was spent reading The Times, writing up his game book, looking after his guns, or working on his stamp collection in the library, a forbidding room furnished with a large desk and well-worn leather sofa, its most conspicuous item being a closet with a glass door containing his prized shotguns.


A conventional Victorian father, the Duke considered his children primarily his wife’s responsibility. When at home the Duchess used to rest in her boudoir before dinner, and she set an hour of this time aside for her family. At 6.30 p.m. each evening they were brought in from the nursery or schoolroom, and as they sat on wooden chairs beside her on the sofa, she would read and talk to them. The years she had spent abroad as a young woman, her eldest son recalled, had ‘mellowed her outlook; and reading and observation had equipped her with a prodigious knowledge of Royal history.’8 Members of the household of those days would paint a cosy picture of the atmosphere at York Cottage, the children gathered round a lamp-lit table playing some educational card game, usually one with the counties of England.


The Duchess was inclined to treat them as young adults. When they behaved well, she accepted it as quite normal. When they did not, she was surprised. With some astonishment, she noted on one occasion that Edward was ‘jumpy’ yesterday morning, however he got quieter after being out, what a curious child he is.’9 It seems far more curious in retrospect that she should have been startled at the restless energy of a child not yet aged two, only fidgeting because he wanted to go outside and play in the fresh air. Just as odd was another comment she made on him at the same age; one evening at tea he was in ‘a charming frame of mind’. She really believed, she wrote, ‘he begins to like me at last, he is most civil to me.’10


The children were much happier when at home with her, and their father was not present. When they were small, his teasing or ‘chaffing’ questions were a regular cause of embarrassment. Although their mother always backed him up where parental discipline was concerned, she never shrank from taking their side whenever she thought he was being too harsh with them. Though not in awe of her husband, she accepted the prevailing nineteenth-century view that the father was head of the family; his word was therefore law. All the same, when he overstepped the bounds beyond fairness, she did not hesitate to speak out.


The boys were terrified in the presence of Queen Victoria, though whether it was she who struck fear into their hearts, or the formidable Indian servants who waited upon her, nobody knew. But when left to sit with her they would burst into tears, much to her distress and that of their parents. Crossly she would ask the Duke and Duchess of York ‘what she had done wrong now’.


In January 1901 Queen Victoria died and King Edward VII ascended the throne. Among the first decisions made concerning his family was one regarding a tour to be made of the British Empire by the Duke and Duchess of York. Shortly before the late Queen’s last illness, plans were made for them to visit Australia to open the first parliament of the new federation. The King was reluctant to see them go, being unwilling to have the life of his only surviving son ‘unnecessarily endangered for any political purpose’, but his ministers insisted. The heir and his wife therefore set sail in March from Portsmouth for Australia.


During their eight-month absence, the children were at last allowed a prolonged respite from their parents’ strict upbringing. King Edward and Queen Alexandra had spoiled their own children when they were small, and were even more indulgent with what the Queen called ‘the Georgiepets’. The King eagerly allowed them to race pats of butter down the seams of his trousers, taking bets on whose would win. One day at lunch, he persistently told Edward not to interrupt him while he was talking. Having finished what he wanted to say, he turned to the boy to ask what he wanted. Triumphantly, the lad told Grandpapa that there had been a slug on his lettuce. Now it was too late to warn him as he had eaten it.


Though Edward’s cheerful habit of answering back and his precocious charm made him a favourite, the King went out of his way to pay attention and write short, grandfatherly letters to Albert. As a second child himself who had been overshadowed at the same age by a lively, intelligent elder sister, he must have appreciated that his second grandson found it difficult to compete with the winning ways of his brother, and found the inevitable comparisons frustrating.


Lessons were cheerfully disregarded. Many an afternoon the King and Queen were too engrossed in turning up at York House, to play with the children or read them the latest letter from Mama and Papa, to allow their unfortunate governess Mlle Bricka to interfere. She was dismissed with a wave of the regal hand, and on one family visit to Sandringham she was left behind fuming, in London, ‘lest she should spoil the fun’. An angry letter of protest was dispatched overseas to the Duchess of York, who replied in tones of similar annoyance to Queen Alexandra. Needless to say, May could have spared herself the effort, for all the effect it had.


On 1 November, the Duke and Duchess returned, landing at Portsmouth. With a twinkle in his eye, King Edward had told the youngsters that their parents would return with black skins after their exposure to the tropical heat, and they were relieved to see Mama and Papa tanned but still recognizable.


It was a relatively undisciplined, cheerful group of children who greeted their parents on their return home. Four-year-old Mary, the apple of their eye, could be forgiven, and Harry, not yet two, was likewise considered too young to be ready for anything in the way of ‘character moulding’. However Edward and Albert, it was decided, had reached an age when they could no longer be controlled by feminine supervision. Their days in the nursery under the indulgent eye of Miss Bill were almost over.


On New Year’s Day, 1902, they were told that they would now be in the care of Frederick Finch, formerly nursery footman. He was to be a kind of male nursemaid, who heard their prayers every morning and evening, who tucked them up in bed, and when necessary smacked them. Fortunately he was neither a bully nor an excessive disciplinarian; the boys liked and respected him, treated him as a trusted confidant as they became older, and he went on to serve Edward as valet and steward until his retirement in 1935.


The boys’ education was an even more pressing matter. For this the Prince of Wales* chose Henry Hansell, a former Eton schoolmaster and lately tutor to Prince Arthur of Connaught. Hansell, who in Prince Edward’s words ‘combined a mild scholarship with a muscular Christianity, accentuated by tweeds and an ever-present pipe’11 appealed particularly to the Prince of Wales as he was the son of a Norfolk country gentleman, and a keen yachtsman. A bachelor, he was considered something of a bore by his contemporaries, but he had the sound conviction that boys should grow up in an environment with others of their age. When his suggestion that the princes should go to preparatory school was vetoed, he attempted to create a schoolroom atmosphere in one room at York Cottage. A classroom was fitted with two standard desks, a blackboard and bookshelves. Here, from 7.30 to 8.15 a.m., the boys would do their preparation before breakfast, and from 9.00 to 1.00 p.m. and between tea and supper they attended to their lessons. Sometimes informal and immature football matches would be organized by Hansell, the princes joining in with boys from the village school. It was an artificial atmosphere far removed from the ideal school conditions which he tried to create, but it is difficult to see what alternative he had.


Hansell had no sense of humour, and took his duties very seriously. The reports which he wrote on his charges for the parents were almost as ponderous as, albeit less verbose than, Baron Stockmar’s pedantic comments half a century earlier on the reluctant pupil now reigning as King Edward VII. Unfavourable reports, on being read by the Prince of Wales, would lead to a summons for Prince Edward or Prince Albert for a dressing down. Nothing struck so much fear into their hearts as the ominous verbal message from Hansell that ‘Your father wishes to see you in the library.’


Around the age of seven Albert developed the stammer which, like chronic stomach disorders, was to plague him throughout his life. It was the result of chiding and repression, and being naturally left-handed but forced to use the right. Being slower and by nature less articulate than his brother, and more sensitive, he suffered the more from his father’s regular admonitions. Less able to answer for himself, he found himself increasingly cut off not only from his parents, but also from his brother and sister.


Even though they were often unhappy in the schoolroom, it would be an overstatement to suggest that the young princes had a miserable childhood. There were relaxed evenings at York Cottage and at Marlborough House, given to the Prince of Wales as a London residence when the King and Queen moved into Buckingham Palace. Of an evening their mother would sit at the piano and lead them in singing nursery rhymes and childrens’ songs. In the country they learned to ride, and in London Mr Hansell took them around the sights of the city, including the zoo, racing at White City, and cricket at Lord’s.


In June 1902 they had their first taste of royal pageantry, watching preparations for their grandfather’s Coronation at Westminster Abbey. They shared in the nation’s disappointment and general anxiety, when the ceremony was postponed due to the King’s sudden appendicitis, and in the excitement on 9 August when a slimmer, impatient but otherwise more relaxed King Ewdard VII was crowned. Before leaving Buckingham Palace for the Abbey that morning, the monarch greeted his grandchildren, gazing at him in his robes with awe. ‘Good morning children, am I not a funny-looking old man?’ From the royal box in the Abbey, dressed in their Balmoral-costume, they watched under the supervision of Hansell and Finch.


Of all their childhood haunts, summer holidays in Scotland were those most eagerly anticipated by the children. At Abergeldie, near Balmoral, they cast off all restraint. There were no lessons in the schoolroom, but instead the joys of exploring rugged scenery around Deeside, and the rural pursuits of salmon fishing, grouse shooting and deer stalking. They were thrilled to be told that the castle tower was haunted by the ghost of a woman who had been burned as a witch in medieval times, and they revelled in cycle rides around the hills while Finch ran after them, shouting warnings which could hardly be heard. In particular Albert took to the Highland atmosphere so beloved by his great-grandmother, and he was the only one of the Prince of Wales’s children to retain an abiding affection for Balmoral to the end of his days.
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