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‘Here am I,’ said Pancks, pursuing his argument with the weekly tenant. ‘What else do you think I am made for? Nothing. Rattle me out of bed early, set me going, give me as short a time as you like to bolt my meals in, and keep me at it. Keep me always at it, and I’ll keep you always at it, you keep somebody else always at it. There you are with the Whole Duty of Man in a commercial country.’


Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit
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[Do you deny it is an honourable thing to be a king?]


Homer, Odyssey, Book 1, lines 391–2


Translation by Emily Wilson
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PRINCESS BEATRICE’S WAR WORK


IN MAY 1943, Great Britain and Germany had been at war for over three and a half years. Churchill had secretly gone to Washington DC for the first wartime conference with Roosevelt – codenamed ‘Trident’. In Berlin, Dr Goebbels proudly announced that after sixty days of ‘work’, the German capital was at last ‘Judenfrei’ – free of Jews. In North Africa, the most brilliant of the German generals, Rommel, had suffered setbacks, with Tunis and Bizerte falling to the Allies.


At this point, the King of England heard from his great-aunt Beatrice: ‘I congratulate you on the tremendous victory in Tunisia, which fills me with thankfulness and pride. It must be such a relief to you, and make you look with so much further confidence to the ultimate complete victory of our army’.1


With the world in flames, and the future of the free world in the balance, the King could have been forgiven for not devoting too much attention to letters from an old lady, concerning the papers of his Victorian ancestors. That was her reason for writing. ‘Your daughters know that I have been engaged in translating my Father’s correspondence with his stepmother’.2 War fever is a strange group psychosis. This old lady was translating some harmless letters from German at a time when there were British people, whipped up by the war, who felt it was unpatriotic to read Goethe or listen to Beethoven; and when even a more reasonable majority, for years after the Second World War, associated the very word ‘Germany’ not with that nation’s great poets, musicians and philosophers, but with the criminals of the Third Reich.


The old lady writing to George VI, a woman who was herself three quarters German, and who had been married to a German prince, was the King’s Great-aunt Beatrice, the youngest daughter of Prince Albert and Queen Victoria. She was spending the war at Brantridge Park, Balcombe, Sussex. She had been born in 1857, before there even was a country called Germany. Her father, Prince Albert, had come to London from Coburg, the small town in Thuringia where his father was Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. His aunt Victoire had come to London in 1818 as the bride of the Duke of Kent. Their daughter, Victoria, became Queen of England in 1837 and Albert’s bride in 1840.


Between them, Victoria and Albert had rescued the British monarchy from grave crisis. They had nine children, of whom Beatrice was the last. They established a dynasty. Almost from the beginning they were, as well as being real people in an actual historical context, semi-legendary figures. This was partly because they really did save the monarchy, and therefore established the kind of country Britain would become over the next century. Moreover, Albert was a person of prodigious gifts. Not only was he politically astute. He had administrative gifts which could have made him a great general. He was scientifically informed. He understood, and was enthused by, modern technology. He was a knowledgeable art collector. He was a musician – himself a composer. He designed his two houses, Balmoral in Aberdeenshire and Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. He was the father of a family. Unlike the royal personages and aristocrats they had known as they were growing up, Victoria and Albert were true to their marriage vows. So unusual was this, that they were considered ‘bourgeois’ or middle class for doing so. The solidity and moral rectitude of the Royal Family was something which greatly strengthened the standing of the monarchy in the Victorian age, as the middle classes – upper middle and lower middle – burgeoned in number and political strength.


It all came to an end, the idyll of Victoria and Albert’s marriage, when they were just forty-two years old. For the next forty years, Victoria was a widow. She still exercised a busy role as a constitutional monarch behind the scenes. Public shows of majesty, however, were not emotionally possible for her without her ‘Angel’, as she called him, without any irony, at her side. She was lonely, and increasingly dependent on her companions. The burden fell heaviest on the youngest child, ‘Baby’, as Beatrice was known by her mother. The Queen regarded it as a betrayal when Baby announced her desire to marry Prince Heinrich von Battenberg, and made it a condition of the marriage that the bridal pair should remain at the mother’s side. Baby was the Queen’s dogsbody for the last decades, and Victoria made Baby her literary executor.


This was a formidable task, since Queen Victoria was a prolific diarist and letter-writer, leaving behind written records which, it has been estimated, would fill a library of 700 volumes if ever printed and bound in book form. Victoria had been in love with Albert. There was no doubt about the Queen’s love for her Angel, and her love did not diminish with the years. She it was who had masterminded and, almost certainly, largely written the five-volume tribute The Life of His Royal Highness the Prince Consort, which was co-authored by a Germanist called Sir Theodore Martin.


Victoria had the intensely shy person’s belief in, and use of, the written word as a means of self-expression. She was not someone whose instincts were to suppress or disguise the truth. From her girlhood onwards, she had poured out her impressions of life into copious journals and she was not one to hide her often changeable feelings. Beatrice, for reasons which do not have anything to do with us in this present study, was a very different person. She conceived it as her duty, when her mother died, to ‘edit’ Queen Victoria’s journals. Admittedly one reason for this was that the Queen’s handwriting was semi-legible, and Beatrice wrote a good clear hand. The chief reason, however, as she copied out the words her mother had written, was to discard passages likely to cause pain and embarrassment to herself and her siblings. Victoria had been candid in her often acerbic views of her children, and about the wider reaches of her and Albert’s dynasty – nine children, forty-two grandchildren and innumerable cousinage. She somehow always knew when one of them was getting into a scrape or making a fool of themselves, either politically or in the area of private scandal. Down it all went into her letters and diaries. We know this because Beatrice was unable to censor, for example, the copious correspondence Victoria had with her eldest child Vicky – eventually the German Empress. And there are still notebooks and other remains in the Royal Archives which give us some clue as to the sort of material which has been lost from the official, censored, Princess Beatrice-version of the journals which we can now all read online.3


Princess Beatrice probably acted from motives which she considered good ones. She was, however, the archivist’s dread. Those of us who take an interest in the past want the truth. Without all the material to hand – the damaging, as well as the adulatory, the good and the bad – the truth can never be told. Often it is painful and complicated. The art of biography, as demonstrated in its finest forms, is akin to that of Tragedy and the Novel. Writer and reader learn to take heed of the tragic flaws of our heroes and heroines. Queen Victoria is herself a case in point. She would have been the first to acknowledge her faults. Indeed, she was in fact the first, as is witnessed by a sad but revealing volume which escaped the attention of Princess Beatrice, which the Queen entitled Remarks, Conversations, Reflections,4 in which she chronicled her tempestuous relationships with her mother, her husband and her children, all of whom she loved in different ways, but with none of whom did she enjoy a relationship of pure sunshine.


When I came to write her biography, I found my admiration for Queen Victoria deepen, because she was a woman who confronted her demons and, on the whole, who overcame them, without the help of therapy, or even of much advice from friends. The often only just legible scribble was her outlet, her psychiatrist’s couch, her confessional, her secret beehive to which she disclosed her inmost heart. Not everyone liked her, and she was aware of that. Not everyone likes her to this day. It is hard, however, to dismiss her. She undertook a gigantic political and symbolic role when she was only a teenager – the Head of State of the most powerful economy in the world, the figurehead of what would become a global empire. She did her job throughout the next sixty years and she handed on the family business in good shape, when most of the European powers that seemed to be so powerful in 1901 (the year she died) were in fact great liners heading for the iceberg.


The success story of the British Royal Family was unquestionably to be laid at the door of Prince Albert, who, since his death in 1861, had been canonized. After he died, the Angel turned into a man who could do no wrong. His statues were to be seen all over the Empire. Albert Halls, Albert Squares, Albert Streets filled every Englishspeaking town, and many of the towns in India. He had, of course, been perfect. Baby really had been little more than a baby when he had died in 1861. She was just four. And the world in which she found herself during the Second World War was one which her father could not have envisaged in his most vivid nightmares. From his early years, as the young son of a German prince in a small Duchy in Thuringia, Albert and his brother had yearned for a united Germany. ‘Deutschland, Deutschland, Über Alles!’ was not a song of triumph when it was written. It was a Hymn to Liberty. It was an aspiration for the benign unity of German-speaking peoples which had been the wish, not only of German-speakers, but of all enlightened Europeans since the Middle Ages. How that benign union was to be achieved, that was the question. It was the hope that one day, the scattered princedoms, duchies, city-states and electorates of the Holy Roman Empire (which had been disbanded by Napoleon), together with the Kingdom of Prussia and the Empire of Austro-Hungary, could fashion some new political entity. The peace and prosperity of Europe depended upon it. Albert and Victoria’s marriage plans for their children reflected their desire to infiltrate the autocracies of Russia and Prussia with their brand of political liberalism: not liberalism with a capital L, but a form of constitutional monarchy which allowed for parliaments to have their say, and for an enfranchised electorate to be represented in those parliaments. Neither Victoria nor Albert were democrats in the modern sense of the term, but they had the political nous to adapt the monarchy for a world where democracy in its varied forms would one day be adopted.


Albert would die in 1861. He would not live to see the decade in which all these dreams were ruined: Austria, which might have provided an umbrella of some sort for such states as Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, where Prince Albert was born, had been defeated in a painful, bloody war with Prussia. The north German kingdom had triumphed, and the new united German Empire, created after the defeat of France in the war of 1870, was a Germany dominated by a Prussia of militaristic ideology and autocratic political ideas. The journey from 1871, when the Germans triumphantly declared themselves an empire in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, had been escorted by the gods and Valkyries of war. It had seen the humiliation of the Germans in that same Hall of Mirrors, when France exacted its revenge in 1918–19. The reparations which the Germans were forced, in that mirrored hall, to pay to the French for the next decades led directly to the German desire for further reprisal, the rise of the extreme right and the tragedy of the Second World War, in which Britain was now engaged.


Beatrice’s war work, translating the letters of Prince Albert’s stepmother, opened a little window into a heart-rendingly different time, in which Germans and British intermarried, in which the Germans looked to Britain for political inspiration, and in which the British Royal Family – admittedly having to endure a certain degree of xenophobia from the press and the diehard politicians – was seen to be an entirely benign German import.


And the marriage of Victoria and Albert was, of course, seen as almost sacred; it was a picture of the ideal marriage, a pattern to be followed by all the good, decent families of the Empire. It would seem likely that Baby, who lived so close to her mother, and who had witnessed the canonization of her father, took this version of events entirely literally; all the more so because her own marriage had been far from idyllic, and her husband – Prince Henry of Battenberg as he was known in England – was not always faithful.


When she had finished her latest batch of translation work, she wrote to the librarian at Windsor asking if there was anything else which she might see.


Let the librarian at Windsor Castle of that time, O. F. Morshead, take up the tale, in a letter he dispatched, with some anxiety, to the King’s Private Secretary, Tommy Lascelles. He told Lascelles that Beatrice had been translating the letters of Queen Adelaide to the Queen of Prussia. ‘They were very dull, as it happens,’ Morshead confided. Then she had turned her attention to the Prince Consort’s letters to his stepmother. ‘The contents were quite innocuous.’ So far, so good. The aged Princess was kept busy, and no damage was being done to the Royal Archives. The librarian had then sent a box down to Surrey, labelled ‘Diary &c. Prince Consort’s notes on the birth of the Royal Children’.


This seemed harmless enough, and likely to be of interest to the princess, & I accordingly sent it. I am really sorry to find that it contained inflammable material. I know that the prince and the Queen did not always agree during their early married years; but I suspected no revelations within these particular covers. I feel in view of what has happened that I ought to have been more on my guard, and I must apologise most sincerely for having inadvertently brought about a delicate situation.5


Morshead wrote that letter on 14 May 1943. The box which he had sent to Princess Beatrice, without opening it, contained not only reflections on Queen Victoria’s accouchements. There was also a cache of letters in which the Angel constantly upbraided his wife for her displays of irrational ill temper. They are controlling letters. ‘You ask me to promise “not to scold you again before your children”. To that I willingly agree – what you call scolding [schelten] I would call simply the expression of a difference of opinion.’ The coldness of the letters blows like a winter breeze from that box even at the distance of all the years since they were written. He records the misery of marital discord: ‘You have again lost your self-control quite unnecessarily. I did not say a word which could wound you’ – a statement which can only be contradicted by the mournful facts reflected in the letter – ‘and I did not begin the conversation, but you have followed me about and continued it from room to room’.


The Prince’s handwriting, which in youth had been so neat, and which still could be neat when writing to statesmen, has become, in these passionately angry, buttoned-up expressions of marital hate, sprawling. His hand was shaking as he wrote. Victoria had every opportunity in her lifetime to destroy these letters from her husband, which also contain, among their sentences of cold reproach, attempts at reconciliations, and expressions of joy when rapprochements are achieved. What she left behind to be read by posterity was a record of a marriage which was extremely difficult. Both she and her husband were strong characters, and they were often at odds, especially in the last decade of their lives together when she hated the loss of control and the crippling depression which the repeated experience of childbirth brought. Victoria was a sufficiently complicated, and sufficiently realistic, writer to want us to know what her marriage had actually been like.


Baby did not read these letters in this light. Not at all. Born a doormat, treated as a doormat, she was probably quite unaware of the psychological motives which prompted her to exact a doormat’s revenge on her parents, by trying to make their colourful lives as dull as her own. Serenely happy marriages are not unknown to history, but they are the exception which proves a general rule, namely that men and women who undertake to spend the whole of their lives together are unlikely, at all times, to find this easy. Albert’s parents divorced in a scandalous manner which kept the gossips’ tongues wagging all over Europe. He had been determined that his own arranged marriage to his cousin should not be a repetition of the parental disaster. Victoria, who had fallen head over heels in love with him, made him the recipient not only of her wildly affectionate needs and desires, but also the object of all her buried childhood nightmares, her uncontrollable angers and passions. Cold and stiff to a degree, he was unable to deal with this other than upping the ante of control, control and yet more control. Of himself, of the children, and of her.


Baby was so appalled by seeing the complicated truth revealed that she reacted as she had done to her mother’s journals. She wanted to censor. Busy as King George was with the war, she wrote to him, asking his permission to burn these letters, which her mother had so carefully preserved. On 21 May, she wrote:


My dear Bertie, I am most grateful to you for returning the box, & saying I may burn its contents. I felt sure you would agree that they ought not to be kept, particularly after having read 2 or 3 of the letters. It is very kind of you to reassure me about the contents of the Archives being kept entirely private and confidential. After that dreadful book of Arthur Ponsonby’s, I have naturally got more apprehensive of any wrong use being made of what should be considered as strictly confidential.6


(She was referring to the recently published Life of Queen Victoria’s Private Secretary, Sir Henry Ponsonby, by his son, the Labour MP and noted pacifist Arthur.)


The story, however, does not end there. Clearly, someone realized that to tamper with historical evidence in this way, when the characters were as central as Victoria and Albert, was a violation of truth. The original letters do not survive, but slipped inside the box are photographs of the originals, as well as tantalizing photographs of some pages from the Prince Consort’s diaries. (It is known that he kept a diary, extracts of which appear in Sir Theodore Martin’s Life, but no trace of it, apart from these photographs, has ever been found apart from a few leaves transcribed for Martin by Princess Christian of Schleswig-Holstein.) It is from the records of ‘dreadful’ books and ‘private and confidential’ archives that we are able to uncover the remarkable truth about remarkable lives. Albert was Victoria’s ‘Angel’ but, as she alone fully knew, he was a fallen Angel. His daughter’s wish for him to be a plaster emblem of perfection did a service neither to her, nor to him, nor to us. The truth is always more interesting than its opposite.





TWO
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HIS MOTHER


QUEEN VICTORIA AND Prince Albert were cousins, and anyone who wanted to know what they held in common, at the deepest level, could learn much from intruding into their bedroom at Windsor Castle in the late 1840s. By 1847, the royal pair were the parents of five children, and Albert, with his zest for organization and interior design, felt the time had come completely to reorder their accommodation at Windsor. The nurseries were enlarged. The old school room was converted into a wardrobe for the Queen, and Albert’s old sitting room was made into an enlarged school room, with the governess, Miss Hildyard, living in his former sitting room.1 But it is the bedroom which concerns us.


Cynical old Bismarck would describe Coburg as the stud farm of Europe. Given the dynastic ambitions of the Coburg family, it was a fair enough description. The neo-Tudor bed at Windsor, with its emerald-green hangings, was the centrepiece of this dynastic ambition. As far as Albert’s idea of Europe was concerned, the bed was central to all his plans, for from the fruit of his and Victoria’s union could stem a new world of righteous children, taking on the roles of constitutional monarch, and spreading his political vision, of moderate conservatism, European federalism, free trade and Protestantism, from Madrid to Moscow, from Berlin to Budapest, from Sweden to Sicily. The bedroom, however, which was the actual, as well as the symbolic, seedbed of this dynasty, also took cognizance of the shared heritage of the married couple. Albert and Victoria hung the room with portraits of their immediate ancestors. They commissioned watercolours by Joseph Nash the Elder of all the refurbished rooms. That of the bedroom is particularly evocative of the married life of the pair, of all they shared, and above all their shared origins. Nash did many watercolours of the different rooms at Windsor and at Claremont House and Buckingham Palace. This bedroom picture, however, was of such significance that the Queen had it copied in oils by William Corden.2


On a sofa beside the fireplace is a garment thrown down as if Victoria had just momentarily left the room. And staring from the walls are the four parents. There is the Queen’s mother and Albert’s aunt, Victoire, Princess of Coburg-Saalfeld. There is Victoire’s brother, Albert’s father, Ernst. And then, two faces which stared at them out of their past but not out of their memory: Edward, Duke of Kent, who died when his daughter Victoria was just a baby. And the figure who, in some ways, for a biographer of Prince Albert, is the most fascinating figure in the entire drama: his mother.


Prince Albert was a puritan of almost obsessive rectitude. His brother Ernst would by contrast follow the primrose path of dalliance which, for many royal and noble personages in history, has been the norm. Even by the relaxed moral standards of their class, however, Ernst and Albert’s parents laid a peculiar groundwork of emotional chaos which more than explains Albert’s later horror of uncontrolled passion.


Prince Albert’s letters, particularly those to his eldest daughter, show a sensitive awareness of the interior life. He wrote thoughtfully about the way in which we can compartmentalize our sorrows and memories. He lived before the days of psychoanalysis and never underwent therapy. Had such phenomena existed in his day, he might very well have had a robust attitude, and not wished to take all the emotional baggage out of the closet. His great-great-grandson, Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, who had a comparably awful childhood, remarked to a royal biographer, ‘suddenly my family was gone. I had to get on with it’.3 Albert could easily have said the same. Nevertheless, a twenty-first-century observer surveying the bare facts would consider that Albert carried a heavy psychological burden.


Three days after Prince Albert’s fifth birthday, in August 1824, his mother Luise4 left Coburg. He would never see her again. His parents’ divorce, never printed in the Almanach de Gotha,5 the directory of the European High Nobility and Royalty, and never (of course) mentioned in either of the biographies authorized by Queen Victoria, formed the background of all his early psychological history. While enjoying a cordial relationship with his stepmother throughout his adult life (she was also his first cousin, his father having married a niece), Albert cherished the memory of his lost mother and retained an abiding dread of family discord, sexual scandal and emotional chaos.


Princess Dorothea Luise Pauline Charlotte Friederike Auguste of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg – always known as Luise – herself had been a baby of only two weeks when her mother died as a result of a complicated delivery. When Luise was a child, her grief-stricken widowed father (who had been just twenty-eight when he lost his wife) wrote her a poem, addressed to her sleeping form:




Sleep, little Princess, sleep…


Guiltless and pure, sleep on…


Far from the throng of the Court


With its anxious muddles,


Its stifling confusions,


Its yawning boredom,


Here in your cot, you can be happy,


Sleep, little princess, sleep.6





Her father, Emil Leopold Augustus, Duke of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg, was himself never happier than when asleep. A lazy, lackadaisical man, he would have loved to act upon his own advice, to retire to bed, and to indulge his passion for literature and whimsy. Had he been born fifty years earlier, it might have been possible for the Duke to pursue a life of political disengagement, presiding over his tiny domains and ignoring the movement of events. Even had such a life been possible, however, he would not have escaped the one demand which determined the lives of all the minor German princes, dukes and electors: the dynastic requirement. The post-1871 state which we call Germany did not, at this date, exist. The Habsburgs ruled in Vienna as emperors. The multifarious little states which filled the landmass of central Europe, most of which had formed part of the Holy Roman Empire, had no political cohesion, other than the links of kinship. It was entirely appropriate that Gotha, the birthplace of Albert’s mother, should best be known for its Almanach. For, whether the domains were small or great over which these families governed, it was deemed essential that they should all remain in the hands of the hereditary princes and aristocrats who had ruled them for a thousand years. Mesalliance was unthinkable. The German usage, among the nobility, is to refer to themselves as high-born – hochgeboren. Often, however, this is shortened simply to geboren. Is such and such a person born? As far as they were concerned, not to belong to their rarefied gene pool, not to be able to trace a pedigree back through the twigs and branches of the family trees of royalties and nobilities, all of whom were intermarried and related, was not completely to exist.


So it was that when Duke Emil Leopold Augustus of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg married Luise Charlotte, a Princess of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, they were simply enacting a few inevitable steps in a genealogical dance which had been going on certainly since the Thirty Years War of the seventeenth century, and, in many cases, since the times of Charlemagne. Had they produced a male heir, the forested lands of Thuringia, a part of Saxony, would have been secure, and they could have looked forward, when that male grew to manhood, to the possibility of extending the dukedom by marriage to a neighbouring dukedom, such as that of Coburg.


As it was, Luise, being her father’s only heir, carried the burden, from the moment she lost her mother, of having to be married off. With her the dukedom of Gotha came to an end, so it was inevitable that her father should be obliged to find a husband who could, as it were, marry it, and preserve it by filling Luise’s womb with male offspring. However much her father might have loved her as a pure baby, and cherished her childish beauty in his sentimental verses, her only function in the political scheme of things was to grow to womanhood and marry another German prince. The show must go on. Breeding was all. It was fairly obvious, even as she lay in her cradle, that the neighbouring Duchy of Coburg would be the one into which she would be married off.


We have said that, had he lived in the peaceful days of the old regime, Duke Emil Leopold Augustus would only have had the dynasty to worry about. As it happened, he lived during a time of revolutionary turmoil and war. A glance at the map will tell any reader why Saxony could not escape the effects of the French revolutionary wars and the Napoleonic campaigns. Whether he was heading for Vienna, Austerlitz, Danzig or Moscow, Napoleon and his armies would pass this way. Unlike many of the German royalties and nobility, Duke Emil was a passionate admirer of Napoleon, a fact which would cost him, and even more his subjects, dear. When Prince Albert had finished building his beautiful marital home, Osborne House, one of the first pictures he hung in the billiard room was a portrait of Napoleon. Albert was fascinated by Napoleon, and had pictures of him in all his houses, an interest which perhaps made a nod to his maternal grandfather’s hero-worship. Queen Victoria’s interest in the Bonapartes was even more intimate. Her own mother, Victoire, Albert’s aunt, had been on the shortlist of possible substitutes for the Empress Josephine when the Emperor’s marriage was coming unstuck and he was looking for a fertile replacement who could provide him with an heir.


Napoleon’s several visits to Gotha during Luise’s girlhood had an almost emblematic significance. In October 1808, he stayed in the Schloss Friedenstein on his way to the Congress of Erfurt: his power was perhaps at its zenith. The Duke pledged a regiment – the Duke of Saxony’s – to the Rheinbund army that fought on Napoleon’s side in the battles of Kolberg and Tyrol, and in Spain in 1811 and Danzig in 1813. The losses of men in each of these engagements were catastrophic. Few returned to Gotha. In December 1812, Napoleon stayed at Gotha, in a state of humiliation and depression, on his way back from the disastrous Russian campaign. He left behind his hat, which may still be seen in the Schloss Friedenstein. By 1813, the King of Prussia, Friedrich Wilhelm III, had called his people to arms, and the German peoples who sided with Prussia were enlisted to fight Napoleon. They would eventually play the decisive role in the victory of Waterloo. Albert’s grandfather, Duke Emil, however, and his unfortunate subjects were still committed to fighting for the French. There were demonstrations against the Duke in Gotha when Luise was a child of thirteen, with crowds singing patriotic songs, and calling for them to unite for the German Fatherland. Perhaps it was in deference to popular feeling that Duke Emil did not have the Emperor to stay again. When Napoleon passed through Gotha for the last time, on 25 October 1813, he stayed in an hotel, at the Gasthof zum Mohren.7


Luise was fifteen years old when the inevitable alliance with the Duke of Coburg was agreed. Tiny, cherubic, slightly plump, with light brown hair and bright blue eyes, she still looked like a child, apart from her pronounced bosom. When she was confirmed, in the chapel of the Schloss Friedenstein, it was the first time she had taken part in any major public ceremony. As her sacred commitment to Christ was pronounced, she stood on the very spot where her mother had been buried, and burst into tears. The next year, in 1816, Ernst, Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, made his visit to the neighbouring dukedom, and his mother, the genius matchmaker Dowager Duchess Auguste, told her diary, ‘I should not be surprised if I did not soon have a daughter-in-law from there’.8


From the Coburg point of view, the marriage could only be advantageous, since such an alliance would mean – upon the death of Luise’s father – the Gotha Duchy would pass to her husband. All seemed as if it were going Coburg’s way, when, in November 1816, there was a setback. Ernst’s mother told her diary, ‘This afternoon the Court Chamberlain, Count Salisch, arrived from Gotha to see Ernst, and to explain to him with many excuses that for the present the discussions about the betrothal could not proceed any further.’ The reasons given were the precarious state of the Duchess of Gotha’s health – that is, of Luise’s stepmother. Auguste, however, who was a wise old thing, told her diary, ‘I am somewhat upset and perturbed, and whenever I think of that marriage, I have a sort of secret dread that nothing may come of it.’9


Ernst was a notably handsome man of thirty-two years old. He had a long face, divided by a sharp nose and framed by whiskers. His head was crowned by a profusion of curling dark hair. He was aware of his good looks, and was unable to enter a room without looking for his image in any available glass. It would be unrealistic to suppose that a man of that age, and in that position, had not enjoyed a rich emotional life. Ernst’s was more complicated than most, as his mother knew well – hence her misgivings about the prospects of his making Luise happy.


When he was twenty, Ernst had been betrothed to the sister of Tsar Alexander I. His sister Julie was married, very unhappily, to the Tsar’s brother Constantine. Ernst, however, blew his chances with the Russians, and after four years, his betrothal to the Grand Duchess Anna Pavlovna was broken off. This was because of his scandalous liaison with a woman always known as La Belle Grecque.


In 1807, Napoleon had restored the Duchy of Coburg to Ernst and, the next year, accompanied by his youngest sibling, Leopold, the twenty-three-year-old Ernst had made the journey to Paris to pay homage to the Emperor. It was during this visit that he met and fell in love with Pauline-Adélaïde Alexandre Panam – at that date an animated fourteen-year-old. They started an affair almost at once, and she soon became pregnant. Ernst, unable to face up to his responsibilities, persuaded Pauline to go to Amorbach and to be looked after discreetly in her pregnancy by Victoire, his widowed sister (the future mother of Queen Victoria).


It was not a happy arrangement. Pauline complained that she was accommodated in the ‘residence of the keeper of a coal-shed’. The person put in charge of feeding her was, she claimed, the chimney-sweep. She soon made her way to Coburg. Ernst had made a cowardly flight to make an (unsuccessful) attempt to patch up his relationship with the Romanovs. In Ernst’s mother Auguste, Pauline met her match. ‘The Duchess Mother began pouring forth a volley of invectives. In vain did I fly to avoid her – in vain did I conceal myself in the corners of the apartments whither she had pursued me. I incessantly heard the clacking of her enormous slippers, which echoed over the flooring and announced her coming, or rather, her Fury-like approach’.10


By this stage, Pauline claimed, she was being pursued not only by the furious Dowager, but also by Ernst’s amorous brother Leopold. It was all too possible. Together with Ernst’s Private Secretary and military adviser, Maximilian von Szymborski, the Dowager drew up a draconian agreement. Pauline would be paid an allowance of 3,000 francs per annum, and she would be accommodated in an apartment whose furnishings would be paid for by the Coburgs. This arrangement, however, would only be valid for so long as Pauline left the estates of His Supreme Highness the Duke of Saxe-Coburg. (We know little of this éminence grise, Szymborski, but he would play a sinister and cruel role in the destiny of Luise when she made her fateful marriage to Ernst.)


In the spring of 1809, in Frankfurt, ‘on a solitary bed of straw, and without one farthing to prepare the requisite linen’,11 La Belle Grecque gave birth to a son. Pauline would eventually (1823) publish her scandalous memoirs. Ernst was by no means the only European prince to have had an illegitimate child, but the punctilious detail with which Pauline washed his dirty linen in public ensured her a wide readership. The English translation of her book would be a best-seller and would make it hard for anyone in Britain to take Ernst, Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, quite seriously. This would be a source of huge embarrassment to Albert when he arrived in London as Queen Victoria’s future husband. The scandal of his parents’ marriage went before him, and it was something which he would spend his entire adult life living down.


It is not clear, when Ernst of Coburg came to marry Luise of Gotha, how much her father knew of La Belle Grecque. If the Gothas feared that they were buying a pig in a poke, the Coburgs were evidently able to set their minds at rest, for, a few days before Luise’s sixteenth birthday, the betrothal was announced, and a Court Ball was held in Ernst’s honour. The wedding took place on 31 July 1817. There was yet another Grand Ball. A service of Thanksgiving was held in the chapel of the Schloss Friedenstein. Then the bridal pair, accompanied by crowds of happy peasants in traditional costumes, who had been well nourished with beer and sausage, made their way to the summer palace. The gardens were adorned with 15,000 twinkling oil-lights. There was dancing and music lasting five days.12


Throughout the jollity, Luise, as is made clear to her childhood friend and confidante, Auguste von Studnitz, was only half-aware of what was happening. She fancied herself in love with the handsome bridegroom. At the same time, after a highly circumscribed youth, she was still a child. She was quite unprepared for what would happen to her now that she had become the Duchess of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. On 7 August, she left Gotha, and childhood, behind her, and, with Ernst at her side in the carriage, began her ceremonial journey to Coburg.
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Gotha is a windblown, bleak town entirely dominated by the Schloss Friedenstein, which is in effect a gigantic Baroque barracks. Coburg is very different. The town, with its cluster of royal palaces, its half-timbered houses, its medieval churches and its well-proportioned market square, is an embodiment of what Germans mean by the word gemütlich. It feels intimate, innocent and friendly. It nestles among wooded hills. On one of these eminences stands the Veste, the medieval castle in which Prince Albert’s ancestors ruled. If this sturdy castle calls to mind Luther’s famous hymn ‘Ein feste Burg’, this would be appropriate, since the Augustinian friar turned Reformation firebrand took refuge in the Veste, fleeing the Imperial forces after the Diet of Worms. It is said of the Veste in Coburg (as it is said of a number of places in Germany) that this was where Luther worked on his translation of the Bible, a work which not only made possible his dream that every ploughboy could read the Scriptures for himself, but which also in effect invented the modern German language. In the pretty town itself, beneath the Veste, the Coburgs built for themselves a Baroque Schloss in the seventeenth century, known as Schloss Ehrenburg. Its gradual, sweeping staircase leads to a series of impressive salons and state rooms, none more fantastical than the Hall of Giants, in which huge white plaster of Paris giants appear to be holding up the ceiling. It was in the Schloss Ehrenburg that Luise, eleven months after her marriage, gave birth to her first son, Ernst.


The town, however, is not the only place which the Coburgs adorned with princely architecture. Some four miles from the marketplace, in the wooded meadows which Prince Albert would always say were so like England, is their shooting lodge, the Schloss Rosenau. Yellow-gabled, Biedermeier-furnished, Gothick-casemented, cottage wallpapered, the Rosenau could plausibly claim to be the most beautiful house in the world. It was here that, on 26 August 1819, Prince Albert was born.


To be born the child of royal or upper class parents in the early nineteenth century was a risky undertaking. This was because, unlike the sensible poor who gave birth with the assistance of their mothers or sisters, or perhaps of a female midwife, the rich were assisted by doctors. Princess Charlotte is only one dire example of many who died in childbirth. The only daughter of George IV of England, she had been married to the younger brother of our Duke Ernst of Saxe-Coburg – Leopold.


The Duchess Auguste, Albert’s Coburg grandmother, was a matchmaker extraordinaire who had managed to marry her children to great advantage. Ferdinand George married the heiress of the Prince Koháry in Hungary. Their son became King Consort of Portugal, by his marriage to Queen Donna Maria II. Sophia married Count Mensdorff-Pouilly, a French aristocrat who, emigrating because of the Revolution, became an eminent diplomat in Austria. Her sons were close friends of Albert, and her daughter Marie became Albert’s stepmother. Antoinette married the Duke of Württemberg, brother of the Empress of Russia. Julie married Grand Duke Constantine of Russia, the younger brother of the Emperor. Victoire, pretty and vain, married the Prince of Leiningen, and her son Charles became one of the more plausible claimants to the dukedom of Schleswig-Holstein – the disputes over which played so crucial a role in later nineteenth-century European history.


Duchess Auguste, in other words, by the dynastic marriage of her children, had a finger in many a pie, and, when you consider how tiny Coburg is, there is something all the more impressive in the fact that Auguste’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren occupied thrones in Sweden, Belgium, Bulgaria, Russia and Portugal.


Her youngest son, Leopold, looked likely to have possessed himself of the richest plum. Married to Princess Charlotte, he was poised to become, in effect, the King of England when her highly unpopular father, George IV, came to die. As things turned out, however, Charlotte died before her father.


As arranged marriages went, it would seem that Charlotte and Leopold were well matched and happy together. Charlotte spoke of him as ‘mon Leopold qui fait mon unique Bonheur’ (which she spelt ‘bonnheur’).13 Moreover, she got on well with her in-laws, and befriended Victoire, Leopold’s sister, who had been left a widow with two young children in Amorbach. All the books repeat the story that, after Princess Charlotte’s death, her uncles, in a faintly absurd race to produce an heir to the throne of England, abandoned their mistresses and collected German brides for the purpose. In the archives at Windsor, however, is a volume of the Duchess of Kent’s papers put together by her son-in-law and nephew Prince Albert. It is clear that Charlotte was very fond of Victoire, to whom she wrote as her ‘adorable soeur! ’ Moreover, she urged her uncle Edward, Duke of Kent, to visit Victoire in Amorbach, and it is obvious from the letters that he went there in 1816, a whole year before Charlotte died, with a view to marriage. When he came away, he wrote to Victoire saying that he was going to consult his brother the King, asking permission to propose to her. The letters he wrote to her, before and after their marriage, are love letters. At the end of December 1818, he wrote, ‘God bless you. Love moi as I love you, ton fidèle Edward’. He had clearly already taken leave, in his heart if not in his bed, from his long-standing mistress Madame de Saint-Laurent. This bundle of letters is labelled by Victoire herself, ‘Briefe meines geliebten Mannes als Er um meine Hand anhielt’ – ‘My beloved husband’s letters when he proposed to me’.14


In other words, before she died, Princess Charlotte had made the links between the Coburgs and the British Royal Family even stronger, not merely with her own marriage to Leopold, but also by ensuring Victoire’s marriage to Edward, Duke of Kent. She had thereby prepared the path down which Queen Victoria would tread into the world.


Charlotte’s death at Claremont House on 6 November 1817 ruined Leopold’s hopes of becoming King of England in all but name. It also put a potentially catastrophic check on the ambitions of a figure who will play a large part in our story, and whom we should get to know here – even though he would not enter Albert’s life until much later.


Leopold’s mentor and backer, one might almost say agent, was the tiny and manipulative figure of Christian Friedrich von Stockmar, a figure whom Elizabeth Longford brilliantly described as half Merlin, half Puck. He was born in Coburg in 1787, the son of a successful lawyer. After attending school at the Coburg Gymnasium, one of the best schools in Germany (alma mater of Goethe’s father), he studied medicine at Würzburg, Erlangen and Jena. He founded a military hospital in Coburg in 1812 to cope with the flood of French, Allied and Russian soldiers who were hobbling through the town after the disastrous Napoleonic campaign. Typhus was rife and he himself caught the disease. In 1814, he moved to Worms where he established another military hospital, and was commanded by the German officer in charge to treat the Germans first and the other nationalities afterwards. Stockmar won universal renown for saying that he would treat all the wounded in strict priority of need, regardless of their nationality. Prince Leopold was so impressed when he heard this story that he eventually asked Stockmar to become his personal physician, and the young German doctor came to London. ‘The country, the houses, their arrangement, everything, especially in the neighbourhood of London, delighted me, and so raised my spirits, that I kept saying to myself, “Here you must be happy, here you cannot be ill”.’15


Stockmar fell in love with England, and was enraptured by its political system. He soon became much, much more to Leopold than a mere doctor. ‘Stocky’, as Charlotte nicknamed him, was now a power near the throne, and since George IV, obese and wheezing, was clearly unlikely to live much longer, it looked as if Stocky was going to become a person of real influence in English political life. When Charlotte’s accouchement drew near, Stockmar, who was staying with her at Claremont House, near Esher in Surrey, carefully distanced himself from the scene. Had she given birth to a live child, and had she lived to become the Queen of England, Stocky would have been smilingly standing behind her throne. In the hour of her distress, however, he needed to distance himself as far as possible from any suggestion of blame for a bungled birth.


Charlotte was in labour for fifty-two long hours, as her mother-in-law Auguste pityingly recorded.16 She was delivered of a large dead boy, and died herself, some hours afterwards. The incompetent trio of English doctors who were attending her went through the routine of bleeding her and giving her brandy. When, in panic, the English doctors summoned Stockmar from his room, well past midnight, she squeezed his hand and said, ‘They have made me tipsy.’ The death rattle was heard in her throat, and she called out, ‘Stocky! Stocky!’ in a loud voice. They were her last words.


We shall return, later in this story, to the influence of Stockmar upon the destinies of Victoria, Albert, and indeed the whole of the monarchy. For the time being, the crucial fact was that he had escaped any taint of association with poor Princess Charlotte’s death. One of the doctors, Sir Richard Croft, felt such a burden of guilt that he shot himself. The other two, the King’s surgeons David Dundas and Everard Home, performed the autopsy. They found that ‘The child was well-formed and weighed nine pounds, every part of its internal structure was quite sound’. As for poor Princess Charlotte, ‘The uterus contained a considerable quantity of coagulated Blood and extended as high as the navel, and the Hourglass contraction was still very apparent.’17


To Stockmar, the Duchess Auguste poured out her grief. ‘My whole being is torn apart with sorrow and pain,’ she told Stockmar. ‘I can only trust that God and Time will pour soothing Balsam in the burning wounds’.18 Leopold was, for the time being, out of the running. Clearly it was necessary, as God and Time healed the burning wounds, that they also provided other Coburgs who could step up to the mark and replace Leopold as a person of influence in Britain. Stockmar’s beady eyes were now fixed upon Victoire as the bearer of hope for Coburg influence in London.


When the time came for Victoire, as Duchess of Kent, to be delivered of a child, in Kensington Palace on 24 May 1819, they were determined that there should not be a repetition of the Charlotte tragedy. The English doctors were banished. Dr Marianne Heidenreich von Siebold, the first woman to qualify as a doctor in Germany and herself a distinguished accoucheuse, delivered the baby who would become Queen Victoria. She then travelled back to Germany, and was in Coburg in time for the Duchess Luise’s second confinement in August.


Ernst, as we have said, had been born in the Schloss Ehrenburg; and there is something more than appropriate about this. Not only would he, as Ernst II, rule as Duke of Saxe-Coburg; but he was mondain and he aptly entered the world in a grand palace plum in the middle of the town. Albert, the intellectual, the scholar, the dreamer, the younger son, the Angel, the aesthete, was to be born in the beautiful little Schloss Rosenau, surrounded by woods and meadows, gardens and birdsong. The same Madame von Siebold, who had delivered his cousin Victoria less than three months earlier, also brought Albert into the world.


Since Duke Ernst would divorce Albert’s mother for adultery only a few years after he was born, it is inevitable that questions should have been posed about the young Prince’s paternity. Such rumours, interestingly, were not put into print until the twentieth century. An anonymous writer in 1915 published a book called A German Prince and His Victim, which contained the unsubstantiated claim that a Court Chamberlain, Baron von Meyern, ‘a charming, handsome cultivated man of Jewish extraction, much her senior, was… supposed to have taken Ernst’s place in the fair Luise’s heart’.19 This suspicion was adopted by Lytton Strachey in his Queen Victoria, and by Laurence Housman in his play A State Secret – one of the series which made up his charming Victoria Regina. Given the fact that Duke Ernst I and Maximilian von Szymborski went out of their way to vilify Luise and to depict her as a serial adulteress, it is interesting that they did not name the mysterious Baron von Meyern as one of her lovers.


Nowadays, if you are shown round the Schloss Ehrenburg, you will probably be told by the guide that the likeliest candidate for Albert’s father is his uncle Leopold, who came back to Coburg during the autumn of 1818, when Luise was confined to bed with chickenpox.


In 2008, Richard Sotnick published The Coburg Conspiracy, in which he put forward another possibility, one Friedrich Blum, ‘a working member of the Court at Coburg’. It is not entirely clear who this Friedrich Blum was. A man named David Bloom, in 2004, claimed that his grandfather, Sam Blum, brought up in Tukums, now in Latvia, was the grandson of Friedrich Blum. It was alleged that Sam had claimed that Friedrich had an affair with ‘the Princess’; that a baby had been born, ‘who had been accepted as a prince of the family, and whose name had been Albrecht’. A photograph of Nathan Bloom, some sort of relative, taken around 1930, is one of the illustrations in Sotnick’s book, bearing the caption, ‘The likeness to Prince Albert in his later years is striking’. Nathan Bloom had a high, bald forehead, it is true, but I have shown the picture to a number of people, randomly chosen, not one of whom could see a resemblance which could dispassionately be called ‘striking’. Nathan, who was a bootmaker in Stepney, in the East End of London, was the elder brother of Sam. The family, we are told, ‘have never wavered in their belief that Friedrich Blum was both their direct antecedent and the father of Albert, the Prince Consort’.20


The trouble with the theory, apart from the lack of resemblance between Nathan Bloom and the Prince Consort, is that the Bloom family have not been able to establish that they do in fact descend from the supposed Friedrich Blum. And, rather strangely, the author of The Coburg Conspiracy, having apparently supported the plausibility of the claim, added a short chapter at the end of his book, in which he appeared to think Uncle Leopold a more plausible candidate. In substantiation, he calls as a witness Karoline Bauer, one of Leopold’s many mistresses, who recalled Luise as saying, ‘I do not know whom I love more, Ernst or Leopold.’


This, really, is the point where claims about Albert’s paternity sink into the quicksands. Karoline Bauer’s memoirs were published in 1884. She was a cousin of our friend Christian von Stockmar. She had considerable success as an actress, and was playing at the Royal Theatre in Potsdam when Leopold, then aged thirty-eight, was in the audience. She was said to have borne a very strong resemblance to Leopold’s English wife, Princess Charlotte, whose death eleven years earlier he always mourned. The following year, in July 1829, in a villa which Leopold had hired for her in Regent’s Park, the pair would undergo a sort of ‘marriage’ ceremony, performed by her strange little cousin Stockmar. There she resided with her mother, true to the title of her English biography, ‘A Prisoner in Regent’s Park’.21


Fairly unsurprisingly, Leopold did not honour this ‘marriage’. The year after he became king of the newly founded realm of Belgium in 1831, he married Louise-Marie of Orléans, the daughter of King Louis-Philippe. Bauer’s posthumous memoirs were an act of revenge upon Leopold and all the Coburgs. D. A. Ponsonby, the biographer of both ‘Lina’ Bauer and of the Duchess Luise, surely made a very strong point when she wrote:


Caroline Bauer hated the Coburgs all her life, because of her bitter resentment of the way Leopold had treated her. She was a German, writing in German: she had neither the need nor duty not to publish what she would of the Prince Consort’s parents… Anyone who has read the whole of Caroline Bauer’s long memoirs will agree that no consideration for others’ feelings would have prevented her from smacking her lips over the gossip that the second-born son of the Coburgs was fathered by another than the Duke – if such gossip had existed.22


Pass another half century and more after Ponsonby’s books, and Ulrike Grunewald, in 2013, wrote the most thoroughly researched biography of Duchess Luise yet to appear: Luise von Sachsen-Coburg-Saalfeld. This sympathetic account, by a young, modern German researcher and author (and television documentary-maker), who plainly has no axe to grind, and is not some monarchist lickspittle, finds no evidence at all to support the notion that Prince Albert was not the son of Duke Ernst I, though she now believes that if anyone other than Ernst was Albert’s father, it could, at a pinch, have been his uncle Leopold. There is no evidence for this, however.





THREE
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THE WETTINS


ERNST WAS A cruel man, who enjoyed teasing his young wife, and playing with her feelings. An example occurred early on in the marriage, back in 1817, when Coburg was preparing for the three hundredth anniversary of the beginning of the Reformation – a story in which Ernst’s ancestors had played so crucial a role. Luise, his very recent bride, was nervous about the public role she would be playing in the day’s ceremonies. Instead of attempting to put her at her ease, he told her the order of the day’s events – a church service in Coburg, and then a procession to the Rosenau, where there were to be medieval jousting, dancing and other amusements. Ernst sternly told her that he had decided she was not to accompany him to the Rosenau after all. He said this merely to torment her. She wept for a whole day before he told her he had only been teasing.


From the very first, he made no attempt to provide her with companionship while he indulged one of his keenest passions, hunting. In very early days, she would accompany him onto the hunting field while he rode out. Once she had become pregnant, however, this was deemed unwise, and she spent many days cooped up, entirely alone, while Ernst went in pursuit of deer and wild boar.


One of Luise’s most dangerous enemies at Court – though she was far too naïve to realize this at first – was Ernst’s Chamberlain, a homosexual misogynist called Maximilian von Szymborski – as his name implies a Pole, which made him especially unpopular in Coburg. He did everything he could to pour poison into Ernst’s ears about Luise, and this would eventually have its disastrous consequences.


In the latter stages of Luise’s second pregnancy, Ernst went to stay in Karlsbad with his sister Antoinette and her husband Alexander, the Duke of Württemberg. Even before he had set out, Luise was complaining to her penfriend in Gotha, Auguste von Studnitz, ‘You can readily imagine how unhappy I am made in advance by embarrassing feelings of jealousy for all the beauties there in Karlsbad! Luckily he will only be gone for eight days’. It was no secret that Ernst fancied the Württemberg daughter – his niece Marie, who would one day become his wife. She was the same age as Luise, just sixteen at the time of this visit. ‘I am very alone, and very sad and, for the first time in my life, I wish that Time would fly’.1


As her time approached, Luise awaited the birth in Schloss Rosenau, with Dr Siebold in attendance. The presence of this first-rate midwife-obstetrician, who had delivered Victoria in Kensington three months earlier, gave the state prayers, read out in all the churches in Coburg, a stronger chance of being answered favourably. ‘We believe in Thee, O Lord our God! Thou hast not left Thy people unheard. Bless and protect our Duchess, His Highness Our Duke and all the Ducal Family! That Thou shouldst vouchsafe Joy to Thy people, Amen! Amen!’ The Duchess was ‘happily delivered of a healthy and well-formed Prince’ at 6 a.m. on 26 August 1819.2


The birth of Albert provided consolation of a sort. He was baptized by Professor Genzler, a distinguished old Lutheran pastor who, the previous year, had presided over the wedding, in the Hall of Giants, between Albert’s aunt Victoire and the Duke of Kent. The baptism took place in the hall of the Rosenau. ‘The good wishes with which we welcome this infant as a Christian,’ said the preacher, ‘as one destined to be great on the earth, and as a future heir to everlasting life, are the more earnest when we consider the high position in life in which he may one day be placed.’3 It was clear from the outset that the Coburgs had positioned Albert as the potential future companion of the Queen of England. If all went according to plan, Albert would be able to succeed where the death of Princess Charlotte had caused Leopold to fail.


He was baptized in the Lutheran faith which he would never, in his heart, forsake. The Church of England, to which he would officially belong after his marriage, meant nothing to him. His baptismal names were Franz August Carl Albrecht Emanuel4 but he was always known as Albert, not Albrecht. They were preparing him for his English destiny. ‘My children are the pride and joy of their grandparents,’ Luise wrote dotingly, in French, ‘the more they grow, the more amusing they become. The elder, particularly, has great spirit, and the little one captures every heart with his beauty and his gentillesse.’5 By the time he was nearly two, he had begun to resemble his mother. She, in turn, had begun, in her intense boredom and growing marital dissatisfaction, to realize her own capacity to capture hearts.
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It was after the birth of Prince Albert that the marriage of his parents began to unravel. Luise’s most recent biographer, Ulrike Grunewald, makes a convincing case, when she emphasizes that the first scandal caused by Luise in Coburg was not herself committing adultery, but complaining about the adulteries of her husband. It simply was not done for the wives of nobility or royalty to raise objections to the behaviour of their males, behaviour which might have been scandalous for a member of the middle classes, but for a prince was considered perfectly normal.


In the first year of Albert’s life, Luise began to recover from her low spirits. She doted on the new baby, who always seemed to be smiling, and whose blue eyes were angelic. She also made no secret of doting on her brother-in-law, the widower Leopold. Even before Albert was born, she was writing to Auguste von Studnitz (in December 1818), ‘Yesterday evening my brother-in-law Leopold came here and spoke to me a lot about Gotha. He had seen you and praised your beauty, though he thought you looked a bit pale. O, dear Auguste, how happily would I have swapped places with him, and been able to see you again. You’ll have found him very beautiful and loveable, no? Tell me honestly, which of the two do you find the best looking, him or Ernst?’6


The exuberant teenager’s love of handsome men, however, was to go too far for her husband’s pleasure. Like Browning’s ‘Last Duchess’, ‘she liked whate’er she looked on, and her looks went everywhere’. In the April after Prince Albert was born, she and her husband reached a fateful turning point in the marriage. Ernst was invited on an official visit to Vienna, and Luise accompanied him. The glitter, the size, the energy of the Imperial Court overwhelmed her. They were there over Easter. Apart from over thirteen dinners, concerts at Court, visits to the opera (which she found unsatisfactory, ‘they have no tenors’7), she was also, as a Protestant with no previous experience of Catholic liturgy, deeply impressed by the church ceremonies: the Emperor and Empress kneeling, on Maundy Thursday, to wash the feet of twelve men and women in commemoration of Christ washing the feet of the disciples at the Last Supper; the lighting of the Easter Fire on Holy Saturday; the processions of priests in their exotic vestments, followed, on their way to St Stephen’s Church on Easter Monday, in carriages which went back to the time of the Emperor Charles V.


But more impressive, even, than any of this was their ‘Premier Ministre, Prince Metternich. Usually I have thought Ministers very tedious, but this one has changed my opinion. He is so kindly, cheerful also – when he wants to be – sentimental, that he must captivate the people. He is also very good looking’.8


Almost certainly, at this stage, Luise knew nothing about La Belle Grecque, the subject uppermost in Ernst’s mind. His mistress’s threat to go public with their affair, and with her ill-treatment at his hands, and the birth of their son, was a source of perpetual anxiety, which he shared with Metternich; this was, indeed, his chief reason for wishing to visit Vienna – to plan ‘damage limitation’, were Pauline to carry out her threat of publishing memoirs. Luise’s artless, prattling crush on Metternich must have greatly irritated her older husband.


It seems as if Luise first heard about La Belle Grecque sometime in 1822. By this point, the little Court at Coburg was hissing with rumour and gossip, some courtiers being especially vindictive towards Luise. In the early summer of that year, Luise’s father, Duke August, made his last visit to Coburg. He was only fifty, but seemed much older, and spent most of the visit lying in bed, in a dream world of his own. Karoline Bauer, future lover of Leopold and chronicler of royal scandals, claimed that already the tongues were wagging about Luise’s infidelities. Bauer, Stocky’s cousin, was at this stage a young actress in the Coburg theatre. Perhaps Duke August kept to his bed because he could not bear to hear his daughter vilified. Whatever his reason for keeping to his bed, he was not well. He returned to Gotha and on 17 May 1822 he died.


Luise confided in one of her girlfriends, Julie von Zerzog, that she was completely shattered by the loss of her father. She had lost her last feeling of security. Julie did not touch, in her Reminiscences, upon the reasons why relations between Luise and her husband descended so catastrophically into hatred from this point on. One reason could have been money. Ernst had colossal debts – over 541,031 Reichsthaler.9 She inherited some money from her father, but not enough to cover liabilities on this scale; and it would have been strange if she had not resented her husband purloining her assets at this grief-stricken moment of her life. One thing is for certain. At whatever point Ernst decided to get rid of his wife, he was determined not to do so until he could add the Gotha dukedom to his own titles and assets.


Ernst and Luise paid a visit to Gotha in January 1823. Her uncle Friedrich IV – her father’s younger brother – had inherited the dukedom. Though less than fifty, he had led an invalid’s life since being badly wounded in the Napoleonic Wars. Ernst knew that he would not have to wait long (in fact, until 1825) before Friedrich died, and he could inherit at least the bulk of his estates, and the Gotha title, changing his style to Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.


During their stay in the Schloss Friedenstein, Ernst spent most of his days out on the freezing, dank hunting field. Luise, back in the gigantic house where she had spent her girlhood, had little to do, except to walk its endless corridors and salons, look at the portraits of her ancestors staring down from the walls, and cheer herself up as best she may by flirting – in particular with a court chamberlain called Baron von Münchhausen.


It was one of several flirtations which made her husband angry. Perhaps, in 1823, his accusatory bullying of Luise intensified because he knew that the scandal of La Belle Grecque was about to break. The long-dreaded memoirs were published in Paris. German Law enabled translations of the book to be banned in Ernst’s own dominions, but these domains were not large. There was little to stop copies of the book coming over from France. The book caused a European sensation. It was especially popular in London, which, naturally enough, caused profound embarrassment to those two defenders of Coburg honour who remained in England, Prince Leopold, and his sister Victoire, now widowed and living with her little daughter Victoria in Kensington Palace.


Given that Leopold himself would become, much later in the century, the butt of a woman scorned, when his mistress Karoline Bauer’s Proust-length exposé of her racy career was posthumously published in 1884, there is some amusement to be derived from reading his letters to Ernst about La Belle Grecque. Leopold initially excited Ernst’s ire by offering to act as a go-between, possibly to adopt and educate her son by Ernst. Ernst told Leopold to mind his own business, and Leopold lobbed a grenade back, from which their fraternal relations never fully recovered: ‘You write as head of the family but you forget that in that capacity you have a duty towards the Honour and Wellbeing of Your Own.’ He went on to warn his brother that he had a duty to avert shame from members of their family, that he did not seem to realize how embarrassing La Belle Grecque’s memoirs made Leopold’s own position in England. Maybe to Ernst it did not matter what people were saying about him in London. ‘To us [i.e. to Victoire and Leopold] it is important that we depend on our good name, and a reputation for decent behaviour’.10


Leopold was especially worried, because Ernst appeared to be on the verge of making a public reply to La Belle Grecque, in a periodical called Journal of Luxury and Fashion. To allow the German public to infer/gather the whole truth from documentary evidence appeared to Leopold an inappropriate defence. On the contrary, he advised an Iron Silence.


Speak with almost no one about the matter and remember that you and yours have Enemies. You threaten to contradict her by public statements, and believe me, you will be doing yourself some really rather strange favours. I hope that you will first wait for everything to come together before you proceed. For my part, I do not threaten, but I warn you, to do nothing which could bring about an unavoidable breach between us; you would thereby lose friends you can rely upon; whether you have an abundance of those, I do not know.11


The public scandal did bring about a rift between the brothers in which Leopold clearly called into question Ernst’s capacity to be leader of the Saxe-Coburg family. He went so far as to threaten the elder brother with the withdrawal of his support. Europe’s ‘late Dynasty’ depended upon the split.


Leopold believed himself to have public opinion on his side by making a very public breach with his brother. ‘In the worst case,’ he wrote, ‘I believe that the Public would forgive me, if I took enough trouble for the honour of the Meiningens, at the cost of undertaking the education of my brother’s child and to avoid a situation where Madame A. will otherwise begin the shabbiest kind of show.’


He ended his letter to Ernst, ‘Many greetings to Luise whose letter I’ve received. Adieu.’12


Luise’s closeness to Leopold, whether platonic or not, was a further reason for Ernst’s anger – anger with both brother and wife. Certainly, by now, Luise was playing the dangerous game of making her husband jealous by flirting, as her revenge for Ernst’s unfaithfulness. On a visit to the Duchess of Gotha, her stepmother, one of the Ladies-in-Waiting, Countess Charlotte von Bock, accused Count Solms of being in love with Luise. He roared with laughter, but was also quite flattered, and tactlessly told the Duke. ‘Had he been sensible, he would have laughed too, but he took it seriously and was very angry with me, until we made it up, and the whole thing ended in tears… I can laugh now that my anger is over,’ she told her friend Auguste.13


These spats continued throughout the tense period when La Belle Grecque was threatening Ernst, and then acting upon her threats by publishing her memoirs. The Coburg Court was divided between those who sided with the Duke and fed the rumour-machine about Luise’s supposed unfaithfulness, and those who hated Szymborski and blamed the troubles on him. She remained extremely popular with the people. Karoline Bauer, many years later, was to write in her memoirs, ‘To avenge herself for many acts of infidelity on the part of her husband, and to distract herself in the loneliness of her heart, the Duchess had now likewise begun to spread love-threads on her own account. In Coburg the very sparrows on the roof twittered stories of the amours of both Duke and Duchess.’14


The sparrows were not necessarily telling the truth. By January 1823, however, when the pair were in Gotha for Luise’s first visit to her childhood home since the death of her father, Ernst’s agent Javon made his final offer to Madame Pauline – an income of about £200 per annum if she would be silent. It was not enough. A few weeks later, a Parisian publisher came out with Mémoires d’une Jeune Grecque. Madame Pauline-Adélaïde Alexandre Panam, contre S.A.S., le Prince-Régnant de Saxe-Cobourg. When the English translation appeared – which, to the embarrassment of Ernst’s siblings in London, it inevitably did – it carried a quotation from the Psalms on the flyleaf: ‘The mighty have stained my forehead with blood. From the depth of my misery, O Eternal! I have invoked thy hand against their injustice.’15


Nothing was going to be quite the same again in Ernst and Luise’s marriage. Yet, as Karoline Bauer cynically and accurately noted years later, he was not willing to risk losing the title of the Duchy of Gotha being added to his Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld; therefore he was unwilling to divorce her.


There was also the simple fact that Luise was extremely popular among the people of Coburg, and Ernst (and perhaps even more his evil counsellor Szymborski) was hated. Her final departure from the Rosenau on 28 August 1824 – shortly after Prince Albert’s fifth birthday – was accompanied by a big public demonstration.


‘The people loved me to the point of worship,’ she wrote in a letter to her friend Auguste, ‘and they considered my departure not as a reasonable agreement but as a betrayal and an act of violence. They got together secretly, and by word of mouth agreement, they gathered in their thousands at the Rosenau. Everything was peaceful and still’.16


The press were strictly forbidden to report the incident. When Luise came out and got into her carriage, the people unharnessed the horses and they themselves pulled the carriage along the five-mile journey back to Coburg. When she appeared on the balcony of the Ehrenburg to thank them for their love, the huge crowd simultaneously burst out with the hymn ‘Nun danket alle Gott’. Luise recalled how moving it was to hear the thousands of voices singing. Doris Ponsonby, Luise’s English biographer, speculated that the crowd believed Szymborski to have been more than Ernst’s counsellor; she believed that the anger of the crowd, and Luise’s slightly mysterious willingness to leave her sons and get out of Coburg so fast, stemmed from the belief that Ernst had stepped over the boundary of ‘normal’ heterosexual impropriety. It is unlikely we shall ever know the truth of that. For whatever reason, Luise, despite the adulation of the crowds, took her leave. She headed for the town of Sankt Wendel, and lived in the little Schloss which she had inherited from one of her family. From now on she went under the name of the Countess Pölzig and Bayersdorf.


Five months later, her uncle Friedrich, Duke of Gotha, died, and the title passed to her, and through her to her (still legally) husband Ernst. His Duchy now became the Duchy of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. Ernst had cynically waited before he divorced the wife who had brought the title to him. Once he was the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, she could be discarded. In March 1826, Luise married her lover Alexander Elisäus von Hanstein, a twenty-three-year-old officer in the Prussian army who took her title – he was styled Count Pölzig. It seems to have been a happy marriage, though it was a short one. In 1831, she and her husband went to Paris to consult a celebrated gynaecologist called Dr Antoine Dubois. They resided at the Hôtel Mirabeau in the rue de la Paix. After a visit to the opera, Luise suffered a severe haemorrhage and was carried out unconscious. She lived another five months.


Her stepmother wrote that during this last illness, her thoughts were constantly with her sons. ‘The thought that her children may have forgotten her entirely greatly distresses her. She wanted to know if they ever talked of her. I told her,’ reported her stepmother, ‘yes, they are far too good to forget their mother, but they are not being told of her suffering, as that would make them too unhappy.’17


She died on 30 August 1831, aged thirty. Albert always hated Paris. When one reads the story of his parents – an older royal prince, marrying a beautiful, inexperienced, lively girl; his intense unpopularity with his own people; her capacity to wow the crowds; his refusal to give up a former mistress; her taking lovers; her death in Paris – it is hard not to sense history’s repetitions.





FOUR
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CHILDHOOD


‘TOUT RAPPELLE L’HOMME À SES DEVOIRS’


ERNST I was a deplorable husband, but he was an intellectually enlightened man, determined that his sons should be heirs not merely to titles, but to the riches of European culture. He took pride in his extensive library in Coburg, and in the art collection and vast collection of prints in the Veste. When he finally became the Duke of Gotha in 1825, he was an appreciative curator of his immense art collection in Schloss Friedenstein. In Coburg he founded a teachers’ training college, and in Gotha an excellent grammar school (the Ernestinum). He also spent money which he did not possess restoring two theatres, one in Coburg and one in Gotha. (The theatre in the castle in Gotha is the earliest theatre in Germany, a Baroque gem.)


Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, between 1775 and 1832, lived not far away in Weimar. He remarked in his conversations that Germany’s lack of unity or political cohesion was one of the reasons for its cultural richness. Whereas the most talented French actors, musicians, artists were ineluctably drawn to Paris, there was no place in Germany which was comparable. This meant that small German towns and courts could multiply the numbers of good opera houses, good universities – there were over twenty – good theatres and schools, and over a hundred public libraries. There was nothing like this in England, France or Russia.1


The part of Germany where Prince Albert and his brother Ernst grew up was especially rich in culture. Not only did Duke Karl August of Weimar attract Goethe to be his Privy Counsellor and companion, nearby Jena had Fichte, Schelling, Hegel and Schiller walking its streets and attending its salons and seminars. Gotha, Coburg, Meiningen and Erfurt, nearby, benefited from their proximity to all this richness. Ernst was determined that his sons should benefit from it too.2
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