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‘Enter Rumour, painted full of tongues.’ 


     Henry the Fourth, Part II, Induction
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INTRODUCTION





Like many other lovers of the Victorians, I have been fascinated by their being paradoxically both the upholders of conformity of behaviour and the last great collection of originals bursting through conformity. Somehow, the essence of Victorianism seems to lie in the disparity between these two facets of their collective personality. Scattered through the novels and essays of the period, the biographies and memoirs, are references to collisions between these two forces which were of great interest to contemporaries but of which little is now known, and one frequently wishes to know more of the events and characters concerned.


The four incidents in this book are not generally familiar, although the first and last of them have already been given fuller treatment than the footnotes accorded the other two. The sections have a rough unity of time and character, since the interest in them was at its height during the first dozen years of Queen Victoria’s reign, and all of them are primarily concerned with what the Victorians might have called the higher orders of society. The major figures in each are different, but the minor characters often make more than one appearance on the stage. The four events are related, respectively, to the monarchy, the aristocracy, the church, and business, but these boundaries are obviously not rigid ones, and the concerns of one frequently spill over into other areas.


Anyone who has read at all widely among the Victorians must have noticed how often the novelist absorbed into his fiction readily recognizable situations or characters from contemporary life. The romans à clef of Disraeli, or Peacock, or Mallock, or Meredith, or the published keys to the central characters in Dickens, Thackeray, and Trollope indicate something of the love the Victorian reader had for knowing the prototypes of his favourite fiction. There is an undeniable joy in recognizing the originals of fictional characters, either for the simple delight of being in the know, or for the more complicated pleasure of seeing how the art of the novelist differs from the recording of straightforward fact, and how the two are related. This kind of recognition is too often denied the twentieth-century reader of Victorian literature. My initial curiosity about the Eglinton Tournament, St. Cross Hospital, and George Hudson was whetted by some knowledge of their fictional counterparts and a desire to know more about the originals, to try to understand why they had assumed symbolic importance to the novelists. Although the major outlines of Hudson’s life are fairly well known, and there is a good biography of him, I have been further interested in his public image, how his contemporaries saw it and how several writers used it in their novels and essays. On the other hand, Lady Flora Hastings’s story has never been assumed into fiction, so far as I know, although it would seem ready-made for the dramatist or the novelist; the sketchiness of the existing accounts of the last few months of her life have encouraged me to find out more about the woman who was probably the most talked-of subject of the Queen in 1839.


It has been said that tragedy is concerned less with the struggle between good and evil than with the clash of two ways of attempting to live a moral life, and so it is with the central actions of each of the four sections of this book. The interest in the case of Lady Flora Hastings is in the conflict between the right of Lady Flora to preserve her good name and the necessity of preserving the reputation of the Queen and her Court; one may be primarily concerned with the Eglinton Tournament because of the contrast between its sponsor’s earnest, humourless desire to refurbish the name of the aristocracy and the public knowledge that the method Lord Eglinton chose was precisely of the self-indulgent sort that had already dimmed the lustre of the nobility; St. Cross was important because it was a dramatic setting of the meeting between vested, traditional privileges and the modern urge to reform; the career of George Hudson demonstrates the inevitable collision between the unhampered, individualistic expansion of the horizons of commerce and the need to curb it. The partisans in each case were not knaves; they were men of good will who failed to understand another point of view. In each of the incidents there was something that seemed scandalous to at least part of England, but these studies are not particularly concerned with these sensational aspects, although it would be silly to deny that sensation contributed to the contemporary interest in each case or to assert that it holds no attraction for us. There are plenty of other nineteenth-century scandals whose lurid qualities are their sole claim to our attention, but they seldom tell us much about the mores or the thinking of a society.


Part of the interest I have felt in these particular cases has been in seeing how the privileges of the monarchy, aristocracy, church, and business have been defined and limited by the pressure of a kind of public opinion that did not exist before the emergence of the lower and middle classes, or before the newspapers began thinking of themselves as the guardians of the many against the privileges of the few and began influencing public attitudes in that direction. Each section, then, is concerned not only with the facts of what happened, but with the way in which those events were regarded by contemporaries. It would be wrong to suggest that any of the cases I have chosen actually created a sense of responsibility in the institutions concerned, but they are indicative of a new and incompletely formulated kind of responsibility. In the eighteenth century the results in each case would probably have been different, for there would not have been sufficient check on the individuals concerned; in our own century the curbs are so strong that the same situations would not have arisen. It is, therefore, no accident that each of the four sections demonstrates the dominance of public opinion over the inclinations of the individual, for it was in the nineteenth century that the great struggle between individualism and conformity was fought out. How decisive the victory seemed for conformity may be realized when one reads On Liberty, John Stuart Mill’s great protest against the tyranny of public opinion. Whether the result of the struggle was good is debatable, but one may be gratified that some sorts of recklessness have been limited without ceasing to regret the expansiveness of the figures of early Victorian England.


*


Scandals almost inevitably become concerned with monetary matters, and it would be helpful to indicate the value of money in the first half of the nineteenth century, but the size of the sums involved is difficult to convert into present-day terms. In 1827 Lord Guilford was making some £8,000 annually from his clerical preferments alone, in 1839 Lord Eglinton spent £40,000 on his Tournament, and in 1845 George Hudson paid £475,000 for Londesborough Park. Some idea of the meaning of these sums may be indicated by the fact that during most of this period a skilled labourer in the building trades earned a little more than £40 annually, and then only in periods of full employment.


*


This book has been made possible only through the kindness of the persons and institutions who have generously allowed me to use documents and manuscripts in their possession. For those papers relating to Lady Flora Hastings I am primarily indebted to the late Countess of Loudoun; the Marquis of Bute and his librarian, Miss Catherine Armet; the Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery and Miss Haydée Noya of that institution. The muniments of St. Cross Hospital were made available to me through the courtesy of the Master and Trustees, and my guide through the voluminous records there was the Honorary Archivist, Mrs. W. J. Carpenter Turner. For other papers relating to the Earl of Guilford and St. Cross, my thanks are due to C. R. Wigan, Esq.; Mrs. B. Carroll; and G. H. Gardner, Esq., Registrar for the Diocese of Winchester, I am grateful to the Bishop and Dean of Winchester for their information about nineteenth-century Winchester. The late Countess of Loudoun; the Superintendent of Lady Flora’s Institute; Professor J. W. Dodds; Mrs. A. Sturdy; and John V. Mahy, Esq. have all been generous in helping me to find illustrations. Mrs. Margaret Thorp, Professor E. L. Hubler, and Dr. J. M. Walker have been kind enough to read parts of the book in typescript and give me their suggestions and criticisms. Finally, I must express my gratitude for the financial help of the Princeton University Research Fund, and for the assistance of the staffs of the Princeton University Library, the Bodleian Library, and the British Museum.
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WRONGED, SLANDERED, UNDONE  


Lady Flora Hastings




‘Sweet Hero! She is wronged,


she is slandered, she is undone.’


Much Ado About Nothing, IV, i, 315.

























WRONGED, SLANDERED, UNDONE


Lady Flora Hastings





There are few forms of injustice which so inflame man’s indignation as the suppression of the rights of the individual by the very agencies dedicated to protecting him. That the injustice may be in the name of the collective good matters little; the violation of the rights of one is the repudiation of the safety of all. The story of the calumniation of Lady Flora Hastings, of the illness which occasioned the slanderous rumours about her, and of her death before any sufficient reparation had been made, is a history of recklessness, callousness, and disregard of human decency in high places. To be sure, Lady Flora was not without defenders, but they were temporarily helpless before the monolithic complacency of the Court of the young Victoria, as the Queen, the Prime Minister, and the Household withdrew into the fortress of privilege that was Buckingham Palace. The fact that many of Lady Flora’s champions were impelled by motives no more admirable than those of her detractors has partially obscured the issue. The parallel is probably not exaggerated if one suggests that many of the same factors which rocked France sixty years later in the case of Alfred Dreyfus were present in 1839 as Lady Flora and her family found themselves unable to secure justice because that justice would crack the façade which was being built up for a young monarch. Although there was little question of legal justice for Lady Flora, as there was for Dreyfus, the basic principles of morality were much the same. It is platitudinous to say that injustice hurts the perpetrator as much as it injures the victim, but seldom does one have the satisfaction of seeing the cliché so triumphantly illustrated as in the case of Lady Flora.


It would be inaccurate to suggest that Victoria became either pliant or unselfish in her old age, but by the end of her reign she had been taught to be so aware of her own duties, and of public opinion, that she would not have made the same mistake. In one small but far from unimportant aspect, that change in the Queen is indicative of the whole change of the position of the monarch, from the conception of it held by the four Georges to that held by twentieth-century rulers of England.


Lady Flora was the eldest daughter of Francis Rawdon-Hastings, first Marquis of Hastings, and of his wife, the former Lady Flora Mure Campbell, who was in her own right the Countess of Loudoun. After Lady Flora’s birth in 1806 her mother bore two sons, one of whom died in infancy, and three more daughters.


Hastings, who had succeeded to the earldom of Moira, was created Marquis of Hastings when Lady Flora was eleven. He was one of the great men of his day and had served with distinction in the American Revolution and in Continental campaigns, but the creation of the marquisate probably owed a considerable debt to his intimacy with the Prince Regent, to whom he had given loyalty, friendship, and handsome loans of money. Subsequently, Lord Hastings was to augment his fame as Governor-General of India and as Governor of Malta.


There are letters extant from Hastings to George IV about his own monetary difficulties; occasionally even his wife had to write begging letters. In 1817, for instance, we find her reminding Lord Liverpool that her husband’s financial difficulties were largely due to his generosity to the Prince. In 1819 the Hastings finances were bolstered by the gift of £60,000 from the East India Company for the purchase of an estate to be held by trustees for the benefit of Hastings, his wife and issue. Presumably the trustees were provided because the Marquis was such an improvident man, generous with his friends and extravagant in his own tastes. Despite the trustees, the family was impoverished by the time of Hastings’s death. A year later the East India Company voted a further sum of £20,000 for the benefit of his son, the second Marquis. Both the poverty of the family and their record of loyal support of the Throne played parts in the history of Lady Flora.


To judge from the many letters which she wrote, Lady Flora had a pretty wit, a deep and unobtrusive piety, and a gentle consideration of others. Letters there are in plenty, for with her parents constantly away from home, she spent much of her girlhood in Ayrshire under the supervision of governesses at Loudoun Castle, on which her reckless father had spent £100,000 in adding to it and rebuilding until it was known as the Windsor of Scotland. The first of Lady Flora’s letters which survives was written to her father when she was not yet five years old, and by the time she was eleven she had sent to him her first letter in correct but uncolloquial French as a birthday present.


Even in the days when families were expected to be mutually devoted, the Hastings clan must have been unusual in the closeness of its interests and affections. There were letters from Flora to her father and to her ‘dearest little Mother’ with the news of Rawdon or Sophia or Selina, and, later, letters to Rawdon and his sisters retelling what the Marchioness had written, so that there was a network of family intelligence constantly at work. The correspondence of ‘Old Flo’ is full of charming and inconsequential small beer: the ostriches at Donington Park (the family estate in Leicestershire), the failure of the maids with the marmalade, worries over whether the favourite family dogs had been exposed to hydrophobia, and so on. But on occasion with her cousin, Lady Adelaide King, she could write of more serious matters, particularly of religion, and here the real beauty of her character is apparent as she discards dogma and fear to assert her faith in a ‘simple and affectionate Christianity’.


When her father died in 1826, Lady Flora was already grown, a tall young woman with a slim and elegant figure. Her neck was long and graceful, her well-shaped head small and carefully poised. The surviving portraits agree in showing fine, tranquil (if somewhat prominent) eyes, a long straight nose, and a mouth too small for real beauty. Her manners were said to be distinguished, but there was a delightful tomboyish humour which kept her from being stiff. The entire effect was of modest grace rather than startling beauty, but with her lovely carriage, animation of manner, and charming behaviour, Lady Flora was far more attractive than many conventionally beautiful women. One would expect her to have received many proposals of marriage, but if she did, no record of them remains. Perhaps her spinsterhood was partially attributable to the depleted family fortunes, for it might have been difficult for Hastings to provide her with the dowry which would have been expected in a match suitable to her birth.


In the spring of 1825 she was presented at Court and then began the round of parties among the aristocracy. The letters to her mother of this period are headed with the names of great houses in England and Scotland, but they seldom mention any men of her own age. Gradually the names of the children of her friends begin to appear, and her role becomes more that of aunt than that of belle. In 1832 she wrote to her mother to ask for her ‘paille de riz’ to wear with her ‘lovely lily of the valley dress’ to meet Queen Adelaide at a ‘dejeuner given by the D. of Somerset and the St. Maurs to the Queen’. It was perhaps at this party that she met the Duchess of Kent, although there must have been many other opportunities to move among the Royal Family, some of whom had served as godparents to the Hastings children. Lady Sophia, for instance, owed her name to her godmother, the Princess Sophia.


Politics, as one would expect of the daughter of the Marquis of Hastings, fascinated Lady Flora, who was Tory in her inclinations in spite of her father’s having been a Whig. But she was not doctrinaire, for her sister Sophia thought her ‘desperately democratic’ on the subject of the Reform Bill of 1832. Rather pathetically, in the light of her unhappy last days, Lady Flora wrote on 11th May 1832 to her mother: ‘How much the contents of the Newspapers puzzle me! There seems such a mixture of excitement, & indifference about the resignation of ministers. If I live 1001 years I shall never understand politics.’


In 1834, when she became lady-in-waiting to the Duchess of Kent, Lady Flora was twenty-eight. If it is necessary to give reasons for her taking the position, one can only speculate about them. Simple desire to take her place among the aristocracy serving the Royal Family is sufficient explanation, but it is difficult to avoid supposing that she had become bored with having no way in which to occupy her time profitably. To be sure, she worked among the poor, and she was constantly scribbling poetry, but neither of these occupations was enough for a young woman with the energy of Lady Flora. The life and novels of Charlotte Brontë demonstrate the difficulties of an unmarried middle-class woman with inadequate income for whom there was nothing open but the degrading life of governess to a wealthy family. In some ways the lot of the aristocratic spinster was equally hard. Although she was seldom in actual want, she was forced to live in a society where women who failed to marry were regarded as misfits, and where their own social standing prevented them from undertaking any sort of career. The position of lady-in-waiting to the King’s sister-in-law was perhaps not an exciting prospect, but it was probably the nearest thing to a life of her own open to the daughter of a nobleman. To Lady Flora it also meant the removal of the costs of her own living from a family already heavily in debt, and perhaps the absence from home of the eldest daughter provided more chances for marriage for her younger sisters. But probably the strongest attraction to her was the opportunity to be of real use to the Duchess, the chance to direct her own spontaneous affections toward her Royal mistress, and to have them returned.


Unfortunately, the family which Lady Flora served was far from happy. Few mothers and daughters could be more ill-suited for that relationship than Victoria, Duchess of Kent, and her daughter, the Princess Victoria, heiress-presumptive to the Throne. The Duchess was impetuous, warm-hearted, sloppy, inconstant, bad-mannered, charming, and as capable of spiteful feuding as she was of exuberant and demonstrative affections. Like many other children reared in a succession of tempests, Princess Victoria learned self-control early, and to the wild vacillations of her mother she turned the imperturbable regard which was to harden in later years into the mask of the Widow of Windsor.


What Victoria and her mother had in common, however, were a dogged stubbornness and an implacable insistence on what was due to their respective positions.


Before her marriage to the Duke of Kent, the mother had been the widowed Princess of Leiningen and Regent of that tiny principality for her small son. Had the Duke of Kent survived until the death of his brother William, she would have been Queen Consort of England. As it was, her daughter would become Queen Regnant. The only possibility of power left to the Duchess was the position of Regent if William IV should die before Princess Victoria reached her eighteenth birthday. All the same, the Duchess was quite aware of her position as mother of the heiress-presumptive. She was not a particularly jealous woman, but she could scarcely avoid feeling that the attention paid to her daughter might better be directed to herself.


In 1834 Victoria knew that the continuity of the monarchy rested upon her own fifteen-year-old shoulders. For the three years before Victoria’s accession Lady Flora went everywhere with the Royal mother and daughter, so desperately unfitted to live with each other, so inexorably thrown together by their position and relationship. She was in attendance on the Duchess at Victoria’s confirmation, and she rode with them in the carriage as they made their stately progresses around the great houses of England, so that the Princess might come to know her future realm. On Victoria’s sixteenth birthday Lady Flora gave her ‘a pretty paper-knife and penholder of jasper from Arthur’s Seat, the rock which overhangs Edinburgh’.


Slowly the years jogged on for Lady Flora, until the Princess became Queen in 1837. A curious change had overtaken the relationship between the Queen, the Duchess, and the women who served them. With the passage of time, the Fräulein Lehzen, who had been Victoria’s governess, had grown into the Baroness Lehzen, her unofficial adviser, and between the German spinster, daughter of a Lutheran clergyman, and the young Queen there grew the affection which should have united Victoria and the Duchess. It has been commonly observed of Victoria that she was in constant need of a strong adviser: Lehzen, Melbourne, Albert, Disraeli, John Brown; the list might be lengthened. It is probably significant that the relationship between mother and daughter became easy only in the years after Victoria’s marriage, when her position as Queen was consolidated and when her emotional stability made further rivalry with her mother a childish thing.


As Lehzen gradually usurped her mother’s place with Victoria, Lady Flora slipped into the affectionate relationship of daughter to the Duchess. Although the Queen, in order to achieve her own maturity, had deliberately rejected the constraining ties with her mother, it was none the less unpleasant to see her own place filled. When she became Queen, Lady Flora and the rest of the Household of the Duchess served as reminders of the days in Kensington Palace when she had been completely ruled by her mother.


Another reason for strained relations between the Queen and Lady Flora was the presence in the Palace of the Comptroller to the Duchess, Sir John Conroy. Sir John’s role in the life of the Duchess was analogous to that of Lehzen in the life of the Queen: that of the subordinate who has gained ascendancy over his superior. The explanation of why the Baroness so hated  Conroy is obscure, but there was clearly a feud between them. Probably it sprang from the natural jealousy of two persons who have succeeded at the same game. In any case, it is certain that Lehzen taught her mistress to hate the Irish Comptroller and perhaps Lady Flora as well, for the two were constantly together in the apartments of the Duchess, thrown on one another by their duties.


Conroy was born in 1786, so that in 1839, when the Hastings scandal broke, he was nearly fifty-three, and Lady Flora was twenty years his junior. Conroy had been a friend of Lady Flora’s father, and it was natural that he should befriend her and aid her when she became part of the Duchess’s household. Lady Hastings wrote that he had been ‘like a father in his care of her’.


The reason which would most easily have explained Queen Victoria’s hatred of Conroy is hard to assess. It was suspected by some of the Court that Conroy’s service to the Duchess was rather more than was strictly required by his position. Charles Greville for one, and the Duke of Wellington for another, believed that he was her lover, or had been in the past, and that the cause of the Queen’s alienation from the Duchess and hatred of Conroy ‘was unquestionably owing to her having witnessed some familiarities between them’. It was even reported that Princess Sophia had allowed them to use her house for surreptitious meetings. There is, of course, no way of knowing what Victoria thought of the rumour, which she must have heard. Even if she did not believe it—which seems probable—she must have thought it indiscreet of her mother not to silence the rumours by getting rid of Conroy. The general air of shabby sexuality which surrounded the talk about Conroy naturally seemed to the Queen to rub off on Lady Flora.


On 10th January 1839 Lady Flora returned to Buckingham Palace to go into waiting after a holiday visit to Scotland. On her way to Loudoun she had travelled in the same ship with her family friend Conroy. The trip had failed to cure the physical discomfort which she had been feeling, and on her return to London she consulted Sir James Clark, the Queen’s physician, about the abdominal pains which were bothering her.


Sir James had studied medicine in his native Scotland and in London, and had served as a naval surgeon in the Napoleonic Wars. He was to become moderately well known as a specialist on tuberculosis and to work humanely with Florence Nightingale for the soldiers in the Crimean War, but his chief posthumous fame has arisen from his treatment of three patients just before their deaths. It is to be feared that Sir James was not at his best as a diagnostician, that his diagnosis may have been wrong in all three cases, and in at least one of them, his lack of skill may have contributed to the death of the patient.


In 1820 he had been settled in Rome for a year when he procured apartments for John Keats and Joseph Severn across from his own house on the steps above the Piazza di Spagna. As Keats declined, Clark tended him with unselfishness, on one occasion walking all over Rome to find a certain kind of delicate fish, which his wife then cooked for the poet. After Keats’s death of tuberculosis, Clark helped the impoverished Severn by paying all the expenses. He was kind, unselfish, and probably a rather bad doctor. Until he was confronted with a haemorrhage of Keats’s lungs, Clark believed the ‘chief part of his disease, as far as I can yet see seems seated in his Stomach’ and said, Keats wrote, that ‘there is very little the matter with my lungs’.


Subsequently Clark was appointed physician to the King of the Belgians and in 1835 to his sister, the Duchess of Kent. Presumably Clark’s medical experience in the Navy might not be amiss in treating Leopold, but one can only wonder why he was picked to minister to the Duchess and her daughter. At her accession Victoria chose Clark as her own physician, and shortly he was given a baronetcy.


When Lady Flora was still troubled with her painful symptoms after returning to London, she told her maid that she intended to consult Clark. Her maid, Reichenbach, warned Lady Flora against the physician, saying that she ‘distrusted Sir James Clark because she had heard he had been hostile to Sir John Conroy & was disrespectful to the Duchess of Kent & therefore thought he would be rude & careless to the Duchess’s Lady’. Lady Flora laughed at her suspicions, but Reichenbach insisted ‘that Sir James Clark had some scheme & ought not to be trusted’.


On consulting Sir James, Lady Flora told him that she had been suffering from ‘bilious sickness’ for a month and a half, and complained of pain low on her left side and of ‘derangement of the bowels’. In talking to her, Clark noticed that the lower part of her abdomen was considerably enlarged. He prescribed ‘some very simple remedies’, which Lady Flora said were useless because he did not understand her case, but ‘by dint of walking and porter’ she caused the pain to abate and the ‘derangement to cease’, so that she was sanguine about her recovery, although she still felt very weak. To her it seemed that the distension of her abdomen was subsiding (her dresses had had to be taken in several inches), but Clark failed to see any lessening of her size. Clark’s naval experience may have left him somewhat unobservant about female anatomy, but if he failed to suspect other causes than bowel trouble for the enlargement of his patient’s abdomen, there were plenty of other eyes more observant or more suspicious than his in the Palace.


Charles Greville, in writing of Lady Flora, remarks in passing that there were ‘certain jokes which had been previously current about her’ among the Queen’s ladies. Greville’s tone suggests that the jokes were ribald, but there is no other evidence to support any doubts of Lady Flora’s character. Probably the jokes were indiscriminately told about the Duchess’s Household, which was relaxed to the point of being undignified, as is indicated by Conroy’s ‘familiar habits’ in her drawing-room.


The marked difference in Lady Flora’s appearance in the past month or two seems to have occupied the Queen’s ladies during January, when she was consulting Sir James twice a week. At the end of the month the Marchioness of Tavistock was called to London to attend the Queen to the House of Lords and in a round of theatre-going. Lady Tavistock was the daughter of the Earl of Harrington and the wife of the heir to the dukedom of Bedford. In the continual shifting of ladies in attendance on the Queen, Lady Portman came into waiting before the end of Lady Tavistock’s period of duty, somewhere near the beginning of February.


Who first suggested that Lady Flora was pregnant remains one of the unanswered questions of the case, but Melbourne said on his word of honour that it arose with the ladies of the Court. Lady Flora and her family believed that Lehzen began the malicious rumour. There is no concrete evidence to support this view, but there are a number of small hints pointing in that direction, and the vehemence with which Lady Tavistock and Lady Portman specifically denied the guilt of the Baroness, while refusing to name the slanderer, is at least suspect. It may well be that the rumour began as a malicious remark about Lady Flora, not intended to be taken literally, and then snowballed into a full-scale belief in her pregnancy. At least, Greville believed that the charges ‘in the first instance were rather matter of joke and loose talk’ than serious accusations.


There is perhaps no subject about which women like better to talk than the pregnancies of their acquaintances; if the woman in question is unmarried, it is too much to expect them to avoid delicious conjecture. About the first of February Melbourne summoned Clark to tell him that Lady Tavistock had come to him as Prime Minister to say that the appearance of Lady Flora had given rise to a suspicion in the Palace that ‘she might be privately married’.


The duties of the Prime Minister are startlingly varied, but one is at a loss to see precisely why he was the person to deal with a possible pregnancy. Surely Lady Tavistock might better have gone to the Duchess of Kent as Lady Flora’s mistress, but it is easy to imagine that Lady Tavistock would fear the generous wrath of the Duchess if she were to communicate her suspicions to that inflammable lady. Besides, the information might more usefully be given to the enemies of the Duchess. It is even possible that the Marchioness thought her own character was not sufficiently clear to risk retaliation from the Duchess, for one of her descendants has written that the only interesting fact about Lady Tavistock was the well-authenticated family story that in later years she became the mistress of the painter Landseer.


Lady Tavistock said that her ‘first impulse was to mention it herself to Lady Flora, as the more direct and friendly course, conscious that the opinion in question was altogether erroneous, or that she must have married clandestinely’. This generous impulse, the only one Lady Tavistock displayed in the whole affair, ‘was overruled, however, by considerations which I need not detail to you’, her husband wrote to Lord Hastings. Lady Tavistock’s own words on why she did not communicate directly with Lady Flora are that ‘circumstances occurred which prevented my carrying this wish into effect, and rendered it my painful duty to inform the Prime Minister of the opinion that had been unfortunately entertained. I hope I did so in the most delicate and cautious manner, for this I consider myself responsible’.


Since Lady Tavistock indicates clearly that her own wishes had been overruled, and since she felt herself responsible for only the tone of her information, not its content, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that the decision to make the report to Melbourne came directly from the Queen. Lady Portman later indicated that when she spoke to Victoria, the Queen had already formed her own suspicions of Lady Flora, so if she was not directly responsible for the rumour, she was at least aware of it through Lehzen. ‘We have no doubt that she is—to use the plain words—with child!’ Victoria wrote in her journal with priggish indignation; ‘the horrid cause of all this is the monster and demon incarnate, whose name I forbear to mention’. The moralistic tone of the first part of the statement and the prudent libel of Conroy in the second suggest that the young Queen did not intend to keep her private journal for ever from the eyes of a wider reading public.


That canny politician Melbourne was far too shrewd to proceed in the matter and pass over the Duchess’s head if he were not already certain of the support of the Queen. When he retailed Lady Tavistock’s story to Clark, the confused doctor had to admit that he had no idea of Lady Flora’s condition, although he had been attending her twice a week for nearly a month, and he asked for further time to investigate. To this Melbourne agreed. Then followed what was in many ways the most unsavoury aspect of Clark’s behaviour, as for a fortnight he continued to spy on Lady Flora, trying to determine during his visits to her whether or not she was pregnant, but without opening his mouth to her about his suspicions. On several occasions he felt her abdomen through her dress and was distressed that it seemed to be growing. He did admit to himself that the cause of her symptoms might be disease, but since Lady Flora continued to perform her usual duties, ‘the probability of disease being the sole cause … was diminished’. The idea of stoic fortitude in a woman was evidently foreign to Sir James. At last he braved himself to ask Lady Flora if he might satisfy himself about the nature of her complaint by laying his hand ‘upon her abdomen with her stays removed. To this Lady Flora declined to accede’.


Clark’s own statement reveals the frustration he felt at being unable to give Melbourne’s simple question a straightforward answer, and presumably Lady Flora’s modesty seemed additional proof of her guilt to the harassed physician. For over a fortnight he seethed at the ridiculous figure he was cutting, until on the morning of February 16th he determined to force a confession from Lady Flora by telling her the suspicions of the Palace ladies, and to suggest her calling another doctor into consultation, presumably one who had seen more pregnancies than Sir James had had occasion to observe in the Navy. His account of the interview, written in his own defence, shows by its unthinking tactlessness how unaware he was of the impression he was creating and how incompetent he was to judge his patient’s reactions:


‘Before visiting Lady Flora, I asked Lady Portman, the lady in waiting, if I might use her name to Lady Flora as one of the ladies who entertained the suspicion respecting her. To this Lady Portman at once assented. Her Ladyship then described the peculiarities in Lady Flora’s form and carriage which had produced the impression in regard to her state. To the question as to what my opinion on the subject was, I replied that the appearance was certainly suspicious, but that even to medical men such appearances were often deceptive. Lady Portman concluded by observing, that for the sake of Lady Flora Hastings herself, as well as for the Court, it was necessary that the matter should be cleared up. Immediately after this interview with Lady Portman, I went to Lady Flora for the purpose of making to her this very unpleasant communication: I need hardly add that I made it in the most delicate terms which I could employ. After a few remarks on the state of her health, I told her that her size had attracted the attention of the ladies, and that it was now my painful duty to acquaint her Ladyship that they had in consequence been led to suspect that she must be privately married. This was the mode, and these were the words, in which the painful communication was made.


‘I urged Lady Flora, for obvious reasons, if there were grounds for this suspicion, to acknowledge the fact, and if not, to see another physician at once, to put an end to the rumour. Lady Flora denied that there were any grounds whatever for the suspicion, and named Sir Charles Clarke, who, she said, had known her from her childhood, as the physician she would wish to be called in; but she declined, notwithstanding my earnest entreaties, to see him on that day. This refusal, after the reasons which I had given, lessened very considerably the effect upon my mind of her Ladyship’s denial.’


The heat of the passions raised by the scandal naturally led to some faulty memories, and it sometimes seems, as Lady Holland wrote, that ‘the truth still lies at the bottom of a well’. There is no reason to distrust Sir James’s simple-minded good faith, but it is equally improbable that Lady Flora was telling anything but what seemed to her the strictest truth when she wrote her own account of the matter to her family. To read her letter in conjunction with Sir James’s statement is to see how difficult it is to find a simple truth in the whole scandal. Lady Flora said that Clark came into her room unannounced and did not arrive at his usual visiting hour but at the time when the servants were at dinner. She was sitting alone when he entered with a manner so agitated that she thought he ‘was out of his mind’. At last he told her the conviction of the ladies that she was secretly married, ‘or at least ought to be so’.


‘On my emphatic denial, he became excited, urged me “to confess”, as “the only thing to save me!” stated his own conviction to agree with that of the “ladies”, that it had occurred to him at the first, that “no one could look at me and doubt it”, and remarks even yet more coarse.


‘I observed to him, that the swelling from which I had been suffering was very much reduced, and offered him the proof of my dresses. He replied, “Well, I don’t think so. You seem to me to grow larger every day, and so the ladies think.” He proceeded to say it was the only supposition which could explain my appearance and state of health, “or else you must have some very bad illness”. I said that was possible, I had thought badly of my state of health, but that his supposition was untrue and perfectly groundless. He ended by assuring me “that nothing but a medical examination could satisfy the ladies of the Palace, so deeply were their suspicions rooted”, and that he must inform Lady Portman, who had been his “confidante”, of my denial. He returned with a reiteration of what he had already said, and, I think, but I will not be positive, added that it was the more imperative as the rumour had reached Her Majesty. I said, feeling perfectly innocent, I should not shrink from any examination, however rigorous, but that I considered it a most indelicate and disagreeable procedure, and that I would not be hurried into it. I said, also, that before anything was determined it would be requisite for me to know the Duchess of Kent’s pleasure; and inquired if her Royal Highness had authorised these communications to me? To my surprise I learnt that her Royal Highness was still uninformed that the slightest suspicion rested on me.’


In his own statement Sir James claimed that he suggested the presence of another doctor at the projected examination, but Lady Flora told Reichenbach that ‘Sir James Clark wished to be the only medical man to examine & tried to dissuade her from calling in another saying it would make it so public.’


The twentieth-century reader will probably understand easily enough that Lady Flora would stubbornly refuse Sir James a chance to examine her alone after making his monstrous accusation but may wonder why she had previously refused to be examined ‘with her stays removed’. Medical men, even baronets in the service of the Queen, were still regarded in the 1830s as mere upper servants expected to do as their aristocratic patients wished, quietly accepting any lack of co-operation. In the same period one great lady is said to have been examined by her family physician, whom she informed of her rather intimate symptoms by telling them to her maid, who in return repeated to the doctor what he had just heard her mistress say; the point of the story is that the lady’s reason for refusing to speak directly to her own physician was not modesty but conviction that his social position was too low for her to speak to him of personal details, although he might be permitted to overhear them. The recommendations of doctors had none of the force which strikes awe into the heart of the modern patient, and Lady Flora was not unusual or prudish in her refusal to disrobe for Sir James if she felt it unnecessary.


‘The Doctor seems to be chiefly to blame,’ wrote Lady Holland. ‘He is a vain, presumptuous, meddling man, like most modern medicos, much inclined to meddle with the private concerns of patients….’ All the same, one feels some sympathy with Clark when he complained of his lack of facility for investigation, ‘the disadvantages under which I laboured’, which led to his mistaken conclusion.


After leaving Lady Flora, he scurried off to report to Lady Portman and then went at last to the Duchess to tell her what had been happening, and to reiterate his belief that there was no reason to discard his earlier suspicions of Lady Flora. ‘Her Royal Highness immediately expressed her entire disbelief of anything injurious to Lady Flora’s character.’


Malice lent wings to Lady Portman’s feet. As soon as Sir James left her, she hurried to the Queen and then rushed back to Lady Flora, who was still stunned by her conversation with the doctor. Lady Portman righteously announced that she had already communicated the tenor of the ‘examination’ to the Queen, and that Her Majesty did not want Lady Flora to appear before her until her ‘character was cleared by the means suggested’. As Sir James was leaving the Duchess, Lady Portman sailed in to tell the Duchess that she came ‘by command’ to repeat the Queen’s instructions, adding gratuitously that in her own opinion Lady Flora was undoubtedly guilty. The short answer she received from the Duchess can hardly have deflated Lady Portman’s triumph at the vindication of her own suspicions. One can only conjecture about the feelings of the Duchess at receiving such an order from a lady-in-waiting rather than from the Queen herself, who must have realized the pain it would cause her mother. The Queen later denied ever having given the order, but it is difficult to believe that even Lady Portman would have dared use her name in delivering the message to the Duchess if she had not been given Royal instructions to do so.


The other ladies who had been chewing on the juicy morsel of scandal were delighted at the apparent substantiation of their conjectures and began speculating about the identity of Lady Flora’s partner in her misdeeds. Conroy was the favourite for that honour because of the unfortunate journey by ship with Lady Flora and because the ladies so heartily disliked him. Had their eagerness to provide Lady Flora with a lover been less precipitate, the ladies might have reflected that Conroy was unlikely in any event, since his wife was one of Lady Flora’s most intimate friends. Presumably the family friendship only convinced the ladies that the guilty pair had had unlimited opportunity for misconduct. The Marquis of Headfort, one of the Queen’s lords-in-waiting, was also suggested as Lady Flora’s seducer, apparently because he was said to have been convicted many years earlier of adultery with his wife’s sister. Neither of the suggestions was over-flattering to Lady Flora’s taste, since either of the men was old enough to be her father, and Lord Headfort was a silly man described by Thomas Creevey as ‘a chattering, capering, spindleshanked gaby’.


The Queen showed the less attractive side of her nature in one of her conversations with Melbourne on the subject of Lady Flora. The Prime Minister suggested lightly that it might solve all difficulties if she were to be married off to one of his supporters, thus stopping gossip. The Queen, in recording the conversation, noted her amused reaction: ‘I laughed excessively, for Lady Flora has neither riches nor beauty nor any thing!’


Presumably, before Sir James’s announcement, Lady Flora had never considered that anyone might misinterpret her illness, for she sat stunned until that evening, when at last she wrote to Clark to say that in spite of her earlier refusal to hurry into an examination, she would none the less follow the recommendation of the Duchess, whom she would consult. When she appeared before Her Royal Highness, the Duchess tried to comfort   her by saying that she had believed no part of the stories told by Clark and Lady Portman, and had ‘told them she knew me and my principles, and my family, too well to listen to such a charge’. Over and over, Lady Flora and her family were to tell friends with gratitude that ‘a mother could not have been kinder’ than the Duchess. She objected to Lady Flora’s being exposed to the humiliation of a medical examination and tried to dissuade her from submitting to it, but by now Lady Flora realized that it was the only way to re-establish her innocence. One thing only she demanded: that the second doctor be her family friend Sir Charles Mansfield Clarke. The next day she wrote to Sir James: ‘By her Royal Highness’ command I have written to ask Sir Charles Clarke to name an hour this afternoon to come to me. He has answered my note by coming, and is now here. Could you come and meet him?’


Sir Charles told Lady Flora gently that if she were in any way guilty, it would be easier for her to admit the fact before the examination than later, when it would have been proved. The steadfastness of her denial and the patent sincerity with which she answered his questions convinced Sir Charles of her innocence, and he was disposed to sign the certificate denying her pregnancy then and there. Sir James is said to have answered, ‘If Lady Flora is so sure of her innocence, she can have no objection to what is proposed.’


Lady Flora knew that she must undergo the ordeal if her reputation was to be cleared. On one other point she was adamant: her accuser, Lady Portman, must be present so that she could not claim that the doctors had slighted their investigations. While waiting for the examination, Lady Flora spent the time in prayer, and she was heard to murmur, ‘Oh! my God! my God! that the daughter of Lord Hastings should be subjected to this indignity.’


When Lady Portman arrived, Lady Flora went to her bedroom, where the examination was to take place, with her personal maid in attendance. It is necessary to say a word about this Caroline Reichenbach, for her validity as a witness was to be called into question. She was Swiss-born, but had lived in England for fifteen years, during which time she had learned to speak excellent English. She had been recommended to Lady Flora by the pastor of the Swiss church in London, who had personally known her as a woman of good character for many years. She had been in Lady Flora’s service for several years and was devoted to her mistress. Reichenbach’s own account of the examination was given in a sworn deposition made on July 23rd at Loudoun.


Lady Portman ‘waited with Sir Charles Mansfield Clarke & Sir James Clark in the outer room until Lady Flora was ready to admit them’, according to Reichenbach. Both men remained in the bedroom during the entire examination. ‘They examined separately but in the same way but their manner was very different. Sir Charles was the first who examined & Sir James was the last.’ After his first examination of Lady Flora, Sir Charles turned to Lady Portman and Clark, told them that there could be no pregnancy and then insisted that Sir James make his own examination, so that the statement they were to issue would necessarily be a recantation by Sir James of the accusation he had earlier made.


‘The examination was not over but under the chemise & dressing gown…. They uncovered Lady Flora’s bosom whose head then fell back & she nearly fainted & when the examination was over she was so exhausted she could not sit upright.’ When Sir Charles examined her, Lady Flora moaned a little, ‘but very much when Sir James did who was rough & coarse & indecent in the way he moved her clothes. Lady Flora asked Sir Charles if he could, to prevent Sir James returning to her again.’ Reichenbach did not hear the precise answer made by Sir Charles, ‘but understood him to say it was not in his power to do so’. The examination ‘lasted at least three quarters of an hour both Sir Charles & Sir James returning three or four times’. According to Reichenbach, Lady Portman pushed herself up next to the bed and seemed ‘quite unmoved by Lady Flora’s sufferings mental & physical’.


The conduct of Sir James and Lady Portman was ‘unnecessarily abrupt, unfeeling, and indelicate’, Reichenbach added. Sir James’s answer to this was that since she was foreign-born, Reichenbach probably did not understand enough English to know what was being said. Lady Flora’s own attitude, however, is corroboration of Reichenbach, for when Lord Hastings read the maid’s deposition of Clark’s roughness and indecency, he said in horror, ‘This is too bad to be true!’ The person to whom he addressed the remark, presumably his sister Lady Sophia, replied, ‘I heard all you have there and a great deal more from Flora’s own lips, but she charged me not to tell you anything about it.’ Perhaps both Reichenbach and her mistress were overwrought at the examination, for Sir Charles Clarke later wrote that the manner of Sir James had been ‘straightforward and open’.


After the doctors had finished their examinations, they issued a joint statement that it was their ‘opinion, although there is an enlargement of the stomach, that there are no grounds for suspicion that pregnancy does exist, or ever did exist’. Separately, Sir Charles wrote that the examination showed that ‘the subject of it was inviolate, thus putting out of the question every possible suspicion’.


Before leaving Lady Flora, both doctors pressed upon her the expediency of her appearing that evening at the Queen’s table as usual. ‘Sir James Clark had the audacity to take Lady Flora by the hand to shake hands but Lady Flora’s hand hung down from exhaustion & she seemed not to notice it.’


When she heard the news, the Duchess wrote to Lady Flora: ‘It is necessary, you should remain as much, as possible, in your bedroom and see nobody with the exception of your poor Mistress, who had not the power to protect you! I cannot tell you how, and what I feel. The poor Q. has been led astray! It is shocking. I must not say more.’ For more than a week the Duchess refused to dine or spend the evening with the Queen or permit Lady Flora to do so, thus indicating her belief in the guilt of her daughter, whom she expected to make some reparation for the damage done. In the meantime the Duchess dismissed Clark from her service for his blundering part in the affair and forbade Lady Portman to come into her presence.


What Lady Portman’s actions at the examination were really like, we do not know, but that evening she came in while Lady Flora was eating her ‘bit of dinner’ and told her, with tears in her eyes, that ‘as all had ended so happily for all parties’, she wanted ‘to express her regret for having been most violent against me. “She acknowledged that she had several times spoken a great deal to the Queen on the subject, especially when she found it was Her Majesty’s own idea.” She said she was very sorry, but she would have done the same respecting any one of whom she had the same suspicion.’ To this Lady Flora could only indicate her surprise ‘that knowing my family as she did, she could have entertained these suspicions’. The modern reader is apt to forget Christian charity and approve wholeheartedly of what Lady Flora later wrote: ‘I gave her my hand in token of forgiveness; but when she asked to come to me afterwards I declined. It is one thing to forgive and another to forget. Thank God, I can do the first, but my memory is stubborn.’


Three days after the examination, when she had recovered a partial calm, Lady Flora wrote to her brother to tell him that her honour had been impugned and to ask him to listen to no one else’s distorted version of what had happened. Lord Hastings, who was ill of influenza and gout at Donington, rushed to the Palace from Leicestershire to hear the whole story from his sister. Appalled, he went at once to Lord Winchilsea to consult as to his best course of action, hoping in the generous fury of his youth to make someone pay for Lady Flora’s pain, and planning to call out Melbourne to a duel if the fault of the matter proved to be his. Winchilsea agreed that Melbourne was the man from whom to seek an explanation, and Hastings hurried off to the Prime Minister for still another interview, although it was action he wanted, not conversation. Melbourne calmly explained to the infuriated Hastings that he knew nothing of the matter except what Lady Tavistock had told him, and that he had actually tried to hush the tongues of the Court ladies. At this Hastings demanded an audience with the Queen to express his ‘horror and disgust of the whole of this transaction, and to ask who were the originators of the plot’.


With the mention of the Queen’s name, Melbourne, who was determined to extricate Victoria from the mess of her own making, urged discretion and silence on Hastings because of ‘the youth of the Queen, and the delicacy of the affair’. He also suggested that Hastings see the Duke of Wellington, for he could count on that old warrior to be loyal to the Queen and, if necessary, to sacrifice the name of Lady Flora, who served the Duchess whom the Duke so thoroughly disliked.


Repeating his request for a Royal audience, Hastings, thoroughly baffled but still sniffing for blood, set out on yet another of his trips that day, but when he got to Apsley House, the Duke was not at home. When he did find Wellington, the old man suggested that ‘the matter should rest where it now is’.


Then back to his hotel Lord Hastings went to await the summons to his interview with the Queen. For two days he kicked his heels in mounting passion, presumably dosing his influenza and oiling his pistols. Somewhat anticlimactically, Melbourne had said nothing at all to the Queen, for he assumed, or said he assumed, that Hastings would make another request for an audience if he still wanted it after talking to the Duke. Once more Hastings had to demand a Royal interview.


On February 28th, over a week after getting Lady Flora’s letter, he was brought a note from Melbourne to say that the Queen would receive him at one o’clock that afternoon. Among the growing circle of those who had heard of the affair, there was sharp criticism of the young Marquis for not having employed his horsewhip on someone, anyone, to avenge his sister, but the hot-headed nobleman was being passed from hand to hand by the elder statesmen, so that he might cool down.


Full of his rights as a Peer of the Realm, Hastings went to the audience. ‘While distinctly disclaiming his belief in any wish on the part of her Majesty to injure me,’ Lady Flora wrote, ‘he very plainly, but respectfully, stated his opinion of those who had counselled her, and his resolution to find out the originator of the slander, and to bring him or her to punishment.’ The Queen, who had presumably been coached by Melbourne, assured him that Lady Flora would be treated with honour and kindness, but she imperturbably refused to tell him anything about the identity of his sister’s slanderers. One of his contemporaries gossiped that the Queen stopped all his protests by saying that she was herself the originator of the rumour ‘and curtsied him out of the room as fast as he could go. If this was done by advice, it was well done, to avert a duel in embryo between the Marquis and Lord Melbourne’. Probably this should be taken as evidence of the general suspicion of the Queen rather than as literal fact.


The Queen might be forgiven in her inexperience for having failed to stop the chicaneries of her ladies before Lady Flora’s medical examination, but there is no excuse for her subsequent bland assumption that having grossly injured Lady Flora, she owed her no further reparation than decent treatment in the future. One might even find it easier to think well of her if she had been desperately frightened over the consequences of her conduct. Had she been able simply to dismiss Lehzen or the Ladies Tavistock and Portman quietly, or could she discreetly have got rid of Clark, the whole affair would probably never have become public, for the Hastings family were certainly not anxious to make known Lady Flora’s humiliation. But had she attempted to dismiss any of her Household, it might have been brought out clearly that either she or Lehzen was really at the root of the trouble. In any case, as we shall see, the wishes of her subjects weighed little with her in her choice of Household. It was a difficult situation, but Victoria’s solution to it was heartless. She sent for Lady Flora and expressed her sorrow, and even had tears in her eyes as she spoke, and then dismissed the whole matter as finished. Although it was the first time the Queen had spoken to her since her arrival from Scotland, Lady Flora accepted the tears and implied apology, but could not help adding, ‘I must respectfully observe, Madam, I am the first, and I trust I shall be the last, Hastings ever so treated by their Sovereign. I was treated as if guilty without a trial.’ No doubt the Queen found it difficult to swallow such plain words, although ‘she took it very well, and has been markedly kind to her since’, Lady Hastings wrote on March 7th. The apologies of the rest of the Court Lady Flora accepted only because the Duke of Wellington advised her ‘that it would injure the Queen if she held out any longer’.


The Hastings family generously made the best of the Queen’s ambiguous intentions, and it was not until she showed how short-lived her sympathy was, that they began to turn against her. Even Lady Flora wrote, ‘I am quite sure the Queen does not understand what they have betrayed her into.’


After the Queen’s expression of sorrow, Lord Hastings withdrew from ‘the polluted atmosphere’ of the Court, to go to Donington and consider how to ‘detect the perpetrators of the cruelty’.


Meantime Lady Flora was left in the midst of her detractors, to discover that part of the mud had stuck, and that some of the ladies persisted in believing the evidence of their own malicious imaginations rather than the reports of the doctors. It was repeated that this was not Lady Flora’s first pregnancy, and bets were made that only a short time could elapse before she would have to ‘bolt’ from the Palace with her condition plain to see. In the meantime, Lady Flora could only calculate when ‘her time would be up’, that is, when the closing of nine months after her supposed misdeeds would clear her reputation, at least of pregnancy.


Back at Donington Park, Hastings, who had been successively fobbed off by Melbourne, Wellington, and the Queen, tried another tack, and on March 1st fired off a letter to the Marquis of Tavistock, which he followed with one to Lord Portman, and in both letters he taxed the noblemen with their wives’ behaviour. Although his letters could scarcely be described as temperate, he tried not to be too offensive, for he wanted to find out from them who had instigated the rumour.


Hastings said that he counted on Tavistock ‘as a man of the highest honour and integrity’, in writing to ask him to find out from his wife ‘with WHOM this accusation first originated’. He then indicated his intention of publishing a true account of his sister’s ordeal if the pain of the publicity would not be too much for her, ‘May I then ask, WAS NOT Baroness Lehzen the first person  who originated this foul slander … and if she be not the individual, who was?’


In writing first to Tavistock, Hastings showed his hope that Lady Tavistock as the less guilty of the pair would inform on Lady Portman, as well as on Lehzen, and he would then have real ammunition to use on Portman. Lord Tavistock answered on March 6th, with the equivocal tone which characterized all the statements of the Palace group: ‘I am unwilling even now to name the subject of your letter to Lady Tavistock, as I am sure it will distress her greatly….’ He then urged Hastings to see her, ostensibly ignoring the distress it would cause her but actually being aware that none of the Hastings family would speak to either Lady Tavistock or Lady Portman until their roles had been explained. One wonders, with Lord Hastings, why Lady Tavistock, if innocent, would be so upset at the mention of the matter and why, even if she were, her feelings were to be considered as more delicate than those of the slandered woman.


The following day Tavistock had conquered his aversion to upsetting his wife and wrote to Hastings again, to tell him what the enraged Marquis already knew, that Lady Tavistock had spoken to Melbourne, as ‘the best course to be adopted’. He continued, ‘I did not ask Lady Tavistock, nor did she tell me (for she is one of the most discreet of ladies), from whom she had received the information, nor do I think she would feel justified in doing so under any circumstances.’


Hastings’s natural reaction was to feel that Tavistock’s lack of candour could only conceal guilt. The letters flew back and forth between the two noblemen, Hastings becoming wilder and wilder at the impenetrable security of the Palace coterie, which was preventing him from avenging his sister, and Tavistock becoming more and more frosty as he declined to help the injured family, on the implied grounds that Hastings’s manner was impolite. Everywhere Hastings was to find the assumption that the matter was closed, and that though it was perhaps regrettable that Lady Flora had been so seriously injured, it was surely only bad manners to seek redress for her. Tavistock did condescend to have his wife write a non-committal statement of four brief sentences which told Hastings even less than her husband’s letters had done.


Lord Hastings’s exchange of letters with Lord Portman was still more unsatisfactory, for Hastings was already nettled by Tavistock and began his letters with the truculent assumption that Lady Portman was guilty, as she had admitted to Lady Flora. He refused to meet her but asked only that she answer what part Lehzen had taken in the affair. ‘Put yourself’, he wrote to Portman, ‘for one moment in the painful position of one of my family, and I only ask you to look at the garbled statements and the lies which daily fill the papers, and answer me, as a man of honour and a gentleman … whether I have not a perfect right to inquire into Lady Portman’s conduct on this occasion.’ Portman, in reply, was forced to ‘admit that, while you entertain your present feelings toward Lady Portman, you are justified in declining to see her here; and still further admit that, if I was in your position, I should desire to know the whole truth from her’. After this conciliatory opening, he enclosed Lady Portman’s statement, which, though longer than that of the Marchioness of Tavistock, was at least as unhelpful to Hastings.


In their different ways, Tavistock by iciness, Portman by apparent sympathy, the husbands of the ladies were attempting to protect them by revealing nothing, for Hastings had now decided to publish every relevant document so that ‘those concerned will … be classed together in THAT contempt and disgrace in the EYES of the WORLD which, I must say, they MOST richly merit’. Whatever Lady Flora might charge them with could be discounted as the raving of a hysterical spinster, but if either of the ladies committed herself at length to paper, her own reputation might be lost. Both statements exempted Lehzen from blame, but otherwise they were completely uninformative.


The Duke of Wellington, who realized how dangerous Hastings was becoming, wrote to him on February 23rd: ‘I have advised the Duchess of Kent to acquiesce in the advice which the Queen’s Servants should give Her Majesty. I advise you to leave the matter where it is and in their Hands. Rely upon it that there can be no desire in any Quarter to injure your Sister. She will be treated with Honor & Kindness. The only Risk would be that by proceeding too far in such a Cause the publick attention might be drawn to the case; and it might come into Discussion greatly to the annoyance of everybody.’ Of reparation beyond treatment with ‘Honor & Kindness’ there was no hint.


Further evidence of how insensitive to personal feelings party allegiance could make normally decent-hearted persons is provided by Lord Beauvale’s letter to Lady Cowper, though perhaps not quite in the way the writer intended: ‘I feel the bitterness of the Tory ladies to the Queen, and I see in them a bitterness of feeling which infects every thing. This is a pity and of course reacts upon her—but there is no remedy. The Hastings affair is one of the vilest and most disgraceful, in the party colour which has been given to it and the purposes to which it has been turned, that ever I knew. I quite agree with Duke Wellington as to publishing no statement. If the Holy Ghost were to publish one, it would only serve as aliment for the vile press, and as a field to run a new tournament.’


It was too much to expect that a scandal now known to so many persons could long remain out of the press. Probably the first mention was in the Morning Post of March 5th:


‘… It would appear that a young lady of rank attached to an illustrious Duchess had rendered herself an object of jealousy to the party in power at Court by her friendly intercourse of long standing with persons who, since her Majesty’s accession to the Throne, have lost their influence. It is added that this malevolence, which had produced much family difference, has assumed within a few days a more decided and virulent form; that an imputation of an odious description was raised against the honour of the noble maiden; and that the name of a certain member of the faculty was introduced into the intrigue in corroboration of the foul and unfounded insinuation. A Noble Marquis, however, nearly connected with the lady in question, is said to have forthwith repaired to Buckingham Palace, and, requesting an immediate audience, to have repelled with respectful indignation the base charge, and duly vindicated the fair fame of his maiden relative.’ The article then continues by saying that such affairs could only bring the Court into disrepute.


Five days later the scandalous John Bull virtuously announced in its columns that it had known all along about Lady Flora but out of delicacy had declined to mention her until the Morning Post had seen fit to make her affairs public. Therefore, it was necessary to give a true account, and the article plunges with relish into a full report, complete with names and details. With the first move made, the other papers rushed Lady Flora into print, and soon her story, or part of it, was familiar to the readers of most of the newspapers in the British Isles. The press reactions were mingled, with anger at the Palace ladies and sympathy for their victim contending with protests that the whole thing was a Tory plot to discredit the Queen, her Household, and her Prime Minister. ‘The British public in general’, wrote William Archer Shee, ‘dearly likes something to be shocked at,—something to repeat to one another with bated breath, and every show of mock sympathy and hypocritical regret.’


Lady Flora’s mother, who was nearly sixty and in poor health, had been kept ignorant of all that had been happening at the Palace for nearly three weeks after the doctors examined her daughter. It was thought the shock might be too much for her, but by the first week of March, her family decided that she must be told because they feared she would hear of the Morning Post and John Bull stories. On March 5th the Duchess of Kent wrote from the Palace:




‘My dear Lady Hastings,


‘Our beloved Lady Flora will tell you all the dreadful things that have occurred here; I will only say that no mother could have defended a daughter more than I have done her. She is of all her sex that being that most deserves it, and she stands on the highest ground. This attack, my dear Lady Hastings, was levelled at me through your innocent child. But God spared us!


‘Believe me, the hour will come when the Queen will see and feel what she has been betrayed into. When your first feeling of indignation subsides, for mine knew no bounds, you will in your nobleness of soul view with scorn all these proceedings. I cannot say more. I have stood by your child and your house as if all was my own. Believe me, with the truest affection and esteem,


                              Your devoted friend,


                                                   VICTORIA.’





Lady Hastings’s reply to the Duchess has not been preserved, but Royal sympathy encouraged her to write to Victoria herself, although there had been a conspicuous lack of communication from the Queen. On March 7th she sent off a long letter to Buckingham Palace, reminding Victoria of the record of the Hastings family:


‘My husband served his country honourably and with devoted zeal, and was particularly known to your Royal race; and my own family, during a long line, have been distinguished as faithful servants of their Kings. My grandfather lost his life in the service of his Sovereign. With so many claims on my feelings of old—although now unfashionable—aristocracy, it is impossible to suppose me capable of disrespect or want of loyalty towards your Majesty—a feeling, Madam, not less unbecoming towards you than repugnant to what I feel suitable in myself. But I trust a sense of morality is not yet so callous a thing as not to be held in some due respect even in the sight of a thoughtless world, and to justify my appealing directly to your Majesty to refute, by some act, calculated to mark your indignant sense of the slanders which some person or persons have ventured to cast in your Majesty’s presence upon my daughter…. It is my duty respectfully to call your Majesty’s attention to its being not more important for my daughter than essentially consonant to your Majesty’s honour and justice, not to suffer the criminal invention of such falsehoods to remain without discovery…. This is not a matter that can or will be hushed up, and it is all-important that no time shall be lost in calling the culpable to account.’


Lady Hastings enclosed the letter with a covering note to Lord Melbourne, who replied that he had delivered the communication to the Queen, and that Her Majesty had made allowance ‘for the natural feelings of a mother’ in judging the ‘tone and substance’ of the letter. ‘Her Majesty commands me to convey to your Ladyship the expression of her deep concern at the unfortunate circumstances which have recently taken place … and her Majesty is still most desirous to do everything in her power to soothe the feelings of Lady Flora Hastings and her family.’ And there, in spite of Lady Hastings’s further protests, the Queen and Melbourne let the matter lie.


After her letter to the Queen, Lady Hastings sent a personal letter to Melbourne stating more fully what she expected: ‘The nature and the manner of the course pursued in this atrocious conspiracy (for it admits of no other name) were unexampled, and yet Sir James Clark remains Her Majesty’s Physician! I claim at your hands, my Lord, as a mark of public justice, the removal of Sir James Clark!’


Melbourne, who had no intention of letting Lady Hastings dictate terms to either the Queen or himself, answered haughtily: ‘The demand which your Ladyship’s letter makes upon me is so unprecedented and objectionable that even the respect due to your Ladyship’s sex, rank, family, and character would not justify me in more, if indeed, it authorises so much, than acknowledging the letter for the sole purpose of acquainting your Ladyship that I have received it.’ Melbourne’s own disinclination to get rid of Sir James was backed by Wellington, according to Greville: ‘Against the removal of the Doctor the Duke always protested, because He could not be dismissed as a punishment without a previous inquiry, and this inquiry would have been attended with the most painful results to all parties.’


Many of Lady Flora’s friends were less shocked at the demand for the removal of Sir James than Melbourne pretended to be. Lady Sophia Hastings wrote to her family that Sir James had already been dismissed by at least one of his aristocratic patients in disapproval of his part in the affair, ‘and many medical men have refused to meet him in consultation, as they, and Sir Henry Halford among them, say he has cast an odium on the profession’. If the Queen’s faith in her physician ever wavered, she gave no indication of it.


When Lady Hastings understood that neither the Queen nor Melbourne had any intention of clearing her daughter’s name, she wrote to the Duchess of Kent to say regretfully that she felt she must withdraw Lady Flora from the Court. The Duchess, caught between sympathy for her lady-in-waiting and love of her own daughter, could only reply: ‘I enter into every feeling you express, more so, perhaps, than you can have any idea of. The Queen has not spoken to me, on the subject of your letter to Her, or, on that, you wrote to me, which I gave her Majesty to read. I fear, from what I hear, that the Queen is not advised, to offer you any reparation, I deeply lament it, for Her sake, as well as your’s and our dear Flora’s.—I can quite understand your desire to withdraw Lady Flora from me, while I remain in the Queen’s house, as I can offer no protection to any one, in my service.


‘The only reason, I can give you for not doing so, is from a Mother to a Mother that if you act so, it will cause you to assign publickly your motives, for taking away your daughter, which will be very injurious, to my daughter the Queen: Therefore, it is my duty, if I can, to avert from Her Majesty, such ill consequences. The only consolation I can find in this dreadful affair, is, my conviction, that I did my duty warmly and honestly by you and my dear Lady Flora.’


Lady Flora, around whom the whole cast of characters revolved in indignant and chattering circles, remained in attendance on the Duchess, feeling that she must continue to appear in public if the rumours about her were to be stilled. Her strength was sapped, and though the swelling had subsided, she was so weak that she could scarcely drag herself to the repetitive appearances with the Duchess. Her hair had begun falling out so badly that she had to wear ‘a little bonnet cap’. Twice she asked Sir Charles Clarke to remain as her physician, but he reluctantly refused, saying that if he were to continue to treat her, it would give support to the rumours that he had conspired to conceal her pregnancy. At his suggestion she put herself in the care of Dr. Chambers.


The long series of letters between Lady Flora and her mother during this difficult time displays admirably the generosity of their mutual affection, as each tried courageously to keep the other from worrying. Lady Flora usually wrote from her couch in Buckingham Palace, Lady Hastings from her bed in Loudoun: the writing is erratic but the spirit gallant. Although Lady Flora occasionally reported that she had been cheered by crowds as she passed in a carriage, she refrained from any bitterness about the Queen. Her most censorious comment on Victoria is a remarkably objective judgment: ‘She is capable of kindliness of feeling occasionally, but self, the tare which the Enemy loses no time in planting, has been so sedulously cultivated within the last year & half that it does not occur to her to feel for another—& in the present instance, be it childishness or be it a want of that keen sense of female honour which one wishes to see, I do not believe she understands that I can have been injured by a rumour, which has been proved false.’


While she waited in vain for the Queen to make some public gesture of reparation, Lady Flora withdrew increasingly from the other ladies of the Court, both from illness and from injury. She had always been regarded as somewhat reserved, seldom taking part in the constant running in and out of each other’s sitting-rooms in which the others indulged, so that her aloofness now did not seem strange. Many of them assumed that she had forgotten their part in the scandal as easily as they would have liked to do. On March 8th she wrote to Brussels to Captain Hamilton Fitzgerald, who had married her father’s sister:


‘Knowing what a very good-natured place Brussels is, I have not a hope that you have not already heard a story with which I am told London is ringing; but you shall at all events have from my own pen the account of the diabolical conspiracy from which it has pleased God to preserve the Duchess of Kent and myself; for that it was intended to ruin the whole concern, though I was to be first victim, I have no more doubt than that a certain foreign lady, whose hatred to the Duchess is no secret, pulled the wires, though it has not been brought home to her yet.’


After telling her story in unimpassioned detail, she wrote that ‘poor Clark who has been the women’s tool, could hardly be sacrificed alone. The Duchess has stood by me most gallantly, and I love her better than ever. She is the most generous-hearted woman possible, and such a heart! this business made her very ill. It shattered me, too, very much, and I am wretchedly thin; but, under Doctor Chambers’s good management, I am getting round, and hope soon to be well. Hastings says he had not done with the business, nor never will while there is anything left to sift.


‘Good bye, my dear uncle. I blush to send you so revolting a tale, but I wished you to know the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth—and you are welcome to tell it right and left.’


Lady Flora’s letter intimates that she felt Hastings was slow in clearing her name, and certainly Fitzgerald found that his nephew’s ‘proceedings were unknown except in his own circle and at the palace’. He was being cut by acquaintances for his slowness, and week after week the cheaper newspapers urged him to revenge the insult to Lady Flora. The simple truth, however, was that Hastings found his path blocked wherever he turned, and he was not strong enough to force the issue. None of the ladies would inform on each other or on Clark or on the Queen. The Queen was silent, and Melbourne avoided any direct statement.


Lord Brougham, the former Chancellor, was said to hate ‘the Queen cordially and would gladly increase the prejudice against her’. Accordingly he struck up a friendship with Hastings, and rushed around London doing his best to make trouble. Lady Holland asked her son: ‘Did you hear of the strange & cruel delusion, if such it was, of Ld Brougham? The first days of Ly Flora’s illness, it was supposed she would sink immediately. Accordingly Ld B. was determined to be in time for the catastrophe, & selected Ld Harewood, Ly Portman’s father, to impart  the intelligence: said when she died, & gave a very detailed report of the surgeons post mortem examination, & made a dying speech for Lady Flora against the Queen!! This is, I assure you, a fact: nor was it till the next day Ld Harewood was undeceived. Some think it was a real aberration of mind; others sheer malignity. As he likes to have a finger in everything, he is plunged into the confidence of the Hastings’s, and much vexed that his interference to effect a duel in these instances has failed: but he says still there must be blood. Were he not already so well judged by all men, he might be seriously dangerous. It is lamentable to see such transcendant abilities thrown away, as upon him.’


When all else seemed to have failed, Hastings determined to take the case before a court of law; it is not known whether this was on the advice of Brougham. One of Hastings’s contemporaries wrote: ‘The story of Lady Flora is not allayed. A prosecution is half determined upon in her name for defamation & conspiracy, but not decided against whom, whether the ladies or the Doctor. Sir Wm. Follett [Attorney-General] advises strongly against it, saying that much pain may be inflicted by calling evidence into the witness box, but no verdict can be obtained.’ His own legal adviser told Hastings that he lacked sufficient evidence, and so he had to forget legal proceedings.


In Brussels it seemed to Captain Fitzgerald that Hastings was dilatory, so he returned to London himself to see what he could do. There he said that ‘public opinion was universally against Lady Flora. The general idea was that she had been treated with unnecessary harshness: that she should have been got quietly out of the way: that such things occur every day in palaces; that people who place their daughters in them must take the consequence of doing so. It was often said that her brother would not have been so quiet if he had not known “that more than he liked would have come out if the thing had not been hushed up”.’ Infamous stories were told of Lady Flora, ‘under the old plea of propagating lies with strictest injunctions to secrecy. Everyone except her own family are acquainted with them. Whenever I tried to trace them to their source, I was met with the same answer: “I cannot give up my authority, and I must beg of you not to quote me, but I assure you the report is very generally believed.”’


Lady Selina Henry wrote of her sister’s detractors: ‘In a letter from Sophia to me there is a speech of Lady Portman’s repeated so gross that she must be a beast; Flora says, “As for Ladies Tavistock and Portman, I can never open my lips to them again.”’ Lord Portman was still worse. On April 3rd he is said to have taken the chair at a meeting of the Guardians of the Blandford district, and when his wife’s health was drunk, in his reply he referred to Lady Flora, ‘saying that the conduct of Lady Portman required no vindication, as a few months would testify’.


With the knowledge that Lady Flora’s reputation was still being blackened, and knowing that the combined efforts of Hastings and his mother had failed even to disturb the Court in its conspiracy of silence, Captain Fitzgerald decided to take his niece’s case to the court of public opinion. It could hardly hurt Lady Flora, he thought, for her name and a number of distorted versions of her story were by now common gossip in the newspapers. An accurate statement could surely not harm her. On March 21st, without consulting Hastings or his mother, Fitzgerald sent a clear, controlled account of the true history of the affair to the Examiner, basing his narrative upon Lady Flora’s letter to him. Instead of helping his niece, the Captain’s letter only made his own reputation as a gossip and a busybody, ready to rush into print and give unnecessary pain to everyone concerned. The result, he later complained, was that he was ‘avoided by “serviles” for having exposed their infamy’. The Captain must have been naïve, indeed, if he thought that his letter would win the friendship of the guilty parties. A more serious result was that Lady Flora’s letter to him on such intimate matters was regarded as proof of her natural vulgarity. Lady Holland told her son that ‘Ly F. by her letter to Mr Fitzgerald has done herself no good. It is a gross, indelicate disclosure which shocks people. The mischief is to her; but the rebound is bad for the Court! The young, innocent Queen should never have had her ears polluted by such filthy stories’. It is not clear whom Lady Holland thought of as the story-teller, but she appears to have meant Lady Flora.


How little Lady Flora was seeking to make a public disclosure is indicated by her letter to her mother on March 25th: ‘You will see in the papers today poor, kind, ill judging Mr. Fitz-Gerald’s letter. It annoys me, & has annoyed H[astings], who read it yesterday in the Examiner, not a little. Setting aside that it is a breach of confidence to avail himself in some instances of the very words of a private letter, without permission, & throughout, of circumstances communicated to him in detail, as a near relation, it is indelicate towards H. whom it appears to overlook, & ill-timed—for thank God! though the subject slumbers not, such a narrative was not now necessary. It only serves to revive curiosity, & make me more stared at.’


Even Greville, who was normally more sensible about the matter, wrote in April that ‘the young Lady is said to have acted with great duplicity, for while She was affecting amicable feelings at the Palace and to have made it up with everybody, She was writing to her Uncle those statements which He afterwards published, and preparing for the explosion which eventually took place’.1


Over and over the Hastings family was to find itself accused of indelicacy, bad manners, and lack of proper reticence, the very qualities in others which had first produced the scandal. Those who had originally sinned most were loudest in their attribution of improper behaviour to the Hastings family.


Decorum, reserve, and taste serve in a naughty world to avert the collision of different-minded persons, but when the pattern of decent behaviour is shattered, as it was in the slander of Lady Flora, it is not always desirable to avert collision, and the whole canon of manners is temporarily irrelevant. What Lady Flora’s family felt was naked, virtuous anger at the corruption of the Court and its hypocritical pretence of shock at being held responsible for its own sins. Later, in a more considered moment, Greville was to believe that ‘the Palatians behaved monstrously ill in the first instance. There seems to have been a continued series of blunders, and of sins against delicacy, justice, propriety and good taste. Then came the Hastings party, all fury and malice, and resolved to be revenged, since they could get neither explanation nor satisfaction. It has been a horrible, disgraceful and mischievous mess, and nothing shocks me more than the moral-insensibility which is exhibited by the original wrong-doers, who can not see the enormity of their own behaviour, and are more indignant with the Hastings family than penitent they themselves acted.’


With Fitzgerald’s letter in print, there was no longer any need for the rest of the family to preserve their silence, so Lady Hastings hurried to publish her own letter to the Queen and her subsequent correspondence with Melbourne. If Victoria was not to be shamed into retribution, it could at least be brought home to her that many of her subjects disapproved of both her behaviour and that of her Household.


The newspapers took up the chase with glee, particularly the Tory press, which was happy to use the affair against Melbourne and the Queen and in demanding the removal from the Court of Sir James Clark and most of the ladies-in-waiting. ‘AN ENGLISHMAN AND A FATHER’ wrote in tortuous  indignation to the Morning Post suggesting that there should be a family edition without news of the Court. ‘Every right-hearted man must sympathize deeply with two sufferers in this disgraceful affair. The first, as first in suffering, the innocent Lady Flora Hastings; and the second, though first in rank, our equally innocent Queen….’ After the perfunctory nod to the Queen which was held obligatory by those who felt anything but respect for her, the letter continues:


‘And for the Lady Flora Hastings, whose honour was her adequate and should have been her sole defence, however certainly and helplessly the Queen was innocent in the matter, and however generously Lady Flora may feel the effects of her Royal mistress’s explanation, yet, forasmuch as those explanations did not come until an English lady’s honour was proved by the test of an examination, only less humiliating than the guilt for which it sought in vain, she owed it to her name, to her sex, to every woman in England, never again to sit in the society even of the Queen until that august presence was made fit for her by an ample and unsparing purification.’ It is only the stilted rhetoric of AN ENGLISHMAN AND A FATHER which suggests that he was not a staff member of the newspaper, which was assiduous in demanding the removal of the Queen’s physician and ladies.
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