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‘… for it is the fate of a woman


Long to be patient and silent, to wait like a ghost that is speechless,


Till some questioning voice dissolves the spell of its silence.


Hence is the inner life of so many suffering women


Sunless and silent and deep, like subterranean rivers


Running through caverns of darkness …’


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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Louise in 1814, painted by the famous court painter Josef Grassi. (Herzoglicher Kunstbesitz SCG, Schloss Callenberg, Coburg)
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INTRODUCTION


Queen Victoria of Great Britain had a handsome spouse of noble and equal birth at her side, from the German dynasty of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. To her, as she wrote in her diaries, her Prince Consort Albert was an ‘angel’. Indeed, in historical accounts it sometimes seems as if Albert had fallen straight into Victoria’s life from Heaven, taming this young, impetuous queen and focusing her on the good and beautiful things in life. Albert’s morals were impeccable. He played music and painted, promoted the sciences and even created a legacy for himself with the successful Great Exhibition of 1851 in London. And yet there was a dark cloud in Albert’s life, one very much at odds with the exalted image that Queen Victoria carried on promoting after his early death. From the moment of his birth and still to this day, rumours that he was an illegitimate child have circulated unabated. Many questions surround the fate of his mother, Louise. She has been edited out of history, branded ‘Scandalous Louise’ [Schand-Louise],– outcast, repudiated and forgotten. Why? Did she threaten the rise of the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, which provided the monarchs or royal spouses for many of the thrones of Europe?


Louise was an unconventional princess, unwilling to submit to the rules of court – a woman with romantic ideas and an iron will, who put fear into those who crossed her. For her subjects, she was a ‘princess of hearts’, charismatic, benevolent and lovable. This veneration afforded her a power that eventually had to be broken by force, in order to save an entire dynasty. But without Louise, there would never have been a House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, which provided the British monarchs after Queen Victoria’s marriage to Prince Albert, until the family restyled itself as the ‘House of Windsor’ in 1917.


Based on more than ten years of research, this book combines the life story of Duchess Louise with the history of the unstoppable rise of the Coburg family from an insignificant miniature principality to one of the most powerful dynasties of the nineteenth century.









1


A RESTING PLACE IN PFEFFELBACH
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It is 1846. Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, Prince Consort of Queen Victoria, ordered a search for the body of his mother Louise in a Prussian province. She abandoned him when he was 5 years old and he never saw her again before her death. Now there was scandal in the air, and it hung around her name. Albert needed to know where his mother was buried to avert disaster for the British royal family.


Judicial Councillor Georg Knauer was a careful man. He knew that the success of his secret assignment depended on his taking a prudent, level-headed tack. Since he had received his letter from the ducal authorities in Coburg, he had visited the parish of Pfeffelbach several times. On this February day in 1846, he was once again handed the key to its small, dilapidated church by the local pastor, Isaak Jakob Hepp, who had become his most important accomplice over the last few weeks. As a God-fearing man, Hepp was to go about things properly, come what may. For the good of his parish, for the young Duke of Coburg and his brother, Prince Albert – and for their dead mother, the poor Duchess Louise. In discussion with Knauer, the pastor had repeatedly emphasised how close the memory of the late princess lay to his heart. Since summer 1832, her body had been resting forgotten in his modest church in the middle of Pfeffelbach, with its pretty houses, set some way back from the road in a side valley of the River Glan in the district of Baumholder. As picture-perfect as the area might appear, the church was in a lamentable state of repair, and was in danger of collapsing altogether before long.


Councillor Knauer once again set out on the four-hour coach journey from St Wendel to Pfeffelbach without grumbling, even though the roads had become boggy from the long thaw. Having accepted this assignment from the ducal house, he now meant to accomplish it as best he could. Time was running out for his undertaking, as rumours were already circulating in the village about the possibility of Duchess Louise’s body being taken away. Although he had endeavoured to proceed with the greatest discretion, word seemed to have got around that the ducal house had been in negotiations with Pastor Hepp since the previous December. The villagers also suspected that it had something to do with the body that lay abandoned in their church.


Knauer knew the sort of people he was dealing with here: not especially educated, not especially uppity, but wily and always looking for an advantage – that was his assessment of the Pfeffelbachers. They were quite capable of standing up for their interests. Knauer was prepared; he needed to be on his guard if he wanted to avoid fuelling any more rumours. Over the course of his career, he had seen often enough how delicate the affairs of the ducal house could be. Born in Coburg, Knauer moved to St Wendel in May 1825, where he had worked as a magistrate and lived in his father-in-law’s house on the Schlossplatz. He knew the banished Duchess Louise, who had moved to St Wendel after being sent packing from Coburg. He had taken an active interest in her story and was even a witness to her undignified funeral in Pfeffelbach.


Now, almost thirteen years later, there was finally some movement on the issue that had been preying on the community’s mind for so long. The pastor had written letters and a memorandum to Prince Albert – all in vain. They were delivered to his private residence – Osborne House on the Isle of Wight – but they were met with silence.1 The Pfeffelbachers had believed ever since that the husband of the mighty Queen Victoria seemed not to care that his mother’s coffin was rotting in their wretched village church in the Prussian province, where it was threatening to spark a popular outcry. Nobody from the ducal family in Coburg had ever once made the effort to check that things were in order here. Duchess Louise, who was so loved and revered by the people of St Wendel, appeared to have been utterly forgotten by her relatives. Perhaps they simply wanted nothing to do with her any more, given how much trouble she had caused during her lifetime. Only occasionally did the odd Briton make the trip up the Glan Valley to seek out the last resting place of their queen’s mother-in-law. They wanted to understand how their royal family had come by the German name of ‘Saxe-Coburg and Gotha’. It may have been simple curiosity that brought them here, because back in Britain, now Prince Albert’s home, the rumours about his possible illegitimacy had never been altogether silenced. But no matter how hard these few individuals searched, Louise’s grave remained difficult to locate. There was not even an inscription to provide a clue.


Heaving a sigh, Councillor Knauer unlocked the north door, which was the only access to the nave. As he feared, meltwater was running down the walls inside. It smelt damp and musty, and Knauer had been increasingly worried that the wooden coffin in the crypt might have already started to rot. Up until now he had refrained from moving the two different-sized stone flags above the opening in the floor, in case it caused a stir. The nave didn’t even have proper pews for the faithful, although the church was in use regularly enough. So he could not say with any certainty what state Louise’s body might be in, even though her eldest son, Ernst, the reigning Duke of Coburg, had expressly indicated his wish to be kept informed about this issue. Knauer was quite surprised when, in 1844, following the death of the elder Duke Ernst, he had first received a letter about Louise, signed by the president of the ducal private office, Privy Treasurer Schnür. The letter requested him to make enquiries into the whereabouts of the body. Knauer was without doubt the right man for the job, as he had a thorough understanding of matters in Coburg, as well as in St Wendel and the surrounding area. What really astonished him at the time was that he was asked to look in Sulzbach rather than Pfeffelbach. Evidently the duchess’s sons didn’t have the faintest idea where their mother was buried. How drastic the falling-out must have been, how great the danger that Louise posed, even after her death. This explained the caution in the ducal missive that Knauer was urged to exercise:


It is critical to know whether the body is being kept in a fully dignified way, what might happen if this is not the case, and whether any difficulties might arise on account of its being left in said place. We also need to know to whom the church belongs which houses the funeral vault, the condition of the crypt and whether other bodies are being kept there as well.2


It was always Schnür who communicated written instructions from Duke Ernst II of Coburg, who in 1844 inherited the ducal throne from his father, the first husband of the outcast Duchess Louise. The search for her body had been underway ever since.


Schooled in handling princely affairs, Knauer knew how to read between the lines. He understood the difficulties that were troubling Louise’s sons. During negotiations with Pastor Hepp, he had got to know the villagers first-hand.


Early on in their discussions, the pastor spoke about his ‘local flock’, who were the only people entitled to use the church. It was questionable, he said, whether they would continue to tolerate the presence of Duchess Louise’s body there in the future. They were toying with the idea of removing the remains of the deceased and burying them in the graveyard. Were the pastor, by now an elderly gentleman, to shuffle off this mortal coil, it would spell the end of the special protection enjoyed by the British queen’s late mother-in-law. Unless, that is, the duchess’s high-born heirs showed some generosity and by substantial donations allowed the community to undertake a lavish restoration of the tomb and the church. It was unusual in those parts to lay bodies to rest in churches, and so Councillor Knauer’s fears about Louise’s resting place were not misplaced.


Further discussion with Pastor Hepp made it clear that the matter could be resolved with money. Hepp claimed to have borne the responsibility and costs for the duchess’s funeral himself, as at the time nobody else had made arrangements for Louise’s final resting place: not the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, nor her second husband, Count Pölzig. All the costs for the tomb and the funeral cortège had been paid by Hepp. He had felt obliged to the duchess as, prior to her trip to Paris and the operation she had planned to undergo there, she had approached him in person with a request to take care of her body if the treatment should fail. It was clear to Councillor Knauer that in all these years neither the community nor Pastor Hepp had given up hope of financial compensation. After all, a request came early from Pfeffelbach to Prince Albert to provide the funds to create a tomb befitting the duchess. When in 1841 the parish presbytery received the happy news from London that Queen Victoria and Prince Albert had become parents for the second time, being blessed moreover on this occasion with a male heir, they believed the time had come to bring their delicate matter to the highest authority. On 9 December, precisely one month after the birth of Crown Prince Edward (later King Edward VII), the presbytery met to draft a letter to Prince Albert, the youngest son of their most esteemed, but completely forgotten, Duchess, whose resting place within their church was gradually becoming a problem. In such a sensitive letter, of course, they could not be excessively blunt, and so the parishioners chose to begin with a few introductory sentences mentioning the recent good news in the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha:


The joyous news that, in the person of the Prince of Wales, an heir to the virtues of the father and the great realm of the mother is born to her Royal Highness the Queen, wife of Your Majesty, has gladdened every heart in Great Britain as well as on the Continent, making its way across the ocean to the Principality of Lichtenberg once ruled by the ancestors of Your Majesty, and we, unknown personally to Your Majesty, yet connected by ancient and precious ties, take the liberty of offering to Your Majesty our most reverent congratulations and blessings on this happy event.3


The Pfeffelbachers went on in this obsequious vein, expressing their hopes that the heir to the throne would prosper sweetly and splendidly. Then they got to the crux of the matter, insisting that Prince Albert’s mother too was a significant family member worthy of respect, even though she had been dead ten years:


At a time like this, where an august family is afforded such a blessing and where a future ruler and father is born to a country whose territories stretch across all corners of the globe, the benevolent, devout heart is more disposed to gratitude and piety, and the mild hand more disposed to undertake good deeds. And thus, full of trust and hope, we request that henceforth Your Majesty put us in a position where we are able to decorate the crypt of the venerable grandmother and the church where lie her remains as fittingly as the cradle of the new-born grandchild is adorned, and to this end offer us a charitable gift.4


The members of the presbytery had put all their reverence and respect into this letter, full of confidence that it would stir the heart of a loving son. But their letter was met with silence.


Prince Albert was by no means without feelings for his mother; on the contrary, he had never got over her loss. When his first daughter was born in 1840, he had had her christened Victoria Adelaide Mary Louisa, ‘after Albert’s late Mother’, as Queen Victoria had noted in her diary.5 Just a few months before, on 26 August, a pregnant Victoria had presented her beloved Albert with a special gift for his 21st birthday: a lovely painting depicting his mother Louise. Victoria and Albert’s uncle Leopold had given it to the young queen, out of his estate.6


The portrait of Louise had been painted by the famous Viennese painter Josef Grassi. It masterfully emphasised her innocence and youth, with her open gaze, rosy cheeks and the gentle curve of her mouth. Her brown hair was fashionably gathered at the nape of her neck and held there by a cupid’s arrow, a jaunty little detail that disrupted the sitter’s prim appearance, as if to point out that love also played a role in her life. Louise herself had given the painting to her brother-in-law Leopold, who had hung it in a place of honour at his house in Claremont until he gave it to his niece, Queen Victoria.


The real closeness of these bonds between Leopold and Louise, and Leopold and Albert, was demonstrated by Leopold’s unstinting efforts to arrange a marriage between his nephew and his British cousin. Queen Victoria was only 18 years old when she ascended the throne and she still strongly desired that personal freedom that she had always been denied due to the stifling attentions of an overprotective mother – Victoire. Such was the concern for the heir to the throne that she was only allowed to climb stairs if she held someone’s hand, and she was obliged to sleep in her mother’s arms until shortly before the coronation.


As soon as Victoria became queen, her closest advisor, Prime Minister Lord Melbourne, introduced the question of marriage into his daily discussions with his sovereign, much to the latter’s chagrin.7 Victoria objected: why should she get married at all in the next three or four years? She hated the thought of seeing her destiny dominated by a husband. For her, marriage was probably the most awful alternative conceivable to her previous life under her mother’s thumb. Victoria felt harried and coerced, and she had to summon up all her courage to contradict her mentor Lord M., as she called Melbourne in her diaries. Very reluctantly, she sat down with him to examine all possible candidates for marriage. All were rejected, including her cousin Albert, who was thrown out as he was younger than her, albeit only by a few months. For once, Lord M. agreed with her, because in his eyes a marriage between cousins was a bad idea in any case, and the House of Coburg, aside from being foreigners, were unpopular, and not only in Great Britain. But Victoria could not to put the matter of her wedding fully to rest, not least because her uncle Leopold was working away in the background as a matchmaker. He kept doggedly praising the charms of his nephew Albert, until finally Victoria assented to meet him in person, to see for herself.


In October 1839, Albert and his brother Ernst arrived in England, and over the course of a dinner and a dance, Victoria fell quite in love with her ‘angel’. She was won over by his striking beauty, his warm and unaffected manner, his blue eyes and his fine nose. She even raved about his moustache and long sideburns.8 From Victoria’s side, there would be no obstacles to marriage. The trouble lay with Albert. Leaving his native Germany would be difficult for him, and settling into the British court would prove almost impossible. The entourage that would come with him would be chosen for him. He protested about this to Victoria, but the queen gave him no choice. For Albert, this was more than a mere formality; he wanted to express his neutrality in political matters by appointing advisors from his innermost circle, as he was convinced that the monarchy should keep out of party politics. Victoria’s Whiggish sympathies seemed strange to him, and the first conflicts between the couple began to emerge. Victoria later commented on the imbalance in their marriage with the contemplative phrase: ‘A. is in my house and not I in his.’9


It was therefore no surprise that Albert would often find himself seized by a burning homesickness. He longed to be back in the familiar surrounds of Rosenau in Coburg, with its Gothic-style façades, an English garden and the neighbouring Thuringian Forest, to which the young prince felt a close connection. In London, he was a stranger, a foreigner whom the British greeted with nothing but mistrust, suspecting him of simply being out to grab their young queen’s throne: ‘He comes to take “for better and for worse”, England’s fat queen and England’s fatter purse’, as the popular ditty ‘The German Bridegroom’ had it.10


Things went little better after the wedding. Parliament reduced the Prince Consort’s allowance from £50,000 to £30,000, which Albert saw as a personal affront. At court he felt isolated, a parvenu without a role, exposed to the ridicule of high society because of his German accent and his strange, Teutonic manners. The prince of Coburg was, naturally, impeccably behaved: he had internalised the rules of etiquette from a young age, and he demanded the same of his offspring. Albert soon became infamous in London as a crashing bore, a hair-splitting stickler for propriety, and simply dead to the charms of the fairer sex, who did not forgive his lack of courtly gallantry. As far as he was concerned, he only needed one woman to make him happy: Victoria. He even managed to make this wholesome expression of marital love sound dull and pedantic: to him, marriage was not a matter of preference but of duty. Even before the wedding, he had never looked forward to his marriage to the queen through rose-tinted glasses, as much as Victoria adored and idolised her ‘angel’.11 Albert worked so hard at being a paragon of virtue that he would often collapse exhausted into the nearest chair and go straight to sleep, a peculiarity that had annoyed his tutors in his youth, when he would slip off his chair in a doze while he should have been doing his homework. Victoria observed her husband’s fainting fits with affectionate concern, seeing them indulgently, and probably correctly, as expressing his overpowering longing for Germany. It got particularly bad on Christmas Day, which at Windsor Castle was celebrated in the old German manner, with a Christmas tree and candlelight.


Life with the queen turned out to be far from easy, as Albert had foreseen: his wife hated being pregnant and vented her distemper at every opportunity. After the birth of their second child, Albert Edward, Victoria fell into depression. Meanwhile, Albert was off dealing with obscure matters. First, he clashed with Victoria’s beloved governess Baroness Lehzen, whom he described as a ‘fire-breathing house-dragon’12 because she bossed the royal household around as she saw fit. Then, he fell out with his brother Ernst because the latter had been embroiled in some unseemly love affair in Dresden, giving rise to ‘all manner of sorry rumours’.13 What pained Albert the most was that, alongside the tales of scandal coming out of Coburg, speculation started to revive to the effect that he was not his father’s biological son. In December 1841, the letter from the presbytery at Pfeffelbach burst into this explosive family scene, sent by the ignorant villagers in the mistaken assumption that, after the birth of his second child, the Prince Consort would be basking in cloudless marital bliss, and that in such a euphoric state he would feel sympathetic to a petition about the state of repair of the church in which his mother’s remains lay. Albert tidied the missive away with other papers in a file labelled ‘Papers Concerning the Politics of Germany’, into which he collected, in his nitpicking way, all manner of documents relating to his native Germany which he judged morally dubious or politically dicey.14 At first, the Pfeffelbachers received no answer. Clearly, the brothers Ernst and Albert would have to wait for their father to pass away before they could start looking for Louise’s body. As the former Duchy of Lichtenberg had now passed to Prussia, they needed a reliable intermediary and commissioned Georg Knauer, a local man, and a diligent legal councillor.


On his visit in February 1846, an uneasy Knauer again registered the now-familiar chaos inside the church in Pfeffelbach. The low stools that served as seats for the congregation were scattered around the nave without any identifiable order, a dismal sight surpassed only by the rundown state of the vault below the chancel. The whole situation was trouble enough; the fact that the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha was now demanding to be given the key to the church didn’t make Knauer’s mission any easier. The presbytery’s reaction to the peremptory tone of the ducal authority was no surprise, for ever since the diocese of Lichtenberg had been sold to Prussia, the Coburgs could no longer call the shots here. As expected, the demand for the keys fell on deaf ears. Councillor Knauer was certain that the Pfeffelbachers would never give up their trump card as easily as that. So now he had to request the keys before each visit to the crypt. Being a diplomatic man, the Judicial Councillor always sought to defuse any tension, for without the discretion and goodwill of the parish his project would be doomed to failure.


In his last discussion with Pastor Hepp, in the clergyman’s living room that January, Knauer had tried to find out how it might be possible to find him adequate recompense for his expenses and efforts. He had asked the pastor to set his outgoings down in writing, so that they could be forwarded to the ducal treasury to arrange financial compensation. But the Judicial Councillor, familiar with the mentality of simple country folk, sensed that this was about more than just money. Hepp, an elderly bachelor in his late 70s, was not reliant on handouts. He had no heirs and the appearance of his home suggested a certain prosperity. The pastor had not become parochial in his remote village, Knauer wrote to Coburg, but had kept up with the spirit of the times. His literary education was not restricted to theology, but extended to the sciences and botany. His collection of minerals and insects, no less than his cabinet of stuffed birds and small mammals, was remarkable. The keeper of Louise’s crypt was not to be underestimated. An honourable man, he was very conscious of his capabilities without descending into self-praise. Perhaps, Knauer thought, the prospect of his being awarded a Saxon order of merit might bring the negotiations to a swifter conclusion.


Sums were already being set out that would satisfy the parish and lead to the release of the body without a big fuss being made about the affair. Discretion was of the essence here, for it would be impossible to keep the removal of Louise’s coffin a secret from the entire population of the village. The Pfeffelbachers needed to be bought in, and it was Hepp who wielded the most influence over them. Knauer considered himself now to be on safe ground, but he had not reckoned with Dorothea the maid. Although the pastor was in control of his flock, the ‘authority of the house’, as the councillor called the housekeeper, treated the bachelor Hepp like a child and waded uninvited into conversations which were delicate enough anyway. Knauer later wrote to the Coburg Privy Treasurer Schnür:


Whilst I was having a confidential discussion with Hepp in his study, the imperious housekeeper walked into the room … She attended to the stove. The thread of our conversation had reached a point where it was my wish that it should be kept secret from third parties. As this woman did not, as I had anticipated, leave the room, I started talking about some insignificant matter.


But the maid refused to be hoodwinked. She told the councillor, ‘I can tell the gentleman that the villagers will not release the Duchess’s body for less than 1,200 guilders, or at least 1,000.’ Knauer was disconcerted by this seemingly excessive demand, which fuelled his worst fears. Louise’s body was being subjected to a cattle auction! Up until this point he had hoped to fob the villagers off with 200 guilders and to honour the pastor by bestowing an Order on him. But now it sounded like a costly blackmail plot might be afoot against the ducal house. The Coburg negotiator quickly composed himself and responded to the impertinent Dorothea:


It will not come to that; if the princes wish to allow their mother to rest in Pfeffelbach – and it is not yet certain that the body will in fact leave – then the parish will receive nothing. I am the Inspector, so be a good girl, go into the kitchen, and let me deal with this.


When the ‘authority of the house’ stalked out of the room following this subtle threat, Knauer was confident that he had made a powerful impression. Word would now get around the village that the parish would be well advised to exercise caution, for excessive demands could lead to the negotiations being broken off altogether. Knauer also hoped that his clear warning would keep the rumour mill in check, as he was worried that the transfer of the body might open up much that ‘rests in the vault of history. It could, however, be arranged and seen to that little or even nothing of this becomes public,’15 he wrote to Coburg. After the housekeeper’s unwelcome intervention, they needed to hurry. Knauer still had no idea whether other dead bodies were being kept in the crypt. If there were a mix-up and the wrong body was brought to the family vault in Coburg – it didn’t bear thinking about! Knauer wrote to Privy Treasurer Schnür: ‘I know the wooden coffin that surrounds the small casket which contains the ashes, and would therefore be able to guarantee its identity just so long as the same coffin that came from Paris to St Wendel was used for the rest of the journey.’16


 Instructions came promptly from Coburg: he was to continue swiftly with preparations for the transport of Louise’s remains. Councillor Knauer began to examine the crypt, noting the rough dimensions of the coffin. From the entrance on the north side, he had to cross the entire length of the nave to get to the Duchess Louise’s tomb. On the interior south wall, below the chancel, was the opening to a recess in the floor. Knauer described his impressions in a letter to Privy Treasurer Schnür:


This area forms a square repository – it cannot be called a crypt – in the inner part of the church. On three sides, the walls of this repository are (as I saw myself when the mortal remains of the deceased were interred) formed of stones; the fourth is the foundation wall of the church. The depth of the repository is four feet. It is covered with two stone flags that do not stand proud, but lie at the same level of the other flagstones that cover the floor inside the church.17


After his preliminary examination of the humble hole in the floor, Knauer decided to restrict himself to an estimation of the coffin’s dimensions and not to move the stone flags again. He now agreed with Pastor Hepp’s words that it would be better not to stir up any more dust, which undoubtedly had a double meaning here. Recovery of the body would be unthinkable, unless it took place in secret. In Knauer’s view, the public had to be kept away from whatever went on in the church. Soon agreement was also reached over compensation for the parish: the Pfeffelbachers would have to be satisfied with 200 guilders.


From afar, Prince Albert and Queen Victoria followed the negotiations about the removal of Louise’s body. In 1845 they were busy setting up a private domicile away from the courtly bustle of Buckingham Palace. London was not an agreeable place for the still-growing family – after Victoria and Albert Edward, the queen gave birth to two more children: Alice in 1843 and Alfred in 1844. The smog and noise of the capital did not stop at the gates of the royal palace. The smoke from the coal fires of London’s houses obscured visibility and settled in the bronchia and lungs. In winter, the surface of the snow quickly turned black and usually the sun was no more than a red blur behind a grey haze. Numerous palace employees were busy cleaning soot from furniture in Buckingham Palace and repeatedly polishing silverware that tarnished in an instant. Victoria and Albert craved fresh air. The Prince Consort, in particular, loved country life; if he stayed in London for too long, he would soon start looking exhausted and pale. Claremont, the rural estate belonging to Uncle Leopold near Windsor, was a welcome retreat for him. Here he found a new lease of life and he soon persuaded Victoria of the benefits of a private haven in the midst of nature. Although the queen enjoyed the cultural opportunities London had to offer – she loved music and the theatre – she increasingly resented the public’s curiosity and she longed for a quiet family life with her beloved Albert and the children.18


In March 1844, they discovered Osborne House, a tranquil property on the Isle of Wight coast near East Cowes. An eighteenth-century house on three floors, it won them over with the square and unadorned construction of its façade and an elegant fanlight above the entrance. Victoria immediately felt at home there. Fresh sea air for the children, the option of bathing at the beach, long-established grounds with tall trees, and a neighbouring farm. There were so many possibilities here that after a week’s holiday the queen and her prince consort decide to purchase Osborne House.19 Negotiations with the vendor dragged on, but Albert eagerly set about making plans for renovations and extensions, designing a pavilion in the Tuscan style, which he sketched and sent along with a letter to Louise’s stepmother, Karoline Amalie, in Gotha. ‘I fear this terrible drawing will give you only a vague idea, but I can assure you it is very pretty,’20 Albert wrote, scarcely able to contain his architectural enthusiasm. The queen was relieved that the extension fit in so well with the existing complex of buildings, or at least that it wasn’t too tall, as she was now wont to regard everything that Albert did uncritically as a success. Victoria was captivated by Osborne House and preoccupied with her domestic commitments to the point that she even neglected her correspondence with her most esteemed Lord M., to whom she apologised profusely when she finally found the time to put pen to paper. She was terribly busy and utterly delighted by Osborne House, she explained to Melbourne, where the weather was so lovely that she could spend most days outdoors. It was hard to imagine that a more beautiful place existed on Earth, the queen rhapsodised, with lovely valleys and woods, and the sea practically at the front door. In Victoria’s eyes, the property was perfect. Albert felt as if he was in Italy – Naples was his reference point – with their private beach by the blue sea and the sailing boats on the horizon. It all felt like a painting and a dream.21


When a price for the house was finally agreed, Albert and Victoria could declare Osborne House to be their private country residence. It was so lovely and cosy to have one’s own place, so quiet and secluded, Victoria gushed in a letter to Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, or ‘il mio secondo padre,’ as she sometimes called him, a father figure who gave the young queen support.22


Victoria was an ebullient soul. The niece’s love for her uncle bordered on that same reverence which Albert’s mother Louise once displayed for Leopold. Louise found her husband’s brother handsome and debonair, and she couldn’t decide who she loved more, Ernst or her brother-in-law.23 Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld played a key role in the life of Victoria and Albert, a caring advisor and moral compass – clever, gentle and circumspect; just what Victoria would have wished from her own father, Prince Edward, Duke of Kent, who had died prematurely.24 Leopold’s second marriage was to Louise d’Orléans, a daughter of the French king; his first was to Charlotte, heir to the British throne, who had died in childbirth. His intimate knowledge of the European courts made him one of the queen’s most important confidants. This handsome prince had ascended the throne as King of the Belgians in 1831, and the rulers of Europe saw in him a man they could trust to still the forces of revolution in that young state as it strove for independence.


In the background, Leopold had a strong financial backer, who supported him and gave him the wherewithal to build up a continent-spanning network of politicians, lords and captains of industry: the Rothschild banking house. The brothers Samuel, Nathan, Karl and James Rothschild had more to offer than mere money; they had agents in all the great capital cities, who provided them with information on politics and economics. They invented ‘private banking’, held vast sums of money for sovereigns and princes and, conversely, where the need arose, provided them with generous loans. The Rothschild brothers also operated a reliable postal service, which Victoria and Albert trusted to carry their correspondence.25 The Rothschilds’ network functioned like a news agency, a transmission channel for up-to-date information that linked the inner circles of Europe’s leading decision-makers; it was something like a nineteenth-century European supranational organisation. Whoever had the information had the edge when it came to political influence and investment decisions. Ever since Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld had been betrothed to the daughter of the British regent in 1816, taking a step towards the British throne, the Rothschilds had been determined to utilise his potential for their own purposes.


The Coburgers fit perfectly into the bank’s system, as through their marriage policy they operated an analogous family network, which gave them access to information from the most important control centres in Europe. When Leopold set off for his wedding in London, the bankers met him in Frankfurt and offered him money, £700, to buy jewellery for his fiancée – thereby laying the foundation for close cooperation in the future.26 Charlotte’s premature death in 1817 only represented a passing wrinkle for the Rothschilds: they held on to Leopold, who, as expected, continued to look for opportunities for the House of Coburg around the British court. A close relationship burgeoned between Nathan Rothschild and Leopold. To the banker, the prince became ‘his Coburg’ and the houses of Rothschild and Saxe-Coburg drew much mutual advantage from their converging strategies and interests.27


A symbiotic relationship developed between these two German families, whose offshoots would spread throughout Europe, rising from humble roots to international fame. Between 1837 and 1842, the Rothschild Centre in Frankfurt lent 3.5 million guilders to the small ducal house.28 The investment paid off for both dynasties when Leopold succeeded in arranging the marriage of his sister Victoire and Prince Edward of Kent, the son of the king. This was the union from which Queen Victoria would emerge as the only child and the heir to the throne. She and her husband Albert were brought into this network thanks to the mediation of her uncle Leopold and his close advisor from Coburg, Baron Stockmar. Victoria soon came to appreciate the discreet services offered by the Rothschilds. The bank was entrusted in particular with correspondence which needed to reach Europe swiftly. In 1841, the young queen assured her uncle Leopold that she would rely exclusively on the Rothschilds’ rapid, reliable postal service for any truly important business in Germany that needed to be settled in writing. The bankers’ correspondence system also served the queen for minor financial transactions and hotel bookings.29


The Rothschilds’ agents had their eyes and ears everywhere. Information from the noble families of Europe was traded like a commodity and deployed at opportune moments. Correspondence between the astronomer Baron Franz Xaver von Zach and his friend Rudolf Abraham von Schiferli offers an illustration of how the system operated.30 Both men were close to the House of Saxe-Coburg. Schiferli was married to Juliane, a sister of Ernst I, and Zach had married Duchess Louise’s grandmother morganatically. In the years before Louise’s death, Baron Zach, who frequently travelled to Paris to be treated by a famous doctor there, wrote extensively about her visits to the French capital, even becoming her confidant at her deathbed. At the same time, he would keep the Coburgers abreast of all the rumours circulating around Paris about the mysterious memoirist Madame Panam, who was believed to be living there. For his investigations, Zach could rely on the agent networks of both the banking dynasty and the aristocratic family, and he was in close contact with the Coburg merchant Scherzer, who was acting on the orders of Prince Leopold in Paris, and with the French architect André-Marie Renié-Grétry, who had worked for decades overseeing the restoration of Ehrenburg Palace in Coburg for Louise’s husband Ernst I, and was intimately familiar with the ins and outs of court life there.31 Zach was frequently invited to dinners and soirées thrown by his banker, James Rothschild, which his bladder stones often made rather hard going.32 Whether it was about high politics, the development of the European railway network or rumours about the illegitimate parentage of noble rulers, everything was flowed through these circles of insiders and was then passed on to trusted friends or forwarded by post to the more distant command centres of other important groups. Alongside chatter about illegitimate conceptions at the Gotha and Coburg courts, the Baron offered his own opinion on ‘Scandalous Louise’, as Zach called the exiled duchess. He wrote to Schiferli:


As for Scandalous Louise, it is all well and true, except in court, where the only thing that matters is Pater est quem justae nuptiae demonstrant [the father is he whom marriage indicates]. Requiring precise proof of alleged and presumed paternities would lead human society into a host of difficulties and, especially among our princes, would jeopardise the principle, presently so much in favour, of legitimité.33


At the beginning of the nineteenth century, there was speculation among those in the know regarding the parentage of both Louise and of her son Albert. These rumours were vigorously suppressed by the Coburg family, as they threatened to jeopardise their standing in the courts of Europe.


When Albert learned from Councillor Knauer about the undignified conditions in the dilapidated church in Pfeffelbach in which his mother, ‘Scandalous Louise’, had provisionally been laid to rest, he could see only one possible solution: he wanted to see the body brought home and buried in the family crypt in the strictest secrecy. He urgently needed to discuss this delicate matter with his brother Ernst II, the current reigning Duke of Coburg. An opportunity presented itself in August 1845, when Queen Victoria and Albert took a trip to visit the Prince Consort’s German homeland. In Ehrenburg Palace in Coburg the royal couple were received with great pomp; their European relations had arrived in great numbers; the ‘steps were full of cousins’, Victoria noted with enthusiasm.34 Nowhere was there a better manifestation of the rise of an impoverished and insignificant Saxon dynasty to become one of the most powerful and influential noble houses of the nineteenth century than in the imposing palace housing the Hall of Giants, built at the end of the seventeenth century and in which twenty-eight colossi gazed down on the visitors – statues that symbolised the importance of the Saxon tribes in German history. It was a beautiful large room, as Victoria noted with an understatement that was untypical of her.35 In Ehrenburg Palace, Victoria encountered her German roots and felt like a Coburg. Her mother had been born and raised here, after all.


The history of her family can be appreciated in the palace’s gallery of ancestors. Victoria’s grandfather, Duke Franz Anton of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, is depicted here in a painting, as is his wife, the stern Princess Auguste Reuss zu Ebersdorf with her typically long nose, who gave him three sons and four daughters. The determined Auguste knew how to make use of this fertility to compensate for the lack of wealth in the duchy. When, in 1796, Catherine the Great was seeking a suitable bride for her nephew Constantine, who already at the tender age of 16 was known to be a violent alcoholic, Auguste didn’t hesitate to undertake the six-week journey to St Petersburg to present her three eldest daughters there. Constantine plumped for Juliane, because of the way she alighted so elegantly from the carriage. This didn’t stop him from making the marriage hell for her, however. With this first successful marriage project, the Coburgs paved the way for their ascent, which by the end of the nineteenth century would bring them the thrones of Germany, Britain, Belgium, Spain, Bulgaria, Romania, Russia, Sweden and even Mexico.


Not all these associations were happy and fruitful, and even the marriage of the closely related cousins Victoria and Albert had its problems, but both partners were united by a determination to win advantage for their family. The last and most important destination on their German trip was Rosenau Palace, where Albert was born and where, in 1824, he saw his mother exiled. Now, on his visit with Victoria in 1845, everything shone in the splendour of the Coburg dynasty’s successes. In the marble hall, a splendid-looking room with a Gothic vaulted ceiling decorated with gold, where Albert was baptised, a court banquet was held on 19 August 1845 in honour of the Queen of Great Britain. There was an illustrious guest list, as if the Almanac de Gotha was represented there in full, as one of Victoria’s impressed ladies-in-waiting noted.36 The queen was delighted: the Coburgers really know how to throw a party and have fun, much better than the Prussians did, she thought. She was so full of joy and happiness to finally be able to see for herself the house where her beloved Albert had been born, and she was particularly enchanted by the small study nestling under the roof space, with its adjoining bedrooms for the brothers Ernst and Albert. At once, Rosenau Palace became her second home. Were she not queen, she could imagine a life here, like a wonderful dream, she tells her diary.37 As idyllic as this visit to Rosenau seemed, it brought to mind the fate of her outcast mother-in-law Louise, who in Victoria’s eyes must have been a clever and fascinating woman,38 and who could now benefit from the queen’s intercession. After fourteen years of undignified rest in Pfeffelbach, the dead woman could finally be returned to the bosom of her family.


In March 1846, Councillor Knauer wrote once again to Coburg Privy Treasurer Schnür to outline his recommendations for the removal of the body. He estimated one hour for recovering the coffin from the vault. The carriage for taking the body away could not be organised in Pfeffelbach; it would have to be brought from Coburg or Gotha. This was the only way to keep it secret, Knauer reckoned. Having had the flagstones above the crypt moved, he was pleased to note that the coffin was in good condition. ‘The wood, which I stabbed at several times with my knife, is firm and solid. The crypt walls were rendered with mortar so that no moisture could penetrate,’39 he reported to his client. Knauer assured him that he intended to keep an eye on the coffin throughout its journey, while Pastor Hepp had already declared his willingness to attest to the identity of the body. Both were convinced that in Pfeffelbach they had found the mortal remains of Duchess Louise. The itinerary of the cortège would run from Pfeffelbach via Kaiserslautern, Mannheim, Heidelberg, Würzburg and Bamberg to Coburg, thus avoiding any duties or tolls. The presbytery was satisfied, Pastor Hepp had the prospect of an honour and, with a travel advance, Knauer was in a position to put the whole operation into motion. The date could be fixed for 8 or 9 June 1846, he suggested.40 With a final glance at the burial vault in the church in Pfeffelbach, the councillor was confident that he had the parishioners on his side and that the secret surrounding Queen Victoria’s exiled mother-in-law would not leak. But time was pressing; Pastor Hepp, Knauer’s key accomplice over the past few months, was losing his memory as a result of his most recent illness: what he said one day, he had forgotten by the next. The traces of the Coburg dynasty in this provincial village now had to be erased as quickly as possible and the whole undignified affair finally and quietly laid to rest. One last time before the removal of the coffin Knauer locked the north door to the church. No matter what the rumours said, his memory of the duchess would remain that of the woman he had known in St Wendel: a good and respectable mother of the realm, who had won the hearts of the Lichtenbergers with her openness and charm.
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To this very day, Duchess Louise wanders like a ghost through the history of the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, the dynasty responsible for the British monarchs ever since the union of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. In death she is just as dangerous as she was alive, for she arouses strong feelings: admiration and love, but also contempt and hatred. In 1824, following a popular uprising, she was put in a coach on the instructions of her husband, Ernst of Saxe-Coburg, and sent into exile, from which time she was dubbed as ‘Scandalous Louise’. She stood accused of infidelity and treason, but was she really guilty of these charges?


The year 1824 was a fateful one for Louise, and its drama was reflected in the hazardous journey she was taking. Schäftlein, the coachman, clicked his tongue incessantly. It sounded like a whip, and he kept uttering incomprehensible curses. Although the storm sometimes seemed to swallow all human sounds, from inside the carriage the duchess could hear the loud commands he was bellowing to drive the horses onwards. The rain had been hammering on the coach roof for hours, lashing at the windows and making the countryside dissolve into a streaky, dark-green lake that she could picture herself drowning in. When she peered outside Louise could see her reflection. Her small, round face was framed by beautiful light-brown hair and her complexion was white and fresh. Her rather small forehead arched over her large, blue eyes, while her beautifully curved brows gave her face an expression of intensity. If she looked at herself in the reflective pane of the coach window at the right angle, her squint was barely noticeable. Her pointed nose angled slightly upwards and her luscious lips would normally be formed into an enchanting smile – were she not so terrified as she was now.1


How far to St Wendel? She would soon be celebrating her 24th birthday, but right now Louise couldn’t be certain that she’d live to see it. The coach was careening alarmingly – and not for the first time since they passed Homburg. The mire of the boggy track was so deep that the horses’ back legs sank almost to their ankles. When, with some difficulty, they pulled their hooves from the morass there was a squelching sound that was funny, even in this precarious situation. For a while now the two nags hadn’t been pulling together in one direction; each beast was fighting its own battle against the storm. If one slid to the right on the slippery track, the other hurled itself against its harness to the left, and the coach tilted on its axle one way, then another – when it wasn’t threatening to grind to a standstill altogether. Schäftlein was finding it hard to shorten the cold, wet reins; Louise didn’t dare think about what might happen if the coachman or the horses lost heart and resigned themselves to their fate and the mud.


It was mid-November 1824, late in the afternoon; darkness would soon be upon them. Over the last few days the Rhine Valley had been hit by floods; Louise had seen signs of them at the staging post in Heidelberg. Here too, near Homburg, big pools sat on the fields and paths. When chunks of clay occasionally flew up against the undercarriage of the coach, they sounded like irate fists pounding against the wood. The young duchess was not easily scared, but the prospect of being stranded somewhere out in the darkness made her shudder. It might have seemed exciting in one of the adventure novels then in vogue, but right now her life was at stake. What might happen didn’t bear thinking about. All manner of lowlifes were bound to be prowling the area, vagrants just waiting to rob a grand coach not guarded by soldiers. The robber bands of the terrible Schinderhannes, who terrorised the dark forests of the Hunsrück, were still a fresh memory. Even now, two decades after the death of the bandit king at the guillotine, travellers in this area were still terrorised by his ghost. Some of his former accomplices might still have been lurking, while others were now working in guest houses, and with their excessive prices they were still fleecing the marks whose throats they might have cut in the past.2 The only possible weapon at the disposal of Louise’s small travelling party was Schäftlein’s whip, although its leather lash must have been worn out from flailing against the horses’ sweat-streaked flanks.


Exile – this is exactly how it felt. A journey into the unknown, far too harsh a penalty for such a careless offence, if what Louise had done was even a crime at all. Certainly, she had not been a particularly good girl of late,3 defying the instructions of her husband and mother-in-law, behaving in a vain and frivolous way, seeking pleasure and perhaps being too candid with certain young officers at the Coburg court.4 But unfaithful? Where did infidelity begin? And wasn’t there a big gulf between men and women? Whereas the former were permitted to indulge all their inclinations, the latter were continually reminded of their duties. This state of affairs persisted through marriage, Louise now realised. The husband loves his wife for two or three years, if she’s lucky. She bears him children, then the passion is over and reason comes to the fore. Coldness and boredom prevail at home, and what may have begun as a romantic infatuation loses its magic. The man permits himself the freedom to satisfy his vanity in other ways; the woman stays shackled to the marriage. Her intelligence and dynamism cannot develop, whereas the husband finds all manner of distractions. Anything that pleases him is law as far as the wife is concerned, whereas she has to be subordinate and suppress her feelings, even though the female sex is said to be the more sensitive element of mankind. If women are the subject of advances from the other side, they cannot seek consolation in these, but have to spurn them, even if affection and strong emotions are missing from the marriage.5 Louise fought back against that unfair contract, reminding her husband, the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, of the chivalric spirit he so often invoked, which called for women to be protected. But he took his liberties without thinking of her. Could it be any wonder that this inequality inspired untoward feelings in her? She felt so abandoned and in despair – how could she have summoned the strength to resist forbidden passions? May God be her judge: He alone had that right. But her pitiless husband Ernst had sentenced her to exile, even before a divorce court could meet and consider a ruling.


Since leaving Coburg, Louise had been thinking about her sons Ernst and Albert, whom she had to leave behind. At least the elder boy was no longer the worry he had been when he was still small and sickly. Albert, on the other hand, had been brought down by a severe case of whooping cough, which was cruelly ravaging the 5-year-old’s chest. Not that her raging husband saw that as any reason even to delay their mother’s departure. How would she get news of her children now? Would Ernst write and say how the youngest was doing? When would she see them again?


Louise was particularly worried about Albert. He was her angel; he had her blue eyes, and overall he resembled his mother more, whereas his brother Ernst was more like his father both in nature and appearance. Albert was especially dear to her: a spirited, friendly child with surprising charm. He drew so beautifully, and he would enthusiastically chase the butterflies around the park at Rosenau. The boy was as swift as a hare.6 How proud Louise was when the relations who came to visit praised her Albert. He was the complement to his British cousin Victoria, also born in 1819, people said. A handsome boy like his brother; the younger one seemed a little delicate, but lively and funny, good-natured and full of mischief.7


But the games soon came to an end. Ernst was 5 and Albert not yet 4 when they were put under the care of a strict tutor. Louise was against this, but by that time her husband Ernst and mother-in-law Auguste had stopped listening to her. Nobody seemed concerned by how unhappy Louise was; she was constantly being told off and exhorted to improve her behaviour. Her presence was disturbing the peace and harmony in the house, her mother-in-law lamented. Louise talked too much and regarded every patient listener as a covert lover. The old duchess saw only strife and quarrels in her son’s marriage, and laid the blame at Louise’s door. She gave her serious dressing-downs and refused to be moved by her tears. Nothing but lies came from Louise’s mouth, Auguste complained, urging her son to throw the troublemaker out of the house.8


If only Ernst could see her now, in this desolate place and at the mercy of the storm, maybe he would at least feel sorry for Louise and worry about her. In the past few weeks, she had been placing her hopes in his benevolence and assuring him that in future she would strive to maintain a peaceful, quiet way of life. She had never wanted a permanent separation.9 The good burghers of Coburg had tried to prevent her departure from Rosenau, arming themselves with flails and pitchforks on the last market day of August 1824 and seizing her coach. They escorted the duchess back to the city, cheering as they went, and she had to show herself on the balcony as if to prove that there was no shred of truth to the evil rumours.10 Word had been going around for a while that the ducal couple had drifted apart. Louise, the concerned citizens suspected, was going to be locked up. If none of this was true, why was she so often seen crying? The duchess was suffering from her husband’s infidelities, the Coburgers surmised.11
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