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PREFACE





THE biographer in his choice of a victim is confronted with a dilemma. Either he writes about famous people of whom little new can be said, or he selects a lesser-known person, the subject of a mass of unpublished documents, who nevertheless is too obscure to catch the public’s fancy. How well known the Duke of Cambridge is today is difficult to tell, but of three things I am certain. First, as Commander-in-Chief of the Victorian Army for thirty nine years he occupied the centre of the political stage at one of the greatest moments in our History. Secondly, the material for his life and times, much of it unpublished, is important, extensive and exciting. Thirdly, the Duke enjoyed a fascinating and momentous life. It is customary, I know, to leave such extravagant claims to the Publisher, it not being thought proper in an author to advertise his wares, but having stumbled on an historical Treasure Trove I am anxious to share my discovery. Merely because the Duke of Cambridge is no longer a household name, I hope it will not be thought that this biography is only of interest to scholars.


To prevent this study of the Duke becoming a two-volume work like its predecessors, I have purposely omitted much which the official lives included. For example, I have said little of the Duke’s travels, of his German relations, of his Staff, of his concern with colonial wars, of his correspondence with the Commanders-in-Chief in India, or of his interest in a number of military matters, which, however absorbing they might have been in the Victorian Age, have lost something of their relevance in the mid-twentieth century. Besides intentional omissions, there are gaps which proceed from ignorance rather than choice. Despite an overwhelming mass of evidence, parts of H.R.H.’s life escape the Biographer’s trawl. While it is possible to discover from the Duke’s Diary the exact time he left Gloucester House for the War Office on the morning of 12 November 1884 and with whom he dined on 7 September 1901, it is not possible to find out where he first met his wife. When the story becomes disjointed, the charitable reader will I hope assume that the evidence is wanting rather than the Author.


I am deeply indebted to Her Majesty the Queen for permission to use the Royal Archives at Windsor. I owe the loan of the FitzGeorge Papers to the kindness of Princess Galitzine and Brigadier Balfour. For leave to study Lord Wolseley’s letters at the Royal United Service Institution, the Cardwell papers at the Public Record Office, and various nineteenth-century political collections in the British Museum, I must gratefully acknowledge the permission of the authorities concerned. Whoever has worked at any of these institutions, or in the Library and Archives at Windsor, or in the War Office, will know how much help, patience and knowledge are ungrudgingly bestowed on researchers.


I should like to thank Mr James Pope-Hennessy, Mr Michael Howard, Mr Peter Townend and the Reverend Charles Tomkins, who, after reading the book in manuscript, made many valuable suggestions and helped me to avoid some serious errors of fact, judgement and style. Finally, I owe an immense amount to Miss Rosemary Stopford, who helped in countless ways, and who contrived to translate an illegible draft into a faultless typescript.


GILES ST. AUBYN


St. Tudwal’s Island


1963



















NOTE ON SOURCES





There are two main manuscript sources for the life of H.R.H. the Duke of Cambridge. The first is the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle, and the second the papers in the possession of the FitzGeorge family. In addition to these, there are papers in the political collections of the British Museum, the Public Record Office, and in the library of the Royal United Service Institution.


The material in the Royal Archives falls into five categories. First there are the Duke’s own papers, as yet uncatalogued, kept in the Diary Room. Secondly there are the Papers of the Cambridge family, including Queen Mary’s Papers. Thirdly there are a miscellany of Royal Manuscripts (e.g. the Queen’s Diary, the Queen’s letters, the Duke of Connaught’s papers, etc.). Fourthly there is a huge section devoted to Army affairs, and finally there is Lady Geraldine Somerset’s Diary.


The FitzGeorge collection consists mainly of letters of H.R.H. and Mrs FitzGeorge, letters of the FitzGeorge sons to and from their parents, letters to H.R.H. from the Queen, and the Duke’s Diaries. Some of these, which were available to the official biographers soon after H.R.H.’s death, have since been lost.


The principal printed sources are Sheppard’s Memoir and Verner’s Military Life of H.R.H. the Duke of Cambridge: both in two volumes.


A large number of other manuscripts and books have been consulted. Reference to the ‘Notes on Chapters’ will give further details of some of the material on which this biography is based.
















NOTES ON CHAPTERS





The notes are designed to give the sources of information upon which the Chapters are based. I have used the abbreviation R.A. for the Royal Archives at Windsor. I have not given references in the text (i) to the source of extracts which the text itself reveals. For example, a dated Diary entry has been left to speak for itself. Where the name of an author is omitted it may be presumed to be the Duke. The ‘Note on Sources’ indicates where letters, Diaries, etc. may be consulted, (ii) To letters, etc. in the FitzGeorge Collection, which is uncatalogued and not generally available. Reference is only made to the FitzGeorge Collection where the text omits information, such as the date of a letter or who it is from, (iii) To brief quotations from reasonably obvious or unimportant sources.


It is not to be presumed that an extract for which a Manuscript source is given has therefore never appeared in print. I have read both in Manuscript, in Manuscript copies, in published collections, and in books quoting such collections, extracts, for example, from Queen Victoria’s letters or Cardwell’s papers. References made in the notes to such extracts have been ascribed indiscriminately to the original document, to published collected papers or to secondary sources. The inconsistency involved seemed preferable to the overwhelming labour of eliminating it.



















CHAPTER I


A PRINCE IN THE MAKING
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THE sons of King George III were disconcertingly reluctant to marry. Moreover, they were disposed to regard as unattractive alliances which their advisers assured them were alluring. Some even indulged in the delights of matrimony without incurring its legal liabilities. Consequently it was not until the fifty-ninth year of his father’s reign, that Adolphus, Duke of Cambridge, the favourite son of the King and a young man unblemished by scandal, produced a boy whom the law could recognize as a Prince of the Blood Royal. In honour of his grandfather the child was christened George. Before the birth of his cousin, Princess Victoria, the infant Prince was heir presumptive to the throne.


Prince Adolphus was born in 1774 and in 1801 was created Duke of Cambridge. The title had originally been bestowed upon four of the sons of James II, all of whom died in infancy. It was revived by Queen Anne for the Prince Electoral of Hanover, later King George II, and became merged in the Crown when he ascended the throne.1 Prince Adolphus played a gallant part in the Revolutionary War. In 1794 he was captured by the French in Flanders but contrived to escape unrecognized. One of his Staff Officers spoke as highly of his amiability as of his courage, and described him as having ‘a countenance beaming with benevolence and goodwill towards all.’2 In the following year he was wounded, ordered back to England, and after a few months sent to Hanover, a part of Germany he knew well since he had been educated at the University of Göttingen with his brothers, Ernest and Augustus. On Napoleon’s annexation of the Electorate the Duke retired to England, but when in 1813 the Emperor was compelled to withdraw, Adolphus was sent to Hanover once more as Commander of its Army. At the Congress of Vienna the Electorate was raised to a kingdom and the Duke was appointed its Governor General.


The death in 1817 of Princess Charlotte, the only child of the Prince Regent, and the wife of Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, made it urgently necessary for the Duke to marry if the Hanoverian line was to be preserved. On 5 November, the anniversary of a great deliverance, Princess Charlotte gave birth to a stillborn son. Early next morning she herself was dead, exhausted by protracted labour and weakened by dieting and bleeding. The Royal Dukes, conscious of their duty to their country, and not unmindful of the prospect of Marriage Settlements, began to look about for wives. Unfortunately they were scarcely attractive suitors. Their mistresses, their natural children, their formidable debts and their advancing years, were defects which might be considered overwhelming by any but the most despondent of Princesses. The Duke of Cambridge alone was unscarred by scandal and still comparatively young.


The Duke of Clarence commissioned the Duke of Cambridge to explore the German Courts to find him a bride. Soon Adolphus began sending his brother back glowing descriptions of the wit, beauty and charm of Princess Augusta, daughter of Frederick, Landgrave of Hesse-Cassel. The Duke of Clarence was greatly amused by these letters. ‘By Heavens!’ he said. ‘He’s in love with her himself. I’ll write and tell him to take her, bless him!’3 The wedding accordingly took place at the castle of Hesse-Cassel on 7 May 1818, and was subsequently also solemnized in England.


In March 1819, at the Palace in Hanover, the Duchess was confined with a child, which, if it survived the attention of her medical advisers, would become the only lawful descendant of George III. So important an event needed to be observed by witnesses of undisputed integrity. Amongst others, the Duke of Clarence was present. Scrupulous precautions were taken to ensure that all was in order, and that no grounds could be entertained for alleging that anything spurious had taken place. Henry Rose, Envoy Extraordinary at the Court of Berlin, reported the details to Castlereagh, then Foreign Secretary.




Having been apprised by His Royal Highness the Duke of Cambridge at a quarter before one o’clock of the morning of Friday the twenty-sixth day of March in the year of Our Lord one thousand eight hundred and nineteen that Her Royal Highness the Duchess of Cambridge’s labour pains had commenced, we repaired forthwith to the room adjoining to that in which Her Royal Highness was to be delivered, in Cambridge House in the City of Hanover, the door between these two rooms remaining open during the whole of our attendance; having been previously informed by His Royal Highness that Her Royal Highness would be confined in Her Bedroom up one pair of stairs, and that free access must remain from that room to Her Dressing room immediately contiguous to it, and these rooms having been previously shewn to one of us, the Right Honourable George Henry Rose, the seal of the said Right Honourable George Henry Rose was affixed so as to close it, upon the outside of the outward door of the dressing room under the directions of His Royal Highness, the Duke of Cambridge, who locked the door and gave the key of it to the said Right Honourable George Henry Rose, so that no communication with the bedroom could take place from without, but under Our eyes, we remaining in the room adjoining to the bedroom, and through which all persons entering that bedroom must pass; sharp labour continued until ten minutes past two o’clock of the morning aforesaid, when Her Royal Highness the Duchess of Cambridge was safely delivered of a male child, whose sex we determined by actual inspection.4





The boy was christened on 11 May, in Hanover, according to the rites of the Church of England. He was called George, William, Frederick, Charles. Royalty are disposed to be prodigal with Christian names and for a Prince of the Blood to possess so few was to send him almost naked into the world, but as most of his relations bore one at least of these names they forgave the parsimony. The Prince Regent, represented at the ceremony by the Duke of Clarence, and the Duke of Clarence, represented by the Earl of Mayo, were the child’s Godfathers.


Prince George was fortunate in his parents. His father was by far the most agreeable of all the King’s sons, although, considering his heredity, his eccentricity bordered on the disturbing. Wellington, in a moment of exasperation, told Mrs Arbuthnot that Adolphus was ‘as mad as Bedlam.’5 As a young man he read widely, was interested in Science, loved Music, and proved himself an industrious and efficient soldier. He played the violin expertly and had an impressive voice: invariably audible if not inevitably melodious. Many of his friends were scholars, musicians and artists, who shared his tastes. In the Victorian Age he appeared a pleasant survival of the eighteenth century, courteous, cultivated and robustly religious, displaying the charm of that vanished era without betraying its vices.


Sir Charles Bagot met the Duke of Cambridge at Brussels in 1825 and found him volubly affable. ‘Yesterday,’ he wrote to a friend, ‘I dined with His Lowland Majesty to meet the Duke of a place called Cambridge somewhere in the English fens, where they teach arithmetic. This Duke, with his Duchess and Dukelings, set out for England this morning. He is just the same good-humoured rattle that he always was, and she, I think, is a very personable body for a Princess.’6 Other people, however, found the Duke’s explosions of goodwill overwhelming. Lady Lyttelton met him at Windsor in 1839, while she was in waiting on Queen Victoria, and described the encounter in her letters.




… The Cambridges arrived yesterday, and enriched our dancing evening. Queen’s headache quite gone, luckily, for it requires a sound head to listen to the Duke … I was so bestürmt with questions, one hundred in a breath, close to my eye, by the Duke on his first arrival that I was fairly bewildered, and answered, ‘Yes, Ma’am’. After dinner, during the dancing, he came and sat by me, and to be sure how he did shout and cross-examine! but he never wants any answer, so it don’t matter. ‘Where do you habitually reside, Ma’am? Oh, Hagley, you did live there. I see, I see—your son lately married—how long? a few months? I understand. Now where do you mean to live? At Richmond for the winter? Oh, I see! Where have you been since your son’s marriage? Leamington? Why Leamington? Oh, your brother—I understand! Your brother, Captain Spencer! I remember—I perfectly recollect. A naval man, I believe. Yes, I saw him in 1825 at your father’s in the Isle of Wight. Yes, yes, I know—Frederick Spencer, to be sure! Your father-in-law, Mr Poyntz? No, surely not so, Ma’am. Oh, his father-in-law? Oh, I see, I see,’ and so on for half an hour. I was quite out of breath with listening, and could hardly stick in a word in answer here and there, and all as loud as a very sonorous voice can reach …





When the Duke left Windsor it was like the silence of night after a battle.




… The Cambridges are gone, and the Castle is still as death, for want of the Duke. Think of his asking me if I had ‘any commands’ to town? Think if I had told him I wanted a small parcel carried! He shouted on to the last, singing the quadrilles while they danced, and ‘God save the Queen’ while we dined, rather than be silent …7





Wherever the Duke went he spoke so loud and incessantly that it was impossible to be unaware of his presence. He had, moreover, inherited his father’s trick of repeating everything three times: a habit described by Horace Walpole as ‘triptology.’ He often thought aloud, sometimes with disquieting candour. The stories of his absent-minded comments in Church are legion: some are even true. Like the sayings of Dr Spooner, the authorized version is very much shorter than the Apocrypha. That he shouted ‘encore’ after a preacher had delivered himself of a particularly eloquent peroration is too improbable to be believed, but the following reminiscences are authentic. The Duke of Cambridge ‘constantly attended the Sunday Morning Services at St Paul’s, Knightsbridge, in the time of the Rev W. J. E. Bennett, and occasionally was pleased to express in an audible tone his approbation of the proceedings, and his opinion of the sermon. I remember on one occasion when the officiating clergyman pronounced the exhortation—“Let us pray”—the Duke bravely responded from his pew:


‘“Aye, to be sure; why not? let us pray, let us pray, let us pray!”


‘On another occasion, while the commandments were being read I heard him remark—


‘“Steal! no, of course not; mustn’t steal, mustn’t steal, mustn’t steal.”


‘At the opera, this eccentric habit betrayed itself in a still more marked and frequent way. I remember once hearing him all across the house, exclaim, as he moved his opera-glass round the circles—


‘“Why, I declare there are not half a dozen pretty girls in the house; not half a dozen, not half a dozen, not half a dozen.”


‘One night when a young pupil of Molique’s, a mere boy, was playing in the orchestra from his master’s desk, the Duke, who was very observant and also had a keen ear for music, struck by his precocity, sent between the acts for the boy to come up to his box, which was opposite ours, and taking him on his knee entered into a lively conversation with him, the Duke’s share in the dialogue being heard pretty well all over the house. All that generation of the Royal Family were in the habit of talking in what we will call a cursory way, employing expletives rather expressive than choice.’8


Towards the end of his life the Duke became increasingly deaf, so he decided to move from the gallery of the Church at Kew, which he frequently attended, into a pew near the pulpit. Close by were some local schoolboys and every Sunday he counted them. If any were missing he would lean over the pew and say to the schoolmaster: ‘Simpson, there are two or three boys not here today.’ ‘They are ill, Your Royal Highness,’ Simpson would reply. ‘Send to my house for soup for them’ was the welcome answer. During a very dry summer, the Vicar read the prayer for rain; at the close the Duke joined fervently in the ‘Amen,’ adding, in exactly the same tone of voice, ‘but we shan’t get it till the wind changes.’ One Sunday, during the reading of the offertory sentences, when the words, ‘Behold, the half of my goods I give to the poor,’ were read, His Royal Highness astonished his fellow-worshippers by exclaiming, ‘No, no, I can’t do that; a half is too much for any man, but I have no objection to a tenth.’ Again, on hearing the text, ‘For we brought nothing into the world, neither may we carry anything out,’ he ejaculated, ‘True, true—too many calls upon us for that.’9


Such stories of eccentricity present a distorted portrait of the Duke, for he was a very ordinary person, little inclined to stand on his dignity, friendly to all and admired for his integrity. He showed scant regard for pomp and officialdom. When he was taken to visit a cricket match on Upper Club at Eton, he broke away from the escorting Provost, preferring to be shown round by a small boy of his acquaintance.10 It was because he so little resembled the common conception of a Royal Duke that he was so much better liked than his brothers.


Although Prince George owed many Hanoverian characteristics to his father, his mother was the more profound influence on his life. The Duchess died at the age of ninety two. She survived her husband by forty years and lived long enough to congratulate her son on the anniversary of half a century’s service in the British Army. Like Prince Adolphus she was a great-grandchild of King George II. Without being especially clever or highly educated, she was interested in politics, enjoyed music, loved the theatre and read widely. She had been brought up in the traditions of the eighteenth century and was wholeheartedly conservative. Her dignified and somewhat austere manner was lightened by flashes of humour. Those who remembered her only in old age thought her forbidding and terrifying. Queen Mary never felt wholly at ease with her querulous grandmother, although Ella Taylor, a Lady in Waiting who knew the Duchess from earlier days, described her as ‘a Duck of a Duchess. I never met with anyone with whom it is so easy to get on …’11 Princess Augusta spoke to the last with a strong, guttural, German accent and never became entirely reconciled to English ways.


‘The Duchess of Cambridge,’ wrote her daughter’s biographer, ‘was a handsome, stately lady somewhat above the average height of women … When in repose her face wore rather a severe expression, but directly she spoke her countenance lighted up and a charming smile at once betrayed the gentle nature within … Dignified in bearing and manner, as became a great lady brought up in the sentiments of the ancien régime, the Duchess was invariably kind and gracious to those about her …. Punctuality was a strong point with Her Royal Highness, and she never allowed the carriage to be kept waiting longer than was necessary. Method and regularity were seen in every department, and it would have been difficult to find a household better ordered…. Her Royal Highness had much ability, and was a good conversationalist, while her keen sense of fun and humour made her a most delightful companion … The Duchess was a thorough musician, possessing a beautiful soprano voice, and greatly enjoyed the opera. She was also warmly interested in politics; she was a frequent attendant at the debates in the House of Lords, and never missed reading her daily paper.’12


The early years of Prince George’s life were spent with his parents in Hanover. While still very young he caught scarlet fever and the doctors despaired of his life. His father was at dinner when a message was sent to him that the Prince appeared to be dying. The Duke, in a frenzy of agitation, seized some Steinberger, a Rhine wine which he particularly relished, and rushed to the sickroom. Heedless of all protests, he forced the child to drink a glass. From that moment the boy revived and the fever abated. For many years Steinberger was always drunk on Prince George’s birthday to commemorate this marvellous recovery.


Prince George, having been saved from fever, only narrowly escaped being murdered. His first tutor, the Rev Henry Harvey, finding his task too arduous, employed a Mr Welsh as his assistant. From the first, Welsh proved eccentric, but nobody actually suspected him of madness until he was discovered one night kneeling by the Prince’s bedside, armed with a knife, exclaiming loudly that he had been called upon to cut the child’s throat and ‘send him straight to heaven.’13 Fortunately he was overheard and overpowered before being able to fulfil his pious intention. Harvey’s selection of a tutor was a poor testimony to his discernment, and in 1828 he was replaced by the Rev John Ryle Wood, who took charge of the Prince for the next eight years.


Wood was a strong, upright man, severe in his judgements and a strict disciplinarian. He believed in leaving little to chance. His pupil’s work and leisure were minutely supervised, yet he entirely won the confidence of the Prince, who later referred to him as ‘my beloved preceptor.’ Wood subsequently became Chaplain to Queen Adelaide and a Canon of Worcester Cathedral. His old pupil never forgot him. When the Kaiser visited England in 1874, Prince George, then Duke of Cambridge and Officer Commanding-in-Chief of the British Army, gave an official banquet to welcome the German Emperor. The Prince of Wales and all the foremost generals in England were invited. Amongst these eminent guests was Canon Wood, a little out of place in so glittering an array of military men, his clerical dress somewhat drab in that flurry of gold, silver and scarlet, but very proud to have been invited. When Wood died, Prince George recalled in his Diary the many years they had known each other and the fervour of their friendship.




8 November 1886. Heard today of the death of my dear old friend and tutor, Mr Wood, after a very painful and somewhat protracted illness. He died early this morning. He is a friend of fifty-eight years’ standing, and was very dear and good to me.





Wood encouraged his pupil to keep a Journal, which, with some interruptions, H.R.H. continued to the last year of his life. The early volumes are a mixture of pious observations, evidently dictated, or at least suggested, by the Master, and comments which could only have come from the boy.




I fidgeted on my chair whilst learning my lesson, until coming to the edge without knowing it, I slipt off and fell to the ground pulling the chair over me and causing it to give me a hard blow on the head.


I cried for an orange! How silly. I think it must have been my third or fourth Birthday which I last celebrated and not my ninth!


I told a lie, saying that I had not spoken to anyone, when I had spoken to the upholsterer. I tried, when found out by Mr Wood, to explain away my falsehood, arguing and equivocating, pretending that I did not know when he meant. Oh! that I could leave off lying and shuffling. It always gets me into trouble—is so unlike a gentleman and so wicked.





When the Duke of Clarence ascended the throne as William IV, he decided that his nephew should be brought up in England. The boy’s parents seem to have been allowed no choice in the matter. So in 1830, at the age of eleven, Prince George, under Mr Wood’s care, set out from Hanover for Windsor. What prompted the decision is a matter of conjecture, but Queen Adelaide loved children and, having lost her own in infancy, may well have encouraged her husband in his belief that the boy should live with them. Both the Duchess and her son found the separation painful. ‘Since I love you so unutterably my good George,’ she wrote to him, ‘I do not like a single day to pass without my having written you at least a few words.’ Her very first letter to him, dated 9 August 1830, showed her despair on losing him.




My precious George,—These are the first words I have to address to you by the help of pen and paper, since it is the first time we have ever been separated. Did I not, my angel boy, well keep my promise to you to make the parting very quick and short? God grant that you have not grieved too much, and had no return of your severe bad headache, for then you would have sadly needed poor Mama, who knows her George so well and knows best what he needs and likes. Ah! could I but hasten to you every two hours to exchange a couple of words! But that happy time the good God will soon restore to us! Be of bright and good courage, we shall soon meet again. Already three days have passed in which we have not seen each other, thus one slips away after the other, and before long the bright day of our happy reunion will shine for us…. You must write to me very fully—all details, my dear good George! Also how you like your new home—all, all, everything. I want to know! No secrets from me. Make plenty of time to write, it is my only consolation …14





To leave home and to live with the King was a daunting experience for so young a boy. His mother warned him to be ‘respectful’ to his uncle, ‘but not shy and nervous, which makes you appear quiet and formal.’ She advised him to be ‘very open and confiding with the Queen,’ and to ‘tell everything and all that you wish, very openly and frankly.’ The Duchess’s confidence in Queen Adelaide was justified for she soon became devoted to her nephew, who ever remembered her with gratitude and affection.


The Queen had a gift for entertaining children. It gave her a chance to escape for a time from the formality of regal life and to be entirely natural. Prince George of Cumberland, later the blind King of Hanover, spent much of his youth in her charge, but the royal residences at Windsor and Brighton were poor places in which to bring up children, and the gaiety of court life was blighted by the King’s outbursts. His marriage had begun unpromisingly as he was thirty years older than his bride, and had scarcely troubled to conceal from her that he proposed to marry out of a sense of duty and for money. Moreover there were times when William IV seemed to have inherited his father’s insanity. In 1828, according to Princess Lieven, he became violent and had to be put in a strait-jacket.15 At George IV’s funeral, instead of walking solemnly behind the coffin and making some gesture of grief, the new King waved and smiled at the congregation, and excitedly shook hands with several of his friends. He behaved at his brother’s funeral with an exultation he had not displayed at his own wedding. Indeed some of his observations were so startling that the Duke of Cumberland at one time contemplated having him put under restraint and ascending the throne himself.


Queen Adelaide acquired a certain skill in humouring her husband’s outbursts and repairing the wreckage of his witless indiscretions. But tact was often insufficient to restrain him and her sheltered life and her natural timidity and diffidence left her without resources to weather the storms. The Queen distrusted anything unfamiliar, and her husband’s unpredictable temperament introduced the very uncertainty into her existence which she always strove to avoid. So scared was she of innovation that when she first took up residence at Windsor, she had the gas cut off, despite the fact that George IV had only just installed it in the Castle.


One of the principal reasons given for taking Prince George from his family was that it was essential for him to be given an English education. Queen Adelaide, however, although she lived in England for many years, always remained very much a foreigner. From the first, she regarded Prince George as her ‘special property,’ and he took the place of the children she longed to have. On 27 March 1831 she wrote: ‘The birthday and death day of my first child was very much softened for me by the possession of Georgy, for he is a consolation for my loss in this world.’16


William IV was himself extremely fond of his nephews and niece, but the Duchess of Kent was determined that Princess Victoria should have nothing to do with the Court. She was very jealous of any rival authority to her own, and she refused to permit her daughter to associate with the King’s natural children. This virtually deprived the Princess of the company of her uncle and aunt, since they were surrounded by FitzClarences wherever they went. The King felt the rebuff deeply for he was of a generous, friendly and hospitable nature. When the Court was in residence at the Royal Pavilion, Brighton, he used to send to the principal hotels to ask for the Visitors’ Books. If he saw the name of any one he knew, or had ever met, an invitation to dinner followed. Mr Leveson Gower, describing his life as a schoolboy at Brighton, wrote: ‘We saw a great deal of the royal cousins, Prince George of Hanover [the Duke of Cumberland’s son] and Prince George of Cambridge. They were put under the care of their Uncle the King in order that they might be brought up with English surroundings, and were staying with him at the Pavilion. We liked them both; they played with us at our school, and we were often summoned to the Pavilion to play with them. We were delighted with the King, who was very kind to us, and told us sailors’ stories, sometimes rather coarse ones, which amused us very much.’17


Prince George preferred Windsor to the Royal Pavilion. ‘We can make little use of the hounds,’ he complained in his Diary on 3 November 1834, ‘and this adds to the disagreeableness of Brighton.’ Later in life he discussed the days of William IV with Lord James of Hereford, a fellow guest at Sandringham. William IV, he recalled, ‘was a most determined fellow. Of course he used absurdly strong language, but was a good King for all that. He used to post from Brighton to London and return the same evening, to have a row with his Ministers … He would tell me what he had said and done in London with great satisfaction.’18


As a boy Prince George lived at the centre of political excitements and intrigues. At the time of the Reform Bill agitation he was riding in the Queen’s carriage when it was attacked by a mob and he was slightly injured by a stone.19 As an old man he retained a somewhat confused recollection of the defiant courage of his much-hated uncle, the Duke of Cumberland. Lady Geraldine Somerset, Lady in Waiting to Prince George’s mother, whose Diary is a prolific source of information about the whole Cambridge family, records that ‘the Duke told us à propos of our evening here [St James’s Palace] yesterday, he had been discussing with Sir Charles Wyke the various scenes they had witnessed in this house! The Duke remembered coming as a child, to lunch with his cousin, George of Cumberland, in the room we dined in last night, and the Duke of Cumberland making at the same time an early dinner of it, because he was going down to the House of Lords for the debate on Catholic Emancipation. [Was it not rather the Reform Bill?] He was then at the height of his unpopularity, the whole courtyard and street crammed with ill-conditioned people awaiting him, everyone implored him not to go out and expose himself to their insults, perhaps ill treatment! Nothing would dissuade him, and he rode boldly down through them all to the House of Lords! yelled at and hooted all the way!! He had pluck enough for anything!’20


Life at Windsor was more placid than at St James’s. Apart from long hours of study under Mr Wood’s vigilant eye, Eton boys would be invited to the Castle to amuse the Prince. Miss Clitherow, a friend of Queen Adelaide’s, saw him ‘at gymnastics with half a dozen young nobility from Eton, who came once a week to play with him.’21 On his sixteenth birthday thirteen Eton boys went out hunting with him. The Prince was a sensitive, nervous child, not over-endowed with Hanoverian bravado, and his Diary is full of self-criticism on the subject. Evidently Mr Wood was caustic about cowardice and bestowed on his pupil the sort of commonsense advice which unimaginative people suppose sufficient to dispel irrational fears. ‘The day before yesterday,’ admitted Prince George in his Diary on 14 August 1834, ‘I went out shooting for the first time, had three shots, but, as might be expected, killed nothing. I, however, at first behaved very ill indeed, and was quite alarmed lest the gun should kick, and therefore lost many good opportunities of firing. I feel dreadfully ashamed of what I have done, and have made up my mind to try to get the better of every kind of useless fear.’


Again on 24 July 1835, there is a characteristic entry. ‘I regret to say that my conduct yesterday morning was such as to cause Mr Wood to order me to breakfast in my own room. After he had had a long and very kind conversation with me relative to my conduct, particularly about my riding, and had said that Papa and Mama were so very anxious about me, I said, “That is my look out!” an expression which is anything but proper on such an occasion.’ Even in the company of two of his Eton companions, the young Prince was unable to conceal his terror of a frisky horse. ‘Yesterday,’ he noted with regret, on 9 March 1832, ‘two Eton boys came to see me. Their names were Ward and Compton. We rode together and then played at hockey. During the ride I am afraid I showed some marks of cowardice. I do hope this will soon be over.’


Despite moments of fear and panic he grew to enjoy riding and hunting, and became so knowledgeable about his mounts that, many years later, an astonished cavalry officer declared, ‘The Commander-in-Chief knows as much about horses as any veterinary surgeon.’ Although the society in which he moved preferred chasing foxes to pursuing culture, he was permitted to indulge his inherited love of music. In his youth he played the piano and organ skilfully, but on joining the Army he gave up performing for fear of being thought effeminate.


Early in 1834 Prince George returned home to Hanover for the christening of his younger sister, Princess Mary Adelaide, later Duchess of Teck and mother of Queen Mary. His other sister, Princess Augusta, who was to marry the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, was born in 1822, and being a girl was permitted to live with her parents in Germany. Prince George’s Diary during this visit was only passingly concerned with the great event which occasioned it.




10 January 1834. Yesterday evening the christening of Mary took place. A most solemn and beautiful ceremony and the service was well performed by Mr W[ood]. The little baby did not cry at all. I signed my name as witness.





A fortnight later a great ball was given to celebrate Princess Mary’s birth. All her brother remarked about it was, ‘The Hanoverians are great eaters of supper.’


The Hanover visit was no holiday. Mr Wood had not accompanied his pupil merely to conduct the Baptismal Service. Work went on as usual, as did the contretemps between the Prince and his tutor.




25 January. Though I got up late yesterday I did my lessons after breakfast as usual. First some Cicero to construe, and then I did my German …


6 February. Yesterday I fear some more bad behaviour showed itself. I have not remembered so many bad days following so soon after each other for some time … I was violent, hasty, and indeed might almost say did everything that was wrong. I shall however to-day give myself the greatest pains to behave well.


9 February. Did not behave very well in the morning, but better afterwards. A constant desire to chatter which always brings me into trouble.


19 February. Last night I got rather a disagreeable letter from England. The Queen writes me word that I am to return soon after Papa’s birthday, probably therefore in a fortnight.


1 March. Another month gone by. Have I been diligent enough, or behaved in it as I ought? I fear that but too often I have not. Chattering is one of my chief faults.


4 March. My most glaring fault now is that I desire to argue with everybody, and then after all I generally am in the wrong. I must now however make up my mind to conquer it.


12 March. Mr Wood was very angry with me in the morning for my always standing near the stove. He said it was very wrong because Mama as well as he himself had so often told me of it, and on my saying I could not help it, he explained to me the necessity of my conquering myself, because if I could not do it in trifles, I should not be able to do it in much greater things.


13 March. Yesterday I again fell into that bad fault of mine to form hasty opinions and speak hastily rather than first thinking them over in my mind, and saying my ideas quietly. I am then generally obliged to retract them, which will become a very unfortunate thing hereafter. I must really take great pains to avoid this.





Prince George returned to England in April 1834, and soon began an arduous course of preparation for his Confirmation. His mother, who came over for the ceremony, wrote proudly to her father, the Landgrave of Hesse-Cassel, telling him that her son had been examined by Dr Blomfield, Bishop of London, who ‘was very pleased and even astonished, and said to others he wished that all young candidates for Confirmation could pass as well as George did.’22 Possibly this tribute was somewhat exaggerated. Mothers are quick to seize on such compliments, and Bishops of an established Church seldom go out of their way to insult the Sovereign’s relations.


The Queen herself examined the boy.




30 March 1835. I understand from Mr Wood that it is the Queen’s intention to-day to examine me in the thirty-nine Articles and other branches of scriptural instruction relative to my Confirmation. I feel rather nervous, particularly as Lord and Lady Howe have asked to be present likewise, and I only hope it will go off well.


31 March. I am happy to say that my examination went off very fairly yesterday, and I hope and think that the Queen and Lady Howe, who were present, were satisfied. Once or twice my attention failed for a few minutes, but I soon recovered it. The whole lasted about two hours and a half, and I must confess that at the end of that time I was very tired.





Prince George was given little opportunity to take Confirmation anything but earnestly, and fortunately the zeal of his instructors, far from producing the opposite consequence to that intended, as sometimes happens, was triumphantly rewarded.




8 August. The solemn day is come and my Confirmation is to take place this day. May God give me grace to enter upon it with proper feelings, and may He enable me to give all my attention to the ceremony before me, and not to those vain forms of this world which are as nothing, when compared with Eternity.


9 August. I am delighted to say that my Confirmation yesterday went off remarkably well, and I thank God that I am now admitted among His real disciples. May He this day give me grace to enable me to receive the Sacrament worthily, and may I henceforth behave in such a manner as to prove that I have attended to and duly appreciated the good advice the Archbishop gave me.


10 August. Yesterday morning I received for the first time the most comfortable Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ. God be praised that I am now admitted into the number of His people, but I trust also that I am admitted worthily, and that I have made such good resolutions as to be able to abide by them. I think that the whole Ceremony of the Lord’s Supper is a most solemn one, and one that ought not to be entered upon without preparation.





The Duchess of Cambridge, during her visit, hoped to persuade the King to let her take Prince George back to Hanover, but, for the moment, her pleading was overruled. ‘I am afraid,’ she wrote to her father, ‘I shall not be allowed to bring him away with me; the King, alas! will not yet part with him …’ The prospect of his mother’s return to Germany depressed the Prince exceedingly.




25 August 1835. The nearer Thursday is approaching the more I feel the misery I shall have to endure at parting, and I only pray to God that it may not be of long duration, and that we shall soon meet again in health and happiness. I now begin to feel that very natural desire of entering once more the house of my Parents.


28 August. Yesterday I regret to say I was obliged to take leave of my most beloved and respected Mother, and of my two darling sisters. God grant that I may soon—yes very soon— see them again. This prayer is very short, but it is most true and fervent, and nothing would give me more real satisfaction than to see it accomplished….





Prince George’s prayer was answered sooner than he could reasonably have expected. The very next year it was decided that he should return to Hanover. Nor was that all. Mr Wood was to become Chaplain to the Queen, and Colonel Cornwall was appointed in his place as a Military Governor. The Prince, and Colonel Cornwall, left England on 21 July 1836. The Duke of Wellington had been consulted by the King about his nephew’s military education, and this arrangement was in part the consequence of his advice. Although Prince George was naturally delighted to be reunited with his family, he left England with mingled feelings of pleasure and pain. ‘I love this country dearly,’ he wrote while still at Windsor, ‘and I shall be very sorry to have to leave it for long!’ Moreover he dreaded parting with his ‘beloved preceptor,’ for despite his severity, Mr Wood, as the Prince said, ‘has ever been my friend in all circumstances.’


Notwithstanding Mr Wood’s departure, Prince George’s routine in Hanover was still partly academic.




3 February 1837. My days here in Hanover are spent on the whole very quietly. In the morning from seven thirty till one p.m. occupied with my studies. Then I generally ride in the School till three, and then I have another lesson till dinnertime. We dine at four thirty, and in the evening I either go to the play, the concert or some party. Three times a week I have a music lesson in the evening. Wednesdays and Saturdays I have more time for myself.





While in Hanover the Prince met many German Royalty, most of them in some way related, part of the time he travelled, there were balls, and occasionally he hunted and went shooting. But far more important than any of these activities was the start of his military career. It is true that since the age of nine he had been a colonel in the Hanoverian Guards, but the position, as might be imagined, was honorary. It was not until he reached the age of seventeen that he was expected to perform any martial duties, and these were no more arduous than mounting guard. He took a great pride in his work and loved to drill his men in front of his parents’ summer residence. He described his first guard duty as one of the happiest days of his life, ‘for I, for the first time, felt as if I was really a soldier.’


Late in June 1837, Prince George received news of the King’s death from Mr Wood and in response to the suggestion contained in the letter he instantly set out for England, travelling day and night with Colonel Cornwall. ‘My dearest Prince,’ ran the letter, ‘God’s will be done! Our dear lamented King expired this morning at twelve minutes after two—calm, resigned, happy and without a struggle. The transition from life to death was so easy as to be almost imperceptible to those who stood by and solaced His Majesty’s last moments. He had been gradually sinking during the whole day. Towards night the near approach of death, of which he himself was quite conscious, became more evident. He remained, however, sitting in his dressing-room till one o’clock, when he was moved into his sitting-room, where, in consequence of his extreme weakness, a small bed had been prepared for him. On this the dear King was laid, the Queen, as she had done for hours before, continuing on her knees by his side, gently rubbing his hands and striving thus to restore the rapidly departing warmth. Under these circumstances, with his hand within those of the Queen, our beloved King calmly breathed his last, the Archbishop, who had been summoned a few minutes previously, pronouncing a prayer as his spirit returned unto God who gave it. Our lamented Sovereign’s dearest friends could not have desired a happier, easier death. May the Almighty grant that it may be blessed to him and to ourselves.


‘The poor Queen remained some time on her knees in prayer by the bedside. She then went to her room, and slept for some hours. She got up, however, soon after eight to receive Lord Conyngham, who with the Archbishop had been to announce the sad event to the Princess Victoria….


‘Of our dear Queen’s conduct throughout the trials which she has undergone, few persons can speak with composure. Dr Chambers, a perfect stranger, can mention neither the name of the King nor the Queen without tears….


‘On the immediate effect of this great loss of one who was with so much sincerity a father and benefactor and friend to you, my dear Prince, for so many years, as regards your plans and those of the Duke, it would be almost presumption in me to speculate. But I should be much to blame, if I did not inform you of the opinion which Sir Herbert Taylor has just expressed, that you ought to lose no time in hastening to this country, to be present when the last sad offices are performed to our departed King. It is probable that your own affectionate heart has anticipated this suggestion of public duty, and that the Duke and Duchess, even if necessity should detain His Royal Highness in Hanover, will have already proposed to you to come over….’23


When the Prince reached Windsor he found the Queen Dowager more composed than he had expected, and indeed it must be admitted that the loss was not without consolation, for her marriage had been beset with troubles, and there had been agonizing moments of trial. In after-years the memory of her husband, hallowed by discriminating forgetfulness, gave Queen Adelaide greater happiness than she had ever enjoyed during the King’s lifetime, for he was a monarch bursting with ill-conceived enthusiasms, and, at best, an unpredictable companion.


The funeral over, the whole Cambridge family were obliged to leave Hanover, a Kingdom in which the Salic Law prevailed. On the accession of Queen Victoria to the English throne the Duke of Cumberland became King of Hanover and the position Prince George’s father had held since 1815 became superfluous.




12 July 1837. The death of our poor dear King, besides the sorrow we all feel for his personal loss, is in another way a most severe blow to us all, particularly to my own family, for by his death and the accession of Queen Victoria, the kingdom of Hanover is separated from the Crown of Great Britain, and my father is therefore removed from the Government of that country, where he has lived for these twenty-four years, and where we have all been born … Alas! our connection with it is now suddenly broken off: for though we are still, and by God’s blessing ever shall remain Princes of Hanover, yet we shall live for the most part in this country. My Uncle the Duke of Cumberland has now become king of that country, and my cousin Princess Victoria is Queen of England. I am thus nearly allied in blood to two great and happy families that are governing two happy and prosperous nations.





On returning to England the family took up residence at Cambridge House, Piccadilly, now the Naval and Military Club (the ‘In and Out’); and at Cambridge Cottage, Kew, a building of some forty rooms, which they regarded as a country retreat. In the spring of 1838 Prince George was introduced to the London season, the first of the new reign. He was not altogether convinced of its delights. On 28 May he observed in his Diary: ‘I am now quite a gay young man, leading a regular London life, in a quiet sort of way nevertheless. Really, pleasure sometimes becomes quite a business …’ The Queen watched her cousin’s social life with concern. She spoke to Melbourne ‘of George Cambridge’s being somewhat in the hands of the fashionable ladies; Lord Melbourne said his (George’s) age was a very awkward one, and that he remembered it well himself; that living only for amusement in London was very tiresome, if you had no pursuits besides.’24 H.R.H. was wholly sceptical about a fancy dress ball he attended, finding that ‘there were a great many most extraordinary and, at the same time, vulgar looking people present, who had on the very oddest costumes I ever saw.’ The Queen’s Drawing Rooms displeased him. He refers to one at which there were over two thousand people present, among whom ‘there was a considerable collection of ugly ones.’ Even a ball at Buckingham Palace, which he admitted was ‘magnificent,’ had gone on too long, and by four o’clock in the morning ‘almost everybody was gone before the Queen retired.’ Prince George opened the ball with Her Majesty, and ‘thought she danced really very nicely, and seemed to be very much amused.’


The Coronation provided the climax of a dazzling and fatiguing summer. Prince George, a tireless if not profuse diarist, evidently felt so great an occasion required an expansive technique. His account of the ceremony reveals a royal eye for detail, and one can visualize him taking in the scene with an intense Hanoverian stare; the unyielding gaze of one accustomed to being looked at and determined on revenge.




28 June 1838. To-day was a very busy day for all of us, and at the same time a most important one for the Country at large. Queen Victoria was crowned Queen of England. God grant that her reign may be happy to herself, and glorious to the nation … At a very early hour of the morning people began to assemble along the streets through which the procession was to pass, and the carriages rolled to the Abbey. At seven, the troops and the police made their appearance … My sister, Miss Kerr, Colonel Cornwall and myself started from hence at a little before nine, when we drove down to St James’s Palace … and then we all went together down to the Abbey. The effect on entering was magnificent. The Cathedral was already quite full and looked most imposing. On the right of the Throne were the Peers, on the left the Peeresses, and in front the House of Commons. To the back of the Throne was the Orchestra, and all the rest of the places were filled by the public. We were close to the Altar, and opposite to us were the Bishops. Just above us was the Queen’s private box, and above the Bishops were the boxes for the foreign Ambassadors and Ministers. In our box, which was exceedingly small, besides our party, the three Duchesses and their respective attendants, were the Duke of Nemours, the Duke of Coburg, the Duke of Nassau (who had just arrived), Prince Christian of Glücksburg, the Princess of Hohenlohe, daughter of the Duchess of Kent, and the Prince of Leiningen. The Queen arrived a little before twelve, and the ceremony was conducted in the usual manner and without any remarkable occurrence. The Archbishop of Canterbury performed the Service, assisted by the Sub-Dean. The Bishop of London preached a most beautiful and appropriate sermon. The Queen, I think, looked less well than usual, but on the whole was very graceful and dignified … The ceremony lasted till near four. Before it was quite over, the party with which I went started off for Cambridge House, where we arrived without the least difficulty. We here had time to take our luncheon comfortably, and had to wait two hours before the procession came past. It was exceedingly beautiful and indeed I think one of the finest parts of the spectacle. All the foreign Ambassadors, the various members of the Royal family, the Queen’s attendants, and at last the Queen herself, had a most imposing effect. Some of the foreigners had most beautiful equipages, and of the Royal carriages I think my father’s were the handsomest. My parents did not return till after six … After dinner I walked all over London to see the illuminations, which were quite beautiful. At eleven there were some splendid fireworks, in the Green Park and also in Hyde Park. We, of course, saw the former. Soon after twelve, I went to a great full dress ball, given by the Duke of Wellington, and did not get to bed till near three o’clock.





Owing to insufficient rehearsal, the ceremony in the Abbey was not without awkward incidents. The coronation ring had been designed to fit the Queen’s little finger, but the Archbishop, insisting on precedent, forced it on the fourth finger: an agonizing procedure. During the homage Lord Rolle, an old man of eighty-eight, slipped and fell on the steps of the throne. A foreign visitor was assured that the roll was intentional, seeing that his Lordship’s family held their title on condition that they performed this acrobatic feat at every coronation. Towards the end of the service, the Bishop of Bath and Wells turned over two pages at once without noticing and told the Queen that the service was over. She consequently retired to Edward the Confessor’s Chapel. After prolonged consultation, she was summoned back. The first thing the Queen did on her return to Buckingham Palace was to give her poodle, ‘Dash,’ a bath.


The London season was only a brief interlude in Prince George’s military career, and at the end of the summer of 1838 he was sent to join the military garrison at Gibraltar. He set sail from Falmouth on 24 September with Colonel Cornwall in attendance. As he was a poor sailor even in calm weather he spent the early part of the voyage in his cabin. At length the ship reached Portugal where the Prince, much to his relief, was able to spend a few days ashore. Part of the time was occupied visiting the battlefields of the Peninsular War. At Caldes he stayed in an inn which was ‘very uncomfortable, and the animals of every description, such as bugs, fleas, flies, etc. were so bad, that I did not undress at all, but lay down in my clothes.’ While in the country he paid an informal visit to the King and Queen at the Palace of the Necessidades. He had determined to travel incognito, under the name of Lord Culloden, and was most aggravated to find that, owing to some misunderstanding, a state carriage with an escort had been sent to collect him from the Consulate where he was staying. The Queen of Portugal was near confinement, and for this, or for other reasons, hardly spoke a word. The King, however, was pleasantly conversational and ‘exceedingly good-natured,’ but ‘unfortunately has his hair so long he looks almost more like a woman than a man.’


From Lisbon the ‘Royal George,’ as his contemporaries dubbed the young prince, sailed direct to Gibraltar, where the Governor, Sir Alexander Woodford, a soldier who had distinguished himself in the Peninsular Campaign and at Waterloo, ordered a ceremonial reception.




9 October 1838. At about seven a.m. Colonel Bridgeman, military secretary to the General, came off in a boat to ask at what hour I should wish to land, and we then settled to do so at eight o’clock. The General wished that I should come on shore in uniform, and so I put on my regimentals, and at eight a boat came off for me with Mr Morret, the Governor’s Aide-de-camp. When we landed there was a Guard of Honour of the 33rd Regiment to receive me and several of the principal officers of the Garrison. The Governor’s carriage was waiting for me, and I got in with Colonel Cornwall and drove to the Convent, where I was very kindly received by Sir Alexander and Lady Woodford. I breakfasted with them, and then the General took me to my quarters…. I dined in the evening at the Convent, where there was a large dinner, and I was introduced to several people, which is not the most amusing thing in the world.





Prince George contrived to conceal how bored he was by the restricted social life of Gibraltar, although Colonel Cornwall was sometimes hard pressed to invent or discover amusements for him. In a letter he wrote to the Duke, the Colonel refers to ‘the ennui and consequent depression of spirits to which the Prince I regret to say is liable.’ However, the gallant officer was not utterly at a loss. ‘I have succeeded in procuring a Piano Forte.’ Music was to provide a diversion to relieve the tedium of garrison life. Wherever the Prince went he was followed by ‘Nelson,’ a black retriever, who swam in the sea at every opportunity and who slept in his master’s bedroom. While based on Gibraltar, H.R.H. made a number of short journeys to Granada, Tangier, Cadiz and Seville. But most of his time was spent in parades, drills, and guard mounting, occasional hunting and shooting of a meagre kind, and frequent receptions and dinners in which the same small circle of officers and their wives met at each other’s tables and exchanged trivial gossip. A severe attack of measles, during which he lost almost all his hair, provided a rare, if unwelcome, change from this monotonous routine.


The Duke not only received news of his son’s progress from Colonel Cornwall, but also from General Woodford, and all reports were gratifying. ‘My dearest George,’ wrote the Duke on 24 October 1838, ‘We were all delighted the day before yesterday at the receipt of your letter from Gibraltar, which contained the welcome information that you had not suffered at all on your passage from Lisbon and that this time you really had enjoyed your voyage by sea. I was also very glad to hear that you were pleased with the house that General Woodford had got ready for you, and that you felt sensible of the attention he and Lady Woodford have shown you on your arrival. Sir Alexander writes me word that he is delighted at the manner in which you had received the officers of the Garrison when they were presented to you, and that every one was pleased with you. This I mention to you, my dearest George, in the hope that this will encourage you to go on as you have begun. You are now beginning your military career, and I do not doubt that with proper application you will soon learn your duty under so experienced an officer as Sir Alexander Woodford. By your being placed on his Staff, you have the great advantage of being employed in any way in which he thinks is best for you, and which would not be the case if you were attached exclusively to one Regiment. During the time you are learning the Regimental duties, you will of necessity be commanded by officers who are of an inferior rank to the one you hold in the Army, and of course you will be bound to obey them.’


The Duke’s letters were full of good advice. Just before Christmas he warned his son of the danger of officers interfering in politics. It was a temptation Prince George never wholly resisted. Later in his career he constantly professed an impartiality he never quite achieved. Fervently believing, in later years, that he was personally above faction, as in theory the Commander-in-Chief was bound to be, he nevertheless used language which betrayed his Tory principles. Conservatism was so ingrained in his nature that he grew to identify it with constitutional propriety. ‘In my opinion,’ his father told him in a letter dated 22 December 1838, ‘no soldier or sailor should have anything to do with politics. His duty is to obey the orders he receives from his superiors, be they Tories or be they Whigs.’ A soldier, he maintained, should keep his political opinions to himself, and certainly in a garrison there could be no obligation to divulge them.25


In April 1839, Prince George left Gibraltar for a tour of the Mediterranean. He had been exceedingly popular with the garrison and Sir Alexander was able to report most favourably on him to the Government. ‘It is very gratifying to me,’ he wrote in an official despatch, ‘to be able to add that Prince George has entered upon all the duties assigned to him in the most exemplary manner. H.R.H.’s conduct throughout has been highly praiseworthy; the quickness of his perception and taste for the profession give a fair promise of his becoming a distinguished officer in the service.’26


After visits to Malta, Corfu and Athens, H.R.H. returned to England in November 1839. It was rumoured that the whole purpose of his going abroad was to avoid being forced into marriage with the Queen. Within three months of her coronation he left for Gibraltar, and only returned home a little before her marriage to Prince Albert. Lord Melbourne is said to have spoken to the Queen suggesting the cancellation of Prince George’s appointment. When she asked him whether her cousin wished to go, the Prime Minister replied: ‘He is very distressed at the idea of leaving his parents—and friends—Ma’am!’ Certainly Prince George betrayed relief at the news of the Queen’s engagement. In his Diary he wrote on 15 December 1839: ‘After dinner Papa got a letter from the young Queen, in which she announces her Marriage with Prince Albert of Coburg. Nothing could have given me greater pleasure than this intelligence.’ His congratulations are so enthusiastic that the Queen noted in her Journal on 18 December: ‘George quite different towards me, much less reserved, and evidently happy to be clear of me.’


Rumour needs scant nourishment and gossips can make a meal of a morsel. Tongues had begun wagging when it was noticed that the Queen at court balls nearly always started dancing with her Cambridge cousin: a fact which a casual acquaintance with rules of precedence would have shown to be inevitable rather than significant. For a time the Duchess of Kent favoured a match. Prince Albert, who watched all intrigues with personal concern, reported to his father that the Duchess of Kent ‘is always full of complaints against her daughter, which she repeats to the horrible Royal Family, who use them for their own ends; at present she is said to have taken George Cambridge under her wing.’ It was his opinion that ‘cross-currents of cabal and intrigue run in every direction’ united only in opposition to the Coburgs: ‘the stud farm of Europe’ as Bismarck once described the family.27 In her Diary the Queen records on 13 June 1838, ‘Spoke of George [the conversation was with Lord Melbourne] who I said I did not like—though had nothing to say for himself and was particularly stiff with me; but that I believed his parents teased him about me, and that Ma got into the Duke and Duchess’s favour, by saying she would promote a match between us; all which Lord Melbourne thought very likely.’ The Duchess was eager that Prince George should be invited to Windsor. ‘I then spoke with Lord Melbourne,’ wrote the Queen, 8 September 1838, ‘about the Cambridges, and about George, and if I ought to ask him to stay, which Ma hinted at.’ Melbourne was rather disparaging about the family. According to the same diary entry he told the Queen that the Cambridges were foolish people. ‘“The Duke is the foolishest man I ever saw”; all which, God knows! is most true …’ Again on 17 October 1839, the Queen mentions a discussion with Lord Melbourne on the subject of her cousin. ‘Lord M. talks of their wishing George for me; “It was clear he did not wish it,” said Lord M., “by his distant manner”; and I said I never could have thought of taking him—ugly and disagreeable as he was.’ On 23 October she refers to him as ‘an odious boy,’ and when Lord Melbourne pointed out what a success he had been at Gibraltar, he was told that Prince Albert ‘disliked him very much.’


The Queen was often the victim of sudden and substantial prejudices and at least one of her objections to Prince George was manifestly perverse, for she listed among his shortcomings the accusation that he was ‘ugly.’ Contemporary verdicts agree that he was strikingly handsome. As the Queen grew older and more inclined to charity she revised her opinion: indeed her early hostility towards her cousin may have been expressed so vehemently in order to disguise an affection she was anxious to conceal, or to fortify a change of heart. Towards the end of her life, Ponsonby, her Private Secretary, remarked on her ‘great affection’ for the Commander-in-Chief. ‘It was noticeable at a drawing room when she came into the ante-room where the royal parties were assembled, she would single him out for a word of conversation before turning round and proceeding to the Throne Room.’28


On 10 February 1840, the Queen’s wedding day, Prince George was in the highest spirits. ‘The Queen,’ he records in his Diary, ‘was married at the Chapel Royal at twelve in the day, and we all attended in State, and walked in procession from the State Apartments to the Church. After the Ceremony there was a great breakfast at Buckingham Palace to which we went, and then the young couple went to Windsor, where they were to stay till yesterday and then return to town. We, the family, went to dine with the Queen Dowager and afterwards I walked out for a short time to see the illuminations, which was exceedingly good fun, there being an immense crowd of people in the streets! I concluded this long day by going to a full dress party at the Duchess of Sutherland’s, which was a very handsome thing altogether.’


On the Queen’s wedding day Prince George met his own future wife. His Diary for the year 1840 is now lost, as are several volumes covering this period of his life, but a subsequent entry enables us to fix the date of the meeting precisely. ‘10 February 1899. This is the anniversary of my first acquaintance with my dearest wife Louisa, also the anniversary of the Queen’s Wedding fifty nine years ago.’ As Louisa was an actress, it seems unlikely that they met either at the wedding service itself, or at the ensuing royal festivities. It is more probable that they saw each other for the first time at the Duchess of Sutherland’s ball, although the newspapers of the time make no mention of Louisa in what appear to be complete lists of guests.


Even before he met his future wife, Prince George made no secret of his views about marriage. He believed, reasonably enough, that ‘arranged marriages were doomed to failure.’ He asserted that he would wed whom he pleased, if necessary in defiance of the Royal Marriage Act of 1772, which, among other provisions, made the consent of the King and Parliament necessary for the marriage of Princes under twenty five. He was ready to devote himself unsparingly to the service of his country, but his private life he maintained was his own. Although the political advantages of various possible alliances were urged upon him, he remained obstinately unconvinced of the wisdom of marrying some princess whom he did not love.


Louisa was the ninth child and fifth daughter of John Fairbrother, a partner in a family printing firm in Bow Street where she was born and lived. She took to the stage in 1830 and acted at Drury Lane, the Lyceum and Covent Garden Theatre. She was a woman of classic beauty and elegance, an accomplished actress, and a graceful dancer. Moreover in private life she possessed captivating charm and was an admirable conversationalist.29


There is a tradition that Louisa’s father was bitterly opposed to her going on the stage, believing the theatre to be a disreputable calling. He told her that actresses were wanton women. She did not attempt to deny that some of them were, but simply observed that he had not as yet contemplated abandoning his own profession merely because there were villainous printers.


The marriage eventually did not take place until 8 January 1847. As later there was a controversy about this date it is necessary to examine the evidence supporting it. In a letter he wrote Louisa on 8 January 1851, Prince George talks of ‘writing on the day itself…. You alone know love, or ought to know, how blessed and happy I feel that this day (four years) made you my own and me yours …’ Moreover the records of St John’s Church, Clerkenwell, despite some inaccuracies, establish that the marriage was solemnized there on 8 January 1847, by the Rector, Doctor Hughes. A letter written to Louisa begging for money, mentions in passing the fact that she was married by this clergyman. No less a person than King Edward VII thought the date incorrect and the entry in the register false. The King detected three errors in the records, but the inference he drew from the discovery was invalid. Sir Almeric FitzRoy tells the story in his memoirs.


‘Sheppard [H.R.H.’s Official Biographer] was very anxious to verify the time and place of the Duke’s marriage, which he had always understood, from the old Duchess of Cambridge, took place on the eve of his departure for the Crimea, but he had never been able to trace it, when one day in a train he overheard some men talking of the Duke; he interrupted them with the remark that he was intimately associated with events in the Duke’s life, and they might therefore perhaps think it as well to be cautious in what they said. One of them thanked him and replied that they looked upon the Duke as a public character about whom they might talk as they liked, but in fact they were discussing the subject of his marriage; upon which Sheppard told them of his anxiety to obtain information about it. “Oh,” said one of the men, “I can tell you where it took place, as I have seen the register at St John’s, Clerkenwell.” Sheppard accordingly paid a visit to the church, and there, sure enough, was an entry purporting to be the register of the Duke’s marriage; but the date given was 1847, and he noted with surprise that the Duke’s signature was entered as George Cambridge. A few days after he acquainted the King with what he had seen who expressed a strong desire to look at the register. Sheppard obtained it from the Vicar and submitted it to His Majesty, who, with that extraordinary precision he has in matters of personal detail, at once exclaimed, “There are three errors in this. In the first place, the Duke never signed himself as George Cambridge—one was his name and the other his title; and, in the second place, he never was at [Clerkenwell] in his life; and thirdly, his father’s names are given inaccurately.” Whether these inaccuracies, taken with a date so much at variance with the Duchess of Cambridge’s statement on the subject, suggest that the register is a bogus one, Sheppard cannot determine.’30


After Prince George’s death in 1904, Lady Geraldine Somerset discussed the marriage date with Sheppard, then Sub-Dean of the Chapels Royal. She made a note of the conversation in her Diary on 30 July 1904.


‘He also showed me a most incomprehensible mystification!! At the time of Mrs FitzGeorge’s death fourteen years ago, when the Duke was as fresh as ever he was, and his memory far better than that of most men of twenty five! one evening the Sub-Dean was spending alone with the Duke speaking of her and his past life and he told him he married her the night before he started for the Crimea to give her a better position with the status of a wife in case it should ill befall him in war.’ Lady Geraldine goes on to say that Prince George’s sons now ‘declare that he married her in 1847!!! at St John’s Church Clerkenwell. The Sub-Dean wrote to the vicar to ask for a copy of the Register and the vicar sent him it and he showed it to me!! All duly entered: his signature George Cambridge! and hers Louisa Fairbrother! witnessed by her sister. It passes understanding and is impossible to believe! The vicar incidentally says the Duke’s signature is in a small, “apparently faint hand.” Now this is so very unlike the Duke!!! If he did the thing at all he was the last man to dream of disguising his hand and to my mind it is the clue to make one believe the register is a false one! Why should the Duke speaking openly of his past with the Sub-Dean volunteer to tell him this version of his marriage? If it were not true how could he with his fabulous memory be mistaken on such a point? … It is of profound mystification and I am convinced the true story of the marriage is before the Crimea.’


Prince George’s family consisted of three sons. The eldest, George FitzGeorge, was born on 27 August 1843. The next child, Adolphus, was born on 30 January 1846, and the youngest, Augustus, on 12 June 1847. There were two other children who lived with the family: Louisa Katherine, and Charles Manners Sutton. Louisa was born on 22 March, probably in 1839, and Charles on 5 August, three years before. If the years of these births are given correctly, Louisa and Charles were born before Prince George met his wife. All that is certain is that Mrs FitzGeorge was Louisa’s mother: a letter signed ‘your affectionate daughter Louisa’ is among her papers. Charles also was in all probability Louisa’s son. She left him most of her property in her Will: a document in which his surname is significantly given as ‘Fairbrother.’ The Duchess of Cambridge presented George, Adolphus and Augustus with five thousand pounds each,31 and saw a good deal of them at St James’s, but she gave Charles nothing and there is no record of their ever meeting. When in 1869 Adolphus was travelling as the Duke of Edinburgh’s A.D.C. in the East, he asked his father what he should say to the Duke if they happened to meet Charles, who was then a serving soldier in India. H.R.H. was ‘rather at a loss what to say’ and advised Adolphus to use his good judgement, ‘and whilst not offending Charley you need not say more to the Duke than is absolutely necessary to explain matters.’ A month later he wrote again: ‘If you see Charley be very kind and affectionate to him and do not on any account give him any offence. If you are asked who he is, of course you must say he is your half-brother.’32 When in 1875 there was trouble over Adolphus’s marriage and his mother declined to attend the wedding, he wrote to her saying, ‘Of course as you refused I have not asked Charles.’ It is improbable that Prince George was Charles’s father as he was only seventeen at the time of his birth. Moreover in many of his letters to Louisa H.R.H. refers to George as ‘our eldest boy.’


Although Prince George and Louisa postponed the marriage ceremony until 1847, they regarded themselves as man and wife long before that; as is apparent both from the existence of their family, and from a sentence in a travel diary Louisa kept in 1844. ‘I hope,’ she says, ‘I shall see my dear George waiting for me, tomorrow night. I hope to God to be in his arms and when once there, I care for naught else, bless you for tonight my dear husband.’


What Queen Victoria thought of her cousin’s marriage is largely a matter of conjecture, for she did not commit her views to paper. Obviously she strongly disapproved of the match. Her fondness for the theatre hardly extended to welcoming actresses as members of the Family. Besides, she was unlikely to look with favour on any arrangement in which neither her opinion nor consent had been sought. Publicly she pretended to be ignorant of the marriage, and Louisa was never invited, or even mentioned, on official occasions. The Queen, however, went further, and kept up this pretence in her private life and with her own relations. When George FitzGeorge was sent back to England by Wolseley, with the news of the victory of Tel-el-Kebir (1882), he took the despatches to the Queen at Balmoral. She was exceedingly curious to see him and noticed a strong family likeness, but never a word passed to suggest that they were in any way connected. She told the Duke of Connaught in a letter: ‘We had Major FitzGeorge here from Saturday to Monday. Of course I made not the slightest allusion to his being Uncle George’s son. He is very gentlemanlike and unassuming.’33


There is a tradition in the FitzGeorge family that the Queen finally relented and agreed to meet Louisa. The encounter, it is alleged, lasted two hours instead of the few minutes originally proposed. It was followed by many more such visits and even by a grudging admission that Mrs FitzGeorge was so enchanting that H.R.H.’s marriage was justified.34 Neither the Queen nor the Duke refer to any such meetings in their Diaries. Moreover on 12 January 1890, the day Louisa died, the Duke noted ‘I received a most affectionate letter from Her Majesty which I highly appreciate, and which would have been such a joy to my beloved one had she known the fact.’35 Presumably this implies that the Queen had at long last relented and was prepared, now that Louisa was dead, to admit that she had existed.


Louisa lived in a house given her by Prince George, Number 6, Queen Street, Mayfair; and later she had a place in the country, Cambridge Lodge, Horley. As Mrs FitzGeorge, she lived her own life with her own friends, and in her company her husband entered another world. It was a commonplace world, inhabited by very ordinary people, including Louisa’s old theatrical friends. To H.R.H. it was a happy escape from the confined splendours of royal life, and he was enchanted by the snug, bourgeois comforts of the little house in Queen Street.


To what extent Louisa was accepted by Prince George’s own family is difficult to decide. She was at least known to her father-in-law. Writing to her husband in 1848 she mentions that she saw Prince Adolphus on Constitution Hill, and ‘he kissed his hand to me for no person was near.’ There is no evidence that the Duchess of Cambridge ever saw Louisa; indeed all we do know is that she was mistaken about the date of her son’s marriage. There is a story that while Princess Mary, Prince George’s youngest sister, was driving in Hyde Park, her lady in waiting suddenly exclaimed: ‘Why! There’s Mrs FitzGeorge.’ ‘Where?’ asked the Princess excitedly, ‘Which is she? I have never yet seen her.’


If the marriage was frowned on by his own family, it was very popular with most Englishmen. An old soldier’s widow, who had been housekeeper at the Horse Guards, summed up popular feeling. ‘Ah, well,’ she said, ‘he loved a fine woman and he married her and stuck to her, and said he would rather be buried with her in Kensal Green than with his own family in the royal vaults at Windsor.’


Prince George was exceedingly sensitive about Louisa’s position and there are many stories of the vigour of his resentment when he imagined that his wife had been insulted. A young Prince of Mecklenburg was reputed to have been flung bodily into Piccadilly for showing disrespect to Mrs FitzGeorge. Even the Kaiser William I, it is said, was not spared. Ignoring the marriage, he kept proposing alliances with German princesses. Finally Prince George lost his temper. ‘His wealth of invective nearly paralysed the Emperor. In bluntest terms he described Germans in general, Prussians in particular, and Teutonic princesses in detail. No gentleman, he stormed, would ever advise another to desert a lady to whom he had pledged his word in the sight of God and man.’ Prince William, later the Emperor William II, fared little better than his grandfather, although he at least attempted, somewhat clumsily, to be courteous. When he was visiting London in 1885 he enquired after Mrs FitzGeorge’s health, adding, if it would gratify her, he might find time to visit her. ‘I am afraid, Willie,’ was the crushing reply, ‘that my wife will not be able to spare the time to see you. She only sees friends. But I will mention that you asked after her.’36
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