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THE CHILDREN AND GRANDCHILDREN OF QUEEN VICTORIA AND PRINCE ALBERT


1  VICTORIA (Pussy, Vicky) The Princess Royal b. 1840






m. 1857 Fritz of Prussia 1831–88 (Emperor of Germany March–June 1888)


1  Willy b. 1859


2  Charlotte b. 1860


3  Henry b. 1862 m. 1888 Irène of Hesse, Alice’s daughter


4  Siggie b. 1864 d. 1866 of meningitis


5  Moretta b. 1866


6  Waldie b. 1868 d. 1879 of diphtheria


7  Sophie b. 1870


8  Margaret b. 1872








2  ALBERT EDWARD (Bertie) The Prince of Wales b. 1841






m. 1863 Alexandra of Denmark (Alix)


1  Albert Victor (Eddy) Duke of Clarence b. 1864 d. 1892 of pneumonia)


2  Georgie b. 1865 m. 1893 May of Teck


(Their children: David b. 1894 Albert b. 1895 Mary b. 1897 Henry b. 1900)


3  Louise b. 1867


4  Toria b. 1868


5  Maud b. 1869


6  John b. & d. 1871










3  ALICE b. 1843 d. 1878






m. 1862 Grand Duke Louis of Hesse (who d. 1892)


1  Victoria b. 1863 m. Louis of Battenberg


2  Ella b. 1864 m. Grand Duke Sergei of Russia


3  Irène b. 1866 m. Henry of Prussia, Vicky’s son


4  Ernie b. 1868 m. Ducky, Affie’s daughter


5  Frittie b. 1870 d. 1873 of haemophilia


6  Alicky b. 1872 m. Tsar Nicholas II of Russia


7  May b. 1874 d. 1878 of diphtheria








4  ALFRED (Affie) Duke of Edinburgh (1893 Duke of Saxe-Coburg) b. 1844 d. 1900






m. 1874 Grand Duchess Marie of Russia


1  Young Affie b. 1874 d. 1899 of pneumonia


2  Marie (Missy) b. 1875


3  Victoria Melita (Ducky) b. 1876 m. Ernie of Hesse, Alice’s son


4  Sandra b. 1878 m. Ernst Hohenlohe, Feo’s grandson


5  Beatrice (Baby Bee) b. 1884








5  HELENA (Lenchen) b. 1846






m. 1866 Prince Christian of Schelswig-Holstein


1  Christian Victor (Christl) b. 1867 d. 1900 of enteric fever


2  Albert b. 1869


3  Thora b. 1870


4  Marie-Louise b. 1872


5  Harold b. & d. 1876








6  LOUISE b. 1848






m. 1871 Marquess of Lorne










7  ARTHUR Duke of Connaught b. 1850






m. 1879 Louise of Prussia (Louischen)


1  Margaret b. 1882


2  Young Arthur b. 1883


3  Patricia b. 1886








8  LEOPOLD Duke of Albany b. 1853 d. 1884






m. 1882 Helena of Waldeck-Pyrmont


1  Alice b. 1883


2  Charlie b. 1884 (from 1900 Duke of Saxe-Coburg)








9  BEATRICE (Baby) b. 1857






m. 1885 Henry of Battenberg (Liko) (who d. 1896)


1  Alexander (Drino) b. 1886


2  Ena b. 1887


3  Leopold b. 1889


4  Maurice b. 1891
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THE RUSSIAN AND HESSIAN CONNECTION
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MY FATHER’S FAMILY
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MY MOTHER’S FAMILY












WINTER


One


28th January 1900, at Osborne


I NEVER really liked having my photograph taken, even when I was younger – it always seemed so much pain for so uncertain a pleasure. I have always had the greatest difficulty in suppressing fits of giggles on occasions when I am meant to be solemn, and in the early days of photography one had to keep still for the camera for such a very long time. So of course one always came out looking stiff and grim, and I am not a grim person, as anyone will admit. I love to laugh, but one cannot laugh in a photograph, even nowadays when they have improved the apparatus so much. One cannot even really smile, it looks so very odd – especially when one is Queen and has a certain dignity to uphold.


I suppose if I had ever been beautiful, like dear Alix, I should not have minded being photographed. It’s a great comfort to me to have such a beautiful daughter-in-law: she always looks lovely and serene, like an alabaster statue. She will make a dignified queen one day. (What sort of king Bertie will make is another matter – but I won’t think about that now!) I have such a great love of physical beauty – indeed, Albert thought it excessive, but having so much of his own, he was inclined to undervalue it. Mamma was pretty when she was young – regular features, dark eyes, pink cheeks, glossy curls – and my sister Feo was the image of her. But I, I must needs inherit my father’s looks, especially his nose – large and long, jutting uncompromisingly outward and curving over at the tip – and his receding chin and heavy underlip! (Often and often when I was young I was scolded because my mouth always hung a little open, but I say when a person has a heavy underlip and a particularly short upper lip, what is a person to do?) Dear Papa’s features were well enough for a man – indeed, he was thought quite good looking for a prince – but they never sat happily on me. It seems that in my physical self, as well as my inheritance, I am all Hanoverian. The slender, beautiful Coburg looks from my mother’s side passed me by entirely.


Yet one can sometimes make a surprising impression! When my granddaughter, sweet little Sophie (Vicky’s seventh), came to visit me for the first time, she described me afterwards in her journal like this:- ‘My dear Grandmamma is very tiny – a very, very pretty little girl – and she wears a veil like a bride.’ Sophie was four years old then, and I was fifty-five! It was very gratifying. A woman, even if she is a queen and has more important things to think of, always wants to be pretty.


So it was with mixed pleasure that I spent this afternoon looking over old photographs with Thora. (Dear Thora, the most useful of my grandchildren! Lenchen is lucky to have such a daughter: she has never given anyone a moment’s anxiety in her life!) The weather today is vile, real January weather – strong winds and a heavy, sleety snow. Even carriage exercise has been impossible. It is a rare thing for me to be put off going out by the weather, but it really was impossible today – we should never have got the ponies along. Besides, it would have been sheer cruelty to make any of my ladies accompany me: they are all such hothouse flowers! and poor Jane Churchill has a nasty cold in the head. I have had a troublesome cough lately, but that is more from the damp than the cold. The damp has got into my poor old knee, too, and it aches like the memory of an old grief. Oh, the complaining flesh! The greatest tragedy about growing old is that our outsides cease to match our insides. The spirit remains willing, but the flesh shrinks back at the door and yearns towards the comfortable chair and the fireside!




Osborne has always been a cold house in winter. Even with the most extravagant fires lit, a northeaster coming off the sea penetrates the shutters and chills the rooms, except for a little rosy space around each fireplace, where the dogs collect. Well, after all, it was intended as a summer palace, a Marine Residence to replace the Pavilion at Brighton. Albert’s clever heating scheme – blowing hot air through grilles to warm the corridors and bedrooms – was meant for counteracting the cool of a summer evening, but it does little against the icy draughts that racket about the house in winter. But I never mind the cold; in fact the older I get, the less I can bear too much heat. I know very well what my ladies think about that! I tease them sometimes, just for the fun of seeing their dismay. Once at Balmoral on a really cold day, I came down at the usual time for my outing to find them all blue-nosed and huddling together like mountain ponies, so I looked grave and wondered aloud whether it might not be too warm for going out. The silly geese took me quite seriously!


We never had a Christmas here while Albert was alive, which is a pity. At Christmas and for weeks afterwards the house smells so beautifully of the pine and myrtle we cut to decorate the rooms, of the applewood burning in the grates, of oranges and cinnamon and cloves. Smells are the most vivid keys to memory, I always find: one sniff of this or that, and one is actually there, reliving some long-lost time as though transported bodily. Thank God I have kept that sense intact at least, though my wretched eyes are getting very bad, even with my ‘specs’ – horrid things! how I hate to wear them! If only people would write more distinct, we should get on better. I have spoken to Ponsonby again and again about it: as my secretary be should look to it. My hearing is not what it was, either – not that I am deaf by any means, but I used to be able to hear the bats shriek, when my darling and I went out walking at dusk; and I could hear a whispered conversation on the other side of a room (an ability which has often stood me in good stead: it is surprising the number and variety of things people decide one ought not to know!).




My earliest memories are connected with smells. I can remember crawling across the carpet at Kensington Palace a yellow carpet, with red lozenges, and worn patches where the cord was showing through – and it smelled of dust and dogs. (I learned to walk long before I was a year old, so that may well be my very earliest memory of all.) I remember sitting on the floor (cold under my bottom, through a thin muslin dress – we wore so little in those days – I wonder if that is why I feel the heat so much in these better-clad times?) and holding Aunt Adelaide’s purple cloth reticule with the gold thread embroidery. The purple was so soft and the gold so harsh to my baby hands, and it smelled of peppermint, which was why I was trying to find out how to open it. Aunt and Mamma chattered in German above my head meanwhile – a sound like birds, like starlings roosting, full of little clicks and whistles, and zo! and ne? and ach! and scha-a-ade! Poor Aunt Adelaide always smelled of peppermints: she had bad teeth, so she tended to swallow great lumps of food whole, which gave her indigestion. Now I think of it, it shows what strength of character she had, to remain always so good-tempered while a martyr to dyspepsia, which is a most disagreeable affliction, and one very hard to obtain any sympathy for. A fever or a wound always arouses tender interest, but the workings of the alimentary system one would always rather not think about, especially someone else’s. Having an iron digestion myself, I’m afraid I was not always very sympathetic in the early days when poor darling Albert suffered. He and food were never really intimate friends. They tolerated each other at best.


Aunt Adelaide was a frequent visitor in the first years of my life. When Mamma was first widowed, Uncle William encouraged my aunt to visit her every day to console her – he said that as they were both German, they would be able to talk and pray in the same language. That was like him, my blunt, kind, practical uncle! But sadly the intimacy did not last, owing to a Certain Person, who poisoned Mamma’s mind against my dear uncle and aunt. From the time I was about six or seven, I hardly ever saw them, though they continued to write to me and send me presents, and whenever I did see them, they were as kind and loving as ever towards me. But when I think of the opportunity lost – however, it’s of no use to repine over what might have been.


Another early memory I have is of the odour of camphor enveloping me as Papa’s sister, Princess Sophia, swished past me along one of the garden paths. I must have been very small then, for I remember her black skirts scratching my face as she went by and rattling the gravel against my shoes. A faint smell of camphor always hung about her clothes, and later it was a smell I always associated with melancholy, for poor, sad Princess Sophia – one of the many ‘living ghosts’ of Kensington Palace – was in permanent mourning for her own life, her long-ago lover and her lost, secret baby. (I was not supposed to know about that, but servants talk all the time – one only has to listen.)


Kensington Palace was a sort of royal asylum for poor relatives in those days, where they could be boarded out of the way at as little expense as possible. Uncle Sussex was another of Papa’s relatives who lived there, an extremely eccentric man who lived a life of fierce seclusion and talked to himself all the time. I remember him rushing along a passage, waving his hands as he expounded some serious point to himself (he must have been finding himself hard to convince, for he sounded quite heated!). I was terrified of him as a child, not because he had ever done anything bad to me, poor old man, but because he had been held up to me as the ultimate penalty. An earlier generation of nurses had threatened their charges with Boney, the wicked Corsican who ate little children; when I was naughty and unrepentant (which, alas, was very often!) I was told that if I did not stop screaming Uncle Sussex would come and get me!


There was such a gust of wind just then that it made all the shutters bang against their fastenings, as if the windows behind them were nothing but space! When Beatrice was a little girl, she was once asked what windows were for, and the saucy thing answered promptly, ‘To let the wind through.’


I wonder if she remembers that now! Poor Baby! She is sitting opposite me, her feet lifted out of the draught on a little footstool, knitting something in khaki. (We have all been knitting as though our lives depended on it: there is so little else one can do for our brave men at the Front.) She looks very handsome still, with her nice neck and pretty hands (though really I do not like the present style of dressing hair, with that front of tight curls, just exactly like a poodle and not at all flattering). It pains me to see her in her blacks, and to know that she, my youngest child, is a widow. It is so very dreadful and pitiful, though she bears it with the greatest fortitude, and her children are, of course, a great comfort. I love to hear them running about and laughing and chattering, to know the old nurseries are inhabited again: it made me very sad when they were closed up, when Baby herself grew up and there were no more brothers and sisters to come after her. It is surprising how much noise just four children can make. If Liko had lived, I expect he and Baby would have gone on to have more, for they were very much in love; but he took it into his head so strongly to go off and fight in Ashanti (the second war in 1895, that was, of course, not the first. It seems that nothing but trouble ever comes out of Africa – so unlike dear India!). I told Liko at once that it would never do, but he would not take ‘no’ for an answer, and reminded me that he came from a family of soldiers, and that it was a worthy cause to force the King of Ashanti to give up the Slave Trade. In my anxiety I even had Reid put the medical argument to him, that the climate of the Gold Coast would certainly undermine his health; but still Liko would go, and Baby supported him, though she wanted him to go as little as I did. I was right: he lasted only a few weeks, poor creature. He took malaria in those dreadful, fever-haunted jungles, and died on the journey home. The fact was, of course, that he yearned for something noble and useful to do, and one ought not to repine when men seek the service of honour; but his loss was such a dreadful blow to me! I loved him as dearly as my own son, and he brought such enjoyment into my life, as though every day were a champagne day. Baby was not thirty-nine years old when he died, younger even than I was when I was widowed. Fate is very cruel, and one never gets used to it.


She hears my thoughts and looks up at me as if I have spoken out loud. When people live together a great deal that is often the way. I can see that she wonders what I am writing, and whether she will be wanted to take dictation – she has done so once or twice recently when my eyes have been too tired or my hands too stiff. Yes, now she has asked would I like to dictate my journal to her, or will I write it myself? No, I say, I will write it myself. There is not much to tell today – just the weather and my health, no news of the war – but I must keep it up-to-date. She smiles and goes back to her work.


My journal! I was thirteen when Mamma gave me a blank book for my very first journal – very handsome it was, too, fine cream-laid paper, leather binding and marbled endpapers. We were just about to depart on the first of our tours of England (what my uncle William, who was King by then, called ‘royal progresses’ – how angry he was with Mamma for not asking his permission for them! And how mad it made him that she allowed our party to be greeted all round the country with gun salutes as though I were already Queen – ‘That infernal pop-popping!’ he would bellow. ‘It must stop!’). Mamma gave me the blank book to keep a record of every day’s happenings, as a discipline of mind and as an exercise in composition. A very useful discipline it was, too; and I have kept a journal ever since, missing only a very few days in my long life – those terrible, black days in 1861.


Of course, that journal was intended for Mamma to read, so I could only write what I knew she would approve of. And so, in a way, I have been writing it ever since for her approval, though I never let her read it after I became Queen, and she has been dead almost these forty years. But all my life I have written for other people: for Mamma, for my children and grandchildren, and for my wider family, the people of these islands and beyond, my subjects who are also my children. And what one writes for other people is never quite, entirely, the truth. My writing has always been trimmed to suit them, cabin’d, cribb’d and confin’d so as not to offend – not even, I fear, very much to surprise!


I am very old now, and though I do not feel an imminent dissolution, I cannot suppose God will keep me here very much longer; so I feel it would be a good time for me to tell my story. When my beloved Albert died, Sir Theodore Martin wrote a very careful Life, making sure I approved and agreed with everything, mentioning nothing which he could not praise; and when I die I suppose there will be a polite public biography of me, over which Bertie will hover with his censor’s pen in case of any indiscretion. Between the two, many truths, I dare say, will fall like the sparrow.


Poor Bertie was so very much shocked when I proposed to write a Life of my dear John Brown! (There was so much opposition to the idea that in the end, realising how the drawing-room tabbies would chew up my faithful friend and spit him out, I decided to give it up.) If I were to write my own Life now, and tell the whole truth, it would contain many things that would never get past Bertie’s pen; or Beatrice’s for that matter – the younger generation is so much more censorious than we were. One or other of them would be sure to burn up anything I wrote that came near the truth. Well, they will have to live in the world when I am gone, and I have no wish to make things more difficult for them than they will be in any case. I will do the job for them.


But even if I destroy it before anyone reads it, I should still like to tell my own story. It will be a large undertaking (it has been a very long life!) and perhaps I shall not see the end of it; but I shall make a start, at least. It will be something to do in those restless hours at night when I am alone in my room and cannot sleep. I was always such a good sleeper, it is quite dreadful to wake after an hour or two and know I shall not be able to get off again. And when one has been asleep, the world takes on an odd, disquieting unfamiliarity, a sort of emptiness that has no right to be there – like feeling hungry immediately after a meal. Sometimes I ring as soon as I wake, but a person who has been roused unwillingly from a satisfying slumber is not a sympathetic companion for someone who cannot enjoy the same blessing. Those warm, flushed faces and sleepy eyes bring out the worst in me, I’m afraid, and at my proximity to Judgement. I really ought to avoid the occasions of sin when I can!


So I shall take, instead, to the pen, in those haunted hours – and whenever I have a moment through the day. I shall have the rare satisfaction of writing for my own pleasure, something which no-one else will read or criticise, something that is for me and for me alone – for the Victoria who lives inside the Queen Empress; and who, despite the stout, black-clad, old-woman exterior known to half the world’s people from a multitude of lithographed reproductions, remains a young girl – painfully shy, embattled, and very much alone.


The inside does not match the outside – never did, but does so much less now than ever. I sit at the centre of a crowded world, the focal point of it; my every whim is consulted, my every word recorded for posterity; I am surrounded by children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, faithful servants, respectful ministers, adoring subjects; and I am lonely. When one has been denied love as a child, no amount of love given later on is ever, quite, enough. And they all left me, one by one, all those I depended upon, all those who loved me and whom I loved. Dear, dearest Beatrice sits opposite me, keeping me company and waiting to do my bidding – my companion and amanuensis – my Benjamina, as I call her – and I am truly grateful, and know how lucky I am in her. But the love and companionship of women and children can never replace that special intimacy, with the one person who is all things – father, brother, friend and lover, the other half of one’s soul. When you have once

known it, nothing else will really do; and even with a glorious fat great-grandchild chuckling on one’s knee, one is still, stubbornly, alone.


31st January 1900 – one o’clock in the morning


I DREAMT that I was back in the old bedroom in Kensington Palace, which I shared with Mamma when I was a child. I was in my little white bed, and the reading-candle was lit, and I could hear the ticking of Papa’s silver and tortoise-shell repeater, which Mamma kept on her bedside table – the sound I went to sleep with every night of my life until I was eighteen. Lehzen was sitting on the hard chair beside my bed reading, as she always did until Mamma came up, because I was never allowed to be alone for a single instant, day or night, until I became Queen. Lehzen always sat very upright – she said that no part of a lady’s back should touch the chair she sat in – holding her book up to catch the light; but sometimes she dozed a little, and then the book would gradually subside into her lap, her long chin would sink on to her chest, and the ribbons on her cap would fall forward over her cheeks, and flutter in the little puffing breaths from her lips.


But in my dream it was not Lehzen sitting there beside my bed. I knew it was not my good, kind governess, even though I could not turn my head to see who it was. No, it was Someone Else; and in the dream it seemed terribly important that I should make them aware that I knew they were there, that I knew who they were – that I was not, actually, asleep. But all the time I was sinking into sleep, struggle how I might, and I felt such a sense of despair and sorrow, knowing that if I slept, I would wake to a different world and a different person, and that the chance would be gone for ever.


What did it mean, I wonder? It was so vivid I feel it must be significant – but then, I have always had such vivid dreams. When I was first married I used to tell them to Albert in the morning, as I always told him everything that happened to me; but he hated it so, I had to learn to keep my dreams to myself. Poor darling, for a man who believed in logic and order and rationality he was quite dreadfully superstitious. He was a child of the Enlightenment, and a Protestant too, and he always held that belief in signs and omens and portents was wrong – pagan and idolatrous. Yet they worried him far more than they did me. I found such things interesting, and really rather cheering. I liked the thought that there was an unseen world all around us, lapping over the edge of ours like the sea lapping over the shore. I shouldn’t have minded at all if I had seen a ghost – in fact I hoped quite hard for it when I was younger, especially when I first went to live at Windsor, where surely there ought to have been ghosts if there were to be any anywhere. (When I discussed ghosts with my dear Lord Melbourne, he said he often saw them, but had never met one whose conversation was worth a dam!) But Albert found even the hint of a portent unsettling, the more so since he could not admit to it. My poor darling had so much more ethereal a nature than mine, more sensitive to spiritual things. What little sleep he was able to get was probably so much troubled by dreams, it is no wonder he did not want to hear about mine. He was all of the spirit, while I was of the earth. Now I come to think of it, he probably had to live with ghosts all the time, poor man.


Now, I wonder if the Person in my dream could have been my papa? I sometimes think that I remember him, though he died when I was eight months old. When I told Mamma once that I had a memory of him, she shook her head and said it was impossible. But I do remember being lifted up by someone and held above his head, up near the ceiling, and I remember the rushing, disturbing sensation of soaring upwards and dangling helpless, combined with the feeling of being absolutely safe. There was something strangely delicious about the contrast between my precarious position and the strong, male hands holding me so securely. As long as he held me, I knew nothing bad could ever happen to me.




I remember it so vividly that I don’t think it can have been a dream. I am sure it must have been my father. I can’t remember his face (though I’ve seen portraits of him, of course) but I have thought about him, I believe, every day of my life. When I was a child I used to lie in bed waiting to fall asleep, and listen to the light, swift tick of his repeater, and think how it sounded like hurrying feet. Oh, how he hurried away from me, my papa! – gone before I could even learn his face; yet the spirit of him has been always, always with me. How different my life would have been if he had not died – abandoning me, who was so little and helpless and needed his protection so much! I felt the lack of a father every day of my childhood, and things that happened in those years, which he would have prevented, have moulded me (or marred me, perhaps) in ways that I still feel and cannot control, even here at the far end of my life. My character was altered by those years in which I had to struggle to stand alone, and I have spent the rest of my life searching for the strong arm and wise heart of which I was deprived so very young.


It is very certain that my fate would have been different if Papa had not died when he did. For one thing, it is most likely that he and Mamma would have gone on to have more children, the son that she hoped for and had promised him. If they had given me a brother, I should not have become Queen of England – and how would I have liked that, I wonder? How wonderful it would have been to have lived out of the spotlight’s glare, without this constant burden of cares and the mountain of work which never gets any smaller no matter how long and hard one ‘pegs away’ at it. To have lived retired, far away from the prying eyes and critical tongues; to have spent my life as a private person, an ordinary wife and mother – ah, to have been Albert’s wife and not Queen, how delicious that would have been!


Well, yes. But as I am to tell the truth in this account, and there is to be no-one but Victoria to read it, I may as well say that the thought of not being Queen fills me with horror! How could I ever have endured to be someone else’s subject, to come second – or worse – instead of first in everything? And how could I ever have trusted anyone else to do the job properly? (As it is, the idea of leaving my kingdom to Bertie fills me with foreboding.) And as to Albert, if we had married at all (which is unlikely, for if Papa had lived he would have chosen my husband for me, and I doubt if his choice would have been the same as Mamma’s) my darling would have carried me off to Germany to live, and there he would have been master in his own house, there is no doubt about that. His will was always to rule, my own dear, beloved domestic tyrant! I adored him, and it pleased me to yield to him, but it is a very different thing to be obliged to yield rather than to choose to. If I had not had the unassailable power of my sovereignty to hold up against him, I think it would have gone ill with me. As it was we had mighty quarrels, but if I had really been nothing but his kleines Frauchen he would have won them all; for he had intellect, while I had only temper, and as his wife in his house in his land, I would have had no right to be heard. No, Victoria would not have had much of her own way – and I suspect, too, that Albert would not have been half so patient with her many shortcomings, as he was obliged to be with those of the Queen of England.


No, no, I think it is a very good thing indeed that I became Queen. However heavy the burden – and it is heavy, no-one can know how much so – I would not wish to change that fact, at least. God knew what He was doing; I only wish there could have been some other way to do it. One should not question God’s will – so Albert always told me – but there is that in me which always will question things, and struggle against fate, and rail at it. Well, perhaps that is no bad trait in a Queen. When I am dead, that will be time enough to ‘lie still and slumber’. And if my darling had had a little more of my stubbornness, perhaps he might have been here still, and we could have been old together, as he promised me we should. I believe one should always keep promises, however small or lightly made. One should always keep one’s word.




1st February 1900


TO RESUME: that I became Queen at all takes a little explaining from the historical point of view, for Papa was only the fourth son of King George III, and in his youth he could not possibly have thought a child of his could ever succeed to the Throne. He went into the Army, as younger sons do, and made his career there. (I have always liked to boast that I am a soldier’s daughter, and I think our brave Men have always appreciated my special interest in and understanding of them.) Papa was a fine soldier, brave and honourable, and he served with distinction, particularly in the West Indies and Canada. He brought to his commands a painstaking attention to detail and the same unbending discipline that he applied to his own behaviour. He detested slovenliness, unpunctuality, drunkenness, untruthfulness, and punished them severely – which did not, of course, make him popular with the culprits. Also his openly expressed disapproval of gambling, drinking and fornication set his own family against him – at least, the male half – and sadly he was much hated by his brothers and a large part of society. The gentle side of his character I think he revealed only to women: with them he could be charming, witty, attentive, affectionate, a great talker and a gifted mimic. Mrs Fitzherbert (my uncle the Regent’s unofficial wife) was Papa’s devoted friend, and Princess Charlotte called him her ‘favourite and beloved uncle’; and since no-one has ever denied they were both intelligent women, I think their opinion may be trusted.


I am glad to have inherited some of his qualities: he loved music, and had a band of wind instruments which he took everywhere with him; he loved horses, and detested cruelty to them, or indeed to any animal; he was utterly truthful, and scorned ever to tell a lie; he loved order, and never shrank from hard work; and he was faithful and loyal to those he loved. In the latter context I have now to mention Madame de St Laurent – Julie – a French lady whom Papa met in Gibraltar in 1790, and took with him when he was sent to Canada. Mamma always thought I did not know about Madame Julie. She never spoke of her to me, partly from propriety, but mostly, I think, because she loved Papa so much and she thought I might disapprove and cease to revere his memory if I knew he had had a mistress. But I knew, of course I did! Servants’ talk, I suppose – and dear Lord Melbourne told me all the details of Papa’s history when I first became Queen. Really, I don’t think Madame Julie was anything to be ashamed of. She was charming and witty and honest, and she and Papa lived together in love and trust, in all climates and all adversities, for twenty-seven years. If she had been a princess, or if he had not been a prince, I am quite sure they would have been married: but then, of course, I would not have been born, for Madame never had a child.


Papa’s real failing was his extravagance. He liked to live in royal style, but his pension from Parliament was not sufficient for his tastes, and instead of curtailing his spending, he borrowed money and ran up debts. He was no gamester, and he ate and drank sparingly, but he loved fine art and furniture and high-bred horses, and he collected books. Furthermore, he had a particular love of architecture, and liked nothing better than to be building or refurbishing houses. It pains me to have to admit it, but he had no scruples at all about ordering things he had no means of paying for, and his debts mounted and followed him wherever he went. Then in 1803 disaster overtook him. He was sent to Gibraltar to restore order to the garrison, which had got out of hand; and this he did with such severity that there was almost a mutiny. One man was flogged to death, another severely crippled by the lash, and such was the outcry against him that he was removed from command and told he would be given no more active duty.


So Papa was forced to return to England, and was left on a reduced income with nothing to do but spend money (he bought a country house in Ealing, and extensively altered it, besides decorating and furnishing it and filling the stables), evade his creditors, and try to work out ingenious schemes for borrowing enough money to clear his debts and set himself up comfortably. But by 1816, without either career or prospects, he had got so far into debt the situation was hopeless, and his only resort seemed to be to take Madame Julie and go into exile, to live in Brussels (where living was cheap) until a committee of trustees, appointed by his creditors to handle his income and make him an allowance, had paid off his debts by instalments. This he expected to take years; he was forty-eight years old, and for this restless, energetic, ingenious prince it must have seemed like a sentence of doom.


Papa left England in August 1816; but before he departed he was able to rejoice at the marriage of his beloved niece, Princess Charlotte of Wales, to the handsome Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, with whom she had been in love for two years. She had met him in London at the peace festivities in 1814, which he had attended as a member of the suite of the Tsar of Russia; but Charlotte’s father, the Prince Regent, had opposed the match (he called Leopold a ‘penniless princeling’ and a ‘dam’d counter-jumper’, amongst other things) and had forbidden them any correspondence. Papa, keenly interested in Princess Charlotte’s happiness, had acted as go-between for the lovers and passed their letters to each other, and they now regarded him with profound gratitude as the chief promoter of the marriage.


It was a blissfully happy marriage, but tragically short. Eighteen months later the handsome, intelligent, deeply beloved Heiress of England died, on the 6th of November 1817, after labouring for two days to deliver herself of a large, perfect, but dead baby boy. What her sufferings were every mother can imagine, and no man can know; there must have been some mismanagement in the case, for the doctor who had attended her took his own life three months later. England’s grief was overwhelming. Even the Duke (I mean Wellington, of course – such was his pre-eminence at any time after Waterloo that he was always simply referred to as the Duke, tout court and without qualification) said, ‘Her death is one of the most serious misfortunes the country ever met with’; and he was notoriously unsentimental.


The fact was that quite apart from her personal qualities, which made her beloved of all who met her, her dynastic importance was unparalleled. England had just emerged, weary and bankrupt, from twenty-two years of European War, to face unemployment, soaring prices, a failed harvest, and the rumblings of revolution amongst the poor. Stability, strong leadership and a popular monarchy were what was needed; but Princess Charlotte was the only legitimate grandchild of the King, the sole heiress to the kingdom, and her loss created a situation of the utmost gravity and uncertainty.


2nd February 1900


AT DINNER Sir John McNeill said that he believed the situation in Ladysmith to be hopeless, that they cannot break out and must be overrun by the Boers at last. I was obliged to tell him pretty sharply that I do not like such despondent talk: no-one in this house is downhearted. Dear old General White reports from inside Ladysmith (by heliograph – such a boon!) that they are now reduced to eating their horses (which information is not going to be allowed into the newspapers!). But even so, if they have sufficient ammunition they may hold out for six weeks more. I am disgusted with the Government, they are all delay and bungling; though I don’t at all blame Salisbury, whose hands are pretty well tied. But the rest of them care for nothing but votes, and won’t take my advice or the advice of experts about the Army, and civilians cannot understand military matters. I am furious with the Press, too, who are being very disloyal and unhelpful. I have felt obliged to ban the Morning Post from the house altogether – though I fear there may still be a secret copy smuggled into the equerries’ room, for they all seem to regard it as the oracle. The worst thing is having no reliable news. It is like the Crimean War all over again – one would hardly think half a century had gone by!


I wrote myself into sleepiness last night, so the ‘medicine’ seems to work! I shall resume now where I left off, and hope that writing can keep my thoughts away from this wretched war.


I was writing about the death of Princess Charlotte. I never knew her, for she died before I was born – indeed, had she not died, I would not have been born at all. Perhaps for that reason I have always felt strangely attached to her, as if there were some essential connection between us. It may well be that I heard Uncle Leopold and Mamma talking about her when I was a child. Uncle Leopold had adored his young wife. He was with her all through that dreadful labour (just as Albert stayed with me through each of mine – they made tender husbands, those Coburg men!). He held her hand, whispering words of comfort, sometimes lying down on the bed with her; and when she died his heart broke. Now I wonder, was it from him that I learned so early to be afraid of childbirth? Always, even before I could really know the significance of it, I feared that dark side to married life with a deep and instinctive dread. Were there whispered conversations, perhaps, when they thought I was not listening, or too young to understand? Did their words slip into my mind like carelessly dropped seed, and take root? Children do absorb all sorts of things one is not aware of, sometimes remembering them only years later when they have grown old enough to understand ideas that they acquired merely as meaningless sounds.


Princess Charlotte lives in the back of my mind, like the memory of an older sister, loved in childhood, and lost untimely. There were similarities between us: both of us Hanoverians, both heirs to the Throne of England, both expected to make good the damage done to monarchy’s reputation by our uncles; and we both married Coburg princes, whom we adored. It was almost as if the accident of her death had not been intended by God, so that He had been forced to begin again with me. If that was so, I need never have feared to suffer her fate: mine was her life fulfilled. Is that being too fanciful? I can’t be sure. It is a fanciful time of night, and lamplight always leaves shadows in the corners of rooms, like a speaker’s unexplained hesitations which hint at unrevealed truths. I don’t think it is fanciful to assert that God has a purpose in everything, and that He had to go to a great deal of trouble to bring me to the Throne of England, none of which would have been necessary if Charlotte and her infant son had not died.


How did it come about, then, that she was the sole heiress? It was not my grandfather’s fault. King George III had done his duty amply by the royal nurseries: fifteen children he had fathered, of whom twelve were still living in 1817. (Fifteen! When I think of my poor grandmother, my heart aches for her! She must have had the constitution of an ox, for she lived into her seventies even so.) But among his daughters, the three who were married were all childless and the two unmarried ones were over forty. As for his seven sons – Papa and my Wicked Uncles – well, the Duke once said they were the veriest millstone ever to hang about the neck of a government, with their extravagance, their political wranglings, and above all their irregular private lives!


It was the fault, according to Lord Melbourne, of the Royal Marriages Act, which said that any marriage contracted without the King’s consent was invalid. The intention of the Act was to keep the royal line free from unsuitable blood, by preventing the princes from being trapped into marriage by wily adventuresses, or scheming mammas; but in reality its effect was to allow the princes to behave as badly as possible by all manner of young women, without ever having to face the consequences.


‘I don’t wonder they ran a little wild,’ Lord M. told me. ‘There they were, princes, all very handsome men, and the women would hang upon their necks, you know –’ (with that little nod of his, as if, indeed, I did know – entrancing suggestion to a girl barely out of the schoolroom!). ‘The Marriage Act may have been a good thing in many ways,’ he went on, ‘but still it sent them out like so many wild beasts into society. In general it is a check on a man, that if he feels too much about a girl he must marry her; but they were, as it were, quite untouchable. They made love where they would, and then said oh, they were very sorry, they couldn’t marry.’ His droll look as he imitated an apologetic prince in that situation made me laugh very much.


In fact, four of my uncles were married; but the Prince Regent, father of poor dead Charlotte, hated his wife (the strange, unwashed, pipe-smoking Caroline of Brunswick) and had been separated from her for years. He had actually tried to divorce her, but Parliament still remembered the embarrassing saga of Henry VIII’s children and did not want to go through all that again; so he could not remarry, and he would certainly never breed from Caroline again. Uncle York, the second son, had married a perfectly respectable Prussian princess, but they were childless and she was past childbearing now. She had become very eccentric, lived alone in the country surrounded by hundreds of pet animals and birds and, they said, never went to bed; but Uncle York was fond of her, and would not think of divorcing her.


Wicked, violent-tempered Uncle Cumberland, the fifth son, had married a twice-widowed woman who was rumoured to have murdered her previous spouses and was – fortunately perhaps! – so far childless. Uncle Sussex, the sixth son, had actually married twice, and even had children by his first wife, but as he had done it both times without the King’s permission, neither marriage counted and the children could not succeed.


So that left the three unmarried princes. There was my uncle William of Clarence, the third son, who had served in the Navy and was Nelson’s friend, and had lived comfortably in extremely domestic sin for twenty years with an actress, Mrs Jordan, and their ten lusty bastard children, my Fitzclarence cousins. There was my uncle Adolphus of Cambridge, the youngest son, who had lived mostly in Hanover to avoid running up debts; and there was Papa, the Duke of Kent, driven by debt to live in Belgium (horrid fate for any man of taste and intelligence!) with his fond and faithful Madame Julie.


Poor Julie’s fortunes, however, were already on the wane. Papa hated living in Brussels so much that he had been driven to contemplate a desperate expedient. He could not go home without clearing his debts, and the only possible way left open to him to acquire money was to marry. If he married in accordance with the Royal Marriages Act, Parliament would be forced to increase his allowance, and perhaps give him a capital sum to discharge his debts as well. My uncle York had been given £25,000 on his marriage; surely, Papa reasoned, they could not give him less than that? So without mentioning it to Julie, he began discreetly to look about him for a wife.


At that time, in 1817, he was still in regular communication with Princess Charlotte, and he confided his problem to her. Since her marriage, Charlotte had struck up an affectionate correspondence with her husband’s sister, the widowed Princess Victoire of Leiningen, who lived in seclusion at Amorbach with her two children, Charles and Feodore. The princess was thirty, said to be pretty, with fine dark eyes and a fresh complexion, and Charlotte assured Papa that she was warm-hearted, honest, affectionate, and of a generous and unselfish nature. What could Papa want more? Armed with a letter of introduction from Charlotte, he travelled to Amorbach in August 1817 (while the unsuspecting Julie was visiting her sister in Paris), met the Dowager Princess, found her charming, proposed – and was refused. Disappointed, he returned to Brussels and his companion and resumed his futile life. Princess Charlotte was with child; the odds at that time must have been heavily against my ever being born, let alone coming to the Throne.


But three months later Charlotte and her child died, and the constitutional crisis filled all the newspapers. Either Papa, or Uncle Clarence, or Uncle Cambridge must now marry and get an heir: it was not a matter of expedience any more, but of duty. Poor Julie, all unknowing, opened the London paper one Sunday morning and read an editorial urging the three Dukes to marry, and fainted dead away beside the breakfast-table. Papa tried to comfort her, and – being so very fond of her – put off pressing his suit at Amorbach; but when he learned that Uncle Cambridge had already been accepted by Princess Augusta of Hesse-Cassel and was thus a good length in front in what the newspapers called ‘The Succession Stakes’, he dared not delay any further. He wrote again to Amorbach pressing for an immediate answer. This time it was favourable. (Grandmamma Coburg once told me, with her usual frankness, that the case was very different on this second application: before, Papa had been only a balding, penniless, middle-aged duke deep in debt; now he, or at least his son, might be King of England one day. But they were her words, not Mamma’s.)


Lord Melbourne told me that Papa was very sorry indeed when he was obliged to put Madame Julie away. ‘But it couldn’t be helped, you know.’ I was glad to hear from Lord M. that Papa behaved very properly by her, providing for her retirement to Paris as generously as he was able, treating her with tact and affection, and continuing to oversee her welfare until his death. ‘But in any case, royal mistresses know what they are going in for,’ Lord M. said. ‘They begin with their eyes open.’ I suppose that is true.


So Papa and Mamma were married by the Lutheran rite at Amorbach on the 29th of May 1818, and then Papa brought Mamma home to England for a second ceremony. It was a double wedding at Kew Palace in the presence of my grandmother (my poor grandfather, of course, was hopelessly mad by then, and was kept shut up at Windsor). The other couple were Uncle Clarence and the Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen – my dear, dearest aunt Adelaide, who was so fond of me, and was as kind to me in my childhood as a Certain Person would allow her to be. The Prince Regent gave the brides away and provided the wedding breakfast at Carlton House, which, considering how much he hated Papa, was probably the most that could be expected.


After a short honeymoon at Uncle Leopold’s house at Claremont, Mamma and Papa returned to his apartment at Kensington Palace and waited for Parliament to announce the increased pension. It was a deep disappointment. Instead of the £25,000 a year he had hoped for, he was awarded only £6,000, and no capital sum at all. Marrying Mamma had already increased his debts: she was extravagant, and he was generous and fond, and he had spent heavily on hats and gowns, jewellery, horses, perfume, and a pianoforte for his charming new duchess. Creditors began pressing, the Prince Regent was hostile, and my grandmother, perhaps fearing Papa might try to borrow from her, suggested firmly that it would be better for him to leave the country. There seemed no alternative, and so in September, much against his will, he took Mamma back to Amorbach.


4th February 1900


WHEN I was grown up and had children of my own, Mamma and I became friends again, and we spent a great deal of time together, talking fondly and without reserve, enjoying the relationship we should have had earlier, if it had not been for a Certain Person. And in those warm, lovely years, she told me about Papa, and her marriage to him, and how I came to be born. I can hear her voice now, if I close my eyes, very German even after thirty-five years in England, interspersed with ‘Zo,’ a sort of articulated sigh, which did service as punctuation, underlining, and a requisition for missing vocabulary. She had always been plump, and in her autumn years she spread comfortably into a grandmotherly shape; but her little beringed fingers never lost their nimbleness, her sweet, good-natured face remained as smooth as an apple and her eyes were as dark and bright as ever. She had always loved hats – all her early portraits show her dark-eyed and smiling under a wide brim and long, drooping feathers – and in old age she transferred the love to her caps, which were always gorgeous confections of lace and knots and ribbons. ‘One wants to eat them,’ Vicky once said, and I knew just what she meant.


Mamma’s first marriage had been unhappy. The Prince of Leiningen was a great deal older than her, a cold, harsh man who had no interest in her beyond the getting of an heir. He had lived in one palace deep in the heart of the forest where he spent his days hunting, while his young wife lived all alone with the children in another, with nothing to do and no-one to talk to, and without even any control over her own household, for the Prince handled everything, down to the choosing of the servants.


From this isolation, she was rescued by Papa. ‘I liked him at once,’ Mamma told me. ‘How could I not? He was so charming, and he talked! Such a beautiful, musical voice, and he had a way of choosing exactly the right subject to interest each person. Oh, I could have chatted to him all day long! After such silences, my Victoria, you can’t think how comfortable it was!’


She had no English and he had no German, so they spoke in French, in which Papa was fluent – not only in the formal language, but in the things one might say to a lady. (No love is ever wasted, you see: twenty-seven years with poor Madame Julie had given him the skills to make Princess Victoire happy.) ‘When he spoke French,’ Mamma told me, ‘it was like singing.’ Papa had a good singing-voice too; they shared a love of music, and of riding. His formal proposal to her, after only two days of acquaintance, was like a poem. She was so charming, he wrote, and her manners and accomplishments were so exactly to his taste, that he would count it the greatest good fortune if she would accept his hand. They would spend the winters in Brussels, where he had an excellent house, the summers in Amorbach, and pay short visits to England; and in each other’s company, with good music and good horses, no day would ever be too long. Finally he assured her that if he should have the happiness of possessing her, he would cherish her dear children as his own.


‘How could you refuse?’ I asked her in astonishment. She put her hands to her face. ‘Ach, I was a villain! How could I indeed? But you know, my first husband was so unkind, and I hardly knew Papa then; and I would have lost my pension, which was £5,000 a year of my very own, and Papa had nothing. But love will out, you know. It was meant to be.’


‘Were you happy together?’ I asked, not doubting it, but wanting to be told.


‘Oh, so happy! He was so very kind, and not at all the sort of husband men usually are. He was a companion to me, you see, not holding himself aloof, but always interested in what I did and said, and how I felt, and whether I was happy. From the day we were married until the day he died we were never parted, and there was never a cross word between us. I adored him, and I felt I was so lucky to win a man so clever and wise, who had seen so much of the world, who could manage things so cleverly; but he said he was the lucky one, being nothing but an old soldier, and most unfit to win the heart of a beautiful young princess nineteen years his junior.’ She drew out her handkerchief and touched away a tear from the corner of her eye, and added earnestly, ‘But I never felt the difference in our ages, you know – except that he took care of me, took all the decisions, and made me feel so safe!’


So as Duke and Duchess of Kent they arrived back at Amorbach in October 1818. Charles was away at school in Switzerland, but Feo was at home, and Papa soon won her heart too. ‘He was always good with young people,’ Mamma said. ‘It was so pretty to see them together. Feo adored him.’


And their happiness was crowned in November, when Mamma knew for sure that she was with child. ‘So soon,’ she said to me, with a nod and a blush, and I understood what she meant: that Papa was her lover as well as her husband – anyone who has known the blessing of that will understand the distinction. Some of the tenderness between them is revealed in a letter she showed me, that he wrote to her on New Year’s Eve, 1818. I have it still, and treasure it; some phrases I know by heart now, after reading it so often.






This evening will put an end, dear well-beloved Victoire, to the year 1818, which saw the birth of my happiness by giving you to me as my guardian angel …


All my efforts are directed to one end, the preservation of your dear health and the birth of a child who will resemble you, and if Heaven will give me these two blessings I shall be consoled for all my misfortunes and disappointments …


I would have wished to be able to say all this to you in pretty verses, but you know that I am an old soldier who has not this talent, and so you must take the good will for the deed …


Remember that this comes from your very deeply attached and devoted husband, for whom you represent all happiness and all consolation …


So I tell you in the language of my country, God bless you, love me as I love you …







As soon as he knew of Mamma’s condition, Papa was determined to bring her home to England. Amorbach was not a healthy place for a confinement – badly ventilated and fifty miles from the nearest town; and besides, Papa was determined that his child would be born on English soil. It could perhaps be the heir to the Throne, and if it was born on foreign soil, its legitimacy as heir might one day be questioned.


‘He was always quite sure in his own mind that his child would succeed to the Throne,’ Mamma told me. ‘He used to say to me, “Victoire, I am the strongest of the family, and I have lived a regular life, not like my brothers. I shall outlive them all, and the crown will come to me and my children.”’ She sighed. ‘He expected to be King himself one day, you see, poor Edward!’




It should have been a blow to his hopes when the news arrived from Hanover, where the Clarences and Cambridges were all living, that both duchesses were also with child, and due to be confined in March or April. Papa was only the fourth son, and although the Regent and my uncle York might be discounted as providers of heirs, and any Cambridge child would come after Papa’s, still my uncle Clarence’s child would come before his.


‘All the same,’ Mamma said, pursing her lips, ‘childbirth is always an uncertain thing; and I had already had two healthy children, while the Duchess of Clarence was approaching my age and quite untried. Twenty-six is a great age for a primipart after all. Without wishing her ill in any way, one never knew what might happen. Papa believed it was essential we go back to England.’


It was easier wished than done, for a man deep in debt. Papa wrote frantic letters to everyone he could think of to try to raise the necessary money for the journey, but it was not until March 1819 that he had managed to collect enough. Then he wrote in triumph to the Regent to say that they would be arriving at Calais on the 18th of April, and requesting the use of the royal yacht to make the crossing, and the use of the apartment at Kensington Palace which had formerly been occupied by Caroline of Brunswick. Since it would cost him nothing, the Regent agreed, though reluctantly, adding that he deeply regretted his brother should have decided on such a journey so late in the day. He had some reason for his objection: Mamma was only eight weeks away from the date of her confinement.











Two


15th February 1900, at Osborne


A MUCH better day today, the storms all cleared away; even a little sunshine, so we shall have a pleasant drive this afternoon. Georgie and May and the little boys are to come to luncheon. Of course I could never say so in front of them – indeed, I would never say so to anyone, though I’m sure many people must think it – but I can’t help feeling it is a good thing for my country that the Throne will go to Georgie at last, after Bertie, instead of to Georgie’s poor brother. I grieved when Eddy died, and truly I was very fond of the poor boy, but there was something unsatisfactory about him all the same – slack-twisted, they used to say when I was a girl – and I doubt whether he would have made a good king. God arranges these things for the best, though one does not always see it at the time. One must have faith. Georgie will be a hardworking, conscientious king, and May is a very sensible, clever girl and will make the most of him. She is my poor dear cousin Mary Cambridge’s daughter, but could not be more different from her ramshackle, hoydenish mother! Those tight little, plump little hands of May’s will never throw money about as Cousin Mary did. (When Mary died just three years ago it was discovered she had not even made a Will, which caused a great deal of trouble. And then the embalmers did not do their work properly which was shocking and most disagreeable! It upset me so much that I at once made very detailed arrangements for my own funeral, and made sure that copies were distributed to several people so that there can be no mistakes when the time comes.)


Mark you, Georgie, for all his sensibleness now, has had his wild moments. Once when he was a little boy he was being so naughty at the luncheon table that I told him he must sit underneath the table until he could behave himself. He disappeared under the cloth and was very quiet for a while, and then his little voice piped up, ‘I’m good now, Grandmamma. May I come out?’


‘Very well then, my dear,’ I said, and he lifted up the tablecloth and clambered out – stark naked! He had taken off every stitch under the table, and capered before me now displaying the wide grin of one who knows he has just played the ace of trumps. I almost choked with laughter, and had to put my napkin over my face so that he shouldn’t think I was encouraging him. I can never see him now, so solemn and bearded and grown up, without remembering that glorious moment and seeing in my mind’s eye that little naked, knock-kneed imp! He must wonder sometimes why I smile so broadly when he appears!


Georgie’s eldest, David, is a fine little boy too – such a friendly, intelligent child. He doesn’t like to see me in my chair, and cannot understand why I do not get up and run about and play with him. He takes hold of my hand and tugs at it and says, ‘Get up, Gangan! Get up!’ and then tries to push my chair himself – but of course it is too heavy for him. So he looks about for a servant, and has a wonderfully imperious way of ordering them to push my chair for him. There is no doubt whose blood he has in him!


I have done my ‘Boxes’ and written my ‘duty’ letters, so I have a little time to go on with my story. Really the sunshine today is so pleasant after the storms that I am quite rejuvenated. When Reid came up for the usual morning consultation, I felt so benevolent I allowed him to listen to my heart, just for a treat. He seemed considerably impressed with it.


What a journey that must have been for Mamma! No railway trains then, but four hundred and fifty miles by carriage, and the Continental roads indescribably bad (indeed, they are not much better now in my opinion), and then at the end of it a sea-crossing over one of the worst stretches of water in the civilised world!


‘Weren’t you afraid?’ I asked Mamma.


‘Not very much,’ she said. ‘The eighth month is safer than the seventh, you know, and I trusted Papa. He would not have asked it if he thought it was too dangerous. And he thought of everything for my comfort. No woman could have taken more tender care of me than he did.’


Papa drove Mamma himself in a light phaeton, which he thought would jolt her less over the frightful ruts than a heavier closed carriage; he was a fine whip, and the phaeton was drawn by his own pair of beautiful, silken-mouthed black mares, whom he knew to a hair. Such an extraordinary caravan followed in their wake: a landau carrying Feo’s attendants and the English maids, then a travelling barouche with Mamma’s woman, Baroness Späth, and the midwife, then the post-chaise, empty, in case of bad weather; another chaise carrying Feo and her governess, a cabriolet with two cooks, a cart loaded with plate, a spare phaeton drawn by Papa’s second pair, a gig carrying Papa’s valet and Mamma’s footman, another carrying the clerks (Papa’s correspondence was always very heavy); then a curricle driven by Papa’s physician (Dr Wilson, late of HMS Hussar) and finally another cart carrying Mamma’s bedstead and bedding.


‘How people stared as we passed! And how hard it was to find a place every night with room for us all,’ Mamma exclaimed to me. ‘We went by very easy stages, for Papa was afraid of tiring me too much – though indeed I was very well, I assure you! – but oh, how sick I was of sitting day after day, for three weeks!’


I knew just how she felt. I always hated travelling in carriages, being bumped and jolted until one was black and blue, aching in every muscle from the effort of keeping upright, and nauseous from the lurching and swaying. The ‘royal progresses’ I was forced to undertake in my youth were the most severe trial to me. Thank God we now have railways!


They reached Calais safely by the appointed day, and there the news from Hanover was awaiting them: the Duchess of Cambridge had given birth to a healthy boy on the 26th of March, and on the 27th the Duchess of Clarence had had a baby girl, which had lived only a few hours.


My poor, dear aunt Adelaide! How she loved children, and how she longed for one of her own! But God did not mean it to be. It must have broken her gentle heart. I have never lost a baby – thank God! – though I have lost two of my children in adulthood. It is a pain that cannot be healed, to lose a child. But Aunt Adelaide’s loss at that time meant Papa’s expected baby was one step nearer the Throne, and his strange certainty that his line would inherit was strengthened.


The wind did not come favourable until the 24th of April, and when they at last embarked the Channel was very rough. The strong wind at least meant a short crossing, but Mamma was very sick indeed all the way to Dover. Was I aware of it, I wonder, cradled in her womb? Did I carry the memory with me into the world? At all events, I am always sick on boats – though not, I have to say, as sick as my poor darling Albert, whose delicate stomach seized any opportunity to make its presence known to him. Still at last that evening, pale, weary and heartily sick of travelling, Papa and Mamma arrived at Kensington Palace. And there, a month later, on Monday the 24th of May 1819, I made my entrance into this sinful world.


A chilly morning it was, with a light rain falling, sparrows calling to each other from the dripping hedges, and blackbirds running across the wet green lawns beyond the long windows. In the next room the Duke of Wellington waited, along with my uncle Sussex, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of London, the Marquess of Lansdowne, the egregious Mr Canning, the Secretary for War, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer. As the grey dawn broke over Kensington Papa led them into the lying-in chamber in order to sign, in their official capacity and according to custom, the birth certificate and the attestation that I appeared perfectly healthy.


Indeed, there was no difficulty about that: it had been a short and easy labour (in so far as any labour ever is) and I was plainly a lusty child: ‘a pretty little princess, plump as a partridge’, was how Uncle Leopold’s secretary Dr Stockmar described me when he saw me soon afterwards.


‘But still, only a girl,’ I said to Mamma. ‘Wasn’t Papa very disappointed?’


‘Not at all. He said that the decrees of Providence were always the best and wisest. And besides,’ she added with a reflective smile, ‘he said that a gypsy fortune-teller he met in Gibraltar years ago had told him he would one day have a daughter who was destined to become a great queen.’


Was it true? When I was young I believed in the gypsy story with all my heart; it showed my destiny was long foretold, and it fitted into the pattern of my belief that God had arranged everything deliberately to bring me to the Throne. But later when I discussed the story with Albert, he pointed out logically that it was much more likely Papa had only said that to comfort Mamma, who had more or less promised him a son, as women do, and must have been feeling disappointed. Of course, I saw immediately that Albert was right and that indeed it must have been so. But in recent years I have returned to my old belief. There are more things in heaven and earth than can be explained by simple logic. After all, Papa did not say, as he so easily might have (and as Albert and I did when Vicky was born) that the next baby would surely be a boy. He mentioned no next child, as if he had always known there would only be the one. From the very beginning he presented me to his friends as the future Queen of England; and he never wavered in his insistence that I should be brought up in England, as an English child, so that I should be fit to succeed to the Throne. I believe now that he knew in his heart I was to be his only child, and was to take Princess Charlotte’s place as the Hope of the Nation.


Papa stayed with Mamma every moment all through the labour – as Uncle Leopold had stayed with Charlotte, as Albert always stayed with me. How lucky we were in our husbands, we three women! It is a strange coincidence that these were three constitutionally important marriages between Coburgs and Hanoverians, all marriages of great love and great happiness, and all cut off untimely. There are patterns, though we are not always clever enough to see them at the time, or to understand what they mean.


My Coburg grandmother saw and believed. ‘Again a Charlotte!’ she wrote to Papa in reply to his letter announcing my birth. ‘Do not worry that it is not a boy. The English like Queens.’


Now here is another pattern, of which even Albert had to admit the significance: in his letter to Grandmamma Coburg, Papa praised the conduct and skill of the midwife, Madame Siebold, saying no-one could have shown more activity, zeal and knowledge in the care of her patient. When Mamma was out of confinement, Madame Siebold returned to Coburg to take care of Mamma’s sister-in-law Louise, the pretty, nineteen-year-old wife of Mamma’s brother Duke Ernst, who was expecting her second child. And three months later, on the 26th of August, Madame Siebold delivered the Duchess of Saxe-Coburg of a fine boy, ‘as lively as a squirrel’. In due course he was christened with the names Francis Charles Augustus Albert Emmanuel; but he was always known in the family as Albert.


16th February 1900


THE NEWS are much better today, which together with the improvement in the weather makes me feel vastly more cheerful. General Buller is advancing again (though not nearly fast enough in my view), and Lord Roberts’ feint to draw the Boers off seems to be working, for we have had reports that they are beginning to melt away in front of Ladysmith. Thank God White refused to surrender! If only he can hold out a while longer, I am sure Lord Roberts’ stratagems will work. He has sent French (youngest of our

generals and a good, energetic man – I do not hold a man must be ancient to be wise) with the cavalry round to the north to the aid of Kimberley, so we are waiting for news on two fronts now. And orders are to go out at last for the 8th Division – though if I had carried my point they would have been sent three weeks ago and would be on hand already. However if Roberts can take Bloemfontein he will have the advantage of the railway to bring up supplies and men, which will make all the difference to his campaign.


I am godmother now to three little boys whose fathers have been killed in South Africa. Today was the Christening-day of one of them (he is to be called Albert Victor, for my sake, and then Thomas after his father) and the circumstance reminds me of my own Christening, which I will write about to keep my mind off the waiting for telegrams.


Sadly, my Christening was the occasion of a great deal of ill-feeling. The fact of the matter was that the Regent had always hated Papa, and now that his own, only child was in her grave, it must have been gall and wormwood for him to see Papa so happy in possession of a new and vigorously healthy baby – ‘more like a pocket Hercules than a pocket Venus,’ as Papa once described me. ‘My daughter is too healthy to please some of my family,’ he said, and the idea that Papa’s blood might inherit the Throne certainly seemed to drive the Regent to distraction. Besides, Papa was not the most tactful of men, and he let it be known that he regarded my infant vigour as the just reward for the rectitude of his own life. ‘My health remains unimpaired,’ he said, ‘as I have a right to expect from the life I have always led.’ His brother the Regent, grossly fat and unwell, with his swollen legs, violent headaches, and pains in the stomach and bladder, could not have heard such comments with much pleasure.


Papa had asked the Regent to be my godfather, along with Tsar Alexander of Russia, and he had already chosen the names for me: Victoire (after Mamma) Georgina (after the Regent) Alexandrina (after the Tsar) Charlotte (after the late Princess Charlotte of Wales) and Augusta (after Grandmamma Coburg). He submitted the names for approval to the Regent with his usual breezy self-confidence; and as he heard nothing more, he assumed they were acceptable. It was for the Regent to fix the date for the Christening, and he chose Monday the 24th of June, but he did not announce it even to Papa until the Friday, giving him only two days’ notice on purpose to annoy. And then he announced that it was to be held in the Cupola Room at Kensington Palace, not in the Chapel Royal, and was to be a private ceremony only. That meant no uniforms were to be worn and there were to be no foreign dignitaries or eminent guests. How disappointed Papa must have been! No gold lace, no swords, no feathers, no glitter, no pomp – just immediate members of the family in plain, dull frock coats, as if I were just anyone’s baby being ‘dipped’. The Regent didn’t want anything to suggest that I was in any way important to anyone but my parents. ‘The plan,’ Papa said furiously to Mamma, ‘is evidently to keep me down. Some members of the family seem to regard my little girl as an intruder!’


A further blow came when as late as the Sunday evening, a message arrived from the Regent that I could not be given the name Georgina, after him, since it would not be protocol for the name to precede that of the Tsar, and he did not care to have it follow. As to the other names, the message continued, the Regent would speak to Papa about them at the ceremony.


That was leaving it to the last minute, indeed! In fact, according to Mamma, it was not until the Archbishop of Canterbury actually had me dangling over the font that the Regent suddenly announced the names Charlotte and Augusta were not to be used either.


‘There was a dreadful silence,’ Mamma told me. ‘Edward looked at me and I at him, both of us very much wounded by the announcement, and by the manner of it. Everyone else avoided each other’s eyes in embarrassment, for it was quite plainly just spite and jealousy – he did not want you to have any name that was at all royal.’




After a moment, the Archbishop, feeling things ought to proceed before he dropped me on my head, gently enquired in what name he was to baptize the child after all.


‘Call her Alexandrina,’ the Regent snapped. ‘After the Emperor, her godfather.’


(This may have been spoken in tones of bitter sarcasm. Lord Melbourne told me that Papa had chosen the Tsar as my godfather on purpose to annoy the Regent, who hated him. The thing was that the Regent hated Uncle Leopold and illogically but understandably blamed him for the death of Princess Charlotte; and the Tsar was Uncle Leopold’s friend and patron.)


Alexandrina was all very well, but a single name – and not an English, royal name at that – was hardly enough for such an illustrious baby. ‘But a second name,’ Papa protested. ‘May she not have a second name? What does Your Royal Highness say to Elizabeth? Might I urge Your Royal Highness to consider the name Elizabeth for the infant?’


‘Certainly not,’ the Regent barked (I wonder, were his legs particularly painful that day?). ‘That is a name for queens. She shall not have that.’


By this time Mamma was in floods of tears under her large, feathered hat. Uncle Leopold was glaring daggers, and the Princesses Sophia and Augusta were staring hard at the carpet as if they hoped the floor might open and admit them. Still Papa, his face very red as he struggled to keep his temper, urged for a second name. ‘She cannot be called Alexandrina only.’


At last the Regent said, rudely, ‘Oh, very well, call her after the mother, then.’ (The mother, you notice, not her mother: I was just a disagreeable object to him.)


But Papa brightened, glad to have taken one point at least. ‘Victoire, then?’ he said. It had been his first choice after all.


‘Victoria,’ the Regent corrected triumphantly; ‘but the name cannot precede that of the Emperor.’


And so it was that I was christened Alexandrina Victoria; and that evening Papa and Mamma gave a dinner-party at Kensington Palace by way of celebration, to which the Regent pointedly refused to come. Three months later he publicly snubbed Papa at the Spanish Ambassador’s reception, and the junior members of the family, dependent on his whims, followed suit. Thereafter, it was open season on the Kent family at Kensington. For anyone who wanted the Regent’s favour, we were The Untouchables.


But in spite of that, the summer of 1819 was a happy time for my father, probably the happiest time of his life. He and Mamma loved each other more every day, and the pleasant domesticity he had enjoyed with poor Madame de St Laurent was heightened with Mamma by the addition of a pretty and affectionate step-daughter (Feo often told me how much she loved Papa – ‘He was always so kind to me!’), and a fat and lusty baby who would very soon, he was sure, be openly acknowledged as the Heiress of England. The royal family might ignore and insult him, but there was nothing they could do about that.


Only my poor aunt Adelaide could prevent it; and that summer she discovered she was again with child. Uncle Clarence, following Papa’s example, decided to bring her home from Hanover to have the baby in England, but poor Aunt Adelaide was not as robust as Mamma: she miscarried on the journey. So Papa was safe again, and he and Mamma entertained at Kensington Palace in high good humour, gave dinners and musical evenings, went together to reviews and the theatre, and took us children to visit Uncle Leopold at Claremont.


The only cloud on the horizon was Papa’s permanent problem of finance; his income would barely have been enough for a careful and single man, and Papa was neither. He bought with a lavish hand: new furniture and drapes for the apartments, carpets, looking-glasses and pictures; a new carriage, clothes and endless hats for Mamma; fine wines, books and horses for himself – and all without any idea how they were to be paid for. By the autumn his long-suffering creditors were pressing again, and it became clear that both for economy’s sake, and to avoid unpleasant encounters, our little family would have to leave London.


It would have been shameful to Papa publicly to admit that he, a royal duke, could not support his family in the style he felt was appropriate; and so to save face, he gave out that he was taking us to the seaside so that Mamma could enjoy warm sea-baths for her rheumatism.


‘Which I did have,’ Mamma assured me, ‘so it was not wholly a falsehood, which he hated; but my aches were more disagreeable than alarming.’


Papa and his equerry went off in October to look for a suitable house. Devon – fatal Devon! – was what they picked on, too remote for creditors to follow them, yet blessed with a temperate climate. After a long search they fixed on Sidmouth, where they found Woolbrook Cottage, a ‘cottage orné’ only a hundred and fifty yards from the beach, which had a bathing-house for taking warm salt baths. So it was that we left London at last in December, and arrived on Christmas Day 1819, in the middle of a snowstorm, at Woolbrook Cottage.


‘Ach, it was a dreadful house!’ Mamma told me, growing agitated even at the memory. ‘So dark and musty – impossible to keep warm!’


A gimcrack place, I imagine it – a cramped thing of low ceilings, inconvenient passages and damp plaster walls; nothing more than a primitive cot with rickety bays and balconies added on after the School of the Picturesque. It was usually let as a summer cottage, but it had been empty for some months at that time, and showed it. The situation would have been delightful in summer – a wooded valley, secluded, green and smiling – but in winter such places become sullen, grey and dripping, cut off from the world by fathoms of mud, and infinitely depressing.


‘That was a schreckliches winter, so many storms, such piercing winds! Even when the sun shone, the air was so sharp it hurt one’s chest; and, oh, the nights were bitter! Papa called them “rather Canadian”,’ Mamma added with a faint, sad smile.


To add further to the unpleasantness, something disagreed with Papa and he suffered a severe gastric attack, which pulled him down dreadfully. ‘The water here plays the very deuce with my bowels,’ he wrote to Uncle Leopold. Added to his worries about the future, it did not reconcile Papa to this new sentence of exile. Mamma occupied herself indoors with her English lessons (with which she was not making much progress), obediently took her warm salt bath every day, and took Feo for long walks on the seashore. Papa spent the days writing letters in the hope of bettering his situation, and playing with me in front of the fire (oh, I wish I could remember that!).


‘You were his whole consolation, my Victoria. You were so strong and healthy – as well grown as a child of a year, though you were only seven months old. You cut your first two teeth without the slightest trouble, and Papa used to love to make you laugh, so that he could see them. Such a sunny baby, you were! But wilful, too. Even at that tender age you showed signs of wanting your own little way – and knowing how to get it!’


Papa was reluctantly coming to the conclusion that there was nothing for it but to go back to Amorbach, which at least would be better than a hovel in Devon; but first there was the Christmas season to survive. We all had colds, and Papa’s was the worst, but in spite of it he insisted on going out in the blustery rain on the 7th of January to see to the horses, and came back chilled to the bone and with wet feet. The next day he was feverish.


‘Still, it was only a cold, you know,’ Mamma told me. ‘People had colds every day, and Papa was always so strong, so healthy.’ Her eyes grew dark with remembered pain. ‘It was the doctors who killed him.’


Dr Wilson, who had accompanied us to Devon, first dosed Papa with the usual remedies of calomel and James’s Powder, but they proved ineffective; and when the fever mounted, and Papa developed pains in the chest, he prescribed bleeding. In those dreadful, primitive days, bleeding – either by leech or by knife – was considered the sovereign cure for any fever or inflammation. Indeed, in the eyes of some physicians, it was the specific for every ailment! How far we have advanced since then in medical science – oh, but too late, too late for Papa!


Wilson bled him again the following day, but he was still no better, and now Mamma, beginning to be frightened, sent to London for Sir David Dundas, the royal physician who had known Papa from childhood. Meanwhile she stayed with Papa day and night, nursing him with tender devotion. The house was bitterly cold – that raw, clammy cold which is by far the hardest to bear. No fire seemed to have any effect on the dank atmosphere, and the windows leaked like sieves. Feo had a chill, and I had succumbed to a sneezing cold which gave Mamma some concern, but she could spare little attention for us from her worries over Papa. He now had dreadful pains in his head, as well as in his chest and side, and had difficulty breathing. Dr Wilson applied blisters to Papa’s chest; and when that did not help he cupped him all over – an agonising process – even on his poor head, in the hope that it would relieve the headaches; but all to no avail.


‘For four hours he tormented my poor Edward,’ Mamma said, ‘and it nearly made me sick. I could hardly bear to watch, but whatever happened, I would not leave him for a moment.’ When the cupping failed to relieve, Wilson bled Papa again.


At last on the 17th the doctor arrived from London; but it was not Sir David Dundas. ‘It seemed the old King was very ill and Sir David could not leave him,’ Mamma told me, ‘so he sent Dr Matet instead, which put me in despair because Matet had little French and I had little English, so we could not talk together.’


Worse than Matet’s lack of French, however, was his firm belief in bleeding. Despite the fact that Papa had been relieved

already of six pints of blood, Matet applied the leeches once more.


‘I protested – Papa was so weak, I said surely it could not be right to drain him further – but Matet said on the contrary, he had not been bled enough, and that as he was of a full habit and high constitution he could bear much more.’


And so it went on like a mediaeval torture, the cupping and bleeding, until there was no part of Papa’s body which did not bear the marks.


‘He bore it all so patiently, but he was so white he was almost blue, and getting weaker and weaker, having such pain just to draw his breath.’


‘But why did you let them?’ I cried in agony when she told me this story.


She spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness. ‘What could I do? One must believe in the doctors, nicht wahr? You call them because you think they know best, so to resist them would be a nonsense. And suppose you stopped them from doing something, and then the person died, you would always think that perhaps they might not have died if the doctors had been allowed a free hand. It was an agony just to stand and watch. I wished with all my heart I could suffer for him.’ Yes, I know that feeling now, though I did not then. And I can understand her terrible dilemma; still I think I would have stopped Matet with his bleeding and cupping after the first day. I think I would.


But he went on draining away Papa’s life blood. At last Mamma, in terror, wrote to Uncle Leopold, begging him to come; and a family friend, General Wetherall, who was staying nearby, came to see Papa, and shook his head, and advised Mamma to inform the Regent, as head of the family, of Papa’s condition. ‘It was like hearing his death sentence,’ Mamma told me. ‘And yet still I did not believe he could die. He was only fifty-two, and he was the strong one of the family. Strong people do not die of little, trifling colds.’


Uncle Leopold rushed down to Devon as soon as he got the letter, and arrived on the 22nd, accompanied by his secretary, the good Dr Stockmar. By then Papa was wandering in and out of consciousness, and his pulse was so weak that Stockmar (who was a trained physician) shook his head and told Mamma gently that he did not think Papa could last the night. They held vigil with Mamma through that long night – oh, alas, I know now what she suffered and how she felt!


‘When the clock struck ten the next morning, I was kneeling beside the bed holding his hand in mine,’ Mamma said, ‘and he squeezed it, as if he wanted to call my attention. I stood up and bent over him and kissed his poor, cold forehead, and he opened his eyes and looked at me, and whispered, “Don’t forget me.” Oh, as if I ever, ever could! And a moment later I felt him slip away from me; gone for ever! Oh, Victoria, I felt so lost! The partner of my life, the love of my heart! He had cared for me, cherished me – I leaned on him. What would I do without him?’


What indeed? Papa had named Mamma in his Will as my sole guardian, but he had left her nothing but debts. She did not have enough money even to pay the reckoning at the cottage or for the journey back to London; and if she went to London, where would she go? The apartments at Kensington had been allowed to them at the Regent’s pleasure, and there was no saying he would let Mamma continue there. The foreign wife of his most hated brother, and sister of his most hated son-in-law? Now would be his chance to get rid of her for ever, to send her back to Germany, with her usurping brat.


But Uncle Leopold came to the rescue. He could not take Mamma back to Claremont, as it was full of measles, but he paid the immediate bills and persuaded Aunt Mary Gloucester, the Regent’s favourite sister, to intercede for Mamma. And at last reluctant permission to use the Kensington apartment came back from my uncle. ‘I suppose he realised that in decency he could not quite throw us on to the street. At least,’ Mamma added with a sigh, ‘me he might have, and my poor Feo, but you he could not, his own niece, with his poor brother not yet buried.’


On a January day as raw as sorrow we set off from Devon to London, and a cold and miserable journey we had of it, the weather as bad as it could be, and the roads correspondingly frightful, my mother sick at heart and lonely for the husband from whom she had never been parted since their marriage. On the 29th January 1820 the party arrived at Kensington Palace. The apartment had been almost stripped by Papa’s creditors; Mamma had no money, no friends apart from Uncle Leopold, and was hated by all her husband’s relatives except for Uncle William and Aunt Adelaide. She was in a foreign country of which she did not even speak the language; and not knowing the language, law or customs, she was terribly afraid that my father’s family might have the power to take me away from her. Things could hardly have been worse.


It was on our arrival in London that Mamma heard the news that the old King, my grandfather George III, had survived my father by only six days. The Ghost of Windsor had suddenly refused to eat, and in those six days had starved himself to death. He had died, poor mad King, that very morning; and in consequence my uncle the Regent was now King George IV.


21st February 1900, at Windsor


I WAS thinking about Kensington Palace all afternoon. It was a crumbling, rambling warren of interconnecting rooms and dark staircases, old-fashioned and inconvenient, and situated far enough away from St James’s for its inmates to be conveniently forgotten. My feelings about the place were tainted so much with the unhappiness of my last years there, that having left it when I became Queen, I neglected it for many years, and it almost fell down. But I visited it last year when the restoration work was finished, and had to admit that it was a very pretty building after all – though for me still haunted. I could not look at it without painful recollections.


Yet I had happy times there too – the first six or seven years of my life were almost entirely happy, I suppose. Our apartments were on the ground floor, which meant damp and black beetles and mice. In winter the rooms had that mushroomy, cellary smell, and sometimes we would find mould growing on clothes which had been hung up and not worn for some time. I didn’t mind the mice particularly – I am not squeamish like some women – but they sometimes ate our shoes and books, and we were never wealthy enough for that not to matter. But being on the ground floor gave us the advantage of the gardens beyond the long windows, which, seeming to belong peculiarly to us, became like extra rooms in the summer. I remember lush lawns, gravel walks, handsome trees, and of course the pond, called The Basin, where Feo and I used to feed the ducks. Adult life, I suppose, has few pleasures which come close to the childhood delight of throwing bread to ducks. God might have created a more absurd and endearing creature, but it’s very sure He never did!


When I was a child Kensington was still a country place, rich in orchards and market gardens providing food for London, and very quiet except for the mail coaches passing on the turnpike to Uxbridge and points west. Hyde Park in those days marked the western edge of London. North of the Uxbridge turnpike was open country and farmland; south of the Kensington road, where now the Albert Hall and dear Albert’s museums and institutions stand, were large country residences of noblemen; and beyond them small, neat fields dotted with villages – Earl’s Court, Old Brompton, Little Chelsea, Walham Green – linked by muddy country lanes.


Strange to think that there was a time when there was no street, square, house or memorial anywhere in the country named Albert, no single little English boy named Albert (for it was a strange, foreign, German name then) – and no little English girl named Victoria, either, except for me. England was a very different country then, only just beginning to be industrial, and London was more like a county town than the centre of an empire. Strange as it seems now, sheep, cattle and huge flocks of geese were driven along the roads to London and herded through the crowded streets to market. There was no electricity, no telephone, no modern conveniences; there were no railway trains (and no horrid motorcars!) – only carts, carriages and dashing, dragonfly post-chaises; and everywhere the noble, the beautiful horse.


I loved horses, always, and so much enjoyed riding! When I first became Queen my delight was to ride out with Lord Melbourne and one or two gentlemen, to taste the freedom of going right out into the country – I would have spent all day in the saddle if I could. The countryside, of course, came right up to our door in those days: we had only to cross the road to be in open fields. Now they are all gone under rows and rows of identical terraced houses, packed tight like herrings in a box. In my Journal I recorded one day that we rode over the fields right out as far as Acton; today that would be impossible. The streets of houses stretch unbroken all the way to Ealing, where once Papa bought a secluded country villa!


When I was young I preferred a spirited horse that gave me something to do, and liked nothing better than a good gallop. I suppose I must have been a sadly wild young thing! Certainly under Albert’s influence I came to see that it is not at all the thing for a young woman – indeed, for any woman – to ride ventre à terre like a Hussar; and I scolded Vicky quite fiercely after her marriage for rushing about the countryside on big, strong horses, instead of confining herself to a ladylike amble in the park. And Alice’s daughter Victoria was another who liked to ride men’s horses, which I told her roundly was neither seemly nor good for a woman’s health. Yet sometimes I still have wistful dreams about galloping full out with the wind rushing past my cheeks and the exhilarating sound of drumming hooves beneath me. Plainly there is a wicked, unrepentant part of me somewhere that my darling did not quite manage to reform!


But such galloping was all in the future. My early life at Kensington was marked by austerity, to which I have always attributed my distaste for grand occasions, gorgeous robes and glittering palaces. And yet, since the purpose of this essay is to be honest with myself, I must admit I did not show any great dislike of fine clothes and grand occasions when I first became Queen. Banquets and balls and ceremonials and dressing-up seemed very fine to me for the first two years of my reign; it was only after I married that I began to yearn after the simple life of a private citizen. Ah, that was all my dear, dearest Albert’s influence! How he did improve and refine me, to be sure!


In Mamma’s household we lived simply, and the nursery food was always very plain. Mutton and rice pudding featured so much on the menu, that by the time I became Queen I vowed to myself I would never have mutton on my table again, and I still can’t care for it, though I will eat lamb if it is young, and roast. The sweet and the exotic – rich sauces, made dishes, cakes and custards and jellies – oh, all the things the palate delights in – these never appeared before me. That of course is just as it should be, and how I brought up my own children. Once I was Queen and could have what I liked, I indulged my thwarted appetite to the extent that within a year I was having my dresses made a size larger; and as I am a very short person, not even five feet in height, the full-bodiedness has in time rendered me almost spherical. Reid tries to tell me now and then that I should eat less, or at least avoid the richer dishes, but I ignore him. I have not reached eighty years of age to be told – even by my personal physician – to eat dry toast and milk-pudding again?


Now here is a thought which has just come to me: if I had been more indulged at the table in childhood, would I have been more rational about food in adulthood, and not rushed helter-skelter after all the sweetmeats and delicacies I had been denied? Bertie, who was brought up by the same spartan rule of mutton and rice-pudding, has also turned out a prodigious eater of dainties, and perhaps if they had not been ‘forbidden fruit’ he might not care about them now? But no, it does not follow, now I think of it, for Albert was brought up under a spartan regime, but he never came to care about food. And anyway, it would not do for children to be allowed to have everything, for what would there be then to look forward to? And since it seems we must always rebel against something, we would undoubtedly embrace some far worse sin than gluttony if nothing were forbidden us in our childhood!


I was a naturally good-natured child, I believe: certainly my desire was always to love and please those around me, and I had always sooner laugh than scowl; but I was born with a strong will and a passionate temper. A child born into a large family has to learn to share everything, but I had no-one near me to dilute my infant conviction that I was the centre of the universe. All in my circle were grown-ups, except for Feo, and she was twelve years older than me; all adored me and conspired to spoil me by consulting my whims and placating my temper. In consequence my wilfulness grew unchecked like a Russian vine, and if I were crossed in the slightest thing, I exploded in a tantrum. Mamma, my nurse Boppy (Mrs Brock), dear sentimental Späth (Mamma’s lady-in-waiting), sweet, loving Feo, and of course all the servants, tended and watered my natural obstinacy, and my predisposition to want my own way. I could hardly help knowing I was important, when my every appearance in public aroused such interest. Whenever I played on the lawns at Kensington, an admiring crowd would gather beyond the railings to stare and murmur and applaud; and I, conceited little wretch, would bow and smile and kiss my hand to them, and if I could escape Boppy’s clutches I would scamper across to them and let them make love to me, which they were much disposed to do. I adored attention, and I was an attractive child, fat and fair, rosy-cheeked and blue-eyed, always wreathed in smiles (as long as I was having my own way); and especially interesting to my future subjects by virtue of my obviously Hanoverian looks.


By the time I was five years old, therefore, I was almost beyond governing, and Mamma, who was not a very determined person, often despaired of me. She would wring her hands and cry, ‘Vickelschen is so ausgelassen! The ladies of the household will spoil her, and I do not know how to stop them. Brock cannot manage her, and when she screams my poor nerves are all to pieces.’


Screaming was my most effective tool, and hardly to be borne in the confined spaces of our small apartments. Some of my own children turned out to be roarers, too, but in Buckingham Palace and at Windsor it was possible to get far enough away from them for it to be ignored. I can quite understand Mamma’s placating me, though it was the wrong thing to do. In later years she told me of a significant exchange we once had when I was a very little girl. ‘When you are naughty, Victoria, you make me and yourself very unhappy,’ she said reproachfully. ‘No, Mamma,’ I said promptly – and probably smugly, for I was an abominable child, though very truthful – ‘I don’t make myself unhappy, only you.’


But when I was five I came under a new influence which was the saving of me: the influence of one who was not in awe of my Hanoverian temper, and who loved me well enough to understand that the greatest unkindness would be to give in to my rages. Baroness Lehzen had come to join our household in 1819 as Feo’s governess, and so had known me since I was a few months old. Now that Feo was seventeen she no longer needed a governess; so after consulting with Uncle Leopold, Mamma sent Boppy away, and Lehzen took me into her charge. It was the beginning of a relationship which had a great effect on my character. Lehzen, intelligent, sensitive, principled and determined, devoted herself to moulding me into a rational, useful human being. It was not easy at first. The storms did not cease overnight. I did not take easily to lessons or to discipline, and I was often naughty and defiant. Once in a fit of rage I even threw a pair of scissors at her – point first! – which might easily have blinded her. But she was always calm, always just, and though she was very strict with me, I had wit enough to see that hers was a truer love than that of those who spoiled me. I was a good deal in awe of her at first, but I came at last not only to mind her but to love her; and for her part, she devoted herself entirely to me, and in the thirteen years she was my governess she never once left me. She never took a day’s holiday, and never – despite her susceptibility to migraines and (at female times) dreadful abdominal cramps – absented herself from duty one day on account of sickness.









Three


26th February 1900, at Windsor


I HAVE just had my little ‘nightcap’ of whisky-and-polly, to help me sleep – although it won’t. Dear John Brown introduced me to whisky (I never liked the taste of brandy) and I’ve always been grateful to him. He called it John Begg’s Best, or the Water of Life – and so it was for him in the end, poor man, the water of his life, and probably the means of his death too. In the beginning he used to put a ‘grand nip’ in my afternoon tea without my knowing it: it was years before I realised why he was the only person in my service who could make a good cup of tea! There is a very strong Total Abstinence movement in the country now, and I expect the good burghers and their wives would be shocked to learn that their Queen partakes of strong liquors. They have a way, the respectable middle-classes, of taking over: their ideals, their tastes, their morality, must be the rule for all. They mount my picture on their parlour walls, and think they own me; but I am not to be judged by their standards – and nor are those whom I choose to protect. It was the whisky that killed my John in the end, but I would not have separated him from the second greatest love of his life, even if I had been able. People are what they are.


How I miss him, my dear John! He had such a cheery, original way of saying things, and such a warm sympathy no matter how large or small one’s trouble. And he was the great debunker: he observed no distinctions of rank except mine. For him there was the Queen, and then everyone else. How he annoyed them, the high-borns, with his refusal to accord them the deference they thought their due! But all who were not the Queen were equal in his eyes.


I remember hearing a story that once when he returned to Balmoral after being in London, a villager of his acquaintance asked wistfully if Brown hadn’t been meeting a powerful lot o’ grand folks in London. Brown put on his loftiest look. ‘Aye, it’s so,’ he conceded, ‘but me an’ the Queen pays ’em no regard.’ It amused me enormously, but it was not an attitude likely to commend him to my Household, or those who were tender of their precedence. Once when we were at Osborne I sent him to inform the gentlemen which of them were to dine at my table that evening. Great was the resentment when he poked his head round the billiard-room door, scanned the company briefly, and bawled, ‘All what’s here dines wi’ the Queen!’ Another time when he had brought to me a request from the Mayor of Portsmouth to attend some or other review, he carried back my answer to the Mayor verbatim: ‘The Queen says sairtainly not!’
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