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INTRODUCTION: ‘A GRAND TRIUMPHAL MARCH’ – THE VICTORIAN ERA


When she came to the throne coaches still ran; men wore stocks, shaved their upper lips, ate oysters out of barrels. Women said ‘La!,’ and owned no property. Wellnigh two generations had slipped by – of steamboats, railways, telegraphs, telephones, bicycles, electric light, and now these motor cars. Morals had changed, manners had changed. The middle class [had been] buttressed, chiselled, polished, till it was almost indistinguishable from the nobility. [It was] an era that had canonised hypocrisy, so that to seem respectable was to be.


Soames Forsyte, a character in John Galsworthy’s
The Forsyte Saga, reflects on Victoria’s reign
in a chapter entitled ‘The Passing of an Age’.1


Of all the commemorative publications that covered newsagents’ stalls in June 1897, none was more lavish than the Diamond Jubilee number of the Illustrated London News. An expensive, self-conscious heirloom, it was expected to be treasured for generations to come. The text was bordered in gold, and the colourful and sophisticated chromo-litho illustrations – nowadays almost invariably separated and framed – still attract admiring glances at antique fairs. Among the pictures of the Royal Family, of leading politicians, literary and military heroes and of significant events, space was also devoted to the progress made during the Queen’s reign. Gaslight was contrasted with electricity, the sailing vessel with the steamship, the stage-coach with the railway train, bicycle and automobile.


The point was well made. The previous sixty years had been a breathtaking era of change, an unrelenting rush of new technology, new knowledge, new opportunities, new wealth, new politics and new attitudes. Not since the Civil War two and a half centuries earlier had society altered so greatly in so short a time. Never before had the mechanics of living – the ways in which people travelled, communicated, shopped, dealt with sickness, preserved food – undergone such revolutions. To those who originally turned those pages, the lace caps and cutaway coats of the early Victorians, like their conveyances, their manners and their outlook, would have seemed absurdly quaint and distant, evoking the same mixed reactions – impatience, nostalgic longing for a simpler world, amusement (‘How could they wear those clothes?’) – as the 1890s do now.


The accompanying words, a summing-up of the state of the nation and Empire from an end-of-the-century perspective, were written by the novelist Sir Walter Besant. Born the year before the Queen’s accession, and much concerned with social improvements – he was a well-known philanthropist – Besant saw his lifetime as a period of consistent and welcome progress. He commented:


To us, who find it difficult to stand outside and consider events in their true proportion, the period seems like a grand triumphal march. To those of us who can remember English life as it was in the forties, the changes are nothing short of a transformation. And no one regrets the change. During this long period there has arisen in the national mind such a spirit of enterprise, endeavour and achievement as has no parallel in our history except in the reign of Queen Elizabeth. Now, as then, people have been restless: this restlessness has shown itself in colonisation, in emigration, in research, in discovery, in invention – in changes of every kind.2


He could not have known that he was capturing the essence of Britain at the high-water mark of its national greatness, and that by the time the Queen died, a few weeks into the year 1901, many of her subjects would consider their country to be in decay. This decline – chiefly caused by the loss of Britain’s leading role, as her rivals caught up in wealth and power – would be political and economic, and would of course make no difference to the country’s cultural, sporting or scientific achievements. Nevertheless with the passing of the 1890s it was obvious that not just a century but an era had ended, and that Britain could not hope to have such a favoured position in the next one.


With this hindsight any number of later commentators, and writers of memoirs, have referred to the Victorian era, or some part of it, with unabashed sentimentality as a ‘golden age’, or a ‘golden calm’, an ‘Indian summer’ or a ‘long afternoon’. It is inaccurate, and misleading, to think of this or any other period in such terms. The Victorian world was not in any sense golden or summery. Epochs only gain allure when seen in retrospect, once their problems are solved or forgotten or – as in the case of Ireland – passed on so that they then belong to another generation. Any age is filled with tension, uncertainty and despair.


Nevertheless while conservatives lamented the erosion of traditional values or practices, to progressive Victorians such as Besant it seemed that there was a golden age, not in the past but in the future. Theirs was an era of technological breakthrough and ever-increasing confidence, in which the efforts of the present were visibly making a better world for their successors. Meanwhile, for all the Victorians’ perceived complacency, no set of practices or assumptions could expect to be left unquestioned, for everything was open to debate, modification, improvement.


Science was solving medical problems, making childbirth easier, infant mortality lower, life expectancy longer; the temperance movement was combating the scourge of drunkenness; people like Besant were successfully awakening the public conscience to social evils; education was becoming universal and providing opportunities for self-improvement, and a great deal of practical help – most of it the result of private charity and enterprise rather than governmental intervention – was being given to the unfortunate, for this was the age of Dr Barnardo and of William Booth’s Salvation Army. Many of the savageries that had been unquestioned in earlier generations were being abolished or ameliorated – public executions, animal-baiting, the transportation of convicts, the flogging of soldiers and sailors. Within the sixty-four years between 1837 and 1901 spanned by Victoria’s reign – three distinct generations – the British developed into a gentler, more generous, more civilized people than their uncouth Georgian grandfathers had been (by the fifties animal-baiting had been banned; in the following decade transportation and public hangings ceased; and flogging was abolished under Army reforms that began in the seventies). It is in the nature of all ages to disdain – and react against – their immediate predecessors. The Victorians hated the moral laxity of the Georgians as much as they found their architecture and their manners and their ideas passé. The sheer scale of Victorian buildings, ships, bridges or railway networks made everything that had gone before seem small and parochial by comparison. There were of course some setbacks – the disastrous collapse in 1879 of the new railway bridge across the Tay destroyed faith in the invincibility of progress – but there remained a belief that all difficulties could be overcome. Whatever the setbacks, the achievements of former ages were dwarfed by those of the present.


This spirit was already apparent in the early years of the reign, for the adjective ‘Victorian’ had distinct meaning from the time it first came to be self-consciously applied to the Queen’s subjects. It meant belonging to an exciting new generation and a new world. As one historian has remarked, the 1840s were proving to be a time of intense self-scrutiny; newspapers and journals were calling their era ‘Victorian’, and the term was being associated with ‘decency, modernity, a humane and progressive spirit and mechanical advance. To be “Victorian” was to be up to date.’3 One of the features of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee celebrations was the Victorian Era Exhibition, at which her people could look back at the achievements of their own and their parents’ generations. By any measure, they were entitled to feel that the Victorian world had lived up to its initial promise, for in every field it was an age in which giants had roamed the earth. The literature of Dickens, Thackeray, Trollope, the Brontës, Lewis Carroll, Conan Doyle; the theatre of Kean and Macready, Irving and Ellen Terry; the scientific discoveries of Lister and Faraday; the explorations of Livingstone, Burton and Speke. It almost seemed as if the British Isles might sink under the weight of contemporary genius.


It was reasonable to expect that this process, continuing in the decades to come, would bring about a better society. A character in George Gissing’s 1894 novel In the Year of Jubilee had remarked of the Queen’s fiftieth anniversary celebrations that: ‘It’s to celebrate the fiftieth year of the reign of Queen Victoria – yes, but at the same time, and far more, it’s to celebrate the completion of fifty years of Progress. Compare England now, compare the world, with what it was in 1837. It takes one’s breath away!’4 A commentator who looked at the Queen’s reign from the perspective of the 1920s, W. R. Inge, paid tribute to the sense of confident optimism that had guided so much of Victorian achievement: ‘The nineteenth century has been called the age of hope, and perhaps only a superstitious belief in the automatic progress of humanity could have carried our fathers and grandfathers through the tremendous difficulties which the rush through the rapids imposed on them.’5


People could not imagine where science, and human enterprise, would take them next. Exploration was solving the mysteries of the world – it was Britons who found the source of the Nile and the great African falls named after their Queen. Intellectual and doctrinal Rubicons were crossed by the theories of Darwin. Through the innovations of Lister, surgery became safer and easier, and the operating theatre less like a butcher’s shop.


For all the scientific marvels that the era produced, the two most far-reaching and influential innovations were in transport and literacy. Though the railway had been developed before Victoria’s accession, it was in her reign that it spread through Britain and the world and became an element in daily life. The advent of the bicycle extended the possibilities for independent travel by enabling even the poor to make journeys cheaply and freely. The Education Act of 1870 (1873 in Scotland), which made basic schooling compulsory, created – within a matter of decades and for the first time in history – a whole population that could read. The implications for literature and the press and for higher education were immense. Both the advent of personal mobility and of access to news and literature changed people’s expectations for ever. These things created the world in which we ourselves live.


In more specific respects the world of the Victorians bears a striking resemblance to our own. Like Besant and his contemporaries, the present generation of Britons is ruled by a popular and respected female sovereign who has been on the throne for so long that no one under sixty has known another. Like the Victorians we are constantly in thrall to innovation and to new technology, taking for granted things that only a decade ago seemed like scientific fantasy. The possibility of cloning humans, or carrying a computer in one’s pocket, were matched in the nineteenth century by the marvels of having one’s image captured through photography or of preserving one’s voice by use of the phonograph (it still seems a miracle that we can listen to Tennyson reading his ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’). Our generation’s fixation with the mobile phone is in some ways an echo of Victorian reverence for its first ancestor, patented in 1876 by Alexander Graham Bell.


Not only the impact of technology but many of the occurrences in their lives show an odd similarity with issues that have preoccupied the present generation. The Victorians feared recession and deplored the prohibitive cost of housing. They were familiar with terrorist bombs at home and with costly, inconclusive wars abroad – not least in Afghanistan. They experienced an outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease (1883) and a collapse of Baring’s Bank (1890). They were the victims of an appalling level of crime, and believed that the streets of their cities were not safe after dark. They tutted over scandals within the Royal Family, feeling that while – in terms of personal morality – the Queen had never put a foot wrong, the behaviour of some of her younger relatives caused concern for the future. By the end of the reign, when the cult of respectability had long passed its peak of influence, many believed that standards of behaviour had fallen alarmingly. The Queen herself put the blame for this on the ‘fast’ element within the aristocracy, which became mired in divorces and public scandals, and set a bad example. Manners and reverence – both for people and for institutions – were in noticeable decline; a great deal of culture was shallow and ‘dumbed down’; and a scurrilous tabloid press was obsessed with minor celebrities.


For Victorians – and innumerable historians ever since – their era was perceived as a single entity, but the Queen’s reign, which was to last sixty-four years and prove to be the longest to date in British history, could not be categorized so neatly. Indeed the only thing that its disparate decades and generations had in common was the fact that the same head of state presided over them.


As numismatists know, three different portraits of the Queen appeared on Victorian coins. From 1838 until 1887 she was depicted as a young girl, bareheaded and with her hair tied back in the style that was to give ‘bun pennies’ their name. By the time of her Golden Jubilee, this youthful figure understandably seemed outdated and a new portrait of her, wearing a crown and veil and looking somewhat severe, was struck. This too was replaced, in 1893, by the final image – an elderly woman, still noble, but less austere and perhaps more sympathetic. These are known as Young Head, Jubilee Head and Old Head.


Similarly, her reign might be divided into three phases, though they do not correspond with the dates above. The beginning – effectively a continuation of the Regency – was a time of depression, hardship and frightening social unrest. Her first full decade, the ‘Hungry Forties’, witnessed further depression at home and the horrors of the potato famine in Ireland, as well as the threat of political upheaval from the Chartists and from the European revolutions.


The hugely successful Great Exhibition of 1851 is seen as ushering in the long middle period – the ‘mid-Victorian calm’, though there was nothing calm about the Crimean War or the Indian Mutiny, and fear of invasion by the French was so acute that the country’s southern coast bristled with fortifications, while volunteer soldiers enlisted in their thousands. In the sixties there were bad harvests and recession once more, as well as the threat of sedition in Ireland. The seventies witnessed a major agricultural depression that resulted from a series of bad harvests. It lasted into the nineties as the price of produce continued to fall, and brought widespread misery throughout rural Britain. For the aristocracy and landed gentry, many of whom now found it impossible to live on the proceeds of their estates, it marked the moment at which it became necessary – and socially acceptable – for their sons to work for a living in the City.


To some observers the eighties were an apogee of British civilization, though there was serious trouble in Ireland, and terrorism, developed in its modern sense by Russian anarchists at this time, spread to Britain; Scotland Yard’s Special Branch was founded in 1884 to counter the threat from Irish bombers. The arts became openly decadent in a way that shocked respectable opinion – for the ‘naughty nineties’ began in the eighties – and led to a number of strident and vigorous campaigns against certain books and plays. In spite of these, the public continued to be shocked. There was thus a feeling among people concerned with moral health that the nation was losing its way and failing to meet its own high standards of civilization. In the event, the backlash against decadence made considerable headway, so that those who advocated freedom in the arts were as frustrated as those who opposed it.


The last phase of the era was seen by many older Victorians as a time of tastelessness, loose morals and unrestrained materialism. Society seemed to have become the preserve of newly titled plutocrats, whose vast and ostentatious wealth – often gleaned from gold and diamond mining or from large-scale trade – offended the sensitivities of traditionalists. Britain was seen as taking its cultural cue from the United States, then in its ‘Gilded Age’ of vast commercial fortunes, and the possessors of some of these were marrying their daughters into the British aristocracy. Not only had an unapologetic, even boastful attitude to wealth been imported from across the Atlantic, but so had a brash and lowbrow tabloid press (‘yellow journalism’).


The trial of Oscar Wilde brought into the glare of public scrutiny one aspect of a world of vice that the respectable had preferred to ignore. The traditions of religion had been challenged by Darwinism, religious observance had noticeably lessened, and although society had a structure and a hierarchy, its rules were always changing and its conventions were under constant attack. In addition, Britain was an immensely richer and more advanced country than she had been in 1837, but the sense of steady and unstoppable technological progress that observers had remarked upon was not matched by any feeling that society was much happier or that the worse characteristics of human nature had been subdued.


Speed of travel was eliminating distance and making the world ever smaller. Medicine was conquering pain, saving lives and prolonging life. Machinery was taking the strain out of work. People became richer than their forefathers. They had more money to spend, more choice in the shops, more leisure in which to spend it. The standard of living for millions was continually improving. More people had access to foreign travel, education and culture than had been imaginable a few generations earlier. Mass marketing, mass media and mass culture were all inventions of this time. Predictably, these changes could be seen as negative or dangerous. There was a feeling that with novelty and plenty had come a trivialization and a thoughtless haste that did not represent improvement. In one of his books for boys, the author Talbot Baines Reed remarked on the frantic tempo that had come to characterize people’s lives:


It is a common complaint in these degenerate days that we live harder than our fathers did. Whatever we do we rush at. We bolt our food, and run for the train; we jump out of it before it has stopped, and reach the school door just as the bell rings; we ‘cram’ for our examinations, and ‘spurt’ for our prizes. We have no time to read books, so we scuttle through the reviews, and consider ourselves up in the subject; we cut short our letters home, and have no patience to hear a long story out. We race off with a chum for a week’s holiday, and consider we have dawdled unless we have covered our thirty miles a day, and can name as visited a string of sights, mountains, lakes, and valleys a whole yard long.6


The more people could do, the more they sought to do, and thus the greater the stress under which they put themselves – a notion that is considered equally true of our own time.


The speed of communications was undoubtedly a blessing, but it meant a loss of ‘quality of life’. Winston Churchill, writing to his brother in the nineties, lamented this. As an up-to-date young man, Churchill was the very archetype of the thrusting, impatient, indecently ambitious new generation, yet he mourned the loss of good habits that had characterized more leisured days:


In England, you can in a few hours get an answer to a letter from any part of the country. Hence letter writing becomes short, curt and if I may coin a word ‘telegramatic’. A hundred years ago letter writing was an art. In those days pains were taken to avoid slang, to write good English, to spell well and cultivate style: Letters were few and far between & answers long delayed. You may appreciate the present rapidity of correspondence, but you will hardly claim that modern style is an improvement.7


It is almost uncanny to compare these remarks with what is said today about the effects of email on the art of letter-writing and of ‘texting’ on people’s ability to spell correctly. When complaining to his mother about the mistakes made in the proof-reading of his first book, Churchill once again blamed the times: ‘I might have known that no one could or would take the pains that an author would bestow, a type of the careless slapdash spirit of the age’.8


The fact that a multitude of labour-saving domestic devices could now take much of the burden from housewives was expected to make life easier, yet somehow it was not having this effect, as The Sphere noted in 1900: ‘Every sort of contrivance now lessens labour – carpet sweepers, knife machines, bathrooms, lifts – in spite of these the life of a housewife is one long wrestle and failure to establish order.’9


Galsworthy’s character Soames Forsyte was right in identifying the emergence of a confident middle class as one of the most important aspects of the age. The existence of an influential mercantile element in society was, of course, not unique to the Victorians but was deeply rooted in the culture of Britain’s ‘nation of shopkeepers’. Nonetheless it was during the Queen’s reign that this class gradually consolidated its control over the country’s political, financial and cultural institutions, its power increasing as that of the aristocracy declined. By the end of the reign it was effectively running the country (despite the presence in government of aristocratic figures like Lord Salisbury and Lord Curzon), as it has been ever since. Writing in 1988, the historian John Lukacs suggested that future generations will refer to our times as ‘the Bourgeois Age’. If so, we will share the label with the Victorians, in whose day this age began.


Britons had, long before 1837, developed the belief that they had a moral superiority over others, and that this had been earned by the nation’s adherence to (Protestant) Christian ethics, its pragmatic common sense, its ingenuity and industry, its enlightened form of government, military skills and superior administrative ability. It was, however, the Victorians who identified most closely with these attitudes, for a larger Empire and greater influence made them more evident and more widespread. It was, they felt, for the British to show the way to less fortunate peoples, and there were splendid examples of men who did. The best of this breed were superb, and their achievement in organizing and running a single community that covered a quarter of the globe was undoubtedly impressive. Whatever faults the British Empire may have had, it produced a number of significant benefits for its subject peoples and for the world at large. The greatest of these was the Pax Britannica – with a major military power to police the oceans and put down banditry, more people throughout the world probably slept peacefully in their beds than at any time before or since.


Looking at photographs of those who lived during this era, it is often difficult to feel any sense of kinship, even in cases where they are our own ancestors. The outlandish clothes and hairstyles, the awkward-looking hats, the sticks and parasols and the dresses belong to a way of life that is often beyond our understanding. Their solemn, unsmiling faces seem pompous, humourless, uncomfortable. But it is worth remembering that these images usually bore little resemblance to the sitters’ normal lives or personalities. They were positioned uncomfortably in unnatural attitudes that had to be held for several minutes. They were often in their best clothes because people dressed up to have their picture taken, and they were told not to smile.


Anyone who thinks they lacked humour should simply read a novel by Jerome K. Jerome, or look through one of the volumes of Punch that can still sometimes be found on the shelves of libraries. The cartoons are a triumph of draughtsmanship, and the jokes, in a remarkable number of cases, are still funny. This magazine, with the insight it gives into the lighter side of our forebears’ world, is another precious legacy of the era and one still appreciated. A member of a later generation, recalling the library at his school, captured the sense of affection the periodical still evokes:


For the newcomer the bound copies of Punch are the most potent drug. I’ve seen boys work through several volumes in one evening (most of them with the jokes signposted by italics), unsmiling and completely happy.10


While they were proud of their nation’s accomplishments and of the qualities of leadership that their schools, universities and regiments could produce, the Victorians were never able to feel that the work was finished, for someone was always letting the side down – an aristocrat would bring disgrace on an ancient family by marrying a chorus girl; a colonial administrator in some remote outpost would go mad and shoot himself; a national hero would be found to have a scandalous private life. A small, but revealing, example of this perpetual disappointment that the high-minded were wont to encounter is perhaps worth citing. In descriptions of genteel summer boating parties on the Thames, it is often remarked that the pleasure of ladies and gentlemen in admiring the scenery was marred by the sight of ‘savages’. This term refers to small boys, and sometimes men, swimming naked from the banks. The implication was that Britons, who sent missionaries and officials all over the world to clothe the naked and bring civilization to others, should know better than to behave in their own country as if they were no better than natives. In their world there were always ‘savages’ to mar the beauty.


To deal in a single book with a period so lengthy and crowded is a formidable task. It is also difficult not to generalize about a people so multi-faceted and diverse. Their era was not a solid block of history but a long series of different experiences and a constantly re-forming set of attitudes. The Victorians were not as confident or complacent as we may suppose, and the individuals or organizations that represented particular ideals were not necessarily typical of the populace as a whole.


Inevitably it has been necessary to leave some subjects by the wayside. I have sought to dwell upon, and illustrate, two basic themes: one is that the Victorians’ world was created by a set of historical circumstances, unique and unrepeatable, that placed their country in a position of largely unchallenged military and industrial might throughout much of the nineteenth century. The other is that, to a surprising extent, they were very like us. They had a fixation with technology, and were guilty of gross materialism, yet this was balanced – as it is in our generation – by a genuine concern for the less fortunate and a willingness to give charitable aid.


The Victorians are not so far away from us after all. We live in homes and walk streets that they built, eat food that they devised ways of preparing, flush our lavatories into sewers that they created, enjoy pictures and music and buildings that they produced. They bequeathed to our world so many of the things we now use that we would be foolish to regard them as irrelevant museum-pieces. They gave us organized sports, efficient transport and postal systems (the pillar-box was invented by the novelist Anthony Trollope); vigorous, informative and entertaining journalism; cinema; the motor car; electronic communications; modern medicine; and a galaxy of wonderful monuments, museums and art galleries. They built the railways – and most of the docks – that carry people and goods around the world, and many of the hospitals and schools from which we benefit. Our debt to them is enormous.





1


SYMBOL OF AN AGE


By virtue of her long reign over what was then the world’s wealthiest, most powerful and influential nation, it was inevitable that Victoria would give her name to the era in which she lived. She had, in fact, two names. The first was Alexandrina (as a child she was known as Drina), in recognition of the fact that her godfather was the Russian Tsar, Alexander I. Had she not abandoned this when she became Queen, the nomenclature of many familiar things – a London railway terminus, a series of waterfalls in Africa, a state in Australia, an award for gallantry, as well as the term for the mid and late nineteenth century – would have been significantly different. ‘Victoria’ was a French name. Some in government circles felt that both her names sounded too unEnglish, and debated whether, at her coronation, she should adopt the name Charlotte or Elizabeth. Had she taken the latter she would, of course, have been Queen Elizabeth II.



The Nation’s Hope


From the moment she succeeded to the throne, at the age of eighteen, in June 1837, it was clear that a new era had begun. There had not been a female sovereign since the death of Queen Anne in 1714, and there had not been one so young since Edward VI almost three centuries earlier. Her immediate predecessors had been two of her uncles, and both had been elderly. The former, George IV, had been highly unpopular with the public, and his death was greeted with indifference or relief. The latter, William IV, had been amiable and conscientious, and had begun the work of restoring public confidence in the monarchy that his niece was to continue. William’s large illegitimate family, the Fitzclarences, linked him however with the debauchery and repeated scandal which had latterly made the Hanoverian dynasty a target for hostility and ridicule, and it was refreshing that the new, eighteen-year-old monarch carried no baggage.


At the time of Victoria’s birth the elderly, blind and mentally unbalanced George III had still been alive. His eldest son ruled in his name as Prince Regent, and the Royal Family included the King’s six other sons: the Dukes of York, Clarence, Kent, Cumberland, Sussex and Cambridge. This large family had not, between them, produced enough legitimate children to ensure the succession. There had been only one heir to the throne: Princess Charlotte, the Regent’s daughter. When she died in 1817, the future of the monarchy was placed in doubt.


Since the Prince Regent refused to have any further children by his wife, Parliament was reduced to badgering his brothers to procreate. The Duke of Kent was successful. Abandoning his mistress, he married a German princess, Victoria of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, and went to live with her in the dukedom of Gotha. There the child was conceived. For dynastic reasons, however, it was necessary for the birth to take place in Britain. In haste and in some confusion, the couple and their entourage travelled to London, where their daughter was born on 24 May 1819.


Unusually for a royal child, Victoria had no siblings. She did not know her father, who died in 1820, and she was brought up in genteel poverty by her mother and a German governess. Though it was in many respects a somewhat dull and lonely childhood, Victoria was a bright and lively girl, gifted at singing and drawing, articulate in her use of words (she spoke well, and kept a journal from 1832 until the end of her life), interested in ballet and passionately keen on opera, and with an immense collection of dolls, to all of whom she gave names and identities.


The personification of the country’s future – the ‘Nation’s Hope’ – she was the subject of great public interest from early youth. George IV, as the Regent became in 1820, allowed her to live in Kensington Palace. Parliament voted her an allowance, and William IV tried to befriend her. The increasingly bitter feud between her mother and William, however, kept Victoria away from Court, and she did not attend his coronation in 1831.


The girl’s early years were dominated by her mother and the ambitious comptroller of her household, Sir John Conroy, who isolated her from the tainted Hanoverians – a successful move that increased her popularity – but both also wished to exert influence through her once she was Queen, a fact that she was shrewd and strong-minded enough to resent and resist. Nevertheless she gained important qualities from her upbringing – her governess taught her the value of regular and conscientious work; her mother taught her always to be kind and appreciative toward servants, an attitude that she was to display through the whole of her life. As well as excellent manners, she learned from the Duchess to discipline her temper, and to regard her position with relative modesty.


As a child she became increasingly aware of her destiny, famously stating at the age of eleven that, as sovereign, ‘I will be good.’ By the time she was an adolescent, her training had already begun. She studied history, and was inspired by the personality of Queen Elizabeth. From the age of fourteen she received a thorough grounding in how to rule from her Uncle Leopold, King of the Belgians and husband of the deceased Princess Charlotte, who took a paternal interest in the girl and had a significant influence on her character. To acquaint her with her future realm, she embarked with her mother on a series of annual tours throughout the country, staying at the homes of local aristocracy.


This visibility added to her appeal, and her eighteenth birthday was widely celebrated in May 1837, a significant date because she then came of age (this was the customary age among heirs apparent, or presumptive, rather than twenty-one), and was thus eligible to succeed the ailing William IV. Had he died sooner her mother would have had to act as Regent, and he had been determined to live long enough to prevent this. Victoria reached her majority with impeccable timing, for less than a month later her uncle died. On 19 June she wrote to Leopold that: ‘I look forward to the event which must occur soon with calmness and quietness. I am not alarmed at it, and yet I do not suppose myself quite equal to all.’1 It did occur soon – the following morning she was woken at Kensington Palace with the news that she was Queen.


The great historian Thomas Carlyle wrote at this time: ‘Poor little Queen, she is at an age when a girl can hardly be trusted to choose a bonnet for herself, yet a task has been laid upon her from which an archangel might shrink.’2 She did not shrink from it. Over the succeeding months she proved extremely adept at performing her various duties, for she had not only studied and absorbed much of what was necessary, but clearly loved her role as sovereign. She had a good memory, a flair for languages and a head for figures. A strong-willed, even imperious young woman, on the threshold of adulthood and enjoying the chance to exercise influence, she felt ready to become queen and was undaunted by the challenges involved. She brought youth, vigour, humour and tremendous enthusiasm to an office that had seen none of these things within living memory. She was so naturally regal that, it was said, she never in her life looked behind her before sitting down – someone would always have placed a chair. Another observer commented that: ‘Everything goes on as if she had been on the throne six years instead of six days.’3 Despite her youth and the advanced age of many of the courtiers and politicians who surrounded her, she could deploy her famous temper to effect. The Duchesse de Prasline recorded that: ‘Ministers tremble when this young being shows discontent at anything,’ for she ‘could not hide anger or annoyance.’4


Victoria was not considered beautiful. George Eliot said unkindly that her looks were: ‘utterly mean in contour and expression . . . worse the more one looks at her.’5 At just under five feet tall she was somewhat short (she therefore liked to be seen on horseback, and rode frequently in Rotten Row). She had a long nose, slightly prominent teeth, eyes that had a tendency – increasing as she grew older – to protrude, and fair hair that was to darken to brown when she reached adulthood, before turning white in her latter years.


Even as a young woman she was inclined towards plumpness, a trait exacerbated by her love of eating. She was persuaded that this increased girth enhanced the regal aspect of her appearance. Nevertheless she smiled readily, and had beautiful china-blue eyes. Her appearance was regarded as pleasing. Popular prints of the young sovereign, which gave her greater beauty than she possessed, sold briskly and created a horde of admirers. Charles Dickens was one of them. He wrote to a friend that: ‘I am sorry to say I have fallen hopelessly in love with the Queen, and wander up and down with vague and dismal thoughts of running away with a maid of honour.’6 Her voice was much complimented. Lady Lyttelton, who saw her prorogue Parliament in 1839, remembered that it was: ‘quite that of a child, a gushing sort of richness with the most sensible, cultivated and gentleman-like accent and emphasis’.7


Her coronation took place almost exactly a year after her accession, on 28 June 1838. It marked the beginning of the modern British monarchy, for the new Queen – cheerful, pleasant and simple in her tastes – captured the imagination of the public and the affection of the rising middle class, the sector of society that has provided the most consistent support for the institution ever since. Her coronation was the first for some time to be celebrated with genuine enthusiasm.


Despite her confidence, Victoria would have been lost without the guidance of her Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne. He attended her daily in his official capacity, as well as devoting many afternoons to riding and evenings to dining with her (they became so close that she was jeered in public as ‘Mrs Melbourne’). He provided her with a thorough apprenticeship in her craft, as well as being a father figure. She appreciated his wit, experience, wisdom and amiability, but he also strengthened in her an existing – and unconstitutional – bias toward the Whig party, to which he belonged. When he was obliged to resign in 1839 and Victoria was faced with the prospect of the Tory Sir Robert Peel as Prime Minister, she engineered a crisis by refusing to replace any of her Whig court ladies. Peel, seeing this as evidence that she did not have faith in him, refused to form a Government, and Melbourne resumed the premiership – a heady victory for an inexperienced ruler.



‘Albert the Good’


The most significant influence in Victoria’s life appeared in 1839, when she became engaged. It was considered necessary that she marry as soon as possible and produce an heir. Despite her position and consequent desirability as a bride, her options were limited. She could marry either a cousin within her own family or a foreign prince – so long as he were Protestant. This effectively limited the choice to northern Europe, but a suitable candidate had been unofficially earmarked almost from birth as a future husband. Her uncle, King Leopold, was responsible for the choice of Albert, Prince of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, and had been preparing the young man since childhood. The younger son of a dissolute minor princeling, Albert was a few months younger than Victoria. He was Leopold’s nephew and Victoria’s cousin. She had met him once already, when both were seventeen, and had found him pleasant enough. She had recorded in her journal that he was: ‘Extremely handsome, his hair is about the same colour as mine; his eyes large and blue, and he has a beautiful nose, and a very sweet mouth with fine teeth; but the charm of his countenance is his expression, which is most delightful.’8 In what was almost a carbon copy of Victoria’s childhood vow to be good, Albert had made a similar youthful commitment: ‘I intend to train myself to be a good and useful man.’9 It was a promise he was resoundingly to fulfil.


Both of them knew of the plan to bring them together, but he was somewhat reluctant. He had heard that she was wilful and short-tempered, and was inclined to withdraw from any putative arrangement. She made clear that she would only marry for love, and insisted that any alliance must wait two or three years, for she had just emerged from an austere and restricted childhood into a life of complete independence, and had no wish to be imprisoned by a husband. Her heroine, Queen Elizabeth, had not married at all, and she toyed with the notion of remaining single. When Albert arrived with his brother at Windsor for a visit, there were no grounds for assuming that the match would win the enthusiasm of either party.


In the event, within a few days they were deeply in love. Victoria was overwhelmed by his handsome appearance, recalling that: ‘Albert’s beauty is most striking, and he is so amiable and unaffected – in short very fascinating.’10 She determined to marry him, and Melbourne urged that the arrangements be made at once. The Queen mused whether ‘I hadn’t better tell Albert of my decision soon . . . for in general such things were done the other way.’11 Five days after his arrival he was summoned by the Queen for reasons that were obvious. No one could propose to the sovereign, therefore it was she who asked him. He accepted at once. Their engagement lasted only three months, and they married at the Chapel Royal in St James’ Palace on 10 February 1840.


The relationship was of great significance for both the monarchy and the nation. Royal families were not known for love matches, and this – one of history’s great romances – set the seal of impeccable respectability on Victoria’s reign. The couple were mutually devoted, though the Queen’s temper and her consort’s frequent frustrations made their home-life extremely volatile: Victoria once reputedly tipped a cup of scalding tea on his head, and she frequently followed him, shouting, from room to room (he would control his temper, withdraw, and continue the exchange by letter). Nevertheless he answered a need in her nature for the guidance of a mature masculine figure. As an only child she lacked the security of a large family, and she was always in search of a substitute for the father she never had. Leopold and Melbourne had both provided this, as Disraeli would at a later stage. Albert’s intelligence, his wide interests and his devotion to duty – though almost entirely unappreciated by the public during his lifetime – were to prove a gift of inestimable value to his adopted country.


Thanks to Leopold’s grooming Albert had arrived in England with a working knowledge of the country’s language, laws and customs, yet he found himself unpopular. Among his wife’s family – and royalty in general – he was snubbed as a nonentity. The aristocracy – amoral, hedonistic and anti-intellectual – resented his earnest and puritanical nature (even his wife was irritated by his habit of retiring to bed early: if required to stay up late, he might fall asleep in his chair). The British public distrusted him as a foreigner – during the Crimean War there were widely believed rumours that, as a German and therefore presumably pro-Russian, he was to be imprisoned for treason in the Tower of London. They found his poverty in relation to the Queen a source of some amusement. Though he was not – as was widely believed – entirely lacking in humour, this was never obvious outside his family. He had no small-talk and his manner in public – a combination of natural shyness, intellectual snobbery and stiff German etiquette – was seen by many as insufferable. Courtiers were offended that he and Victoria spoke to each other in German at meals, excluding others from the conversation.


Constitutionally, he had no power or position. At first, the sole function he was allowed to fulfil was applying the blotter when the Queen had signed a document, and only gradually did he create a meaningful role for himself. It was, of course, understood that he also had responsibility for providing the country with an heir, and this matter was swiftly addressed. The Queen, who regarded sex as ‘a foretaste of heaven’ but who was to dread childbearing (‘I think of being like a cow or a dog at such moments’) was expecting within weeks of marriage, and her first child – a girl, named Victoria but known as Vicky – was born in November 1840. Eight others were to follow: the Prince of Wales (‘Bertie’) in 1841, and then Alice (1843), Alfred (1844), Helena (1846), Louise (1848), Arthur (1850), Leopold (1853) and Beatrice (1857). There were so many children that ‘the taxpayer groaned’, for Buckingham Palace had to be extended. These frequent, exhausting pregnancies were to preoccupy the Queen throughout much of the first two decades of her reign, and her husband found himself deputizing for her, in both a ceremonial and a consultative capacity, increasingly often.


He in any case held a host of titular posts as patron of societies, chairman of committees or honorary colonel of regiments. Many of these were worthy but dull. The innumerable addresses he delivered to assorted bodies were summed up by one biographer in the unkind comment: ‘Albert’s speeches were stupefyingly boring.’12 Nevertheless, he expanded many of his honorary positions into active roles that enabled him to exert an important influence, and in doing so he became the prototype of a figure that would become increasingly familiar in the twentieth century – the working royal. Under his guidance the Queen, too, attained a higher visibility in terms of ‘good works’. She had always been a generous donor to the needy (an often-repeated story that she gave only £5 to relieve hardship after the Irish potato famine is entirely unfounded). Now she increasingly took on the patronage of charitable organizations, and was ultimately connected with over 150 of them.


A talented composer and musician, and a connoisseur of art with ability of his own, interested equally in arts and sciences, Albert had much to contribute to British culture. It was Peel who saw his potential and gave him the opportunity to do so, for in 1841 he was appointed chairman of a Fine Art Commission to decorate the new Houses of Parliament. He proved an extremely able administrator, and his other positions, both honorary and effective, came to him as a result. The Queen bestowed on him the title ‘Prince Consort’ in 1857. He was to serve, among other things, as Field Marshal (he declined to become Commander-in-Chief), Colonel of the Grenadier Guards and the Rifle Brigade, Master of Trinity House, Chancellor of Cambridge University, President of the Royal Society, the Society of Arts, the Anti-Slavery Society and the Society for Improving the Conditions of the Labouring Classes.


He introduced the ‘Balmoral’ tartan still worn by the Royal Family and the helmets worn by the Household Cavalry, as well as the hideous and cumbersome funeral car used at the burial of the Duke of Wellington. He jointly designed the Victoria Cross (with the Queen, who proposed the motto: ‘For Valour’) and the Italianate Osborne House (with the architect Sir Thomas Cubbitt). He was responsible for the ‘model dwellings’ for the working class that were shown at the Great Exhibition. In addition, he reorganized the Royal Household, previously a byword for inefficiency, and made the Windsor estates profitable. He created a ‘model farm’ there, and his livestock competed successfully for prizes at agricultural shows. As a patron of the arts he was undoubtedly important. He built a significant collection of paintings that was later acquired for the nation, and he and Victoria took it upon themselves to rescue English theatre from the doldrums by having frequent performances staged at Windsor.


‘Dual Monarchy’


While he filled his diary with cultural and philanthropic activity, he also assumed an increasing significance in the conduct of royal business, becoming de facto his wife’s private secretary. She recorded that, ‘Albert grows daily fonder and fonder of politics and business, while I grow daily to dislike them more and more.’13 He had, since their marriage, exerted an important influence on the Queen’s outlook (he even helped her choose her bonnets). She had already begun to leave behind her youthful frivolity, but his example encouraged her to develop the serious and dutiful side of her nature, and she became increasingly dependent on his advice. He read state papers, condensing complex issues for her perusal, and he normally dictated her letters. Though she might sometimes alter the tone of a sentence or a paragraph, she almost invariably followed his advice. How closely they worked together can be appreciated by present-day visitors to Osborne, who are shown their side-by-side desks. Albert sat to the left of the Queen, reading documents, adding comments and passing them to her for approval and signature. As Laurence Housman observed: ‘Without the Prince Consort to train her, she would not have been a good Queen.’14


Albert wanted Victoria to claim foreign policy as a personal sphere. It was to her that ambassadors presented their credentials, and he therefore saw the Queen as legitimately entitled to exert influence. This was, he considered, necessary because Lord Palmerston, who was Foreign Secretary or Prime Minister during much of her first two decades, was reckless and confrontational. It was also obvious that Victoria could deal directly with other monarchs in a way that her Government could not. It was the Queen who, by making a private visit to King Louis-Philippe in 1843, began to develop cordial official relations with France for the first time in centuries. This friendship survived a change of dynasty, for in 1855 she journeyed to Paris to see Napoleon III, and both French monarchs reciprocated by coming to England. These connections (interestingly, both monarchs settled in England after being overthrown) set a precedent in Anglo-French friendship that was to be significant in the following century.


While Victoria appreciated Albert’s assistance, it increased his unpopularity in the country at large. In Parliament, the press and the public, there was considerable resentment of his perceived interference in affairs of state. The period between his marriage in 1840 and his death in 1861 has been dubbed ‘the dual monarchy’. He did not lack defenders, however, on the grounds that his advice was given without political bias. Lord Malmesbury wrote that: ‘No sovereign could have at his side a better counsellor, removed as he is from all personal disputes of parties.’15


He also persuaded Victoria to adopt a more politically neutral stance. In the volatile political climate of the 1840s it was vital that extremes be avoided. Though this period of instability passed without mishap, the lesson was never adequately taken to heart, for throughout her life she would display both personal and political favouritism towards governments and prime ministers. He persuaded her, however, to abandon her reservations regarding Peel and to work with the Tory Government. By doing so she increased public respect, for her Whig loyalties had been much discussed in the press. This show of impartiality would not last, and in the latter part of her reign it would be the Tory party with whose policies and outlook she would openly sympathize.


Needing privacy for their growing family – for at Windsor the public could come close enough to peer through the castle windows – Victoria and Albert sought homes of their own that were more suited to bringing up children. The result was the creation of two personal retreats. The first was at Osborne on the Isle of Wight, where, between 1845 and 1849, they had an existing house converted into a rambling Italianate villa. Here they spent idyllic summers, though it also provided a refuge when in 1848 a mass demonstration by Chartists made London seem too dangerous.


Their other sanctuary was at Balmoral in Scotland. In 1842 they had visited the Queen’s northern realm and had fallen in love with the Highlands, which bore a passing resemblance to the Germany of Albert’s youth. They found the local people – forthright in speech and behaviour – a pleasing contrast to the deference and backbiting of London. Between 1853 and 1855, a Scottish baronial castle was built for them. Here they lived, for months at a time, in a world of kilts and pipers and stalking and fishing. As at Osborne, Albert’s influence on the building and its interiors was noticeable. With its tartan wallpaper and deer-antler furniture it was a fantasy almost worthy of the Bavarian king, Ludwig II.


Such was Victoria’s pleasure in these surroundings that she published two books about her life in Scotland. Leaves from a Journal of Our Life in the Highlands sold well, spawning a sequel – if only because it was unprecedented for a reigning monarch to publish a work about her life (she presented Dickens with a copy of the first book inscribed: ‘From the humblest of writers to one of the greatest.’). The fact that her subjects could read about her summer holidays and family picnics was symptomatic of the monarchy as it had developed under Victoria. Previously, the private life of the Royal Family had been a subject for scurrilous mockery. Depictions of it in popular prints had been disrespectful and often vicious. Now the monarch and her consort were a model of respectability whose example the public were encouraged to follow. The fact that Albert did not gamble, keep a mistress or waste his time in idleness, and that Victoria was a doting wife and mother as well as a queen, meant that their private life fitted – entirely unintentionally – with the ideals of an evangelical element in public opinion that was at its most powerful around the mid-century. Their earnestness, together with a climate of piety, were a marked influence on the Victorian era and have been seen by later generations as defining its character. Pictures, which sold well in cheap coloured editions, showed them enjoying simple pleasures in cosy domestic settings – gathering around a Christmas tree (Albert was credited with introducing this custom to Britain, though in fact it was probably Queen Charlotte, the German wife of George III, who did so) or romping on the carpet. One such image, entitled ‘The Queen and Prince Albert at Home’, shows the Prince on all fours while his children pretend he is a horse.


Albert and Victoria were untypical parents, as they were atypical of many things that characterized their era. They were not punctilious churchgoers, for instance, and did not believe in the keeping of the Sabbath as rigorously as many of Victoria’s subjects did. Though their children were naturally put in the care of nurses and tutors, they were not in the least neglected, and a great deal of attention was paid to them – especially remarkable considering the commitments of both parents. Their education was meticulously planned, but was not without pleasures. At Osborne they each had garden plots to look after. In the grounds can be seen their toy blockhouse and the miniature Swiss chalet in which they learned housekeeping and entertained their parents to tea. One of its features was a little grocer’s shop called Spratt’s, in which they learned the value of money. The Queen described how, on one occasion she: ‘went with the children – Alice and I driving – to the Swiss Cottage, which was all decked out with flags in honour of [Prince] Alfred’s birthday. A band played and after dinner we danced, with the three boys and three girls and the company, a merry country dance on the terrace.’16 The Queen had no fondness for babies (she thought they looked like ‘frogs’) and found it difficult to talk to her children, of whom she and Albert made considerable demands. Yet their sons and daughters were given a childhood that was often idyllic, and on which in later years they would look back with immense nostalgia.



Royals in Public


Two new developments meant that some of this family life could be shared with the public. The first was the railway. A royal train enabled the Queen and her family to travel swiftly all over the realm and permitted vast numbers of people to see them. The other was the invention of photography, which had coincided with the Queen’s accession. In 1841 the first photographic portrait studio opened in London. Albert was photographed the following year and Victoria in 1845. By the 1850s it was possible to make numerous copies of a single photograph, and the result was the carte de visite, a visiting-card-sized image. A widespread and long-lasting fashion developed for collecting pictures of celebrities, and this brought the Queen’s family into the public eye in a way never before possible. Numerous, young and attractive, the Royal Family was an obvious subject for photographs. Before Victoria’s reign, very few people had seen the monarch other than as an image on coins. Now millions of subjects knew what she, her husband, her children and her homes looked like. The clothes they wore could be imitated, and, in two cases, quickly set fashions for children’s dress: the kilts and bonnets worn by the boys were adopted in thousands of middle-class households. The sailor suit made for Bertie in 1846 by a tailor aboard the royal yacht – and recorded in a portrait by Winterhalter – was so enchanting that it was also adapted for girls and set a worldwide trend that lasted until the Second World War (the original is in the National Maritime Museum). The Royal Family had become – to use a modern phrase – accessible. As a result of new technology (the mass-printed illustrated newspaper as well as photography) they became part of everyday life in precisely the way that television documentaries have demystified the Royal Family in our own time. These things made a cult of Victoria and Albert.


The Queen had a sharp eye for detail and sometimes her foibles took on the nature of commands. When visiting France in 1855, she recorded in her sketchbook the uniforms of the soldiers who lined the route or guarded her residences – these were, after all, the allies of her own troops in the Crimea. She was especially taken with the Zouaves – infantrymen dressed in a North African uniform of turbans, short jackets and immensely baggy trousers. On her return she expressed a desire to see some of her own soldiers outfitted in this manner. Englishmen would have looked ridiculous in such clothing, so War Office officials were obliged to study maps of the Empire in search of somewhere in which it could be introduced. They chose the Caribbean, and it became the distinctive uniform of black troops of the West India Regiment. It was seen in London when a contingent participated in the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, and it is still worn by bandsmen of the Barbados Defence Force.


A notable characteristic of the Royal Family was its seeming ordinariness. The Queen, when not in robes of state, had a dress-sense that was much commented upon, and not favourably. When she made her visits to France, in 1843 and 1855, the crowds were astonished at her appearance. Charlotte Brontë happened to see her on the former occasion, and described her as ‘a little, stout, vivacious lady, very plainly dressed, not much dignity or pretension about her’.17 On the latter visit the public – accustomed to their own Empress, the statuesque and beautiful Eugénie – were surprised to see Victoria in an unremarkable dress, carrying a large green umbrella and an ugly handbag decorated with a parrot that had been embroidered by one of her children. It was also noticed that she wore rings on every finger and even on both thumbs (though this habit was an attempt to conceal her somewhat unsightly hands rather than to show off wealth or taste in jewellery). She could easily have been mistaken for the wife of a bourgeois Englishman, and this too enabled her subjects to identify with her.


As well as their irreproachable family life, Victoria and Albert won admiration by their enthusiasm for progress. In an era of self-conscious modernity, they clearly enjoyed and made use of the conveniences and pleasures that technology provided, and whatever was done by the Queen and her family was inevitably going to be emulated by others. They travelled extensively by rail. They became patrons of the Photographic Society. Most significantly, the Queen agreed to have chloroform when giving birth to her eighth child, Prince Leopold, in 1853. At the time this caused considerable controversy. The practice of giving this anaesthetic to women during childbirth had been introduced only in 1847, and its dangers and possible side-effects were not well understood. Attempting to avoid the pain of labour was also seen in devout circles as proof of a lack of trust in the divine will. The Queen ignored these criticisms, and was profoundly grateful for the benefits. As Elizabeth Longford has written, it could be argued that Victoria’s greatest gift to her people ‘was a refusal to accept pain in childbirth as woman’s divinely appointed destiny’.18


Despite the Royal Family’s perceived goodness and empathy, Albert was still widely disliked. Yet his achievements were considerable. Among other things, he had the Cambridge curriculum modernized, rescuing the university from a state of moribund complacency and putting it on a par with those on the Continent. He guaranteed the success of the Great Exhibition. It was he, as president of the Royal Commission that organized it, who decided on its name and approved the design for the revolutionary glass building that became its symbol. He also defied opposition and had it built in Hyde Park, increasing its accessibility. By insisting that foreign manufactures be displayed beside those of the United Kingdom, he ensured that the exhibition had international, rather than merely national appeal. The resulting success owed more to him than to any other individual, and the considerable profit – £185,437 – was sufficient to purchase 70 acres of nearby land and ultimately to build the great museums that have given the district the nickname ‘Albertopolis’.


These things were achieved, however, at considerable personal cost. As the 1850s wore on Albert aged prematurely, becoming increasingly stout and bald, and his health was in visible decline. He was worn out with stress and overwork, and with worry. The decade witnessed two outbreaks of conflict: the Crimean War and the Indian Mutiny. Both were traumatic for Britain, but Victoria, extremely proud of being ‘a soldier’s daughter’ (the Duke of Kent had been a much-hated Commander-in-Chief), discovered a new role as a symbolic war leader, for she had perhaps seen an opportunity to emulate Queen Elizabeth. Her statement that she had never regretted more that she was a ‘poor woman and not a man’, for she would love to have gone to war herself, has about it a conscious echo of Elizabeth’s speech at Tilbury. The country indulged in a frenzy of war fever and the Queen, showing a pugnacious side of her nature that was at odds with her more customary shyness, was carried away by it. She watched the departure of troops and ships, visited the wounded and knitted woollen garments for the army (but was annoyed to find that the things she had made were distributed among officers rather than given to the common soldiery).
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