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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When, in August 1955, I was invited to undertake this work, the private papers of Her Majesty the late Queen Mary had already been removed from Marlborough House to the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle, where they are still being catalogued. By gracious permission of Her Majesty the Queen I have been given unrestricted access to these papers, as well as to all other relevant material in the Royal Archives. These manuscript sources included:


 


1. Queen Mary’s Diaries, kept daily from 1891 until the year of her death, 1953. There is also a solitary volume for the year 1884.


 


2. The Diaries of King George V.


 


3. The letters exchanged between King George V and Queen Mary.


 


4. The Diaries and letters of Queen Victoria; the Journals and letters of Princess Mary Adelaide, Duchess of Teck, and the letters of her husband, Francis, 1st Duke of Teck; the letters of Princess Augusta Caroline, Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, of King Edward VII, of Queen Alexandra, of the Empress Frederick, of Prince Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence and of other members of the Royal Family.


 


5. The letters of Queen Mary to her friends, returned to her upon their deaths.


 


6. The letters and papers of Prince Adolphus, 2nd Duke of Teck and, after 1917, 1st Marquess of Cambridge, deposited in the Royal Archives by his son, the present Marquess.


 


I have also been kindly allowed to make use of certain material outside the Royal Archives, including:


 


1. The Athlone Papers. These comprise letters of Queen Mary’s parents, of Queen Mary herself and of her elder brothers, to Prince Alexander George of Teck, later Earl of Athlone. They are in the possession of Her Royal Highness Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone, who has generously allowed me to have access to them.


 


2. The Papers of His Royal Highness the Duke of Windsor. These papers, which comprise the letters of King George V, of Queen Mary and of other members of the Royal Family to the Duke of Windsor are in His Royal Highness’s possession in France, where he has given me every facility to work at them.


 


3. The Kronberg Archives. These consist of the letters of Queen Victoria to the Empress Frederick, as well as the Empress’s correspondence with her own children, and are preserved at Schloss Friedrichshof, Kronberg, near Frankfurt-am-Main. For permission to make use of these archives I am indebted to His Royal Highness, Prince Philip, Landgrave of Hesse (Cassel).


 


These main sources of unpublished manuscript material I have supplemented by reference to further collections in private hands, the most notable being the papers of Mrs Charles Hunt, of the late Sir Dominic Colnaghi, and of the late Lady Bertha Dawkins.


I have also consulted many published works on the history of the period covered by this book, as well as a considerable number of biographies and volumes of memoirs. Of these I should mention in particular the Memoir (in two volumes) of Queen Mary’s mother, the Duchess of Teck, by C. Kinloch Cooke, published in 1900; the Personal Memoir of King George V by Mr John Gore, and the Life and Reign of the same monarch by Sir Harold Nicolson; and the Life and Reign of King George VI by Sir John Wheeler-Bennett.


The writer of a biography of a personage recently dead has one advantage over those writing about some figure in the remote past: he can consult, and speak with, the surviving relations, friends, and – in the case of Royalty – members of the staff of his subject. If I follow the discreet example of Mr Gore, Sir Harold Nicolson and Sir John Wheeler-Bennett and do not set down the names of all the many, many people who have helped me in this way, it is not for want of gratitude but simply that the list would be too long. I must, however, record the faultless kindness and assistance which I have received from the members of Queen Mary’s family, both in this country and abroad.


Only those who have been privileged to work in the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle can realise how much this book owes to the experience and the amiable personal interest of Sir Owen Morshead, now Librarian Emeritus at Windsor, as well as to the patience and co-operation of his successor as Librarian and Deputy-Keeper of the Royal Archives, Mr Robert Mackworth-Young and his staff, most notably Miss Leta Smith, Miss Hedley, Miss Price Hill, and Mrs Lawrence Morshead. For constructive but unsparing criticism, and for constant encouragement in my work on this book I am also vastly indebted to Sir Alan Lascelles, Private Secretary and Keeper of the Archives to King George VI and to Queen Elizabeth II.


During the three years in which I have been working on this biography I have indeed been lucky to have had the assistance of Mrs Gordon Waterfield. Without the aid of Mrs Waterfield’s precision, power of concentration and total understanding of the book’s aims, it would never have appeared in its present form. I should also like to thank Mr Rudolf Kandaouroff for the exactitude with which he has prepared the genealogical tables and helped in many other ways during the writing of this book, as well as Miss Jillian Moore, of the Royal Geographical Society, for the skill with which she has drawn the map.
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INTRODUCTION


No one is happier than I am to see the republication of James Pope-Hennessy’s masterly biography of Queen Mary. I was lucky enough to find a copy of it in a second-hand bookshop in Windsor on the afternoon of Sir Winston Churchill’s State Funeral, 30 January 1965. I was only thirteen at the time. I paid my 15/- and took it back to my room with me. It took me some weeks to read it. Many of the characters were new to me and I had never read a biography before, but what a wonderful introduction it was. I have reread it several times since, a great deal more easily, and with the same relish and joy that I experienced as a youngster all those years ago. It was important for me in another way too. The next day I confessed to my parents over Sunday lunch that I had bought it, quite expecting to have my head bitten off for making such an eccentric purchase. But no, they were rather intrigued. And so the floodgates opened and I started what is now a good collection of royal biographies and memoirs. That was the beginning of my own career as a biographer, though I did not realise it at the time. I was lucky to have started with what Sir Harold Nicolson hailed as ‘the most entertaining Royal biography ever written.’1


In the mid-1980s, I was asked to attempt a new biography of Queen Mary but, however appealing this might have been, and despite the new material that was by then available, I still felt that Pope-Hennessy’s book was, as I once described it, ‘the ultimate masterpiece’,2 the finest portrait possible, and that it would have been hard to do something to rival it.


James Pope-Hennessy was invited to write the book by the Royal Librarian, Sir Owen Morshead, in 1955. His first inclination was to decline. He even drafted a letter to Sir Owen telling him that ‘with the deepest regret . . . I do not see how, at present, I can accept this flattering commission.’3 Two things changed his mind. First, his brother John was horrified that he intended to turn the project down. He asked James to come and see him and gave him the vital clue as to the tone he should adopt. He told him that ‘Royalty were an endangered species, and this was an occasion to establish, through close inspection of a single life, the nature of the phenomenon.’4 Secondly, he had a chat to Sir Owen, who outlined what would be available to him. This fired James’s imagination and he set off on his research into papers held in the Royal Archives, and on the series of interviews with members of royal families, courtiers and aristocrats, all of which he noted carefully and which were published to some acclaim in The Quest for Queen Mary (jointly by Zuleika and Hodder in 2018).


James Pope-Hennessy was then a young man of thirty-eight and already a writer of distinction. His friends were amongst the most interesting artists, writers and muses of their generation – Cecil Beaton, James Lees-Milne, Clarissa Churchill (now Countess of Avon) and others. He had been painted by Lucian Freud. His brother, (Sir) John Pope-Hennessy, was well known as an art historian and museum director. But he was not perhaps the most obvious choice for a royal commission of this sort. Maud Russell, of Mottisfont Abbey, described him as ‘two characters lodged in one shell. The serious, hardworking, self-critical (so far as his writing was concerned), workmanlike being, and that other self, wild, careless, unheeding.’5


It was the Marchioness of Crewe who spotted that his greatest writing talent lay as a biographer. He established his name as such with two volumes on Richard Monckton-Milnes. And it was Lady Crewe’s stepdaughter, Lady Cynthia Colville, a long-serving lady-in-waiting to Queen Mary, who suggested he would be the perfect man for this particular task. The news was greeted with enthusiasm by fellow historians such as Sir John Wheeler-Bennett and Sir Harold Nicolson, but not everyone was so easily convinced. George VI’s peppery former Private Secretary, Sir Alan Lascelles (Tommy Lascelles), by then in retirement at Kensington Palace, had never met Pope-Hennessy. He telephoned Morshead to ask him ‘why, and by whom, this unknown young man, who had probably never clapped eyes on Queen Mary, had been entrusted with writing her biography.’6


As it happens, Pope-Hennessy had once met Queen Mary when she came to tea with Lady Crewe at her home, West Horsley Place, in Surrey (famous now for Bamber Gascoigne’s Grange Park Opera) in the summer of 1949. He wrote to his brother:


 


I was absolutely delighted by her, and immensely impressed. She is much larger than I expected, and looks miraculously new and clean – huge expanses of laundered chintz dress, a white lawn choker round the neck, with a colossal diamond suspended from it, a snow-white parasol and snow-white gloves, a little toque of pale magenta & pale blue violets – the whole incredibly appetising and agreeable.7


 


James sat next to her at tea and thought he had made a good impression. Lady Crewe rang Marlborough House later and the message was that he and the other guest, Lady Victor Paget, had been ‘enchanting’.


This story has a curious postscript. When he was at work on the biography, he looked himself up in Queen Mary’s meticulously kept diary to see what she said about him. He found Lady Victor mentioned by name, but he himself was described as nothing more than ‘and question mark!’


In his journey to discover Queen Mary, James Pope-Hennessy found himself lunching with the Queen, the Duke and Duchess of Gloucester, Tommy Lascelles and others at Buckingham Palace on 5 December 1956, and subsequently the Duchess of Gloucester asked him to stay at Barnwell. He established good relations with the Duke and Duchess of Windsor and, had he lived, would almost certainly have written an excellent, understanding and sympathetic biography of the Duke, judging that he ‘was not a great man, but he was an astonishingly human one, despite his position, his rigorous upbringing, his parents’ lack of understanding and the vast responsibilities which, from youth on, loomed over him.’8 He was greatly assisted by the Princess Royal and by Queen Mary’s sister-in-law, Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone.


He was quite nervous about the book, fearing that it would be censored by the court. He told his brother how he was getting on:


 


I have begun today on the Duke of Clarence, irresistible; and highly tricky. I think I can get away with murder if everything is presented as making Grannie grander and stronger & more utterly marvellous – coming up fighting after each fresh trial, don’t you see?9


 


He continued:


 


The drama of the Duke of Clarence passing of course can’t be repeated twice in a lifetime, today I have killed off Princess Mary Adelaide, alas, also removed the Duke of Teck from the board – a tiny bit previous, but as he went mad so soon after her death we needn’t think about him again – his daughter didn’t. I have now got the Strelitz scandal which I daresay won’t pass muster at the censorship but my idea is to write it all as it was, so as to deposit one copy at B.M. [British Museum] or somewhere, telling all the truth?10


 


He pursued the Strelitz scandal:


 


Am at work currently on Chapter 4 (= sixteenth chapter) in which Aunt Augusta’s eldest Strelitz granddaughter, aet:19, is raped by one of the Palais footmen & gives birth to a bastard – the Duchess of York in her heroic way coping with all – rather newsy, in fact. Isn’t Grannie turning out fine? Surmounting all her difficulties & more admirable page by page – such is my aim & intention.11


 


As it happened, he need not have worried at all. Tommy Lascelles steered the book through the censorship stage, and it was published as written, scarcely a word altered. Lascelles also flagged up what readers might expect in the style of this royal biography:


 


His earlier works justify the anticipation that this one has been written with artistry and delicacy of taste that characterised them; one may also expect so original a writer to have approached his present task in an original manner. If his immediate predecessors in the art of Royal biography, gave us, as it were, full-length portraits by Allan Ramsay or Raeburn, Mr Pope-Hennessy has, I expect, painted a conversation piece by Zoffany: a conversation piece in which, perhaps, his subject will stand out – not too sharply – from a group of her kith and kin, against a background of the social and political landscape of the age in which Queen Mary lived her long life.12


 


The book sold 60,000 copies in the first three months following publication. It received rave reviews. The Times reviewer (anonymous) praised Pope-Hennessy for his early chapters:


 


He gets off in the highest spirits, manoeuvring his huge cast of characters and their settings, British, German and Italian, with the zest of a novelist whom good fortune has offered a ready-made plot, gloriously ample and richly period. He even, at times, uses the method of an old-style novelist in the grand manner. One almost expects to meet a chapter that begins : ‘While the events recorded in our last were transpiring . . .’ This technique is successful, for it suits the subject matter.13


 


His cast of characters was indeed wonderful. The wedding prospects of Princess Mary Adelaide, her mother, known as ‘Fat Mary’, provoked the comment: ‘No German Prince will embark on so vast an undertaking’,14 the Prince of Teck who did marry her was described by the Cambridges as ‘our last chance’,15 Queen Mary’s brother, Prince Frank, was expelled from Wellington for tossing the headmaster over a hedge, and so it went on. A particularly enjoyable feature of the book is the unashamedly unenlightened judgements of Aunt Augusta, Grand Duchess of Mecklenberg-Strelitz, who had ‘something of the look of a complacent partridge.’16


Not for nothing did the similarly anonymous reviewer of the Times Literary Supplement write: 


 


It is a piece of good fortune for the author that Queen Mary lived only on the fringe of royalty until 1892 and that few people expected that one day she would join its ranks. But no ordinary writer, aiming to turn this advantage to good account, could have produced so readable and revealing a reconstruction of her first 26 years.17


 


Later writers continued to praise the book. Professor Jack Plumb described it as ‘a wonderful book – astute, scholarly and, as biographies should be, generous.’18 I understand what James Lees-Milne was hinting at in his book, Fourteen Friends, when he wrote that Pope-Hennessy ‘apotheozised his subject into a figure of immense eminence and dignity, while hinting, tongue in cheek, at what was ridiculous about her.’19 But the last word should go to A.N. Wilson, who wrote:


 


But there is one book toweringly greater than anything else he wrote, and that is his life of Queen Mary. It is not so much that he had at last chosen a great subject, but that he had found a subject to which his pen was perfectly suited.20


 


Hugo Vickers


London, 2019










THE WORLD OF PRINCESS MAY OF TECK


NOTE: This short list is intended to aid the reader in identifying recurrent figures of Princess May’s childhood and youth, particularly those referred to in quotations from letters by their family nicknames. The list covers the period 1867 to 1893, and contains no birth or death dates. For this as for all fuller information about these persons, the reader is recommended to the text, the footnotes, and the genealogical tables at the end of the volume.


 


PRINCESS MAY


HSH Princess Victoria Mary of Teck


 


Dolly, her eldest brother


HSH Prince Adolphus of Teck


 


Frank, her second brother


HSH Prince Francis of Teck


 


Alge, her third brother


HSH Prince Alexander George of Teck


 


Mama, their mother


HRH Princess Mary Adelaide of Cambridge, Duchess of Teck


 


Papa, their father


HSH Prince Francis, Duke of Teck


 


Grandmama


HRH Princess Augusta of Hesse, Duchess of Cambridge, mother of the Duchess of Teck


 


Geraldo


Lady Geraldine Somerset, lady-in-waiting to the Duchess of Cambridge


 


Aunt Augusta


HRH Princess Augusta Caroline, Grand-Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, elder sister of the Duchess of Teck


 


Uncle Fritz


Frederick William, Grand Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, the husband of above


 


Dolphus


Adolphus Frederick, Hereditary Grand Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, only child of above


 


Uncle George


HRH Prince George, Duke of Cambridge, only brother of the Duchess of Teck


 


Aunt Queen or Grandmama


Her Majesty Queen Victoria, first cousin of the Duchess of Teck


 


Uncle Bertie or Uncle Wales


HRH Prince Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, eldest son of Queen Victoria


 


Aunt Alix or Motherdear


HRH Princess Alexandra of Denmark, Princess of Wales, wife of above


 


‘The Wales cousins’


Eddy


HRH Prince Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence and Avondale, elder son of above


Georgie


HRH Prince George, Duke of York, second son of the Prince and Princess of Wales


Louise


HRH Princess Louise, eldest daughter of the Prince and Princess of Wales


Toria


HRH Princess Victoria, second daughter of the Prince and Princess of Wales


Harry


HRH Princess Maud, third daughter of the Prince and Princess of Wales


 


Grosspapa


Duke Alexander of Württemberg, an elderly widower, father of the Duke of Teck


 


Aunt Claudine


Princess Claudine of Teck, elder daughter of above


 


Aunt Amélie


Princess Amélie of Teck, Countess von Hügel, younger daughter of Duke Alexander


 


Aunt Catherine


Princess Frederic of Württemberg, widow of her first cousin, and related to the Duke of Teck


 


Uncle Willy


Prince William, son of above, a widower, and heir to the kingdom of Württemberg


 


Affie


Princess Pauline, only child of Prince William


 


Georgiana, Lady Wolverton


A rich friend and neighbour of the Duchess of Teck


 


Peter


Mr Peter Wells, a rich man-about-town in Florence


 


Bianca


Miss Bianca Light, a Florentine friend of the Duchess of Teck and owner of the Villa I Cedri


 


Mr Thaddy


Mr Thaddeus Jones, a lively young Irish painter


 


Little Emily


Miss Emily Alcock, a ‘charming’ American girl


 


Girdie


Mrs Mary Girdlestone, the Teck children s nurse


 


Gutman


Fräulein Gutman, Princess May’s German governess


 


Bricka, or ‘good old Hélène’


Mademoiselle Hélène Bricka, an Alsatian in charge of Princess May’s later studies










NUMERICAL REFERENCES


The general reader is warned that the frequent numerical references after quotations in the text of this book are solely for the benefit of students. The notes to which these small numerals refer give only sources and dates, and are to be found at the end of the book.










BOOK ONE


PRINCESS MAY


1867–1893










CHAPTER ONE


A MAY CHILD AND HER PARENTS


ONE LATE April day in the year 1867 a letter from England reached Schloss Reinthal, the turreted, ochre-coloured castle of the von Hügel family, hidden in the fir woods of the Styrian hills, within an easy distance of Graz. Written to the châtelaine of Reinthal by her only brother, Prince Teck, this letter told her that his wife, the former Princess Mary Adelaide of Cambridge, was expecting their first child within a few weeks’ time. The doctors had predicted 26 May as the date for the birth. ‘I am looking over Kensington Palace,’ wrote Prince Teck, in German, from his mother-in-law’s house at Kew, ‘as I want to be established there by at least the 6th . . . Let us hope that a nice baby will be born there in the lovely month of May.’1


Sure enough, with a precision that marked her actions throughout the course of her long life, the child did in fact appear in that lovely month and upon the very day the doctors named. The new baby was born just before midnight on 26 May, in the presence of her mother’s sister, the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz (who had driven across the Park from St James’s Palace) and of her mother’s close friends, the Duchesse d’Aumale and Lady Elizabeth Adeane. As the next day dawned over London, the Duchesse d’Aumale hastened off in her carriage through the flowery lanes of Kensington to Cambridge Cottage, Kew, there to give the first news of the birth to the child’s German grandmother, the old Duchess of Cambridge, whilst ‘Augusta Strelitz’ remained with her sister at Kensington. There had been considerable anxiety about the event, since Princess Mary Adelaide, a personage of unusual girth, was already thirty-three, an age then considered dangerous for the bearing of a first child. ‘Poor Mary,’ the Crown Princess Frederick had written to Queen Victoria from Berlin in December 1866, ‘it seems most alarming – with her size – and at her age – her prospects must fill her with fear.’2


So soon as the public announcement was made that morning in London, more than one thousand persons flocked towards Kensington Palace to inscribe their names. For though Prince Teck himself was still scarcely known in London, Princess Mary Adelaide (whom he had married in the previous June) had a multitude of friends amongst the limited circle of rich or aristocratic persons who then comprised ‘General Society’. She had managed to combine this purely social popularity with a gift for inspiring a wild affectionate enthusiasm amongst the London crowd, which relished ‘Fat Mary’s’ stout, benevolent appearance and her jovial yet imperious manner. It was this gift which had never been entirely welcome to her first cousin, the retiring, six-years’ widowed Queen.


By 5 June Princess Mary Adelaide was well enough to write herself to her husband’s relatives at Reinthal: ‘I have indeed much to be thankful for, lying as I do here with Baby in her cradle by me, Francis with Yes* on his lap on the other side.’3 Because of the month in which the little girl was born her doting mother would refer to her as ‘my May-flower’ or, more simply, ‘May’. The spring name caught. Long after she had married, in fact until the year in which her husband ascended the throne of England, the girl born on 26 May 1867, at Kensington Palace, was known affectionately to her friends and to the English public as ‘Princess May’.


Word of Princess May’s birth was immediately telegraphed to Queen Victoria, who was in the midst of her spring seclusion at Balmoral. But, prolific in royal circles, this spring of 1867 had already produced other infant competitors for the Queen’s attention. At Marlborough House the Princess of Wales had given birth to a daughter, Louise, on 20 February, while Queen Victoria’s own child Helena had just been delivered of a son, ‘Christle’. It was this latter, Schleswig-Holstein, boy who was currently absorbing all the Queen’s eager attention. Cousin Mary Teck’s girl inevitably took second, if not third, place. ‘Mary T[eck] is going on perfectly well (to-everyone’s astonishment) & it is a very fine child,’ the Queen wrote cursorily to the Crown Princess Frederick on 2 June. ‘However nothing can beat Lenchen’s Boy – who one really sees grow daily – He is a splendid fellow.’†4 In after years, when Princess May had married the heir-presumptive to the throne, Queen Victoria would dwell upon the coincidence by which the girl had been born two days after the Queen’s own birthday and, as she herself had been, at Kensington. ‘I like to feel your birthday is so near mine, that you were born in the same House as I was & that you bear my name. It is very curious that it should be so,’5 she wrote to her, for instance, in May 1896. But at the actual time the arrival of the Teck baby made little impact upon Queen Victoria, nor was she struck by its coincidental aspect. She nevertheless wrote to the mother with that genuine kindness that often characterised her behaviour, from Balmoral, on 4 June:


 


I send you today a quilt wh. Lenchen, Louise & I have worked for you (our names are put into it) with much pleasure and send you today [sic] hoping you may use it on your sofa. I need not repeat to you, my dearest Mary how truly, really happy I have been at your safe & prosperous confinement & the birth of your little girl. I have known & loved you dearly from your earliest infancy – my darling Husband was very fond of you – & your happiness has ever been very near my heart – & therefore my joy at this event is most sincere. Could my own dearest Husband but have witnessed it & be able to join me in visiting you at my poor old Home!6


 


The Queen had often had before, and was to have again, occasions to complain of her Cambridge cousin’s dilatory habits in answering letters; once Princess Mary Adelaide got going on one of her voluminous ‘journal-letters’ few, if any, of her contemporaries in England could surpass her talent for amusing description, but it was the effort to begin a letter which daunted her, and the Queen was sometimes chagrined to find that her own missives were never given any special priority over the mass of general correspondence which flooded Princess Mary Adelaide’s work-tables at Kensington Palace and at White Lodge. It was thus not until a fortnight later, and with an excuse which was somewhat lame, that Princess Mary sent her thanks for the Queen’s present:


 


With a rather shaky hand and my feet under your quilt, [she wrote on 18 June] I take up for the first time my pen, to thank you, and that warmly and lovingly, for your charming gift, which I prize more than I can express as the joint work of those very dear to me; as well as for all your kind and tender interest in my safety and well-doing and pleasure at the birth of our dear little girl, whom I quite long to present to you . . . with grateful messages and love to Helena and Louise for their share in the couvrepied, I remain ever, in fond gratitude for all your sisterly kindness, Your devoted and most affectionate Cousin Mary Adelaide.7


 


Back at Windsor in June, Queen Victoria made one of her expeditions to London – rare at that period – to inspect the rival babies at Marlborough House and at Kensington. Princess Louise, the Prince of Wales’s first daughter,* was pronounced to be a ‘poor little Baby’ with a cough, and not to ‘look very strong’. At five o’clock on the same day on which she had thus confirmed her private theory that the Wales children were liable to be undersized and ‘pigeon-breasted’ (‘the race will be a puny one which would have distressed darling Papa’ she had written on an earlier occasion to her eldest daughter and confidante, the Crown Princess Frederick†8), the Queen set off again from Buckingham Palace, headed this time westwards in an open carriage and four through ‘the densely crowded Park to see dear Mary Teck. It seemed so strange,’ she noted in her Journal ‘to drive into the old courtyard and to get out at the door, the very knockers of which were old friends. My dear old home, how many memories it evoked walking through the well-known rooms!’ Going up to the top of the house, to the big light bedroom in which she and her mother had slept in the years before her accession to the throne, the Queen there found Princess Mary Adelaide, ‘Aunt Cambridge’, and the baby. This last proved ‘a very fine child, with quantities of hair – brushed up into a curl on the top of its head! – & very pretty features & a dark skin.’ Seen again nearly a year later ‘Mary T’s baby’ seemed ‘a dear merry healthy Child, but not as handsome as she ought to be’.9 For the moment, however, the Kensington Palace infant seemed in every way superior to that lying in its bassinet at Marlborough House.


On this first visit to a child for whom, many years later, she was to develop a high admiration, the Queen was told of the burden of names provisionally selected for the baby to carry through life: Agnes Augusta Victoria Mary Louise Olga Pauline Claudine. ‘Agnes after Franz’s grandmother,’ she diligently noted, ‘and Claudine after his mother, Augusta after Aunt Cambridge and Augusta Strelitz, and Victoria after me. I am to be one of the godparents.’10 But when the baby was christened by the Archbishop of Canterbury at Kensington Palace on 27 July, the sequence of names had been for some reason rearranged. The list now read Victoria Mary Augusta Louise Olga Pauline Claudine Agnes. It seems likely that this new dispensation was the result of a determined effort by the old Duchess of Cambridge and her elder daughter the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. To both of these ladies the child’s direct descent from King George III and her kinship with the reigning sovereign of Great Britain were far more significant than her morganatic Württemberg and Rhèdey ancestry on her father’s side. According to this, the official Cambridge view, Prince Teck was indeed fortunate to have been allowed to marry a Princess of Great Britain and Ireland; for after the wedding they chose to forget their secret satisfaction at getting Princess Mary Adelaide married off at all. In any case if the changed order of Christian names was intended to flatter the Queen, it singularly failed to do so:


 


I must say I am shocked that you have been worried out of calling the Baby Agnes – such a pretty name [she wrote, from Osborne, on the christening day, to Princess Mary Adelaide] and I think the father’s family ought always to be considered first. However Mary is of course dear to us – for your & dear At. Gloucester’s sakes.11


 


This was not the first reprimand which Queen Victoria had felt bound to deliver to her younger Cambridge cousin. Nor was it to be, by a long way, the last.


II


We now tend to think of Queen Victoria in matriarchal terms, as head of a numerous family of English and German descendants. Yet when she first came to the throne, and indeed until her children had grown up and married, she had only three collaterals of her own generation in England* – the Cambridge cousins. These cousins were the children of the Queen’s uncle, Adolphus, Duke of Cambridge, seventh son of George III. In the near-panic* caused by Princess Charlotte’s death in 1817 (an event which suddenly left the English throne with no direct heir in the third generation) the Duke of Cambridge had married Augusta, Princess of Hesse, a daughter of Friedrich, Landgrave of Hesse-Cassel, and his wife Caroline, Princess of Nassau-Usingen. They had lived for many years in Hanover, where the Duke was Viceroy, returning to England at Queen Victoria’s accession when Hanover was separated from the English Crown. There had thus been a brief period – between the death of William IV in 1837 and the birth of Queen Victoria’s first child, the Princess Royal, in 1840 – in which the Cambridge family were very high up in the line of succession to the English throne.


Adolphus, Duke of Cambridge, had died in 1850 and was succeeded in the Dukedom by his only son, George. This, the second and the last Duke of Cambridge, born in 1819, is remembered as having held the position of Commander-in-Chief of the British Army for a span of thirty-nine years, during which he consistently opposed every suggestion for modernisation or reform. In 1847 he had bewildered his mother and his sisters by contracting a private marriage with an actress, Louisa Fairbrother. Miss Fairbrother was subsequently known as Mrs FitzGeorge and bore the Duke three FitzGeorge sons, upon whom their little Teck cousins were taught to look askance. Despite this marriage, Queen Victoria continued on excellent terms with the Duke of Cambridge. His sisters she treated with a certain reserve, whilst their mother, ‘Aunt Cambridge’, inspired her with no special affection.


The Duchess of Cambridge was a large, stately German lady, with a heavy, rather coarse face, and thick black eyebrows which gave her what her niece Victoria called ‘a severity of expression’. She wore shiny black pomatum on her hair, which was turned sleekly in beneath an elaborate cap. Some people thought her proud and haughty, while others judged her ‘one of those exceptional people who had the gift of winning hearts’.12 She spoke English with a strong German accent. She was clever rather than highly educated, and had what was then called ‘a sense of fun’. In her own household she was rated to have a perfect temper, to think of herself last, and to be remarkably industrious, since she liked knitting or doing needlework while her lady read to her aloud. Essentially formidable, and, in her latter years, a permanent invalid, the Duchess never succeeded in winning the hearts of her grandchildren, who resented the hours they had to spend in her rooms at St James’s Palace, and who remembered to their dying day her ‘stingy teas’ of buns and rusks. Writing from Frogmore in 1909 to her Aunt Augusta Strelitz, Princess May reflected upon her own fear of her grandmother, the old Duchess of Cambridge:


 


I still meet older people sometimes who knew dear Grandmama & invariably talk so nicely of her. I wish I had been older to appreciate her properly, but in spite of her great kindness to us we were always rather afraid of her . . . I know that if ever we had a chance of talking to her alone we loved listening to her interesting reminiscences but these talks were few and far between.’13


 


To which her aunt replied that she wished:


 


You had been able really to know Grandmama; as it was you could not get in real contact with her, besides she looked and could be rather severe, with her firm old notions and principles, though her heart ever was full of love for all her belongings . . .14


 


In 1843 the Duchess of Cambridge had successfully married off her elder daughter, Princess Augusta Caroline, to the son and heir of the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, whose wife, the Grand Duchess Marie, had been a Princess of Hesse and was own sister to the Duchess of Cambridge herself. This marriage between first cousins meant that the elder Cambridge sister went to live in Strelitz, and, though she came over to London with her husband almost annually, and was on occasion importunate about having rooms of her own at St James’s (which Queen Victoria refused to give her) or about crossing the Channel, as the Queen’s daughters did, in a private steamer, she ceased to impinge greatly upon the Queen’s consciousness.


In early days Princess Augusta Caroline had indeed caused Queen Victoria annoyance: ‘she was altogether very jealous of my position in Society, as being very popular’ Princess Augusta recalled in old age, in another letter to her niece Princess May in which she recounted ‘a scene I had with the Queen at a small Ball in the Gallery during the Tsarevitch Alexander’s stay in London, when he was more attentive to me than to her’. On her side Princess Augusta could not forgive the fact that ‘Albert’s German influence’ had caused the title ‘Princess of Great Britain and Ireland’ to be changed, in the case of the Cambridge sisters, to ‘Princess of Cambridge’ – ‘giving to each the Fathers title for a family name, which is perfectly wrong’.15 For Princess Augusta Caroline harboured strong feelings about her status as a granddaughter of George III: ‘The Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg,’ wrote Queen Sophie of Holland in 1867,16 ‘is one of those who keep themselves in hot water about their rank and cannot bear the second place . . . I always wonder when clever people dwindle away their lives with such petty preoccupations.’


Eight years after Princess Augusta’s marriage, her younger sister Mary Adelaide made her debut, at the age of seventeen, at the official opening of the Great Exhibition. Chaperoned by the Queen’s mother, the Duchess of Kent, she wore white roses ‘with long branches of a lovely feathery kind of flower’ on her head.17 Soon she and her mother were, in Lord Redesdale’s word, ‘the only members of the Royal Family who were seen in general society’ where ‘their presence always gave pleasure. They were so gracious and unaffectedly gratified at any attempt to entertain them.’18 Since she did not marry until 1866, there were fifteen long years – fifteen crowded London seasons – during which Princess Mary Adelaide and her mother (‘the stout parties from Kew’, as Lord Clarendon irreverently called them19) moved freely in Tory society in the metropolis. They themselves gave musical parties, small dances or receptions for the diplomatic corps at St James’s Palace or at Cambridge Cottage, a pretty, simple house with handsome rooms for entertaining tacked on to it, on Kew Green. In this way ‘the Cambridges’ seemed to display a genial aspect of Royalty which was in contrast to the more formal atmosphere of Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle, where the emphasis lay on the serious and the domestic sides of royal and family life. Theirs was a happy, kindly existence. It was filled with high-spirited gaiety. A large part of it was devoted to various practical charities. It was almost entirely independent of the Court.


This independence sometimes went too far, and was judged to amount to carelessness, if not to disrespect, as on an occasion in February 1863 when Princess Mary Adelaide, by omitting to attend a Drawing-Room, failed to perform her duty as a member of the Royal Family.


 


Whilst Her Majesty is always anxious to live upon the most friendly terms with the Duchess of Cambridge and Princess Mary [Sir Charles Phipps was told to write to Lord Granville, selected as a go-between in this ‘unpleasant matter’] Her Majesty considers it to be a duty, from which She may not shrink, to maintain her own proper position, and to require those marks of proper respect and attention from all the members of the Royal family, which have always been acknowledged to be due, and which were always most Strictly insisted upon by Her Royal Uncles.


 


Lord Granville was asked to see the Duke of Cambridge and to remonstrate with him over his sister’s behaviour; upon which the Duke ‘alluded to the little the Duchess of Cambridge had seen of the Queen, and to their not knowing even now whether they were to be invited to the Castle, excepting for the marriage’.*20


It is episodes such as this which explain Queen Victoria’s attitude of comparative detachment over the birth of her cousin’s first child, Princess May.


III


Six months after their baby’s birth, Princess Mary Adelaide and her husband were asked to dine and sleep at Windsor Castle one November night. It was thus that, in her long withdrawal from active life after the death of the Prince Consort, the Queen would from time to time summon those relations whom she wished to see. ‘She is alas! grown enormous & has never recovered her strength,’ the Queen reported of her cousin, to Berlin, ‘– but they are very happy together; the Baby had a cold & cld therefore not come.’ A fortnight later they were asked again, this time for two nights. They brought with them ‘their little Baby – a dear spritely little thing – but not a fine or a remarkably handsome Child; but I am sure she will be pretty,’ wrote the Queen, adding: ‘It is a real pleasure to see dear Mary now – she is so bright & happy & also her fine qualities come out to such advantage now that she is happy. But her size is fearful! It is really a misfortune.’21


Like most diminutive persons, Queen Victoria found anyone very much larger than herself a trifle oppressive. Yet there was no exaggeration in her references to her cousin Mary Adelaide’s obesity. This handicap had long rendered Princess Mary Adelaide a problem piece upon the family chessboard: a Princess who had remained so long unmarried as to have begun to seem unmarriageable. When, therefore, in April 1866, Princess Mary Adelaide had accepted Prince Teck’s offer of marriage (made in the Rhododendron Walk in Kew Gardens after what her sister called an ‘incredibly short’ acquaintanceship), the Queen and her whole family had breathed a sigh of relief. For it was supposed that several previous suitors from the Continent had been deterred by their first glimpse of Princess Mary’s appearance.


The tragedy about this appearance, for a proud and intelligent girl, had been the sense that had she not been thoroughly stout she might have been distinctly beautiful. She was tall, and had ash-blonde hair with a pretty, natural wave in it, dark blue eyes fringed by dark lashes beneath dark brows, ‘a creamy complexion’, a sweet expression and beautiful teeth. She would look her best in a mourning dress, cut low at the bosom, with black garnets ‘sparkling like black diamonds on her white neck’.22 In 1857, when she was twenty-four, the American Minister to the Court of St James’s estimated that this ‘very fat, very thick-set and very proud young lady’ must weigh at least two hundred and fifty pounds.23 Another witness who sat near her in the theatre described her afterwards as ‘that mountain of a girl’, whilst the flippant world of the aristocracy referred to her as ‘our domestic Embonpoint’. Surrey neighbours spoke of the way that the springs of a carriage would ‘groan’ as she entered it. Young officers were admired for the skill with which they could steer Princess Mary Adelaide through a complicated dance. Once, at a great ball at Orleans House, Twickenham, Princess Mary Adelaide, ‘looking splendidly handsome with a wreath of purple grapes round her wavy hair’, and dancing the Lancers with the Comte de Paris as partner, had collided with another girl and knocked her ‘flat down’ on her back.24


Princess Mary Adelaide was very fond of clothes and jewellery. Her favourite colour was blue, though as a young girl she often wore white, and went to one of her first Drawing-Rooms at Buckingham Palace in a crinoline trimmed with scarlet poppies and with scarlet poppies ‘at the side of her head below the plumes and falling amongst the folds of the gold-spangled white tulle veil’.25


Members of Princess Mary Adelaide’s family were painfully aware of the problems posed by her size. When the Empress Eugénie had suggested that ‘la Princesse Marie de Cambridge’ should marry Prince Oscar of Sweden, Queen Victoria replied that Prince Oscar ‘pourrait ne pas être content de se trouver engagé à une jeune Princesse . . . qui, quoique bien belle, spirituelle et bien instruite et possédant un excellent cœur est cependant plus forte que la plûpart des jeunes dames de son âge’.26 ‘Meyer says that he knows both a horse and saddle which will suit you,’27 the Queen wrote tactfully to her cousin in 1853, when urging her to take riding lessons in Windsor Great Park. When the Duchess of Cambridge (travelling incognita as Lady Culloden) looked in on King Leopold on her way through Brussels in 1852, the old King scribbled off to his niece Queen Victoria: ‘I found her extremely well and very curious, as usual, but poor Mary, such a beautiful child, is grown out of all Compass, to my great regret. Leopold, who is all longitude, was her neighbour and looked quite alarmed.’28 Princess Mary Adelaide was at this time seventeen.


Photographs confirm these contemporary judgements, as do the memories of those still living who knew Princess Mary as Duchess of Teck. These eye-witnesses recall the Princess’s quick, graceful movements, despite her bulk; the nimble way she stepped down from a carriage, the easy gesture with which she would give her hand to be kissed. It was a part of her charm that she herself made jokes about her weight and would allow small relatives to test it on her velvet-covered scales, or spontaneously demonstrate a tarantella to the dancing-class to which her daughter went. No member of the Royal Family could wave so valiantly from a carriage, and in any royal procession she was certain of the longest and the loudest cheer. Children adored her, for she was easy-going and high-spirited, impulsive and generous, and had no idea of time. This notorious unpunctuality, together with a total lack of any sense for money, were the cause of many of the troubles which her children shared and witnessed in their youth. They may be taken as the direct psychological reason for her daughter’s equally notorious punctiliousness about time and for her sense of order. Her own letters, which, once begun, might run on for thirty or more pages, offer the surest evidence of Princess Mary Adelaide’s exceptional, and wholly delightful, qualities of head and heart.


Queen Victoria, however, was both more sedate and more careworn than her younger cousin. High spirits were never the key to the Queen’s heart and, at a period when she herself had chosen virtually to disappear from public gaze, Princess Mary’s popularity seemed ostentatious and almost deliberately sought. What were in fact a genuine love of human beings, a compassionate reaction to want in any form, and a happy wish to please, were misinterpreted by the Queen and her immediate family. ‘Mary is very popular, and justly so,’ the Empress Frederick wrote to her mother in 1891, ‘still I think she courts popularity perhaps more than sisters would care to do, – but I may be wrong!’29


The project for Princess Mary Adelaide to marry Prince Oscar, the second surviving son* of the King of Sweden and Norway, had, as we know, been invented by the Empress Eugénie, who first put it forward in a private letter to Queen Victoria in April 1856: ‘J’ai pensé içi dans mon petit coin que la Princesse Marie de Cambridge a vingt-deux ans et que leurs âges et leurs positions réciproques vont bien ensemble et si cette petite combinaison convenait à Votre Majesté je me réjouirais d’avoir eu une ideé qui put contribuer au bonheur d’un membre de Votre famille’30 Queen Victoria had thereupon suggested that Prince Oscar and Princess Mary Adelaide had better meet. He came to London, saw her several times, and withdrew to Paris without having proposed. Further discreet enquiries revealed that he had no wish to marry Princess Mary, and in the following year he proposed to, and was accepted by, Sophie, Princess of Nassau.


Five months later, in September 1856, the fashionable Italian sculptor Marochetti, who had been much impressed by Princess Mary when she gave him sittings for a bust, was empowered by Cavour to bring her an official offer of marriage from the King of Sardinia. Passed on, with the Queen’s sanction, to Princess Mary, who was then with her mother in Baden, this offer was refused by her on religious grounds: ‘how would the announcement of the marriage of an English Princess (a Guelph) with a papist Sovereign be taken by John Bull?’ she asked her brother.31 The Duchess of Cambridge, who shared Lord Clarendon’s fear that, to the Piedmontese, Princess Mary Adelaide might appear ‘as a sort of Anne Boleyn’, supported her daughter in her refusal. The Duchess was convinced that, once in Turin, Princess Mary would be poisoned by the Jesuits. This Sardinian tentative had at least the merit of being a genuine offer of marriage genuinely refused. It thus compensated somewhat for the mortification felt by Princess Mary Adelaide at the failure of Prince Oscar to come up to the mark – a failure known to London Society.


Three years before this, in 1853, the Queen and the Prince Consort, as well as the Duchess of Cambridge herself, had been disturbed at a secret feeler put out by Napoleon III that Princess Mary should marry his profligate cousin Napoleon, son of ex-King Jerome. On this occasion, also, religion had been pleaded as the reason for a refusal. In the light of this and of the Sardinian offer the Queen then decreed that no more Catholics could be considered, even were it the Archduke Leopold, whom the Crown Princess Frederick at one time put forward as a candidate: ‘he is popular & bears a good reputation wh. with me goes before the rest’.32 Other bridegrooms thought of over the years included Prince Edward of Saxe-Weimar, the Duke of Brunswick (strongly favoured by Queen Victoria: ‘The Duke of Brunswick is the match for her & I wish we could bring it about’33), the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen, Prince William of Baden, Prince Waldemar of Holstein, Prince Nicholas of Nassau and Prince William of Hesse-Philippsthal-Barchfeld. ‘Alas!’ declared Lord Clarendon, who was personally sympathetic towards Princess Mary Adelaide and was always anxious to help her, ‘no German Prince will venture on so vast an undertaking.’34 Another factor was Princess Mary’s manner, which stiff German princelings did not like. Recounting for Queen Victoria’s benefit a conversation she had with Princess Mary Adelaide’s brother in Berlin in September 1858, the Crown Princess of Prussia summed up this feeling:


 


Uncle George . . . said also that when foreign Princes came to your Court, her Behaviour put him out a good deal; that she laughed & talked a gt. deal too much with other gentlemen, which together with her being so very tall & stout rather frightens people, he said a good deal of this was nervousness with her, & as she is no longer a child she cannot help being ‘préoccupée’ with the idea of her future, & that makes her manner still less quiet & natural.35


 


Princess Mary herself now expressed ‘a horror’ of life at small German courts and stated categorically that she had no wish to leave her country. She was once or twice suspected of an emotion about some member of the English peerage, and was even thought to have proposed to Lord Skelmersdale, who was himself in love with his future wife, Lord Clarendon’s favourite daughter Alice. But some such practical solution as this was likewise forbidden by the Queen, who considered that in such a union Princess Mary Adelaide ‘would hardly have been able for many reasons to maintain, her rank’36 – a remark which offended the Cambridge family, and became still more vexing when the Queen’s own daughter, Louise, was allowed to marry Lord Lorne.*


Putting a gallant face on her prolonged spinsterhood, Princess Mary Adelaide would assert, with her infectious laugh, that she was getting reconciled to becoming ‘a jolly old maid’, although to her brother she rather pathetically confessed to ‘having occasionally indulged in gloomy dreams of an old-maidish future, coupled with a homely and dreary position’.37 The Duke of Cambridge thought that ‘some Younger Brother who need not be always in Germany & whom it might suit to live occasionally in England wd be the best husband’; 38 but that had been in 1856, and ten years rolled by without Princess Mary Adelaide being any nearer the married state. ‘Mary C. is looking old – & not thinner,’ Queen Victoria wrote in 1866; and again, in February of the same year: ‘Mary C. is unaccountable –


I always think she will marry some German Kammerherr or young officer! It wd really be the best thing.’39


Two months after this not very kind comment, Princess Mary Adelaide was engaged. Within another two she was married.


IV


His Serene Highness Prince Franz of Teck had been born in Vienna in 1837. He was thus four years younger than his bride. His father was Duke Alexander of Württemberg, who would have been heir-apparent to the reigning King of Württemberg if he had not made a morganatic marriage and thus forfeited his rights to the succession. It was in 1835 that Duke Alexander had married a beautiful Hungarian, Countess Rhèdey of Kis-Redé, who had then been created Countess Hohenstein. She bore him three children: Claudine, born in 1836; Franz, born in 1837; and Amélie, born in 1838. Three years after the birth of her third child Countess Hohenstein, on horseback, was watching a review of Austrian troops near Vienna. Her horse reared, and ran away with her. She was thrown, and trampled to death by a squadron of cavalry which happened to be passing at the gallop. Her coffin was carried up into the mountain fastnesses of Transylvania, from which her family had sprung, and buried in the little rustic church of Erdó Szent-György. Sixty years later a wall-tablet to her memory was put up in the church by her granddaughter Queen Mary, then Princess of Wales.


Perhaps because of this sad and striking story, perhaps because of his own outstanding good looks, Countess Hohenstein’s son Franz became, as he grew up in Vienna, a pet of the Emperor and Empress of Austria. He accompanied the ailing Empress Elizabeth to Madeira in 1860, when she travelled on board the Victoria and Albert, lent her by the Queen of England. As an officer in the Imperial Gendarmerie Guard, Count Hohenstein – so he was then called – witnessed the Battle of Solferino, in which he acted as an aide-de-camp to the commanding general of the Austrian troops. In 1863 he was made a Serene Highness and given the title of Prince of Teck, a subsidiary name of the Württemberg house.


As King Leopold of the Belgians was quick to point out to Queen Victoria, when sending on a message from the Orleans Queen Dowager of Württemberg about her young nephew’s matrimonial aspirations, Prince Teck was not ebenbürtig (of equal birth) with Princess Mary Adelaide. This argument carried no weight with the Queen, whose views on morganatic blood were far ahead of those of continental royalties. ‘I have always thought it & do think it very wrong & very absurd that because his Mother was not a Princess he is not to succeed in Württemberg just as much as the Battenbergs in Hesse,’40 she wrote once to Princess Mary Adelaide. A more palpable drawback, as the members of the Cambridge family observed to one another, was that Prince Teck was penniless. But the young man had one great, though of its essence, temporary advantage: at twenty-nine he was still exceedingly handsome. While good looks alone are not customarily supposed to form a really stable basis for a marriage, they have often been the cause of swift nuptial decisions and precipitate engagements. It was not for nothing that Prince Teck had been known to Viennese court society as der schöne Uhlan.


Princess Mary Adelaide’s bridegroom was tall, well-built and elegant. His profile was much admired, he had a fine high forehead, beautiful eyes ‘with a very pleasant, kind expression’, waxed moustachios and a little tuft of an imperial beneath his lower lip. His hair was of so true a black that a lady in Vienna once said of him: ‘his hair is not black it is dark blue’. ‘Very nice & amiable, thoroughly unassuming & very gentlemanlike & certainly very good looking’, was Queen Victoria’s verdict on Prince Teck, when he went down to Osborne for one night in April to be welcomed into the English Royal Family ‘as a future cousin’. His dark good looks stirred the Queen to envy, for in a letter to the Crown Princess of Prussia describing his Osborne visit she continued:


 


I do wish one cld find some more black eyed Pces or Pcesses for our Children! – I can’t help thinking what dear Papa said – that it was in fact a blessing when there was some little imperfection in the pure Royal descent & that some fresh blood was infused. In Pce Teck’s case this is a very good thing & so it is in Christian* only I wish his Mother had been dark. – For that constant fair hair & blue eyes makes the blood so lymphatic. – Dear Alix has added no strength to the family . . . I must end for today, my somewhat odd letter, but it is not as trivial as you may think for darling Papa – often with vehemence said: ‘We must have some strong dark blood.’


 


What Queen Victoria forgot, and Princess Mary Adelaide did not yet know, is that persons with strong, dark blood are sometimes subject to strong, dark rages. There were many occasions during her thirty-one years of married life when Princess Mary might well have wished that her husband had been a little more ‘lymphatic’.


At a later period, when Prince Teck came under rather heavy fire from his wife’s family on account of her well-known extravagance, some of his own friends like Prince Edward of Saxe-Weimar declared that he had been ‘regularly dragged into’ the marriage by the Cambridges. He himself, when driven hard, once remarked that, had he wished, he could have married an English north-country heiress with eighty thousand pounds a year instead of Princess Mary.42 It is only fair to the Cambridge family to remember that, while they welcomed Teck with open arms, the original initiative had been his, not theirs. In this he had been abetted by the Prince and Princess of Wales, who had taken a fancy to him on the Continent early in 1865. ‘You see, they all wanted to find a husband for my Mother,’ Queen Mary once explained to someone who asked her how her father had first come to this country. ‘So once when King Edward (then Prince of Wales) was out in Vienna he met this handsome young officer in the Austrian Army, liked him, invited him to England on a visit, introduced him to my Mother – and everyone seemed to think it would do – and it did.’


At the moment of Prince Teck’s arrival in England on this speculative visit, in March 1866, Princess Mary Adelaide would, in the normal course, still have been disporting herself in her brother-in-law’s little northern German capital of Neu Strelitz, where she had been helping her sister the Grand Duchess Augusta to improvise thé-dansants and dinner parties, musical evenings, private theatricals and a highly successful charity bazaar. The Grand Duke and his wife lived in one part of the square old Schloss which stood facing the cobbled central Platz of the town; while in another part ‘Tante Marie’, the Dowager Grand Duchess, at once Princess Augusta’s aunt and mother-in-law, held her small, stiff, separate court. Winters in Strelitz were fierce and set in early, with snow knee-deep around the town and great crystal squares cut from the lakes to fill the ice-houses of those who wished to entertain. The linden trees would glitter in the sun, looking, as the Grand Duke said, ‘like currants well sugared’. Boar-hunting was in full swing about the countryside; and in the sedate, well-heated houses of the town, with their cheerful, big porcelain stoves, simple and charming gaieties whiled away the long cold months before the spring.


Princess Mary had tried hard to please, this winter at Neu Strelitz. ‘She is certainly changed,’ the Grand Duchess wrote to their brother, the Duke of Cambridge, in the tone of grudging approval usually adopted by elder sisters or brothers about some younger one: ‘she nearly worked herself to death for that tiresome bazaar . . . and nothing would stop her.’43 The Cambridges’ plan was to keep Princess Mary in ignorance of the ‘T’ project: ‘Mama writes me word that I am to bring her back or send her by the middle of next month (pour cause),’ the Grand Duchess wrote in another letter to her brother: ‘now that is very well but how is it to be managed? without giving her a reason? . . . Do you really think it may do? with the difference of years, no money, name or position?’ ‘May it succeed, as our last chance, provided she likes him,’ she wrote again, some days later, ‘it would indeed be an excellent thing to settle her in life; she bears no restraint whatever, & becomes more difficult to manage every day, so both for her & most particularly for Mama it would be of the greatest importance to get her settled down by herself.’ ‘You must remember,’ she wrote prophetically, ‘that she is more spoilt than either you or me, & that she requires more to live upon than we do, whose tastes and requirements are simpler than hers.’44 In justice to Princess Mary Adelaide, it should here be remarked that her sister the Grand Duchess Augusta was famously parsimonious, a trait inherited from their mother.


On the disingenuous excuse that her mother, the Duchess of Cambridge, could no longer get on without her, Princess Mary Adelaide was despatched to London from Neu Strelitz towards the end of February, in the charge of an apple-cheeked Hofdame of the Grand Ducal court, Frau Willichen Schreve. ‘The sample of Strelitz beauty that is to accompany Mary to England – for indeed she could not travel without a lady – is not what I could have wished to have exhibited there, but she is an excellent creature & will not be seen much,’45 wrote the Grand Duchess; for to royalties in that bygone era the gift for ‘not being seen much’ and ‘not being really in the way’ was a first qualification for the often unrewarding position of lady-in-waiting.


Prince Teck reached London in mid-March. On 10 April he and Princess Mary became engaged. The Duke of Cambridge wrote ‘a dear funny letter’ describing this event to his Strelitz sister, who replied with alacrity:


 


Since I have received your different letters, Mary’s, Mama’s, yours, I feel perfectly reassured & happy that it should be as it is, and indeed, we can wish her & ourselves joy that this marriage has been settled! Who would have thought it possible and in so short a time too! To me it is like a dream! I see her as you say, ‘rushing about like an emancipated schoolgirl’ . . . We can but be happy & grateful for this wonderful & happy conclusion of her girlhood!46


 


No sooner was the engagement announced than the Duchess of Cambridge and Princess Mary Adelaide began, with Prince Teck’s connivance, to agitate for a change in his status and title. The Foreign Secretary, Lord Clarendon, was approached and asked whether he could persuade the Queen to write to the King of Württemberg saying that she would like Prince Teck to become a Württemberg Duke. This she refused to do, and it was not until five years later, in September 1871, that King Carl of Württemberg gave his cousin a dukedom. Even then he was not made a Duke of Württemberg but Duke of Teck. The Queen was next asked to give her new relation the English title of ‘Highness’ and the Order of the Bath. ‘The Bath, Prince Teck shall certainly have,’ she wrote to Princess Mary in May, ‘but the Title of “Highness” I think wld be of little use, and it wld hardly do to let him go before Edward Weimar.’*47 These fruitless attempts to inflate Prince Teck’s position were made against the sensible advice of Princess Mary’s brother-in-law, the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. The Grand Duchess wrote that ‘Fritz’ was strongly against their asking the King of Württemberg for a dukedom, since he would not wish to grant it, and that in any case Princess Mary’s own title was superior to anything that they could glean from the little court of Württemberg. He also suggested that if they became Duke and Duchess of Württemberg they would need more money, because ‘more would be expected’ of them. ‘As P. of Teck he is the charming & agreeable husband of Princess Mary et voilà tout’, this wise message ended.48


‘Et voilà tout’ – there was the rub, there the seed of much dissension. Prince Teck had spent his life in the Austrian Army, from which he had just resigned. He was not a brilliant man but he did not care for a life of idleness. Yet, save for a brief and rather inglorious participation in the Egyptian campaign of 1882, he was never allowed, in England, to make himself of any use. Disraeli, who had a wide imaginative grasp of affairs, once put forward the proposal that the Tecks should go as Viceroy and Vicereine to Ireland, on the theory recurrent to Victorian statesmen, but always rejected by the Queen herself, that the presence in Ireland of a member of the Royal Family might help to conciliate that turbulent island. The Queen had refused to consider this proposal: and the Duke of Teck was left to his diurnal pastimes of gardening at White Lodge, choosing wallpapers and brocades, collecting Chinese pottery, moving the furniture around, helping his wife to entertain, and arranging the jewels on her person and the flowers in her hair. This, in spite of his strong and genuine affection for his family, was not a fulfilling life. It was to be predicted that as he became older he would become more restless and more irritable, and that – a minor German royalty who was not even quite a royalty – he should increasingly attach an almost incredible importance to such trivia as precedence and rank. ‘There is a dreadful feud going on between [Leiningen] and Teck on the question of precedence,’ Sir Henry Ponsonby wrote to his wife from Buckingham Palace in 1878, ‘and I heard that Teck would go nowhere, where there was a chance of meeting Leiningen.* This has stirred up the pride of Gleichen† who . . . now claims to be called His Serene Highness and to rank before Teck – Teck’s fury is redoubled. He declares that in Württemberg he goes into the closet with the whole royal family and asks triumphantly if Leiningen or Gleichen can do as much. Tis said the matter will come before the Queen.’49 But these were troubles in the future; and the only apparent threat to perfect happiness, on the June morning on which Princess Mary Adelaide was wedded to Prince Teck at Kew, was the imminent danger of the outbreak of war between Prussia and Austria, a disaster which would involve the bridegroom’s rejoining the Imperial Army in Vienna without a moment’s delay. At the Duchess of Cambridge’s reception at Kew on the eve of the wedding, Prince Teck replied ‘almost tearfully’ to one guest’s congratulations, ‘saying that he could not help thinking even on this eventful day of his poor fatherland.’50


The outbreak, in June 1866, of the Austro-Prussian War spelt not only the doom of Austria but sounded the death-knell to the freedom and local power of all the little German courts, Württemberger or Strelitzer alike. When the Tecks celebrated their Silver Wedding, in June 1891, the Grand Duchess Augusta wrote to her sister: ‘I so remember that 12th June, whilst I was putting on my blue Dress with Queen Charlotte’s fine Lace, Fritz came in with Bülow’s Telegram, that Prussia had upset the Diet at Frankfurt; and asking Fritz what line he would take! this was the beginning of the end of all things.’51 However, the wedding in the little rustic church on Kew Green passed off happily enough. The village was thronged with well-wishers, both because of the local popularity of Princess Mary Adelaide and her mother and because it was one of the first functions the Queen had attended since her widowhood. ‘Dear Mary looked very handsome & very happy,’ the Queen wrote later.52 ‘. . . She was very quiet & self-possessed. Franz was very nervous. The Fracas with the China caused by the Bp. of Winchester was considerable. Such an absurd thing to happen! . . .’*


The newly married couple set blithely off for Ashridge, lent them for their honeymoon by Lady Marion Alford. They were accompanied by the good wishes, as well as the doubts, of their relatives. To the worldly-wise of that generation, marriages contracted after the first flush of youth was over took on something of the quality of a potential battleground. Which party, they pondered, would gain the upper hand? Queen Victoria’s half-sister, Princess Feodora of Hohenlohe-Langenburg, backed Princess Mary Adelaide:


 


. . . I cannot deny, that I was much astonished at the suddenness of Mary’s Verlobung with that very young looking Prince Teck. May they be happy, is all one can say and wish. As for his being unter dem Pantoffel, by and by, I have no doubt of, but if so I have no pity on him, for it is always the man’s own fault if that is the case. Certainly Mary is mighty but I think, if she is fond of a person she may be able of showing great devotion and affection. She is much cleverer than he is.53


 


The Queen, on the other hand, took the opposite view:


 


. . . I think really she is vy fortunate, for Pce Teck, is not at all wanting, & has a vy firm will & opinion of his own so that Mary who is excessively fond of him, will certainly obey him; her manner is already – quieter & she talks most sensibly of her future.54


 


After a broken honeymoon of only fifteen days Prince Teck started for Vienna, taking his bride with him as far as Stuttgart, where he left her in charge of his Württemberg relations, at their stiff, Teutonic court. Proving too late to take part in the Six Weeks’ War, Teck returned to Stuttgart to fetch his wife, settled with her for some weeks in Vienna and then moved on to his sister’s, at Schloss Reinthal near Graz. They were home again in September, borrowing a corner house in Prince’s Gate for three months, whilst their rooms at Kensington were being got ready. ‘I am thankful to say that the Queen has given us the greater portion of the apartment she and Aunt Kent occupied at Kensington Palace in days of yore, which the Board of Works promise to get ready for us by the month of May,’ Princess Mary Adelaide wrote to a friend, ‘and which, if they please to spend a little money upon it may be made a very charming abode, as the rooms are handsome and comfortable.’55


It was in this spacious chain of rooms at Kensington Palace that Princess May and her three brothers were born. Although the Tecks’ apartment comprised the ground floor, below the vast painted State Rooms of the Palace, a part of these latter were used as nurseries. ‘It was quaint and pretty to see the little ones in their cots with allegorical figures hovering above them,’ wrote one of the Duchess of Cambridge’s ladies, Miss Ella Taylor.56 It was thus literally from the cradle that Princess May began to realise that her circumstances, and so perhaps her destiny, were different from those of all the other children born in the borough of Kensington in May 1867.


* Yes. ‘Yes’ was Princess Mary Adelaide’s small dog.


† Lenchen. Known in the family as ‘Lenchen’, Helena, Princess of Great Britain and Ireland, was the third daughter and fifth child of Queen Victoria and the Prince Consort. Born in 1846, she married Christian, Prince of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Augustenburg (1831–1917) in 1866 and died in 1923. Their first child, Christian Victor, known as ‘Christie’, died in the South African War in 1900.


* Princess Louise. Louise, Princess of Great Britain and Ireland, born 1867, died 1931, married Alexander, Duke of Fife (1849–1912), in 1889. The third child and first daughter of Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, and his wife Alexandra, Princess Louise was created Princess Royal in 1905.


† Crown Princess Frederick. Victoria, Princess Royal, born 1840, died 1901, was the eldest daughter of Queen Victoria and the Prince Consort. In 1858 she had married Frederick, Crown Prince of Prussia, who succeeded his father Wilhelm I as German Emperor and King of Prussia in 1888 and died ninety-nine days later of cancer of the throat. Queen Victoria’s bi-weekly letters to this eldest daughter are preserved at Schloss Friedrichshof, Kronberg, and the Empress Frederick’s replies are in the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle.


* Three collaterals in England. Her fourth collateral, George Prince of Cumberland (King of Hanover, 1851), born 1819, died 1878, was the son of Ernest Augustus, Duke of Cumberland (1771–1851), who became King of Hanover in 1837 and, as fifth son of George III, was (to the nation’s horror) Queen Victoria’s heir-presumptive until the birth of her first child, Victoria, Princess Royal.


* Near-panic. Of the seven sons of George III who survived infancy three, at the date of Princess Charlotte’s death, were bachelors, and the four who were married were either childless or without lawful issue. Three rapid marriages were arranged: Adolphus, Duke of Cambridge, m. Augusta of Hesse-Cassel, 7 May 1818; Edward, Duke of Kent, m. Victoria of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, widow of Prince Emich-Charles of Leiningen, 29 May 1818; and William, Duke of Clarence (afterwards William IV), m. Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen, 11 June 1818.


* Excepting for the marriage. i.e., the marriage of Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, and Princess Alexandra of Denmark, celebrated at St George’s Chapel, Windsor, 10 March 1863.


* Prince Oscar. Prince Oscar (1829–1907) succeeded his elder brother Charles XV as King of Sweden and Norway in 1872. It was as King Oscar II that he renounced the throne of Norway, which then became a separate kingdom, in 1905.


* Queen’s daughter Louise. Louise, Princess of Great Britain and Ireland, b. 1848, d. 1939, was the sixth child and fourth daughter of Queen Victoria and the Prince Consort. In 1871 she married John, Marquess of Lorne (1845–1914) but had no children. Lord Lorne refused the Queen’s offer of a dukedom on his marriage, and in 1900 succeeded his father as tenth Duke of Argyll.


* Christian. Princess Helena’s husband, Prince Christian of Schleswig-Holstein: see footnote on ‘Lenchen’ above.


* Edward Weimar. Prince Edward of Saxe-Weimar (1823–1902) was the son of Duke Bernard of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach by his wife Ida, Princess of Saxe-Coburg-Meiningen, a sister of Queen Adelaide. Born at Bushy Park, Prince Edward made his career in the British Army, and, in 1851, made a morganatic marriage with Lady Augusta Gordon-Lennox, who was called Countess of Dornburg in Germany, but, by virtue of a decree of Queen Victoria’s, ranked in England as Princess Edward of Saxe-Weimar. Friends of the Tecks, the Weimars had a house in Portland Place. They had no children.


* Leiningen. Ernest, Prince of Leiningen (1830–1904), an Admiral in the British Navy, was the grandson of Queen Victoria’s mother, the Duchess of Kent (1786–1861) by her first marriage to Emich-Charles, Prince of Leiningen (1763–1814), and thus was nephew to Queen Victoria’s beloved half-sister, Feodora, who married Ernest, Prince of Hohenlohe-Langenburg. Prince Ernest of Leiningen’s mother was Marie, Countess Klebelsberg, so that he, like Teck, was of morganatic blood. He married Marie, Princess of Baden (1834–1899).


† Gleichen. Victor, Prince of Hohenlohe-Langenburg (1833–1891) was the third son and fourth child of Queen Victoria’s half-sister Feodora of Leiningen (see previous note). In 1861 he contracted a morganatic marriage with Miss Laura Seymour (1832–1912) and took the title of Count Gleichen.


* Fracas with the china. History does not record what the Bishop of Winchester (who had been assisting the Archbishop of Canterbury at the wedding service) did to the china. The incident presumably occurred in the library at Cambridge Cottage, where the royal table for the breakfast was laid, the rest of the party sitting down in a gaily decorated tent.










CHAPTER TWO


KENSINGTON PALACE AND MARLBOROUGH HOUSE


THE BIRTH of Princess May in 1867 was followed on 13 August 1868 by that of the Tecks’ eldest son, Adolphus. On 9 January 1870, a second son, Prince Francis, appeared upon the scene. These were both fine-looking, large children, but their births were heralded by tiresome, vociferous expressions of anxiety on the part of Princess Mary Adelaide’s immediate relations, similar to those which had preceded and accompanied the birth of Princess May. ‘Your confinement really was a surprise, to me at least,’ her sister wrote from Strelitz on the birth of Prince ‘Frank’. ‘. . . But now I really hope this charming little Trio will suffice . . . Tomorrow I suppose your bed will be pushed into the Morning room? not today as it is Friday! I see it all before me, Clarky coming in with Baby, and later with a bottle of Champagne!’1 The fourth and last child, Alexander George, was born on 14 April 1874. ‘Mary Teck was safely confined yesterday with another & still bigger boy! That seems hardly possible,’ was the Queen’s comment, in a letter from Osborne to her daughter at Berlin.2


Thus was the general ground-plan for Princess May’s youth prepared: the only girl in a family of four. Known as ‘the Peacemaker’ in nursery and, later, schoolboy squabbles, she early learned to exercise her native discretion, firmness and tact. Her eldest brother, Prince Dolly, fair-haired and blue-eyed like herself, was throughout his life the closest to her of the three. Prince Frank and the baby, a plump child called at his Aunt Augusta’s suggestion and much to the Duchess of Cambridge’s annoyance ‘Alge’,* as a contraction of Alexander George, were very dark, like their father. Prince Dolly and Prince Frank were startlingly handsome children; in the nursery their sister would refer to them as ‘Beauty Boys’. The blonde Prince Dolly especially appealed to Princess May’s aesthetic sense: ‘dearest Dolly . . . is so beautiful that he quite took our breath away,’ she wrote to her aunt in November 1890, when her brother, then twenty-two, returned from India: ‘he has grown very much & is much thinner & has such a smart figure. His face is longer & his nose has become straighter, in fact his profile is lovely & he is more like the pictures of the old Royal Family than ever.’3 All through her life mere physical beauty was greatly enhanced, in the eyes of Princess May, by any element of the family-historical. In the same way a portrait or miniature of some unknown personage might be exquisitely painted and so worthy of wholehearted approval; but if it turned out to be the picture of some member of ‘the old Royal Family’ it became automatically an object of admiration – and desire.


This potent interest in family history, which became a guiding factor in later years when, as Queen Mary, she was constantly adding to the Royal Collections pictures and objects of family interest bought out of her own private purse, was first imbibed from her mother, who never forgot that she was a granddaughter of George III. It was also richly fed by her aunt, Augusta Strelitz, whose views and recollections, purveyed in long, lively weekly letters, became a strong influence in Princess May’s mental development. The Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz outwitted all her contemporaries in the Royal Family by living merrily on until the age of ninety-four. She died during the First World War, in 1916, having for long enjoyed the triumphant position of being the only living English Princess who had taken part in the Coronation of William IV, and, consequently, able to advise Queen Alexandra and after her Queen Mary on the long-forgotten court etiquette of Queen Adelaide’s day.


The very fact of living in old Kensington Palace, with its mellow red brickwork, fine rooms designed by Wren and redecorated by Kent, its smoke-dark panelling and dim, lofty painted ceilings increased Princess May’s natural passion for the past. Here William III had conducted affairs of state, here George II had argued with Queen Caroline, who knotted fringe and gossiped to Lord Hervey in the long shallow galleries which smelt of bees-wax. Princess May’s night-nursery was, as we have seen, one of the old State Rooms, and when her parents wished to entertain at dinner – which they wished frequently – their guests would eat in the Council Room on the ground-floor of the Palace. The Tecks’ apartments had been sumptuously re-furnished: ‘How handsomely and comfortably the rooms at Kensington are arranged,’ the Crown Princess, herself a person of taste, wrote to her mother, from St Leonards-on-Sea in November 1868.4 ‘I am already looking forward so much to pay you frequent little visits at Kensington which I don’t know at all yet, and which I heard from all sides is quite lovely,’ the Princess of Wales wrote prettily, six months after Princess May’s birth.5


It was generally recognised that Prince Teck knew all about what would now be called ‘interior decoration’. ‘He had,’ wrote a contemporary, ‘the art of making his surroundings thoroughly comfortable,’ and Princess Mary ‘submitted her judgement to his’ in all matters of carpeting, curtains, upholstery and the disposal of pictures and pieces of furniture about their rooms. He shared with his cousin, Prince William of Württemberg, afterwards King William II, an almost feminine urge to arrange and re-arrange rooms. Like his cousin he was very musical and had the quiet and charming German love of home-life – ‘never so happy’, a member of the household noted, ‘as within his own walls’. The Tecks’ salon was dominated by the great full-length Lawrence of George IV, now in the Wallace Collection, which had been given to the Duke of Teck by Lord Conyngham. Royal relics, such as Queen Charlotte’s sedan chairs, abounded at Kensington Palace; while living survivals of the late Georgian past were near at hand – ranging from the dear, little old Duchess of Inverness, whose quarters were in another part of the same building, to Mr Beckham, the Duke of Sussex’s venerable page, who ‘lived in a little house near the Serpentine, in Kensington Gardens & our nurse used to take us sometimes to see him’, as Queen Mary recalled forty years after.6


Protecting the privileged inmates of the Palace from the public sward of Kensington Gardens was the ‘pretty and delightful garden of our own’ where warm summer’s afternoons were spent by Princess May tucked up, in ruched muslin bonnet and pelisse, in her three-wheeled perambulator with its heavy silk-fringed canopy nodding above her head. Here, too, a laden tea-table placed upon a carpet on the lawn would form a focal point for little family gatherings – Prince Teck, his wife, her brother the Duke of Cambridge, her mother the old Duchess, or her sister the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. The region immediately outside the purlieus of this private garden was regarded with a certain suspicion, for the Round Pond was thought to give off noxious vapours, harmful to a gently nurtured child. In July 1868, when she was fourteen months old, Princess May was seized with violent spasms: ‘Whether she caught a slight chill, or the effluvia from the pond in Kensington Gardens, which was in a very unhealthy state, and which the nursery windows face, I know not,’ wrote her anxious mother, describing ‘an alarming relapse’, after which the baby ‘all the next day lay in a state of collapse’. The Duchess of Cambridge intervened and ‘very wisely insisted on carrying her off to Kew, to be away from the pond, and out nearly all day in the garden, under the shade of the old chestnut tree.’7


When they ventured farther afield, quite beyond the small world of the Round Pond and Mr Beckham’s cottage by the Serpentine, they did so in a manner calculated to impress even more clearly on Princess May’s mind her parents’ and her own semi-royal status. In 1871 Queen Victoria initiated a frustrating private enquiry into why her cousin Princess Mary Adelaide and Prince Teck were using Royal livery (of scarlet and dark blue) for their own servants and coachmen, and why their carriages were painted, like her own, the Sovereign’s colour, chocolate brown. It was also noticed that the Grand Duke and the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz seemed to be making use of similar liveries and similar carriages. Such a thing had not even been done by Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, husband of Princess Charlotte; for both before and after her death he had used his own liveries of green and gold, with green carriages and grey horses – ‘very handsome’. It was a delicate matter, and the answer to the question was ambiguous: the Teck servants did indeed wear scarlet coats, but ‘the Waistcoats & other part of the Dress, are Black, & not Blue, as in the Royal Livery – though bound with Gold Lace, the same as The Queen’s servants. The undress is the same blue as the Queen’s.’ It was asserted that the waistcoats were black instead of dark blue because this was the Württemberg livery at the court of Stuttgart. ‘Their carriages,’ it was added, ‘are exactly the same as the Queen’s with the exception of the difference of the Crowns.’8 There the matter rested, until brought up again by Sir Henry Ponsonby in 1881, when Lord Sydney recapitulated the Württemberg argument, admitting that ‘the nuance was very fine’ and that ‘practically there is little difference from the other Members of the Royal Family’. ‘This ought not to be!’ minuted the Queen on a summary of the results of this second investigation, ‘Livery or undress shd be their own.’9 All that a small child would notice would be the fact that her parents and her brothers lived, in style, in a Royal Palace, and that when they left it on some expedition they did so in equipages apparently identical in every detail with those used by the Queen of England herself.


Apart from the stories and traditions of the Palace in which she was reared in comparative pomp, contemporary family history, in the form of living members of the family, was passing before Princess May’s attentive eyes. ‘I am the last of the family who has a good memory of what the family in 1874 looked like,’ Queen Mary wrote to the Librarian of Windsor Castle in 1948. ‘I was always interested when members of the family came to see Mama, & had a good stare to take them all in.’10


II


So, at the age of seven – for such she was in 1874 – Princess May was already sharpening those very exceptional faculties of observation and of photographic memory for which she was famous in after life. However, there was one aspect of the visiting members of ‘the Family’ which would have made them rather easy to remember: their rarity. At that period British Royalties were few and far between. ‘It is not to be wished that the Royal family shd become too large,’ wrote Queen Victoria, who, as the mother of nine children, might have been thought to have herself done more than anybody else to expand it. ‘It is a weakness, rather than strength.’11 As we have noticed, Queen Victoria had only four first cousins in her own generation. Three of these were Princess May’s mother, Princess May’s uncle and Princess May’s aunt – all figures too closely familiar to be subjects for a child’s blue-eyed stare.


Of the officially recognised widows of George III’s sons, old aunts who had doted on Princess May’s mother as a girl, all but two were dead when Princess May was born. Queen Adelaide had died in 1849, the Duchess of Gloucester in 1857, the Duchess of Kent in 1861. There remained the Duchess of Inverness, the former Lady Cecilia Buggin, who had been the Duke of Sussex’s second wife and who had never claimed Royal rank. The Duchess of Inverness was aged, squat and small. She dressed in a bygone mode and had quaint, cosy old ways. She lived in discreet state in a wing of Kensington Palace, entertaining in a dining-room which was ‘fitted up like a tent & was very stuffy’. Although her French was feeble, and she made no claims to conversational sparkle, she was a favourite with the diplomatic corps, and was noted for her genial hospitality: ‘no-one that called on her ever left her presence without hearing the words – “Come and dine”.’12 It was the Duchess of Inverness who had given Queen Charlotte’s fine sedan chairs to the Duchess of Teck, who subsequently sold them to Queen Victoria for three hundred pounds. She was also generous to the Teck children: ‘I hope you went to see the Duchess of Inverness, who always gives you such nice things,’ Princess May’s father wrote to her, from Sandringham, in the New Year of 1871.13 The Duchess of Inverness died in 1873, when Princess May was six. By 1874 there remained of that old Royal generation in England only Princess May’s own grandmother, the Duchess of Cambridge. ‘Grandmama’ lived on until 1889, when Princess May was a young woman; but, after a paralytic stroke at Neu Strelitz in 1873, the Duchess of Cambridge had become, as the Teck children knew to their cost, more visited than visiting. Thus there were left, for childish observation, only Queen Victoria herself and her family of nine.


During Princess May’s childhood the Queen came rarely to London and very seldom indeed to Kensington. From time to time she would send for the Teck children to have a look at them, as, for instance, in May 1872, when she wrote to the Duchess of Teck: ‘I have so much to do & have suffered so much from my head lately that I fear I cannot undertake to see you this time – but if you will send Girdlestone* with the children by ½ past 10 on Wednesday I cld find a few minutes to see them – wh. I long to do’; or, in July 1874: ‘Your darling chubby Boys looked beautiful yesterday & May much better.’14 Each 26 May the Queen would remember her goddaughter Princess May’s birthday, and send her a gift – a Balmoral album ‘with likenesses of ourselves’ in one instance, and she would also take great trouble over the making, and despatch from Ballater, of Highland kilts, complete with silver ornaments, for the Teck boys. Princess May and her brothers would in their turn send the Queen birthday presents – a box with forget-me-nots ‘drawn from nature’ on it, a plate painted by Princess May with gold which had to be ‘fired several times’, a ‘novelty for flowers’ and, once, an ambitious fretwork basket in which they had all collaborated. ‘The Children made the basket for you,’ wrote the Duchess of Teck, ‘(all traced, for cutting out with a saw, and therefore not quite so difficult as would appear). They are overjoyed at your kind mention of their work and you cannot think the pleasure they took, in making the basket for you! – but they are amply rewarded by your gracious mention of it.’15 There was at least one further example of such collaboration: ‘My brothers and I have had great pleasure in working You a pockethandkerchief case, which we lay most respectfully at Your feet and hope You will kindly use in remembrance of Your dutiful and loving little Niece and Nephews,’ Princess May wrote to the Queen, in May 1877, in a round childish hand.16 Such was Queen Victoria’s pleasant relationship with her juvenile cousins, the little Tecks.


The Duchess of Teck was friendly with several of the Queen’s own children, though not especially intimate with any of them; for here a purely chronological factor intervened. Having been born in 1833, she was fourteen years younger than the Queen, but at the same time twenty-four years older than the Queen’s youngest child. To the Queen, Princess Mary Adelaide had always seemed a young cousin, isolated, as it were, in a mezzanine generation of her own; to the Queen’s sons and daughters she had seemed in their childhood an older relative, almost an unmarried aunt. ‘She was the friend of my youth when we were girls together, and though she was eight years older than I am, I was sincerely attached to her,’ the Queen’s eldest daughter, Princess ‘Vicky’ wrote, as Empress Frederick, after the Duchess of Teck’s death.17 In 1858 Princess Vicky had married and gone to live in Berlin. The next sister, Princess Alice, was ten years younger than Princess Mary Adelaide, who used at one time to drive her in her pony phaeton through the Park. In 1862 Princess Alice also had married and retired to Germany, going to live in Darmstadt where she died of diphtheria in 1878. The Queen’s third daughter, Princess Helena, thirteen years Princess Mary Adelaide’s junior, had married in 1866, the same year as herself. They had never been on noticeably warm terms with one another, and Princess Mary Adelaide had indeed earned a sharp reprimand from the Queen for forgetting, in her own nuptial excitement, to write to congratulate her on ‘Lenchen’s’ engagement to Prince Christian of Schleswig-Holstein. Of the Queen’s other children, Prince Alfred was often at sea, or in such naval stations as Malta; in 1874 he married the only daughter of the Tsar Alexander II, a devout, dowdy and haughty-seeming woman, who did not trouble to placate Princess Mary Adelaide’s strong Russophobia. Princess Louise, who was married to Lord Lorne in 1871, had apartments in Kensington Palace, but lived much in Scotland, and, from 1878 until 1883, was in Canada where her husband was Governor-General. The three youngest members of the family, Arthur, Leopold and Beatrice, were kept at the Queen’s side until they, each in turn, married: their children, born during the decade of the eighteen-eighties, were small babies when Princess May was in her ’teens. And so it turned out that of all Queen Victoria’s children and their families, those with whom the Tecks were on the best terms were also those into whose intimacy fate was to carry Princess May of Teck: the Wales family, living in fashionable luxury at Marlborough House, and headed by Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, Princess May’s future father-in-law and future King.


III


The Duchess of Teck’s friendship with the Prince of Wales was of long standing, but it was tinged by fear. He could charm her, as he could, if he wished, charm anyone who came into his orbit for, with the possible exception of Prince Leopold, Duke of Albany, he was by far the most fascinating of Queen Victoria’s sons and he had a true kindness of heart. It was his sense of humour that Princess Mary Adelaide found disquieting: ‘Wales, who is in very good looks, was most dear and nice, and not in that odious chaffing mood I so dislike,’18 she wrote in February 1875, after a luncheon at Marlborough House. Some people, like her mother’s lady-in-waiting, Lady Geraldine Somerset, believed this fear to be mutual, and that the Prince of Wales found the Duchess of Teck as unnerving as she found him. In any case her attitude seems likely to have infected Princess May, who was never really at her ease with ‘Uncle Wales’, either before or after she became his daughter-in-law. She may also, as she grew up, have been influenced by her mother’s stalwart views on what she called the ‘fast ladies and gamblers’ of the Prince of Wales’s circle, on the dreadfully Russophile proclivities of the Marlborough House family, and on their signal lack of interest in literature or any other of the arts.


In 1858, when he was just seventeen, the Prince of Wales had been virtually shut up at White Lodge in Richmond Park with a couple of tutors, ‘so as to be’, in his father the Prince Consort’s words, ‘away from the world and devote himself exclusively to study’. In this case being away from the world meant being within easy reach of the Duchess of Cambridge’s house at Kew, and it was here that he attended his first dinner party. To relieve the tedium of these cloistral months at White Lodge, the boy would pay visits to his old Aunt Cambridge and her daughter towards sundown, rowing up-river from Richmond or Mortlake and mooring his boat alongside the old landing-stage at Brentford Ferry. He would despatch little letters to Princess Mary Adelaide saying that he intended ‘rowing round by Kew Gardens today as we told you yesterday’, or sending her ‘some parts of the pheasant which I shot which is arranged for ladies’ hats, & will you be so kind as to choose which part you like best.’19 This amiable, cousinly relationship with the Cambridges was made suddenly more intimate by the Prince’s marriage, in March 1863, to Princess Alexandra of Denmark.


Princess Alexandra of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Glucksburg was a daughter of the elected heir to the old King of Denmark. In the year of Princess Alexandra’s marriage he succeeded to the Danish throne as Christian IX. His wife, Droning Louise, was the daughter of the Landgrave William of Hesse-Cassel, the Duchess of Cambridge’s brother. As the old Duchess’s great-niece, Princess Alexandra was thus a cousin to Princess Mary Adelaide.


When she first settled in England as the ravishing Princess of Wales – ‘something exquisite and flowerlike . . . a beautiful rose or a rare orchid or an absolutely faultless carnation . . . , a garden flower that had been grown by a superlative gardener, who knew every trick of his art’20 – ‘Alix’ had naturally turned to her Cambridge cousin for companionship. At the Wales marriage in St George’s Chapel, Windsor, Princess Mary Adelaide had been prominent: ‘I never saw a finer piece of acting,’ wrote an eyewitness, ‘than Princess Mary heading the English Royal procession. Morally as well as physically the place was not big enough to hold her.’21 Ever since she was a small child the bride had known and loved Princess Mary Adelaide, who used to call her ‘la petite Alexandrine’ and would push her about in a little carriage round the courtyard of Rumpenheim, the quiet summer residence of the Landgrave William of Hesse-Cassel, an old white-washed, green-shuttered Schloss with a cupola’d clock-tower and a terrace walk along the gentle, leafy banks of the Main near Frankfurt. On her side Princess Mary Adelaide responded to the young Princess of Wales’s trusting affection with her customary impulsiveness: ‘She is a very great darling, and I just adore her.’22


In the earlier days of the Waleses’ marriage, Princess Mary Adelaide would get frequent notes from Marlborough House asking her to drive with them in the Park, to go to their box at a theatre and to dine afterwards, to accompany the Princess of Wales to one of Hallé’s afternoon concerts, or to advise her where she could most quickly get a jet diadem made. A random note in ‘dear Alix’s’ indecipherably looped handwriting which resembled a strip of crochet-work or loose knitting, would, for example, read: ‘I shall be delighted to dine with you tomorrow but my little Man unfortunately has for some time already been engaged to see a billiard match played at the St James Hall and therefore hopes you will excuse him, he regrets so much it happens to be tomorrow – Au revoir ma chère till tomorrow. I hope your Sister in law enjoyed the ball – How is your poor tooth? Clarky? and baby?’23 They would ecstatically exchange Christmas and birthday presents: ‘Many many thanks for your lovely Xmas presents,’ wrote the Princess of Wales in December 1878, ‘– the pin is quite charming so is that delightful tricoloured pencil – but as for that darling puggy – I really have no words to express my admiration for it – it is simply an adorable pug and shall never leave my dressing table – wherever I go – he will have to come too and keep guard over me like a black faced angel that it is – I really am delighted with it – and never saw one like it.’24 The Duke and Duchess of Teck were asked regularly to stay at Sandringham, going down in the Prince of Wales’s Special and eating what the Duchess once described as ‘a capital hot lunch of chicken & rice & beefsteaks & fried potatoes’,25 as the train slipped through the ‘flat monotonous’ East Anglian countryside. Another journey to Sandringham, in April 1883, was less auspicious, as the Duke of Teck told his sons in a letter showing his not unattractive sense of the absurd:


 


Here I am – I found Mama & May very well & happy . . . Muire packed my Railway-wrapper in the Portmanteau God knows what he thinks a Wrapper is for & he forgot my Ulster (the thick one) which I specially mentioned to him, so if we go out driving I have got nothing but my Walking Overcoat. My Dressingcase Clock stopped & my watch which I wear in evening Dress was so dirty that in cleaning it I broock the glass. My flask filled with Cherry Brandy, was not well screwed up, and spoiled the lining of my waist coat which was in the bag, luckily not very much . . . The Hat-Box in which Mamas Bonet & something else was put, was not properly fastened, and on the Railway Porter taking it out of the Van, Bonet &c rolled along the Platform, was caught by an other Porter & thrown back in to the Van, as if some dirty rag.26


 


Whenever the Duchess of Teck was separated from her children in their nursery days, she would sit down late at night and write to them of her doings. She would describe days at Sandringham for their benefit – driving, with ‘Aunt Alix’ in a low basket carriage with four swift horses, or how the whole party stood on chairs holding hands to toast the New Year one midnight in a loving-cup of hot punch, or watching the ‘dear little trio’ of the Wales girls riding their ponies to hounds for the first time. She was always a tremendous favourite with the Wales children: ‘I have been in the nursery,’ she wrote to ‘her chicks’ in February 1873 from Sandringham, ‘(such a nice large room!) all this afternoon and Looloo, Victoria & sweet tiny Maudie have been showing me all their pretty picturebooks; after which I assisted at their tea . . . Aunt Alix calls me, so goodbye & God bless you.’27


It thus seemed in the natural order of things that Princess May should become familiarly acquainted in childhood with her cousins and contemporaries: the two boys and three girls of the Prince and Princess of Wales.


IV


The two Wales boys, Prince Albert Victor, known as ‘Eddy’, and Prince George, known as ‘Georgie’, had been born in 1864 and 1865 respectively. The eldest girl, Princess Louise, three months older than Princess May, was born in February 1867 when her mother was suffering from the attack of rheumatic fever which left her with a stiff leg, cause of the famous ‘Alexandra limp’. The two younger girls were near in age to Princess May’s elder brothers: Princess Victoria was born in 1868, the same year as Prince Dolly of Teck, and Princess Maud, born in 1869, was only a few months senior to Prince Frank.


In early childhood the members of the two families would play happily together on equal terms. It was only as they grew older that certain tonal differences between the Tecks and the Waleses became evident to each. On the one hand, the Teck children, and notably Princess May, had a wider and sounder educational basis than that of the Wales family; while on the other hand the five Waleses, headed by Prince Eddy, heir-presumptive to the throne, were always conscious that the Tecks were less thoroughly Royal than themselves. They could not overlook the father’s morganatic blood. For that mid-Victorian world, which now seems to us as archaic as that of the Tudors, was, for all its subtleties, starkly simple in outline. Things were still what they seemed. The pyramid of class remained unshaken and unchipped. There was the working class, the middle class, the gentry, the aristocracy, and, at the apex, the Royal Family. Enlightened persons might question the absolute validity of these arrangements; but, both in their own eyes and in those of the country at large, the Royal Family shone as a race apart, denizens of a red and gold Valhalla, however homely, virtuous and unpretentious their habits might be.


‘Today is Georgie’s birthday, can your little girl come and play with them after luncheon?’ the Princess of Wales wrote to Princess Mary Adelaide on 3 June 1870. ‘Could not your Children meet mine at Chiswick instead of coming here as I know ours like that better than playing here in the garden.’28 Chiswick House had been lent to the Prince and Princess of Wales by its owner, the Duke of Devonshire. Here, on long summer afternoons, the Teck and Wales children would frolic together amongst the sphinxes and the obelisks, and in the small temple by the lake. The little girls would play with the Wales girls’ ‘rickety old dolls’ and ‘battered toys’ – for they were brought up to have the inexpensive tastes their mother had developed during a spartan and impoverished childhood in Copenhagen. The little boys would amuse themselves by the miniature lake’s side, pushing about on the water the wooden boats carved for them by one of the Chiswick footmen. As the shadows lengthened they would be called in to tea with their nurses, who ‘treated them without ceremony’. Meanwhile the Duchess of Teck, a coloured parasol on her shoulder, would stroll beneath the cedar trees, a voluminous, jovial figure, with the tiny, jewel-like Princess of Wales at her side. Sometimes, in these days before she was incarcerated by paralysis, the old Duchess of Cambridge would come with one of her ladies to sit and watch the children: a stern and very foreign grandmother, before whose guttural vowels the children quailed.*


In her more lugubrious moods, Queen Victoria would refer to the Wales children as ‘poor frail little fairies’, and complain of them as being ‘puny and pale’29 – a fact she attributed to their having been born in such swift succession and to the over-active social life she thought the Princess of Wales was leading to please her husband, the Prince. The only really delicate one of the lot was Prince Eddy. Since he was heir-presumptive, this delicateness naturally worried the Queen.


Prince Eddy (who flashed into Princess May’s later life as her fiancé, only to leave it six weeks after for the tomb) was a melancholy, wistful-looking child, although when he laughed or smiled he closely resembled his mother. Unlike his brother and his sisters he was not at all boisterous. Quiet and almost apathetic he ‘never seemed to mind what he did or what happened to him’ and his character was no tougher than his health. The others, as they grew, conceived that passion for practical jokes which distinguished the Danish royal family, forming, as it were, an invisible belt of private, knock-about behaviour linking the Palace in Athens with that at Copenhagen, and both of these with Sandringham and Marlborough House. When they were not at the top of their form in this direction the Wales sisters tended to speak sorrowfully, in a minor key, prefixing the words ‘dear little’ or ‘poor little’ to anyone whom they discussed: ‘It gave a special quality to all talks with them,’ one of their young Edinburgh cousins has recorded, ‘as though life would have been very wonderful and everything very beautiful, if it had not been so sad.’30 From childhood on, the three sisters loved to accumulate small objects – bronze, stone or china animals, shells, minute vases, little watercolours of gardens or of daffodil fields, or of Windsor Castle in the mist, miniatures, a myriad velvet-covered photograph frames containing tiny pictures of each other, their horses and their dogs. This taste for collecting the diminutive was one which Princess May shared; but, while quite capable before her marriage of taking part in such fashionable country-house romps as sliding down the staircase on a tea-tray, she lived on a different wavelength from that of her cousins and future sisters-in-law. This psychological fact is essential to any understanding of her life and character. It cannot be ignored by anyone trying to construct a faithful portrait of her, as Queen Mary herself tacitly admitted when passing for publication a lengthy passage on this subject in Mr John Gore’s authorised life of her husband, King George V. ‘If any of them were alive I could not pass it,’ she said, ‘but it is true, and they are all dead.’


In one sense the Wales sisters were never fully liberated from their childhood, and even when they were young women they liked going to or giving children’s parties. ‘Alge . . . came here on Saty 20th to go up with us to Marlboro’ House to a children’s party for Louise’s 19th birthday!’ Princess May wrote to her Aunt Augusta in February 1886. ‘Does not that seem too ridiculous? . . . Everybody seemed to enjoy themselves, but I was shy, & bored . . . Cousins like these juvenile entertainments, we don’t relish ’em ’31


Yet Princess May was not a prig. It was simply that, under her parents’ supervision, she had been provided with a serious educational framework, to which, as she grew older, she had the wisdom and the drive constantly to add. An observer all her life, she was keenly interested in everything that came within her purview. Greatly increased during the years 1883, 1884 and 1885 when her parents withdrew with their family to Florence, this interest was first awakened during the earlier period of their family life at the White Lodge.


* Alge. Pronounced ‘Algy’.


* Girdlestone. Mrs Girdlestone, called ‘Girdie’, head nurse to the three elder Teck children.


* Chiswick House. Queen Mary never forgot these Chiswick afternoons. On 17 June 1937, not long after her seventieth birthday, she went to see an exhibition of pictures in Chiswick House: ‘The house,’ she recorded in her Diary for that day, ‘is in a bad state of repair . . . Walked in the garden & saw the flower beds which G. & Eddy & the sisters had when Papa had the house from 1866–1879.’ By ‘G.’ Queen Mary meant her husband, King George V, then eighteen months dead; ‘Papa’ was her father-in-law, the Prince of Wales, afterwards King Edward VII.










CHAPTER THREE


CHILDHOOD INFLUENCES


THE SET of rooms at Kensington Palace which the Queen had granted to Princess Mary Adelaide on her marriage to Prince Teck in 1866 were stately and capacious. The scale of the apartments suggested – nay, in Princess Mary Adelaide’s eyes, they demanded – a lavish standard of hospitality; for while Princess Mary’s family, from the Queen downwards, had seen her marriage as a quiet and final solution to her problems, she herself regarded it in quite another light: as the long-wished opportunity to blossom forth as a hostess and to show the town that her entertainments could be every bit as fine and as delightful as those at Marlborough House.


Every visiting Royalty in London would come to pay their respects to the Teck couple, and each visitor became the splendid excuse for a grand dinner party. Before such a festivity, Princess Mary Adelaide, wearing a housemaid’s apron, and assisted by Prince Teck, would herself put the finishing touches to the luxurious floral decorations of the table. These dinner parties were held in the Council Room, and so, indeed, were many other less technically august receptions, when statesmen like Lord Beaconsfield or hostesses like the Tecks’ neighbour, Lady Holland, would mingle with all that Princess Mary Adelaide considered choicest in the contemporary London scene.


Such hospitality, with its essential ingredients of the chefs and the pairs of ‘match footmen’, the superlative wine and food, cost money. Despite a frugal mother and an elder sister whom even the Cambridge family thought stingy, the Duchess of Teck had grown up with a total disregard for the niceties of finance. Debts began to accumulate. Herself of a thoughtless generosity, Princess Mary Adelaide would never deprive others of an occasion to exhibit a similar virtue. Close friends like Baroness Burdett-Coutts could be relied on to come forward in a crisis; there was soon a handsome and impressive overdraft at Coutts’s bank. Local tradespeople found their unpaid accounts with Her Royal Highness running into four figures, but with it all the Duchess remained charmingly heedless and unperturbed – for she was embarked on the heady career of a London hostess, and she liked above all things to give pleasure to her guests. So oblivious was she of her actual financial position that on one occasion, when opening a new church hall at Kensington to the building of which one of the Tecks’ chief creditors, Mr John Barker, the Kensington grocer, had largely contributed, the Duchess greatly startled the assembled company by turning gracefully towards him on the platform and announcing with a bewitching smile: ‘And now I must propose a special vote of thanks to Mr Barker, to whom we all owe so much.’


This was soon the established pattern of life at Kensington Palace: but to Princess Mary Adelaide’s ideas Kensington Palace was not really enough. Why should one have to spend the summer staying about in friends’ country houses, or even visiting stiff German relatives in stone-floored Schlösser on the Continent? From ‘why indeed?’ the answer to this question became ‘why not a country pied-à-terre?’ and quickly crystallised into an obsessive craving ‘Why not White Lodge?’ Within two years of her daughter’s birth, Princess Mary Adelaide had set her heart on White Lodge in Richmond Park. Crown property, it had been the residence of her late aunt, the Duchess of Gloucester, who had been the Ranger of Richmond Park. In 1867 and 1868 the Prince and Princess of Wales had made use of it as a Saturday to Monday retreat. White Lodge, standing just within the Robin Hood Gate into Richmond Park, was only a ten-mile drive from Kensington. It was near the Duchess of Cambridge’s cottage at Kew. It was within temptingly easy reach of Windsor Castle, should one happen to be summoned there for any reason. It was also a healthy place, and in this capacity would provide Princess May and her brothers with a refuge from the harmful effluvia of that suspect Kensington Pond.


Princess Mary Adelaide was a wheedler. She never minded asking the Queen a favour, however often or bluntly she was refused. Queen Victoria was one of the kindest-hearted human beings ever born, but she had learned to put up what would now be called ‘a sales-resistance’ to her stout cousin’s sometimes importunate requests. In later years this resistance became even firmer – ‘The Duchess of Teck may have a carriage tomorrow but Sir Henry* must make it very clear that it must not be asked for again’ ran a peremptory message, sent to Ponsonby through one of the Queen’s ladies in 1888.1 Over White Lodge, none the less, the Queen yielded gradually, but against her better judgement. ‘I thank you for your dear letter recd the day before yesterday,’ she wrote to Princess Mary Adelaide on 22 March 1869, from Windsor, ‘& am quite ready to let you try the White Lodge for a month as you seem so anxious to do so. There may be arrangements to make respecting the Servants – &c & it wld therefore be well I think if you cld see Sir Thomas Biddulph* yourself.’2


The Queen’s reluctance to allow her cousin to install herself and her family at Richmond arose from a bleak knowledge of the income granted by Parliament to Princess Mary Adelaide on her marriage, and a fairly shrewd assessment of what two establishments run on her cousin’s principles were liable to cost. When, in 1878, the Duchess of Teck came to plead with her for a private loan of £1,200 to keep the most vociferous of their creditors at bay, the Queen refused it on the sensible grounds that to help a cousin would set a precedent and that ‘if once it is done it will be asked for again & again’. These were the reasons she gave on paper to Sir Thomas Biddulph; to her cousin she only remarked that ‘it was far too much for her to undertake to keep up two Houses.’ To this the Duchess of Teck replied that she had ‘often feared [it], but did so for the Childrens healths.’3


By August 1870 the family were comfortably and permanently established at White Lodge. It soon became more of a home to them than Kensington Palace, where the apartments (kept, of course, in full running order) began themselves to take on the atmosphere of a pied-à-terre; for, if one had plenty of good horses and carriages, it was quite possible to conduct a social London life from Richmond, returning thither in the small hours of the morning after a dinner, a concert or a theatre. Besides the benefit to the children of living at White Lodge, the place provided an occupation for another member of the family – their father, the Duke of Teck.† The Duke became a passionate gardener, turning the wilderness of White Lodge garden into a ‘Paradise’, and buying lilacs and syringas wholesale. He was even sometimes assisted in his activities by the Duchess of Teck, who would step heavily down in the twilight from her ‘brown den’ upstairs, or her ‘blue boudoir’ on the terrace floor, to help ‘Francis’ snip the withered brown heads of dead roses from the bushes in the old rose garden. The Duke was driven to make a profession out of a pastime, for he had otherwise sadly little to do.


Der schöne Uhlan had always been happiest in the company of bright young military officers, but his life in England gave him few opportunities of mixing with these. Soon after his marriage he had been gazetted Honorary Colonel of the Post Office Volunteers. He took the unexacting and undistinguished duties of this post seriously, attending the Volunteers’ mess dinners at Limmer’s Hotel and going into camp with the battalion under canvas at Aldershot. In the brief Egyptian Expedition of 1882,* he volunteered for service and was attached with a Major’s duties to Lord Wolseley’s staff. Owing to what his brother-in-law the Duke of Cambridge, then Commander-in-Chief, called ‘Francis’ . . . very impaired vision’ he proved, if anything, an incubus in the desert, and was not happy there. ‘Franz Teck does not look well and seems in very low spirits. I don’t think he enjoys himself out here at all,’4 the Duke of Connaught† wrote to his mother Queen Victoria, from the tented desert camp at Tel el Mahuta in September 1882. Soon after this expedition, the perennial request that the Duke of Teck be given the English style of ‘Royal Highness’ turned up once again on Queen Victoria’s writing-desk. She minuted to Sir Henry Ponsonby that ‘it wld be strange to do it now, just after the war in wh he has done nothing – tho’ he has been very kind about the wounded’.5


The Duke of Teck was left with no work other than that of making the White Lodge garden, and attending his wife, like a thin dark shadow, at the public functions, or Drawing-Rooms or Courts to which she went. The Duke of Cambridge would write of ‘giving him occupation & interest, the want of which he feels so acutely,’6 but nothing was done about it. This state of affairs involved, for Teck, a prolonged nagging mental frustration, which naturally found its only outlet in attacks of ‘nerves’.


II


The history of White Lodge previous to its tenancy by Princess May’s parents is simple to summarise. It was built by George I as a hunting-box, enlarged by George II (whose Queen, Caroline, used it frequently and in whose memory the avenue leading to the Lodge from the Richmond side is called ‘The Queen’s Ride’) and then inhabited, successively, by Lord Bute and by the younger Pitt’s successor in the Premiership, Addington. It was then assigned to Mary, Duchess of Gloucester, twelfth child of George III. After her death in 1857 Queen Victoria occasionally stayed at White Lodge, and ended by lending it to her friend Lady Phipps. As we have seen, the Prince of Wales was sent there to study in 1858, and he and the Princess of Wales made a desultory use of the house in 1867 and 1868. The Duke and Duchess of Teck lived there from 1870 until they departed in temporary exile to Italy in 1883. Returning to England in 1885, they settled at White Lodge, and it was here that they both died. To their daughter Princess May, White Lodge was in childhood her chief home, and later, for eight years more, her only one. She left it to marry the Duke of York in 1893.


The White Lodge stood, as it still stands,* just within the palings of Richmond Park. Although at that time quiet and secluded, it is in fact near the main carriage road, and its grounds consist of five acres of garden only. Facing south, the house seems at first sight to be larger than it actually is. The central block or corps de logis, to which entrance is gained through a pillared portico and a glassed-in entrance hall, contains but six rooms on the ground floor, and of these only one, the drawing-room, overlooking the garden and the Queen’s Ride, is of any substantial size. On each side of this corps de logis, curving corridors – the ‘Green Corridor’ and the ‘Children’s Corridor’ – connect the main block with the two wings, each of which again contains six rooms only on the principal floor; and they are very small rooms at that. The bedroom floor was a warren of tiny rooms, the only good-sized one being the Duchess of Teck’s bedroom which lay, flanked by her dressing-room and the ‘den’ in which she ‘transacted business’, directly over the large drawing-room.


White Lodge is a shallow and rather impermanent-feeling house, its best features being the long corridors and the inner hall which has a fine balustraded staircase winding up to the first floor. From this inner hall you stepped straight into the drawing-room, which had French windows giving on to steps into the garden. On either side of the drawing-room, and accessible by doors opening from it, were two oblong rooms – that on the right as you came in was the Duke of Teck’s study, also used as the Library, a room with a pilastered alcove holding bookshelves which could contain at most some eight hundred books; that on the left the Blue Room, which was the Duchess of Teck’s boudoir, and had an elegant ironwork balcony. The Duchess’s favourite nook was in none of these rooms, but in an embrasure in the Green Corridor, and here she would by preference receive her friends. Princess May slept in what she once described as ‘a smallish bedroom top of staircase on right’. As she grew up, she was allotted a sitting-room of her own ‘at the end of the long corridor in the right wing, a long way from the bedroom’, but with the advantage of having a handsome verandah on which you could sit out.7


The rooms at White Lodge were furnished in the fashion of the day: that is to say that they were loaded with ottomans and sofas draped with shawls, large tables covered with Turkey rugs, small occasional tables as ubiquitous as mushrooms in an October field, elaborate inlaid chairs, ornamental stools with twisted legs, and many palms in pots. Family portraits stood about on varnished easels, while other pictures, small and large, peppered the brocaded walls as thickly as though they had been shot out at them from some gigantic gun. On the floors were strewn eastern carpets. The larger pieces of furniture came brand-new from Maple’s emporium. The arrangement of the rooms was the Duke’s.


Princess Mary Adelaide had learned wonderingly, at Kensington Palace in 1867, that she had married a man who was not only a handsome Austrian officer but an expert in modern taste. She had let him have his will over the decoration of Kensington, and she now did the same at White Lodge. The results delighted her; beaming and jubilant, she would confide to her journal, or to her sister by letter, just how wonderful the inside of the house was becoming. More exciting still, the Duke kept the furniture in what might be termed a permanent state of flux, preparing surprises for anniversaries and snatching at any opportunity for an almost neurotic rotation and change. On her thirty-seventh birthday, 27 November 1870, the Duchess was led into the drawing-room at White Lodge, on her return from a satisfactory visit to her friend ‘Florence Londesborough’ at Londesborough Lodge, near Scarborough:


 


On our return Francis took me into the drawing-room where the bright red cretonne curtains and loose covers were my first pleasant surprise; and then into the blue morning-room, which, had the carpet arrived in time, would have been quite ready for use, thanks to dear Francis. The blue parrots on the buff ground of the cretonne curtains and covers are deliciously pretty.8


 


From now on, they formed the habit of sitting in the Blue Morning-Room after dinner.


In the next few years further re-arrangements were made, until in January 1875 perfection was achieved. In a letter to Strelitz the Duchess described the new look of the Blue Morning-Room, or Boudoir. Into this small and narrow room a good quantity of furniture had now, under the Duke’s directions, been compressed:


 


After dinner I was taken into the blue boudoir to be agreeably surprised which I most certainly was, for never have I seen a room more improved! The new corner sofa by good luck chanced to be too short for the corner it had been originally ordered for; so Francis put it between the windows (under your & Alix’s pictures) for which corner it seems made! The cabinet, he removed to the wall under Mamma’s picture, where it looks beautiful & its place under the 3 chicks’ portraits, is filled by the large sofa. In the corner by the cabinet, stands an easel with Swinton’s sketch of Francis on it & in front of this the round blue leather table making a back to the small chaise-longue, which is placed cornerwise to the fire, with a small table in front of it. Behind the armchair, which takes up the opposite corner of the fireplace, now stands the little black Japanese whatnot from the Green Corridor; to be ultimately replaced by the new black cabinet ordered of Maple for my Christmas by Francis. The high whatnot, which used to be in the corner between the windows, now fills up the space between the sofa & the door into the dining room. The whole effect is most perfect & so delighted me . . . most snug & cosy!


 


This density of effect in the privileged Blue Boudoir had at first been achieved at the expense of the drawing-room, which the Duke of Teck ‘had arranged . . . rather stiffly . . . & left it very bare, which I did not at all approve of.’9 This was soon rectified in the following month: ‘the large round table left as it stood at Christmastime, with the Queen’s statuette on it; & two small red armchairs & the sofa red velvet table arranged near it, in the large centre window, instead of the former arrangement by which the table quite blocked up the window, & with the red pâté covered with books (as at Ashridge!) in front of the low screen, that hides the piano.’ To make a little space in the Blue Boudoir two small inlaid cabinets, lined with blue silk, which had belonged to ‘dear Aunt Mary’ Gloucester and were probably among the best pieces of furniture in the house had been ‘transferred’ upstairs to the Duchess’s ‘brown den’.10


Such descriptions of Victorian interiors may make stuffy reading today, but we should remember that, by the glow of the oil-lamps – the White Lodge did not then boast gas – these over-furnished rooms must have seemed extraordinarily comfortable and agreeable, for the Duke of Teck had aimed at and achieved that German ideal for which there is no equivalent word in our own language: Gemütlichkeit. We should also bear in mind that rooms read of merely, or seen in faded beige photographs, do not resemble rooms in action – animated by parents and children, servants, dogs, kittens. Summer and winter, too, the White Lodge rooms were filled with flowers: ‘my blue boudoir gay . . . with tulips, camelias etc. (the cut ones from Kew!)’, as the Duchess wrote one sleety January morning from her sitting-room overlooking the bare, windswept garden, some eighty-odd winters ago.11


III


Princess May’s early upbringing at White Lodge and at Kensington was merry but fairly strict. Both parents held firm views on preparing children to face the world, and the little Tecks were not cosseted or spoiled. Speaking of her daughter one day to an old friend of her own, Mrs Dalrymple, the Duchess said: ‘A child has quite enough to do, Ellinor, to learn obedience, and attend to her lessons, and to grow, without many parties and late hours, which take the freshness of childhood away, and the brightness and beauty from girlhood – and then children become intolerable. There are too many grown-up children in the present day.’12 This did not mean that the Duchess was a severe parent, for she was far too warmly affectionate and demonstrative for that. She spent what was, for those days, an unusual amount of time with her children, going often into the nursery, playing with them in either the Children’s or the Green Corridor, swinging them on the garden swing, organising ‘tea-picnics’ in neighbouring woods and expeditions to pick primroses or bluebells, or to gather blackberries when in season. There were card games – snap, ‘geographical Lotto’ and something called ‘the Egg game’ – and there were occasional treats like a visit to the circus or to Maskelyne and Cook’s. The Duke of Teck, who was something of a German martinet to his sons, was indulgent to his daughter, whom he called ‘dearest Pussy-cat’, and who would send him little notes enclosing pressed violets when he was away from home.


As a very small girl Princess May had been delicate, and had caused her parents some anxiety. She soon grew out of this, and by the age of eight she was healthy and ‘alarmingly tall’. By then she had also passed through an awkward stage in looks, which, in 1874, Queen Victoria had been quick to notice: ‘Mary’s boys are splendid but her little girl is very plain.’13 ‘She is quick and clever and musical,’ her mother wrote of May.14 She learned French and was making good headway with German under the Hanoverian nursery-governess Anna Mund, a sufferer from chronic asthma. Summers at White Lodge were spent, when practicable, out-of-doors. ‘We have been living as much as possible in the open air,’ the Duchess wrote in the summer of 1880, ‘and for days I was able to make the garden my sitting-room, and write my letters (innumerable) out-of-doors. Our life has been a very pleasant one, for we have had weekly visitors from Saturday to Monday or so, have been cultivating our agreeable voisinage, had sundry cricket-matches and tea-picnics in Coombe wood.’ ‘We are très recherchés and much visited!’ she wrote, that same spring, to Lady Aylesford.15 Birthdays were richly celebrated; Christmas Eve was marked by a galaxy of presents, arranged round the tall Christmas tree in the darkened dining-room. The presents were piled up on tables, each member of the family having his or her own table. The tree was lighted with candles set in wooden hoops encircling it, and one of the footmen had the special duty of extinguishing these as they guttered, using a damp sponge on a long bamboo pole. Princess May also got extra presents, if her mother had been abroad: ‘a blue stone heart’ from Frankfurt, or little felt hats from Homburg.


The Duchess of Teck liked to record details of their daily lives – the first time the two elder boys put on their ‘violet Morgan suits’, or an evening in which she herself had ‘eaten up nearly all the buttered toast’ destined for nursery tea. Food formed an all-important element in their lives. Writing to their parents, the children would describe what they had had for tea – apricot tartelettes or plovers’ eggs – at Clarence House or Marlborough House. The Duchess, who of all persons should have tried to bant, was herself a gourmet. ‘I was always warning Mary to be careful about what she eats, but she never took my advice. Now she has got the bill for it,’ her husband had written to his elder sister only one year after marriage. ‘I only write you this so that you are not disappointed when you see her next.’16 At Hopetoun House, whither the family went two years running for a long autumn holiday by the sea, the little Hope boys and girls were astounded at how much the Teck family could eat. They prolonged Hopetoun meals to two or three hours, and one of the Hope girls has never forgotten the peculiar emphasis which the Duchess would put into the two words ‘rich cream’, rolling her r’s lusciously as she spoke. On one of these visits she announced that her London doctor had ordered her to eat dry Abernethy biscuits before, but not (as one might think) instead of, rich cream. There she would sit crumbling the biscuits, her ‘frog’s eyes’ fixed on the next course, while her host’s children fidgeted to get down from the table and away to the seashore.


It was, by and large, a sunny childhood, but the darker side of life was not neglected. The Duchess of Teck was notoriously charitable, and she was determined that Princess May and her brothers should early learn of the existence and the habits of ‘the Poor’. Mr Carr Glyn, the vicar of Kensington, who gave the children their Scripture lessons when they were in London – at White Lodge the Duchess herself undertook this task – was instructed to take the little Tecks to visit the Poor in their tenements and hovels. ‘On one of these expeditions, Her Royal Highness sent a dinner to a destitute family, and gave instructions that the children were to stop and see the poor people eat it, showing at once her practical mind and her goodness of heart.’17 Such golden opportunities to observe the Poor at feeding-time in their natural surroundings were supplemented by hearsay, and by children’s story-books designed to shed light on this murky and mystifying subject of poverty. ‘In the evening we read Penfold, a very nice book which Miss Gutman lent us,’ Princess May wrote, when she was almost fifteen, to her mother. ‘She says it is very much like it really is among the poor.’18


Princess May was also enlisted from her nursery days to take part in her mother’s charities, notably the Surrey Needlework Guild, which provided clothing for poor persons, and the Royal Cambridge Asylum. The Needlework Guild will be considered in a subsequent chapter. A few words about the Royal Cambridge Asylum will be apposite here.


IV


The Prince Consort had laid the foundation-stone of the Royal Cambridge Asylum in 1851. It had been built on land given by the Cambridge family and stood on the outskirts of Kingston-on-Thames. Designed to house some seventy old soldiers’ widows, it was dedicated to the memory of Princess May’s grandfather, Adolphus, Duke of Cambridge, and was the particular care of her mother and of Uncle George Cambridge. Both as Princess, and as Queen Consort, she retained an active interest in the Asylum’s affairs. This interest dated from the earliest days at White Lodge.


The old ladies, who were nominated to the Asylum, liked to think of it as ‘a little Hampton Court’. Each old woman had a room of her own, with a bed in a curtained alcove, and a small pantry with sink, taps and cupboard space. Their allowance was five shillings a week. The Duchess of Teck presided over the meetings of the female committee which ran the home, her brother the Duke of Cambridge over the committee of men.


On certain specified dates, notably that of the old Duke of Cambridge’s death, the Duchess of Teck and her daughter Princess May would repair to the Royal Cambridge Asylum and there distribute packets of sugar and tea, or White Lodge vegetables to the old ladies. ‘Tuesday afternoon, we spent at the R. Cambridge Asylum, distributing a whole cart load of vegetables & fruit to the 70 Inmates. Both May & I stood till we nearly dropped!’ the Duchess of Teck wrote in a chatty letter to her youngest son, at school, in September 1887.19


So long as the old Duchess of Cambridge remained mobile she, too, would attend these festivities, as, for example, in mid-May 1870 when the pensioners were, oddly, partaking of ‘their postponed annual Christmas dinner’. ‘. . . Found all the widows comfortably enjoying roast mutton and plum pudding . . . in the presence of dear Mama, several of the Ladies’ Committee, and Hampton Court ladies and Sir Edward Cust’, we read in the Duchess of Teck’s journal for that day. ‘After the dinner we visited the infirm widows in their rooms, and then saw Lady Gomm distribute Augusta’s bounty (in commemoration of Mama’s miraculous escape in the accident of May 8, 1869) to the widows on the terrace.’20 The accident of 8 May 1869 had occurred on the Kew Road, along which the Duchess of Cambridge, with Colonel Purves in attendance, was peacefully bowling in her brougham. A hansom cab had darted out from behind a market cart and, crashing headlong into the Royal brougham, overturned it. ‘HRH was not hurt,’ Mr Kinloch Cooke assures us. ‘Col. Purves was, however, less fortunate; he severely injured his leg, and two months later died of lockjaw.’21


As the years went by, the good old noun ‘asylum’ took on a new and less pleasing connotation. A movement was started among the inmates to have the name changed to ‘Home’. ‘Imagine, some old goose declared: she would not enter the “Asylum”, unless it was named a “Home”!’ Princess May’s aunt Augusta Strelitz told her in June 1901, ‘the weak Princes giving in to this, when I said “then let her keep out of it, but don’t alter the name, given to it 50 years ago by both Duchesses Cambridge and Gloucester”, this strengthened their backbone and the “Asylum” is saved. I hope you approve?’22 Her niece, then Duchess of York, replied most emphatically that she did.


As well as helping her mother in the Cambridge Asylum distributions, Princess May was taught from infancy to think of children less fortunate than herself. Like her brothers she was given money to hand out in charity, and she would annually send a quantity of her discarded toys to the ‘Princess Mary’s Village Homes for Little Girls’, a novel institution at Addlestone for the care of ‘convicts’ children’ during their parents’ term of imprisonment.


As the years went by, the Duchess of Teck’s philanthropic activities multiplied, and in all of these she was willingly aided by Princess May. But it was small incidents like childish visits to the Royal Cambridge Asylum, or the despatch of used playthings to Addlestone, that first aroused Princess May’s intense and well-known concern for housing conditions, for hospitals and for every kind of ameliorative social work.


V


Thus was Princess May of Teck early educated to an interest in social questions and to a consciousness of social need. After 1874 she and her brothers also began a lengthy and, on their side, a most involuntary training in the horrors of incurable sickness and creeping old age. This lesson was learned in their almost daily visits to their grandmother, the old Duchess of Cambridge, who had returned, partially paralysed, from Strelitz when Princess May was seven years old. The Duchess survived her first stroke for fifteen years, kept alive by assiduous medical attention which could not, however, allay her steady and perceptible decline. Instead of being shielded from this terrifying spectacle, Princess May and her brothers were expected to entertain and divert the old lady, to sing Les Trois Anges or God Save the Queen to her, or, on manifold other occasions, to remain silently in her sitting-room looking at an album while their mother tried to cheer up the querulous invalid. It is highly probable that the constant sight of this once proud old lady seated helpless, bent and bald in her chair, gave Princess May her lifelong distaste for illness and for invalids; just as the destruction of a cottage at Rumpenheim by lightning during a thunderstorm, when she was three years old, gave her a fear of thunder which she never afterwards lost. Such childhood experiences leave an indelible imprint.


It was in November 1873, a few days before the whole Teck family were expected there for Christmas, that the Duchess was stricken, at Neu Strelitz, with paralysis of one arm and one leg. She had been out driving in an open carriage in the crisp winter weather. After getting home and when seated at the dinner-table, she suffered a stroke. At first she could be neither moved from the ground floor to her apartments above, nor could she be dressed; but when the Teck family arrived in December she was carried up on a chaise-longue to her rooms ‘and bore the move wonderfully well, without any sensation of giddiness’, as the Duchess of Teck wrote to Queen Victoria who, always interested in serious illness, had asked for detailed bulletins on Aunt Cambridge. ‘Our presence here is evidently a pleasure and relief to her,’ the Duchess of Teck continued, ‘and she delights in having the children in her room for a few minutes at a time every day.’23


The Duchess of Cambridge was very much controlled by her lady-in-waiting, Lady Geraldine Somerset, an unpredictable and jealous personage who harboured a hopeless passion for the old Duchess’s son George, balanced by an equally strong animosity towards Princess Mary Adelaide, Duchess of Teck. In after years Lady Geraldine succeeded in doing the Duchess of Teck a good deal of harm, in a waspish and mischief-making way. ‘Poor Geraldine, she really looked after the boys and me, but May was a thorn in her eye and she had a diabolical hate against Mary,’ the Duke of Teck wrote in 1889.24 In June 1874 it was decided to move the Duchess of Cambridge back to England, where she could be in her own house. The journey was accomplished with the help of Lady Geraldine, who described it in a letter as ‘an awful undertaking! forty unbroken hours of railroad in HRH’s state! . . . she suffered terribly and many times I thought she would have to give it up & stop somewhere. Now after a good night and a quiet day, tho’ most dreadfully brisée de membres and feeling very weak, she is most wonderful today, not any really the worse.’25 The arrival of the Royal invalid in England meant that she ceased to be the responsibility of the Mecklenburg-Strelitz family, and became that of her son George, Duke of Cambridge, who was always very busy, and of her younger daughter, the Duchess of Teck, whose leisure allowed her to spend many hours in the sick-room, under Lady Geraldine’s vindictive gaze.


Princess Mary Adelaide’s letters to her cousin Queen Victoria now became long and even, for a brief period, frequent. They dealt wholly with the ‘dear patient’s’ state, whether she had slept or not, how violent the paroxysms of pain in the arm could be, whether she was ‘worn, weak and drowsy’, or whether a new régime of turtle soup, fowl and puddings, with an increased ‘allowance of champagne and brandy’ was likely to answer. In the winter of 1874 the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz came over to London, and temporarily relieved her sister of some of these duties; but when she left in February 1875, the onus of amusing their mother was once more squarely placed on Princess Mary Adelaide, who would rush backwards and forwards between Kew and White Lodge. She would usually take some of the children with her, and if she found that she herself ‘could not be spared from home’ she would send ‘the chicks’ on their own. Sometimes ‘the chicks’ were driven to take their own childish defensive measures: ‘I fear . . . they rather tired & fidgeted their dear Grandmamma, as they were noisy & giggly over their tea & did not mind what they were told,’ their mother wrote of one long February afternoon when the four of them had been shut up in Cambridge Cottage, Kew.26


The Duke of Teck was also enlisted in the fight to help the Duchess of Cambridge forget her ailments, for on these she was already tending gruffly to harp. The old Duchess was very fond of her son-in-law: ‘Her love for me was really touching,’ he wrote, perhaps complacently, after her death. ‘Even my voice, she said “was the most pleasant of any of her relations”. I have lost my best friend.’27 One evening, after the invalid had been persuaded to take ‘a little mock white soup; chicken broth, thickened with vermicelli & made with asses’ milk instead of cream’, she herself suggested that her son-in-law should display his taste and talent by re-arranging her most treasured pictures on her ‘ivy screen’. ‘On the left leaf of the screen, in order that Mamma may see them from her armchair now hang at the top, Papa in the centre, between you and George on his right,’ the Duchess of Teck wrote to her sister, ‘& I, in the swing, on his left & immediately underneath . . . a watercoloured picture of a French fisherman’s family – On the shelf below this, Francis placed all the Miniatures, off the writing table: . . . you, I, Tilla as children &c. Your gift, the Saviour by Kannengasser, & Tante’s Raphael angels have not been moved from the centre panel, but on the right in place of the white group in the centre, now hangs a little Swiss picture (landscape) in a wooden frame, your gift I fancy, & above it a smaller one, that used to stand in a corner of her writing-table. (I give you these details, because in a letter to Mamma, you the other day said, you could now no longer picture to yourself the screen.)’28


Another and more ambitious attempt that year to lighten the Duchess of Cambridge’s gloom consisted of a visit from her sister, the Dowager Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, Princess Mary Adelaide’s ‘Tante Marie’. But Tante Marie wanted to seize this opportunity to go out and about in London, instead of listening all day to her sister’s complaints; and the fact that she, several years the Duchess of Cambridge’s senior, should be spry and active gave her sister small pleasure. Moreover, the Dowager Grand Duchess could not speak English which made the calls of her sister’s English friends awkward and stiff.


The old Duchess of Cambridge had always been sociable and it was natural that she should wish to try to distract herself by seeing her old friends. With this in view she determined to be moved to London, so as to settle permanently into her apartments at St James’s Palace. ‘Your acct. of your dear Mama is very cheering – but I am not pleased at the thought of her going to London,’ Queen Victoria wrote to the Duchess of Teck in August 1875, ‘the gloom & fog of wh. in Sept – Oct. – Nov. – & Dec. – are indescribably depressing & the noise of wh. at all times is very bad for an Invalid. But what do you mean by saying you hope to take her up to Town in my pony Chair? That wld be most dangerous & I am sure disagreeable thro’ streets & thoroughfares & she wd be mobbed & molested in every way. Some low, long carriage, wld be far the best.’29


Queen Victoria had given her aunt an invalid chair, designed to be drawn by a small pony. In March 1875 she had visited her at Cambridge Cottage. The Queen reported that she found the old woman ‘unaltered as to expression & mind – only so venerable in a little white Cap & even her hair quite white, & the dark eyebrows also very nearly so – so that the severity of expression is all gone. She is quite helpless & one arm all but powerless.’30 Two years later the Queen begged her Aunt Cambridge to give either Rosa Koberwein or the new Court painter von Angeli* some sittings for a portrait. Von Angeli was chosen and the result is now at Windsor Castle.


Towards the end of the year 1875 the Duchess of Cambridge finally got her way. She was transported from Kew to St James’s Palace where she lived on in growing decrepitude, inhabiting the dark apartments afterwards given to Princess May and her husband, when this suite of rooms was re-christened York House. The old Duchess became more and more bent as she aged. In her last years such daily visitors as the singer Tosti could only speak to the old lady by kneeling beside her on the floor. One of her habits was to keep her cap and wig on a stand by her chair, and she would clap these on to her head, often crookedly, when anyone came to call. Sometimes she would even dispense with this formality. ‘Tea with the old Duchess of Cambridge,’ we read in a passage from the Memoirs of a Battenberg Princess, Marie of Erbach-Schönberg,† describing her first visit to London in May 1882, when she stayed with the Edinburghs at ‘splendid and simple’ Clarence House. ‘. . . At first I was quite disconcerted, for she wore no cap, and her absolutely bald head looked like a very big egg.’31


The Duchess of Cambridge’s move to London did not mean that her Teck grandchildren saw much less of her than when she had been at Kew, for they would often accompany their mother to St James’s from White Lodge. Sometimes she might leave them to amuse themselves by the hour in the waiting carriage, while she sat with the invalid; but more usually she would lead one or other of them into the Duchess’s presence. Sunday was especially a St James’s Palace day: ‘It was touching to see the children on a Sunday afternoon gathered round the invalid’s chair, and to hear Grandmama and the little ones sing the hymn “Thy Will be done”,’ writes an eyewitness.32 The Teck boys were at school for a large part of each year, but their sister was not; so it was Princess May who, of the four of them, was at St James’s Palace the most.


A living memento mori, the old Duchess of Cambridge scared her granddaughter. ‘I think,’ Princess May wrote conclusively in after years, her theme these visits, ‘an invalid rather frightens young people.’33


VI


Although it might, in awful moments of gloom or boredom, have seemed so, St James’s Palace was not the only London house open to the Teck children. We have seen that they maintained a fairly even friendship with the Wales family at Marlborough House. There were the gardens of Chiswick House and Holland House for them to play in. There were also, more rarely, visits to the little Edinburgh cousins at Clarence House, reigned over by Aunt Marie Edinburgh, a Russian whose haughty manner and eccentricities concealed a kind, religious heart.


The Duchess of Edinburgh’s private rooms at Clarence House contained glittering, jewelled ikons and mysterious shrines before which oil-lamps twinkled in the gloom. Wherever she lived she kept a Russian priest and two chanters. She brought up her children in the Anglican faith, but to a stoic view of life. They must never admit to illness, and they were taught to eat up everything that was put before them. It would have done the shy and tongue-tied Princess May good to have seen more of Aunt Marie, one of whose dicta was that Royal children must be taught to converse freely: ‘Nothing,’ she would say, ‘is more hopeless than a Princess who never opens her mouth.’ The Duchess of Edinburgh hated a bracing climate and was the only member of the Royal Family who did not find Osborne too relaxing. She disliked windy places, because she had never been able to put two hat-pins in her hats, and consequently these blew off easily; she said that as a girl at St Petersburg she had not been taught to put in a hat-pin with her left hand, and she did not propose to begin trying to do so now. Her soft leather boots, made in St Petersburg and sent in quantity to London, fitted either foot equally well for she declared it irrational to fancy that you needed a left one and a right. She spoke perfect English, but preferred to speak French as being the only elegant language in Europe.


‘Your children are so nice and so immensely grown,’ the Duchess of Edinburgh wrote to their mother after a Christmastime tea party at Clarence House in 1878. ‘The boys are too splendid, I would not believe their age. The little girl looks quite well now. They had tea in my room and we held long conversations; they were particularly interested in the description of the Russian winter and I had to relate about it while they were having their tea with great appetites. They are now romping with my children and making a tremendous noise. Thank you for having sent them, they are so very charming and so well behaved.’34


Four years after this Christmas of 1878, the first family separation took place: in May 1882 Prince Dolly and Prince Frank went to boarding school. ‘Oh dear! how we all choked & gulped down our sobs, as we saw the clarence with our precious boys, turn the corner & disappear,’ their fond mother wrote to them on the same day this wrench took place. ‘Then very sadly we all betook ourselves to our rooms & May, Alge, & I indulged, if the truth must be told, in a bit of a cry, from which Papa, who we verily believe, had done the same, roused us very wisely & sent May and Alge into the garden.’35 The two elder boys were later sent to Wellington, where Prince Dolly was more successful than Prince Frank, whose practical jokes maddened his masters. Prince Frank was later removed and sent to Cheltenham College. The youngest boy, Prince Alge, when his turn came, went to Eton.


The disappearance of Prince Dolly from her life for so many weeks in each year affected Princess May severely, for he was always her favourite brother. She would write to him assiduously, describing her daily doings. She hardly ever wrote to Prince Frank.


Princess May was now fourteen. For some years she had been taken to children’s parties and to dancing classes. At all of these she suffered considerably, for, once outside the home circle, she was, and for many, many years remained, infinitely shy. The psychological causes of this major handicap are not far to seek: for the Duchess of Teck’s impulsive, entertaining and at times indiscreet conversation was hard for a growing daughter to rival. The girl reacted against it by becoming a silent listener and observer.* The Duchess was a devoted parent, but she could often seem an embarrassing one. It was, to begin with, unorthodox, if not unique, to have a mother who was so very much larger than the ordinary run of parents. At Taglioni’s dancing classes at her little house in Connaught Square, the other children would giggle when they saw that Princess May’s mother needed two gilt chairs, not one, to sit upon. Princess May was acutely conscious that her mother might at any moment appear in an absurd light to those who did not know her, and she would nervously try to prevent Princess Mary Adelaide being caught, for instance, without the braid of false hair which she wore, like a crown, forward on the top of her head. She was perfectly aware of her own shyness but, like most sensitive children, she did not know how it could best be overcome. The Duchess of Teck only made it worse by applying her own rough-and-ready method for curing shyness to Princess May – which was to refer in company to this shyness in the presence of the wretched girl herself.
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