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PROLOGUE



It is the first Privy Council for the new King, who is the oldest sovereign ever to accede to the throne. After delivering a touching tribute to his predecessor, he has to sign the formal declaration of his accession. He is handed a pen, but it does not work very well. ‘This is a damned bad pen you have given me,’ he grumbles as he signs his name.1 No, not King Charles III, the beginning of whose reign was also marked by misadventure with a malfunctioning pen; this was William IV, Charles’s great-great-great-great-great-uncle, who in 1830 held the record as the oldest monarch on succession until Charles himself became King.


There is no doubt that in pretty much every respect Charles did better at the ceremony than his predecessor, even if he seems to have inherited the family temper. For a start, he was probably able to identify most if not all of the cabinet ministers present, even if some of them had only been in post for a few days, and would not be in a job for much longer, given that this was the short-lived Liz Truss government. In contrast, as the privy counsellors knelt to render him allegiance, William peered at the chancellor of the exchequer and said: ‘D’ye know, I am grown so near-sighted that I can’t make out who you are . . . You must tell me your name please.’


Apart from pens, and age, William IV and Charles III have one more significant thing in common: William – as Duke of Clarence – commissioned Clarence House, Charles’s London home. Like Charles, when he became King he stayed at Clarence House instead of moving into Buckingham Palace, which he hated. Charles may have moved his office into the palace’s Belgian Suite, but he has absolutely no intention of making that vast, inhospitable building his home.


William, who had served in the Royal Navy and was known as the Sailor King, was a rough-hewn, garrulous figure who, while genial, was no great intellect. His reign saw a significant shift in power from the King to the cabinet, and although William did not stand in the way of reform, or at least no longer than was politically wise, he earned a dubious distinction in history as the last monarch to dismiss a prime minister who still had the support of the House of Commons. William had already seen his authority weakened during the stormy passage into law of the 1832 Reform Bill. Two years later the issue which dominated politics was the status of the Church of Ireland. Supporters of disestablishment saw it as invidious that Irish peasants, most of whom were Catholic, had to pay tithes to a Protestant church.


With the Whig government under Lord Melbourne undermined by divisions over the question, and the King increasingly of the opinion that his ministers were no longer up to the job, William decided it was time to put the ministry out of its misery, and informed Melbourne that he would not be acting ‘fairly or honourably’ if he asked him to continue in office in such circumstances. Melbourne took it all very well, and was replaced by a minority Tory government under Robert Peel. Peel, who thought that the King had miscalculated, lasted just four months, and a humiliated William was forced to crawl back to Melbourne and ask him to form a government once more. The King’s ability to make the political weather had been significantly damaged.2


The episode illustrates the subtle way that change occurs in the British constitution. Philip Ziegler, the Sailor King’s biographer, wrote that when William dismissed Melbourne, ‘it was felt by some that [William] had been unprincipled and by many that he had been unwise, but few indeed suggested that his action had been in any way unconstitutional’. After 1834, however, ‘he never tried again’.3 Neither did anyone else. Melbourne’s dismissal was a key moment in the ever-shifting balance of power between the monarchy and the government.


In the two hundred years or so since then, the idea of what a constitutional monarchy is has changed fundamentally. In this book we shall survey the extraordinary political life of Queen Victoria, who exerted her will in a way that no monarch has done since, the effect that had on her son Edward VII, and the turbulent and fascinating political times of George V. We shall examine what went on between George VI and Winston Churchill during the Second World War, and discover how Elizabeth II played a crucial role in modernising – and saving – the monarchy. And, finally, we shall see how the sovereign still has a political role to play today. When Sir Keir Starmer visited Donald Trump in the White House and produced from his pocket a letter from King Charles inviting Trump for a second state visit, it was a gesture that spoke volumes about the importance of the monarchy for Britain’s international relations. It was also a vivid illustration of the relationship between Buckingham Palace and 10 Downing Street. Whatever Charles’s views about Donald Trump, a man with whom he does not share a natural rapport, he knows how much a successful state visit can achieve; and he knows where his duty lies.


My last book, Courtiers, looked at the relationship between the monarchy and the people who advise them. This book is about the relationship between the monarchy and the people who actually run the country: it seeks to understand how, without a single law being passed, Britain has gone from a country where sovereigns assumed the right to appoint the prime minister of their choice to one where they go to almost any length to distance themselves – both metaphorically and literally – from the process. It is a story of how big societal changes and individual personalities have both played their part; from Victoria and Benjamin Disraeli to Elizabeth II and Margaret Thatcher, the personal chemistry between sovereign and prime minister has proved just as important as the constitutional relationship.


As I write, we have a relatively new occupant of the throne, who for all the similarities with his nineteenth-century forebear is a very different sovereign from William IV. Ever since he succeeded his mother, King Charles III has been on his best behaviour, demonstrating to the country that he has put his meddling days behind him and understands how to be a constitutional monarch. At some point in the future, we will have probably another King William, the fifth of that name, who unlike his namesake will not sack his PM or indeed fail to recognise the chancellor of the exchequer. But he will, in his own way, be a political king. Exactly what that means has changed radically over the last two hundred years. And no doubt it will change again, for one very good reason: because the survival of the monarchy depends upon it.










CHAPTER ONE



PARTY QUEEN


AT TWELVE MINUTES PAST TWO in the morning of Tuesday 20 June 1837 King William IV, who had been increasingly ill since the beginning of the year, died at Windsor Castle, aged seventy-one. He timed his death well: the heir to the throne was the only daughter of his late brother the Duke of Kent, and William had long been worried that if he died before Victoria turned eighteen, the princess’s mother, the Duchess of Kent – with whom he had a decidedly difficult relationship – would become regent. His antipathy towards the duchess was so vehement that the previous year he had caused a scene at his birthday dinner by making a speech in which he praised his niece and denounced her mother as ‘incompetent’ and ‘surrounded by evil advisers’. It was such an embarrassing tirade that Victoria burst into tears. But William got his way, managing to hang on long enough for his niece to celebrate her coming of age on 24 May. Less than a month later he was dead.


Shortly after the King died – his last words were a muttered ‘The Church! The Church!’ – a carriage which had been waiting in the castle’s Lower Ward set off for Kensington Palace, where Victoria lived with her mother. Its three passengers were Dr Howley, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Conyngham, the lord chamberlain, and Sir Henry Halford, the late King’s doctor. On arriving at Kensington shortly before six in the morning, they had some trouble getting past the porter at the palace gates; having overcome that obstacle, they had further difficulty in persuading the duchess to wake her daughter, until Lord Conyngham told her they had come to see ‘the Queen’ on state business. That did the trick. ‘I was awoke at 6 o’clock by Mamma,’ Victoria wrote in her diary,


who told me that the Archbishop of Canterbury and Lord Conyngham were here, and wished to see me. I got out of bed and went into my sitting-room (only in my dressing-gown), and alone, and saw them. Lord Conyngham then acquainted me that my poor Uncle, the King, was no more, and had expired at 12 minutes past two this morning, and consequently that I am Queen . . . Since it has pleased Providence to place me in this station, I shall do my utmost to fulfil my duty towards my country; I am very young and perhaps in many, though not in all things, inexperienced, but I am sure, that very few have more real good will and more real desire to do what is fit and right than I have.1


Wilful, unafraid to speak her mind, at times even contrary, the young Victoria had a firm sense of right and wrong. She was also determined to break away from the influence of her controlling mother. Instead, she came under the influence of the man who would play a dominating role in the first few years of her reign, Lord Melbourne, her first prime minister. She had her first audience with him at nine o’clock, when she saw him ‘of COURSE quite ALONE as I shall always do all my Ministers’: in other words, without her mother. Significantly, she would hardly see her mother all day. She told Melbourne that she would keep him on as prime minister, and that the government ‘could not be in better hands than his’. He in turn gave her the draft declaration which she was to read at the Privy Council meeting that morning, in which she would say that she had been brought up from infancy to ‘respect and love the Constitution of her native country’.


Over the coming years her respect for and love of the constitution would become a matter for debate. A set of conventions rather than a single written document, the constitution has transformed over time, with an ability to adapt to changing circumstances that is both its great virtue and also a source of much argument. The young Queen’s dutiful expression of respect would be echoed – repeatedly – nearly two hundred years later by the new King Charles III in the days that followed his accession. For the moment, however, Victoria’s conduct was beyond reproach: after the Privy Council meeting, the Duke of Wellington declared that ‘if She had been his own daughter he could not have desired to see her perform her part better’.2 She was equally entranced with Lord Melbourne. After her first audience Victoria, who as a result of her suffocating upbringing had had little contact with politicians, decided: ‘I like him very much and feel confidence in him. He is a very straightforward, honest, clever and good man.’3 That day she had no fewer than four conversations with Melbourne, setting a pattern that would continue for the next four years.


When the eighteen-year-old Victoria acceded to the throne Melbourne was fifty-eight years old and had lived quite the life. Born William Lamb into a prominent Whig family, he had married the beautiful but impossible Lady Caroline Ponsonby, who famously had a stormy affair with Lord Byron and later dubbed the poet ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’. His political career, which one writer described as him ‘drifting nonchalantly to the top’,4 managed to survive that and two other scandals in which jealous husbands took him to court only to have their cases dismissed. After a spell as Irish secretary he served as home secretary for four years, succeeding Lord Grey as prime minister in 1834. The story goes that when he was offered the post he pronounced the prospect ‘a damn bore’, but was talked into it by his secretary, Tom Young.


Melbourne was the twenty-seventh prime minister and, later, also the thirtieth. The position had only existed for about a hundred years, and it is hard to pinpoint when exactly it came into existence. The first person to occupy the post was Robert Walpole, who was in office from 1721 to 1742. He hated the title prime minister, which was originally a term of abuse for ministers who had got above themselves: when he was appointed, it was as first lord of the Treasury. Since the Glorious Revolution of 1688 monarchs had been largely dependent on Parliament to raise taxes and pursue policies, and a politician who could deliver control of Parliament for their sovereign was in a powerful position. Walpole’s ability to do so ensured he retained the support of George I and later George II (10 Downing Street was a personal gift to Walpole from George II). But it took years for the position to be entrenched in political life, and as late as 1741 Walpole would deny unequivocally that he was prime minister. Exactly one hundred years later Melbourne told Queen Victoria, ‘How the power of Prime Ministry grew up into its present form it is difficult to trace precisely.’5


By the time Melbourne served as Victoria’s first prime minister he was not the man he had once been. Despite his troubled marriage, he had been deeply affected by the death of his wife in 1828, while eight years later their son George, who was epileptic and required significant medical care, also died. But even in his late fifties Melbourne was still strikingly handsome and had lost none of his charm. Victoria could not get enough of him. She loved talking to him, delighting in his stories and his witticisms. ‘He has such stores of knowledge,’ she wrote, ‘such a wonderful memory; he knows about everybody and everything; who they were and what they did.’6 For his part he was all too aware of the Queen’s innocence of statecraft, and took it upon himself to be her political mentor. In effect, for those early years of her reign he acted as her private secretary, sometimes spending as much as six hours a day with her. They would meet in the morning to talk business, and in the afternoon he would go riding with her, often at full gallop. In the evening he would join her for dinner, when he would always be seated next to her.7 Such was his constant presence that he was given the use of an apartment in Windsor Castle.


Given that Victoria lost her own father when she was just eight months old, it is not difficult to imagine that she saw Melbourne as the father she never had; even Victoria herself understood that. When it looked like he might be forced to resign, she begged him ‘ever to be a father to one who never wanted support more than she does now’.8 Later, after she married Prince Albert, she attributed her affection and admiration for Melbourne to her need for someone to cling to and her natural warmth of feeling. The diarist Charles Greville, who had dealings with Victoria in his role as head of the Privy Council, described her feelings for Melbourne as ‘sexual though she does not know it’.9 The historian Anne Somerset, on the other hand, considers her infatuation with him to have been more girlish and innocent.10


But whatever the nature of her devotion to Melbourne – which did not remain unquestioning for ever – it came at a political cost. In May 1839, when his government ran into difficulties over colonial policy, Melbourne told the Queen he would have to resign. This plunged her into ‘agony, grief and despair’, prompting her to proclaim: ‘All, all my happiness gone!’11 Victoria was never one for understatement. She had already decided that she hated the Tories, and to make matters worse had also formed a strong dislike of their leader, Sir Robert Peel, whom she regarded as a ‘cold, unfeeling, disagreeable man’. The Tory party was associated with the Church of England, the Crown and the landed gentry. The Whigs, in contrast, were the political descendants of those who had opposed the influence of Charles II’s court on Parliament, and had later brought about the Glorious Revolution of 1688. They were more progressive than the Tories and supported the financial interests of the rising middle classes. Melbourne tried to talk her round, saying that Peel was gauche rather than unpleasant, but Victoria was having none of it. On Melbourne’s suggestion she sent for Wellington, who when he saw the Queen told her he was too old and too deaf to take the job, and suggested she ask Peel instead.


Reluctantly, and with ill grace, she sent for Peel. Their meeting was a calamity, a combination of awkwardness and miscommunication, sparking the beginning of one of the more damaging and, to modern eyes, odd episodes of Victoria’s early reign. Peel, the son of a wealthy Lancashire mill owner, did not have a majority in the House of Commons, and wanted Victoria to demonstrate her confidence in him by making changes in her household. In the nineteenth century the royal household was part of the political arena, and when Victoria came to the throne, Melbourne had insisted that the ladies of her household should be exclusively from Whig families. Peel, understandably, wanted to reverse the resulting political bias surrounding the Queen. His supporters had their eyes on six out of twenty-five ladies whom they regarded as particularly egregious examples of Whig partisanship.


Whatever was said between them, Peel went away from their meeting with the impression that the Queen’s ladies related to Whig ministers were going to resign. Victoria, however, told him the next day that she was not going to give up any of them. Meanwhile she had enlisted Melbourne’s help, giving him the impression that Peel wanted to deprive her of every lady in her household, which was certainly not the case. Melbourne advised his colleagues on that mistaken basis, with the result that after a highly unusual late-night meeting – at which one minister was very much the worse for wear – they resolved to support the Queen. The obstinate Victoria, who never needed much encouragement to stand her ground, refused to give way to Peel, who duly turned down the invitation to form a government. After that the only option was for Melbourne to resume office.


When Melbourne realised he had advised his colleagues on erroneous grounds, he was distinctly embarrassed, and while many applauded the Queen for standing up to the Tories, the incident damaged the Crown. It was an episode of massive constitutional significance: she had kept Melbourne in office even though he had forfeited the confidence of Parliament, for no better reason than that it had suited her. At Ascot races that June two Tory ladies hissed at the Queen, while Charles Greville wrote: ‘It is a high trial of our institutions when the caprice of a girl of nineteen can overturn a great ministerial combination.’ In later life Victoria would admit that the so-called Bedchamber Crisis ‘was entirely my own foolishness’, but she also criticised Melbourne, whom she called an ‘excellent man, but too much of a party man and made me a party Queen’.12


*


OVER THE NEXT couple of years Melbourne’s influence over Victoria slowly began to decline. In contrast to those early days when he could do no wrong, she began to show irritation at his failings, such as not telling her about changes in the Home Office, or not showing up for a state banquet. ‘I fear I was sadly cross with Lord Melbourne,’ she wrote in her diary. ‘It is shameful . . . I cannot think what possessed me for I love the dear, excellent man.’13 But the truth was that since her marriage in February 1840 to her German cousin Prince Albert, Melbourne no longer occupied quite the same role in her life. After the birth of the couple’s first child, Victoria (known within the family as Vicky), Albert began to look after his wife’s political affairs, and was given his own keys to the official boxes of government papers that she had to deal with every day. Melbourne was also told that if her ministers could not see Victoria in person, they should communicate with her via Albert.14 Before long Albert was allowed to be present during discussions between the Queen and Melbourne. The prince thrived in his new-found political role and would steadily increase his involvement, often to the annoyance and resentment of ministers. There was also a downside for Victoria. When the royal couple had time alone together in the evening, she wanted to forget about the business of government while he yearned to discuss it.15


In 1841 Melbourne called an election after losing a vote of no confidence, and was defeated by the Tories. This was despite the blatantly partisan efforts of the royal household in the form of Victoria’s former governess Baroness Lehzen, a sharp but humourless woman who constantly chewed caraway seeds for indigestion and spent £15,000 of the Queen’s money helping the Whigs. Albert was shocked to discover this – he was firmly of the view that the monarchy should be impartial – but Melbourne dismissed his concerns, saying that it was nothing compared to what George III had spent supporting the Tories.16 Melbourne may have had a point, but the times were changing: Albert recognised that the monarchy could no longer take sides, even if Victoria was slow to see how the tide was turning.


Once again Victoria was greatly saddened at losing Melbourne, albeit not quite as distraught as she had been in 1839; at least this time she had Albert to help her weather the storm. The handover revealed two enduring aspects of Victoria’s character – her ability to have radical changes of mind about people, and her propensity to go behind the backs of her ministers, often in ways that seriously undermined the constitution.


Her first 1841 audience with Peel, who was clever and well educated but socially ill at ease, did not go as badly as their previous encounter two years earlier, but was hardly a success. Afterwards she said she was relieved that she would not have to see him again for several days – a contrast to the multiple daily meetings she used to have with Melbourne. Within weeks, however, she started to warm to him, and would later write: ‘He is a noble-minded, very fair, very liberal, straightforward & very able man.’17 In 1843 she told her uncle Leopold, King of the Belgians, that Peel was ‘undoubtedly a great statesman, a man who thinks but little of party, and never of himself’.18


But that did not mean that she did not miss Melbourne. For some months after his resignation they would write to each other several times a week, with Melbourne even urging her to oppose some of Peel’s ministerial appointments. This got back to Prince Albert, who had his private secretary try to warn Melbourne off. Whether Peel himself got to know about this correspondence is not clear, but a few weeks later he told Baron Stockmar, a close adviser to the Queen, that if he ever discovered that the Queen was taking political advice from anyone other than himself he would resign straight away.19


One of Peel’s initiatives which would have repercussions on the relationship between the monarchy and government for the next century and a half was the reintroduction in 1842 of income tax, which had been abolished at the end of the Napoleonic Wars. With the tax set at a rate of 3 per cent on incomes over £150,20 Peel asked Victoria if she would pay it voluntarily, so he could announce it in the Commons, ‘so that it might appear as [a] gracious act on my part, without any legislation about it. This of course I at once assented to.’ She did, however, think it was hard on Albert, who would have to pay £900. Peel’s announcement went down well, even though Melbourne wondered whether Victoria was wise ‘giving up a principle of the Constitution which has hitherto exempted the Sovereign from all direct taxation’.21


The issue that would bring about Peel’s downfall in 1846 and split the Tory party for years to come was the repeal of the Corn Laws. Pressure had been mounting for years to remove the tariffs on grain imports, which helped keep food prices high. When the potato crop in Ireland failed, the resulting famine prompted Peel to conclude that the Corn Laws should be repealed as soon as possible. Victoria agreed, telling him, ‘the Queen very much hopes that none of his colleagues will prevent him from doing what is right to do’. However, he was unable to persuade his own party to back him. The Tories, who identified with the interests of landowners, were committed to agricultural protectionism and did their best to block the bill, but Peel managed to get it through with opposition support. On the same night that the bill was passed in the Lords, thanks to the persuasive efforts of the Duke of Wellington, Peel lost another vote on a measure to suppress disorder in Ireland, and he resigned as prime minister a month later. Victoria mourned his departure: ‘What a terrible loss such a high-minded, honourable & clever man, will be to us and the country.’ When Peel died in 1850 following a fall from his horse, she praised his loyalty, courage and patriotism, and called him a ‘kind and true friend’. He had one failing: he had been ‘kept down to old Tory principles, for which his mind was too enlightened’.22 By the time Disraeli arrived in Downing Street in 1868, the Queen who had once told Lord Melbourne how she ‘hated’ the Tories had completely abandoned her once firmly held Whig convictions.


The split in the Tory party that followed the bitter divisions over the Corn Laws saw those who had supported Peel merge with the Whigs and the Radicals in 1859 to form the Liberal party, the precursor to the modern Liberal Democrats. The disruption of the two-party system made politics unpredictable, but it allowed Victoria to play a more significant role in the formation of governments.


IF VICTORIA WAS unrelenting in her efforts to exert political influence, she had to contend with one minister who was equally determined to resist her efforts: Viscount Palmerston. The son of an Anglo-Irish peer, he had been born on the family estate, Broadlands in Hampshire, which would later be the home of Lord Mountbatten of Burma (both Queen Elizabeth II and King Charles spent part of their honeymoons there). Vivacious and self-confident, Palmerston had started off his political career as a Tory before joining the Whigs and later the Liberals. By the time he first met the young Princess Victoria he was foreign secretary, having already spent twenty years as secretary at war. The teenage Victoria found him ‘so very agreeable, clever, amusing & gentlemanlike’.23


Her early dealings with him as Queen when he was foreign secretary under Melbourne were equally positive. He would tutor her in foreign policy, providing specially drawn maps and a marked-up edition of the Almanac de Gotha, the directory of European royalty and higher nobility. He would also give her lessons on how to address her fellow sovereigns, how to end her letters to them – he would write the appropriate wording in pencil, which she could then copy in her own hand before rubbing out Palmerston’s original – and what presents to give them.24 When the Whigs resigned in 1839 (before the return of Melbourne following the Bedchamber Crisis) she told him that his ‘valuable services’ which had ‘so greatly promoted the honour and welfare of this Country in its relations with foreign powers . . . will ever be gratefully remembered’.25


However, when Palmerston returned to office in 1846, Victoria’s attitude had changed, not least under the influence of Prince Albert. Palmerston had a robust attitude to foreign relations, verging on the arrogant, which Victoria regarded as ‘bullying’. She also expected to be deferred to over diplomatic appointments, and to approve all dispatches sent in her name to ministers and ambassadors stationed abroad. Palmerston, who had served under Spencer Perceval ten years before Victoria was born, regarded this as unwarranted interference in the work of the Foreign Office. His solution was simply to ignore her, failing to send dispatches for her approval on the grounds that this would cause unacceptable delay or ignoring her comments, claiming afterwards that it had just been a mistake. Victoria thought his behaviour a ‘mockery’.


As well as disliking his conduct, Victoria also had fundamental political differences with Palmerston, whom she and Albert in private called Pilgerstein, a rough German translation of his name. This was a time when attempts were being made to overthrow despotic monarchical regimes, and Palmerston sided with those trying to free themselves from tyranny, while Victoria would take the part of her fellow sovereigns. She and Albert complained that Palmerston seemed to have ‘no strong monarchical feelings’. He was, they felt, ‘a bad man’ with ‘not a grain of moral feeling’.26 In turn, Palmerston regarded Albert with disdain, once telling him that ‘he was a German, and did not understand British interests’.27


The Queen made repeated attempts to get rid of him. During an early visit to Balmoral, when they were leasing the estate before buying it in 1852, Victoria told the prime minister, Lord John Russell, that Palmerston was making her ‘quite ill’ and that she could hardly go on with him in office. However, the foreign secretary was a powerful figure – abrasive with his colleagues, but popular with the public (his affectionate nickname was Pam) – and Russell said he did not dare make an enemy of him. Victoria’s relations with Palmerston got steadily worse, and she and Albert became so desperate that the prince even resorted to bringing up a tawdry story from the beginning of Victoria’s reign.


Palmerston, whose fondness for the opposite sex had earned him the nickname Cupid, had been staying at Windsor in September 1837 when he entered the bedroom of a young woman of the bedchamber, barricaded the door from the inside and tried to force himself upon her. She managed to escape, and the incident was hushed up. Thirteen years later Albert used it as ammunition to try to persuade Russell that Victoria could not possibly take advice from someone guilty of such a ‘fiendish scheme’. However, while the prime minister accepted that the episode reflected very badly on Palmerston, it had happened a long time ago, and he was now a happily married man. To dismiss him for such an offence now, Russell felt, might be seen by the public as unjust and even ridiculous.28 Those were, indeed, different times.


Palmerston, however, could not ignore Victoria for ever. In December 1851 Louis-Napoleon, who was coming to the end of his term of office as president of France, staged a coup, dissolving the National Assembly and restoring universal suffrage. Victoria gave orders that Britain should remain strictly neutral, but Palmerston had already expressed his approval of the coup to the French ambassador in London. Russell sacked Palmerston for flagrantly disregarding the government line, much to the surprise and delight of the Queen. ‘It is a great and unexpected mercy,’ she wrote.29


This would, however, not be the last that Victoria saw of Lord Palmerston.


A FEW WEEKS after Palmerston’s dismissal Russell made a statement to the Commons in which he read out a memorandum Victoria had sent in 1850 warning the foreign secretary that she would ‘exercise . . . her constitutional right’ of dismissing him if he did not obey her injunctions. It is uncertain whether the sovereign really did enjoy such a right, while for his part Palmerston thought Russell had been wrong to drag her into the affair. The prime minister’s behaviour had been ‘unconstitutional and ungentlemanlike’ and ‘very wrong by the Queen’, he said. Victoria, on the other hand, was delighted, saying Russell had given a ‘lucid definition of the constitutional position of the prime minister & foreign secretary opposite the Crown’.30


Russell’s statement highlighted the uncomfortable fact that there was no consensus over the nature of the sovereign’s constitutional rights. At a time when most European monarchs had a significant role in directing foreign policy, some British ministers thought that the Queen and Prince Albert had overinflated views of their prerogatives. ‘They labour,’ said one, Lord Clarendon, ‘under the curious mistake that the Foreign Office is their peculiar department and that they have a right to control, if not to direct, the foreign policy of England.’ Clarendon, a Whig with a sardonic wit, was not overawed by royalty: he made jokes at Victoria’s expense and nicknamed her the Missus. When he was foreign secretary she was often annoyed with him, prompting him to write to a friend, ‘The Missus and I have had a bit of a tiff.’31 Victoria’s biographer Giles St Aubyn has written that Clarendon’s ‘jaundiced but recognisable parody of their views’ overlooked her ‘undoubted right’ to be kept fully informed, to be consulted on matters of consequence and to be given an opportunity to influence decisions. ‘None of her Ministers challenged these rights in principle, although Palmerston often flouted them in practice.’32


Palmerston did not remain out in the cold for long. Within a year he was back serving in a coalition government of Whigs and Peelites, albeit as home secretary, regarded by many as a curious appointment given his expertise in foreign affairs. Three years later, in 1855, the prime minister, Lord Aberdeen, came under heavy criticism over the government’s conduct of the Crimean War, in particular the conditions the army were being forced to endure, and lost a vote by the massive margin of 305 votes to 148. In desperate attempts to find anyone other than Palmerston, who was the obvious candidate to replace Aberdeen, Victoria sent for no fewer than three potential prime ministers, none of whom was able to form a government. Reluctantly she turned to her old enemy. Deaf and short-sighted, with dyed hair and false teeth, Palmerston was seventy years old and the oldest person to be appointed prime minister for the first time – a record yet to be broken.


Despite his age, Palmerston seemed rejuvenated by his appointment. Victoria also found herself agreeably surprised by how accommodating he was. When he wanted to send ships to threaten Naples, on discovering that the Queen was against it he dropped the idea, simply to please her. A year later she wrote in her journal: ‘Albert & I agreed that of all the prime ministers we have had Lord Palmerston is the one who gives the least trouble, & is most amenable to reason.’ Palmerston even came round to Albert. ‘I had no idea,’ he said, that he possessed ‘such eminent qualities’.33


Palmerston also pleased her with his written accounts of the day’s proceedings in the Commons, at that time a duty that fell to the PM rather than, as is now the case, someone from the whips’ office. Like her great-great-granddaughter Elizabeth II, Victoria liked her reports lively and entertaining. In 1860 she thanked him for ‘some very amusing reports of the really puerile and absurd conduct of many members of the House of Commons’.34


Victoria rewarded him in 1856 with the Order of the Garter. His ministry fell in 1858, but he was back again the following year, serving for another six years as prime minister. However, when war broke out in Italy in 1859 between Austria and the kingdom of Sardinia – backed by France – Victoria and Palmerston found themselves in disagreement once more, with Victoria supporting Austria, and Palmerston and his foreign secretary, Lord John Russell, siding with Sardinia in its efforts to throw off Austrian domination of northern Italy. Their view reflected public opinion, which regarded the Austrians as oppressors.


After a series of Austrian defeats at the hands of Franco-Sardinian forces, an armistice was agreed at Villafranca which was more advantageous to Austria than many had expected. Victoria was delighted, while Palmerston and Russell were furious. Within days France’s former president Louis-Napoleon, now the Emperor Napoleon III, began to regret the deal, and Palmerston and Russell nurtured hopes that it would collapse. It was at this point that Victoria began to behave very badly indeed.


Her problem was that Russell had a reputation for proceeding as he saw fit, without necessarily checking with his cabinet colleagues every step of the way, and she suspected that he might try to derail the Villafranca agreement without consulting the cabinet first. Unfortunately for Victoria, in those days – unlike now – the sovereign did not receive the minutes of cabinet meetings, something that Albert called ‘a source of great weakness for the Sovereign’. Palmerston would tell her what suited him, and no more. Victoria and Albert got round this difficulty by resorting to espionage, persuading Lord Granville, lord president of the council, to tell them what was going on. Knowing that what he was doing was wholly improper – it was the role of the prime minister and foreign secretary to brief her on foreign matters – he told Albert: ‘No one should know that I make any written communications to Your Royal Highness on this subject.’35


The Queen grew increasingly exasperated with Palmerston and Russell, whom she thought of as ‘dreadful old men’, while the prime minister thought Victoria was behaving unconstitutionally by objecting to everything Russell did. On a visit to Osborne, Victoria’s home on the Isle of Wight, Palmerston described encountering ‘breezy weather’. On his arrival the Queen refused to talk about Italy with him, although he had a long talk with Albert; it was only after dinner that she agreed to discuss the matter.


However, Palmerston and Russell were isolated within the cabinet, where their colleagues sided with the Queen, and by the beginning of 1860 Palmerston was forced to abandon his pro-French stance and come round to her view that Napoleon was essentially untrustworthy. This delighted Victoria, who in turn changed her mind about Palmerston and Russell, declaring that she was ‘very much pleased’ with the ‘two old boys’.36


Palmerston was even able to help Victoria with a tricky personal matter. Her eldest son, Bertie, the future Edward VII, led a hedonistic lifestyle which was a constant worry to his mother. When Palmerston was informed about his unseemly behaviour, he told the Queen, who asked the prime minister to write to Bertie ‘very strongly warning the Prince of Wales of the precipice upon which he stands’. Sovereigns asking their ministers to assist with controlling the more unruly members of their family is a theme that would crop up repeatedly over the next century or so. Palmerston died in office in 1865, two days short of his eighty-first birthday. Victoria said he had always behaved well towards her, although she added: ‘I never liked him . . . He was very vindictive, and personal feelings influenced his political acts very much. Still, he is a loss.’37


IF VICTORIA never really warmed to Palmerston, that cannot be said to have been the case with Benjamin Disraeli. He set out to woo her, and succeeded like no other prime minister had done before. But he did not get off to a good start. The son of a well-to-do Jewish man of letters who had converted to Anglicanism, Disraeli had a reputation in his twenties as a ruthless adventurer, turning to novel writing in order to pay off debts incurred as a result of some unwise investments. He made three unsuccessful attempts to win a seat at Westminster, first as a Radical and then a Tory: as a young backbencher who opposed the repeal of the Corn Laws he clashed repeatedly with Robert Peel in the House of Commons, much to Victoria’s disapproval. She called him ‘the obnoxious Mr Disraeli’ and described him as ‘detestable, unprincipled, reckless, & not respectable’.38


In early 1851, as Lord Stanley was trying – unsuccessfully – to form a government, the suggestion was made that Disraeli might become home secretary, a prospect that Victoria found unsettling. She told Stanley that ‘she had not a very good opinion of Mr Disraeli on account of his conduct to poor Sir Robert Peel’.39 But, not for the first time, she was to change her mind. When Stanley – who by then had succeeded to the title of Earl of Derby – eventually became prime minister in early 1852, he made Disraeli chancellor and leader of the House of Commons, in which capacity Disraeli was invited to dinner at Buckingham Palace. Victoria described him as ‘most singular, – thoroughly Jewish looking, a livid complexion, dark eyes, & eyebrows, & black ringlets. The expression is disagreeable, but I do not find him so, to talk to.’ She also enjoyed the accounts of Commons debates that he sent to her, saying that she liked their ‘very flowery’ language. They were, she said, ‘much in the style of his books’. Albert was less impressed and spoke disapprovingly of Disraeli’s ‘democratic tendencies’ (in the days before universal suffrage, this was in many eyes a bad thing) and said that if he indulged them he had the potential ‘to become one of the most dangerous men in Europe’.40


In 1868, after Lord Derby resigned on grounds of ill health, on his recommendation Victoria appointed Disraeli prime minister. In his letter thanking her, Disraeli hoped she would give him the benefit of her guidance, saying that her extensive experience ‘must give your Majesty an advantage in judgement, which few living persons, and probably no living prince, can rival’.41 That set the tone for their relationship: no compliment was so overblown that it could not be wielded with shameless abandon by Disraeli, or gratefully received by Victoria. She sent a copy of the letter to her daughter Vicky, telling her: ‘He is full of poetry, romance and chivalry. When he knelt down to kiss my hand which he took in both of his, he said “in loving loyalty and faith”.’42


Disraeli once explained his technique for dealing with Victoria. ‘I never contradict,’ he said. ‘I never deny; but sometimes I forget.’ His other maxim was: ‘Everyone likes flattery; and when you come to royalty you should lay it on with a trowel.’ He also understood Victoria’s appetite for political gossip, a trait she shared with Elizabeth II and which Harold Wilson, arguably Elizabeth’s favourite prime minister, understood. Victoria’s lady-in-waiting Lady Augusta Stanley told Lord Clarendon: ‘Dizzy writes daily letters to the Queen in his best novel style, telling her every scrap of political news dressed up to serve his own purpose, and every scrap of social gossip cooked to amuse her. She declares that she has never had such letters in her life . . . and that she never before knew everything.’43


Despite Disraeli’s skill at managing his Queen, there were limits to what he was able to achieve. After the death of Prince Albert in December 1861, Victoria had largely withdrawn from public duties. Disraeli had some success in getting her to do more, but even he was unable to stop her from going to Balmoral for an extended period in May 1868. The government was in a precarious position and her ministers needed her to be available, but Victoria, who complained of extreme fatigue, was insistent. She was, she said, ready to return from Balmoral at short notice if necessary, but that did not prevent widespread criticism, including in the columns of The Times. Disraeli had to join her at Balmoral for a ten-day visit which he dreaded, saying it ‘would quite finish me’, but was unable to get out of it. She did at least go out of her way to make it bearable for her prime minister, insisting that on a visit to Braemar all the ladies of the household should accompany her, ‘to make it amusing to Mr Disraeli’.44 Victoria’s insistence on putting her own convenience before constitutional duties would be a recurring theme for the remainder of her reign.


Disraeli’s first term as PM lasted less than a year, but in 1874 he was back in Downing Street after he defeated Gladstone’s Liberals, winning the first Conservative majority since 1841. From 1868 until Disraeli’s death thirteen years later he and Gladstone would alternate as prime minister. When Disraeli arrived to kiss hands, he declared to Victoria: ‘I plight my troth to the kindest of Mistresses.’ The combination of poetry and flattery continued as before – when he wrote thanking her for some primroses, he described them as ‘an offering from the fauns and dryads of the woods of Osborne’ – but some of those close to Victoria were sceptical. Sir Henry Ponsonby, her private secretary, thought he was ‘humbugging’ the Queen. Behind her back Disraeli, who had a habit of alluding to A Midsummer Night’s Dream, called her the Faery, a nickname that managed to combine affection with a hint of gentle mockery. In private he was prepared to speak more frankly. He once told Lord Derby, who was a receptive audience for such talk: ‘She was very troublesome, very wilful and whimsical, like a spoilt child.’ On another occasion he described her as ‘very mad’.45


Disraeli’s efforts to please his mistress caused him some political discomfort in 1876 when she told him of her ambition to have the title of Empress of India – one already used informally – officially conferred upon her. Disraeli, who knew that a law would have to be passed, tried to get it through Parliament on the quiet, but made the mistake of failing to square it with the opposition beforehand. (A century later, John Major’s defence secretary, Michael Portillo, would make a similar mistake over the proposed replacement of the royal yacht, Britannia; a decade after that George Osborne, in his overhaul of royal finances, did not.) The bill immediately ran into opposition, with many feeling that the title of empress was un-British; one republican MP called it an ‘obnoxious’ measure that only ‘toadies, snobs and sycophants’ could support. In the end the bill passed, but Victoria was deeply angered by the objections, which she regarded as personally offensive. When two parliamentarians who had spoken against it made an appearance at a royal garden party, they were warned by the Princess of Wales to keep out of the Queen’s sight: ‘You are not forgiven and never will be.’46


When Victoria made Disraeli Earl of Beaconsfield later that year, it was widely seen – not least in a cartoon in Punch – as a reward for his efforts in securing her own title. As the historian Richard Aldous has observed, Victoria and Disraeli exploited their closeness ‘for mutual advantage’.47 However, Disraeli was badly damaged by the episode: according to Aldous, the bill ‘shattered Disraeli’s authority in the House of Commons’.48


During Disraeli’s second ministry both the prime minister and the Queen were arguably guilty of bending the constitutional conventions of the time. When war broke out between Russia and Turkey in 1877, partly because of Russia’s ambition to win back territory lost in the Crimean War, Victoria was strongly anti-Russian, and threatened to abdicate if Britain did not take a stronger line. That she would use the threat of abdication as a tool of political coercion seems extraordinary now. She also wrote memoranda for the cabinet pushing her view, which was a breach of the convention that she was meant to accept the advice of ministers rather than try to influence policy. When one cabinet minister, Lord Carnarvon – who was critical of the Turkish treatment of Christians living under the Ottoman empire – visited Windsor, she made a robust attempt to change his mind, complaining that he ‘did not take the proper view’.49


Meanwhile Gladstone suspected Disraeli of passing on to her details of cabinet discussions, including which ministers were against taking a firm position against Russia. If Disraeli was really betraying his fellow cabinet members, said Gladstone, he ‘was guilty of a great perfidy’. Even when Victoria went to Balmoral for her spring break she continued to be heavily involved. ‘The Faery writes every day and telegraphs every hour,’ said Disraeli. ‘This is almost literally the case.’50


Their mutual disregard for constitutional niceties continued even after Disraeli lost the 1880 general election. Victoria wrote to him telling of her ‘grief’ that they had to part, only to decide a short time later that they did not have to have ‘a real parting’ after all. Instead she suggested she could write to him ‘on many a private subject and without anyone being astonished or offended, and even more without anyone knowing about it’. But their correspondence, she said, could also cover ‘great public questions’, which was going against the rules given that he was in opposition. It was not, of course, the first time she had written to an opposition politician in such a way: she had done the same with Lord Melbourne after he left office in 1841. She hatched a plan to communicate with Disraeli using intermediaries, but when it was suggested to her private secretary that he might help, Ponsonby wanted nothing to do with it. ‘Most decidedly not,’ he said. Despite that, Victoria managed to write to Disraeli without Ponsonby’s help, and also saw him in person from time to time.


The following year Victoria had a sharp disagreement with the government over the decision to evacuate Kandahar following the British victory in the Second Afghan War. So strongly did she object to the handing of Kandahar back to Afghanistan that she refused to announce it as part of the government’s programme in her speech at the opening of Parliament. She was often difficult about the state opening. For several years after Albert’s death she refused to attend the ceremony, only returning in 1866 when Parliament was about to vote on an allowance for her daughter Princess Helena. She still made a frightful fuss, comparing it to an ‘execution’, despite the fact that she did not even read out her own speech, insisting instead that it was read by the lord chancellor on her behalf.51 Only after the cabinet threatened to resign did she give way, with characteristic ill grace. When ministers next visited her at Osborne she was still sulking and refused to speak to them, although the home secretary did manage to tell her that the speech was not meant to contain her views, but those of the government. After she complained about this to Disraeli, he assured her that such a doctrine was ‘a principle not known to the British constitution.’52 This of course was complete nonsense: since 1841 the speech had been accepted as a statement of government policy for which the sovereign accepted no personal responsibility.


Disraeli had been in ill health for some time, and when it became clear that the end was near she asked if she could visit him. ‘No, it is better not,’ he said. ‘She will only ask me to take a message to Albert.’ Instead she sent her doctors, and enough flowers to fill the house.53 When he died, she told Lord Salisbury that she was ‘overwhelmed with this dreadful loss’, adding (referring to herself in the third person, as she often did): ‘His devotion, unselfishness and kindness she can never, never forget; her gratitude is everlasting.’54


*


WHEN SHE FIRST knew William Gladstone, whom Prince Albert had held in high regard, Victoria was equally impressed. ‘He is very agreeable,’ she wrote, ‘so quiet & intellectual, with such a knowledge of all subjects, & is such a good man.’55 Even when he first became prime minister in 1868 there was little to suggest that she would come to regard the eloquent, high-minded Gladstone with visceral loathing. Quite what led to their falling-out is a matter for argument: historians have suggested that it was differences over church patronage or the importance of army reforms. She also strongly disagreed with his desire to achieve home rule for Ireland. But perhaps of equal if not greater importance was the simple fact that Gladstone had no idea how to handle her. Disraeli once told a colleague who asked how to deal with the Queen: ‘First of all, remember she is a woman.’ If Gladstone was aware of that advice, he certainly paid it no heed. Victoria is said to have complained, ‘Mr Gladstone addresses me as if I were a public meeting,’ and she was not the only one to find his conversational manner overbearing. Henry Ponsonby told how Gladstone ‘forces you into his groove’ with ‘a terrible earnestness’ and ‘an intensity which scarcely allows him to suppose there can be any truth on the other side’.56 The writer Emily Eden, a friend of Lord Melbourne and prime minister Anthony Eden’s great-great-great-aunt, described how he ‘does not converse – he harangues – and the more he says the more I don’t understand . . . if he were soaked in boiling water and rinsed until he was twisted into a rope, I do not suppose a drop of fun would ooze out’.57


Gladstone was slow to pick up on how much Victoria disliked him, but it is clear that long before the end of his first term as prime minister she had turned against him. She described him to her eldest daughter, Vicky, as ‘a very dangerous minister – and so wonderfully unsympathetic’, and when he lost office in 1874 a much-relieved Queen told Vicky that she had found him ‘so very arrogant, tyrannical and obstinate, with no knowledge of the world or human nature’.


Throughout Gladstone’s time in Downing Street – he served as PM four times between 1868 and 1894 – Victoria was repeatedly difficult and obstructive. In 1869 she refused to open Parliament, claiming she was suffering from a ‘severe headache’ but also admitting that her refusal was connected with her disapproval of Gladstone’s plan for the disestablishment of the Church of Ireland.58 They crossed swords over her insistence on going to Osborne or Balmoral during times of political crisis when Gladstone wanted her to be on hand to exercise ‘her great and just influence and mediating power’,59 and she worked against Gladstone by writing to cabinet ministers urging them to defy the prime minister.60


Visits to Balmoral were, however, not as bad as might be expected. Gladstone and Victoria often got on better in person than their fractious relationship might suggest – what she could not bear was his interminably long letters to her – although after his visit in September 1869 she told Vicky: ‘I cannot find him agreeable and he talks so very much.’ John Brown, her Highland servant with whom Victoria had a close and devoted relationship, clearly felt the same: once, when Gladstone was in full flow, Brown cut him short by curtly announcing: ‘Ye’ve said enuf!’ Unlike Disraeli, however, Gladstone found much to enjoy in the Highlands, and would go for long walks and rides – up to forty miles a day – long after he was seventy. He was rare in that respect: Lord Salisbury loathed the place, and Henry Campbell-Bannerman found it cold and dull, with the household bored to death. ‘It is the funniest life conceivable,’ he told his wife, ‘like that of a convent. We meet at meals . . . and when we have finished each is off to his own cell.’61


Loath as she would be to admit it, Victoria had cause to be grateful to Gladstone. In November 1871 the Prince of Wales was taken ill with what turned out to be typhoid, the disease that was thought – possibly erroneously – to have claimed the life of Prince Albert. Bertie came close to death, but after he recovered a relieved Victoria wondered whether there might be some kind of thanksgiving service. At a time when the royal family was quite unpopular because of Victoria’s neglect of public duties, and republicanism was on the increase, Gladstone saw this as an opportunity to rehabilitate the monarchy. However, the prime minister and Queen were at cross purposes: Victoria had been talking about a form of service to be distributed to churches around the country, and was dead set against any kind of national service that she would attend. She dismissed the idea as ‘a display’ which in terms of religion would be ‘false and hollow’. Gladstone managed to talk her round, and the thanksgiving service, which was held at St Paul’s the following February, was a triumph. Crowds cheered the Queen as she was driven through the streets with the prince by her side, and when she ‘took dear Bertie’s hand and pressed it – people cried’, a delighted Victoria wrote afterwards. It was, she said, ‘a most affecting day’.


However, whatever capital he gained with that success, Gladstone managed to lose it all with his proposal to send Bertie to Ireland as viceroy. Victoria was against the idea, arguing that he would merely be undertaking ceremonial duties, which would not do the wayward prince any good at all. Bertie was also strongly opposed. But Gladstone, who was set on finding useful employment for the prince, would not let it go, and sent the Queen letter after letter trying to overcome her objections, much to her annoyance. In the end he had to accept defeat, but the episode again set back Gladstone’s relations with the Queen.


After losing to Disraeli in 1874, the Liberals won again in 1880 following a series of storming foreign policy speeches by Gladstone in his Scottish constituency in what became known as the Midlothian Campaign. However, Victoria was determined not to have Gladstone – who was no longer party leader – as prime minister. Appalled by his attacks on Disraeli, she said she would ‘sooner abdicate’ than ‘send for or have any communication with that half-mad firebrand’ who wished to become a ‘Dictator’. Nevertheless, after forty-eight hours of consultations it became clear that Gladstone was the only one who would be able to form an administration. Although their first audience went relatively smoothly, it soon became apparent that the intervening years had not mellowed either of them. Victoria and the GOM (an acronym of Grand Old Man; he was also known as the People’s William) clashed over Irish home rule, empire policy and military estimates. An exhausted Gladstone complained that ‘the Queen alone is enough to kill any man’ and would never be satisfied until she had ‘hounded him out of office’.62


Their relationship took a turn for the worse in 1885 when Britain suffered a setback in Sudan, then a dependency of Egypt, which was itself indirectly ruled by the British. Forces under a religious leader known as the Mahdi were attempting to expel the Egyptians, and after defeats at the hands of the rebels a force was sent under General Gordon to evacuate British and Egyptian personnel stationed in Sudan. When Gordon became besieged in Khartoum, Gladstone ignored warnings – including from Victoria – that a relief force should be sent to rescue him until it was too late. By the time the delayed rescue mission arrived, 7,000 British and Egyptian soldiers and 4,000 civilians had been massacred. With Gladstone out of London, Victoria sent him a scathing telegram: ‘These news from Khartoum are frightful, and to think that all this might have been prevented and many precious lives saved by earlier action is too frightful.’ Such a message was strong meat in itself, but Victoria deliberately sent the telegraph en clair instead of using a cypher, which meant that it could be read by anyone. Gladstone was shocked at his public dressing-down and considered resignation. Henry Ponsonby had to step in to smooth his ruffled feathers. A few months later Gladstone confessed to a colleague: ‘My relations with the Queen have lately become so unpleasant that I shall not be sorry when they are terminated.’ He resigned the following month.


After a brief third term in office in 1886, lasting less than a year, Gladstone spent six years in opposition while the Marquess of Salisbury, a member of the Cecil family and a direct descendant of Elizabeth I’s adviser Lord Burghley, was prime minister. Salisbury had a much better psychological appreciation of Victoria: he understood her ways, could adapt to her moods, and appreciated the importance of not overburdening her. Her admiration for him was summed up in the memorandum she wrote after he lost to Gladstone in the general election of 1892: ‘It seems to me a defect in our much famed constitution to have to part with an admirable government like Lord Salisbury’s for no question of any importance or any reason, merely on account of the number of votes.’63 For a supposedly constitutional monarch, that is an interesting use of ‘merely’. She also sent Gladstone a note saying she had received Salisbury’s resignation ‘with much regret’, which the new prime minister took as the insult it was no doubt intended to be.


Gladstone was so old by then – eighty-two when he took office – that Victoria did not expect him to last long, but he managed to stick it out for eighteen months, during which they indulged in their usual disagreements. These culminated in an argument over naval spending – he thought that the Admiralty’s proposed budget was madness, while Victoria believed that the Royal Navy should get everything it asked for. When it became clear that Gladstone was isolated in the cabinet, he resigned, to Victoria’s great joy. After their final audience she sent him a brief letter which contained, he said, ‘not a word of regret or gratitude’. Later he would complain that his departure from public life after more than half a century of service was handled with ‘the same brevity [that] perhaps prevails in settling a tradesman’s bill’.64


There is a farcical footnote to the long, sad saga of Victoria and Gladstone. In her Diamond Jubilee year of 1897 she held a garden party at Buckingham Palace which was attended by her former prime minister. He was determined to speak to her; she was equally determined to avoid him. After an absurd game of hide-and-seek he finally cornered her, and she gave him her hand: Victoria, as graceless as ever.65 He died on 19 May 1898, and was accorded the honour of a lying-in-state at Westminster Hall, although his death was not mentioned in the Court Circular, which Victoria claimed was an oversight. At his funeral in Westminster Abbey the Prince of Wales acted as one of the pall-bearers. An annoyed Victoria asked him what precedent he had acted on and what advice he had taken. The reply was short: there was no precedent, and there had been no advice.66


IN MAY 1865, a few days before the birth of the Prince of Wales’s second son, the future George V, the first of a series of articles on the English constitution appeared in the Fortnightly Review, a magazine founded by Anthony Trollope among others. They were written by a former barrister from the West Country who had later turned to banking and then journalism; at the time of their publication he was editor-in-chief of The Economist following the death of its founding editor, James Wilson, who happened to be his father-in-law. The articles were published as a book in 1867, and the author would become one of the most celebrated names in British constitutional writing: Walter Bagehot.


Bagehot was nothing if not ambitious. The British constitution is the set of laws, rules and conventions that determine how the country is run. It includes how laws are made, how elections are held, how Parliament works and what powers the monarchy has. People often maintain that Britain does not have a written constitution, but that is misleading: much of it is written down, including important laws such as the Bill of Rights of 1689, which established Parliament’s rights over the Crown and recognised that Parliament is sovereign. ‘Uncodified’ is a better description. Unlike most other countries, Britain does not have a single document setting out its constitution, and many important parts of it, including the principles that govern what powers the sovereign has in relation to the government that rules in their name, including the royal prerogative to appoint prime ministers and dissolve Parliament, are indeed not written down, but are based on convention and precedent. And whenever there is convention and precedent, there is scope for interpretation – and argument.


Bagehot set out his arguments more memorably than anyone else. His work on the English constitution, which appeared at the same time as the 1867 Reform Act expanded the electorate to 2.5 million, meaning that he had to bring out a revised edition in 1872, is best known for its exploration of the relationship between Parliament and the monarchy. Some of it is familiar to those who have never opened a copy of the book: his distinction between the ‘dignified’ and the ‘efficient’ parts of the constitution, his injunction that ‘we must not let in daylight upon magic’,67 and his observation on royal weddings, that ‘a princely marriage is the brilliant edition of a universal fact’.68 Most famous of all is his assertion that in a constitutional monarchy the sovereign has three rights: to be consulted, to encourage and to warn. A wise monarch could use these rights with ‘singular effect’, according to Bagehot: they could say, ‘I do not oppose, it is not my duty to oppose; but I observe that I warn.’ And a minister would have no choice but to listen to them.69


Less widely appreciated is that Bagehot had some pretty robust opinions. He was no unquestioning admirer of royalty. Due to the ‘early acquired feebleness of hereditary dynasties’ and the poor education typically received by princes, he said that a constitutional sovereign was likely to be ‘a man of inferior ability’. He was equally scathing about the House of Lords: ‘The cure for admiring the House of Lords was to go and look at it,’ he wrote. But he was also an unashamed elitist, describing the ‘lower orders’ variously as ‘the coarse, dull, contracted multitude’, ‘the poor and stupid’ and ‘the clownish mass’. With contemptuous disdain for universal suffrage, he declared: ‘The masses are infinitely too ignorant to make much of governing themselves.’ For her part, Victoria did not approve of Bagehot. She reacted with concern when she heard that her grandson the Duke of York was reading his economic essays, describing him as a ‘radical’ writer.70


Part of the reason his writings still command our attention today is that his book, unlike most constitutional textbooks, is commendably short. And Bagehot’s journalistic skill with words ensures that The English Constitution is infinitely more readable than other worthier, weightier tomes. In the words of the historian Peter Hennessy, ‘it’s poetry, not plumbing’.71 If you want a pithy summary of Queen Victoria’s lack of legislative power, it is hard to improve on this: ‘She must sign her own death warrant if the two Houses unanimously send it up to her.’72


The problem with Bagehot is not his anti-democratic tendencies, but the fact that he was writing about what he thought ought to happen, not what was actually going on. In his review of Anne Somerset’s book on Victoria and her prime ministers, historian Lord Lexden recalled Bagehot’s description of a monarch’s rights before declaring: ‘Victoria accepted no such limitations on her constitutional role. She was for ever pouring out her opinions and wishes, often accompanied by sharp reprimands, in letters and memoranda to her prime ministers.’73 When she berated the government over its failures in a letter to the foreign secretary Lord Granville in 1881, ordering him to show the letter to Gladstone, the PM’s secretary Edward Hamilton was shocked. ‘This from a constitutional monarch!’ he said.


The question is, just how much of a constitutional monarch was she? And indeed, what is a constitutional monarchy? Essentially, it is a system in which the head of state is a monarch, but that person does not rule the country: the ability to pass laws lies with an elected parliament. So a king or queen is a constitutional monarch to the extent that they recognise that it is not they who are in charge, but the elected representatives of the people. For all that Victoria behaved in a blatantly partisan manner, the constitutional historian Sir Vernon Bogdanor has argued that during her reign the growing importance of the political parties and the increase in the size of the electorate through the Reform Acts of 1832 and 1867 meant that the power of the sovereign became increasingly circumscribed. ‘The expansion of the franchise meant that what happened outside parliament was coming to determine what happened inside the Palace of Westminster and that the political centre of gravity was coming to be moved away from parliament to the platform. The growth of party was coming to deprive the sovereign of the power to choose the prime minister.’74 But that did not stop her from harassing or obstructing her government, or intriguing behind its back.


Victoria’s reign also saw the end of the sovereign’s supposed special responsibility for foreign affairs, says Bogdanor,75 giving rise to what Anthony Seldon has called ‘the golden age of the foreign secretary’. But no foreign secretary could stop her influencing her daughter the Empress of Germany, or her granddaughter the Tsarina of Russia. Victoria’s biographer Giles St Aubyn wrote: ‘Given the unrivalled awe in which the Queen was held, particularly in the later years of her reign, Ministers had little alternative but to concede her the status her fellow Sovereigns accorded her.’76 This notion would have an intriguing echo a century or so later during the latter years of the reign of Queen Elizabeth II.


In Victoria’s defence Anne Somerset quotes a number of her prime ministers who said that she behaved entirely correctly as a constitutional monarch, including – not surprisingly – Disraeli (‘There never was a more constitutional monarch than our present Queen’) and – much more surprisingly – Gladstone. At a Golden Jubilee party at his country home, he said: ‘All the principles of the constitution have been observed by the Queen . . . in a manner more perfect than has ever been known in the time of any former sovereign.’ Lord Shaftesbury, on the other hand, called her ‘our most unconstitutional Queen’.77 Victoria herself declared that she ‘cannot and will not be the Queen of a democratic monarchy’,78 which is exactly what she was meant to be. But while Somerset argues that it is hard to pinpoint any political event where Victoria dictated the outcome, ‘none of this detracts from the fact that Victoria was extraordinarily politically active, and her political presence was considerable’.79 As late as 1894 she was still able to exercise her prerogative when she chose the Liberal Lord Rosebery as prime minister, who protested that he was reluctant to take the job. ‘I am very fond of Lord Rosebery,’ she told her daughter Vicky, ‘he is so much attached to me personally.’80


Victoria’s reign saw another fundamental change, according to Bogdanor. As the role of the Crown was transformed from one of power to one of influence, its authority was actually strengthened, not weakened. The effect was to give the monarchy ‘a massive emotional significance in the new age of popular government’. Instead of there being a politically active monarchy, ‘the sovereign could prove a beneficent influence only in so far as he or she abstained entirely from seeking to rule. Only then could the head of state become the head of the nation.’81 But while that radical reshaping of the purpose of the monarchy would clearly be accepted by the royal family today, it would not have been accepted or even understood by Victoria herself.


No subsequent monarch has meddled quite like Victoria. She constantly interfered in political matters – trying to promote her own agenda, particularly in foreign affairs, attempting to influence the appointment of ministers and acting in a shamelessly partisan manner. The tragedy, at least in terms of her reputation as a constitutional monarch, is that Albert died when he did. Under his influence Victoria acted in a much less partisan manner than she had done in the early years of her reign, occupying a position of broad neutrality between the parties. After his death she returned to her old partisan anti-Liberal ways. In the latter years of her reign she exerted her influence as vigorously as she had ever done, but with the growth of democracy and the burgeoning strength of the political parties, she had become a relic of the past, a sovereign at odds with the times in which she lived.


The days of meddlesome sovereigns were over. But the monarchy did not give up without a fight. As we shall see, Victoria’s successors would continue to play an active political role for many years to come.










CHAPTER TWO



MARCHING WITH THE TIMES


DINNERS WITH QUEEN VICTORIA could be a dull business, with the conversation rarely straying beyond the resolutely trivial while the guests prayed silently for the sweet release of bedtime. But the royals could also do family rows on an epic scale. One such row took place at Windsor, shortly after the death in 1863 of King Frederick VII of Denmark prompted a dispute between Denmark and Prussia over the duchies of Schleswig and Holstein. There is no need to be unduly bothered by the details of this famously complicated quarrel: Lord Palmerston is said to have remarked later, possibly apocryphally: ‘Only three people have ever really understood the Schleswig-Holstein business: the Prince Consort, who is dead, a German professor, who has gone mad, and I, who have forgotten all about it.’ Suffice it to say that among those gathered at the dining table were Fritz, the future Frederick III of Prussia, who was married to Victoria’s eldest daughter, Vicky, and Bertie’s wife, Alexandra, known in the family as Alix, whose father, Christian, had just acceded to the Danish throne.


The evening did not go well. Alix declared that ‘the Duchies belong to Papa’, which prompted Victoria – who was firmly on the side of Prussia – to complain that she came ‘from the enemy’s camp’ and ‘was not worth the price we have paid for her’. Fritz, meanwhile, valiantly pressed the claims of Prussia. The whole thing became so heated, and Victoria so upset, that eventually she had to ban the company from discussing the subject at all.


For the twenty-two-year-old Prince of Wales, who had taken his wife’s side, the row had an important legacy: it helped his mother form the view that her eldest son lacked discretion and judgement. As Giles St Aubyn put it, ‘How could she trust him with confidential documents when he was known to betray state secrets over the dinner table?’1 Victoria was not necessarily wrong: for a time the Foreign Office used to send him papers, but Disraeli complained that the prince spoke indiscreetly to his friends about government secrets, and Victoria put a stop to the practice. Her mistrust – bolstered by Bertie’s warm relations with Gladstone, whom he used to entertain at Sandringham – would continue for the rest of her life, which meant that Bertie was consistently denied access to state papers that would have helped him prepare for his role as King.


Some twenty years later, when the resentful prince used a roundabout approach via Gladstone in an attempt to get access to papers, Victoria wrote on a note from her private secretary: ‘The Queen thinks he should be told things when things are no longer secrets . . . for he is not discreet.’ When Gladstone asked for clarification about what cabinet reports he could show Bertie, Victoria wrote in her familiar purple pencil that it would be ‘quite irregular and improper’ to show him anything on a regular basis; the only things that could be shared with him before they were made public were the most major policy decisions.2
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