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[Queen Victoria did not] belong to any conceivable category of monarchs or of women, she bore no resemblance to an aristocratic English lady, she bore no resemblance to a wealthy middle-class Englishwoman, nor to any typical Princess of a German court. . . . She reigned longer than the other three queens put together. Never in her life could she be confused with anyone else, nor will she be in history. Such expressions as “people like Queen Victoria,” or “that sort of woman” could not be used about her. . . . For over sixty years she was simply without prefix or suffix “The Queen.”


—ARTHUR PONSONBY


We are all on the look-out for signs of illness in the Queen; but . . . the vein of iron that runs thro’ her most extraordinary character enables her to bear up to the last minute, like nobody else.


—LADY LYTTELTON








Cast of Characters



VICTORIA’S FAMILY



PRINCE EDWARD, later DUKE OF KENT (1767–1820). The fourth son of George III, and father of Queen Victoria. He was strong and upright, a harsh disciplinarian as a military officer but a tender husband and father. After a controversial career as governor of Gibraltar and field marshal of the forces, Edward applied himself to producing an heir to the succession. He died, of pneumonia, only six days before his father, George III, and less than a year after the birth of a daughter, of whom he was enormously proud.


MARIE LOUISE VICTOIRE, DUCHESS OF KENT (1786–1861). The mother of Queen Victoria and of Feodora, princess of Hohenlohe-Langenburg. The Duke of Kent persuaded the widowed Victoire to marry him and move from Germany to England. The relationship of mother and daughter was tempestuous and septic; the estrangement that began in Victoria’s teenage years was drawn into public view when she became queen. But they eventually reconciled, and when her mother died in 1861 Victoria was inconsolable.


GEORGE III (1738–1820). King of Great Britain (and then the United Kingdom) from 1760 to 1820, and grandfather of Victoria. Although he is the third-longest-serving monarch (behind Elizabeth II and Victoria) and led an upright, spartan life, George III is best known for his erratic, uncontrollable bouts of madness and for the loss of the colonies in the American Revolution. The specter of his insanity—and the possibility of its inheritance—would haunt Victoria (and arm her critics) for decades.


GEORGE IV (1762–1830). After serving as Prince Regent during George III’s illness, Prince George Augustus Frederick became king on January 29, 1820. An extravagant, big-bellied man, George IV despised and persecuted his wife, Caroline of Brunswick, and lived instead with his mistress. His only child, Princess Charlotte, died giving birth. His relationship with his niece Victoria was at times strained, but he pleased her by giving her a donkey and staging Punch and Judy shows for her in his garden.


PRINCESS CHARLOTTE AUGUSTA OF WALES (1796–1817). The only child of George IV. She was much-loved and it was expected that she would be a great queen, but she died after a torturous labor, setting off a competition among her portly, middle-aged uncles to produce a legitimate heir to the throne. She also left behind a devastated widower, Victoria’s dashing, ambitious, and kindly uncle Leopold.


WILLIAM IV (1765–1837). The third son of George III, and successor to his brother, George IV. He retired from the navy at age twenty-four and became king forty years later. By then, he had had ten illegitimate children with his mistress. He went on to marry the well-regarded Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen, but none of her babies survived infancy, which meant that when he died the crown passed directly to his niece Victoria.


ERNEST AUGUSTUS (1771–1851). The fifth son of George III became king of Hanover after Salic law barred his niece Victoria from succeeding to the Hanoverian crown. An extreme Tory, Ernest—also known as the Duke of Cumberland—was the subject of great fear and gossip due to his scarred face and reams of unproven rumors that he had bedded his sister, sexually harassed nuns, and murdered a valet.


PRINCE AUGUSTUS FREDERICK, later DUKE OF SUSSEX (1773–1843). The sixth son of George III. He disqualified himself from the succession by twice marrying women his father did not approve of, thereby contravening the Royal Marriages Act.


PRINCE ADOLPHUS, later DUKE OF CAMBRIDGE (1774–1850). The seventh son of King George III. He was also the grandfather of Mary of Teck (the wife and Queen Consort of George V) and the great-great-grandfather of Queen Elizabeth II.


VICTORIA’S HUSBAND AND CHILDREN



ALBERT OF SAXE-COBURG-GOTHA (1819–1861). Prince Consort to Queen Victoria. Born three months after Victoria at Castle Rosenau, near Coburg, Albert’s childhood was marred by his parents’ rather brutal marital breakdown. A polymathic, disciplined man, Albert aspired to greatness as well as moral goodness, and Victoria adored him. While clearly talented, he was a divisive figure: some called him “Albert the Good,” but others dismissed him as “Albert der King”—a foreign interloper. He was universally feted for his brilliant staging of the Great Exhibition of 1851. His relentless hard work and poor health led to his early death in December 1861, at the age of forty-two.


PRINCESS VICTORIA ADELAIDE MARY LOUISE (1841–1901). The first child of Victoria and Albert. While she was a precociously clever child, once her brothers were born she would never be able to inherit the throne. At seventeen, she married the future emperor Frederick of Prussia. Her marriage was happy but her life in Germany was miserable; she felt alienated, misunderstood, and alone. Two of her sons died in childhood, and her eldest, Wilhelm, was deliberately cruel. Vicky and her mother confided in each other in vast reams of intimate letters for decades, and they died six months apart.


ALBERT EDWARD, PRINCE OF WALES, later EDWARD VII (1841–1910). The second child of Victoria, and first in line to the throne. The tempestuous, gregarious “Bertie” was never as clever as his older sister, and his parents judged him sorely for it. Victoria blamed him and his immoral escapades for the early death of his father and refused to allow him any serious responsibilities while she was alive. Despite his parent’s reservations, Bertie would become an effective, well-liked king during his short reign. His son, George V, succeeded him.


PRINCESS ALICE MAUD MARY (1843–1878). Victoria’s second daughter and third child. A rebellious child who was close to her older brother, Bertie, Alice’s affectionate character was most obvious as she devotedly cared for her dying father, and then for her grieving mother. Her wedding to Prince Louis six months later was a grim occasion, and the marriage would be an unhappy one. While living in Darmstadt, she threw herself tirelessly into nursing, most notably during the Franco-Prussian War. She was only thirty-five when she died, from diphtheria, on December 14, 1878, exactly seventeen years after her father’s death. She inherited the hemophilia gene from her mother and passed it on to several of her children, including Alexandra, the wife of Tsar Nicholas II, who would eventually employ Rasputin to heal her hemophilic son.


PRINCE ALFRED ERNEST ALBERT (1844–1900). The second son of Victoria and Albert, “Affie” would become the ruler of the tiny province of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha in Germany. A competent naval officer (though his long absences at sea would frustrate the queen), Affie had to abandon his naval career when he became the Duke of Coburg. He was a conscientious ruler, but his unhappy marriage and his son’s suicide plunged him into a spiral of alcoholism. He died in July 1900, six months before his mother.


PRINCESS HELENA AUGUSTA VICTORIA (1846–1923). The third daughter and fifth child of Victoria, “Lenchen” married the unprepossessing Prince Frederick Christian of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Augustenburg and had four children with him. An admirer of Florence Nightingale’s, Helena became the president of the Royal British Nurses’ Association in 1889. She lived near her mother but largely escaped the extremes of Victoria’s maternal control as she carried out Victoria’s secretarial work while also acting as a patron of several charities.


PRINCESS LOUISE CAROLINE ALBERTA (1848–1939). Born during a year of revolution, Louise would always be seen as untamed and capricious. She became a talented sculptor and indulged in indiscreet behavior, notably with her tutor, Joseph Edgar Boehm. The beautiful Louise married the Marquess of Lorne, who proved an unsatisfactory if companionate husband. Despite the disapproval of her mother, who was surprised by the bluestocking bent of some of her daughters, Louise encouraged the establishment of the National Union for the Higher Education of Women and served as its first president. She died at the outbreak of World War II, aged ninety-one.


PRINCE ARTHUR WILLIAM PATRICK ALBERT (1850–1942). Victoria’s third son and seventh child. During four decades of military service, Arthur would become commander in chief of several armies. Perhaps sensibly, he acquiesced to his mother’s choice of bride, a Prussian princess, and was rewarded with a happy marriage (at least by royal standards). On the death of his elder brother Affie, Arthur became the heir of the duchy of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, but his intention of ruling as an absentee, from Britain, prompted the German emperor to select another candidate. Thus Arthur narrowly avoided fighting his own family in World War I.


PRINCE LEOPOLD GEORGE DUNCAN ALBERT (1853–1884). Victoria’s fourth son and eighth child, and the first child she birthed with the aid of chloroform. An intellectual with strong conservative political views, Leopold’s life was blighted by hemophilia. His protective mother and doctors prevented him from engaging in normal activities. Nevertheless, he attended Oxford, sat in the House of Lords as the Duke of Albany, married Princess Helena of Waldeck and Pyrmont, and became father to a daughter. Leopold died a few days before his thirty-first birthday in 1884, before the birth of his only son.


PRINCESS BEATRICE MARY VICTORIA FEODORE (1857–1944). Victoria’s ninth and youngest child was also her most adored. Beatrice would be her mother’s most constant companion after the death of Albert, though she had a brief respite from this frequently suffocating role when she married Prince Henry of Battenberg. Despite Victoria’s reservations, “Liko” would prove to be a model son-in-law until his death in 1895. As an executor of Victoria’s will, Beatrice spent years rewriting and destroying the queen’s original journals and burning many of her letters, a grievous act of censorship.


VICTORIA’S GRANDCHILDREN



WILHELM II (1859–1941). Emperor of Germany, son of Princess Vicky, and first grandchild of Queen Victoria. Wilhelm’s birth was breech, and traumatic; his arm was born twisted and useless, and he would spend the rest of his life concealing it and compensating for it. He loathed his mother and was a brute to her. He ostensibly adored his grandmother, but his aggressive ambition for his country made relations competitive and then hostile. As emperor, he would declare war on his British cousin George V.


GEORGE V (1865–1936). The second son of Bertie and grandson of Victoria, George V reigned from 1910 to 1936, his older brother, Eddy, having died unexpectedly in 1892. (George also married his brother’s bride-to-be, Mary of Teck.)


MEMBERS OF THE ROYAL HOUSEHOLD



BARONESS LOUISE LEHZEN (1784–1870). Victoria’s German governess and later lady of the bedchamber. Throughout Victoria’s childhood, Lehzen was staunchly supportive, training her charge to be strong and defending her against critics and bullies. The queen relied heavily on Lehzen for guidance, a situation Albert would find intolerable. After a series of fights, Albert told the baroness to retire quietly to Germany; she packed her bags and left one morning as Victoria was still sleeping.


SIR JOHN CONROY (1786–1854). First as an equerry to the Duke of Kent, then as an adviser to his widow, Conroy manipulated his way into the heart of Victoria’s family. Conroy was bent on acquiring personal power and tried to force Victoria to agree to make him her private secretary when she became queen. Victoria despised him and would never forgive his severe treatment; she banished him once she became queen.


LADY FLORA HASTINGS (1806–1839). A lady of the bedchamber and later lady-in-waiting to the Duchess of Kent. When Lady Flora developed an abdominal swelling, her court rivals gossiped that Sir John Conroy had impregnated her. Wanting to believe the worst, and buoyed by Sir James Clark’s medical incompetence, Victoria did nothing to stop the rumors. When Lady Flora died after a long and painful illness, the young queen was booed in public and openly attacked in the press.


SIR JAMES CLARK (1788–1870). The queen’s personal physician from 1837 to 1860. His long career in the royal household owed more to his diplomacy than to sophisticated medical ability. His demonstrated capacity for misdiagnosis and a desire to please the queen drew the court into a spectacular scandal in the case of Lady Flora Hastings.


BARON VON STOCKMAR (1787–1863). Trained as a doctor, he became a statesman and the unofficial diplomat of the royal household as secretary to Uncle Leopold, close adviser to Prince Albert, and nemesis of Baroness Lehzen.


LADY LYTTLETON (1787–1870). One of Victoria’s ladies of the bedchamber and later lady superintendent—or manager—of the royal nursery. She was an astute observer of royal life who marveled at Victoria’s innate “vein of iron.”


LADY JANE CHURCHILL (1826–1900). A lady of the bedchamber from 1854 until her death in 1900, Lady Churchill often acted as the queen’s intermediary. She would inform people of the queen’s displeasure if they breached etiquette—being late for functions, for example, or laughing too loudly over dinner. She also read to the queen from novels written by the likes of Jane Austen and George Eliot. Lady Churchill loyally served Victoria for almost half a century, dying just a month before her queen. As she left behind no journals or memoirs, her discretion has remained impeccable.


GEORGE EDWARD ANSON (1812–1849). Prince Albert’s private secretary and one of his most trusted advisers. Anson proved to be indispensable and frequently acted as a mediator between the often fractious royal couple. Albert was crushed by his sudden, early death.


SIR HOWARD ELPHINSTONE (1829–1890). A Crimean War veteran and recipient of the Victoria Cross, in 1859 Elphinstone was appointed as governor to Prince Arthur, and later to Prince Leopold.


SIR CHARLES PHIPPS (1801–1866). Keeper of the queen’s Privy Purse and treasurer to the Prince of Wales. He was knighted in 1858 and was a member of the trusted inner circle present at Albert’s deathbed.


GENERAL CHARLES GREY (1804–1870). A military officer and politician, and the queen’s private secretary in the years immediately following the death of Albert. Much of his time was spent making excuses for Victoria’s failure to appear in public.


SIR HENRY PONSONBY (1825–1895). The queen’s loyal, insightful, and wryly funny private secretary. He served for thirty-eight years and was rewarded with a knighthood in 1879.


SIR ARTHUR BIGGE (1849–1931). He became the queen’s private secretary in 1895 and was knighted in the same year. After the death of Victoria, Bigge served both Edward VII and George V, and was made a member of the House of Lords in 1911.


JOHN BROWN (1826–1883). A Highlander who was hired to work as a ghillie, or outdoor attendant, for Albert at Balmoral. He was summoned to England to help Victoria when she was mourning her husband. She quickly came to rely on him, and an intense relationship ensued, one that would become the subject of enduring scandal. Victoria’s children loathed him, calling him “the Queen’s Stallion.” When Victoria was buried, Brown’s mother’s wedding ring was on her hand. After Victoria’s death, Edward VII burned any potentially compromising letters.


ABDUL KARIM (1862 or 1863–1909). The queen’s Indian secretary and “munshi,” or clerk. Karim’s rapid rise in the royal household from servant to trusted adviser caused much resentment in the royal household, particularly among the queen’s children, but Victoria was blind to his pretension and deceit. Following the queen’s death, King Edward ordered a bonfire of the munshi’s papers, so we can only speculate as to the true extent of his influence.


SIR JAMES REID (1849–1923). The queen’s favorite personal physician. He attended to John Brown during his fatal illness in 1883 and delivered all four of Princess Beatrice’s children. Reid’s discretion, skill, and reliability made him indispensable to the queen. Reid was the one the queen entrusted with her final requests for burial. She died in his arms.


OTHER ROYALS



FEODORA, PRINCESS OF HOHENLOHE-LANGENBURG (1807–1872). Queen Victoria’s much-loved half-sister, Feodora, was the Duchess of Kent’s daughter by her first husband. When Victoria was just eight, the fetching Feodora married and moved to Germany. The half-sisters wrote to each other religiously for decades; Victoria was wretched when Feodora died in 1872.


LEOPOLD I, KING OF THE BELGIANS (1790–1865). Victoria’s beloved uncle and widower of Princess Charlotte. Intent on betrothing Albert and Victoria from the time they were small children, Leopold was like a father to Victoria; he provided a stream of advice and took interest in her education, health, spiritual development, and marriage.


LEOPOLD II, KING OF THE BELGIANS (1835–1909). The son of Leopold I. His rule in the Congo was characterized by ruthless, barbaric exploitation and mass murder.


LOUIS PHILIPPE, KING OF FRANCE (1773–1850). Forced to abdicate after the revolution of 1848, Louis Philippe was exiled to Great Britain and lived at Claremont in Surrey. His daughter, Prince Louise-Marie, was the second wife of Victoria’s uncle Leopold.


VICTORIA’S CONTEMPORARIES



THOMAS CARLYLE (1795–1881). A cantankerous but celebrated Scottish author and historian, Carlyle provided many eyewitness accounts of events during Victoria’s lifetime.


CHARLES DICKENS (1812–1870). Dickens had no great reverence for the monarchy; he thought himself a greater celebrity than his sovereign and tried to avoid her. It was Victoria who greatly admired him and devoured his tales of the London underworld. The two did not meet until 1870, just three months before his death. She described him as “very agreeable, with a pleasant voice & manner.”


FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE (1820–1910). A brilliant nurse who revolutionized medical care in the military, most notably in the Crimean War. She inspired generations of women, including the queen and her daughters Alice, Vicky, and Helena. Despite her own ill heath, Nightingale continued to lobby for structural and cultural change in hospital and health management. She was the first woman to be awarded an Order of the British Empire, in 1907.


ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON (1809–1892). The brilliant poet laureate, who lived near the queen on the Isle of Wight, became a confidant during her period of mourning, when his poems provided great comfort. He was awarded a peerage in 1883.


PRIME MINISTERS



LORD MELBOURNE (1779–1848). The young queen’s first and most completely trusted prime minister. Having endured a chaotic and painful personal life, Melbourne grew as attached to the eighteen-year-old monarch as she was to him. When his government eventually fell, Victoria was distraught. Later in life, she would be embarrassed by the intensity of her feelings for her first PM.


SIR ROBERT PEEL (1788–1850). Prime minister after the fall of Lord Melbourne’s government. At first, Victoria resented him for ousting Melbourne and was irritated by his social reserve. But her respect grew as she witnessed his competence and willingness to fight for his beliefs despite personal cost. Although a conservative Tory, Peel was intent on reform and successfully repealed the unpopular, protectionist Corn Laws, making him a hated figure in his own party. Albert came to think of him as a father.


LORD RUSSELL (1792–1878). A liberal reformer and two-time prime minister. He was the architect of the 1832 Reform Act, a point to which some peg the beginning of the decline of the direct power of the monarchy. His great failure was his inability to come to the aid of the Irish during the famine of the late 1840s, poisoning relations with the impoverished country for decades to come.


LORD PALMERSTON (1784–1865). Foreign secretary and prime minister. Palmerston was initially popular with both Victoria and Albert, but later they clashed with him repeatedly over his liberal interventionist foreign policy and what they saw as an insulting lack of consultation. Victoria repeatedly called for his firing.


LORD DERBY (1799–1869). Derby served as prime minister three times, albeit in short-lived minority governments, and was leader of the Conservative Party for a record twenty-two years. Possibly his greatest achievement was ensuring the passage of the Second Reform Bill through Parliament in 1867, thereby doubling the size of the electorate and enfranchising large swathes of the middle class.


BENJAMIN DISRAELI (1804–1881). First Earl of Beaconsfield, flamboyant novelist, Conservative politician, and two-time prime minister. While he was a practicing Anglican, he was the first—and only—British PM to have been born Jewish. Disraeli’s respectful flattery, facility with language, and entertaining anecdotes charmed Victoria. A skilled diplomat, Disraeli also pursued an aggressive foreign policy and pushed progressive legislation through Parliament.


SIR WILLIAM GLADSTONE (1809–1898). A Liberal leader and four-time prime minister, Gladstone was known as the Grand Old Man of British politics. He was a deeply religious man who retreated to his country estate to chop down trees for months at a stretch and had a curious obsession with rescuing “ladies of the night” from prostitution. Despite his obvious seriousness about governing, Gladstone never earned the respect of Queen Victoria. She would devote considerable energy to trying to prevent him from becoming PM.


EARL OF ROSEBERY (1847–1929). A reluctant Liberal prime minister who was coerced by Victoria into assuming the premiership instead of Gladstone. He held it for little more than a year.


LORD SALISBURY (1830–1903). Victoria’s last prime minister, Salisbury served for three terms and joined her in vehement opposition to Irish Home Rule and its chief proponent, Gladstone. She would grow very fond of his genteel, respectful ways. A keen imperialist, Salisbury advocated a policy of “splendid isolation,” eschewing the idea of forging alliances with other powers.



OTHER FIGURES



MADAME ALPHONSINE-THÉRÈSE-BERNARDINE-JULIE DE MONTGENÊT DE SAINT-LAURENT (1760–1830). Often referred to as “Julie,” she was the lover of the Duke of Kent for three decades before he married Victoria’s mother.


ALEXANDRA OF DENMARK, PRINCESS OF WALES, later QUEEN ALEXANDRA OF GREAT BRITAIN (1844–1925). The wife of Bertie, “Alix” was elegant, kind, and forbearing. Although Alix’s Danish heritage was something of an inconvenience, mostly due to the knotty, complicated Schleswig-Holstein question, Victoria often said she preferred her daughter-in-law to her own daughters. The British people adored Alix, too—while raising eyebrows at her husband’s bacchanalian ways.


SIR JOSEPH PAXTON (1803–1864). A landscape gardener and architect who was responsible for the soaring design of the Crystal Palace for the Great Exhibition of 1851.


SIR JOSEPH EDGAR BOEHM (1834–1890). A distinguished Viennese sculptor to whom the queen gave more than forty royal commissions. Boehm was particularly close to Princess Louise, whom he tutored in the art of sculpture. Princess Louise was present when Boehm died suddenly in his studio; it was surmised that he had expired in the throes of vigorous sexual activity, speculation later further fueled by the destruction of Boehm’s papers.


GENERAL CHARLES GORDON (1833–1885). An eccentric military hero much admired by Queen Victoria. In 1883, Gordon was sent on a mission to withdraw British and Egyptian troops from the Sudan after a local coup. Instead, Gordon dug in and a siege began. The reluctance of Gladstone to send reinforcements enraged Victoria and prompted public disgust. Gordon’s subsequent murder was blamed on Gladstone’s indecision. The queen never forgave Gladstone for this.


ARTHUR BENSON (1862–1925) and LORD ESHER (1852–1930). Two old Etonians who took upon themselves the monumental task of editing Queen Victoria’s letters, a collection comprising more than 460 volumes of documents. Although they happily brought much of her writing out of the secretive, closeted archives and into public view, by expunging compromising episodes and anything they thought boring or trivial, such as motherhood, the two men warped our view of Queen Victoria for decades.


Compiled with assistance from Catherine Pope
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Introduction





One feels that the Queen is a woman to live and die for.


—EMILY TENNYSON


Such a little vixen.


—REV. ARCHER CLIVE





She was ready.


But when Victoria first sat on the throne, her feet did not touch the floor. Below the soaring arches of Westminster Abbey she was a mere dot, burning under the curious gaze of the gathered crowd, trying not to dangle her legs. Thousands thronged the streets of London before sunrise, hoping to claim a vantage point from which to glimpse Britain’s new queen, who was just eighteen years of age and less than five feet tall. The previous kings had been profligates, philanderers, opium-addled, or mad; now the country was infatuated with “the fair white rose of perfect womanhood,” their new ruler, the tiny teenager who was sitting uncomfortably in a large abbey festooned with gold drapes and exotic carpets as diamond-laden aristocrats stared at her.


Victoria’s head ached under a heavy crown, and her hand throbbed—the ruby coronation ring had been jammed onto the wrong finger; it was later, painfully, removed with ice. Around her stood her older male advisers, in a state of disrepair. Her prime minister was half-stoned with opium and brandy, ostensibly taken to calm his stomach, and he viewed the entire ceremony in a fog. Her archbishop, having failed to rehearse, jumbled his lines. One of her lords tumbled down the steps when he approached to kiss her hand. But Victoria’s composure was impeccable. Her voice was cool, silvery, and steady. Once, the thought of becoming queen had terrified her, but as she grew, she had longed to work, to be independent, and to have some control over her life. And what she dreamed of most of all was sleeping alone, in her own room, and escaping her mother’s suffocating hands. Most teenagers are given an allowance; she was given a kingdom.


Few would have bet Victoria would become queen of the British Isles. Her father, after all, was not the first son of a king, but the fourth. It was, as so often with inherited power, due only to a series of tragedies—the deaths of family, including infants, a woman giving birth, and two corpulent uncles—as well as luck—her soldier father avoiding being murdered by mutinous troops and somehow persuading her mother to marry a middle-aged, almost bankrupt prince—that on June 20, 1837, the destiny of a nation wheeled, spun, and came to rest on the small frame of an eighteen-year-old girl. A girl who read Charles Dickens, worried about the welfare of Gypsies, adored animals, loved to sing opera, was fascinated with lion tamers, and hated insects and turtle soup; a girl who was bullied by those closest to her until her determination set like concrete; a girl whose heart was wound tight with cords of sentiment and stoicism.


It had not been simple. Before she reached the age of one, Victoria lost her father. Before she turned eighteen, she had become estranged from her mother. Many times the Crown almost slipped from her grasp; others had tried to wrest it from her for years. She had needed to draw on the innate iron vein in her character and cultivate a stubborn strength. But the toddler who stamped her feet, the child who slammed piano lids, and the teenager who stared down tormentors was now queen. The first thing she did when she got home from her coronation was to give her dog a warm, sudsy bath, laughing as he flicked soap onto her face and clothes.


We forget, now, how long Victoria ruled alone. She may have married Albert only a couple of years after she was crowned, but following his death, she ruled for thirty-nine years on her own. Yet we know little about this period. This is largely because of the enormous, enduring spectacle of her grief. To walk the streets of London today is to be reminded that Victoria mourned loudly and for a long time. It is clear to anyone, then and now, that she loved her German husband with a particular intensity: a sudden love that took her by surprise and lasted until her death. Two decades after Albert died, she was still erecting memorials—in Hyde Park his muscular statue juts into the sky, with strong golden thighs, surrounded by angels and the Virtues, looking godlike. Victoria never fully recovered, and when she later found happiness in the company of another man, she guiltily consulted a priest.


Yet the great volume of Victoria’s grief meant that a myth sprang up almost immediately, which many still believe today: that she stopped ruling when Albert died, and that she had abdicated almost all of her authority and power to her clever husband when he was alive. When she was crowned, people were amazed that Victoria could think clearly and speak without stumbling; when she married, they were convinced she had deferred all major decisions to Albert; and when he died, she was castigated as a remote, grieving widow. All this is wrong. Queen Victoria was a decisive ruler who complained of the weight of her work while simultaneously bossing prime ministers about daily, if not hourly. “The Queen alone,” said Prime Minister Gladstone, “is enough to kill any man.” Yet our generation, almost as much as the Victorian, seems to fail to understand how such a woman could wield power ably and with relish. Part of the reason for this failure is the sheer difficulty of digging through the mass of legend and hyperbole to reach the real Victoria.


To properly understand this task, we must fly back to May 10, 1943, when the Second World War was raging. On this day, Adolf Hitler extended his dictatorship indefinitely, American troops were preparing to oust Japan from islands in Alaska, and Winston Churchill was arriving in Washington for a critical meeting with Franklin D. Roosevelt, a day before the Axis powers surrendered to the Allies in North Africa. Eighty-six-year-old Beatrice, Victoria’s daughter, sat down in her home in Sussex, England, trembling. Decades earlier, she had been charged with the unfortunate task of editing the queen’s voluminous diaries. She did this over ten years, writing them out in her own hand into blue copybooks and burning the originals, in one of the greatest acts of historical censorship of the century. Now she was an elderly woman who was occupying herself with translating her family archives as a distraction from the “anxieties” of war. That day, she pulled out a sheet of stationery to write a beseeching letter—never before published—to her great-nephew, King George VI, the father of Queen Elizabeth II. The most recent batch of archives had appalled her. Addressing him as “Bertie,” she wrote:




I have now received from the Librarian a book with short letters from my Father to my Mother, both in English & German, but of such an intimate nature, dealing with little personal momentary squabbles, which I cannot possibly undertake or deal with. There were also jottings about my mother’s various confinements. These papers are of no historical or biographical value whatever, & if pried into could only be misconstrued to damage her memory. You may not know that I was left my Mother’s library executor, & as such, I feel I must appeal to [you to] grant me the permission to destroy any painful letters. I am her last surviving child & feel I have a sacred duty to protect her memory. How these letters can ever have been . . . kept in the Archives, I fail to understand.





The Windsor Castle librarian, Owen Morshead, apologized to Sir Alan Lascelles, the Keeper of the Royal Archives, for having inadvertently sent “inflammable material” (“I know that the Prince and the Queen did not always agree during their early married years,” he wrote matter-of-factly, “but I suspected no revelations within these particular covers”). The book was returned to Beatrice, and she quickly burned it.


In the following year, 1944, Beatrice died. What she had not been told was that before returning them to her, someone had taken photographs of these documents and slid them carefully into a section of the Royal Archives. They remain buried there today, piled neatly in a little white box tied up with ribbon. Why this happened is unclear. Was it the librarian who rebelled against orders and did not get caught? Or was it the order of the king to humor the old lady but preserve the evidence of his great-grandmother’s marital conflicts? We know that George V and Queen Mary had been frustrated when watching Beatrice destroying her mother’s private papers and disinfecting the remaining records. As some glimpses of Victoria’s original diary still exist in the work of Theodore Martin, whom Victoria had commissioned to write a biography of Albert, it is clear that Beatrice made her mother tamer, less emotional, and more sensible in her rewriting.


The editors of Victoria’s letters similarly warped the historical record. As Yvonne Ward has so adeptly demonstrated, Arthur Benson and Lord Esher, the two men entrusted with the task of culling and editing Victoria’s correspondence, presented a skewed version of the queen. There were obvious trims—removal of too sharp a criticism of the French, or of her children, or deletion of words such as “vulgar” to sanitize her language—but further, “knowledge and particularly sharp or terse opinions which the Queen held were downplayed so that she might seem feminine and innocent. Her correspondence with women was omitted in order to avoid triviality. Her European correspondence was minimized to moderate any perception of foreign influences upon her.” They cut any words that might have made Victoria seem “excessively assertive, unfeminine or insulting” as well as politically biased. Even worse, men wrote most of the letters in her official volumes; only four of every ten letters were in the queen’s hand. Benson and Esher also cut out most letters to other women and references to her children, so Victoria’s female friendships were scrubbed out, and her maternal confidences gone.


The photographs taken of the documents Beatrice destroyed during World War II—which are cited later in this book—are rare gems that provide insight into the intimate relationship between Victoria and Albert, in which he called her “child” and told her how to behave. But this correspondence also illuminates the extraordinary difficulty of trying to capture the mind and heart of a queen when her words were crafted, then rewritten, cut, concealed, and destroyed. It has been conservatively estimated that Victoria wrote an average of two and a half thousand words per day during her reign, a total of approximately sixty million words. Yet much of this material has been polished or glossed over or has vanished. Countless reams have been burned by her family, especially any correspondence relating to her Scottish intimate, John Brown, her Indian servant, Adbul Karim, and her most shameful episode as a young queen—the bullying of Lady Flora Hastings.


Queen Victoria remains buried under a mountain of myths, created by observers, sycophants, monarchists, republicans, and herself, and bolstered by the royal family ever since. Myths such as that when Albert died, she died too. That she loathed her children. That she was an impeccably constitutional, well-behaved queen. That she disliked power, lacked ambition, and loved only the domestic. That she was a simple product of the men who advised and shaped her, like a walking, talking Galatea. And, of course, that her servant John Brown was just a good friend. Then there are the myths of her own creation: that Albert was flawless and their marriage spotless. That he was king, and she only his supplicant shadow. All of this is nonsense.


Oscar Wilde believed that the three great personalities of the nineteenth century were Napoleon Bonaparte, Victor Hugo, and Queen Victoria. He described her as “a ruby mounted in jet”—a majestic more than a flattering image. She was indeed a great personality—but Victoria was also caustic and selfish, often dismissive, prone to self-pity, and obstinate. Millions died of starvation and disease during her reign, but she seemed blind to their plight. She was demanding, and rude to people she did not like. She despised elites, censured members of the House of Lords for hunting, drinking, and carousing all day, looked down on members of society who were idle and oversexed, often failed to support important reforms if she personally disliked their advocates, and frequently fled public duties for the peace and solitude of Scotland.


Victoria was acutely conscious of her flaws. Her dress was considered gauche, she was always fatter than she would have liked, and she surrounded herself with beauty out of a desire to compensate for her own lack of it. But she loved fiercely, was kind and truthful, had a keen sense of justice, despised racial and religious prejudice, and formed attachments to her servants that were so strong they were considered peculiar and even suspect. She also survived eight assassination attempts. By the end of her reign, Queen Victoria’s prestige was phenomenal. Americans declared her the wisest woman in the world. Old women believed her touch would heal them, old men reported they could see more clearly after she visited them, and a seventy-six-year-old African American woman saved money for fifty years before traveling from the United States to talk to her for a few minutes.


The queen was born at a time of immense upheaval—the sleepy village that surrounded Kensington Palace would become a bustling metropolis by the end of her lifetime, with chimneys billowing smoke that clouded the sun, row houses crammed with five families per room, rivers clogged with sewage, and ships proudly sailing across the world to plant British flags on foreign continents. Uprisings would rattle the Church, the aristocracy, and Parliament. Under her reign, Britain would achieve a greatness it had not known before. This queen would rule a quarter of the people on earth, an epoch would be named after her, and her stern profile would forever be associated with a paradoxical time of growth, might, exploitation, poverty, and democracy.


Victoria was the most powerful queen, and the most famous working mother, on the planet. When we allow her to remain—as she has done in public memory for so long—submerged in her black piles of mourning, we forget that Victoria had been fighting for her independence, her prestige, and the honor of the Crown since she was a teenager, and did so successfully and in large part alone. We also forget that she fought for an empire and values she believed in and worked until her eyes wore out, that she advised, and argued with, ten prime ministers, populated the royal courts of Europe, and kept the British monarchy stable during the political upheavals that shook Europe in the nineteenth century. We forget that she loved again, that she giggled when grandchildren played at her feet, that she helped avoid a war with the United States, that she leapt upon opportunities to fire or anoint prime ministers. We forget that suffrage expansion and antipoverty and antislavery movements in the British Empire can all be traced to her monumental reign, along with a profound rethinking of family life and the rise of religious doubt. When she died, in 1901, she was the longest-reigning monarch in English history, and she remained so until 2015, when her great-great-granddaughter Elizabeth broke Victoria’s record.


Victoria’s legacy was enormous: a century, an empire, nine children, forty-two grandchildren. Today, outside Windsor Castle, amid ice cream stores and cluttered souvenir stalls, a statue of a portly woman stands in the middle of the road, unsmiling, looking over their heads to the distant horizon. The castle was built by William the Conqueror in the eleventh century and remodeled by a series of kings, including Charles II and George IV; Victoria found it large, gloomy, and “prison-like,” but she is the monarch who shields it today. It is a mother who is the custodian of this castle, and who safeguarded the British people as they took firm steps toward democracy in a century roiling with ferment. It is a mother, who followed her husband from room to room while they fought, storming and crying, and who struggled to reconcile her innate resolve with her lack of self-esteem. It is an ordinary woman who was thrust into an extraordinary role.


Victoria grappled with many of the matters women do today—managing uneven relationships, placating resentful spouses, trying to raise decent children, battling bouts of insecurity and depression, spending years recovering from childbirth, yearning for a lost love, sinking into the strength of another when we want to hide from the world, longing to make independent decisions about our own lives and to shape the world we live in. She lusted after and fought for power at a time when women had none. Victoria’s story is one of unmatched prestige and immense privilege, of defiance and crumbling, of meddling and mettle, of devotion and overwhelming grief and then, finally, a powerful resilience that defined the tiny woman at the heart of an empire. It is, above all, a surprising story of strength. What we have truly forgotten today is that Victoria is the woman under whose auspices the modern world was made.


Julia Baird
Shelley Beach
October 2015
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CHAPTER 1



The Birth of “Pocket Hercules”




My brothers are not so strong as I am. . . . I shall outlive them all; the crown will come to me and my children.


—EDWARD, DUKE OF KENT, FATHER OF QUEEN VICTORIA





Queen Victoria was born, roaring, at 4:15 A.M., in the hour before dawn on May 24, 1819. In those first few seconds, she was like any newborn: naked, vulnerable, and wondering, wriggling in her mother’s arms. Her spell of innocence would be brief. In moments, the most important men in the land—clergymen, chancellors, warriors, and politicians—would crowd into the room, pressing ruddy faces close to the baby girl who did not yet have a name. Within two decades, all of the men present at her birth who were still alive would be bowing to her as queen—something few could have guessed when she was born, as she was merely fifth in line to the throne. But this was an important child—one who would go on to command armies, select archbishops, and appoint prime ministers. From this moment, she would never be alone; an adult shadowed every step she took, tasted every mouthful of food, and overheard every conversation.


As the sky lightened, her mother, the Duchess of Kent, lay back on the pillows of her four-poster bed and closed her eyes, exhausted, breathing in the lilacs and mayflowers in the gardens below. On this cloudy spring morning, a light rain was falling, bringing relief after three weeks of intense heat. The room in Kensington Palace in which the baby was born was entirely white and smelled of lush new carpet. Outside the windows, sheep grazed and jays sang among the beech trees.


As was the custom in royal households, the men of the Privy Council had been summoned from dinner parties, the theater, and bed the night before. As the duchess lay writhing and breathing through contractions, His Majesty’s ministers waited in an adjoining room. The duke had forewarned them that he would not entertain them, as he planned to stay next to his wife, urging her on. As tradition dictated, these high-ranking men listened to the cries of the duchess during the six-hour labor, then crowded the room once the baby arrived, to attest that it was in fact the mother’s child. (In 1688, when Mary of Modena, the Catholic wife of James II, gave birth to a thriving boy, a majority of the public—fueled by Protestants unhappy at the thought of a healthy male heir—believed that she had in fact miscarried and that she had had another, live baby smuggled into her room in a warming pan. This was untrue, but it was one of the factors leading to the revolution that knocked James II off the throne.)


The duchess endured the presence of the men, who signed the birth certificate and a report of the baby’s “perfectly healthful appearance.” They murmured congratulations, then shuffled wearily back out into a city that was slowly waking; grooms in stables were fetching water, the scent of beeswax wafted from the nearby candle manufactory. Breakfast sellers were setting up stalls along the Great West Road, an old Roman highway that ran alongside Hyde Park and was the main route into London from the southwest. Workers hurried to factories through the mist among rattling mail coaches and market carts, and past thousands of weary cattle being herded to their slaughter.


Back in Kensington Palace, the Duke of Kent was restless with pride and excitement. In letters to friends, he raved about his wife’s “patience and sweetness” during labor, and he praised the midwife, Frau Siebold, for her “activity, zeal and knowledge.” In a curious coincidence that shows how tight-knit the worlds of the British and German royals were at the time, just three months later, Frau Siebold was to preside at the birth of Victoria’s future husband, Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. The baby Albert, his mother cooed, was “superbe—d’une beauté extraordinaire.” From infancy, Albert was praised for his beauty, just as Victoria was praised for her strength.


At birth Victoria was only fifth in line to the throne. But in the years before, her father, Edward, Duke of Kent—the fourth son of King George III—had dramatically revised his life when he realized his siblings were not producing heirs and that the throne could someday pass to him and his offspring. He already had a partner, a gentle Frenchwoman named Julie de Saint-Laurent. Edward had ostensibly hired her to sing at a party with his band in 1790, during his first stint as governor in Gibraltar, but she was really brought into his house to share his bed. Despite these unromantic beginnings, and the fact that even if they had married, the king would never have recognized their union, they formed a remarkably successful partnership, which lasted through postings in Canada and Gibraltar as well as a scandalous mutiny by Edward’s troops.


But despite the three decades he had spent with the devoted Julie de Saint-Laurent, Edward had come to decide he needed a legitimate wife, one who would enable him to pay off his substantial debts, as princes were given additional allowances when they wed. When his niece Charlotte, the presumptive heir to the throne, died in childbirth, it also became clear that if he found a younger wife, she might be able to bear a child who could reign over England.


—


When the Duke of Kent urged his carriage westward from Germany weeks before Victoria’s birth, he was trying to outrun the most unpredictable of rivals: biology. He wanted to get his heavily pregnant German wife to Britain in time to give birth to a baby he hoped might one day sit on the throne. The duke was certain any future monarch would be more loved if the baby bawled his or her first cry on England’s soil. He looked down at his wife’s pale face, lit by the gentle spring sun, and beamed. He was fifty-one and penniless: it was something of a miracle that he had found such a young, pretty, amiable wife. The thirty-two-year-old Princess Victoire of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, a tiny principality much diminished by Napoleon’s land grab in south Germany, was cheerful, short, and plump, with brown ringlets and apple-red cheeks. Recently widowed, Victoire had two children of her own, and had taken some persuading before agreeing to marry the Duke of Kent. But they had quickly settled into a fond companionship, and Victoire soon became pregnant.


When he began the long journey from Amorbach to England, the duke was not just racing to Great Britain; he hoped he was racing to the throne. Just a year before, the thought that the Duke of Kent might have been able to produce an heir to the throne would have been laughable. He was then only a distant fifth in line, after his older brother George, the Prince Regent. Next in line after George was George’s only and much-loved child, Charlotte. Then, also ahead of the Duke of Kent were his other older brothers, Frederick and William. King George III, who was going mad, had fifteen children with his wife, Queen Charlotte, though only twelve were still alive. The seven remaining sons had precedence over their five sisters—and if any of the sons had children, the crown would pass down to their heirs, not to their siblings. (The British throne was until 2011 governed by male preference primogeniture, whereby the crown passed to the sons, in order of birth, before then being passed to the daughters, in order of birth.)


Charlotte, the only daughter of King George III’s eldest son, the Prince Regent who would become George IV, would ascend the throne after her father. Charlotte was a high-spirited, fetching young woman, who fell deeply in love with and married in 1816 the dashing Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld. England cheered when she quickly became pregnant. But Charlotte hated feeling enormous—and constantly being told how big she was—and grew depressed. Her doctors put her on a strict diet in her final months, and drained blood from her. Many patients died from this dubious practice, the favored remedy for patients believed to have “bad humors,” especially those who were already malnourished and ailing.


After a fifty-hour labor, Charlotte’s son emerged stillborn. She was exhausted and bled heavily. Doctors plied her with wine and brandy, and piled hot water bottles around her, but they were unable to save her; she died on November 6, 1817. (Her accoucheur, or male midwife, Richard Croft, was so distraught that three months later, while attending another prolonged labor, he picked up a gun and shot himself in the head). Grief for Charlotte, the hopeful future queen of England, hung like a pall over the streets of London for weeks. Soon there was a national shortage of black fabric.


Suddenly, and unexpectedly, the succession had been opened up; the crown would now pass down through the aging brothers or their children, not to Charlotte, a young and beloved woman barely out of her teens. Who, they asked, would be the next heir to the throne?


King George III and Queen Charlotte led quiet and respectable lives, much like the British middle class. Their debauched sons, though, were unpopular, fat, and lazy. Oddly, the one son who was disciplined, upright, and truthful was the one his parents seemed to like the least: Victoria’s father, Edward, the Duke of Kent.


By 1818, King George was deaf, blind, and deranged, suffering from what is thought by some to be a rare metabolic disorder called porphyria, although it was also quite possibly dementia or bipolar disorder. Residents of his castle could hear “unpleasant laughing” from the wings he wandered in, and he was often found strumming a harpsichord, wearing purple robes. He was haunted by apocalyptic visions of drowning in a large flood, spoke constantly to invisible friends, and embraced trees he mistook for foreign dignitaries. In 1811, at the age of seventy-three, he was declared officially mad.


The Prince Regent, later George IV, was friendly and mildly intelligent. By the time he reached his mid-fifties, he was a miserable man. He suffered from gout and took large doses of opium to numb the pain in his legs. His relationship with his wife, Princess Caroline, was toxic and brutal. The Prince Regent banned her from his coronation in 1821 (a door was slammed in her face when she arrived at West-minster Abbey clad in her finery). Three weeks afterward, Queen Caroline died. The cause is unknown; it was rumored that the king had poisoned her.


By the time the Prince Regent’s daughter died, in 1817, the seven sons of George III were all middle-aged; the youngest was forty-three. So who would produce an heir? Ernest, the Duke of Cumberland, was the only one both officially married and not estranged from his wife.


When they were very young, King George III had decreed that none of the royal offspring could enter into marriages without the king’s consent and the approval of Parliament. The resulting Royal Marriages Act of 1772 gave the princes a convenient excuse to wriggle out of any commitments to their lovers. They acted, Lord Melbourne later told Queen Victoria, like “wild beasts.” The result was a large pile of illegitimate grandchildren—fifty-six in total, none of whom could ever occupy the throne. Charlotte had been the only grandchild produced from an officially recognized marriage. What was at stake, then, was not just this generation but control of the next. (Too far down the succession to count were King George III’s five surviving daughters, who were all over forty and childless.)


Could such an enormous family have become extinct? It may seem ludicrous now to think that the Hanoverian dynasty, which began with King George I in 1714, could have ended with King George III’s sons. It was entirely possible, though, given the behavior of his progeny. When Charlotte died, a hubbub surrounded the future of the throne, and Parliament insisted the four unwed brothers marry.


The brothers immediately powdered their hair and cast their eyes upon the royal courts of Europe. France was out of favor because of the decades-long battle with Napoleon. Germany was preferred, partly because it was thought that a Lutheran upbringing made for chaste and obedient wives. Three of the four quickly complied, marrying by mid-1818. The youngest of the royal princes, Adolphus, the Duke of Cambridge, sent a marriage proposal to Augusta, the German princess of Hesse-Cassel, to which she agreed.


Victoria’s father, Edward, the Duke of Kent, was now fourth in line, and the only son who had adopted his parents’ Spartan, disciplined lifestyle. He was more than six feet tall, proud and muscular, and called himself the “strongest of the strong.” Though he privately conceded it was presumptuous, he boasted that he would live longer than his brothers: “I have led a regular life,” he often said; “I shall outlive them all; the crown will come to me and my children.” He was a composite of opposites that his daughter would later reflect: gentle and tough, empathetic and needy, severe when crossed and tender when loved.


Unlike his brothers, Edward was clever, eloquent, and a conscientious letter writer. He was a progressive who was in favor of popular education, Catholic emancipation, and the abolition of slavery. Despite his tyrannical military reputation, he had a kind heart. He was also extravagant: whims he indulged included a library of five thousand books dragged across the seas, fountains installed inside closets, bed ladders covered in velvet, and bright lights of every hue placed along driveways. He kept a hairdresser on staff for himself and his servants.


When the duke first asked for Victoire’s hand, it was not guaranteed she would say yes. Her two children, Charles and Feodora, were just thirteen and ten, and the independent life of a widow was in many ways preferable to that of a wife. But days after Charlotte died, Leopold, her widower, who was Victoire’s brother, sent a letter urging Victoire to reconsider the Duke of Kent’s proposal. Suddenly Edward had greater prospects: he was now much closer to the throne. Finally Victoire agreed. In response, Edward was tender and romantic, vowing to make his young bride happy.


Edward and Victoire were lucky: they were quietly thrilled with each other and settled into a domestic routine. On December 31, 1818, Edward wrote his new wife a loving note: “God bless you. Love me as I love you.” As the new year rang in, three new brides were pregnant. They lay curled up next to their husbands, with rounded bellies and sweet hopes, thinking of the year ahead.


In 1819, the race began in earnest. On March 26, Augusta, the wife of the Duke of Kent’s younger brother Adolphus, gave birth to a healthy son. On March 27, Adelaide, the wife of Edward’s older brother William, produced a premature baby girl who lived only a few hours. And on March 28, Edward, the Duke of Kent, began his journey from Amorbach, Germany, to London. Victoire, at eight months pregnant, endured a 427-mile journey over rough roads and wild seas. The duke had worried that the trip might bring on an early labor. But Victoire was full of “joyful anticipation” at the life in store for her in England. As she rattled along next to her husband, her hands kept creeping to her stomach, her fingers tracing the skin where tiny feet kicked and limbs tickled inside her.


On April 18, the long caravan of children, nurses, midwives, clerks, doctors, and a string of servants, lapdogs, and parrots reached Calais, the French seaside town that overlooks the narrowest point of the English Channel. The Prince Regent had reluctantly agreed to let his brother use the royal yacht for the crossing. They crossed a week later. A gale was blowing, and Victoire’s face was a pale shade of green; she threw up several times in the three-hour journey. After they finally landed in Dover, they went straight to Kensington. It was then much like a country village, and their large palace was dilapidated. The walls were damp, and the place stank with dry rot. The duke, who was an eager and lavish interior decorator, immediately bought curtains, fabrics, and furnishings: white for the bedrooms and red for the dining room. (He also privately sent anxious letters to friends, asking how his former partner, Julie, was.) As he and Victoire prepared for the birth of their daughter, who would reign over the British Empire for the better part of a century, few blinked. It was just another overspending, big-bellied prince with another pregnant German wife. The only people paying attention were those who had the most to lose from Victoria’s birth: the royal family. Not long after she pulled the first fistfuls of air into her lungs, there were rumors that her wicked uncles were plotting to kill her.





CHAPTER 2



The Death of a Father




“Do not forget me.”


—THE DUKE OF KENT, 1820





The Duchess of Kent was instantly smitten with her baby girl. She insisted on breastfeeding for six months, although most aristocratic women employed wet nurses then, often because their tightly laced corsets affected their ability to produce milk. While her peers raised their eyebrows, the public was pleased with the duchess’s commitment to nurse, especially the bourgeoisie, who favored the practice themselves. Her decision was more significant than she would have known: as breastfeeding is a useful, if not ironclad, contraceptive, this meant that the duchess was unlikely to get pregnant again quickly. If she had, and had borne Victoria a brother, he could have taken the throne.


The duke was only briefly disappointed at not having a son. After all, under the Settlement Act of 1701, his daughter would be able to inherit the crown, if she had no brothers. Privately, while recognizing that her chances were slight—his older brothers might produce an heir yet—he still boasted: “Look at her well, for she will be Queen of England.” Victoria’s father would always regard his stout, pretty baby as miraculous. It was, after all, a dangerous thing to be born in the nineteenth century. Of every thousand infants, about 150 died at birth. Even then, the prevalence of measles, whooping cough, scarlet fever, and cholera meant that the likelihood that a child would survive to the age of five was little more than 70 percent. Children from poor, urban families who were not breastfed or were weaned too early had even slimmer chances.


It was also a common practice to give infants opium to stop their crying, and many babies lost their appetite and starved as a result. Predictably, the mothers were blamed for working long days in factories and leaving their children with strangers. A piece published in 1850 in Household Words, the journal edited by Charles Dickens, attributed this practice to “ignorant hireling nurse(s)” who managed eight or nine babies at a time by keeping them drugged. Concoctions called “Soothing Syrup,” “Mother’s Quietness,” and a laudanum-based potion called “Godfrey’s Cordial” meant “the quiet homes of the poor reek[ed] with narcotics.” Karl Marx, writing in Das Kapital in 1867, described the “disguised infanticide and stupefaction of children with opiates,” adding that their parents were developing addictions of their own.* Infant deaths were so common that parents insured their newborns, and were typically paid £5 if they died, a practice that was thought to encourage infanticide. By 1900, 80 percent of babies were insured.


But Victoria bloomed with such vigor that the duke boasted that she was “rather a pocket Hercules, than a pocket Venus.” She was a solid child, “a model of strength and beauty combined,” according to her father, who personally oversaw the nursery schedule and operations. She was also quite chubby, with enormously fat legs: the duke’s lawyer, Baron Stockmar, called her a “pretty little Princess, plump as a partridge.” Victoria’s uncles were not happy. The Regent, soon to be King George IV, hated his brother the Duke of Kent with a longstanding visceral passion.


Victoria was born at a glorious time in the British Empire. Four years earlier, in 1815, Napoleon had been defeated at the Battle of Waterloo, which ended a seventeen-year war with France. Britain had rejoiced at the humbling of the most powerful man and country in Europe. Now Napoleon was safely locked up on St. Helena, a tropical island in the South Atlantic, and, to the delight of the English, had embraced gardening. The Battle of Waterloo marked the beginning of Pax Britannica—a ninety-nine-year peace that would last until World War I. The empire expanded steadily, staining countries in Asia, Africa, Australia, and North and South America an imperial red (as maps then showed the British Empire to be). This growth was accompanied by enormous strength in manufacturing and a wealth of coal and iron production. The swift, seemingly unstoppable expansion of the empire in the nineteenth century made the British throne a glittering prize. At the end of the Napoleonic Wars, Britain was the world’s only industrialized economy and the greatest naval power. But London was brimming with discontent.


In 1821, half of the British workforce was under the age of twenty. In the year Victoria was born, 1819, an act was passed to limit the hours children worked in factories and cotton mills to twelve; but it was rarely enforced. Children as young as five worked from dawn to dark in match and nail factories, gasworks, shipyards, and construction. In 1833, the Factory Act made it illegal for children under nine to work, though it applied only to textile factories. In 1834, it was made illegal to apprentice any boys under age ten as chimney sweeps or to “evil treat” any who were older—but, again, this act was ineffective and not enforced. Chimney sweeping became a great symbol of child abuse, with tales of children having fires lit under them to make them work faster, or getting stuck and dying in the winding dark crevices. By 1840, still only 20 percent of children in London had been to school.


The Industrial Revolution was rapidly accelerating, and the population shifted from country to city. At the beginning of the century, 20 percent of the British population lived in towns or cities; by the end of the century, 75 percent did. Slums spread across London, and in once-grand houses, sometimes thirty or more people lived in a single room. For most of those inhabiting slums and shantytowns, sanitation meant using a bucket and tipping it into an open drain. When Victoria was born, food was cooked in open fireplaces, horses carried messages, half of the population was illiterate, and a narrow band of property owners were the only ones with political power. By the end of her life in 1901, people traveled by subway, telegraphs shot messages across oceans, education was compulsory, and women had some basic rights.


At the time of Victoria’s birth, the indulgent Prince Regent was far removed from the struggles of many of his impoverished subjects. The government passed the Corn Laws in 1815 to protect English wheat with tariffs; as a result the price of food had risen, which infuriated an overstretched working class. Common land, where country workers had collectively grazed animals, was enclosed into plots for which higher rent could be charged, creating much hardship. The rest of the world’s demand for British exports had dropped along with wages and employment. Riots had erupted over the price of bread days before Victoria’s birth; even in well-to-do areas around Kensington Palace, signs of poverty were visible.


Although Victoria was born in Britain, she was surrounded by Germans; even her bouts of crying were soothed with German lullabies (though she would not formally start learning the language until she was seven). Her blood was almost entirely Germanic. Her mother, her mother’s daughter, Feodora, her uncle Leopold, and her governess were all German. All four of her grandparents were German, and her most recent British ancestor came from the seventeenth century. Between 1714 and 1901, all the Hanoverians who reigned over England married Germans—Victoria followed suit, as did six of her own nine children.


Germany was then a collection of states that had been bundled together in a union called the German Confederation in 1815 after Napoleon was defeated. (The country would not exist as one nation until 1871.) Some of these states had sided with France in the Napoleonic Wars, but the largest and most powerful—Prussia—was allied with England. One small state, Hanover, was, oddly, ruled from London by the English kings, who were Hanoverian by heritage. This century-long arrangement, begun in 1714 by King George, who was both British and German, would stop when Victoria became queen. Only men could rule Hanover.


On June 24, 1819, in a grand, high-ceilinged room on the top floor of Kensington Palace, a small crowd stood staring at the baby Victoria and her flustered parents. They were gathered around a gold baptismal font brought in from the Tower of London for the day. The rooms were draped with crimson velvet, which concealed a row of busts high up on the wall depicting the proud profiles of a clutch of emperors and pharaohs: Nero, Caligula, Cleopatra. (Protocol required that their faces be concealed to protect the sensibilities of the Archbishop of Canterbury.)


The Regent, who was irritated that the brother he despised had produced an heir, had insisted that the christening be small, private, and held in the middle of the afternoon. He did not want the ceremony to be elaborate, or in any way to signal that it was being held for a potential future monarch. No one was permitted to dress up or wear uniforms or gold lace. Even worse, the Regent did not permit the Duke and Duchess of Kent to name their own daughter. They had wanted to call her Victoire Georgiana Alexandrina Charlotte Augusta, but the Regent wrote to them beforehand to say he would not let the child be called Georgiana because he did not want a derivative of his own name, George, to be placed before that of the czar of Russia, Alexander (who had given the Duke of Kent money for his marriage and was the baby’s godfather). The Regent said he would tell them at the ceremony which other names they could use.


At the christening, the Archbishop of Canterbury held the plump baby expectantly and asked the Regent, “By what name does it please Your Highness to call this child?” The Regent announced, firmly, “Alexandrina,” and paused. The Duke of Kent offered up Charlotte as a second name, then Augusta, but the Regent shook his head. He also rejected the name Elizabeth. He did not wish this baby, a rival for the throne, to inherit any of the traditional, historic names of the British royal family. After the duchess burst into tears, the Regent finally said, “Give her the mother’s name also, then, but it cannot precede that of the emperor.” Alexandrina Victoria was an unpopular choice, as both names were foreign; the child was known as Drina until she was about four. After then, it was always Victoria. When attempts were made to change it to Charlotte or Elizabeth in Parliament in 1831 due to the belief that the names Alexandrina and Victoria were not then well-known in England, Victoria insisted her name remain the same.


The Regent left the christening without talking to his brother. His animosity did not abate: when the Duke of Kent brought little Drina to a military review on Hounslow Heath when she was just three months old, the Regent shouted, “What business has that infant here?” The royal uncles were not particularly fond of the child’s mother, either. The Duchess of Kent had a heavy German accent and made little effort to learn English—though Lord Melbourne was later to infer that she knew the language well and it just suited her to pretend that she did not. Her speeches were written out phonetically: “Ei hoeve to regret, biing aes yiett so little cônversent in thie Inglisch.” The royals had been pinning all their hope on the Duke of Kent’s older brother, the Duke of Clarence, and his wife to produce an heir instead of the disliked Edward: little Victoria was “a real thorn in their side.”


The unpopular Regent was a miserable creature. He had lost his daughter, Charlotte, and his only grandchild on the same day, and he hated his wife. He was rather fat and was dependent upon laudanum to ease the pain in his swollen legs. Aspirin was not patented as a medicine until 1899, and there were few painkiller alternatives. Laudanum—also known as tincture of opium—was legal in Victorian times. Laudanum was a concoction of herbs, opium, distilled water, and alcohol that was widely used as a general remedy to aid sleep, ease pain, stop diarrhea (commonly brought on by cholera or dysentery), curb menstrual cramps and flatulence, dull labor pains, and soothe earache, toothache, and sore throats. It was also used to treat hysteria and insanity and help with the “fatigue and depression” then common in the working class. It was a key ingredient in most patent medicines, and it was extremely potent and addictive. Those addicted to laudanum’s soporific, transporting qualities included Mary Todd Lincoln, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Charles Dickens, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Florence Nightingale took opium after she returned from the Crimean War, claiming that it helped her aching back. She wrote in 1866, “Nothing did me any good, but a curious little new fangled operation of putting opium under the skin which relieves one for twenty-four hours—but does not improve the vivacity or serenity of one’s intellect.” Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s wife died from an overdose of laudanum. Many members of the royal family grew reliant on it, especially those with chronic conditions like gout.


The Duke of Kent thought a far better tonic than opium was the ocean. While most went to the seaside in summer, he decided to go in a bitterly cold winter in 1819 to provide some rest for Victoire, who had rheumatism. Doctors had recently discovered what they thought were the healing powers of the sea—it was claimed to cure weak chests, apoplexy, and even postnatal depression, or exhaustion as it was then called. Saltwater baths were highly recommended for nursing mothers. So the duke went to scout the Devonshire coast first to find a place for them all to stay. When he was there, he went to visit a fortune-teller. She told him that in the following year two members of the royal family would die. “Curious,” he mused, “I wonder which ones?” One of them was to be his mad father, King George III; the second, he would not have guessed.


A few weeks later, he brought his family to a cottage nestled in a little glen not far from the shore. (On the way, they stayed with Bishop Fisher, an old tutor of the duke’s. Little Victoria pulled his wig off—an early sign of the irreverence for episcopal authority that would continue throughout her life.) They moved in during a snowstorm on Christmas Day. It had been a harsh winter, and the house was exposed to vicious winds, but the duke was most content. He wrote a letter to a friend about how strong his baby girl was: “too healthy, I fear, in the opinion of some members of my family, by whom she is regarded as an intruder.” Victoria was just eight months old but was the size of a one-year-old—and her father was convinced she had inherited the steel in his soul. Her first two teeth had cut through her gums “without the slightest inconvenience”; she barely flinched. When she was sleeping in her nursery at the cottage, a local boy hunting birds accidentally shot a pellet through her window. The duke said she stood fire just like a soldier’s daughter.


On January 7, the Duke of Kent went for a long walk along the cliffs in a gale with his equerry, John Conroy. He walked back in the front door complaining the cold was making his bones ache. After he developed a fever, he was moved to a warmer room and bled twice, but he did not improve. The only doctor they could summon at such short notice, William Maton, spoke no German. Dr. Maton again bled, then cupped and leeched the duke. Cupping was at the time a common practice, wherein a cut was made in the skin and a heated cup placed over it. As the cup cooled, blood flowed into the vacuum. By the end of the duke’s treatment, he had lost about three liters of blood. The duchess was mortified and angry, yet was unable to question the doctor’s wisdom. She wrote that there was “hardly a spot on his dear body which [had] not been touched by cupping, blisters or bleeding. . . . He was terribly exhausted . . . by those cruel doctors.” When the duke was told that night that the doctor wanted to bleed him again, he wept.


The duchess paced as her husband lay in pain, coughing and hiccuping. She refused to rest. Soon friends began to arrive at the cottage, including the duchess’s brother, Prince Leopold, who came with his companion, the doctor and lawyer Christian Stockmar, who would have such a pivotal role in the court in years to come. As the duchess waited, Stockmar took the duke’s pulse. He turned and said quietly, “Human help can no longer avail.” The duchess stared at him, then walked back to her husband’s side and took his hand. She had not changed her clothes or slept for several days. As the baby Victoria—whom she called by the diminutive “Vickelchen”—lay sleeping in her crib, the Duchess of Kent’s older daughter, Feodora, was on her knees, praying. Dawn broke, and the duke was feverish and restless. He pressed his wife’s hand, pulled her toward him, and whispered, “Do not forget me.”


The Duke of Kent died at ten o’clock in the morning on Sunday, January 23, 1820. His death came as a great shock, given his usual rude health. “That Hercules of a man is no more,” wrote Princess Lieven, the wife of the Russian diplomat to London. Poor Victoire was now a widow for the second time. She was widely disliked, almost penniless, and had few allies. She did not understand the language, the customs, or the people of the country whose tiny child, perhaps the future sovereign, she bore in her arms. There was some affection for her in the royal family, especially among the women, but this was soon quashed by her lack of tact as well as her competitiveness with those who might produce rivals for Victoria.


—


Even in death, the Duke of Kent was imposing. His coffin weighed more than a ton and was seven feet long—the pallbearers struggled to get it through doorways. He was buried at night in the family vault at Windsor on February 12 as his wife wept in her rooms (women were not allowed at funerals, ostensibly due to the belief they would lose control of their emotions). Theirs had been a happy union. Now she was alone and she would make the protection, instruction, and control of Victoria her life’s greatest mission. But first she needed to learn how to survive.


It would not be easy. The duke had signed a will entrusting his child to his wife. He bequeathed everything to Victoire, though customarily men of this era left property to their male relatives (women were usually allowed only the interest on money in their estates). But his substantial debts forced his wife to rely on her brother Leopold’s financial assistance and the hospitality of the Regent, her brother-in-law. The Regent agreed to let them stay at Kensington Palace. The sad crew traveled back to the palace in the cold London winter, with the eight-month-old Victoria distressed by the jerking of the carriage. She stood, crying on her sturdy legs, on her mother’s knees and banged her fists on the closed windows of the coach, which was draped in black. With the death of her father, the twin recurring strains in the life of the girl who would become queen emerged: loss and endurance.


Six days after Edward passed away, his father, George III, died at Windsor Castle, and the Regent became King George IV. This meant that by January 29, 1820, Victoria had moved from fifth to third in line to the throne. As the stakes grew higher, her once-tender mother grew increasingly ambitious and obsessed with power. Victoria would need to learn to resist the woman who had only just weaned her when her father died. Victoria’s mother said she was already showing “symptoms of wanting to get her own way” even as an infant. She would need to draw on this stubbornness as she grew. For it was in learning to defy the woman who gave birth to her that Victoria learned how to be a queen.





 


* At the time, as now, the drug use of the working class was of more concern than that of the upper and middle classes, and it drew attention away from the real issues: the long hours and onerous conditions the working class endured, let alone the lack of protections for women such as child care or maternity leave. Women were the mules of the Victorian world; they produced babies, cared for children, maintained the home, and, increasingly, labored in factories, but they had few rights and little recognition. Until late in the century, they remained the legal property of the men they married.





CHAPTER 3



The Lonely, Naughty Princess




[Victoria] is watched so closely that no busy maid has a moment to whisper “You are heir of England.” I suspect, if we could dissect the little heart, we should find some pigeon or other bird of the air had carried the matter.


—SIR WALTER SCOTT, 1828





Victoria was a short-tempered and defiant girl. She hated sitting still, hated taking medicine, and hated being told what to do. When her piano teacher, Mr. Sale, told her she must practice just like everyone else, she banged the lid shut and yelled, “There! You see there is no must about it.” The fact that there were many musts in her life just made her more rebellious. In 1830, her governess, Baroness Louise Lehzen, forced Victoria to document her outbursts in “Conduct Books.” She sometimes recorded three tantrums a day, writing, “very ill behaved and impertinent to Lehzen.” On August 21, 1832, she was “very very very terribly NAUGHTY” (the “verys” are underlined three times and the “naughty” four). On the afternoon of September 24, 1832, Victoria writes that she was “VERY VERY VERY VERY HORRIBLY NAUGHTY!!!!!”—all underlined four times—but in her journal she simply reported, “The heat was intollerable [sic].” When she made up stories for creative writing compositions, they were about children who were spoiled and disobedient and who needed to repent or be punished.


The young princess’s stories also revealed how she wrestled with the need to be well behaved, and how she fantasized about being indulged and not corrected. In one story, written when she was seven, she described a “naughty girl” named An. She wrote (with spelling mistakes included):




Little An was pretty naughty greedy and disobedient. Nobody like to be near her for she was so unpleasant.


One day her Father gave a party and many fine people came; and little [A]n was allowed to come into the room. As soon as somebody adresd her she turned her back and gave no answer. As her dear Father wished to please her, so she was allowed to dine with her Papa; her Mother (who was her favorite) gave her whatever she asked for and gave her seetmeats in provusion. Ane sat between Lady D—and her Mamma; poor Old Lay D—was so plagued by An that she said to her Mother ‘Mam your daughter is very ill behaving and troublesome.’ Mrs G—who was the Mother of An flushed for anger. Indeed Mam I must beg your leave to go with my darling little Ane dear. She goes and leaves the room with An with a plate full of sweet-meats in her hand.





These are the words of a girl who was aware of both the appeal and the perils of being spoiled. Victoria was continually testing not just Lehzen but her tutor, the Reverend George Davys. When her mother offered four-year-old Victoria a reward if she behaved herself during Davys’s first visit, she tried to negotiate, asking to have the reward first. When Davys suggested they study the letter o, she would say she preferred h.


Yet despite her temper, Victoria had a good heart, and was truthful. One day the duchess told Victoria’s tutor, “She has been good this morning but yesterday there was a storm.” Victoria piped up: “Two storms, one at dressing and one at washing.” Some of her willfulness was fed by the fawning palace staff, as well as the great men who visited regularly. She became very conscious of her station. She once told a young visitor, Lady Ellice, who was trying to play with some of her toys, including a white satin doll’s sofa and three dancing figures, “You must not touch those, they are mine. And I may call you Jane but you may not call me Victoria.” It was as though she was actively encouraged to be superior, and so much sycophancy led to arrogance. Her half sister, Feodora, who was twelve years older, wrote to Victoria later about their mother’s lady-in-waiting, Baroness Späth: “It was a sort of idolatry, when she used to go on her knees before you when you were a child.” Bishops crawled on the carpets to play with her, and aristocrats sat in on her school lessons. She later confessed she knew she was the “idol of the house,” and she sometimes dared people to defy her. Once, after being told that if she cried, her uncle the Duke of Sussex, who also lived in Kensington Palace, would punish her, she proceeded to scream herself hoarse whenever he walked past.


Perhaps surprisingly for a girl who lacked for nothing, had horses to ride, regular trips to the seaside, and attendants who doted on her, Victoria described her childhood as rather melancholy. She later complained that Kensington Palace was uncomfortable, dirty, and infested with beetles. Once, when asked what she would like for her birthday, she said she wanted the windows cleaned. But for all her toys, exquisite clothes, pets, and donkey rides, what she was truly lacking was friends. She later told her eldest daughter: “I had a very unhappy life as a child; had no scope for my very violent feelings of affection—had no brothers and sisters to live with—never had a father—from my unfortunate circumstances was not on a comfortable or at all intimate or confidential footing with my mother . . . and did not know what a happy domestic life was!” This was not just the grimness of hindsight—her sister, Feodora, later painted a similarly drab tale:




To have been deprived of all intercourse, and not one cheerful thought in that dismal existence of ours, was very hard. My only happy time was going or driving out with you and Lehzen; then I could speak and look, as I like. I escaped some years of imprisonment, which you, my poor darling sister, had to endure after I was married.





Victoria was only nine when Feodora married and moved to Germany in 1828; she was devastated. From that time, she had only the crushing, constant surveillance of adults. She slept in her mother’s room every night, with someone watching her until her mother came to bed, and even when she was watering flowers, a footman in scarlet livery hovered over her.


Victoria was ten years old when she discovered she was third in line to the throne. It was March 11, 1830, and she was at her little desk, trying to concentrate on her books. A sprig of holly was pinned to the front of her lace-trimmed velvet dress, to keep her chin up and her back straight. Outside, the sun was thawing the ground after a deep cold that had frozen parts of the Thames, and she was itching to be out on her horse, galloping sidesaddle across Kensington Gardens. Riding was the closest she got to solitude. She started leafing through Howlett’s Tables of the Kings and Queens of England, then frowned as she came upon a page she had never seen before: a map of the British royal family tree that showed a line leading to the throne. Her uncle, the ill, reclusive King George IV, was the current king. Next was his brother, her uncle William. After that was her name. Victoria burst into tears: “I am nearer to the throne than I thought.”


Thirty years later, Baroness Lehzen, who had initially been hired to teach Feodora but was appointed governess to Victoria when she was five, composed a glorified account of this moment. According to her, Victoria solemnly said, “Now, many a child would boast, but they don’t know the difficulty. There is much splendor, but there is more responsibility.” She then, Lehzen reported, put her forefinger in the air and declared, “I will be good!” These widely recounted remarks—far too formal and self-conscious for a child of ten—made a myth out of a daunting, distressing moment. And although many mothers may have preferred to tell their daughters such important news themselves, the Duchess of Kent was happy to have made Victoria aware of her situation as though by accident. (She had been recently prodded to by two bishops who came to assess Victoria’s education; they told her she must tell her daughter.) Of course Victoria had a strong suspicion of her significance before this day—why else would so many bow and scrape to such a young girl? Especially while ignoring her half sister? But the confirmation was distressing. Decades later, Prince Albert revealed that the discovery of her nearness to the throne made Victoria “very unhappy.” She had “cried much on learning it—& even deplored this contingency.” Three months later her uncle, King George IV, died.


On the day that Victoria discovered her likely destiny, March 11, 1830, several children who would grow to be great figures of the Victorian age were also hunched over their books. Florence Nightingale, who was a year younger than Victoria, was constructing a pretend home in a playhouse in Winchester with her cousin, covering a sofa with heather and trying to get the damp out of the mossy beds. (Demonstrating a natural flair for organization, young Florence drew up a table headed “Vegetables” and “Fruits,” which showed the cones, acorns, and various objects she and her cousin used to represent peaches, cucumbers, peas, and potatoes in her pretend pantry.) George Eliot—then Mary Ann Evans—was ten, and crafting immaculate compositions at her boarding school in Nuneaton. (Evans had an unusual upbringing: most mothers educated their daughters at home or in schools that focused on obedience, sewing, drawing, and music.) The future influential art critic John Ruskin was eleven and being educated at home by his parents in Surrey. Charles Dickens had just turned eighteen and was spending most days working in the British Museum Reading Room, where he was learning shorthand so he could start his career as a journalist. Alfred, Lord Tennyson, who was a little older than Dickens, was unhappily studying at Cambridge. All would be titans of their age, but forever dwarfed by the woman who was once the teary ten-year-old in Kensington Palace.


Victoria trusted only one person: her governess. Baroness Lehzen, the daughter of a Lutheran pastor from Coburg, was an eccentric, single-minded, clever woman who dedicated her life to ensuring that Victoria would be a forceful, intelligent queen. Victoria, who became a prolific artist, drew affectionate portraits of her, with dark hair, thoughtful eyes, and pointed nose and chin, looking serious, patient, and kind. The one food she liked to eat was potatoes, and she had a habit of chewing caraway seeds constantly to improve her digestion. Lehzen was often criticized by those who resented her influence over the young princess, but she was the only person who had solely Victoria’s interests at heart. Because of this, she earned the young royal’s trust and affection, and she never betrayed it. When Victoria was ill, Lehzen stayed by her side, quietly stitching doll clothes, as Victoria’s mother continued to visit friends and travel. If Lehzen fell ill, Victoria missed her. She wrote later, “The Princess was her only object and her only thought. . . . She never for the thirteen years she was governess to Princess Victoria once left her.” As princess and later as queen, Victoria craved singular devotion.


Lehzen’s greatest concern was that Victoria be protected, well educated, and shaped into a strong-minded queen. She was often blamed for Victoria’s defiance and independence, but she was strict; she had simply recognized Victoria’s innate pluck and nurtured it. She told Victoire, “I have to be sure not created, but nourished in the Princess, one quality which is to test, consider and to stand firmly by that which the Princess finds right and good.” It was provocative then even to suggest that girls’ minds were worth cultivating and that strength was an important quality in a young woman. While Victoria thought Elizabeth I a good ruler but a harsh and immodest woman, Lehzen told a member of Conroy’s family that Elizabeth was the “model of perfection,” adding that she would “pardon wickedness in a Queen, but not weakness.” While not without her faults, Victoria was never weak. She was a quick, intelligent pupil who liked alchemy and hated Latin and anatomy. But her greatest passions were more dramatic than academic: dancing, singing, drawing, theater, opera, and ballet. Victoria was a girl who spoke and dreamed in emphatic italics.


It was often said that Victoria resembled the men in her family more than the women. This was in some ways unfortunate, given the male Hanoverian tendency toward thick builds and rounded faces, with weak chins, strong noses, and protruding eyes. It is true she would never be a great beauty, and always wrestled with her weight, though at times—especially as a child, when in love, or when laughing—she was certainly charming. Portraits show her lovely neck, delicate cheekbones, neatly arched eyebrows, and rosebud mouth. She seemed a sweet toddler: fair-haired, with a friendly face and wide blue trusting eyes. Lord Albemarle described her at age seven as a “bright pretty girl” who tended to flowers under his window in a large straw hat; he was amused to watch her water her little feet as liberally as the blooms. As she grew older, she grew slender, her hair darkened, and her expression grew more serious, imperious, and shy. The solemn paintings do not capture the lightness of her voice, or the grace and ease of her movement. Harriet Arbuthnot, a close friend of the Duke of Wellington, said Victoria at age nine was “the most charming child” she had seen: “a fine, beautifully made, handsome creature, quite playful & childish.”


What was most unusual about Victoria’s education was that her fiery spirit was not quenched—or that all early attempts to curb it failed spectacularly. Other girls then were taught to be meek and demure. The influential author Hannah More wrote earlier in the nineteenth century that, while boys were praised for having a “bold, independent, enterprising spirit,” girls were not, and any such spirit should be suppressed when discovered. “Girls should be taught to give up their opinions betimes,” More wrote, “and not pertinaciously carry on a dispute, even if they should know themselves to be in the right. . . . It is of the greatest importance to their future happiness, that they should acquire a submissive temper and a forbearing spirit.” Victoria could not have been more different.


The young princess longed for what she called “mirth.” She had a good sense of humor with great gifts of mimicry and repartee. Her grandmother described her as a comical, precocious clown. Victoria also loved dressing in costume. Her disguises included an old Turkish lawyer, with a large green shawl turban, a white beard, and a green cloak, a nun, a lady with a turban, and a bandit’s wife with colored shawl and gold chains. Leopold frequently reminded her there was more to life than fun—exercise, for example, or learning—which was scant solace for a restless teenager. She retorted, “pleasure does more good than a hundred walks and rides.” She told him that she “longed sadly for some gaiety.”


Victoria was happiest when hosting visitors, and unhappiest when they left. When her cousins Princes Alexander and Ernest of Württemberg arrived in 1833, she was delighted, writing: “They are both extremely tall, Alexander is very handsome and Ernst has a very kind expression. They are both extremely amiable.” They told her fascinating stories about Europe, and military campaigns, and she was bereft when they left: “We shall miss them at breakfast, at luncheon, at dinner, riding, sailing, driving, walking, in fact everywhere.” In the summer of 1833, the charming Feodora and her two children, Eliza and Charles, came to stay at Kensington Palace. When they left, Victoria drew a picture of Eliza in her traveling dress to give to her young niece, and in a rambling fourteen-page diary entry, wrote:




It is such a VERY VERY GREAT HAPPINESS for me to have my DEAREST most DEARLY BELOVED sister with me in my room. . . . How I love her I cannot say. . . . It is TOO DREADFUL for me to think that in an hour I shall not see Dearest Feodora’s dear kind sweet face, and the little beauty Eliza jumping about, and good honest Charles running about the room, any more. I was so dreadfully affected with grief at thinking of parting, that I fell round her [Feodora’s] neck and we both cried bitterly and pressed each other in our arms most tenderly. . . . When I came home I was in such a state of grief that I knew not what to do with myself. I sobbed and cried most violently the whole morning. . . .





Just an hour and a half after Leopold left her place at Claremont, on September 21, 1836, after a six-day visit, Victoria wrote to tell him “how very, very sad I am that you have left us, and to repeat, what I think you know pretty well, how much I love you.” The thought that he was leaving, and she might not see him for a year, she wrote, “makes me cry. . . . It is dreadful in this life, that one is destined, and particularly unhappy me, to be almost always separated from those one loves most dearly.” She signed off as his “ever devoted and most affectionately attached Niece and Child.”


In the absence of friends, the little princess grew deeply attached to her pets. With the exception of some unfortunate canaries in the Kensington Palace menageries, whom she tortured, Victoria loved animals. Her favorite dog was a Cavalier King Charles spaniel called Dash, whom she played with for hours, dressing him up in red jackets and blue trousers and spoiling him with gingerbread and rubber balls at Christmas. Dash slept by her side when she was ill, and swam after her yacht when she was sailing. The young princess also spent many hours playing with her dolls. When she was nine, Victoria sent reports of her baby dolls to Feodora; sometimes they even wrote letters themselves. After one favorite baby had an unfortunate accident and lost its head, Feodora wrote, “I hope [baby] is almost recovered and that this serious bruise has no influence on its general health, and that it is not the less in favor for having been beheaded for a short while.” But Victoria had found a better doll, writing, “Lehzen mended the baby, and I put her by, as a relick; but not withstanding this, I have got a lovely baby, which is called Clara.”


By the time she was ten, Victoria was bored with her crowd of toy infants. By then she was engrossed in making a series of 132 sophisticated wooden dolls. She and Lehzen spent hundreds of hours carefully sewing clothes and copying figures from characters in the court, ballet, or opera. They painted them painstakingly, sewed their clothes, and listed them all in a book. Victoria took them traveling with her sometimes, and would carefully “arrange them” on beautifully upholstered chairs in each new environment, their somber little faces peering at her, all in a row.


In the absence of a father or any meaningful contact with her paternal uncles, Uncle Leopold became a crucial and adored figure. Some of the happiest moments of her childhood were spent at Claremont, his house in Surrey, to London’s south. On seaside holidays, Leopold, Victoria, and Victoria’s mother would be seen walking along the shore as children splashed and women wearing ankle-length bathing suits laughed in the shallows. Victoria sobbed when she had to return to Kensington.


Leopold’s letters to Victoria show the warm side of the future king of the Belgians, who had been deeply wounded by the loss of his young bride, Charlotte. He was urbane, handsome, and elegant, but some, like his father-in-law, King George IV, thought him slick and ponderous. He became increasingly eccentric as he grew older. He often sported three-inch heels and a feather boa, wore a wig to prevent catching a cold, and propped his mouth open with wedges of gold as he slept, for reasons nobody could fathom. He also had a reportedly enormous sexual appetite, but he treated some of his lovers with contempt. In 1829–30, when Victoria was ten, he lured the beautiful Prussian actress Caroline Bauer to England on the pretense of marrying her, put her in a country estate, and visited her daily. Unfortunately for Caroline, he was very taken with the then popular pursuit of “drizzling”: gold and silver tassels were taken from epaulettes and inserted into a machine, out of which came powder that could be melted into metal. Leopold occupied himself with drizzling for hours as Caroline sat so bored that she claimed she had “nearly unlearned laughing.” In the months before Caroline’s brother came over from Germany and demanded her return, Leopold drizzled enough thread to make a silver soup tureen. He gave it to Victoria.


Leopold took great interest in the welfare of the niece he called “dear little chicken.” He regularly imparted moral lessons. First, he told her constantly to examine her own flaws and work hard. “A good heart and truly honorable character” were, he said when she turned thirteen, the “most indispensable qualifications for her future position.” When she had her fourteenth birthday, he warned her not to be “intoxicated by greatness and success nor cast down by misfortune.” Second, he taught her to be impartial, a lesson she would defy throughout her life. Third, he instructed her to be firm and decisive—but to wait before deciding. Fourth, study history and learn from it, and fifth, be watchful for hypocrisy. He also strongly advised the teenager whose ancestors had a tendency to plumpness to exercise and to refrain from her habit of eating too much or too quickly. When Victoria was fifteen, she urged Leopold to visit, if only just to be “an eye-witness of my extreme prudence in eating, which would astonish you.”


King George IV was not a popular ruler. The Duke of Wellington considered him the worst man he had ever met, without a single redeeming quality. A reactionary Tory, the king fought the ongoing reform movement and had to be forced to assent to a bill allowing Catholics to stand for Parliament in 1829. William Makepeace Thackeray dismissed him as “nothing but a coat, and a wig, and a mask smiling below it.” The extravagant king had also become a symbol of the gross excess of Britain’s rich, as he drained public funds when the country was crippled by the cost of a war with France that had ended in 1815. When he became king at age fifty-eight, he weighed 245 pounds, had a fifty-inch waist, and was addicted to opium. His belly hung to his knees. (When Victoria was a small child, so chubby she could barely walk, Lady Granville had called her “le roi Georges in petticoats.”)


Yet Victoria was delighted when, in 1826, she received an invitation to visit her uncle the king at the Royal Lodge in Windsor, where he was living with his mistress. The corpulent king, whose face was covered in greasepaint and topped with a wig, and whose large body glittered with imitation jewelry, presented Victoria with a miniature of himself. The sharp-eyed Russian ambassador’s wife, Princess Lieven, said in spite of the “caresses the King lavished on her” she could see that “he did not like dandling on his sixty-four-year-old knee this little bit of the future, aged 7.” But Victoria later described her “large and gouty” uncle as having “a wonderful dignity and charm of manner.” By 1828, he had become a recluse who spent most days sleeping in his bed at Windsor Castle. The biographer Roger Fulford described George IV as a man who spent his final years “fondling an unpopular mistress, hoarding every garment he had ever worn, [and] clearing the streets before he went out for a drive that no one might see how the years had ravaged his appearance.”


As the king grew weaker, the intrigue in Victoria’s inner circle grew more intense, largely due to a man Victoria would come to hate. The manipulative, charming Captain John Conroy was a former soldier of Irish descent who had been her father’s equerry and was now her mother’s closest adviser. He had promised Victoire protection when her husband died, and he inveigled his way into her affections. He was occasionally kind to Victoria, but he also cruelly teased her, telling her once that she resembled the ugly Duke of Gloucester—an awful taunt for a young girl, and one that haunted her for decades. Victoria’s chief playmate was Victoire, one of Conroy’s six children, with whom she spent many hours riding, playing dress-up, and building cottages made of cards. But Victoria never really liked or trusted her. Mostly, though, she loathed Conroy, whom she believed had somehow hypnotized her mother. She took offense at his “impudent and insulting conduct,” as well as the presumption that he could tell her what to do. He monitored her every move, and hungered for an official position—such as private secretary to the queen—that would enable him to control her.


Conroy was paranoid about members of the royal family wanting to kidnap or corrupt Victoria, so he and the duchess almost completely cut her off from them. He also fired Baroness Späth, the duchess’s lady-in-waiting—whom Victoria loved and had known since her birth—because he believed that not only was she spoiling Victoria, she was spying for the king. The royal household was stunned by this sudden act—the baroness had been loyally serving the duchess for more than two decades. Victoria grew extremely worried that next, she would lose Lehzen—“the most affectionate, devoted, attached and disinterested friend I have.”


The royal family grew angry at, and puzzled by, Conroy’s disproportionate influence. In 1830, Victoria’s aunt the Duchess of Clarence (later Queen Adelaide) wrote expressing concern that Victoire was becoming more isolated. The duchess conveyed the “general wish” of the royal family that she not allow Conroy “too much influence” over her. Conroy’s family was, after all, not of high enough rank to be the only entourage of the future queen of England. The letter only fueled the shared paranoia of Conroy and the duchess. They spoke of little but the health of the king, and the air in the palace was thick with scheming.


At 3:30 A.M. on June 26, 1830, after a violent coughing fit, George IV suddenly cried out: “Good God, what is this?” He gripped the hand of his page boy, and reportedly answered himself: “My boy, this is death.” Mourning was muted. It was decided that he had died of “obesity of the heart,” though a great consumption of laudanum added to his decline. His brother William was thrilled. Now in his sixties, he had been preparing to be king for years, going on long, vigorous walks and drinking a medicinal tonic of lemon-flavored barley water. He had not accomplished much, apart from siring ten illegitimate children, and he was itching to wear the crown.


But the eleven-year-old Victoria heard the news with dismay. The next day, she woke hours before dawn in the cozy bed she took with her on all her travels, her chest tight with anxiety. At breakfast, complaining of a headache, she asked if she could go for a ride. She brandished her whip and held tight; she could have galloped for hours—pressing into the wind, her eyes stinging, the sun on her back. The throne could too soon be hers, but she didn’t want it. She knew ambition was curdling her mother’s heart, just as apprehension was gripping hers. It was now, when still a child who played with dolls, that Victoria’s seven-year battle with her mother began, one that would deeply scar her. But her prayers would change once she realized her mother was seeking to snatch away her crown before it could be placed on her head.





CHAPTER 4



An Impossible, Strange Madness




The most formidably extreme of all [the eighteen-year-old Victoria’s] extreme qualities was her strength of character. . . . No one was ever less the creature of whim or vacillating impulse. Once she had made up her mind what she ought to do, she adhered inflexibly to it. It was not in her to compromise.


—DAVID CECIL





Victoria was lying on her bed, furious. She had never felt sicker. Her head was pounding, she felt faint and nauseous, her fever had been high for days, and her cheeks had grown so hollow she barely recognized her own reflection. Standing next to her was Baroness Lehzen, chewing steadily on caraway seeds. Opposite was an overwrought Duchess of Kent, who was dressed in bright silk and clenching her fists with frustration. Victoria’s mother stood still, staring out of one of the hotel windows that overlooked the harbor shore at Ramsgate, which was bright with parasols and faces pink with the afternoon sun.


Conroy and the duchess wanted two things. First, for Conroy to be appointed Victoria’s private secretary when she was queen (a peerage—and a place in the House of Lords—would have followed this, which was his greatest ambition). Second, for the duchess to become the regent and rule in Victoria’s stead if the king died before Victoria turned eighteen—or twenty-one. Victoria was of such tender age, the duchess said, and they all lived together so closely. Would she not desire, and need, Conroy’s wise counsel? But Conroy had needled and bullied Victoria for years; rather than have him run her future queendom, she wanted to banish him from her future queendom altogether. Victoria stared at her mother coldly: “No.”


The group fell silent. Outside, they could hear the sounds of laughter and children at play. Suddenly Conroy swept into the room, lips thin with anger. He shouted at Victoria, accusing her of being a stupid, selfish, unreasonable fool. Her head was so full of rubbish, he said, with all her silly dolls and love of opera, that it was obvious that she could not rule on her own. And she owed him. After all, think of what he—and her mother—had done for her.


Conroy then forced a pen and paper into Victoria’s hand, gripping it painfully, urging her to sign the document that would have appointed him private secretary. Victoria shook her head, grimaced, and pulled her beloved dog Dash closer. She saw the way her mother looked at Conroy, beseechingly, almost coy, and it made her sick.


Victoria did not write about this incident. Her diary was, unusually, blank for three weeks as she wrestled with illness and Conroy’s bullying. It was only later that she revealed her trauma to Lord Melbourne: “All I underwent there; their (Ma’s and JC) attempt (when I was still very ill) to make me promise before hand, which I resisted in spite of my illness, and their harshness—my beloved Lehzen supporting me alone.” Part of Victoria’s trauma came from distress that her mother was not taking her illness seriously; only Lehzen did. The duchess and Conroy shrugged off Victoria’s cries for a doctor for days. Conroy did not want people to know Victoria was ill for fear she might be considered unfit to rule. (The local press was told one of the servants had been ill, and that Victoria only had a “slight cold.”) When finally summoned, Dr. Clark said she had “bilious fever,” but it is more likely to have been tonsillitis, or even typhoid. It was clearly grave; she had been confined to bed for five weeks, at the end of which she could walk only a few steps at a time and her hair had fallen out in clumps. By the time she emerged from her room, limping and thin, she was incensed by her mother’s lack of care. In contrast, her governess was dramatically praised: “My dearest best Lehzen has been & still is (for I require a great deal of care still) MOST UNCEASING & INDEFATIGABLE in her great care of me. I am still VERY weak and am grown VERY thin.” She studiously followed her doctor’s advice, leaving her windows open, chewing food slowly, and lifting small clubs to build up her muscles. Slowly she recovered.


Had Conroy been a more astute observer, Victoria’s refusal to hand over her power would not have come as a surprise. Warmth and persuasion would have been far more effective. As Leopold wrote to her, “He imagined he might get you into a sort of captivity which myself being near you, at your commands, was impossible, strange madness.” Victoria had a quiet steeliness that stymied those who underestimated her. She would never forgive Conroy for the decade he spent bullying her. In 1833, the year she turned fourteen, she drew a picture titled “Amazons at War.” In it, women with long streaming hair are riding into battle, their horses trampling men underfoot; one fires an arrow directly into the face of a male soldier, killing him.


The elaborate, strict regime concocted to spin a queen from a volatile teenager was called the “Kensington System.” From the age of five, Victoria was not allowed to be alone, to walk downstairs without holding the hand of an adult, or to play with other children without a guardian. Much of the system was well intentioned, as a way of raising a proper queen. The duchess and Conroy also wanted to produce a progressive queen, a Whig like Conroy, instead of a Tory like the rest of the royal family. (In the early part of the nineteenth century, Whigs stood for abolition of slavery, equality for Catholics, expansion of the vote, and free trade, as well as a constitutional monarchy, where the king or queen acts as a head of state and the ability to make laws rests with Parliament.)


But the Kensington System was not solely, or even primarily, for the benefit of Victoria. Her half brother Charles of Leiningen defined the goals as (1) winning Victoria popularity by cutting her off from the royal court’s bad morals and politics, (2) gaining regency (due to the need “to assure a pleasant and honorable future for the Duchess of Kent as well”), and (3) making Conroy private secretary. The monitoring carried out to achieve this, he wrote, was exhaustive, of even “the smallest and most insignificant detail.”


Another, more sinister specter drove the scheme: the prospect of murder. The duchess and Conroy claimed to believe that Ernest, the Duke of Cumberland, was planning to kill his niece so he could become king; he was next in line for the throne after her. Conroy told the duchess that Uncle Ernest would poison Victoria’s milk, kidnap her when she was weak, and let her die. Victoria scoffed at this idea, calling it “all Sir John’s invention,” but her mother was genuinely frightened. She made sure someone tasted Victoria’s breakfast each morning.


At sixty-four, William IV was the oldest person ever to be crowned England’s sovereign. After the French revolution of 1830, in which Charles X was overthrown, William IV tried to stem local republicanism by being more frugal than his opulent older brother and involving himself in politics. But his conservatism and coolness toward reform quickly alienated his increasingly restless subjects. In 1830, only 13 percent of men in England and Wales—those with property—could vote. Some small “rotten boroughs” still existed, where the local aristocratic landowner could effectively choose the local MP, and many manufacturing cities were entirely unrepresented. The half a million people living in Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester, and Sheffield, for example, had no representative in Parliament.


In 1830, impetus for change came when the progressive Whig Party swept into power. In 1831, when the Reform Bill failed to pass for the second time, the country erupted. Castles were burned down, homes were torched, and several hundred were killed or wounded in uprisings in Derby, mostly by the military. Four rioters were hanged. Politicians grew extremely nervous about the possibility of revolution if eligibility for the vote was not expanded. The next year, one million men gained the vote after the Reform Act was passed on the third attempt. Now 18 percent of the adult male population could vote. New cities that had boomed during the Industrial Revolution were given seats, and the most corrupt of the rotten boroughs were eradicated. The elected House of Commons grew in stature, while the House of Lords shrank. This decade marked the zenith of Whig efficiency: in 1833, slavery was finally abolished in almost all of the British Empire, three decades earlier than it was in America.


In November 1830, the Duchess of Kent wept with joy after the House of Commons passed a bill that provided an additional £10,000 for Victoria’s household and education and made the duchess regent if William IV passed away without leaving an heir. (The next alternative—the Duke of Cumberland—was unimaginable.) “This is the first really happy day,” she said, “I have spent since I lost the Duke of Kent.”


From this point, the bitter hostility between the households of the king and the duchess seeped into public view. On one occasion, when the duchess was visiting Queen Adelaide and one of the king’s (illegitimate) children came into the room, she froze and left immediately. She also took every opportunity to remind the king that her daughter was the next in line, deliberately provoking him by running up the royal standard to indicate when Victoria was at Ramsgate, and encouraging military salutes to “Her Royal Highness” when at sea. She and Conroy paraded Victoria across the country in what became the first of the royal tours, aimed at drumming up favorable publicity and exposing the princess to her future subjects. Victoria’s diary entry of July 31, 1832, described such a trip, to Wales. She was astonished at the impact of coal mining in the country near Birmingham:




The men, women, children, country and houses are all black. The country is very desolate everywhere; there is coal about, and the grass is quite blasted and black. I just now see an extraordinary building flaming with fire. The country continues black, engines flaming, coals in abundance, everywhere smoking and burning coal-heaps, intermingled with wretched huts and carts and little ragged children.





It was a world Victoria passed through for only a brief moment, slack-jawed. Her characteristic candor was later edited out of official selections from her journals—complaints about ugly scenery, dense, demanding crowds, drunken townsfolk and an unfortunate episode when her carriage drove over a man on foot. She fought fiercely with her mother about the need to go on these exhausting trips at all. But her great popularity became evident as she traveled the country; Conroy’s chutzpah aggravated the king.


The rift between the two families soon became a public soap opera. The duchess refused to attend William IV’s coronation, believing he had snubbed Victoria by not allowing her to walk behind him in the procession. She sent the king a note saying Victoria had grazed her knee in a fall and they would not be able to attend. They went instead to the chalky, gray beaches of the Isle of Wight, ignoring the widespread condemnation of her impertinence that ensued. The Times wrote scathingly about the duchess’s snub, attributing it to a “systematic, determined opposition” to anything the king wanted. In November 1833, the diarist Thomas Creevey described the duchess as “the most restless, persevering, troublesome devil possible.”


In turn, William IV publicly humiliated Conroy at every opportunity. In the middle of a drawing room session, he told the Duchess of Kent’s gentlemen—including Conroy—to leave on the grounds that only gentlemen of the king and queen were allowed to be there. When Conroy was ordered out of Victoria’s confirmation ceremony in 1835, Victoria was furious. Her confirmation had been “one of the most solemn and important events and acts in her life” and she had gone with “the firm determination to become a true Christian.” She walked out fuming, humiliated to be suffering on such a day, and on behalf of a man she despised, and to have such an important day ruined.


By her sixteenth birthday, Victoria had bloomed. Much to her annoyance, she was still just four feet eleven and also “unhappily very fat.” Leopold wrote that he heard “a certain little princess . . . eats a little too much, and almost always a little too fast.” She had terrible table manners, gobbling her food, picking bones, and doing “unmentionable things with her asparagus” (which probably meant eating it with her fingers). Still, as she grew older, she grew slender and people admired her skin and dramatically large blue eyes, her long, thick hair and robust health. At this age, the reins were slackened a little; she was allowed to read some novels, style her own hair, take Italian and singing lessons, and attend more of her mother’s parties, where she would gaze with delight at the good-looking young men and dance with them as long as she was allowed. She adored music and opera; her teen idols were ballet dancers and singers—one of whom, the great Luigi Lablache, was hired to teach Victoria how to sing.


It was “generally known,” writes Dulcie Ashdown, “that Victoria crossed the threshold into womanhood” at this age, although, thankfully, Victoria’s “first menstrual period was never announced officially.” Doubtless she was baffled by what was then called “the monthlies,” “the turn,” or “poorliness.” Menstruation was not generally discussed, and most people believed women were incapacitated by it. Doctors advised girls to avoid dancing in heated rooms, stay out of the cold and rain, and try not to think too much. The writer James McGrigor Allan told the Anthropological Society of London in 1869:




At such times, women are unfit for any great mental or physical labour. They suffer under a languor and depression which disqualify them for thought or action, and render it extremely doubtful how far they can be considered responsible beings while the crisis lasts. . . . In intellectual labour, man has surpassed, does now, and always will surpass woman, for the obvious reason that nature does not periodically interrupt his thought and application.





What is most striking about Victoria is that apart from wanting to be taller and thinner, she cared little about her appearance. She knew she was no beauty and did not dwell on it. She joked about her looks with her half sister, writing that she was “very happy to hear that the portrait of my ugly face pleased you.” Yet she genuinely took pleasure from the aesthetic appearance of others—both male and female. Her second cousin Charles, the Duke of Brunswick, particularly fascinated her, with his dark mustache and the fur-trimmed coat he wore riding. She greatly admired the way he did his hair, which hung “wildly about his face.”


Victoria was considered a great catch. Many men became obsessed with her, and a long list of potential matches was discussed in several newspapers. Robert Browning wrote that when Victoria was ill, she was “bent on marrying nobody but Lord Elphinstone,” a dashing man two years her senior. In February 1836, after she had recovered and her doctor finally allowed her to go to St. James’s Palace, Lord Elphinstone sketched her portrait, watching her across the pews. She sat self-consciously, dressed in a fancy gray coat from Paris, with the weight of his gaze upon her. The Duchess of Kent made sure Elphinstone, an army captain and lord-in-waiting to William IV, was sent to India. It was rumored that he and Victoria had fallen in love, and the gossip alone was enough to see him banished. Other rumored suitors included the Orange brothers, George Cumberland, the Duke of Orleans, the Duke of Nemours, one of the Württembergs, King Otto of Greece, and even, rather oddly, Uncle Leopold.


But Leopold had already selected a mate for his niece—her first cousin Albert—and openly tried to orchestrate their union. In May 1836, Albert and his brother Ernest made their first visit to Victoria for her seventeenth birthday. Victoria adored her cousins, “so very very merry and gay and happy, like young people ought to be.” The athletic Albert she found “extremely handsome.” “His eyes are large and blue,” she wrote, “and he has a beautiful nose and a very sweet mouth with fine teeth.” But Albert was also frail, had a tendency to faint, and could not keep pace with his cousin. At her birthday ball at St. James’s, Albert retired early; he had “turned as pale as ashes, & we all feared he might faint; he therefore went home.” The next day, he stayed in his room all day without eating, due to a “bilious attack,” before emerging looking “pale and delicate.” Victoria wrote to Leopold, with a tinge of frustration, “I am sorry to say that we have an invalid in the house in the person of Albert.”


At the end, Victoria politely thanked Leopold: “[Albert] is so sensible, so kind, and so good, and so amiable too,” she wrote, adding that he had, “besides, the most pleasing and delightful exterior and appearance you can possibly see.” But Victoria was not at all interested in marriage. She invited Albert’s father to her coronation, but not his sons. They would not see each other again for three years.


Throughout this period, Conroy’s behavior was genuinely puzzling. Where did his sense of entitlement come from? How could he presume to have a place at the royal table? Why would he tell Victoria, she wondered, that “his daughters were as high as me”? Years later, she was still mystified: “Why he outraged & insulted me, I really never cd understand.” The answer lies in a tiny old church at Oxford, where the Conroy archives are kept in Balliol College. In a faded maroon journal, with a broken clasp and marbled pages, John Conroy’s grandson recorded a secret message dated December 1868. It was written in code that seems to have drawn on Sir Thomas More’s Utopian alphabet. It spells out: “Lady Conroy is said to be the daughter of the Duke of Kent.” In other words, John Conroy believed that his wife, Elizabeth Fisher, was the illegitimate daughter of the Duke of Kent, Victoria’s father, conceived while he was living in Canada, which would have made her Victoria’s half sister. And this, of course, would have made Conroy Victoria’s brother-in-law—an equal, not a subordinate. On his deathbed, John Conroy’s eldest son, Edward, also confessed to this belief. It was technically impossible, self-serving, and untrue, but it explains Conroy’s sense of familiarity and control. It was clear that Conroy did not want to advise the queen, he wanted to rule in her stead, with the duchess.


There can be little doubt there were erotic undertones to Conroy’s relationship with the duchess, a woman who was alone for so many years. Victoria worried that they were lovers. The loathsome Duke of Cumberland had said so in front of her when she was just a little girl. The Duke of Wellington told Greville that Victoria had witnessed some “familiarities” between her mother and John Conroy, and that after she told Späth of this, Späth chastised the duchess. Victoria denied in her later years that her mother had ever taken Conroy as a lover, although that very suspicion weighed on her as a child. It is probable that the widowed duchess had developed an intense affection for a man known for an uncanny ability to bewitch women. It would certainly have explained his hold on her. King Leopold called Conroy “a real Mephisto” and told a nineteen-year-old Victoria that he ruled over the duchess with “a degree of power which in times of old one would have thought to proceed from witchcraft.” Even in old age, the formidable queen shuddered at the thought of the man she called a “monster.”


Conroy devised new strategies hourly: while combing his thinning hair, while flattering members of Parliament over bottles of wine, while enduring endless games of whist with the duchess. The more despairing he became, the more firmly Victoria stood her ground. She had learned control and patience in the face of persecution. It was her uncle King William IV who would finally, spectacularly, erupt over the overt, poisonous scheming. His rage would cause a scandal.





CHAPTER 5



“Awful Scenes in the House”




They plague her, every hour and every day.


—BARON STOCKMAR





King William IV was riding through the streets of London staring out his carriage window. It was a cool, windy day in August 1836, and he had just given a speech to mark the end of the session of Parliament.


He had waited years to be king, but now he could barely enjoy it. The endless calls for parliamentary reform were irritating. At first he supported reform, and was pleased to be liked for it. But then they became so greedy. He had not wanted to pass that reform bill, even though the lower classes had threatened rebellion. He told the prime minister that he would defend London, raise the royal standard at the military depot at Weedon, and fight to the death. Victoria could have joined him. But eventually he gave in and the bill passed. Even that didn’t seem to satisfy the malcontents for long.


As the golden royal carriage made its way slowly past the Thames, the king remembered a time when you could catch salmon swimming upstream, when the river was a dull green, not dark with sewage. Soon it would be as black as the River Irwell in Manchester, where corpses were regularly found. He wiped his nose with the back of his forefinger, as was his habit, and stared out at the street chaos: an organ grinder making a racket, a man wearing a sandwich board advertising soap, little boys selling matches, street vendors hawking pies, an Indian beggar with a syphilis-ravaged nose playing the drums. The horses clacked noisily along the cobblestones, past piles of manure that splattered hemlines and turned streets to muck.


They pulled up in the driveway of Kensington Palace, which the king owned, even though the Duchess of Kent, Victoria, his younger brother the Duke of Sussex, and his sister, Princess Sophia, all lived there. A few months ago, the duchess had asked to move upstairs, farther away from the damp of the underground sewers, where mushrooms grew on the ceilings and workers found corks, cats, dead seals, false teeth, and even corpses. The doctor had recommended airier rooms after Victoria’s sickness at Ramsgate—but the king refused the request.


He walked up the stairs, into the King’s Gallery with its large windows overlooking the park, and stopped short. In direct defiance of his orders, it had been renovated. He counted: the duchess was now occupying seventeen rooms. During the three-hour drive to Windsor, the usually good-humored William IV thought about every slight the duchess had inflicted on him and his family. He had never liked his brother Edward anyway—and he was somehow now beholden to his ungrateful widow.


At ten o’clock that night, the king strode into his birthday party at Windsor. He walked over to Victoria, took her hands, and told her he wished he saw more of her. Then he said loudly to the Duchess of Kent that he knew she had taken apartments at Kensington “not only without his consent, but contrary to his commands” and that he “neither understood nor would endure conduct so disrespectful to him.” He walked away from her, vowing to stymie her vulgar grasping for power.


The next night, August 21, one hundred palace guests sat in a row at the table for a birthday dinner, their faces shadowed with candlelight. The Duchess of Kent sat on the king’s right, and one of his sisters sat on the left. William IV drained his goblet of wine and stood to speak, his rouged cheeks flaming, his large stomach straining against his corset:




I trust in God that my life may be spared for nine months longer, after which period, in the event of my death, no regency would take place. I should then have the satisfaction of leaving the Royal authority to the personal exercise of that young lady, heiress presumptive of the Crown, and not in the hands of a person near me, who is surrounded by evil advisers, and is herself incompetent to act with propriety in the situation in which she would be placed. I have no hesitation in saying that I have been insulted—grossly and continuously insulted—by that person, but I am determined to endure no longer a course of behavior so disrespectful to me. . . . Amongst many other things I have particularly to complain of the manner in which that young lady has been kept away from my Court; she has been repeatedly kept from my drawing-rooms, at which she ought always to have been present. . . . I am King, and I am determined to make my authority respected, and for the future I shall insist and command that the Princess do upon all occasions appear at my Court, as it is her duty to do.





Victoria burst into tears. The servants cast furtive glances at the flushed face of the Duchess of Kent, who was composing retorts she would never utter. Piles of strawberry jelly, sponge cakes, and trifle were left untouched as the company quickly retired. The duchess fled to Claremont the next day.


By 1837, the atmosphere in Kensington Palace was suffocating as the rows grew fiercer, uglier, and more frequent. A miserable Victoria complained of headaches, strange pains, and weariness, and the duchess summoned her son—and Victoria’s half brother—Charles of Leiningen to act as a mediator. Charles was shocked at Conroy’s “terrible hatred” for, and harsh treatment of, Lehzen, but he had always liked Conroy and quickly took his side. He decided Victoria was being irrational and dismissed her loathing for Conroy as a “childish whim” spurred by Lehzen. His attempts at brokering peace failed: he was not able to persuade Conroy to apologize, Victoria to trust Conroy, or Leopold to tell Victoria to extend the regency until she was twenty-one. Victoria was crushed; even her brother had betrayed her.


In late May, Leopold, who was in Belgium, decided to send his trusted adviser Stockmar to England to assess the situation. The astute Stockmar decided the causes of the conflict were the “innate personality of the Princess,” and “the behavior of Sir John towards the Princess herself.” Sir John’s problem, he said, was his abruptness, sense of entitlement, and the way that he acted as if he were “the regulator of the whole machine.”


Yet Victoria held the trump card. Every day, she grew more aware of herself “and more conscious of her own strength,” but the relentless harassment depressed her: “They plague her, every hour and every day,” Stockmar told Leopold. Her mother openly chastised Victoria, reminding her of her youth and telling her that she owed all her success to her mother’s good reputation. The woman who had insisted on breastfeeding her child and delighted in her fat cheeks had grown hard with anxious hunger for power, seduced by her own victim narrative of the long-suffering mother. She pointed out repeatedly that she had given up her life in another country to devote herself to raising a girl into a queen. Victoria soon stopped speaking to her.


In May 1837, King William IV decided to intervene. He wrote to Victoria a few days before she turned eighteen, telling her he would secure her independence on her birthday: he would apply to Parliament for £10,000 a year for her own use and allow her to appoint her own Privy Purse, or financial manager, who would answer only to her, and he would give her the power to create her own establishment. The king instructed his courier, the Lord Chamberlain, to ensure the letter was placed in Victoria’s hands. Both Conroy and the duchess tried to grab the letter, but Victoria took it and read it carefully before passing it to her mother. The duchess was enraged, most of all because she thought the king showed no respect for her work as a mother. She knew her chance of securing a regency would expire in less than a week. She decided to reject the offer in Victoria’s name without telling her.


After listening to her mother’s tirade, Victoria went to her room. She wrote in her diary: “Felt very miserable & agitated. Did not go down to dinner.” She would have loved to accept the king’s offer but knew her mother would not allow it, and she still lived under her authority. Ignorant of any other option, Victoria had obediently copied out a letter her mother had written on Sir John Conroy’s advice and sent it as her formal answer. She referred to her youth and inexperience and said she wished to remain in the care of her mother, who should have all her money. The king was not fooled: “Victoria has not written that letter.”


On the morning of May 24, 1837, a bright flag bearing one word flapped against the gray, cloudy sky above Kensington Palace: victoria. She had turned eighteen at last. The shop windows were shuttered as musicians played and minstrels danced along the flower-strewn streets of Kensington. At 7 A.M., a band of wind instruments and harps performed on the terrace under Victoria’s window: “Here’s a nation’s grateful tears / For the fairest flower of May.” Victoria, looking down from her window, asked if they could play it again.


She was relieved, writing in her journal:




Today is my 18th birthday! How old! And yet how far am I from being what I should be. I shall from this day take the firm resolution to study with renewed assiduity, to keep my attention always well fixed on whatever I am about, and to strive to become every day less trifling and more fit for what, if Heaven wills it, I’m some day to be!





The young princess had grown more excited about her destiny as she had wrangled with her mother and ached for another life, one that she could control and in which her mother would be forced to answer to her.


When Victoria rode through the parks that afternoon with her mother and brother, she was greeted with a roar of affection. The mass of upturned faces on the sidewalks moved her: “The anxiety of the people to see poor stupid me was very great, and I must say I am quite touched by it, and feel proud which I always have done of my country and of the English Nation.” But the public cheer only highlighted how grim her home life was by comparison, and Victoria grew despondent as the celebrations continued. Even a spectacular birthday ball, and her pale yellow dress covered in flower blossoms, could not lift her mood.


Lord Liverpool climbed out of his carriage at Kensington Palace on June 15, 1837, under blue summer skies. He was wearing a gray suit and a top hat—the top hat was now considered the mark of a gentleman, even though the first man to sport one in public, forty years earlier, was arrested on the grounds that it had “a shiny luster calculated to alarm timid people.” (Four women had fainted upon seeing it, and pedestrians had booed.) Lord Liverpool, a Tory like nearly everyone in the royal family and the younger half brother of the former prime minister, was one of very few people trusted by both the duchess and her daughter. His task was to break the impasse.


Liverpool began by meeting with Conroy, who explained, as one man to another, that Victoria and Lehzen had taken an irrational dislike to him. First, he said, Lehzen had to go. Second, Victoria’s “insurmountable objection to his being appointed to the situation of secretary or private political adviser” was ridiculous, as she would be unable to function without his guidance. She was totally unfit to consider matters of state, and while she was now eighteen, she was “younger in intellect than in years.” Conroy explained that the princess was frivolous and “easily caught by fashion and appearances.” Would Lord Liverpool make her see sense? Of course, all Conroy had in mind was her own welfare.


Lord Liverpool flatly rejected Conroy’s request for an official position with the queen, telling him that he was very unpopular. As a concession, Liverpool said he might be appointed Keeper of the Privy Purse, who looked after the monarch’s financial affairs, and receive a pension, if he did not interfere in politics and make his views “obvious to all.” After “some reflection,” Conroy agreed. The men shook hands.


Next was the recalcitrant princess. Victoria was waiting for Lord Liverpool, alone and prepared with a neat list of agenda items. She agreed that she would not have a private secretary and would entrust herself instead to the prime minister, Lord Melbourne. Working with Conroy, though, was out of the question. Surely Lord Liverpool was aware, she said, “of many slights & incivilities Sir John had been guilty of towards her,” but beyond that “she knew things of him which rendered it totally impossible for her to place him in any confidential situation near her.” She would not tolerate Conroy’s occupying the position of Privy Purse. Lord Liverpool pushed for more information. What things did she know? Victoria would only say that she knew things about Sir John that “entirely took away her confidence in him, & that she knew of this herself without any other person informing her.” Victoria had with her a letter that Lehzen had dictated, in which she refused to be bound by any promise. Finally, the teenager asked the former PM to open her tormentor’s eyes “as to the difficulty of the situation in which they place me.” She was firmly in command.
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