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			Preface

			It is sometimes difficult for a biographer to convey adequately, even to himself, why it is that a particular individual attracts him so powerfully that the idea of writing a biography gradually germinates and then moves from the stage of general interest to actual endeavour and then to final accomplishment. My political involvements and concerns at least partly explain my biographies of Lord Randolph Churchill, Lord Rosebery, and Victor Cazalet, and my study of Sir Winston Churchill’s career between 1900 and 1939, but this new biography of Prince Albert essentially stems from many years of growing interest in a man comparable to Thomas Jefferson in the extraordinary variety and depth of his interests, who died so young and who achieved so much, but who has consistently failed to attract the serious attention of most political historians. This is all the more curious because he has received some admirable biographies, of which the first, by Sir Theodore Martin, is the most underestimated of all, but in spite of the endeavours of Sir Roger Fulford and Mr. Reginald Pound – to each of whom my debt is especially great – and my constituent and friend Mrs. Daphne Bennett, he is still inexplicably widely regarded as an enigmatic, somewhat cold, and not very significant participant in the life and reign of Queen Victoria, some of whose biographers have given him a rather minor role.

			He is a man from whom contemporaries and subsequent commentators have seemed to derive much pleasure in calculatingly denigrating, and, it must be admitted, with considerable effect. The grotesque portrait presented by Lytton Strachey, with its sneers and false innuendoes – ‘owing either to his peculiar upbringing or to a more fundamental idiosyncrasy he had a marked distaste for the opposite sex’ is a notably unpleasant example – has left its mark. So, also, have the strictures of Arthur Ponsonby, who wrote in his essay on Queen Victoria in 1933 that Prince Albert ‘was not an English gentleman, he was unmistakably a German, rather professorial, shy, cold, and formal. He lacked the warmth and geniality which may often overcome adverse prejudices . . . he was a foreigner and a pedant’. While it was perhaps inevitable that there should be a reaction against the somewhat overdone memorials to ‘Albert The Good’ it is entirely wrong that such crude and inaccurate portraits of a remarkably complex character should remain unchallenged.

			Indeed, so wide, and so many, were Prince Albert’s interests and abilities, packed into a very short life, that the real difficulty confronting his biographer is that of giving a fair balance to each of them. As with Jefferson, he merits a volume as architect, designer, farmer, and naturalist. His influence on English music and art appreciation is only now being fully recognised – not by the few, who have long realised it, but by a much larger audience as the result of Sir John Plumb’s and Sir Huw Wheldon’s superb Royal Heritage television programmes and book. Very few men in modern times have made such a lasting and permanent mark in such an astonishing variety of fields, from the popularisation of the Christmas Tree to the saving of Cleopatra’s Needle and its placing on the Thames Embankment; the spectacular revival of Cambridge University from medieval slumber to a world eminence it has never surrendered; the foundations of Imperial College London were his work, as are the museums in South Kensington, the carved lions at the base of Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square, the extension to the National Gallery and its glorious early Renaissance paintings whose purchase he inspired and of which twenty-two are his personal gift, the idea of the Royal Balcony on the facade of Buckingham Palace, the concept of the Model Village, and the inspiration for the Victoria Cross as the highest award for gallantry in battle, to be awarded regardless of rank. It is to him that we owe the tragically destroyed Crystal Palace, the great frescoes in the Royal Gallery in the Palace of Westminster, the exact manner in which the Koh-i-Noor diamond was cut, the abolition of duelling and the final defeat of slavery. And this is not the complete list of what he did for his adopted country. Si monumentum requiris, circumspice has an absolutely literal meaning in his case. Osborne and Balmoral are better known, but represent only a small part of his artistic contribution.

			Nonetheless, I have found that I cannot accept the judgement of my mentor and inspirer, Sir Roger Fulford, who, in 1947, at Barbon Manor, first introduced this then schoolboy to the wonders of Prince Albert, when he wrote of him that ‘in politics and affairs of state he did his best, but . . . not readily, and largely from a sense of duty’. Although the sense of duty, as the husband of the Queen, was indeed important, I believe that there was much more to it than that. Thus, it is the politician, whose influence upon the history of his time and on the development of the British Constitutional Monarchy is often misunderstood, and to which role he devoted by far the greatest amount of his intellect and energies, who should command the larger attention. As I have emphasised in my account, he early sought, and eventually achieved, political position of major importance – and this was not accidental. His other activities – which included the organisation of Queen Victoria’s papers in the Royal Archives, to the gratitude of the researcher – must be regarded as peripheral to his essential achievements, which were political and constitutional.

			As my interest in this remarkable individual grew over the past twenty years it became obvious to me that no serious new assessment could be attempted without access to the Prince Consort’s formidably substantial archives in Queen Victoria’s papers. Although other biographers and historians since Martin have discovered and used new and important material from the Royal Archives and other sources I felt that there could be no real justification for a new venture without such access. I am profoundly grateful to Her Majesty the Queen for graciously giving me her permission to inspect and use documents in the Royal Archives at Windsor.

			Inevitably, my interpretation corrects or modifies some of the judgements of my predecessors, but this study represents my honest endeavour to fulfil Edmund Gosse’s classic definition of biography as ‘the portrait of a soul in his adventures through life’.

			Shortly after this project began in 1976 I was elected to Parliament for Cambridge, and it has accordingly been very formidably delayed by the substantial burdens of political life, and has often had to be set aside for the paramount concerns of my generous and staunch constituents and the work of the House of Commons. It has, therefore, taken infinitely longer to research and write than anyone had expected, and I am deeply grateful to Her Majesty the Queen, the ever-helpful Royal Librarian Sir Robin Mackworth-Young and his colleagues at Windsor, and my British and American publishers, for their patience and understanding.

			The list of those to whom I am indebted for much kind assistance is very substantial, but I am especially grateful to Sir Oliver and Lady Millar, Miss Jane Langton, Mr and Mrs de Bellaigue, Miss Dimond, and Miss Cuthbert who have been unvaryingly helpful.

			When I contemplate the evidence of my intense activity as a Member of Parliament for a particularly demanding marginal constituency I marvel that this biography has been written at all, but it has been a solace at times of disappointment and frustration, a source of refreshment and exhilaration when current problems have borne down heavily, and a too-often neglected companion that I shall miss.

			To all who have given me so much assistance and encouragement in this lengthy enterprise, and especially to my wife and daughters, I pay my sincere thanks.

			The Stone House

			Great Gransden

			Sandy, Bedfordshire

		

	
		
			chapter one

			Prologue

			The sagas of dynasties, of the rise and fall of families and confederations, remain one of the most fascinating, and yet the most perplexing, of historical phenomena. Out of apparent total obscurity there emerges an individual, or a generation linked by blood and descent, of outstanding capacity and achievement, but the light they shed is often limited to that generation and thereafter to fade, although sometimes to have a magnificent and surprising recrudescence much later. An English family such as the Cecils, with lustre in virtually every generation for three centuries, is rare; but also uncommon is the Churchill family, alternating dizzily between brilliance and obscurity. But what of a Napoleon or a Metternich? – a blaze confined exclusively to one individual, there-after to vanish for ever, leaving the chronicler of their fortunes baffled by the mystery of the sources of their genius, and seeking in their parents and ancestors some clue to its resolution, and finding none. And yet, a clue there must be in their heredity to explain the presence of intellect and confidence which can be shaped, but not completely formed, by the physical experience of childhood and life.

			In this quest the historian is too often confronted only with a procession of names. Fragments may come to him of their personalities and achievements; there may be some physical likenesses, of whose fidelity he cannot be certain; but usually there are only the simple factual records of birth, marriage, and death – tantalising shadows haunting the historian in his search, but shadows remaining.

			The struggles for land, possessions and titles throughout Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries afford relish and pleasure to a limited number of students of those remote controversies. Most of the boundaries which the participants contested so fiercely have themselves vanished, as have so many of the buildings and palaces they constructed and the wealth that some acquired. The tramp of armies, the vagaries of circumstance, the frowns of fortune, new attitudes to religious passions, and the attrition of Time have, either singly or collectively, swept away those Duchies, Palatinates, Princedoms and Principalities that men sought to acquire, did acquire, and ruled after their fashion. Some titles have survived, but in a void. Out of the disparate, competitive, and sometimes warring factions in Northern Europe there were to emerge single confederated nations, of which Germany was to become the most substantial and by far the most formidable. And yet, even at the height of that sombre unity at the end of the nineteenth century, the old territorial and tribal differences remained, and defiantly remain to this day. The harsh twentieth century’s terrible ravages of war, defeat, foreign occupation and division have literally transformed the physical structure of that part of Northern Europe, although thankfully not totally, but have not conquered that long-established sense of difference, of a separate local identity and loyalty, which goes back down the years and the centuries to those times when their forebears were gathering themselves under separate and competing banners, intent upon aggrandisement or simple preservation of their hard-won possessions.

			In these contests the sword was less employed than the hallowed political artifices of guile, negotiation, territorial barter, and the potent weapon of dynastically and politically inspired marriage. By such methods and stratagems, skilfully deployed, did some Houses rise, and by their ineptitude at these subtle and crucial crafts of constructive statesmanship did others fade or fall. With success went reputation, influence, and loyal support. Rarely did the Princes of Germany resort to oppression or tyranny over their fiefdoms; the true measure of success was contentment and prosperity, the effective cultivation of the soil, and the profitable expansion of business and commerce.

			The Napoleonic government of Germany – which constituted over a hundred small states and principalities when that ferocious Corsican carved his imperious swathe – was one important factor that made the concept of German federation conceivable. Another was Goethe, who had welcomed the advent of Napoleon, but whose entire life and endeavour was dedicated to the belief that it was through the truly artistic qualities, and which included the pursuit of scientific truth, that mankind could discover its true destiny. In one of those mysteries of history which the historian can catalogue, but cannot adequately explain, the quality of German literature, science, scholarship, and music was dominant in the first two decades of the nineteenth century.

			It was one of those glittering periods that nations experience, in which there is that magical combination of circumstances, personalities, and ideas which occur so seldom, and which is impossible to recapture. The fragmented States of Germany sensed in themselves, for all their differences, something of that unity and excitement that had inspired and enthralled the English at the end of the sixteenth century. There was a new confidence, there was happiness, and there was the love of learning for its own sake. Prince Albert was the child of this amazing and wonderful surge of endeavour.

			The House of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha was, by the end of the exhausting Napoleonic Wars in 1815, one of the conspicuous, if minor, survivors of those centuries of endeavour and varied fortunes. It was one of the numerous branches into which the ancient House of Wettin had been divided, and it had ruled over Meissen and the adjoining districts since the eleventh century, to which had been added Upper Saxony and Thuringia. In the sixteenth century Frederic The Wise, Elector of Saxony, was the heroic protector of Martin Luther. Of this remarkable man – described by his descendent Prince Albert as ‘the first Protestant’ – it has been written that he was ‘one of those men who, without being either powerful or in any way brilliant, influence history from the respect which they inspire, and by the opportune exercise of a kindly and paternal moderation. A mild, prudent, peace-loving ruler, proud of his chapel choir, his pictures and his castles, and of the University of Wittenberg, of which he was the founder, and much occupied with pious Biblical exercises, Frederic gave to the new movement (the Lutheran Church) just that encouragement which was most necessary to carry it through the critical early stages of its growth’.1

			The House subsequently divided into the senior, Ernestine, and junior, Albertine, branches. The victor of this division was the junior one. The Ernestine branch surrendered the Electorate of Saxony, and after the Battle of Muhlberg in 1547 the Kingdom itself. It retained several Duchies, under complex circumstances of intermarriages and agreements and divisions and sub-divisions, which labyrinthine bargaining demonstrated by their results that these shadowy Saxe-Coburgs did not lack patience, resource, or the acquisitive urge. On the death, in 1679, of Duke Ernest The Pious, the Duchies were further divided, and the modest one of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld fell to the youngest son, John Ernest. It was to be patiently preserved until 1825, when Saalfeld was surrendered for the Principality of Gotha. Of his sons, Ernest succeeded him as Duke in 1764, and the youngest, Frederic, was an eminent soldier who commanded the Allied armies in the Netherlands at the beginning of the French Revolutionary War – a contest which was to last far longer, and to be infinitely more bloody, than any had anticipated at its beginning. The Coburgs’ success was, however, very limited, and was not to be remotely compared with that of the House of Hanover, which became linked to the British monarchy on the death of Queen Anne in 1714; henceforth – until, indeed, the accession of Queen Victoria (the Hanovarian monarchy limited to the male line) – the English sovereign and the Electorate of Hanover were closely joined, to the greater advantage of the latter.

			Out of the shadows the Coburg family begins to emerge in clearer delineaments. Ernest Frederic died in 1800, and his son – Francis Frederic – only lived six years to enjoy his title and his possessions in Coburg and the surrounding territories. But he left behind him seven remarkable children – Ernest, born in 1784, who became Duke of Coburg in 1806 and was to be the father of Prince Albert; Ferdinand, who was to marry the heiress of the Hungarian possessions of the Kohary family, and whose son was to become King Consort of Portugal; Leopold; Sophia, who married Count Mensdorff-Pouilly; Antoinette, who married Duke Alexander of Wurtemberg; Julie, who contracted – at fifteen – an unhappy marriage to the Grand Duke Constantine of Russia; and Victoire Marie Louise, who was married first, and not happily, to the Prince of Leiningen, and who was widowed with a daughter and son in 1814.

			Of the sons, the most notably handsome and able was Leopold, the eighth child, born in Coburg on December 16th 1790, and a particular favourite of his strikingly beautiful and talented mother, Augusta. Ernest, although a greatly loved and affectionate heir, was unsophisticated and somewhat narrow, and was to prove a disappointment. In marked contrast, Leopold was not only highly capable and intelligent, and received an enlightened education of remarkable scope, but he also possessed a drive and ambition that were to take him to the verge of the throne of England, to the offer of the Kingdom of Greece, and to the possession of the Kingdom of the Belgians. In the process of his advancement he served as a fighting soldier, negotiated in 1807 with Napoleon, and made a considerable impression at the post-war Congress of Vienna, where the Ernestine princes received full recognition of their status as sovereign entities of the Germanic Confederation.

			There were now five such entities, whose total population was barely three hundred thousand people, and the Dukedom of Coburg could not be regarded as possessing great wealth or influence, let alone power, in the post-Napoleonic settlements. Even compared with Hanover or Bavaria, the position of Coburg was humble. That of Leopold, a younger son, was particularly lowly. This situation was to be dramatically transformed by a succession of marriages which were to make the Coburg dynasty of immense influence outside its modest borders.

			In 1814, Leopold, attending the victory celebrations in London, met the beautiful but deeply unhappy Princess Charlotte, daughter and only child of the Prince Regent and his estranged wife, Caroline of Brunswick, and, after him, heiress to the throne of England. Their love incensed her father. Princess Charlotte was in effect incarcerated in a house in Windsor and all correspondence between the two was banned. But, through the involvement of her loving and loved uncle, the Duke of Kent, the couple was able to correspond, awaiting the time when the bitter opposition of the Prince Regent might abate.

			It is a wise man who, embarking upon a career of political advancement, draws into his camp an adviser of sagacity and trust, linked to his fortunes not by avariciousness or vanity but by affection and regard. In 1814 Leopold found such a man, under improbable but deeply significant circumstances.

			Christian Friedrich Stockmar was born at Coburg on August 22nd 1787, the second child, and first son, of Johann Ernest Stockmar, a successful lawyer, also well known for being highly cultivated and a bibliophile of distinction. Stockmar’s mother, his son was to write, ‘lives in our memories as a clever, humorous woman, a lover of poetry, and given to moralise on human affairs. She liked to put her ideas into a proverbial form, and one of her favourite sayings was, “Heaven takes care that the cow’s tail shall not grow too long”’, a particular saying that was a source of special amusement to Leopold when he came to know her. Stockmar was devoted to her, and valued her wisdom and basic common sense – a fact in itself which emphasises that she must have been a remarkable woman.

			Stockmar’s childhood was spent in and near Coburg; he was educated at the Coburg Gymnasium, and subsequently was a medical student at Wurzburg, Erlangen, and Jena. A close friend and contemporary wrote of him that ‘he thus acquired his real science and art, which, even after he had given up their practical pursuit, yet remained for life the foundation of his scientific thought and critical action. Even later in life, as a statesman, he was fond of looking upon a crisis in political or domestic affairs, from his own medical point of view; always anxious to remove as fast as possible every pathological impediment, so that the healing moral nature might be set free, and social and human laws resume their restorative power. And still more clearly, perhaps, did he show his medical antecedents by the way in which he was able at once to recognise the existence of such social diseases or accidents by his power of penetrating at one glance the whole man or the whole situation of things by the help of single expressions and acts; regulating, at once, his own acts and conduct according to that diagnosis’.2

			Stockmar himself subsequently believed that his medical training had been crucial in developing his abilities to assess people and human situations. No doubt it had been, but from a relatively early age he impressed teachers and contemporaries by a fundamental common sense and practicality which later prompted Lord Melbourne to remark of him that he was ‘one of the most sensible men I have ever met with’. But he was also sensitive, and he felt the humiliation of his country under Napoleonic domination very acutely. At one stage he was prepared to join an assassination attempt on Napoleon, but was quietly dissuaded by an old Prussian officer, who advised him to ‘trust to the natural course of events’. Stockmar, accordingly, returned quietly to Coburg to practise medicine.

			In 1812 he took the step that was to change the entire course of his life, and was to have such profound and lasting influence upon history. He founded a military hospital at Coburg, which was rapidly filled with French, Allied, and Russian sick and wounded. Typhus took possession of it, which Stockmar fought by keeping all windows and doors open, even in mid-winter, but unavailingly. At one stage, only he and one other doctor remained at their posts, and in November 1813 Stockmar himself caught the disease. He recovered by the beginning of 1814, after an acute but brief illness, and then accompanied the Saxon Ducal Contingent to the Rhine as principal physician. It was at the military hospital at Worms that the crucial episode occurred.

			The hospital was full of wounded French troops when a large number of German victims arrived. The senior medical officer ordered Stockmar to give priority to the Germans. Stockmar refused, declaring that he would deal with all the wounded in strict priority, regardless of their nationality. A fierce argument ensued, in which Stockmar held his ground and won his point. Leopold heard of this event, was deeply impressed, and made his acquaintance. Thus began a relationship of vital importance to Leopold, Stockmar, and the British Monarchy.

			In March 1816 Stockmar was again practising medicine in Coburg when he received an invitation from Leopold who was now in London, the Regent’s hostility to his daughter’s engagement having been at last modified, to become his personal physician. He accepted, and travelled to London, which enraptured him. In his Diary he recorded:

			The country, the houses, their arrangement, everything, especially in the neighbourhood of London, delighted me, and so raised my spirits, that I kept saying to myself, ‘Here you must be happy, here you cannot be ill’.

			There are several mysteries about Stockmar, and one of them is why, at apparently an early age, he had become dedicated to the two great political causes of his life – the liberation and unification of Germany, and strong links between Germany and England. The first is explicable, but the second, which seems to have preceded the Anglo-Prussian coalition that eventually defeated Napoleon, is more difficult to comprehend. It was clearly not simply that Britain was the most powerful nation in the world, because Stockmar’s liberal faith did not inspire him with admiration for the dissolute and unpopular British Monarchy or Britain’s political leadership.

			Perhaps the reason was the one he put simply to Prince Albert in a letter on August 9th, 1857: ‘the English people surpass all others in Europe in energy and vigour of character.’

			And, then, whence did the liberalism come? He himself ascribed it to his literary father and tolerant mother, and to the good-natured and relaxed atmosphere of Coburg; but, whatever the causation, it was central to his character, and utterly dominated his approach to politics. In the words of his son:

			Whilst the statesmen of Europe since 1815 followed various arbitrary aims and tendencies, arising from narrow egotism or pedantry, despotically fought against the natural bent of political circumstances, and strove to restrain or remodel the natural growth of the people by artificial arrangements, he, to his latest breath, was devoted with his whole soul to a national liberal development, and worked for it with all his powers.

			What was surprising about Stockmar’s personality was that it contained remarkable contrasts between periods of almost excessive zest, gregariousness, and bubbling good humour with others of heavy seriousness, coldness, and iron self-control. These moods were partly the result of recurrent ill-health and a marked tendency to hypochondria and deep depression, but physical causes alone are unlikely to provide the full explanation. Thus, the most merry of companions – ‘it is good that you are so often ill, or there would be no bearing your exuberant spirits’, as a particularly close friend once remarked to him – could swiftly become lugubrious and sharp-tongued. These interludes did not, however, affect that aspect of his character that had first impressed Leopold, and was to impress so many others, and which can best be described as a fundamental humanity and willingness to serve others with warmth and loyalty. Perhaps the key to Stockmar can be found in words he wrote shortly before he died:

			‘Were I now to be asked by any young man just entering into life, What is the chief good for which it behoves a man to strive? my only answer would be, Love and Friendship! Were he to ask me, What is a man’s most priceless possession? I must answer, ‘The consciousness of having loved and sought the truth – of having yearned for the truth for its own sake! All else is either mere vanity or a sick man’s dream’.

			The young doctor who had stood up to his commanding officer on behalf of the French wounded with such vehemence was the real Stockmar, and no comprehension of this remarkable man can begin without appreciating this basic fact. He was not solely respected by a wide variety of serious people; he was also greatly and genuinely loved and trusted by them. Thus, he was to become something very considerably more than a political counsellor and eminence grise, but a beloved friend and companion. It was this very unusual combination that at first puzzled so many, and was then recognised by the most sensible as not affecting the basic decency and humanity of the man. It was from these elements that his political liberalism essentially stemmed.

			The marriage of Princess Charlotte and Prince Leopold, achieved after so many difficulties, was one of supreme happiness, in which Stockmar joyfully shared. Leopold quickly removed him from his post as physician and made him his chief personal adviser and assistant – posts he was to hold until 1831.

			Princess Charlotte had known little happiness in her short life, caught as she had been between the growing and intense bitterness between her parents.

			It was small wonder that Princess Charlotte, the only child of the marriage, should suffer from the hatred between her parents. She had been the pawn of each, in turn, in the ruthless family politics. Her mother had naturally claimed her, her father quite as naturally protested that Caroline was not fit to look after her, and the King [George III] had determined to control the upbringing of the child who would no doubt one day ascend the throne. Charlotte had suffered from all three. No childhood could have been more disturbed than the childhood of this little girl who so needed emotional stability. Her governesses and ladies-in-waiting had been frequently changed; for years she had no friends of her own age. She had lived in growing isolation in a harsh adult world.3

			She came to despise her parents equally, with the balance of dislike being principally placed on her father, an opinion sedulously encouraged by perhaps the most gifted yet grievously flawed man of his generation, Henry Brougham,4 who sought in the bitter divisions between Caroline and her husband personal advancement and revenge upon a man who he believed was an implacable obstacle to his political fortunes. But Brougham, although frustrated and erratic, was a powerful and astonishingly articulate advocate. From the genuine unhappiness of her circumstances, marriage offered the only possibility of escape, and in December 1813 she had become engaged to the Prince of Orange at their first meeting, at the age of seventeen. Brougham is hardly an impartial witness, but his report in March 1814 that ‘she agreed to the match as a mere matter of convenience and emancipation, caring for the Prince of Orange literally nothing’ is confirmed from other sources. The news was initially received with some approval in both countries, but Charlotte soon began to entertain serious doubts, which turned out to have been wholly merited. She later told Stockmar that ‘there was nothing Princely about him’, but there were other practical objections. Each was, after all, heir-presumptive to their respective thrones, and neither had the slightest intention of renouncing them. What would be the situation of any sons of the union? Where would they live? Charlotte refused to contemplate living in the Netherlands, and her mother was strongly opposed to the marriage. While political negotiations continued, the unfortunate Princess gradually appreciated that the marriage was impossible, and the Parliamentary opposition became publicly hostile.

			Breaking off this engagement was complicated by the fact that it had now become a State agreement, but Charlotte insisted that the marriage contract contained full security, sanctioned by Parliament, that she should never be removed or kept away from England. On this insistence the engagement foundered, although the critical event was the refusal by her father to permit her mother to attend any of the victory celebrations in June. But it was also during these – somewhat premature – festivities that Charlotte met Leopold. The combination was fatal for the engagement, which was then decisively broken off.

			The rage of the Regent took characteristic form. He dismissed Charlotte’s entire household, ordered her to leave Warwick House and to go to Cranbourne Lodge, Windsor. She fled to her mother’s house in Connaught Place, only to be brought back by her uncle, the Duke of York, and taken to Cranbourne Lodge. All corres-pondence between her and Leopold was prohibited, but the Duke of Kent was a willing intermediary. Through his hands the lovers’ correspondence continued for two years until the Regent unhappily relented. Charlotte and Leopold were deeply grateful to the man who not only rendered this service to a girl who ‘was really treated as a sort of prisoner’ in Leopold’s words, but who was also, as Leopold expressed it, ‘the chief promoter of the marriage’. By January 1815 Charlotte was writing that she had ‘perfectly decided and made up my own mind to marry, and the person I have decisively fixed on is Prince Leopold . . . At all events I know that more worse off, more unhappy and wretched I cannot be than I am now, and after all if I end by marrying Prince L., I marry the best of all those I have seen, and that is some satisfaction’.

			It was from this exile that she was rescued by Prince Leopold and love, and was married, amid continued severe parental difficulties, on May 2nd 1816. In August they moved to Claremont House, near Esher, in Surrey. Stockmar went with them for what he subsequently regarded as an idyllic interlude in his life. The happiness of the young couple, their great and growing public popularity, the feeling of a brilliant future for the young heiress to the throne of England, now so suddenly and magically happy and radiant, were never forgotten by either Stockmar or Leopold, and it was in this tragically brief period that their relationship moved into deep and abiding friendship and trust.

			The diarist Gronow has described Charlotte as ‘a young lady of more than ordinary personal attractions; her eyes were blue, and very expressive, her hair was abundant, and of that peculiar light brown tint which merges into the golden; in fact, such hair as the middle-age Italian painters associate with their conceptions of the Madonna’. Not all English perceptions of Leopold were favourable, but there was a general view that he was a vast improvement upon Prince William of Orange – derided as ‘young frog’ by Brougham – and Lady Ilchester described him, somewhat condescendingly, as being ‘like an Englishman in all but the ease, elegance, and deference of his manners’, but she considered him cultured, handsome, and ‘positively interesting’. Thus, although she quite understandably exaggerated when she wrote that ‘Indeed there is not a soul that is not in ecstasies at my fate and choice’, the fact that the necessary legislation to naturalize Leopold passed through Parliament with remarkable speed and approval and that he and his future wife were voted £60,000 a year – with a lifelong sum of £50,000 for him in the event of her death – had their significance. In short, it was generally considered an admirable marriage, with very fair prospects.

			Not surprisingly, Princess Charlotte was a difficult young woman. Her moods were very variable, a clear sign of the insecurity of her childhood and adolescence. Her education had been fair, but she was very impulsive, and sometimes thoughtless. Her warmth of personality and genuine kindness touched all who worked with her, but existence with her brought frequent, and sometimes tumultuous storms. ‘My first impression was not favourable’, Stockmar recorded, but he gradually warmed to her, and she to him. By October he was writing that she was ‘astonishingly impressionable and nervously sensitive, and the feeling excited by a momentary impression not seldom determines at once her opinion and conduct’, but he also noted with approval that Leopold’s influence on her had notably increased her ‘calmness and self-control’, although ‘She never for a moment forgets the king’s daughter’.

			The marriage between Prince Leopold and Princess Charlotte, with the faithful Stockmar at hand, was an event of remarkable historical importance. Leopold was in effect learning the difficult, and unprecedented, task of how to become a future Prince Consort of the Queen of England – and a highly headstrong and determined future Queen at that. Already Stockmar had begun to develop his concept of the role of the Monarchy, which was wholly different from that of the Royal Family, whom he collectively and individually despised, and on whom his contemporary comments were understandably sulphurous.

			The public reputation of the never greatly loved Hanoverian dynasty was at its lowest point. King George III, long mad and isolated, was a distant and melancholy figure, his otherwise not unsuccessful reign irretrievably shadowed by the loss of the American Colonies. His heir, the Prince Regent, had many qualities, but public frugality, political wisdom, and uxoriousness were not to be included among them. Of the Regent’s brothers, the notorious Royal Dukes, Cumberland was the most hated, and none was esteemed. Most ominous of all, in Stockmar’s unsparing analysis of their defects, was the blatant political partisanship and meddling of the Regent, unbuttressed by any evidence of genuine popular support. Fears of violent revolution were exaggerated, although understandable, but no thoughtful or perceptive observer of the English political situation in 1816 could come to the conclusion that the position of the Monarch and his Regent and successor was high in the estimation of an increasingly hostile and articulate Press and ambitious politicians.

			Stockmar’s bleak assessment of the condition of the English Monarchy also recognized the fact that Britain had emerged from the Napoleonic Wars as the most powerful nation in the world. In the immediate aftermath of the wars contemporaries were concerned by the impact of the short-term slump in trade, the sharp increase in the population, and the immense strains caused by the growth of towns and cities. But Britain’s ‘industrial revolution’ had a much more positive aspect. New wealth was being rapidly created, for the first time in the island’s history, from within. Foreign trade remained crucial, and agriculture prospered, but now the availability of cheap energy, the development of steam power, new expansion in technology, and the best transport system in the world – even before the coming of the revolution of the railways – had begun to transform not only the economy but the face of Britain. ‘All the way along from Leeds to Sheffield it is coal and iron, and iron and coal’ wrote Cobbett wonderingly in 1830. Foreign visitors were amazed by the spectacle of the Manchester spinning mills, the growth and prosperity of London, and the expansion and wealth of the industrial Midlands and the port towns.

			It was a lively, individualistic, and unruly society, but although often turbulent – and especially in the period of immediate distress after 1815 – the development of wealth and employment, and the emergence of a prosperous middle class gave a ballast to the nation at a time of genuine and serious difficulty which was infinitely more crucial than the use of military force to curb disturbances or the negative reaction of politicians to the discordant calls for social and electoral reform. Historians have tended to devote more attention to the obvious evils of the process of rapid industrialisation and urbanization than to the substantial benefits of an unprecedented prosperity that gradually converted any movement towards revolution into demands for reasonable reform and change. The new wealth may have been poorly distributed, and the conditions of employment and housing often horrific, but Britain was developing with startling rapidity into the most advanced and rich nation in the world.

			Stockmar rejoiced that Princess Charlotte was now detached from the evil influences of her family, and particularly that her marriage to Leopold was in such total contrast with that of her parents and the blatant womanising and extravagance of so many of her close relatives. He saw that it was this fact, above all others, that gave the Princess her increasing popularity. ‘In this house’, he wrote contentedly, ‘reign harmony, peace and love – in short, everything that can promote domestic happiness. My master is the best of all husbands in all the five quarters of the globe; and his wife bears him an amount of love, the greatness of which can only be compared with the English national debt’. In August 1817 he wrote: ‘The married life of this couple affords a rare picture of love and fidelity, and never fails to impress all spectators who have managed to preserve a particle of feeling’.

			Princess Charlotte herself was endearingly aware of her volatility. To Sophie Mensdorff she wrote: ‘Don’t think that one is necessarily changeable or unsteady, when one is quick and even a little carried away at times. The enchanting voice of Leopold and, above all, its sweetness, always unfailingly brings me back and recalls me. It is quite certain that he is the only being in the world who would have suited me and who could have made me happy and a good woman. It is his celestial character, his patience, his kindness, and nothing else would have succeeded . . . In fact, he has all my confidence, he is master of all my thoughts, of everything that I do’.

			But what would the role of her husband be? To Mme de Poigne Charlotte was characteristically extreme, but significantly so:

			She [Charlotte] spoke of the great gratitude which she owed to Prince Leopold for his willingness to marry the heiress to a kingdom. She drew with much gaiety, archness, and wit a picture of the ‘Queen’s husband’, but she added with emphasis:

			‘My Leopold shall not be exposed to such humiliation, or my name is not Charlotte . . . Should they wish to cross my will, I would rather renounce the throne and find a cottage where I can live according to the laws of nature, in submission to my husband. I will and cannot reign over England except upon the condition that he shall reign over England and myself . . . Yes, he shall be King or I will never be Queen. Do not forget what I am now telling you’.

			Stockmar’s chief concern was less with the Princess than with Leopold, he having already discerned the obvious weaknesses of the British Monarchy. It was markedly, and publicly, dissolute and not respected, heedless of Parliamentary and popular reaction to its excesses, public quarrels, and coarseness of language and behaviour. But it was also unaware of the even greater perils of behaving as though it were still a virtually absolute monarchy, free to involve itself in partisan politics, and always intervening on the side of reaction and delay. Stockmar very quickly detected the strong stirrings of public disaffection, which could easily develop into a genuinely revolutionary mood that would imperil not only the Monarchy but all other established institutions. Stockmar was in many senses a radical, and he was blessedly possessed of a strong social conscience, but was never a revolutionary.

			Already, Stockmar had begun to develop his remarkably sophisticated and clear concept of a subtly yet substantially changed version of the British Constitution. It is not clear when this began to formulate in his mind, although it is plain that it had done so before he came to England. His view was a remarkable admixture of an idealistic view of the role of the Constitutional Monarch with a wide application, and with a thoroughly practical under-standing of the peculiarly English difficulties.

			Leopold proved to be a very receptive pupil and listener. As he wrote:

			Our life is arranged on principles of great moderation. Amongst other things, we do not visit Society in the capital and we have announced that we have nothing to do with [political] parties . . . The father, and especially the Queen, began to meddle in all sorts of domestic affairs, but I very courteously and respectfully declined to have it.

			He had learned prudence the hard way in his relatively short life, and the fact that he had secured the eventual approval of the Regent to his engagement and marriage demonstrated his personal negotiating skills. A pragmatist, not at all devoid of ambition, he shared Stockmar’s bleak assessment of the current position of the British Monarchy, and the fact that Stockmar rose so rapidly in his estimation – and that of Princess Charlotte – is a notable tribute to each of them. Stockmar was often alone, with his books and thoughts, and sometimes unhappy, but his intellectual power, combined with his common sense, warmth of personality, and political shrewdness quickly made him far more than a functionary at the small Court at Claremont. Charlotte, also, understood the strength of Stockmar’s advice. ‘Believe me, at a moment like this, when the country is far from being in a quiet state’, she wrote to a close friend, ‘a good example of morality is not only very necessary, but highly important’. Charlotte was, in the words of a con-temporary observer, ‘a singular Princess, but a most interesting creature’. Advised and influenced by two such remarkable and shrewd confidants, she might have become a most interesting Queen.

			The news in February 1817 that the Princess was pregnant – after two rumoured but unconfirmed miscarriages5 – excited such an extent of political and public interest that it is only explicable in the context of a blind and insane King and a widely loathed heir. Princess Charlotte may have been – and was – a headstrong and opinionated young woman, but the circumstances of her childhood, and the obvious happiness and respectability of her marriage, combined to stir hopes for the future that are difficult to quantify today, but which were very substantial. Stockmar noted sardonically on August 26th 1817 that there was heavy betting on the sex of the child, that the Stock Exchange had calculated that the birth of a son would raise the funds by 6%, whereas a daughter would only increase them by 2½%, and that ‘the ambassadors of the highest Powers have paid me, the poor doctor, the most friendly and obliging visits’.

			Unhappily, Stockmar was not the doctor. That he was not so was largely his own decision, as he felt that a foreigner should not be the personal physician of the future Queen of England. Subsequently, he bitterly regretted his decision, while standing by his political assessment, which would have blamed any misjudgement upon ‘the incapacity of the German doctor. And in my hypochondriacal state I should perhaps have myself believed in the accusations of others, and self-reproaches from within would have raised the burden of sorrow pressing upon me from without to an unbearable degree’.

			The English doctors were Dr. Matthew Baillie and Dr. John Sims, with Sir Richard Croft as accoucheur. Croft and Baillie believed firmly in the current doctrine of treating pregnant women by low diets and some bleeding, which inevitably greatly weakened the Princess in her final weeks of pregnancy.6 There were no appre-hensions of an unfortunate result. Princess Charlotte experienced her first pains at seven in the evening of November 3rd 1817, yet they ceased at two in the following morning. Labour progressed very slowly throughout the next day and night, and it was not until nine o’clock on the evening of November 5th that, in Stockmar’s own words, ‘the Princess was delivered of a fine large dead boy’. She had been in labour for over fifty hours.

			Stockmar’s poignant account in the Royal Archives of subsequent events deserves to be recorded in full.

			Immediately after the birth the Princess appeared quite well. The news of the death of her child had apparently not affected her. This state of apparent well-being only lasted until midnight.

			Then Croft came to my bedside, took my hand, and said the Princess was dangerously ill, the Prince alone, I must go and inform him of the state of things.

			The Prince had not for three days left his wife’s room for an instant, and had now, after the birth of the child, retired to rest.

			I found him resigned to the death of the child, and he did not appear to understand that the state of the Princess was very serious.

			In about a quarter of an hour Baillie sent to say that he wished I would see the Princess. I hesitated, but at last I went with him.

			She was in a state of great suffering and disquiet from spasms in the chest and difficulty in breathing, tossed about incessantly from one side to the other, speaking now to Baillie, now to Croft.

			Baillie said, ‘Here comes an old friend of yours’. She stretched out her left hand eagerly to me, and pressed mine twice vehemently. I felt her pulse, which was very quick; the beats now full, now weak, now intermittent. Baillie kept giving her wine constantly. She said to me, ‘They have made me tipsy’.

			For about a quarter of an hour I went in and out of the room, then the rattle in the throat began. I had just left the room when she called out loudly, ‘Stocky! Stocky!’ I went back; she was quieter, but the rattle continued.

			She turned more than once over on her face, drew her legs up, and her hands grew cold. At two o’clock in the morning of November 6th 1817 – therefore about five hours after the birth of the child – she was no more.

			Leopold had not been present at his wife’s death, as he had been totally exhausted by his vigil, and had not appreciated how desperate the situation really was. Now, Stockmar had to gently waken him, but Leopold still did not realise that his wife had died, and it was some time before the reality came to him. Stockmar’s account describes Leopold’s reaction:

			He thought it must be a dream; he could not believe it. He sent me once more to see about her; I came back and told him it was all over. Then he went to the chamber of death; kneeling by the bed, he kissed her cold hands, and then raising himself up, he pressed me to him and said, ‘I am now quite desolate. Promise never to leave me’.

			‘As long as his grief found no expression, I was much alarmed for his health [but] now he is relieved by frequent tears and moans’, Stockmar wrote on November 7th of his master. On November 19th he recorded of Leopold that ‘he is too good, too resolute, too devout to give himself over to despair, though life seems already to have lost all value for him, and he is convinced that no feeling of happiness can ever again enter his heart’. When he was seventy-two, Leopold wrote that he had ‘never recovered the feeling of happiness which had blessed his short married life’.

			The death of Princess Charlotte and her son immediately transformed the succession situation, but for Leopold and Stockmar the tragedy meant the end of a brief chapter of their lives. The unhappy Croft, consumed by remorse, committed suicide three months later, and Leopold was only narrowly dissuaded by Stockmar from returning immediately to Coburg. As Stockmar pointed out, he had established a position of influence, and the fact that Parliament had settled upon him £50,000 a year for life required that he should remain in England, at least for a while.

			Princess Charlotte’s parents were stricken by the death of their only child, and for a while Leopold was in high favour with the Regent. He moved to a house near Dorchester, and then to Weymouth ‘because the poor Princess liked it’. Stockmar wrote of him that ‘he possesses in the activity of his innate, early-developed scientific taste an admirable preservative from a dreamy absorption in his sorrow. He studies English history most perseveringly in its original sources’. Foolishly, at the height of the embittered trial for adultery of his mother-in-law Caroline in 1820 he tried to see her and enraged her husband – now King George IV – and also found that his popularity had waned considerably. He was regarded by some as a bore, by others as too ambitious. His annual Parliamentary allowance now roused criticism and his style was censured. His fall from fame and grace appeared to be complete.

			Stockmar sardonically wrote that ‘The death of Princess Charlotte, in opening up the prospect of succession to the throne to the younger sons of George III, had inspired them with the desire to marry’.

			As the Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool, publicly put it: ‘The great and general question which everyone asks himself and asks his neighbour is how will this event operate of the succession to the throne?’ This was a rhetorical exaggeration, but for everyone involved in politics the death of Charlotte opened up dismal prospects. Brougham recorded that Charlotte’s death had stunned the nation ‘as if by an earthquake at dead of night’. ‘I never looked into a blacker political horizon than is now around us’, J. W. Croker reported to Sir Robert Peel immediately after Charlotte’s death. The highly unpopular Regent was fifty-five, separated but not divorced from Queen Caroline, and his ‘marriage’ with Mrs. Fitzherbert was illegal: of his three married brothers the Dukes of York and Cumberland had no children while the two marriages of the Duke of Sussex – the first of which had produced a son and a daughter – had not received the sovereign’s permission and, under the Royal Marriages Act, were void so far as the succession was concerned. This left the unmarried Dukes of Clarence, Kent, and Cambridge. The unpopularity of the Regent and his brothers was such that Wellington described them to Creevey as ‘the damnedest millstone’.

			Clarence, fifty-two, had produced ten illegitimate children by the actress Mrs. Jordan, but his attempts at contracting a financially advantageous marriage had been unsuccessful. Cambridge was the only one without severe financial problems, was mildly agreeable, had only demonstrated a fleeting interest in matrimony – when he had proposed to the lady who married his brother Cumberland – and was a more familiar, and certainly far more popular, figure in Hanover than in London.

			Kent was fifty and had had a mistress for twenty-seven years, but was regarded as by far the most intelligent of George III’s sons after the Regent, whose very real qualities of mind and artistic sensitivities and flair were fatally obscured by his lamentable defects of character. Kent was Charlotte’s ‘favourite and beloved uncle’, but he was grievously in debt and his military reputation was that of a hard and often merciless martinet, which brought his career to an abrupt end in 1804 when he commanded the Gibraltar garrison with such ferocity that it was regarded as intolerable even in that harsh age. But Kent’s financial situation was so desperate that matrimony approved under the Royal Marriages Act, and which would at least provide him with an increased Parliamentary grant, was the only solution, and by the time of Charlotte’s death he had been engaged on that quest for two years, and had proposed to – but had been rejected by – the widowed sister of Leopold, Victoire, who was thirty-one and had a son, Charles, aged twelve, and a daughter, Feodora, who was ten. ‘Nature had endowed her with warm feelings’, Stockmar wrote approvingly of his master’s sister, ‘and she was naturally truthful, affectionate, and friendly, unselfish, full of sympathy, and generous’.

			After Charlotte’s death, opining that if the Duke of Clarence did ‘nothing as to marrying’ it would be his duty ‘to take some measures’ himself, Kent again mentioned Victoire’s name in December 1817 to the diarist, Creevey, in Brussels ‘from the circumstances of Prince Leopold being so popular with the nation’. It is not clear whether the grieving Leopold or the concerned Stockmar were deeply involved in the subsequent hurried engagement and marriage. Although Leopold strongly favoured it, little scheming from outside was in fact required. Charlotte and Leopold’s gratitude and affection for the Duke of Kent were well known to Victoire; he had a very high opinion of Leopold; and although she had rejected his first proposal he had made a good impression; but there were difficulties over the guardianship of Victoire’s children, and there was no formal engagement by the time Charlotte died.

			Princess Charlotte was buried with her son at Windsor on November 16th 1817; the Prince Regent made it known that he strongly favoured his brother’s marriage to Victoire, although the couple had only met once; all difficulties were swiftly resolved, and the Duke of Kent married Princess Victoire on May 27th 1818 at Coburg. On July 13th there was a second ceremony at Kew Palace, in which the Kents were joined by Clarence, who married Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen; this was a loveless, organised affair, yet was to prove a happy marriage, but with no surviving children. There were miscarriages – one of twins – a daughter who lived only a few hours, and another who died at four months. ‘My children are dead’, Princess Adelaide wrote to the Duchess of Kent, ‘but your child lives, and she is mine, too’.

			On May 24th 1819 the Duchess of Kent gave birth to a daughter, Princess Victoria. In the following January the Duke died, and her brother Leopold’s fortunes had suddenly changed. Although he wrote, and believed, that ‘My fate is bound up with that of England’, new and severe tensions arose with his former father-in-law – now the King – and it seemed expedient for him to travel widely in Europe, to buy a house in Vienna, and to revisit Coburg, where Louise, the wife of his brother, Ernest, Duke of Coburg, had given birth to a second son shortly after the birth of Princess Victoria, the Duchess having the same accoucheuse as the Duchess of Kent. He was Princess Victoria’s first cousin, and the subject of this biography.
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			chapter two

			‘A Good and Useful Man’

			The marriage of Prince Ernest of Saxe-Coburg, then aged thirty-three, to Princess Louise, the sixteen-year-old daughter of Duke Augustus of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg, on July 31st 1817 at Gotha had certain similarities to that of the Duke of Kent to his sister a year later, the dominant motivations being political and dynastic, although it began glowingly. Biographers and historians have tended to take a bleak view of this handsome, extrovert, selfish and self-indulgent man, but contemporary opinions, although often morally censorious, were considerably more tolerant. Ernest’s sons certainly revered him, and his mother-in-law, the formidable but warm-hearted Dowager Duchess of Gotha, does not appear to have blamed him for the eventual failure of the marriage, although it is evident that he was far from blameless. If he certainly lacked the intelligence, caution, and ambition of his younger brother, Leopold, there was a compensating warmth and spirit in his character that emerge clearly from his own letters and the memories of his two sons. His portrait is not easy to give, but the principal features are clear enough, and are not without their attractions.

			His young wife is less difficult to discern. She was small in stature, widely regarded as singularly pretty, vivacious, and intelligent. She was precocious and vital, and was a sensitive and accomplished musician, a quality which her two sons – and particularly the younger – were to inherit. She was also of a romantic disposition, and there seems no doubt that she was genuinely in love with the dashing Prince Ernest. Her surviving letters give an impression of somewhat artless warmth, and her mother-in-law wrote of her immediately after the marriage that ‘It is a charming, tiny being, not beautiful but very pretty, through grace and vivacity. Every feature of her face has expression; her big blue eyes often look so sad from under her black lashes, and then again she becomes a happy wild child’. To a close friend Louise wrote after her marriage ‘to tell you how happy and contented and joyous I am . . . If one loves an Angel, one’s master and husband, one is much softer and more tender, more susceptible, and warmer also for friendship’. For Ernest’s part, in spite of the fact that marriage was a necessary requirement to preserve the Protestant succession to Coburg, his affections seem to have been fully engaged.

			Late in 1817 the Duke of Saxe-Coburg died, and Ernest succeeded to his titles. Their first son – Ernest – was born in Coburg at the Ehrenburg Palace on June 21st 1818. The noise of the town in her confinement distressed Louise, and her mother-in-law insisted that her next should be in the family country home, The Rosenau, some few miles outside the town. There, on August 26th 1819, the Princess gave birth to her second son, subsequently christened Francis Charles Augustus Albert Emmanuel, but known in the family from his birth as Albert.

			Many years later, dark rumours circulated both in Coburg and London as to whether this child was in fact the Duke’s son, and one rumour, of which Coburg had an inordinate quantity, selected the Court Chamberlain, the Jewish Baron von Meyern, as the real father. In July 1820 one of the ladies-in-waiting told the Duke that Louise was in love with a Count Solms, which she vehemently denied and which reduced the Count to derisive laughter. Ernest’s reactions were more ominous. ‘If he had been sensible’, Louise wrote to a close friend, ‘he would have laughed also, but he took it seriously and was angry with me. We talked about it and it all ended in tears . . . Now he watches me, which he has never done before’.

			The first published allegation that Albert was not the legitimate son of Duke Ernest appears to have originated in a vicious anti-Semitic work by one M. L. W. Foss, published in Berlin in 1921, which stated that ‘Prince Albert, the Prince Consort, is to be described without contradiction as a half Jew’, and in the following year Lytton Strachey dealt with this wholly unsubstantiated statement with characteristic felinity:

			There were scandals: one of the Court Chamberlains, a charming and cultivated man of Jewish extraction, was talked of . . .’7

			The letters from Louise’s mother-in-law to her daughter, the Duchess of Kent, clearly indicate that the marriage was a happy one until Prince Albert was at least two years old, and Louise’s subsequent affair with Lieutenant von Hanstein appears to have been the only actual case of her infidelity; it was certainly the only one cited in Duke Ernest’s divorce petition, and, as Hector Bolitho has emphasised, ‘there exists no fragment of evidence in the letters written by either Louise’s enemies or her friends to prove or even suggest that she was unfaithful until the Princes were grown children’.8

			There is no evidence that the marriage of Ernest and Louise was under any serious strain at this time until the rumours about Solms in 1820. But Ernest’s suspicions received justification subsequently when he discovered that she did have a lover, a young army officer, Alexander von Hanstein, on which discovery he demanded a separation, and despite popular clamour for a reconciliation she left Coburg for ever in September 1824, when Albert was five years old. Louise neither admitted nor denied the charge of adultery, but there was a divorce in 1826, after which she immediately married von Hanstein, who had become Count von Polzig.

			Although Louise was sixteen years younger than Duke Ernest, and had a reputation, possibly, but not certainly, justified, for being flirtatious, no contemporary account that survives accuses her of being promiscuous, and her love for von Hanstein was clearly real. Whether Ernest’s own conduct with other women was as bad as some have claimed, and his frequent absences from Coburg and neglect of his wife gave her justification for her loneliness and infidelity, is a matter on which it is impossible to adjudicate. What does appear clear is that the allegations about the doubtful paternity of the second son circulated only after Louise’s subsequent liaison with von Hanstein was exposed, and developed when Albert’s character grew into a very different one from that of his elder brother. Accordingly, everything points to the emphatic conclusion that Albert was indeed the second son of Ernest, Duke of Coburg, and the rumours that gave him a Jewish father and a promiscuous mother may be safely rejected. Albert was not unaware of these rumours, which later became widely current in London and were crudely hinted at in hostile political tracts. Although he was to become sternly censorious of sexual licence, it was not with the glum intolerance of which he has been accused. One who came to know him well subsequently wrote that the presence of what he regarded as evil ‘depressed him, grieved him, horrified him. His tolerance allowed him to make excuses for the vices of individual men; but the evil itself he hated’. His lifelong devotion to his mother’s memory and name was one evidence of this tolerance.

			Prince Albert loved his parents deeply, and always honoured and treasured them. After the death of his father in 1844 he and Ernest had his mother’s body brought back to Coburg to rest in the same mausoleum as that of his father, which the brothers had had built specially for them. This action has not often been remarked upon by Albert’s biographers; its significance may be regarded as very considerable. It may also be considered significant in any assessment of Duke Ernest’s own reputation, which has been somewhat harshly portrayed on occasions as that of a debauched and odious profligate. His elder son was to write of him that ‘he took the keenest interest in anything and everything which concerned our bringing up. A more beautiful bond between a father and his sons it would be difficult to find’. All the evidence justifies this tribute. Duke Ernest’s inadequacies and failings were many, but he received and always held the devotion of his sons.

			The Duchess of Gotha wrote joyfully to the Duchess of Kent on August 27th 1819 from The Rosenau:

			The date will of itself make you suspect that I am sitting by Louischen’s bed. She was yesterday morning safely and quickly delivered of a little boy. Siebold, the accoucheuse, had only been called at three, and at six the little one gave his first cry in this world, and looked about like a little squirrel with a pair of large black eyes.9 At a quarter to seven I heard the tramp of a horse (in the courtyard at Ketschendorf). It was a groom, who brought the joyful news. I was off directly, as you may imagine, and found the little mother slightly exhausted, but gaie et dispos. She sends you and Edward [the Duke of Kent] a thousand kind messages.

			Louise is much more comfortable here than if she had been laid up in town. The quiet of this house, only interrupted by the murmuring of the water, is so agreeable. But I had many battles to fight to assist her in effecting her wish. Dr. Muller found it inconvenient. The Hof-Marshal thought it impossible – particularly if the christening was to be here also. No one considered the noise of the palace at Coburg, the shouts of the children, and the rolling of the carriages in the streets . . .

			How pretty the May Flower [Victoria] will be when I see it in a year’s time. Siebold cannot sufficiently describe what a dear little love it is. Une bonne fois, adieu! Kiss your husband and children.

			Augusta.

			Albert was christened in the Marble Hall at The Rosenau on September 19th, the address being delivered by Pastor Genzler (whose daughter later married Albert’s tutor, Florschütz) and who had also officiated at the marriage of the Duke and Duchess of Kent. ‘The good wishes with which we welcome this infant as a Christian, as one destined to be great on earth, and as a future heir to everlasting life, are the more earnest when we consider the high position in life in which he may one day be placed, and the sphere of action to which the will of God may call him’.

			Louise wrote of her children on May 22nd 1820:

			Ernest est bien grand pour son âge, vif et intelligent. Ses grands yeux noirs pétillent d’esprit et de vivacité . . . Albert est superbe . . . d’une beauté extraordinaire; a des grands yeux bleus, une toute petite bouche – un joli nez – et des fossettes à chaque joue – il est grand et vif, et toujours gai: Il a trois dents, et malgré qu’il n’a que huit mois, il commence à marcher.

			In July, 1820: Albert est toujours beau, gai et bon, et a sept dents. Il marche déjà, quelquefois tout seul, et dit ‘papa et maman’; n’est-ce pas un petit prodige pour dix mois?

			When Albert was two:

			Albert adore son oncle Léopold, ne le quitte pas un instant, lui fait des yeux doux, l’embrasse à chaque moment, et ne se sent pas d’aise que lorsqu’il peut être auprès de lui . . . Il est charmant de taille, et yeux bleus. Ernest est très fort et robuste, mais pas la moitié si joli. Il est beau, et a des yeux noirs.

			A few months later:

			Mes enfants ont fairs les délices de leurs aieuls. Ils sont beaucoup et deviennent très amusants. L’aîné surtout parait avoir de l’esprit, et le petit captive tous les coeurs par sa beauté et sa gentillesse.

			From an early age, Louise made Albert her particular favourite, and as their tutor, Florschütz, later recorded:

			Endowed with brilliant qualities, handsome, clever, and witty, possessed of eloquence and of a lively and fervid imagination, Duchess Louise was wanting in the essential qualifications of a mother. She made no attempt to conceal that Prince Albert was her favourite child. He was handsome and bore a strong resemblance to herself. He was, in fact, her pride and glory. The influence of this partiality upon the minds of the children might have been most injurious.

			Albert was not as physically strong as he appeared. He had a slow and somewhat feeble pulse, low blood pressure, and even as a child fatigued easily. He was to develop into a boy, and then into a man, of quite remarkable application and intellectual energy in what was in reality a weak physical frame.

			In 1839 Ernest wrote that ‘from our earliest years we have been surrounded by difficult circumstances of which we were perfectly conscious and, perhaps more than most people, we have been accustomed to see men in the most opposite positions that human life can offer. Albert never knew what it was to hesitate. Guided by his own clear sense he always walked calmly and steadily on the right path’.

			Queen Victoria later wrote of her (and Albert’s) grandmother, the Dowager Duchess of Coburg (‘Grandmother Coburg’):

			She was a most remarkable woman, with a most powerful, energetic, almost masculine mind, accompanied with great tenderness of heart and extreme love for nature . . . She was adored by her children, particularly by her sons; King Leopold being her great favourite.

			She had fine and most expressive blue eyes, with the marked features and large nose inherited by most of her children and grandchildren. Both the Prince [Albert] and his brother were exceedingly attached to her, and they lived much with her in their younger days.

			It was the Dowager Duchess’ great ambition that Albert – interestingly, not Ernest – should marry his cousin, Victoria, but she died when Albert was twelve years old.

			Of all her children, Leopold was the favourite, and he subsequently wrote of her that ‘she was a woman in every respect distinguished; warm-hearted, possessing a most remarkable understanding, and she loved her grandchildren most tenderly’.

			The Dowager Duchess kept her daughter, the Duchess of Kent, fully informed of the Coburg cousins, particularly about Albert. ‘He is not a strong child’ (February 10th 1821); ‘Little Alberinchen, with his large blue eyes and dimpled cheeks, is bewitching, forward, and quick as a weasel. He can already say everything. Ernest is not nearly as pretty . . .’ (July 11th 1821); ‘Leopold is very kind to the boys. Bold Alberinchen drags him constantly about by the hand. The little fellow is the pendant to the pretty cousin [Victoria]; very handsome, but too slight for a boy; lively, very funny, all good nature, and full of mischief . . .’ (August 11th 1821).

			The Duchess of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg (‘Grandmother Gotha’), the boys’ step-maternal grandmother (the second wife of Duke Augustus who was father of Louise) was equally devoted and beloved. In the summer of 1822 the boys stayed with her when their parents were away. Their mother wrote in their album that ‘Ernest is very much grown. He is not as handsome as his father, but he will have his good figure. Albert is much smaller than his brother, and lovely as a little angel with his fair curls’.

			Grandmother Coburg recorded on February 14th 1823:

			The little boys have interrupted me, for you know how little one can do during such a visit. A couple of boys always find means to be noisy, which, and the loud talking, calls for many a scolding from grandmama. They are very good boys on the whole, very obedient, and easy to manage. Albert used to rebel a little sometimes, but a grave face brings the little fellow to submit. Now he obeys me at a look.

			She wrote to the Duchess of Kent on May 9th 1823:

			The boys are very wild, and Ernest flies about like a swallow . . . Do not yet tease your little puss with learning. She is so young still.

			In 1823 the boys – aged five and not yet four respectively – were put under the care and tuition of Herr Christoph Florschütz of Coburg.

			This development was the direct result of the intervention of Stockmar, whom Leopold had asked to report upon the young Princes and their education. Stockmar had gone to Coburg, conducted his investigation, and reported favourably on the boys. He was struck by the fact that although Albert was aggressive and self-confident with other children in their games, and particularly when playing soldiers, he was strangely quiet and quick to cry at home, a difference which Stockmar considered ‘very marked’. He became convinced that the boys needed a male tutor, and Herr Florschütz, tutor to Alexander and Arthur Mensdorff, youngest sons of Emmanuel, Count of Mensdorff-Pouilly and his wife Sophie, sister of the Duchess of Kent and Leopold, was engaged. It was an inspired choice, one of Stockmar’s most remarkable, even by his standards.

			Apparently Albert had disliked being under the care of women, and was happy at the event, despite his long-standing affection for his nurse, Miss Muller. Grandmother Gotha, solicitous for their health (‘Albert being so subject to attacks of croup’), opposed the development, but was swiftly reconciled to the conscientious and devoted Florschütz.

			After Louise left Coburg for von Hanstein in 1824 she never saw her children again, and died seven years later. ‘Leaving my children was the most painful thing of all’, she wrote. ‘They have whooping cough and said, “Mamma cries because she has to go now, when we are ill”. The poor lambs, God bless them. The Duke was friendly towards me. We came to an understanding and parted with tears, for life. I am more sorry for him than for myself’. There were no subsequent contacts of any kind between her and her sons, which was part of the divorce agreement. Her stepmother wrote: ‘I told her that it was impossible for them to forget their mother, but that they were not told how much she suffered, for this would make them suffer also’. ‘The Prince never forgot her’, Queen Victoria later wrote, ‘and spoke with much tenderness and sorrow of his poor mother, and was deeply affected in reading, after his marriage, the accounts of her sad and painful illness. One of the first gifts he made to the Queen was a little pin he had received from her when a little child’. Florschütz subsequently recorded that when the Duchess left Coburg ‘there was no cheerfulness or happiness here’.

			With singular heartlessness, Duke Ernest left Coburg immediately after his wife’s departure for a shooting holiday with Leopold and remained away for his birthday (January 6th), to the dismay and sadness of his sons. So powerful was Prince Albert’s desolation at this double separation that it remained vivid to Florschütz forty-five years later.

			Grandmother Gotha wrote to Duke Ernest on July 27th 1831:

			The sad state of my poor Louise bows me to the earth . . . The thought that her children had quite forgotten her distressed her very much. She wished to know if they even spoke of her. I answered her that they were far too good to forget her; that they did not know of her sufferings as it would grieve the good children too much.

			When Louise died of cancer, Grandmother Gotha wrote to the Duke:

			This also I have to endure, that that child whom I watched over with much love should go before me. May God soon allow me to be reunited to all my loved ones . . . It is a most bitter feeling that that dear house [of Gotha] is now quite extinct.

			Thus the brothers, deprived of their mother, grew up at The Rosenau. Florschütz later recollected the great affection between them – which was to endure despite many vicissitudes – but also recorded:

			Even in infancy, however, a marked difference was observable in their characters and dispositions. This difference naturally became more apparent as years went on, and their separate paths in life were definitively marked out for them; yet far from leading at any time to any, even momentary, estrangement, it seems rather to have afforded a closer bond of union between them.

			Florschütz found Albert an eager pupil – ‘to do something was with him a necessity’ – and an enthusiastic athlete, although at this time ‘he was rather delicate than robust, though already remarkable for his powers of perseverance and endurance’.

			All accounts of Albert’s early life, contemporary and subsequent, speak glowingly of Florschütz. He was only twenty-five when he assumed his responsibilities, but had already established himself in the family and thereby had come to the attention of Stockmar. He spoke English fluently, so that his charges became familiar with it from a very early age. An admirable teacher, exceptionally well read, and with a deep interest in science as well as literature and languages, he encouraged the boys to widen their own interests. Both were fascinated by natural history, and Florschütz arranged for regular instruction by an expert; their collection of rock specimens was later established as the Ernst-Albrecht Museum, and is maintained to this day. Albert’s love of music was also encouraged, and Florschütz became a guide, mentor, and companion as well as tutor, and his influence upon Albert was immense and beneficial.

			Albert’s Journal in 1825 recorded his daily life with considerable vivacity and warmth (he was not yet six). There are frequent references to tears: ‘When I awoke this morning I was ill. My cough was worse. I was so frightened that I cried’ (January 23rd 1825); ‘we recited, and I cried because I could not say my repetition, for I had not paid attention . . . I was not allowed to play after dinner, because I had cried whilst repeating’ (January 26th); ‘During our walk I told the Rath [Florschütz] a story. When I came home I played with my companions. But I had left all my lesson-books lying about in the room, and I had to put them away: then I cried, but afterwards I played again’ (February 20th); ‘I cried at my lesson today, because I could not find a verb: and the Rath pinched me, to show me what a verb was. And I cried about it’ (February 28th); ‘I wrote a letter at home. But because I had made so many mistakes in it, the Rath tore it up, and threw it into the fire. I cried about it’ (March 26th). But there are happy references to expeditions and walks, and trips with ‘dear Papa’, including a visit to Ketschendorf where ‘I drank beer, and ate bread and butter and cheese’. On April 10th he recorded: ‘I had another fight with my brother: that was not right’.

			His tutor later wrote that ‘In his early youth [childhood] Prince Albert was very shy, and he had long to struggle against this feeling. He disliked visits from strangers, and at their approach would run to the furthest corner of the room, and cover his face with his hands; nor was it possible to make him look up, or speak a word. If his doing so was insisted upon, he resisted to the utmost, screaming violently’. At a children’s fancy dress party, when he was five, Albert was dressed ‘as a little Cupid’ and urged to dance, but adamantly refused, ‘and his loud screams were heard echoing through the rooms’. What was regarded by others as obstinacy and aloofness was rightly discerned by Florschütz as a profound shyness and unease with strangers, while with those he knew and trusted ‘the distinguishing characteristics of the Prince’s disposition were his winning cheerfulness and his endearing amiability. His disposition was always to take a cheerful view of life, and to see its best side. He was fond of fun and practical jokes’.

			Grandmother Gotha visited Coburg in June 1824, and recorded:

			The dear children are, thank God, perfectly well, and as happy and merry as one could wish. They delight so much in driving and walking about that, if one were to ask them, they would say they never wished to go home.

			In July 1825, when the boys were staying with her:

			They had a very simple and regular life, and are out in the open air as much as possible. They are so good and gentle, and give me great pleasure . . . The ‘Rath’ really does all he can for them, and you have a real treasure in him.

			She wrote to the Duchess of Kent, on August 17th 1826, that she had noted a report in the papers that King George IV had seen Princess Victoria at Virginia Water: ‘The little monkey must have pleased and amused him. She is such a pretty, clever child . . . Alberinchen looks rather pale this summer. He is delicate; the heat tries him, and he grows fast’.

			After the extension of the Duchy, the pattern of the boys’ lives – centred in Coburg in the winter and The Rosenau in the summer – was changed in that Gotha and Reinhardsbrunn were added to their regular homes. But The Rosenau was their true home, ‘the place he most loves’, as his future wife subsequently wrote in her Journal. She also described the frugal circumstance of their childhoods: ‘It is quite up in the roof, with a tiny little bedroom on each side, in one of which they both used to sleep with Florschütz their tutor. The view is beautiful, and the paper is still full of holes from their fencing; and the very same table is there on which they were dressed when little’.

			Grandmother Gotha wrote to the Duke, after a visit by the children, on January 30th 1828: ‘I cannot say enough in praise of their good behaviour, and I shall feel the separation from them very much . . . Do not let them take much medicine, nor hear much about their health; it only makes them nervous. A well-regulated diet and mode of life is much better than medicine, and as much air as possible’.
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