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  The period just before Victoria’s reign had been a bit dodgy. When you’re the first to do things, like having industrial revolutions (fab new inventions, etc.) it

  follows that you’re going to feel the pinch when the rest of the world starts catching you up. In the early nineteenth century Britain was in just that position. OK, she now had a brilliant

  manufacturing base, with a network of canals, abundant coal and iron, and a cheap new source of energy (steam), but ‘abroad’ wasn’t doing badly either, which resulted in tons of

  cheaper goods flooding onto the British market.




  When Victoria was crowned in 1837 it was the beginning of a new era, probably the greatest in British history in terms of technology, invention, medicine, literature, art and telling the rest of

  the world where to get off. Led by a tiny little queen who, after her husband died, hardly ever went out, but who became the living, breathing figurehead of the period that was named after her. If

  there was ever a Top Queen award ceremony, Victoria would certainly join with Elizabeth I as one of the two greatest monarchs Britain has ever known.




  But the Downside




  All that’s jolly nice, but it’s just one side of the heavily gilded picture. Flip it over and you might see a very different image. You only have to say the word

  ‘Victorian’ and you think of gloomy, over-stuffed houses, hypocritical, holier-than-thou morality and an overbearing national self-satisfaction. It was a time when tables and chairs

  were covered by long drapes, because the mere glimpse of legs (any kind of legs) was thought to be rude. It was also a time when the very blokes that banged on and on about morality were

  those same blokes who had loads and loads of mistresses, and belonged to bawdy ‘gentlemen’s clubs’.
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  And the Dosh?




  Most of this new wealth that had been created went to the factory owners or their investors – the brand new, self-satisfied middle class. It certainly wasn’t

  filtering through to the poor so and sos whose sweat and toil created it. As the century wore on the Great British Worker became increasingly pi— er. . . hacked off. Top communist Karl Marx

  noted, as he watched with bated breath in Germany, that there would either have to be some pretty heavy reforms or else dear old Britain would soon find itself all set for revolution. Read on. .

  .




  Oh, by the way, if you notice a few annoying scribbles by someone called ‘Ed’ in this book, I’m really sorry, but it’s Susie, my picky editor* –

  we didn’t have time to change them before the book got printed.




  *Just doing my job! Ed [image: ]
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  Poor Laws




  If you’ve ever read or watched any Charles Dickens you’ll have some idea of the poverty in early Victorian times. The State, thinking it was doing the right thing

  (as it usually does), took responsibility for those with nothing. That was the good news. The bad news was the way they did it. The Poor Laws of 1834 made all able-bodied poor (that’s me out)

  go to the dreaded workhouses (see chapter 5). The very word sends shivers down the spine. They made sure that these places were even less comfy than the appalling working conditions outside; they

  were far worse than the average modern prison. (Come to think of it, most places are much worse than the average modern prison.) Poor kids were put to work as soon as they were of any use. The poor

  little ba— er. . . baa lambs worked in coalmines, swept chimneys (from the j inside), and even licked the streets clean* – anything that could bring a few more pennies into the

  household.
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  Eventually attempts were made to get things straight. In 1838 a People’s Charter was drawn up by a group who came to be known as the Chartists, and was presented to

  Parliament. But the wily Whigs (sort of Liberals) knew they held all the power and told them politely to go forth and multiply, imprisoning their leaders for good measure.




  *You’re exaggerating already and it’s only page 6. Ed




  Pass the Spuds




  Just to kick a country when it was down, God decided to give Britain a spell of atrocious weather in the mid-1840s. England’s harvest was a bit of a washout, but in

  Ireland a million poor souls died of starvation when the potato crop (their breakfast, lunch and supper) simply didn’t happen. Normally, when a country’s crops fail, they get stuff in

  from abroad, but not us. We had terrible taxes on imported corn and other food, which had originally been set up to protect British farmers (the Corn Laws). These had to be chucked out

  pretty damn fast if the English weren’t to go down the pan along with the Irish.




  Vicky Gets Tough




  Victoria was made queen when she was only 18 and was thus a bit of a liability to put in charge of a country, so a Lord called Melbourne, the Whig Prime Minister, was told to

  keep an eye on her. He was, by all accounts, quite a decent bloke (despite being a well-known child beater) and his basic job was to tell his little charge to keep her little head down and nod when

  told. She liked the old man and he became a bit like the father she’d never really had. But young Vicky was a stroppy little madam and soon got bored with keeping her mouth shut. She waited

  until Melbourne had been replaced as PM by Tory Sir Robert Peel (who invented modern cops), before pushing her increasing weight around and propelling herself into ever deepening trub. Peel had

  ordered that her Ladies of the Bedchamber, who were Whig women, were to be replaced by Tory women; standard procedure when a government changed hands. Victoria stamped her tiny foot and said

  ‘no way’ (odd, I’d quite like to change mine*) – she was sticking with what she had. Anyway, all this caused a bit of a constitutional crisis, causing Peel to

  resign until she rather untypically, and rather sheepishly, apologized.




  

    

      Useless Fact No. 217




      Victoria also managed to upset her mum, the stroppy old Duchess of York, by shoving her right up at the other end of Buckingham Palace (as far as

      possible from herself) whilst moving her German governess practically into her own rooms.


    


  




  

    

      [image: ]


    


  




  *I’m sure they’d like it too. Ed




  All Change




  Melbourne and Peel swapped ends like tennis players; one minute one would be PM and the next, the other. Peel had, over the years, built a new Conservative party out of the

  ruins of the Tories, but his repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 made him unpopular again with the ultra-flash landowning classes, even though it probably pleased the hungry poor no end, since they

  were on the verge of revolting (or being revolting)*. The Whigs came back with a bang and stayed there for nigh on twenty years, while Benjamin Disraeli built up the Conservatives yet again. None

  of the misery of the Irish or the discontent of the English was reflected in the Great Exhibition of 1851 however (see chapter 7), which was designed to show the world what a marvellous, happy and

  united nation we were.




  

    

      Useless Fact No. 218




      Dizzy’s dad, Isaac D’lsraeli, was the son of an Italian Jew, but after quarrelling with the synagogue, he had his children baptized as

      Christians. Lucky, really, because Jews were not allowed to sit in the House of Commons until 1858 when Disraeli changed the law.


    


  




  The new man at the Foreign Office, Palmerston, had a very fiery attitude to abroad, threatening warships practically every time a British subject got into an argument. This

  attitude finally got him fired and he was moved sideways into the safer Home Office under Lord Aberdeen. The soon-to-be-PM, Gladstone, became Chancellor of the Exchequer. I know this is boring, but

  it is Rather Important.
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