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PREFACE


QUEEN VICTORIA, AS SHE has come down to us, is the product of her biographers. For over sixty years these biographers did not have access to the Queen’s original correspondence, which is held in the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle. They had to rely instead on the published selections of letters produced by ‘royal command’ of Victoria’s son, King Edward VII, and her grandson, George V. The first of these selections appeared in 1907 and, in three volumes, covered the Queen’s life until the death of Prince Albert in 1861.

I consulted this publication when I was writing about the Queen as a wife and a mother. The dearth of letters dealing with Victoria’s personal and domestic life made me question the selection itself. Who were the editors and on what principles had they operated? The senior editor was Lord Esher, who was an influential figure in the court of Edward VII; his colleague was Arthur Benson, not so highly placed but very well connected. Both had known the Queen as a matron and matriarch – but what would these two gay men have made of the letters of a young woman, a young wife in love, a new mother? How much would they have understood of Victoria’s dilemma as a female ruler: the challenges of being sovereign over men to whom she was meant to be inferior?

Such questions are not just a byway in the study of Queen Victoria. Esher and Benson’s work still influences our view of the Queen. Their selections provided a template for the Queen’s life and very few biographers have been able to escape their influence.

*

At her birth in 1819, Victoria was fifth in line to the throne. Her grandfather, King George III, had since 1810 been prevented from ruling by bouts of madness now attributed to hereditary porphyria. Her father was the King’s fourth son, Edward; her mother was Princess Victoria, daughter of the German Duke of Saxe-Coburg.

The heir apparent was the King’s eldest son, George, who served as regent during his father’s illness. The line of succession continued down the family tree to the King’s second son, Frederick, Duke of York, then to his third son, William, Duke of Clarence, then to Victoria’s father, Edward, Duke of Kent. Next in line was Victoria, followed by the King’s fifth, sixth and seventh sons. If George, the Prince Regent, were to remarry and produce an heir, that child would usurp all claimants in the line of succession, although this was deemed unlikely given his age, his health and his prodigious girth.

However, Victoria’s position in the line of succession was to change rapidly. In 1820, when she was eight months old, her father suddenly caught cold, was treated by cupping and bleeding, and died. Within a fortnight, King George III also died, and the Prince Regent acceded as King George IV. The next in line, the Duke of York, developed dropsy and died of heart failure in 1827. On the death of George IV in 1830, the Duke of Clarence became King as William IV.

He had married Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen and they had several babies, but none had so far survived. If a child of his were to live, he or she would supplant Victoria’s claim. Thus, during Victoria’s childhood, becoming Queen was a possibility but never a certainty. It was not until the passing of the Regency Act in 1830 that she was formally deemed the heir apparent. Even then, the Act acknowledged the possibility that Queen Adelaide might yet give birth to William’s child, even after the King’s death. As the Secretary of the Privy Council, Charles Greville, explained, ‘in the event of the King’s death without children, the Queen [Victoria] is to be proclaimed, but the oath of allegiance taken with a saving of the rights of any posthumous child to King William’. That is, Victoria would be deposed from the throne should Adelaide subsequently give birth to a royal heir.

As it was, despite much speculation as to how to ascertain whether or not Queen Adelaide was ‘with child’, King William died without children in 1837. Victoria acceded to the throne one month after her eighteenth birthday. (The Regency Act also allowed for Victoria’s mother, the Duchess of Kent, to rule on Victoria’s behalf should she accede the throne before she was eighteen. Greedily, the Duchess and her comptroller, Sir John Conroy, had lobbied without success to have this extended until Victoria turned twenty-one.) When she became Queen, Victoria was barely 148 centimetres tall (or four feet ten inches) but hopeful that she might grow taller. Thanks to the training she had received as a child, whereby sprigs of holly were pinned to the neckline of her dress to improve her posture, she walked with a dignified grace.

In the third year of her reign she married her cousin, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg; they went on to have nine children before he died in 1861, aged forty-two. She died thirty-nine years and one month later, in January 1901, after reigning for more than sixty-three years.

*

These are the bare facts. Our impression of the woman behind them, however, has been distorted by the decisions of the men who compiled and edited the primary sources. By better understanding these men and their motivations, we can achieve a clearer view of the Queen and of how her story has been told.



PART I

THE EDITORS



Chapter 1


TO PUBLISH THE QUEEN’S LETTERS


ON VICTORIA’S DEATH IN 1901, Reginald Brett, the second Lord Esher, was charged with organising her funeral and the coronation of her eldest son, Edward VII. These tasks fell to him not because of the official position he held at court, which was minor; he was merely the Secretary of the Office of Works. But Esher had developed a reputation at court and in political circles: if a job had to be done well or if judicious advice was needed, Esher was your man. He was, as his biographer James Lees-Milne described, a person of wide and considerable influence, an advantage he maintained by refusing all offers of higher office. At various times he declined to be ambassador to Paris, the governor of the Cape (in South Africa) and the viceroy of India. He had been briefly an MP but refused to return to politics, even though he was twice offered a position in the Cabinet. He explained to his son:

It is not in my line to go back into politics and become identified with party strife. I can do more good outside, and heavens how much happier the life. Just imagine what the tie would be. I am purely selfish in the matter, and really I do not think I can bring myself to sacrifice all independence, all liberty of action, all my intime life for a position which adds nothing to that which I now occupy.

As the historian William Kuhn notes, his ‘private life’ had it been known would hardly have ‘borne the inspection of his friends, let alone the public’. He was tempted by the offer of the governorship of the Cape, but eventually declined, recording in his journal, ‘Were it not for Maurice I would go at once. As it is, I cannot.’ Maurice was his son, with whom he was infatuated.

Esher inevitably became secretary of the Memorial Committee, which was charged with building monuments to the dead Queen and commemorating her life. With his understanding of theatre, Esher recognised the power of royal ritual and ceremony. Victoria had died at her summer residence, Osborne House, on the Isle of Wight. Esher canvassed the idea of the government purchasing the house from the King in order ‘to keep it as a shrine, uncontaminated by domestic uses and to fill it with memorials to the Queen’. (Not only would this appeal to the masses, he suggested; it would also ‘have a good practical effect on the King’s financial position’.) Another idea was to construct a triumphal, ceremonial way to Buckingham Palace, with a monument to Victoria as its focus. This monument was finally unveiled by King George V in 1911; the project also entailed the construction of Admiralty Arch, a widening of the Mall and the redevelopment of the façade of Buckingham Palace, including the construction of the eastern balcony that has since become a stage for many royal events.

Esher was opposed, however, to the production of an official biography of the Queen:

Such a task is impossible during the lifetime of certain persons and until the shadow of passing events grows longer. Justice could not be done to the Queen’s character, unless her later years were thrown into strong relief, for it was during her later years that her judgement mellowed, and her influence over her people and over the Empire became so powerful.

Esher had another idea, totally novel: to publish the Queen’s correspondence. There have since been published volumes of the letters of various monarchs. But this was to be the first such collection, and it was to appear immediately after the demise of the royal letter-writer. Pondering the task, Esher recorded in his journal that ‘the only possible thing to do was to (1) collect and arrange all her papers, (2) print selections from her journals up to a certain date, (3) print correspondence very fully up to a certain date’. The main purpose as he saw it at this stage was ‘pour servir the historians of the future’. This he believed would be ‘far more interesting than any expurgated biography’. Indeed, ‘the truest service to the Queen is to let her speak for herself’.

At this early stage he had some idea how prolific a correspondent the Queen had been. His plan was to publish her correspondence up to 1861, the year of Albert’s death. To publish the correspondence ‘very fully’ even for this comparatively short period was to prove impossible, however. It has been estimated that Victoria wrote an average of two and a half thousand words each day of her adult life, and that she may have written sixty million words in the course of her reign. Giles St Aubyn calculates that ‘if she had been a novelist, her complete works would have run into seven hundred volumes, published at the rate of one per month!’

Unique among British monarchs, Victoria had published edited extracts from her journals while she was on the throne. (In recognition of this, Disraeli, who himself was unusual in combining the positions of politician and novelist, flatteringly addressed her as ‘We authors, m’am …’) Leaves from the Journal of Our Life in the Highlands (1868) was an instant success, selling twenty thousand copies and spawning several subsequent editions and a sequel in 1884. Letters between Victoria and the Dean of Windsor, Randall Davidson (later the Archbishop of Canterbury), show that the Queen had also wanted to publish a memorial to her highland servant, John Brown, following his death in 1883, but was persuaded to forego the project. In a masterfully subtle letter, Davidson outlined the likely public response to such a panegyric, noting that ‘I should be deceiving Your Majesty were I not to admit that there are, especially among the humbler classes, some (perhaps it would be true to say many) who do not shew themselves worthy of these confidences …’ The Queen’s children had never liked even the most innocuous confidences of the Highland Journals being made public, so were relieved when the Queen was persuaded by the Dean.

Victoria had appointed Princess Beatrice, her youngest child, as her literary executor, with instructions to destroy anything liable to ‘affect any of the family painfully’. The Princess turned her attention first to her mother’s journal, which spanned almost seventy years (commencing when Victoria was thirteen years old) and filled 122 volumes. Beatrice copied the entries into thick, blue-lined exercise books, censoring and altering as she went, and then burnt the originals. She proceeded in this way for thirty years, filling 111 copybooks. These are held at the Royal Archives in the Round Tower of Windsor Castle and are now available online. King George V (Victoria’s grandson) and Queen Mary tried to stop the destruction of the originals, but failed. The journal exists in its original form only until February 1840, although some later entries had appeared with the Queen’s permission in the authorised five-volume biography of Prince Albert, published between 1875 and 1880.

Immediately after the Queen’s death, Esher kept his plan to publish a selection of her letters secret. As a consummate political operator, he knew he would have to clear the ground, quite a lot of ground, to ensure there was no opposition from Princess Beatrice, Victoria’s other children, the King or his senior courtiers. Esher needed to establish his credibility with each of them personally and within the court. He waited more than two years before he broached the subject with the King.

Within weeks of the Queen’s death, however, he began to lay the foundations. Possibly after being given access to her papers in order to clarify matters of protocol for her funeral and the coronation, Esher observed that they ‘were not well kept after the Prince Consort’s death’. This was, he thought, due to the Queen’s insistence on relying only on Prince Albert’s German secretary, Maurice Müther, and on a cataloguing system, instituted by the Prince, that was incapable of dealing with the avalanche of papers over Victoria’s long reign. At the end of April 1901 Esher recorded that he had, at last, had an opportunity to speak to the King about arranging the Queen’s papers in a more orderly fashion.

The extent of Esher’s access at this point is unclear, but he seems to have been rankling under restrictions. He expressed his frustration in his typically gentlemanly manner: ‘The King will possibly become less tenacious and secret as time goes on. It is impossible to avoid trusting a private secretary if a man, King or subject, wishes to be well served.’

The King was soon won over. During the months following Victoria’s death, Esher quickly became a key figure in the domestic life of the royal family. In March he recorded that he had spent most days with King Edward and Queen Alexandra ‘most intimately, fussing about their private affairs’. Much of the next two years were taken up with such arrangements. Between these duties and his role on the Memorial Committee, Esher was kept very busy – and in the process made himself the obvious man for the job of sorting the Queen’s papers.

There was still, however, the problem of Princess Beatrice. It was not clear exactly how far Beatrice’s responsibility extended – just to her mother’s journals, or to all of her documents? That the King had asked Esher to arrange his mother’s papers suggests that Beatrice’s responsibilities rested primarily with the journals and perhaps also with ‘private, family letters’. The King himself may have been uncertain. In October 1902, however, there was a break-through for Lord Esher. Princess Beatrice wrote to him, asking if he could spare some time to assist her: ‘I feel I ought finally to go through all that remains for as I have my dear Mother’s written instructions to be solely responsible for the arranging and retaining of them in the manner she would have wished, I must not leave it to others …’ Esher seized the opportunity to familiarise himself with the Queen’s papers.

He soon realised that to produce a publishable collection for the reading public, he would need assistance. The ideal co-editor would be a scholar of literary attainments and would of course be a man, a gentleman, from a suitable social and educational background. The ideal candidate soon emerged.

Lord Esher had come to know Arthur Christopher Benson during his frequent visits to Eton College, where Benson was a housemaster and a close friend of Esher’s own former housemaster, A.C. Ainger. Esher also knew Benson for the verses he had written for various royal occasions. ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ is the best remembered of these, originally written for the Pomp and Circumstance March No. 1 by Sir Edward Elgar for the coronation of Edward VII. Benson was also a published writer, and it was his acclaimed biography of his father, a former Archbishop of Canterbury, that brought him to Esher’s attention as a potential co-editor. After consultation with the King’s secretary, Lord Knollys, Esher met with the current Archbishop, Randall Davidson, to discuss the project. Esher reported back to Knollys:

[Davidson agreed] that memoirs pour servir in the shape of ‘The Correspondence of Queen Victoria from 1837–1861’ is what is required, connected more or less by notes and introductory passages, and that in reference to the editorship, Arthur Benson would be superior [to the other candidates] – more capable, more suitable and more trustworthy; [and] that it would be desirable, perhaps necessary, that I should be associated with him in the joint editing of the book.

The gentlemanly networks were in full swing. There were deep family and church connections between the Bensons and the Davidsons, and as Benson’s biographer, David Newsome has described, Benson had become deeply discontented with his work at Eton. Davidson knew this and was able to tell Esher. But there were protocols to be observed. Esher had to ask Knollys for permission ‘to privately ascertain if – in the event of the suggestion being made – Arthur Benson would consent to undertake the task’. Knollys, in Dublin for the State visit of the King and Queen, replied that the King ‘fully approves your sounding [out] Mr Arthur Benson as to whether, together with you he should be willing to undertake the work. Should he be so, you are at liberty to talk the matter over generally with him.’

Esher wasted no time in summoning Benson to his home, Orchard Lea, in Windsor. Benson had no inkling of the nature of the visit. He sent his acceptance but, like Eeyore, worried lest it should rain. In his diary he recorded the invitation from Lord Esher: ‘the King wished him to speak to me on a matter of importance! It must be that Lord Churchill wants me to take his boy next year …’ In accepting the invitation, he joked to Esher that he felt like a prisoner summoned to the guillotine: ‘I am wondering what it can be that H.M. can want to have me spoken to about, as it feels as if I should be arrested by lettres de cachet and committed to the Tower!’ In fact, he was to be taken captive by letters and committed to a tower – but to the Round Tower at Windsor rather than the Tower of London.

Benson ‘byked’ over to Orchard Lea and found his way in. Esher was in the garden reading with his son, Maurice, alongside him. Benson described the garden in full beauty and observed that ‘in the whole of the long talk that followed, my thoughts and recollections are curiously knit with the colours and textures of flowers in the beds we paced past’. He had no premonition of what Esher was to ask him:

Esher made me a statement at once, with a kind of smile, yet holding it back for effect. The King was going to bring out Correspondence and letters of Q.V. and would I edit it, with him. (Esher). I was to be sounded and then offered it. He had seen the Archbishop who entirely approved.

This opportunity was something of a godsend to Benson, as he confided in his diary:

Here am I crushed with work at Eton, hardly strong enough to wriggle out and yet no motive to go at any particular minute. Suddenly in the middle of all my discontent and irritability a door is silently and swiftly opened to me. In the middle of this quiet, sunny garden, full of sweet scents and roses, I am suddenly offered the task of writing or editing one of the most interesting books of the day, of the Century. I have waited long for some indication – and was there ever a clearer leading?

The afternoon continued with an examination of Esher’s collection of biographies, another stroll, tea, listening to opera on a gramophone (a marvellous novelty to Benson) and further talk as Esher walked some of the way back to Eton with Benson. During this walk, Esher revealed more interesting snippets about the project, which Benson duly recorded in his diary. He was interested to learn that ‘there are two rooms full of letters and papers at Windsor,’ and that Princess Beatrice was ‘engaged in copying from the Diary what she thinks of public interest’ – which Benson supposed to mean ‘the dullest part’. This rather bland description of Beatrice’s task, omitting any mention of the original journals being burned, is intriguing. If Esher had told Benson about the burning, Benson would surely have said so in his diary. The omission suggests that Esher may not have known about Beatrice’s incendiary activities at this stage.

Esher was pleased with his efforts and wrote the next day to Knollys, reporting that Benson was ‘humbly grateful to the King’ for his ‘gracious proposal’. Esher also reported to Davidson that ‘Benson seemed very captivated by the idea’. Davidson replied that he was sure Benson’s appointment would be ‘a wise one’. But Benson, despite his initial excitement, became unsure as darkness fell. Back at Eton, he sat through a meeting about fire precautions (there had been a fatality in a fire the previous month). The performance of the headmaster, Edmond Warre, disillusioned him further about the school’s leadership, but he remained unsure what to do. He ‘had a bad night – and no wonder – shirked Chapel, and then wrote two letters – one to Warre resigning as simply as I could – and one to Esher accepting’.

Benson’s formal letter of acceptance was accompanied by a less formal one, which showed some of the traits that Esher’s biographer, James Lees-Milne, says Esher found especially irritating. Benson began breathlessly:

I don’t see why I should keep you waiting any longer for the answer, which is YES. I had not really any doubt when you asked me, but one ought, like Robinson Crusoe, to make a careful list of the cons in a serious matter like this. There are one or two cons, but not to be weighed for a moment against the pros …

And he continued:

I enjoyed my visit to you yesterday very much and thought myself a great fool for not having been before; but I don’t think that Fortunate Princes like yourself know the pangs of diffidence suffered by blonde persons of the Walrus type! I want to say elaborately how grateful I am to you, whose kind hand I trace in this matter; but it is all there!

Yours ever,

Arthur C. Benson

Esher, according to Lees-Milne, ‘looked on Benson as an over-credulous old woman’ who fussed over details. Benson’s letters were apt to be written as if he were flustered, in stark contrast to Esher’s cool and polished tone. For Benson, minor items often preceded more important ones, which were frequently tacked on as afterthoughts, the opposite of Esher’s to-the-point modus operandi. In the letter of acceptance quoted above, Benson added a postscript: ‘One other minute point – may I mention in the circular I shall have to write to the parents the cause of my resignation?’ One can almost hear Esher spluttering as he reached for his pen to provide some suitably oblique wording for the parents’ circular. A royal appointment was not to be publicly announced in a note from a housemaster! Announcements of such importance had to be carefully planned. There must have been some further discussion on this point, as in a later letter Benson wrote:

I quite understand about not putting H.M.’s name forward; but it is a great relief to me to be able to speak freely about the work. To say I was leaving and then to nod and wink and jerk the thumb over my shoulder and say I would if I could &c. is not to my taste. Many thanks for making it all square.

Very sincerely yours,

Arthur C. Benson

Esher, with his experience of royalty and his awareness of the bigger theatre of Court, found Benson’s myopia tedious.

Despite Esher’s efforts, the news began to spread. On 1 August, Benson wrote again to Esher, telling him rather naively that he ‘had told only two or three of my most intimate friends about the nature of the work I am undertaking, and they are sworn to secrecy, yet it is bound to get out – “a bird of the air will carry the matter” – and that would be a bore …’ Esher would not have wished to be held accountable for the news leaking before it was officially announced. On 15 August Benson reported that their mutual friend Edmund Gosse had told him ‘it was a matter of common knowledge that you [Esher] had had the editing entrusted to you’. Meanwhile Esher’s publisher, Frederick Macmillan, wrote to remind him that if a life of Queen Victoria was to be ‘done’, Esher had promised that Macmillans would be considered. Obviously a ‘little bird’ had flown and was now twittering freely along the branches of the gentlemanly networks.

Esher wrote to Lord Knollys, suggesting that a notice to ‘dispose of unauthorized rumours’ would be a good idea. He then wrote to his secretary, Stanley Quick, in London, with the wording for a formal announcement and instructions to ‘Send a copy of the enclosed to The Times before 12 o’clock on Saturday morning and to all the principal papers, and to the Press Association so that it appears on Monday.’ The message was succinct:

H.M. the King has commanded the publication of selections from the correspondence of Queen Victoria between the years 1837–1861. The work will be edited by Arthur Christopher Benson M.A. and Viscount Esher K.C.B. and will be published by John Murray.

Two and a half years had passed since Esher had first conceived of the publication. Now that it was approved, he moved quickly. At their first meeting, Esher had directed Benson to organise a meeting with the publisher, John Murray. This business, founded in 1768, was now in the hands of John Murray IV, who was reviving its fortunes. Another old Etonian – he had been at school with Benson – Murray had published several books about the royals as well as several of Benson’s previous works very successfully. When he and Benson met to discuss Victoria’s letters, just a week after Benson accepted Esher’s offer, Murray brought out ledgers to show how profitable his previous royal publications had been. The impressionable Benson recorded: ‘the Speeches of the Prince Consort had been £1500 and the Life of Princess Alice over £5000. It looks as if this ought not to be less.’ They also discussed what form the book should take. Murray recommended two volumes but allowed that three would be possible. There was no mention of the projected number of pages or word length. Murray recommended pricing the book at 42/-, or two guineas for two volumes. ‘I liked sitting in his big, dingy panelled room,’ Benson told his diary with satisfaction, ‘and being treated with the respect due to a distinguished author.’

The contract between Murray and the editors (who were referred to as ‘the Authors’) read:

The entire proceeds of sales shall in the first instance be devoted to the repayment of the cost of the production; if after meeting this liability they yield a surplus all such surplus shall be treated as profit and divided between the Authors and the Publishers in the proportion of 2/3 to the authors and 1/3 to the publisher. If the cost be never covered by the yield, the publisher shall bear the loss.

On 21 August Benson accepted these terms and forwarded them to Esher. There was subsequently a separate agreement between the two editors. Esher proposed to Benson that:

of our share of the profits you should take the whole up to £1200, and that of the nett profit over and above that amount you should take 2/3 leaving 1/3 at my disposal for any purpose to which I may apply it. Will you let me know if this suggestion meets with your approval, and if not what you would propose …

These terms Benson accepted ‘gratefully and unhesitatingly’. But he also understood that this was not mere generosity on Esher’s part. In his diary he reminded himself: ‘This means, of course, that I shall have to do all the work.’



Chapter 2


A PECULIAR GENIUS: THE SECOND VISCOUNT ESHER
(1852—1930)

WHO WERE THE TWO editors? The first Lord Esher (1818–1898) was a newcomer to the aristocracy. He had made his name and fortune as a lawyer and married a French aristocrat. He became one of the Lord Justices of Appeal and was rewarded with the title ‘Viscount Esher’. When his son, Reginald Brett, left for Eton, the first Lord told him: ‘You will make your friends of nice, good, gentlemanly fellows and will not let anyone persuade you to do anything that is wrong … You will at every period of your life be thrown with the boys who are now at Eton with you …’ Yet he cautioned: ‘Remember what I told you that, as you and I were not born Dukes with large estates, we must work.’ Regy did not learn to work hard at school, but he did make extremely useful contacts.

Esher’s adolescence at Eton set the parameters of his life. His grandson, Lionel, wrote:

At Eton his charm, wit and good looks caught the eye of William Johnson (later William Cory). This remarkable teacher, who left under a cloud a few years later, implanted in his disciples the two complementary ideals of romantic homosexual love and high-minded service to the Empire. The model was classical Greece, the myth that of Achilles and Patroclus. Floating in a dodger on the silent Thames, then at the height of its elmy beauty, friendships were formed which were to last a political lifetime.
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