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Introduction 

An early piano composition of mine, entitled ‘Purple Velvet for Queen Victoria’, was a sombre and rather menacing funeral march. Like many kids, I grew up believing that the queen was, for some unknown reason, in mourning her whole life long. The most powerful, memorable images of Victoria show her as a little old lady, potato-like in appearance, dressed in everlasting black. 

In recent years, there have been many attempts in popular culture – for example, the cinema film Young Victoria, or the television series Victoria – to overturn this funereal image. The big and small screens have both shown us a less decorous, more passionate young princess who loved dancing. We seem to have ended up with two Victorias, bearing no clear relationship to each other. How did she go from dancing princess to potato?

That’s a tale worth telling, but in this book I also want to present a third Victoria. The little old lady, sullen in expression, gloomy in dress, proved to be a remarkably successful queen, one who invented a new role for the monarchy. She found a way of being a respected sovereign in an age when people were deeply uncomfortable with having a woman on the throne. 

Perhaps the Victorians were even less comfortable with women in power than, say, the Tudors, with Elizabeth I, or the Stuarts, with Queen Anne. I believe that Victoria got around this by working out rather a clever way of ruling that we might characterise as stereotypically feminine. She operated by instinct rather than logic, emotion rather than intellect. This turned out to be perfect for an institution like the monarchy. It had lost its cold hard power, but it might – through gesture and spectacle – be able to retain its influence. The accident of her gender turned out to be just what the monarchy needed. 

But what did this cost Victoria as a human being? An awful lot, I think. As well as a queen, she was also a daughter, a wife and a widow, and at each of these steps along life’s journey, she had to perform all sorts of troubling mental contortions to conform to what society demanded of a woman. On the face of it, she was deeply socially conservative. The idea of votes for women, for example, disgusted her. But if you look at her actions rather than her words, she was in fact tearing up the rulebook for how to be female.

And I’m particularly interested in Victoria’s years as a widow. Her early life was so traumatic and dramatic that biographers in the past have tended to concentrate upon it, and there’s a plethora of books about the young queen.1 But historians have more recently begun to swing the other way, and I stand with them in believing that she became her best self in old age.2 Only in maturity did she come out of the shadow of her husband’s domineering personality, to emerge imperious, eccentric and really rather magnificent. 

People in the process of writing a biography are often asked, do you like your subject? In the case of Victoria, the answer is complex. She could be a monster. Her children could have told you of terrible flaws in her parenting. She could be inconsistent, dictatorial and selfish. But her own horrid upbringing, redeemed only by occasional bright shafts of love and light, means that it would be a stony heart that felt no pity for the human being she was. 

And there’s much to admire too. She was never vain. She was, in her peculiar way, hard-working, and deeply committed to her unchosen task. Her job made impossible demands upon her, and yet there’s a sense of buoyancy about her, and idiosyncrasy, and an energy that sweeps you onto her side. I think that her life was, all things considered, a hard one. Not materially hard, but hard in the sense that enormous wealth and celebrity can put pressure on a human being. She required massive mental resilience. So, do I like her? The answer is yes, initially hesitant, but ultimately resounding. 

And I have also loved telling her story by peering through twenty-four different windows into her life. The idea came to me in 2012 when my colleague Alexandra Kim – we worked together as curators at Queen Victoria’s birthplace, Kensington Palace in London – completed a loan request for a parasol from the Museum of London. Made of black lace, it was the very one carried by Victoria as she drove through London on 22 June 1897 to show herself to the crowds who’d gathered to celebrate her Diamond Jubilee. The parasol was a gift from the ‘Father of the House’ of Commons, Charles Pelham Villiers, Member for Wolverhampton. Aged ninety-five at the time of the jubilee, he’d entered Parliament when Victoria was sixteen, two years short of becoming queen in 1837. He was one of the few people living who could remember what it was like before the long, colourful Victorian age began. 

This parasol was just one item in an exhibition where we attempted to recreate that one particular day when she, and her empire, were perhaps at their zenith. We pulled together intimate items like the parasol with objects on a grander scale, like a huge model of the late-Victorian London she glimpsed from her carriage. Our exhibition also featured what the millions of her subjects on the streets that day saw, how they celebrated and, indeed, what they criticised. The sight of her colonial troops marching through the streets of London, so many of them, so utterly subordinated, caused some viewers to begin to question the British right to use so much violence in pursuit of so much empire. 

Our exhibition also made me think about how Victoria’s reign gave the monarchy a living legacy; it was opened by Her Majesty the Queen and, watching the flickering film footage of the Diamond Jubilee procession, she commented how remarkable it was that her great-great-grandmother’s carriage had eight horses, a real feat of equestrianism that is hard to match today. Of course, she’d gained the insight from driving in similar processions herself. It was a reminder that many of the traditions and rituals of today’s monarchy were ‘invented’ by Victoria. 

Another reason I decided to follow this principle of recreating individual days in detail was because with Victoria – uniquely – I could. She was a prolific diarist, spilling out millions of words over her lifetime, three or four thousand some evenings. And now they are more accessible than ever because of a wonderful feat of digitisation by the Bodleian Libraries, the Royal Archives and ProQuest, including every single surviving word of the queen’s voluminous journals. 

But the journals can only take us so far. I have also selected important days from her parents’ lives, the date of her own birth and days when her children came into her life and she was too busy to pick up a pen. And it’s also worth remembering even the journals (or especially the journals?) can be false friends. Every Victorian woman who wrote a diary did so with circumspection: secrets revealed could lead to loss and shame. Even as Victoria wrote, she suspected that her words would one day be read. A queen has no privacy. ‘You will be,’ Victoria’s mother told her when she was sixteen, ‘more severely observed than any one else in [the world]. You know that very well yourself.’3

So Victoria’s journals lay traps for us, leaving us a blandly smiling account of a day containing a desperate quarrel. Or else her past editors have tripped us up by leaving out details that they in their own times thought unimportant. Most notoriously, Victoria’s youngest daughter Beatrice, for example, made transcriptions of her mother’s diaries before burning most of the originals, deleting certain names and incidents as she went. This means we must also probe areas where the journals haven’t got much to say. As historian Paula Bartley points out, Victoria’s eldest son, Bertie, destroyed ‘all the correspondence in the Flora Hastings affair, all the letters to Disraeli if they concerned the family and all the correspondence between the Munshi and his mother’.4 Flora Hastings, Benjamin Disraeli and her Indian bodyservant Abdul Karim, ‘The Munshi’, as he was known, are all therefore characters who will make an extended appearance.

Later in her life, Victoria published extracts from her journals, using her simple, unpretentious prose very powerfully to describe her love and her grief. Her words were important, but her subjects knew her even better in the form of her unmistakable image, firstly through the work of artists and then, as the century wore on, in the form of those ubiquitous, instantly recognisable photographs. This book tries to conjure up her physical body in words, not from prurience but because so much of the success of her reign lay less in doing than simply in being. The pictures still hold the eye today because there is something so countercultural about them. Why does she not smile? Why does she look so unamused? It’s almost shocking to us today to see a female world leader looking so lugubrious. We forget that 200 years ago, it was surprising to see a female at all. 

I’ve also selected the days when she met people like Florence Nightingale, or the Maharaja Duleep Singh, because of their significance to the age to which Victoria gives her name. No other monarch’s reign has so shaped the world in which we still live. At the end of her life, she was ruling over nearly a quarter of the population of the globe. We’re all still Victoria’s subjects, in the sense that we have a constitutional monarchy, and many of us still follow its births, deaths and marriages with interest. We’re still dealing with the legacy of having seized and lost an empire. We follow the Victorian game of football, travel from London to Birmingham by train, as the Victorians could, and we still (just about) stick the Victorian invention of stamps on letters before placing them in ‘VR’ postboxes.5 The Victorians gave us public lavatories, the underground railway, the nursing profession, the cigarette, the annual seaside holiday. We still enjoy their treats, from curry (one of Victoria’s favourites) to chocolate Easter eggs, Oxo, Rose’s Lime Juice Cordial, Bird’s Custard, Cadbury’s Cocoa and Lyle’s Golden Syrup.6 

What about Albert? Previous historians have very often favoured him at Victoria’s expense, partly, I think, because he had the qualities that historians themselves tend to possess and therefore admire. He was orderly, dispassionate, logical, a thinker rather than a feeler. Of course, he had an impressive intellect. But if you value emotional intelligence as a component of leadership, then you realise that in many ways Victoria outshone him, and you get a new narrative of her reign. Stanley Weintraub, in one of the gold-standard biographies of the queen, concludes that what lingers longest in the memory of her reign is the sad ‘long afternoon of her post-Albert seclusion’.7 But no, what interests me – and indeed many others today, now women’s contributions to history are better recognised – is her eventual return to fiery form. ‘While the Prince Consort lived,’ she told a visitor in the early 1860s, ‘he thought for me, now I have to think for myself.’8

I hope that seeing her up close, examining her face-to-face, as she lived hour-to-hour through twenty-four days of her life, might help you to imagine meeting her yourself, so that you can form your own opinion on the contradictions at the heart of British history’s most recognisable woman.


PART ONE

A Naughty Daughter
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1

Double Wedding: Kew Palace, 11 July 1818

Kew Palace, a little brick building peeping out from among the trees in west London’s Kew Gardens, is an unlikely-looking royal palace. You might mistake it for a giant doll’s house. But it has in fact been notorious since the late-Georgian period as both the asylum and prison of George III, who retreated here during his episodes of critical illness. If he were alive today, it’s likely that George III would be treated for bipolar disorder. In his own lifetime, though, people thought him ‘mad’. The king’s ‘madness’ would cast a long shadow over the life of his best-known granddaughter, Queen Victoria. 

In his healthier, happier youth, George III, Victoria’s grandmother Queen Charlotte and their fifteen children had loved visiting their pocket-sized palace in the gardens. ‘Dear little Kew’, Charlotte called it.1 Their home was a seventeenth-century merchant’s dwelling with curved gables, repurposed as a royal hideaway. It was ideally situated for enjoying the botanical wonderland of Kew, which extended from right outside the building’s front door. 

On Saturday 11 July 1818, however, the mood inside Kew Palace was sombre. A curious double wedding was to take place there that afternoon. Two of George III and Queen Charlotte’s sons were simultaneously to marry two German princesses, but in an atmosphere of duty rather than joy.

Charlotte, the mother of the grooms, was now seventy-four years old. Her fifteen offspring had once played contentedly in the gardens at Kew, but the family once known as ‘the joyous band’ had since been atomised by misfortune. Charlotte’s three final children had died horribly young. Her formerly loving husband became estranged, and was sometimes even crude and cruel towards her as he lost control of his speech and descended into his own incoherent hell. Today he was absent from his sons’ weddings, living as he was under medical supervision at Windsor Castle. There he was said to be ‘perfectly happy, conversing with the Dead’.2 

As well as twelve surviving children, Charlotte also had a significant number of grandchildren, totalling at least fourteen.3 Yet the wedding party now gathering did so in response to a crisis in the royal line of succession. The problem with George III and Charlotte’s living grandchildren, and the reason for the doubt about their number, was that in 1818 every single one of them was illegitimate, born outside the sanctity of wedlock. 

This extraordinary situation had arisen because George III, a strict father, had been anxious to prevent his children from making inappropriate matches. His Royal Marriages Act of 1772 made it illegal for his progeny to marry without his personal permission. But the unintended consequence had been to discourage his sons – the Royal Dukes – from getting married at all. By the end of the eighteenth century, only three of the seven had taken the plunge. The union of the eldest, the Prince of Wales, had produced just a single daughter – a second Charlotte – before ending in separation. Another brother’s marriage had been undertaken in secret, without royal permission, and was therefore not recognised by law. 

Two of the remaining unmarried Royal Dukes, William, Duke of Clarence, and Edward, Duke of Kent, were now making their way to their mother’s house at Kew in order, at 4 p.m., to attend their own weddings. This double ducal marriage ceremony had been triggered by the recent death, in childbirth, of their niece Princess Charlotte. As the one legitimate royal grandchild, the late princess had been her generation’s only possible monarch. 

For the sake of the succession, then, Princess Charlotte’s death forced her uncles to do their patriotic duty. They were now expected to stop tottering comfortably towards middle age with their mistresses, find themselves proper brides and perpetuate the royal line.

As Queen Charlotte watched for the arrival of her sons from the sash windows of her first-floor drawing room, her view embraced a bizarre landscape. The dinky toy palace in which she sat was positioned within a royal compound that included several other mansions, since destroyed, where princes had once dwelt. Nearby on the riverbank stood the unfinished turrets of the Castellated Palace, a bonkers construction begun but not completed by George III. It was aptly described as a building in which princesses might be ‘detained by giants or enchanters – an image of distempered reason’.4 The leafy landscape, bordered by the Thames, was studded with the temples, follies and palaces of a royal family that liked to retreat to its fantastical garden world for refreshment and rehabilitation. 

Anyone watching from below as Charlotte peered through the panes would have noticed her striking hair, teased high and powdered white. Contemporaries often commented on her ‘true Mulatto’ or mixed-race appearance, and the cast of her features in her portraits does seem to hint at the African heritage she possessed via her Portuguese ancestors.5 Her cheeks, though, were also deathly pale, and her health today was in a perilous state. She had paused here at Kew merely as a staging post on a journey to Windsor and her husband, before being taken too ill to continue. Today’s events were unfolding after a postponement during which she had desperately tried to regain her strength. 

One of the causes of Charlotte’s malady was her heart, now beating ‘most unequally & irregularly’.6 It had taken many ‘exertions of the doctors’ to make her ready for the ‘rather lugubrious’ ceremony, and to administer painkillers strong enough to get her out of bed and into her wheelchair.7 Her condition was physical, but also partly mental. ‘My Mind & feelings,’ she wrote, thinking of her husband’s illness and her unsatisfactory children, ‘have been very much harassed … my Strength and Spirits are not equal to Trials.’8 She was served now by just a few long-standing, intimate members of her formerly vast staff, including her wardrobe maid and her ‘Necessary Woman to the Private Apartments’. This last character was Charlotte’s fellow German Mrs Papendick, whose job it was to empty the queen’s ‘necessary’, or commode.9

Charlotte’s chair upon ‘rollers’ had been a gift from her eldest son, who now watched and waited by her side. The Prince of Wales, a ‘very stout’ man of fifty-five, had often been at odds with his parents in his youth.10 In more recent years, though, he had become a thoughtful, regretful son, frequently visiting his mother, and making contrivances for her comfort. He was now designated as the Prince Regent, his sick and absent father’s official stand-in. 

Despite having her plump, punctilious son to hand, Charlotte was lonely, and heartsick for her husband. ‘I wish I was with the king,’ she would say. Charlotte had married her George at seventeen, the very same night of her arrival in London from her native Mecklenburg in Germany. It was an arranged match, but nevertheless became notable for its fidelity and felicity. Charlotte understood that she was now dying. She’d wanted to get to ‘dear, dear Windsor’ not only to say goodbye to her husband, but also to destroy certain private papers.11 Instead, though, she was stuck here at Kew. 

On the floor above the queen’s suite, her daughters Princesses Augusta and Sophia were also preparing for the wedding. Like their brothers the grooms, they were also unmarried, middle-aged and disgruntled. At events like this, they were expected to dress in striped gowns of matching design to demonstrate their membership of the joyous band. Charlotte insisted that everyone at court still act according to the habits of earlier, luckier times. 

In reality, Augusta and Sophia would rather have been almost anywhere else than Kew. Charlotte believed that it was improper for her daughters to take part in society while their father was ill. It would be the ‘highest mark of indecency’, she claimed, for them to appear in public.12 But the king’s illness had by now lasted for years, placing the princesses in a terrible limbo. If they ever emerged from their seclusion, it would be taken as an admission that the king’s family had lost hope that he would ever recover. And this Charlotte would not tolerate.

Trapped at Kew, Augusta and Sophia had grown to hate its quiet, and called it ‘the nunnery’. This was a dangerous joke for princesses to make, as a ‘nunnery’ was also a contemporary word for a brothel. And indeed, Sophia had provided one of her mother’s many illegitimate grandchildren, giving birth to a child out of wedlock. The father was one of the king’s valets, a gentleman described as ‘a hideous old Devil, old enough to be her father, and with a great claret mark on his face’.13 And so the princesses lived their lonely lives, ‘secluded from the world, mixing with few people, their passions boiling over’.14 When warned that her life was nearing its end, Charlotte had wept, and said to Augusta: ‘I had hoped to see you all happy, and now I fear I shall not arrive at that wish of my Heart’.15

For Augusta and Sophia, their brothers’ weddings were at least a diversion from the usual dull routine. There was an unfamiliar bustle within the building as the first-floor drawing room was furnished with an altar for the ceremony, and four red velvet cushions were brought in to receive eight royal knees. The ‘ancient silver plate’ from the Chapels Royal had been conveyed specially to Kew.16 The cramped drawing room of an invalid was a somewhat makeshift venue for a royal wedding, but the conventions would be observed as far as possible. 

Just before four, the family began to assemble, the Prince Regent leading his mother to her seat near the altar. The smallish room, with its walls of pale panelling, wobbly floor and ancient fireplace, soon grew crowded. The guests were a select group including the Prime Minister and the Lord Chancellor, while the Archbishop of Canterbury was to officiate. The Prince Regent was ready to give away the brides, and the stage was set for the grooms.

The two couples were William, Duke of Clarence, who was to marry Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen, and his younger brother Edward, Duke of Kent, whose spouse-to-be was Princess Victoire of Saxe-Coburg. 

The names, the titles, sparkle like diamonds on a necklace, but behind them lay very different characters and hopes. William, the future King William IV, stepped up to the altar first. Aged fifty-two, he was widely known as ‘Coconut Head’ for his pointed skull. He was the unfortunate victim of the spurious ‘science’ of phrenology, which decreed that the shape of one’s head determined one’s character. His cranium was thought to indicate mental instability. ‘What can you expect,’ commented someone who knew him, ‘from a man with a head like a pineapple?’17 Little, in fact, had been expected of William. By 1818, he had two careers behind him: one in the Royal Navy, the other as the lover of the actress Mrs Dorothy Jordan. As profligate as the rest of his Royal Duke brothers, William had lived off Mrs Jordan’s earnings until reaching the conclusion that a wealthy heiress might suit him better. At that point he unceremoniously abandoned her. 

William’s bride-to-be was twenty-five, less than half his age. Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen must have fully understood that she’d been chosen in desperation. Even after marriage had been ‘pressed upon’ William ‘as an act of public duty’ in the light of the succession crisis, he’d struggled to find a bride who’d accept him.18 Adelaide was, in fact, the eleventh young lady he’d asked.19

The Prince Regent now escorted Adelaide into the drawing room upon one arm, while Victoire clung to the other. Adelaide was of a perfectly average height, but because she never made a strong personal impression she has left behind her the idea that she was unusually small. ‘A small, well-bred, excellent little woman’, was a favourable judgement from a British courtier; ‘a poor little bad-ish concern’ was one that went the other way.20 Even today she looked far from impressive, despite her dress of silver tissue and the ‘superb wreath of diamonds’ upon her head.21 She’d arrived from Germany just a week earlier, and had been staying at Grillion’s Hotel in Albemarle Street. As it would turn out, there were distinct advantages to Adelaide’s lack of colour. She would become a calming presence in the royal family, conciliatory, loving and beloved. Knowing no English and having no intimates in this foreign country, Adelaide and Victoire had already become allies. They were at least able to ‘talk the same mother tongue together, it makes them such real friends’.22

At the altar, William watched Adelaide approach with serious misgivings. She was only just older than his own illegitimate daughters. His elder brother had made a terrible hash of his own marriage, and had separated from his wife. Feeling guilty about his similarly shabby treatment of his actress-mistress Mrs Jordan, William promised himself that he would now make a fresh start. ‘I cannot, I will not, I must not ill use her,’ he vowed.23 It wasn’t an auspicious beginning. 

The second couple, Edward Duke of Kent and Princess Victoire of Saxe-Coburg, had already been married once, in May, using the Lutheran version of the ceremony. This had taken place in the Hall of Giants at Victoire’s family’s castle, Ehrenburg, in her native state of Coburg, Germany. They were now making a second marriage under the rules of the Church of England. When the royal succession might well flow through a match, it was just as well to make doubly sure it was legal. 

Towering over his short, pointy-headed brother, Edward, Duke of Kent, was a tall man, of ‘soldierlike bearing’ despite his ‘great corpulency’. He’d lost most of his hair. Despite the unconvincing dye job he’d had done upon the remaining tufts, he was physically impressive, and ‘might still be considered’ handsome.24 

Born in 1767, the man who would become Queen Victoria’s father had been much the largest of Queen Charlotte’s fifteen babies.25 He grew up to be calmer and quieter than his brothers, speaking ‘slowly and deliberately’ in a manner both ‘kind and courteous’.26 Edward had spent his youth at a military academy in Hanover, before moving to Geneva. There he’d acquired debts, various actress lovers and then, more seriously, a mistress who was a musician named Adelaide Dubus.

This other Adelaide gave Edward a baby daughter, named Adelaide Victoire, an illegitimate shadowy half-sister to the future queen. But Adelaide Dubus died in childbirth, and little Adelaide Victoire did not survive much longer herself.27 Edward couldn’t cope. Bereaved, indebted and distraught, he returned to London. Unfortunately, he did so without his father’s permission. George III, angry at the breach in protocol, immediately shipped Edward off to Gibraltar, presumably in the hope that there he would cause less embarrassment. 

Edward’s job in Gibraltar was to lead the Royal Fusiliers, who were commonly called the ‘Elegant Extracts’ (after the popular anthology of prose) for their recruitment practice of poaching the best-looking men from other regiments.28 Their new colonel was well-intentioned but ineffective. He loved to interfere in everyone else’s business, maintaining a correspondence so vast that ‘his name was never uttered without a sigh by the functionaries of every public office’.29 

Edward and his brothers were once described by the Duke of Wellington as ‘the damndest millstone around the necks of any government that can be imagined’. When Parliament failed to vote the Royal Dukes the financial allowances they believed that they deserved, Wellington had a ready explanation. The profligate and arrogant Royal Dukes, he explained, had ‘insulted – personally insulted – two thirds of the gentlemen of England,’ so ‘how can it be wondered at that they take their revenge?’30

Edward’s wedding was in fact to be the last in a series of similarly undignified couplings between Royal Dukes and German princesses, made for the sake of the succession, but also in the hope of getting Parliament to award each duke a bigger allowance as a married man. His younger brother the Duke of Cumberland had married his Princess Frederica three years ago, and the Duke of Cambridge his Princess Augusta just six weeks before today’s ceremony. ‘With a noble spirit of patriotism,’ wrote one strait-laced Victorian historian, the Royal Dukes ‘set about their arduous duties of procuring heirs to strengthen the succession’.31 Well, that was one way of putting it. A less unctuous contemporary satirical poet claimed instead that:

Hot and hard each royal pair 

are at it, hunting for the heir.32 

This semi-ridiculous rush to reproduce became known as the Baby Race. Of course, with hindsight, we know that Victoria will win it. But at the time, it was very far from certain. 

Edward decided to whip the garrison of Gibraltar into shape with the ferocious severity he’d experienced himself as an army cadet in Hanover. He was no stranger to corporal punishment. One of his sisters remembered seeing the Royal Dukes in their youth being ‘held by their tutors to be flogged like dogs with a long whip’.33 

Unfortunately, when it came to discipline, Edward tried too hard. Accusations of brutality – deserved or not – would haunt him for the length of his army career. He also had great difficulty in knowing how or when to relax, and his household servants found him a trying master. They complained of his ‘strictness’, it was said, ‘and his extraordinary love of order’.34 This was something he would bequeath to his daughter Victoria, who would likewise prove herself to be detail-orientated, and dedicated to the task in hand.

Another of the problems Edward experienced in Gibraltar was the climate, which he thought bad for his health; a third was his loneliness. Adelaide Dubus had taught him what love looked like, and having lost both her and his child, he found himself longing for female company. He felt himself to be above merely sensual pleasure, and looked, in short, ‘for a companion, not a whore’.35 

It was time for the entrance of Thérèse-Bernardine Mongenet (1760–1830), known as Madame Julie de Saint-Laurent, Edward’s long-term companion and mistress, who would stick with him for the next twenty-eight years.36 A friend of Edward’s had scouted out Julie, previously the mistress of a French aristocrat, in Marseilles in accordance with Edward’s detailed brief. He’d said that he wanted ‘une Jeune Demoiselle’ who was also a talented singer.37 Julie’s arrival was a great relief to Edward’s staff in Gibraltar, who believed that the appointment of an official mistress would save him – and them – from other liaisons that might prove ‘dangerous as well as disgraceful’.38 

Despite Edward’s reputation for cruelty, there is something cruelly sad about his life. His father forced him to live in exile from Britain for many decades. His financial problems depressed him. They were the inevitable consequence of an upbringing that gave all the Royal Dukes a strong notion of their status and the style in which they ought to live, alongside a weak notion of the value of money. 

Edward did not last long in Gibraltar, and was next posted to Canada. ‘I am left to vegetate,’ he wrote, ‘in this most dreary and gloomy spot on the face of the earth.’ Years went by. He was now nearly thirty, Edward complained, ‘and the only one of the Brothers, kept abroad’.39 He was missing all the excitement of the Napoleonic Wars, and the chance to prove himself in action. After much pleading, he was allowed to return to London, but then caused scandal by going about with Julie. ‘This may be done abroad,’ cautioned one of his younger brothers, ‘but you may depend upon it, that it cannot be done at home.’40 Edward was becoming a misfit, unwelcome even among his own family. Perhaps because he’d come to feel like an outcast, Edward was among the more liberal of the extremely conservative Royal Dukes, and spoke at various times in favour of education, the ending of slavery and Catholic emancipation. He even became interested, unlikely though it sounds, in ‘socialistic theories’.41

Victoria’s father, then, was a tortured man, unsure of his life’s purpose. Duty had taken him to Germany, Switzerland, Spain and Canada, but he really longed for home, security and romantic happiness. He tried to make himself feel better with absurdly spendthrift behaviour, particularly in the matter of houses and interior decoration. He ran up such huge debts that in 1816 a committee was formed to run his finances for him. The committee awarded him just £11,000 out of £27,000 a year for his annual living expenses, reserving £16,000 a year for his creditors. Dealing with the consequences of her father’s debts would later help shape his daughter’s much more stringent attitude towards money.

Having eventually left the army, Edward took Julie to live in Brussels because of its low cost of living.42 Yet, like his brothers, he could see one way out of the financial wilderness: marriage. ‘I shall marry,’ he claimed in one grandiose statement, ‘for the succession.’ But then he revealed another motive: ‘I shall expect the Duke of York’s marriage to be considered the precedent. That was a marriage for the succession, and £25,000 was settled …… I shall be contented with the same.’43

And so, Edward began quietly to look around for a suitable spouse. His hunting ground was Germany, then still a patchwork of small principalities rather than a single united country. In these small courts, bloodline was highly prized, and the German states had a thriving export business in thoroughbred Protestant princesses. Edward was cowardly enough to neglect to mention his new mission to Julie. It is not pleasant to read of how, from the day of his decision, he found himself ‘in the practice of daily dissimulation’ with her. Eventually poor Julie read in the Morning Chronicle that Edward had been looking for a wife. Finishing the article, she made such an ‘extraordinary noise’ and such a ‘strong convulsive movement’ that people thought she was ill. The press had told her what her live-in lover had not: that their relationship was over.44

Edward’s chosen bride – Queen Victoria’s mother – was Marie Luise Victoire, then generally known as Victoire, Dowager Princess of Leiningen (1786–1861). She was tall and well-built, ‘rather large, but with a good figure’, and she had ‘a very white skin, black eyes and black hair’.45 According to one fashion journalist, her high colouring was ‘compounded of ravens’ plumes, blood and snow’. People thought Victoire lucky not to have inherited her Coburg birth family’s distinctive hooked nose.46 Victoire was not only a fine physical specimen but also a showy dresser. Her wardrobe included her white silk with a low neck, ‘trimmed with a deep turnover of lace and tartan ribbon’, and her ‘mauve flowered-satin’.47 She was capable of spending more than £100 on a single, spectacular hat.48 

As she now entered the drawing room on the Prince Regent’s other arm, Victoire by far outshone Adelaide. Pale Adelaide wore silver, but Victoire’s naturally dramatic colouring was complemented by a dress of ‘rich gold trimmings’ and Brussels lace, ‘tastefully ornamented with gold tassels’.49 Queen Charlotte herself had ordered this wedding gown, which cost £97, the equivalent of four years’ salary for a well-paid governess.50 It was a dress of dreams, and would be described in detail in The Times. Victoire liked, and looked good in, the new, super-tight muslin gowns that made the wearer look like a classical Grecian column. The body-hugging fit of these gowns required the wearing of a novel form of underwear – ankle-length drawers – so that modesty was preserved under the flimsy white fabric. A pair of Victoire’s own drawers still survives at the Victoria and Albert Museum. 

Golden-tasselled Victoire was now thirty-one. Like Adelaide, she was marrying a man much older than herself, but she was relaxed about this. Her Coburg relatives were an ambitious, upwardly mobile bunch, and through marriage they had infiltrated many of the first families of Europe. Victoire’s brother Leopold was the widower of the deceased British princess Charlotte, whose death had been the root cause of the ceremony today. With Charlotte’s death Leopold had lost the chance of becoming consort to the Queen of England. But where one Coburg fell down, another sprang up. 

Victoire’s first husband had always paid rather less attention to his wife than to his hobby of hunting. But the Prince of Leiningen, long since deceased, had at least left her comfortably off. She and her two children, Feodore and Charles, lived in their own palace at Amorbach in Germany. This made her reluctant, at first, to accept Edward’s offer. If she married this second aging suitor, Victoire would be sacrificing a quiet and pleasant life. 

Her friends, though, thought she would be foolish to turn down such a catch as a British prince. She did confess that Edward’s fine figure had made a deep impression when he came wooing. ‘How,’ one of Victoire’s circle asked her, ‘could you reject such an honourable proposal?’51

But it was still with some misgivings that she eventually accepted him. ‘I am leaving an agreeable, independent position,’ Victoire wrote to Edward, ‘in the hope that your affection will be my reward.’52 Victoire knew all about Julie, and knew that Edward still cared for her. She could only pray that she would find more happiness in her second marriage than her first.53 Her craggy-faced brother Leopold shared her nervousness. His sister was marrying into a messed-up family, ‘whose members hate one another with an inconceivable bitterness’. And then Britain itself had a more commercial, critical, open society than the Coburgs were used to in their deferential German home. ‘Poor Vicky,’ Leopold confessed, ‘is very afraid that she will be somewhat ridiculed’ in England.54

At face value, today’s ceremony at Kew Palace would be a strangely unlovely wedding, with doubts on all sides and none of the participants marrying for affection. But Edward and Victoire were living at a time when the new art-form of the romantic novel was sneaking its way into libraries. In this still-fresh nineteenth century, people were beginning to think that couples ought to be brought together by the lightning bolt of love, as well as by family duty and economic necessity. This concept was particularly slow to permeate the royal families of Europe, whose position forced them to be utilitarian in their relationships. Yet Edward and Victoire could glimpse the potential for their marriage to be something more than that. Like Jane Austen’s heroine Anne in Persuasion, a book that was also published in 1818, Victoire would come to believe in the possibility of having a second chance of love. 

As she stood before the altar, Victoire had to hand a piece of paper with the words of the Anglican service written out for her upon it in German. When the Archbishop asked Victoire, ‘Wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband?’ her crib sheet prompted her to respond: ‘Ich will.’55 She did so not in resignation but in hope.

The Prince Regent now signed the marriage register twice, firstly for the absent king and then for himself.56 Queen Charlotte signed too, then quickly left the room. She had just about managed to avoid being sick, but certainly wasn’t up to the ‘most sumptuous dinner’ to be served up at five. The other wedding guests descended the narrow staircase to the dining room below, there to toast each other’s health. The Prince Regent particularly enjoyed his food, as the 55-inch waist of a pair of his surviving breeches indicates. During a royal dinner the table was spread, twice, with a buffet of dishes from which the diners grazed according to their desire. The first course included a choice of soups, fish and the mixed dishes known as ‘removes’ and entrées, while the second course was roast meat and fancy vegetables. If the pickiest guest even then couldn’t see anything to fancy, there was always cold meat on the sideboard. 

It was quite a business getting your fellow diners to serve you if the dish you wanted was placed on the other side of the table. Communication and conversation did not flow freely, not least because of the language barrier. Victoire had carefully rehearsed a speech, writing out the phonetical sounds of the English that she could not speak:

‘Ei hoeve to regrétt, biing aes yiett so littl cônversent in thie Inglisch lênguetsch, uitsch obleitschës – miy, tu seh, in a veri fiú words, theat ei em môhst grêtful for yur congratuleschens end gud uishes.’57

After the stilted meal, Edward and his new Duchess of Kent drove away by carriage, while William and his new Duchess of Clarence joined the Prince Regent for tea-drinking in a cottage out in the gardens.

Queen Charlotte was too ill to join the tea-party, and in fact she would never again leave Kew Palace. Four months after her sons’ weddings, and just two rooms away from the scene of the ceremony, she died. The queen’s agonising end left Kew tainted not only by illness but by death, and the funny little palace would now fall from the royal family’s favour. In due course Queen Victoria would use her parents’ wedding venue as a country holiday home for her children, and would eventually give it to the nation and open it up to visitors on her seventy-ninth birthday in 1898. Among the items on display was the very chair in which her grandmother passed away. 

As for Edward and Victoire, two months after their marriage they were off back to Germany, to live cheaply on her estates. As they passed through the Low Countries, they were spotted at a ball for the Allied Army, which was still in occupation after 1815’s Battle of Waterloo. Edward was observed tenderly touching the cheek of his waltzing wife, ‘to feel if she was not too hot’. He was anxious because they suspected that she was already pregnant.58

This compassionate touch of the cheek, though, was an important sign that something else had begun too. This inauspicious, pragmatic union, with money and succession at its heart, would catch fire, grow passionate and produce a daughter capable of great passion herself.


2

Birth: Kensington Palace, 24 May 1819

In the early hours of 24 May, a light rain was falling. It sprinkled the lime tree avenues and the dull mirror of the Round Pond outside Kensington Palace’s long, low east-facing facade. From where she lay in bed, Victoire could see the coming dawn reflected in the pond. She was wide awake. Although this was the third time she had given birth, she was as edgy as if it were the first: ‘everything is new for me … it is eleven years since I had a child.’1

Kensington Palace has a sylvan quality, protected by its green gardens against the hubbub of central London. This rambling, red-brick palace was the centre of court life in Georgian times. By 1819, though, it had become a rather run-down retirement home for minor members of the royal family, and was entirely rural in character. To the south lay market gardens. To the north were gravel pits, and the pleasant swell of Campden Hill. Placed practically in the countryside, the palace had originally been built for the asthmatic King William III, who’d struggled to breathe in the smog of riverside Westminster. 

Victoire’s bed was positioned, rather eccentrically, in the first-floor dining room of her husband Edward’s apartment. The space had been converted to a makeshift hospital suite.2 Its walls were papered in blue, it had a ‘handsome’ mirror of silvered glass and there was direct access via a back staircase to the kitchens below. These stairs were usually used for bringing food, but they would now be equally handy for fetching hot water.3

The dining room had also been chosen for the birth because it was adjacent to a saloon, where members of the Privy Council including the Duke of Wellington, the Home Secretary and the Archbishop of Canterbury could wait and watch in comfort. These luminaries would, by long tradition, gather to observe any royal birth. It was their job to ensure that the child was born alive and well, and to check that no imposter baby could be slipped into the mother’s bed to replace a stillborn child. 

Their presence was demanded by the legacy of the events of 1688, when a replacement baby, concealed inside a warming pan, was said to have been smuggled into Queen Mary of Modena’s bed as a substitute for a stillbirth. It was ‘fake news’, but the ensuing scandal contributed to a successful coup against Mary’s husband, the unpopular Catholic King James II. Scrutiny of the process was supposed to make sure that nothing like this could ever happen again. 

When the wife of Edward’s younger brother the Duke of Cambridge had given birth to a baby in March, just a couple of months earlier, the Duke of Clarence had rushed into the room to ‘determine its sex by actual inspection’ before sending off messengers to announce that the Cambridges had just taken the lead in the Baby Race.4 Victoire’s lying-in was being followed with a similar level of interest. Boys gathered in the courtyard behind the palace, ready to run to the newspaper offices. The line of carriages bringing well-wishers to call reached all the way from Kensington Palace to Hyde Park Corner.5 London was agog to find out if a more senior Kent baby would arrive safely to trump the little Cambridge.

Present at Victoire’s side in the dining room was her husband, who was turning out to be a surprisingly modern father. Throughout the night just past, Edward had been struck by the ‘patience and sweetness’ with which his wife bore her sharpest pains. ‘I did not leave her from the beginning to the end,’ he would proudly claim afterwards.6 

And these two unlikely candidates for love had discovered in each other, perhaps to their surprise, something each had long sought. There was no more talk of brutality. Confronted with Victoire’s initial doubts, Edward had doubted himself. ‘I want you to know,’ he wrote, ‘my very dear Princess, that I am nothing more than an old soldier of 50 years and after 32 years of service not very fitted to captivate the heart of a young and charming Princess, who is 19 years younger.’7 This kind of self-deprecation, so unexpected in the corpulent prince, was irresistible. He also displayed a touching level of self-knowledge: ‘I would have wished to be able to say all this to you in pretty verses but you know that I am an old soldier who has not this talent.’8 His laboured pleasantries have a note of authenticity. The year of his marriage, Edward told Victoire, ‘saw the birth of my happiness by giving you to me as my guardian angel’. If Heaven preserved his wife’s health, and gave him a child, Edward swore that he would be consoled for all his ‘misfortunes and disappointments’.9 

For her own part, Victoire was naïve, certainly, but the best part of her character was her trusting optimism. Her nature, wrote someone who knew her well, was ‘confiding to a degree that no good heart could withstand or betray’.10 This emotional vulner-ability had made her unlovely husband love Victoire, and it was something she would bequeath to her daughter. 

During the early months of the pregnancy, which they’d spent in Germany, Edward enjoyed commissioning extensive (and un-affordable) improvements to Victoire’s first husband’s schloss, the thousand-year-old abbey of Amorbach. The Kents arrived back in England only just in time for their baby to be born. The difficulty he’d faced in borrowing sufficient money for the journey had forced Edward to leave it a little late, in turn compelling his heavily pregnant wife to endure a madcap carriage race across the Continent to reach Kensington Palace before she came to term. One of the postilions who assisted with the driving was killed in an accident along the way, and Edward had to pay a pension to his widow. He was also still paying for Julie’s carriage, china and living expenses.11 Edward was by now so greatly in arrears to Coutts bank that he’d been compelled to place ‘the very last shilling’ he possessed into their hands, forcing him ever deeper into debt.12 

The debts and the scramble were worth it, though, for Edward and Victoire to be able to claim that their child, a possible future monarch, was born on British soil. Edward thought it was essential that his child should be born in ‘the old palace of our ancestors’.13 ‘Say as oft as possible that you are born in England,’ Victoire’s brother Leopold would in due course counsel his young niece. ‘George the III gloried in this, and as none of your cousins are born in England it is your interest.’14 

The medical team in the Kensington Palace dining room included a novelty at a royal lying-in. Plump, matronly, herself childless, Charlotte Heidenreich von Siebold was a German obstetrician. Most unusually for a woman, she was a qualified physician, with a specialism ‘in all Ladies complaints’.15

Charlotte had begun her career assisting her midwife mother, who, hidden behind a curtain during lectures so as not to distract the male students, had been the very first German woman to win a doctorate in obstetrics. Charlotte followed her mother through medical training at the University of Göttingen. The Siebolds’ motivation had been financial. Before they could call themselves doctors, they’d had difficulty in getting their high-society clients to pay their bills.16 Frau Siebold came warmly recommended as well as highly qualified, and it must have been a relief for Victoire to have a doctor who spoke her native tongue. 

The eminent Welsh doctor David Daniel Davis was also present. He was author of a textbook on obstetrics that advised readers how to use the horrible-sounding instruments he now laid out in case of need: the ‘Blunt Hook’, the ‘long Scissors’ and a variety of tools ‘for the Extraction of the Head, others for that of the Body’.17 Should Frau Siebold fail to bring out the baby naturally, force might become necessary. 

Despite having these experienced staff standing by, Edward was growing ever more anxious as the labour progressed. He no longer even cared about the succession, only about the health of his wife and child. ‘I have no choice between Boy and Girl,’ he wrote, ‘and I shall always feel grateful for whichever of the two is bestowed upon us, so long as the Mother’s health is preserved.’18

But Victoire at thirty-two was young, still, and very strong. She had a habit of rushing around the palace so fast that one gentleman she overtook in a corridor ‘almost lost [his] wig to the gale’.19 Edward’s prayers were answered. After a short, smooth labour of six hours, it was at 4.15 on the morning of 24 May 1819 that ‘a pretty little princess, plump as a partridge’ was born.20 Edward’s ‘Mayflower’, as he called her, was perfect in his eyes, ‘truly a model of strength and beauty combined’.21 

Once his daughter’s safety was assured, Edward began to think about what her life might hold. Although she was at this point only fifth in line to the throne, he had a peculiar premonition about her future importance. ‘Take care of her,’ he said, for ‘she will be Queen of England.’22

The throne he wished for his daughter was a prize rather less worth pursuing than it had been in previous centuries. Never had its status or sparkle been lower or duller. This was, in part, the fault of Edward himself, and his other ‘damned millstone’ brothers including the Prince Regent. Before his disappearance from public sight behind the walls of Windsor, George III had won widespread respect, and his subjects celebrated each time his illness seemed to abate. But with his sons it was different. George III had been a curiously inadequate father, by turns too strict and too disengaged. His sons grew up to be lazy, selfish, uninterested in the painful upheavals that their subjects were experiencing as Britain became an industrial nation. Later the same year Percy Bysshe Shelley would write his damning poem ‘England in 1819’ about the dangerously unpopular royal family and its bloodsucking Royal Dukes. ‘Rulers who neither see, nor feel, nor know’, Shelley thought them, who ‘leech-like to their fainting country cling’.

Now it was time to tell the world that this ill-starred royal family’s latest member had arrived. In later years, Victoire would claim that there was also someone present at her daughter’s birth who hasn’t been mentioned yet.23 This was Captain, later Sir John, Conroy. Edward’s aide-de-camp from his army days, Conroy was the household’s administrator. Chisel-cheekboned, black-eyed and exactly the same age as Victoire, Conroy was a figure of great importance in the family’s life. Perhaps it was he who now told the Privy Councillors that they could examine the child. 

If Conroy really was present at the birth, no one at the time mentioned it. It’s also odd that the birth certificate was now signed by ‘D. D. Davis’, the Welsh doctor. He is not singled out for praise or indeed mention by anyone else present, so it looks like he was booked as a fallback, to mitigate the risks of employing a female doctor, while Charlotte Siebold did the work. 

But Dr Davis nevertheless took the credit. The sheer novelty of Frau Siebold’s gender must have led to the numerous false reports circulated afterwards that she had run into difficulties, forcing Davis successfully to intervene.24 However, having managed the royal birth with perfect ease, Frau Siebold was soon on her way back to Germany. Three months later, in Coburg, she would deliver a little son to Victoire’s brother Ernest. This cousin to the new Kensington baby would be named Albert. 

Victoire must have been filled with pride and satisfaction as she recovered over the next few days. She had not only fulfilled the royal family’s demands for an heir; she had also given the man she now truly loved his heart’s desire. 

She had become completely the mistress of this palace of Kensington, even though she lay in the dining room of the suite formerly occupied by her predecessor Julie. (Fully aware of Edward’s previous relationship of nearly three decades, Victoire gave her husband ‘every reason to believe that she respects it’.25) Ten years earlier, George III had insisted that Edward should eject poor Julie from Kensington Palace, where censorious gossip maintained that she’d ‘occupied eighty rooms’.26

Over the decade since Julie’s unceremonious departure, Edward had done up his apartment at Kensington in an increasingly grumpy and bumpy process paid for by the Treasury. George III, in his lucid moments, attempted to control his extravagant son’s purse. According to one source, George III ordered that the rooms merely be whitewashed. Edward, though, could not resist embarking on ever more elaborate decorating schemes. He simply did not ask or tell his father, explaining his actions by ‘saying He had once been a bad boy, and would not be so again, or subject himself to a refusal by asking what the King might not approve’.27 

Somehow, through persistence, and by borrowing money, Edward had provided himself and Victoire, and now their daughter, with an interior at Kensington Palace that was elegant and up to date. The baby passed her first weeks in an apartment of exuberant Regency colours: crimson, white, amber, geranium, mint-green, pink. The drawing room of buff and black had furniture including something called a ‘large indulging sofa with scrolled ends’. The suite’s doorcases and cornices were burnished gold.28 Edward, then, was something of a contradiction: as well as an uptight military martinet, he was also a sybarite.

In the year 1819, true to her own character, Victoire herself managed to spend more than £100 on clothing for her baby, although this probably included a christening robe and bedding for her cot.29 Edward did not mind at all, as there was never a prouder or more indulgent father. He found his daughter decidedly masculine, more of a ‘pocket Hercules, than a pocket Venus’.30 Contrary to custom, Victoire insisted on breastfeeding, which was unusual enough to be reported in The Times.31 ‘Everyone is so astonished,’ she admitted, but ‘I would have been desperate to see my little darling on someone else’s breast.’32 She was besotted, and told anyone who’d listen that her daughter was ‘mon Bonheur, mes delices, mon existence’.3 This was all very unusual. Babies were usually removed from their royal mothers to be brought up by professionals. Breastfeeding would inhibit the next conception, and aristocratic women were expected to get on with providing the spare as well as the heir as soon as possible. The little family at Kensington Palace were acting more like the close-knit, affectionate families of contemporary fiction than the couples joined by convenience more commonly found in the royal palaces of Europe. The Kents also followed the latest scientific advice in having their baby inoculated against smallpox. One suspects the influence of Frau Siebold, who’d become licensed to perform this operation early on in her career. 

Even if his daughter was a mere fifth in the succession, Edward could legitimately brag that he had now pulled ahead in the Baby Race. Two of his brothers also produced children in 1819, one just before, one just three days after him. But these younger Royal Dukes were Edward’s juniors. Their sons lay behind Edward’s daughter in the pecking order.

However, the eldest of all the brothers, the Prince Regent, did not like to think of Edward as the father of a future queen. After all, the Regent thought, he might himself make a second marriage, and might even have another child of his own. He decided, therefore, that Edward needed putting in his place. 

Edward was anxious that his ‘little Queen’ should be named after a good role model, Queen Elizabeth I.34 But the final decision on her name was to be the Prince Regent’s. He now rejected not only Elizabeth, but also Georgina and Charlotte after the baby’s grandparents. All these names seemed presumptuously royal for such a negligible child. The christening at Kensington Palace was well underway before anyone knew which name the Regent would approve.35 At the moment in the ceremony when it was required, there was a long pause. Everyone knew that the Regent must make the final choice. 

‘Alexandrina,’ he pronounced. The name would be a compliment to the baby’s godfather, the Tsar of Russia. 

But it was quietly suggested that she needed more than one name. 

‘Give her the mother’s name also then,’ he conceded, grumpily. He then left, and failed to attend the dinner party that Edward and Victoire hosted at Kensington Palace that evening. 

And so, the baby girl was given the English form of her German mother’s name almost as an afterthought, and certainly with no inkling that it was a name that would come to define an age.36 
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