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Preface

Many Years ago we came to live on the Holly Lodge Estate, Highgate, in a house built with others in the grounds of what had once been the home of the nineteenth-century philanthropist, Baroness Burdett-Coutts. Intrigued by the old gardens, with their cedars and high rhododendrons, urns and crumbling summer houses, and by the strange, enclosed Victorian Gothic village that she built at the edge of her estate, I searched in vain for a full biography.

There was a short history of her philanthropy compiled by command of the Duchess of Teck in 1893. A biography written in old age by Mrs Patterson, a descendant of her sister, was tantalizingly incomplete, but it gave some indication of the extraordinary richness and variety of her life. Two selections of the letters to her by Charles Dickens have been published, one with an excellent biographical introduction by her former secretary, Charles C. Osborne.

Edgar Johnson’s scholarly The Heart of Charles Dickens was of immense value and led me to the complete collection of Dickens’s letters to Angela Burdett-Coutts in the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York.

Her friendship with Rajah Brooke, of Sarawak, and their correspondence has been dealt with in great detail by Dr Owen Rutter in his Rajah Brooke and Baroness Burdett-Coutts. Extracts from the Duke of Wellington’s letters to her in Wellington and His Friends by the 7th Duke of Wellington directed me to the letters at Stratfield Saye among the archives of the present Duke of Wellington. For his kind help I am most deeply grateful. The advice and assistance of Mrs Joan Wilson, the archivist at Stratfield Saye, has been of immense value to me.

Apart from these and articles in newspapers and magazines, a chapter in Noble Lives of Noble Women, and scattered references in memoirs of the period there was little published biographical material. Yet this was the woman whom Queen Victoria had made a Baroness in her own right, the first woman so to be honoured, the first woman Freeman of the Cities of London and Edinburgh; whom Edward VII described as ‘after my Mother the most remarkable woman in the country’.1

After her death her husband had hoped to write her biography, but faced with what he described as a house as full of documents as the Records Office, his courage failed. Her own modesty and reticence discouraged biographers in her lifetime, and she outlived most of her friends and was therefore able to destroy most of her letters to them. Dickens, with her consent, burned most of her letters with those of his other friends in a great bonfire at Gad’s Hill. So that, although there are in existence hundreds of letters to her from famous people of the nineteenth century, comparatively few of her own still remain. And these are in a handwriting that is almost deliberately obscure.

So began my absorbing search for sources in public and private archives. Nothing in this biography has been invented. Wherever possible I have given exact references, although sometimes this has not been possible, the evidence has often been a scrap of paper in an old tin box.

I have to acknowledge the gracious permission of H.M. the Queen for the use of material in the Royal archives. I am indebted to Sir Robin Mackworth-Young and his staff at Windsor Castle for their generous help.

I am deeply indebted to Lord Latymer, Mr David Money-Coutts and the Directors of Coutts and Co. for the use of material in their archives. I am most particularly grateful for the unfailing kindness and competent assistance of their archivist Miss Veronica Stokes, who also helped me to compile the family tree. The Earl of Harrowby has most kindly allowed me to see the family records at Sandon Hall. For his help and the pleasure of working in his well-ordered muniment-room I am most grateful.

My warmest thanks are due to Mrs Betty Coxon, daughter of Mrs Patterson and direct descendant of Sir Francis Burdett. She has helped me from the first and placed her mother’s material at my disposal. Mr Ashmead Burdett-Coutts of Cape Town has most generously lent me letters from the archives of the Baroness’s husband’s family which are in his possession. He and his sister Whimbrell gave me from the first invaluable help and encouragement. To them I am most profoundly grateful.

I have to thank the librarians and staffs of the British Library, Lambeth Palace Library and the Bodleian Library, Oxford, and the Keeper of the Muniments at Westminster Abbey. The Librarian of Highgate Literary Institute gave me kind assistance at the beginning of my research. The Librarians of the Public Libraries of Camden, Westminster, Edinburgh, Manchester, Carlisle, Brighton, Tunbridge Wells and Torquay gave me much assistance. In Torquay the local historian, Miss Hilda Walker, was particularly helpful, as were the former owners of Rosetor Hotel (the old Ehrenberg Hall).

Miss Pillars and the staff at Dickens House have been most helpful. For access to the unpublished letters of Charles Dickens in the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York, I am most grateful. The Editors of the Pilgrim Edition of the Letters of Charles Dickens have kindly given me permission to publish short extracts of those letters.

To the authorities of the following institutions I express my gratitude for permitting me to make use of the letters in their possession: Kunsthaus, Zurich; Musée des Beaux-Arts, Paris; The Henry E. Huntington Library, California. The Director of the Folger Museum, Washington, kindly allowed me to see the First Folio Shakespeare which had belonged to the Baroness and is now in their possession. The Director of the Museum at the Château de Chantilly was most helpful and discovered letters from the Baroness to the Duc d’ Aumale concerning her lease of the Château.

I am deeply grateful to the High Commissioners of Canada and Australia and to their Excellencies the Ambassadors of France and Belgium for the valuable assistance given me by their Librarians.

Sir Anthony Wagner has kindly allowed me to see his collection of letters from Henry Wagner to the Baroness. Mr Laurence Irving directed me to his grandfather’s manuscripts in the keeping of the National Theatre Museum. His Life of Sir Henry Irving has been of great interest, to him and to the museum staff I am most grateful.

I have to thank the executors of the late Reginald Colby, who have allowed me to see his unfinished biography of the Baroness. The late Mrs Twining, wife of the Reverend Twining, Vicar of St Stephen’s from 1889, wrote an interesting unpublished biography and journal, now in the Westminster City Libraries, Archives Department.

Her Royal Highness Princess Alice, Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, graciously described for me the Baroness as she remembered her; she still wears the opal ring the Baroness gave her as a little girl.

Mrs Willard, daughter-in-law of the head gardener at Holly Lodge vividly remembered her father-in-law’s accounts of the Baroness at Holly Lodge. Mr Sapsford-Chalklin kindly furnished me with interesting information about his grandfather, John Sapsford. I am most grateful to the Reverend Davidson, vicar of St Stephen’s Church, and his wife for all their help. I am grateful to the many scores of people who have sent me family or personal reminiscences; they are too numerous to mention individually.

I am greatly indebted to Lord Briggs, not only for his kindness in reading the manuscript and for his helpful comments, but also because I have found no better guide to the Victorian world.

My thanks to Mr Gary Clendennen, whose wide knowledge of the letters of David Livingstone has been of great value.

Mr Henry Fry and Mrs Willard of the Trade Union, Labour, Co-operative Democratic History Society gave me some interesting material on Sir Francis Burdett for which I am grateful.

I am deeply grateful to my editor, Margaret Willes, for her friendly and constructive criticism; to John Goldsmith without whose skilful surgery this book would be three times too long, to Lindsay Duguid who copyedited my typescript, and to Philippa Lewis, the picture editor who discovered the early photographs. I am indebted to Patricia Watts-Jones who not only typed but who, by her cheerful good humour, has been my constant support. My thanks to Donna Barker, Christine Scott and Susan Whippey who also helped with the typing.

My warmest thanks are due to Lady Elwyn-Jones (Pearl Binder) who made me start this book. To my husband and family who kept me at it with loyal and loving encouragement, I give my love and heartfelt thanks.


Chapter One

The Double Inheritance

1814-37

In The early hours of 20 June 1837 Victoria, granddaughter of George III, became Queen of England. Two months later Angela, youngest daughter of Sir Francis Burdett MP and granddaughter of Thomas Coutts the banker, stood with her family in a darkened London room and heard the level voice of the lawyer reading the will that declared her heiress to one of the greatest fortunes of the century. Her grandfather’s half-share in his highly successful bank, his houses and most of his priceless possessions were now hers.

An unknown girl who had always shunned the limelight was suddenly exposed to its glare. The newspapers gloated – it was a fortune, they reported, of £1,800,000. The Morning Herald estimated that ‘the weight in gold is 13 tons, 7 cwt, 3 qurs, 13 lbs and would require 107 men to carry it, supposing that each of them carried 289 lbs – the equivalent of a sack of flour’. Or, they reckoned, the amount in sovereigns, laid in a line, would stretch for over twenty-four miles.

For the next sixty-four years, as the two heiresses pursued their parallel careers, Victoria watched with interest, affection and sometimes a little jealousy, the quiet woman of whom her people were to shout ‘Long Live the Queen of the Poor!’

In the late summer of 1837 there was a remarkable similarity in their situations. Both were young. Victoria was eighteen and Angela twenty-three. Both had charm and grace and particularly musical voices, but neither could be called beautiful. The Queen was small and dumpy and showed her gums when she smiled; Angela was tall, too thin, and her complexion was poor. They accepted the responsibility of their respective inheritances with a serious intensity that would later on affect their health. Angela’s calm modest and shy appearance concealed a strong will; and, just as the touchingly innocent young Queen would quickly astonish her ministers, so the Burdetts and the partners at Coutts Bank were soon to be made aware of Angela’s quiet determination.

Determined to be independent, Victoria and Angela both removed themselves from parental control. The Queen left her mother’s bedroom and set up her own establishment. And Angela Burdett, in the autumn of 1837, stood at the window of her father’s grave old-fashioned house in St James’s Place, looked through the great trees of Green Park to the house in Piccadilly that now was hers, and resolutely determined to leave home.

In the inevitable isolation of their new lives each had an ally in an influential ex-governess. Victoria had Louise Lehzen and Angela had the vivacious intelligent little Hannah Meredith who had been her constant companion and friend since the time when, eleven years before, she had been appointed as governess to the youngest Burdetts. The influence of Lehzen and Hannah in the lives of the two heiresses was great, and both women used their power skilfully.

Both Victoria and Angela had been brought up in a feminine world – the Duke of Kent had died when Victoria was eight months old, and Sir Francis Burdett, the people’s champion and so caught up in politics, had rarely been at home in Angela’s early childhood. So each was to seek a father figure, the Queen finding Lord Melbourne and Angela the Duke of Wellington; and each determined to understand the masculine world they had inherited. From the beginning Angela, with no particular aptitude or liking for figures, was obstinately determined to understand the working of the Bank, just as Victoria, with no particular liking for politics, laboured doggedly to master the business of government. Both needed advisers.

Angela’s Cabinet, the partners at the bank, were impressive: handsome Sir Edmund Antrobus, the second Baronet; Mr Coulthurst, calm and benign with rosy cheeks and a country air; and probably the most influential of all, Mr Edward Marjoribanks. Over six feet tall, stooping with a vague manner that belied his firm mind and enduring physical strength, he lived to the age of ninety-six. Later, younger members of the Antrobus and Marjoribanks families brought new life and new problems to the bank, but in 1837 the bankers at Coutts, grave, dignified and immensely experienced, inspired the trust and confidence of the Royal family and distinguished clients all over the world. Miss Burdett inherited friends, business connections and clients overseas that she made into an empire of her own.

In 1837, when the two serious young women took up their separate burdens, there was one important difference. Victoria’s succession had been automatic and expected. Angela’s was unexpected and she had been chosen. Hers was an inheritance of more than wealth. To understand the nature of that inheritance and how and why she, the youngest child of the youngest daughter of Thomas Coutts, was chosen, it is necessary to look back to the years before her birth. For Angela Burdett-Coutts was unusually influenced by those early years and conscious of the roots from which she sprang. Her father Sir Francis Burdett and her grandfather Thomas Coutts were two of the most interesting characters in England at the turn of the nineteenth century.

Thomas Coutts was born in Edinburgh in 1735, the fourth son of John Coutts, Lord Provost of Edinburgh and successful Scottish banker. John Coutts & Co. was concerned primarily in importing and exporting corn between European ports from Ireland to the Baltic, and in dealing in salt, beans and timber. Their banking activities developed from this mercantile business.

From his earliest years, Thomas Coutts understood the importance of the world outside his comfortable Edinburgh home. While he was still at the High School, his older brothers Patrick and John were travelling and working on the Continent. Patrick, the eldest and most intellectual of the brothers, was engaged in mysterious activities in France, for which he was for a time jailed as a spy. John, attractive and intelligent, was sent to Rotterdam as a partner in the firm of Robertson, Coutts and Stephens. Here he too became involved in somewhat dubious activities, helping to supply Scottish smugglers, trading in tea and whisky. Both brothers, when they returned to Scotland, brought with them an understanding of Europe and international contacts of great value to the firm. The third son, James, was the most difficult and choleric of the brothers. He became MP for Edinburgh but his Parliamentary career was cut short by the mental illness which was to dog his last years. Thomas shared his brother John’s charm and intelligence, but early showed a combination of precision, tenacity, and energy surprising in one apparently so delicate.

On the death of their father in 1750 the four brothers carried on the Edinburgh business for a time until Thomas and Patrick came south to found a London branch. James visited them, married a niece of the Whig banker George Campbell and became his partner at 59 Strand. When Campbell died, James took over the bank and asked his brother Thomas to join him. By the terms of the partnership, January 1761, Thomas brought £4,000 capital and was entitled to one-third of the future profits of the Bank. By 1772, the Edinburgh business had passed into other hands.

Thomas Coutts’s financial success was not due to any particular talent for speculation. He was cautious to a degree; missing, for example, the chance to be the first banker to introduce the circular letter of credit that was to be such a boon to late eighteenth-century travellers on the Grand Tour. But he was highly intelligent, had a knowledge of the world, a talent for organization and above all could handle people of power as skilfully as the money they entrusted to him.

The partnership with his brother was never a happy one, for James was ill and quarrelsome, and it was finally dissolved in 1775. James spent his last years travelling abroad and died at Gibraltar in 1778. John had died in 1761 and Patrick too had become mentally ill.

After James’s departure Thomas’s first task was to find new partners, and he chose them well. Two of his earliest appointments, Edmund Antrobus in 1777, and Edward Marjoribanks in 1798, were to remain with him for the rest of his life and their families were to provide partners for Coutts Bank for over a hundred years. Edmund Antrobus (later to become the first Baronet) was ‘an efficient young man with his fortune to make’,1 and Edward Marjoribanks similarly brought more intelligence than money. But from the beginning, Thomas Coutts was the directing genius and undoubted master. He insisted that he and his heirs should retain ‘the supremacy… of the House as well as the half share in the Bank’.2 The other half was to be divided according to seniority between the other working partners.

This ‘supremacy’, he explained, was ‘the disposal, which is to rest with me while I live and with my family at my death, on the share or shares of my partners who may die or retire. And that everything, on any partner quitting business, shall be left in the hands of the person holding the supremacy
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