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For Alessandra





As long as we desire, we can do without happiness: we expect to achieve it. If happiness fails to come, hope persists, and the charm of illusion lasts as long as the passion that causes it. So this condition is sufficient in itself, and the anxiety it inflicts is a sort of enjoyment that compensates for reality… Woe to him who has nothing left to desire… We enjoy less what we obtain than what we hope for, and we are happy only before being happy.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Julie, or the New Héloïse
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PROLOGUE THE COBURG MARRIAGE

In May 1816, at the Prince Regent’s Carlton House residence in London, an obscure German prince married the most sought-after royal bride in Europe – Princess Charlotte of Wales, second in line to the throne of Great Britain after her father, the Prince Regent. During the ceremony, held in the Crimson Drawing Room at 9 p.m., there had been barely stifled amusement – even to the bride herself – when, at the point when the couple exchanged vows, she heard her fairytale prince solemnly promise to endow her with all his worldly goods. For Charlotte knew full well that her new husband, Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, was the scion of a cash-strapped ‘Pumpernickel-Staat’,I ‘a younger prince of Coburg [whose] whole income was only £200 sterling’.1 All Leopold had in reality to offer his bride beyond his seductive good looks and his distinguished military credentials were his guile and ruthless ambition.

Nevertheless, the ‘Coburg Marriage’ – as it was dismissively referred to by the British aristocracy – was no mean achievement for an unremarkable German principality that in the political scheme of things had long been ‘lost on the map of Europe’ and on which the press had until then been entirely silent.2 Leopold’s marriage to Britain’s favourite princess was an incredible coup for a minor European prince and brought the couple an annual allowance of £60,000 (over £6 million today), which was more than the entire annual revenue of his debt-ridden home country – a tiny, rural principality tucked away in central Germany. Its rulers could claim descent from one of the ancient European dynasties – the Saxon House of Wettin – that had once ruled much of the region, but successive divisions of the territory between the male heirs of the Ernestine branchII had fragmented the region into a complex tapestry of domains subject to periodic reshuffling. Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld in fact comprised two small territories that were geographically separated: Coburg, the dynastic seat, lay in Upper Franconia just south of the Thuringian Forest while Saalfeld, which lay on the other side of the forest in the principality of Schwarzburg, was added through marriage and purchase in 1699.3

By 1801 the status and power of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld had atrophied considerably, leaving it shackled by debt and reduced to a combined military strength of only 150 musketeers and grenadiers and a militia of one battalion of 360 men.4 Much of this debt had been the result of profligate spending and mismanagement of the Coburg coffers by successive dukes, who had ruled the region along old feudal lines.

During the terrible depredations wreaked across Europe in the Napoleonic Wars, Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld was caught in the crosshairs, a perpetual victim of incursions by transient Napoleonic troops; for a while the ducal family had had to flee their capital for the safer location of Saalfeld. Nevertheless, Leopold and his two brothers Ernst and Ferdinand had ‘exerted themselves, as far as they were able, for the emancipation of Germany’ in the final push against Napoleon during 1813–14: Ernst with the Prussians in Berlin, Ferdinand with the Austrians in Vienna, and Leopold in service to Emperor Alexander I of Russia in Poland.5

As the youngest son of a duchy that had adopted the law of primogeniture, and who was thus well down the pecking order below his two older brothers, Leopold needed to seek his fortune abroad and it was Russia that had set him on the ladder. His military record had been exemplary: enrolled as an honorary cadet in the Russian Imperial Guard at the age of five by Catherine the Great, Leopold’s advancement thereafter, as the first German prince to join the Russian army, had been meteoric. In 1810 he had resigned under pressure from Napoleon but was reintegrated in the Russian forces by May 1813, after which he led his regiment of Russian cuirassiers in cavalry charges against French forces at the battles of Lützen and Bautzen in Saxony and scored his most significant military success at the battle of Kulm on 30 August. By this time Alexander I and his Prussian and Austrian allies had all acknowledged the merit of Leopold’s services, and ‘six or eight Orders were conferred on him’, including the prestigious order of St Alexander Nevsky and the crosses of St George and Maria Theresa and the Iron Cross of Prussia for his role at Kulm.6

Prince Leopold was also present at the military engagement outside Paris on 31 March 1814 that saw the final defeat of Napoleon, an honour that brought him in the victors’ parade into Paris itself and on to England that June with the allied sovereigns of Prussia and Russia.7 When he arrived in London, Leopold, who couldn’t afford a hotel and was staying above a grocer’s shop in Marylebone, was already pondering a game plan that had been sown in his mind by the tsar.8 Having had to abandon his ‘fruitless passion’ for Empress Josephine’s ‘pale, pensive and spirituelle’ daughter, Hortense de Beauharnais, he found himself now in pursuit of ‘a ruddy buxom girl, more German, perhaps, in her appearance than Leopold could have wished’.9 For Alexander had apparently informed Leopold privately not long before they left for England that ‘I intend for you to marry Princess Charlotte, the future Queen of England.’10 Alexander’s clever widowed sister, Ekaterina Pavlovna, Duchess of Oldenburg, who was then staying in London, took the plan to the next level. She befriended Princess Charlotte and contrived a meeting between the classically tall and dark Leopold and the boisterously endearing eighteen-year-old princess. This unwished-for encounter, as far as he was concerned, would soon turn the Prince Regent’s own dynastic ambitions for his daughter upside down, as well as providing Russia with an important influence at the British court in the person of Leopold.

Charlotte had recently broken off her engagement to her father’s choice of husband, the affable but dull Prince Wilhelm of Orange. She had reluctantly agreed to the engagement in December 1813 in the cause of a strategic Dutch–British political alliance, but had then been distracted by a short-lived passion for Prince Friedrich of Prussia. When this fizzled out, attempts were made to steer Charlotte back in the direction of the Prince of Orange but she had resisted this on discovering that, as wife of the heir to the Dutch throne, she would have to live in the Netherlands for most of the time. In any case, by the summer of 1814 the ambitious Leopold – whom even Napoleon had remarked upon as being ‘one of the handsomest young men I ever saw’ – had arrived at court and had begun to work his charm on her.11

By this time, Charlotte was growing increasingly rebellious, desperate for release from her father’s stifling control; her liking for ‘Der Leo’, as she affectionately called him, soon turned to fascination and then to a very determined passion.12 By early 1815, and despite the Regent’s stubborn opposition, she had become convinced that of all the many suitors for her most eligible hand, Leo was the one who ‘from his situation & everything I have heard of him is the most elagible [sic] connexion for me now… I delight in Coburg because I am quite satisfied he is really, truly & sincerely attached to me & very much so desirous to the greatest degree to [do] all in his power to make me happy.’13 Charlotte, who was notoriously headstrong and called the shots as the only legitimate child in line to the throne at that time, refused to give him up.

Leopold’s German ducal credentials might not have been grand enough for the English royals, but at least he was from a ruling family, and no one could doubt the good prince’s moral and intellectual character, his ‘dignified gravity and unusual moderation’, though privately the Prince Regent found his putative son-in-law cautious and pedantic, and later nicknamed him ‘Marquis Peu-à-Peu’.III14 But there was more to Leopold than initially met the eye: a cold intellect and logic lurking beneath the ingratiating façade, indicative of a determination to advance the interests and ascendancy of the Saxe-Coburgs in Europe.15 For her own part, Charlotte had no intention of allowing this unequal royal match to diminish her: ‘Do not imagine that, in marrying Prince Leopold, I ever can or will sink to the rank of Mistress Coburg. Entertain no such idea, I beg of you.’IV She was already intimating her intention, when the time came, of seeing her German husband elevated beyond the role of mere consort, an aspiration nursed by Leopold himself. For, as the English diarist Henry Greville observed, he ‘would do anything to be beking’d’.16

When news broke on 10 February 1816 that ‘notice ha[d] been sent to the Court of Coburg of an intended union between the Princess Charlotte of Wales and Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, third son of the reigning Duke’, Leopold was so little known in England that even these basic facts were wrong. His father had died in 1806 and his brother Ernst was now on the throne.17 The British aristocracy were contemptuous: ‘He is after all but a petty Prince for the heiress to the British throne,’ sneered Lady Charlotte Campbell Bury. Yet for all that, the Coburg marriage was ‘the only genteel Topic of Conversation’ in London society at the time.18 It wasn’t until November that anyone was the wiser, when Frederic Shoberl’s Historical Account of the House of Saxony, containing a chapter on Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, was brought out for public consumption, outlining the prince’s illustrious genealogy and career.19



Leopold arrived at Dover by packet boat from the Continent on 19 February 1816 for his wedding to Charlotte. Until the ceremony on 2 May he stayed at the Clarendon Hotel in New Bond Street, a respectable venue for ‘single gentlemen’.20 Public curiosity had been ‘wound up to the highest pitch’ by the time Leopold, dressed in his splendid general’s ‘regimentals’ – having been newly elevated to that rank by the Prince Regent – gratified the eager throngs waiting outside Clarence House by making his appearance to the sound of their ‘stentorian huzzas’. But the congregation for the wedding at nearby Carlton House was small by royal standards. Only fifty hand-picked dignitaries – foreign ambassadors, cabinet ministers and members of the British royal family and nobility – were in attendance.21 No foreign royalty were there, nor even the bride’s mother – from whom the Regent was estranged. Travel in the days before the railways was slow and difficult; Prince Leopold’s scattered family was represented by the Saxon minister in London, who signed the marriage certificate, for nobody from Leopold’s home country was present to witness this moment of triumph for the House of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld.

Not least among the absentees was Leopold’s older sister Julie, for she it was who, through her own politically strategic marriage to Catherine the Great’s grandson Grand Duke Konstantin in 1796, had made all this possible. For that union had brought exceptional honours and preferment not just to Leopold but to the whole family; more importantly, it had brought Saxe-Coburg under the protective wing of the Russian Empire. Julie, the beloved sister, sacrificed on the altar of dynastic expediency in a strange, foreign land at the age of only fourteen, had given a huge boost to the military careers of all three of her brothers, and with it the family’s favour with the Romanovs. She had been the first of the seven Saxe-Coburg siblings – the surviving children of Duke Franz and Duchess Auguste – to wed; between 1796 and 1818 they achieved a spectacular succession of marriages that turned this obscure family into the king- and queenmakers of post-Napoleonic Europe, placing their progeny ‘upon thrones, next to thrones, or behind thrones’.22

By the time of his marriage Leopold was already on the high road to international power and influence. Coburg, that insignificant ‘archipelago of princes’, as Catherine the Great’s lover Prince Grigory Potemkin had once scornfully referred to it, achieved yet more dynastic success that same year, when Leopold’s brother Ferdinand married the daughter and sole heir of the wealthiest man in the Austrian Empire.23 A sister, Antoinette, was installed in the Russian court not long after Julie as the wife of Duke Alexander of Württemberg, brother of the German-born dowager empress. But it was the youngest sister, Victoire, who in 1818 scored the ultimate triumph by marrying Princess Charlotte’s uncle and a son of King George III, the Duke of Kent. A year later she gave birth to a future monarch – Queen Victoria – who would bring the Saxe-Coburg story full circle in 1840 by marrying her first cousin, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha.

It is not surprising therefore that few were aware then, as is the case even today, of the existence of the lost Saxe-Coburg sister, Princess Juliane Henriette Ulrike, who set in train the inexorable rise of the Coburgs. By 1854 Julie’s story, such of it as was known even then, had reached the levels of myth: ‘Who was this modern Iphigenia? – this Ariadne given up to the Minotaur? – this Andromeda whom no Perseus came to rescue?’ thundered the Dublin Weekly Nation in an excess of indignant hyperbole. ‘You’ll search for her in vain in any list of the Russian royal family. For Heaven’s sake, who was she?’ For the world knew nothing of this ‘poor doomed rosebud’ who had been ‘torn from the nursery’ to further the Saxe-Coburg cause; nor of the high personal price she had had to pay in the cause of her mother Auguste’s overweening ambitions in securing her marriage into the Russian imperial family. As historian Johann Heinrich Schnitzler observed: ‘Such was the attraction of an imperial crown, that it overbalanced love of country, attachment to religious faith, and the apprehension which the state of things in Russia might then well cause.’24

Uprooted from her quiet and uneventful life in Coburg and abandoned unceremoniously, alone and friendless, in Catherine the Great’s St Petersburg, Julie was stripped of her German birth name, which was supplanted by the alien, talismanic title of Grand Duchess Anna Feodorovna of Russia, or the even more anonymising Grand Duchess Konstantin. But among her family she was always known as Jülchen – ‘little Julie’ – and the affectionate form of her name extended even to Queen Victoria, who spoke very fondly, and often, of her dear aunt ‘Julia’ and never referred to her by her Russian name. We shall use ‘Julie’ throughout this narrative, which charts the span of her difficult, elusive and often tragic life, much of it lived effectively as an exile, in avoidance of gossip and scandal.


	I. In his 1848 novel Vanity Fair, Thackeray wickedly parodied the small-state trivialities of this German archetype: a dull little ‘comfortable Ducal town’ where everybody knew everybody and the highlight of the season was the marriage of the Hereditary Prince of Pumpernickel ‘with the lovely Princess Amelia of Humbourg-Schlippensschloppen’.

	II. In 1485 the ruling family of Wettins divided the territory between the eldest son Ernest (Ernestine branch) and his younger brother Albert (Albertine branch).

	III. ‘Marquess Little-by-Little’.

	IV. Charlotte changed her tune later when she became so enamoured of her new husband that she took to signing herself as ‘Charlotte de Saxe-Coburg’; it may also have reflected her desire to distance herself from her father, formerly Prince of Wales and now Prince Regent.






CHAPTER 1 A PUMPERNICKEL STATE

When Princess Charlotte wrote of her forthcoming marriage to Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, she noted that ‘he seems vastly fond of his family who are exceedingly united.’1 United they indeed were, by the straitened circumstances in which they had been forced to live thanks to the economic difficulties endured in that region from the late eighteenth century. Most people tended to use the abbreviated form ‘Saxe-Coburg’ rather than ‘Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld’, which was one of five ducal houses of the Ernestine branch of the House of Saxony, the others being Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg, Saxe-Meiningen, Saxe-Hildburghausen and Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach.

These and other smaller states in the central region operated as little more than fiefdoms and prior to 1806 were governed by a plethora of knights, counts, margraves, burgraves, bishops, abbots, dukes and barons. Together they made up the German-speaking territories of the Holy Roman Empire that had ruled over much of central and western Europe since the ninth century. But their repeated political fragmentation had ensured that they shared little sense of a cohesive national identity until German nationalism took root after the defeat of Napoleon in 1815. For centuries these disparate German territories were thus embroiled in endless dynastic infighting over the division of the lands between their various heirs and control of the borders between them until the piecemeal introduction of the rule of primogeniture gradually brought the worst disputes under control; in Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld’s case this came in 1747.

After Napoleon’s conquest of Germany in 1806 many of the smallest statelets were absorbed by the larger ones and faded into insignificance, thus greatly simplifying the political map. Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld remained a third- or fourth-league state by status: below the imperial electorates like Hanover and the grand duchies like Baden and Hesse-Darmstadt, poorer than some bishoprics and imperial cities, but above the smaller principalities such as the junior Reuss line from which Julie’s mother Auguste came.

The region in which Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld was located languished as a patchwork of small duchies and principalities of limited wealth and little political clout, haunted always by the prospect of losing their autonomy through annexation, which preyed on the minds of Leopold’s parents. Therefore, the five Saxe-Coburg states remained politically stagnant, always the clients rather than the peers of the larger powerful states such as Prussia, Hanover, Saxony and Württemberg, to whom, when their financial resources failed, they often hired out their armies and married off their daughters.2

Even in the 1840s the complex history of this region still defeated those attempting to present a succinct account for the British public when Leopold’s nephew Prince Albert married Queen Victoria and questions were asked about his dynastic credentials. It was admitted that little was known about Saxe-Coburg beyond ‘the simple fact that such a principality exists’.3 The literary scholar and politician John Frederick Stanford was obliged to note that as with all the other German duchies, its early history was ‘extremely complicated’ and most people made no attempt to unravel it.4

Throughout the eighteenth century the German prince or duke had been, by and large, little more than a gentleman farmer, albeit on the large scale. Julie’s Russian husband Konstantin would later remark disparagingly that his brother-in-law Duke Ernst II reigned ‘over six peasants and two village surgeons’.5 Princess Marie of Edinburgh (later queen of Romania), who grew up there in the 1870s, was rather more charitable. Coburg was ‘a small town where Gemütlichkeit [warmth and friendliness] played a greater part than elegance… a town of simple burghers, uncritical and loyal’, with an ‘old-world simplicity’.6 The Coburg court or Residenz, which formed the microcosm of the Saxe-Coburg state, was, despite its old-world Teutonic charm, exceedingly narrow in its aspirations: pedantic, traditionalist and lacking political debate or cultural innovation. Its dukes ‘cherished a blighting etiquette, and led lives as dull as those of the aged and torpid carp in their own stewponds’.7

In order to maintain their government and army, not to mention their personal lifestyle, Saxe-Coburg’s rulers had squeezed the peasantry through heavy taxation to compensate for the limited revenue derived from local industry. Covering around 400 square miles and with a population of 57,266 (in 1812), Saxe-Coburg was about one and a half times the size of the Isle of Wight.8 The land was fertile enough; located in a sheltered valley between two ranges of hills, it produced corn, flax, wine and rich pasture for fattening cattle. But the duchy’s manufactures were modest, its best offerings being ‘pots, hats, and peltry [animal skins]’, as well as vitriol, potash, pitch and Prussian blue pigment.9

Saxe-Coburg had an imposing castle, the Veste, built on the site of a tenth-century fortress on a hilltop above a dense beechwood that dominated the landscape for many miles in every direction. But it was cold, comfortless and infested with rats and the ducal family found it too forbidding to live there.10 Between 1543 and 1547 Duke Johann Ernst (1521–53) had drained the treasury to construct a grand palace – the Ehrenburg – on the site of a Franciscan friary in the town itself.I When Julie’s grandfather the 4th duke, Ernst Friedrich (1724–1800), inherited the title in 1764 under the duchy’s newly introduced law of primogeniture, he remained based in the better-known walled town of Coburg on the River Itz and kept the Saalfeld residence for official purposes only. His intention was to enhance the duchy’s prospects, but by then it was already in economic decline.

Life at the ducal court was parochial and socially limited, dominated by Ernst Friedrich’s disappointed wife, the better-connected and imperious Sophie Antonia of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel. Through family marriages to European royalty, including Emperor Peter II of Russia and Maria Theresa of Austria, Sophie had hoped for a more advantageous match for herself. In response, she ‘ruled everything at Coburg’, refusing to control her spending habits and propelling Saxe-Coburg into further debt.11 As Prince Leopold himself later admitted in a glorious understatement, his grandmother had been ‘too great a person for so small a duchy’ and had treated it ‘as if it had been an empire… squander[ing] the revenues in a dreadful manner’.12 It was the weak-willed Duke Ernst Friedrich’s brother, Prince Friedrich Josias, who saved the duchy from the brink of insolvency and collapse by fighting with distinction for Maria Theresa’s Hapsburg army in the Third Silesian War against the Prussians. Catherine the Great would later laud Friedrich Josias as the hero of the Coburg family. As a result, he was promoted to field marshal by the Hapsburgs and heaped with honours. His position also enabled him to secure Austrian help in the setting up of a Debt Commission in 1773 to administer the duchy’s perilous financial affairs.13

Julie’s genial father, Prince Franz Friedrich, eldest son of the 4th duke, left little mark on his time as hereditary prince for he suffered from poor health and had no political interests. He may have been the nominal head of the household, but he appeared utterly incapable of managing his finances, leaving those, plus the running of the household and child-rearing, to his wife. Instead, he devoted himself to patronage of the arts, to singing, good food and fine wine. His passion for art was a worthy enough enterprise, except that Franz spent well beyond his means in bringing together what is nevertheless considered to be the most important eighteenth-century German collection of copperplate engravings, Old Master prints and drawings, which forms one of the key collections at the Veste Coburg today. A typical eighteenth-century dilettante, Franz also amassed botanical specimens, coins, stuffed birds and minerals. Equally characteristic of his class and time was his engagement in numerous sexual dalliances outside his marriage, for which he became notorious in Coburg at large.

When Franz’s wife, Sophie of Saxe-Hildburghausen, died of influenza in 1776 after only seven months of marriage, Franz already had a substitute waiting in the wings: Countess Auguste of Reuss-Ebersdorf. But she brought no fortune with her for she came from one of the smallest and least significant German principalities in Thuringia. At only 3 miles square and with a population of 1,200, Reuss-Ebersdorf was also the centre of the Moravian Brotherhood, a pietistic Lutheran community that had been established at Herrnhut in 1722 by refugees fleeing religious persecution in Bohemia. Auguste’s great-aunt, Erdmuthe Dorothea, Countess of Reuss-Ebersdorf, had married the Brotherhood’s founder, Count Nikolaus Zinzendorf. Her parents, Heinrich and Karoline, were devout followers of the movement, which is reflected in the very strict social and moral attitudes with which she was inculcated as a child.

In her later years Auguste, who was born in 1757, nursed a romantic memory of the ‘lovely surroundings of my bright days’, though she has left us no details of them. ‘Only with my life’, she wrote later, ‘will the sweet memory of the father’s house be extinguished.’14 That household had nevertheless been an unremarkable, straitlaced and deeply religious one, where dancing and games were frowned upon and where Auguste had received the customary private tuition by governesses in art, French and geography, in preparation for a suitable marriage.15

Straitlaced or not, such a pious lifestyle did not get in the way of Count Heinrich of Reuss-Ebersdorf’s sense of urgency in marrying off his pretty daughter at the first opportunity. So, when Auguste was eighteen, her cash-strapped father shrewdly invested in commissioning a painting of her posing as Artemisia of Caria – a queen of ancient Greece – lamenting over the urn containing the ashes of her dead husband, Mausolus. It cost 100 guilders and was painted by the fashionable German court painter Johann Heinrich Tischbein at Schloss Ebersdorf. It was then exhibited at the Regensburg Diet, the imperial legislature of the Holy Roman Empire, where Prince Franz of Saxe-Coburg had seen it and was immediately so entranced that he supposedly paid four times the asking price to secure the painting.16 However, dynastic protocols at the time dictated that he contract a more politically strategic marriage to a relative – Princess Sophie of Saxe-Hildburghausen. After Sophie died Franz thus wasted no time in asking for the hand of Auguste. They were married at Schloss Ebersdorf on 13 June 1777. The brethren of the Moravian Church joined in the celebrations that day and played the Bach hymn ‘Nun danket alle Gott’II on trumpets as the wedding group processed from the church.17

Little or nothing is known of the family life of Franz, Auguste and the seven of their ten children who survived into adulthood. While a few passing allusions survive regarding the sons such as Leopold – whose birth was greeted in 1790 with considerable rejoicing in the duchy – the arrival of far less politically valuable daughters was considered a drain on the family purse until they could be usefully married off. What we do know of the early years of the Saxe-Coburg children is entirely dominated by the forceful figure of Auguste. She was rather less beautiful than her Tischbein portrait suggested: handsome with piercing blue eyes, but with a distinctive long nose and determined chin (the nose was inherited most notably by her sons). She was small but made up for it with strength of character; she had a ‘most powerful, energetic, almost masculine mind’, in the words of her granddaughter, Queen Victoria.18

During the early years of Franz and Auguste’s marriage the two great official residences – the Ehrenburg and the Veste – had become such a drain on the state purse that Duke Ernst could not afford to maintain them. In 1786 he transferred his family to a modest, four-storey townhouse on Steingasse, located directly to the side of the Ehrenburg Palace. Life here, where the family remained until 1800, was extremely plain by princely standards. The building was very old, dating back to 1464, and dilapidated, though some renovations had been made earlier in the eighteenth century. One large reception room for official business was located on the first floor and the family lived on the third floor. But how they lived there remains ‘wrapped in obscurity’, beyond the fact that their dire financial situation dictated a regime of strict austerity.19

All we know about the family’s everyday life is that Leopold, born in 1790, and his brothers Ernst (born 1784) and Ferdinand (born 1785) were well educated with a view to their future advancement in the world. They received lessons in Christian doctrine and ethics, Latin, Russian, French, English, geology and history – a curriculum drawn up by Prince Franz and his advisors.20 They were also encouraged in a study of natural history and geography by their mother, who collected botanical and ornithological specimens.21

In the historical record, the three good-looking Saxe-Coburg sons inevitably eclipse their four sisters, who were all born before Leopold: Sophie in 1778, Antoinette in 1779, Julie on 23 September 1781 and Marie Luise (better known as Victoire) in 1786. One other sister, Marianne, born in 1788, lived only to the age of six. We are told nothing of their lives as children but it is likely, given their mother’s strict Moravian religious faith, that they received a fairly constrained religious-based education at home with governesses, although their cultured father certainly encouraged their musical and artistic gifts and the girls were taught to sing and play the piano. Even in 1818, all the British press were able to tell the public about the early life of Victoire when she married the Duke of Kent was that the four Coburg sisters had been educated ‘under the immediate care and inspection’ of their ‘august and well-informed mother’.22

Only one aspect of these early days emerges with any clarity and that is the highly contradictory and forceful personality of their mother, Auguste. Her portraits all testify to a strong, if not ruthless, will that doesn’t match the numerous fawning descriptions of her as ‘an object of adoration among her children and grandchildren’, a woman who ‘by her wisdom and tender motherly care, created a family circle so happy and so well regulated, as is rarely to be met with on the thrones of Europe’.23 Frederic Shoberl echoed panegyrics to Auguste in his 1842 account of Saxe-Coburg for the British market. The late duchess, he averred, had ‘unite[d] all the softness of her own sex with the firmness of the other. Undaunted by the storms of fate she never lost sight for a moment of her destination as a wife and a mother. Amid the various pursuits to which her genius inclined, this extraordinary woman made the most careful education of her numerous family the business, the recreation, and the happiness of her life.’24 But behind closed doors there are suggestions of tyranny, even cruelty, when it came to the treatment of her daughters.

In 1872 Queen Victoria produced her own saccharine memoir of her ‘dear Grandmother’, albeit written forty years after Auguste’s death. But this misty view is strongly contradicted by other accounts.25 Elsewhere, the Princess of Saxe-Coburg (she did not become duchess until 1800) has been described as ‘ugly and tyrannical’, a ‘bigot’ and a mercenary woman ‘whose economy, parsimony, not to say avarice, were the only things about her deserving of praise’. Thus, a less gratifying view can be discerned of a martinet of narrow morality, with a sharp tongue ‘whose presence caused a shiver’ in her daughters.26 Even her doting granddaughter Queen Victoria admitted that she herself had inherited Auguste’s ‘passionate nature’ – an oblique admission, surely, of Auguste’s intolerant personality. Victoria’s half-sister Feodora concurred: ‘the quickness of our tempers in the female line’ went back to Grandmama Auguste.27

A fleeting memoir of the Coburg children has come to us from one of their playmates. Christina Stockmar, the daughter of Ernst Friedrich Stockmar, a Coburg merchant and financier, remembered them joining in games of hounds and hares and musical performances at the Stockmar summer residence at Glockenberg on the outskirts of the city.28 But it is only in Auguste’s voluminous journals that one occasionally catches glimpses of her true relationship with Julie. Her feelings for this daughter in particular swing from sweet, even adoring affection to painful recognition of her own past unkindnesses towards her, and include even occasional flashes of self-castigation, prompted by her Protestant sense of guilt. In her journal Auguste accused herself of ‘having trouble enduring the small faults of her children and by her annoyance, of inciting them to impatience. She blames herself for criticising their preceptors instead of intervening to improve their influence and their education.’ Even Queen Victoria had noted when her grandmother visited her in 1825, that she could not abide naughty children.29

The wounds of her early life must have run very deep, for Julie has left us no record at all of her childhood or of what seems to have been a difficult relationship with her domineering mother, although when Auguste died in 1831 she was engulfed by grief. Only a couple of her letters to Auguste survive in the Coburg archives, and for that matter Auguste’s to her, perhaps because Julie is known to have destroyed much of her correspondence. But in 1805 Auguste made a revealing comment in her journal on how her daughter’s ‘unfortunate life has been plagued by hardships’ and how she had learned in later years that during her early childhood Julie had been ‘constantly provoked and ill-treated by a harsh governess’ but, no doubt out of fear, had not complained. ‘How often did I mistake your hurt and agitated feelings for wickedness and punished you for them,’ Auguste admitted. The governess in question had left when Julie was ten and thereafter Auguste had kept her daughter close to her and educated her, for the most part, herself. But as a result, Auguste admitted, Julie had not enjoyed a ‘carefree childhood’ and, ‘scarcely were you grown to girlhood, than fate tore you from my side, to destroy your life’s happiness in every respect in that cold and foreign land.’30 That land was Russia, but if anyone was the architect of Julie’s fate there it was Auguste.



Queen Victoria has long been described as the ‘Grandmama of Europe’ thanks to her assiduous brokering of the marriages of her children and grandchildren, but in fact it is her own formidable grandmother Auguste who beat her to that accolade. As the acknowledged force behind her children’s achievement of good fortune and social advancement through marriage, German sources look upon her as the Stammutter des europäischen Hochadels (ancestral mother of the European high nobility).31 There was of course very good reason for Auguste and Franz to view their daughters as their golden ticket out of bankruptcy. Life in Coburg during Julie’s formative years was never stable and the upheavals of the French Revolution of 1789 had severely affected any chance of Coburg’s financial recovery. Ernst Friedrich Stockmar, the Coburg Landkammerath (counsellor of the Chamber of Provincial Finances), is said to have lent the ducal family considerable sums of money over the years, so much so that it was ‘with positive terror’ that he ‘used to see the Court messenger approaching his beautiful snug house at the market-place in Coburg, carrying something under his arm’. He knew that such visits indicated that the duke or duchess were ‘once more in great straits and on the point of borrowing from him, “on the pledge” by sending the messenger to him with something to pawn’. The visits became so frequent ‘that they turned the poor old Landkammerath into a nervous hypochondriac during the last years of his life’.32

So dire was the situation that Duke Ernst and his heir, Prince Franz, had been forced to reduce their staff, already drab in their faded and threadbare liveries, and cut back on the number of dishes served at meals. The family rarely entertained and dressed modestly, so much so that, according to Christina Stockmar, ‘none of the princesses had more than a single Sunday dress each.’ On one occasion she remembered how Antoinette ‘tore her Sunday dress on a gooseberry bush and was inconsolable in her dread of her severe mother’ and she had come to her aid by cleverly mending the tear so that Auguste had never noticed it.33

At such a time of economic hardship, what could Prince Franz and his wife Auguste do, other than be ‘watchful diplomats’ and fall back on their most reliable commodities – their marriageable sons and daughters? Daughters were very valuable assets, especially if they were pretty – and compliant. All young German women from ducal families in the eighteenth century were groomed for such an eventuality, for in many cases the prosperity of their house depended on it.34 For the most part, the lines of inheritance had been maintained through intermarriage with other German principalities of the same Lutheran faith. But Franz and Auguste would look far beyond that for their financial salvation.35 The trafficking in princesses to Russia had already borne fruit with the marriages of Catherine the Great – originally Princess Sophie of Anhalt-Zerbst from a family of the Prussian minor nobility – to the Tsarevich Peter in 1745, and Princess Luise of Baden in 1793 to Catherine’s eldest grandson and future heir to the Russian throne, Alexander.

Two years later, Catherine once more sent her emissary, the Baltic German diplomat Baron Andreas Eberhard von Budberg, on a secret mission to the German duchies to hunt for a suitable bride for her other teenage grandson, Konstantin, Alexander’s younger brother. When Budberg arrived from Stockholm, where he had been serving as Russian ambassador, and knocked at the Coburg door, Auguste could not believe her good fortune. Budberg had, fortuitously, helped negotiate the marriage of Princess Luise. Would the pious Auguste be able to set aside her deep Protestant faith to contemplate the marriage of her teenage daughter to a Russian Orthodox Romanov and transform the impoverished fortunes of the Saxe-Coburgs?36 ‘I still see you as you were on your fourteenth birthday, fresh as a rosebud and naive as a child,’ she wrote in 1805, recalling that fateful year. ‘The anticipation for your future lay heavy on my heart…’37

But not that heavy, as it turned out.


	I. After he became duke in 1806, Julie’s brother Ernst redesigned it into a splendid baroque palace.

	II. It is interesting to note that this was a favourite hymn of the couple’s grandson Prince Albert, who asked his daughter Alice to play it for him when he was on his deathbed at Windsor Castle in December 1861.






CHAPTER 2 JOURNEY TO ST PETERSBURG

Given her country of origin it was natural that Catherine the Great would have a penchant for German brides for her children and grandchildren, so she demanded that detailed reports on prospective candidates, ‘their moral character and the blood-relations of their parents’ be sent to her.1 She herself had endured such humiliating vetting and thought nothing of imposing it on others. She had married off her son and heir Paul (the only legitimate one of several offspring) to a German princess, Wilhelmina Louisa of Hesse-Darmstadt, in 1773 when he was nineteen. But Wilhelmina had died in childbirth only three years later. With indecent haste, Catherine immediately lined up a replacement: in fact she had had one who shared her own name and place of birth – Stettin (now Szczecin) on the Baltic coast of Pomerania – on the shortlist of German candidates the first time around. But as Catherine’s first choice for Paul was only thirteen at the time, she had opted for a slightly older bride for him. Six months after the tragic demise of his first wife, when he was barely out of mourning, Paul was therefore steered by his mother into a union with another German teenager, Sophia Dorothea of Württemberg.

At seventeen years old, Sophia Dorothea, who, after conversion to Orthodoxy, took the Russian imperial name of Maria Feodorovna, came from a strictly moral family with strong militaristic ethics, but found herself married to an unattractive and eccentric husband.2 Paul was in many ways a younger version of his quixotic and obsessively militaristic father, from whom Catherine had rapidly distanced herself after their marriage. But the steely Maria had made the most of what could have been a ‘wretched fate’ (as it was for some of her compatriots). She was strong and fertile and by 1795 had already more than fulfilled her dynastic duty by producing eight children. From the moment of their births, however, Catherine intervened and wrested control of Maria and Tsarevich Paul’s first two male children, Alexander (born 1777) and Konstantin (born 1779), for she nursed great ambitions for them both. She brought them up at the Winter Palace in St Petersburg, along with their four eldest sisters, Alexandra, Elena, Elizaveta and Maria. The two younger sons, Nikolai and Mikhail, remained at the Gatchina Palace (bought by Catherine for their parents in 1783), located 30 miles south of St Petersburg, with their youngest sister Anna.

Catherine invested her hopes for the dynasty in her grandsons. She married Alexander off when he was still only fifteen years old, choosing a bride who was the niece of the queen of Prussia and from one of the most strategically important and powerful German states – Baden. Princess Luise and her sister Friederike made the long journey to the Russian capital in the late autumn of 1792, in terrible weather, unaccompanied by their mother despite being only thirteen and eleven years old. Of the two, Luise had won Catherine the Great’s approval immediately with her angelic blonde beauty and thus became next in the line of sacrificial German lambs to the Romanov throne. Indeed, her mother before her had been a candidate for the hand of Tsarevich Paul, but, fortunately for her, when they travelled to St Petersburg to be vetted, her sister Wilhelmina had been favoured instead.

Like the other German brides before her, once engaged to Alexander and still only fourteen, Luise had been obliged to convert to Russian Orthodoxy. She took the name of Elizaveta Alexeevna on her marriage to Alexander in 1793. Although arranged, the marriage had initially been one of mutual attraction and affection. The German princess was irresistibly pretty, graceful and charming and had quickly fallen in love with her handsome husband. But what had seemed at first to be the perfect, harmonious union between ‘Cupid and Psyche’ did not remain happy for long. By 1795 Elizaveta had disappointed the domineering empress by failing to produce a son – or any children. Since the return of her sister Friederike to Baden after the wedding,I Elizaveta had found herself isolated and increasingly lonely, with only her maid of honour, Countess Varvara Golovina, to confide in. And Golovina had already noticed that despite the lovely grand duchess’s many virtues, she would have ‘liked the eyes of the Grand Duke to be upon her more often than on others’.3

With Konstantin the next in the line of succession – should Alexander fail to produce any sons – Catherine had been anxious to settle him while she was still alive, and with a suitably fertile bride, despite the obvious disadvantages of marrying him off while still so young and immature. And so, in 1795 when Konstantin turned sixteen, she had begun the search for yet another German princess, having already rejected an offer of one of the daughters of King Ferdinand IV of Naples – either Maria Amalia or Maria Cristina.II Catherine was appalled; there was a great deal of gene-weakening intermarriage in the Naples dynasty, she declared. She rejected this attempt to foist ‘one of their little monsters’ on the Russian imperial family in the most scathing of terms. The daughters were ‘malicious, epileptic, deformed and ill-bred’; and worse, they were Roman Catholics: ‘a Latin… succession will never be accepted in my lifetime.’4

There seemed to be more than enough German brides to choose from, in Catherine’s view, and as most of them were penniless they were less likely to be difficult. As diarist Charles François Masson observed in his Secret Memoirs of the Court of Petersburg: ‘Young and affecting victims, whom Germany seems to send by way of tribute to Russia’, were akin to those that ‘formerly Greece sent… to be devoured by the minotaur’.5 But for any German bride it was a rude and cruel awakening – after the degrading spectacle of the selection process – to be transplanted from a parochial Residenz to the all-powerful, pompous and corrupt court of the empress of Russia. For many of these young and innocent brides, Russia became a ‘gloomy prison’; in Masson’s cynical estimation the title of ‘grand duchess of all the Russias’ had ‘hitherto been a title to be excluded from happiness’. Over the years, Catherine had sent for eleven German princesses to be vetted in this way: ‘three princesses of Darmstadt,… three princesses of Württemberg (who fortunately only got as far as Prussia before being turned back); two princesses of Baden and, in 1795, our three princesses of Saxe-Coburg.’ Such brutal transactions meant that the rejects were summarily sent home, on a commercial ‘sale or return basis’ – as one contemporary observed – their hurt feelings compensated for by ribands, jewels and rubles.6

It is said that Baron Budberg’s discovery of the three attractive Saxe-Coburg sisters had been something of an accident, for they had by no means been top of his list as being suitably prepared for such high marital status. In Catherine’s scheme of things Budberg should have been headed for Prussia and the more prestigious duchies, but during his journey across Germany he apparently fell ill and had to stop off in Coburg to seek treatment and recuperate. It was there he discovered the existence of the three pretty teenage daughters of Prince Franz and Princess Auguste, and decided to look no further.7 Budberg was relieved; he had expended considerable energy in 1793 trying to arrange a match for Catherine the Great’s eleven-year-old granddaughter Alexandra Pavlovna to the new young king of Sweden, Gustav IV, which was still going through tortuous diplomatic discussions. He therefore sent an urgent letter back to the empress in St Petersburg alerting her to his fortuitous discovery and began preparing the ground for negotiations. What neither Franz nor Auguste knew, of course, was that unlike his handsome and most amiable brother Alexander, Grand Duke Konstantin was a quite different prospect. Despite having a few good qualities, he was already notorious at the Russian court for having a difficult personality and a reputation for unpredictable and often violent behaviour.

On 28 July (New Style (NS); 17 July Old Style (OS))III a letter from Catherine the Great arrived at the Coburg ducal court – in the first instance addressed not to Franz and Auguste, but, as protocol dictated, to Duke Ernst – in which she expressed her desire to make the acquaintance of his three granddaughters ‘of whose amiable qualities and distinguished talents’ she had heard tell from Baron Budberg. She asked that the three girls be brought to St Petersburg in the company of their mother for the current court season. At this stage no overt mention was made of the girls as bridal candidates but Catherine’s euphemistic tone was clear: ‘The welcome that awaits them there [in St Petersburg] will meet both the hopes of your highness and the intention in which I invite them.’8 Catherine also sent the same courteous request in personal letters to Franz and Auguste, assuring them that her motive in extending the invitation was ‘in my desire and in my resolution to consolidate by even closer ties the feelings of benevolence and affection with which I am… the very affectionate cousin’.9 In her letter to Auguste, Catherine was more explicit, explaining that once the princess had brought her daughters to the St Petersburg court to make her ‘personal acquaintance’, she hoped to ‘fix the stay of one of them by an establishment in which the wishes of your highness seem to agree with mine’.10

Much as his wife was eager to accept Catherine’s offer, Prince Franz took his time before replying. The duchy was in severe debt and there were many pressing reasons for seeking to secure an advantageous marriage for one of their daughters with Russia, but Franz was concerned about the requirement that whichever one was chosen would have to give up her Lutheran faith and convert to Russian Orthodoxy. He therefore wrote to the Coburg Consistory Court soliciting their advice on whether ‘one of the princely daughters could, without damage to her conscience, or without losing her eternal salvation, join the Orthodox church’.11 During the ten days of consultations with the consistory court and the ministry of the City of Coburg, Franz also allowed his daughters an opportunity to reflect on how they felt at such an outcome. When word came back that the powers that be did not feel that adopting Russian Orthodoxy would impinge on the daughters’ ‘inherent beliefs’, Julie herself had put in writing her feelings on the matter:


I believe that it is truly a call from God… if the Russian choice falls on me. Considering that I had nothing to do with this proposal and that my parents remained passive, I do not think I have the right to dismiss it on pain of committing disobedience… I am convinced that its [Russian Orthodoxy’s] doctrine does not differ at all in the principles in which my parents have instructed me and that until now I have held to be fair and consistent with my religion.12



We do not know how the other two sisters responded, but this is the first we have from Julie and her words are astonishingly mature and literate. Or was she careful to say what was required of her by her domineering mother? Whatever the motive, on 26 August (15 August OS) Duke Ernst was happy to grant his permission for the journey to St Petersburg. Prince Franz wrote a gushing reply to the empress, offering his ‘admiration… respect… [and] gratitude’ for her goodness and kindness and assuring her that his wife and daughters were already preparing for their departure: ‘Your Imperial Majesty can be persuaded of the greatest eagerness on my part to hasten as much as possible the happy moments when they will enjoy the happiness of paying their respects to you.’13

In the meantime, a second emissary from Catherine arrived in Coburg on 3 September to inspect the girls: Friedrich Melchior, Baron von Grimm, another Baltic German in service to the empress as the resident Russian envoy in Gotha, 60 miles north of Coburg. He had travelled down






























	I. Friederike’s disappointment was mitigated by her subsequent selection as a bride for King Gustav IV of Sweden in 1797.

	II. As it turned out, the two rejects married well: Maria Cristina to the king of Sardinia and Maria Amelia to King Louis Philippe of France.

	III. Russia at that time was still using the Julian or Old Style calendar, which had been replaced in western Europe by the Gregorian or New Style calendar by 1753. The Russian calendar was running at eleven days behind the European one and for the section of Julie’s story relating to Russia both dates will be given where possible for the sake of clarity.

	IV. Twenty years later, Louisa Adams, wife of US diplomat and future president John Adams, made a similar journey in reverse, from St Petersburg to Berlin, and then on to Paris, across war-torn Europe at the end of the Napoleonic Wars. Louisa wrote up her fascinating ‘Narrative of a Journey from Russia to France in 1815’ in 1836, which remains in manuscript, held in the Adams Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society.

	V. The Duchy of Courland has a complicated and confusing history and suffered centuries of conflict and territorial rivalry. Originally located in what was Livonia (which comprised parts of today’s Estonia and Latvia), it became a vassal state of Poland in 1569. It was absorbed into the new Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth created in 1726 until it was annexed by Russia in 1795.
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Prince Consort of Great Britain
1819-1861

= VICTORIA **
Queen of

Great Britain
1819~1901
(see right)

Four sons,
five daughters

MARIANNE
of Saxe-Coburg-
Saalfeld
17881794

—1

A son,
stillborn
5 Nov 1817

KARL
Fiirst zu Leiningen
1804-1856

= MARIE
von Klebelsberg
1806—1880
Two sons

LEOPOLD
of Saxe-Coburg-
Saalfeld
King of the Belgians 1830
1790-1865

MAXIMILIAN
of Saxe-Coburg-
Saalfeld
1792-1793

CHARLOTTE
of Great Britain
1796—1817

=2 LOUISE MARIE
of Orléans

1712-1850

Three
sons,
one
daughter

FEODORE
of Leiningen
18071872

VICTORIA **
Queen of Great Britain
1819-1901
(see left)

= ERNST
of Hohenlohe-Langenburg
1794-1860
Three sons
Three daughters
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