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INTRODUCTION

When Georgiana Liddell was appointed a maid-of-honour to Queen Victoria in 1841, she received a letter of advice from her mother, Lady Ravensworth. ‘You must accustom yourself,’ she wrote, ‘to sit or stand for hours without any amusement save the resources of your own thoughts.’ ‘Keep yourself to yourself and whatever spare time you have, employ it well and lay not up your talents in a napkin.’ She urged Georgy to be discreet, to ‘abhor idle gossip’, to shun flirtation and intimacy with the gentlemen of the court, and to spend her salary wisely. And she finished by invoking duty: ‘Your first duty is to God; your second to your Sovereign; your third to yourself.’

This letter sets the tone for life at the Victorian court. A sense of duty, discretion, moral rectitude, self-reliance – such were the qualities that would stand you in good stead as a member of the Queen’s household, and they were not qualities that there had been much call for hitherto. The morally elastic courts of the Hanoverians and earlier had tolerated, indeed comfortably accommodated, love affairs, adultery and illegitimacy, while a lack of organisation and control had invited abuse: positions were available for favourites, perks were to be enjoyed, and questions weren’t asked. Victoria may have been just eighteen when she came to the throne in 1837, but she knew her own mind and she was quite adamant that her court would, above all things, be respectable. Abuses would never be entirely eradicated, and scandal did erupt, in a humiliatingly public fashion in 1839, but it was not to be repeated.

In their family life, Victoria and Albert set out to create a model of domestic virtue, and similar standards of behaviour were expected from their court. This did not mean an entirely new personnel, but court appointments were now carefully vetted and those of doubtful reputation firmly excluded. When selecting her ladies and gentlemen the Queen generally looked to the lesser aristocracy, who, it was felt, were morally sounder and more sensible of the honour conferred on them than their wealthier, more fashionable counterparts (the beau monde tended to mock when it came to their queen and her consort). Gentlemen were usually ex-army, thus exchanging one form of service for another. Ladies were sometimes grateful for a salary, that, without being lavish, was certainly useful. For those with families, the months ‘in waiting’ could be hard indeed; for those without, court could offer a refuge of a kind, while maids-of-honour might find themselves a husband (discreet flirting permitted).

The Victorian court, an odd mix of never-ending house party and boarding school, of social ennui and regimentation, was absolutely particular to its time. Edward VII, who enjoyed the beau monde as much as Victoria disapproved, presided over a court that had a great deal more in common with those of his Hanoverian forbears than that of his mother, though with George V there was some return to Victorian values. As for today, the notion of service, let alone royal service, is so radically different that comparison seems futile, yet something of the mystery and hush that hung over Victoria’s court seems to linger and – royal service tends to run in families – some of the same names that served under Victoria – Adeane, Lascelles, Fitzroy – have cropped up in Elizabeth II’s household (the likes of Paul Burrell, though, would have had no place at the Victorian court). Perhaps it’s not so very different after all.

I first came across collected letters and diaries, written by Victoria’s ladies-in-waiting and maids-of-honour, in the course of writing a short biography of the Queen for children. I found these uneventful records – the stiff evenings, the damp carriage drives, the endless waiting about for ‘orders’ – curiously fascinating. Their very dullness intrigued. I wondered about these women, how readily they submitted to the dictates and obligations of royal service, whether such service was actually more of a penance than an honour, whether their professed devotion to the Queen was entirely sincere. I wondered about what they didn’t say as much as what they did, and I began to read more widely, discovering other members of the royal household. Here, I felt, was a new way of approaching Victoria, through the eyes of those who served her, who knew her as well, arguably a good deal better, than her own family.

I needed, however, courtiers of a particular kind – people who had occupied different positions at court, who might illuminate the Queen in different ways, who were intelligent, capable of putting themselves beyond the hushed, hothouse claustrophobia of court life and, most importantly, not overly cowed by royalty. The Queen, especially in her old age, was a figure of considerable awe. Lord Rosebery (briefly Liberal prime minister) claimed that only two people frightened him – Bismarck and Victoria, and Bismarck himself emerged from his first royal audience wiping sweat from his brow. It was a fear shared by the Queen’s children and most of her household. Most, but not all. James Reid, Her Majesty’s doctor, and his wife, a former maid-of-honour, privately referred to their royal mistress as ‘Bipps’. I wanted to find courtiers who were able to see the ‘Bipps’ within the Victoria.

And so I came to Sarah Lyttelton, lady of the bedchamber and then superintendent of the royal nursery; Charlotte Canning, lady of the bedchamber; Mary Ponsonby, maid-of-honour; Henry Ponsonby, private secretary; Randall Davidson, domestic chaplain; and James Reid, physician-in-ordinary. Some of them were at court together and became friends; some never met; two of them married each other. For some, royal service became a raison d’être, the defining experience of their lives; for others it was a mere interlude, or a prelude to greater things. All six sometimes chafed under the constraints of court life, admitted to frustration, impatience and longing, and indulged in the occasional joke at Her Majesty’s expense (open criticism was quite another matter). Between them they served the Queen over the sixty-odd years of her reign, Sarah Lyttelton coming to court in 1838, with Victoria just queen of a year, James Reid supporting her as she lay dying at Osborne in 1901. I came to see Victoria as an increasingly substantial baton, passed on, respectfully, from one to the next.

Serving Victoria tells the stories of six members of the royal household, of their experiences of court and their individual relationships with the Queen. Victoria was never on terms of intimacy with her household, but nevertheless their testimonies offer an intimate view of her, as a woman who gossiped and fussed; who was prone to fits of giggles, of rage, of weeping; who gobbled her food; who shrank from confrontation, yet had a compulsion to control; whose own needs always came before those of her household, yet who took a genuine and inexhaustible interest in the lives of those who served her – news of a marriage, a birth, a death (especially a death) brought an immediate outpouring of congratulation or commiseration. The Queen, it seems, inspired devotion and exasperation in almost equal measure.

The royal household, in its entirety, was a vast, many-layered, and – at least until Albert set to work – hopelessly disorganised operation. Beneath the ladies and gentlemen came the non-aristocratic doctors, secretaries, governesses and librarians, and, at the base of the pyramid, a great army of servants, themselves divided into upper and lower. I have focused on the ladies and gentlemen of the household: partly as a matter of record – theirs were better-documented lives – but also since these were the individuals closest to the Queen (excepting perhaps her personal servants), who dined with her and played after-dinner games, who accompanied her on drives and rides and Continental holidays, who were privy to late-night tête-à-têtes. The servants, however, in whom the Queen took a lively interest, play their part, notably Her Majesty’s dressers, John Brown, the Munshi and a variety of alcoholic footmen.

Constructed out of letters and diaries, this is a necessarily partial and partisan account. The portrait that emerges of life at the Victorian court, and the Queen herself sitting squarely at its centre, is essentially domestic. Court was a strangely cloistered existence, removed – quite literally during the months at Balmoral – and insulated from the ‘outer world’, as the household wistfully termed it. The outer world broke through from time to time – political upheavals, the Crimean and Boer Wars (Victoria was always more engaged by foreign than home affairs) – but social concerns or cultural events made scarcely any impact at all.

While inevitably there are gaps in the record – letters missing or destroyed (Charlotte Canning’s letters to her husband have vanished, likewise Mary Ponsonby’s to Henry, and some of Sarah Lyttelton’s letters, including those from the Queen, were dispersed in a sale of family papers) – the primary sources are wonderfully rich. In an age of letter-writing, the Queen herself was an indefatigable correspondent. As were my subjects. The letters, diaries and journals of Charlotte Canning, Sarah Lyttelton, Mary Ponsonby and James Reid are all preserved in family archives. Randall Davidson’s diaries – erratically kept, to his chagrin – and his extensive correspondence sit in Lambeth Palace library. The Royal Archives at Windsor contain many hundreds of letters from Henry Ponsonby to his wife, as well as countless letters and memos between the Queen and her household. Some of this material – letters from the Queen to Randall Davidson, much of the correspondence in the Royal Archives, many of Sarah Lyttelton’s letters – is published here for the first time. Opening Mary Ponsonby’s self-examination diary in Shulbrede Priory (home of Henry and Mary’s great-granddaughters), I found, tucked in beside an entry written in 1861, a letter that had lain undisturbed for 150 years.

The fact that the first half of the book, up until the Prince Consort’s death in 1861, is dominated by the Queen’s ladies and the second by her gentlemen is not entirely accidental. Viewed by Sarah Lyttelton or Charlotte Canning, the young Victoria appears a determined but somewhat indistinct figure, finding her feet, much in thrall to her husband. Her relationships with her ladies, though often affectionate, were essentially remote. For all the devastation of Albert’s death, widowhood allowed the Queen to come into her own. It also meant that she needed and sought male sympathy and support, not just practically – in easing her workload – but emotionally. Through the eyes of Henry Ponsonby she comes sharply into focus, both more imperious and more vulnerable, while her relationships with James Reid and Randall Davidson were infinitely more confidential and less guarded than those with any of her ladies.

Similarly, as the book moves from early to late Victorian, from the artless girl-queen to the glum widow, so the tenor and composition of the court shifts. The household in the early part of Victoria’s reign still had something of the laissez-faire, Whiggish, aristocratic court of the Regency, an atmosphere that clung to the Ponsonbys into the 1860s and 70s. But the 1880s ushered in a new, more professional breed of courtier – middle class, alive to the honour and status attendant on a court appointment, dedicated and prodigiously energetic. For all, though, duty was a powerful motivating and sustaining force. Gladstone’s ‘rule of ought’ went hand in hand with royal service.

However, duty did not always seem quite enough. In Trollope’s The Prime Minister, written in 1876, Plantagenet Palliser expresses amazement when his wife, Lady Glencora, professes an interest in becoming mistress of the robes. How, he wonders, would she submit to ‘the swaddling bandages of Court life’? How would she bear ‘the intricacies and subserviences ... the tedium and pomposities’? If you were a Glencora, if you were of an independent turn of mind, or shy and retiring by nature, or simply not a natural courtier, then the ‘swaddling bandages’ did not come easily. Serving Victoria tells how six very different individuals fared.

PART 1

‘A queen is a very happy woman’

CHAPTER 1

Windsor 1838

On 3 October 1838, Sarah Lyttelton sat down at her desk in her Windsor Castle sitting room and began a letter to her daughter Caroline, an account of her first twenty-four hours as lady of the bedchamber to Queen Victoria. The prospect of taking up her new duties had filled her with trepidation, indeed dread – she would always be a reluctant courtier – but on arriving the previous morning she had been met kindly enough by Baroness Lehzen, the Queen’s former governess and now a key figure at court, and led up a ‘long winding staircase’ to her ‘apartments’. These were most probably in the Victoria Tower, above Her Majesty’s rooms. Ladies-in-waiting, as ladies of the bedchamber were known when on duty, were provided with their own bedrooms and sitting rooms at Windsor. Sarah found ‘a large lofty bedroom’ and an adjoining corner sitting room, handsomely furnished with a set of rosewood furniture and a piano. The Queen’s ladies were free to decorate their rooms with flowers and ornaments (and – just a few years away – photographs) from home, much like pupils starting at boarding school. Sarah may well have brought some such from Hagley Hall, the Lyttelton family home.

She was pleased to note a ‘good fire’ – the Queen’s palaces were notoriously cold – and she revelled in glorious views, through large windows on two sides. Way down beneath her she could see ‘a right royal parterre ... rounded with low battlemented walls and real canons. Large flower beds, statues, vases, and a huge round pool in the middle with a beautiful bright jet de’eau.’ Beyond she looked out to Windsor Great Park and the forested sweep of the Thames Valley.1 ‘The wind is whistling round the old grey walls and the sun is brilliant, it is all beautiful,’ she wrote, ever alive to the romance of the castle, if not always reconciled to life within its walls.

By October 1838, Victoria had been on the throne for a little over a year, and a most gratifying year it had been. Weary of the profligacy and buffoonery of their Hanoverian rulers, the people of England had taken the ‘little Queen’ to their hearts. So touching she seemed in her innocence, her modesty, her dignity, her determination to do her duty that even the cynics were won over. ‘She is at an age at which a girl can hardly be trusted to choose a bonnet for herself,’ wrote Thomas Carlyle of the nineteen-year-old Queen, ‘yet a task is laid upon her from which an archangel might shrink.’

There had been little in the way of preparation for that task. With few to advise her, save her mother, the Duchess of Kent, a fond but foolish woman whom she had reasons to distrust, her governess Baroness Lehzen, who had plenty of intelligence but no experience of statecraft, and her uncle Leopold, King of the Belgians, whose well-meaning, sententious letters were not always welcome, it was entirely natural that when it came to appointing her household, Victoria should turn for guidance to the sympathetic and reassuring figure of her prime minister, Lord Melbourne. Melbourne, leader since 1835 of an increasingly shaky Whig government, saw to it that the Queen was surrounded by Whig ladies, a policy he would have cause to regret. Sarah Lyttelton’s Whiggishness could not be faulted – she both came from and married into the Whig aristocracy. Furthermore, she was personally known to Melbourne as a cousin of his former wife, the troubled and troublesome Caroline Ponsonby. She was almost certainly appointed on his advice.

On that first day at Windsor, Sarah left her room to join her fellow ladies for two o’clock luncheon. She descended her winding staircase and walked along the Corridor, the grand and gloomy 550-foot-long gallery, built by Jeffrey Wyattville (originally plain Jeffrey Wyatt) for George IV, which linked the private apartments on the south side of the castle with the public rooms on the north. She hurried under gilded arches, along walls draped in crimson and thickly hung with Canalettos, Zoffany portraits and Gainsboroughs, past marble pedestals bearing bronzes and red porphyry busts, cabinets crowded with china, lamps on carved gilt stands and potted plants. On her right she passed doors to the Queen’s private apartments and the guest rooms, to the white, green and red drawing rooms and the state dining room, until, finally, came the household dining room – smallish, octagonal and panelled – in the Brunswick Tower, overlooking the North Terrace.

There, besides Baroness Lehzen, she met Miss Lister and Miss Paget (the maids-of-honour), Miss Davys (the resident woman of the bedchamber and the daughter of Victoria’s former tutor, the Rev. George Davys – ‘a very nice girl although not at all pretty’, according to the Queen, for whom a pretty face amongst her ladies was always a bonus) and the current lord-in-waiting. The latter was the only gentleman who, together with any guests, was permitted to join the Queen’s ladies for breakfast and luncheon; the other gentlemen of the household ate in a room adjoining the equerries’ room, near the visitors’ entrance on the north-west corner of the quadrangle. This segregation of the sexes was continued in the household’s sleeping arrangements, the ladies being lodged along the south front of the castle and the gentlemen at a suitably safe distance on the north.

As a lady of the bedchamber, Lady Lyttelton belonged to the part-time members of the royal household. The ladies of the bedchamber, maids-of-honour, women of the bedchamber, lords-in-waiting, grooms-in-waiting, and equerries were drawn from a pool, of eight in each category, and attended the Queen in rotation. For Sarah this meant three month-long waitings a year, with a salary of £500. Only women of the bedchamber were not required to live at court during their waitings (apart from the one resident, a permanent position) and they received a lesser salary of £300. The mistress of the robes – in 1838 the thirty-one-year-old Duchess of Sutherland – was also a non-residential but important post, responsible for negotiating the appointment of new courtiers, drawing up rotas for waitings and attending the Queen on ceremonial occasions. Alongside these rotating, temporary courtiers was the core of the household, the permanent members – master of the household, keeper of the privy purse and private secretary (not an official position until 1866). These formed the household elite. Beneath came a second tier – doctors, governesses, tutors, secretaries and librarians – who were drawn from middle-class rather than aristocratic stock.

Dining arrangements at Windsor reinforced the strictly hierarchical nature of the household. The upper layer, the ladies and gentlemen, breakfasted and lunched in their own separate dining rooms, and came together for dinner, usually with the Queen, while those of lower rank were permitted to join their superiors for breakfast and luncheon, but dined alone, in their rooms. Such divisions extended to the servants: upper servants ate (heartily) in the steward’s room, and lower (plainly) in the servants’ hall, while a variety of separate meals were served to the military band, to visiting artists, upholsterers and hairdressers, and to whichever of the Queen’s dressers was on duty in the wardrobe room.

After lunching, on roast fowls and loin of mutton, Sarah Lyttelton had her first introduction to her royal mistress. There appeared before her a diminutive, girlish figure, much the same age as her own daughters, already showing signs of plumpness and unmistakably Hanoverian about the eyes (pale blue, slightly protruding) and chin (sloping), but with all the charm and bloom of youth and an unexpectedly light and musical voice. Sarah found herself warmly greeted and embraced and invited to join an expedition to Bagshot, to visit the elderly Duchess of Gloucester, the Queen’s aunt – ladies-in-waiting were expected to accompany Her Majesty on her afternoon drives or rides.

Setting off in the carriage, along with the Duchess of Kent and the Duchess’s lady-in-waiting, Lady Mary Stopford – ‘a nice little red-haired maid’ – Sarah found herself with ‘sundry things to carry and many nonsenses to do; blundered and boggled as usual’. Since Her Majesty – a firm believer in the benefits of fresh air – insisted on open carriages, her lady-in-waiting had to be on hand with a plentiful supply of shawls and wraps. Acting as a kind of glorified handmaiden was something Sarah would have to get used to. During the drive back to Windsor, the Queen busied herself, to Sarah’s mild surprise, with ‘a lesson book, Sir Robert Walpole’s life by Coxe’, while the Duchess of Kent dozed.

[image: images]

Menu for household dinner at Windsor

That evening, after dressing for dinner, Sarah joined the rest of the household, including the gentlemen, wearing the ‘Windsor uniform’ – knee breeches, stockings, and a dark blue tailcoat with scarlet collar and cuffs, designed by George III – and dinner guests in the Corridor shortly before eight. Here they awaited the Queen before proceeding – gentlemen leading the way, followed by Her Majesty, with the ladies and the Duchess of Kent bringing up the rear – to the dining room. The Queen’s dinner that evening was a large affair: Lord Melbourne (who dined three or four times a week and sat, as always, on Her Majesty’s left), the Duchess of Kent and Baroness Lehzen (both permanent fixtures), the Prince and Princess of Oldenburg (the Queen’s current guests) and some of their entourage, Lord Palmerston (foreign secretary), Lord Uxbridge and Lord Torrington (lords-in-waiting), Sir Henry Wheatley (keeper of the privy purse), Lady Mary Stopford, Miss Lister and Miss Paget, Mr Charles Murray (master of the household), Colonel Cavendish (equerry) and Sir Richard Otway (groom-in-waiting). During dinner a military band – the Life Guards or the Grenadiers – played sonorously in the adjoining room, and afterwards the Queen and her ladies withdrew, leaving the gentlemen to their port, but not for long – lingering over port was frowned on in the new era of sobriety.

Evenings were ‘the great difficulty in royal society’, according to Charles Greville, privy councillor and diarist, a sentiment with which Sarah Lyttelton would come to wholeheartedly agree. Greville did not greatly prize an invitation to Windsor. Though the Queen insisted on personally orchestrating every detail – who was lodged where, who was to ride, or drive, and in what order they were to proceed into dinner – visitors were generally left to their own devices. With little in the way of ‘society’, or ‘amusement’ (some considered this a blessing), the billiard room, tucked away on the west front, virtually inaccessible, and the library horribly cold and unfurnished, there was ‘nothing but another meal’ to reunite them. However, the evenings were the real test. After dinner, back in the drawing room, everyone stood while the Queen walked about saying a few words ‘of the most trivial nature, all however very civil and cordial in manner and expression’ to each guest (a practice known as ‘circling’). Greville, after dining in March 1838, recorded a sample of the royal conversation:


Q.    ‘Have you been riding today Mr Greville?’

G.    ‘No, Madam, I have not.’

Q.    ‘It was a fine day?’

G.    ‘Yes, Ma’am, a very fine day.’

Q.    ‘It was rather cold though.’

G.    (like Polonius). ‘It was rather cold, Madam.’

Q.    ‘Your sister, Ly Francis Egerton, rides I think, does not she?’

G.    ‘She does ride sometimes, Madam.’
(A pause, when I took the lead, though adhering to the same topic.)

G.    ‘Has your Majesty got a nice horse?’

Q.    ‘Oh, a very nice horse.’
– gracious smile and inclination of head on part of Queen, profound bow on mine.



Such exchanges concluded, the Queen, and her ladies, sat at a round table, while the Duchess of Kent was set up at her whist table and the gentlemen hovered on the other side of the room. Then, continued Greville, ‘two mortal hours’ were given over to ‘the smallest possible talk’. The only relief came in the shape of nursery games or music – a song or piano piece performed by Victoria or her ladies. This, as Sarah Lyttelton discovered, was the pattern of Windsor evenings.

At eleven, the Queen finally retired, the gentlemen hurried to the billiard room to smoke, and Sarah, who considered palace hours ‘not wholesome’, fled to the sanctuary and comfort of her room. This, she told Caroline, had ‘everything a bedroom can contain’ – mahogany canopied bedstead, wardrobe, chest of drawers, dressing table, cheval mirror, wash-stand, chamber pedestal, dressing chair, easy chair, fire screen and bonnet basket – ‘all to perfection’. Despite many misgivings and apprehensions, she had survived her first day at court, but adapting to its constraints would not, she feared, come easily: ‘The Queen is perfectly kind and civil and good natured. At first however the restraint and peculiar frame of society here was very disagreeable to me, but I have I think got into it and feel settled into a proper stiffness.’

‘Stiffness’ – a perennial complaint amongst the royal household – had not played much part in Sarah’s life hitherto. Born in 1787, into the heart of the Whig aristocracy, she was a child of the eighteenth century and carried with her, during her long life, a certain easy-going worldliness which came to sit quite comfortably with a very nineteenth-century piety. She believed that ‘it is a kind of duty to make our letters true and natural, as like ourselves and our talk as possible’, and indeed, through her own, with their loose, tumbling syntax, their idiosyncratic idioms – ‘throat lumpy’, ‘boggled’ – and sprinkling of Spencer family slang – ‘quiz’ (child), ‘bathing’ (melancholy) – her voice comes through quite distinctly: self-deprecating, humorous, immediate, anything but stiff.

The second child and eldest daughter of Lord and Lady Spencer, and a niece of Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, Sarah spent her childhood between the Spencer family homes: Althorp, Wimbledon Park and, in London, Spencer House. She could remember, as a small child, the historian Edward Gibbon testing her on her times tables as she played at Althorp. Her mother, Lady Lavinia Spencer, was an acerbic beauty, much painted by Reynolds, fond enough of her children but exacting and not overly maternal – the obligations of beauty perhaps taking precedence over those of motherhood. It was left to Sarah to watch over her younger siblings and to supervise her little brothers’ first lessons. ‘I know very well I was born to be a schoolmistress,’ she wrote with prescience. Habits of nurture and duty took root early.

With none of her mother’s beauty – her looks, as she said herself, were best described as ‘homely’ – and little in the way of fortune, Sarah held out no great hopes of marriage until, at twenty-five, she was brought to the notice of William Lyttelton. The Lytteltons, like the Spencers, were Whigs and were known for their commitment to public service, for their High Church faith, and for a strain of eccentricity and melancholia. After a disappointment in love, William confided in Lady Hood, the wife of Admiral Sir Samuel Hood and a great friend of the Spencers, who promptly recommended Sarah, with the pragmatic assertion: ‘I know she likes you and I am sure she would do it.’ She did and she would. Lord and Lady Spencer warmly approved: William was a second son and not rich, but he stood in line to inherit his half-brother’s title, and since his brother was a mentally unstable invalid, that seemed more or less a certainty.

‘What happiness is all around me – slippery, dangerous, blinding happiness,’ wrote Sarah on her engagement, hardly daring to believe that in handsome, spirited William Lyttelton she had found a husband. As for William, he had secured himself the most affectionate and good-natured of wives, whose placid good sense would balance his own mercurial brilliance. The two were married in March 1813 at Wimbledon Park, where the groom’s sister, Mrs Pole-Carew, recorded a charming picture of them sitting side by side on a sofa, ‘one munching a hunch of dry bread, the other relishing a piece of hard biscuit ... looks beaming with love and joy’.

In 1828, on the death of his brother, William became Lord Lyttelton, and he and Sarah, now with five children – Caroline, George, Spencer, Billy and Lavinia – moved into Hagley Hall, the Lyttelton family home in Worcestershire. Hagley is a plain, rather forbidding Palladian house, whose chief attraction resides in its landscaped deer park melting into distant views of the Welsh hills. Nestled close to the house are a church and a cricket pitch, appropriately enough, since religion and cricket were twin Lyttelton passions. Here at Hagley, William abandoned Whig politics for good works and family life, until in 1837, after several years of ill health and shortly before the young Victoria came to the throne, he died, leaving Sarah a widow at fifty.

A few months later, she received a letter from her brother Lord Spencer, the leader of Melbourne’s government in the House of Lords, informing her that the Queen wished to offer her the position of lady of the bedchamber. Sarah was quite thrown by the offer, confessing forlornly that ‘the very question and proposal has overpowered me sadly, bringing my loneliness before my mind so’. The prospect of a new life, a court life, merely filled her with longing for that which she had lost. Besides, she considered herself ‘eminently disqualified by my disposition and capacity to fit such a place well’.

Despite many sterling virtues, Sarah would always suffer from self-doubt and a chronic lack of confidence (the legacy of a critical mother), remarking on ‘the dent at the top of my head where self-esteem ought to stick out’. Now, characteristically, she dithered over the Queen’s offer. Writing to her old friend the Countess of Pembroke, she claimed, ‘I am beyond anybody gifted with l’esprit sur l’escalier – always just too late with a bright thought – never able at the first important moment to decide or even see justly. If I am able (which I dread and tremble to think I may not prove) to conduct myself tolerably well, to keep out of incessant scrapes from indiscreet words and irresolute blunderings, so that I can return from Windsor to my quiet and cross-stitch at Hagley with a tolerably easy conscience, I shall be thankful and surprised.’

Then, aside from her own deficiencies, there were the uncongenial aspects of the courtier’s lot – how would she bear all the curtsying, the standing, the driving in open carriages? Would a court position compromise the political ambitions of her son, George? And what would become of her daughters, Caroline and Lavinia, while she was in waiting? On the other hand, a court position might benefit those unmarried daughters, money was short and George was bent on marriage, which would mean Sarah making way for a new mistress at Hagley. She declared herself ready to follow her brother’s guidance; he was in favour; the offer was accepted. It was arranged that whilst Sarah was in waiting, Caroline and Lavinia would stay with relations, chiefly their brother at Hagley, though they could expect to make short visits to court, as the Queen made a point of occasionally inviting the children and husbands of her ladies, who would otherwise not see their families.

Sarah’s first month’s waiting both confirmed and allayed her fears. To George she wrote guardedly of ‘this new planet and existence ... I am treated with all kindness by the Queen and with much friendly good nature by all fellow servants and my admiration for Windsor is unbounded ... the first fright is over, I know my way about and get accustomed to my place – glad I shall be when my month is finally out, certainly, but I am not suffering now’. Windsor itself never failed to delight her – ‘the thick walls, glorious breezes and excellent water belonging to this most sublime of dwelling houses’. The court was based here, but decamped to Buckingham Palace, which in 1838 was in a state of some chaos and disrepair, for the London season between May and July, as well as for state occasions, balls, drawing rooms (afternoon receptions, held four times a year, where women were presented to the Queen) and levees (held in the morning, for men). In search of sea air, Her Majesty made occasional visits to the Royal Pavilion in Brighton, the fanciful creation built by John Nash for George IV, while Claremont, the Surrey house belonging to her uncle Leopold, provided a welcome country retreat.

Having been to St George’s Chapel twice on her first Sunday at Windsor, Sarah enjoyed the evening walk, on the East Terrace and around the great parterre, with the band playing near the fountain. The Home Park was opened to the public on Sundays and crowds of townspeople and Eton schoolboys clustered around Her Majesty, necessitating an occasional ‘tap’ from a courtier. ‘The scene!’ Sarah exclaimed in a letter to Caroline. ‘The castle on one side ... the view on the other; and around us the garden, the jet d’eau, and all under the influence of the very finest military music; and not least pleasing to me Madame Lehzen’s pale face ... with her usual half-anxious, smiling, fixed look following the Queen from one of the castle windows.’ She loved too the exhilaration of drives through the Great Park – the Queen’s carriage pulled by four white horses ‘foaming and gasping after a steady gallop of two and a half hours’, encircled by grooms in scarlet uniforms and a posse of gentlemen on horseback.

She marvelled at the below-stairs world, glimpsed whilst accompanying Her Serene Highness of Oldenburg on an inspection of the ‘plate’, including ‘the kitchen with 24 cooks and 17 pieces of meat roasting and the confectionary, a very world of jellies and jams’. Besides the kitchen, with its two great open fires, and a huge steel table with hollow brass legs, steam-heated to keep food warm, there was a green room (for preparing vegetables), a confectionary and a pastry kitchen. The twenty-four cooks included a head chef, three master cooks, two yeomen of the kitchen, two roasting cooks, four apprentices, two larderers and storers, a storekeeper, two green office men, three kitchen maids and two men to supervise the steam apparatus, while the confectionary boasted first and second yeomen confectioners and three female assistants.

As lady-in-waiting, Lady Lyttelton was expected to keep a watchful eye on the maids-of-honour, who tended to find her ‘old-fashioned’ and thus somewhat ‘alarming’. Miss Lister, whose sister had recently died and whose fits of weeping upset the Queen, and Miss Paget, presumably hoping a new arrival would not be entirely au fait with palace rules, lost no time in approaching her ‘very coaxy and wheedly’: ‘Lady L mayn’t I walk just for once by myself on the Slopes? I know it’s against the rules, but what harm can it do? We used to be allowed, but now Lord Melbourne won’t let us. I’m sure we never have met anybody there ... (Says Lady L: “No, no”). Or Lady L, may I go out? My feet are so cold, poking up in my room all the morning! I will only go on the Terrace and keep quite in sight. Pray let me (Says Lady L: “Yes. Yes”).’

Walking on the steep wooded banks falling away from the north and the north-east of the castle, known as the Slopes, was forbidden to unchaperoned maids-of-honour, for fear of assault; the maids-of-honour petitioned tirelessly to have this prohibition overturned. Sarah sympathised, but had little choice but to comply in ‘the universal pursuit of keeping them in order. Not that they are disorderly inclined poor little things, but there is a painful recollection of doings in the last reign, which makes everybody over-careful now almost.’

Anxiety lest the new reign be besmirched by the ‘doings’ of the past – the sorry record of the Queen’s uncles – remained acute. Under the Hanoverians, maids-of-honour, in the words of Horace Walpole, had been all too ‘willing to cease to be so at the first opportunity’. George IV had had no qualms about appointing one of his mistresses, Lady Jersey, as lady-in-waiting to his much-despised wife, Caroline of Brunswick. William IV, in many ways an uxurious husband who presided over a largely respectable court, had nevertheless moved the ten young Fitzclarences, his children by Mrs Jordan, into apartments at Windsor (one, Lady Mary Fox, was housekeeper). Victoria would always treat the Fitzclarences with sensitivity and kindness, but they could not share the same roof. All vestiges of Hanoverian dissipation – the excesses and mistresses and illegitimate children – were now to be removed. Shortly after her accession, Victoria instructed the Duchess of Sutherland to tell the lord chamberlain, Lord Conyngham, how she relied on him to ‘preserve the dignity and morality of my Court’, as yet unaware that Conyngham had installed his mistress as housekeeper at Buckingham Palace (where the two were found entwined on more than one occasion). The old order could not be swept away overnight, but a process of moral cleansing had begun.

Diffident and retiring by nature, Sarah did not greatly relish her social duties – the entertaining of visiting Royalties and grandees – finding it ‘a great gulp ... to go down to prayers and have to shake hands with numberless kind friends fresh every morning’. Plays were often put on in the Rubens Room on a Thursday – the actors brought to Windsor on a special train – with guests invited to stay until the Saturday. Sarah came to dread this ‘weekly shoal of guests who will fill every cranny of the castle, sit down forty to dinner and make the greatest possible hullabaloo and then, Saturday, vanish like smoke’.

Amongst those she encountered, some amused, some alarmed and some bored. She found the Whig minister Lord Clarendon clever and a ‘brilliant conversationalist’ but disliked his ‘bitingly sarcastic and sharp’ manner. She struggled to make conversation with Prince Augustus of Saxe-Coburg (a cousin of the Queen) – ‘the man of lead’ – until she chanced upon the subject of bear-hunting in Hungary, on which he proved voluble, unbending so far as to confess his distress at the news of the death of his favourite nightingale. She judged the prinked and preening Leopold, King of the Belgians, ‘a very majestic personage’, winced before the tactlessness of the Queen’s uncle, the Duke of Cambridge, with his ‘“How do you get on here? Rather dull hey?” within two chairs of the Queen at a small table’, and spent a self-conscious hour in the middle of the drawing room ‘bellowing and being bellowed at’ by the hopelessly deaf Duke of Wellington.

As for her colleagues, they were ‘all good-natured and some pleasantish’, and she greatly liked Baroness Lehzen – ‘the only face I ever see that seems to feel what is going on at all’ – but her own ‘exalted rank’ meant she saw all too little of her. She warmed too to the Duchess of Sutherland (mistress of the robes), whom she felt she could talk to ‘quite a coeur ouvert about everything chez nous’, but the Duchess was only an occasional visitor to court, and in the main, Sarah was beset by feelings of loneliness and isolation – the kind of loneliness induced by an absence of sympathy rather than society. ‘Dinner is still barely endurable from stiffness and evenings very heavy ... and I am sadly by myself and pinnacled up, with only one tight little hand over my head!’

The Queen took immediately to her new lady-in-waiting, finding her a most ‘amiable person’, happy to indulge her in a game of battledore and shuttlecock in the Corridor. Moreover, Sarah enjoyed the approval of Lord Melbourne, who, apropos of her asking Her Majesty’s permission to put on her spectacles, remarked that this ‘showed she understood etiquette’, because ‘formerly nobody was allowed to come to Court in spectacles or use glasses’. Fanny Burney, assistant keeper of the robes to Queen Charlotte, had not been allowed to wear her spectacles at court.

On her part, Sarah Lyttelton looked on her royal mistress with maternal indulgence, as a merry ‘zit’ (child) – artless, girlish, impulsive, fond of playing ball in the Corridor with visiting children, happy to jump up from a foot bath and to run with wet feet to fetch a letter to show her lady-in-waiting, or to appear in Sarah’s bedroom in her dressing gown calling her to come and see a rainbow. She was much struck too by the Queen’s frankness, the ‘peculiar sincerity’ identified by Lytton Strachey, who, if sometimes free with the facts, caught the flavour of Victoria’s personality better than anyone. ‘There is a transparency in her truth that is very striking,’ remarked Sarah. ‘Not a shade of exaggeration in describing her feelings or facts; like very few other people I ever knew. Many may be as true, but I think it often goes along with some reserve. She talks it all out, and just as it is, no more and no less.’

‘Everything is new and delightful to her,’ wrote Charles Greville, for once abandoning his usual waspishness. ‘She is surrounded with the most exciting and interesting enjoyments; her occupations, her pleasures, her business, her Court, all present an unceasing round of gratifications. With all her prudence and discretion She has great animal spirits and enters into the magnificent novelties of her position with the zest and curiousity of a child.’ Carried on a wave of public goodwill, Victoria opened her dispatch boxes and received her ministers and rode and danced and laughed, loudly and often, showing her gums. For a girl who had had little enough of society hitherto, it was heady indeed to find herself feted and admired, to be the object of such consuming interest.

Always susceptible to good looks, she could admire a great beauty such as the Duchess of Sutherland or enjoy the homage of a handsome young courtier like Lord Alfred Paget, an equerry who wore Her Majesty’s portrait on a chain round his neck, as did his golden retriever Mrs Bumps, which naturally endeared both to the Queen. She had Lord Palmerston, her clever and worldly foreign secretary, on hand to instruct her in the intricacies of foreign affairs or to advise her on her chess moves. At Windsor, Palmerston liked to row or swim in the Thames for two or three hours before breakfast; he also liked corridor-creeping (not for nothing was he known as ‘Cupid’), of which Her Majesty was as yet ignorant.

And always of course there was Melbourne. Every morning ‘Lord M’ came to discuss the business of the day; every afternoon he rode out with the Queen through Windsor Great Park; most evenings he sat at her side. So fatherly, so solicitous, and yet so very entertaining, even, occasionally, a trifle shocking. For Victoria, scarcely more than a schoolgirl, and an ill-educated one at that, the conversation of a highly sophisticated, witty, informed man such as Melbourne was intoxicating. The story of his wretched marriage to Caroline Ponsonby, as relayed by the Duchess of Sutherland, only added a further layer of fascination, an air of romantic melancholy. At fifty-eight, he was still attractive and still capable of racing a lady-in-waiting down the Corridor at Windsor. Increasing girth, though, was steadily obscuring his good looks; Sarah Lyttelton worried about the effects of his ‘very unwholesome diet’ – a daily intake of ‘consommés, truffles, pears, ices and anchovies’.

But by the autumn of 1838, the sheen of that first happy year was wearing thin, and clouds were looming. The Queen’s relations with her mother had become strained – there was the question of the Duchess’s debts, as well as the continued presence of Sir John Conroy, the comptroller of her household. The Duchess felt excluded and ill-used, pointedly presenting her daughter, on her nineteenth birthday, with a copy of King Lear. Hostilities and tensions between mother and daughter were played out in their households. The Duchess of Kent resented the fact that her lady-in-waiting, Lady Mary Stopford, got on well with the Queen’s ladies, while Lady Flora Hastings, another of the Duchess’s ladies, went out of her way to make fun of Baroness Lehzen. The Queen herself felt lethargic and oddly out of sorts; she gave way to flashes of ill-temper; she worried about her escalating weight – 8 stone 13lb in December 1838. Walk more, advised Lord M; walking made her tired and sick, retorted the Queen.

CHAPTER 2

A Scandal and a Crisis

Sarah Lyttelton came back into waiting in the spring of 1839 to find the palace in uproar over a scandal that had been simmering since the beginning of the year. ‘The whole town has been engrossed for some days with a scandalous story at Court,’ wrote Charles Greville on 2 March. ‘It was at first whispered about and at last swelled into a report and finally into a charge. With whom it originated is not clear ... the Court is plunged in shame and mortification at the exposure ... the palace is full of bickerings and heart-burnings, while the whole proceeding is looked upon by society at large as to the last degree disgusting and disgraceful.’

Sarah, who despite claiming to be ‘peculiarly indiscreet’ was nothing of the sort, kept firmly aloof from the ‘bickerings and heart-burnings’. But she was very much in the minority. Within the confined, airless world of the household – a small group of people, not necessarily sympathetic to each other, lacking in occupation, cut off from family, friends and the ‘outer world’ – morsels of gossip were pounced on and devoured. And the Flora Hastings affair was gossip of a very high order. Within and without the palace walls people talked of little else during the spring and summer of 1839.

Lady Flora Hastings, a pious, elegant young woman of thirty-two, with a caustic wit and a certain chilly hauteur, had been lady-in-waiting to the Duchess of Kent since 1834. She was heartily disliked by the Queen – ‘that odious Lady Flora’ – as a friend and ally of Sir John Conroy, and unpopular with the Queen’s ladies, with whom she declined to ingratiate herself. These enmities went back to the dreary days of Kensington Palace, where Victoria had spent a solitary girlhood, bereft of companions, cut off from society and William IV’s court. This isolation – the ‘Kensington System’ – had been quite deliberately engineered by the Duchess of Kent, or more accurately by Sir John Conroy, as a means of ensuring Victoria’s dependence and securing his own and the Duchess’s positions if and when the Princess became Queen.

Conroy was an attractive opportunist who had begun his career as an equerry to the Duke of Kent, becoming, after his death, comptroller of the Duchess’s household (and embezzling a large part of her fortune in the process). The Duchess, a warm-hearted but weak-minded woman – her ‘kindness and softness are very delightful in spite of want of brains’, said Sarah Lyttelton charitably – loved her daughter, but appeared to be on overly familiar terms with her comptroller. Whether or not they were lovers, as some supposed, she was entirely in his thrall. Not so Victoria, who, supported by Baroness Lehzen, vigorously resisted all Conroy’s efforts to corral her. Lehzen, steadfast and loyal, stood as the one fixed point amid the swirling ambitions around her.

The Queen was a creature of absolutes. Her judgements were instinctive but categorical. Towards those she loved she was fiercely, sometimes blindly, loyal, while those who displeased, or worse, were met with resolute froideur. According to her personal mythology, her childhood had been a lonely, cheerless affair, with Lehzen her sole protector in the face of the machinations of Conroy, her enemy. Once she became Queen, she had the very great satisfaction of asserting her independence: the Duchess of Kent found herself relegated to apartments at some distance from her daughter, while Conroy was trounced – his demands for a pension and a baronetcy were met, but he was not received at court (he retained though, and this remained a bone of contention, his position in the Duchess’s household). Beneath the new Queen’s much vaunted, and genuine, cordiality, there lurked, as Sarah noted, a ‘vein of iron’.

Lehzen, on the other hand, saw her devotion rewarded. Louise Lehzen, long-nosed, sharp-eyed, hung about with the faint whiff of the caraway seeds she chewed obsessively, was the daughter of a Lutheran clergyman from Hanover. She had originally been governess to the Queen’s half-sister Feodora, before taking on the five-year-old Victoria. Now, at the new court, she continued to nanny and fuss over the Queen, pursuing her with gossipy notes in occasionally halting English: reporting the indiscretion of a maid-of-honour; warning of the dangers of draughts; urging five drops of tincture of rhubarb to be taken with a little camomile tea; relaying requests to walk in the Slopes ‘during Your Majesty’s absence, which I have advised not to think of’; describing an equerry demonstrating the new fountain pens by lying on his back and writing ‘perpendicularly’.

At her own wish, Lehzen did not hold an official position in the household, but was loosely termed ‘lady attendant’. She looked after the Queen’s clothes and jewels and acted as a kind of unofficial secretary, with responsibility for Victoria’s private expenses – no bill was paid by the Queen until it had first been signed by Lehzen. At Buckingham Palace, a door was knocked through between her bedroom and that of the Queen. Crucially, she had Her Majesty’s ear and absolute confidence, and acted as a conduit for information, as the household did well to remember.

In January 1839, on her way back from Scotland, where she had spent Christmas at Loudon Castle with her mother, to Windsor, where she was to resume her waiting, Flora Hastings shared a post-chaise with John Conroy, which gave rise to some prurient speculation at court. Shortly after her return, she became ill with stomach pains and consulted Sir James Clark, physician to the Duchess of Kent and physician-in-ordinary to the Queen. As a young man, Clark had attended Keats in Rome, before becoming physician to King Leopold, who recommended him to the Duchess. Notwithstanding his illustrious patients, his abilities as a doctor were questionable – Lord Clarendon said he wouldn’t trust Clark to ‘attend a sick cat’. For Flora Hastings he prescribed rhubarb and ipecacuanha pills and a liniment made of camphor and opium. At the same time the Queen’s ladies – currently Lady Charlemont (lady-in-waiting), Mrs Campbell (woman of the bedchamber), Miss Spring Rice and Miss Paget (maids-of-honour), along with Baroness Lehzen and Miss Davys – noticed that Lady Flora’s abdomen appeared strangely, indeed suspiciously, swollen. And so the whispers began.

When Lady Tavistock, senior lady of the bedchamber, came into waiting at the end of January, she found the Queen’s ladies in a lather, begging her to ‘protect their purity from this contamination’. It would have been wise at this juncture for Lady Tavistock to have brought in the Duchess of Kent, who was after all responsible for Lady Flora, but the Duchess and the Queen were by now scarcely on speaking terms, and there was little communication between the households. Instead Lady Tavistock, who was known for her mischievous tongue, took it upon herself to inform Lord Melbourne of what was being said. Melbourne, with characteristic insouciance but dubious wisdom, advocated a wait-and-see policy. He then consulted Sir James Clark, who admitted there were grounds for suspicion.

On 2 February, the Queen, barely able to contain her excitement, confided in her journal that she and Lehzen believed Lady Flora ‘is – to use plain words – with child! Clark cannot deny the suspicions; the horrid cause of all this is the Monster and demon Incarnate, whose name I forbear to mention, but is the first word of the second line of this page.’ The word was ‘John Conroy’. A naïve and suggestible nineteen-year-old, fired up with loathing for Conroy and all associated with him, she was only too ready to believe the worst.

Seemingly sanctioned by Sir James Clark and Melbourne, endlessly debated by the Queen and her ladies, the rumours of pregnancy grew stronger. In mid February, Lady Portman succeeded Lady Tavistock and was duly informed by Sir James of his ‘suspicions that Lady Flora was privately married’, a suspicion that her refusal to submit to an examination without her stays seemed to confirm. Sir James, with the backing of Lady Portman, went to Lady Flora and told her of what was being said, resorting to the ‘privately married’ euphemism suggested, apparently, by Lehzen. Lady Flora insisted that thanks to ‘walking and porter’ she was feeling a little better and the swelling was much reduced – in fact she had had to take in her dresses. ‘Well I don’t think so,’ replied Clark. ‘You seem to me to grow larger every day and so the ladies think.’ When he again asked to examine her, Lady Flora again indignantly refused.

Lady Portman then appealed to the Duchess of Kent, assuring her that she was not acting from ‘malicious motives’, but ‘Sir James Clark having expressed his strong suspicion ... it is impossible that the honour, either of the Court, or of the Lady can admit of the least doubt or delay in clearing up the matter ... Nothing but the opinion of medical men can possibly be satisfactory ... it is quite impossible that the Queen should admit the Lady into her presence until her character is cleared.’ Lady Flora now had little choice. An examination was carried out by Sir James and Sir Charles Clarke, a doctor known to the Hastings family, specialising in midwifery, in the presence of Lady Flora’s weeping maid and Lady Portman, who stood by the window with her face in her hands (not so, said the maid subsequently – she had actually pushed right up to the bed). The verdict was unequivocal – ‘there are no grounds for suspicion that pregnancy does exist or ever has existed’.

That evening a tearful Lady Portman came to Lady Flora, as she ate her ‘bit of dinner’, made a fulsome apology and admitted that ‘she had at several times spoken a great deal to the Queen on the subject, especially when she found it was Her Majesty’s own idea’. The Queen meanwhile sent a message of regret, followed a week later, when Lady Flora finally felt able to receive her, by a visit. She found her magnanimous – both agreed that for the sake of the Duchess of Kent, all should be forgiven and forgotten.

This was how matters stood when Sarah Lyttelton came back into waiting in March and discovered that, far from being forgotten, the air was still thick with rumour, fuelled by baffling murmurings from the doctors of the possibility of pregnancy despite virginity. Low-level hostility between the two households had by now broken into open warfare. The Queen told Melbourne that her mother’s presence was like ‘having an enemy in the house’. Lady Tavistock followed Lady Flora about the palace, begging her to shake hands and make up, only to be told that that was out of the question. The Duchess of Kent refused to see Lady Portman or to sit next to Lady Tavistock at the evening whist table. Lady Portman, suffering from strain, begged the Queen to be excused from the drawing room held that April and subsequently suffered a miscarriage.

In an attempt at damage limitation, the Duke of Wellington, always turned to in times of crisis as a wise old uncle, was called in to mollify the feelings of the injured parties – the Hastings family, Conroy, the Duchess of Kent. Too late. When Lady Flora’s uncle, Hamilton Fitzgerald, published the extremely frank letter she had written him – ‘I blush to send you so revolting a tale’ – giving her side of the story, in The Examiner (the Tory Hastings family could rely on the support of the Tory press), the affair went public. Lady Flora claimed to be the victim of a ‘diabolical conspiracy’. She pointed the finger at Lehzen: ‘a certain foreign lady whose hatred to the Duchess is no secret pulled the wires’. Lady Tavistock and Lady Portman had both been ‘most active against’ her. No blame however was to be attached to the Queen, who had shown her ‘regret by her civility’.

Lady Flora’s brother and mother now took up arms and swung into action with a flurry of angry letters and talk of duels. Who, they wished to know, was responsible for the original allegation? Baroness Lehzen? Sir James Clark? The Queen’s ladies? The Queen herself? Why had Melbourne allowed matters to reach such a point? Why had the Queen, unlike the Duchess of Kent, not instantly dismissed Clark from her service? On 9 March, Lady Hastings, Lady Flora’s mother, wrote an eight-page letter to the Queen, simultaneously obsequious and threatening, seeking reparation for the ‘atrocious calumnies and unblushing falsehoods against my daughter’s reputation’ and insisting that ‘this is not a matter that can or will be hushed up and it is all important that no time shall be lost in calling the culpable to account’. She wrote a further letter to Melbourne, calling for the dismissal of Sir James Clark. When she found herself ignored – Melbourne’s reply was offensively brusque – she published her correspondence with both the Queen and Melbourne in the Morning Post. The Queen seethed. Meanwhile Lord Hastings, Lady Flora’s brother, railed against ‘the polluted atmosphere at court’ and wrote to Lord Portman demanding to know whether it was Lehzen who had originally roused Lady Portman’s suspicions. Not so, said Lady Portman.

The public could hardly get enough of it all. Sympathies lay firmly with Lady Flora, while the Queen was judged to have behaved harshly and heartlessly. ‘Poor, poor Lady Flora,’ wrote Elizabeth Barrett Browning. ‘Was it the Queen’s doing? Do you think she really has no feelings?’ Carlyle judged her to have ‘behaved like a hapless little fool and indeed looks like one now (very strikingly since last year to my sense)’. By early summer Her Majesty, to her great indignation, was being insulted in public. At Ascot she was pursued by cries of ‘Mrs Melbourne’ and hissed by two Tory ladies – the Duchess of Montrose and Lady Sarah Ingestre.

Some were more generous. Lady Holland, political hostess and chatelaine of Holland House, thought that the allegations made against Lady Flora spoke of ‘more folly than malice, some prudery but no malignity’, and that the story had been whipped up by the Tories as a stick to beat the Queen, who had in fact shown sympathy to Lady Flora, insisting that she appear with her at chapel and dine at her table. Like many, Lady Holland thought that James Clark – ‘a vain, presumptuous, meddling man, like most modern medicos’ – was chiefly to blame. But again like many, she also felt that Lady Flora’s letter to her uncle had done her no favours; that it was ‘a gross, indelicate disclosure which shocks people. The mischief is to her but the rebound is bad for the Court. The young innocent Queen should never have had her ears polluted by such filthy stories.’

It was bad for the court – the Flora Hastings affair was exactly the kind of scandal, harking back to the ‘doings’ of former reigns, that Victoria had hoped to avoid. But the fact that a malicious rumour had been allowed to blossom into a full-blown scandal, damaging to all parties, was largely attributable to the estrangement between the Queen and her mother – two warring households under one roof created fertile ground for suspicion and allegation. One way out, indeed the only way Victoria could separate herself from her mother, as Melbourne reminded her, was marriage. She herself was perfectly aware that her uncle Leopold was promoting her first cousin, Albert of Saxe-Coburg, as a suitable husband. She had met him once and liked him well enough, despite noting a worrying tendency to sleepiness. But did she wish to marry so soon? Was she ready to give up her independence, her freedom? She would not commit herself; Albert and his brother might make another visit in the autumn, as long as it was understood that there was no engagement; she might ‘like him as a friend and as a cousin and as a brother but not more’.

Just when the Queen was feeling particularly vulnerable and beleaguered, a fresh crisis broke. On 7 May, Melbourne informed her that with the government heading for defeat over the Jamaica Bill, which was meant to subdue the Jamaican sugar planters, he felt he had no choice but to resign. The prospect of losing Melbourne, when she had never needed him more, left the Queen distraught: ‘All ALL my happiness gone! That peaceful happy life destroyed, that dearest kind Lord Melbourne no more my Minister!’ How could she bear the Tories, by whom she had felt so attacked over Lady Flora, let alone their leader, Sir Robert Peel, that ‘cold old man’?

Melbourne wrote advising Her Majesty to ask the opposition, under either the Duke of Wellington or Peel, to form a government. She should, he said, be ‘vigilant’ when it came to the appointment of new ministers, and on the question of her household she should make plain her wish that none be removed apart from those gentlemen who were also in Parliament. When Wellington declined to form a government, the Queen was forced to send for Peel. Try as she might – and she did not try very hard – she could not like him. ‘How different, how dreadfully different’ appeared Peel beside Melbourne, with his ‘frank, open, natural and most kind, warm manner’. With the Queen, ‘manner’ was everything. She would always warm to the personal approach, to a demonstration of sympathy – not to be confused with familiarity – just as she would always be repelled by excessive formality. Peel was not cold, but he was shy, socially awkward, and, as the son of a Lancashire cotton baron, quite lacking in the urbane ease and aristocratic confidence of such as Melbourne.

They discussed new ministers and touched on the question of the household; Peel felt, quite reasonably, that since he would be heading a minority government, the Queen should demonstrate her confidence in him and his party by making some changes to her exclusively Whig household (the Queen’s ladies, Baroness Lehzen, the Queen herself, all were ardent Whigs). There was nothing unconstitutional about this. Though in general only the lords-in-waiting and the mistress of the robes were political appointments, it was still considered tactful, in the event of a change of administration, for the Sovereign to agree to the replacement of at least those ladies of the household married to prominent members of the outgoing government.

Melbourne, to whom the Queen sent frequent bulletins, was sympathetic but firm, urging her to do all she could to facilitate a new government and not to let negotiations founder over the question of her household; in the meantime, he added regretfully, it would not be proper for him to dine at the palace. But in a further letter, on 9 May, the Queen detected a glimmer of hope. ‘If Sir Robert Peel presses for the dismissal of those of your Household who are not in Parliament,’ wrote Melbourne, ‘you may observe that in so doing he is pressing your Majesty more hardly than any Minister ever pressed a Sovereign before.’ The Queen saw a way out. Her determination not to have Peel foisted on her could be dressed up as a matter of constitutional policy.

In her next meeting with Peel, she announced that she wished to keep all of her household who were not in Parliament, whereupon Peel, she alleged, ‘pretended that I had the preceding day expressed a wish to keep about me those who were in Parliament’. Did she intend, asked Peel
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