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Introduction


‘The English like Queens.’

The Dowager Duchess of Saxe-Coburg, on hearing of the birth of her granddaughter, Princess Victoria



The english do indeed like queens. Queen Victoria is England’s longest-reigning monarch, after ruling for sixty-three years and two hundred and sixteen days. Elizabeth II seems well on the way to ruling for sixty years, after weathering more challenges than many monarchs in history. I was born into a unique conjunction of female prime minister and monarch. To a child growing up in the 1980s, women ruled. Female heads were on coins and notes, criminals were incarcerated at Her Majesty’s Pleasure, and the Queen’s armed forces fought a female politician’s wars.

Accustomed as we are to the long reign of Elizabeth II, a queen seems a perfectly welcome outcome for the present-day British. However, in the late eighteenth century, the situation was very different. Even Elizabeth I, now so feted, was then seen as masculine and untrustworthy. Still, with a mad king and a debauched prince regent in power, the English invested their hope for a stable future in a princess: Charlotte, daughter of the Prince Regent. She was young and pretty, apparently liberal in her views, and sympathetic to the general public. She gave the country hope throughout the rigours of the Napoleonic Wars, during an age when monarchs across Europe were being swept off their thrones. When she and her child died, the English despaired. They believed they were doomed to rule by the Prince Regent and his hedonistic brothers, including the buffoonish Duke of Clarence and the evil Duke of Cumberland.

Then, within a few years, Victoria appeared, the bearer of a slightly ridiculous, anglicised version of a French name, given to her because the Prince Regent hoped she would always remain a minor princess. Few thought she would ever be Queen.

In order to be Queen, Victoria had to navigate prejudices, the unfriendliness of her relations, and her mother’s quest for power. We have a vision of her as dreary and stolid, the embodiment of stoic virtue and repressively moralistic views. But as a girl, she was passionate, impulsive, and eager for gaiety.

The idea of Victoria, young, fresh, liberal, and seemingly concerned with the plight of her people, kept the British hopeful throughout the largely appalling reigns of George IV and William IV. When she became Queen at the age of eighteen years, three weeks and three days, an era of drunken, selfish kings who cared only for their own privilege came to a much-needed end. The profligate sons of George III had pushed a portion of the population closer to revolution than at any time since the Civil War. Had the next king after William been his brother, the universally detested Ernest, Duke of Cumberland, a notorious blackguard suspected of blackmail, incest and murder, then the fate of the monarchy might have been spectacularly different.

This book tells the story of the transition of the monarchy to its modern form, and explores how it is in part due to Charlotte and Victoria that the monarchy survived to become the institution we know today. But most of all, it tells the tale of two heirs to the throne, young women growing up in the palaces of St James’s and Kensington, forced to negotiate a tricky path between their own desires and the demands of duty to court and country. Both would have to battle against their parents and the intrigues of the court, one dying tragically, the other becoming a veritable symbol of Britishness and an apotheosis of queenship. This is their story.
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Chapter Forty-Three: Monsters!
				 
















Chapter Forty-Four: ‘An everlasting Impression’















Chapter Forty-Five: Children seem literally to be raining down from heaven



















Chapter Forty-Six: What a Hard Task it is for Us Women
	 



















Epilogue: Jubilee
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