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The Accession of Queen Victoria

In the early hours of June 20, 1837, a young woman was awakened at Kensington Palace by the arrival of two distinguished visitors. William Howley, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and Lord Conyngham, the Lord Chamberlain, had come with news that would change her life and reshape the British monarchy. King William IV had died shortly after two o’clock in the morning. His eighteen-year-old niece, Alexandrina Victoria, was now queen. The moment was quiet and almost domestic in scale. There were no cheering crowds inside the palace, no military parade, and no dramatic public proclamation at the foot of her bed. Instead, there was an exhausted young princess, summoned from sleep and asked to receive men who bowed before her as their sovereign. The scene became one of the defining images of modern British history because it captured something essential about Victoria’s accession: a private young woman was suddenly required to embody an ancient public institution.

Victoria’s arrival on the throne marked the beginning of a reign that would last for more than sixty-three years. At the time, however, no one could know that her name would eventually define an age. The Britain she inherited was already changing rapidly. Steam power, factory production, expanding cities, new forms of wealth, and sharper social tensions were transforming daily life. Parliament had recently been altered by the Reform Act of 1832, but the political system remained limited and deeply unequal. The established aristocracy still held enormous power, even as manufacturers, merchants, and urban professionals demanded a larger role. The British Empire was expanding across the globe, while Ireland remained a source of profound conflict. The monarchy itself had survived a difficult period in which royal behavior had often generated ridicule rather than reverence. Victoria did not step onto a stable stage. She entered a nation in transition.

The young queen’s childhood had not prepared her in any simple or comfortable way for power. She had been born on May 24, 1819, at Kensington Palace, the daughter of Prince Edward, Duke of Kent, and Princess Victoria of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld. Her father was the fourth son of King George III. At the time of her birth, the infant princess was not the obvious future ruler of Britain. The succession appeared uncertain because the sons of George III had produced few legitimate heirs. The death in childbirth of Princess Charlotte, the only legitimate child of the future George IV, had created a dynastic crisis. Several royal dukes hurried to marry and father lawful children. Victoria emerged from this scramble as the most likely heir, although the path was shaped by deaths, disappointments, and the absence of surviving legitimate rivals.

Her father died in January 1820, when Victoria was less than a year old. Only days later, her grandfather George III also died. The child grew up without a father and under the intense supervision of her mother, the Duchess of Kent. Their household at Kensington Palace was dominated by the duchess and by Sir John Conroy, an ambitious adviser who sought influence over both mother and daughter. Victoria’s upbringing became associated with what was later called the Kensington System. The system was designed to keep the princess sheltered, dependent, and closely watched. She was rarely allowed to be alone. She shared a bedroom with her mother, followed a rigid daily schedule, and had limited freedom to form relationships beyond a carefully controlled circle. Her education included languages, religion, history, music, drawing, and the conventional accomplishments expected of a royal girl, but her childhood lacked spontaneity. She later remembered it as unhappy and lonely.

The restrictions imposed on Victoria were not merely the product of parental caution. They were connected to political ambition. Conroy hoped that if King William IV died before Victoria reached the age of eighteen, the Duchess of Kent would become regent and he would exercise great power behind the scenes. William disliked both the duchess and Conroy, and he openly wished to live long enough to prevent a regency. He succeeded. Victoria turned eighteen on May 24, 1837. Less than a month later, the king died. The young queen therefore assumed her constitutional position in her own right. No regent stood between her and the throne. One of the first consequences of her accession was deeply personal: she could escape the suffocating arrangements of her childhood. She ordered that her bed be moved out of her mother’s room. The act was simple, but it represented independence.

Her accession also changed her name in the public imagination. She had been christened Alexandrina Victoria, with ‘Alexandrina’ honoring her godfather, Tsar Alexander I of Russia. Within the family, she was often called Drina. As queen, however, she chose to reign as Victoria. The name sounded fresh and distinctive. It lacked the associations carried by George or William, the names of recent kings whose reputations were mixed. Although Victoria did not yet know what kind of monarch she would become, her decision helped establish a new symbolic beginning. Britain now had a youthful queen rather than an aging male sovereign. Her gender, age, and relative innocence immediately shaped how the public viewed her.

The accession occurred at a moment when the reputation of the monarchy needed renewal. George IV had been associated with extravagance, personal scandal, debt, and emotional coldness. William IV, though more approachable, had not fully restored the dignity of the crown. The Hanoverian monarchy often seemed distant, quarrelsome, and undisciplined. Victoria offered a striking contrast. She was young, serious, modest in appearance, and apparently free from the moral burdens of her uncles. Newspaper accounts emphasized her composure and simplicity. The public was fascinated by the idea of a teenage queen confronting the responsibilities of state. Even those who knew little about her could project hopes onto her. She became a figure of possibility.

On the morning of her accession, Victoria received Lord Melbourne, the prime minister. Their meeting began a relationship that would strongly influence the first years of her reign. Melbourne was a Whig aristocrat in his late fifties, experienced, urbane, and emotionally perceptive. He understood that the new queen needed guidance. Victoria, separated from the controlling figures of her childhood and suddenly surrounded by ministers, officials, and court ceremony, found in Melbourne a reassuring mentor. She admired his patience and trusted his judgment. He taught her how to read state papers, conduct audiences, handle official correspondence, and understand the delicate conventions of constitutional monarchy. Their closeness became one of the central features of the early court.

The British monarchy in 1837 possessed prestige and influence, but it was not an absolute institution. The settlement created by the constitutional struggles of the seventeenth century, the growth of cabinet government, and the increasing authority of Parliament had reduced the direct political power of the sovereign. A monarch could still advise, encourage, warn, appoint ministers under certain conditions, and shape court patronage. The crown remained an important source of continuity and legitimacy. Yet a successful ruler had to understand limits. The queen could not simply govern according to personal preference. Victoria had to learn how to reign in a political culture where party conflict mattered and where public opinion increasingly shaped national life.

At first, Victoria’s instincts were strongly partisan. Because Melbourne was kind to her and because he served as her principal guide, she became attached to the Whigs. The Whigs presented themselves as the party of measured reform and aristocratic liberalism, while their Conservative opponents defended established institutions more cautiously. Victoria’s identification with Melbourne was understandable, but it revealed the dangers facing an inexperienced sovereign. A constitutional monarch needed to remain above ordinary party competition, or at least appear to do so. Victoria had not yet mastered that discipline. Her emotional loyalties influenced her political reactions. Her early reign would include mistakes that exposed the tension between personal preference and constitutional expectation.

The first formal meeting of the Privy Council became an early test. Victoria appeared before senior statesmen who had spent decades in public life. Many were old enough to be her grandfather. Observers were impressed by her self-possession. She read the required declaration clearly and conducted herself with dignity. The Duke of Wellington, a towering figure from the Napoleonic Wars and a former prime minister, reportedly admired the calmness of the young queen. The scene mattered because the monarchy depended heavily on performance. Victoria did not need to dominate the room through force of personality. She needed to communicate steadiness. At a moment of transition, her composure reassured the political elite.

Her youth also made her vulnerable to scrutiny. Every gesture could be interpreted. Every friendship could become political. Every household appointment could signal favoritism. The royal court was not merely a private residence. It was an institution filled with symbolism, patronage, and influence. Victoria wanted companions she trusted, especially women associated with Whig families. Yet the composition of her household would later contribute to a political crisis. The queen’s personal comfort and the constitutional need for impartiality did not always align. The challenge was especially difficult because Victoria had spent much of her childhood under surveillance. Once free, she naturally resisted any suggestion that others should control her domestic arrangements.

The official proclamation of Victoria as queen took place on June 21, 1837, at St. James’s Palace. Crowds gathered as heralds announced the beginning of the new reign. The young sovereign appeared at a window, dressed in mourning black, while officials performed the traditional ceremonies below. Her small figure and solemn expression produced a powerful impression. The public did not see a triumphant conqueror or an elaborate court beauty. They saw a young woman accepting an immense burden. In an era when images circulated through newspapers, engravings, and popular discussion, the visual language of monarchy was increasingly important. Victoria’s apparent vulnerability strengthened rather than weakened her appeal.

The accession contained one immediate constitutional consequence beyond Britain. Since 1714, the British monarchs had also ruled Hanover, a German kingdom governed under Salic law, which excluded women from the succession. Victoria could inherit the British throne but not the Hanoverian crown. Hanover passed to her uncle Ernest Augustus, Duke of Cumberland. The personal union between Britain and Hanover therefore ended. For many Britons, the separation simplified the monarchy’s identity. The crown became more clearly associated with British national life rather than with an awkward German inheritance. Victoria herself remained connected to German dynastic networks, as nearly all European royals were, but her accession symbolically narrowed the monarchy’s focus.

Victoria’s coronation was held at Westminster Abbey on June 28, 1838. The ceremony took place a year after her accession and attracted enormous public interest. London filled with visitors. Streets were crowded, balconies were decorated, and spectators sought any vantage point from which to observe the procession. The coronation reflected the changing relationship between monarchy and the public. Earlier coronations had often emphasized aristocratic ritual within relatively restricted spaces. Victoria’s coronation retained ancient ceremonial elements but placed greater emphasis on public spectacle. The procession through the streets allowed large numbers of people to see the queen. The crown was becoming more visibly national.

The ceremony itself was not flawless. There were moments of confusion, poor rehearsal, and awkward timing. Some elderly participants struggled with their roles. One peer fell while attempting to pay homage, and Victoria reportedly reacted with kindness. The imperfections did not damage the event. They made the young monarch appear human. Her willingness to help an older man and her obvious seriousness during the religious portions of the coronation reinforced the image of a conscientious queen. She understood that the crown carried obligations. Her authority was inherited, but her public legitimacy would depend on conduct.

The Britain celebrating Victoria’s accession was marked by striking contrasts. London was the center of government, finance, imperial administration, and fashionable society, but it was also a city of overcrowded neighborhoods, inadequate sanitation, visible poverty, and disease. Industrial towns such as Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, and Glasgow were growing rapidly. Railways were beginning to alter travel and communication. Coal, iron, textiles, and steam power were reshaping the economy. New wealth appeared alongside exploitation. Children worked long hours in factories and mines. Urban workers lived in conditions that shocked reformers. Rural communities also faced pressure as traditional patterns of labor changed. The queen’s personal story unfolded against the background of a society being transformed by industrial capitalism.

Political expectations were rising as well. The Reform Act of 1832 had removed some so-called rotten boroughs, redistributed seats, and expanded the electorate among middle-class men. Yet most working-class men still lacked the vote, and women remained excluded from formal political participation. The reformed Parliament disappointed many radicals who had hoped for deeper change. The Chartist movement emerged soon after Victoria’s accession, demanding a more democratic political system. Its program included universal male suffrage, secret ballots, equal electoral districts, payment for members of Parliament, and annual parliamentary elections. Victoria was not responsible for these tensions, but her reign began as the country debated who counted as a political citizen.

Ireland posed another serious challenge. The union between Great Britain and Ireland had existed since 1801, but it had not resolved deep religious, economic, and political grievances. Most Irish people were Catholic, while political and economic power remained concentrated in a Protestant elite. Catholic emancipation had been achieved in 1829, allowing Catholics to sit in Parliament, but demands for reform continued. Daniel O’Connell, one of the most influential Irish leaders of the age, campaigned for the repeal of the Act of Union. Victoria inherited the title of queen over a kingdom whose unity was contested. The crisis of the Great Famine still lay ahead, but the underlying fragility was already visible.

The empire also formed part of the world Victoria inherited. Britain possessed colonies and commercial interests across the Caribbean, North America, Africa, Asia, and the Pacific. The East India Company exercised vast power in India. The abolition of slavery in most of the British Empire had been enacted in 1833, but emancipation was followed by systems of apprenticeship and by continuing inequality. Imperial wealth supported British prosperity, while colonial rule depended on coercion, hierarchy, and assumptions of cultural superiority. Later generations would associate the Victorian era with the expansion of empire. At the moment of Victoria’s accession, however, that imperial system was already extensive and already morally complex.

Victoria herself was not yet the commanding matriarch remembered in later photographs. She was short, energetic, emotionally intense, and capable of strong likes and dislikes. Her journals reveal a young woman with a vivid eye for detail and a pronounced sense of personal feeling. She enjoyed music, dancing, drawing, and the theater. She could be affectionate and enthusiastic, but also stubborn and quick-tempered. Her childhood had made her sensitive to manipulation. She valued loyalty deeply. These qualities helped her survive the pressures of monarchy, but they also made her early political education more difficult. She had to distinguish between personal trust and constitutional judgment.

Her mother remained a painful presence. Once Victoria became queen, the Duchess of Kent expected influence, but the relationship between mother and daughter was strained. Victoria distanced herself from the duchess and from Conroy, whose efforts to pressure her during adolescence had created lasting resentment. She refused to grant him the position he desired and gradually pushed him away from the center of court life. This personal emancipation had emotional costs. The queen’s court became in part a refuge from her unhappy childhood. Melbourne’s support mattered because he seemed to offer the understanding and guidance that had been missing. Yet her dependence on Melbourne also complicated her ability to stand apart from party politics.

The first general election of Victoria’s reign occurred in 1837. The Whigs remained in office, though their position was not strong. The political world was unstable, and Melbourne’s government faced criticism from Conservatives and radicals alike. In 1839, Melbourne resigned after a parliamentary defeat. Victoria then invited the Conservative leader Sir Robert Peel to form a government. Peel believed that some of the ladies in the queen’s household, many of whom were connected to prominent Whig families, should be replaced to reflect the new political administration. Victoria resisted. She saw the request as an intrusion into her personal life and refused to dismiss the women closest to her.

The resulting episode became known as the Bedchamber Crisis. Peel declined to form a ministry under conditions he believed would make effective government impossible, and Melbourne returned to office. The crisis revealed the queen’s inexperience. Victoria had defended her household from what she perceived as political pressure, but she had also failed to understand that the royal court could not be treated as entirely private. Her ladies were not neutral figures when their husbands and relatives were active Whigs. A monarch who appeared to favor one party risked weakening the crown. The episode did not permanently damage Victoria, but it taught an important lesson. Over time, she became more aware of the need for constitutional restraint.

The arrival of Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha would change both her private life and her approach to monarchy. Victoria had met Albert before her accession, but when he visited Britain again in 1839, she fell deeply in love. Because she was queen, she had to propose marriage. They married on February 10, 1840. Albert’s influence belongs more fully to the next phase of Victoria’s reign, but the significance of the marriage can already be seen in the context of her accession. The young queen had gained independence from her mother and Conroy, attached herself politically to Melbourne, and struggled to define the boundaries of royal authority. Albert gradually became her closest companion and adviser. Their partnership helped transform the monarchy into a model of domestic respectability.

The image of Victoria as a wife and mother eventually became central to the crown’s appeal. That image should not obscure the complexity of her position. She was a female sovereign in a society structured by male authority. Women could not vote in parliamentary elections, yet a woman occupied the throne. Political writers, courtiers, and newspaper commentators often judged her through assumptions about femininity. Some celebrated her innocence and moral influence. Others worried about weakness, emotionality, or manipulation by favorites. Victoria had to perform authority without appearing unfeminine according to the conventions of her age. Her success depended partly on turning those conventions to her advantage.

The monarchy under Victoria gradually became more accessible as a symbol while becoming more limited as a governing force. This was not a process completed at the moment of accession, and it did not occur without tension. The crown retained political significance. Victoria corresponded with ministers, followed foreign affairs closely, and sometimes pressed her views forcefully. Yet the long-term stability of her reign depended on accepting the development of parliamentary government. The queen’s personal preferences could matter, but they could not override political reality indefinitely. Her early mistakes were part of a larger education in constitutional monarchy.

Public enthusiasm for Victoria was also linked to a desire for moral renewal. The monarchy’s prestige had suffered because of the behavior of earlier Hanoverian rulers. Victoria’s youth allowed people to imagine a cleaner beginning. The idealization was not always fair. It placed enormous expectations on a young woman who had lived a restricted life. She was expected to be dignified but approachable, politically informed but not partisan, modest but commanding, feminine but sovereign. Her very ordinariness in certain respects—her emotional attachments, her family concerns, her moments of uncertainty—became useful. The monarchy could present itself not merely as a hereditary institution but as a moral household at the center of national life.

The word ‘Victorian’ would later acquire many meanings. It would evoke industrial power, imperial ambition, scientific innovation, religious doubt, moral discipline, social hypocrisy, reform, respectability, and severe inequality. It would be used to describe architecture, literature, clothing, family ideals, political culture, and attitudes toward sexuality. None of those meanings was fixed in June 1837. The young queen did not create the age by herself. Many of the forces that defined nineteenth-century Britain had begun before she inherited the throne and would continue beyond her death. Yet her long reign provided a human frame for an era of extraordinary change. Her image became inseparable from the country’s self-understanding.

The accession of Queen Victoria therefore mattered on several levels. It was a dynastic event shaped by the tangled succession of the Hanoverian family. It was a constitutional moment in which an inexperienced monarch entered a political system that required tact, patience, and restraint. It was a cultural event because the public responded powerfully to the contrast between the young queen and her scandal-shadowed predecessors. It was also a personal liberation for Victoria, who moved from the controlled world of Kensington Palace into a role that gave her independence while imposing heavy responsibilities. The crown offered freedom, but it also demanded discipline.

In the first months of




d2d_images/cover.jpg
BRITAIN

THE HISTORY OF GREAT BRITAIN. BOOK 18.
3

e

SANTIAGO MACHAIN
s

— oo S






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





