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Never in her life could she be confused with anyone else, nor will she be in history.

 

—Henry Ponsonby,

Queen Victoria’s private secretary
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  PROLOGUE


Long Live the Queen!

GAWKERS FILLED LONDON’S streets, blocking traffic. It was impossible to get a horse-drawn cab “for love or money,” griped one highborn lady. People shoved; carriage drivers grew cross and shouted. “The uproar, the confusion, the crowd, the noise, are indescribable,” a man wrote in his diary. The city was “all mob, thronging, bustling, gaping, and gazing at everything, at anything, or at nothing.” It was June 28, 1838. Four hundred thousand people had poured into London to celebrate the crowning of Queen Victoria.

The young queen herself had gone to bed the night before with a sense of foreboding, “a feeling that something awful was going to happen.” Cannons firing a salute yanked her from sleep at four that morning. A few hours later, after nibbling at breakfast, she stepped out under a clearing sky and into a coach pulled by horses the color of clotted cream. She hoped no one would notice her fatigue or nerves.

At ten o’clock, trumpets blared and eyes turned toward the palace. The state procession was getting under way. Foreign ambassadors rode first, followed by government ministers and the sprawling royal family. The next twelve coaches carried the queen’s attendants and behind them marched soldiers and military officers. Bands played and the crowd hurrahed, despite being held back by armed policemen. Then the spectators caught sight of the queen.

They saw a tiny girl just nineteen years old. She wore a robe of white satin and red velvet. She had large blue eyes and a circlet of diamonds atop her brown hair. Victoria bowed to the left and right. She smiled at admirers waving their handkerchiefs and hats. The coronation was to be both solemn and showy, an age-old ritual and a gala affair. Victoria had ascended to the throne on June 20, 1837, upon the death of her uncle King William IV. Her coronation, a formality, had taken a year to plan.
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The coronation procession departs for Westminster Abbey. Queen Victoria rides in the company of a lady in waiting.




 

The throng let out a roar when Victoria reached Westminster Abbey, the historic church where, since 1066, the nation’s kings and queens had been crowned. More cheers erupted as she stepped inside: “God save Queen Victoria! Long live Queen Victoria! May the Queen live for ever!”

No queen lives forever, but Victoria was to reign for a very long time: sixty-three years, seven months, and two days. Victoria was Britain’s longest-reigning monarch until September 9, 2015, when Queen Elizabeth II broke her record. Her subjects knew her as a girl on the cusp of womanhood, then as a busy working mother, and too soon as a heartbroken widow. In time, images of the mature queen—short and round, wearing a lacy veil and tiny crown—were everywhere. They graced magazines, postage stamps, and packages of soap and tea.
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Queen Victoria (left) enjoys a cup of cocoa while traveling by train in this nineteenth-century advertisement.




 


The years Victoria sat on the throne, from 1837 until 1901, are remembered as the Victorian age. It was a period of great change, when steam power and factories turned agricultural Britain into the industrial leader of the world. One after another, railroads crisscrossed the land, linking cities and villages. Most people traveled overland by coach or on horseback when Victoria became queen; by the 1890s, twenty-nine trains left for London from the northwestern city of Manchester every day. Industrialization shook up society, bringing wealth and status to many people and poverty and dislocation to many others. Prosperous families in houses packed with heavy furniture form one picture of Victorian life. Ragged mothers and children huddled in London doorways make up another.

During the Victorian era, British authors gave the world such unforgettable characters as Sherlock Holmes, Ebenezer Scrooge, Black Beauty, and Alice, the girl who went down a rabbit hole. Scientific progress forced people to question their beliefs. If the great diversity of life on earth had evolved through natural selection as Charles Darwin proposed in 1859, even religious faith had to be reexamined.

Queen Victoria stood for continuity in this shifting, uncertain time. She was an example of strength and patriotism when the nation went to war. Her support of Britain’s fighting men endeared her to many. She championed British progress in technology. She was also the subject of scandal.

Victoria reigned over an empire that spanned the globe. The British claimed possessions in the Americas, Africa, India, Asia, Australia, and New Zealand. For good reason people said of Great Britain, “On her dominions the sun never sets.” The colonies enriched the mother country. They provided raw materials for British factories, tea for porcelain teacups, and sugar to sweeten it.

The days when kings and queens waged their own wars, made their own laws, and ordered beheadings were long gone when Victoria was crowned. She enjoyed limited power. She could advise the members of Parliament, but they made laws and set policy. It was her role to be above party politics, to be fair and considerate in her dealings with others.
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Passengers crowd London’s Paddington Station. People learned to rely on the speed and convenience of rail travel during Queen Victoria’s reign.
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In 1898, Canada issued a postage stamp showing the British Empire spanning the globe. Beginning in 1867, the Dominion of Canada became a self-governing nation but remained part of the empire. Today Canada belongs to the Commonwealth of Nations, an organization of fifty-three independent states, most of which once made up the British Empire.




 

Victoria tried to be the queen her nation expected, but it was hard for her to live in the public eye. She had trouble controlling her fiery emotions. Time and again she erupted in reckless anger or gave way to torrents of tears. There were days when she exasperated everyone: her family, government leaders, and the British people. She never did anything halfway. When she fell in love, she did so with her whole heart and soul. When she grieved, it was as though sorrow flowed through her body instead of blood.

Yet she also had great stamina. Even when she felt sad enough to swear that she could not go on, she always did. She was rarely ill and gave birth to many children with little difficulty, at a time when childbirth was painful and dangerous. Many women died after having babies, often from infection. She could accomplish a great deal of work and withstand the mental strain of crises at home and abroad. “The vein of iron that runs thro’ her most extraordinary character enables her to bear up to the last minute, like nobody else,” said Lady Sarah Lyttelton, her children’s nurse.

“People were taken by surprise by the sheer force of her personality,” observed Bishop Randall Davidson, who served in the chapel at Windsor Castle during Victoria’s reign. “It may seem strange, but it is true that as a woman she was both shy and humble. . . . But as Queen she was neither shy nor humble and asserted her position unhesitatingly.”

Despite her premonition from the night before, nothing awful happened on her coronation day. Life, with all its joys and hard lessons, stretched before Victoria like a long, rolling palace lawn. And when the festivities were over, she went home and gave her little spaniel, Dash, his bath.
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  Chapter

I


England’s Hope

IF ANOTHER PRINCESS had not died tragically and young, Victoria never would have been born.

The ill-fated princess was Charlotte. She was the only child of the prince regent, the man who occupied the British throne. The prince was ruling in place of his father, King George III, who had been deemed mentally ill. Upon his father’s death, the prince regent would be crowned King George IV. Charlotte was twenty-one years old on November 6, 1817, when she delivered a stillborn son. Within hours she sickened, and soon Charlotte too was dead.

The English people had loved the princess. “She stood on high,” wrote a newspaperman. Charlotte had embodied “images of youth, and promise, and blooming womanhood.” Eighteen months before, the public had rejoiced in Charlotte’s marriage to handsome Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg. They had felt secure knowing that she would reign one day, upon her father’s death, all in good time.

Now there would be no Queen Charlotte, and England mourned. Her loss was “a sad and dire accident calculated to fill with tears the eyes of almost all,” noted one English writer. Charlotte had been the lone beacon of virtue in a royal family clouded by vice. Everyone knew that her father, the prince regent, had a mistress. He ran up huge debts, which the government paid with taxes collected from the people.

The prince regent had a string of younger brothers who stood in line to inherit the throne, but none of them had an heir to carry on the royal line after him. Closest in age to the prince regent was Prince Frederick, the Duke of York. He was separated from his wife and, like his brothers, had a mistress. Next came Prince William, the Duke of Clarence. He lived openly and quite merrily with his mistress and their ten children—none of them legitimate, and all forbidden by law to be king or queen. Fourth in line to the throne was forty-nine-year-old Prince Edward, the Duke of Kent. He was a former army officer who had been living for decades with his French mistress, whom he loved. In a society that scorned unmarried couples living together and single women bearing children, the princes brazenly broke the rules.
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In 1817 the British people mourned the death of Princess Charlotte, who stood for virtue and goodness amid a corrupt royal family.




 

Now, with Charlotte dead, a race was on. Which of these royal rogues would be the first to father a legitimate child and heir? The Duke of York was out of the running from the start. Even if he returned to his wife, she was too old to bear children. The Duke of Clarence wasted no time and threw his mistress and large brood out of the house. He proposed to one rich young woman after another until at last one accepted him. She was a German princess half his age, Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen.

The ex-army man, Edward, Duke of Kent, said goodbye forever to his adored mistress, who in all their years together had never borne a child. “My brothers are not so strong as I am; I have lived a regular life. I shall outlive them all,” he told himself. “The crown will come to me and my children.”
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King George IV, formely the prince regent, rests a gouty foot as he sits before portraits of himself at different stages in life. The cartoonist implies that George pursued amusement and neglected his health.




 

Edward carried too much weight on his frame. He had bulging eyes and dyed whiskers, and his breath reeked of garlic. But his military bearing and fine manners made him attractive in some women’s eyes. He stood tall and straight in his red army coat and walked with an officer’s confidence. In company he was modest and sure of himself. He never yawned or whistled or put his legs up on chairs. At dinner he offered the best dishes to others.

His search for a bride took him to Germany, where he wooed a princess named Victoire. She happened to be the sister of Prince Leopold, husband of the late Princess Charlotte. A widow living in a secluded castle, Victoire was thirty-one years old and spoke no English. If she was not a beauty, at least she had a pleasant smile. Her hair and eyes were brown, and her body was solid and shapely. Victoire had two children, Karl and Feodora, ages thirteen and ten. They were proof that she was fertile.

The couple married, and soon Victoire was pregnant. Edward wanted the baby born in England, so that no one there would ever question the child’s birth date or parentage. On March 28, 1819, with winter nearly over and Victoire starting her eighth month of pregnancy, the pair transported their household across the English Channel. They settled into rooms at London’s Kensington Palace, which had housed British royalty since 1689. On May 24, in a lushly carpeted bedchamber festooned with draperies, the Duchess of Kent gave birth to a daughter.

The little girl was “as plump as a partridge,” her ecstatic father boasted. She was perfection, “a model of strength and beauty combined.” He hovered over visitors, telling them, “Look at her well, for she will be Queen of England.” The wee girl was fifth in line to the throne, preceded by three uncles—the prince regent and the dukes of York and Clarence—and her father. Because Tsar Alexander of Russia had asked to be a godfather to her, she was christened Alexandrina. Victoria, her second name, honored her mother. She soon became known as Princess Victoria.

The Duke of Kent had never learned to be thrifty. He filled his family’s living quarters with gilded mirrors and ornate furniture. When he turned fifty-two, on November 2, he threw himself a lavish party. Then, having spent far beyond his means, he asked the prince regent for money. The ruler ignored the request, being short of cash himself.
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Edward, Duke of Kent, father of Queen Victoria.
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Kensington Palace as it looked in 1819, the year Princess Victoria was born.




 

Hoping to live more cheaply outside London, the duke and duchess moved their family to a cottage beside Lyme Bay, on England’s southern coast. They dreamed of sea bathing and salty air, but they arrived on Christmas Day, with wind howling and snow falling. In no time at all, the duke came down with a cold. His cough worsened and his fever soared as the cold turned into pneumonia. Doctors removed six pints of his blood, employing a standard medical practice later proven to be useless and even dangerous. When he showed no improvement, they bled him again.

Weak and struggling to breathe, the duke drew up a will making Victoire the sole guardian of their daughter and leaving what little property he had to his wife. On Sunday morning, January 23, having put his affairs in order, the duke died. His death left Princess Victoria fourth in line to the throne. When King George III died six days later and the prince regent was crowned King George IV, Victoria moved up the line to spot number three.

What was Victoire to do? Not only was she a widowed mother with no money, but she was stranded in a country where she barely spoke the language. She felt thankful for the nearness of her brother, Prince Leopold. He appealed to the royal family and gained permission for Victoire to occupy her husband’s old apartment in Kensington Palace. Leopold also gave his sister a yearly allowance of two thousand pounds, which he raised to three thousand within a short time. Parliament granted the duchess an annual income of six thousand pounds in 1825, to provide for the princess, and another ten thousand per year in 1831. Still, the duchess complained that she never had enough. Victoire was a German princess, at least the equal, in her mind, of the wealthier British royals who surrounded her. She felt that she too deserved every regal comfort.

In this way, Kensington Palace became Princess Victoria’s home. As a baby she crawled on its yellow carpets. As a child she rode a donkey through its acres of gardens. She tiptoed up the Great Staircase to study murals crowded with portraits of courtiers from times gone by. Little Victoria watched important personages come and go—lords and ladies, princes and dukes. Her face brightened if she saw her stout uncle Frederick, the Duke of York, who gave her presents and threw her a party with a Punch and Judy show. But she hid her eyes if she spotted a bishop in a frightening wig.

Victoria could be a stubborn, defiant child who flashed her blue eyes and threw tantrums to get her way. There were storms of tears when she had to wash up in the morning, and more storms when it was time to get dressed. She once flung a pair of scissors at Fraulein Louise Lehzen, her German-born governess. “She drives me at times into real desperation,” complained her exasperated mother.


 


[image:  ]

As a child Victoria played on the Great Staircase at Kensington Palace.




 

The princess howled and stamped her foot if her tutor, the Reverend George Davys, told her to sit still for a reading lesson. When he asked her to make an “h” with her pencil, she insisted on making an “o.” The next day, Davys noted in his diary, “When we were to begin our copy of ‘o’s,’ Princess Victoria wished for ‘h’s.’” Not daring to criticize royalty, he remarked, “She seems to be a sweet-tempered child.” The princess was much happier when Davys turned schoolwork into a game. She liked it when he wrote simple words on cards, placed them around the room, and asked her to fetch them. Soon he could write in his diary, “The little Princess has made very considerable progress in her reading.” Victoria learned to solve arithmetic problems and to speak French, German, and a little Italian. She memorized names and dates from Europe’s history and pointed out the countries of the world on maps.

Masters came to Kensington Palace to instruct her in drawing, music, and dance. She showed talent as an artist, sang in a pleasing soprano voice, and danced prettily. She detested practicing the piano, though. When the music master told her that she must, she slammed shut the lid on the keyboard. “There! You see there is no must about it,” she declared.

Years later, Victoria recalled her childhood as lonely. She slept every night in her mother’s room and played with her half sister, Feodora. But Feodora was twelve years older than Victoria, and in 1828 she married a German prince and went off to live in his castle. Nine-year-old Victoria turned to her painted wooden dolls, but she longed for real children her own age.

Victoria’s mother felt lonely too. The Duchess of Kent never mastered English, and her daughter’s royal relatives disliked her. Her brother Leopold went away in June 1831, leaving her “friendless and alone,” she said. The newly independent nation of Belgium had asked Leopold to be its king, and he had accepted. At least there was one person to offer guidance and speak soothing words: her late husband’s personal assistant, a schemer named John Conroy.

Conroy was a handsome dark-haired man who knew how to flatter and please. The son of Irish parents, he had begun his working life a soldier. Eager to move up in the world, he married a general’s daughter. In 1817, he entered the duke’s service. After the duke died, he did whatever it took to secure a place that offered him money and influence. He gained the confidence of the king’s unmarried sister, Princess Sophia, and soon had control of her purse. He talked Princess Sophia into persuading the king to dub him a knight and make the governess, Fraulein Lehzen, a baroness.
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Victoire, Duchess of Kent, and little Victoria.





He also offered his services to Victoire, Duchess of Kent. The duchess possessed little wealth for Conroy to get his hands on, but she had a child who would likely reign over England one day. Conroy saw that gaining favor with mother and daughter today might let him wield power tomorrow.

He convinced the duchess that Victoria was never to be alone. If she left a room, a servant had to go with her; if she went downstairs, someone had to hold her hand. She was not to speak to any visitor unless a third person was present, and she was to be kept apart from the rest of the royal family. He whispered in the duchess’s ear that without these measures Victoria could be poisoned, but his true purpose was to tighten his hold. He reminded the duchess that the little princess was the “Nation’s Hope.” The constant surveillance made childhood a sad, anxious time for Princess Victoria. She grew to detest Sir John Conroy, and she hated his daughter Victoire, whom he thrust on her as a playmate.

Conroy’s placid, amiable wife admired her husband and believed he was on his way up in the world. But people in England’s palaces were talking and assuming the worst. They asked one another what kind of relationship the Duchess of Kent enjoyed with John Conroy, a married man with six children. Victoria’s aunt Adelaide, the German princess who married Prince William, the Duke of Clarence, cautioned Victoria’s mother. The Conroys were “not of so high a rank that they alone should be the entourage and the companions of the future Queen of England,” she said. The Duchess of Kent acted as though she had not heard a word.

With passing years, it seemed more likely that Victoria would indeed be England’s queen. When her favorite uncle, the Duke of York, died in 1827, she became the second person in line to the throne, behind her uncle the Duke of Clarence. Then, on June 26, 1830, King George IV died of a ruptured blood vessel in his stomach. The Duke of Clarence was crowned King William IV. His wife would now be known as Queen Adelaide, and the person who would rule Britain if William should die was his eleven-year-old niece.


The nation would never permit a child to act as head of state. If William were to die before Victoria reached eighteen, the age of majority, Parliament would appoint a regent to conduct official business in her place, as George IV, then prince regent, had done on behalf of his father. The Duchess of Kent wanted the regency for herself should such a situation arise, and John Conroy wanted it for her too.
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The conniving John Conroy was after money and power.




 

The duchess and Conroy feared that the current king and queen might take Victoria away to bring her up in their quarters, surrounded by their attendants, and groom her for her future role. Hoping to prevent this from happening, they kept her out of the king’s sight as much as possible. The duchess even refused to let Victoria attend William’s coronation, which added to the girl’s sadness. Desperate to hang on to their one chance for gaining power, they took the princess on a series of tours to different parts of England. Their purpose was to make Victoria popular with the citizenry and show people that she needed her mother’s constant care. Their plan to keep her dependent on them as she grew up had a name: they called it the “Kensington system.”

Victoria, the duchess, Conroy, his daughter Victoire, and their servants took their first trip in the summer and fall of 1830. They meandered in central England, stopping in places like Stratford-on-Avon, the famed birthplace of William Shakespeare, and the scenic Malvern Hills, with slopes that shone golden in the sun. In place after place, people turned out to see the princess, and officials treated her like a grown-up royal visitor. She formally opened a park in the city of Bath, and she toured a porcelain factory in Worcester.

In 1832 the troupe ventured into Wales. Bands and church choirs entertained them, and town leaders gave speeches of welcome. As their beribboned carriage passed through coal-mining districts, Victoria looked out on hardship, which was new to her eyes. “The men, women, children, country and houses are all black,” she wrote in her journal, describing the dismal effects of coal dust. “Every where, smoking and burning coal heaps, intermingled with wretched huts and carts and little ragged children.”

The third tour began in summer 1833, when Victoria was fourteen. This time the princess brought Dash, whom she dressed up in doll clothes. The travelers visited towns on England’s southern shore and boated to the Isle of Wight, four miles off the coast. Victoria and her mother stayed in Norris Castle, which had been built for a wealthy lord in 1799. Most castles were older and had fortifications to keep out enemies, but Norris Castle was strictly for show. Victoria and the duchess strolled in its tidy gardens and savored its scenic views.

As reports of naval ships firing volleys to salute Victoria reached King William’s ears, he grew annoyed. William loved being king; he had rarely stopped smiling from the moment he first donned his royal robes. He was fond of his niece, but he hated to think that she might be more popular with his subjects than he was. So he ordered an end to the military salutes in her honor. Henceforward, he decreed, the armed forces were only to salute the king and queen.

When the Duchess of Kent and John Conroy planned another trip in 1835, Victoria protested. Knowing the king disapproved, she asked if they could please stay home. Her mother only scolded. “Can you be dead to the calls your position demands?” she asked. “Turn your thoughts and views to your future station, its
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