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Preface

In Search of George

The reign of King George V spans more than twenty-five of the most tumultuous and eventful years faced by any twentieth-century British sovereign. How George V managed to steer the monarchy through the perils of a constitutional crisis, the First World War, the Russian Revolution, the collapse of dynastic Europe, Irish Home Rule, strikes, Bolshevism, the rise of the Labour Party and the Great Depression – only to be outmanoeuvred by an American divorcee – is a great story and the central theme of this book. A key player in national politics, he guided his country through political crises, acting as conciliator over Home Rule and skilfully facilitating the appointment of four prime ministers at a time of party realignment. Most remarkable of all, perhaps, he nurtured the Labour Party through its rise, actively promoting the first Labour governments.

Yet this statesmanlike sovereign has been undervalued by posterity. He has been dismissed as dull and limited, a martinet overly concerned with petty details of dress and protocol. ‘He was dull, beyond dispute,’ wrote Alan (Tommy) Lascelles, ‘but my God, his reign (politically and internationally) never had a dull moment.’1 Having spent seven years working on George V, I disagree about the dullness. As for the reign, Lascelles was absolutely right.

In 1948 Lascelles, who was private secretary to King George VI, commissioned Harold Nicolson to write the official biography of George V. He told Nicolson: ‘You will be writing a biography on the subject of a myth and will have to be mythological.’2 Nicolson was given unrestricted access to the king’s papers. He was not expected to write anything that was not true; but he was ordered to leave out anything discreditable. Silences, then, but not lies.

Nicolson wrote a magisterial biography which succeeded in its purpose of promoting the monarchy and placing it at the centre of the nation’s political life. Sometimes, especially when dealing with the post-war period, he seemed to conflate the king’s life with the story of British politics. But Nicolson, who was a fine biographer, had no illusions about the book. ‘I have created a pure tailor’s dummy,’ he wrote, ‘and have not tried to make him live at all, since if I did so he would appear as a stupid old bore.’3

Nicolson framed the king as ‘the simple man with a categorical sense of duty’.4 For seventeen years before his accession to the throne, however, George ‘did nothing at all but kill animals and stick in stamps’.5 This was a problem for Nicolson as it undermined his careful construction of the dutiful prince. These missing years seemed to show George to be lazy and selfish, neglecting to prepare himself for kingship.

Nicolson began the research for his book by talking to the surviving members of George’s household and others who had known him. ‘Being “in search of George” will be fun,’ he wrote.6 The old courtiers talked very freely about the late king. The royal household was still reeling from the Abdication in 1936, and the great enigma was Queen Mary. Some said she managed her husband, others claimed that she was terrified of him and failed to confront him. Words used to describe the king were: stupid, ignorant, horrible, garrulous, simple, unimaginative; but also: loyal, modest, funny and acute.

None of this went into Nicolson’s book, but he recorded the conversations in his diary. Reading Nicolson’s unpublished diary and his letters to his wife Vita Sackville-West, I glimpsed for the first time the reality behind the myth of King George the Dull. ‘We must not let in daylight upon magic,’ warned Walter Bagehot, the Victorian constitutionalist, speaking of royalty. In the case of George V, however, letting in the daylight reveals the magic which was concealed behind the humdrum exterior.

King George V wrote his diary nearly every night of his life, slowly and laboriously forming the letters in his schoolboy handwriting, using a gold-nibbed fountain pen.7 He recorded the time he got up, the times he ate breakfast and dinner and the time he went to bed (usually 11.30). The weather and the direction of the wind are noted, and so are his engagements and the names of the people he met. There is a lot of counting: miles walked, birds shot, cartridges fired, hands shaken, medals pinned. There are few comments, and no descriptions; no confessional nor any evidence of an inner life.

Sitting high up in the Royal Archives in the Round Tower at Windsor, I have spent many months reading and transcribing the diary. When he wanted to be, George V was a surprisingly good letter writer – succinct, entertaining and often affectionate. No one could describe the diary as a lively or enjoyable read, however. But to criticise the diary as mundane is to fail to see the point of it. King George’s diary is similar to the one his father kept – a narrative of names and engagements: a royal exercise in social accounting. For the biographer the diary is indispensable; it gives a detailed chronology almost hour by hour of the king’s life. And there are nuggets of humour and flashes of insight as well as invaluable detail.

When John Gore was commissioned to write a personal memoir of George V in 1938, the royal librarian Owen Morshead made the diary available to him. The king had been dead for only two years, and Queen Mary objected that ‘she never meant the diary of George V to see the light for years, if ever’, though she changed her mind and co-operated when she saw Gore’s manuscript.8 He used the diaries to construct an image of the king as a saintly paragon: ‘frank, simple, honest and good’ – too good perhaps to be interesting.9

George was a second son. Eddy, Duke of Clarence, the elder brother, died suddenly when George was twenty-six, leaving George the unexpected heir. If Eddy hadn’t died, George would have grown up to become a minor prince, quietly pursuing a career in the navy, making an arranged marriage to a suitable princess and ending by serving in an office such as governor-general of Canada, as his uncle the Duke of Connaught was to do. Instead, he found himself plunged into the role of heir for which he was totally unprepared.

George’s reputation has suffered by comparison with that of his flamboyant, charismatic father, Edward VII. The contrast between the hedonistic, playboy father with his glamorous court and the uxorious, domestic son could hardly be greater. The son spoke languages badly if at all, thought abroad was a bloody place and never dined out if he could help it. The father was cosmopolitan, fluent in French and German and acted as an ambassador for his country. He was a philanderer with a string of affairs who kept an official mistress when he was king. The son declared: ‘I’m not interested in any wife except my own.’10 The father was a big man with a 48-inch waist. Except when he was ill, the son’s weight never varied from ten stone five pounds.11

The relationship between father and son was neither easy nor straightforward. When King Edward died in 1910 George wrote: ‘I have lost my best friend & the best of fathers, I never had a word with him in my life.’12 There is no reason to doubt this. But it’s probably also true, as George declared in later life, that he was ‘terrified’ of his father.13

The Hanoverians were notorious for quarrelling with their heirs. Queen Victoria bullied Bertie as a boy mercilessly. Bertie, in turn, bullied Eddy; a slow, dawdling child and chronically unpunctual, Eddy drove his father mad. Little Georgie was Bertie’s favourite – bright, quick and affectionate. After Eddy’s death, Bertie went out of his way to build his relationship with George, and treated him with great sensitivity. He wrote letters to him asking him to consider him as his brother. There can be no doubt that he adored George. And each morning when George was in London he walked round to consult with his father.

But Bertie’s relationship with George was not one of equals, nor did the king become a brother to his son. George was a late developer, and he worshipped his father, deferring to him on the smallest of matters. One of his first cousins (who disliked King Edward) considered that Bertie’s affection for Prince George ‘was due mainly to the fact that the latter was prepared to be his complete slave’.14 George’s letters to Bertie are stilted and conventional, written in the same costive style as the diary. But his letters to his mother, whom he adored, are lively and entertaining; to her he could speak his mind.

George was in awe of his father, yet Bertie’s death liberated him, and when George became king aged forty-four he grew up at last. This book tells the story of how the unpromising prince developed into a statesman king and the founder of the modern monarchy.

The most recent full biography of George V was written by Kenneth Rose in 1983. Rose succeeded in bringing the king to life: gruff, Tory, bad-tempered and kind-hearted. He interviewed people still living who had known George, and there are many references in his sources to ‘private information’ and letters to the author. The book is a fount of anecdotes, and is especially strong on the 1920s and 1930s. Rose used published memoirs and a wide range of manuscripts, but he rarely climbed the eighty-nine steps of the Round Tower at Windsor to the reading room. Instead, he used the transcripts from the Royal Archives made by Harold Nicolson and lent to him by Nigel Nicolson, Harold’s son.15

Unlike previous biographers of George V, Rose didn’t have George VI and Queen Mary ‘breathing down his neck’. His diary records, however, that he had several interviews with Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, whom he found ‘a mine of information’.16 Note taking upset her, so he trusted to memory and ‘rushed to the loo to write it all down’.17 But he was more than an interviewer; for many years he had been a regular guest and companion of hers. Perhaps this intimacy with the Queen Mother hobbled him. He wrote little about sensitive topics such as George V’s relations with his eldest son.

Queen Mary features only obliquely in Rose’s biography. He describes her as living in ‘dignified slavery’ as George’s consort, which hardly suggests that her life was interesting or significant in itself.18 She is almost invisible in Harold Nicolson’s life, and receives only eight entries in the index.

I have tried to put Queen Mary at the centre of my book. George V was an intensely domestic man, and no portrait of him is complete unless he is seen in the context of his marriage. Queen Mary is an important figure in her own right – founder and curator of the Royal Collection, collector, royal historian, charity organiser and grande dame. She played a pivotal role in George’s reign, exercising far more influence than historians have suggested. This was a true partnership and a strong marriage.

Anyone writing about Queen Mary finds themselves in sparkling company. James Pope-Hennessy’s life is a masterpiece and a delight to read. The surprising thing is that it was published as long ago as 1959. Even harder to credit, it was an authorised royal biography, and so was presumably expected to play by the Lascelles rules.

When Pope-Hennessy was commissioned to write the book in 1955, Queen Mary had been dead for only two years. The first thing her biographer needed to do was deconstruct the image of the formidable Victorian matriarch with her toque hats, ankle-length skirts, ramrod-straight back and ample bosom armoured with diamonds. The opening sentence of the book reads as if it was the start of a fairy tale: ‘One late April day in the year 1867 a letter from England reached Schloss Reinthal, the turreted, ochre-coloured castle of the von Hügel family, hidden in the fir woods of the Styrian hills, within an easy distance of Graz.’19

Pope-Hennessy circumvented the restrictions on royal biography by lavishing space on the early life of Queen Mary. In a book of 622 pages, he took 420 pages to reach the accession, and devoted only 120 to the twenty-five tumultuous years of the reign. To the charge that Queen Mary failed to stand up to her husband, he claimed that she was consumed by a passion for the mystique of monarchy which rendered her unable to contradict George after he became king. This is not a view that I share. Queen Mary’s career as queen consort has been underestimated, and I have tried to redress that in this book. At times I thought of writing a joint biography, but the book is framed round the narrative of George’s reign.

Pope-Hennessy knew much more about Queen Mary than he admitted in the biography. His papers contain transcripts of many thousands of documents, which I have used for this book. As Harold Nicolson had done earlier, he interviewed people who had been members of the royal household or who were related to Queen Mary. He worked up these essays for publication, but he considered that the material was so confidential that they could not appear for fifty years. Hugo Vickers published the interviews in The Quest for Queen Mary in 2018, and the interviews – some screamingly funny, others wickedly indiscreet, some settling old scores – give a picture of the queen which is far more lifelike than the biography and at times cruel.

Working on this book has taken me on a very different journey from my earlier book on Edward VII. In Bertie’s case there was a sense that, in spite of all the scandals and the mistresses and the family quarrels, the monarchy was unshakeable. The challenge for George was existential – how to adapt an essentially Victorian institution to the industrial warfare and democracy of the twentieth century. During his reign thirteen European monarchies fell. Not only did the British monarchy survive, but it emerged from the convulsions stronger than ever. One American publisher writing in 1940 put his finger on the conundrum posed for George’s biographers: ‘How was it that one apparently so ill-equipped by education and natural endowment for the task that awaited him should have been able in the end to succeed so decidedly?’20
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Part One

Second Son

1865–1892




Chapter 1

‘My Darling Little Georgie’

1865–1879

On Friday 2 June 1865 the Prince and Princess of Wales hosted a grand dinner party of twenty-six guests, including three dukes and the leader of the Conservative Party. Alexandra, who was pregnant, had complained all day of feeling unwell and did not come down. While Bertie entertained his guests to the music of the Scots Fusiliers, upstairs Alix’s pains became acute. The doctors were called as she went into labour at around midnight, and shortly after 1 a.m. on Saturday 3 June a healthy prince was born. Bertie was present at the birth. This baby being third in line to the throne, the Home Secretary arrived immediately afterwards.1

The birth of this second child was sudden and premature, but this time the doctors were not caught napping, as they had been by the birth of the princess’s first son, Albert Victor, also known as Eddy, who arrived two months early. This was an eight-months baby, about two pounds heavier than Albert Victor, who had weighed three-and-a-half pounds.2 Alix had intended to nurse this baby herself, in defiance of Queen Victoria, who strongly disapproved of royal mothers breastfeeding, but a wet nurse was engaged.3

At 3.30 a.m., Queen Victoria, who was at Balmoral, was ‘quite startled’ by two telegrams being brought to her bedroom ‘which they said I must have’.4 These were from Bertie, announcing the birth. They confirmed the Queen’s fears that Alix would again be prematurely confined in this second pregnancy, the prematurity explaining why ‘we get such terribly small children wh. wd have annoyed dearest Papa so much’.5 ‘Dearest Papa’ was Prince Albert, who had died four years previously. The report from Dr Farre the obstetrician fuelled her forebodings. According to Farre, the rapidity of the labour was ‘not good & may really make it vy dangerous in future. Only 2 hours really ill, & only ¼ of hour’s bearing pains! Pleasant for dear Alix but not good for her health or for the Child.’6 When Victoria saw the two-week-old baby, she found him very small and not as pretty as the first child. ‘It is sad that the race shd become smaller & smaller,’ she remarked – sad indeed, as she herself measured no more than four 4 feet eleven inches.7

The christening was clouded by a spat over the child’s name. When Bertie told his mother that he proposed to name the little boy George Frederick Ernest, the Queen replied that she had hoped for a ‘fine old name’, unlike George, which ‘only came over with the Hanoverian family’.8 Bertie added Albert to the list, to please his mother, but wrote an ‘objectionable’ letter refusing to change the other names.9 The Queen observed, however, that the baby was ‘certainly like all our Children wh poor little Albert Victor is not. He is not at all robust and looks so pale & puny.’10 George, by contrast, was by now growing into ‘a much more satisfactory child’ – a sturdy little Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.11

These two women – George’s stout, strong-minded, blunt-speaking grandmother Victoria and his pretty, defenceless Danish mother – shaped his early childhood. Since the birth of Eddy, the Queen had claimed ‘a strong right . . . to interfere in the management and education of the child or children’. Bertie must understand that ‘it was my duty to do so . . . he should never do anything about the child without consulting me.’12

George’s parents drew up no grand plan for their children’s education, as Victoria and Albert had done. Bertie was determined not to replicate the misery of his own childhood – regimented, timetabled, reported and spied upon by nurses and tutors. The nursery was Alix’s sphere: as Bertie wrote, ‘her whole life is wrapt up in her children’.13 She was a ‘capital nurse’, never happier than wearing a flannel apron in the nursery and tucking up her sleeves to bathe her baby.14 Her ideas about her children were simple but strongly held. She wanted to have her children with her all the time, and she wanted to give them the freedom that she had enjoyed as a child of the informal Danish royal family. When George was only fifteen months old she boasted to her sister that he and his brother were ‘already now just as wild as we were, and are climbing about on everything’.15

But Alix was torn. The devoted mother was an adoring wife who clung to Bertie and his hectic social life. As Victoria later wrote, he ‘never left her quiet a moment and she was dragged about everywhere’.16 In February 1867, when George was twenty months old, Alix became suddenly and frighteningly ill, allegedly with rheumatic fever. ‘I always feared they were wearing themselves out – & that some day a great crash would come! – And I fear it has come,’ wrote the unsympathetic mother-in-law.17 For three months Alix was confined to bed, and the illness left her with a permanently stiff right knee. Her semi-invalid state was worsened by her frequent pregnancies. Louise, born four weeks prematurely when Alix was ill (20 February 1867), was followed by two normal pregnancies – Victoria (6 July 1868) and Maud (26 November 1869): three births in under three years. Illness and recuperation brought long separations from her small children. Her deafness, which was inherited but made worse by her illness, meant that even when she was with them she was hard to converse with.

To Victoria, who had given birth to nine healthy children, Alix was a pathetic reproductive failure, producing ‘miserable, puny little children . . . I can’t tell you how these poor, frail little fairies distress me for the honour of the family and the country.’18 None of Alix’s children were to enjoy the vigorous health and long lives of Victoria’s brood. The Queen blamed Alix for insisting that her children stayed with her in unhealthy London, and counselled Bertie to ‘try and do as we did in former days’, and take the children to the country, especially in the summer when the London air was ‘poisonous’, polluted by effluent which had caused the Great Stink of 1858.19 But, as Bertie explained, the widow Queen’s refusal to come to London meant that he and Alix were forced to live there:


I think it is rather hard to say that we keep the children with us here for our own pleasure instead of looking after their health, which we in fact neglect. It would doubtless be far pleasanter to live much more in the country, but as you know we have certain duties to fulfil here – and your absence from London renders it more necessary that we should do all we can for society, trade and public matters.20



The children had become entangled in the quarrel between the prince and his mother.

The conflict was always worse when Alix wanted to take the children to visit her family in Denmark. George first went to Denmark when he was three. The Queen insisted that the little boys could only travel if the doctors agreed. ‘They are the children of the country & I should be blamed for allowing any risk to be run.’21 Bertie intervened on his wife’s behalf: ‘I think a child is always best looked after under the mother’s eye – and the children are so very much with us,’ he pleaded.22 When their parents embarked on a journey to the Nile via Berlin, the children were sent home to Victoria at Osborne on the Isle of Wight, and they stayed with their grandmother for three-and-a-half months. She thought them ‘most wretched’ with perpetual colds, ‘excepting Georgie, who is always merry and rosie’.23 From the Nile, Bertie worried that his mother ruled the nursery with a rod of iron. ‘We certainly do not wish that they should be spoilt . . . but if children that age are too strictly or perhaps severely treated, they get shy & fear only those whom they ought to love, & we should naturally wish them to be very fond of you, as they were in Denmark of Alix’s parents.’24 It was a conflict between two very different ideas of child rearing. A generation later, when George’s children stayed for months with their grandparents, George was to complain that they were spoilt.

When George was five or six his grandmother’s interference increased. She was horrified by reports that Alix was in the habit of having all five children together in the room, ‘even when the youngest could hardly walk – without any nurse – writing herself – and not hearing! It is so very dangerous.’25 ‘They are such ill-bred, ill-trained children, I cannot fancy them at all,’ grumbled the Queen.26 Not only were they spoilt and rough, but they had no regular governess.27 The Queen set about finding the boys a tutor. The man she stumbled upon was the curate to the vicar of Whippingham on the Isle of Wight, where she heard him preach: the Reverend John Neale Dalton.28

There were two people who wrote letters addressed to ‘My darling little Georgie’. One was his mother. The other was his tutor, Mr Dalton.

Dalton arrived when George was nearly six and Eddy was seven. He was a 32-year-old bachelor with a deep, sepulchral voice, thinning hair and gold-rimmed spectacles. Instructed by the Prince of Wales to avoid the cramming which had ruined his childhood, Dalton devised a timetable for the boys at Sandringham which imposed a fixed daily routine and plenty of outdoor exercise but only four hours of lessons.

The process of Dalton’s appointment remains a mystery. Prince Albert had taken great care in selecting tutors for his sons. George’s father Bertie, on the other hand, allowed his mother to choose a tutor and made no attempt to appoint one for his sons himself.

Bertie’s tutor, Mr Gibbs, had come on the recommendation of Sir James Stephen, whose ward he was. This began a tradition of picking royal tutors from the Victorian intellectual aristocracy, many of whom by a curious twist were related to Virginia Woolf.* Dalton, the son of a vicar of Milton Keynes, was not a member of this elite, but was descended from a well-established family of Cambridge-educated clergymen. No doubt he owed his appointment to the Queen’s recommendation, as most biographers suggest. There may have been another influence too. Dalton was a friend of Edward Carpenter, a Cambridge high-flyer and fellow of Trinity. Carpenter later claimed that he had been offered the post of tutor and turned it down, and it’s possible that he recommended Dalton in his stead.29 When Carpenter resigned his fellowship to preach socialism and live openly as a homosexual, Dalton remained friends with him. The gay campaigner seems an unlikely role model for the royal tutor, but Dalton claimed that Carpenter left ‘an enduring influence’ on his moral and mental outlook.30

Dalton swiftly earned the approval of the Queen. She found him ‘a very good, sensible man’, and her acid comments on the little boys turned to butter. ‘They really are very dear children,’ she wrote, ‘so quick & observant, so friendly, honest & truthful & without any pretension.’31 Dalton disciplined the boys and taught them not to behave as ‘great princes’. As Victoria observed, ‘it is . . . so difficult to prevent little Princes from becoming spoiled as everybody does what they wish’.32 Eddy and George had the ‘immense advantage not to have been “born under the purple”’ as their father had been, but, like Victoria herself, brought up privately and at one remove from the court.33

Dalton was less successful in educating the princes. He complained that his lessons were constantly interrupted by George’s parents and their restless way of life, but he showed little understanding of the education of princes as it had evolved since Renaissance times. When George was nine a temporary tutor reported that he and Eddy ‘knew nothing’ and could ‘neither speak nor understand French which is a serious drawback for a Prince’.34 French and German were essential in an age of dynastic diplomacy, yet George grew up speaking neither language well. Queen Mary considered it ‘disgraceful’ that Dalton ‘never tried really to educate the princes’.35 George was taught no history. Not until he was king did he discover his own family’s story. ‘Did you know that George III was not a son of George II?’ he would innocently inquire.36

In spite of his poor teaching, Dalton was (according to George’s biographers) the most important person in George’s early life.37 The discipline, the routine and the tidiness instilled by Dalton spoke to a psychological need in George. Order made him feel safe and in control of his own little world at an age when his father was often absent and his mother affectionate but unpredictable. Dalton’s weekly reports criticise the eleven-year-old George for his ‘self-approbation’ which was ‘enormously strong, becoming almost the only motive power’.38 But George’s bumptiousness was a measure of the tutor’s success in gaining his confidence.

Tidy-minded George later kept his letters in white linen bags. There were more letters in Dalton’s bag than anyone else’s, and they stretched over fifty years. Beginning in 1873 ‘My darling little Georgie’, they end in 1921. ‘I do not care for Dalton,’ wrote Harold Nicolson, ‘but his affection for George was very real.’39 As was George’s for him – aged twelve George signed off his letters to Dalton ‘with very much love and many kisses’.40

Dalton was widely disliked. In the first draft of his biography, Nicolson described the tutor as ‘a man of character, precision, tenacity and profound religious convictions. He was not a born courtier.’ Owen Morshead, the royal librarian, who read the proofs, crossed most of this out. Dalton, he told Nicolson, was ‘about as oily as a courtier could be; nor did he believe in the fundamental verities of the Christian religion. He was a horrible man.’41 Nicolson’s published version reads: ‘he was a man of character, precision and tenacity’.

After Dalton died in 1931 his son the Labour politician Hugh Dalton sorted through his papers. He found them full of letters from men, some very affectionate. ‘A strong homosexual strain is very clear. Men fifty and sixty years younger than he called him “John”.’42 No one has hinted, however, at a dark or abusive side to Dalton’s relationship with ‘my darling little Georgie’.

Less is known about the family life of the children of Edward VII than about that of any other royal children. At Sandringham they were secluded and shielded from the public gaze. In later life George himself said almost nothing about his childhood.

The official biographer John Gore, who in 1941 wrote what is still the fullest account of George’s childhood, considered that the upbringing of the Wales children, divided between London and Norfolk, ‘differed in no vital detail’ from that of the children of the upper class. But Gore also observed that Alexandra’s ‘loyalty to the ideals of family affection’ retarded the boys’ development’. From George’s earliest days, ‘the banner over him was love’. He was nurtured in family affection, and this childhood idyll was, according to Gore, the formative influence on his character. Nothing could ever equal the happiness of his childhood, but it infantilised him too.43 His quick-tempered father was frequently absent – a frightening but distant figure.

The family life that Alix created was not English but Danish. A house that swarmed with children, sitting down to vast family meals, days filled with energetic outdoor games and rooms crowded with relatives whose incessant chatter made it impossible to write a letter: this was the atmosphere of Alix’s Danish home. ‘Dear old Sandringham’, as Alix and George lovingly referred to it, was the house where Alix replicated Danish family life. In fact it wasn’t old at all – the large rambling brick villa (Nikolaus Pevsner described it as ‘frenetic Jacobean’) had only been built in 1870, replacing an earlier Georgian house.* Calling people and places ‘dear little’ or ‘poor little’ was the special way of speaking of the Wales children – ‘as though life would have been very wonderful and everything very beautiful, if it had not been so sad’.44

The shining beacon of ‘dear old Sandringham’ was ‘Motherdear’.* Her letters – a stream of speech, picked up and put down at random like the knitting which her handwriting resembled – give glimpses of her relationship with ‘my darling little Georgie’. He was ‘a naughty little fellow’ whom she tucked up in bed each night – ‘do you remember how often we were surprised by Mr Dalton in the midst of our . . . little chat, as you call it.’45 Alix had an affinity with small children – some said that ‘she remained a schoolgirl all her life’ – but there was something else about her magic: her extraordinary beauty.46 George’s cousin Missy of Edinburgh, later Marie, Queen of Romania, remembered Aunt Alix as a dazzling vision wearing a ruby-red velvet gown, but this beautiful creature was no proud lady: she enchanted small children because she genuinely enjoyed coming to the nursery and seeing them in the bath.47 George remembered her in her youth as ‘one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen’.48

George’s constant companion was his brother Eddy. Photographs show a hauntingly beautiful, waif-like little boy with long hair and large, soulful eyes. Eddy was different from the others. He was quiet and apathetic where George was ‘a jolly little pickle’ and his sisters were loud and boisterous.49 Whether Eddy was quite right was an anxiety that hung over the family. Victoria observed him aged five, and was reassured to find him ‘not wanting but merely languid and listless from want of vigour’.50 His first cousin the Grand Duchess Xenia of Russia recalled that once at Fredensborg, the summer palace of the Danish royal family, she was in a boat with Eddy on the lake when he suddenly threw his sisters’ little dog into the water. His Danish grandfather then pushed Eddy in.


He didn’t seem at all surprised and just said, ‘I’m very wet.’ ‘Of course you’re very wet,’ said my grandfather, ‘you’ve been in the lake.’ ‘Why did you do that to me?’ Eddy asked. ‘Because you did it to the little dog’ . . . He was like that, the Duke of Clarence [Eddy]. He never minded anything.51



George’s three sisters – Louise, Victoria and Maud – were very close in age, born (as we have seen) within a span of less than three years, and they were brought up together. The girls ran wild at Sandringham and enjoyed boisterous games, but they also suffered from poor health, constantly complaining of fever, neuralgia, cysts, colds and flu. Motherdear was a constant presence in their childhood; at least George’s naval training removed him from her stifling emotionalism. The sisters were not allowed to make friends, and some said they lived in a mutual admiration society within their own exclusive world, with their schoolgirl nicknames – Louise was known as ‘Toots’, Victoria was ‘Gawks’ and Maud ‘Snipey’. Little attention was given to their education, which remained in Alix’s hands. They were well taught in music, and there was a German governess and a French one, but that was about all – no maths or English or history. In spite of this, however, Maud became an accomplished linguist, fluent in Russian, and also a talented chess player. Their lack of schooling seems astonishing; as the Cabinet minister W. H. Smith later pointed out, Louise stood next in line to the throne if her brothers should drown at sea.52

Bertie’s determination to avoid inflicting the misery of his own school days on his sons shaped the next stage in their education. In February 1877 he saw the Queen and told her (as she wrote in her journal) that ‘for the boys’ education, proper discipline & undisturbed studies, they must leave home’. She continued: ‘After much discussion, he had finally come to the conclusion that it would be best for them to go on board the Britannia training ship. Eddy would naturally not enter the Navy & Georgie only if he liked it.’53

Over in Berlin, Bertie’s sister Vicky, the German Crown Princess, envied his freedom to educate his sons as he pleased, untrammelled by ‘absurd and injurious rules and customs about the education of . . . Princes’; but the decision to send the two boys to Britannia, the hulk moored in the river Dart where naval cadets served a two-year apprenticeship, needs some explaining.54 As Dalton admitted in the memorandum he wrote for the Queen, the attempt to educate the boys at home had failed.


The very position which the two Princes occupy and the constant change of residence and surroundings they are liable to and the quite unavoidable and natural excitement continually caused thereby . . . interfered so much with anything like steady application to work as to render it impossible to obtain any really satisfactory result.55



Public school was ruled out because it would result in the boys being separated. This, in Dalton’s view, would be a disaster. Not only did Eddy require ‘the stimulus of George’s company to induce him to work at all’; but for George, now eleven, Eddy was a ‘wholesome . . . check against that tendency to self-conceit which is apt at times to show itself in him. Away from his brother, there would be a great risk of his being made too much of and treated as a general favourite.’56

The princes, in Dalton’s view, were co-dependent. Eddy, who took almost no interest in his lessons, could not function without George. Yet Eddy was to be forced, aged thirteen, to train for the navy, which he was definitely not going to join and in which he showed little interest. What Eddy thought is not recorded, but the arrangement was hardly calculated to incentivise him to work. George was at least destined for a naval career, though ‘only if he liked it’. But he was tied to his brother as a sort of whipping boy. He was to take the punishment for Eddy’s backwardness. And Eddy’s role was to bash George into submission. On Britannia the boys’ examination results were not to be made public. Most important but least discussed, Dalton was to accompany them. The oily courtier had engineered a plan that rendered it essential that he should remain in charge.

Victoria strongly objected to the Britannia idea. She thought the princes should be educated in seclusion from other boys at Wellington, a school with strong royal connections – since 1864 Bertie had been president of the board of governors, an office which his father had held before him. Dalton was sent to Osborne and he managed to persuade her of his plan. ‘What a fearless, honest man he is,’ said the Queen.57

The sharpest comment about Britannia was Victoria’s. She observed that a naval education would make Eddy think his own country was superior to any other, as George III and William IV had done. Britain’s greatest rulers in her opinion were William III and her own Prince Consort, and both were foreigners: ‘this gave them a freedom from all national prejudices which is very important in Princes’.58 Cosmopolitanism was certainly crucial to the dynastic realm over which Victoria later presided as Grandmother of Europe in consequence of the dynastic marriages of her children. What she could hardly have foreseen was that in the war-torn Europe where George was to reign, believing one’s own country to be better than any other was essential to a monarch’s survival.

Britannia was an experiment. It avoided the things the Prince of Wales worried about. The boys were not be educated at home, as he had been. Nor were they to attend a school, exposing Eddy’s backwardness. The navy was the preferred career choice for a second son and, as such, Britannia suited George. He flourished, but for Eddy, the heir to the throne, the experiment achieved nothing.

The entrance examinations for Britannia took place at the Royal Naval College at Greenwich in May 1877. Dalton worried that the boys would fail, and from Athens Alix wrote anxiously urging George to work extra hard: ‘Remember that your efforts to do well now will have an influence for the rest of your lives.’59 George passed, but – contrary to the announcement in The Times – it seems likely that Eddy failed.60 Why he was made to sit the examinations when he was evidently poorly prepared was not explained.

It was not a good summer for Eddy. In July he and George watched Alix lay the foundation stone for a dramatically designed water tower at Sandringham. Bertie’s narrow escape from dying of typhoid in 1871 had prompted investigation of the water supply at Sandringham, and it had been found to be contaminated. A spring of pure water was identified but in July the supply was temporarily interrupted and water was drawn from the old, poisoned source. Within days of the laying of the foundation stone, Eddy was struck down with typhoid.61 Alix nursed him devotedly day and night, but the illness changed him. He grew very tall for his age – the top of his head now came up to Alix’s eyes – and he became ‘as thin as a stick’.62 Perhaps it was then that he developed a piercing, high-pitched voice. His arms and neck grew abnormally long, and his attempts to disguise them in special collars and cuffs earned him nothing but ridicule. It was also apparent that he had inherited Alix’s deafness.63

Delayed by Eddy’s illness, the princes entered Britannia in October. Alix took a masochistic pleasure in protracted, painful partings – for her a long, tearful goodbye was an index of love – and this departure was gratifyingly emotional: ‘poor little boys they cried so bitterly’.64 Smartly dressed in their new uniforms as naval cadets, the gawky Herring and his small brother Sprat, a diminutive of W(h)ales, travelled with their father to Dartmouth, where they were rowed across the harbour to Britannia by twelve cadets dressed in white uniforms.65

On board the old wooden sailing ship the princes shared a cabin in the poop but otherwise they were treated no differently from the other 200 cadets. After a life spent in palaces, the princes found the Britannia horribly cold and draughty.66 The day began at 6.30 with a bugle call, then baths – bathing from the shore twice a week – drill at 7.15 followed by lessons in maths, navigation, steam ships and seamanship. It was a narrow, practical curriculum which effectively knocked out any inclination to independence or originality. No Latin or Greek was taught, no languages except for French, no history or music. Obedience to orders was enforced by brutal discipline.67 Almost every senior naval officer endured the Britannia battery farm, and most remembered it as the worst experience of their lives. George was no exception; but this didn’t stop him from putting his own sons through the same experience.

The princes were unexpectedly behind in their studies when they joined, and Alix wrote urging Dalton to impress upon them that ‘they are doing discredit both to themselves and to us’.68 George heeded this advice, Eddy did not. Dalton’s report to the Queen claimed: ‘There is no fear of the elder Prince working too hard, or overtaxing his powers, as Your Majesty seems to fear: in fact he might work harder than he does without any risk of detriment.’69 If Dalton had possessed a sense of humour, this would have been a joke. Eddy’s reports were consistently bad. Bertie told Victoria: ‘Unfortunately Eddy is backward in his studies – as he is lethargic & will not concentrate his attention on his work.’ George, on the other hand, was ‘doing remarkably well & has not received one bad report since last term’.70 The reality was that George told the seamanship instructors ‘not to bother about his brother, who was not going to sea, but to devote their attention to him’.71 When George scrubbed the deck he did it carefully and took trouble to learn how to do it properly.72 Eddy, who was still convalescent, was left to his own devices. One can but admire Eddy’s independence of mind. Surely no other cadet managed to defy the martinets of Britannia so successfully.

Bullying of a ‘gross nature’ was rife and, in spite of a public scandal the previous year, the officers did nothing to check it.73 Half a century later George recalled that being a prince did him no good:


The other boys made a point of taking it out of us on the grounds that they’d never be able to do it later on . . . They used to make me go up and challenge the bigger boys – I was awfully small then – and I’d get a hiding time and again. But one day I was landed a blow on the nose which made my nose bleed badly. It was the best blow I ever took for the Doctor forbade my fighting any more.74



This sounds like a speech from Tom Brown’s Schooldays. Significantly, George doesn’t mention Eddy in this account of the fighting. The cadet whose duty it was to sit between the princes at meals reported that George joined in the pranks but Eddy took no notice.75

If Dalton knew of the bullying, he did nothing to stop it. Though he was disliked by the staff as a ‘supernumerary’, he enjoyed the status that came from acting in loco parentis for the Prince of Wales. He gave sermons to the cadets which were published in a book that (as one historian wrote) ‘would cast a gloom over anyone’s day in the British Library’.76

After a year on Britannia, Lord Ramsay, the commander, wrote to Bertie advising him to remove Eddy from the course. His progress was ‘very, very unsatisfactory’, and he was learning nothing. ‘The experiment has failed.’ George, by contrast, ‘is not only doing capitally but is doing better and better every day.’77 Ramsay’s letter caused distress to Alix: removing Eddy, she thought, would be ‘a great mistake’; ‘nothing could be worse for him in every way than to be educated at home alone this time without even his brother!’78 In the passing-out exam at the end of the Britannia course in April 1879 Eddy failed in all subjects, while George scored high marks.79

Failing was not in itself disastrous. George’s son Bertie came bottom in his exams at Osborne naval college, and went on to become a naval officer. Princes did not need to try like other boys, as George’s father had discovered. It had been clearly understood from the start that Britannia was an experiment for Eddy. In the seamanship examination in July – naval education was heavily exam-based – both Eddy and George took a first class, and ‘Eddy stood higher in the list than Georgy’.80

Dalton, however, insisted that Eddy had a mental problem. The ‘abnormally dormant condition’ of his mind meant that he was unable to ‘fix his attention to any given subject for more than a few seconds consecutively’.81 Dalton ‘evidently did not like Albert Victor at all’, and because he was unable to teach him he concluded that the boy was abnormal.82 It never seems to have occurred to Dalton that the fault lay with him. And Bertie accepted Dalton’s advice and solicited no other opinions.

Because Eddy, now fifteen, was so backward, school was out of the question, if only because it would expose his stupidity. Dalton’s solution was to continue the Britannia arrangement: Eddy should accompany George on the next stage of his naval training, serving as a midshipman on an extended world cruise. The officers in the ship would be hand-picked to protect the young princes from evil influences; and while George advanced his naval skills, Eddy would study with tutors in seclusion. The Prince of Wales embraced this startling proposal. Victoria did not like it at all. But her objections were overcome by a visit from the silver-tongued Mr Dalton. When the Cabinet interfered, raising objections to the plan of sending the two heirs to the throne round the world in a perilous sailing ship, Victoria became a staunch supporter. Once again, George was the solution to the Eddy problem. And, as before, Dalton had made himself indispensable to the scheme.




Chapter 2

A Disgraceful Education

1879–1886

The scene now shifted to HMS Bacchante, the ironclad corvette or small warship with 450 men on board which was chosen for the princes’ voyage around the world. If George had been a person in a play, there would have been only five other characters: Alix, his idealised but neglectful mother; Bertie, his distant and frightening father; Eddy; Dalton; and Fuller, his personal servant.

Fuller was the nursery footman who arrived a fortnight after Eddy was born, and he looked after the princes on board Bacchante. The affection between George and his valet was very real. George later claimed that he was ‘devoted’ to Fuller, and when the two were separated Fuller wrote to the eighteen-year-old George: ‘You cannot think how I miss your dear face, the place don’t look like the same. I used to look at the vacant bed in your room . . . I scarcely knew what I was doing.’1 The linen bag in which George kept letters from friends contained far more from Fuller than from anyone else, and very few from boys of George’s age.

Making friends with other children was actively discouraged in the royal family. ‘Never make friendships,’ Victoria exhorted her Hesse granddaughters: ‘girls’ friendships and intimacies are very bad & often lead to great mischief.’2 The Queen was especially concerned that Eddy and George should be kept apart from ‘the society of fashionable & fast people’.3 She insisted on the ‘absolute necessity’ of the boys ‘not mixing’ with Bertie’s friends, by which she meant the social clique known as the Marlborough House Set.4

Lacking a job description as Prince of Wales, Bertie had established himself as the leader of fashionable, ‘fast’ society. The Marlborough House Set were notorious for their philistinism, louche morals, late nights, party-going, gambling and corridor-creeping. Mistresses and adultery were openly accepted, but the rule was never divorce – not for reasons of morality, but because divorce cases risked inviting damaging public exposure. Famed for his glamorous mistresses such the American Jennie Churchill, Winston’s mother, or the professional beauty Lily Langtry, Bertie lurched from one scandal to another – from the Mordaunt divorce case, when he was summoned to appear in court as a witness, to the Aylesford scandal, when Lord Randolph Churchill tried to blackmail him over love letters he had written. Living far beyond his means, the Prince of Wales depended on loans from his plutocratic friends such as the Rothschilds to finance his extravagant lifestyle. Addicted to pleasure, the prince bankrupted several members of his set by forcing them to entertain him. His elaborate social life revolved around annual fixtures such as Goodwood races, Cowes week and yachting in Cannes – all in a desperate effort to keep the restless prince amused.

‘Our greatest wish,’ Bertie told his mother, ‘is to keep [the children] simple, pure, and childlike as long as it is possible.’5 Both Bertie and Victoria were Hanoverian extroverts who had been brought up in seclusion, and both had railed against their solitary state. George was no extrovert, and he didn’t complain. He had Eddy. Perhaps the most important part in the process of becoming George was played by Eddy.

The two princes embarked on 17 September 1879 for their first voyage in Bacchante, a trial six months at sea. They shared a cabin, which was joined to Dalton’s quarters by a connecting door. Bertie ordered that in all other respects they were to be treated exactly like other naval cadets.6 This is not what happened. Though they messed in the gunroom, the princes’ shipmates had been carefully picked by Dalton.

The captain, Lord Charles Scott, was a son of the Duke of Buccleuch, and Lord Charles’s nephew John Scott, the future 7th Duke of Buccleuch, was a naval cadet. The princes were instructed in seamanship by the First Lieutenant Assheton Curzon-Howe, a son of Earl Howe and future commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean Fleet. Their fellow cadets included R. E. (Rosy) Wemyss, a future admiral of the fleet, who was befriended by the princes with Dalton’s approval. Another of Dalton’s protégés was Lieutenant Hugh Evan-Thomas, a slightly older boy whom Dalton encouraged because of the ‘good influence’ he had on the princes.7

There was no danger of bullying in Bacchante. Even in their relations with this head-hunted crew of aristocrats and prigs, the boys were closely chaperoned by Dalton. He didn’t allow them to consort with their peers, and he wrote letters complaining of the naval officers. The senior midshipman E. L. Munro was removed because Dalton objected to his ‘almost feminine ways’ and ‘silly over-deference’ to the princes.8 Paranoid in his fear of evil associations, Dalton was desperate to ensure that the boys ‘should be exposed to no influence other than his own’.9 He was always there. Each night the boys wrote up their diaries under his supervision. Dalton messed with the captain, and in the wardroom he was regarded as an ‘incubus’, but in spite of his unpopularity with the officers he never lost the affection of the princes, or at least of George.10

The first Bacchante cruise, to the Mediterranean and the West Indies, was uneventful. In Barbados the princes sniffed a lily in the botanical gardens, and when a reporter spotted the pollen on their faces he wired home that their noses had been tattooed. Alix’s reaction to the news was as amused as it was restrained: ‘Now you stupid Georgie how could you have your little impudent snout tattooed. What an object you must look and won’t everyone stare at the ridiculous boy with an anchor on his nose! Why on earth not have put it somewhere else!’11

The princes passed their midshipman’s exams in January 1880, but Dalton’s reports on Eddy made depressing reading. Eddy, said the tutor, ‘sits listless and vacant . . . This weakness of brain, this feebleness and lack of power to grasp almost anything put before him, is manifested . . . also in his hours of recreation and social intercourse. It is a fault of nature.’12

When George arrived home in May 1880 he was four feet ten inches tall and weighed just over six stone. On his fourteenth birthday the previous June his mother had written: ‘Victoria [sister] says “so old and so small”!! oh my! You will have to make haste to grow, or I shall have the sad disgrace of being the mother of a dwarf!!!’13 He was knock-kneed, as can be clearly seen in photographs of him wearing plus fours. All his sons except the eldest were knock-kneed too, and his sensitivity about his legs can be gauged from his insistence on their wearing painful splints.

Harold Nicolson thought George’s tender and affectionate letters to ‘My darling Motherdear’ were ‘the best in the whole collection’. He added: ‘He simply worshipped her.’14 George’s letters to Alix brim with emotion and affection which would have been judged unmanly by the standards of late-Victorian public schoolboys. His letters to his father, by contrast, are stilted and repressed.15 According to Alix’s biographer, her relationship with George became ‘unusually close’ at around this time.16 Without Alix’s letters to Eddy (which were allegedly destroyed), it’s hard to be sure, but disappointment over Eddy’s seemingly incurable lethargy appears to have shifted the dynamic in Alix’s relationship with her sons. Reliable, conscientious little Georgie, who obeyed her constant exhortations to work hard, who reciprocated her loving letters and who read to her while her hair was being done in the morning, had now become the favourite.17

At 10 a.m. on 14 September 1880, Eddy and George, smartly dressed in midshipmen’s uniforms, departed on their most testing voyage so far in Bacchante – a two-year world cruise. Alix and the three sisters assembled in the painted hall of Marlborough House to say goodbye. Painful partings were, as we have seen, a feature of Wales family life, but this one was heart-wrenching even by Alix’s standards. George’s eyes streamed with tears.18 Bertie, who was to accompany his sons, was late. ‘It made it much worse,’ wrote George, ‘having to wait till dear Papa came, because none of us could speak we were all so crying so much.’19

The special train bearing the tearful princes and their father reached Portsmouth at 12.35. It was blowing a gale, with torrential rain, and after George and Eddy had boarded ship Bacchante attempted to weigh anchor – only to find herself tangled up with another ship. At length the anchor was freed, and in gushing rain and thunder the Bacchante steamed with the Prince of Wales beside them in the Osborne to Cowes, where the royal yacht signalled farewell.20 Here the sea was so rough that Bacchante anchored for the night. Next day the gale was still blowing, and a homesick and seasick George wrote a sad little letter to his mother: ‘I miss you so very much & felt so sorry when I had to say goodbye to you and sisters & it was dreadfully hard saying goodbye to dear Papa . . . So goodbye once more my darling Motherdear.’21

The voyage of Bacchante was chronicled in two very fat volumes totalling 1,478 pages which were published by Macmillan in 1886. The book appeared under the names of Prince Albert Victor and Prince George of Wales with additions by John N. Dalton. In the preface Dalton claimed that it was compiled from the diaries and letters written by the princes, and his own additions were marked off in square brackets.22 This was misleading. The dull, long-winded accounts of the places where they went ashore, and the quotes from Latin authors and the verses from Browning which adorn the text, did not come from the princes’ pens.

‘I did not like the way Dalton had lied about the Bacchante book,’ Harold Nicolson told Queen Mary in 1949.23 The book was intended as royal propaganda. ‘It would appear in the Princes’ names and would redound to their credit and to that of Your Royal Highness, I hope,’ Dalton told Bertie.24 Nicolson remarked drily that those who believed they were reading the princes’ actual words ‘must have been horrified to discover what insufferable midshipmen the two princes were’.25 Even George conceded that it was ‘one of the dullest books ever written’.26 The Times, however, applauded the princes’ industry and discipline: ‘If they continue to be as earnest, as painstaking, as true to duty . . . it will be fortunate for themselves and the Empire.’27

It is unclear who is actually narrating. Most of the time, Dalton writes as ‘we’, meaning the two princes. He occasionally uses the first person singular, but it is never clear which prince ‘I’ is. The princes have become conflated and dissolved into a composite person. The book succeeds in obliterating their characters and silencing their voices altogether.

Here is George writing to his mother: ‘At about 11 o’clock William Fairlie AB fell off the topsail yard on to the forecastle and was killed. In the afternoon at ½ past 5 we buried him after evening quarters just before sunset.’28 These two sentences were inflated by Dalton into a long prosy account of death at sea. George’s letter home went on to describe another casualty the following day: ‘A sad thing happened this morning at about 9 o’clock a man fell overboard from the “Inconstant” she was then quite close to us, I was on the deck at the time & saw him swimming to the life buoy but just as he got a few yards from it he sank, & when the boat came they could not find him.’29 For the fifteen-year-old George this second death – thought to be by sharks – was traumatic because he witnessed it, but Dalton dismisses it in a mere two lines.30

George’s day in Bacchante began at 6.00 with drill. After breakfast at 8.00, he and Eddy had lessons with Mr Lawless, their mathematics teacher, from 9.30 until 11.45, then dinner at 12.00 followed by French – a total of three hours’ teaching. From 1.45 George did midshipmen’s exercises such as shifting topsail, rifle and cutlass drill or gymnastics. Tea was at 6.30 and if he wasn’t keeping watch he would spend the evening reading before bed at 9.30.

As part of a detached or flying squadron which cruised the world for training purposes, Bacchante sailed to most of the parts of the British Empire except for India. After the squadron had crossed the Atlantic to the Falkland Islands, the plan to round Cape Horn and make for the Galapagos Islands was interrupted by news of the outbreak of the First Boer War in South Africa, when the Boers of the Transvaal rebelled against British rule (the Transvaal had been annexed in 1877). The Bacchante was ordered to the Cape – a move which prompted a spat between Bertie, who hoped that his sons might witness the fighting, and Queen Victoria, who objected to the second in line to the throne being mixed up in a civil war. After six weeks at anchor off the Cape, the Bacchante set sail for Australia, where the princes spent nearly three months, returning via Japan, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore, Ceylon and the Suez Canal. There followed a journey down the Nile, a tour of the Holy Land and a visit to their cousins in Greece.

Harold Nicolson considered that the years on Britannia and the Bacchante ‘formed and moulded’ George’s character. It was then that George developed the ‘categorical sense of duty’ which became the ‘fly-wheel of his life’.31 The naval education which George received, however, was ill-suited to modern warfare. As a training ship, Bacchante was under orders to use sail rather than steam wherever possible. Though George excelled in seamanship, the skills that he learnt were no longer relevant to naval warfare.32

Queen Mary thought that the period aboard Bacchante was ‘pure stupidity’ because it meant that the princes were not properly educated. ‘It was disgraceful’, she thought, ‘that “the King” had not been taught more.’33 Even the places for which George was prepped by Dalton made little impression. In the Holy Land, where the princes followed the itinerary their father had undertaken in 1862, George showed a sad lack of intellectual curiosity. ‘All the places,’ he wrote, ‘are only said to be the places.’34 Climbing a mountain near the Mount of Olives reminded him of hill walking with his mother in ‘dear old Scotland except that I got very hot & that there was no heather about’. He was far more excited about getting tattooed – ‘by the same old man that tattooed Papa & the same thing too the 5 crosses, you ask Papa to show his arm’.35

Sailing around the rim of the world, George knew very little of Europe. Queen Victoria summed up the deficiencies of Eddy’s education in words that apply no less to George:


He has been dosed with [the Colonies] and he has been . . . nowhere but to Denmark in Europe. He is only able to speak French badly and German equally so. He has never, like every other Prince been in contact with any other court but Berlin or seen fine works of art. Italy, Spain, Austria, Hungary, Germany, Holland even Russia, all these he ought to see and know and not merely go to young colonies, with no history, no art and nothing but middle class English speaking people.36



In spite of his ignorance of European courts, however, George was very much aware of the dynastic network, and he was close to Alix’s sister, his aunt Minny, and her husband Tsarevich Sacha, the future Alexander III.

Alix, who took a ghoulish delight in blood and gore and liked nothing better than a good death, spared none of the lurid details in her letters to George describing the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881. Driving home from a parade in St Petersburg, the Tsar was hit by a bomb which exploded between his legs: ‘he was frightfully injured, both legs hanging by the flesh, one of them shattered right up to the thigh . . . his face also badly wounded and one of his eyes forced from its socket, too frightful!’37 Minny saw him at the Winter Palace:


There he was lying on his bed, apparently dead though he still breathed, half naked, all his clothes having been blown off him, with the blood streaming out of his poor mangled legs. The room was filled with the soldiers who had carried him up, and who were . . . wounded themselves and covered with blood – one poor man’s eye was completely gone & the blood streaming over his face.38



For Alix the lesson was plain:


Only think of poor Sacha and Minny’s despair and what a future for them! And I do not think they are any of them safe while those dreadful nihilists and secret societies are in existence as their whole aim is to destroy Monarchy no matter who the individual is. It makes me tremble for my beloved sister and Sacha.39



The following year the danger came closer to home when Queen Victoria was fired at in her carriage at Windsor. ‘Was it not awful that poor Grandmama was shot at but thank God she is all right,’ wrote Alix to George.40 Victoria’s would-be assassin was a madman not a terrorist, but the incident underlined the point: however secluded or well guarded they were, monarchs could never be safe.

George’s scanty education was topped off with six months in Lausanne, where he and Eddy were sent to learn French, from October 1882 to May 1883. They stayed with Dalton at the luxurious Beau Rivage Hotel, but in spite of exhortations from his parents, both of whom were fluent linguists, George learnt very little French.

George grew up to consider French an effeminate language, and when he read a menu in French he would deliberately mispronounce the words.41* But his inability to learn French does raise questions about his intelligence. The tutor, Gabriel Hua, was a black-bearded Frenchman whose voice was even deeper than Dalton’s. He became a master at Eton, and George liked him so much that he appointed him French tutor to his own sons (with equal lack of success). Hua reported that George had ‘a remarkable spontaneous intelligence – quickly grasping some explanation or principle – but also sometimes the faults which go with the same qualities – and a momentary discouragement at meeting the first difficulty.’42 After Hua’s death George periodically visited his grave in Kensal Green.

‘It was not a lively time,’ wrote Harold Nicolson.43 The two boys relieved the tedium by playing games with English visitors to the hotel. Dalton reported that Eddy had ‘relapsed into his old habits of indolence and inattention’.44 Eddy was bored and depressed, and his relations with the ever-critical Dalton soured. The two princes squabbled too. Alix urged George to ‘be as nice as you can to your brother or you will surely be sorry for it afterwards when you are separated’.45

The fractious triangle of Eddy, George and Dalton broke up soon afterwards. In June 1883 George embarked on HMS Canada for a year with the North American Squadron. For the first time in his life he was entirely alone – no Eddy, no Dalton, no Fuller even. Left behind, Fuller ‘cried all day’ and was too unhappy to appear at meals.46 Never before had George slept without Eddy in the bed next to him. ‘So we are at last separated for the first time; and I can’t tell you how strange it seems to be without you and how I miss you in everything all day long,’ wrote Eddy.47 ‘[I] can hardly realise yet that you are not there and I miss you more when I go to bed more than at any other time.’48

Eddy and Dalton kept George supplied with cigarettes while he was with the Canada. George had started smoking early – as a boy Fuller used to beg him not to smoke too much on the grounds that it would stunt his growth.49 Little did anyone realise that the habit was to cause his premature death.

For Dalton too the separation from George was a wrench. He was now engaged to Kitty Evan-Thomas, sister of Hugh Evan-Thomas, the young midshipman whom he had befriended on the Bacchante. Kitty was half Dalton’s age, and he had proposed within three days of meeting her. But the Bacchante cruise had been the happiest time of his life, in sole charge of the princes, and now he reverted to being a mere tutor. ‘How often I do long to be at sea with you again,’ Dalton wrote to George from Sandringham. ‘It is frightfully dull here. I never felt so dull in my life, and shall be awfully glad when our time is up. We miss your voice so at meals: they all sit round the table and eat and eat and never say a syllable: I never knew such a lot.’50 This letter was addressed to ‘My darling little Georgy’. When King George VI read Nicolson’s proofs he pencilled a note: ‘The date of this letter
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