

Author’s Note

The seeds of this book were sown in 2019. The majority of my research having been carried out during 2021, I began to write in January 2022. Work was under way on revisions to the first draft when Queen Elizabeth II died at Balmoral on 8 September 2022. With that event, the chapters pertaining to the death, lying-in-state and funeral of King Edward VII became doubly, and even eerily, poignant.

Edward’s reign was short. That of his great-granddaughter was of a length unprecedented in British history. Although the tastes of Her Late Majesty were markedly less opulent than those of her forebear, the two monarchs had several things in common: their love of Sandringham, their passion for horse racing and their unrivalled prestige on the international stage. Prior to 1952, Edward was the most peripatetic sovereign of the twentieth century. Whether he would have relished or balked at the vast distances travelled by Elizabeth over the course of seven decades is a matter of conjecture.

What cannot be doubted is the unswerving devotion to duty that characterised both King and Queen, and the deep-seated affection they inspired in their peoples.





10: ‘The meaning of everything seems gone for the moment’

[image: A photograph taken in the Throne Room in Buckingham Palace during the lying-in-state of King Edward VII. Draped with a pall and surmounted by the Crown and Regalia, the coffin is flanked by soldiers in uniform and fur helmets, their heads respectfully bowed. Large crystal chandeliers hang overhead.]

 

Like his mother nine years earlier, Edward was surrounded by a bevy of relations – wife, children, siblings, in-laws – during his final hours. Among those who knelt on the floor of his bedroom as he slipped away was his son George, who invited the Archbishop of Canterbury to lead them all in prayer. It was a throwback to an era of Christian piety Queen Victoria would surely have approved.

At the time of his accession, Edward had remarked that the Crown had come to him two decades too late. George, who was just shy of his forty-fifth birthday, believed his own elevation to be premature. He had been devoted to, if somewhat frightened of, his ebullient father. Unusual in the annals of royal history, their bond was remarkable given the diversity of their characters and outlooks. Edward was charismatic and cosmopolitan. George was dependable and dull. Since his marriage to Princess May of Teck in 1893, he had displayed not the slightest interest in other women. Temperamentally averse to the very idea of ‘Abroad’, his grasp of European languages was limited. Slim and abstemious where his father was stout and self-indulgent, his favourite hobbies were shooting and stamp-collecting. Edward could enter into the former easily enough. The latter was incomprehensible to him.

Against those considerable odds, they had co-existed in surprising harmony. A waspish cousin might declare that the King’s affection for the Prince of Wales stemmed from the latter’s willingness to be his ‘complete slave’,1 but that was to do both men an injustice. George never challenged his father politically, and he had neither the aptitude nor the inclination to rival him socially. On the other hand, his commitment to his duty was total. It was an admirable trait, and one Edward rewarded with love and affection.

Lord Esher kissed the hands of the new King and Queen at Buckingham Palace at 12.15 a.m. Usually undemonstrative, May sobbed uncontrollably. ‘This is going to be a terrible time for us, full of difficulties,’ she said. ‘I hope you will help us.’2 The couple resembled, Esher thought, ‘two poor storm-battered children’. Outwardly stoic, George was fearful of the future. ‘I am quite stunned by this awful blow,’ he confided to his diary.3

Still, private grief could not be permitted to interfere with good manners. Before he departed for his home at Marlborough House, the King remembered to thank Sir James Reid for all he had done.

 

Early on the morning of Saturday, 7 May, Jean, Lady Hamilton, who had often glimpsed Edward on the Society circuit, gazed out of her window in Mayfair. The sun was shining, and she could see people riding and talking beneath the fresh green foliage of the early summer trees. She was struck by the incongruity of the scene. Life went on as usual, yet London felt different in some indefinable but fundamental way. ‘The King is dead,’ she wrote. ‘The meaning of everything seems gone for the moment.’4

Her sense of dislocation was shared by countless others. The antithesis of all that was remote and inscrutable, Edward had been vibrant, familiar and intensely alive. His sudden demise, after an illness that had lasted, as far as the majority of his subjects were concerned, barely twenty-four hours, tore a gaping hole in the fabric of the nation. To Lionel Cust, the Surveyor of the King’s Pictures, it was not, like the passing of Queen Victoria, ‘the removal of one who to many was more like a permanent institution’. It was the loss of both ‘a personal friend’ and ‘a great personality who radiated something special and indescribable from his throne’.5

Over the next few days, men and women from every walk of life attempted to articulate what Edward had meant to them. The Times, which had been so tepid upon his accession, now believed it held the key to his phenomenal popularity. In its first full-length report on his death, it identified the King’s joie de vivre as ‘the real secret of the spell which he undoubtedly exercised, not only over those with whom he came into contact, but over the masses of his peoples’.6 The Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey concurred. He was convinced that ‘The humblest devotees of horse racing in a Derby Day crowd knew that the King was there to enjoy the national festival in precisely the same spirit as themselves; that he wished them to enjoy it too; that their enjoyment was part of his own.’7

After the high-minded but censorious Victorian era, Edward’s scintillating reign had sluiced away the last dregs of Puritanism. The King had hardly been a model of virtue, but neither was he a bigot or hypocrite. Lord Granville had summarised it best when he drew a comparison between father and son. Whereas the worthy Prince Albert had been unloved ‘because he possessed all the virtues which are sometimes lacking in the Englishman’, Edward was loved ‘because he has all the faults of which the Englishman is accused’.8

Obituarists kept circling his all-conquering charm. It was, Lord Esher considered, ‘invincible. The individual man succumbed to it, and the multitude went down before it. When the King walked into a room everyone felt the glow of a personal greeting. When he smiled upon a vast assemblage everyone replied unconsciously.’9 Edward may have lived his life at the apex of an intensely hierarchical society, but he had possessed what Lord Fisher (the former First Sea Lord who had been raised to the peerage at the close of 1909) called an ‘astounding aptitude of appealing to the hearts of both High and Low’.10 To every domestic servant, he had expressed his appreciation. To every beggar, he had tipped his hat. G. K. Chesterton described the King ‘as a kind of universal uncle. His popularity in poor families was so frank as to be undignified; he was really spoken of by tinkers and tailors as if he were some gay and prosperous member of their own family. There was a picture of him upon the popular retina infinitely brighter and brisker than there is either of Mr Asquith or Mr Balfour.’11

To those who had reached adulthood since the turn of the century, Edward had embodied the hedonistic spirit of the age. Violet Asquith, who was staying with the Viceroy in Dublin, was brought the news of his death in the middle of the night. ‘The King dead – dead,’ she wrote in her diary. ‘I can’t realise it.’ He had been ‘a splendidly characteristic figurehead – full of personality’.12 The brilliant young scholar Patrick Shaw-Stewart mourned Edward as ‘my favourite institution. There will be no more fun now of any sort.’13 From Balliol College in Oxford, the Honourable Billy Grenfell reflected on the tragic turn of events. ‘I am sad about King Edward, aren’t you?’ he asked his parents, Lord and Lady Desborough. ‘It seems as if the glory has departed; and there will be lots of war and mother will have to worry considerably.’14

A startling transformation was soon under way in every city, town and village in the country. Blinds in embassies, banks and offices were pulled down as flags dipped to half-mast. The black borders that framed the pages of the newspapers were mirrored in the stark black lettering on the placards that loomed at railway stations and on street corners. The Stock Exchange ground to a virtual halt. At an emergency meeting of the managers of the West End theatres, it was agreed that no performances should take place until after the funeral. The fledgling Season threatened to implode as hostesses cancelled balls and dinner parties by the hundred. The ‘national calamity’ saw thirty-eight functions called off at the Ritz alone.15 Concerts, lectures and general meetings were postponed, and so was the opening of the Japan–British Exhibition, which had been due to take place on 12 May. The Royal Academy closed its doors. Restaurants remained open but were empty of diners. The WSPU let it be known that gatherings of suffragettes would be restricted to those in private houses. For good measure, Annie Kenney, one of the most prominent militants, sent a telegram to Queen Alexandra in which she conveyed the ‘loving sympathy’ of the members of the Bristol chapter.16

In the heart of St James’s, Rosa Lewis, the proprietor of the Cavendish Hotel, convened her staff and guests. Good-looking, feisty and determined, she had transcended her working-class origins to establish a reputation as the pre-eminent female chef in England. Even the mighty Escoffier hailed her as the ‘Queen of Cooks’. Much in demand in London Society, she had brought her uncompromising vision of hospitality to bear at the Cavendish, which she had transformed into a home-away-from-home for male members of the aristocracy. The King himself had looked in upon occasion. On 7 May, champagne was poured, and a toast was drunk to Edward’s memory. Then Rosa descended to the wine cellar, where the racks were lined with the precious vintages she had reserved for the royal table. There were Veuve Clicquot 1904, Château Pontet-Canet 1895 and Schloss Johannisberg Cabinet 1893, besides all manner of ports, brandies and rare liqueurs. With a last, sad look, Rosa locked the door and pocketed the key. It would not, she declared, be opened again in her lifetime.17

In spite of unsettled weather, which saw shafts of bright sunshine alternate with squalls of rain, hail and even snow, the crowds outside Buckingham Palace had not abated. If anything, they had grown. Hushed and respectful, they watched the carriages and motor-cars come and go, bowing their heads to any that contained members of the Royal Family. Hawkers did a brisk trade in hastily printed memorial cards and knots of white and purple ribbon. Save for the occasional footman who wore a band of black crêpe over the left arm of his scarlet livery, the massive forecourt was deserted.

Only clothes shops were lively. Margot Asquith’s instinct to procure her mourning early had been wise. Almost immediately, the Lord Chamberlain’s Office published instructions for ladies and gentlemen intending to go to Court: full mourning of unrelieved black until 7 November, reduced to half-mourning of black with touches of white, grey, lavender and mauve for six months thereafter. But it wasn’t just the elite who wished to display their sorrow sartorially. Men and women of all ages and backgrounds rushed to purchase the trappings of grief. Department stores stripped their windows of coloured goods and substituted black ones instead. Retail establishments and wholesale houses alike were, in the words of the Illustrated London News, ‘at once thrown into a state of the utmost activity’. Harrods, Selfridges and Debenham & Freebody were ‘literally besieged’ from morning to night.18 Maison Lewis, Madame Louise and the other fashionable milliners of Regent Street extended their opening hours until 7 p.m. to cope with demand. It was as well that Lady Duff Gordon had included a black dress in her latest collection at Lucile Ltd. She and her fellow couturiers had to scramble to adapt their polychromatic designs to the dictates of mass mourning.

The iconoclastic playwright George Bernard Shaw judged the whole business to be gratuitous, if not downright reprehensible. Making a plea on behalf of lower-middle-class parents who found themselves obliged to kit out their offspring with new outfits they could ill afford, he demanded to know ‘why our schools should be deliberately made hideous with black because an honourable public career has come to its natural close’. He suggested that little boys and girls should sport violet ribbons as a gesture ‘correct, inexpensive and pretty’.19

For the most part, his words fell upon deaf ears. Even the poorest were determined to do what they could to project an appropriate sense of loss. On her way to pay her condolences to Edward’s sister, Princess Louise, Mrs Arthur Thesiger passed an elderly tramp on the pavement outside Kensington Palace. His coat and trousers were in rags, but he wore a clean new mourning tie around his neck. When she heard about it, the princess burst into tears. ‘It was so touching,’ she told Queen Alexandra.20

At Belvoir Castle, Lady Marjorie, Lady Violet and Lady Diana Manners were caught short. From childhood, they had been encouraged in their flamboyant dress sense by their mother, the Duchess of Rutland, whose unconventionality had so perturbed Edward that he had once called upon her to remonstrate. As everyone around them donned mourning, the sisters discovered that their wardrobes were unequal to such a sombre occasion. Forced to improvise, they swathed themselves in yards of black chiffon, which they hoped would obscure their embarrassingly bright colours. They looked, Diana admitted, ‘the fulfilment of make-shift’. Their mood was not improved by the atmosphere that prevailed right across the county. The flags at Belvoir were lowered while church bells tolled all day long. The family butler, Nixon, only depressed them further with his grim prognostications. ‘I tell you what I think, milady,’ he kept repeating. ‘I think it’s very serious, not so much for the royal circle, but for the country!’ Diana, whose official debut was now deferred until 1911, bit her tongue. ‘I longed to say it was a hundred times worse for Mrs Keppel than all put together,’ she wrote to a friend.21

Edward’s mistress was having a difficult time. On Saturday afternoon, Sir Ernest Cassel visited Margot Asquith at 10 Downing Street. Visibly shattered – ‘he really loved the King,’ Margot realised – he told her he had heard that Queen Alexandra had refused admittance to Mrs Keppel, adding, ‘It would not have been unnatural,’ if that had been the case. Margot couldn’t bring herself to believe anything so heartless.22 Jean Hamilton was outraged when an ill-disposed acquaintance, ‘so spiteful and nasty, in her black clothes’, called it ‘disgraceful’ that the royal favourite had been allowed anywhere near the dying man in his final hours.23 For his part, Lord Esher was keen to have it understood that Mrs Keppel’s version of events, disseminated at the Ritz by Mrs Arthur James, was a tissue of lies, and that the Queen, far from kissing her upon her arrival and assuring her that the Royal Family would ‘look after her’, had been polite but glacial throughout.24

To escape the wagging tongues – and, it was whispered, their creditors – the Keppels fled Portman Square to seek sanctuary with Mrs James on Grafton Street. Violet and Sonia followed. Increasingly distressed by a mysterious development nobody troubled to explain, Sonia was thrown completely off balance. Lined with yellow marble and staffed by menservants of ‘untouchable dignity’, the house was opulent but unwelcoming. Black hats, black frocks and black stockings appeared overnight. Even the girls’ frilled petticoats were threaded with black ribbon. When they attempted to see their mother, who was prostrate in bed, they were denied entry. When at last they were told they could go in, they found she could only look at them blankly ‘and rather resentfully, as though we were unwelcome intruders’. Sonia ended the day by sobbing out her confusion on her father’s starched shirt-front. ‘Why does it matter so much, Kingy dying?’ she demanded to know.

George did his best to console her. ‘Poor little girl!’ he said. ‘It must have been frightening for you. And for all of us, for that matter. Nothing will ever be quite the same again. Because Kingy was such a wonderful man.’25

Mrs Keppel soon discovered that her days of influence were at an end. At Marlborough House, she was informed that King George had given orders that she should not be allowed to sign the visitors’ book. Even her financial situation seemed suddenly uncertain. The envelope stuffed with banknotes Sir Ernest Cassel had left with Edward during their final meeting was returned to him by Francis Knollys. Cassel sent it straight back. He explained that the cash (the equivalent of more than a million pounds today) represented interest on business he had transacted on the King’s behalf. His biographer, and Mrs Keppel’s, have speculated that it had been meant for her. If so, there is no evidence it ever reached her. The former favourite was almost destroyed by the abrupt downturn in her fortunes. ‘Life with all its joys have [sic] come to a full stop, at least for me,’ she wrote.26

Beyond the narrow confines of London Society, few people had heard of Mrs Keppel. Everybody had heard of Queen Alexandra, who now found herself the focus of the nation’s grief. Desolate but dignified, her apparent composure belied her dread of the scrutiny to which she would be subjected during the impending state funeral. To Fritz Ponsonby, she confessed she ‘felt as if she had been turned into stone, unable to cry, unable to grasp the meaning of it all, and incapable of doing anything’.27

As intricate plans were formulated around her, Alexandra stayed close to Edward, who lay uncoffined in the bed in which he had died. His hands were laid on the unwrinkled counterpane, while his head was inclined to one side ‘as if in comfortable sleep’.28 His face displayed not the slightest sign of suffering or pain. He looked so tranquil that his widow decided that all those who had not already said farewell should do so now. Over the course of the following week, an ever-lengthening list of relatives, friends and courtiers were invited to Buckingham Palace to view the body. They included the dukes of Norfolk and Abercorn; the Lords Roberts, Kitchener and Fisher; the French, German, Russian and Austrian ambassadors; the Marquess and Marchioness of Londonderry; Sir Edward Grey and Lord Lansdowne; Arthur Balfour and Charles Hardinge; and two delegations of six members each from the upper and lower Houses of Parliament. Clad in a simple black dress, Alexandra was so sweet, pathetic and altogether bereft that grown men were moved to tears in her presence. ‘It is the end of my life,’ she told one. ‘They want to take him away, but I can’t bear to part with him. Once they hide his face from me everything is gone forever.’29 Yet at the same time, she struck Lord Esher as strangely happy, talking with ‘only a slight diminution of her natural gaiety, but with a tenderness which betrayed all the love in her soul’. At last, she was in ‘complete possession of the man who was the love of her youth, and – as I fervently believe – of all her life’.30

During the nineteenth century, death had come to be marked by the observance of elaborate obsequies that fused new technology with age-old traditions. Prevalent in many generations and cultures, the practice of making a visual record of the deceased had derived fresh impetus from the invention of photography. The royal families of Europe were quick on the uptake. Prince Albert was photographed on his deathbed in 1861, and so were his son-in-law, Emperor Frederick III, in 1888, and his second son, the Duke of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, in 1900. Swaddled in tulle and banked with flowers, the tiny corpse of Queen Victoria was photographed at Osborne House. On that occasion, the man behind the camera was probably Hubert von Herkomer, who used the image as the basis for an ethereal watercolour he presented to the King. Edward must have endorsed the venture, for he rewarded him with a knighthood in 1907.

In such a context, the decision to invite two of the most prominent artists of the day to draw Edward as he lay dead was not so outlandish. Of the pair, Sir Luke Fildes was the more obvious candidate. In 1901, he had painted a swaggering full-length of the new king in his ermine and velvet robes. The completed canvas, copies of which were despatched to British embassies and legations throughout the world, had been heartily approved by Queen Alexandra. John Singer Sargent, on the other hand, had twice rebuffed the Palace when it had attempted to enlist him. Why he accepted a commission now is a mystery. At least he had experience of the macabre conditions in which he was to work. Two years earlier, he had drawn the writer and librettist Henry B. Brewster the day after his death in response to an appeal from the composer Ethel Smyth.

Bidden on 8 May, the artists approached their subject in different but characteristic ways. Infinitely respectful, Fildes sketched the body in profile as a study in noble repose. Sargent opted for a tighter focus on the head settled deep into its pillow. He delineated Edward’s brow and Hanoverian nose with the crispness of sculpted marble yet conjured his beard with just a few strokes of charcoal. Presented with the finished drawings, Alexandra seems to have preferred the former. The Sargent was absorbed into the Royal Collection, but it was the Fildes she authorised for reproduction in the Graphic.

Private grief notwithstanding, the widowed Queen displayed a remarkable flair for public relations. Sensing the nation craved catharsis, she granted the press privileged access to her private thoughts and feelings, collapsing the barriers that divided her from the people. The result was an effusion of emotion that flowed in both directions. At Alexandra’s command, a photograph of the King on his deathbed was released to the Daily Mail and the Sphere, as well as to various postcard manufacturers. ‘Graciously approved’ for publication in a special supplement to the Illustrated London News, a sentimental drawing by A. Forestier depicted the Queen tucking a single white rose into Edward’s hand. It was, the poem printed underneath declared, ‘the sad, last token of undying love’.31

On 10 May, Lord Esher, at the request of Francis Knollys, applied himself to the task of composing a suitable reply to the messages of condolence that had flooded in from across the Empire. After a struggle of several hours, he had finally hashed out a workable draft that he was reading through with the Private Secretary when Alexandra unexpectedly sent down a draft of her own. She had never been noted for her way with words, yet the four-sided document, which contained not a single erasure or revision, was considered by both men to be so perfect they passed it without hesitation. It came, Esher believed, ‘straight from her woman’s heart and every word of it rings like a bell’. ‘These are things,’ he said, ‘which women, and especially Queens, do better than any man.’32

In five short but extremely personal paragraphs, Alexandra addressed herself directly to her late husband’s subjects. ‘From the depths of my poor, broken heart’, she voiced her sincere appreciation for their sympathy in her ‘overwhelming sorrow and unspeakable anguish’. She had, she continued, ‘lost everything in Him’. Britain, too, had ‘suffered an irreparable loss by their best friend, Father and Sovereign, thus suddenly called away’. Drawing upon her devout Christian faith, the Queen called upon God to ‘give us all His Divine help to bear this heaviest of crosses which He has seen fit to lay upon us’. She humbly beseeched the people to ‘give me a thought in your prayers which will comfort and sustain me in all I still have to go through’. Last, she confided ‘my dear Son into your care’. Supported by his wife, George would, she assured them, ‘follow in his dear Father’s footsteps’.33

Appearing in virtually every local and national paper in the country on 11 May, Alexandra’s letter was considered by the more cynical members of London Society to be mawkish. Jean Hamilton gathered as much from Lord Basil Blackwood when he called to see her the next day. She herself maintained the tone had been just right. ‘Luckily there are many ways of loving,’ she wrote in her diary. ‘Love is no less real for being emotional, and every cottage will treasure the Queen’s letter.’34 Her assessment proved to be the more accurate. The text was printed in full on black or purple-edged cards, which were soon in mass circulation.

In her gratitude to the general public, Alexandra did not forget those closer to home. She instructed that a cheque for two hundred guineas should be sent to Sir James Reid so ‘that you may know Her Majesty fully appreciated your kind and willing services during King Edward’s illness and sad death last week’.35 Unlike Mrs Keppel, Reid, who had been so close to his patient during his final days, suffered no loss of status with his passing. It was he who composed the official reports for the British Medical Journal and the Lancet, not neglecting to send a statement to the Kaiser, whom he had known since they had kept vigil beside Queen Victoria’s deathbed. In short order, he was appointed Physician-in-Ordinary to George V: the same post he had filled under the previous two monarchs.

Upon the death of her brother-in-law, Tsar Alexander III, in 1894, Alexandra, then Princess of Wales, had journeyed to Russia to console her sister, Marie. The Dowager Empress now returned the favour. Accompanied by a giant Cossack, she descended on London to be greeted by George and May, who conducted her straight to Buckingham Palace. As self-centred as Alexandra, but more strong-willed, she proved to be an unhelpful influence. In Russia, a dead emperor’s widow took precedence over a living emperor’s wife. With a blithe disregard for British protocol, Marie encouraged Alexandra to adopt a similar point of view. It made things awkward for the new queen, May, whose patience was to be sorely tested over the coming weeks. May had enough to contend with. Her full name, Victoria Mary, had long been regarded as cumbersome by her husband. With his accession, he asked her to choose between the two. ‘Victoria’ was so closely associated with his illustrious grandmother that ‘Mary’ was the only alternative. ‘It strikes me as curious to be rechristened at the age of 43,’ she wrote to her beloved aunt and confidante, the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. ‘Mary’ at least had a regal ring. ‘I hope the beautiful old name will come into vogue again,’ noted the diarist Lady Knightley of Fawsley with approval on 9 May.36

Although Edward’s body had eventually been placed in an open coffin, it remained on the bed in which he had died. Alexandra was so reluctant to let her husband go that, day after day, the plans for his removal had to be postponed. Finally, on 14 May, she consented that the coffin, of oak hewn from the forest at Windsor set with the brass insignia of the Crown and the Order of the Garter, should be closed ahead of a private lying-in-state. Followed from the bedroom by Alexandra, George and Mary, as well as by George’s three sisters, his uncles, the Duke of Connaught and King Frederick VIII of Denmark, and his aunt, the Dowager Empress, it was carried to the Throne Room in Buckingham Palace, where it rested on a catafalque beneath the gilt-encrusted ceiling. The crimson walls and deep-pile carpet were untouched, but the throne itself had been removed, to be replaced by an altar flanked by towering arrangements of white flowers. The immense crystal chandeliers remained unlit. After nightfall, the only illumination came from tall candles. Draped in the same cream embroidered pall that had been used at the funeral of Queen Victoria, the coffin was covered with the Royal Standard and purple velvet cushions upon which were placed the Orb, Sceptre and St Edward’s Crown, and Edward’s diamond-studded Garter. On the floor at its foot was spread the Regimental Standard of the Grenadier Guards. Motionless in their scarlet tunics and towering bearskins, four Grenadiers with reversed arms and bowed heads kept watch at all times.

Over the next three days, there was a series of religious services for the Royal Family and members of the Household: in the private chapel on the morning of Sunday, 15 May, and each evening at 10 p.m. in the Throne Room. Beyond the palace gates, many of Edward’s subjects found solace in their faith. In an era when anti-Semitism was endemic at all levels of society, the King’s engagement with the Jewish community had been greatly appreciated. To a gathering of several thousand crammed into the Great Assembly Hall in Mile End, Rabbi Schewzik delivered an oration in which he described a three-fold sense of grief. First, there was loyalty to the country in which the Jews had ‘found a place of rest’ in a hostile world. Second, as a commercial people, Jews required peace for ‘enterprise and prosperity’, and no man had worked more assiduously to preserve it than Edward. Last, and most significant, the Jews had, with the death of the King, lost ‘their best friend, their protector and their father. He had set an example which might well be followed by other European monarchs in associating with Jews and staying at their houses. He had done his best to protect them from persecution, expulsion, torture and torment.’ The reason so many Jews had settled in England, the rabbi concluded, was because ‘here they were treated as men and as human beings’. With that, The Times reported, ‘almost the whole of the congregation burst into tears, and for a short time the manifestations of grief were so great as to interrupt the service’.37

In spite of the heartfelt tributes of Jews, Roman Catholics, Nonconformists and members of the Orthodox Church, Britain was still, in 1910, predominantly Anglican. As many as thirty million in a population of around forty-five million were born and raised in the Church of England. It was therefore unsurprising that it was from Anglican pulpits that the majority of sermons on Edward’s passing were preached. One of the most eloquent was written by the Reverend Henry Scott Holland, Canon of St Paul’s Cathedral, and delivered at Evensong on 15 May. A soul-stirring meditation on loss, one part of it in particular has endured. Imagining what the deceased might say to those he or she had left behind, Scott Holland speculated that it might be ‘Death is nothing at all. It does not count. I have only slipped away into the next room.’ Profoundly moving though the lines were, they vanished into obscurity for decades until their rediscovery in the late twentieth century, when they attained enormous popularity as a stand-alone reading at funerals.

The strong Christian faith Elsie Bowerman had imbibed from her father had been buttressed at Wycombe Abbey, where prayers were said each morning and evening. At Cambridge, she was a regular church-goer, relishing the services that took place in that jewel of the English Gothic, King’s College Chapel, where she thrilled to the clear voices of the boy choristers as they soared upward to the fan-vaulted roof. It was to King’s that she gravitated after Edward’s death, to be rewarded with an experience she never forgot. Upon entry, the early summer day had been flawless. The great doors at the West End were kept open to allow the circulation of air, and through them Elsie could see the velvet lawns stretching down to the peaceful trees and unruffled waters of the Backs. Then, as the Dead March from Handel’s Saul began, the aspect changed abruptly. From nowhere, a violent storm arose, with flashes of lightning and reverberations of thunder that mingled with the ‘grim gloom’ of the organ. It was spine-tingling in its drama, and not a little ominous. ‘It seemed,’ Elsie ruminated in later life, ‘to herald the end of an era.’38





11: ‘They’re giving him to us now’

[image: A wide-angle photograph of the coffin of King Edward VII being conveyed in a grand procession to Westminster Hall. Surmounted by the Crown and Regalia, the coffin is on a gun-carriage drawn by a team of dark horses. Military officers in plumed helmets and full uniform walk behind and all around. In the background, The Mall is lined with immense crowds.]

 

Although Edward’s passing had been so sudden, those responsible for arranging his funeral were at least fortunate to have a recent precedent to draw upon. Over sixty-three years had elapsed between the death of William IV in 1837 and that of his niece Queen Victoria in 1901. In the interim, many of the protocols had grown rusty. ‘You would think that the English Monarchy had been buried since the time of Alfred,’ Lord Esher had scoffed in disbelief.1

A decade on, Sir Schomberg McDonnell had his own difficulties to contend with. Familiarly known as ‘Pom’, the youngest son of the 5th Earl of Antrim had capably served Lord Salisbury as Principal Private Secretary during two of his premierships. Since then, he had clocked up considerable experience in the Office of Works, to which he was appointed Secretary in 1902. Well-versed in the logistics that underpinned state and ceremonial occasions, McDonnell was, at the age of forty-nine, direct, indefatigable and uncompromising. Ramrod-straight, with gimlet eyes that gleamed above a magnificent moustache, he was emotionally as well as professionally invested in his work. Much liked by the Royal Family, he was unafraid to make enemies in his pursuit of perfection.

The most significant difference between the funerals of Victoria and Edward was that the latter was to be preceded by a three-day lying-in-state in Westminster Hall. It was something of an innovation, and one that added an additional layer of complexity to an already intricate exercise. The last monarch to receive such treatment had been George III, whose body had lain-in-state at Windsor for twenty-four hours in 1820. The tradition of lying-in-state at Westminster had been inaugurated with the death of the venerable Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone in 1898. On that occasion, tens of thousands of members of the public had filed past his coffin prior to his burial in the adjacent Abbey.

Esher, who had preceded McDonnell at the Office of Works, was opposed to the very idea of a lying-in-state for Edward, and at Westminster in particular. He pointed out that the Hall had been the site of the trial of Charles I in 1649, and that the resonance would be unfortunate. His qualms were dismissed by McDonnell as ‘foolish’. In any case, he was swiftly overruled by the Archbishop of Canterbury and the new King, both of whom were in favour of the scheme. Perhaps fearing Esher’s continued interference, McDonnell welcomed George’s decisiveness at such an early stage in his reign. It was, he considered, ‘a fortunate omen’.2

From the moment the question of the lying-in-state was settled, McDonnell went into overdrive. No detail was too small for his personal attention. On 7 May, he instructed the Controller of Supplies to purchase vast quantities of purple cloth and grey felt. The tolling of Big Ben was arranged; towering candelabra were borrowed from St Paul’s Cathedral; electric standard lamps were moved into St Stephen’s Porch; and the King’s printers, Eyre & Spottiswood, were visited to finalise the Order of Service, which was to be bound in violet leather tooled in gold. There was even a meeting about the pattern of the prie-dieu to be used by Queen Alexandra as she said her prayers. Somehow, he found the time to keep a daily, sometimes hourly, journal, which he wrote by hand on paper headed with the address of the Office of Works in Storey’s Gate.

Flitting between Buckingham Palace, St James’s Palace, Marlborough House, Westminster and Windsor, where the burial was to take place in St George’s Chapel on Friday, 20 May, McDonnell achieved an instant rapport with George V, who, in their first meeting, he found to be ‘very much affected but very quiet and business-like’. A consummate courtier as well as a talented logistician, McDonnell tendered his condolences: ‘I told him that I could realise what his loss was as I had never seen a more devoted Father and Son than the King and himself.’ George’s reply was succinct but heartfelt. He had, he said, ‘lost the best Father and Friend that any son possessed’.3 Then, turning to the matter in hand, he signalled his assent to all the proposals McDonnell laid before him.

From the outset, both men harboured doubts about the involvement of the 15th Duke of Norfolk who, as hereditary Earl Marshal, was theoretically in charge of the arrangements. At the age of sixty-two, the duke was a well-meaning but bumbling soul judged by McDonnell to be
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