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					The Open Door [Queen Victoria at Windsor Castle ostensibly greeting Joseph Choate]
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				Pussy cat, pussy cat,

				    Where have you been?

				I’ve been to London

				    To look at the Queen . . .

				Anonymous

				    Oh, ’tis a glorious thing, I ween,

				    To be a regular, Royal Queen!

				Gilbert and Sullivan, The Gondoliers (1889)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Preface

			

			
				The obsession of Americans with the British royal family remains evident in the gossip-and-scandal tabloids displayed close to many supermarket checkout counters, and especially in their back issues, the underside of the national culture. The fixation on what is surely an ongoing anachronism also surfaces in the daily press; on television, radio, and film; and in the bookshops. It is not merely a vicarious interest in the exotic lives, or embarrassing escapades, of carriers of the blood royal wherever crowns survive. Few Americans care about the doings of sovereigns and princelings of Spain, Holland, Belgium, Sweden, Denmark, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Brunei, Morocco, Thailand, Japan, and other monarchies south, east, and west. Britain is something else—the mother country from which Americans separated themselves violently in 1776. As late as the 1950s, King Farouk of Egypt, an otherwise unmemorable porcine playboy, allegedly quipped that eventually there would only be the kings of diamonds, clubs, hearts, and spades—and the British crown. In America, that feeling long predated Farouk. 

				When Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, heir apparent to the throne, sailed to the New World in 1860 as representative of his mother, Queen Victoria, she sent him in the custody of a “governor,” as “Bertie” was only a callow nineteen. Still, he became an instant supercelebrity in America. When his great-great-granddaughter, Queen Elizabeth II, flew to Virginia in 2007 to help mark the four hundredth anniversary of the settlement of Jamestown—and to attend the Kentucky Derby—the visit unsettled the news media. One fawning network-television anchor referred to Elizabeth as a “benchmark,” and a major newspaper described the elderly, rather uninteresting, lady as “the hottest ticket in town.” Although the monarchy had by any realistic assessment dwindled into little more than a historical symbol and tourist attraction, during her brief American moment the queen became the most celebrated person in her kingdom’s former colony, even eclipsing the tinseled shade of her deceased former daughter-in-law, Princess Diana.

				Little seems to have changed since Victoria’s day in the instant magnetism of British royalty across the Atlantic; yet for the first generations liberated by revolution, the British Isles and its sovereigns seemed as remote as the moon. In the young nation, Americans who were little interested in the sons and daughters of their last king, George III, developed a love-hate relationship with Queen Victoria, his granddaughter, that lasted all her sixty-four years on the throne, ending only with her death in the first weeks of the last century. 

				Victoria’s long reign encompassed much of the time in which the young United States was growing up. The responses of Americans toward Victoria not only reveal what they thought of her (and her husband) as people and as monarchs, but reflect their own ambitions, confidence, smugness, insecurities—and sense of loss.

				Parting from England brought a surge of pride, but it also carried with it an unanticipated price. American encounters with Victoria as person and as symbol evoke the costs of relinquishing a history, a tradition, a ceremonial texture. A professedly egalitarian society found itself instantly without some of the familiar associations it valued, and Americans recognized the deficiency. Often, as a matter of pride, they left that realization unspoken.

				Victorian Yankees at Queen Victoria’s Court is, then, a selective lens into nineteenth-century America—an offbeat way to look at a people and a nation possessed with unruly energy and burgeoning into a wary greatness. In the earlier decades of the nineteenth century, Americans abroad were almost the only evidences of the sprawling yet isolated country from which they came. “At our public schools,” Frances Trollope, a visitor in the other direction, wrote in Domestic Manners of the Americans (1832), when Victoria was only a teenage princess, “America (except perhaps as to her geographical position) is hardly better known than Fairy Land. And the American character has not been much more deeply studied than that of the Anthropophagi.” A Boston clergyman who had visited England learned how little was known of his country when a lady he had met wrote to him, “A little girl, eight years old, where I was staying a short time ago, observed to me one day, ‘Nearly all America belongs to England, doesn’t it?’

				“‘I am afraid not, dear.’

				“‘I mean, nearly all the States do. Well, if they don’t, they ought to.’”

				In the age of sail, and even more in the new age of steam, seemingly exotic Americans voyaged to Britain in the tens of thousands. Some of them even remained, in a reverse emigration—becoming subjects of the queen, obtaining knighthoods or other royal honors, amassing wealth then unobtainable at home, establishing roots in the soil of their ancestors. Most sniffed the sooty air, persevered through the chronic fog, trod the greener grass, examined the venerable buildings, ruins, and monuments, even sensed some of the impalpable mystique of royalty, then returned across the narrowing Atlantic. 	

				Many of them, even some of the very famous, go unremarked here. Others will be fresh faces and names, from the original “horse whisperer” out of Ohio and the lion tamer from Kentucky to the society lady from Mobile who was one of the unsung founders of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, the clerical lyricist of “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” and an excessively spoiled youth who grew up—badly—in the White House. Yet the brash, bewildered, and beguiled Americans in these pages, from “Tom Thumb,” P. T. Barnum’s famous midget, and sharpshooter Annie Oakley to literary lions like Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and James Russell Lowell, may help us to perceive not only another dimension of the remote woman who might have been their queen, had the rebellion, at times precarious, failed, but also what Americans were like, and what they thought they were like, in her time. 

				At the beginning, one of the most memorable was a young physician, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and at the close there was Henry James, who came to scoff but remained to think better of the elderly widow who encapsulated her country’s modern history. Early on there was Herman Melville, whose first recorded “Prince of Whales” was not Moby Dick, then unknown, and Nathaniel Hawthorne, American consul in drab if busy Liverpool; and much later there was the venerable Indian chieftain in “Buffalo Bill’s” Wild West show who revered “Grandmother England.” Also there was Mark Twain, whose striking souvenir of his long sojourn, A Connecticut Yankee at King Arthur’s Court, wryly looked at his time and place through a medieval filter. I hope for forgiveness from his lively shade for my borrowing from his title.

				Stanley Weintraub

				Beech Hill

				Newark, Delaware
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				Republican Yankees

			

			
				In 1837, forty-eight years after their first president had taken his oath of office, Americans had little reason to regret their parting from a mother country that had cared little about them until they made rude noises about independence. Ruled, still, in the presidential inauguration year of 1789, by the despised, intermittently mad George III,1 Britain had since seen two of his unworthy sons, George IV and William IV, succeed to his throne. Meanwhile, Americans could have looked back with pride to their own uncrowned heads of state, George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, John Quincy Adams, and Andrew Jackson—all estimable figures and several of them of authentic greatness. Measured against the rejected English model, the American system, however discounted as vulgar and crude in London, seemed to raise up its best representatives, while Englishmen could only bend knees to lamentable products of a wayward heredity.

				One could not anticipate that in the very year that the British crown passed to a very different kind of monarch, the first of a long, almost uninterrupted, succession of lesser American presidents would occupy the White House. As Victoria succeeded into her inheritance the new American chief executive, in office only three months, was Martin Van Buren. When she died, seventeen presidents later, it would be William McKinley.

				Even before Princess Alexandrina Victoria became queen, the former subjects of her grandfather from across the Atlantic began encountering her and recording their impressions. Staunch republicans, they sometimes made rude aspersions about the monarchical system. Victoria was often—but not always—an admired exception. “I went to the Royal Opera,” the visiting young American physician Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote home in 1834. For the privilege he had to pay the equivalent of more than two contemporary American dollars for a lowly pit ticket at Covent Garden, even at that hardly finding enough space to stand. “The Duchess of Kent and [her daughter] the Princess Victoria—a girl of fifteen—came in first on the side opposite the King’s box. . . . The Princess is a nice, fresh-looking girl, blonde, and rather pretty. The King [her uncle, William IV] looks like a retired butcher . . . . [He] blew his nose twice, and wiped the royal perspiration repeatedly from a face which is probably the largest uncivilised spot in England.” But Holmes conceded, without withdrawing his ridicule, “I have a disposition to tartness and levity which tells to the disadvantage of the royal [style of] living, but it is accidental and must be forgiven.”

				Since the king and his consort, Adelaide, were unable to conceive a child who could survive infancy, Victoria, the only offspring of the deceased Duke of Kent, who had been next in the line of succession, was queen presumptive, and had captured the attention of the preeminent American, the president. Since border and fishery-rights questions with Canada persisted, Andrew Jackson wanted to ensure that Britain would be friendly to the United States, and opened informal negotiations with the future regime. His intermediary was the senior official at the American Legation, Aaron Vail, chargé d’affaires in the absence of a resident minister. By the time that young Holmes saw Victoria at Covent Garden, Vail had established contacts with the princess through her ambitious and devious mother. 

				A bachelor in his middle thirties, Vail maintained, from a small office in Regent Street, a vigorous official and social life. On June 21, 1833, he wrote to Jackson of “a conversation which I had with the Duchess of Kent, mother of the young Princess Victoria, heiress-apparent to the throne.” He was at dinner with the duchess and her private secretary, Sir John Conroy, who dominated her and aspired to be the power behind the throne if Victoria succeeded her uncle, the king, before she came of legal age at eighteen. By law her mother would then be regent. Both Conroy and the duchess—who had few friends at William IV’s court——wanted to counter what they claimed were misrepresentations of their political leanings, as well as hostile press allegations that had reached America that the princess was “destitute of all moral and physical qualifications for the station to which she was one day to be called.” 

				Since Vail had met Victoire, the attractive, widowed duchess, and the clever young Victoria and was utterly won over, he explained to the president in a private rather than an official letter that he felt “pleasure” in reporting from “personal observation . . . that injustice had been done to these illustrious persons.” Rumors had long been floated that Conroy consoled the duchess between the sheets to maintain his hold upon her. Knowing that charges of sexual misconduct had also been lodged at Andrew Jackson as presidential candidate, making him especially sensitive to such matters, Vail discounted such scandal. “Of all the members of the Royal Family,” he claimed to Jackson,

				no one sustains a purer character than the Duchess of Kent. Without ambition for herself, her most anxious care is that her daughter should be brought up under a proper sense of the responsibilities of her station and fitted by education for the discharge of the duties [of the sovereign]. That she succeeds in this is conceded, I believe, by all parties whether friendly or hostile to the pretensions of the young Princess, who is supposed not to be entirely free from enemies in the bosom of the Royal family circle.

				On August 15, 1833, Jackson responded equally privately—not for the legation files—and once the duchess returned to London, Vail applied for an audience. On November 17 he visited at Kensington Palace, where she and the princess lived. He read the president’s letter to them and gave Victoria a copy. She then wanted his authentic autograph, which Vail requested. Jackson used the occasion, on March 12, 1834, to “avail himself” in majestic third person “to offer her Royal Highness his best wishes for her happiness & prosperity.” The president and princess exchanged portraits, and until Jackson’s death in 1845 he would refer to Victoria as his “little good friend.”

				Encountering old William IV, once a Royal Navy sailor, at Ascot, American writer and celebrity hunter Nathaniel Parker Willis was more forgiving than Oliver Wendell Holmes. William’s weathered profile and rough mannerisms went unremarked. With him in the royal box at the races, Queen Adelaide and the young Victoria were listening, “with amused attention” between each running, to a ballad singer. Whatever the antagonism of William and Adelaide toward the princess’s ambitious mother, both looked on Victoria warmly as the daughter they had never raised, and their feelings were evident. “The princess,” Willis gushed, “is much better-looking than the pictures of her in the shops, and, for the heir to such a crown as that of England, quite unnecessarily pretty and interesting.” 

				Few visiting Americans then traveled far from London; but on September 8, 1835, cosmopolitan scholar George Ticknor, forty-four and still strikingly Byronic in appearance, was in York for the annual music festival at the cathedral when Victoria arrived with her mother. Punctually at noon the princess’s party entered York Minster, and the 5,000 in the audience, and the 650 singers and musicians, rose.

				When the royal guests came to the front of the [Patrons] gallery so as to be distinctly visible, a tumult of applause broke out which was with difficulty suppressed by the Dean as entirely unsuitable. . . . As soon as they were seated the whole choir broke forth with Handel’s Coronation Hymn, this being the anniversary of the King’s crowning. The effect was electrical. The vast audience rose again, and when the shout of “God Save the King” broke forth from the choir of four hundred voices sustained by the power of two hundred and fifty instruments and the tremendous organ, its effect was not to be mistaken. There was not a soul under those wide vaults that did not feel it.

				Ticknor obviously included himself.

				Doddering William IV was appreciated largely as bourgeois relief after the excesses of George IV as regent and as king. Further, people seemed to be anticipating the coronation of a young queen, and Ticknor, already familiar with Germany, Austria, Italy, Spain, Belgium, and France, could feel the difference between customary deference to sovereigns and the popular appeal of the presumptive heir to the British throne. Yankee democracy—Ticknor was a Bostonian—boasted nothing like it.

				American expatriate artist Charles Robert Leslie would be equally captivated. For dwellers in London, the likely future queen was a refreshing contrast to the surviving sons of George III, two of whom had succeeded to the throne since Leslie, at seventeen, had arrived in England in 1811 to study under former Philadelphia painter Benjamin West. Born in London of American parents, Leslie had not been in England since he was five—but he had then remained to exploit the more rewarding market for art. On May 1, 1837, at the Royal Academy private view of pictures hung for the annual spring exhibition, Victoria and her mother had arrived at four, finding the galleries at Burlington House in Piccadilly especially crowded because word had spread that they would attend. “This was never done before,” Leslie wrote, “their visits on all other occasions having been strictly private.” Obviously this was a public-relations ploy by the Duchess of Kent. She knew that Victoria’s accession—the king was failing—was a matter of months if not weeks. The Duchess wanted her daughter to be seen, to dispel persistent rumors that she was ill, lame, or otherwise incapable.

				A Royal Academician since 1826, Leslie was eligible to exhibit, yet considered himself sufficiently American to return in 1833 to teach drawing at West Point—a position that he kept only six months, as occasional lectures on painting at Burlington House were less irksome and his market among the affluent was in England. The Revolution had created heroes and history to depict, but there were few customers or commissions. Philadelphia patriot Benjamin Rush had observed that painting and sculpture flourished where mature civilizations could afford art. Since America had not yet arrived at that extravagance, Leslie worked in London. 

				“The little Princess,” he wrote to a friend,

				has all the charms of health, youth, and high spirits. She could have seen little of the Exhibition, as she was herself, from the moment of her entering the room, the sole object of attraction, and there were so many people among the nobility present whom she knew, and every one of whom had something to say to her. She heard that Charles Kemble [the famous actor] was in the room, and she desired that he might be presented to her, which gave him the opportunity of making one of his best genteel comedy bows. She [also] shook hands and chatted with Mr. [Samuel] Rogers [the elderly poet].

				When queen, Victoria would commission pictures from Leslie. As yet he had not been any closer than part of the crowd.

				Everyone in England, from villagers to visitors, realized that the princess could be their sovereign the next time she—or they—awakened. At a levee on May 18, 1837, the ailing king had to be carried to his audience chamber at St. James’s Palace to greet guests. For Victoria’s eighteenth birthday on May 24, when she reached eligibility to reign on her own, William commanded ordnance depots about London to fire salutes at dawn. It was one of his last instructions. Hearing the cannon fire was an American two years older than the princess, Fanny Appleton, who would become the second Mrs. Longfellow in 1843. “Incredible,” she thought, impressed by the energy of what she had seen of Britain, “that such people as this could ere have been ruled by a woman’s hand”; yet she expected “a future Queen Bess” before her family voyaged back to Boston. “Their Majesties are both so ill there is no knowing how soon ‘Long live Queen Victoria’ may resound in these sooty regions. Hers is ‘a most interesting situation’ say all the Tabbies.2 Health and happiness to the English Rose Bud!”

				When Miss Appleton saw the princess at the theater on June 1, the rosebud of Fanny’s imagination collided, despite the authentic roses the princess bore, with reality. “The Duchess [of Kent] is a fine-looking woman, towering in plumes”—she liked expensive, feathery chapeaux—“but alas! for England’s future queen, whatever else, beauty is not her dower—a short, thick commonplace, stupid-looking girl, dressed simply in white with a wreath of roses, without even a good complexion! Perhaps it is a royal distinction to be plain where there is so much liveliness; nonetheless I was grievously disappointed.” Perhaps Nathaniel Parker Willis had seen Victoria’s future rather than her person. Charles Robert Leslie saw her youth—and portraitists knew how to enhance nature. But Appleton had talked disparagingly of “Tabbies”—and may have been, in her fashion, catty herself.

				When William IV joined his ancestors on June 19, 1837, little was known in America of the girl who would succeed him. A New York law student just seventeen, George Templeton Strong, noted in his diary with youthful Yankee cynicism, “The King of England’s dead, and so ‘long live Queen Victoria!’ who will do quite as well, I dare say. She’ll be a fool if she marries; let her think of Elizabeth. A mere nominal queenship—and actual cyphership—is a state she’ll keep clear of, if she has the independent spirit of [only] a cockroach.” But to Sallie Cowles Stevenson, the lively Virginia-born wife of the new American minister to England—she had married the graying, widowed diplomat at twenty-seven, half his age—the queen soon demonstrated a spirit that would have put Strong’s low expectations to rest.

				The tireless Aaron Vail had arranged the presentation of Andrew Stevenson to William IV and Adelaide the month after the minister’s arrival in June 1836. A controversial Speaker of the House of Representatives, Stevenson had waited impatiently for two years to have his nomination by Andrew Jackson confirmed by the Senate. Afterward Stevenson saw little of the fading king, but the amiable and determined Sallie made a difference with the new sovereign a year later. 

				The queen and her entourage had moved in mid-July 1837 to Buckingham Palace, until then Buckingham House, designed by John Nash for George IV but unused by him or by William IV. Victoria had ignored the objections of functionaries who insisted that the palatial refurbishing she wanted could not be completed before Christmas. Early in the new year, Mrs. Stevenson wrote breathlessly to her sisters, after dining with the queen, that the palace was replete with “rich and gorgeous apartments, which remind me of the descriptions in the Arabian Nights.” The “magnificent banqueting room” was brilliantly candlelit, “and the table covered with a service of gold so splendid it dazzled one’s eyes.” What had happened, she explained, was that the “grave old Lords” had received written instructions “from her little Majesty”—she was little more than five feet tall—“written by her own hand, issuing her commands that the Palace be ready for her on the day named. . . . There was nothing left for them but to put all the workmen that could be hired to work, & she moved to the new Palace on the day & hour appointed. So much for a young Queen!”

				After visiting family (an earlier generation of Appletons had emigrated from Suffolk), Fanny and her parents had secured invitations, through the good offices of Andrew Stevenson, to the new queen’s first “Drawing Room” in August 1837, at St. James’s Palace. Since the court was still in official mourning for King William, which required dressing awkwardly and expensively in acres of black, the Appletons settled less ceremoniously for “tickets for a kind of anteroom gallery through which all the fair ladies passed, . . . so we saw better than if in the midst of the melée. A mournful procession it was, the crape train and bugles”—tubular ornamental beads—“and unrelieved black of the dresses masking the beauty which is usually resplendent with plumes and jewels. So strict was the costume that one poor damsel who ventured upon a white underskirt, though otherwise sufficiently crow-like, was sent back to change her dress before she could be admitted.” The dress code would always be rigid at court, but “Victorian mourning,” like much else later labeled with her name, preceded Victoria.

				In August, also, before the Academy show was taken down, the queen determined to see the pictures. At the private view she had seen
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