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			Dedication

			In fondest remembrance of Cristina Monet Zilkha

		

		
			Author’s Note

			In her letters, Queen Victoria was lavish in her use of underlining. When quoting, I have generally rendered the underlined word or phrase in italics; however, in the not infrequent cases where she did double underlining, I have rendered that word or phrase in underlined italics.

			In her correspondence with ministers and prime ministers, convention dictated that Victoria referred to herself in the third person, as either ‘she’ or ‘the Queen’. When replying, ministers adopted the same usage, referring to themselves, for example, as ‘Mr Disraeli’ or ‘Mr Gladstone’.

			It is notoriously difficult to compare the value of money in the past with modern monetary values. For those who are interested, The National Archives’ currency converter estimates that £1 in 1850 would be worth approximately £80.19 in 2017. The Bank of England inflation calculator says £1 in 1850 would buy £110.64 worth of goods and services in May 2023. The CPI inflation calculator says £1 in 1850 would have an equivalent purchasing power in 2023 of £172.23. Readers can take their pick of these figures.
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			Lord Melbourne 1837–1841

			In late May 1837 the British foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston, informed Britain’s ambassador to France that their seventy-one-year-old sovereign, King William IV, was in ‘a very precarious state’. His asthma and respiratory problems had become so serious that it was unlikely he could live long, though Palmerston trusted the king would stave off death for a few months yet. The foreign secretary did not welcome the prospect of dealing with the king’s successor, seeing ‘no advantage in having a totally inexperienced girl of eighteen just out of strict guardianship to govern an Empire’.1

			The girl in question was King William’s niece, Princess Victoria. The fact that she had celebrated her eighteenth birthday on 24 May 1837 was significant because at eighteen a sovereign was deemed of age to rule without a regency. Yet, as Palmerston remarked, it was ‘scarcely in the nature of things that … the nation will look with the same deference to the will of a person of eighteen as to that of one of mature age’, and it was for this reason the foreign secretary had hoped that the king’s life would be spared for some time to come. Palmerston’s wish was not granted, for King William’s health grew steadily worse. At ten past two on the morning of 20 June, he died, and his niece Victoria was ‘transferred at once from the nursery to the throne’.2

			The princess was fluent in French and German and had seen the study of English history as ‘one of my first duties’, but at least one observer believed she had not received ‘the proper education for one who was to wear the Crown of England’. On the other hand, in her first declaration to her Privy Council, she would state: ‘I have learnt from my infancy to respect and love the constitution of my native country.’ Furthermore, while painfully conscious of her youth and inexperience, she felt ‘sure that very few have more real good will and more real desire to do what is fit and right’.3

			Notwithstanding his qualms about Victoria’s age, Palmerston was ‘inclined to think she will turn out to be a remarkable person and gifted with a great deal of strength of character’. In this he would be proved correct, in some ways rather more so than he might have wished. At just under five foot tall, the new queen was physically diminutive, but it soon became apparent she had ‘a very decided will of her own’. No one – including herself – considered Victoria a beauty, and she may have had ‘not a very good figure’, but her appearance had much about it that was appealing. A government minister assured a friend: ‘she is really in person & in face, & especially in eyes & complexion a very nice girl, & quite such as might tempt.’ Another gentleman said he would have called her pretty were it not for her mouth: when she laughed – which she often did in the early stages of her reign – she opened it too wide, showing rather too much of her gums. Nonetheless, her beautiful voice and natural poise ensured ‘the smallness of her stature is quite forgotten in the majesty and gracefulness of her demeanour’.4

			Victoria’s was an immense inheritance. Britain’s overseas possessions included much of India, Australia, Canada, Ceylon, several West Indian islands and the southern tip of Africa. This empire had been acquired with the aid of the world’s mightiest navy, which remained crucial to the maintenance of Britain’s global power.

			The British Isles themselves – which bore the official title the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, although often misleadingly referred to simply as ‘England’ – were geographically compact but populous and extremely wealthy. At the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815 Britain was already the richest and most industrialised nation in the world. Until the mid-nineteenth-century agriculture still provided a livelihood for more people than any other occupation, but by 1837 the country’s landscape and economy had been transformed by massive new towns that housed an urban proletariat. These metropolises were often grim places with virtually no sanitation, whose poorer inhabitants lived in squalor and had shockingly low life expectancy. Nevertheless, the ability to draw on a large workforce enabled capitalist entrepreneurs to harness technological change and revolutionise productivity.

			Britain had a constitutional or ‘limited’ monarchy: the sovereign was served by ministers answerable to the legislature and who submitted advice after deliberating in Cabinet. To survive in power, ministries had to command the support of Parliament, and particularly of the House of Commons, composed of elected members rather than the hereditary peers who sat in the House of Lords. There were two main parties, known as Whigs and Tories, who espoused different political philosophies but shared many assumptions. Of the two, the Tories were the defenders of traditional values, and upheld the power of Church and Crown, while the Whigs were rather more progressive. Although many leading Whigs were immensely wealthy landed aristocrats, they saw themselves as natural guardians of the nation’s civil liberties, who would work through Parliament to safeguard what they conceived to be the interests of the people. If the Whigs remained nervous of ‘democracy’ – a term often used in a pejorative sense at this time – the Tories (who recently had started to refer to themselves as ‘Conservatives’) were far more fearful that any tampering with Britain’s political system and structures could unleash destructive forces.

			Being himself of a conservative frame of mind, King William IV had been apprehensive when, less than a year after his accession to the throne in June 1830, a Whig government headed by Earl Grey had introduced a political Reform Bill. Repeated attempts by the House of Lords to block it had resulted in riots and fears of revolution, but it finally received the royal assent in June 1832. Yet despite the major changes effected by the bill, the British political system remained riddled with anomalies and flaws. Even after the electorate had virtually doubled so that it numbered some 800,000 voters, only about one in seven of the United Kingdom’s adult male population had the franchise. Numerous so-called ‘rotten boroughs’, with minuscule populations, had lost the right to return Members of Parliament, and some newly populous manufacturing towns could now send men to Westminster, but many large centres of population remained unrepresented. By making it more difficult for individuals to control constituencies, the bill had reduced the power of the Crown and aristocracy, but Parliament remained largely the province of a propertied elite.

			In July 1834 Earl Grey had resigned. To the amazement of many in the political world he was succeeded as prime minister by his home secretary, Viscount Melbourne, an urbane man of immense charm whom few had expected to achieve such eminence. A Whig more out of family tradition than reforming conviction, Melbourne was chosen to lead the party simply because, as one colleague recalled, he was ‘the only one of whom none of us would be jealous’.5

			The story that Melbourne had pronounced it ‘a damned bore’ to be offered the post of prime minister was probably apocryphal, but when William IV had dismissed him and his Whig colleagues in the autumn of 1834, he had not appeared to mind overmuch. The king had replaced the Whigs with a Tory administration headed by Sir Robert Peel, only to find himself obliged to take back his discarded ministers when Peel failed to win a majority at a general election held in January 1835. William had to promise that he would not prevent the Whigs from pursuing their legislative programme, an undertaking that illustrated how the Reform Bill had permanently undermined the influence of the Crown.

			Although for the remainder of the reign William’s relations with a ministry that had been imposed on him against his will were sometimes less than cordial, in May 1836 he stood by Lord Melbourne when the latter was cited in a divorce case. Eight years earlier the widowed Melbourne had managed to pay off another aggrieved husband, but George Norton tenaciously pursued a claim that Melbourne was guilty of ‘criminal conversation’ with Norton’s wife, Caroline. When the case came to court, the prime minister robustly denied the allegations, and since Norton could not produce convincing witnesses, Melbourne emerged vindicated.

			The prime minister had survived a potentially ruinous scandal, but his government was not in a strong position. Every by-election eroded Whig numbers in the House of Commons, and the Whigs lacked a majority in the House of Lords. Yet though the parliamentary arithmetic was tilting slightly in their favour, the Conservatives were still in no position to take power themselves. Having burnt his fingers trying to have a government in tune with his own sympathies rather than one reflecting the political balance in Parliament, the ailing King William did not want his niece to start her reign by making the same mistake. ‘The King from his deathbed conveyed very secretly but very earnestly to her his advice not to think of changing her ministry, that Melbourne was a good man and a change … a fearful experiment.’6 As it happened, this coincided with advice the princess had received from other quarters, and she was happy to follow it.

			Accordingly on 20 June 1837, three hours after having been woken at six in the morning to be told of the king’s passing, the new Queen had her first meeting with her prime minister at Kensington Palace. Until this point Victoria had been permitted only the most limited intercourse with society and a few politicians, and all such encounters had taken place under the watchful eye of her mother. Now the Queen eagerly dispensed with any kind of maternal supervision, noting in her journal she had received Melbourne ‘of course quite alone, as I shall always do all my Ministers’. From the first, she instinctively took to Melbourne. Aged fifty-eight, he remained a handsome figure, but what struck the Queen most was that he was ‘very kind in his manner’, and this allowed the establishment of an almost instantaneous rapport. She at once informed him she had resolved to ‘retain him and the rest of the present ministry at the head of affairs’, believing ‘it could not be in better hands than his’. By the end of the meeting she had decided, ‘I like him very much and feel confidence in him. He is a very straightforward, honest, clever and good man.’ Her favourable impression was confirmed when she saw him again a little later the same day and had ‘a very comfortable conversation with him’. Five days later she recorded: ‘I like to talk to him,’ and within a fortnight of her accession felt sure ‘there are not many like him in this world of deceit’.7

			As this comment suggests, despite the sheltered life she had led hitherto, Victoria’s existence had not been without a darker side. When she described herself as ‘very young and perhaps in many, though not in all things, inexperienced’,8 she was thinking of the malign shadow cast by a sinister figure who had made her teenaged years quite miserable, and who had cherished ambitions of controlling Victoria when she came to the throne. Had William IV died just a few weeks earlier, Victoria might have found herself powerless to resist this man’s plans.

			Victoria’s father, Edward Duke of Kent, had been the fourth son of King George III. King George had fathered fifteen children in all, but this sizeable brood had been remarkably ineffective when it came to providing the monarch with legitimate grandchildren. The king’s eldest son, also named George, did sire a daughter, Charlotte, who had been expected to ascend the throne in due course, but in November 1817 the princess had died in childbirth, eighteen months after marrying Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg. The tragedy made it imperative that all of George III’s sons who were free to marry took wives in order to carry on the royal line. In July 1818 the Duke of Kent married Princess Victoire of Saxe-Coburg, sister of Princess Charlotte’s widower, Leopold. Victoire was herself a widow of thirty-one, who had had two children by her marriage to the Prince of Leiningen. Very soon after marrying the Duke of Kent she conceived again, and on 24 May 1819 gave birth to Victoria. But though the Duke of Kent had filled the dynastic void that had threatened to engulf the monarchy, he had little time to savour his triumph. On 23 January 1820 he died of pneumonia, leaving his eight-month-old daughter fatherless.

			Widowed for a second time, the Duchess of Kent not only found herself friendless in a strange land, but in embarrassed circumstances because her husband had bequeathed little but debts. Feeling in urgent want of a protector, she had turned to Captain John Conroy, an Irish army officer who had served her late husband as an equerry. The duchess and Conroy both claimed that on his deathbed, the Duke of Kent had entrusted his wife and daughter to Conroy’s care, urging his spouse always to follow his guidance. The duchess maintained that ever since her husband’s death, Conroy had served her devotedly, although he may have actually compounded her financial difficulties by embezzling money from her. Some people came to suspect that Conroy, who was a married man with children of his own, became the duchess’s lover. What is beyond dispute is that the duchess was slavishly devoted, acquiescing in the ‘dreadful system of tyranny exercised’ by Conroy over her Kensington Palace establishment.9

			Once Conroy began asserting himself, Victoria’s life became ‘one of great misery & oppression’. Together he and her mother devised what they called the ‘Kensington system’, placing Victoria entirely under their own control and limiting her contacts with the royal family. Intent on promoting the princess as a future ‘People’s Queen’, they arranged for her to make annual regional tours of England, during which she was introduced to the public and visited factories and ironworks. King William understandably disliked this parading of his niece but could not persuade his sister-in-law to discontinue it.10

			After a particularly exhausting tour, in late September 1835 the duchess and Conroy took an ailing Victoria to Ramsgate, intent on forcing from her a pledge to make Conroy her private secretary. Conroy had cherished this ambition for some time, believing the post would afford opportunities for enrichment as well as the wielding of political power. Even after Victoria became seriously unwell, the duchess and Conroy went on subjecting her to what she later described as ‘dreadful and inconceivable torments’. Although weak and debilitated Victoria would proudly recall how ‘I resisted, in spite of my illness and their harshness.’11

			Despite this setback, Conroy believed the situation was retrievable, for provided Victoria came to the throne while still a minor, he would have his ‘just reward’ once the Duchess of Kent was named regent. When Victoria turned eighteen on 24 May 1837, ‘all his calculations’ were negated. Desperate that the prize looked set to be snatched from him, he and the duchess redoubled their efforts to browbeat Victoria. The princess did not have to fight the pair completely unaided, for just before her birthday her Uncle Leopold despatched to her side Baron Stockmar. Stockmar was a German doctor who had accompanied Leopold to England when the latter had married Princess Charlotte in 1816, and who had ever since acted as his adviser. Stockmar arrived at Kensington on 25 May and found Conroy and the duchess engaged in unremitting efforts to subjugate Victoria to their will. The princess was defiant, showing herself ‘extremely jealous of … her rights and her future power’. Even so, Stockmar feared that if Conroy kept up his ‘system of intimidation’, Victoria could hardly withstand it. Looking back on this agonising time, Victoria herself believed she ‘couldn’t have borne any longer’ the pressure inflicted on her, and that only the king’s timely death saved her.12

			The frustrated Conroy took the view that if Victoria would ‘not listen to reason she must be coerced’, but when William IV died, Conroy had to face the fact that he would never be given employment by the new queen. Although he continued to lurk at the Duchess of Kent’s side, after being awarded a pension and baronetcy, he found himself debarred from the Queen’s presence. Victoria had emerged triumphant from an ordeal so traumatic she later speculated it had stunted her growth, but which she posited, ‘perhaps … did me good in another way, by forming my mind’.13

			Conroy’s ambitions had been blocked, but it seemed likely that Victoria would be amenable to the influence of another man, towards whom her feelings were far warmer. On Princess Charlotte’s death, Victoria’s maternal uncle, Leopold, had reverted to being a minor German prince, but in 1831 his destiny had changed again when an international conference held in London had installed him as sovereign of the newly created independent Kingdom of Belgium. Now aged thirty-six, the wily and sagacious king was keen to offer his niece the benefits of his experience, of which he assumed the novice queen would be an eager and biddable recipient.

			Victoria was devoted to Leopold, whose visits to England had provided some rare highlights in her unhappy childhood. Keenly aware of what she had lost as a result of the Duke of Kent’s early death, she recalled that ‘from my earliest years the name of Uncle was the dearest I knew’. She relished his somewhat ponderous humour and Polonius-like exhortations, and at first took him at his own estimation, which was that few others were so knowledgeable and wise. She had heeded his suggestion that at her accession she should ‘make no change … keep ministers and everything as it is’, and Leopold looked forward to providing her with further valuable counsel. Three days after her accession he wrote that he hoped he would ‘have the happiness of being able to be of use to you … Before you decide on anything important I should be glad if you would consult me.’ He was tactful enough not to rush over to England at the old king’s death, admitting jocularly that ‘people might fancy I came to enslave you’, but he sent Baron Stockmar as his representative, and urged his niece to pay close attention to all that gentleman had to say.14

			Settling rather too expansively into his self-appointed role of royal mentor, King Leopold was lavish with advice. Even before his niece had become queen, he had urged her to ‘judge questions yourself’, predicting that before long this would ‘become a habit and even an amusement to you’. Priding himself on his own methodical way of working, he advocated that when confronted with important questions, she should not make her mind up too quickly. He also cautioned against allowing anyone to impose on her, enjoining her ‘never to permit people’ to raise matters ‘without your having yourself desired them to do so’. If this did happen, she must ‘change the conversation and make the individual feel that he has made a mistake’.15 On this point Victoria would prove an apt pupil, but it was Leopold himself who found himself subjected to the treatment prescribed for the presumptuous. Fond as she was of her uncle, the Queen began to find him somewhat overbearing and intrusive.

			[image: ]

			King Leopold I. (Lithograph by Charles Baugniet, 1841)

			King Leopold had taken it for granted that Victoria would defer to him, and a bossy and peremptory tone soon became discernible in his letters. ‘On Foreign Politics I have no time to speak with you at any length,’ he had declared self-importantly on 1 July, before issuing curt instructions. He wanted Victoria to aid the young Queens of Spain and Portugal to free themselves from the control of domineering politicians. ‘The Spanish concern is for the moment the most important we have,’ Leopold pronounced, although the situation in Portugal was also a priority. ‘Pray have the goodness to speak to Lord Melbourne and Lord Palmerston on the subject,’ he wrote imperiously on 19 August. ‘Matters are pressing.’16 Much to his surprise, the Queen declined to fall in with his wishes.

			King Leopold was able to see for himself how his niece was faring in her new position when on 29 August 1837 he came to stay for three weeks, accompanied by his much younger wife, Louise, daughter of King Louis-Philippe of France. From the social point of view, the visit was an unqualified success. Victoria revelled in acting as their hostess, breakfasting with ‘dearest uncle’ most mornings, and riding out with him in Windsor Great Park. ‘I feel so happy in being sous sa protection,’ she rhapsodised in her journal, although this did not mean she was willing to be subject to his authority. State affairs were not permitted to cloud the idyll. Victoria now looked on Prime Minister Lord Melbourne as her oracle, and King Leopold was astute enough to realise he would be the loser if he sought to change this state of affairs. Victoria’s heart was gladdened by the way the two men conversed amiably, and that ‘my beloved uncle is delighted’ with the prime minister. ‘How I wish I had time to take minutes of the very interesting and highly important conversations I have with my Uncle and with Lord Melbourne,’ she declared, feeling sure their ‘sound observations … would make a most interesting book’. She was happy to think that as well as liking each other, ‘Uncle and him perfectly agree in Politics too, which are the best there are.’17

			Victoria ‘cried bitterly’ at Leopold and Louise’s departure on 19 September, but when King Leopold wrote an interfering letter from France, where he was staying with his father-in-law, a chilly note became discernible in his niece’s dealings with him. Implying that the Queen was ignorant of the way her government conducted diplomacy, Leopold suggested her ministers had rebuffed friendly overtures from France. In a reply imparting what she grandly called ‘un peu de politique’, Victoria stated her ambassador in Paris had reported it was the French who were unwilling to cultivate warmer relations, and that, however much he prided himself on his omniscience, it was King Leopold who was being misled.18

			Worse humiliations lay in store for Uncle Leopold. He had assumed his niece would take his side in an acrimonious treaty dispute between Holland and Belgium, and was affronted when it emerged he was mistaken. Having been personally briefed by her foreign secretary on 6 May 1838, Victoria was satisfied she understood what was at stake, for, ‘intricate and difficult as the subject is, Lord Palmerston explained it in such a very clear, plain and agreeable manner as to put me quite au fait of the whole thing’. She was indignant when Leopold complained to Stockmar that whereas William IV had always been supportive, ‘the moment his niece came to the throne he was abandoned’. Hotly Victoria commented: ‘This is very wrong.’19

			Having confided to Melbourne that she found it ‘rather hard of Uncle, appealing to my feelings of affection’, she wrote a kind but firm letter, stating her ministers’ first priority must be Britain’s own interests. Leopold remained reproachful, moaning that he felt ‘put aside as one does with a piece of furniture which is no longer wanted’. His aggrieved tone merely irritated his niece further. Discussing Leopold with Melbourne on 17 June, she said that whereas his influence over her had been ‘very great’, it was ‘now very small’.20

			Leopold did not help his cause by then sending a patronising letter, describing Belgian affairs as ‘so complicated that I can hardly expect that you should know their nature and import’. She fired back, ‘You wrong me very much, my beloved uncle … I assure you I do understand … & am au courant of all that is going on.’21

			Months later King Leopold was still portraying himself as the wronged party, prompting his niece to suggest they avoid political subjects altogether. However, at the beginning of 1839, with the dispute with Holland still unsettled, she cautioned him: ‘You might be blamed’ if this state of affairs continued. Not until February did he grudgingly reach an accord with his Dutch neighbour, and then sulked for weeks. Finding his grumbles ‘very unjust’ Victoria chided: ‘(If I could) I might be even a little angry with you dear uncle.’ Leopold chuckled at having ‘extracted some spark of politics from your dear Majesty’, but when he wrote to Lord Palmerston implying that Victoria did not condone Belgium’s treatment, she was infuriated by his brazen attempt at ‘separating me from my government’. On 30 April she sent Leopold a distinctly barbed letter warning, ‘though you seem not to dislike my political sparks … they might finally take fire’.22

			Gradually it dawned on King Leopold that the dynamic of his relationship with his royal niece was not going to work as he had anticipated. He remained a much-loved uncle, whose shrewdness Victoria acknowledged, but she rejected the role of docile apprentice. Because her elevation to the throne had not had the transformative effect on his own power and prestige he had expected, he had to come to terms with being still just the king of a relatively small country, whose interests were not foremost among Britain’s concerns.

			Ten days after her accession Victoria wrote to her first cousin, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, that while ‘the business which I have to do … is not trifling either in matter or quantity’, she found it exhilarating. In her journal of 1 July she recorded importantly, ‘I have so many communications from the Ministers, and from me to them, and I get so many papers to sign every day that I have always a very great deal to do’; rather than thinking it too onerous, ‘I delight in this work.’ Her governess reported to another lady that her former charge was ‘at work from morning to night, and that, even when her maid was combing out her hair, she was surrounded by official boxes and reading official papers’. The Queen assured the Duchess of Sutherland that ‘far from being fatigued with signatures and business, I like the whole thing exceedingly’. Only occasionally did she ask for the flow to be paused so she could catch up. On 12 August she wrote to her foreign secretary that, ‘as the Queen has got a great many foreign despatches which … she has been unable to read as yet, she requests Lord Palmerston not to send any more until she has done with those’.23

			Palmerston had already tried to help by having the Foreign Office geographer draw up atlases that would make despatches from abroad more clearly understandable, and he sent her the latest edition of the Almanach de Gotha, so she could familiarise herself with the pedigrees of European royal houses. The letters sent to foreign sovereigns announcing her accession were drafted at the Foreign Office, and though the last few lines were in her own hand, ‘the appropriate words of termination’ had first been pencilled in and she had only to write over them in ink.24

			Palmerston went on drafting some letters on the Queen’s behalf, but within a few months she was confident enough to make insertions of her own. In October 1837, when it was deemed that ‘a political letter’ ought to be sent from her to King Ferdinand of Portugal, Victoria ‘translated it from a sketch which Lord Palmerston had written’. Six months later, Palmerston drew up another letter destined for Ferdinand, reproving him for continued Portuguese involvement in the slave trade. This time Victoria modified it to make it appear less abrasive, showing such a natural aptitude that Lord Melbourne was ‘much pleased, even touched’.25

			At this stage Victoria liked Palmerston unreservedly. When he went over complicated matters with her, he imparted information in a succinct and easy-to-grasp manner. Within a fortnight of her becoming queen, she felt he had already improved her understanding of world affairs. ‘We talked about Russia and Turkey a good deal &c,’ she wrote after seeing him on 1 July 1837. ‘He is very agreeable, and clear in what he says.’ Palmerston (who sat in the House of Commons because his peerage was an Irish title) worked extraordinarily hard, had a formidable command of detail, and was utterly committed to upholding what he believed to be Britain’s interests. In her innocence the Queen had no idea that the unmarried foreign secretary was also a womaniser and a notorious lecher, who was having a long-term affair with Prime Minister Lord Melbourne’s married sister, Emily.

			The home secretary, Lord John Russell, had none of Palmerston’s ebullience, and was in many ways an awkward character. From an aristocratic family, he was a Whig to his fingertips, and prided himself on his libertarian principles. A man of strong convictions, he could also be impulsive and unpredictable, though always reacting furiously to accusations of inconsistency. He was physically unprepossessing, being very short, with a ‘shrivelled countenance’ and a voice that was simultaneously rasping and reedy. His social skills were minimal: super-sensitive to slights himself, he frequently offended others through gaucheness. As Lord Melbourne ruefully remarked to Victoria, Russell was ‘apt to resent a thing’, and was so protective of his dignity that he periodically threatened to leave the government over minor disagreements. When Russell talked of resigning in February 1838 if Whig backbenchers did not give him unanimous support, Melbourne told the Queen the home secretary was taking the matter much too seriously, before adding with a sigh that, of course, ‘Lord John does.’26

			Despite the fact that Russell had few endearing qualities, the Queen was ready to like him because of his association with Melbourne. The affection she felt for the prime minister himself was, however, in quite a different league. Herself fatherless, and now estranged from her mother, Victoria was perhaps unconsciously on the lookout for a surrogate parent. As well as being a quasi-paternal figure, Melbourne provided her with companionship and intimacy of a completely different kind. Whatever they discussed, there was always an ease to their discourse that delighted Victoria. When explaining things, he was authoritative but not dogmatic, seamlessly filling gaps in her knowledge without making her feel ignorant. He introduced an element of fun to her life that had hitherto been almost devoid of it, and his own evident pleasure in talking to her validated Victoria’s conviction that he was worthy of her devotion. Less than a month after she inherited the throne she wrote: ‘He is … my friend, I know it.’ And in her journal, weeks later in August: ‘I am so fond of him and his conversations do me much good.’ With every day that passed her attachment to, ‘the best-hearted, kindest and most feeling man in the world’ became more fervent.27

			Victoria had bonded with Melbourne so quickly that she had no doubt where her loyalties lay when a general election was held to mark her coming to the throne. On 17 July she dissolved Parliament, speaking in a ‘soft silvery tone’ that could be ‘distinctly heard in every corner of the House’. A three-week election campaign ensued, in which she could take no overt part, but her sympathies were made plain enough. Whereas on the eve of her accession she had assured King Leopold ‘I do not belong to any party’, she was now an unashamed Whig, writing in her journal as the results came in, ‘I trust in Heaven that we shall have a majority for us.’ As a Tory indignantly noted, the Whigs were using ‘the Queen’s name as their war cry’ to an extent that could be said ‘to prostitute … the royal name of their innocent victim’. Humiliatingly, they did not reap the benefits they expected. When the results were counted, Whig numbers had been further reduced, an outcome that one Cabinet minister understood ‘surprised and a little mortified our Queen’. Victoria could only hope that, notwithstanding their weakened position, ‘the present government may remain firm for long’.28

			Initially Victoria had been greatly taken with what she described as Melbourne’s ‘frank yet gentle manner’, finding it appealing that ‘he talks so quietly’. As they became more relaxed in each other’s company, Melbourne exposed a more exuberant side. He was renowned in society as ‘a rollicking laugher’, and his guffaw was wonderfully infectious. The Queen described it as ‘a very peculiar laugh; it is so joyous and truly merry and makes one laugh when one hears it’. An onlooker who saw them at dinner in October 1837 noted that Victoria was laughing just as much, ‘and in quite as hearty a way’.29

			Having formed his behavioural habits in the louche days of Regency England, Melbourne nonetheless took care to conduct himself with the decorum appropriate for the court of a young queen. The diarist and Clerk of the Privy Council, Charles Greville, noted, ‘Instead of indolently sprawling … he is always sitting bolt upright; his free and easy language interlarded with “damns” is carefully guarded and regulated with the strictest propriety.’ Some people expected that after a time he would find it hardly worth the effort, but in fact Melbourne did not mind having to change his ways. He stayed with Victoria at Windsor for most of September 1837, and when she said she hoped he had not found it tedious, he exclaimed, ‘Quite the contrary. I never spent a pleasanter month in my life.’30

			Melbourne devoted an astonishing proportion of his time to Victoria, often spending six hours a day with her. They would meet every morning, alone, to discuss business for around two hours. In the afternoons Melbourne regularly accompanied her when she went out riding, going ‘at full gallop’ for much of the time. He would then dine with her, and though numerous other guests were generally present, he was invariably placed next to her at table. Afterwards, when the company had left the dining room, he would continue to sit by her on the drawing-room sofa, keeping up an effervescent flow of chatter.

			The truth was, for all Melbourne’s worldly success, there was an emotional void at the centre of his life that Victoria filled perfectly. His marriage to Lady Caroline Ponsonby had failed long before her death in 1828. Their only son, who had epilepsy and severe mental disabilities, died in 1836. Friendship – and perhaps more than friendship – with women such as Caroline Norton had played a significant part in his life, but after the 1836 court case, he saw little of her. As a result, his relationship with the young Queen fulfilled a deep need in his psyche. The acute Charles Greville commented, ‘I have no doubt he is passionately fond of her as he might be of his daughter if he had one, and the more because he is a man with capacity for loving without having anything in the world to love.’31

			Melbourne could feed the Queen’s hunger for knowledge about her father and family. As a young man he had often dined with the then prince regent, a former lover of his mother. Melbourne did not disclose that his younger brother – now dead – had supposedly been fathered by the prince, but he had other recollections of huge interest to Victoria. She was pleased he declared her father the best of George III’s sons, and she eagerly absorbed his vivid accounts of the ‘late kings George IV and William 4th’s fancies &c &c’.32

			With Melbourne’s aid Victoria acquired a much sounder understanding of the recent past. She was also highly diverted by what he told her on more trivial topics, for Melbourne gleefully shared with her his exhaustive store of gossip about members of the aristocracy. The Queen was riveted, for at this stage of her life she was very curious about such matters. After he regaled her with some particularly scintillating tales, she wrote: ‘There is no end to the amusing anecdotes and stories Lord Melbourne tells and he tells them all in such an amusing and funny way.’33

			In her turn, the Queen longed to know everything about Melbourne’s life story but feared that posing direct questions would seem intrusive. It was well known that twenty-five years earlier Melbourne’s wife Caroline had humiliated him by her brief but blatant affair with Lord Byron. She had publicly flaunted her passion for the poet, and after being spurned had compounded the scandal by publishing a roman à clef that exposed to the world more details about her marriage and adulterous liaison. While Victoria could hardly ask Melbourne how he felt about being cuckolded, she was titillated when, of his own accord, the prime minister made mention of Byron. He was, he said, ‘quite the poet of the Devil’, whose ‘mind and heart were quite crooked and perverted’. Upon his adding that Byron ‘behaved like a demon’ to his own wife, committing ‘abominations … hardly to be believed’, the Queen experienced a real frisson.34

			To find out more about Melbourne’s wife, Victoria had to gather information from other sources. She was intrigued to hear that Caroline was ‘the strangest person that ever lived, really half crazy, and quite so when she died’. In response to close questioning, Melbourne’s widowed sister Lady Cowper revealed that Caroline was ‘very clever and full of talent, but so wild and so frightfully passionate, really not quite right … and yet she had something about her which made people forgive her’. Indignant on Melbourne’s behalf, Victoria was less inclined to exculpate ‘that shocking wife of his’. Hotly she wrote: ‘She teazed that excellent Lord Melbourne in every way, dreadfully, and quite embittered his life, which it ought to have been her pride to study to render a happy one.’35

			Victoria soaked up all the wisdom Melbourne had to offer, finding his views on life utterly compelling. Nor was this misguided, for among the most discerning people Melbourne’s ‘richness of talk’ was celebrated. He was an exceptionally cultivated and knowledgeable man, deeply read in classics, history, theology and literature, and wore his learning lightly. A natural teacher who loved sharing what he knew, he conveyed arcane information in the most vivid and accessible way. In wide-ranging conversations with Victoria, he touched on Shakespeare and Goethe, as well as the works of Racine, Corneille and Walter Scott. Gratified to think that they shared the same intellectual tastes, Victoria wrote effusively, ‘It is such a delight to talk with him; he is so full of knowledge and agreeable.’36

			By turns ‘paradoxical, epigrammatic, acute, droll’, Melbourne’s conversation was indeed irresistible. His speculative mind and quizzical intelligence transcended conventional thinking, and much of what he said fizzed with originality and quirkiness. Endowed with an idiosyncratic turn of phrase that made his ‘quaint, queer’ outlook seem all the more distinctive, he eschewed the predictable, and sometimes deliberately courted controversy. ‘It’s a good thing to surprise,’ he once told Victoria. ‘It’s good to give [things] a little brush.’ While in some ways a cynical man, his zest and spontaneity prevented him appearing jaded. Always apt to see the funny side of things himself, he made them seem amusing to others, adding to the comical effect by putting on what Victoria called ‘one of his funny faces’.37 Irony was sometimes wasted on the literal-minded Queen, but Melbourne’s humour enchanted her. She liked herself more for her ability to appreciate it, and the way they laughed together made her feel witty in her turn.

			By January 1838 Melbourne was featuring in her journal simply as ‘Ld M’, and she started setting down their conversations in writing. She explained, ‘as in my opinion all Lord Melbourne’s remarks are clever and judicious, it is a source of great amusement to me to collect these “sayings”’.38 Posterity has cause to be grateful, for her accounts perfectly capture the flavour of this most touching relationship.

			Victoria jotted down numerous examples of Melbourne’s worldly wisdom, such as his belief that ‘actresses are the dullest people that ever lived’. In his opinion it was ‘all humbug’ to claim to be ravished by the beauty of birdsong, while ‘cookery is the first art in the world’. He pronounced ‘forcing flowers is questionable’, even though he frequently presented her with bouquets from his own hothouses. Rather than always reproducing his words exactly, the Queen sometimes confined herself to reporting that Melbourne had been ‘very funny’ on topics such as bonnets, snuff, and drinking hock.39 In her ingenuous way, she conjures him up vividly, artlessly conveying the qualities that enchanted her.

			When Victoria observed it was regrettable if anyone came out of prison ‘worse than he went in’, Melbourne made her ‘laugh very much’ by pointing out ‘one often comes out worse of a ballroom than one went in’. Talking of a man who had been hurt by an owl whose nest he had disturbed, Melbourne ventured cheerfully: ‘I suppose he never looked into an owl’s nest again!’ Having regaled Victoria with the story of a woman whose face had been distorted by a muscular problem, he pronounced: ‘It’s a curious machine altogether’ – which the Queen found hilarious. Drawings of Māori warriors in New Zealand prompted him to assert they were such incorrigible cannibals that it was ‘almost impossible to break them of it’. Victoria’s lady-in-waiting Lady Mulgrave protested that they only ate their enemies. ‘I fancy they eat them pretty promiscuously,’ Melbourne returned.40

			Transcribing this in her journal, the Queen declared: ‘It’s always my delight to make him look at these sorts of things, as his remarks are always so clever and funny.’ Very often her journal entries for days when Melbourne had been ‘full of fun’ at dinner end with the satisfied comment it had been ‘a charming’ or ‘most delightful evening’. At times the Queen’s uncritical adoration does seem excessive, and it is not always obvious why some inconsequential observation of the prime minister’s sends her into ecstasies.41 Nevertheless, by documenting these encounters, Victoria ensured that something of Melbourne’s magic survived.

			For the Queen, ‘this excellent and truly kind man’ was someone ‘for whom and in whom I feel a sort of filial affection and confidence’. Others wondered whether her obsession with Melbourne went beyond that. Charles Greville contended that her feelings for him ‘are sexual though she does not know it’. It is probably fairer to say that Victoria was in love with Melbourne in a girlish, and essentially innocent, sort of way. She was full of praise for his physical appearance, writing soulfully of his ‘beautiful noble features and the sweet expression’. In early 1839 she avowed frankly, ‘The more I see him and get to know him, the more I (and everybody who knows him well, must) get quite to love him.’ Sometimes her behaviour verged on the flirtatious. In May 1838, ‘I asked him if he liked my headdress which was done in plaits round my ears … He said, looking at me and making one of his funny faces: “It’s pretty. Isn’t it rather curious – something new?”’ A few months later he complimented her on her downy arms. With false modesty Victoria objected, ‘it was exceedingly ugly having such hairy arms as I have’ – to which Melbourne rejoined gallantly, ‘No, very pretty.’42

			Melbourne could hardly have been more assiduous but, even so, the Queen did not like it if others momentarily claimed his attention. At dinner one night she was ‘rather put out’ that the Duchess of Sutherland, who had been placed on Melbourne’s other side, ‘took possession of him’ during the meal. When the same thing happened a few months later, she confronted Melbourne about it, who brushed it off with a smile. Such was her dependence on Melbourne that if he left the drawing room once dinner was over, ‘her eyes followed him’ and she was visibly tense till he returned. She had become so proprietorial that if, as very occasionally happened, he accepted an invitation to dine elsewhere, or was prevented by business or ill health from joining her, she regarded it as dereliction on his part. In June 1838 she indulged in a petulant outburst on hearing Melbourne would have to absent himself for one night. Several foreign princes had been invited to dine that evening, and she thought it ‘very very provoking’ that Melbourne would not be there to welcome them. ‘He ought to be near me, it is his place!’ she fumed. The following month she was no less displeased when gout forced Melbourne to cancel their dinner engagement. ‘This is most provoking and vexatious,’ Victoria brooded, although acknowledging, ‘I ought not to be selfish.’43

			Victoria believed Melbourne to be ‘truly excellent and moral’ – but not everyone agreed that his character ideally suited him to be a young queen’s guide and mentor. Although she declared: ‘I feel so safe when he speaks to me,’ the Duke of Wellington was ‘afraid he jokes too much with her, and makes her treat things too lightly which are very serious’. When the duke’s remarks were reported, Victoria was indignant, but Melbourne merely said mildly: ‘There may be some truth in that.’ At least one other person was far severer than Wellington. The campaigning evangelical Lord Ashley asserted that Melbourne’s ‘society and conversation are pernicious to a young mind … His sentiments and manner blunt the moral sense.’44

			Melbourne could hardly be faulted with regard to impressing on Victoria the need to do her duty. While finding it very natural that she disliked holding ‘drawing rooms’ and ‘levées’, he insisted: ‘You must fight against that … A Queen’s life is very laborious.’ He refused to countenance any reluctance to open Parliament on Victoria’s part, saying earnestly, ‘Oh you will do it … That would not be right.’ At one point Victoria said there were times she felt ‘unfit … for my station’, but he would have none of it, begging, ‘Oh! No … Never think that.’ When she complained that the lot of a constitutional monarch was a hard one, he agreed, but added: ‘You must bear it … you’ve drawn the ticket.’45

			In other ways, Melbourne was – in modern parlance – astonishingly politically incorrect, expressing opinions that he knew to be widely unacceptable even in his own day. He once cheerfully told Victoria: ‘You better try to do no good, and then you’ll get into no scrapes.’ He was sceptical too about how much could be achieved through legislation, declaring flatly that the only job of a government was ‘to prevent and punish crime and … preserve contracts’. In particular, he saw little merit in broadening access to education. At first Victoria was impressed when he was ‘clever and funny’ on the subject – ‘his ideas are excellent about it, I think’ – but by mid-1839 a note of unease was detectable when she wrote that Melbourne ‘as usual gave a little sneer at the education system’. Four months earlier he had volunteered, ‘I daren’t say in these times that I’m against it – but I am against it.’ In 1839 the government did increase the amount of public money to be spent on education from £20,000 to a still pitiful £30,000, but Melbourne had not actively supported the change. That June, after talking with a man involved in the field, the prime minister remarked to the Queen: ‘It’s a wrong thing to say but Mr Kay … told me that it was shocking to see how much like brutes the children of the lower orders are,’ and therefore trying to instil learning in them was futile.46

			Melbourne’s remark that it was ‘almost worth while for a woman to be beat, considering the exceeding pity she excites’ was greeted by the customary peals of merriment from the Queen. It acquires a different edge once one is aware that many of Melbourne’s letters to female acquaintances furnish evidence of a disconcerting fixation with flagellation. To one woman he was involved with he once wrote: ‘A few twigs of a birch applied to the naked skin of a young lady produces with very little effort a very considerable sensation.’47

			Shocked to discover that a gentleman had been sent to prison on being convicted of a crime, the prime minister did not conceal his belief that ‘there ought to be a law for the rich and another for the poor; I mustn’t say it, but it is so; that equality is very bad’. As home secretary during the reign of William IV, he himself had been responsible for the severe application of laws that impacted harshly on the poor. In 1834 six agricultural workers from Tolpuddle, Dorset, had been taken into custody after they set up a union. Convicted of breaking a law prohibiting the unauthorised taking of oaths, they were sentenced to seven years’ transportation. Widespread protests about the men’s punishment had left Melbourne indifferent, and it was not until 1836 that the freed labourers returned from Australia in triumph.

			At times Melbourne’s attitudes appeared positively callous. He asserted that measles and whooping cough had high mortality rates among the poor because parents dosed sick children with spirits. ‘They think brandy and gin a remedy for everything and the children die like flies,’ he airily assured Victoria. When Victoria had earlier expressed concern about the poor suffering from the cold, he had declared part of the problem lay in their reluctance to embrace new technology such as stoves that could heat food more efficiently.48

			Melbourne was unworried about hardship caused by the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, which had received the royal assent shortly after he became prime minister. The act abolished the old system whereby paupers had been given limited relief at home at the expense of parish ratepayers, replacing this with workhouses managed by boards of guardians. To discourage people from becoming a drain on the public purse, these institutions were designed to be as unpleasant as possible, with husbands being separated from their wives, and children parted from parents. Harsh regulations, inhuman discipline and poor food ensured that only the utterly desperate would seek admission, reducing the burden on local taxpayers. The new system had recently been extended to the north of England, provoking a major outcry, but Melbourne was impervious to accusations that the law was in any way defective.

			In 1837 the first instalments of Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist had been published in serial form, and the Queen had devoured the ‘accounts of starvation in workhouses and schools’, finding it all ‘too interesting’. Melbourne did not share her enthusiasm, protesting that he disliked exposure to scenes of ‘low life’. A few months later, workhouses and the Poor Laws again came up in conversation when one of Victoria’s ladies-in-waiting was present, and ‘Lord M’ was ‘very funny about’ these subjects. Lady Barham had read of a case where a woman had starved to death because a workhouse had refused to take her in, but Melbourne insisted it had been the woman’s own fault. ‘But they would not take her in,’ Lady Barham repeated, at which – as Victoria indulgently recorded – ‘Lord Melbourne shook his head and said “I rather doubt that.”’ It was true that some lurid accounts published in the papers regarding the operation of the Poor Laws were exaggerated, but Melbourne’s unshakeable complacency still leaves a sour taste. On the whole the Queen accepted that her prime minister’s views were sound, noting in May 1838 that: ‘Lord Melbourne and I both think there must be a Poor Law.’49

			Melbourne had been home secretary when a factory act had been passed in 1833, making it compulsory for factories to submit to inspections, but he was not in favour of limiting the hours that children could work. Victoria described how in August 1838, ‘We spoke of factory children for some time. Lord Melbourne thinks the accounts of them greatly exaggerated. He said “We have to work so hard to beat the others, that I don’t like to meddle with it.” He says it’s better children should work than be idle and starve.’ Instinctively opposed to ‘all that intermeddling’, he maintained that all would be well, ‘if you’d only have the goodness to leave them alone’. Inevitably Victoria found this highly amusing.50

			Melbourne had little sympathy for Ireland’s inhabitants. ‘It isn’t right to say, and indeed it is a very bad thing to say, but it does not do to trust to the Irish; they are never safe,’ he informed Victoria roundly in March 1839. Because of the disparities between English and Irish laws on landholding, Irish agricultural tenants had no security of tenure and could be evicted even if they had paid their rent or spent their own money improving a property. Resentment at these injustices had helped create a lawless culture, leading to the formation of vigilante bands who murdered landlords and informants. Melbourne refused to accept that these ‘crimes and outrages had much to do with former misgovernment and present politics’, attributing them rather to ‘a natural disposition of the people’. He assured Victoria, ‘they are but a poor set … quick and clever, but uncertain, false, hypocritical’. Far from objecting, the Queen thought, ‘All this is very true.’51

			On another occasion Melbourne said he had it on good authority that while many impoverished Irish were very dirty, there was little ‘real destitution’ on the island. He reasoned that ‘if they spend nothing on clothes and soap, they may afford to spend it on other things’. Equally shocking were his comments upon the actions of particularly harsh Irish landlord. Melbourne argued that Lord Bandon was right to turn out tenants who ‘eat up everything’. The prime minister twinkled to Victoria: ‘They can’t all live there, and you too.’ When she and another lady protested ‘it was cruel, and what became of these poor people?’ Melbourne merely drawled: ‘They become absorbed somehow or other, which made us laugh amazingly.’52

			Victoria might have sometimes squealed in mock horror at Melbourne’s outrageousness, but she loved him no less for it. At the beginning of 1838 she had proudly stated: ‘He and I (as I may say most truly we always do) perfectly agree.’ She was so dependent on him that going without their daily meetings seemed unthinkable, and yet it was obvious that his time in power could not last for ever. None of this escaped diarist and Clerk of the Privy Council Charles Greville, who foresaw trouble, predicting that ‘whenever the government, which hangs by a thread, shall be broken up, the parting will be painful’.53

			In March 1838 the Queen had a nasty moment when the ministry only narrowly won a vote of no confidence. Over the next few months they continued to have difficulties piloting measures through Parliament. The following February, when Parliament reassembled, Greville was scathing about the government’s ‘wretched state of weakness, utterly ignorant whether it can scramble through the session’. To him it appeared that Melbourne wished ‘to hold office for no other purpose but that of dining at Buckingham House’.54

			The Queen was as wedded to the Whigs as ever, not liking it when Melbourne recommended that she ask ‘some tiresome Tories’ to dinner.55 Her palpable distaste inevitably meant the Tories felt resentful and excluded. As a result, when a court scandal erupted, the opposition grasped eagerly at the opportunity to cause trouble.

			In January 1839 the Queen and her former governess, Baroness Lehzen, noticed that the Duchess of Kent’s lady-in-waiting, Lady Flora Hastings, had a distended stomach that made her look pregnant. Several of Victoria’s Ladies of the Bedchamber perceived the same thing. ‘With Lehzen’s concurrence,’ Lord John Russell’s sister-in-law, the Marchioness of Tavistock, informed Lord Melbourne. He consulted the Queen’s physician, Sir James Clark, who agreed that Lady Flora’s appearance gave grounds for suspicion. On 2 February Victoria said to Melbourne that she believed he was aware of ‘this awkward business’. The Queen was by now not only convinced that Lady Flora was, ‘to use plain words – with child!!’, but that the father was ‘the Monster and demon incarnate’, Sir John Conroy. Melbourne sensibly told the Queen that ‘the only way is to be quiet and watch it’, but regrettably ‘did not put an extinguisher upon it as he might and ought to have done’.56

			On 16 February Sir James Clark confronted Lady Flora, who had previously consulted him about ‘bilious attacks’. In a vain attempt to be tactful, he asked if she were privately married, for – as Lady Flora would indignantly relate – he believed, ‘No one could look at me and doubt’ her condition. Clark averred that ‘nothing but a medical examination could satisfy the ladies of the palace’. Upon being told ‘it was her Majesty’s pleasure I should not appear [at court] until my character was cleared by the means suggested’, Lady Flora reluctantly submitted to the invasive procedure. The next day a vaginal examination was carried out in the presence of Lady Portman, another Lady of the Bedchamber who later admitted she had discussed the matter with the Queen. The examination revealed unequivocally that Lady Flora was a virgin, but unfortunately Clark and a colleague privately informed Melbourne that the ‘entire and inviolate state of her hymen’ did not preclude impregnation.57 This meant that, while Lady Flora was officially exonerated, she was still regarded with suspicion. Once she grasped that she had not been fully vindicated, her sense of grievance inevitably became still more acute.

			On 23 February the Queen received Lady Flora for an interview that was meant to remove any ill-feeling, but which signally failed to do so. Lady Flora’s family, staunch Tories all, now became involved. At the end of February her brother, the Marquess of Hastings, met with Victoria in the hope of finding out who had first made allegations against his sister, and Lady Flora’s mother, the dowager marchioness, wrote demanding Sir James Clark’s dismissal. Having learned that Lady Flora’s pregnancy was still being gossiped about in London clubs, in late March her uncle published a letter his niece had sent him. In this, Lady Flora declared that all fair-minded people took the view that her slanderers – among whom she numbered both Clark and several court ladies – should be dismissed, and if this ‘does not … appear to be the view of the ministers … I doubt whether they are quite judicious as respects the general feeling’. A few days later what the Queen termed an ‘abominable and shocking’ article appeared in the Spectator, deploring Lady Flora’s treatment.58 Shortly afterwards the Dowager Lady Hastings’s correspondence on the subject was printed in the press, accompanied by a letter from Lord Hastings attacking his sister’s traducers.

			All this coincided with a series of political crises. On 21 March the opposition carried a vote in the House of Lords alleging that the Whigs had permitted Ireland to descend into a state of utter lawlessness. Victoria was incensed, condemning ‘such wickedness, such folly’ on the part of the Tories, ‘the most … unpatriotic set of people ever known’. She became still more distraught when the Cabinet agreed that the government should seek a vote of confidence from the Commons, and that if one was not forthcoming, they must resign. Appalled at the prospect of losing Melbourne, the Queen wrote melodramatically in her journal, ‘I am but a poor helpless girl, who clings to him for support and protection.’ As soon as she saw him, she ‘burst into tears and remained crying for some time … I said I couldn’t bear the Tories and hated them.’ Melbourne remonstrated, ‘You should have no dislikes,’ but failed to recall her to her constitutional duty. ‘If I was obliged to have a Tory ministry,’ Victoria argued, ‘I didn’t see even with all fairness how we could go on well.’ To this Melbourne responded that she would not mind the Tories so much once she was used to them.59

			Lord and Lady Hastings’s letters were published by the Morning Post on 16 April, the day after the no-confidence debate began in the House of Commons. The Queen raged that she would like ‘to have hanged the editor and the whole Hastings family for their infamy’, and was not mollified when Melbourne said, ‘It’s all aimed at me.’ He had no doubt it had been ‘done at this moment, while this is going on in Parliament, with a view to have an effect’ on the way the vote went, and that all the fuss about ‘this odious Flora business’ (as the Queen termed it) was ‘only for political purposes’. The Cabinet minister Lord Holland was just as sure that Sir John Conroy and the Duchess of Kent had ‘cooperated underhand in these manoeuvres … exasperated equally against the Queen and Lord Melbourne’.60

			In the early hours of the morning of 20 April the government won their vote of confidence. The rapturous Queen proclaimed: ‘I feel I can breathe again. Thank God!’ Yet within a week her torment was renewed when problems arose in connection with the government’s colonial policy. In 1833 Parliament had passed an act abolishing slavery throughout the British Empire, but since that time slaves in the Caribbean had been forced to serve their masters as ‘apprentices’, effectively continuing their enslavement. This was meant to be a temporary arrangement, but it was clear that plantation owners in Jamaica were resisting granting full emancipation. Slavery was one of the few subjects about which Melbourne was never flippant. In February 1838 he had lamented to Victoria the ‘dreadful cruelties’ still being inflicted on slaves in Britain’s West Indian colonies; and in another conversation with her the following month he had castigated the way ‘shockingly cruel and cheating … masters of slaves’ evaded their new obligations by flogging and remorselessly overworking labourers. The British government now decided that matters could only be remedied by suspending Jamaica’s representative assembly. Although the Queen accepted legislation was necessary, she was appalled by Melbourne’s warning that the measure would not have an easy passage through Parliament. ‘This filled me with new horrors,’ she wrote despondently.61

			Sure enough, in the early hours of 7 May, when the Commons voted on whether the ‘Jamaica Bill’ should go into committee, the government’s majority was only five. It was obvious there was no hope of the measure reaching the statute book, and since the government could not in honour abandon it, Melbourne wrote to the Queen that they must resign. Plunged into ‘agony, grief and despair’, she wailed: ‘All, all my happiness gone!’ Melbourne arrived to talk things over shortly after midday. ‘You will not forsake me?’ Victoria sobbed. ‘Oh no,’ he reassured her, but how he would manage this was unclear.62

			Melbourne knew that the Queen particularly disliked the Conservative Party leader, Sir Robert Peel, whom she deemed ‘a cold, unfeeling, disagreeable man’. The prime minister had tried to overcome her antipathy, maintaining that Peel’s ‘very bad manner’ arose from ‘gaucherie’ rather than unpleasantness, but had not had much success.63 To try and spare her feelings, he recommended she send first for the Duke of Wellington – who he supposed would be more congenial to her – and ask him, rather than Peel, to form a government. If Wellington declined the commission, she would have to turn to Peel.

			Lord Melbourne also thought she could reasonably request that only members of the royal household who were actively engaged in politics would have to resign their positions when the government changed. The following day he reiterated this, saying consolingly, ‘They’ll not touch your ladies.’ The Queen fired back, ‘They dared not and I never would allow it.’64

			Melbourne should have foreseen this would prove problematic, not least because the Lady Flora imbroglio had already discredited several of the Queen’s ladies. Of the Ladies of the Bedchamber, not only was Lady Tavistock Lord John Russell’s sister-in-law, but Lady Lansdowne and the Marchioness of Normanby were both wives of Cabinet ministers. The Whig ladies’ dominance of the Bedchamber was certainly not accidental, for at Victoria’s accession Melbourne had been adamant that all those chosen should be ‘favourable to her Majesty’s present ministers’. He had stressed to the Queen that if her ladies were exclusively Whig, it would have a ‘great political effect … upon the stability of the government … the pending elections & consequently upon the whole course of your Majesty’s reign’. The political bias of the Queen’s female household had immediately attracted unfavourable comment, with the Tory Quarterly Review complaining in July 1837 that Victoria should remember she was ‘not the sovereign of one party, but of all’.65

			After Melbourne left her on the afternoon of 7 May, the Queen asked Wellington to come to the palace the following day. However, before that meeting took place, she wanted another conference with ‘Lord M’. She wrote suggesting he pay her an after-dinner visit that night, which he declined, saying, ‘I don’t think it would be right … It would be observed.’ Victoria promised that though she felt ‘thoroughly wretched & miserable … she’ would ‘try to collect herself’; but as the day wore on she only grew more frantic. In the afternoon she sent again for him, warning that unless some means was ‘found for the Queen to communicate privately with Lord Melbourne, not about affairs alas! – but about many things which concern her personally … this dreadful change would be quite unbearable’. Piteously she added, ‘Oh! If Lord Melbourne saw how very very unhappy’ she was, he would want to help. That evening she did not eat dinner, and instead remained in her room, where she ‘sobbed and cried convulsively’.66

			The next day she suggested there ‘could be no earthly harm’ if she met with Melbourne as he rode in the park, as if by chance. She acknowledged, ‘Lord Melbourne may think this childish but the Queen … would bear through all her trials so much better if she could just see a friendly face.’ Should a personal encounter prove impractical, letters between them would have to be her only solace. If so, ‘He must write often to her, for the Queen has plenty of means of keeping it quite secret.’ Despite this willingness to resort to subterfuge, she maintained her readiness to ‘do all that is right, Lord Melbourne may depend upon it, but every now & then she feels as if her heart could break’.67

			At their interview on 8 May the Duke of Wellington disappointed Victoria by saying he was too old and deaf to be prime minister, recommending that she instead apply to Sir Robert Peel. The Queen mentioned her concerns about possible changes in the household, but Wellington would not be drawn, saying it was best ‘not to begin with conditions of this sort’.68

			Peel arrived for an audience just after two in the afternoon, looking, to the Queen’s jaundiced eye, ‘embarrassed and put out’. He at once said it would be difficult for the Conservatives to take office without a majority in Parliament. It was therefore essential that she demonstrate that they enjoyed her confidence, and the composition of her household ‘would be one of the marks of that’. Victoria countered that she understood that only those directly engaged in politics would have to go, to which Peel gave no answer. He did not dissent when she said she wished to continue seeing Melbourne as a friend, but she was not sure how to interpret this: as she explained to Melbourne, Peel ‘is such a cold, odd man she can’t make out what he means’. She only knew ‘the Queen don’t like his manner’, which was, ‘Oh! How different, how dreadfully so, to that frank, open, natural and most kind, warm manner of Lord Melbourne.’69

			That evening Peel informed colleagues that he assumed all the Queen’s ladies who were related to Whig ministers would resign, but a nasty shock awaited him when he met with Victoria the following day. Perhaps without meaning to, Melbourne had encouraged her intransigence, for while he advised that it would ‘not do to … put off the negotiation’ on the question of the ladies, he suggested she tell Peel that if he overrode her wishes he would be ‘pressing your Majesty more hardly than any Minister ever pressed a Sovereign before’. As soon as Peel broached the matter, saying, ‘Now, about the Ladies’, the Queen interrupted: ‘I could not give up any of my Ladies and never had imagined such a thing.’ When a flustered Sir Robert ‘asked if I meant to retain all?’ she replied: ‘All.’ In a letter to Melbourne Victoria jeered, ‘I never saw a man so frightened,’ concluding defiantly: ‘The Queen of England will not submit to such trickery. Keep yourself in readiness, for you may soon be wanted.’70

			After consulting Wellington and other colleagues, Peel informed the Queen that he could not take office unless she reconsidered. Victoria promised she would let him know by the morning and then, full of hopes that
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