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               ‘I will send you a general map of Courts; a region yet unexplored … all the paths are slippery, and every slip is dangerous.’1
               
 
               (Lord Chesterfield, 1749)
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         The Great Drawing Room, crammed full of courtiers, lay at the heart of the Georgian royal palace. Here the king mingled most evenings with his guests, signalling welcome with a nod and displeasure with a blank stare or, worse, a turned back.
         
 
         The winners and the losers of the Georgian age could calculate precisely how high they’d climbed – or how far they’d fallen – by the warmth of their reception at court. High-heeled and elegant shoes crushed into the floorboards of the drawing room the reputations of those who’d dropped out of favour, while those whose status was on the rise stood firmly in possession of their few square inches of space.
         
 
         In the eighteenth century, the palace’s most elegant assembly room was in fact a bloody battlefield. This was a world of skulduggery, politicking, wigs and beauty spots, where fans whistled open like flick knives. Intrigue hissed through the crowd, and court factions were also known as ‘fuctions’.2
         
 
         Beneath their powder and perfume, the courtiers stank of sweat, insecurity and glittering ambition.
 
         
            *

         
 
         The ambitious visitors crowding into the drawing room were usually unaware that they were under constant observation from behind the scenes. The palace servants – overlooked but ever-present – knew of every move made at court. That’s why, in this book, we’ll meet kings and queens, but also many of the people who worked to meet their most intimate needs.
         
 
         The Georgian royal household was staggeringly vast and complicated. The highest ranking of its members, the courtiers proper, were the ladies-and gentlemen-in-waiting. These noblemen and women were glad to serve the king and queen in even quite menial ways because of the honour involved.
         
 
         Beneath them in status were about 950 other royal servants, organised into a byzantine web of departments ranging from hairdressing to rat-catching, and extending right down to the four ‘necessary women’ who cleaned the palace and emptied the ‘necessaries’ or chamber pots.3
         
 
         If you want to know what these people looked like, you need only visit Kensington Palace. There, in the 1720s, the artist William Kent painted portraits of forty-five royal servants that look down upon palace visitors from the walls and ceiling of the King’s Grand Staircase.
         
 
         Kensington Palace itself had existed long before the Hanoverian dynasty arrived in Britain to replace the Stuarts in 1714, yet it was also the one royal home that George I and his son really transformed and made their own. The servants there witnessed romance and violence, intrigue and infighting, and almost unimaginable acts of hatred and cruelty between members of the same family.
         
 
         I often find myself climbing the King’s Grand Staircase during the course of my working day, and the faces of the people populating it have always fascinated me. I’ve spent many hours studying them, wondering who they all were, and curiosity finally compelled me to try to find out.
         
 
         When I first began investigating their identities, I was surprised to discover that some of the names traditionally attached to the characters were wrong, while other obvious connections had been overlooked. My efforts to unearth each sitter’s true story led me on a much longer and more exciting journey than I’d expected, through caches of court papers in London, Windsor, Oxford and Suffolk. I found myself examining paintings at Buckingham Palace, gardens in Germany, and hitching lifts from kind strangers in rural Hertfordshire. My adventures both in and outside the archives led eventually to this book.
         
 
         Those picked to sit for the staircase paintings were the most appealing, exotic and memorable among the lower servants. Some of them possessed something rarer than rubies: the influence that came with access to the royal ear. Their colleagues included some of the oddest characters of the Georgian age: a dwarf comedian; a feral boy; a rapacious royal mistress; a mysterious turbaned Turk; bored if beautiful Maids of Honour. I’ve selected the stories of just seven of them to illuminate the strange phenomenon of the Georgian court and to give a new perspective upon the lives of the kings, queens and princes inhabiting the rarefied court stratosphere above their heads.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         While the monarchy was slowly sinking in status throughout the eighteenth century, the glamour of the court still attracted the pretty, the witty, the pushy and the powerful.
         
 
         But although Kensington Palace teemed with ambitious and clever people in search of fame and fashion, it was also a lonely place, and courtiers and servants alike often found themselves weary and heart-sore. Success in their world demanded a level head and a cold heart; secrets were never safe. A courtier had to keep up appearances in the face of gambling debts, loss of office or even unwanted pregnancy.
         
 
         Thousands longed to be part of the court, but John Hervey, one of our seven, knew all too well that danger lay hidden behind the palace walls.
         
 
         ‘I do not know any people in the world’, he wrote to a courtier colleague, ‘so much to be pitied as that gay  young company with which you and I stand  every day in the drawing-room.’4
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            1. Philip Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield, Letters written by the  late right honourable Philip Dormer  Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield, to his son Philip Stanhope, esq.,  published by Mrs Eugenia Stanhope, Vol. 1  (London, 1774), p. 442.
            
 
            2. W. S. Lewis (Ed.), The Yale Edition of Horace Walpole’s  Correspondence (Oxford, 1937–83) Vol. 9,  p. 202.
            
 
            3. William A. Shaw (Ed.), Calendar of Treasury Books (January–December  1716) (London, 1957) pp. 321–2.
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               ‘Really, it must be confessed that a court is a fine thing. It is the cause of so much show and splendour that people are kept gay and spirited.’1
               
 
               (James  Boswell, 1763)
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               Prince George Augustus had bulging, bright-blue eyes

            

         
 
         On 25 April 1720, a special sense of anticipation was building in the fashionable parts of London. The party planned at St James’s Palace that night was the most hotly anticipated court occasion for many years.
         
 
         Nowhere was the excitement greater than in the rambling old mansion called Leicester House. This building, dominating the north side of Leicester Fields, was the home of the king’s son and daughter-in-law, the Prince and Princess of Wales, George Augustus (1683–1760) and Caroline (1683–1737). While the prince and princess were losing their looks and fast approaching middle age, they remained a jovial, lively and friendly couple.
         
 
         Tonight’s entertainment, though, would sorely strain their good spirits. They were going to have to pay a reluctant visit to the court of King George I (1660–1727).
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         The late afternoon saw Prince George Augustus berating a clumsy servant as he struggled into an outfit of peacock splendour. He aimed to be ‘always richly dressed, being fond of fine clothes’.2
         
 
         Bad-tempered, full of bluster, fond of music and of fighting, this prince would become best known as George II, the last British king to lead troops in person upon the battlefield. He struts through Britain’s history books like a kind of tin-pot dictator: brusque, pompous and a little bit ludicrous. Despite his tantrums, though, he deserves at least a pinch of sympathy. Like all courtiers, he spent his days performing a part upon a stage.
         
 
         Unfortunately, for a man of his gaudy tastes, he was considerably shorter than average.3 He had bulging china-blue eyes and his prominent nose was rather Roman.4 He also had an imperious temper: ‘vehement, and irritable’, ‘hot, passionate, haughty’.5 But his anger could cool as quickly as it came. He had the great redeeming feature of being passionately in love with his wife, the fat, funny and adorable Princess Caroline. He would rely upon her for the strength and steadiness to face the difficult evening that lay ahead.
         
 
         She, meanwhile, was growing flustered as the Women of her Bedchamber tried to lace up her stiff stays.
         
 
         Plump, yet pin-sharp, Princess Caroline had a sweet smile, and blossomed into beauty when her face and mouth were in motion. Wilhelmine Karoline of Ansbach, as she was born, had been celebrated in her youth as the ‘most agreeable Princess in Germany’.6 Her arms were admired for their ‘whiteness and elegance’; she had ‘a penetrating eye’ and an ‘expressive countenance’. Princess Caroline could split sides with her amusing impressions, loved a quick-fire duel of wit and spoke English ‘uncommonly well for one born outside England’.7 Friend of the philosophers Gottfried Leibniz and Isaac Newton, she would in due course become the cleverest queen consort ever to sit upon the throne of England.
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               Princess Caroline: fat, funny and adorable

            

         
 
         With her greater intellectual skills, humour and sense of style, Princess Caroline would have made a far more successful heir to the crown than her husband, but the odds for opportunity were always stacked against eighteenth-century women. Caroline kept her husband subtly but firmly under her thumb, and always contrived ‘that her opinion should appear as if it had been his own’.8
         
 
         In spite of Princess Caroline’s infectious laughter and her cleverness, and despite Prince George Augustus’s visibly lavish love for his wife, he inflicted a regular humiliation upon her: he was carrying on an affair with one of Caroline’s servants, and future conflict was inevitable.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         At the time of his birth in 1683, the possibility that George Augustus would become Prince of Wales had seemed almost preposterously small. Both he and Caroline came from dinky little principalities that now form part of modern Germany. They’d only immigrated to Britain in 1714, when George Augustus’s father, later King George I, had unexpectedly inherited the British throne because of the accidental failure of the Stuart line of monarchs.
         
 
         Britain’s previous queen, Anne, had endured seventeen pregnancies in a desperate but ultimately futile attempt to squeeze out an heir. Her failure to produce a healthy child brought the Stuart line to a stuttering stop, with the exception of her Catholic half-brother. Anne’s elder sister, Mary, had deposed their father James II in 1688 because of his despotic and Catholic regime. This was the so-called ‘Glorious Revolution’.
         
 
         The choice faced at Anne’s death, then, was either to recall James II’s Catholic offspring or to look back up the trunk of the Stuart family tree to identify a Protestant branch.
         
 
         The Act of Settlement of 1701 tidied up the problem. It specified that the small, Protestant house of Hanover should provide Anne’s successors. This was to be at the expense of the exclusion of fifty nearer relatives, who were regrettably but unacceptably Catholic.
         
 
         Upon Anne’s death in 1714, the Hanoverian succession unfolded surprisingly smoothly, and the small, provincial court of Hanover crossed the Channel to London. The Electoral Prince, Georg Ludwig of Hanover, became King George I of Great Britain, while his son and daughter-in-law became Prince and Princess of Wales.
         
 
         But the great transformation in their fortunes in 1714 was the beginning, not the end, of this family’s troubles.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         All across London, the Prince and Princess of Wales’s courtiers and supporters were likewise preening and squeezing themselves into their court clothes. As the sun sank, each of the ladies was reaching the end of a toilette that had taken two hours or more. ‘Lud! Will you never have done fumbling?’ grumbled many a modern lady to her maid.9
         
 
         Once her figure had been transformed into the right shape by tight stays and a hooped petticoat, a female courtier was required to put on her court uniform. The ‘mantua’, as it was known, was an archaic, uncomfortable but supremely elegant form of dress. Pale forearms descended from wing-cuff sleeves with the requisite three rows of ruffles (‘I am so incommoded with these nasty ruffles!’10).  Long trains spilt at the back from tightly seamed waists. The mantua’s skirts were spread out sideways over immensely wide hoops, too broad to pass through a door. ‘Have you got the whalebone petticoats among you yet?’ Jonathan Swift wrote from court. ‘A woman here may hide a moderate gallant under them.’11
         
 
         Any female courtier would be altogether unrecognisable without her warpaint, ‘pale, dead, old and yellow’.12 So maids were busily painting their mistresses with ‘rosy cheeks, snowy foreheads and bosoms, jet eyebrows and scarlet lips’, and puffing powder over piled coiffures. Once trussed up and coloured, the female courtiers resembled the beauties in Mrs Salmon’s famous London gallery of waxworks, and had carefully to avoid the fire for fear ‘of melting’.13
         
 
         Meanwhile, the male courtiers were donning coat, waistcoat and breeches encrusted with embroidery. Their shoe buckles were jewelled, and each would rest a hand upon the hilt of a sword. On their heads, the itchy and sweaty full-bottomed periwig was still in fashion. Between each gentleman’s left elbow and his side was clenched his chapeau-bras: a flat, unwearable parody of a hat, for the head was never covered in the presence of the king.
         
 
         ‘Dress is a very foolish thing,’ declared the arch-courtier Lord Chesterfield, and yet, at the same time, ‘it is a very foolish thing for a man not to be well dressed’.14
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Two junior members of Princess Caroline’s household at Leicester Fields were preparing with particular care, because they and their colleagues would be the subject of intense and critical scrutiny on this special evening.
         
 
         Mrs Henrietta Howard was one of the six Women of Princess Caroline’s Bedchamber. The Princess’s most senior servants were the Ladies of the Bedchamber, peeresses one and all. The Women of the Bedchamber, slightly lower down the social scale but still well-born, did the real work of dressing and undressing, watching and waiting. But Henrietta had both an official and an unofficial job. As well as being Princess Caroline’s servant, she was also the recognised mistress of Caroline’s husband. Neither role brought her much pleasure.
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               Henrietta Howard. She had a ‘romantick turn of mind’, an ‘air of sadness’ – and an alcoholic bully for a    husband
               

            

         
 
         Now in her thirty-first year, Henrietta was not an astounding beauty. Yet her build was slim, she had ‘the finest light brown hair’ and she was ‘always well dressed with taste and simplicity’.15 (This ‘beautiful head of hair’ had played a small but significant role in her life story so far.16) Unlike many royal mistresses, she had not exploited her position to amass influence and riches. She was of a ‘romantick turn of mind’, thoughtful, gentle, but ‘close as a cork’d bottle’.17 Her friend, the poet Alexander Pope, accused her of ‘not loving herself so well as she does her friends’, and he also described a grievous ‘air of sadness about her’.18
         
 
         No wonder, for her life had been difficult. She was now living apart from her brutal, heavy-drinking husband. Orphaned at a young age and looking for security, marriage had looked like a safe option. But marrying Charles Howard had turned out to be a terrible mistake.
         
 
         And she had very little hold on the affections of the other problematic partner in her life, her royal lover. Prince George Augustus rather reluctantly felt that it would be beneath his princely dignity to remain faithful to his wife, and he had a mistress only out of a sense that he ought to. So he was often cruel and abrupt with Henrietta.
         
 
         She, too, was dreading the palace drawing room. Despite her privileged position as royal mistress, for her it held the risk of an unpleasant encounter with the husband who’d given her nothing but unhappiness, bruises and destitution.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         By sharp contrast, Henrietta’s junior colleague in the royal household, Molly Lepell, was dancing round her dressing room in delight. She was one of the merry Maids of Honour, a good-looking and audacious gang of girls whose job was to decorate and animate Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline’s court.
         
 
         Born in the very first year of the eighteenth century, the now nineteen-year-old Molly was nicknamed ‘The Schatz’, German for ‘treasure’. Part of her charm was her bottomless fund of jokes. She even mockingly (and wrongly) disparaged her own looks. ‘I am little,’ she said, but at least ‘there are many less’. ‘I am strait, the shoulders low … the neck long, the throat frightful, the head too large, the face flat … as to my hair it has nothing to make it tolerable, it grows badly, not thick, and of a pale and ugly brown’.19
         
 
         In fact, she had big grey eyes, lustrous skin and an elegant, waiflike figure; she was the darling of the celebrity-obsessed London crowds.
         
 
         Molly’s father had bequeathed her the curse of breeding without the money to flaunt it. He’d fraudulently entered his baby girl upon the payroll of his army regiment, so that she got a salary unearned.20 But the scam could not last, and Molly was sent out to earn her living as a palace good-time girl at a very young age. She certainly had all the easy graces of the courtier, having been ‘bred all her life at courts’. She also understood Latin perfectly well, though wisely she concealed her skill.21 (A lady’s ‘being learned’ was ‘commonly looked upon as a great fault’.22)
         
 
         Uniquely among her frivolous friends, her fellow Maids of Honour, Molly was a good keeper of secrets. She was astonishingly composed and inscrutable for someone so young. Some people inevitably found her polished professional social manner insincere: she seemed to be ‘of the same mind with every person she talked to’.23 Others found her playful wit cutting rather than amusing, and her jokes ‘extreme forward and pert’.24
         
 
         But this smooth surface disguised a young woman who was ‘very passionate’ underneath. ‘I find it beneath me not to be able to disguise it,’ Molly explained, and she hid the essence of herself behind her endless jokes.25 ‘I look upon felicity in this world not to be a natural state, and consequently what cannot subsist,’ she wrote in a rare unguarded moment.26 Depression was her great secret enemy.
         
 
         Tonight, for once, pleasure and excitement held it at bay. Unlike the other occupants of Leicester House, Molly could not wait for the evening to begin. The other Maids of Honour had no inkling that she’d recently thrown herself headlong into a mad, bad affair of the heart. The night would bring her once more into the company of her beloved.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         At about 7 o’clock, going to court began their swaying journeys across London. It would be foolish to walk: the jeers of hostile passers-by, rain and mud were all to be avoided, and the streets of the St James’s district ought certainly ‘to be better paved’.27
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               London’s royal residences in the 1720s

            

         
 
          
         A bristling bevy of red-clad Yeomen of the Guard preceded the sedan chairs of the Prince and Princess of Wales as they led the procession of their servants and supporters out of Leicester Fields. Ladies in court dress had to be literally crushed into sedan chairs, ‘their immense hoops’ folded ‘like wings, pointing forward on each side’. To accommodate their ‘preposterous high’ headdresses, they had to tilt their necks backwards and keep motionless throughout the journey.28
         
 
         Their destination, the old palace of St James’s, was not particularly impressive. It had been a poorly designed, makeshift mansion for the monarchy since the great palace of Whitehall burned down in 1698. An eighteenth-century guidebook called it ‘the contempt of foreign nations, and the disgrace of our own’; a visiting German confirmed that it was ‘crazy, smoky, and dirty’.29
         
 
         Although cramped and unsuitable, St James’s Palace still provided the stage upon which the Georgian court’s most important rituals were performed. To the courtiers its atmosphere was heady, dangerous but absolutely irresistible: ‘full of politicks, anger, friendship, love, fucking and foppery’.30
         
 
         Many of the people who weren’t invited to palace parties would have claimed the court was no longer the beating heart of the nation that it had once indisputably been. There was Parliament, now, as an alternative arena for politics. Kings and queens no longer ruled by divine right. Monarchy was on the decline.
         
 
         And yet, while all this was true, the early years of the eighteenth century were to see a last great gasp of court life and a late flowering of that strange, complex, alluring but destructive organism called the royal household.
         
 
         The personal was still political at the early Georgian court. The king’s mood, even his bowel movements, could determine the fate of many, as even now he was called upon to make real decisions about the running of the country. His opinion still mattered, and, as contemporaries showed by packing themselves into its drawing room or by begging for jobs as servants, the palace was still a seat of power.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         As they approached the palace’s lofty red-brick gatehouse, the sedan chairmen carrying Henrietta and Molly in Princess Caroline’s wake had to force a passage through a raucous, torch-lit crowd. Hundreds of people had gathered expectantly to catch a glimpse of the blazing ‘beauties’ arriving in their jewels.31
         
 
         Molly Lepell, along with her friend Mary Bellenden, another Maid of Honour, received the loudest sigh of admiration. Although they were not yet twenty, these two were the toast of their generation, and each was as lively and as pretty as the other. Then, as now, society beauties provided the shot of style and celebrity that the masses craved. One popular London ballad promised to expose
         
 
         
            
               What pranks are played behind the scenes,
 
               And who at Court the belle –
 
               Some swear it is the Bellenden,
 
               And others say Lepell.32
               

            

         
 
         The arrival of the matchless Mary and Molly elicited the kind of greedy, semi-salacious gasp that still runs up and down red carpets today when the stars appear.
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               St James’s Palace: ‘crazy, smoky, and dirty’. The courtiers’ route to   the drawing room is marked
               

            

         
 
          
         Through the palace gatehouse lay the Great Court, where soldiers kept guard. It was also called the ‘Whalebone Court’ after the whale’s skeleton, 20 feet long, that was clamped to one wall33 Here a sea of servants and stationary sedan chairs jostled to drop people off before the fine columned portico sheltering the entrance to the royal apartments. The palace authorities complained constantly about all this traffic blocking the courtyards and passages.34
         
 
         Emerging gingerly from their chairs, Molly, Mary and their colleagues were now faced with a wide and grand staircase. Here the scarlet-costumed Yeomen of the Guard acted as security staff and bouncers, refusing entry to the humbly or unsuitably dressed.
         
 
         There was no official protocol involving invitations. To gain admission you simply had to look the part, so it was vital to swagger and to pretend to be ‘mightily acquainted and accustomed at Court’.35 One would-be gatecrasher, an enterprising young law student, was turned away at the bottom of the stairs. He went to a nearby coffee house for half an hour, returned refreshed, and discovered that a shilling pressed into the guard’s hand was the key to getting through.36
         
 
         The ladies of Princess Caroline’s household were much more readily admitted. They pushed upwards and onwards, taking the tiny, geisha-like steps permitted by their hoops, their gait giving the impression of wheeled motion. They glided through the first-floor guard room, then the adjoining ‘presence’ and ‘privy’ chambers. Their destination was the large new drawing room built by Queen Anne overlooking the park and hung with ‘beautiful old tapestries’.37
         
 
         This was the ‘Great Drawing-Room’, where, four nights a week, ‘the nobility, the ministers & c.’ were accustomed to meet, ‘and where all strangers, above the inferior rank, may see the King’.38
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Here, at last, is the Georgian court en masse. There is scarcely room to breathe, the air is ‘excessive hot’, and the crush has prevented many of the nobility even from entering. Chairs are completely absent from the room so that nobody can make the mistake of sitting down in the royal presence.
         
 
         The courtiers’ colours are pale and sparkling. The penniless poet John Gay, hopeful of a royal patron, arrays himself in silver and blue as he asks himself, ‘How much money will do?’39 Knights of the Garter wear blue sashes; senior courtiers’ staffs of office are white. The court’s young bloods sport pale-blue silk coats, while their older colleagues have ‘blue noses, pale faces, gauze heads and toupets’.40 A glittering gown is spotted ‘with great roses not unlike large silver soup plates’.41
         
 
         The silver is relieved with touches of crimson: a red sash for a Knight of the Bath; a gentleman in a ‘prodigiously effeminate’ rose-coloured waistcoat; the stout Princess Caroline in pink, ‘superior to her waiting nymphs/ as lobster to attendant shrimps’.42
         
 
         Princess Caroline, Prince George Augustus and their party become the centre of attention immediately upon entering. All the most ambitious young courtiers behaved dutifully to the king when he was present, but preferred to pay their court to the younger, bolder, more promising heir to the throne. Peter Wentworth, a junior official, observed that on drawing-room nights, many people were ‘backward in speaking to the King, tho’ they are ready enough to speak to the Prince’.43
         
 
         While the king’s party had the greater power, the prince’s had the greater glamour.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         The younger courtiers now fought to fawn over Prince George Augustus, and drawing-room behaviour was often surprisingly ugly. In the crush people would ‘jostle and squeeze by one another’, shouting ‘pardon’ over their shoulders; it was simply ‘impossible to hold a conversation’.44 Everyone laughed when Lord Onslow tumbled ‘backward among all the crowd’ and lay sprawling, while another gentleman, ‘drunk and saucy’, had to be ejected for throwing a punch.45
         
 
         In his sector of the drawing room, George Augustus spoke one by one to those courtiers desperately trying to catch his attention. He turned his backside to those he did not wish to acknowledge, a technique known as ‘rumping’. The ‘rumped’ or spurned could console themselves with having earned membership of the exclusive ‘Rumpsteak Club’.
         
 
         This was boorish behaviour, and Prince George Augustus was not the handsome, charming prince of a fairy tale. His peppery personality and ‘the fire of his temper’ appeared ‘in every look and gesture’.46 He would let off steam rather comically by kicking his hat, and sometimes even his wig, around the room.47 A sufferer from high blood pressure, he was subject to ‘constant palpitations about the region of the heart, especially after dinner’.48
         
 
         This prince, then, had passion. He made an excellent soldier when his courtiers’ concerns for his safety allowed him to take the field. At the decisive European battle of Oudenarde in 1708, he’d led a celebrated cavalry charge against the enemy, ‘and had his horse shot under him’; military trivia remained his greatest interest.49
         
 
         In the drawing room on this particular evening, he faced a challenge that demanded rather more subtlety than a cavalry charge, though it was equally daunting for him to face.
         
 
         He was about to have to be polite to the father he loathed.
 
         
            *

         
 
         After a long and painful period of gossiping, jostling and waiting, a whisper ran like wildfire around the room. A door from an inner chamber opened, and the king appeared.
         
 
         The buzzing swarm of courtiers immediately clustered round him in a tight circle, and animated chatter in French and German, as well as English, broke out. This was not an ancient, staid and orderly court; it was mercurial as well as international. Many of the people here were German immigrants who had travelled from Hanover with George I in 1714.
         
 
         Meanwhile, Prince George Augustus, Princess Caroline and their household remained huddled together at the lower end of the room, almost braced against the approach of the king. There   were no warm greetings; the king merely gave his son a wintry nod.
         
 
         A palace drawing room could be full of deception beneath its bonhomie: ‘lying smiles, forced compliments, careful brows, and made laughs’, a place in which ‘people talk of nothing but foreign peace, and think of nothing but domestic war’.50 The antagonism flickering between the two courts now made ‘the whole thing look like two armies drawn up in battle array’.51
         
 
         The two royal households, the king’s and the prince’s, had not shared the same room for more than two years. This evening’s party was supposed to mark their official reconciliation after a terrible quarrel, but nothing could mask the genuine hostility that still burned between them.
         
 
         The bad feeling had reached fever pitch, and it had been a long time in the building. To understand the roots of the resentment between father and son, we need to go back decades into the past.
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               ‘Ungodly papers every week
 
               Poor simple  souls persuade
 
               That courtiers good for  nothing are
 
               Or but for mischief made.’1
               
 
               (Lady Mary  Wortley Montagu)
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         Some people pointed to 1705 as the date of the first disagreement between the king and the prince, and indeed Prince George Augustus had complained vociferously about his father’s stingy wedding present upon his marriage to Caroline that year.2 But it was after their move to London in 1714 that relations between father and son became positively and publicly bitter.
         
 
         In 1715, it was said that ‘the Prince is on very bad terms with his father, and that they won’t speak to one another’.3 They seemed more interested in provoking one another than in defeating the major rebellion led by the rejected Catholic claimants to the throne which threatened their new kingdom that year.
         
 
         The following year saw George I planning to return to his native Hanover for a much-needed summer holiday. He refused to make his son regent of Britain in his place as precedent suggested. Now the sniping within the royal family began to be a grave threat to the nation’s well-being. ‘The Princess is all in a flame, the Prince in an agony,’ wrote Princess Caroline’s servant Mary Cowper. ‘They are all mad, and for their own private ends will destroy all.’4
         
 
         Juicy reports about the latest twists and turns of the royal family’s persistently poor relationships constantly circulated around London. ‘Have you not observed’, asks Lord Chesterfield, ‘how quickly a piece of news spreads itself all over the town?’5 Londoners’ appetite for gossip had helped to fan the flames of antagonism that burned between the king and his son: ‘the more ridiculous the scandal is, the more greedily they will swallow it’.6
         
 
         Yet there were also good political reasons behind the rift in the royal family. With his father out of the way in Hanover in 1716, Prince George Augustus suddenly became very keen on politics, ‘very intent upon holding the Parliament, very inquisitive about the revenue’. He asked ‘daily for papers’ and seemed ‘to be preparing to keep an interest of his own in Parliament independent of the King’s’.7
         
 
         This was an early instance of what would become known as ‘the reversionary problem’. A ‘reversion’ was the promise of an office or job in the event of a future vacancy. (‘Everyone comes to Court to get,’ remarks John Hervey, ‘and if there is nothing to be got in present, it is natural to look for reversions.’8) A prince possessed the greatest reversion of all, and could expect the greatest achievement of his life – becoming king – only when his father died. His friends and supporters would also grow impatient for power. So the pattern of eighteenth-century British politics, where a king and his heir would lead rival factions in Parliament, began to form.
         
 
         The reversionary problem was created in 1688, when the Stuart princesses (and future queens) Mary and Anne won a battle but lost a war. They’d accepted the support of the Whig aristocracy in removing their father James II from the throne, but in doing so they also accepted that a monarch could in fact be sacked. They therefore sacrificed a great deal of the mystical authority that had sustained their predecessors.
         
 
         The loose coalition of aristocrats known as the Whigs, meanwhile, had acquired an addictive taste for power. Not yet a formal political party, the Whigs were keener on the innovative culture of credit recently created by the Bank of England than their landowning opponents, the Tories. Slightly warmer towards religious Dissenters than the Tories, the Whigs were also hotly opposed to tyrannical and absolutist rule. That said, like all politicians in the period, they belonged to society’s upper echelons and were keen to defend the social hierarchy.
         
 
         When Anne died childless, royal power was eroded even further. The Whig-dominated Parliament that invited George I to become king took the opportunity to place various restrictions upon his scope for action. Some were more onerous than others. On the one hand, he still had the power to appoint the ministers of his government, so he had the ultimate say, that of ‘men rather than measures’. As first minister Sir Robert Walpole put it in 1716, ‘nobody can carry on the King’s business if he is not supported at Court’.9 On the other hand, the Act of Settlement of 1701 had ring-fenced royal power. George I could not award peerages to his fellow Germans; he could not declare war or leave the country without Parliament’s consent; he could not change his religion.
         
 
         However, despite Parliament becoming more and more important as the arbiter of affairs, the Georgian kings would fight a skilful and determined rearguard action throughout the eighteenth century. But they would all experience problems with their heirs. ‘Great divisions arose in the court,’ it was said, ‘some devoting themselves to the wearer of the crown, and others to the expectant.’10 In Parliament, ambitious members continually used the heir as a focus for stirring up trouble. His ministers moaned ‘to the King that the Prince’s friends were like a battalion that broke through all their measures’.11 There were clearly sound political reasons for father and son to be at war.
         
 
         In addition to all this, their personalities were poles apart.
 
         
            *

         
 
         Prince George Augustus’s father could not speak fluent English, but then he was not born to be a British king.
         
 
         Hanover, their joint birthplace, was a conservative and sleepy little city on the River Leine between the north German plain and the mountains of Lower Saxony. George I inherited his claim to Britain through his mother Sophia, a granddaughter of James I of England who had married Hanover’s Elector. The state’s rulers were called ‘Electors’ because they belonged to a consortium of nine minor princes who ‘elected’ their overlord, the Holy Roman Emperor. Their territory included much of modern Germany and its neighbouring countries.
         
 
         George I inherited Hanover when his father died in 1698. Meanwhile, back in Britain, Queen Anne was reluctant to face the implications of her inevitable death and her childlessness, and neglected to invite her Hanoverian heirs to visit Britain during her lifetime. The mere suggestion that they should come over to familiarise themselves with their future inheritance was taken as ‘a great piece of rudeness’ and ‘no better than presenting the Sovereign with a death’s head’.12
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               George I: an ‘honest dull German gentleman’?

            

         
 
         During the Hanoverians’ enforced absence, the supporters of their main rival were very vocal. These were the Jacobites, followers of the ‘Pretender’, the exiled Catholic son of James II (his more optimistic friends called him ‘King James III’). Many Tory politicians held dangerous, treasonous Jacobite opinions. If a gentleman heard even his cook-maids and footmen shouting, wrote Daniel Defoe, he’d be wrong to assume that they were arguing about the pudding or the washing-up. Servants’ feuds were just as likely to be about the ‘mighty affairs of the government, and who is for the Protestant Succession, and who for the Pretender’.13 It was quite remarkable, in the event, that George I became king without bloodshed in 1714, and in 1715 he easily defeated a Jacobite rebellion.
         
 
          
         Five years later, by 1720, he was very nearly sixty. One eyewitness described how ‘his cheeks are pendent, and his eyes are too big … he is fond of pleasures’.14 Lord Chesterfield claimed that George I favoured fat women, and that those who aspired to become his mistresses had to ‘strain and swell’ themselves to put on weight (‘Some succeeded, and others burst’).15 In his drawing room the king was noticeably eager to kiss visiting ladies ‘on the lips’, and was observed to take the ‘most pleasure in kissing the prettiest’.16
         
 
         The king himself was short, ‘very corpulent’ and sadly lacking in kingly charisma: ‘his countenance was benign, but without much expression’.17 Most unfortunately, given his job, he was ‘not fond of attracting notice’. He hated crowds and ‘the splendour of majesty’.18
         
 
         A certain snide, sophisticated, cynical category of British courtier would give George I an enduring reputation as an uninterested, uneducated boor: an ‘honest dull German gentleman’, as the snooty Chesterfield put it, ‘as unfit as unwilling to act the part of a King’.19
         
 
         In actual fact, the passionate love he had for his homeland of Hanover was misread as this supposed distaste for his adopted country of Britain. His reputation as a perverted sexual athlete was also completely undeserved. In reality, he liked to spend his evenings quietly with his skinny and aging mistress and the three dreary daughters she had given him.
         
 
         So the crowded palace drawing room was rather like George I’s idea of hell. His glacial behaviour there meant many of his courtiers believed him to be utterly heartless. On one occasion Lady Nithsdale, whose husband was in the Tower awaiting execution, tried to hand the reluctant king a petition for mercy. She caught hold of his coat in a desperate plea for attention, keeping ‘such strong hold that he dragged’ her to the very door. The petition for her husband’s life ‘fell down in the scuffle’ and Lady Nithsdale ‘almost fainted through grief and disappointment’.20
         
 
         But certainly the king was not, as many courtiers thought, entirely ‘so cold that he freezes everything into ice’.21 With a small group of close friends he could throw off his protective carapace and act naturally, timidly allowing the people he loved to see his human side. If George I had friends in the sense of intimates who knew his every mood, they certainly included his servants. Above all, his two confidential Turkish valets, Georg Ludwig Maximilian Mohammed von Königstreu and Ernst August Mustapha, were among the few with whom he could relax.
         
 
         The more acid members of George I’s court thought him nothing but ‘an honest blockhead’, and that becoming king ‘added nothing to his happiness, only prejudiced his honesty and shortened his days’.22 Kinder friends feared that he would ‘find more worry and trouble than pleasure in his regal condition’, and guessed that he would ‘often say to himself, “If only I were still Elector, and in Hanover.”’23
         
 
         He probably did indeed repeat the words to himself every drawing-room night.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         The ‘reconciliation’ that was supposed to take place in the St James’s Palace drawing room on 25 April 1720 was intended to draw a line beneath an argument that had really begun to heat up late in 1717. The whole sorry affair would become known as ‘the christening quarrel’.
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               A bird’s-eye view of St James’s Palace.  The Tudor gatehouse lies to the  left, while the  Great Drawing Room  overlooks the formal gardens to the right
               

            

         
 
         On 3 November 1717, a courtier had written to a friend about the ‘difference running as high between the two courts as ever’. He was altogether unaware that the tension between king and prince was about to turn a twist tighter.
         
 
         Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline already had a boy and three girls, and Caroline had spent most of 1717 pregnant once again. The same letter reported that she’d finally given birth, ‘last night at six o’clock’, to a young prince.24 This baby boy became the innocent cause of an almighty but slightly ridiculous row.
         
 
         The delivery took place in Caroline’s apartment in St James’s Palace. A venerable, if unfashionable, building, the palace had originally been a hospital founded to house ‘fourteen leprous females’.25 It still had red-brick ranges dating from the time of Henry VIII and remained the best address in London. Caroline had lived there with her husband since their arrival from Germany in 1714.
         
 
         Soon after her baby was born, George I visited Caroline in her apartment. He wanted to meet his latest grandson. But even though he ‘went up to the nursery and saw the child suck’, everyone noticed that he ‘did not at all speak to the Prince’.26
         
 
         The baby needed to be christened and godparents chosen. George Augustus and Caroline had already given some thought to the important matter of a godfather to this second son. Now the king intervened. He insisted that they should stand down their previous choice and that the scratchy Duke of Newcastle, the Lord Chamberlain and his own highest court officer, should be invited to do the job instead. The prince and princess were infuriated by this interference in what they saw as their own business.
         
 
         Henrietta Howard was an eyewitness to the actual christening ceremony, which took place in Princess Caroline’s bedchamber. On one side of the bed were all of Caroline’s ladies; on the other stood the unwelcome figure of the Duke of Newcastle, the uninvited participant who was only there at the king’s insistence.27
         
 
         When the ceremony was complete, feelings boiled over. Prince George Augustus and the Duke of Newcastle had an unseemly and embarrassing verbal spat, and the duke somehow came away with the impression that he’d been challenged by the prince to a duel. In fact, it was a simple matter of a word mispronounced and misunderstood, a result of the Hanoverian habit of mangling the English language.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Language problems intensified the prejudice and xenophobia that thrived between the German and English factions at court. When the new royal family arrived in London, they’d inevitably brought with them a great number of German courtiers and servants. Not least among them were George I’s German cooks, as he couldn’t stomach English food.
         
 
         A German countess caused immense offence by announcing that ‘English women did not look like women of quality’ because ‘they hold their heads down, and look always in a fright, whereas those that are foreigners hold up their heads and hold out their breasts, and make themselves look as great and stately as they can’.
         
 
         Lady Deloraine, whose husband served in the Prince of Wales’s household, made a tart reply on behalf of the English: ‘We show our quality by our birth and titles, Madam, and not by sticking out our bosoms.’28
         
 
         The English constantly complained that the German inner circle surrounding the king created ‘a court within a court’, with concerns ‘opposite to the true interest of England’.29 While the Germans discreetly pretended to have nothing to do with English affairs, Peter Wentworth the equerry noticed that in reality they were the ones with the power of patronage. ‘From the top to the bottom they have a great stroak,’ he said.30
         
 
         Behind closed doors, George I did in fact read English newspapers, receive English guests and take a studious interest in governing his new country. He even learnt to speak halting English, although he made typically German errors in grammar (‘What did they go away for? It was their own faults.’31) But many people chose to ignore this. ‘The King of England’, ran wildly inaccurate reports, ‘has no predilection for the English nation, and never receives in private any English of either sex.’32
         
 
         So Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline had learnt to needle the king by loudly and publicly praising the English and their customs. The prince declared that the English were ‘the handsomest, the best shaped, the best natured, and lovingest people in the world, and that if anybody would make their court to him, it must be by telling him he was like an Englishman’.33 He announced that he had not ‘one drop of blood in his veins but what [was] English, and at the service of his new subjects’.34 This was widely welcomed, though in fact his blood was a mixture of German, Scottish and French.
         
 
         Yet his claim to be a thorough Englishman was undermined whenever he opened his mouth. Although his English was better than his father’s, it was still far from perfect. He compensated for any mistakes by speaking very loudly, but he’d failed to eliminate his ‘bluff Westphalian accent’.35
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         The day following the christening, the king sent messengers to ask his son if there was any truth in the outrageous reports he’d received about the christening and the subsequent quarrel in Princess Caroline’s bedchamber. Was it the case, he asked, that Prince George Augustus ‘had said to the Duke of Newcastle these words: You Rascal I will fight you?’36
         
 
         In actual fact there’d been a straightforward linguistic slip. George Augustus didn’t deny that he’d called the duke a rascal, but he answered angrily that he’d said, ‘You Rascal I will find you.’ He had wanted to find, not fight, the Duke of Newcastle, he explained, in order to give him a proper tongue-lashing. The duke’s attendance at the christening had been the last straw in a succession of slights. ‘He has often failed in his respect to me’, the prince ranted to the king’s envoys, ‘particularly on this late occasion, by insisting on standing godfather to my son.’37
         
 
         Although this was a silly misunderstanding, the prince would not apologise, and the king would not forgive. After the duke’s continued complaints, George I ordered his son and daughter-in-law to vacate their apartments at St James’s. He was expelling them from the family home.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Now the friends and servants of Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline found the palace doors literally closed against them. When Henrietta Howard tried to go to work, the Yeomen of the Guard thrust forward their weapons to bar her route.
         
 
         ‘What was my astonishment,’ she recollected afterwards. ‘I urged, that it was my duty to attend the Princess,’ but ‘they said, No matter; I must not pass that way’.38
         
 
         But there was very much worse to come. When George I gave the order for his son and daughter-in-law to be evicted from St James’s Palace, he excluded from it his grandchildren. The Prince and Princess of Wales’s children, their three young daughters Anne, Amelia and little Caroline, and their new baby boy, were all to stay behind.
         
 
         At first George Augustus and Caroline could not believe what they were hearing. But they were astonished and dismayed to discover that under English law a king could indeed demand their children. Unluckily for them, legal precedents were produced to show that a monarch had a perfect right to take control of his heirs.39
         
 
         So, at 9 o’clock at night on 2 December 1717, Princess Caroline and Prince George Augustus left St James’s Palace for good. They were forced to forsake their children, who would remain behind at St James’s under the supervision of governesses. Poor Caroline ‘went into one faint after another when her weeping little Princesses said goodbye’.40
         
 
         Likewise, the prince could never conceal any emotional distress: ‘so little master of Himself, is our Great Master!’41 He and his wife ‘retired to Lord Grantham’s in Dover Street, in the utmost grief and disorder, the Prince cried for two hours, and the Princess swooned several times’.42 Prince George Augustus’s customary guard of yeomen was withdrawn, and his trips about town would henceforth be unprotected and undignified.
         
 
         Outside the palace gates, Londoners observed these events with horror. At the same time, though, they relished the farcical note which had been struck. Newsletter writers gleefully speculated that their services would be much required to elucidate the absurd ‘difference betwixt his Majesty and the Prince of Wales, which so much distracts us at present’.43
         
 
         ‘An Excellent New Ballad’ (to be sung to the tune of ‘Chevy Chase’) quickly appeared, describing events at the palace as amusingly shambolic:
         
 
         
            
               God prosper long our noble King
 
               His Turks and Germans all
 
               A woeful christ’ning late there did
 
               In James’s house befall.

            

         
 
         The balladeer took great pleasure from all ‘this silly pother’, visualising the royal family at their most ridiculous: George I writing to his son with a grey goose quill dipped in gall for ink; Princess Caroline calling out ‘Oh! don’t forget the close-stool’ (or toilet) to her Women of the Bedchamber as they packed to leave.
         
 
         Only Caroline’s Maid of Honour Mary Bellenden took events in her stride. On the way out of St James’s Palace, it was said, she jumped merrily down the stairs singing ‘Over the Hills and Far Away’.44 This was a Jacobite song, and by singing it she hinted that the king was falling significantly short of the mark as heir to the Stuarts.
         
 
         The prince and princess’s residence at Lord Grantham’s was only brief, and they found a new home for themselves at Leicester House in Leicester Fields. A spacious seventeenth-century mansion, it was protected from the street by a courtyard and overlooked what would in due course become known as Leicester Square. It was here that Elizabeth of Bohemia, the daughter of King James I, had died, and here that Peter the Great of Russia had stayed during his recent visit to England.
         
 
         It was a fine house, admittedly, but it did sit rather close to a row of shops. It was clearly not a palace, and it represented a sad blow to Prince George Augustus’s self-esteem.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Following the catastrophic christening and the expulsion of his son from the palace, the king insisted that no one could serve both households. The courtiers now had to decide where their allegiance lay. ‘All persons who should go to see the prince and princess of Wales’, ran the royal proclamation, ‘should forbear coming into his majesty’s presence.’45
         
 
         This new twist turned the quarrel into something like a popularity contest. How many of the courtiers would support the king, and how many the prince?
         
 
         Consternation ensued: ‘our courtiers … look so amaz’d, so thunder-struck, and knew so little how to behave themselves … that they betray’d the mercenary principles upon which they acted’. Those on the prince’s side kept quiet because they feared the king, while the king’s supporters were equally ‘backward to declare themselves’ as one day the prince would have his revenge.46
         
 
         Luckily for her husband, Princess Caroline understood the art of cultivating public opinion – or the science of spin – unusually well. She had the good sense to see that the transplanted Hanoverians needed to cultivate their popularity as if it were a tender shoot in constant danger of dying, so she began to pay court to her potential supporters, buttering up the grandest courtiers and radiating kindness to the meanest.47 She made her drawing room warm and welcoming almost to a fault, so that her guests departed ‘wonderfully pleas’d’ with her ‘easy deportment and affability’.48 Meanwhile, when George I tried to hold an assembly at St James’s, Caroline was heard to say that ‘no honest woman would appear at it’.49
         
 
         Caroline even made clandestine arrangements to see valued friends on the other side of the divide who felt they could no longer afford to be publicly associated with her. One of her ladies-in-waiting told a nervous would-be visitor to come secretly to the summerhouse in Princess Caroline’s garden ‘by nine a clock in the morning … that nobody may see you’.50
         
 
         But Caroline and George Augustus really needed their supporters to express an open commitment by crowding the drawing room at Leicester House. The poet and occasional courtier Lady Mary Wortley Montagu did not shirk her duty and turned up to support the plucky younger generation of rebellious royals. ‘We old beauties’, she wrote, ‘are force’d to come out on show days to keep the [prince’s] Court in countenance.’51 Indeed, people began to say that ‘the Prince’s levées and court increase much’ because ‘we are very fond in this country of forbidden fruit’.52
         
 
         While Princess Caroline loyally churned out the hours of endless chit-chat that were required to keep her drawing room happy and humming, it was rather a waste of her talents. Her private apartment was much more like the common room of a university. Behind the scenes, her ‘ardent love of learning’ still drove her to gulp down intellectual conversation during any spare moments in her day. Her private parties were
         
 
         
            a strange picture of the motley character and manners of a queen and a learned woman … learned men and divines were intermixed with courtiers and ladies of the household: the conversation turned upon metaphysical subjects, blended with repartees, sallies of mirth, and the tittle-tattle of a drawing-room.53
            

         
 
         Prince George Augustus, meanwhile, had no time for his wife’s interests and often used to brag about ‘the contempt he had for books and letters’ and ‘to say how much he hated all that stuff from his infancy’.54
         
 
         While their drawing room at Leicester House remained comfortably full, the prince and princess nevertheless found themselves paying a terribly high price for their principled stand. It was difficult and sometimes impossible for them to see their daughters and baby son left behind at St James’s.
         
 
         Once, when the princesses’ governess refused to allow George Augustus access to his little girls, he ‘flew into such a rage that he would literally have kicked her out of the room if the Princess had not thrown herself between them’.55 Sadly the children’s own interests were sacrificed in this quarrel between their elders. ‘We’ve such a good father and such a good mother,’ one of them said, ‘and yet we are orphans.’ Asked if her grandfather the king often visited them, she replied, ‘Oh no, he doesn’t love us enough.’56
         
 
         Gossip about these events could not be contained and began to spill out across all the courts of Europe. ‘The King of England is really cruel to the Princess of Wales,’ wrote the Duchess of Orléans. ‘Although she has done nothing, he has taken her children away from her.’57
         
 
         In emotional terms, Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline paid dearly for taking their stubborn stand against the king. They were robbed of their daughters’ childhoods, and they would feel the pain of this for the rest of their lives.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Worse was soon to come. Early in 1718, George I planned his court’s summer move to Kensington Palace. Set in fields and gardens beyond the edge of London, the palace was rather tumble-down, ‘superior to St James’s, but prodigiously beneath any idea we might form of a royal palace’.58 Nevertheless, it was a more relaxed, attractive and healthy place than the main urban royal residence.
         
 
         The king sent ahead the little baby boy George William, whose christening had ignited the argument. Once he was at Kensington Palace, though, the baby developed a cough and ‘straitness of breathing’. After a short illness, he ‘fell into convulsions’ and died.59
         
 
         Orders were placed for a pitiful amount of black velvet, just ‘sufficient to cover the coffin’ of a baby.60 His funeral cortège left Kensington Palace at 10 p.m. on 12 February 1718.61
         
 
         
         
 
         Given the circumstances, the cause of the child’s death and his post-mortem were of enormous importance. A large team of doctors was drafted in to observe it, including Princess Caroline’s own physician, Sir David Hamilton.62 A draft of the team’s report, written at Kensington Palace, reveals their discussions. It records that upon opening the baby prince’s body, they found ‘a large quantity of water’ inside the head, inflamed viscera and a little heart containing a great ‘polype’, or cyst.
         
 
         In the original document at the British Library, the nuanced, considered medical discourse is concluded by another, more politically aware hand. Protecting the king and his medical staff from any accusation of malpractice, it finishes firmly: ‘it appears above all that it was impossible that this young prince could live’.63
         
 
         Princess Caroline was nevertheless utterly distraught. Perhaps if she had swallowed her pride and ended the quarrel, her infant son would still be alive, or would at least have died in her care.
         
 
         ‘My God!’ wrote Prince George Augustus’s great-aunt in Paris:
 
         
            How I pity the poor dear Princess of Wales! She saw him [her son] at  Kensington Palace just before the end. I wish she hadn’t seen him, for  it will be even more painful for her now. God grant that this Prince’s  death may extinguish all the flames kindled at his christening! But  alas, there is no sign of that yet. God forgive me, but I think the King  of England doesn’t believe that the Prince of Wales is his son, because  if he did he couldn’t possibly treat him as he does.64
            

         
 
         Parting a mother from her tiny baby appears to be outrageously  callous, a ridiculously exaggerated retribution for the king to exact  for a petty breach of etiquette. But in fact the ‘christening quarrel’  took place against a much more profound psychological background.  Deep in the murky forest of possible motives for the  hatred between king and prince there lies the mysterious matter of  the missing queen.
 
         During the drawing-room parties of the 1710s and 1720s, there was a conspicuous gap by George I’s side. His wife, Prince George Augustus’s mother, was completely absent from the court scene at St James’s. She was still alive, and perfectly well, but had long been imprisoned in a remote German castle. Her sad story was bound to have affected the emotions of both her husband and son.
         
 
         During George Augustus’s early years in Hanover, his mother Sophia had embarked upon a prolonged, flagrant and ultimately doomed affair with Philip von Königsmarck, a Swedish count then serving in the Hanoverian army. Some of his passionate letters to Sophia survive. On 19 July 1693, he described his memory of ‘dying’ (or having an orgasm, ‘la petite mort’) in her eyes, and of her calling out to him, ‘My dear König, let’s do it together!’65 By one dubious means or another, these letters would in due course come to be revealed to the drawing rooms of Europe.
         
 
         Their grand passion came to a dark and horrible end. One night in 1694, Königsmarck was making his way towards Sophia’s room through the shadowy corridors of the riverside Leine Palace at the heart of the old city of Hanover. Suddenly he was ambushed, set upon and strangled. An Italian assassin, assisted by three members of the court, did the dirty deed.66 They disposed of his body by throwing it into the river.
         
 
         The whole of the Hanoverian court was grimly united in its silence on the matter, especially when increasingly far-fetched and lurid rumours began to circulate, such as the story that the remains of a skeleton wearing Königsmarck’s ring had been discovered during building work at the palace.67
         
 
         Because she had been indiscreet with her lover, Sophia’s affair was a matter of state interest, and her trial swiftly followed. While she was relieved to be divorced from her hated husband, she was less happy when he had her placed under house arrest at the distant castle of Ahlden. She was also denied access to her son, Prince George Augustus. He had only been eleven when his mother disappeared, but we know that her fate still darkened his thoughts.
         
 
         The ancient scandal was constantly raked up around the courts of Europe. In 1716, Princess Caroline received a petition
         
 
         
            asking her to consider, just and God-fearing as she is known to be, that the only rightful heir to the kingdom is the one known as the Pretender, as he was King James II’s son as surely as her husband was Count Königsmarck’s.
            

         
 
         ‘How unspeakably insolent, if this really was said to the Princess!’ commented the Duchess of Orléans as she gleefully passed on the gossip. ‘England is a mad country,’ she concluded.68
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         At the point when Sophia had fallen in love with Count Königsmarck, she had long endured rampant infidelity from her husband. When he appeared in the drawing room at St James’s Palace in London, George I was usually accompanied by two women assumed by everyone to be his long-term German mistresses.
         
 
         First there was Ehrengard Melusina von der Schulenberg, usually known as Melusine, a tall thin lady known by the disapproving English as ‘the May Pole’. Next to her stood Sophia Charlotte von Kielmansegg, a short fat female disparagingly called ‘The Elephant’.
         
 
         When George I had arrived in London in 1714, his companions Melusine and Sophia Charlotte came in for endless criticism. The low life of London were ‘highly diverted’ by the new king’s seraglio.69 The two ladies were just ‘ugly old whores’, the newspapers claimed, and would have found few clients even in the brothels of Drury Lane.70
         
 
         The skeletal Melusine was said to be ‘duller than the King and consequently did not find that he was so’, while the obese Sophia Charlotte had ‘fierce black eyes, large and rolling … two acres of cheeks spread with crimson, an ocean of neck that overflowed’.71 Lord Chesterfield, one of the king’s cruellest critics, claimed that no woman came amiss to George I ‘if she was but very willing, very fat, and had great breasts’.72 Indeed, a confectioner in the royal household had to be dismissed for using ‘indecent expressions concerning the King & Madam Kielmansegg’.73
         
 
         But Sophia Charlotte and Melusine were thoroughly and deliberately misunderstood and misrepresented by the British, who did not – or would not – attempt to like foreigners. Truth at the Georgian court was even stranger than fiction, for Sophia Charlotte von Kielmansegg, ‘The Elephant’, was actually the king’s half-sister. The princes of Europe usually maintained both wives and mistresses, creating a tangled jungle of official and unofficial children. George I’s father had enjoyed an affair with his chief minister’s wife; Sophia Charlotte was its result.
         
 
         Despite all the talk, there is no evidence that George I and Sophia Charlotte had an incestuous relationship, and indeed an ambitious courtier in search of power thought himself on ‘a fine road to it by furnishing Madame Kielmansegg both with money and a lover’ of her own.74
         
 
         George I remained silent upon the subject of his estranged wife, her lover and the murder. The shy king had a will of iron and an iron-clad ability to hold a grievance for years.
         
 
         So there were unhealed wounds deep down in his relationship with his son. They allowed the ridiculous quarrel over the choice of a godfather to become the visible expression of an antagonism much more entrenched and damaging.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         By 1720, everyone was sick of the inconvenience and unhappiness caused by the ‘christening quarrel’. They all hoped that the St James’s Palace drawing room would be the setting for a happy resolution.
         
 
         As early as February 1718, Princess Caroline had been using the rules of polite social engagement to force the king to acknowledge her presence and to speak to her. A journalist congratulated his country upon ‘the near prospect there is of a reconciliation between his Majesty and his Royal Highness. The Princess of Wales’s appearance at court can forebode no less.’75
         
 
         This, however, was only a lull in a two-year war of attrition. The submission or apology that the king required of his son remained unforthcoming. In May of the next year, when George I went to Hanover for the summer, he set up a Council of Regency from  which Prince George Augustus was again pointedly excluded. He forbade his son and daughter-in-law from using St James’s Palace in his absence, and announced that court gatherings would be hosted by his three grandchildren, the little princesses.
         
 
         It was a turning of the political tide that eventually pressured the royal family into making more serious attempts at appeasement. Forces more potent than themselves were in motion. The turnaround was forced by the involvement of Sir Robert Walpole, the man who hoped to become all-powerful among the politicians.
         
 
         Walpole, whom ‘nothing terrifies, nothing astonishes’, was something like the country’s first ‘Prime Minister’.76 He certainly acted as if he were, though the title was not yet formalised. At this stage in his career he was still working closely with his brother-in-law, Charles Townshend (who’d later become known as ‘Turnip Townshend’ for his agricultural innovations).
         
 
         These two were both Whigs, to be sure, but they were locked in close combat with other Whig factions, such as the one led by their nemeses, the Earls of Stanhope and Sunderland. Walpole once had to be restrained from throwing a candlestick at Stanhope during a Cabinet meeting.77 The enfeebled Tories, meanwhile, remained in disarray, and Walpole and the Whigs ran rings around them.
         
 
         As his struggle against his fellow Whigs Stanhope and Sunderland intensified, Walpole began to need new allies. He sought an alliance with the king’s Hanoverian ministers, and he also began to think that a united royal family could provide him with much-needed support. To secure a royal reunion would signal Walpole as the most powerful politician on the scene.
         
 
         Though fat and often coarse, Sir Robert had a magnificently magnetic personality. A good speech by him in the House of Commons had ‘as much of natural eloquence and of genius in it as had been heard by any of the audience within those walls’, and ‘whatever he proposes seldom fails of being pass’d’.78 His eloquence persuaded George I that reconciliation with his son was worth what was promised in return: £600,000, to be paid against the debt on the Civil List.
         
 
          
         Walpole managed to convince the House of Commons to agree, and all he now needed was to win over Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline. This too he achieved. Socially, emotionally, politically and financially, they couldn’t afford to hold out against the king any longer.
         
 
         But their submission would not be made without heartache. ‘Half frighted, half persuaded’ by Walpole to do his bidding, Princess Caroline in particular did so with many scruples. Weeping, she told her ladies that she considered herself to have been betrayed and her husband bribed.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         All the pieces were eventually put into place and all the players prepared for Prince George Augustus’s formal apology on St George’s Day, 23 April 1720. He reluctantly wrote the letter of submission that the king required; or, at least, he copied it out from Sir Robert Walpole’s draft. (Walpole had vetted ‘everything beforehand, and it must be as he says’.79)
         
 
         When the letter was delivered to St James’s Palace, the king’s secretary came ‘back with a message to the Prince to say that the King would see him’. He ‘at once took his chair and went to St James’s’.
         
 
         So Prince George Augustus finally plodded back, with a heavy heart, to the palace from which he had been excluded for two years. Up the back-stairs and into the king’s private closet he went. There he told his father that
         
 
         
            it had been a great grief to him to have been in his displeasure so long; that he was infinitely obliged to His Majesty for this permission of waiting upon him, and that he hoped the rest of his life would be such as the king would never have cause to complain of.
            

         
 
         Then came the painful moment when George I also had to lay aside his anger.
         
 
         
            The King was much dismayed, pale, and could not speak to be heard but by broken sentences, and said several times, ‘Votre conduite, votre conduite [Your conduct, your conduct]’, but the Prince said he could not hear distinctly anything but those words. The prince went after he had stayed about five minutes in the closet.80
            

         
 
         Five short minutes, but they were enough to make a powerful symbolic statement: father and son were on speaking terms once again.
         
 
         In this moment, though, George Augustus was caught in a trap. A fiery man fuelled with an honest rage, he had gone to meet his father in good faith, hoping to be met halfway on the question of right and wrong. Even George I admitted that his son, though bad-tempered and blustery, was at heart simple and straightforward. ‘He is not a liar. He is mad, but he is a trustworthy man,’ the king begrudgingly said.81
         
 
         George Augustus expected and deserved a warmer reconciliation than that provided by his father’s muttered complaints.
         
 
         From this point on, from this cold and half-hearted reception, he could no longer complain that he was suffering undeservedly from royal displeasure. Father and son were officially reunited. But an emotional resolution was still very far distant. The prince’s grievance remained, and would now begin to fester. He finally understood that there was to be no apology from his father and no reparation for the stolen children.
         
 
         The king still considered that the danger represented by the reversionary interest was just too strong to risk a real compromise with his son, and it is impossible to know what either of them really thought about the unspoken matter of the prince’s mother. And reconciliation between the king and his daughter-in-law remained a step too far: ‘The king could not be brought to see the Princess that night, and said, when he was pressed to it several times, “L’occasion se trouvera! [The time will come!]”’
         
 
         Yet at this news of an official reconciliation within the royal family, there were the sort of celebrations usually seen after the winning of a battle or the lifting of a siege: ‘The Prince came back, with the Beefeaters round his chair, and hallooing and all marks of joy which could be shown by the multitude.’ To those in the know, it seemed that Prince George Augustus did not share his supporters’ high spirits: ‘he looked grave, and his eyes were red and swelled, as one has seen him on other occasions when he is mightily ruffled. He immediately dismissed all the company.’
         
 
         His courtiers were nevertheless ordered to return to Leicester House to report for duty at five that afternoon.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         ‘At five I went’, courtier Mary Cowper later recorded in her diary, ‘and found the guards before the door, and the square full of coaches; the rooms full of company, everything gay and laughing; nothing but kissing and wishing of joy.’
         
 
         Noisy celebrations took place at the news that the prince’s court was once more to be welcomed back from the wilderness. Mary Cowper, though, was not alone in feeling unable to forget the hatred and hostility of the last two years. There’d been a complete and in some ways unconvincing volte-face: ‘nobody could conceive that so much joy should be had after so many resolutions never to come to this’. Despite their sense that the reconciliation was an empty charade, the courtiers who had thrown in their lot with the prince and princess tried to act as if everything was right with the world.
         
 
         Now it came home to Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline that there was an awful price to be paid for their royal status: they had to pretend to be happy.
         
 
         The prince in particular, with his open and forthright character, would find this terribly hard. Mary recorded a telling little interchange between herself and her employers on this supposedly celebratory evening. Her memory of the conversation shows how George Augustus and Caroline could exert an almost magnetic power, winning sincere affection and loyalty from their staff. ‘I wished the Prince joy,’ she recollected, ‘he embraced and kissed me five or six times, and with his usual heartiness when he means sincerely … The Princess burst out in a loud laugh, and said, “So! I think you two always kiss upon great occasions.”’82
         
 
         The mixture of physical affection, jovial teasing and heartfelt words reveal the Prince and Princess of Wales at their best. It’s possible to imagine the courtiers devoting their time, their health, their prospects to these people. And the couple won admirers in the most unlikely places. Even the grumpy old Duchess of Marlborough claimed that ‘whatever may be deficient in the late reconcilement’, Prince George Augustus and Princess Caroline would ‘never want a full court of the best sort of people that this country affords’.83
         
 
         The English courtiers were particularly proud of the fact that on this occasion they were better informed than their German counterparts: one of the Germans asked if the ‘peace’ being feted was the conclusion of a minor war that had been taking place in the Baltic.84
         
 
         That night the festival mood rippled out from Leicester House: ‘all the town’ was ‘feignedly or unfeignedly, transported’.85 Down in Dorset, the gentleman who led the local militia lined up his men and began making toasts to each member of the royal family, commanding his troop to fire ‘a volley of shot’ after each one. An appalled neighbour described how they got through a bowl of punch, a barrel of ale and an unspecified quantity of wine before throwing their glasses over their heads. The next morning, the generous gentleman was observed to be ‘a little disordered with that night’s work’.86
         
 
         It was on that next day, a Sunday, that the reconciliation between George I and his daughter-in-law did finally take place. The location was St James’s Palace, and Princess Caroline was allowed to visit her daughters. King and princess ‘went into a little closet’ to talk, and remained there for more than an hour. The king’s Turk, Mohammed, had to entertain Caroline’s waiting servants with a horrible story of a suspected death by poison.87
         
 
         All the actors were now ready for the reconciliation to be performed in public, before the world. Hence the spectacular drawing-room party planned for the next night, Monday 25 April.
         
 
         Yet they all knew that it was more a matter of form than substance.88 Mary Cowper acknowledged that the royal family were mere pawns in the hands of the politicians: ‘I verily believe Townshend and Walpole have agreed for themselves only,’ while ‘the Prince and Princess get nothing in reality by this agreement, but leave to come sometimes to Court; and for that they give up their children, suffer their friends to betray and quit them’.89
         
 
         The king, too, was displeased with the terms agreed, berating Walpole for failing to bring his son fully under control. News of this came to the prince’s camp ‘by very good hands’ of a trusted intermediary, ‘Mohammed the Turk’.90 And despite his marvellous powers of persuasion, Walpole had failed to arrange for the return of the prince’s children. Behind the scenes, Princess Caroline wept bitterly.
         
 
         ‘Mr Walpole,’ she snarled, ‘this will be no jesting matter for me; you will hear of me and my complaints every day and hour, in every place, if I have not my children again.’91
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         So, as Princess Caroline, Prince George Augustus and their court lined up in the king’s drawing room on the evening of 25 April 1720, they were all angry. Caroline’s powerful grievance made it nearly impossible for her to force her famous smile. This was the fate of princesses. As her predecessor Mary II had said, ‘I must grin when my heart is ready to break, and talk when my heart is so oppress’d I can scarce breathe.’92
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               The crowded drawing room at St James’s Palace,  with ladies tottering   under the weight of  their highly patterned   metallic mantuas
               

            

         
 
         Luckily Princess Caroline was surrounded on all sides by her ladies, and she relied even more than usual upon their physical and moral support. They were more than equal to the task. Jobs serving the princess, in what was normally such ‘a very gay court’, were in high demand and short supply.93 The most senior were the Ladies of her Bedchamber, whose salaries were a generous £500 a year.94 They included the diarist Mary Cowper, who brilliantly skewered many a drawing-room skirmish upon the nib of her pen, and the Countess of Bristol, who was unfortunately addicted to gambling. (She was miraculously transformed whenever she managed to get up from the card table: ‘being resolv’d to make up for time misspent, she has 2 lovers at a time’.95)
         
 
         Their duties, though, had recently become more ceremonial than practical, and the actual work was now done by the next rank down, the six Women of the Bedchamber (on salaries of £300 a year). They included Charlotte Clayton, a staunch friend to everyone who thought the church too wealthy and powerful, and the emotional and imaginative Charlotte Amelia Titchborne.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Clayton’ and ‘Mrs Titchborne’ were really at the heart of Princess Caroline’s supportive inner set. Because the Ladies of the Bedchamber had become too grand to do real work, they spent less time with the princess. As a result, the Women of the Bedchamber, while technically inferior, began to wield the greater influence. Everyone knew that their shared apartment was ‘the fashionable evening rendezvous of the most distinguished wits and beauties’, and Charlotte Clayton was bombarded with letters from petitioners seeking her ‘clever way’ of putting suggestions to Princess Caroline at a well-chosen moment.96
         
 
         Henrietta Howard had a place in this charmed circle. Even Caroline could see that Henrietta took no pleasure in her role as Prince George Augustus’s mistress and that she was also a hard-working, valuable and sympathetic servant. The princess probably felt more than a little sorry for her rival.
         
 
         They had met seven years ago, when Henrietta had scraped together the last of her money and fled to Hanover in order to escape her husband’s creditors. Like many others, she’d hoped to become intimate with Hanover’s ruling family in the expectation that they would one day inherit the English throne.
         
 
         The gamble had paid off. In Hanover, Henrietta did indeed meet and suit Princess Caroline, who offered her a job. Soon afterwards, Prince George Augustus indicated that he too would like a share of her services. Although she never discussed it, Caroline seemed on the surface to accept Henrietta’s additional role as royal mistress. She rightly feared that a woman less sensible than Henrietta would be more likely to cause trouble.
         
 
         Nor did the court as a whole see much cause for scandal: the prince’s grandmother thought Henrietta would at the very least improve his English.
         
 
         When the Hanoverians came to London, Henrietta’s husband, Charles Howard, also managed to get a job at court. His position, though, was in the rival household of the king. Although it had been Henrietta’s foresight and initiative that had improved their material circumstances so vastly, her greedy husband had continued to think up new ways to exploit his wife.
         
 
         In fact, by 1720 Henrietta had plucked up the courage to leave him, an act much riskier and more shameful then than now. She remained under constant, grinding pressure to go back to him. Threats had been made, blackmail used and letters had even been written by the Archbishop of Canterbury commanding her to return to her lawful spouse.
         
 
         Another, even worse aspect of her situation perhaps aroused Princess Caroline’s particular pity, allowing her to tolerate rather than despise her rival. Henrietta, too, had had a son stolen. Eighteenth-century law and custom always favoured the father when couples separated, and her only child was in her husband’s custody.
         
 
          
         While Henrietta failed to enjoy life in the household of the Prince and Princess of Wales, she was at least protected there from Charles Howard’s violent, alcohol-fuelled rages. She feared nothing more than being near him, and for her the antipathy they all felt towards the king’s household was intensely strong.
         
 
         On the evening of 25 April 1725, she scanned the drawing room nervously, looking out for trouble. But even Mr Howard dared not make any move upon his wife in such a crowd.
         
 
         For now Henrietta remained safe. Yet her bizarre position at court, poised to please both prince and princess, involved endless effort. It would only take one moment’s inattention for it all to come crashing down.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Last among Princess Caroline’s wing women came the unruly Maids of Honour. These well-born, unmarried young ladies, earning £200 a year, were unlikely to remain single for long. Among the current crop, Mary Meadows was the steadiest, and Sophy Howe the flightiest. Then there was the elegant Molly Lepell, of course, and the broad-minded Mary Bellenden.
         
 
         The Maids of Honour were all well known to the bawdy balladeers and gossip columnists of London. When the king had ordered them all to leave St James’s Palace, the characteristic reactions of the individual maids were trumpeted abroad:
         
 
         
            
               Up leapt Lepell and frisk’d away
 
               As though she ran on wheels;
 
               Miss Meadows made a woeful face,
 
               Miss Howe be-pissed her heels.97
               

            

         
 
         The poet John Gay placed Molly Lepell and Mary Bellenden at the very acme of desirability among the maids. Unsuccessfully touting for a sinecure at court, he offered flattery around the royal household as if it were snuff. ‘So well I’m known at Court’, he joked,
         
 
         
            
               None asks where Cupid dwells;
               
 
               But readily resort
 
               To Bellenden’s or Lepell’s.98
               

            

         
 
          
         On the night of the reconciliation, many eyes followed the wand-like Molly Lepell, including those of the old king himself. Despite the presence of his long-time mistress Melusine, his faithful May Pole, and the provocation of having to receive his son, he was enthralled by Molly’s effervescence.
         
 
         Molly, though, was searching the room for the man to whom she was secretly married.
         
 
         Molly’s cloak-and-dagger wedding, altogether unsuspected by the courtiers, had taken place a mere four days previously. Despite the tension and confusion of the christening quarrel, a covert romance had bloomed at Leicester House. Her love was none other than the life and soul of the chic clique at court, the droll, amusing young butterfly John Hervey.
         
 
         Hervey was a real court insider. His elder brother, Carr, was a Gentleman of the Bedchamber to Prince George Augustus, while the card-fanatic Lady Bristol was his mother. ‘I came very early into the world’, he told a friend, ‘and had a satiating swing in the showish part of its pleasures.’ Besieged by socialites and suitors on all sides, living in the very ‘midst of a crowded court’, he nevertheless felt that he spent ‘many, many hours alone’.99 He was ripe for a relationship more meaningful than the usual courtly intrigues.
         
 
         Recently, having spied out Molly’s hidden streak of vulnerability, he felt he had surely found the companion he sought. Together they could laugh at the world. He’d come to rely upon her and to love her in a manner most surprising at court: ‘above himself’.100
         
 
         Yet his mother’s gambling had put the Hervey family’s finances into a very sorry state. For the moment at least Molly could not admit to her marriage, because to do so would mean sacrificing her job and salary as a Maid of Honour. She and her clandestine husband had nothing else upon which to live.
         
 
         By risking her career for a love match, Molly had shown herself to be deeply unconventional among the courtiers. More surprises would surely follow from this mysterious Maid of Honour who was secretly a maid no more.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
          
         On 25 April 1720, it became clear that the particular battle between the two courts sparked off by the ‘christening quarrel’ had reached a stalemate. Each protagonist was bruised but not broken, and Henrietta Howard and Molly Lepell (or Hervey) had yet to find out if they had chosen wisely in hitching their fortunes to the party of the passionate but petulant prince.
         
 
         George I, meanwhile, had triumphed in the matter of the apology. He still retained the little princesses in his possession, and he’d saved face by having his son once again publicly compliant. He was now resolved to beat his son and daughter-in-law at their own game of popularity. He’d lost much ground with his recent bullying tactics, so he decided instead to use the splendour of his own court as a weapon to win back public favour.
         
 
         He needed to build a new battlefield: a new and more splendid palace in which to carry forward the campaign.  
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