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PROLOGUE

A Nation Bleeds


It is with the most poignant grief we announce that H.R.H. the Princess Charlotte is NO MORE. This melancholy intelligence was at 7 o’clock this morning communicated to the Lord Mayor by Lord Sidmouth.

The Times, 6 November 1817



At Claremont House everything was ready for the happy event. The baby linen, chosen ‘in the plainest style and the finest quality’ had been carefully laid out by the monthly nurse Mrs Griffiths, ‘a respectable woman in the habit of attending the first families in the country on similar occasions for the past thirty years’. Sir Richard Croft, the accoucheur, was already in residence, Dr Baillie, the family physician, and Dr Sims were standing by, while a bevy of important personages – Earl Bathurst, Secretary for War, Viscount Sidmouth, the Home Secretary, Mr Vansittart, Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of London – had made their preparations to set out at a moment’s notice in response to a summons from Claremont.

Outside these exalted circles, the people of England waited in eager anticipation of an announcement that the heiress presumptive to the throne had presented them with a much needed addition to the royal family – preferably a boy, whose arrival would, it was estimated, send the stock market up by at least six points. Princess Charlotte of Wales was only twenty-one. She looked to be a fine, healthy young woman, if a trifle on the stout side, and she would, of course, be getting the best available medical attention at her lying in. To the uninitiated there seemed no reason why anything should go wrong. So the nation waited hopefully, and went on waiting.

The Princess’s doctors had calculated that she could expect to be confined at any time after 19 October, but it was not until the evening of Monday, 3 November that a message was sent round to the stables and the grooms were able to mount their ready-saddled horses and set out with the news that Her Royal Highness’s labour had begun at last. During the early hours of Tuesday the distinguished gentlemen whose presence was required to attest the birth were being set down at the pillared and porticoed entrance of Claremont House and Dr Baillie came hurrying over from Virginia Water. But there was, apparently, no urgent need for haste even now. At midday Sir Richard Croft announced that matters were ‘in every way in as much forwardness as he would desire it’, but the Princess had still not been put to bed and was walking about her room on her husband’s arm. At three o’clock another confident bulletin was issued, but that night Dr Sims, an expert in the use of instruments, was summoned from London, although he was not admitted to see the patient.

At 8.15 a.m. on Wednesday, 5 November, when Charlotte had been in labour for more than thirty-six hours, the bishops and Cabinet ministers keeping their weary vigil in the breakfast-room at Claremont were informed that considerable though very gradual progress had been made during the night, and the doctors hoped that the child would be born without artificial assistance. There was a strong prejudice against the use of forceps among the medical profession and, while in this case their use might have saved both mother and child, there was, at a time when antiseptic precautions were unknown, admittedly always a high mortality rate when instruments were used.

Wednesday dragged by interminably. The village of Esher, which lay on the edge of the Claremont estate, had filled up with journalists and sightseers and the Bear Inn was doing a roaring trade. At Claremont itself, the Princess, supported by her devoted husband, seemed to be bearing up well under her long, exhausting ordeal. Leopold of Saxe-Coburg had scarcely left her, holding her hand and sometimes lying down on the bed beside her. At nine o’clock that night the child was born. It was a boy, well-formed and unusually large, but it showed no signs of life. Hastily plunged into a bath of hot water, shaken and slapped and rubbed with salt and mustard, it stubbornly resisted all attempts to persuade it to take an interest in its surroundings. But the mother was still ‘doing extremely well’. She had accepted the loss of her baby with stoicism, almost with indifference, and now, her amazing vitality and high spirits apparently unimpaired, she was chatting away to her attendants and sitting up eating toast and chicken broth. The witnesses dispersed thankfully to their homes and Prince Leopold went away to get some sleep. Even Richard Croft thought it safe to leave his patient to rest.

Soon after midnight Charlotte began to complain of nausea and ringing in her ears. Her pulse became rapid and although she had so far been able to keep her promise to Mrs Griffiths not to ‘bawl or shriek’, she was now obviously in great pain. Croft, hurriedly recalled by the nurse, found her very restless, breathing with difficulty and ‘cold as any stone’. Frantically the doctors tried to warm her, plying her with hot wine and brandy until the unfortunate girl protested that they were making her tipsy, and placing hot water bottles and hot flannel on the abdomen – this despite the fact that the recognized method of arresting post partum haemorrhage was to use cold water. Presently ‘terrible spasms’ set in and at two-thirty in the morning of 6 November 1817 the Daughter of England, on whom so many hopes had rested, was dead, almost certainly as the result of a pulmonary embolism.

For Richard Croft, Charlotte’s death marked the end of his professional career; he committed suicide three months later. For her husband, the penniless younger son of a small German duchy, it was a personal disaster from which he never fully recovered. Her father, the Prince Regent, was said to be prostrated, while the nation, stunned by the double tragedy at Claremont, reacted with an unprecedented demonstration of public mourning.

‘It is but little to say’, remarked The Times in a leading article on 7 November, ‘that we never recollect so strong and general an expression and indication of sorrow.’ In his autobiography Henry Brougham, the Whig politician who had known Charlotte well, was to remember vividly the feelings of deepest sorrow and most bitter disappointment which ‘this most melancholy event produced throughout the kingdom’. ‘It is scarcely possible to exaggerate’, he wrote, ‘and it is difficult for persons not living at the time to believe, how universal and how genuine those feelings were. It was really as if every household throughout Great Britain had lost a favourite child.’ Countess Granville, in a letter to her sister Lady Georgiana Morpeth, felt ‘quite unable to write upon any subject but one. We are all heart-sick at this terrible event. Poor Princess Charlotte …’ Dorothea Lieven, wife of the Russian ambassador, told her brother that the charming Princess Charlotte, ‘so richly endowed with happiness, beauty, and splendid hopes’, had been cut off from the love of a whole people. ‘It is impossible to find in the history of nations or families an event which had evoked such heartfelt mourning’, she went on. ‘One met in the streets people of every class in tears, the churches full at all hours, the shops shut for a fortnight (an eloquent testimony from a shop-keeping community), and everyone, from the highest to the lowest, in a state of despair which it is impossible to describe.’


… Forth from the abyss a voice proceeds,

A long, low, distant murmur of dread sound,

Such as arises when a nation bleeds

With some deep and immedicable wound …



Up and down the country, in cathedrals, in parish churches, chapels and synagogues, memorial services were held and memorial sermons preached, while every public building wore a suit of black drapery. ‘It certainly does not belong to us to repine at the visitations of Providence …,’ boomed The Times; ‘but as the Almighty sometimes, for the most benevolent purposes, deals severe chastisements on mankind, there is nothing impious in grieving for that as a calamity, which appears and is felt to be such.’

On the day of the funeral, Sunday, 19 November, Mr Sutton, Solicitor General to the Prince Regent, wrote to his friend Lord Colchester:


This day has been the most extraordinary I ever witnessed in London. The crowds of attendants at morning service, if I may judge of other services by St Margaret’s … the body of the church so full that there was not even standing room left unoccupied. The whole congregation, as far as I could see, in mourning. In the streets all the shops shut; even those ordinarily left open on Sundays, such as pastrycooks. And yet, with this cessation of all trade and business, the streets very thin of passengers. Altogether this melancholy event has produced an effect on this metropolis such as I believe none could have foreseen … I wish it may not be pushed to an extreme to become offensive, because artificial … The public press seems to me to have run raving mad upon the subject.



The Duke of Wellington’s verdict on the ‘melancholy event’ was characteristically terse and to the point. ‘I think it probable’, he told his niece Priscilla Burghersh, ‘that she [Princess Charlotte] would have behaved well, and her death is one of the most serious misfortunes the country has ever met with.’ Up in Yorkshire, the Reverend Benjamin Newton, rector of the parish of Wath on the edge of the North Riding, noted in his diary that ‘the loss of any other branch of the Royal Family would have cost less regret’. And Lady Charlotte Bury, formerly a lady-in-waiting to the Princess’s raffish mama, confided to her diary her dread ‘that this national calamity is the forerunner of many future woes. There is now no object of great interest to the English people, no one great rallying point, round which all parties are ready to join. … A greater public calamity could not have occurred to us; nor could it have happened at a more unfortunate moment.’




ONE

Hymen’s War Terrific


The great and general question which everyone asked himself and asked his neighbour was how will this event operate on the succession to the Crown?

Lord Liverpool



Even before the coffins of Princess Charlotte and her baby had been ceremoniously lowered into the family vault at Windsor, and while the nation was still indulging in its funeral orgy, thoughtful persons were reflecting gloomily on the political and dynastic implications of the tragedy at Claremont which, as Lady Charlotte Bury observed, could scarcely have happened at a more unfortunate moment.

After twenty-two strenuous years of armed struggle against Napoleon, the victors of Trafalgar and Waterloo were suffering the customary pangs of post-war disillusion. Economic recession had brought acute economic distress. In the manufacturing districts the unemployed were starving. The ruined harvest of 1816 had sent food prices rocketing. Banks and businesses were failing at an alarming rate, and there was a spirit of revolution abroad menacing enough to agitate stronger nerves than Lady Charlotte’s.

A dignified and popular monarch would have provided an important stabilizing force, so the death of the only member of the royal family whose ‘amiable and sensible deportment’ had endeared her to the nation, and who alone had seemed to offer hope for the future, could reasonably be considered a calamity. Certainly not even the most committed royalist could now regard the future of the English monarchy with anything but the deepest despondency and the succession, as the Reverend Mr Newton remarked, had become ‘a matter of no interest if not of regret’.

In 1817 King George III was seventy-nine years old and irreversibly insane – an old, mad, blind ghost with a long unkempt white beard immured with his keepers at Windsor Castle. But blame for the present regrettable state of the succession could hardly be laid at his door, for he and his ugly, indomitable little German wife had filled the royal nurseries to overflowing, raising a family of no fewer than fifteen children of whom twelve were still living. The uncomfortable (and rather astonishing) fact remained that, with the removal of Princess Charlotte, George III did not possess a single legitimate grandchild. His five surviving daughters were either spinsters or childless, and since the youngest was over forty there could be little to hope for from that direction. Nor did his sons, at first glance, look much more promising.

The Prince Regent was fifty-five and long since estranged from his wife. Years of self-indulgence had transformed the beautiful young man of Hoppner’s portrait into a bloated, brandy-soaked disaster, ‘a despiser of domestic ties, the companion of demi-reps’. In the circumstances, it did not seem at all likely that Prinny would ever father another heir to the throne.

His remaining brothers, unkindly described by the poet Shelley as ‘the dregs of their dull race’, were chiefly remarkable for debts, mistresses and scandals, and all were middle-aged. Nevertheless, it was on their shoulders that responsibility for the continuance of the House of Hanover now rested. Two were already married. Frederick, Duke of York, was fifty-four and best remembered for his alleged connivance in the corrupt traffic in army commissions conducted by his mistress Mary Ann Clarke; although, according to his friend, the diarist Charles Greville, he was the only one of the princes who possessed the feelings of an English gentleman. He had for twenty-five years been the unfaithful husband of a Prussian princess, an eccentric lady who seldom went to bed and lived surrounded by an unmanageable number of pet dogs, monkeys and parrots. They were childless. Ernest, Duke of Cumberland, the ogre of the family, a rabid reactionary popularly credited with a startling variety of crimes and vices, was forty-six and had recently married the widowed Princess of Solms-Braunfels, whose own reputation was none too fragrant. The Cumberlands had no living children, although a daughter had been born dead.

Augustus, Duke of Sussex, now forty-four, had had two unofficial wives, the first of whom had borne him a son and a daughter. But as neither union had been blessed by the King’s consent, they were, under the provisions of the Royal Marriages Act, pronounced legally void and the children not in the line of succession.

Of the three bachelor princes, William, Duke of Clarence, was the eldest at fifty-two. Clarence had served in the navy in his youth (he had been a friend of Nelson’s and was best man at his wedding), but had subsequently settled down to a life of irregular domestic bliss with the actress Dorothea Jordan who, in the intervals of fulfilling her theatrical engagements, had given birth to ten little FitzClarences. Edward, Duke of Kent, was fifty. He had made the army his career and also kept a mistress with whom he had lived contentedly for the past twenty-seven years. Last came Adolphus, Duke of Cambridge, at forty-three. Apart from being the youngest, he could claim to be the most eligible parti, since he was not in debt and had acquired no extra-marital encumbrances. He spent a good deal of his time practising the violin, wore a blond wig and talked too much, but was otherwise harmless.

The duty of these three brothers now lay plain before them. ‘It will be the earnest prayer of the nation’, declared the Morning Chronicle, ‘that an early alliance of one of the unmarried Princes may forthwith be settled’, and one after the other the unmarried Princes hastened to answer the call.


Agog are all, both old and young

    Warm’d with desire to be prolific

And prompt with resolution strong

    To fight in Hymen’s war terrific,



jeered the satirist Peter Pindar, and the nation sniggered ungratefully at the spectacle of a queue of stout, balding royals jostling one another to the altar in the race to beget an heir.

The Duke of Cambridge was first off the mark, proposing to and being accepted by Augusta of Hesse-Cassel within a fortnight of his niece’s death, but Clarence and Kent were not far behind. Clarence and Kent had, in fact, both been contemplating matrimony for quite some time, though as the result of financial rather than dynastic pressures. Both suffered from the family complaint of insolvency in an acute form, and marriage had always offered the best hope of persuading a skinflint Parliament to loosen the purse-strings.

The Duke of Clarence had parted from Mrs Jordan as long ago as 1811. ‘Could you believe or the world believe that we never had for twenty years the semblance of a quarrel?’ she wrote sadly to a friend. But ‘money, money … or the want of it’ had broken up the idyllic menage at Bushey Park and, to the unconcealed amusement of the polite world, the Duke proceeded optimistically to pursue a string of English heiresses. Princess Anne of Denmark was suggested as a possible bride and so was the Tsar’s sister, but neither lady could be tempted by the bluff, excitable William. Rebuffed, he returned to Bushey and the tribe of sons and daughters to whom he was deeply attached. Then, in the summer of 1818, it was announced that ‘the Duke of Clarence is to be married after all’ to yet another German princess, Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen, and, if his past record was anything to go by, some addition to the royal house could surely be expected before long.

Meanwhile, his younger brother had also been giving serious thought to the future. Edward, Duke of Kent, had never been satisfied by the way the world had treated him. A humourless man, with inflated ideas of his own importance and no tact, he contrived to exude an air of righteous self-pity which infuriated the Prince Regent, who called him Simon Pure, and led his sisters to dub him Joseph Surface, after the arch-hypocrite in The School for Scandal. Charles Greville, who loathed him, described him as ‘the greatest rascal that ever went unhung’ and ‘far the worst of the family’, while the harsh tyranny of his discipline made him the most hated man in the army.

His military career had come to an abrupt end in 1803, when his brutal severity, his obsessive preoccupation with parades and ‘bull’, and – worst of all – his closure of the wine-shops, provoked a mutiny in the garrison at Gibraltar. The Duke was recalled to England under a cloud – an injustice which only increased his perennial sense of grievance – and for the next fourteen years was obliged to find an outlet for his restless energies by devoting himself to good works (he supported no fewer than fifty-three charitable bodies) and dabbling in radical politics, which did not endear him to his Tory brothers. A tireless busybody, he maintained ‘an active and very extensive correspondence, which three or four private secretaries were scarcely able to master’, with the unsurprising result that ‘his name was never uttered without a sigh by the functionaries of every public office.’

But in spite of his unerring eye for the trivial, the Duke of Kent was not without intelligence, indeed some of his opinions were unexpectedly advanced. Generously endowed with the family gift of the gab, he was a fluent and graceful speaker, and in private life the Genghis Khan of the parade ground was capable of inspiring genuine affection. He got on particularly well with young people, and could be a charming host and an agreeable friend. His personal habits, too, compared favourably with those of the Regent and the Duke of York. He rose early, ate sparingly, disapproved of gambling and drunkenness, and took a complacent pride in his fine soldierly physique. But unhappily he followed the family tradition in having absolutely no conception of the value of money.

On his return from Gibraltar he had installed his mistress in a luxurious house at Knightsbridge, and bought himself a country retreat in the then rustic village of Ealing. At Castle Hill Lodge, a pleasant, rambling domain surrounded by forty acres of parkland, the Duke proceeded to indulge his mania for ordered perfection, going to endless pains to ensure that ‘in this complicated machine of souls and bodies, the genius of attention, of cleanliness, and of smart appearance is the order of the day’. A system of bells in the porter’s lodge brought six immaculately accoutred footmen (a resident hairdresser was employed to dress and powder their hair) drawn up at the front door to receive callers. Another servant was required to sit up all night ready to light the bedroom fires punctually at five a.m. and the household included a thirty-piece band which entertained the company at meal times. In the grounds a regiment of gardeners was poised to advance purposefully on the first fallen leaf, and the stables looked as if the occupants were permanently on the point of conveying their master to church in full state. The house itself had been equipped with an interesting selection of mechanical contrivances. There were coloured illuminations, musical clocks and cages of artificial singing birds, not to mention such eccentricities of plumbing as fountains and running streams concealed in the closets – a novelty which moved one startled guest to wonder if he had been transported to ‘the fields Elysian’.

Housekeeping on this scale – and there was also the maintenance of a London headquarters at Kensington Palace to be considered – might be gratifying to the ego, but it was costing its optimistic chatelain a staggering amount of money. By 1807 the Duke of Kent’s debts had passed the £200,000 mark, and by 1815 his creditors were closing in. An appeal to the Regent met with a cold response, as did various ingenious schemes for raising more cash to pay off the most pressing of his obligations, and it became unpleasantly clear that drastic measures would be necessary to avoid the ignominy of public bankruptcy. The Duke therefore handed over three-quarters of his income to a committee of trustees and prepared rather sadly to economize.

Since it was obviously impossible for a prince and a gentleman to manage in England on a mere £10,000 or so, he had to resign himself to a sojourn abroad and in the summer of 1816 departed for Brussels, where the cost of living was among the lowest in Europe. The Duke was probably quite sincere in his belief that he was carrying out ‘the full spirit of my plan of economy and retrenchment’; but as his notions of economy included leasing a large mansion in the Place Royale, which he at once started to renovate and improve out of recognition and at considerable expense, his chances of becoming solvent again by his target date of 1821 did not look very bright.

Loyally sharing his Belgian exile was the comfortable middle-aged woman known in the family as ‘Edward’s French lady’, and officially described as Madame de St Laurent. A certain aura of romantic mystery used to be attached to the Duke of Kent’s mistress. It was said that she was a widow, a French-Canadian (the Duke had spent some of his army service in Canada), and that she came from an aristocratic Catholic background. It was also said that the Duke had married her and that they had several children, whose descendants were the rightful occupants of the English throne. Recent research, however, has revealed the more prosaic facts that Mademoiselle Julie de St Laurent, as she then called herself, was the daughter of a civil engineer from Besançon in eastern France and had been engaged or, perhaps more accurately, procured back in 1790 by a M. Fontiny to act as Prince Edward’s hostess, to sing for him, to ornament his household and to share his bed. Julie proved to be good-tempered, pretty and clever, and what began as a purely business arrangement had ripened over the years into a tender and mutually rewarding domestic felicity.

They never married. If they had, it would not have been recognized under English law, nor is there any evidence to suggest that they had children. Certainly there seems no valid reason why the Duke should have concealed his progeny – George III’s sons were never in the least coy about their bastards – but what he was currently doing his best to conceal from Madame de St Laurent was the fact that he had begun to look seriously for a wife as the only sure way out of his financial imbroglio, and that two possible candidates were already under consideration. One was the well-connected but plain Princess Katherine Amelia of Baden; the other, Marie Louise Victoire, the recently widowed Princess of Leiningen and a sister of Princess Charlotte’s husband, Leopold of Saxe-Coburg.



Charlotte had always been fond of her uncle Edward, who had supported her sympathetically during the difficult days preceding her marriage, and she and Leopold were now busy matchmaking on his behalf. So, in the autumn of 1816, taking advantage of Madame’s absence on a visit to Paris, the Duke crossed into Germany for a quick tour of inspection, having first had to borrow the money for his journey. Princess Amelia turned out to be an old maid of over forty and altogether ‘odious’, but at Amorbach, a pleasant little place nestling in a deep, wooded valley, where he arrived armed with a letter of recommendation from Princess Charlotte, things looked very much more promising. The Duke of Kent, in short, took an immediate fancy to the plump, personable Victoire and her two handsome children, and wasted no time in making his declaration.

But although he seems to have made quite a good impression, the Princess of Leiningen refused to commit herself. Her life so far had not been an easy one. Born in 1786, she had grown up in a Germany ravaged by Napoleon’s armies and where many of the princely families, including her own and her late husband’s, had been impoverished and dispossessed. (Ironically enough, Victoire had had far more first-hand experience of the unpleasant realities of war than the martial Duke.) Her previous marriage at the age of seventeen to a morose, embittered man twenty-three years her senior and ‘entirely devoted to the amusements of the chase’ had been lonely and depressing. Now, still a comparatively young woman, she was free to please herself and naturally hesitated to give up her home, her friends and her emancipation. At her elbow, too, stood the slightly enigmatic figure of Captain Schindler, Master of the Household and the Dowager Princess’s closest adviser, who had his own reasons for urging the unwisdom of relinquishing an income of £5,000 a year and her ‘enviable independence’ all for the sake of another middle-aged husband whom she hardly knew by sight. There was another more serious obstacle. Victoire loved her children, especially her son Charles, and was afraid that if she married an Englishman and left Amorbach for any length of time she might lose their guardianship and perhaps be permanently separated from them.

On the other hand, and in spite of his debts, the Duke of Kent would undeniably be a splendid match, offering her the entry into a wider, more exciting world as well as the glamorous, if remote, prospect of becoming a Queen Consort, perhaps even a Queen Mother. Victoire was horribly torn in two but the Duke, jolting back to Belgium in his ‘travelling baroutsch’, did not despair of the outcome. He knew he could rely on Prince Leopold and Charlotte (who had struck up an enthusiastic pen-friendship with her sister-in-law) to use their influence, and felt that time and reflection must surely work in his favour. Meanwhile, he was not ungrateful for an excuse to postpone the moment of decision and the inevitable upsetting interview with Madame de St Laurent.

Matters remained in a state of suspended animation for the next six months, although tentative and very discreet negotiations were proceeding between Brussels, the Leiningen residence at Amorbach, Claremont House and Victoire’s family at Coburg. Then came the news of Charlotte’s pregnancy. Obviously Leopold could not be expected to interest himself in his uncle-in-law’s affairs until this was safely over, and again the Duke prepared to wait. But the events of 6 November 1817 effectively put an end to further procrastination. It was now his clear patriotic duty to get married. To stand aside, isolated in his Brussels backwater, while brother William and even brother Adolphus acquired wives and sired heirs to the throne would have been more than his busy, thrustful nature could bear. Besides, his activities had not been quite so discreet as he thought they were. On the day after Charlotte’s death, the Morning Chronicle came out with a report, which it believed to be well founded, of ‘the intended marriage of the truly amiable and excellent Duke of Kent with a Princess of the House of Saxe-Coburg, one of the sisters of Prince Leopold’. Most unfortunately, a copy of this newspaper fell into the hands of Madame de St Laurent, and a painful scene had ensued.

The Duke felt the need to unburden himself and chose to confide his problems to Thomas Creevey, who had the ear of all the Whig politicians and who was also to be found economizing in Brussels. Mr Creevey, an avid collector of gossip, listened enthralled to the account of Madame de St Laurent going into strong convulsions at the breakfast-table, and of the Duke’s own heart-searchings as he steeled himself to do his princely duty at the expense of his private inclinations and domestic comfort. His Royal Highness did not attempt to conceal the pangs it would occasion him to part with Madame. They had lived together for so long, they were of the same age and had been ‘in all climates and in all difficulties together’. How would Mr Creevey feel, if he were obliged to separate from Mrs Creevey?

One thing Madame’s protector was determined on. She must be suitably provided for. She came of a very good family and ‘had never been an actress’. If she was to return to live among her friends, then it must be in such a state of independence as to command their respect. She would not require very much, but a certain number of servants and a carriage were essential – surely a modest enough request, bearing in mind that the Duke of Clarence, in a similar situation, was having the gall to demand the payment of all his debts, which were very great, plus ‘a handsome provision for each of his ten natural children’.

As for himself, he was a man of no ambition and wished only to remain as he was, but since he would be marrying – if he married at all – for the sake of the succession, he would naturally expect the grant of an additional £25,000 a year which had been made to the Duke of York at the time of his marriage to be considered a precedent. He would be content with the same arrangement, and would make no demands ‘grounded upon the difference of the value of money in 1792 and at present’. Regarding the payment of his debts, he didn’t call them great. The nation would, on the contrary, be greatly his debtor.

Creevey, of course, promptly circulated the story of this ‘very curious conversation’ among a few favoured friends, including the Duke of Wellington and the Earl of Sefton, who roared with laughter and thought that nothing could be more first-rate than the Royal Edward’s ingenuousness. His lordship did not know which to admire more, the delicacy of the Duke’s attachment to Madame de St Laurent, or his ‘perfect’ disinterestedness in pecuniary matters’.

But Royal Edward’s future was by no means settled yet. Victoire had still not made up her mind, and the atmosphere in the Place Royale was becoming increasingly strained. By the beginning of January 1818, he could stand the suspense no longer, and wrote to Amorbach to insist on an answer one way or the other. The Princess of Leiningen had already been assured that several months of each year could be spent in Germany and now the Prince Regent stepped in, undertaking to persuade the Court of Wards, presided over by the Grand Duke of Baden, to agree that the Leiningen children should remain under their mother’s guardianship. All her objections having been met, the Princess capitulated and on 25 January she accepted the Duke of Kent’s proposal.

When it came to the point of breaking the news to Madame de St Laurent, the Duke’s courage failed him and, with some idea of sparing them both the distress of actually having to say goodbye, he left for England ostensibly on a business trip. Madame accepted the inevitable with dignity, retiring to make her home in Paris, where King Louis XVIII bestowed on her the courtesy title of Comtesse de Montgenet. She and the Duke never met again, although they continued to correspond and he continued to show an anxious solicitude for her welfare.

There’s no doubt that he felt a genuine sense of loss, and arrived in London on 23 March to prepare for his wedding with his heart ‘half-broke’. ‘I hope I shall have the energy to do my duty,’ he wrote to a friend. His mood of depression was not lightened by the unsympathetic attitude of the House of Commons, which showed no signs of appreciating the magnitude of his sacrifice. One member remarked that, while it might be desirable for some branches of the royal family to marry, he saw no reason why the country should be called on to enable them all to marry. Another thought that, since the Duke of Clarence was already engaged, ‘it was not proper that any other member of the royal family should come to the House and ask for an additional allowance for the same purpose’. They might, he felt, quite well have waited to see if the Clarences could provide the necessary ‘increase’.

Parliament was, in fact, becoming increasingly tired of those ‘damned millstones’ the Royal Dukes, and less and less inclined to subsidize their improvidence. However, as Lord Castlereagh pointed out, it was no more than bare justice to make some provision for the new Duchess of Kent, who would be giving up a comfortable income on her marriage, and in the end the Commons rather grudgingly agreed to settle an extra £6,000 a year on the Duke of Kent, to revert to his widow in the event of his death.

The knowledge that his elder brother had done no better was not much consolation to the Duke, who was about to take on the additional expense and responsibility of a wife with little or no financial compensation. But it was too late now for second thoughts. Mr Brook Taylor, the English minister at Stuttgart, was busy completing the negotiations with the Duke of Baden, with the Princess of Leiningen’s trustees and her eldest brother, Duke Ernest of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld. The Duke of Kent, therefore borrowed another £3,000 from the long-suffering Thomas Coutts, and prepared to set out for Germany.

Victoire, meanwhile, had gone back to Coburg, and her mother, the Dowager Duchess Augusta, noted that the ‘dear good child’ seemed quite unperturbed at what lay before her, and was looking forward calmly to a new life with a man she had met only once. But Victoire, now approaching her thirty-second birthday, had never been gifted with much imagination and, having made her decision, was untroubled by the last-minute doubts and misgivings which might have afflicted a more introspective character. Cheerful, sociable and affectionate by nature, she was basically a very simple woman and one who, without necessarily being in any way over-sexed, needed male support and companionship.

The Duke of Kent arrived on 26 May, the day before he was expected, and the Dowager, who had confessed to feeling ‘rather anxious’ about her youngest daughter’s marriage to a virtual stranger, was relieved to find him ‘a fine man for his age’ with ‘a pleasant winning manner, and a good-humoured expression’. ‘His tall stature helps to give him an air of breeding’, she wrote in her diary for that day, ‘and he combines a simple soldierly manner with the refinement of a man of the world, which makes intercourse with him easy and pleasant.’ On 28 May came the formal betrothal ceremony and exchange of rings between the affianced couple, and on the 29th they were married.

The Coburgs, one of a group of princely families descended from the ancient House of Wettin, had experienced inconvenience, invasion, anxiety and loss of revenue as a result of the Napoleonic Wars, but, more fortunate than some of their neighbours, they had emerged with their sovereign powers intact and were determined to put on a good show for the English.

At half-past eight in the evening Victoire, with her mother and her sister Sophie, drove en ceremonie to the Schloss Ehrenburg, the ducal residence, to find Duke Ernest waiting in the State Rolms ready to conduct them into the brilliantly lit Riesensaal, or Hall of Giants, where the bridegroom, resplendent in his Field Marshal’s uniform, was already standing under a velvet canopy. Describing him as tall and ‘stately’, one contemporary at least thought that, in spite of his bald head with its fringe of dyed hair and his tendency to corpulence, ‘he might still be considered a handsome man’. The bride, matron though she was, wore white trimmed with white roses and orange blossom and, to her mother’s eyes, looked ‘charming’. One of her English sisters-in-law was to call her no more than ‘very pleasing’, but other observers were kinder, and with her glossy dark curls, dark eyes, high colour and generous curves the new Duchess, to judge from her portraits, was good-looking enough in a rather florid style. She was fond of dress, with a penchant for large hats, feathers and bright colours, and might fairly be regarded as an attractive woman.

A salute of guns from the Festung above the town informed the Coburgers that the religious ceremony had been completed, while the family sat down to a state dinner which went on well into the night. The newly-married couple were then escorted to their apartments and the Dowager Duchess, who had prayed that her dear child would find in this second marriage ‘all the happiness which she had not quite attained in her last one’, went home ‘thoroughly tired out’.

Five days later the Kents left for England, Victoire once more followed by her mother’s hopes that she would be happy with ‘her really very amiable husband, who only in middle age makes acquaintance with family life and will therefore perhaps appreciate it all the more’. The journey, with frequent stops along the way, including one at Brussels with its rather unfortunate associations with Madame de St Laurent, took the best part of a month. But at last, on 30 June, they landed at Dover and Victoire now had to face the prospect of meeting her formidable new inlaws. After a night at Claremont, still full of affecting mementoes of poor Charlotte, she was driven up to London to be presented to the Prince Regent, the Duke and Duchess of York, the Duke of Cambridge complete with his new Duchess, and Princess Mary, Duchess of Gloucester, amid the daunting splendours of Carlton House.

Any gathering of the English royal family was liable to be fraught with dangerous undercurrents, and there was no love lost between the Duke of Kent and his two eldest brothers. The Regent disliked him anyway for being a sanctimonious prig and Whig, and still resented his former friendship with the exiled Princess of Wales; while there was a long-standing, if officially buried, quarrel between York and Kent. Frederick suspected Edward of having had a hand in exposing the Mrs Clarke scandal, and Edward believed that Frederick had been behind his recall from Gibraltar. On this occasion, however, all went well and the Regent who, despite his somewhat grotesque appearance, could still display an astonishing amount of charm, exerted himself to give Edward’s wife a gracious welcome.

1818 was a year of weddings. On 7 April the Princess Elizabeth had married the Landgrave of Hesse-Homburg – and promptly earned herself the nickname of Betty Humbug. The Cambridge wedding had followed on 1 June, and on 4 July the Duke of Clarence’s betrothed arrived in London. Since the Kents were to go through a second marriage service according to the rites of the Church of England, it was decided to hold a double ceremony which took place in the drawing-room at Kew in the intimidating presence of old Queen Charlotte at four o’clock on the afternoon of Monday, 13 July, with the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of London officiating. The Regent gave both brides away and Victoire, dressed this time in a robe of gold tissue, lined with white satin and trimmed with Brussels lace, definitely outshone the pale, refined Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen.

The Duke of Kent did not take his bride to Castle Hill. Instead they stayed at Claremont with Prince Leopold, using Kensington Palace as a pied-a-terre, and the next six weeks or so were spent in a giddy round of sightseeing and theatre-going. There was a reception at Carlton House, and on Victoire’s birthday, 17 August, a family dinner party was held in her honour. The Duke was also at pains to introduce his wife to his more serious friends. They paid a visit to the headquarters of The British and Foreign School Society and attended a prize giving at the Society’s branch in City Road, where the Duchess was invited to preside over a newly formed Ladies’ Committee – thus making her the first English royal lady ever to sit on a charitable committee. Much gratified, the Duke rose to return thanks on her behalf, explaining that ‘she was not yet perfectly conversant with the English language’.

In fact, Victoire spoke no English at all, and when presented with a congratulatory address by the Lord Mayor and Aldermen of the City of London, her reply had to be written out phonetically and learned parrot-fashion. Inside the family circle this hardly mattered. Her husband was seldom at a loss for words in either German or French and there was no shortage of German speakers among the other royals, but obviously it would be a serious handicap in public life. So English lessons were arranged and the Duchess applied herself docilely.

As it turned out, she was to have little opportunity to practise, for it was already becoming uncomfortably clear that the sooner the Kents returned to Germany the better. Marriage, far from solving the Duke’s financial problems, was plunging him ever deeper into debt. The £3,000 borrowed from Mr Coutts had been swallowed up by wedding presents, by a sum of £500 promised to Madame de St Laurent and £1,500 due to the Duchess under the marriage contract – not to mention bills from milliners and dressmakers for her new finery. By the end of August the holidays were over. The Duke of Cambridge had taken his bride back to Hanover, where he would be resuming his duties as governor of the family’s German kingdom. The Clarences had gone with him, also from motives of economy, and early in September the Kents set sail from Dover en route for Amorbach.

First, though, they stopped off at the Duke of Wellington’s headquarters, now established at Valenciennes. Three years after Waterloo, there was still an Allied army of occupation in northern France and G.H.Q., with its gay social round of balls, dinners and review, had become a great centre of attraction for the travelling English. The Kents witnessed a review of British and Russian troops, and were guests at a ball given by the Russian commander-in-chief, the fascinating Count Woronzow. The Duchess daringly ‘waltzed a little’ and the Duke was seen to ‘put his hand upon her cheek to feel if she was not too hot’, a display of husbandly solicitude which the ubiquitous Mr Creevey recorded with a certain amount of rather malicious amusement.

From Valenciennes the couple went on to Aix-la-Chapelle to see something of the festivities surrounding a summit conference of European sovereigns at which the four Allied Powers – England, Russia, Austria and Prussia – were to discuss the withdrawal of their occupying armies and consider their future relations with France and with each other. The Kents, of course, were not concerned with international politics (though no doubt the Duke would have been only too pleased to give the treaty-makers the benefit of his advice), but they attended another ball, given by the town of Aix to its distinguished visitors, before leaving for Switzerland. There they paid a visit to another member of Victoire’s numerous family, her sister Juliana, and made an adventurous excursion to the Grindelwald glaciers and up the Lauterbourg Valley. So that it was the end of October before they were finally settled at Amorbach for the winter.

It had been a strenuous and exciting summer, and despite her abundant vitality Victoire was probably not altogether sorry to get home again and unpack. As for the Duke, he had characteristically found congenial employment by starting an ambitious scheme of improvements to his new home. The territory round the village of Amorbach and its little palace had originally been ecclesiastical property, granted to the Princess of Leiningen in 1801 in compensation for lands taken from them by the French, but picturesque though it might be, the residence scarcely measured up to English princely standards of comfort or convenience. The Duke had therefore imported an architect and a small army of workmen, and set about building new stables, walling in the gardens for extra privacy, and installing a more efficient heating system.

It was all going to be very pleasant and cosy, but when, about the middle of November, the Duchess was able to inform her husband that she was certainly pregnant, he at once addressed himself to the problem of ensuring that the coming child should, as he put it, be BRITON BORN. On 18 November he wrote one of his enormously long letters to the Prince Regent’s Private Secretary with the information that the Duchess expected to be confined in the following May, and that consequently they would feel it their duty to set out for England early in April, it being ‘incumbent upon us to adopt such measures as will enable the child to be born at home’. However, as the Duke was obliged to confess, the measures he proposed to adopt would depend on the Regent’s showing ‘the goodness of his heart and his liberality’, and he went on to ask for ‘pecuniary assistance to perform the journey’, the use of the royal yacht for the Channel crossing and the loan of additional accommodation at Kensington Palace for the period of the Duchess’s confinement.

The Duke appears to have felt every confidence that these requests would be granted; but unfortunately the self-important tone of his letter was exactly calculated to irritate the Regent, whose own disastrous marriage and now childless conditions made him hyper-sensitive on the subject of royal offspring. He had not the slightest intention of showing either goodness of heart or liberality merely to enable his least favourite brother to make a parade of fatherhood under his nose. Instead, he proceeded to administer a sharp snub to Edward’s vanity, informing him via the Private Secretary that no assistance, pecuniary or otherwise, would be forthcoming for a journey to England, and reminding him that the Duchesses of Clarence and Cambridge were also in delicate situations. They were both content to have their babies in decent obscurity abroad, and therefore the Regent ‘could not resist’ recommending that the Kents should do the same.

This came as a grievous disappointment to Amorbach, but in his present state of financial distress, the Duke had little option but to submit. As he told his old friend General Weatherall just before Christmas, he could see no other prospect ‘but that of my necessarily remaining here for the whole of the next five years’.

This was not a very enlivening prospect, but the Duke of Kent was never cast down for long. He was sustained by a Micawber-like conviction that ‘something would turn up’ and, whether or not there is any truth in the story that a gipsy fortune-teller had once assured him that he would have a daughter who would be a great Queen, he possessed an unshakeable belief in the future. ‘My brothers are not so strong as I am,’ he was in the habit of saying to anyone who would listen. ‘I have led a regular life, I shall outlive them all; the crown will come to me and my children.’ While pronouncements of this kind naturally did nothing to improve his relations with his brothers, anyone gazing upon his large, robust person could scarcely fail to wonder if he might not be right.

Another, more immediate, source of comfort was the fact that his marriage, entered into with so much reluctance, and hesitation, had proved a triumphant success. In Victoire, with her warm, outgoing personality, her eagerness to please and be pleased, and her touching reliance on her husband’s superior judgement, he had surely found the ideal helpmate and companion, the ideal mother of his children.

On the last day of 1818, although they were under the same roof, he wrote a tender love-letter to his wife:


This evening will put an end, dear well beloved Victoire, to the year 1818, which saw the birth of my happiness by giving you to me as my guardian angel. I hope that you will always recall this year with the same pleasure as I do, and that each time a new anniversary comes round, you will be as contented with your fate, as you make me hope you are today. … I would have wished to be at least able to say all this to you in pretty verses but you know that I am an old soldier who has not this talent, and so you must take the good will for the deed and in accepting this little almanack you will remember that it comes from your very deeply attached husband, for whom you represent all happiness and all consolation. On that I tell you in the language of my country, God bless you, love me as I love you.
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