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‘Herald of a new future’

L] *

Victoria (1819—1901),
queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland,
and empress of India®, was born on 24 May 1819 at Kens-
ington Palace, London. She was the only 1eg'1timate® child
of the fourth son of King George III, Edward Augustus,
duke of Kent (1767—1820), who in 1818 had abandoned
Julie de St Laurent, his mistress of many years, in order
to join his brothers in the attempt to provide an heir to
the throne® His wife was a young widow: born Princess
Victoire of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld (1786—1861), she had mar-
ried the prince of Leiningen, with whom she had two chil-
dren, Prince Charles and Princess Feodore, before his death
in 1B14. Among the duchess’s brothers were Ernest, duke
of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, who was the father of the future
prince consort®, and the future king of the Belgians Leopold I
(17g0o—1865), who had been the husband of Princess Char-
lotte of Wales. Charlotte’s death in 1817 had precipitated® the
efforts to produce a new heir for the throne. Unsubstanti-
ated rumours® that Victoria was not her father’s child surface
periodically.
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Conflict with George IV

Relationships between the duke and duchess of Kent and
the court of King George IV determined the character of
the princess’s early years. Tension between Kent and his
eldest brother spilled overPat the infant’s baptism®on 24 June
1819, when at the last moment the prince regent® as godfa-
ther refused to allow her to be named Victoire Georgiana
Alexandrina Charlotte Augusta after her mother and god-
parents, but he eventually agreed to Alexandrina Victoria
(after her godfather, the tsar of Russia, and her mother).
By December 1819 deteriorating@ relations with the regent
and ever-increasing debts led Kent to leave London, and
the court. Determined to stay in England because he was
convinced that his daughter would inherit the throne, Kent
took his family to a house in Sidmouth, Devon; there, most
unexpectedly, he died on 23 January 1820, less than a week
before his father. Under his will Alexandrina Victoria, now
fourth in line to the throne, was left to the sole guardianship

of her mother.

The duchess of Kent shared her late husband’s conviction
that their daughter would one day become queen, and was
determined that she should be brought up as an English
princess. Not a very wise woman (and widely regarded
as a stupid foreigner), the duchess was greatly under the
influence of the controller of her household and former
equerry® to the duke, Sir John Conroy. Conroy harboured
great ambitions for himself and his family, and viewed the
little princess as his route to power and influence. His advice
reinforced©® the duchess’s difficulties with the rest of the

royal family, and they isolated Victoria from the morally
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contaminated® court of her ‘wicked uncles’. George IV ini-
tially refused to modify his dislike of Kent’s widow; he did
not regard Victoria as his eventual heir, for the duke of
Clarence seemed likely to pre-empt her claim® by producing
a legitimate child. The king would not even help to relieve
their disastrous finances, leaving them to the care of Prince
Leopold, until parliament in 1825 made an annual grant to
the princess as heir presumptive®. Even when it became clear
that Victoria was likely to inherit the throne, George showed
little interest in the family; it was her half-sister, Feodore,
who caught his attention (and was for a time spoken of as a

possible bride for the aged king).

The duchess of Kent made something of a virtue of necessity®,
keeping Victoria away from the court even when relations
defrosted slightly, thus ensuring that the public would not
see Victoria as infected by the dissolute regime® of the late
Hanoverian monarchy. The king invited them to Windsor
for the first time when Victoria was six; she retained a strong
memory of the event, and recalled in 1872 that the king
had taken her by the hand, saying ‘Give me your little paw’
(Letters, 1st ser., 1.16). He was persuaded to permit his sister-
in-law andniece toreside in apartmentsin Kensington Palace,

and it was there that the princess spent her childhood.

Education of a princess

Looking back, Victoria often commented on how solitary
she had been. True, the princess had little company of
her own age: her half-sister, Feodore, was twelve years
her senior® (and married in 1828), and her only surviving

cousins, Prince George of Cumberland and Prince George of
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Cambridge (Princess Mary of Cambridge was not born until
1833), were kept away from her. Sir John Conroy encouraged
the duchess in isolating her daughter; his own daughters,
Victoire and Elizabeth Jane, provided her only regular—
and increasingly unwelcome—companionship. She amused
herself instead with an extensive family of dolls and ani-
mals. Dash, a King Charles spaniel®, a gift from Conroy to
the duchess in 1833, was the first in a long line of beloved
little dogs. Other carefully vetted? children were occasionally
brought to play with Victoria, but friendship was out of the
question with a princess who from infancy had been given a
firm sense of her high position (although not of her ultimate
destiny). A much quoted anecdote has the princess tell a
child about to play with her toys, ‘You must not touch those,
they are mine; and I may call you Jane, but you must not call

me Victoria' (Longford, 28).

Although she lacked companionship, Victoria was never
alone. From her birth she was surrounded by devoted atten-
dants, servants, and teachers; she never walked downstairs
without someone holding her hand, and famously she never
slept alone until she succeeded to the throne; instead she
shared a bed with her mother. Her earliest attendants were
her nurse Mrs Brock (although most unusually for the time
and her class she was not puttoa wet-nursed bat was fed by
her mother), her mother’s lady—in—waiting@ Baroness Spith,
and Princess Feodore’s governess, Louise Lehzen. Lehzen,
the daughter of a Lutheran pastor from Hanover, was among
Victoria’s most important formative influences, setting her-
self in opposition to Conroy and the duchess, whom she
considered weak. Lehzen’s ideal of a queen was Elizabeth 1

(1533—1603), and she imbued® in Victoria a sense of the
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importance of strength of will, elevating her natural obsti-
nacy® and stubbornness@ 1o a principle. Lehzen, who was the
princess’s constant preceptress® until she came to the throne,
would read to Victoria morning and evening, while she
was being dressed or prepared for bed, thereby helping to
instil® the rigid work discipline which served Victoria well
throughout her life.

Contrary to her own later recollections, Victoria’s formal
education began before she was four, when the Revd George
Davys (later bishop of Peterborough) became her tutor.
From April 1823 he went regularly to Kensington Palace,
where he taught Victoria the basic skills of literacy and
numeracy, and gave religious instruction. Like that of most
girls at this time, Victoria’s early education was dominated
by the writings of the evangelical moralist Mrs Trimmer,
but with Davys and Lehzen she also studied history, geog-
raphy, natural history, poetry, and (by 1828) Latin. Despite
her future destiny, Victoria never experienced the classical
education that was the shared intellectual heritage of the
men of the political classes: the requirements of femininity
were not to be subordinated to the needs of the staté®. Nor
was Victoria to be a Renaissance woman like Elizabeth I,
educated to write poetry as well as to embroider, to muse
philosophically as well as to direct the affairs of her family.
Yet her education was thorough and intensive—by 1829
she was spending five hours a day, six days a week, in
formal lessons—and it stood her in good stead®. French,
German, and Italian were added to her curriculum. (Eng-
lish was always spoken in Kensington Palace, despite the
preponderance@ of German-speakers; Davys commented on

the princess’s German accent, which he helped to eradicate.
p p
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She began to study the ‘female accomplishments’ with a
succession of tutors: playing the piano and singing with
Mrs Mary Anderson and John Sale, painting and drawing
with Richard Westall RA, and, with Madame Bourdin,
dancing, in which she took a particular delight.

In 1830 the duchess of Kent invited the bishops of London
and Lincoln to examine her daughter, and to comment on
her education so far. The bishops’ verdict® was positive, and
the duchess was publicly commended @, Shortly after this
examination the princess was allowed to learn of her prob-
able future destiny. Keeping the information from her had
been a kindness in the light of D the uncertainty of the suc-
cession, and although some doubted whether she could have
been as ignorant as was claimed, Victoria herself endorsed
Lehzen’s account of the way she was told. A genealogical
table® was inserted in her history book for her to study; ‘I see
T am nearer the throne than I thought... T will be good’,
she said. ‘T cried much on learning it, and ever deplored the

contingency®”, she commented later (Martin, 1.13).

Conroy and the ‘Kensington system’

After the examination Victoria’s lessons were relieved by
regular visits to the theatre and the opera. This latter was
the princess'’s passion, and she now acquired her lifelong love
of the bel canto operas© of Bellimi, Donizetti, and Rossini.
She was even star-struck: the soprano@ Giulia Grisi always
remained her ideal type of the singer, and she idolized the
ballerina® Marie Taglioni. Luigi Lablache, the bass baritone®

whom she first heard at a private recital® in 1834, became the
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princess’s singing teacher in 1836, beginning a relationship

that lasted twenty years.

If Victoria’s childhood resembled a moral and improving
tale for young women, her teenage years approached melo-
drama. Victoria herself was the oppressed heroine, sup-
ported by her faithful retainer Lehzen, with the duchess
of Kent as wicked (step)mother, the willing tool of Sir John
Conroy, the ‘Arch-Fiend'. Walk-on parts were played by the
new king, William IV, as the cholericPbut kindly uncle, and
the duke of Cumberland (the next heir) as the off-stage
bogeyman@. Victoria later recast her memories, painting her
entire youth in gloomy colours and seeking to absolve her
mother from all responsibility as, like herself, a victim of
an all-powerful, all-malignant Conroy. Yet the duchess was
no dupe®, and concurred willingly in Conroy’s actions: she
was no less ambitious than he to wield® the authority of her

daughter’s crown.

Conroy’s influence had been tempered by the irregular
but commanding presence of the duchess’s brother Prince
Leopold. Then in 1830 Leopold accepted the throne of
Belgium. He remained in regular correspondence with both
his sister and niece, but his absence enhanced the position of
Conroy, whom Victoria came to loathe as ‘the Monster and

demon Incarnate®’ (Hudson, 1 53).

From 1830 onwards the duchess and Conroy implemented
what was termed the ‘Kensington system’. Their aim was
to ensure that Victoria was totally dependent on them, and
would not look to others for advice when she came to the

throne. The duchess was appointed regent in the event of
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William IV dying before Victoria reached eighteen, and
Conroy’s aim was to get the princess to agree to appoint
him her private secretary. There was thus a practical, politi-
cal reason for keeping Victoria away from the court, where
she might find other advisers, and away from society, in
which she might find alternative sources of support. The
Kensington system was, however, more than an exercise
in ambition: the aim was to make Victoria herself popular
and ensure the survival of the monarchy. The Britishness
of her education and upbringing was to be stressed, while
her youth and purity marked her out as the herald of a new
future, distanced from the moral and political corruption of

the British ancien régime.

Beginning in 1830, Conroy and the duchess staged a series
of royal progresses(D (directly imitating those of Elizabeth T},
ostensibly to show the princess some of the historic sites of
her country but in practice to bring her before the public
eye and to assert her position as the heir to the throne.
They succeeded: large crowds gathered to see the princess
wherever she was taken, local dignitaries® presented loyal
addresses, and, until the enraged William IV stepped in to
prevent it, guns were fired in salute. Victoria herself became
increasingly unhappy about these progresses, which became
more frequent and exhausting as she neared her eighteenth
birthday and William IV’s health began to fail.

In 1835 Victoria became seriously ill at Ramsgate. While she
was in her sickbed, Conroy unsuccessfully attempted to force
her to sign a document making him her private secretary
when she became queen. Conroy believed she could be bul-

lied and hectored into compliance®, while the duchess applied
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