
[image: cover]



[image: cover]




Contents

Title Page

List of Illustrations

Acknowledgements

Preface



      1 Scandal 1889

      2 Great Expectations 1864–71

      3 Britannia 1871–79

      4 Bacchante 1879–82

      5 Student Prince 1882–85

      6 Privacy in Public Life 1885–88

      7 Cleveland Street 1889

      8 Under the Carpet 1889–90

      9 Indisposed 1890

    10 Resolution 1890–91

    11 Devastation 1892

    12 Aftershock 1892 to the present



Appendix I

Appendix II

Abbreviations Used in Notes and Bibliography

Notes

Bibliography

Plate Section

About the Author

Copyright



List of Illustrations

1     The Prince and Princess of Wales (Eddy is at his father’s feet), 1866. Author’s Collection.

2     The Prince and Princess of Wales with Princes Eddy and George and Princess Louise, 1868. Author’s Collection.

3     The Prince and Princess of Wales with Princes Eddy and George and Princesses Louise, Maud and Victoria, 1870. Author’s Collection.

4     Prince Eddy, 1871. Author’s Collection.

5     Prince Eddy, 1875. Author’s Collection.

6     Prince Eddy, 1875. Author’s Collection.

7     Prince Eddy and Princess Maud, 1875. Author’s Collection.

8     The Princess of Wales with Princes Eddy and George, 1877. Author’s Collection.

9     Prince Eddy, 1876. Author’s Collection.

10   The Princess of Wales with her children George, Eddy, Louise, Victoria and Maud, 1876. Author’s Collection.

11   Princes Eddy and George as naval cadets, 1880. Author’s Collection.

12   Prince Eddy in naval cadet’s uniform, 1880. Author’s Collection.

13   The Princess of Wales with Princes Eddy and George and Princesses Louise, Victoria and Maud, 1880. Author’s Collection.

14   The Princess of Wales with Princes Eddy and George, 1880. Author’s Collection.

15   The Prince and Princess of Wales and their family on board the royal yacht Osborne, Cowes Week, 1884. Author’s Collection.

16   Princes Eddy and George in respective army and naval officer’s uniforms, 1885. Author’s Collection.

17   The Princess of Wales with Prince Eddy, who is in naval cadet’s uniform. Author’s Collection.

18   Prince Eddy in Hussar’s uniform, 1888. Author’s Collection.

19   Prince Eddy in Hussar’s uniform, 1888. Author’s Collection.

20   Somerset’s solicitor, Arthur Newton. Author’s Collection.

21   Eddy as Duke of Clarence and Avondale, 1890. Author’s Collection.

22   Eddy as Duke of Clarence and Avondale, 1890. Author’s Collection.

23   The Wales family, 1890. Author’s Collection.

24   Eddy as Duke of Clarence, 1891. Author’s Collection.

25   Photograph claimed to be the Duke of Clarence in 1910. Author’s Collection.




Acknowledgements

I have many debts to acknowledge in the preparation of this book. My particular thanks go to the researchers who assisted me: Michel Ameuw (France); Jordan Auslander (USA); Ramesh Chandra (India); Terri McCormack (Australia); Stephen Parker (UK); and Graham Salt (UK).

Special gratitude is also owed for the assistance given by Dr Michael Attias, Major P.J.C Beresford (Regimental Curator, The King’s Royal Hussars); Michael Foy (Queen’s University, Belfast); Adam Green (Assistant Archivist, Trinity College, Cambridge); Robin Harcourt Williams (Librarian & Archivist to the Marquis of Salisbury); Penny Hatfield (College Archivist, Eton College); Lord Romsey; Reverend Sergio Pagno (Archivio Segreto Vaticano); Hannah Renier; Andrew Roberts; John Ross (Specialist Crime Directorate, New Scotland Yard); Mark Tami MP; Caroline Theakstone (Hulton Getty Archive); Hugo Vickers; and Dr C.M. Woolgar (Archivist, University of Southampton). Furthermore, I would like to thank Bill Locke at Lion Television (Executive Producer of the Channel 4 film Prince Eddy) whose support and enthusiasm enabled the project to go forward. I am also indebted to Ralph Lee at Channel 4 for commissioning the story and thus enabling the new evidence surrounding Prince Eddy’s life to be presented to a wider audience. Thanks must also go to Producer/Director Garry Hughes and Associate Producer Melisa Akdogan for their part in making Prince Eddy such a groundbreaking film.

Finally, a special thank you to Caroline Beach, Monica Finch, Patrick Ooi, Bob Sheth and Chris Williamson, for all their hard work at various stages of this project.




Preface

One needs to go back to the Middle Ages, to Richard III and John, to find a significant royal figure whose reputation has been so besmirched by the retrospective historical record as Prince Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence and Avondale. Eddy, as he was known throughout his life, was the eldest son of Edward VII and heir presumptive to the throne for the twenty-eight brief years of his life.

Eddy was as popular and charismatic a figure in his own life-time as Princess Diana a century later. As in her case, his sudden and unexpected death in 1892 resulted in public demonstrations of grief on a scale rarely seen at the time. A century after his death, it was even rumoured (as in Diana’s case) that he had been murdered to prevent him tainting the reputation of the monarchy. Had he lived, he would have been crowned King Edward VIII in 1911, ushering in a profoundly different style of monarchy from that of his younger brother, who ultimately succeeded as George V.

Eddy’s life was virtually ignored by historians until the 1970s, when myths began to accumulate and his character somehow grew horns and a tale. As a result, he is primarily known today as a suspect in the Jack the Ripper murders of 1888 and for his alleged involvement in the Cleveland Street homosexual brothel scandal of 1889. Like Richard III and John, whose reputations have very much been determined in the contemporary mind by William Shakespeare, Eddy has certainly been shaped by popular films such as Murder by Decree (1976), Jack the Ripper (1988) and From Hell (2001).

For those who have seen these films and read Ripper books by Stephen Knight and Melvyn Fairclough, it may come as something of a surprise to learn that rumours of Eddy’s involvement in the Ripper episode can be traced back no further than four decades. It is now acknowledged by most serious researchers of the Ripper killings that the creator of the Eddy Ripper myth was eighty-five-year-old Dr Thomas Stowell, whose article ‘Jack the Ripper – A Solution?’ appeared in the Criminologist (Vol.5, No.18) in November 1970. His article painted a picture of a crazed syphilitic murderer roaming the East End, vainly pursued by his doctor. The killer, referred throughout the article as ‘S’, was apparently a patient of the Royal Physician Sir William Withey Gull, who was convinced that S was the Ripper and strove to have him certified insane. The article also provided a potted biography of S, which quite clearly points the finger at Prince Eddy. Not unsurprisingly, the media seized on the story, which was very soon reported throughout the world as effectively naming Eddy as the murderer. Stowell, stunned by the degree of attention the article received, wrote to The Times in panic, lamely denying that S was Eddy. Before he could be subjected to further scrutiny, Stowell died on 8 November 1970, and his son tried to defuse the furore by destroying his papers. Although the article contained numerous factual errors and recycled several already established Ripper tales, the fuse had already been lit. Numerous others would follow in Stowell’s footsteps, each embellishing and refining the story. The more extreme and fanciful of these stories are examined in more detail in chapter 12.

For those reluctant to accept that Stowell was the creator of the Eddy Ripper myth, the coming to light of a little-known 1962 French biography, Edouard VII, by Philippe Jullian, must have seemed like manna from heaven. On p.171, the author boldly states that, ‘on one occasion the police discovered the Duke in a maison de recontre… the rumour soon gained ground that he was Jack the Ripper’. Here, then, was a source that pre-dated Stowell by some eight years and seemed to be based upon some much earlier source.

However, according to the writer Colin Wilson, in August 1960 he had lunched with Stowell, who had propounded his Eddy theory in some detail. Wilson, who was at the time writing Encyclopaedia of Murder (published the following year), was not wholly convinced by the theory. However, that same evening Wilson related the story that Stowell had told him to the biographer and politician Sir Harold Nicolson. Although the Jullian book contains no index or source notes, its acknowledgements page contains the following sentence: ‘In England it is to Sir Harold Nicolson, for allowing me to delve into his works and for telling me a number of hitherto unpublished anecdotes, that I am most indebted.’ So, after much twisting and turning, the trail finally returned to Stowell. From so little substance, so much has subsequently been made.

The eccentric theories possibly reached their nadir in 1991, when Melvyn Fairclough published The Ripper and the Royals. Reproducing extracts from a diary allegedly written by Ripper investigator Inspector Frederick Abberline of Scotland Yard, Fairclough not only tied Eddy into the Ripper murders, but implicated a host of others, including Lord Randolph Churchill. New Scotland Yard have subsequently expressed the view that the ‘Abberline Diary’ is a forgery.

The fact that on each and every occasion a Ripper murder took place Eddy was not only out of London, but was attending functions in front of large numbers of people, seems to have escaped the attention of many writers determined to place him in the Ripper frame. Fairclough also took the theory that the cause of Eddy’s death had been murder rather than influenza to its illogical conclusion. In a tale that bore more than a passing resemblance to The Man in the Iron Mask, he claimed that Eddy had been kept a prisoner at Glamis Castle in Scotland to prevent him from ascending to the throne. He apparently died, still a prisoner, in 1933. Fairclough’s book even offers proof of this theory by publishing a photograph of Eddy, aged forty-six, ‘eighteen years after his official death.’ In order to subject this claim to scientific analysis, his photograph and one of Eddy taken in 1890 were presented to the forensic imaging expert Ken Linge BA, MSc, FBIPP. Linge is one of the UK’s leading experts on facial mapping and a veteran Old Bailey forensic witness. The results of computer analysis using morphological, anthropometric and biometric techniques found numerous and significant differences between the two photographs, leading Linge to conclude that they were, without doubt, of two entirely different people.

So much for the fabrications. This book presents an entirely new Eddy. It cuts through the tissue of myth and misinterpretation with which he has long been surrounded, and demonstrates that far from being a liability to the royal family and the nation he was destined to rule, he was, in reality, a figure of unfulfilled potential who could have made a significant difference to the lives of his subjects.

Earlier studies have tended to centre on the likes of the Cleveland Street Scandal and the Jack the Ripper murders, which have detracted from other episodes in his life and have inevitably clouded the water in terms of discovering the reality. The jigsaw pieces that collectively tell the story of Eddy’s life have been concealed in a variety of haystacks around the world, and have now been brought together for the first time in this book. Many have not previously seen the light of day, and collectively combine to put Eddy into a new focus.

I have been fortunate in locating a number of Eddy’s previously unknown and unpublished personal letters, which shed some light on his innermost thoughts and opinions. In fact, my objective throughout has been to get back to Eddy himself, who has been somewhat lost over the years in books focusing on the person he was not and the things he did not do, as opposed to the person he really was and the things he actually did and said. The approach of this book is also thematic, in order to place Eddy in the context of those aspects of his life that mattered most to him and his contemporaries.

Although rightly placing emphasis on the realities of Eddy’s life as opposed to the myths, we still have a duty to discover how and why past biographers and film writers have found it so easy to saddle Eddy with such an odorous legacy. In beginning our search for the real Eddy, we must now return to the defining moment in 1889 that, in effect, became the foundation on which all later distortions and fantasies were built.




1

Scandal

1889

The first thirty-eight years of Lord Arthur Somerset’s life were perfectly delightful. The third son of the Duke of Beaufort, brought up at Badminton, educated at Eton, he had by 1889 survived military action in the Sudan to become a senior Guards officer, Superintendent of the Stables and Extra Equerry to the Prince of Wales. As a nobleman in the inner circle surrounding the future King of England and Emperor of India, no doors were closed to him. He dined at the best houses and belonged to the best clubs in the biggest and most powerful city in the world. The rich and beautiful of London society were delighted to call him a friend.

At the start of July 1889, all this would change. Some lives are like that; a paralysing accident, the sudden death of a beloved partner, a crash in the value of stock – an unexpected event turns them upside down. And so it was with Lord Arthur Somerset. Worse still, his reaction to this personal disaster would resound for well over a century. It would result first in the shameful dismissal of Prince Albert Victor, the Prince of Wales’s heir, from royal history, and eighty-five years later to the final calumny: that the young prince’s outrageous misbehaviour was the dark secret behind Jack the Ripper.

Lord Arthur’s nemesis arrived in the prosaic surroundings of Post Office headquarters in the City of London, on Thursday 4 July. Happily ignorant of the disaster that would soon overwhelm him, the distinguished soldier was busy a few miles away with the Shah of Persia’s visit to Marlborough House in the Mall. The Shah had arrived in London at the start of the week with a retinue of forty, and was staying as the Queen’s guest at Buckingham Palace. Persia was strategically important in the rumbling disagreement between Turkey (a British ally) and Russia, and the Queen supported her politicians by flattering the Shah with pomp and ceremony. At sixty years of age, his moustachios as black as ever and his reputation as savage, he cut a fine figure.1 Cheering crowds lined the streets to welcome him, while the Crown had provided a splendid complement of gilded coaches and attendant cavalrymen, including Prince Albert Victor himself, to accompany the visitors to Windsor, the Guildhall and Covent Garden, as the exhausting week of formalities progressed.

Today, a party of Persian notables would bowl down the Mall to visit the Prince of Wales at Marlborough House. The sixty horses in the Royal Stables, which Wales inspected every morning, would await visitors in a state of gleaming perfection; Lord Arthur Somerset, of the Blues, was an efficient master and would make sure of that.

Meanwhile, three or four miles away in the City’s main sorting office at St Martin’s Le Grand, a telegraph boy called Charlie Swinscow had been hauled in front of Post Office Constable Luke Hanks to explain himself.2

In 1889, money was generally conveyed from person to person not by banks – whose branches were inconveniently located and whose clientele was a small, well-heeled minority – but by postal order or cash, through the mail. The system offered ample opportunity for theft. Post Office delivery boys and men must, therefore, be trustworthy and be seen to be trustworthy. They were prohibited from carrying cash or personal effects of any kind; their own items must be kept in lockers back at headquarters.

So when fifteen-year-old Swinscow was found to have eighteen shillings in his possession – one and a half times his weekly wage – PC Hanks interviewed him at once. The boy denied having stolen the money. He had done some ‘private work away from the office’, he said. Questioned further, he insisted that this work was nothing to do with his job.

The internal police of the Post Office were an astute body of men. Many had formerly served in the regular Metropolitan service. And PC Hanks, like his colleagues, was persistent. Finally, Charlie Swinscow admitted having earned the money from gentlemen who paid him a guinea for his sexual favours. But not, he insisted, on Post Office premises. These activities had taken place at an address in the seedy Bohemian district of Fitzrovia, two or three miles west. He would pass on his guinea to the landlord, a Mr Hammond, and receive four shillings to keep. He explained that he had originally been seduced (after a fumble in the basement toilets of the Post Office) by another boy at St Martin’s Le Grand, appropriately called Newlove. Newlove had introduced him to the house in Fitzrovia, and he was not the only one. Other young employees had been earning four shillings a time at 19, Cleveland Street. It was a regular racket.

The Post Office employed hundreds of boys to deliver urgent messages throughout London. They were aged from thirteen upwards, and made a charming picture in their little blue jackets, smart trousers and caps. But the Post Office could not afford to gain a reputation as an employer to which mothers dare not send their sons, an employer which could not guarantee a reputable job, with prospects. PC Hanks informed his superior, John Phillips. John Phillips told the Postmaster General.

On the Friday, Hanks and Phillips interviewed telegraph boys Wright and Thickbroom (another name not easily forgotten). They confirmed that Newlove, who had since been promoted and was a clerk, had introduced them to Hammond. All four boys were suspended on full pay.

The Post Office was a vitally important department of state and must not be involved in a scandal; but as things stood, at least one of its employees might well be charged under the Labouchère Amendment to the Criminal Law Act. This controversial addition to the law was only four years old, and allowed for penalties of up to two years for committing, or procuring or attempting to procure others to commit, the sexual act with men. It made even consensual non-penetrative sex between men illegal, which is how it became known as the Blackmailers’ Charter. A poorly drafted piece of law, it had inspired little Parliamentary scrutiny or objection, because the entire subject of homosexuality was judged too indecent to discuss even in the House of Commons. No decent person, at any level of life, mentioned such things.

The Postmaster General informed Commissioner Monro of Scotland Yard about the boys, the gentlemen clients, and the brothel.

Commissioner Monro agreed that his best men must be employed and the matter cleared up and swept away, immediately. Only one detective would do. Inspector Abberline stood out from the rest, which was why he had been working on the Jack the Ripper murders since they began about ten months ago, and no one was sure that the Ripper’s activities had ceased. Nonetheless, Monro told Abberline to step down and direct all his attention to this Cleveland Street affair. It must be stopped before it attracted any publicity.

Abberline acted immediately. He arranged a special Saturday sitting at Marlborough Street Magistrates’ Court. Newlove, or someone who had so far evaded contact with the investigators, must have got a message to Hammond, the proprietor of 19, Cleveland Street, that boys had been suspended from the Post Office and the wind was up. Hammond, an old hand at brothel-keeping now in his forties, didn’t need to be told twice. On Saturday 6 July, when police forced an entry to the house, they found that he had made a hurried exit from his place of business, with its good furniture, antimacassars and tastefully placed mirrors, having lugged his personal items away in a large portmanteau and abandoned a pile of dirty laundry.

Warrants were issued for the arrest of Hammond and Newlove, on charges of conspiring to incite and procure the named boys to commit buggery.

Hammond may have vaporised, but Newlove was innocently staying with his mother at 38, Bayham Street, Camden Town, and PC Hanks collected him from that address without trouble on Sunday morning, 7 July. Hammond, who was wily and understood that a name dropped in the right place and time could cool the heat, had left a message for Newlove that he must deny everything; Hammond would take control. He knew that at least one of his clients would bring influence to bear, rather than face a potential scandal.

But Henry Newlove was just a boy, and did not understand. He complained bitterly to Hanks that his own seducer at the Post Office, a boy called Hewett, was not being charged. He pursued this grievance as they walked together to the police station. He didn’t see why he should get into trouble while there were plenty of people in a high position who had visited Cleveland Street. Lord Euston went there, and Colonel Jervois, and Lord Arthur Somerset. PC Hanks wrote this up in a report when they got to the station.

The Sunday papers rounded up the news of the week. The Prince and Princess of Wales had announced the engagement of their eldest daughter, Louise, to the Duke of Fife; there would be a royal wedding at the end of the month. It was expected, reported Le Courrier de Londres, that the Waleses’ elder son, Prince Albert Victor, would soon become betrothed to Princess Victoria, a sister of the young German Emperor.

On Monday 9 July, Newlove, now remanded in custody, repeated his allegations to Inspector Abberline. Lord Arthur Somerset, he said, called himself Mr Brown, but everyone knew who he was.

Hammond, who had until now been hiding at the home of a relation in Gravesend, took the boat for France.

On the Tuesday, PC Hanks got a surprise when he visited Newlove’s mother. They were in the middle of a heart-to-heart when a caller arrived. Hanks, concealed in a corridor, saw and heard a man he recognised. His name was Veck; he liked to dress as a parson, and had been sacked from the Post Office at Gravesend years before for interfering with telegraph boys. ‘Do you want any money just let me know,’ he heard Veck say to Mrs Newlove. ‘I’ll instruct a solicitor to defend Henry in the morning.’

If Abberline were to make a sound case, deflecting blame from the Post Office and placing it firmly at Cleveland Street, he would need to prove that Hammond, probably with the connivance of Veck and others, had enticed boys to his infamous house; and if the telegraph boys were going to stand up in court and name names, there must be some evidence to corroborate what they said. He asked Monro for men to stand watch round the clock at the vacant house in Cleveland Street.

A PC Sladden, from Tottenham Court Road police station, was on surveillance duty that week and saw dozens of men arrive, and leave disappointed. Many were well dressed, or in military uniform. He followed several. One turned out to be a Member of Parliament and another a member of the National Liberal Club. But he lay in wait for even bigger fish. On Wednesday 10 July, Hammond’s sister-in-law Florence and another woman entered the house after lunch. At ten to five, Lord Arthur Somerset came in a hansom, and had a conversation at the door with someone inside. He must have heard some bad news then, but perhaps it was inconclusive. He waited in the street. Twenty minutes later, a corporal of the Second Battalion, the Life Guards, joined him, and the two walked together towards Oxford Street.

On the Thursday and Friday, Veck was at Cleveland Street packing up goods, which were removed by a furniture van; he then left. On the Saturday, at teatime, Lord Arthur Somerset and the corporal once again turned up for an assignation which could not take place. The house was shut.

Henry Newlove, a Post Office clerk third class, earning less than a pound a week, had made a preliminary appearance at Marlborough Street Court. Abberline now became aware that Newlove, and Hammond and Veck should they be caught, were all to be represented by Arthur Newton, at twenty-eight already making a name for himself as a criminal law solicitor. Abberline’s suspicions were confirmed. Arthur Newton knew that clients in a case like this would pay anything to be cleared, and he would charge accordingly. His fees must be coming from somewhere; evidently a person of influence had a lot to lose if any of the accused spoke his name in open court.

Lord Arthur Somerset, as a younger son, would inherit no land. He lived on his army pay, in a style commensurate with his status in the royal fast set, and gambled. Newton’s legal fees for at least three cases would have stretched his resources considerably. On the other hand, he was among the Upper Ten and so were all his friends. These were the ‘upper ten thousand’, those English families who at this time still owned eighty per cent of Great Britain’s farmland, city streets, docks and mines. They lived largely on rents and income from shares. Somerset’s father, the Duke of Beaufort, possessed land, castles, stately homes and Tintern Abbey, possessions judiciously accumulated by the family over 600 years of marriage and investment, and including 50,000 acres of Gloucestershire, Wiltshire, Monmouthshire, Brecon and Glamorgan.3 Were Somerset’s name to remain honourable, he had every chance of a rosy future.

The Post Office was determined to pursue this case to the limit of the law, regardless of who was implicated. In serious cases, then as now, the police hand over the file to the Director of Public Prosecutions, who conducts the prosecution. In 1889, the DPP was known as the Treasury Solicitor. On 19 July, Monro finally passed the Cleveland Street dossier to Sir Augustus Stephenson at the Treasury. If Lord Arthur Somerset did not yet know he was in serious trouble (and the likelihood is that he had been approached already by Arthur Newton), then he may well have heard now. Stephenson’s brother was an equerry to the Prince of Wales.

Lord Arthur Somerset’s greatest dread was that his employer, the Prince of Wales, should learn of his involvement in this. Wales stood in relation to him almost as a father figure. He was the leader of fashionable society; the arbiter of male taste; the person who knew most about racehorses and cards. And women. His mistresses were important to the Prince of Wales. In a flamboyantly heterosexual culture, his command of the affections of a string of beauties rendered Wales’s virility, real or imagined, the envy of every red-blooded Englishman. Including, the world might think, Arthur Somerset.

Stephenson did not want anything to do with this male brothel dossier. A hotter potato he had never seen. He returned it to Monro, saying that it was ‘public policy’ not to give undue publicity to such cases and he really felt the police should deal with it. Perhaps Monro should consult the Home Secretary, who was responsible for the Metropolitan force.

Accordingly, Monro forwarded the dossier to Home Secretary Matthews, along with a request for Hammond’s extradition; for by now he knew that Hammond, and a boy companion who read and wrote for him, called Bertie Ames, were staying close to the Place de la Pigalle in Paris, where John Phillips, the Post Office investigator, was watching their every move.

Home Secretary Matthews, himself an eminent QC, repeated that he really thought the Treasury Solicitor should handle such a case. However, in his capacity as head of the Metropolitan Police, he wrote to the Foreign Office asking for a warrant for Hammond’s extradition. Lord Salisbury, who was at the time both Foreign Secretary and Prime Minister, wrote back on 24 July saying that extradition was not called for. This was a clear hint that the whole affair must be played down.

Inspector Abberline must have felt extremely frustrated. Lord Arthur Somerset went about his business. So did Lord Euston, Colonel Jervois, the MP and the member of the National Liberal Club. Hammond wrote regularly to his wife, complaining that he was being watched. As for the telegraph boys, they were still suspended on full pay. Swinscow and Thickbroom were taken to Knightsbridge barracks where they identified Lord Arthur Somerset, a tall fair man with a high-bridged Wellington nose and piggy eyes, as a regular client known to them as Mr Brown.

Stephenson, the Treasury Solicitor, realised that he must handle this case, but his own superior in these matters, the Attorney General, had a large and lucrative titled clientele and was not keen to get involved. Finally, on 25 July, Stephenson took decisive action anyway. All four boys and Veck were re-interviewed. Just a week later, Counsel advised that the Foreign Office had been wrong; Hammond must indeed be extradited. However, there was as yet ‘no evidence against Lord Arthur Somerset’.

Nor would there be, as long as Hammond could be kept out of the English courts. The Post Office and Scotland Yard agreed that a warrant for his extradition must be obtained somehow, regardless of Foreign Office opposition. Lord Arthur, mounted on a fine charger, appeared in public on 7 August as part of the state ceremonies in honour of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s visit; two police constables came to Knightsbridge Barracks that same day, and interviewed him (the record is lost).4 Behind the scenes, letters were flying between the offices of the Attorney General, the Treasury Solicitor, and the Home Secretary. None was anxious to assert authority in this case; they had scented trouble, and feared that bold action would give offence and their careers slide gently into oblivion as a result. At this high point of the British Empire, just two years after Victoria’s Golden Jubilee, top civil servants, the law, the Church, the aristocracy, the army and many bankers shared a tightly knit social web of nepotism, freemasonry, intermarriage and general social interdependence. At times of crisis, the web tightened in self-defence.

Abberline, in Paris, could not induce the French police to act without diplomatic intervention, but he seems to have recognised Hammond. He returned to London and immediately interviewed John Saul at 150, Old Compton Street. Saul was a gossipy transvestite approaching middle age, whose homosexual exploits had been ghostwritten in lurid detail and published seven years before as Sins of the Cities of the Plain. He was an Irishman, long resident in London, who had been peripherally involved in the Dublin Castle homosexual vice ring exposed in the early 1880s, and who was also familiar with Boulton and Parke, a couple of transvestite prostitutes prosecuted in London in the 1870s. Saul said he had known Hammond for ten years and lived with him in Soho before Hammond’s marriage to Madame Caroline, when the acquaintance seems to have cooled.5

On 12 August, the Prime Minister was consulted by the Home Secretary. There was a long silence.

On 17 August, the Attorney General, having consulted the Home Secretary and the Lord Chancellor, wrote to the Treasury Solicitor saying there would be no proceedings against Lord Arthur Somerset.

On 20 August, the police arrested Veck at Waterloo station, with documents in his possession relating to a Mr Brown and an Algernon Allies, of 16, Gregory Street, Sudbury, Suffolk.

Lord Arthur Somerset, now well aware that disgrace was thundering relentlessly in his direction, wrote to his friend Reggie Brett (Lord Esher) that this case would cost him a thousand pounds he hadn’t got.6 He then departed for Homburg, the Prince of Wales’s favourite German spa, where he sat next to one of Wales’s sisters at dinner with the royal party and was his normal charming self.

The dogged PC Hanks travelled to Sudbury, where he found that Algernon Allies was a good-looking curly-haired youth of nineteen, employed until two years ago as a pageboy at the Marlborough Club. This was a smart gentlemen’s club in Pall Mall opposite Marlborough House, which had been founded over twenty years ago by the Prince of Wales and some of his friends. Wales and his sons Prince Albert Victor and Prince George were frequent visitors, as of course was Lord Arthur Somerset.

In 1887 Allies, like Swinscow two years later, had been found in possession of more money than a good boy ought to have: £16, in fact (a working man’s wage was around £1 a week.) He had been dismissed without a character and had been for some weeks afterwards a guest at the Hill Street home of Lord Arthur Somerset. He had then been introduced to Mr Hammond, and had continued to meet Lord Arthur at 19, Cleveland Street until earlier this year, when he had retired to his parents’ humble home in Sudbury. A fifteen-shilling postal order was sent to him every week from London, and sometimes an affectionate letter from ‘Mr Brown’. Only yesterday, in fact – on 22 August, just two days after Veck’s arrest and one day after Arthur Somerset departed for Homburg – an anonymous letter had arrived telling him to burn anything that Mr Brown had ever written to him. He had complied at once. He still had three £1 postal orders, though, issued at the Post Office nearest to Knightsbridge Barracks. And one last note from Mr Brown, explaining that he might be away for some time.

Allies was taken back to London and kept under police supervision in rooms above the Rose Coffee House at Houndsditch. The day after he left, his mother answered the door in Sudbury to a citified fellow called Augustus de Gallo, whose card announced that he worked for a London solicitor, Mr Arthur Newton. He seemed anxious to obtain any letters from a Mr Brown that young Algernon might have left behind. The Treasury Solicitor was working from home because of illness in his family, but his Assistant, the Hon. Hamilton Cuffe, sent a report about Allies and Somerset to the Home Secretary and the Attorney General. The Home Secretary insisted that there was insufficient evidence against Lord Arthur.7 The word of this boy was not enough to prove any indecency had taken place.

It was now near the end of August, and committal proceedings against Veck, Newlove and the absent Hammond were about to start. Committal, in the English court system, is the prosecution’s opportunity to set out its case and convince a magistrate that this case is serious enough to be tried at a higher court – in this case, the Old Bailey. There would be publicity, and Lord Arthur might well be named.

Reggie Brett, Lord Arthur’s friend, had been approached by Arthur Newton and was trying to raise money to pay the costs of the defence. The Prince of Wales was unaware of any scandal; he left Homburg to stay with his daughter and new son-in-law at Mar Lodge, their home in Scotland. Hamilton Cuffe, the fair-minded deputy to the Treasury Solicitor, pointed out in a memo to his superiors that if Veck was culpable, then the evidence so far indicated that Lord Arthur Somerset was even more so: it was morally indefensible not to act.8

But everyone knew that the political significance of a scandal like this, should it erupt so close to the Prince of Wales, could not be underestimated. The lives of royalty and their intimates and political advisors in the tiny ruling class had almost nothing in common with those of most English people. The royal family and a few thousand wealthy families, such as that of Lord Arthur Somerset, held the title deeds to most of Great Britain, spent lavishly on their social lives and were attended by the best-respected members of that servant class to which one in seven of the working population belonged. A deferential attitude towards the ‘upper class’ was all-important to the maintenance of social order. Fortunately, deference was habitual among the bourgeoisie and that emergent class of clerks who would some day have the vote; but, as education spread throughout society, dangerous pockets of derision were appearing. Journalists and politicians of independent spirit were not afraid to offend the landed aristocracy; tabloid journalism was accessible to a large class of industrial workers with little to be grateful for; and the Prince of Wales, a self-indulgent hedonist known as Tum-Tum, had been embroiled in one scandal after another. Any association between the ‘Marlborough House set’ and boys at a sordid brothel could dent the royal reputation permanently.

On 2 September, committal proceedings began at the court opposite Arthur Newton’s office in Great Marlborough Street. Lord Arthur Somerset, Cuffe reported, seemed to be abroad. Abberline had men watching the Knightsbridge Barracks. The Treasury Solicitor feared that one of the accused might refer to Somerset in court. And Mr Hannay, the magistrate, was fretting; it seemed that other members of London society, a Captain Barber and a Mr Ripley, might be named. He was aghast at the very thought. Already, he had heard of activities and people the like of whom he had never suspected. ‘What is a Mary Anne?’ he had had to ask at one point. Strangled silence in court. ‘It is a man who earns his living by bad practices, Sir,’ murmured a policeman at last.9

On 12 September, committal proceedings having succeeded, The Times and the Pall Mall Gazette reported that Newlove and Veck would be tried at the Old Bailey. A few days later, in Man of the World magazine, the name of Lord Arthur Somerset was juxtaposed with a report of a ‘gross scandal’ in the offing.10 Stephenson, the prosecutor, was by now furious that nothing was being done to bring Somerset to book. On Sunday 15 September, he wrote a strong letter which he instructed Cuffe to send to the Home Secretary: children must be protected from the likes of this man, regardless of his position.11 Cuffe, however, had heard something.

‘I am told,’ he wrote delicately, ‘that Newton has boasted that if we go on a very distinguished person will be involved (PAV)…’12

This was a bombshell. The name of the Prince of Wales’s elder son, and heir, had never been mentioned in association with homosexuality. And as for small boys… A rather dozy, likeable young man, an officer in the 10th Hussars, he had inspired no speculation beyond which of the royal princesses of Europe he might some day marry.

Others in the Prince of Wales’s circle had been disgraced: Captain Valentine Baker, accused of indecently assaulting a young woman on a train, had even been imprisoned. He had found employment abroad, thanks to Wales’s intervention.13 But this was nothing to do with girls. That was the difference. Wales would be appalled. Lord Arthur Clinton, poor boy, had killed himself rather than have his name publicly linked with Boulton and Parke.

And now Wales’s own son… Somerset, the one person against whom these boys were certain to testify, was a member of the Prince of Wales’s household. Prince Albert Victor must be acquainted with him. Of course, Somerset was nearly forty, a completely different type… But even if the young prince hardly knew Arthur Somerset, a jury would see both of them as part of the Prince of Wales’s set. The slightest mention of Prince Albert Victor would condemn him by association.

Every day, Lord Arthur Somerset woke up in dread. Suicide? He had seen enough of the world to know that it was a big place, and memories were short; no disgrace was worth that. But if he fled the country, how would he live? He would have to resign his commission. Would he spend the rest of his days in obscurity, teaching English in Vienna, or training soldiers in Africa, shunned by every traveller of his own class?

He must have cursed his own recklessness. A love affair with a bootboy – and letters to prove it. On the other hand, if the letters had been destroyed, and if Hammond got away, then maybe his good name could be saved; things had not gone so far that the prosecution might not be induced to leave him alone. But he had no bargaining power. He would not be so dishonourable as to betray other homosexuals. His friends would never speak to him again. Yet it really was unfair. It wasn’t as if he was the only one…

A common reaction to humiliation is a sense of victimisation, born of self-pity. Henry Newlove, the Post Office clerk, had not seen why he, a mere minnow in the pond, should be the one who got into trouble. Other people, more important and noteworthy than he, should be prosecuted before he was, and he was quick to name them.

But there was no one more important and noteworthy than Lord Arthur Somerset.

Unless – it seemed so unlikely. But was it possible? Had the young prince really been to Cleveland Street? The more Arthur Somerset thought about what he had heard, the more aggrieved he felt on his own behalf. Since of course he would never break his code of honour by repeating what he had heard in court, he also felt somehow rather noble.

And frankly, Prince Albert Victor had always been rather a mystery to everyone.
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Great Expectations
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Candlelight illuminated the vestments of the churchmen, the magnificent tapestry above the communion table and the furs and velvets of fashionable women. The Archbishop of Canterbury peered down at the fretting baby in its Honiton lace robe, and enquired what its name was to be.

The question was answered not by the baby’s father, but by a small woman in widow’s cap and diamonds. Queen Victoria1 said firmly: ‘Albert Victor Christian Edward.’

The barest intake of breath signalled surprise among the crowd, before the ceremony moved majestically forward. Prayers followed the address; the Archbishop changed his purple stole and cope for white and processed towards the silver-gilt font, attended by his chaplains and his clerks of the mitre, book and hand-candle, a crossbearer and two acolytes with candles, reciting the Creed; the Prince and Princess of Wales and the three distinguished godparents followed; the throng gathered around the font and the baby whimpered his small protest.

The water had been gently warmed, for the private chapel at Buckingham Palace was chilly at this time of year. At last, the baptismal act was performed. The Archbishop, murmuring ‘Albert Victor Christian Edward, I baptise thee in the name of the Father’, poured water in the form of a cross upon the baby’s head, ‘…and of the Son’, as he poured a second time, ‘…and of the Holy Ghost’, and a third time. ‘Albert Victor Christian Edward, enter thou into the Temple of God, that thou mayest have part with Christ unto everlasting life. Amen.’

So it came about that before Leopold, King of the Belgians, Lord Palmerston, and every state official who mattered, the grandmother named her first grandson. Victoria, Queen of England, was forty-five years old, squat, heavy, and perpetually clad in black like an old woman. She had been a widow for only three years, and consulted the shade of Albert, her dead Consort, on every matter. Their own first son had been named Albert Edward. His son was to be Albert Victor because Victoria had so decreed: all royal sons, until the end of time or as long as the monarchy endured (which amounted to the same thing), would have Albert among their names, and all royal daughters would have Victoria.2

This had come as a surprise to the child’s parents. The Princess of Wales had first heard what her baby’s name was to be from her lady-in-waiting, Lady Macclesfield, who had been told by Princess Beatrice, the Queen’s youngest daughter. Princess Beatrice was six. The Prince of Wales had written in restrained annoyance to his mother to ask whether his little sister’s report was true, and had received confirmation, and explanation.3

Bertie, as the twenty-three-year-old Prince was known to his friends, and his twenty-year-old Danish wife, could not defy his mother. The Archbishop conducted the christening ceremony without hindrance. But their beloved little boy was called Eddy from the first, by everyone other than his grandmother.

The baby was strong and healthy, although he had weighed less than four pounds when he was born, two months early, in the evening of 8 January 1864. That afternoon, Princess Alexandra, who was beautiful and charming and had been married for less than a year, had been taken to watch her adored Bertie playing ice hockey on a frozen pond at Virginia Water, near Windsor. Afterwards, what larks! she was whirled – in her pregnant state – across the ice on a sledge. So, although her desperate anxiety about the Schleswig-Holstein question was later said to have induced Alix to give birth so soon, perhaps one should rather blame the sledge.

Fortunately, it was an uncomplicated and swift birth, even though it did not take place where and when it was supposed to. The official residence of the Prince and Princess was Marlborough House, a fine mansion opposite St James’s Palace in London, and their country home was Sandringham House in Norfolk; but early in January they were staying at Frogmore, where the Queen accommodated guests in the grounds of Windsor Castle.

Lady Macclesfield, lady-in-waiting to the Princess, was well qualified to take command of the situation, since she had given birth thirteen times herself. She sent for Dr Brown from Windsor and – since no layette had been prepared here – despatched a footman to Caley’s, the local drapers, for two yards of coarse flannel, six yards of superfine flannel, a sheet of wadding and a basket to put the baby in.4 Protocol insists that the Home Secretary must be present in an adjoining room during royal births, to attest to the legitimacy of the infant heir, but the Home Secretary was out of reach. It was Victoria’s policy to sit with and encourage her daughters and daughters-in-law in labour, but she had been at Osborne, in the Isle of Wight, since Christmas. Accordingly, Lord Greville, a guest at the house, stood in for the Home Secretary and Alix, two doctors and Lady Macclesfield managed without the Queen’s advice, which was probably a good thing. Victoria’s contented observations about the proximity of Frogmore to Albert’s mausoleum might not have been well received.

The following day, England woke up to find that the Prince and Princess of Wales had produced a son and heir presumptive to the throne. ‘A n-ice child’, some wit called him, with that peculiarly Victorian fondness for the groaning play on words.

This happy event, at the start of 1864, was an astonishing culmination to the last twelve months for Alix. Last January, she had been a modest Danish princess in a cheerfully middle-class Danish family. Her father, Prince Christian, a former army officer, the declared heir to King Frederick VII of Denmark, brought up his large family on an extremely modest income by royal standards. Her mother, Princess Louise, had been born a Hesse-Cassel and was closer to the succession, in genealogical terms, than her husband. They had six children, of whom Alix was the eldest girl.5

Queen Victoria would much have preferred a German bride for Bertie. No Danes of her acquaintance appeared to possess that serious-minded rigour of which she so approved. However, a suitable German candidate was nowhere to be found. And Alix (who had been discovered by Bertie’s sister, Almanac de Gotha in hand) was charming; Victoria was personally won over, despite her misgivings, and Bertie was certainly smitten with Alix, who was outstandingly pretty.

They had married in March of 1863. Prince Christian and Princess Louise, Alix’s two sisters and three brothers and a couple of uncles had arrived to represent the Danes. Queen Victoria, who paraded the German loyalties of her deceased consort as a badge of honour, dreaded that her Prussian relations would interpret a showy wedding as approval of Denmark’s rule over Schleswig and Holstein. The Germans and Danes were at loggerheads over possession of these two duchies and she sympathised with Germany’s need for a land passage to the North Sea. Prince and Princess Christian were offended that neither the Queen nor the Prince of Wales had bothered to organise the formality of a request for his daughter’s hand in marriage.6 The wedding ceremony was kept as quiet as possible, taking place not in St Paul’s or the Abbey but in St George’s Chapel, Windsor, with the Queen in her sombre clothes observing from Catherine of Aragon’s Closet, in that lowering, joyless way she had (‘these ceremonies and events are painful in the extreme to me, as you know’).7 The guests were nonetheless enchanted by the wedding’s pageantry; Tennyson wrote a poem in the young couple’s honour and Mr Frith painted a fine picture. The train home was so crowded with dignitaries that Disraeli, giggling, had to sit on his wife’s knee.8

Queen Victoria liked Alix very much, and thought she would be a good influence on Bertie, but in matters political she was firmly on Germany’s side. Her own eldest daughter was a Crown Princess of Germany, while of the Danish royal family she knew nothing favourable. But Bertie had learned to go his own way. He proved to be a supportive husband, quite prepared to listen to the Danish view, and when, after their honeymoon, the young couple moved into Marlborough House and started to entertain, they made an effortless conquest of London society and reinforced opinion on the Danish side.

The next astonishing event took place within weeks of their marriage, when Alix’s seventeen-year-old brother William was staying in London. At this time, powerful people decided that a King of Greece must be installed in Athens. Alfred – Bertie’s brother Affie, who, like Alix, was just twenty – positively refused to be chosen. In fact, there were no takers for this job, with its ramshackle palace and distant, hot location. Rather as one stops the nearest passer-by to discover the vox populi, a senior official in a quandary chanced upon William. Would he be willing to become King of Greece? Well, he had nothing better to do. By the end of May, and thanks perhaps to the subtlest of manoeuvring by his mother, preparations for his coronation were under way.9

In November, their father inherited the Danish crown. Alix’s parents were now King Christian IX and Queen Louise. When the family looked back on 1863, they must have felt that some kind of magic had been at work. From having been the poor relations at every regal gathering, they now included the Kings of Greece and Denmark, besides the future Queen of England and mother-to-be to the next monarch but one.



Tensions at the christening were more serious than mere concern over Eddy’s name. Within a week of the baby’s birth, Prussia and Austria had invaded the twin duchies of Schleswig and Holstein and claimed possession of both. Or rather, repossession: the duchies had been ceded to the Danes in 1851 in a move that Bismarck, the Prussian Chancellor, never admitted was legal. Of the long-running dispute that came to a head in January 1864, it was notoriously said that nobody understood its convolutions except Albert, the Prince Consort, who was dead, a German professor who had gone mad and Lord Melbourne, who had forgotten.

Among the British royal family, battle lines were firmly drawn (although, of course, no overt confrontation took place). Alix was desperately sorry for her father, who had neither resources nor allies to drive the Germans out. Bertie, the British government and the British press were on the side of ‘poor little Denmark’. It was Queen Victoria and her eldest daughter who would not countenance any resistance to Prussia, and in 1864, Queen Victoria’s opinion held sway. British assistance was not forthcoming. By May of 1864, Denmark was forced to concede the territory.

Alix remained bitter for a long time; and when in 1865 it became clear that Helena, Bertie’s younger sister, would marry the new – German – Prince Christian of Schleswig-Holstein, salt was rubbed into the wound. Alix was fond of her autocratic middle-aged mother-in-law, but not of German royalty, and could not bring herself even to speak to Bertie’s twenty-four-year-old elder sister, Crown Princess Frederick of Prussia. Everything German she found self-righteous and overbearing.

Queen Victoria, much as she loved Alix, could not abide Alix’s mother. Queen Louise had been born into a family considered frivolous and fashionable, two qualities that Victoria abhorred, and she thought Louise, who was deaf, was a knowing, scheming woman. As for Alix’s father, King Christian, she had deeply disapproved of the louche old King Frederick and had no particular respect for his successor. Altogether, she found her Danish counterparts as grandparents most unsatisfactory. Had they only been German, everything about her daughter-in-law would have been perfect.

In this family, a frigid silence over the breakfast egg might be caused by one’s brother invading one’s husband’s sister’s country. As baby Eddy cooed in his crib in those first few months, as the multitude of nurses and servants and courtiers and young uncles and aunts peered at him and disappeared again, his little world must have seemed a kaleidoscope of incomprehensible tensions and languages and enthusiasms.

One is struck by the sheer number of people who were either part of the family or dependent upon them. Back and forth between Marlborough House, Sandringham and other grand houses, along with the Prince, Princess and baby Eddy travelled the peripatetic household of coachmen and grooms, chefs and sous-chefs, and those courtiers and servants who danced attendance upon each royal personage: the Prince with his equerries and valets, the Princess with her lady-in-waiting and ladies’ maids, a secretary each for Alix and Bertie and, of course, a nanny for the baby and a ‘nursery footman’, Charles Fuller, hired when Eddy was just two weeks old. At each house there were gardeners, laundresses, scullerymaids, upholsterers, seamstresses, carpenters, footmen, butlers and under-butlers, housekeepers and cooks and maids – and, at Sandringham, dairymen and dairymaids. At Marlborough House alone there were sixty horses in the stables, with grooms and coachmen.

The Wales household of under 100 was not uniquely large; many great ducal families were better off, and owned better-appointed houses, and the Wales retinue was modest by comparison with the Queen’s. Victoria had nine children, aged between six and twenty-four, when Eddy was born. All but the eldest daughters were still very much part of the domestic circle and each of the royal princes and princesses merited his or her own attendants. Wherever Eddy’s grandmother happened to be – at Balmoral in Scotland in the summer, at Windsor, or at Osborne (she rarely visited London) – she would be surrounded by an inner circle of courtiers including ‘two Ladies in Waiting and two Maids of Honour, each of whom had a ladies’ maid; a Minister in Attendance, the Keeper of the Privy Purse, the Master of the Household, a Lord in Waiting, a Groom in Waiting, two Equerries and a Gentleman Usher each with a manservant, plus family, friends, and a huge domestic and outdoor staff.’10 On weekdays, she would consult her private secretary, deal with papers and express her views without restraint to the Prime Minister, in person or by letter; on Sundays, she attended church. She moved between her draughty palaces in a private train with several sitting rooms and a dedicated fourgon, or luggage van.

In due course, the new grandchild was presented to everyone who mattered. Mrs Clarke, Eddy’s first nurse, was eventually replaced by Mrs Mary Blackburn.11 The Queen expressed her opinion that the Wales baby was a frail little thing. Wiseacres, hearing this, doubted that he would ever inherit. They had said the same of Bertie. The Queen had a view on everything. Mrs Blackburn, who spent every day with Eddy, did not agree with her in this matter. He was her favourite above all the Wales children who came after, and when he lost his first tooth she asked for it and ‘had it set into a ring with turquoises’.12 Thirty years passed before anyone interviewed Mrs Blackburn about her recollections of Eddy, and she still had that ring, and was most emphatic that he had never been a delicate baby at all.

Alix adored him, and would put on a flannel pinafore and bathe him herself and put him to bed. She was a good-natured, maternal girl from a close and happy family, and insisted that she and Bertie should spend some time with her parents in Denmark to show Eddy off. In any case, although Schleswig and Holstein had been lost, there was soon something to celebrate; Alix’s younger sister Dagmar became engaged to marry Nicholas, heir to the Tsar of Russia.

Gatherings of the Danish royal family now became a regular institution, as the children took up their responsibilities all over Europe. They would gather at Bernstorff, a country house on the outskirts of Copenhagen, or at Fredensborg, which was much grander and set in a park further out of the city. In these early years of the Wales marriage, there is no indication that the unstoppable activity, childish japes and merry fun and games in which Alix and her siblings so delighted seemed anything other than charming to Bertie. But one or two visits were enough. Were a person to prefer their own company and a book, they would be hunted down, chided, pounced upon and teased until forced to participate in the general jollity. Wales confided to his friends that there was only one thing more boring than being at Fredensborg, and that was staying at Bernstorff.

His mother disapproved, too. She felt that the baby heir presumptive was out of her control – almost that he had fallen into enemy hands – when Alix took him to Denmark for weeks on end. Accounts of Victoria laughing are rare, but one is in this respect significant. Mary Blackburn told her interviewer that she had once been holding the baby on the rough sea in the royal yacht on the return journey from Denmark, when he was thrown sharply against her and she got a black eye. She went from England to Balmoral, and had to face the Queen: who ‘on seeing the state of things, and hearing the cause, laughed heartily.’13 Given the views she had about long absences in Denmark, she probably thought it served them right for leaving England in the first place.

When Eddy was one and a half, his brother George was born, a month early, on 3 June 1865. Victoria wrote to King Leopold: ‘the child is said to be much larger than little Albert Victor, and nice and plump. Bertie seems very much pleased with this second son.’14 The Wales marriage seemed stable and the Queen must have rejoiced at that, although she was concerned by Alix’s having, for a second time, given birth prematurely. Queen Victoria had never thought much of her son Bertie, suspecting that moral turpitude seethed not far below his surface, and an early marriage had been her solution to keeping him out of trouble. From his earliest youth, she had demanded that he behave with both the gravitas and the boundless energy of his father Albert, the Prince Consort. As he grew up, she and Albert constantly reproached him for laziness and expressed disappointment in his character and achievements. And then there had been the affair, too shocking to speak of, with Nellie Clifden, the young ‘actress’ into whose clutches Bertie had briefly fallen during a stay in Dublin. Both Victoria and Albert had been devastated to hear that Bertie had been seduced – that he had been ‘weak’ when confronted by ‘temptation’; and when Albert fell ill and died, shortly after a long, cold journey to see Bertie and speak to him on the matter, all Victoria’s misery and anger were directed at her son. It had been his fault; he had killed his father with his behaviour. And now, if his wife gave birth early, they had no one to blame but themselves, in the Queen’s view. He and Alix stayed up too late and kept company with ‘fast’ smart friends who were tolerant of immorality.15

It has often been observed that parents tend to repeat their own parents’ emotional stance towards their children, and this seems to have been the case with the Prince of Wales, despite his most heartfelt efforts to the contrary. It is certain that he tried hard not to repeat, with Eddy, any of the mistakes he felt had been made with him. Albert and Victoria had been distant, humourless parents. He was determined to treat his own offspring with kindness (he would write to his mother that too much severity makes children ‘fear those whom they ought to love’)16 and he and Alix agreed that mothering is best done by the mother.

Yet very few parents, in any age, are able to feel relaxed about the upbringing of an eldest child. It is notoriously the eldest who challenges authority, whose independence first creates anxiety, and whose skirmishes with parents elicit the most extreme response. Eddy, as a baby, was of course subject to all the anxious, loving fluttering around his health and behaviour that a first child usually provokes, but he was no ordinary first child. Eddy was destined for the most important job in the nineteenth-century world. As king, he would be revered by peoples of every colour and creed throughout the quarter of the earth’s land surface that was the British Empire. Bertie had personally suffered dreadfully from the expectations inherent in being such a person. Frankly, he had found it impossible to be good enough, and this had made him rebellious. Accordingly, he and Alix did their best never to make exacting demands while their children were young.

In Alix, as it happened, Bertie had found the perfect abettor in this approach. Had she been a German or an English princess, it might have been different. E.F. Benson, who was of a slightly later generation than Eddy but knew in later life many of the same people, wrote about the upbringing of girls, as laid down by Prince Albert: a life of backboards, scales on the piano, French exercises, globes, the seaside for its tonic air, rugs for the knees, ‘prohibition to read anything amusing, particularly novels’, charity trips to the village, ‘restricted pocket money and cloistered ignorance of all that was likely to be met with in later life’.17

But Alix had been brought up in quite a different style. There had been lessons by their mother for the girls, assisted by masters in deportment, music and dancing; there had been tutors for the boys – but little self-discipline in the matter of study. There was no ‘cloistered ignorance’, but no novels, either. One picked up what one needed – languages, and so on; heaven forbid that one should be dull, or indeed solitary. So for her own children, although ‘a German and a French lady in the nursery were present in order that they might be familiar with foreign languages from their earliest youth’18 – ‘familiar with’ is what Eddy and George remained. There was no organised teaching in their early years.

As small children, Eddy and George were usually under the same roof as their parents. They spent the London season from spring until midsummer at Marlborough House, two weeks at Cowes in the Isle of Wight for the regatta, the shooting season in August and September at Abergeldie in Scotland, and the winter mainly at Sandringham. There were occasional weeks at Osborne, and long stays at Bernstorff, Rumpenheim (Queen Louise’s family home near Frankfurt), Balmoral and elsewhere. Always new faces… it was not the most settled existence.

In 1867, Alix fell ill with rheumatic fever. She was at the time expecting her third child, and night after night Bertie stayed out playing cards. They had never been inseparable, but his absence now was painful. He did not appear to understand quite how ill she was. He lacked sticking power in his amorous relationships and, oddly for one so successful in love, real empathy with women, and the marriage may already have been coming adrift. If so, his self-indulgence now did little to assist its repair. The Princess was ill for many weeks, and took a long time to recover from Louise’s birth. Visiting her bedside, Bertie tactlessly informed her that her grandmother had died. She had adored her grandmother and was distraught. He had no idea. ‘He really is a child about such things,’ wrote Lady Macclesfield in exasperation.19 He was, at the time, twenty-six.

The rheumatic fever left Alix with a permanent slight limp. It was also severe enough to provoke that otosclerosis, or congenital deafness, from which Queen Louise suffered, and which had been largely dormant in Alix until now. It is a condition that tends to worsen during pregnancy or following a trauma, and so it proved for Alix. She became noticeably deaf. Bertie may well have been too selfish and impatient to make the extra effort that would have helped them to regain the intimacy of the early years. As it was, the Marlborough House set remained as glamorous as ever, but Alix was now somewhat isolated by her disability.

There is an early picture of the princes at Abergeldie riding in baskets slung on either side of a beautiful palomino pony. Alix is wearing a fetching tippet and a crinoline; little Eddy is not yet three, and well muffled against the Scottish cold.20 For the boys, as the decade drew to a close and baby Louise was followed by Victoria and then Maud, life was still delightful. The emphasis, as always, was on having fun: on being taken to visit wealthy neighbours in Norfolk, or the jolly family in Denmark, or enjoying treats at home. A tour of the grounds, a visit to the dairy, chasing games in the endless corridors of great houses: these were the amusements available to them.

The young Annie de Rothschild wrote to her mother about a visit to Holkham in Norfolk in 1869. She and her sister Constance were staying there, and the Prince and Princess were guests one afternoon.


The two little boys toddled in first with great self-possession, followed by the Princess, who looked very duckish and his Royal Highness in apparently a very good temper… [Alix] is decidedly deafish and always answers à tort et à travers.21



Two days later, the Waleses were back, and Annie’s sister Constance wrote a letter:


The Royal Highnesses like nothing so much as a romp… The Royal babies came in to be looked at yesterday afternoon; they are very nice little boys, rather wild, but not showing signs of becoming too much spoiled; they make very ludicrous attempts at being dignified. The princess generally brings her dog among her numerous retinue. Imagine that they bring twelve menservants; is it not dreadful!



The next day, while the Princess was playing the piano with Annie (Alix played well):


…Meanwhile I had a fearful romp with the little princes. We taught them blind man’s buff and ran races with them. The eldest is a beautiful child, the image of the Princess, the second has a jolly little face and looks the cleverest. The Princess said to me: ‘they are dreadfully wild, but I was just as bad’.22



Later historians have written of Alix as a lightweight, a scatterbrain. Yet Reggie Brett, Lord Esher, who was a perspicacious and well-informed acquaintance of the family, wrote, ‘Her cleverness has always been under-rated – partly because of her deafness. In point of fact she says more original things, and has more unexpected ideas than any other member of the family.’23

The de Rothschild accounts differ also from later assessments of Eddy. The boy of whom many historians write is a sickly child, but few contemporaries noticed any frailty. On the contrary, he throve, dosed regularly with ‘cod-liver oil and steel – unless Sir William Jenner directed otherwise’,24 and allowed plenty of boisterous exercise and regular abundant nourishment. We may trace the misconception about his health to the aesthetic of the period as expressed by Queen Victoria. Eddy would turn out to be tall and slim with a long neck, like his mother, while the Victorian ideal was rather more mesomorphic. The Queen objected when her daughter-in-law looked ‘too thin’. Stoutness was well tolerated in a man, embonpoint admired in a woman, and the ideal baby was as fat as butter.

Nor is there any suggestion, in these cheerful letters from gossipy young women, that the boy was deaf. It was General Sir Henry Ponsonby, the Queen’s private secretary, who, when Eddy was nearly twenty, found him unforthcoming and suggested that he might have inherited a hearing impairment from his mother. But nobody else remarked on any deafness, and surely it would have been drawn to medical attention.

Six months after the birth of their fourth daughter, early in 1869, a six-month visit to Turkey and Egypt had been arranged for the Prince and Princess. Before this, they were to spend some days at grand public events in Paris, and six weeks in Denmark with the children. Queen Victoria was extremely cross about her grandsons’ prolonged stay over Christmas with the Danish grandparents, but Bertie persuaded her to allow it. The Queen was further incensed when the boys and Louise were sent home from Hamburg in January, in the royal yacht, unsupervised by anyone more senior than Mrs Blackburn. In her view, the children required someone to exercise discipline. She had deplored forcing them to learn when they were toddlers – ‘It weakens their brains’, she had opined in a letter to her eldest daughter in 186725 – but now they were boys of school age, and it was high time they applied themselves. Bertie wrote back expressing reservations about too severe a regime, for ‘we should naturally wish them to be very fond of you, as they were in Denmark of dear Alix’s parents. I quite agree with you that the question of a governess being appointed must be considered on our return.’26

When the boys were reunited with Alix and Bertie in the autumn of 1869, Eddy was nearly six, and a Miss Brown was at last appointed to school them. Quite how effective she was is unknown. Alix is believed to have written a little rhyme for Eddy to recite to her father on his birthday on 9 November, and if this is the case he could probably read its eight lines aloud to Papa.27

The boys’ education was not uppermost in their parents’ mind at this time. There was a perceptible anti-royalist sentiment abroad. ‘The Queen is invisible and the Prince of Wales is not respected’ Gladstone wrote in a letter to Granville at the Foreign Office.28 Queen Victoria had been absent from public life for too long. She was rarely seen by anyone other than courtiers or related royal families, and the hundreds of rooms in Buckingham Palace were kept empty, the furniture under dust covers for years on end. ‘There is only one great capital in Europe where the Sovereign is unrepresented and that capital is London’ one of her own equerries confided to Gladstone.29 Exhorting his mother to spend even a little time in London, Bertie pointed out: ‘We live in radical times, and the more the people see the sovereign, the better it is for the sovereign and the country.’30

Alix, when in London, delighted in being seen with her little boys. She would sit squeezed between the two comfortable corner seats in the barouche as it bowled through the Park; once, when this was remarked upon, she had answered wryly that she was there as a buffer state between two warring elements – for Eddy and George constantly squabbled and made up. But now the public seemed to have tired even of the Prince and Princess. In October, Bertie felt aggrieved that the firm hand of government was wanting, and wrote to his mother:


I heard that there was a tremendous crowd in the Park, and I have no doubt much treason was talked.… The more the Government allow the lower classes to get the upper hand, the more the democratic feeling of the present day will increase… I hear some speakers openly spoke of a Republic!31



While all the Queen had to do, it seemed, was to be seen, the Waleses had a tougher job if they wanted the public to admire them. Bertie, for one, would have to change his entire cast of mind and style of life. As it was, people grumbled that the Waleses were gadabouts who preferred to spend their time on the continent. It is true that in 1869, not long back from the Middle Eastern tour, Alix took the children to Denmark in July and went to Germany for treatment to her knee; Bertie spent the autumn in Germany and shooting in Scotland. Both were back in London for the birth of Princess Maud in November, but the new royal baby did little to weaken public cynicism.

That Christmas was spent at Cromer, since Sandringham was being extended and the builders were in. But in the few months after Maud’s birth, for a brief moment there was a threat to the Wales marriage. The least sensitive child is generally aware of unhappiness between his parents, and Eddy must have known that there were difficulties, all the more frightening for being left unsaid. Children are sensitive to a look, a refusal to answer, to any hostility which is not explained; and these were children who had always, as a matter of family policy, spent a good deal of time with their parents. They knew what to expect and would have noticed when anything went wrong, little realising that even more than their parents’ relationship was at stake. Thanks partly to their father’s first major ‘scrape’, the Crown really was in an ignominious and perilous position.

The cause of the trouble (and of course Eddy and his brother cannot have known this) was the Mordaunt divorce. At the end of January 1870, Sir Charles Mordaunt, a Member of Parliament, filed for divorce from his wife. She was a young woman who, when her little son went blind, announced that this tragedy was Heaven’s punishment for her many affairs. Among her lovers had been two men of the Marlborough House set and ‘several others’, as the newspapers delicately put it. Her father, appalled at the prospect of divorce, alleged in a counter-suit that his daughter was insane.32 Sir Charles’s lawyers, determined to bring evidence of his wife’s infidelities, found letters that Lady Mordaunt had received from several men, including one or two from the Prince. It was not the detail that mattered (he had written nothing of an amorous nature), but the humiliation of her husband’s having to go into the witness box in such tawdry circumstances must have annoyed Alix. What he could have been thinking of, to write to this woman – and now, what people would think!


Dear Lady Mordaunt,

I am sorry that you are unwell and cannot see me today. I am hunting tomorrow and Saturday, but may I come and see you on Sunday at five? Hoping you are quite well, believe me to be

Sincerely yours

Albert Edward.33



In court, Bertie was asked why he had always visited Lady Mordaunt alone… why he had arrived always in a cab, rather than in his carriage? He dismissed any imputation of misbehaviour, but the public did not scrutinise details; in 1870, divorce was extremely rare, a luxury only the upper classes could afford, and mere association with such a case was enough to confirm suspicion that these people were no better than they should be, and their indulgence a waste of public money to boot. ‘Never since the reign of George IV had royalty been so unpopular.’34

Queen Victoria, of course, was appalled – and vindicated. She had never approved of the fast set in which the Waleses moved, and now look what had come of it!

Worse was to come. The alterations at Sandringham were finished, and the family had taken up occupation, when Alix announced in the autumn of 1870 that she was expecting another baby. In the April of 1871, she produced a little boy – the first after three girls – but the poor baby died within twenty-four hours. The Queen had always said that Alix dashed around too much and now… Eddy and George wore kilts at the funeral, and walked behind the little coffin with their father. The Prince and Princess of Wales were devastated.

Queen Victoria approved of a quiet, homey existence. She dreaded everyone whose behaviour proclaimed them to be smart, amusing, and rich. In fact, she expressed a compensatory love of all that was cosy and middle-class. Family life, and propriety carried to almost stifling lengths, she justified as the preference of her people. In her view, royalty should actively avoid seeming ‘too grand’ and sophisticated; the people disliked that. She saw nothing dreary in things ‘simple’, ‘wholesome’ and ‘manly’.

Faced with the sordid story of Bertie and the Mordaunt couple, followed by an unsuccessful outcome to Alix’s pregnancy, she decided that the Wales children, at least, would benefit from association with someone who exemplified all the virtues. The very person was close at hand.
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