







BALMORAL
Queen Victoria’s Highland Home

Ronald Clark’s engagingly readable account of Queen Victoria’s relationship with “Our dear Balmoral” and the life that went on there.

 

The biography of Balmoral begins with the first visit to Scotland of the young Queen Victoria and her husband Prince Albert in 1842. Five years later, while bad weather envelops the Royal party in western Scotland, the son of the Queen’s physician, convalescing in Old Balmoral, reports blazing sunshine from Upper Deeside. The death of his host shortly afterwards opens the way for the Royal acquisition of the Balmoral estate and the building of the new Castle in 1853-55.

 

In the period up to Albert’s death in 1861 Balmoral becomes the setting for many of the Royal couple’s happiest moments as they revel in the beauties of the scenery, relish the picturesque pageantry of Highland life, enjoy their incognito expeditions into the surrounding country, and in Albert’s case discover a passionate enthusiasm for deer-stalking. After the Prince Consort’s death Balmoral becomes a mausoleum of memories, but also a source of strength enabling the Queen to survive her devastating loss. About the time of the Golden Jubilee of 1887 there is an Indian summer, with members of the Queen’s extensive family rallying round and dances and entertainments displacing some of the black-crepe gloom. In 1896 there is the colorful visit of the Tsar, with his wife and daughter. The closing section links Victorian Balmoral with the life of the Castle today.

Ronald W. Clark
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1
A New Part of Her Kingdom

About six o’clock on the evening of 31 August 1842, the Royal George, a man-of-war converted into Royal Yacht, set her head-sails as a light westerly breeze arose and moved into Scottish waters off St Abb’s Head, the promontory jutting out eastward from the Berwickshire coast. Queen Victoria, visiting Scotland for the first time since coming to the throne five years previously, noted in her Journal that it ‘was a beautiful evening, calm, with a fine sunset, and the air so pure.’

On one of the vessels which steamed out to meet the Royal George and the flotilla which followed her, a Scottish reel was being danced and in the bows of a fishing vessel a solitary piper played. The men on the Royal Yacht ‘begged leave to dance, which they did to the sound of a violin played by a little sailor-boy; they also sang.’ As the last light faded, the Queen and her husband Prince Albert remained on deck, watching the bonfires which blazed out from a string of summits on the Lammermuirs, from Dunbar, and from the hummocky protrusion of North Berwick Law. ‘We felt most thankful and happy,’ wrote the Queen, ‘that we were near our journey’s end.’

Victoria’s voyage in 1842 was the first in a series of steps which were to bring her eventually to Balmoral Castle – largely by chance, that random falling of the cards which, as Churchill once wrote, settles whether an officer ends up a shattered wreck or the commander of a division. The outcome was more than the creation of a new Royal home. The Queen’s devotion to it led to a strengthening of the links between the Crown and the people of Scotland. And although initially a retreat, where it was hoped that the stresses of official duty might be less wearing, the new home soon became an influential environment in which the Queen discussed State affairs with her ministers. As early as 1855 Count Helmuth von Moltke, soon to become chief of the Prussian General Staff, was to tell his wife from the Castle that ‘here the Court of one of the most powerful states resides, and … from these mountains the fate of the world is often essentially modified.’ Indeed, there were to be times when the very existence of Balmoral, 550 miles from the seat of Government, affected the flow of history.

We do not know whether the Queen herself at first fully realized the dangers, or the potential advantages, of spending weeks, and later months, in a northern home which before the days of telephone or radio had a remoteness it is now difficult to appreciate. Throughout the 1860s and 1870s the sanctuary – for such it almost became – certainly encouraged a distraught widow’s isolation from affairs and, through this, the incipient republicanism of the day. On the credit side, if it was not a safety-valve from duties – for the Queen’s red despatch boxes, which could never be ignored, never ceased to arrive, come hell or high water or even the Scottish snows – then it was at least an invigorating environment which in the early years had an almost fairy-tale quality of escape.

The visit in 1842 came almost a century after the ‘45, the last abortive attempt to regain the throne made by the Stuarts, known as the Stewarts until the reign of Mary, Queen of Scots. The Acts which, after the defeat at Culloden, ordained that a Highlander should never possess ‘any gun, sword or arm whatever, and never use tartan, plaid or any part of the Highland garb’, had been repealed in 1782. By 1842 it was no longer an indictable offence to drink, after dinner and with a dish of water on the table, to ‘The King’ – over the water. Prince Charles Edward Louis Casimir Stuart, once known as the Young Pretender, had been dead for more than fifty years.

But some loyalties had been slow to fade. Until 1820 Braemar Castle, ten miles up-river from Balmoral, had been garrisoned by British troops as a reminder of Hanoverian victory. To some Scots the 1707 Act of Union which transformed Scotland and England into a single kingdom still remained a betrayal, and to some the skirl of the pipes declared an instrument of war after the ‘45 – was not only entertainment but an omen of retribution to come. Scotland had spawned no tartaned Fenians and had been spared the equivalent of the Irish Troubles. Yet the relationship with Westminster and the British Crown lacked the emotional cordiality of the ‘auld alliance’ with France, and there remained a task which could perhaps be tackled, whether consciously or not, by an attractive young Queen in her early twenties; particularly a Queen who could boast of her exiguous Stewart blood, speak sincerely of ‘poor Queen Mary’ and refer to her ancestor not only as James I of England but as James VI of Scotland.

There is little firm evidence that in 1842 Victoria decided to investigate Scotland with any deep political motives. But she knew that, until George IV had visited Edinburgh twenty years previously, no Hanoverian monarch had set foot north of the Border. George had, moreover, circumscribed his visit to the Scottish capital and its immediate surroundings. Victoria, after the sudden cancellation of a visit to Belgium, now planned something more ambitious – a Royal Progress that would take her from Edinburgh to Perth, and then on into the Highlands where she and Prince Albert would be guests of the Marquis of Breadalbane at Taymouth Castle. It is difficult to believe that Her Majesty, already quite aware of political niceties, failed to consider the possible repercussions of the venture.

The announcement came in mid-August and within forty-eight hours there was no doubt about its enthusiastic reception. ‘Nothing,’ declaimed The Times from Edinburgh, ‘is now spoken of but the Queen’s Visit to her ancient kingdom of Scotland. It has superseded all other topics of the day. With the speed of ”the fiery cross” the news has flown from the capital to the provinces, wafted from tongue to tongue, through valley and glen, over mountain and moor, to the remotest corner of the highlands and islands.’ Comparison with the summons that rallied the clansmen emphasized that the Queen was to be welcomed.

At first it had been suggested that she might be accompanied by the Duke of Wellington; by Sir James Graham, the Home Secretary; and by the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel. But because of what was described as the disturbed state of the manufacturing districts in England, and the threat of riots, it was considered wise to release only the Home Secretary to the distant Highlands. ‘Disturbed state’ was something of a euphemism. While the Queen was preparing to sail north a regiment of Guards was being sent to Manchester in an attempt to keep order. There had been deaths during rioting in Burslem and Preston, while bands of excited workmen were terrorizing Stockport, Macclesfield and Dudley. ‘The evil spirit,’ the Home Secretary informed the Queen, ‘has spread into the West Riding of Yorkshire; Huddersfield has been attacked by the men, and two other towns are threatened.’ The era of Victorian peace and prosperity, if it ever existed, had not yet arrived.

Sir James was to travel independently and it was therefore a private party which went aboard the Royal George at Woolwich on the morning of Monday 29 August. Three days earlier the Monarch had steamed down the Thames with three carriages lashed to her decks and forty horses from the Royal Stud, their grooms and Her Majesty’s riding master, Herr Meyer, also on board. The Royal Squadron now followed: a 36-gun and an 18-gun vessel; the steam vessel Salamander with more carriages; the Rhadamanthus, carrying Lord Liverpool, the Lord Steward, and Lord Morton; a tender with equerries, and three further steam vessels with Sir James Clark, the Queen’s doctor; the Ladies-in-Waiting; and the Royal dogs attended by Prince Albert’s Jäger or huntsman.

The Queen might have travelled more quickly by rail – in fact a service of plate, overlooked in the packing, was later sent by train from Windsor to Edinburgh, where it arrived before the Royal party. But Victoria, who had made her first train journey, a brief one from Slough to Paddington, only a few weeks earlier, feared rail travel – perhaps not unnaturally in view of the forty-five railway accidents recorded in The Times for the first half of 1842 – and settled for the yacht.

The Royal George, with fifteen plate glass windows on each side, larger windows at the stern and a richly carved exterior, was with the exception of racing vessels the last Royal Yacht to use sail rather than steam, and was hardly the best choice for a long haul up the German Ocean, as the North Sea was then called. Soon after leaving the mouth of the Thames she was taken in tow by the Shearwater, with Sir James Clark on board. The Shearwater was herself taken in tow by the Black Eagle, which carried most of the ladies in the party. ‘In this manner,’ an officer on the Royal George later wrote, ‘we proceeded, the three ships in a line, without once slackening the halsers [sic], till we dropped anchor in Leith Roads in 66½ hours from Woolwich.’

During Monday night they had progressed only fifty-eight nautical miles; the following night their speed was only three knots. The sea was rough and, as the Queen noted in her Journal, she was ‘very ill’. Nevertheless, a holiday spirit was maintained as steamers came out from the coastal towns carrying mayors or town authorities, and hove to alongside the Royal George with bands playing and flags flying. ‘On the Humber,’ it was reported, ‘a simple fisherman with a venerable bald head held up a fine fish with both his hands, the only homage he had to offer his Queen. This act was kindly acknowledged by Prince Albert.’

The Queen and her husband spent many hours on deck, studying the specially mounted charts produced by the Admiralty and identifying the headlands and estuaries, while from time to time signals were sent to the other ships in the squadron demanding news of the voyagers’ health. All appeared to be well and from the Rhadamanthus there came a reply: ‘All well, and the Lord Steward eating monstrously.’

Soon after eight on the morning of 1 September, Queen Victoria stepped on to Scottish soil at Granton. She was welcomed by the Duke of Buccleuch, who was not only to be her host but was also Captain-General of the Royal Company of Archers, the Sovereign’s Bodyguard in Scotland, whose members now accompanied the Royal party through Leith and Edinburgh. The crowds swarming in the streets were enthusiastic, but all was less well with the official organization. The Lord Provost of Edinburgh, Mr James Forres, had understood that the Royal landing would be at eleven, and that he and members of the Corporation were to drive to the city boundary at Inverleith and there hand over to the Queen the keys of the city. But at nine o’clock, as he and his companions were assembling at the Council Chambers, the Royal party was already driving through the streets of Edinburgh escorted by the Royal Company of Archers and a guard of Dragoons. On hearing the news, the crowd outside the Chambers rushed down the Canongate in the hope of seeing the Queen. The Lord Provost and his colleagues hurried after them but only a few were in time even to catch a glimpse of the Royal party.

This minor contretemps, which led to the Lord Provost often being asked why he had lain abed that morning, was one of many which marked the Queen’s early visits to Scotland both by sea and by rail. The reason is simple enough. The journeys were made in an age when the coach was giving way to the railway, and when sail was being replaced by steam. No tradition of staff management for the new conditions as yet existed; the communications system which had brought the news of Trafalgar from Portsmouth to London by semaphore in minutes was extremely rare, and the telephone was not yet a twinkle in the inventor’s eye. And when ship, or train, progressed faster or slower than expected, when little local difficulties brought vehicles to a halt, these were considered no more than the expected teething troubles of the time.

It had originally been planned that the Queen and Prince Albert should stay in the Palace of Holyroodhouse. But the Palace had not been fully occupied even during George IV’s visit and was now in a state of decrepitude; the authorities, moreover, had been given such short notice of the Royal visit that renovation was impossible, and the plan had to be abandoned. Instead, the Palace of Dalkeith, a few miles from Edinburgh, and Taymouth Castle, near the eastern end of Loch Tay, were prepared for the Royal visitors.

The tour was not only a success. That might have been expected, since the young Queen easily and quickly counterbalanced lingering regrets for the Stuarts over the water. More important was the genuine delight with which the Queen welcomed all things Scottish. Her enthusiasm was reinforced by that of her adored Albert, who persisted in viewing Scotland and the Scots as a mirror image of his beloved homeland. Dalkeith was ‘very German-looking’ and even the inhabitants looked Tike Germans’, while the scenery of Loch Tay was ‘very like Thüringen’. Dunkeid, which could not quite rise to this, was at least ‘very Swiss-looking’. It was understandable enough that Albert should enjoy the fact that part of his wife’s kingdom reminded him of Coburg and the surroundings he had loved as a boy, and his enthusiasm helped to give Scotland a place beyond idolatry in the Queen’s affections. But whatever her husband’s reactions, the Queen would have been impressed by the landscape as well as by the Scottish pageantry with which she was received. She had a good eye for scenery and Loch Tay, with Ben Lawers towering over its western reaches, was no bad introduction to the Highlands.

At Dunkeld the Royal party was met by the Atholl Highlanders, armed with the Lochaber axe, a long-handled halberd with a bill-like blade on one side of the shaft and a formidable hook on the other. Received in an immense marquee, they were regaled with a gargantuan menu, a display of Highland sword-dancing, and a taste of Atholl brose – honey and whisky – from a quart cup. At Taymouth the preparations were justifiably described in The Times as being ‘on a scale of magnificence beyond anything that the most florid imagination could conceive.’ The route through the park to the castle was lined with decorations. Escorts included Lord Breadalbane’s Highlanders in the Campbell tartan, numerous pipers, and a company of the 92nd Highlanders. ‘The firing of the guns,’ Victoria recorded in her Journal, ‘the cheering of the great crowd, the picturesqueness of the dresses, the beauty of the surrounding country, with its rich background of wooded hills, altogether formed one of the finest scenes imaginable. It seemed as if a great chieftain in olden feudal times was receiving his sovereign. It was princely and romantic. Lord and Lady Breadalbane took us upstairs, the hall and stairs being lined with Highlanders.’ If anything more were needed, dusk brought not only fireworks but ‘Welcome Victoria – Albert’, spelt out in hundreds of oil lamps, and the blaze of bonfires from a dozen nearby summits.

A concentrated week of enjoyment was spent at Taymouth amid a conglomeration of tartans and pipers. There were hillside perambulations, and Albert’s introduction to Scottish deer-stalking. ‘Without doubt, [it] is one of the most fatiguing, but it is also one of the most interesting of pursuits,’ he explained to Victoria’s half-brother Prince Charles of Leiningen. ‘There is not a tree, or a bush, behind which you can hide yourself … One has, therefore, to be constantly on the alert in order to circumvent them; and to keep under the hill out of their wind, crawling on hands and knees, and dressed entirely in grey.’

By 15 September the Royal couple had returned through Dalkeith and Edinburgh and were on their way south, travelling not in the over-slow Royal Yacht but in the Trident, a steamer provided by the General Steam Navigation Company. The journey was so satisfactory that the Queen at once ordered her own steam yacht – the paddle-steamer Victoria and Albert, launched in April 1843.

All had gone well. Victoria was sorry to leave the extraordinary country she ruled and Albert spoke for the two of them when he wrote to his stepmother, the Duchess Marie of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. ‘Scotland has made a most favourable impression upon us both,’ he said. ‘The country is full of beauty, of a severe and grand character; perfect for the sport of all kings, and the air remarkably pure and light; in comparison with what we have here. The people are more natural, and are marked by that honesty and sympathy which always distinguish the inhabitants of mountainous countries, who live far away from towns.’

Before steaming south, the Queen had demonstrated her enthusiasm for Highland life and customs by employing her own piper, MacKay, and by informing a delegation of tartan manufacturers that she ‘would do all she could, on her return south, to reintroduce tartan as an article of dress in the fashionable world.’ She also announced that she intended to visit Scotland again, ‘and in a different style,’ the first faint suggestion that she might be considering the possibility of a home in the Highlands.

However, much the same Royal Progress was planned when, in 1844, disturbances brought cancellation of a visit to Ireland and the opportunity for another journey to Scotland. This time it was decided to penetrate the country more deeply and to spend a fortnight at Blair Castle, Lord Glenlyon’s headquarters in the Central Highlands, where the Young Pretender had spent three nights after landing in 1745. And on this occasion Victoria and Albert were to be accompanied by the four-year-old Princess Royal, the Princess Victoria.

The journey from Woolwich to Dundee was made in the new Royal Yacht, Victoria and Albert. With one funnel and two masts, the vessel was more distinguished than her predecessor, her light cream paddle-boxes being decorated with richly carved Royal Crowns, and gigs and boats finished in ultramarine. Ornamentation had been carried out, the Aberdeen Journal later recorded, ‘in a very tasteful manner, without the slightest appearance of gaudiness.’ The deck was covered with oilcloth painted to resemble oaken wainscot, and the inside of the bulwarks imitated American bird’s-eye maple.

However, appearance was not everything. The journey began badly, with a heavy swell beyond the Nore that made the Queen violently seasick. Others were affected and the new ventilating apparatus failed to help. ‘For instance with great care & pains,’ recorded Lady Canning, the Queen’s Lady-in-Waiting, ‘the pump was made by mistake to turn the smell of the engine into the men’s sitting room … The smells are as bad as ever & there are more blacks and cinders than before &the stern worse than ever.’

From Dundee the Royal party drove to Dunkeld, lunching at the Duke’s Arms, where the young Princess delighted the crowd by coming to the window and, wrote Lady Canning, ‘bowing its head to them as pleased as possible, taking all demonstrations to itself.’ At Blair the party was met by a bodyguard of more than 150 volunteers, all in full Highland dress and armed with Lochaber axes, claymores, dirks and pistols. A new bridge, and an approach road, had been constructed within a fortnight and Lord and Lady Glenlyon had moved into the factor’s house so that the Royal party could have the run of the castle. Nevertheless, there were problems. The rooms, noted Lady Canning, ‘are very difficult to get at, for some open into each other, & other useful communications are shut up & sometimes one has to go downstairs & up again in immense complication.’ On this occasion the Queen was accorded piping at six in the morning; MacKay played at two in the afternoon, the Prince’s piper at six in the evening; and at guard mounting two pipers played continuously for an hour.

The Queen now began her attempts to learn Gaelic, ‘making wild work with the names of the mountains,’ as Albert reported. There were Highland sports, Highland dances and Highland music and on at least one occasion ‘Her Majesty was very much amused throughout the whole evening. She scarcely ceased laughing and kept time with her hands and feet in true highland style to the music.’ Pony excursions on the surrounding hills were more ambitious, and it is clear from the Queen’s entries in her Journal that the Scottish landscape was already exercising its charms.

As for Albert, he was happy to inform his stepmother ‘We are all well, and live a somewhat primitive, yet romantic life, that acts as a tonic to the nerves, and gladdens the heart of a lover like myself of field sports and of Nature.’ When it came to field sports, however, Albert, more accustomed to the Continental battue of driven deer than to deer-stalking, that ‘most interesting of pursuits’, was unconventional. Blair Castle had its own herd of tame deer and Albert was not averse to shooting them from within one of the castle’s downstairs rooms. The first occasion was on 18 September. The next day Lady Canning noted in her diary: ‘The Queen sent for me to stay with her while the Prince went to shoot a stag from the window. He wanted her very much not to see it, for the same scene the day before had made her shake & be very uncomfortable.’ Not for the last time, the Queen’s devotion to Albert conflicted, if only for a moment, with what she believed was a ‘good’ thing.

By the first days of October the Royal couple were safely back at Windsor, even more certain than before that the gorgeous country north of the Border, which they had previously known only through Walter Scott’s novels, should be visited regularly and often. However, there had been one minor, but possibly significant, indication that life and travel in that distant region might present special problems: Sunday Observance was a matter which not even the Queen could entirely ignore. Sir Andrew Agnew, the Sabbatarian promoter who had a dozen years previously taken charge of the abortive Parliamentary movement to ‘Protect the Lord’s Day’, openly addressed a warning that the Queen should not set a bad example. There is no indication that she had.

In some circles there was still a vestigial reluctance to forget the Stuart cause, although few reactions were as sour as those of the Literary Gazette and Journal & Belles Lettres. ’It is not quite a century since ”the ‘45”,’ the Gazette noted, ‘and here, in sylvan retreat and Highland sports, are a Queen of the then detested House of Hanover, her German husband, and her child; in the very heart of the land of Stuart devoutness – down by Loch Tummel and the banks of the Garry. A hundred years ago, their lives would not have been worth a pin’s fee; now they are all but worshipped by the same race of men, guarded like idols, the wild deer chased, and the loveliest green of all the Scottish glens – Glen Tilt and the romantic Falls of Bruar – promenaded like Kensington and St James’s. What voices might the walls of Carlisle and the Tower and Temple of London utter, should the ghastly heads exhibited on them witness this strange scene! Who can look forward to 1944?’

To Victoria, for whom Loch Leven Castle was the building from which ‘poor Queen Mary escaped,’ and who appears to have inspected Stuart heirlooms almost with reverence, such feelings would have been irrelevant. Enthusiasm for Scotland was by now firmly rooted and in 1847 she leased Ardverikie from the Marquis of Abercorn, Prince Albert’s Groom of the Stole. Standing on the shores of Loch Laggan, the shooting lodge was remote, romantic, and protected from popular enquiry by the eccentricities of the landscape.

The plan for 1847 was to arrive at Ardverikie at the end of a multi-purpose voyage in the Victoria and Albert, which was to take the Royal party to the Scilly Isles, Wales and the Clyde before landing them at Fort William for the carriage drive inland between the rounded shoulders of the Grampians. There were diversions en route. Off Ailsa Craig, the rugged islet rising hundreds of feet from the Clyde, Albert tried to shoot the gannets which inhabit it by the thousand and were put up by cannon shot from the Royal Yacht. ‘They enveloped it like a cloud,’ he reported, ‘but at a distance out of range of shot, calculated with almost mathematical precision.’

Further north it was decided, apparently on the spur of the moment, to visit Inverary Castle, the home of the Dukes of Argyll. ‘We heard that the Queen’s time could not afford more than a mere call, rather than a visit and that Her Majesty could only spend some 2 or 3 hours at Inverary,’ wrote the Duke, who received the news when cruising off Skye, nearly 200 difficult sea miles to the north. ‘This limited our reception duties to a luncheon and a drive. But we had no establishment at all at the moment, and hardly knew how we could meet the occasion.’

Argyll rose to it. His mother-in-law, the Duchess of Sutherland, was able to bring down her staff from Dunrobin Castle, and a field battery was obtained to provide the necessary Royal salute. The local lairds came to the aid of the party, and by the time the fishing fleet, decorated with small pink ensigns, stood off the Fairy, a tender whose low draught enabled her to steam on to moorings from which the Victoria and Albert was barred, the situation had been saved.

Awaiting Victoria was a covered walk. ‘It was constructed of pillars, festooned with evergreens and flowers, supporting a roof of white cloth fringed with blue, the floor of which was covered with scarlet cloth,’ said the Illustrated London News. ’From this covered gallery to the entrance to the Duke of Argyll’s grounds, trees were planted on the side of the street next to the loch, giving it somewhat the appearance of an avenue. A magnificent triumphal arch, gracefully festooned with flowers and evergreens was also erected; the galleries being for the accommodation of the public … From the quay to the Duke’s Gate, the Islay clansmen formed a living avenue, clad in their dark tartans with broad red facings, and all the Highland accoutrements, including the Lochaber axe. A body of the Duke’s men, clad entirely in their own tartans, without the red facings, also kept a portion of the ground. The Highland Guard, including the Celtic Gentlemen, the clansmen of Islay, and the tenantry of the Duke of Argyll, mustered from 300 to 500 strong.’

The Royal party was driven up Glen Shira where Mary, Queen of Scots, is claimed to have brought down a stag with her cross-bow; then to the castle for luncheon at two, ‘the Highland gentlemen standing with halberds in the room,’ as the Queen noted in her Journal. They left before three, reached the Crinan Canal ‘where we entered a most magnificently decorated barge, drawn by three horses, ridden by postillions in scarlet,’ and eventually rejoined the Victoria and Albert.

They steamed up the coast, disembarked at Fort William and from there, on the morning of 21 August, drove to Ardverikie. ‘Alas!’ Victoria wrote of the conditions in which they set out, ‘a very wet morning.’ It was, moreover, the start of a longish spell of rain such as visitors to the Highlands always fear. Of Ardverikie and its surroundings the Queen was to write that ‘the country is very fine, but the weather was most dreadful.’ And to Baron Stockmar, secretary to Queen Victoria’s uncle, King Leopold of the Belgians, and an influential adviser to Victoria herself, Albert reported: ‘Whenever we stir out we come home almost frozen and always wet to the skin.’ Sometimes it snowed.

There were minor compensations. On Albert’s birthday the Ardverikie grounds were thrown open for a Highland gathering, ‘at which there were all sorts of ancient games of a warlike kind.’ Many of the spectators will have noted that the young Prince of Wales, aged six, was wearing the Stewart tartan. The scenery, when occasionally it was possible to see it through the mists, reminded both the Queen and Prince Albert of Thuringia. Edwin Landseer, already moving towards The Stag at Bay, provided the Queen with some very sound advice about topographical watercolours. Towards the end of their stay Albert decided to visit Inverness. On hearing the news the local authorities staged an impressive dinner at forty-eight hours’ notice; all went well, with not much time to spare, and at Fort Augustus the Prince hired John Macdonald, who was to serve him as Jäger for many years.

The Prince rejoined the Queen at Fort William and they now embarked on what was to be a miserable conclusion to their somewhat miserable tour of Western Scotland. The weather changed from bad to worse before they eventually reached the Isle of Man. From here they made Fleetwood, whence they finished the journey to London by rail. But not before another misfortune. ‘We had to go slowly at first,’ wrote the Queen, ‘as our paddle-wheel again got wrong, and because we should otherwise have arrived before we were expected.’

Back in London, the truth about Scotland’s weather slowly sank in upon Victoria and Albert: the Highlands did not always offer the golden days enjoyed at Taymouth and Blair Castle. Perhaps, after all, it would be better to abandon any plans she might have had for a permanent home in this country where the hills provided such fine opportunities for Victoria’s sketching and for Albert’s killing of deer. This might have happened but for the chance that John Clark, the son of Her Majesty’s doctor, had been recuperating on Upper Deeside at the home of Sir Robert Gordon, brother of Lord Aberdeen. And while Sir James had become resigned to looking through the windows of Ardverikie at the swathe of rain sweeping in driven grey curtains across the loch, son John was writing of the blue skies and unbroken sunshine of Upper Deeside on the eastern side of Scotland’s mountain backbone.

Sir James told Her Majesty. Her Majesty told Prince Albert and Prince Albert, in the thorough way that often brought results but must sometimes have been maddening to his more casual British acquaintances, called for a report on the weather of Upper Deeside. The result confirmed what everyone knew: that the rain-laden clouds sweeping in from the Atlantic – the source of much Highland weather – tended to empty themselves on the western slopes of the mountain masses, thus leaving comparatively little rain to fall on the eastern side of the Cairngorms.

The weather reports strengthened the interest in Upper Deeside that Victoria and Albert were already forming. Then the situation was transformed by a humble fish-bone; it lodged in Sir Robert Gordon’s throat and choked him to death as he breakfasted on the morning of 8 October. Sir Robert was a bachelor and his estate – including the lease of Balmoral Castle which he had bought some fourteen years earlier from the Earl of Fife’s Trustees – now passed to the Earl of Aberdeen. Knowing of the Royal interest in Upper Deeside, Aberdeen suggested that the Queen might wish to take over the unexpired twenty-seven years of the lease. To underline the attractions of the site he invoked the help of James Giles, the landscape painter who had helped him with the design of the gardens at Haddo House, his Aberdeenshire home. Giles quickly produced three watercolours of Balmoral Castle in its setting and these were sent to the Queen.

The castle’s name may have puzzled Albert as well as intriguing him. There was no doubt that its origin was Gaelic, the language which has bestowed on Scotland an array of mountain summits whose names are unpronounceable except to the initiated. But while ‘Bal’ meaning ‘place’ was simple enough, the rest of the word offered various possibilities. If the origin was ‘Baile Moralie’, then Balmoral would be ‘the magnificent place’. If the origin was ‘Bal-mor-sol’, then it would mean ‘the place with much lime’, a likely interpretation in view of the nearby limestone quarries. But perhaps ‘Bal-mor-choille’ offered the best possibility of all: ‘the place of the great forest’ – the forest of Ballochbuie which stretched up-river for miles on the southern side of the Dee from the western boundary of the Balmoral estate.

Albert now commissioned more sketches of the castle. They were, perhaps in deference to the Prince’s known taste, somewhat romanticized, emphasizing the fairy-tale turreted features of the building in which the eye of faith could easily see traces of Rosenau, where he had been born. This is hardly surprising since Rosenau, built between 1809 and 1817, a pseudo-Gothic castle with round tower and crow-stepped gables, itself recalled some of the older Scottish baronial castles. If it is true that Balmoral aped Rosenau, then Rosenau aped Balmoral’s predecessors.

However, Sir Robert’s original Balmoral had been developed from a castle considerably more dour and utilitarian, built in the fifteenth century and consisting of no more than the square tower surmounted by battlemented parapet and machicolated corbel that was frequently the necessary insurance for survival. Windows were the long narrow slits which would let arrows in less easily than out. A thick stone wall surrounded the small courtyard.

In the seventeenth century the property passed to the Farquharsons of Inverey, a branch of the Farquharsons of Invercauld, but after the rising of 1715, when the Farquharsons supported the Stuarts, the Earl of Fife was granted the Lordship of the property from the Crown. Additions were made to the tower and by 1746, when Lord Ogilvy’s regiment arrived for a night’s succour on 19 April during its dispersal after Culloden, ‘a long-steep-roofed high gabled house, with narrow windows high in the walls’ had been added to the original keep. Eventually, towards the end of the eighteenth century, the freehold was bought by the Earl of Fife for £7020 (then equivalent to about $35,000) and the estate let to a succession of tenants. Only minor additions were made to the property until it was leased to Sir Robert Gordon in 1830. First he virtually demolished the existing building. ‘It seems unfortunate,’ the local historian the Rev. John Stirton has noted, ‘that the fine old manor of Balmoral should have been taken down in order that a modern imitation of the “ginger-bread” type should be erected in its place, but such was the case. It was the fashion of the time to do so.’

Reconstruction between 1834 and 1839 was carried out on the basis of plans drawn up by John Smith of Aberdeen. Known as ‘Tudor Johnny’ because of his fancy for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century styles, Smith was the architect and builder who with the better-known Archibald Simpson was largely responsible for the city as it stands today.

His Balmoral, Mark II, deliberately picturesque and rambling, followed the pattern of Scott’s Abbotsford, that ‘romance in stone and lime’, any architectural problem being easily solved by the addition of a turret or a gable. By the standards of what was to become known as Scottish Baronial, the castle was small; its furnishings, moreover, were more cottagy than baronial, all upholstery and curtains being of the same homely chintz. ‘Salve’ was spelt out in the entrance hall, on whose pavement of Dutch tiles there appeared ‘cave canem’ and the figure of a chained dog.

The conservatory alone made Sir Robert’s Balmoral different from the run-of-the-mill castles with which rich beneficiaries of the industrial revolution, both English and Scottish, were now pepper-potting Scotland. Its ground-plan resembled a Cupid’s bow, and the outer glass thus undulated in an unusual manner, suggesting at first sight that the construction had been tacked on to the granite building largely as an afterthought. The suggestion that it was the forerunner of the long glass arcades erected in the Horticultural Society’s Kensington Gardens in the aftermath of the Great Exhibition of 1851 may well be correct. Prince Albert certainly had a major interest in the Gardens venture.

Early in 1848 Victoria who, like Prince Albert, had so far seen neither Balmoral nor even Upper Deeside, instructed her solicitors to acquire the lease on her husband’s behalf. There were few delays and on 20 May 1848 Captain Alexander Wharton Duff, one of the Fife Trustees, wrote to his father, also a Trustee, telling him that the lease had been completed. There was a clause, he added, ‘providing that, should the Prince wish to throw up the lease we (the Trustees) were to have the first offer.’ But there was to be no likelihood of that.
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