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Prologue

On 4 June 1763, in the third year of his reign, George III celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday at St James’s Palace. Two days later his young Queen, Charlotte, staged her own surprise present. She had persuaded her husband to remain at St James’s Palace from Saturday 4 June until Monday 6 June while she completed her preparations at their new home, Buckingham House. The King had bought the red-brick mansion at the end of Pall Mall in 1763* from Sir Charles Sheffield, who had possessed it since 1742, and they had spent the last year watching over the rebuilding and refurbishment.

Now, on a warm June night Queen Charlotte took her husband through the darkened great house up the grand staircase to the Queen’s rooms overlooking the garden. Then, at a signal, the shutters were opened and below them the terrace and lawns were suddenly, amazingly, revealed, brilliant in the light of 4,000 glass lamps. Over the shining long canal, a delicate bridge had miraculously appeared. Pavilions and a splendid colonnade had arisen, and graceful figures linked huge screens lit from behind, like magic lanterns, showing images of the King bringing peace to the world, and his enemies, envy, malice and destruction falling headlong to perdition. The Queen had commissioned the architect Robert Adam to design this magnificent display, which dazzled the throng of glittering guests and delighted the King.1

Queen Charlotte’s German band played ‘God Save The King’ and then, while the band played music by George Frideric Handel, the King and Queen joined the assembly for a ‘supper of a hundred cold dishes followed by an illuminated dessert’. Apparently at this party a new court dress was introduced, of stiff-bodiced gowns and bare shoulders. ‘The old ladies will catch their deaths,’ the gossip Horace Walpole wrote maliciously. ‘What dreadful discoveries will be made, both of fat and lean. I recommend to you the idea of Mrs Cavendish going half stark!’2

There have been many parties since then in the gardens of Buckingham Palace, as Buckingham House is called today, but probably none has pleased a monarch more. The King’, so it was said, ‘was delighted with this unexpected testimony of his consort’s love and respect.’ It was no small achievement for a nineteen-year-old girl, recently and unexpectedly plucked from the obscurity of a small German dukedom, Mecklenburg-Strelitz.

The King, in love and gratitude, gave Buckingham House to Queen Charlotte; the gift was officially confirmed by Parliament on 26 April 1775. During her lifetime it was known as ‘the Queen’s House’ and here twelve of their fifteen children were born.

The palace on this site was to be rebuilt and altered many times, but it has remained at the centre of the royal family’s life and, since 1837, has been the monarch’s official London residence.

* Negotiations began in 1760 but the contract was not finally signed until April 1763.


CHAPTER ONE

The Duke of Buckingham

‘Sic situ laetantur lares’ 
[The Household Gods delight in such a situation]

Inscription around the roof 
of the Duke of Buckingham’s house1

Palaces and Predecessors

George III was the first monarch to take up residence in Buckingham House, but the site had had royal connections since the Tudors and each of his predecessors had added something to the history of Buckingham Palace.

Every king or queen, past and present, has had a different concept of the purpose of a palace: an outward sign of power and dominance, a symbol of mystical status, or an expression of the monarch’s own whims and fantasies. George III, essentially a simple man, wanted, in addition to his official residence, St James’s Palace, a family home where he could live with his adored young wife, bring up a family and lead the life of a cultured country gentleman with his books, his pictures and his music.

Henry VIII was the first monarch to acquire the land adjoining the site of the Palace. His father, Henry VII, had made the medieval Palace of Westminster* both home and royal headquarters. His law courts and Parliament were here and here he held Court in the Painted Chamber, his great bedroom.†

Henry VIII had been king for only three years, when in 1512 fire destroyed much of the old palace. In 1529, when Cardinal Wolsey fell from grace, the King took the opportunity to seize York Place, the Cardinal’s magnificent palace on the bank of the River Thames. The Palace of Westminster still housed Parliament and the law courts but was no longer the royal residence. It has retained, however, the old name and is still the Palace of Westminster. York Place became the Palace of Whitehall and for a century and a half was the headquarters of the Court until it, in turn, was destroyed by fire.

Henry VIII, with his superabundant energy, expected his palace to be more than a seat of state and a symbol of dominance: it was also to be a place of frolic and entertainment. He looked across Whitehall to a stretch of wasteland and saw it as a perfect hunting ground conveniently close to his palace. So in December 1531 he acquired from Roger Lupton of Eton College the 185 acres stretching from Whitehall to the site of the present Buckingham Palace. The land was, at this time, reedy marshland watered by two streams, the Westbourne and the Tyburn. Henry VIII drained the marshes, channelled the streams into a lake and laid out gardens. The area was to become St James’s Park, named after a twelfth-century hospice there, dedicated to St James the Less, which had originally been endowed by the citizens of London for the care of ‘fourteen leper maydens’.2 Since then monks and ‘maydens’ had brought scandal to the Hospital of St James, and plague and neglect had emptied the decaying buildings, which in 1449 Henry VI gave to Eton College. The Master of Eton kept the Hospital of St James as his town house but provided for the upkeep of four poor women there. In 1536 Henry VIII took it over, dismissed the four women with a pension of £6 13s. 4d. a year, demolished it and built a hunting lodge in its place. Later, enlarged and rebuilt, it became St James’s Palace. So, where once bell and clapper had sounded, the woods rang with hunting horns when Henry VIII and Queen Anne rode out on a May morning with ‘a goodly company to the fields of Kensington’.3

Henry VIII acquired the land adjoining the site on which Buckingham Palace is built, but it was James I who first cultivated it. In 1608 he paid £935 for the ‘walling, levelling and planting thereof of mulberry trees’ on four acres of adjoining wasteland near the site of the north wing of the present Buckingham Palace. Impressed by the wealth created by the French silk industry, James I had decided to outshine the French King. In 1607 he appointed William Stallinge, an employee at the Customs House with experience of breeding silkworms, ‘to research and publish a book’ on Instructions for the planting and increase of mulberry trees, breeding of silkworms and the making of silk’. He also instructed deputy lieutenants to require landowners in their counties to ‘purchase and plant ten thousand mulberry trees at the rate of 6 shillings per thousand’.4

Alas, Stallinge and, later, his son Jasper were to spend many years and thousands of pounds of the King’s money in the vain attempt to persuade silkworms to thrive on the leaves of the black mulberry trees they had planted. They had failed to realize that though the black mulberry produces delicious fruit, its leaves are rough and silkworms prefer those of the white mulberry.

So in 1625 James I and Stallinge both died without embellishing the kingdom with the silk that the King so much desired: his scheme of a great English silk industry had never materialized. Stallinge’s son Jasper being equally unsuccessful, on 4 July 1628 Charles I granted his friend Lord Aston the right to ‘keep his mulberry gardens at St James with a yearly fee of £60 during his life and that of his son’.5 But when in 1635 Lord Aston was made ambassador to Spain all pretence of supervising the breeding of silkworms was abandoned and the weaving sheds and outhouses were neglected.

There were, however, sharp men who realized that there were fortunes to be made not in silk but in property. As London expanded, a site in a rural setting with easy access to the Palaces of Westminster, Whitehall, St James and Kensington was of great potential value, and there were three men in particular who were eager to seize it: Lionel Cranfield, James I’s Treasurer, Hugh Audley, the most formidable property lawyer in London, and William Blake, his man of business. The story of the involvement of these men and others in the establishment of the site of Buckingham Palace was to continue for years, through civil war, the Commonwealth and successive reigns, and through a maze of complicated litigation.

The Mulberry Garden was outside the walls of St James’s Park and was part of the freehold of Ebury Manor, an area which stretched from the present Oxford Street through to Chelsea. Henry VIII had acquired the freehold for the Crown, but Queen Elizabeth I had granted a long lease to Sir Thomas Knyvett which ran until 1675. He in turn had assigned his lease to two London merchants. When James I came to sell Ebury Manor, the Mulberry Garden was specifically excluded. These four acres were to remain Crown property throughout all the vicissitudes of the century, except for a short period when Cromwell sold it together with the rest of King Charles’s property.

When in 1618 and 1622 the two leases for Ebury Manor owned by the merchants came on the market, Cranfield moved swiftly and secretly to buy them, using the names of two of his servants, although as the King’s Treasurer he ought to have bought them for the Crown. It was easy, he thought, to cheat James I in the last years of his dissolute life. A clever but unscrupulous minister who had risen from grocer’s apprentice to be the King’s financial adviser, Cranfield finally overreached himself and in May 1624 was impeached by Parliament for ‘bribery, extortion, wrong & deceit’. He was heavily fined, imprisoned and disgraced.

Hugh Audley, who had picked up much property from such disasters, saw vultures gathering and pounced. Before Cranfield was imprisoned, he used his knowledge of his secret to blackmail him into selling Ebury Manor. On I March 1626 Audley paid him £9,400 for the whole Ebury leasehold, using William Blake as one of his trustees. Although there would be many tenants on and around the future site of the Palace in the coming years, Hugh Audley held the leasehold of Ebury Manor until his death in 1662.

While William Blake was negotiating the purchase of Ebury Manor for his employer Audley, he was engaged in property speculation on his own account. Outside the south-west wall of the Mulberry Garden was half an acre of wasteland, the site of the old hamlet of Eyecross and the future site of part of the forecourt of Buckingham Palace. Blake illegally acquired it and built a simple house there for his son and daughter-in-law, to be named Blake House. Thanks to Audley’s patronage, Blake flourished: in 1626 he bought himself a knighthood and somewhat dubious title deeds to the new property, having avoided the law forbidding new building on the grounds that there had been dwellings there before.

James I was succeeded by his son, Charles I. Sir William Blake entered the new reign an apparently prosperous citizen, with a house in Kensington and another on a site that the new King’s friend, Lord Goring, coveted. In fact Blake was deep in debt and after his death in 1630 his heir negotiated the sale of Blake House to Lord Goring, completing the sale in 1633.

George Goring and Goring House

George Goring was a survivor. He had served four monarchs: he was a favourite at the Court of Queen Elizabeth I. James I knighted him in 1608, and two years later made him a Gentleman of the Privy Chamber to his second son Charles, who entrusted him with the negotiations in France for his marriage to Henrietta Maria, daughter of Henry IV of France. When she became Queen, Lord Goring became her Vice-Chamberlain and Master of the Horse. This close association with the Queen proved useful during the Civil War: it was Goring who was chosen to conduct the Queen to her old home in France. He served and fought for Charles I and lived to see Charles II restored to the throne. In his time he played successfully many parts: buffoon and statesman, lady’s man and tough soldier.

His sturdy loyalty was rewarded, and he became exceedingly wealthy, well able to afford to build himself a handsome house on the site he had bought, though he ran himself into debt in the process. Instead of demolishing the existing building he appears to have enlarged and embellished Blake’s original house. From a contemporary print it would seem to have been a solid brick house – plain and unpretentious like its owner. Unlike the present Buckingham Palace, it faced south. He also appropriated more ‘waste’ land in order to extend his courtyard entrance and enlarge his garden. He had built, according to a contemporary survey, ‘a fair house and other convenient buildings and outhouses and upon the other part of it made the Fountain Garden, a Tarris [terrace] walk, a courtyard and a laundry yard’.6

While Goring was establishing himself in his comfortable villa at one end of the royal estate at St James’s, Charles I, in the Palace of Whitehall on the bank of the Thames, was treading his disastrous political road to the scaffold. His Palace was then, in the words of historian Thomas Macaulay, ‘an ugly old labyrinth of dirty brick and plastered timber’. It was a huddle of disparate buildings: richly decorated apartments for the royal family, houses with low, dark rooms for courtiers and servants, and the great high-ceilinged Banqueting House, designed in 1619 by architect Inigo Jones in the Palladian style. There were galleries displaying statues and paintings, privy gardens where men and women of rank could walk unchallenged.

Politically incompetent and uncomprehending though Charles I was, he had excellent artistic taste and during the first decade of his reign assembled a most spectacular collection of paintings.

He owed some of his talent to the example of his mother, the shadowy Anne of Denmark, who was said to have cared more for paintings than for men, and who took great pleasure in the acquisitions of her royal predecessors, including the tapestries and Hans Holbeins of Henry VIII, and Elizabeth I’s exquisite miniatures. Charles I’s elder brother, Prince Henry, who had died of typhoid in 1612 aged eighteen, had also inherited a scholarly interest in art and had started his own collection.

Charles I, according to the painter Peter Paul Rubens, even before his accession was ‘the greatest amateur of paintings among the princes of the world’. His passion had been fired by his visit to Madrid in 1623, when he travelled in disguise on a mission to Spain to woo Philip IV’s sister. He returned without a bride but inspired by Philip IV’s great art collection in Madrid.

When he became King he sent his agents to bargain, and his ambassadors to look for great paintings. He bought through them the cartoons of Raphael, Leonardo da Vinci’s John the Baptist and many other treasures. His greatest triumph was the purchase in 1626 of the collection of the Gonzaga family in Mantua – ‘so wonderful and glorious a collection that the like will never again be met with’ – which included works by Andrea Mantegna, Raphael, Titian, Tintoretto and Rubens.

A generous patron, Charles I commissioned Rubens to paint the great ceiling in the Banqueting House in honour of his father, James I. It was finished in 1634. He commissioned Rubens’s pupil, Sir Anthony van Dyck, to paint some of the greatest paintings in the Royal Collection today: ‘The Greate Peece’: Charles I and Henrietta Maria with Their Two Eldest Children, Charles and Mary, dominates the Picture Gallery. He brilliantly portrays the unmartial character of the King, his diffidence and melancholy, and his spirited French wife, the Catholic Henrietta Maria, who was to fight tenaciously on the King’s behalf throughout the Civil War. She shared his love of art; and it was to her that paintings came as gifts from the Papacy, knowing that they would be passed to her husband. In 1636 the Pope’s nephew, Cardinal Barberini, sent her a batch of paintings including ones by Leonardo and Andrea del Sarto.

While the King and Queen were filling their Palace of Whitehall with superb paintings, George Goring was enlarging the grounds of Goring House. He bought two large fields, known as Upper and Lower Crow, of twenty acres, from Audley, though he never completed payment for them. By 1634 Goring owned most of the land on which the present Buckingham Palace was built except the four acres of Mulberry Garden and the area now occupied by the eastern forecourt. In spite of the great fortune he made through the patronage of the King, he was constantly in debt and mortgaged Goring House to his wife’s relatives. Nevertheless he hankered after the Mulberry Garden, finally bought the lease after Lord Aston’s death in 1639 and at last, in July 1640, he persuaded the King to grant him the freehold, but the agreement never received the confirmation of the Great Seal. In 1642 the Civil War had begun and Charles I had more pressing worries. During the Civil War, Goring lost everything. He could not keep up payments to Audley, and left Goring House, which was requisitioned by Parliament. Charles I took his own Court to Oxford, and by 1643 Goring House was fortified by Oliver Cromwell’s troops. There was a large fort at Hyde Park Corner and ‘a redoubt and battery … at the lower end of Lord Goring’s wall’. For a while troops were stationed in Goring House; afterwards it was repaired and Parliament decided that the Speaker, William Lenthall, should be allowed to live there.

Meanwhile in 1642 Goring joined the King’s army. He had made a fortune in his royal service and was now prepared to spend it and his life for the King. He sent for his son to join the King’s army, writing to his wife, ‘had I millions of crowns or scores of sons, the King and his cause should have them all’.7 Charles I repaid him by creating him Earl of Norwich on 28 November 1644. He was captured during the Civil War and imprisoned at Windsor Castle. On 10 November 1648 the House of Commons voted for his banishment, but on 6 March 1649 he was sentenced to death. However, he was reprieved by the influence of Speaker Lenthall, who interceded on his behalf.

In January 1649, while the new Earl of Norwich was imprisoned, facing trial and possibly death, his master Charles I had been condemned. On 30 January 1649 he took his last cold walk from St James’s Palace to the Banqueting House in the Palace of Whitehall. He wore extra warm clothing in case the people should think he shivered from fear not cold. As he climbed to the scaffold outside the first-floor window, did he glance up to the great Rubens ceiling he had commissioned? It would have brought him some consolation if he could have seen into the future. When the great fire of 1698 destroyed the Palace of Whitehall, the Banqueting House and its Rubens was all that was saved.

After the execution of the King, Parliament ordered a commission to be appointed to arrange the sale of the King’s property to pay his debts. The sale of his pictures, a total of 1,570, lasted from October 1649 to the middle of the 1650s. So one of the world’s greatest art collections was scattered. The paintings were eventually dispersed among private buyers, and are now in museums in France, Spain, Austria and the USA, and elsewhere. Cromwell, however, kept some for the empty walls of Hampton Court Palace – among them, significantly, the pride of the collection, Mantegna’s Triumphs of Caesar.

The houses and land of Charles I were also sold, including the Mulberry Garden, which was still Crown property, and as such it was sold to Sir Anthony Deane, who in turn sold it to a Mr Chipp, who turned it into a place of entertainment. It was described in the Parliamentary survey of 1651, made when the King’s estates were sold, as including ‘a bowling alley, a part planted with several sorts of fruit trees and another part planted with whitethorn in the manner of a wilderness or maze walk’. Throughout the Commonwealth and Protectorate, 1653–60, when other places of entertainment were closed, the Mulberry Garden behind its high red-brick wall remained open – and notorious. It was often referred to in Restoration plays: for instance, in his play The Mulberry Garden, Sir Charles Sedley’s hero says, ‘These country ladies … take up their places in the Mulberry Garden as early as a citizen’s wife at new play.’8 Sedley’s granddaughter was to become the chatelaine of the house and gardens he made famous.

The diarist John Evelyn reported in his journal on 10 May 1654:

My Lady Gerrard treated us at Mulberry Gardens, now the only place of refreshment about the Town for persons of the best quality to be exceedingly cheated at: Cromwell and his partisans having shut up and closed Spring Gardens which until now had been the usual rendezvous for the Ladies and Gallants of this season.9

Throughout the Protectorate, and after the Restoration of Charles II in 1660, the Mulberry Garden continued to flourish until it was finally closed in 1675. During that time Mr Chipp created there a number of small booths, perfect for picnicking or courting. The diarist Samuel Pepys visited the garden in May 1668 and found it ‘a very silly place, worse than Spring Gardens, and but little company, and those of a rascally, whoring sort of people, only a wilderness that is somewhat pretty but rude’. The next year in April he took a party and enjoyed ‘a new dish called Spanish olio’, which was specially prepared for them in one of the eating booths. This mixture of meat and vegetables was so tasty that he asked the cook to keep it ‘till night’ when, after a walk, they returned ‘to supper upon what was left at noon … and we mighty merry’.10

The merriment cannot have been very agreeable to the tenants of Goring House on the other side of the high brick wall. Battered by the troops who occupied it during the defence of London in the Civil War, and its gardens wrecked by the fortifications dug around it, the property had been abandoned by the Earl of Norwich, who, on his release from prison after the execution of Charles I, had gone into exile with his young King. Nevertheless Hugh Audley, a major creditor of Norwich and owner of the freehold, had kept an eye on the property and seen the fabric of the house decay. He undertook some repairs and refurbishments and by the Restoration Goring House appears to have been rented out for social events. Pepys took his wife there in July 1660 to ‘a great wedding of Nan Hartlib to Mein Herr Roder, which was kept at Goring House with very great estate, cost and noble company’.11

Two years later, on 23 November 1662, Hugh Audley died, leaving, as Pepys recorded, ‘a very great estate’, which included the freehold of much of the present Palace site, except the Mulberry Garden. The Ebury estate went to one of his great-nephews, Alexander Davies, and after him to his daughter. All that is now remembered of the powerful lawyer and his heiress Mary Davies are the London streets named after them. (Mary married Sir Thomas Grosvenor in October 1677, and between them they founded the great property empire now belonging to the Duke of Westminster.)

After the Restoration, Norwich had returned from Holland and tried to regain possession of Goring House. Failing in this, he begged Charles II at least to recognize the hurried, and unsealed, grant of the Mulberry Garden that his late lamented father had agreed in 1640. The King was about to compromise and grant him a lease of the garden when Mr Chipp appeared on the scene with his title, which had been bought in good faith. It is possible that Charles II welcomed an excuse not to part with such a useful parcel of land. George Goring, 1st Earl of Norwich, died at Brentford in January 1663. His son, the 2nd Earl of Norwich, continued the legal battle but the King announced he would retain the freehold and compensate anyone who could prove a right to it. No one could. Mr Chipp continued to run his ‘entertainment’ business, but now he paid rent to his landlord, the King. Charles II’s decision to keep the freehold of the four-acre Mulberry Garden would later have important consequences.

On 29 March 1665, John Evelyn, then a civil servant, recorded in his diary, Went to Goring House, now Mr Secretary Bennett’s, ill built … but the place capable of being made a pretty villa.’12

‘Mr Secretary Bennett’ had leased Goring House after his first attempt to buy it had failed, owing to the early death of Alexander Davies in the plague epidemic of 1665. The new owner was the young Mary Davies. Her inheritance was in trust, so selling any part of it was difficult. Bennett was to build on the site of Goring House, not a villa but a palatial mansion.

The Earl of Arlington and Arlington House

When Charles II and his courtiers returned after the Restoration they brought with them French taste in architecture, furnishings and landscape gardening. Influenced by the French King Louis XIV’s great gardener, André Le Nôtre, Charles II redesigned St James’s Park. Now the occupants of Goring House could look out over the forecourt to a long, straight canal bordered by shady avenues. Here the King played the game ‘pall-mall’ or wandered with his courtiers and yapping spaniels to inspect his aviaries in Birdcage Walk. St James’s Park had ceased to be a hunting ground, and it was now the stage on which that most visible of kings could play his own distinctive royal role.

The new owner of Goring House, Mr Secretary Bennet, at this time was one of the wealthiest and most influential men at the Court of Charles II. Henry Bennet, later made Baron with the title Lord Arlington, was educated at Westminster School and studied theology at Christ Church, Oxford, where perhaps he acquired the pompous manner for which he was later mocked. He fought with Charles I in the Civil War, and was wounded. Afterwards he always wore a black patch on his nose, perhaps as a reminder to the King of his loyal cavalier service. He escaped to the Continent and made himself a master of languages and foreign affairs. In 1657 he was knighted by the exiled Prince and the next year was sent by Prince Charles as ambassador and agent to Madrid, where he remained until after the Restoration. There he made many useful contacts who were only too ready to pay him handsomely for his services as a Spanish agent.

When Charles II returned to the throne, Bennet turned to politics, becoming MP for Callington in Cornwall in 1661; the following year he became Secretary of State and a close adviser to Charles II. In 1665 the King created him Lord Arlington. In the same year he married a rich Dutch wife, Isabella de Broderode, who was the granddaughter of the illegitimate son of Prince Henry Frederick of Orange.

His power grew, and with it came immense wealth. As his influence grew, so did the hatred of his enemies. The 2nd Duke of Buckingham called him an ‘arrant fop from head to toe’. But he was much more than that. The historian Thomas Babington Macaulay summed him up:

he had some talent for conversation and some for transacting ordinary business of office. He had learned during a life passed in travel and negotiating, the art of accommodating his language and deportment to the society in which he found himself. His vivacity in the closet amused the King; his gravity in debates and conferences imposed on the public, and he had succeeded in attaching to himself, partly by services, partly by hopes a considerable number of personal retainers.13

According to the Comte de Gramont, Arlington assumed to perfection

the gravity and solemn mien of the Spaniards, a scar across the bridge of his nose, which he covered with a little lozenge shaped plaster, gave a secretive and mysterious air to his visage … he had an overwhelming anxiety to thrust himself forward which passed for industry … and an impenetrable stupidity which passed for the power to keep a secret.14

But in fact, as Macaulay judged, he had the art ‘of observing the King’s temper and managing it beyond the men of his time’.

Through his influence with the King, Arlington had secured the lease of Goring House and in 1677 a ninety-nine-year lease of the Mulberry Garden, which he later closed. The ‘rascally whoring sort of place’ was no fit neighbour for the King’s Secretary of State.

In modern terms he was more than a millionaire but even so he was often in debt. His wife, Isabella, was as extravagant as her husband and soon filled Goring House with sumptuous furnishings, pictures and ornaments. Arlington’s mansion was becoming a palace fit for the entertainment of a king, and grand enough to impress the great nobles and foreign ambassadors who came to consult him, and sometimes to pay him. ‘Ambassadors using so noble a House with so much freedom, gives cause to conclude that they paid dear for it,’ wrote the anonymous author of a tract in 1671.

Pepys, then a civil servant in the Admiralty, came to report to the minister at Goring House on 12 July 1666. Apparently Arlington was ‘not up being not long since married, so after walking up and down the house, being the house I was once at at Hartlib’s sister’s wedding, and it is a very fine house and finely finished’.15

In 1667 Arlington acquired another vast mansion at Euston, near Newmarket, Suffolk, where he could entertain the King, his courtiers and mistresses during race meetings. On 23 June 1667 Pepys reported that a friend was ‘concerned by my Lord Arlington in the looking after some buildings that he is about in Norfolk, where my Lord is laying out a great deal of money …’16

It was here that the King was to bring his new French mistress, Louise de Kéroualle, for a mock marriage.

In his two houses, Euston and Goring House, Arlington is said to have employed 1,000 servants. According to Pepys, there was ‘nothing almost but bawdry at court from top to bottom’: an ambitious man had to accommodate himself to the times. Even the upright Evelyn watched with fascination the King’s frolics at Euston and Goring House. Arlington was, Pepys observed, the confidant of the King’s ‘pleasure and much in favour with one of the King’s mistresses’, Barbara Villiers, Countess of Castlemaine (later Duchess of Cleveland), the imperious beauty who dominated Charles II for many years. It was this close connection with both the King and his mistress that provided Arlington with his greatest political coup. On I August 1672 the King gave his natural son by the Countess of Castlemaine as husband to Arlington’s only daughter and sole heir, Isabella. Isabella was only five years old at the time and her husband Henry Fitzroy, 1st Duke of Grafton, was nine, a rough, though handsome boy. Evelyn watched the marriage ceremony with concern and disapproval.

I was at the marriage of Lord Arlington’s only daughter (a sweet child if ever there was any) to the Duke of Grafton, the King’s natural son by the Duchess of Cleveland; the Archbishop of Canterbury officiating, the King and all the grandees being present. I had a favour given me by my Lady but took no great joy of the thing for many reasons.17

Seven years later, when Isabella had reached the age of consent, the marriage was confirmed. On 6 November 1679 Evelyn was

this evening at the remarriage of the Duchess of Grafton to the Duke … she being now twelve years old. The ceremony was performed in my Lord Chamberlain’s (her father’s) lodgings at Whitehall by the Bishop of Rochester, His Majesty being present. A sudden and unexpected thing (when everybody believed the first marriage would have come to nothing) … I was privately invited by my Lady her mother to be present. I confess I could give her little joy and so I plainly told her; but she said the King would have it so, and there was no going back: & this sweetest, hopefulest, most beautiful child, and most virtuous too, was sacrificed to a boy that had been rudely bred, without anything to encourage them but His Majesty’s pleasure. I pray God the sweet child find it to her advantage who if my augury deceive me not will in a few years be such a paragon as were fit to make the wife of the greatest prince in Europe. I stayed supper where His Majesty sat between the Duchess of Cleveland (the incontinent mother of the Duke of Grafton) and the sweet Duchess the bride. My love to Lord Arlington’s family and the sweet child made me behold all this with regret. Though as the Duke of Grafton affects the sea, to which I find his father intends to use him, he may emerge a plain, useful, robust officer and were he polished, a tolerable person for he is exceeding handsome, by far surpassing any of the King’s other natural issue.18

The Duke of Grafton did in fact turn out as Evelyn hoped. He had rough manners but had spirit and was a brave soldier. In the Monmouth rebellion of 1685 he fought for his uncle, James II, against the rebels near Bristol, distinguishing himself in that campaign. However, later on he deserted the Royal Stuart Standard, having fallen completely under the influence of John Churchill (later 1st Duke of Marlborough) and joined the army of William of Orange in Ireland. In 1690, on 29 September, he was wounded at the Battle of Cork and was carried home dying. He died on 9 October.

The Duchess of Grafton, too, fulfilled Evelyn’s prophecy. On 26 October 1683 he went to see her ‘lying in of her first child a son … she was become more beautiful if it were possible, than before and full of virtue and sweetness. She discoursed with me on many particulars, with great prudence and gravity beyond her years.’19

While her husband was at the wars, Isabella lived with her parents in Goring House, now one of the finest in London. Lady Arlington sent to Paris ‘for the finest Venice brocatelle’ to make hangings for an ante-room and covers for twelve chairs, bed curtains in green damask and coverings of the same stuff for a sofa.

On 17 April 1673 Evelyn visited Goring House and saw Lady Arlington’s ‘new dressing room with the glasses silver jars and vases cabinets and other, so rich furniture as I had seldom seen’. Evelyn also admired the paintings Arlington had acquired, and the

incomparable piece of Raphael’s, being a Minister of State dictating to Guicciardini, the earnestness of whose face looking up in expectation of what he was next to write, is so to the life, and so natural, as I esteem it one of the choicest pieces of that admirable artist. There was a woman’s head of Leonardo da Vinci: a Madonna of old Palma, and two of Vandyke’s, of which one was his own picture at length, when young, in a leaning posture; the other an eunuch singing.20

But nemesis was waiting. Arlington had become too proud and powerful and his enemies now moved in to diminish him. On 15 January 1674 he was impeached for popery, with some justification. In addition to receiving bribes from the Spanish, his wife, so they said, was in the pay of the French. But the King could not afford to desert him: Arlington knew too much, so he was not convicted. He did, however, resign as Lord Chamberlain. To recover from the stressful months, he went to Bath. In September 1674, while he was away, his splendid house was totally destroyed by fire.

On 21 September 1674, Evelyn went to see

the great loss that Lord Arlington has sustained by fire at Goring House, this night consumed to the ground, with exceeding loss of hangings, plate, rare pictures and cabinets; hardly anything was saved of the best and most princely furniture that any subject had in England. My Lord and Lady were absent at Bath.21

Arlington, as tenacious as ever, retreated to his country estate at Euston, and meanwhile rebuilt Goring House more splendidly than before.

In 1677 Arlington was finally able to buy from the trustees of Hugh Audley’s estate ‘The … mansion called Goring House lying near St James Park wall, and all that garden having therein a terrace walk, and a mount set with trees.’ The mount was, presumably, part of the Civil War fortifications. There were also kitchen gardens ‘lying beside the Highway leading to Chelsea [the site of today’s Royal Mews], a great yard and pond enclosed with a brick wall and a flower garden’. In addition there was ‘that Great Garden adjoining to the premises and enclosed round with a brick wall’.22 The site of the old Mulberry Garden still belonged to the Crown.

Newly furnished after the great fire, Arlington House, as it was now called, was again a splendid mansion fit for the entertainment of great men of influence and the King himself. The new house had an additional advantage, one that would be of great importance in the future: Arlington realigned it so that, instead of facing south as the preceding houses had done, it now faced east, and his main rooms now looked over St James’s Park towards the Palaces of St James, Whitehall and Westminster.

The poet John Dryden described Arlington House and gardens in ecstatic verse – a long Latin poem, translated into a florid jingle by a contemporary versifier. Arlington, a classical scholar, would have appreciated the subtle flattery of Dryden’s Latin.

Here wondering crowds admire the owner’s state,
And view the glories of the fair and great;
Here falling statesmen Fortune’s changes feel
And prove the turns of her revolving wheel.

Arlington certainly lost political favour but he never lost the King’s friendship. He retired from politics and enjoyed the delights of his house and garden.

John Evelyn, as Arlington’s friend, adviser and man of taste, and who had seen the potential in Goring House, would certainly have had a hand in planning the new Arlington House. It was he who had discovered the woodcarver Grinling Gibbons at work in his cottage and had introduced him to Arlington and Charles II. Evelyn was also an expert on arboriculture and would have advised Arlington on the planning of the gardens at Arlington House, as he did at Euston.

The gardens were idyllic. Dryden described them in verse which reads better in his Latin than in translation.

Here watch the fearful deer their tender fawns
Stray through the wood, or browse the verdant lawns.
Here from the marshy glade the wild duck springs
And slowly moves her wet, incumber’d wings.

Charles II, his courtiers and his ladies were frequent visitors, strolling round the parterres filled with

A thousand flowers of various form and hue.
There spotless lilies rear their sickly heads,
And purple violets creep along the beds;
Here shews the bright jonquil its gilded face,
Join’d with the pale carnation’s fairer grace; 
The painted tulip and the blushing rose
A blooming wilderness of sweets compose.

The wilderness and the maze were haunted by nightingales whose descendants would enchant George III and his young Queen. In fact this idyllic setting was one of the main reasons for George III’s choice of a home.

Here at Arlington House Charles II held secret political meetings, met his natural son, the Duke of Monmouth, or bargained with his opponents in support of his brother, James.

Dryden’s sycophantic hymn of praise concluded:

Here, Arlington, thy mighty mind disdains
Inferior earth, and breaks its servile chains,
Aloft on Contemplation’s wings you rise,
Scorn all below, and mingle with the skies.

It went on to describe how this paragon among politicians, having resisted the calls of Glory and Ambition, received Jove’s final accolade:

Thy only daughter, Britain’s boasted grace,
Join’d with a hero of the royal race;
And that fair fabrick which our wondering eyes
So lately saw from humble ruins rise,
And mock the rage of the devouring flame!
A nobler structure, and a fairer frame!
Whose beauties long shall charm succeeding days,
And tell posterity the founder’s praise.

Venus blessed ‘the united happy pair’:

The aweful father gave the gracious sign,
And fix’d the fortunes of the glorious line.23

Nothing gave Arlington more pride in his last years than the thought of his ‘glorious line’ continuing through the ages in his splendid new mansion at the end of the Mall.

At the end of his life Arlington possessed a fine mansion with groves and bowling greens, a ‘Dwarf tree garden … the very extensive orange houses with the Bagnio, Bathing cisterns and the like’. There were stables for at least thirty horses, and offices for a large retinue of servants. ‘There were 8 rooms on the ground floor besides the Chapel’, whose seats were lined with purple velvet and the floor was made of black and white marble. On the first floor were six rooms and a ‘long gallery of nine sash windows towards the Park… a chimney piece of blue marble … fifteen pictures at full length with gilt frames’. Here Arlington spent his retirement, looking out over the newly planned gardens of St James’s, and admiring his paintings as he walked up and down his long gallery, where at the end ‘was a small frame of olive wood with holes and pins for the exact computation of walking a mile’.24

On 6 February 1685, Charles II died, and in July Arlington followed his master. Both had concealed to the end their true faith. When death approached, Arlington, like his King, recognized that the time of dissimulation was over and sent for a Roman Catholic priest.

Apart from making provision for his wife, Arlington left his entire estate to his son-in-law, the Duke of Grafton, and his daughter, Isabella, who also inherited his title. After her husband’s death, she retired with her seven-year-old son, Charles, now 2nd Duke of Grafton, to their mansion at Euston and let Arlington House to the Duke of Devonshire. He took little care of the property and once again it was damaged by fire. On 14 October 1694 Isabella took as her second husband Sir Thomas Hanmer. Trustees took care of the young Duke’s inheritance. The next tenant of Arlington House was John Sheffield, Earl of Mulgrave and Marquess of Normanby, who in 1703 was to become the Duke of Buckingham. In 1702 the Trustees granted him permission to buy the house and gardens, but it took two years to disentangle the legal ownership of the estate, since the Mulberry Garden was still Crown property.

Isabella lived until 1722 – long enough to see a new magnificent mansion, Buckingham House, rise on the ruins of her old home.

So the present Buckingham Palace was named, not after the ambitious Arlington, nor even the enchanting Duchess of Grafton. That honour was reserved for one who, like Arlington, had royal connections. In 1705 the Duke of Buckingham married the formidable Katherine, widow of the Earl of Anglesey and natural daughter of James II. Throughout the next centuries, however, the Grafton family was to remain close to the Court. Today the Queen’s Mistress of Robes is the Duchess of Grafton.

The Duke and Duchess of Buckingham at Buckingham House

The Duke of Buckingham was born John Sheffield, in 1647, the son of the 2nd Earl of Mulgrave, to which title he succeeded at the age of ten. William III created him Marquess of Normanby in 1694; and in 1703 Queen Anne made him Duke of Normanby and then Duke of Buckingham. Until 1703 he was generally known as Mulgrave.

Like the Duke of Grafton, he was one of the young courtiers whom Charles II made captains of ships and commanders of army troops – a practice which infuriated the regular sailors and soldiers, as civil servants like Pepys and Evelyn reported. Macaulay cites Mulgrave as an example:

any lad of noble birth, any dissolute courtier, for whom one of the king’s mistresses would speak a word, might hope [for] a ship of the line … If in the interval of feasting, drinking and gambling, he succeeded in learning the names of the points of the compass, he was thought fully qualified to take charge of a three decker. In 1666, John Sheffield, Earl of Mulgrave, at seventeen years of age, volunteered to serve at sea against the Dutch. He passed six weeks on board, diverting himself [with] young libertines of rank and then returned home to take command of a troop of horse. After this he was never on the water till the year 1672 when he was appointed Captain of a ship of 84 guns, reputed the finest in the navy. He was then 23 years old … As soon as he came back from sea, he was made Colonel of a regiment of foot.25

Though Mulgrave was a typical Restoration rake, he had ability and immense self-confidence and charm. In 1673 Charles II made him a Gentleman of the Bedchamber and he was already earning himself the  nickname ‘Lord Allpride’. His levees were held with all the panache of the Restoration Court and were attended by courtiers and ambassadors from home and abroad.

It was this overweening pride that for a while brought him down. He had the temerity to woo, and perhaps to win, Princess Anne, daughter of the King’s brother, the Duke of York, later to be James II. For his presumption, Charles II banished him, but later reinstated him and in 1685 he had followed the late Lord Arlington as Lord Chamberlain and was living as a tenant in Arlington House.

Even his enemies acknowledged him to be a man of distinction. ‘In parliamentary eloquence,’ as Macaulay wrote, he was ‘inferior to scarcely any orator of his time’.26 As a writer and poet he was praised and imitated by Pope and Dryden. As a collector of fine paintings he had the advice and approval of John Evelyn.

After Charles II’s death his political power grew. Although, unlike Arlington, he had no real belief in Roman Catholicism, he won James II’s approval and was seen attending him to Mass. In 1679 Charles II made him Lord Lieutenant of the East Riding of Yorkshire and he became the leader of the Tory party in the Lords.

When William of Orange landed, Mulgrave attempted to hold the line for James II by keeping the Lords in session; but finally he voted for William of Orange and his wife Mary. Like Grafton, he was one of the first to take the oath of allegiance: while Grafton carried the King’s crown at the Coronation of William III and Queen Mary, Mulgrave carried the Queen’s. But unlike Grafton he did not leap into battle on William’s behalf. The new King had to win his support and William was shrewd enough to bribe him. In 1694 he made Mulgrave a Privy Councillor with a pension of £3,000 a year – though he did not in fact consult him. But there were limits to Mulgrave’s flexibility. He retained some loyalty to the ‘King over the water’ and refused to support William III’s attack on Jacobites. William III, who also had his limits, therefore dismissed him as a Privy Councillor.

However, when Queen Anne came to the throne in 1702, she showed that she had not forgotten her former lover. One of her first acts was to create Mulgrave Lord Privy Seal and in 1703 she made him Duke of the county of Buckingham and Normanby. But the Whig influence was growing, and as a leading Tory Buckingham, as we must now call Mulgrave, was increasingly unpopular. The Crown no longer had its old power: Queen Anne could not protect him and in 1705 he lost all his appointments.

Now all his ambition and considerable talents were centred on the new house which was rising from the rubble of Arlington House and which he renamed Buckingham House. In 1705 he took a new wife – his third – who was to make him even more ambitious. He had failed to win the hand of Anne, James II’s legitimate daughter by his wife Anne Hyde; but now he married Katherine (the divorced wife of the Earl of Anglesey), James’s natural daughter by his mistress, the plain but clever Catherine Sedley (created Countess of Dorchester), whose wit was inherited from her father, the brilliant and licentious Sir Charles Sedley, the author of the Restoration comedy The Mulberry Garden.

The new ‘Lord Allpride’ had met his match. The new Duchess of Buckingham had fire and brilliance in her blood through her mother’s side as well as the royal blood of which she was inordinately proud. She was a fanatical Jacobite: every year on the anniversary of Charles I’s execution, she and her whole court went into the deepest mourning. Buckingham House was to become the centre of Jacobite intrigue until her death, and Birdcage Walk became known as ‘Jacobite Walk’.

Buckingham House, in her eyes, was to be an alternative palace to outshine the dingy St James’s Palace along the Mall. What Queen Anne thought as she saw her former lover’s magnificent new home rising from the ashes of Arlington House is not known. But she was gracious enough to receive the new Duchess and, even more important, she gave Buckingham verbal permission to take a strip of St James’s Park to improve his entrance.

The new house was built not on the old foundations but close to them – nearer to Green Park – and partly on the Mulberry Garden, whose leasehold still had seventy years to run. It faced east, overlooking St James’s Park, and Buckingham saw that, with the extra land and new alignment, it would appear that St James’s Park was part of his estate. In fact, he took over an acre of extra land from St James’s Park and the common highway, and pulled down the entrance lodge to the Park and a length of wall in order to give him a spacious forecourt and carry the road round his enclosure. The total acreage of his estate was now ‘I Rood 6 Perches’ (thirty-three acres). Queen Anne was furious at his presumption but did nothing about it.

One of the architects employed was Captain Winde. An old soldier, elderly at this time, a man of some mettle, he was said to have taken the Duke to the roof of Buckingham House to admire the view and then threatened to throw himself – and the Duke – off the roof if he was not paid. Buckingham paid.

Begun in 1705 and finished three years later, Buckingham House was described as a

graceful palace, very commodiously situated at the westerly end of St James’s Park, having at one view a prospect of the Mall & other walks, and of a delightful and spacious canal; a seat not to be condemned by the greatest monarch. It consists of a mansion house, & at some distance from each end of that, conjoined by two arching galleries, are the lodging rooms for servants on the south side of the court, & opposite, on the north side the kitchen & laundry.

The walls were brick with two ranges of pillars, of the Corinthian and Tuscan orders.

Above these

an acroteria of figures, standing erect and fronting the court: they appear as big as life and look noble. Mercury … Secrecy … Equity … Liberty … Truth holding the sun in his right hand and treading on a globe and Apollo with his lyre.

On the west face were ‘Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter’. There were four Latin inscriptions in ‘capital gold characters: Sic situ laetantur lares; Rus in urbe; Spectator fastidiosus sibi molestus; and lente suscipe, cito perfice.’27*

On its easterly side, facing the Park, was a spacious court, enclosed by a wall and a beautiful iron gate with the Duke’s coronet exquisitely represented in wrought iron. It was a place to satisfy even the proud Duchess.

Eccentric the Duchess may have been, but she managed her difficult husband well. In a letter to the Duke of Shrewsbury, he described his contented life at Buckingham House:

I rise now in summer, about seven o’clock in a very large bedchamber (entirely quiet, high and free from the early sun) to walk in the garden or, if raining in a Salon filled with pictures, some good, but none disagreeable; There also, in a row above them, I have so many portraits of famous persons … as are enough to excite ambition in any man less lazy, or less at ease, than myself.

He loved the garden, not because it had any ‘vanities’ but because of the situation: ‘the noblest that can be, presenting at once to view a vast Town, a Palace & a magnificent Cathedral’. He took some exercise to make himself

fitter for either business or pleasure … I see you smile, but I confess myself so changed … as to my former enchanting delights, that the company I commonly find at home is agreeable enough to make me conclude the evening on a delightful Terrace.

‘Only one thing I forgot,’ he concluded,

though of more satisfaction to me than all the rest … and ‘tis the little closet of books at the end of that green house which joins the best apartment, which besides their being so very near, are ranked in such a method, that by its mark a very Irish footman may fetch any book I want.

Under the windows ‘is a little wilderness full of blackbirds and nightingales’.28

It is the best description of the Buckingham House that George III was to buy.

Buckingham’s political ambition faded, although when the Tories returned to power in 1710, he was made Lord President of the Council and reinstated as a Privy Councillor. When Queen Anne died in 1714, however, he was removed from all his posts.

He died at Buckingham House on 24 February 1721, and was outlived by the Duchess for twenty-two years, during which time she became more ‘fantastical’ than ever.

She arranged a pompous funeral and a tomb in Westminster Abbey for him, preparing her own wax effigy which she wanted to be placed by his side. After his death, the Duchess made some alterations to Buckingham House, but it was still grand enough to attract George III’s grandfather when he was Prince of Wales. The Duchess, however, demanded too high a price, so he neither bought nor rented it.

In a letter to a Mrs Howard, the Duchess named the amount of purchase-money which she required for the property:

If their Royal Highnesses will have everything stand as it does, furniture and pictures, I will have £3,000 per annum, both run hazard of being spoiled, and the last, to be sure, will be all to be new bought whenever my son is of age. The quantity the rooms take cannot be well furnished under £10,000; but if their Highnesses will permit the pictures all to be removed, and buy the furniture as it will be valued by different people, the house shall go at £2,000 – If the Prince and Princess prefer the buying outright, under £60,000 it will not be parted with as it now stands, and all His Majesty’s revenue cannot purchase a place so fit for them nor for a less sum – The Princess asked me at the drawing room if I would sell my fine house. I answered her smiling, that I was under no necessity to part with it; yet, when what I thought was the value of it should be offered, perhaps my prudence might overcome my inclination.29

In 1735, when she took her ailing son to Rome, she caused a sensation by demanding to be treated in France and Rome as royalty. The nineteen-year-old boy, the second legitimate offspring of the Duke of Buckingham, died in Rome in October 1735.

Walpole saw her in December 1741: ‘The Duchess of Buckingham, who is more mad with pride than any mercer’s wife in Bedlam, came the other night to the opera “en princesse”, literally in robes, red velvet and ermine.’30

On 14 March, Walpole gossiped ‘Princess Buckingham is dead or dying …’ The diarist Lord Hervey wrote spitefully of ‘cette folle la Duchesse de Buckingham’. Obviously Hervey did not know that she had left Buckingham House to him in her will. However, he did not live long enough to enjoy it: he died a few months after the Duchess.

The Duchess was determined to be remembered in death as in life. As she lay dying, she sent for the funeral ceremony to check it and insisted that her staff should remain standing ‘until she was quite dead’. She must have approved the eulogy written about her before her death by her friend the poet Alexander Pope. When her husband died he wrote, ‘It seemed as tho’ his spirit was breathed into her to fulfil what he had begun to perform.’31

Since there was no legitimate heir to the Buckingham estate, between £3,000 and £4,000 per annum of it went to the Crown, and the rest to Charles Herbert, the Duke’s natural son by a Mrs Lambert, on condition that he took the name of Sheffield; he was made a Baronet in 1755. Clearly he could not cope with so grand an inheritance: in 1754 he tried to sell Buckingham House to the trustees of the British Museum, who were looking for a new home. His letter suggests that he had not inherited his father’s literary ability.

My Lord
In persuance to your commands I have considered what value to put upon my House, Gardens and Fields for which I hope if it should suit SR Hans Sloane’s Trustees they wont think Thirty Thousand Pounds to [sic] much; it having cost the old Duke twice that Sum but Fifty years ago and Mr Timbill [?] the Builder who was always reckoned an Honest able Man in his Profession valued it at more than [I ask] four years ago, since when I have layd out several Hundred Pounds in Repairing and Adorning it and I am with great Respect
    Your Lordship’s
        Most obedient
                And humble servt
                            [?] Sheffield

The trustees, however, turned down his offer.

That the said Committee to the Number of 15 having met on the 16th Febery at Northumberland House, thought proper to waive any particular consideration of the proposal made of such Buckingham House, on the General one of the Greatness of the Sum demanded for it, the inconvenience of the situation, and other circumstances, therefore proceeded to the other offer of Montagu House … 32

The trustees therefore decided to purchase Montagu House in Bloomsbury, on the site of the museum today.

Eventually in 1761 Sheffield accepted George III’s offer of £28,000.* And so at last the house at the end of the Mall became the home of the royal family.

* He had many other palaces outside London: he built Richmond Palace and extended Greenwich Palace, where three Tudor monarchs were born.

† Traditionally Somerset House on the banks of the Thames had been assigned to the monarch’s consort as a dower house. Charles I’s wife, Henrietta Maria, had lived there, and in 1761, by Act of Parliament, it had been settled on Queen Charlotte. On 12 April 1775, Lord North brought a message from the King to Parliament asking that ‘more suitable accommodation be made for the residence of the Queen should she survive his majesty’. On 26 April Parliament agreed that ‘the Palace in which His Majesty resides, lately known by the name of Buckingham House & now called the Queen’s House be settled on the Queen in lieu of Somerset House, in case she should survive His Majesty. That… the said Palace be annexed to, & vested in the Crown of Great Britain.’ Somerset House was to be Vested in His Majesty, his heirs and successors for the purpose of erecting & establishing certain public offices’. The King was granted £100,000 towards the purchase and improvements of the Queen’s House and in consideration of the new use of Somerset House. (Source: Parliamentary History of England, House of Lords, vol. 18,15–17.)

* The Latin may be translated as: the household gods delight in such a situation; the country in the town; the too fastidious critic harms chiefly himself; and be slow to undertake an obligation, and quick to discharge it.

* The negotiations for the sale took some months. Arlington and the Duke of Buckingham had incorporated the old Mulberry Garden into their estate. These four acres were Crown Property and it took some time to establish the boundaries. Arlington had, never acquired the freehold: when his hundred years lease expired, this land would return to the Crown. Realising that this would make the sale more difficult, Sheffield agreed a reasonable price.


CHAPTER TWO

George III and Queen Charlotte

‘Rus in urbe’ 
[the country in the town]

Inscription around the roof of the 
Duke of Buckingham’s house1

‘The Queen’s House’

On the morning of 25 October 1760, George II died at his palace at Kensington. He had outlived his wife, Caroline of Anspach, and his son Frederick, Prince of Wales, who had died nine years earlier. So it was his grandson, Prince George, who, at the age of twenty-two, became King. The young man, idealistic and dedicated, was determined to make a clean break with his predecessors. George I and George II had remained solidly German, spoke little English and were happy in Hanover at their palace of Herrenhausen. For them, possession of the English throne meant an extension of their military power in Europe. On the whole they were content to leave the running of the English government to their ministers. Both kings were openly immoral in their domestic lives. George I had divorced his wife and locked her away for life in a remote German castle, and consoled himself with his plain German mistresses. George II married a clever wife, who accepted her husband’s infidelities and led her own interesting life in her dower house, Leicester House, where she entertained writers, painters and politicians, and at Richmond.

The new King had never known his grandmother, Caroline, but the echoes of violent family rows had reverberated through his childhood, as his father Frederick, Prince of Wales, had been detested with a paranoiac bitterness by both his own parents. He had been brought up by his mother, Augusta, dowager Princess of Wales, who had come from Germany as a young bride and had also suffered the hatred of the King and Queen. He had been tutored by a serious-minded Scot, John Stuart, 3rd Earl of Bute, his counsellor and ‘dearest friend’.

George III was to make a double break with the past. First, unlike his grandfather and great-grandfather, he was proud to consider himself British. He spoke German fluently and looked Hanoverian, being tall, well built and fair-haired, but he was rooted in England. In fact, although being Elector of Hanover, he never visited his German kingdom. Second, there would be no mistresses in George III’s palace.

Among the many problems that faced the young King at the beginning of his reign there were two personal concerns to be dealt with: he had to choose a wife and a home.

The young King was handsome and virile but he had reached the age of twenty-two without attracting scandal – a remarkable feat at that time. His mother had kept a watchful eye on him and Bute, who was himself happily married, regarded it as his duty to guide the King not only politically but also in his domestic life. He became George III’s chief minister and he steered him away from what he considered would be an unfortunate marriage. So the King regretfully resisted the temptation to propose to a delectable young woman, Lady Sarah Lennox, in favour of a traditional dynastic marriage with a foreign princess.

Royal marriages were affairs of state, arranged to establish alliances and suit the political needs of the time. So many a young bride left her country to live ‘amid the alien corn’. If they were lucky they spoke the language of their new home or could bring some of their own people with them.

George III’s mother, a princess of Saxe-Gotha, had come to England as a girl of sixteen still clutching her doll. James I had married Anne of Denmark; his son Charles I had strengthened his relations with France by marrying Henrietta Maria, daughter of Henry IV. Charles II had married Catherine of Braganza; his brother James took as his second wife Mary of Modena. Dutch William of Orange married James II’s elder daughter, Princess Mary, and his younger daughter, Princess Anne, had married George of Denmark. The Hanoverians looked to Germany for their wives and mistresses. So an international network spread, each marriage bringing different traditions to the palaces of Britain.

Prince George’s mother and grandfather had argued over the merits of princesses from different families in the small states that constituted what is now modern Germany. In 1761 George was to choose for himself. Guided by Lord Bute and with the advice of the Hanoverian minister in London, Baron Philip Adolphus von Munchhausen, he considered the list of possible candidates among the German Protestant princesses. No Roman Catholic could be considered. One by one the princesses were rejected, some, like the princesses of Anhalt Dessau, because of a reputation for ‘galanterie’. Princess Augusta’s favourite, her niece Princess Frederica of Saxe-Gotha, was said to be marked by smallpox and deformed. Princess Philippina of Brandenburg-Schwedt was opinionated and unattractive; Princess Caroline of Hesse-Darmstadt had a foul temper. Finally the choice fell on seventeen-year-old Princess Sophie Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. In the royal European network she was his third cousin. Further enquiries were made and it was reported that she was healthy, pleasant, with ‘le meilleur coeur du monde.’ No one claimed that she was a beauty, but she played the harpsichord well and sang and danced ‘à la merveille.’ She spoke no English but had some French and had received a plain education in the Protestant convent at Herford, Westphalia. Bute now sent his friend and fellow Scot, Colonel David Graeme, to make a final assessment and to arrange the marriage. The colonel was charmed by the girl, who ‘fixed the love and esteem of everyone who is acquainted with her’.

Princess Charlotte’s father, the Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, had died eleven years earlier and had been succeeded by her brother Charles. When Graeme arrived at the little castle in the remote north German dukedom, the family were in great distress. Princess Charlotte’s mother was dying, but in her last conscious moments she was able to give her consent. The Princess’s agreement was taken for granted. It was not every day that a proposal from the King of England dropped from the skies.

The King now moved ‘in a great hurry’ with a characteristic im patience. On 8 July he called a Privy Council and informed them of his decision; emphasizing the fact that Charlotte’s family had shown the firmest zeal for the Protestant religion.

Since his Coronation had already been planned for 22 September, he was relieved that Duke Charles did not allow his mother’s death to delay the marriage long. On 16 August Princess Charlotte presided over a farewell banquet in the Palace of Neustrelitz. Those who had feared that Princess Charlotte, in her inexperience, would be unable to uphold the dignity of her new status were surprised to see her easy composure. The next day she set off on a rugged journey and storm-tossed crossing that would test her endurance further. It was not until Monday 7 September that she landed at Harwich, rested a night at Lord Abercorn’s house at Witham and then was rushed with a splendid cavalcade through crowded London streets to be received at the garden gate of St James’s Palace by the King and royal family. She was to be married at ten o’clock that same night.

On the night of her arrival the King took Princess Charlotte to see an Aladdin’s cave of fabulous jewels, among them those she was to wear at the marriage ceremony, ‘a stomacher of diamonds, worth three score thousand pounds’; ‘a little cap of purple velvet quite covered with diamonds, a Diamond aigrette in form of a Crown, 3 dropped diamond ear rings & Diamond necklace’. George II had bequeathed the Hanoverian jewellery to be shared between George III and his brother, the Duke of Cumberland, and the King had bought the Duke’s share.

So, arrayed in a gown of white and silver, weighed down on a stifling hot night by ‘an endless mantle of violet coloured velvet, lined with ermine, fastened on the shoulder by a bunch of large pearls’ and accompanied by ten bridesmaids glittering in gowns of white silk embroidered with diamonds, Princess Charlotte was led by the King’s brothers, the Duke of York and Prince William, later Duke of Gloucester, to meet her bridegroom, a handsome figure in ‘a stuff of a new manufacture, the ground silver with embossed plate and frosted silver’.2

She had come through three disturbing months, during which she had endured with astonishing equanimity the death of her mother, her farewell to her home, her stormy voyage and now the glittering Court at the Palace of St James. Not surprisingly she trembled on her arrival. ‘You may laugh,’ she whispered to the Duchess of Hamilton, one of her Ladies of the Bedchamber; ‘you have been married twice; but it is no joke to me.’

Even that well-informed old gossip Horace Walpole was impressed. In a letter to his friend, the British Envoy at Florence, he praised her good sense and charm.

Is this bad proof of her sense? On the journey they wanted to curl her toupet. ‘No, indeed,’ said she, ‘I think it looks as well as those of the ladies that have been sent for me: if the King would have me wear a periwig, I will; otherwise I shall let myself alone.’ The Duke of York gave her his hand at the garden-gate: her lips trembled, but she jumped out with spirit. In the garden the King met her; she would have fallen at his feet; he prevented and embraced her, and led her into the apartments, where she was received by the Princess of Wales and Lady Augusta: these three Princesses only dined with the King. At ten the procession went to chapel, preceded by unmarried daughters of peers, peers, and peeresses in plenty. The new Princess was led by the Duke of York and Prince William; the Archbishop married them; the King talked to her the whole time with great good humour, and the Duke of Cumberland gave her away. She is not tall, nor a beauty; pale, and very thin; but looks sensible, and is genteel. Her hair is darkish and fine; her forehead low, her nose very well, except the nostrils spreading too wide; her mouth has the same fault, but her teeth are good. She talks a good deal, and French tolerably; possesses herself, is frank, but with great respect to the King. After the ceremony, the whole company came into the drawing-room for about ten minutes, but nobody was presented that night.3

In three short months Charlotte had been transformed from a quiet and plain princess of an obscure and remote German dukedom to be Queen of England, with her own two dower houses, Somerset House in London and the White House at Kew.

She had an immense household of her own. The Duke of Manchester was her Lord Chamberlain, the Duchess of Ancaster her Mistress of the Robes. She had

two vice-Chamberlains, two Gentleman Ushers of the Privy Chamber, three gentleman ushers daily waiters, three gentleman ushers quarterly waiters, two pages of the Presence Chamber, four pages of the backstairs, physicians, surgeons and apothecaries, ‘an operator for the teeth’, six Ladies of the Bedchamber, six Maids of Honour and six Women of the Bedchamber.4

Her ‘mistress laundress, sempstress & starcher’ was an elderly daughter of a nobleman.

Since Queen Charlotte spoke no English, it was with great relief that she turned to the two ladies she had brought from Germany, the ferocious Elizabeth Schwellenberg and Louisa Hagedorn. Although the King had discouraged the introduction of foreign attendants, he did allow her to bring one of her household, Frederick Albert. This highly intelligent and cultured man was to remain her faithful servant for the rest of his life.

It was an exceptionally happy marriage, for which the King thanked his ‘dearest friend’ Bute most effusively. Now it was Queen Charlotte who took his old mentor’s place. After a brief, unsuccessful spell as the King’s Prime Minister, Bute retired and the Queen gave the King the warm companionship that his affectionate nature demanded. Years later, during the black period of his ill health, he could say, ‘The Queen is my best friend.’ And though, when illness loosened his tongue, he revealed a suppressed lust for Lady Pembroke, whom he called Queen Esther, he remained steadfastly faithful and doting.

The King’s choice of a palace was equally happy – at least for the first years. There were a number of alternatives. There had been, in the past, plans to build a new palace in St James’s Park – one architect even suggesting diverting the canals around Buckingham House so that there could be a ceremonial water approach. The old Whitehall Palace on the Thames had been destroyed by fire in 1698, and only the Banqueting House remained, and it could have been rebuilt; Somerset House on the Strand, with a superb terrace overlooking the Thames, the traditional dower house for royal consorts, could have been enlarged. As a bachelor the King had lived at Savile House next door to his mother’s mansion in Leicester Square, and his father, when Prince of Wales, had also bought Carlton House in London. Then there was Hampton Court, beloved of William III and Queen Mary, but George III, it was said, had never forgotten unhappy times there when his grandfather, George II, had boxed his ears. Windsor Castle was not in good condition at this time, as a visitor reported on 16 August 1766: ‘the castle furniture was old and dirty, most of the best pictures removed to the Queen’s Palace and the whole kept so very unneat that it hurts one to see almost the only place in England worthy to be styled our King’s Palace, so totally neglected’.5

The same was said of the official London royal residence, St James’s Palace, which George III disliked intensely: he said it was a ‘dust trap’, and ‘too near the road’. And there were so many disturbing echoes from the past: those ‘leper maydens’, the tragic Anne Boleyn whose initials were still there, entwined with Henry VIII’s in the brickwork. From here Charles I had taken his last walk through the park to his execution in Whitehall. The Palace had been neglected since the death of his grandmother, Queen Caroline; the room in which she had died was still untouched, the dead wood still in the grate. George II’s mistress, the Hanoverian Countess Walmoden, still lived in the room next to the old King’s. This was no home for a young bride.

But it had to serve for the first year. The King pensioned off the Countess, turned her room into his library and refurbished a suite of rooms for Queen Charlotte in delicate blue and white. Their first child, Prince George – later George IV – was born at St James’s Palace (Prince Alfred, their youngest son, and Princess Amelia were born at Windsor, but the rest of their fifteen children were to be born at Buckingham House). Henceforward St James’s Palace was used for official entertaining – for the levees and drawing rooms that were regular features of Court life. Foreign ambassadors are still today accredited to the Court of St James.

Then the King gave all his attention to their new home, the elegant, red-brick Buckingham House at the end of the Mall. He wanted a new home away from his official residence. Buckingham House, he hoped, would be his retreat, his ‘rus in urbe,’ where he could live the life he really wanted – that of a cultured gentleman with books, paintings, music and gardens, amid a large, happy family.

In the first two years of their marriage the King and Queen slipped away as often as possible to supervise the refurbishment of Buckingham House, or ‘the Queen’s House’, as it was now called. Horace Walpole wrote to a friend: ‘The King & Queen are settled for good & all at Buckingham House: and are stripping the other palaces to furnish it … they have already fetched pictures from Hampton Court, which indicates their never living there.’6

When George III bought Buckingham House it was much as it had been left by the Duchess of Buckingham. Contemporary illustrations show the elegance of the entrance to the red-brick house. As Buckingham had described:

The Avenues to the house are along St James’s Park, through rows of goodly elms on one hand and gay flourishing limes on the other, that for coaches, this for walking; with the Mall lying between them. This reaches to my iron palisade that encompasses a square court, which has in its midst a great basin with statues and water works.

Two wings enclosed the courtyard, which joined the house by corridors supported on Ionic pillars. These wings were for kitchens and storehouses with rooms above for servants. ‘On top of all a leaden cistern holding fifty tuns of water, driven up by an engine from the Thames, supplies all the waterworks in the courts and gardens, which lie quite round the house …’ The roof of the house, ‘which being covered with smooth mill’d lead, and defended by a parapet of ballusters … entertains the eye with a far distant prospect of hills and dales, and a near one of parks and gardens’.

It was this rural site that Dryden had praised and that so attracted the King. The gardens at the rear were as the Duke had left them: formal in the French manner, with avenues and arbors and a long canal bordered by limes. At the rear of the garden was a terrace,

400 paces long, with a large Semicircle in the middle, from whence are beheld the Queen’s two parks, and a great part of Surry; then going down a few steps you walk on the banks of a canal 600 yards long and 17 broad, with two rows of Limes on each side.

On one side of this Terrace a Wall covered with Roses and Jassemines [sic] is made low to admit the view of a meadow full of cattle just under it, (no disagreeable object in the midst of a great city) and at each end a descent into parterres with fountains and water-works.

Inside all was magnificence. From the courtyard, as the Duke of Buckingham had written,

we mount to a Terrace in the front of a large Hall, paved with square white stones mixed with dark-coloured marble, the walls thereof covered with a sett of pictures done in the school of Raphael. Out of this, on the right hand, we go into a parlour 33 foot by 39, with a niche 15 foot broad for a Buvette, paved with white marble, and placed within an arch, with pilasters of divers colours, the upper part of which as high as the ceiling is painted by Ricci.

From hence we pass through a suite of large rooms, into a bedchamber of 34 foot by 27, within it a large closet which opens out into a green-house.

The King was to take the ground floor for himself, giving Queen Charlotte the whole of the first floor. As the Duke described, it was reached by

eight and forty steps, ten foot broad, each step of one entire Portland stone. These stairs, by the help of two resting places are so very easy there is no need of leaning on the iron balluster. The walls are painted with the story of Dido.

The roof of this staircase, which is 55 foot from the ground, is of 40 foot by 36, filled with the figures of Gods and Goddesses. In the midst is Juno, condescending to beg assistance from Venus, to bring about a marriage which the Fates intended should be the ruin of her own darling Queen and People …

From a wide landing place on the stair head, great double doors opened into a succession of rooms, some overlooking the gardens at the rear with a distant view of Chelsea fields, others with a splendid view from the front of St James’s Park, the Banqueting House and West-minster Abbey.

The first room on this floor has within it a closet of original pictures [the Duke of Buckingham’s], which as yet are not so entertaining as the delightful prospect from the window. Out of the second room a pair of great doors give entrance into the Saloon, which is 35 foot high, 36 broad and 45 long. In the midst of its roof a round picture by Gentileschi, 18 foot in diameter, represents the Muses playing in concert to Apollo, lying along a cloud to hear them. The rest of the room is adorned with paintings relating to the Arts and Sciences; and underneath divers original pictures hang all in good lights, by the help of an upper row of windows which drown the glaring.

Above were rooms for children and servants, ‘the floors so contrived’, wrote the Duke, ‘as to prevent all noise over my wife’s head’.7

The King had chosen well. The site alone was well worth the £28,000 he had paid and was to be one of the main attractions of Buckingham Palace in years to come. Though George III was to alter and rebuild, the core of Buckingham Palace today is the Duke of Buckingham’s house.

Unfortunately Buckingham House had never been designed for a large family, each with a household of its own – as Queen Victoria would later discover. Year after year, Queen Charlotte produced another prince or princess with astonishing ease, and before long she and the King would go further afield for their country air, to Kew and Richmond and later to Windsor.

‘The Apollo of the Arts’

Now, though, with great enthusiasm, the King began furnishing and rebuilding his new house. Though he was young, he had been unusually well prepared for this work. His parents had encouraged his love of the arts. His father, the much-maligned Frederick, Prince of Wales, had been a discriminating collector. His mother, Augusta, Princess of Wales, an intelligent and cultured woman, had helped to create the pleasure gardens at Kew, and had supervised the rebuilding of Carlton House, which stood on the Mall on the site now occupied by the Athenaeum Club, the Institute of Directors and the road between them, and which Prince Frederick had bought in 1732.

As tutor Lord Bute was to have a profound effect on George III and a lasting effect on Buckingham Palace itself. Introduced to Prince Frederick in 1747, Bute, a dedicated botanist, was appointed to supervise the gardens at Kew; later he was to encourage Queen Charlotte in her serious botanical studies. As tutor to Prince George from 1755, he gave him a lasting love not only of the arts, music and literature but also of science. He made sure that Prince George was prepared for kingship, inspiring him with a high idealism. Bute has often been criticized for his lack of political judgement, and his profound influence on the intelligent King has been underestimated.

Bute brought to George III men of talent whose influence would be lasting. Many of them were Scots, such as Thomas Coutts, the banker of Coutts & Co., who are still the royal bankers; and Allan Ramsay, who became the King’s official artist. Robert Adam was to be one of the two architects appointed to rebuild the Queen’s House. Sir William Chambers, the other appointment, was even more important: some of his work can still be seen today in Buckingham Palace.

William Chambers was born in Sweden to parents of Scottish descent who, like many seventeenth-century Scots, had emigrated to Sweden. After his education at Ripon in England, he began a career in the Swedish East India Company. On their behalf he visited India, journeyed to China several times and developed a profound interest in Chinese culture and gardens, and particularly in their art and architecture. This inspired him to change his career. He studied architecture in Paris, and spent some years in Italy, meeting Robert Adam in Rome. He was not impressed by the cocky young Scot: he found his work superficial and too pretty for his own strongly classical taste. When he returned to England his unusual knowledge of Chinese architecture and gardening brought him to the attention of Lord Bute. In 1757, Princess Augusta appointed Chambers as tutor in architecture to George, who, after the death of his father in 1751, had become Prince of Wales.

An inspiring tutor and a congenial companion, Chambers shared Prince George’s taste for classical simplicity. He taught him for three mornings a week and gave him a lifelong love of architecture, which was to be his favourite hobby. In later years his disturbed mind was often quietened by the discipline of making architectural drawings or planning castles in the air.

When Prince George became King he appointed Chambers as his architect for work on the Queen’s House, with Robert Adam as his colleague. In the event, Adam made little contribution to the Palace, although Queen Charlotte chose him to design her spectacular garden party for the King’s birthday. He also designed the chimneypiece for the Saloon and a ceiling for her Crimson Drawing Room. Neither Chambers nor the King appreciated Adam’s delicate arabesques. As the King later said, his work ‘had too much gilding which puts one in mind of gingerbread’.

Chambers was now the architect in charge, but the King kept a close eye on the alterations, offering his own drawings for doorcases and windows. The King liked simplicity, so Buckingham’s ornate railings were taken down and plain ones now enclosed the courtyard. The east façade was simplified, giving the house a more restrained classical outline.

The King’s greatest pride was in his libraries. George II, who had no taste for books or art, had, in 1757, given the old royal library of some 65,000 books to the newly founded British Museum. George III planned to add to his own considerable collection.

Between 1762 and 1772 a series of library rooms were built on to the south-west corner, as well as a new bedroom for the King, which linked the library to the main block of the house. In 1767 Sir William Chambers’s superb Octagon Library was completed with a great octagonal table in the middle. It was characteristic of the King’s generosity that he allowed scholars to use his library, and he instructed his agents never to bid against a scholar, a professor or any person of moderate means who desired a book for his own use.

John Adams, first American minister to Britain, admired the King’s library in 1783. ‘The books were in perfect order … chosen with perfect taste and judgment, every book that a King ought always to have close at hand.’8

We hear of Dr Johnson, in February 1767, absorbed reading by the fire, surprised by the silent entrance of the King, who had instructed his librarian to let him know when the Doctor visited; of the famous voice, undiminished by awe of royalty, booming through the building; and of the old Tory, who usually had no good word for the Hanoverians, going away delighted with his conversation with a literate King.

George III’s new library rooms were much needed; he was to accumulate a collection of 67,000 volumes. He sent his librarian, Richard Dalton, to Italy in search of books, Old Master drawings, medals and coins for his collection. His favourite cabinetmakers, William Vile and John Bradburn, made exquisite bookcases and cabinets for the coins and he took a close personal interest in the work. His love of books is illustrated by his establishment of a fine Royal Bindery in 1786.

The King had inherited a collection of paintings, many of which were lying neglected in Windsor Castle. He now brought pictures for the Queen’s House from his other palaces, and bought paintings and commissioned contemporary artists. Bute, an enthusiastic collector himself, must have assisted the King with great pleasure.

The King’s greatest purchase was the collection of Joseph Smith, the British Consul in Venice. Bute’s younger brother, James Stuart Mackenzie, British envoy to Turin, negotiated the sale in 1762 for £20,000.

The collection included Italian drawings, and seventeenth-and eighteenth-century paintings, among them charming Italian villa scenes by Sebastiano and Marco Ricci. There were some Flemish and Dutch works, including the luminous A Lady at the Virginals with a Gentleman by Jan Vermeer, but the prize of the collection was the fifty paintings and one hundred and forty drawings by Canaletto. Smith had been for many years the patron of the artist.

At the same time the King’s agent, the architect James Adam, bought on the King’s behalf from Cardinal Albani a collection of 300 drawings, including some by Domenichino, Maratta and Nicolas Poussin. These had belonged to Pope Clement XI.

The King’s haul landed early in 1763. Dalton and Mackenzie supervised the loading of the consignment from Livorno, Italy, in February 1763. The excitement of the King and Queen Charlotte can be imagined as the sun-lit Canaletto landscapes were unpacked in the cold spring London light. The King supervised every detail of the hang of the pictures, drawing plans of their proposed positions, undoubtedly guided by Chambers, who worked on the alterations of the Queen’s House until 1773.

There would be changes over the years, but from drawings and a 1792 inventory it is possible to get an idea of the hang of the pictures in the King’s rooms on the ground floor and in the Queen’s rooms on the floor above. The entrance hall was illumined by Canalettos and Zuccarellis from the Smith collection. The hall led in to an enfilade of rooms looking on to the garden. To the right, at the end, was the King’s Dressing Room, on three walls of which were Canaletto landscapes; the fourth, the window wall, looked on to the garden. It was a landscape room of a kind becoming popular in the eighteenth century. Next to it the King’s Warm Room was vibrant with seven historical paintings by one of the King’s favourite painters, Benjamin West. There were paintings by van Dyck, Rubens and Titian in the next rooms, the Passage Room and Drawing Room. In the King’s Closet twenty-four pictures were closely hung. Next came the King’s Bedchamber, adorned by twelve canvases by Luca Giordano, representing the story of Cupid and Psyche. In the Great Octagon Library more Venetian pictures were hung above the bookcases.

Some of the greatest pictures were in the Queen’s rooms on the first floor. The famous Raphael cartoons were brought from St James’s Palace in 1763 and hung in her Saloon against wall coverings of green damask. The Queen’s Breakfast Room was dominated by the two superb van Dycks – Charles I with Monsieur de St Antoine and Charles I and Henrietta Maria and with Their Eldest Two Children. George III was fascinated by the Stuarts and this painting would have been a constant reminder that, though he was a Hanoverian, he was also descended from Charles I’s sister, and of the heavy price of kingly pride.

This seems to have been a favourite room, which Queen Charlotte used for music. The Queen shared many of the King’s interests. She was not a ‘dim girl’, as she has been called. Over the years she was to study botany conscientiously and, though one must make allowances for flattery of royalty, she was acclaimed by leading botanists. The vivid exotic flower Strelitzia reginae, brought from the Cape of Good Hope in 1773, was named after her. Serious academics also dedicated their works to her.

Queen Charlotte developed a genuine interest in art. It was she who, in 1772, was to commission Johann Zoffany’s famous painting of the great room in the gallery in Florence, The Tribune of the Uffizi.

The King, too, was a patron of contemporary artists. He founded the Royal Academy in 1768 ‘under our immediate patronage and protection’ and continued to interest himself very much in its success.

‘He has given unlimited power to the Treasurer to draw on his Privy Purse for whatever money shall be wanted for the Academy.’9 Although Sir Joshua Reynolds wrote this with gratitude he was never in the King’s favour, even though he became the Academy’s first president. When the King was asked to sit for Reynolds he replied, ‘Mr Ramsay is my painter.’ Allan Ramsay was commissioned to paint the Coronation portraits of the King and Queen. Perhaps no one has succeeded so well in capturing the charm and intelligence of a lady whom no one considered beautiful. Thomas Gainsborough, too, was a favourite and was chosen in 1782 to paint fifteen oval portraits of the royal family.

The King enjoyed chatting with his artists, accepting their eccentricities with good-humoured tolerance. So we see him in the Queen’s House patiently suffering as the sculptor, Joseph Nollekens, pinched his nose while measuring it with his callipers, and listening with amusement to the sculptor’s odd explanations for failing to keep his appointments.

The King chose the best craftsmen and women at a period when the standards of workmanship were very high indeed.

The elegant carved bookcase that today is in the 18th-Century Room at the Palace was made in the workshops of Vile & Cobb. Cobb, the master upholsterer, appears in J. T. Smith’s life of Nollekens, strutting through the Queen’s House in all his pompous self-importance. He was, apparently,

a singularly haughty man, the upholsterer. One of the proudest men in England, he always appeared in full dress of the most superb and costly kind, whether strutting magnificently through his workshops, giving orders to his men, or on some errand at the ‘Queen’s House’, where the King who smiled at his pomposity frequently employed him for cabinet work of an elaborate and expensive sort.

Cobb himself became immensely wealthy, living in some great state himself. When Nathaniel Dance painted his picture he nobly sent the painter home in his own carriage.

Smith records an occasion in

His Majesty’s library at the Queen’s House when giving orders to a workman whose ladder chanced to stand before a book required by the King, His Majesty desired Cobb to hand him the work. Instead of obeying, Cobb called to his man, ‘fellow, give me that book!’ The King with his usual condescension rose and asked Cobb for his man’s name. ‘Jenkins, your Majesty,’ answered the astonished upholsterer. ‘Then,’ observed the King, ‘Jenkins. You shall hand me that book.’10

William Vile, a cabinetmaker of distinction, had worked for Horace Walpole in his remarkable house at Strawberry Hill. The King gave large orders to Vile & Cobb in the years 1760–4 and their workshop at 72 St Martin’s Lane must have been extremely busy. The street was much frequented by artists and wealthy patrons – Thomas Coutts, the King’s banker, had a house there at this time. William Vile supplied to the Queen music desks and ‘a very handsome jewel cabinet’ for £138 10s. at the beginning of her reign in 1761, ‘mahogony [sic] stands for birdcages, 2 mahogony houses for a Turkey monkey’.

It was William Vile to whom was entrusted the delicate work in ‘the conversion of the late Japan room into the new Japan room’. This entailed removing the black and gold ‘japanned’ panels from the Duke of Buckingham’s Saloon and refitting them in the Queen’s Breakfast Room; and making a ‘quantity of new Japan to make out the new’. William Vile was succeeded by the equally distinguished cabinetmaker, John Bradburn, who provided delicate and elegant furniture for the Queen’s House between 1764 and 1767.

Most tantalizing are the references to Mrs Naish, joiner, who apparently not only carved the most elaborate bedsteads, but could also turn out square boxes for beds for Queen Charlotte’s little dogs and innumerable commodes for all the palaces. Mrs Naish was the daughter of the joiner Henry Williams, who had worked for the King’s father, Frederick, Prince of Wales. We know that she was given many commissions.

Some of the Queen’s most elaborate furniture was made by Eastern craftsmen. Mrs Warren Hastings gave her a carved ivory sofa with a canopy of white satin.

Many craftswomen stitched away during these years of refurbishment at the Palace. Mrs Priscilla MacEwan, presumably a Scot, was paid the immense sums of £3,778 14s. as well as £225 18s. 6d. for feathers. Queen Charlotte, herself an accomplished needlewoman, became the patroness of the ‘Royal School of embroidering females’, where poor girls learned embroidery. There was also a lacewoman for Flanders point lace’11.

Not since Charles II, who encouraged men like Grinling Gibbons, had a king and queen taken such an interest in the work of craftsmen and women. In George Ill’s reign traditions were established that were carried on by families of craftsmen for generations. The Crace firm, for example, was founded in 1768 by Edward Crace, who worked for George III in many capacities. Son of coachmaker John Crace, Edward Crace was apprenticed to an artist and ‘set up his business’ as a decorative house painter to the nobility and gentry. The most famous example of his work in this field was in 1770 on the spectacular interior of the Pantheon in Oxford Street. George III had been much impressed by the decoration of the Pantheon and also by the obvious quality of Edward Crace’s work. He therefore sent his librarian, Richard Dalton, to engage Edward Crace for the cataloguing and care of the paintings in the Royal Collection – and he remained in the King’s service until his death in 1799.

The King and Queen occasionally looked in to watch the cleaning and revarnishing of the collection. Edward Crace also worked on the King’s paintings at Hampton Court and Windsor Castle. He was succeeded by his son, John, who became the greatest of the family. He worked as a decorator and upholsterer – amongst his bills are one for the supply of ‘39 yards of yard wide Morone Chintz’, and another for ‘A turkey pattern Brussells Carpet with a neat border’. According to his son, Frederick, John Crace introduced ‘Imitation of marbling and graining of woodwork’ into English decoration during the 1790s. Frederick Crace was taken up by the Prince of Wales – ‘being first noticed by the Prince of Wales and Mrs Fitzherbert being at work upon gilding the iron railing of the staircase’.12 The Prince of Wales was to employ John and Frederick Crace to work on the chinoiserie interior of the Royal Pavilion in Brighton and at Carlton House.

In 1765 the firm Wedgwood made an exquisite green and gold service for Queen Charlotte, named Queen’s Ware in her honour. Mr Josiah Wedgwood, who recorded his visits to the Palace, was charmed by the Queen and instructed his partner Bentley to smarten himself up for the visits to the Queen’s House. The delicate service of Chelsea china which, early in the reign, the Queen sent to her brother the Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz was given back to Queen Elizabeth (now the Queen Mother) in 1947, and is now displayed in glass-fronted cabinets in the Bow Room at Buckingham Palace, through which thousands of visitors to the royal garden parties pass each year.*

The King took great interest in acquiring furniture for the Palace. In 1781, he attended an auction.

On Monday his Majesty passed by West Thorpe House near Marlow, the seat of the late Governor Winch [sic]. He sent one of his Equerries to enquire whose goods were selling by auction; when Mr Christie requested his most dutiful respects might be presented to his Majesty for he wished to show him some very curious ivory chairs and a couch that were to be disposed of.

His Majesty turned back, they were shown him on the lawn opposite the house and he liked them so well that he ordered them to be purchased for the Queen … the chairs cost 14½ guineas each, the couch 48 guineas and two small cabinets 45 guineas.13

Governor Wynch had ordered this furniture in 1770 to be made at Madras by native craftsmen from English models. Deposed in 1775 by the Court of the East India Company, he returned to England, where he died in May 1781.

We know of other furniture acquired by Queen Charlotte from the sale of her collection in 1819. James Christie, son of the ‘Mr Christie’ who had sold this lot to George III, offered in his Great Room, Pall Mall,

A rare and costly sopha, veneered with ivory, with carved back, arms and feet, engraved with devices of serpents and tiger’s heads, with cane bottom.

A set – 1 corner armchair and 8 square back chairs veneered with ivory.14

Two sofas made £106 12s., two sets of chairs £171 5s. 6d., two miniature cabinets £55 2s. 6d. The Prince Regent bought these at the auction and placed them in the Corridor or the Long Gallery at the Royal Pavilion, Brighton; they were brought to Buckingham Palace in 1847. Some of them are now in the Principal corridor at Buckingham Palace.

George III’s own rooms were uncarpeted and simply furnished, but his extravagance was his collection of clocks. Some are still to be seen in Buckingham Palace. He particularly admired the work of Benjamin Vulliamy, a member of another family that served the Crown for generations. A German lady, Sophie von la Roche, met Vulliamy’s father in the Queen’s House in 1786.

Mr Vulliamy, senior, also showed us one of his eldest son’s inventions, which cannot but interest a British sovereign with affection for his subjects. For on a large semi-sphere set in the wall, he can follow which parts of the world are affected if a heavy gale is sweeping England; while the weather-vane on this house, with its eminent situation, calculates and records so accurately on this sphere that the king can conjecture how his fleet is faring. I told Mr Vulliamy that I thought him a very lucky father.15

Typically, the King was not content to be a mere collector: he made a study of the clocks’ workings. In a memorandum in his handwriting he shows how to take a watch apart and put it back together. With the help of his architect, Sir William Chambers, he even designed a domed case in gilt and tortoiseshell for an astronomical clock by Christopher Pinchbeck and others. In 1765 he acquired a four-sided astronomical clock by Eardley Norton for his Octagon library. He also encouraged new talent, granting £100 to John Arnold, a young Cornish watchmaker, to help him in his researches. In 1764 he was rewarded: on his birthday Arnold presented him with the smallest repeating watch ever made, set in a ring, for which the delighted King gave him 500 guineas.

Sir William Chambers was not only the King’s architect, surveyor and clock designer: he also designed his state coach. Commissioned in November 1762, it cost a prodigious £7,587 19s. 9 ½d. The well-known sculptor, Joseph Wilton, was paid £2,500 for the carving, G. B. Cipriani painted the panels and the wheels were copied from an ancient triumphal car. Three cherubs perched on the roof represented the genius of England, Scotland and Ireland. Horace Walpole saw it:

There is come forth a new state coach which has cost £8,000. It is a beautiful object, though crowded with improprieties. Its supports are Tritons, not very well adapted to land carriage, and formed of palm trees, which are as little aquatic as Tritons are terrestrial.16

The Queen’s House was splendidly furnished, and infinitely more magnificent than other great town houses such as Marlborough House and Devonshire House.

It is fortunate that we have a rare description of the interior of the Palace in the early days of the King’s reign by an acute and experienced observer. Mrs Philip Lybbe Powys seems to have spent her life inspecting great houses and her greatest triumph was on 23 March 1767 when she went to see what is rather difficult to see at all, the Queen’s Palace’. It is worth reproducing her account in full.

The hall and staircase are particularly pleasing. The whole of the ground floor is for the King, whose apartments are fitted up rather neatly elegant than profusely ornamental. The library consists of three rooms, two oblong and one octagonal. The books are said to be the best collection anywhere to be met with. The Queen’s apartments are ornamented as one expects a Queen’s should be, with curiosities from every nation that can deserve her notice. The most capital pictures, the finest Dresden & other china, cabinets of more minute curiosities. Among the pictures let us note the famed cartoons from Hampton Court & a number of small & beautiful pictures; one room panelled with the finest Japan. The floors are all inlaid in the most expensive manner, and tho’ but in March, every room was full of Roses, carnations, hyacinths etc, dispersed in the prettiest manner imaginable in jars & different flowerpots on stands. On her toilet, besides the gilt plate, innumerable knick-knacks. Round the dressing room, let into the crimson damask hangings in a manner uncommonly elegant, are frames of fine impressions, miniatures etc. It being at that time the coldest weather possible we were amazed to find so large a house so warm but fires, it seems, are kept the whole day, even in the closets, and to prevent accidents to furniture so costly from the neglect of the attendance, there is in every chimney a lacquered wire fire board, the cleverest contrivance that can be imagin’d as even the smallest spark cannot fly through them, while you have the heat & they are really ornamental.

By the Queen’s bed was an elegant case with twenty-five watches, all highly adorned with jewels.17

Both the King and the Queen shared a deep love of music. Even as a boy, George III had been enchanted by the music of Handel, who, alas, did not live to see his young admirer crowned. Queen Charlotte took singing lessons from Johann Christian Bach, youngest son of the great composer. A room in the palace was fitted up as a music room with an immense organ, elaborately carved in 1764. Three new harpsichords were bought for the Queen. The King would sometimes accompany her on his flute. It was here that the seven-year-old Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart came to enchant them: Queen Charlotte sang, accompanied by the young prodigy on the organ. In her honour Mozart composed four sonatas.

Perhaps at no other time has the Palace been such a centre of creative activity and excitement, except in the early years of Queen Victoria’s reign. Throughout the reign of George III, the King’s own enthusiasm, and his tolerant acceptance of the oddities of the artistic world, are remarkable.

‘The King’s account’

It is impossible to estimate the exact cost of the rebuilding and furnishing of Buckingham House, but enough details are recorded to indicate the vast scale of the expenditure. Apparently £13,885 14s. 6 ½d. was spent on rebuilding in the years 1762–3 and later additional sums of £10,197 and £9,757. Since 1697 such expenditure was paid for out of the ‘Civil List’, voted by Parliament, at the beginning of each reign, and allotted for the expense of civil government. (The King was not expected to cover the cost of defence – the Navy, the Army, and a provision for foreign affairs were the responsibility of Parliament.)

In 1714 George I was granted £700,000 per annum and £100,000 for the Prince of Wales. Sir Robert Walpole secured a better deal for George II, who was given the full sum and its profits. George Ill’s father, Frederick, Prince of Wales, was granted £500,000 per annum and an extra £100,000 upon marriage.

However, because he followed the Hanoverian pattern of the son’s political opposition to his father, in 1747 Frederick, Prince of Wales, pledged that when he became king he would take only a fixed sum of £800,000 per annum. George III felt duty-bound to honour his father’s pledge, and the first legal Act of his reign was the granting of a Civil List of £800,000 fixed income. Had he adopted his grandfather’s system he would have become extremely wealthy, but because this was an age of inflation, and he had much greater responsibilities than his grandfather, the King was often in debt.

Out of the Civil List, the King was expected to pay for government expenses (apart from the armed forces), the running of the Court and allowances to the royal family. His private and personal expenses came out of the Privy Purse, for which he was allowed £48,000 per annum, increased in 1777 to £60,000. This came out of the Civil List, but was private: he was not answerable to the Treasury for details of this expenditure.

For the first three years of George III’s reign Lord Bute was Keeper of the Privy Purse. With the advice of Bute, the King appointed Thomas Coutts as his banker: ‘Coutts in the Strand is my banker,’ the King wrote; later he made him a Gentleman of the Privy Chamber. Totally discreet,* Thomas Coutts remained one of the King’s financial advisers until the political activities of his radical son-in-law, Sir Francis Burdett, infuriated the government and the King removed his account. George Ill’s sons, however, remained as customers, plaguing the upright banker with their debts. Loyally, Thomas Coutts destroyed his records of the King’s Privy Purse, so we shall never know exactly how this money was spent. But it is assumed that a large proportion was spent on private charities, the King being parsimonious in his own personal expenditure.

Out of the Civil List the King had also to pay allowances to his three brothers when they came of age, dowries to his two sisters when they married, the Coronation expenses and the Queen’s allowance.

As his family grew, so did his expenses; and in spite of his careful management, by 1769 he was in debt and asked Parliament for an additional grant of £573,000. In 1777 he had to ask again for an increase of the Civil List to £900,000. This Parliament reluctantly granted, reminding the King that this was a time of great distress and unrest. The opposition, as will be seen, constantly attacked the waste of money on King and Court.

‘The King’s on the road!’

Delighted though the King and Queen were with the Queen’s House they soon found it to be inadequate for their growing family. Queen Charlotte had been seven months pregnant with her second child at the time of the housewarming party, and an elegant nursery had been prepared. Princes George and Frederick – later George IV and the Duke of York – slept in identical, beautifully carved beds made by the joiner, Mrs Naish, and studied at identical little desks, establishing a lifelong empathy. But as each year brought a new baby, the Queen’s House became no longer suitable.

An infant Prince of Wales, as in 1763, would require a governess, a subgoverness, a dry nurse, a wet nurse, a necessary woman and two rockers.

An adult Prince of Wales might have a hundred officers and servants on strength. He would need four gentlemen, half a dozen grooms and four pages to see him to bed the year round. Besides a Chancellor, a Master of the Horse, Equerries and so forth he would require an Attorney-General, a Solicitor-General, two ‘Counsel learned in the law’ and a whole string of watermen.18

There was, besides, a restlessness in the King’s nature, symptomatic of his later illness, and once he had arranged the Queen’s House in London to his satisfaction he wanted to move on. So as the years went by he and the Queen, and their family, spent more and more time at their other homes at Kew and later Windsor, and their visits to Buckingham House became a duty, to be hurried through as quickly as possible so that the King could rush back to the country. In 1785 he wrote that he was hardly ever at the Queen’s House. As the King’s coaches rattled from palace to palace, the households went too, requiring transport, rooms and offices at each stage.

As the family and their entourages increased, new houses had to be built at Kew until there was quite a village round Kew Green. The King was always closely involved, and with the advice of his old teacher, Sir William Chambers, he planned the building and refurbishing with a frenetic excitement. In the 1760s he was planning a new palace at Richmond. In 1776 he had moved on to Windsor, planning the renewal of the Castle.

There were still duties and ceremonies in London. Each new birth meant an elaborate christening, when the Queen received her guests in Mrs Naish’s splendid bed, under a velvet canopy in a cloud of exquisite lace. Each child’s birthday was celebrated in elaborate fashion and new clothes were de rigueur for the children and courtiers. The King’s birthday on 4 June was always celebrated in high style. In the early years there were drawing rooms once a fortnight, when the Queen entertained ladies in the hot and stuffy rooms at St James’s Palace, and when the King gave levees for gentlemen, standing the day long, sometimes without food, talking, talking, questioning with his ‘famous What? What? What?’ and listening. As foreign observers noted, it was so unlike the cold formality of the French court.

At least the concerts given at the Queen’s House twice a week were a relaxation. J. C. Bach’s wife, the famous singer Galli, and their pupils often performed, and there were private quartet parties twice a week when the great flautist Johann Christian Fischer played. But all these occasions were time-consuming and exhausting, for the King involved himself entirely in everything he did. He allowed himself little rest: concerned to keep down his weight, he would often ride out from the Queen’s House for a three-hour gallop before breakfast.

He began to tire of a London now increasingly dirty and smokeladen. The great gale of 1779 gave him an excuse to spend more time in the country. As the writer Mrs Papendiek (daughter of the Queen’s page) remembered,

It took off the upper corner of the Queen’s House. This was the room next to the one in which the Princes Ernest, Augustus & Adolphus slept, which was over the bedroom of their majesties. The King was up, and with his children in a moment. The ceiling was falling fast & had already broken the bedstead of the elder Prince … but no harm happened to them.19

So the whirling, restless years went by, with the King, his family and household rushing from concerts and levees, or leaving London late at night to be at Windsor for the next morning’s hunt, or at Kew for supervision of the newest building project.

At the Queen’s House they often entertained visiting Germans – some distinguished, others, such as Sophie von la Roche, obscure. Writing in 1786 she recalled her visit.

The noble simplicity of the furnishings, the order and neatness, were marks of the character of the owner – marks of the wise humility upon the throne.

The library occupies the largest apartment and embraces the entire treasure-house of human knowledge. Three rooms are given up to it [there were in fact four rooms]. Two are much larger and finer than the Versailles ones. Fine pictures by Van Dyck, a large number by Claude Lorrain, Guido Reni, Del Sarto, masterpieces by Angelica [Kauffmann] and some excellent miniatures render these simple damask hangings very valuable.

In a small cabinet off the bedroom are the portraits of the fourteen royal children – thus the first waking moments are dedicated to this sight and the emotions of true motherhood. May theirs be the reward of such tenderness, my heart softly murmured.

In one apartment I saw Raphael’s famous cartoons. Above the library is a room which the king, the Prince of Wales, the relatives of the Gibraltar Eliot must cherish very much since ports of such importance to England as Plymouth and Portsmouth are excellently modelled there, with all their buildings and gardens and ships and their manifold industries; Gibraltar’s rocky fastness, the Spanish encampment, all on a table ten feet long …

The concert hall contains a large organ, and this not merely because England happens to be particularly fond of this instrument, but also because the royal family holds private prayers to an organ accompaniment; for it has always been mainly associated with church music.

The audience chamber is devoid of all splendour: one cabinet, however, is enhanced by the queen’s tapestry-work. In a side room looking on to the garden an artist was at work; and there, too, we found two lovely portraits of the youngest princesses …

There is a colonnade in the vestibule worthy of the dignity of this small palace’s mistress; but since it originally belonged to the Buckingham family, whose name, Buckingham House, it still bears, it also shows that the builder had a taste for greatness and nobility; since the stairs are also decorated with frescoes …

The choice of site for this palace is perfect, as it takes in the gradual incline, from which the royal park of St James’s and Green Park can be completely overlooked, and at the back of it a pleasant garden has been laid out in which to take a solitary stroll. The towers of Westminster Abbey, the coronation and burial-ground of British monarchs can be seen from here as well as from St James’s Palace.

We rejoiced on passing through the suites of apartments at being able to enumerate a series of virtues and accomplishments common to the lofty souls of the proprietors of this residence. While marvelling at the delightful order and simplicity reigning everywhere, Mr Vulliamy said, ‘The eye of the queen spreads this elegance in Buckingham’s house, just as her heart allows the king to savour the sweet happiness of purest love.’

Sophie von la Roche was not only conducted round the Queen’s House by Vulliamy senior: she also counted herself lucky to be received by the King and Queen. On Tuesday, 19 September 1786, she wrote,

I was full of excitement without feeling in the least afraid, for the queen was famed for her kindness and virtue; this made me just as confident as I was awed. The idea that I was to see and speak to Queen Charlotte of England, whom I had so long admired, at close quarters upon English soil, kept me awake for quite a long while.

She need not have feared: the King and Queen put her immediately at ease.

The king, a most distinguished and handsome man, listened with kind attention while I spoke with his worthy consort, and addressed me very graciously, adding, however, that as ‘an authoress they should not speak to me in German.’ I replied that ‘I rejoiced for my Fatherland that their Majesties still loved its language.’ Thereupon he laid his hand upon his breast with fine, manly frankness, saying, ‘Oh, my heart will never forget that it pulses with German blood. All my children speak German.’

At that moment the princesses approached. Her eldest Highness, a really lovely princess; Princess Augusta, lively and attractive; the two youngest ones very innocent and sweet. They all addressed me in German; are all kindly disposed, and their beauty proves that they are children born of purest love.20

Queen Charlotte was happiest in the country; when at the Queen’s House, she longed for her quiet flower garden in the country lane at Kew, or for the informality and easier clothes of Windsor, where they could drop in on their subjects casually. One contemporary, Lieutenant Colonel Phillip, remembered the Queen calling on Mrs Garrick at her home in Hampton without notice. ‘Mrs Garrick was much confused at being caught in the act of peeling onions for pickling. The Queen however, would not suffer her to stir; but commanded a knife to be brought… & actually sat down … & peeled onions.’21 She could not have done this at the Queen’s House in London.

There was little rest – a day or two among her flowers and then the headlong rush. Her household would pack up her gowns, Mrs Naish would pack the close-stools and the chamber pots, and the younger children would be bundled into carriages. The cry would go up: ‘The King’s on the road!’ and his subjects would flatten themselves against the hedges as the royal cavalcade swept by at breakneck speed.

The King was indeed ‘on the road’ – a road that would eventually, in 1788, lead to a complete mental breakdown. It is tragic that George III is remembered chiefly as the King who went mad (as it was then thought he was; his illness is now thought to have been the side effect of the metabolic disorder porphyria). In fact Court life for the first three decades of his reign was more culturally and intellectually rich than at almost any other period in our history.

Court Life

It is fortunate that we have the memoirs of two intelligent women who brilliantly portray the pleasures and pains of Court life in the reign of George III. The Queen had appointed Fanny Burney, a distinguished novelist (author of Evelina) much admired by Dr Johnson, as Keeper of the Robes, and she was with the Queen during the nightmare period of the King’s first spell of apparent madness.

The other was Charlotte Papendiek, the daughter of Frederick Albert, the German page whom the Queen had persuaded to come with her from Mecklenburg-Strelitz, where originally he had served as hairdresser/barber. Charlotte married Christopher Papendiek, a German page in the King’s entourage, and in the late 1830s, wrote her autobiography under her married name. It covers the period from before her birth in July 1765 to 1792. Her father, a fine, cultured man, and a competent musician, had sent her at the age of six to be educated at Streatham, south London, where she was well taught by two ladies, friends of Mrs Thrale and Dr Johnson. She, too, like Fanny Burney, had been flattered by Johnson. Her father, who had hoped that her training would qualify her to become one of the Queen’s household, unwillingly allowed her to become the wife of a courtier, knowing what a difficult life that was, as generations of courtiers’ wives have discovered. Mrs Papendiek flourished in the cultural life of the Court and eventually took Fanny Burney’s place, remaining with the Queen until her death.

Unlike Mrs Papendiek, Fanny Burney withered at Court and retired, broken in health. She had lived, she recorded, ‘in the service of Her Majesty five years within ten days from July 17 1786 to July 1791’. She had counted the days.

During her term of office, she spent most of her time with the Queen in the country, though she had a room in St James’s Palace and another in Buckingham House, where she slept when the royal family were in London. Unfortunately she gives little description of the Queen’s House in her journals – in any case Miss Burney was extremely short-sighted and Court etiquette did not allow her to wear glasses; but she is an admirable witness of life among the courtiers, which was much the same in all the palaces. Unlike Mrs Papendiek, who was bred to Court life and accepted the discomforts with cheerful resignation, Miss Burney could never rid herself of the sense of the indignity of her position. To be summoned by a bell, like a servant, was a ‘mortifying mark of servitude. I always felt myself blush, though alone, with conscious shame at my own strange degradation.’ Though she was charmed by the tact and gentleness of the ‘sweet queen’, she was uncomfortable in the ritual of dressing her. The Queen’s maid ‘hands the things to me and I put them on. ’Tis fortunate that I have not the handling of them … embarrassed as I am, and should run a prodigious risk of giving the gown before the hoop, and the fan before the neck-kerchief.’ She was affronted, too, by the ferocious Mrs Elizabeth Schwellenberg, who had also come with the Queen from Germany and dominated the Queen’s household, and bullied and patronized Fanny Burney. But her pride was most hurt when Mrs Schwellenberg came to her in great secrecy, saying, ‘“The Queen will give you a gown! The Queen says you are not rich.” … There was something … quite intolerable to me & I hastily interrupted her with saying: “I have two new gowns by me, & therefore do not require another.”’

Such ingratitude was incomprehensible to Madame–but Miss Burney was adamant. ‘To accept even such a shadow of an obligation upon such terms I should think mean & unworthy; and therefore I mean always, in a Court as I would elsewhere to be open & fearless in declining such subjection.’ The Queen was ‘all sweetness, encouragement & gracious goodness to me, & I cannot endure to complain of her old servant … I could not give up all my own notions of what I think everyone owes to themselves.’

Nevertheless she continued to suffer the bullying, as when, on long coach journeys, Madame insisted on keeping the windows open, so giving Fanny a swollen face. Miss Burney endured the ‘slavery’ for the same reason that she had accepted the honour. Her father, Dr Burney, a distinguished musicologist who had observed royal patronage of musicians in his travels through German courts, was writing a history of music. She hoped he might, through her influence, gain some preferment at the English Court.

No one has caught better than Miss Burney the atmosphere of life among the courtiers, its longueurs and miseries. Generations of equerries have sympathized with her friend, Colonel Goldsworthy.

‘What a life it is? Well! it’s honour, that’s one comfort; it’s all honour, royal honour! One has the honour to stand till one has not a foot left; & to ride until one’s stiff, & to walk till one’s ready to drop – & then one makes one’s lowest bow, d’ye see, and blesses one’s self with joy for the honour.’

‘After all the labours,’ cried he, ‘of the chase, all the riding, the trotting, the galloping, the leaping, the – with your favour, ladies, I beg pardon, I was going to say a strange word, but the – perspiration, – and – and all that – after being wet through over head, and soused through under feet, and popped into ditches, and jerked over gates, what lives we do lead: Well, it’s all honour! that’s my only comfort! Well, after all this, fagging away like mad from eight in the morning to five or six in the afternoon, home we come, looking like so many drowned rats, with not a dry thread about us, nor a morsel within us – sore to the very bone, and forced to smile all the time! and then after all this what do you think follows?’

To his horror the King offered him

‘Barley water in such a plight as that! Fine compensation for a wet jacket, truly! – barley water! I never heard of such a thing in my life! barley water after a whole day’s hard hunting!’

‘And pray did you drink it?’

‘I drink it? – Drink barley water? no, no; not come to that neither! But there it was, sure enough! – in a jug fit for a sick-room; just such a thing as you put upon a hob in a chimney, for some poor miserable soul that keeps his bed! just such a thing as that! – And, “Here, Goldsworthy,” says His Majesty, “here’s the barley water!”’

‘And did the King drink it himself?’

‘Yes, God bless His Majesty! But I was too humble a subject to do the same as the King!’

Fanny Burney’s ‘directions for coughing, sneezing or moving before the King and Queen’ were sent to her mother Mrs Burney – a wry commentary on the miseries of Court life.

In the first place, you must not cough … you must choke … but not cough. In the second place you must not sneeze … you must hold your breath – … if the violence … breaks some blood vessel, you must break the blood vessel – but not sneeze … If a black pin runs into your head you must not take it out … if the blood should gush from your head … you must let it gush. If however the agony is very great … you may bite the inside of your cheek … if you even gnaw a piece out, it will not be minded, only be sure to swallow it, or commit it to a corner of your mouth until they are gone – for you must not spit.

Protocol remained the same at Buckingham House, Windsor and Kew, though life was more relaxed in the country. Clothes were plainer at Windsor and even simpler at Kew. Later the royal family could be even more relaxed on their holiday expeditions. They could stroll down the promenade at Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, or sit and sew in the bathing machines at Weymouth, Dorset, although even there the King might be surprised by a loyal band, in a nearby bathing machine, playing ‘God Save The King’ as he popped his head out of the water.

Fanny Burney watched Court protocol with the curious eye of one observing strange customs in a foreign land. You did not knock at royal doors, you rattled the keys; you did not pass the open door of a room where royals were; you did not sit in the royal presence, unless especially invited; and you never turned your back on the royal family. Fanny Burney learned with difficulty the art of walking backwards, without ‘treading on my own heels, or feeling my head giddy’. In an Oxford college she watched with admiration a wonderful example of the ‘true court retrograde action’. Lady Charlotte Bertie, a Lady-in-Waiting, trapped with the King at the head of a long room, had to retreat.

She therefore faced the King, and began a march backwards – her ankle already sprained, and to walk forward, even leaning upon an arm, was painful to her: nevertheless back she went, perfectly upright, without one stumble, without ever once looking behind … and with as graceful a motion, and as easy an air, as I ever saw …

It was a feat worthy of a skilled circus performer.

It was on this very tiring visit to Oxford that Miss Burney observed the discreet camaraderie among courtiers. Not allowed to eat in the King’s presence, and famished, the ‘untitled attendants’ watched in an envious semi-circle while the Princess Royal sat down to a splendid collation.

Major Price & Colonel Fairly seeing a very large table close to the wainscot behind us, desired our refreshments might be privately conveyed there … while all the group backed very near it, one at a time might feed, screened by all the rest.22

But through all the pains and longueurs of Court life Miss Burney retained her affection for the King and Queen – she, ‘full of sense & graciousness … speaks English perfectly well … though now & then with a foreign idiom & frequently a foreign accent’. She had not only read Miss Burney’s books but was generally well read, delighting in finding old books on bookstalls. As for the King, ‘he speaks his opinion without reserve … His countenance is full of inquiry, to gain information without asking it … All I saw of both was the most perfect good humour, good spirits, ease & pleasantness.’ Yet at the end, Miss Burney was to discover the insensitive side of the ‘sweet Queen’. When, broken by stress and ill-health, she wanted to retire, she found the Queen unsympathetic and unwilling to let her go. Even then she excused her – it was not unkindness but lack of experience.

Mrs Papendiek’s view of Court life was different. It was she, not Miss Burney, who was in a foreign country: though born in England, her father, mother and husband and many of their friends were German. But she was bred to Court life, and the Queen was at ease with her old Mecklenburg-Strelitz acquaintances. Her father, Frederick Albert, and husband, Mr Papendiek, both cultivated, intelligent men, could count as friends some of the most distinguished artists, scientists and musicians of the time. Educated as she was to hold her own, Mrs Papendiek flourished. ‘Art & science hovering round us … attracted others & we became the centre of a charming coterie.’23

In the pages of her memoirs the hierarchy of George Ill’s Court is seen with German eyes. She accepts with cheerful resignation their position. ‘People in our rank do not travel with servants,’ she writes. ‘Nor do they serve ices or have fine china.’

But in their circle at George Ill’s Court, there was a cultural richness rarely met at other courts and to which she had an access. Through her words the famous names become human. Here are painters Reynolds and Gainsborough eyeing each other’s work warily; ‘Pretty little’ Angelica Kauffmann and the eccentric Henry Fuseli were guests at her hospitable table; the painter of exquisite miniatures, Jeremiah Meyer, and his wife were close friends; Benjamin West, the President of the Royal Academy, often dropped in, and his handsome son was a particular close friend. Mrs Papendiek tried in vain to help Sir Thomas Lawrence in his early unsuccessful attempts to gain royal favour. The wives of the famous told their life stories to her sympathetic ear: Mrs Zoffany, the artist’s wife, confessed how she had been his mistress at the age of fourteen. She admired the long-suffering Mrs Meyer, whose difficult husband sent their children away to a miserable school, and who generously gave his exquisite miniatures to the sitters after his death.

She was equally popular with scientists such as Sir Joseph Banks and Sir William Herschel, who became the King’s Astronomer. She heard the history of his life from the time when he came to England, a deserter from the Hanoverian army, with a shilling in his pocket, before making his way to fame through his music and his skill in making telescopes. He, his brilliant sister and his wife were welcome visitors at her own home.

Fanny Burney’s encounter with Herschel confirms the generosity of the King and the breadth of his patronage. Herschel came to Windsor to show ‘His Majesty and the royal family the new comet lately discovered by his sister, Miss Herschel’. Miss Burney went into the garden where Herschel ‘showed her “the first lady’s comet”, and some of his new discovered universes, with all the good humour with which he would have taken the same trouble for a brother or sister’.

His success, she observed,

He owes wholly to his majesty … he was in danger of ruin, when his … great & uncommon genius attracted the king’s patronage. He has now not only his pension … but … licence from the king to make a telescope according to his new ideas … that is to have no cost spared in its construction, and is wholly to be paid for by his majesty.24

There was much at Court to excite Miss Burney’s intellectual interest, but she was never at ease, unsure of her place in the social hierarchy.

But no one enjoyed the cultural life of the Court more than the daughter of the Queen’s page. Though she might listen to the grand concerts at the Queen’s House from the next room, she never felt, as Miss Burney did, uncertain of her place or outside the pale. She, her husband and her father were part of the royal family, secure in their position among ‘people of our rank’.

Mrs Papendiek took advantage of free tickets to theatres and operas, and was the friend of singers such as the great Mara, and actors and actresses including Mrs Siddons, Miss Farren, David Garrick and Roger Kemble. But it was among the musicians that she was most at home. Her father, Frederick Albert, played many instruments, and Mr Papendiek was an accomplished flute player. We must have Papendiek on his flute,’ George III exclaimed when they were discussing a forthcoming concert at Westminster Abbey. The Prince of Wales, no mean performer himself, often sent for him to accompany him in his musical evenings, but both her husband and father firmly refused to take part in the Prince of Wales’s wild evenings. As for Johann Christian Bach, he and his wife were for many years an important part of their lives. He taught her to sing and she never forgot the enchantment of his musical parties on the river at Richmond. She mourned his sad later years when he was neglected and wept with his wife at his death. Mrs Papendiek was a competent pianist herself, playing with great pleasure Bach’s compositions on the new grand piano – which they acquired when the King rejected it for Windsor. She gave balls in her kitchen and concerts in her sitting room to which some of the most talented men and women of the time were delighted to come. The German impresario, Johann Peter Salomon, was a frequent guest at her musical evenings. He gave her tickets to the concerts he organized for Franz Joseph Haydn’s ‘London’ symphonies.

Her memoirs illustrate perfectly the atmosphere of the Court of a king and queen who encouraged the arts and sciences as perhaps no other monarchs have done. As a writer in the London Chronicle of May 1764 recognized, ‘The fine arts, hitherto too much neglected in England, seem now to rise from oblivion, under the reign of a monarch, who has a taste to perceive their charms, and a propensity to grant his royal protection to whatever can embellish human life.’25

‘Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown’

Unfortunately this renaissance did not last. The autumn of 1788 brought a chill wind: the King suffered a serious mental breakdown. He had had an earlier illness, believed to have been similar, in 1765, from which he soon recovered. He recovered from the 1788 breakdown in the next year but it was the harbinger of a gathering storm, which eventually by 1810 was to destroy the King’s sanity. George III, who had been hailed as the ‘Apollo of the Arts’, slowly dwindled into a sad old man, blind and deaf, shut away at Windsor.

The history of the King’s ‘madness’ can be sketched only lightly here. The current theory that he suffered from porphyria might well be true, but it is worth pointing out that even without it, the pressures weighing on him were enough to strain his mental health.

During his reign he was battered by a succession of public and private tragedies, and he lost early the support of the man on whom he had completely relied. The Earl of Bute was an excellent tutor and his good influence in the education of George III should not be underestimated. But Bute, like many academics before and since, was out of his depth in the harsh world of politics. Besides, Bute was a Scot, and the 1745 rising of the Young Pretender (Bonnie Prince Charlie) was not forgotten – Buckingham House was called ‘Holyrood House’ by the satirists. The King made Bute his Chief Minister but in 1763 he resigned, leaving his pupil to stand on his own two feet and make his own decisions at a critical time. Bute retired to a house at Kew, where he wrote his botanical works and encouraged the Queen and her daughters in their studies and flower painting. In vain the young King searched for a substitute. Chief Ministers succeeded each other in rapid succession: George Grenville followed Bute in 1763, Rockingham followed Grenville in 1765 and Grafton followed Rockingham in 1766. The only minister of great stature, the elder Pitt, 1st Earl of Chatham, whom the King, after initial hostility, came to respect, suffered a nervous breakdown in 1767. Had he still been in charge, the waste and folly of the conduct of the American War of Independence might have been avoided. As it was, the King was guided through the years of war by the ineffectual Lord North, who, though painfully aware of his own inadequacy, could not persuade the King to allow him to retire. To a king with a deep sense of royal duty, losing the American colonies was a bitter blow.

The pressures on George III were all the more heavy because, even had he been willing to delegate responsibility, after the resignation of his adored Bute there was no one he could trust. He felt he must oversee everything, from the hanging of pictures to the personal supervision of the defence of London during the Gordon riots.

The Gordon riots, named after Lord George Gordon, were provoked by a move to relax the intolerant laws against Roman Catholics. In the summer of 1780 drunken mobs were wrecking the City of London, setting on fire houses belonging to anyone sympathetic to the Catholics. Several thousand troops were quartered in the grounds of the Queen’s House, and the King spent the night with his men, as Henry V had before the Battle of Agincourt. Finding that they were sleeping on the ground, he promised them that ‘straw would be brought for the next night & my servants will instantly serve you with a good allowance of wine & spirits’. His grandfather, George II, had been the last king to lead his troops into battle, at Dettingen, Germany, and George III had the same Hanoverian courage. It was claimed that it was his decisiveness in calling up the troops that stopped the riots.

Then there was the eternal problem of Ireland, which some of his ministers wanted to solve by granting Catholic emancipation, which the King believed would mean breaking his Coronation oath to preserve his Protestant inheritance. An invasion of the French into Ireland in 1789 doubled the threat.

The French Revolution of 1789, culminating in the death by guillotine of the French King and Queen, sent a flood of refugees to Britain, bringing hair-raising tales of bloody massacre. The British monarchy itself was under threat. It was a dangerous world, deeply disturbing for a king with a profound sense of royal duty.

‘Burke’s blast’

The troubles that beset George III in foreign affairs were made more difficult by the increasingly hostile opposition at home. The new radicals found the contrast between royal extravagance and public misery infuriating. The Queen’s House, now so little used, was expensive to maintain and such expenditure proved offensive. Angry questions in Parliament were followed by a brilliant speech by the statesman Edmund Burke. In 1779 he had propounded a ‘Plan of Economic Reform’, which proposed, among other things,

the overhaul of the Royal Household and the abolition of scores of offices, notably those of treasurers, comptrollers and cofferers; the partial extermination of sinecures; a reduction of secret pensions; and a curtailment of redundant offices in the independent jurisdictions of Wales, Cornwall, Chester and Lancaster. He said: ‘There is scarce a family so hidden and lost in the obscurest recesses of the community which does not feel that it has something to keep or to get, to hope or to fear, from the favour or displeasure of the Crown.’

On 11 February 1780 Burke made one of his greatest speeches – a bitter attack on the corruption in the royal Household.

Our palaces are vast inhospitable halls. There the bleak winds, there ‘Boreas and Eurus and Caurus and Argestes loud’, howling through the vacant lobbies and clattering the doors of deserted guard-rooms, appal the imagination and conjure up the grim spectre of departed tyrants – the Saxon, the Norman and the Dane; the stern Edwards and fierce Henrys – who stalk from desolation to desolation through the dreary vacuity and melancholy succession of chill and comfortless corridors.

The Household, Burke claimed, still retained ‘Buttery, Pantry and all that rabble of places which, though profitable to the holders and expensive to the State, are almost too mean to mention. Why not put the catering out to contract, as the King of Prussia did?’ There were superfluous offices: ‘Why could not the Lord Chamberlain take over the Great Wardrobe – a department which in a few years had cost the Crown £150,000 for “naked walls or walls hung with cobwebs”.’

So many Offices were sinecures, given to MPs and others.

Why maintain an Office of the Robes when the Groom of the Stole held a sinecure? These establishments, useless in themselves, had three useless Treasurers – ‘two to hold a purse and one to play with a stick’. Why pay a man £100 a year, with an assistant also at £100 a year, to regulate some matter not worth twenty shillings? Everybody knew the answer; that these dignitaries were paid for their vote in Parliament, not for their diligence in administration, cookery or catering.

Then in a passage of ringing rhetoric he savaged the ‘principle that one person should do the work, while another drew the emoluments’.

The King’s domestic servants were all undone; his tradesmen remained unpaid, and became bankrupt – because the turnspit of the King’s Kitchen was a Member of Parliament. His Majesty’s slumbers were interrupted, his pillow was stuffed with thorns and his peace of mind entirely broken – because the turnspit of the King’s Kitchen was a Member of Parliament. The judges were unpaid; the just of the kingdom bent and gave way, the foreign ministers remained inactive and unprofited; the system of Europe was dissolved; the chain of our alliances was broken; all the wheels of government at home and abroad were stopped; because the turnspit of the King’s Kitchen was a Member of Parliament.26

Burke did not win the vote, but he won the argument and his arrows struck home. The King secretly looked to private bankers to service his debts.

Nathaniel Wraxall, a contemporary, noted the effect of Burke’s blast. Many persons of high rank reluctantly disappeared from about the King’s person and Court in consequence of Burke’s Bill. The Earl of Darlington quitted the Jewel House and Lord Pelham the Great Wardrobe; the first of which offices owed its institution to Elizabeth, while the latter remounted to the times of the Plantagenets. The Earl of Essex laid down the Stag Hounds, as did Lord Denbigh the Harriers.

Many other sinecures were blown away.

Treasurer of the Chamber, Cofferer of the Household and six clerkships in the Board of Green Cloth. The valuables of the Jewel House and Great Wardrobe were put in the care of the Lord Chamberlain. From this year, too, the appointments of Lord Chamberlain and Lord Steward ceased to carry cabinet rank. Mysteriously, the Master of the Buck Hounds survived the purge.27

And economies were made in the royal Household, much to the indignation of the higher ranks among the equerries. Mrs Papendiek watched with anger, as cheaper newcomers were employed ‘who felt no interest – neither duty nor respect; and as to fidelity, such was not understood’. She wrote:

It is a dangerous expedient to call the attention of the public to economies practised in the Royal Household. It degrades every regulation and as the inferior classes always look with a jealous eye upon the great, any changes that may be deemed absolutely necessary should be accomplished as quietly and privately as possible. It is not improbable that the wonderful change in our Royal Household was brought on by Edmund Burke’s reform in the Civil List; and that this led through many trifling channels to the destruction of the French king, for in his country also the cry for economy was raised and soon spread far and wide.28

‘The Damnedest Set of Millstones’

Added to the King’s political difficulties was the deep disappointment and concern that his family caused him. The Prince of Wales in particular was almost as hostile to him as his father had been to George II. The Prince’s wild extravagance, debts and mistresses had caused the King great distress from when the Price was sixteen and even more so when he came of age and moved from the Queen’s House to his own residence, Carlton House. Here his riotous behaviour and his alternative court were a constant humiliation to the abstemious King, who had hoped to bring in a reign of virtue. The pain was even greater when the Prince lured the King’s favourite son, the Duke of York, into his circle. When the Prince secretly married the charming Mrs Fitzherbert he was doubly breaking the law – by marrying a Roman Catholic, forbidden by the Act of Settlement, and by marrying against George Ill’s law forbidding any royal marriage without the King’s permission. Furthermore the Prince, seduced by the politics of the King’s enemy, Charles James Fox, actively canvassed in elections for the Whigs.

During these years there were other family worries. On 17 September 1767, the King’s brother, Edward, Duke of York, the much loved companion of his youth, died at Monaco. The Duke, a ‘silly and frivolous’ young man, had lost the King’s favour; so much so that when, in 1765, the King was drafting a Regency Bill in case of his death, he deliberately left out the Duke, appointing the Queen as Regent. Nevertheless, the King was deeply distressed at his death and ‘cried his eyes out’.

The death of the King’s mother in 1772 was yet another sharp blow. She had been an important influence in his early life, and even after his marriage he had kept closely in touch.

Then he was deeply concerned about his sisters. Princess Augusta was unhappily married to the difficult and unfaithful Hereditary Prince of Brunswick. She was widowed in 1806 and the King brought her back to England and settled her in Blackheath, and she died at her rented house in Hanover Square in 1813. Her daughter, Princess Caroline, was to become the scandalous wife of the Prince of Wales, and for the sake of his sister, the King and Queen made great efforts to have patience with that difficult lady.

Another sister, Princess Caroline, was even more tragic. She was married at fifteen to her cousin, the diseased and wretched Christian VII of Denmark. She consoled herself with the Court doctor, Struansee, was condemned for adultery and was banished to a fortress, after being forced to watch the execution of her lover. George III persuaded the Danes to allow her to go to Celle in Hanover, where she died in 1775 at the age of twenty-four. She is remembered in Denmark as ‘the Queen of Tears’: portraits of her and her husband hang in Buckingham Palace today – a sad reminder of the harsh fate of many royal brides.

The King’s brothers, the Dukes of Gloucester and Cumberland, had offended him by making secret marriages, causing him to introduce in 1773 the Royal Marriages Act.

The deaths of the King’s own children, Prince Alfred in 1782, aged nearly two, and Prince Octavius in 1783, aged four, were successive hammer blows: he had said he did not wish to go to Heaven if Octavius was not there. In the scale of grief, the death of this much-loved son ranked with the loss of a continent.

‘I fear I am not in my right mind’

It is worth remembering the appalling strain on the royal Household during the time of the King’s madness. They watched the King, for whom they had affection, beaten and confined in a straitjacket, lose his prized dignity and self-control and sink into degradation. Both Miss Burney and Mrs Papendiek describe these harrowing times. ‘The depth of terror during that time no words can paint,’ wrote Miss Burney, who was bid ‘to listen to hear what the King was saying in his delusions … Nothing could be so afflicting as this task … even now, it brings fresh to my ear his poor exhausted voice.’29

Mrs Papendiek’s father and husband bore much of the burden at this time. The cutting of the King’s beard was a dangerous task which Frederick Albert could not face – though he had come from Germany as the King’s barber. Instead Mr Papendiek sent for sharpened razors and performed the delicate operation, chatting easily in his comforting German voice. It took two hours, while the Queen, hidden, watched in terror.

It was Mr Papendiek, too, who tactfully dealt with the King when,in his madness on Christmas Day 1788 at Kew, he got under the sofa to ‘converse with his saviour’. His daughter wrote that her father ‘got under to him, having previously given orders … that the sofa should be lifted straight up … He remained lying by his majesty, then by pure strength lifted him in his arms and laid him on his couch, where in a short time he fell asleep.’

Mrs Papendiek noted with understandable disappointment that the equerries and pages were not rewarded for their extra work and stress during the King’s madness. Their ‘perquisites’ were cut, as Mrs Papendiek wrote, ‘as part of the economies brought on by Edmund Burke’s reform in the Civil List’. Burke had not realized how much the pages and equerries relied on perquisites as part of their wages. For example, Bedchamber women had a share of the Queen’s clothes worth £200 per annum. Mrs Papendiek’s father was allowed

table cloths, stove candles and pitcher wine; and from the Princesses’ rooms wax candles … and the remains of any meal served to them separately, with wine … Mr Papendiek observed the same rule with my father: whatever remained untouched he took, but anything that had been tasted, he allowed the page’s man to take.30

Some disappointed members of the Household left the King’s service, including Mr Fortnum, who resigned to open up a grocer’s store in Piccadilly, now known as Fortnum & Mason.

In the years following his recovery from this bout of madness, the King tried to avoid excessive stress. He took frequent holidays in Weymouth and elsewhere and avoided as much as possible the strain and the formalities at the Queen’s House. Indeed they were rarely there.

But the political pressures remained. The war with France was renewed on land and sea. In 1805 the news of the victory at Trafalgar brought relief, but he had a relapse in 1806. Once again it was grief in the family that finally broke his mind. His beloved daughter Princess Amelia died on 2 November 1810. From then on he became hopelessly insane, never to recover. After much argument and acrimony, on 5 February 1811 the Prince was sworn as Regent at a Privy Council.

‘The Queen’s House’

The Queen was given the ‘care of the King’s royal person’ and his Household was to be managed by her. She was to be assisted by a Queen’s Council of eight Privy Councillors headed by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York. She was granted an increased allowance, and when in February 1812 the Regency Act was renewed, her four daughters were allowed an annuity of £6,000 each, for which they were immensely grateful. Princess Sophia wrote to thank the Prince Regent for his kindness to ‘four old cats’ – wondering that he ‘did not put them in a sack and drown them’.

The Queen’s House was now entirely just that, since the Prince Regent held court at Carlton House or at the Royal Pavilion, Brighton. Now that the Queen and Princesses had more money, they could refurbish the Queen’s House, which had been neglected during the last twenty years. Even in 1802, a reporter from the Gentleman’s Magazine was surprised that, in spite of the grandeur of the Duke of Buckingham’s frescos still on the walls, the King’s floors were ‘cold and hardrubbed’ and ‘without a carpet, a luxury of which his majesty denies himself in almost every room’. Princess Elizabeth had painted the velvet curtains ‘in shades of brown and maroon’ and embroidered delicate flowers on white satin chair covers. But the tables and chairs ‘are of a very plain and old fashion’. Even the materials

are not always so … good, seldom so beautiful as would be required in the houses of many opulent individuals. Though old, the furniture bears no stamp of venerable antiquity. The damask of the curtains and chairs is much faded: the mahogany … is not beautiful: it is even so dull that it much resembles walnut; and the latter are made with curving legs, and clump or rather knob feet, not well carved.31

The writer contrasts the Queen’s House with the ‘gold-mouldings, satin lined compartments and stately mirrors’ of the ‘opulent nobility’. In fact, he considered that many ‘opulent tradesmen would not envy these apartments’. The reporter, however, tried to make a virtue out of what he obviously considered a shabby house. Now that ‘fortunes are wasted’ in show, it ‘may be beneficial to many individuals to see … how much more easily their Sovereign is satisfied’. If the Queen’s House was shabby in 1802, how much worse it must have been in 1811 after years of neglect.

Fortunately, in 1819 W. H. Pyne produced his Royal Residences, illustrated with glowing paintings of the Queen’s state rooms at this time, so we can see the results of the refurbishment. Pyne describes the courtyard and entrance hall in 1818 still very much as the Duke of Buckingham had left it. ‘On the ground floor the suite of His Majesty’s apartments are remarkable for their plainness.’ He describes the paintings throughout the House: the Canalettos, and in the King’s Breakfast Room portraits of William III and Queen Mary by Sir Godfrey Kneller, one of Queen Charlotte by Benjamin West, ‘a Vandyke portrait of James I’ and two ‘full length portraits of ladies by Lely’. More Sir Peter Lely ladies were in the King’s Dining Room, together with the Zoffany portraits of Queen Charlotte and George III, and the famous Charles I by van Dyck.

In the Saloon stood the ‘superb throne of Her Majesty of crimson velvet with embroidery and fringe of gold’,32 which had come from St James’s Palace during the Regency.

The doors opened to the Crimson Drawing Room, where the walls were hung with crimson satin and gilt chairs and sofas were covered with the same. Next was the Blue Velvet Room, more in the cool, elegant style of the younger Queen Charlotte, the walls hung with pale blue silk, the curtains, chairs, sofas and table covers all in blue velvet. Here were landscapes by Claude Lorrain and Rubens of winter and summer.

It was in the Green Closet on walls hung with green silk that Queen Charlotte had placed her favourite Gainsboroughs: a collection of portraits of thirteen of her children – their heads only. Like the Blue Velvet Room, this room had matching green velvet curtains and chair and table covers.

The Queen’s Breakfast Room was still panelled with japan, as the main Saloon had been in the time of the Duke of Buckingham. This room, warmly carpeted in red, was Queen Charlotte’s Music Room: here was her ‘fine toned organ with the bust of Handel’. From the windows of this room she and the King had watched the ‘brilliant scene’ on the June night in 1763 at her surprise housewarming party.

On the ground floor the King’s Octagon Library was still lined with books. But now his voice was silent and Dr Johnson’s voice boomed no more.

The Queen was seldom now at her London house but there were happy occasions when the old splendour was revived. On 22 July 1816 her daughter, Princess Mary, married her cousin William, Duke of Gloucester, son of the King’s brother. The marriage ceremony was held in the Saloon at the Queen’s House, now richly furnished with crimson velvet, before a temporary altar draped with old lace and heavy with massive silver communion plate. Staff attendants, ambassadors in full ceremonial dress, the great officers of state and an immense glittering throng swept up the Grand Staircase past the Yeomen of the Guard to the brilliantly illuminated Salon. A contemporary described it in detail:

The foreign Ambassadors, with their ladies, entered the saloon first, then followed the Cabinet Ministers and their ladies, and proceeded to the right. The great Officers of State, and those of the Royal Households, went to the left. The Queen took her station at the left side of the Altar, where was a state chair placed for her, the Princesses Augusta and Elizabeth, the Duchess of York, Princess Sophia of Gloucester, were on her left and their female attendants after them; while the Prince Regent was on the right side of the Altar, and his Royal brothers near him.

Everything being arranged and ready, the Lord Chamberlain retired, and introduced the Duke of Gloucester and presented him to the Altar. He then retired again, and with the Duke of Cambridge, introduced the Princess Mary, and the Royal Duke presented her Royal Highness to the Prince Regent, who gave her away in marriage to the Duke of Gloucester.

Her Royal Highness was dressed with her usual simplicity; she wore no feathers, but a bandeau of white roses fastened together by light sprigs of pearls. Her neck was ornamented with a brilliant fringe necklace, her arms with bracelets of brilliants formed into flowers, and her waist with a girdle to correspond with her bandeau.33

Princess Charlotte: the Lost Heiress

There had been many disagreements between the Queen and her eldest son, especially over the Regency Bill. But in her last years the Prince of Wales was once more her favourite son. Surprisingly, she was fascinated by the Royal Pavilion at Brighton, but then she had always loved the spectacular. She spent Christmas there in 1815 and enjoyed the celebrations for Princess Charlotte’s birthday on 7 January 1816.

This was a particularly happy party and one with great consequences for the future of the monarchy. It was here that the heiress to the throne, next in line after the Prince Regent, Princess Charlotte, announced her engagement to Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg. Blissfully happy, Princess Charlotte, the daughter of impossible parents, the Prince Regent and Caroline, could not wait to escape from her lonely and unsettled life. She wrote enthusiastically of her settlement, ‘The income is to be 50,000 a year. My pin money is to be 10,000 out of wh. I am to pay my ladies, maids etc.’ She was to have three or four ladies and ‘give them 500 a year each – which is enormous … and 8 footmen, town and country carriages, riding coachmen etc.’. As for Leopold, he was ‘very much talented with a 1000 resources – musick [sic], singing, drawing, agriculture farming and botany, besides all he is a capital Italian scholar so I have everything almost I could wish and desire’.34

Prince Leopold was to be much involved in the history of the royal family and of Buckingham Palace. He and his friend Stockmar were to be major influences for decades to come on the lives of Queen Victoria, the Prince Consort and even on Edward VII. Prince Leopold was at this time an extremely handsome and popular young man of twenty-five. He had shown interest in Princess Charlotte two years earlier when he was in London with the Tsar Alexander I, in whose army he was at that time serving. One of his sisters had married the Tsar’s brother, giving him an entrée into the Russian Imperial Court, where he was apparently a great favourite; another sister was Princess Victoire, who was to become the mother of Queen Victoria. When he met her, Princess Charlotte’s affections were otherwise engaged; but disappointed in that love, she now in 1816 accepted with enthusiasm Prince Leopold’s offer. The Prince Regent, who had wanted Princess Charlotte to marry Prince William of Orange, overcame his reluctance and gave his consent. The Queen very much desired the match and enjoyed preparing her trousseau.

The year 1816 was one of hope. Queen Charlotte was delighted when, on 2 May 1816, her namesake, Princess Charlotte, married Prince Leopold. The Regent somewhat reluctantly gave his daughter away at a ceremony at his magnificent Carlton House and the wedding breakfast was held there in his extravagant style. Princess Charlotte and Prince Leopold settled most happily after the honeymoon at the charming country house, Claremont, near Esher in Surrey, where Prince Leopold enjoyed replanning the garden and estate.

With them at Claremont was his friend and adviser, Baron Stockmar. Stockmar was the son of a Coburg lawyer. His mother, a woman of great sense and intelligence, was a great influence in his life. His happy, secure childhood gave him the stability for which he became renowned. He had trained as a doctor, fought against the French and set up his own military hospital in Coburg, where he insisted on treating all soldiers alike, whether they were allies or enemies. Prince Leopold had been impressed by this fellow citizen, and on a visit to Coburg had persuaded him to give up his medical career and join him as a friend and adviser. So the quiet, small figure, in his comfortable, uncourtly garb, was always there, ready with wise advice whenever it was needed.

This year, Prince Leopold would later remember, was the happiest of his life. He had the adoring love of Princess Charlotte and the steady friendship of his counsellor, Stockmar. Their happiness was a bright light in Queen Charlotte’s darkening days.

The Queen visited the King regularly in his sad isolation at Windsor. Did she try to cheer him with the news of Princess Charlotte’s engagement? He would have been glad: but the news of the rackety life her mother, Princess Caroline, was leading would have filled him with despair. The Prince Regent’s estranged wife was now scandalizing the courts of Europe with her wild behaviour. Fortunately for his peace of mind, the King could not know of the Prince’s continuing extravagant life, his debts, his drinking and his mistresses. Queen Charlotte had to endure the shame of it all alone.

Did she try to tell him of the world outside as the years passed? Perhaps she tried to penetrate the mists of his mind with news of the Duke of Wellington and his victory over the French at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. But he was beyond caring: wars and domestic troubles, unemployment, riots, all belonged to a world he had left.

In November 1817 came heartbreaking news which she certainly would have kept from the King. Princess Charlotte – the heiress to the throne, the hope of the future – died in childbirth on 6 November. After fifty hours of agonizing labour she was delivered of ‘a fine, large, dead boy’. Stockmar had been there but medical protocol prevented him from interfering in another doctor’s case. He never forgot Princess Charlotte’s desperate last moments, recording later:

During her agony the doctor had said ‘Here comes an old friend of yours.’ She stretched out her left hand eagerly to me and pressed mine twice vehemently. I went out of the room, then the rattle in the throat began. I had just left the room, when she called out loudly ‘Stocky, Stocky.’ I went back, she was quieter but the rattle continued. She died at 9pm.

In old age Leopold was to say he ‘never recovered the feeling of happiness which had blessed his short married life’.35

‘The passing of a “very kind spirit”’

As Queen Charlotte walked with difficulty through her state rooms, there were too many poignant memories of her own happy days of early marriage. The King’s rooms on the ground floor were much as he had left them: on the walls of his Dining Room still hung Zoffany’s portraits of herself, young and elegant, wearing the miniature by Meyer, set in a bracelet, that the King had sent to her in Mecklenburg before her marriage; and of the young King, painted so handsome and upright – itwas unbearable to think of the blind old man shuffling around his closed world at Windsor, lost to her for ever.

Now the great staircase was hard to climb: she had told the Prince Regent on 19 December 1817 that she was ‘well in health but continue to puff when I go up and down stairs’.36 Upstairs in her long suite of rooms there were too many mirrors: she could not escape the image of the stout little lady with the tragic eyes. Beechey had caught the sad look, though his portrait on the walls of the Saloon was kinder than the mirrors. She could laugh wryly at her ‘fat figure’, but she thought of the cruel satires and cartoons in the popular press with pain.

Most poignant of all, as she made her slow progress through her rooms, were the paintings by Gainsborough in the Green Closet of the heads of thirteen of her children, in all their shining innocence. What had become of all that hope and promise? The Prince Regent was trapped in a disastrous marriage, deep in debt, his dissolute lifestyle earning him hatred and ridicule. Frederick, Duke of York, the King’s favourite, had been caught up in the scandals of his mistress’s arraignment for bribery; his marriage to the eccentric Frederica had produced no children. William, Duke of Clarence, had lived for more than twenty years with his actress mistress, Mrs Jordan, by whom he had ten children. Edward, Duke of Kent, had had a similarly comfortable long ‘marriage’ without the blessing of the Church, with Madame de St Laurent – his ‘old French lady’, as his sisters called her. Ernest, Duke of Cumberland, the black sheep of the family, according to gossip which she must have heard, was accused of every imaginable vice. Adolphus, Duke of Cambridge, had been something of a comfort and his marriage to Augusta of Hesse Cassel welcomed. Augustus, Duke of Sussex, however, had had a marriage to Lady Augusta Murray, which finished in separation in 1801. But most tragic were the two little boys who had died young – Prince Alfred and Prince Octavius: she could sigh over the painting by Benjamin West, The Apotheosis of Prince Octavius, describing their ascent to heaven, which hung on the walls (it still hangs there) – and Princess Amelia, whose death in 1810 had pushed the King over the brink into his final breakdown. But at least her other daughters had given her love and comfort even if there had been spectacular rows – understandable, considering their confined and frustrated lives. Charlotte, the Princess Royal, had married Frederick I, the Hereditary Prince of Wurttemberg, on 18 May 1797 and Princess Mary was at last settled.

Queen Charlotte never gave up hope that one day the King would regain his senses. So, in her refurbished apartments she held drawing rooms, and received delegations and diplomats, wearing her fabulous diamonds, silks and old lace as he would have wished. Richard Rush, American Minister to the Court of St James, remembered one such occasion, when a thousand guests thronged the great staircase, which, as he recorded in his diary on 17 February 1818,

branched off at the first landing … The company ascending took one channel; those descending, the other, and both channels were full … The openings through the old carved balusters, brought all under view at once, and the paintings on the walls were all seen at the same time … Four rooms were allotted to the ceremony. In the second, was the Queen. She sat on a velvet chair and cushion, a little raised up. Near her were the Princesses and ladies in waiting … The Prince Regent was there and Royal Family … The doors of the rooms were all open … You saw in them a thousand ladies richly dressed … I had already seen in England signs enough of opulence and power – now I saw on all sides, British beauty.37

In 1817 the Queen was struck to the heart by the death of her grandchild, Princess Charlotte, whom she had come to love. After the funeral at Windsor, she went to Bath to take the waters. Here she met again Madame d’Arblay – whom she had known as Fanny Burney. The novelist was shocked at the appearance of the Queen but nevertheless saw her making her

round of the company … with a Grace indescribable, and, to those who never witnessed it, inconceivable; for it was such as to carry off Age, Infirmity, sickness, diminutive and disproportioned stature and Ugliness! – as to give her … a power of charming and delighting that rarely has been equalled.38

Other commentators were more cruel, but Fanny Burney’s praise was echoed by others who saw her at the Queen’s House fulfilling her duties.

On 25 February 1818, in the last year of her life, Richard Rush, the American Minister, was equally charmed by the grace with which she received his letters of credence in all the splendour of the great Saloon at the Queen’s House. She, who had followed the American War of Independence with passionate and partisan interest, now received the Republican envoy with ‘a very kind spirit’, asking intelligent questions about Rush’s home town Philadelphia, and about America in general. He found her ‘gentle voice’ and the ‘benignity of her manner attractive and touching’.

The same strength that had supported her as a young girl at Court now steeled her to battle on, though she was often in pain.

In her last year there were still duties to perform and there were weddings to celebrate. On Tuesday, 7 April 1818 her daughter, the intelligent Princess Elizabeth, married Frederick, the future Landgrave of Hesse-Homburg. The Queen and Princess Elizabeth had often quarrelled. The Princess had once claimed that ‘the King had spoiled her [the Queen] from the hour she came, and we have continued doing so from the hour of our birth’. But now they were reconciled and the Saloon at the Queen’s House was once more transformed into a chapel, the temporary altar covered in red and gold. The guests stood for the ceremony, but Queen Charlotte, in pain, sat on her throne, and Princess Elizabeth knelt to receive her blessing. Richard Rush was there, full of praise for the Queen: he noticed that she wore a miniature of the King around her neck.

There was one more drawing room on 14 April, but this was her last. There was another wedding: the Duke of Cambridge had married, at Cassel, Princess Augusta of Hesse-Cassel, sister of the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. Now on 1 June they were remarried in the Queen’s Saloon in her presence. Queen Charlotte welcomed with pleasure the bride with Mecklenburg connections.

She hoped to return to the King at Windsor, but she was too weak to travel. The iron gates around the Palace forecourt were closed: the rattle of carriages disturbed her.

On 20 June she left the Queen’s House for the last time. She managed to get as far as Kew. In the drawing room of the Dutch House she witnessed two of her sons’ double wedding: William, Duke of Clarence, married Princess Adelaide of Saxe Meiningen, and Edward, Duke of Kent, married Princess Victoire, widow of the Prince of Leiningen and sister of Prince Leopold. The Duke of Kent had supported Prince Leopold in his pursuit of Princess Charlotte: he, in turn, had encouraged this marriage of the Duke with his sister, Victoire. Two faithful ladies had been put aside to make these royal marriages. Mrs Jordan was dead and the Duke of Kent’s long and happy relationship with Julie, Madame de St Laurent, had to be ended.

After the death of Princess Charlotte there were no legitimate heirs to the throne in the younger generation and it seemed that the monarchy was in danger, but the royal Dukes, elderly but, it was hoped, still fertile, had hastily come to the rescue. In fact, none of the Duke of Clarence’s legitimate children were to survive, but he was to become William IV and the Duke of Kent was to be the father of Queen Victoria.

Queen Charlotte had not long to live. She was not able to make the journey on to Windsor and after months of suffering, on Tuesday, 17 November 1818 she died.

Her daughters, Princesses Mary and Augusta, had ‘witnesssed sufferings I can never describe and I trust we shall never forget, the example of fortitude and mildness and every virtue’. The Prince Regent, her favourite son, was there at the end, her hand tightly clasped in his. Queen Charlotte had been through much rough weather since she had crossed the stormy North Sea to her wedding, but she had kept the faith as she saw it; and had maintained the dignity of the Crown through a generation of scandal. At the end she had the comfort of the love of her family: as her daughter Princess Mary wrote, ‘Hers was a long life of trials. Religion and her Trust in God supported her under all her various misfortunes that brought us all together … we must feel the want of her every hour.’39

Queen Charlotte was buried in St George’s Chapel at Windsor, a grieving Prince Leopold the most affected of the mourners.

Did they tell the King at Windsor of her going? Or was he too far away in his timeless world where past and present were mingled? He would have approved the choice of the music of Handel as her Requiem, saying, as he often did, ‘The King had loved it when he was alive.’

‘And farewell King’

The cold January of 1820 brought unexpected tragedy to the Kents and long-awaited release for the King. On 23 January the Duke of Kent died of pneumonia at Sidmouth, Devon, by the sea. He and his wife Victoire, Duchess of Kent, and Princess Victoria, their six-month-old baby, had been staying at Claremont with the Duchess’s brother, the widower Prince Leopold. They had come to Devon for a Christmas break and here the Duke caught the cold that killed him. His death took everyone by surprise – he had been the strongest of the King’s sons. It happened that the ubiquitous Stockmar was with him at the end, and sensibly urged him to make his will and appoint executors, one of whom was his equerry, John Conroy – a character who was to cause trouble in the future. Prince Leopold came to the Duchess of Kent’s rescue, persuaded her to stay to bring up little Princess Victoria in England, and made her an allowance.

Six days later, on 29 January 1820 at eight o’clock at night, George III died at Windsor, the Duke of York at his bedside. For a moment he had seemed to regain his sanity, saying, ‘Frederick, give me your hand.’ As the Duke told Princess Lieven, wife of the Russian ambassador, ‘he was allowed to fade out quietly, he was given no remedy and he did not suffer at all’.

Many who had been most critical now sighed at the passing of the ‘good old King’. Even the cynical and waspish Princess Lieven slipped into elegiac mood. She wrote to the Austrian statesman, Prince Metternich:

There is something poetic in the picture of this old, blind King, wandering about in his castle among his shadows, talking with them; for he lived his life among the dead – playing on his organ and never losing his illusions. I really believe that, for the last nine years of his reign, he was the happiest man in his kingdom; the saddest of all infirmities – blindness – had become the source of all his pleasures. Nothing could call him back to the world of reality, and his ideal world was full of all the pure joys that a gentle and pious fancy could invent.40

So in his mind he could wander again through the Queen’s House, admire his pictures, remember the artists and listen to the music of Handel. Now he could dream of his wonderful clocks and listen to their ticking in a world outside time.

* The King and Queen surprised visitors by their knowledge of the manufacture of china. On a holiday in Cheltenham in 1788, they visited Worcester and toured the pottery there.

* He was sent by the King to visit the Cardinal Duke of York, the last of the Stuarts in Rome; his bank arranged the King’s pension to the Duke.
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