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An Impetuous Childhood

King William IV is probably more remembered today for fading into the background at a critical time rather than for any positive achievement. In 1830 he succeeded his by then unpopular elder brother, George IV. It was a perilous time, for the country was in turmoil. The thorny question of Catholic emancipation had recently been settled, but emotions surrounding it were still raw. The long-brewing problem of the reform of Parliament came to a head in the first year of the new king’s reign. Petitions with tens of thousands of signatures flowed into Parliament. Serious rioting occurred in London, Derby, Nottingham and Bristol. The economic situation was dire, marked by strikes in the north of England; in the south agricultural workers protested violently over the introduction of threshing machines. On the other side of the Channel, the French experienced another revolution, though bloodless, and the Belgians revolted against Dutch rule. Radicals talked of the establishment of a republic in Britain.

William’s father, George III, and brother George IV had between them actively resisted change for seventy years. William did not like change either, but when he came to the throne he left the politicians to govern (with one or two exceptions in lesser matters) and the government inched its way towards the Reform Bill of 1832. Yet while William was popular in the country, and certainly more so than his extravagant elder brother, who had ended his days as a recluse in Windsor Castle, the governing classes had no time for him. William’s manners were rough after his early years afloat in active naval service, and this lack of polish, combined with a natural truculence and naïvety, made him inconsistent and difficult to deal with. When the king died in 1837, the Duke of Wellington commented privately: ‘His reign was certainly a most unfortunate one for Himself, His Country and the Family. He was the most ignorant Man ever placed in a great situation.’1

Further criticism was and can be levelled at William: he was quick-tempered, not very bright and extraordinarily tactless, often quite impervious to the impression he was making on people around him. At times he drank far too much, and for most of his life was careless with money. Yet Wellington’s judgement, as so often, was too harsh, for there was a good-natured, amiable side to William’s character. When he upset someone by his boorish behaviour he was contrite and quick to make amends, and this remained an attractive trait. Once, when he was Duke of Clarence, which he was created at the age of twenty-three, he saw a Quaker girl looking in a shop window and said teasingly to her, ‘So, I see thou art not above the vanities of the world.’ But when he saw that he had upset her, he immediately went into the shop, bought an expensive work basket and persuaded the girl’s mother to accept it on her behalf.2 This generous side of his nature, which his brothers lacked, made William a favourite with his sisters, and occasionally resulted in endearing self-deprecation. In 1816 Clarence was talking to William Marsden, the much-travelled and scholarly retired Secretary of the Admiralty. Clarence said: ‘I have wished to profit by your conversation, though, God knows, you will not by mine.’3

Some of this contradictory behaviour can be traced back to William’s childhood, dominated by the formality of life in a royal family, where he made his first appearance in the ‘Drawing Room’ aged four. But he also experienced the hurly-burly of competition with five brothers. Born in 1765, he was the third child of George III and his queen, Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. He was known as Prince William Henry, and after 1789 as the Duke of Clarence. He was born three years after the first son, George Augustus Frederick, who became the self-indulgent and fast-living Prince of Wales, Prince Regent and then George IV; William was influenced by the Prince of Wales and looked up to his oldest brother. In 1763 the second son, Frederick, was born, who became the Duke of York. Twelve further children followed William, two of whom did not survive beyond early childhood. The two sons whose lives were to be most entwined with William’s own were younger: Edward, to be Duke of Kent, born in 1767, quieter and more withdrawn that his brothers, and Ernest, to be Duke of Cumberland, in 1771, who grew to be tall, ugly, perverse and an Ultra-Tory. William was closest of all to his sister Augusta, three years younger, quiet and reflective, who never married. She cared little for her appearance and enjoyed William’s unpolished manners and stories of naval life.

For the first years William lived in close proximity to his family, much of the time at Kew. At the age of seven their lives diverged, and the education of the boys was put into the hands of governors. In 1772 Prince William Henry and Prince Edward were installed in a house on Kew Green with an unimaginative Swiss soldier in Hanoverian service, General Budé, for instruction. It was here that disagreements between the two brothers started, with William impetuous, and Edward sulky, aloof and clever. Discipline was strict and included beatings, in accordance with the custom of the age. It was not a regime that encouraged intimacy and trust with either parent, who now saw their children infrequently. The heir to the throne was to be schooled in London and Windsor in constitutional history, languages and law and it was not long before the well-established tradition of friction between Hanoverian kings and their eldest sons and heirs was reaffirmed. The lifelong strained relations between the king and the Prince of Wales had their origins in these early years.

The younger sons were to go into the army or navy and all left home at an early age. George III wanted to ensure that they were kept from the baleful influence of the Prince of Wales. Frederick, Duke of York, was sent away to Hanover in 1780 at the age of seventeen and was destined for the army. He became a distinguished administrator as commander-in-chief of the army, although success on the battlefield eluded him. William was destined for the navy. He had grown up with a short and rebellious temper and the king reasoned that the navy would bring an unruly son to order. The discipline and order of shipboard life, administered without favour to a royal prince, would surely improve his temperament. But he was to cause the navy many problems for the next fifty years, particularly during the eleven early years when he saw active service.

The navy of William’s day was run by two boards. The Board of Admiralty, overseen by the First Lord who was a member of the Cabinet, consisted of five commissioners, usually all MPs. This board appointed officers, issued operational orders and handled relations with Parliament. It met in the Admiralty building in Whitehall, designed by Thomas Ripley and built in 1723, and was supported by a small number of clerks who constituted the Admiralty Office. However, the navy was also a very large industrial organization – the biggest in the country – and run by a separate authority, the Navy Board, which could trace its origins further back than the Admiralty to the mid fourteenth century. This board was responsible for the design and building of warships, and it administered the naval establishments, of which the largest were the royal dockyards. Its chief officer was the comptroller of the Navy, who headed a board consisting mainly of civilian technical staff, the most important of whom was the Surveyor of the Navy, responsible for warship design and building, though other civilian administrators and accountants had significant functions. When William first went to sea, the Navy Board and the clerks who made up the Navy Office were housed in Crutched Friars in the City, but in 1786 it moved to Somerset House in the Strand. Relations between William and the navy, and between the two boards, were to play a large part in his life.

Thus in June 1778, when William was to join his first ship, at the age of thirteen, the king wrote to Captain Sir Samuel Hood, at that time the Resident Commissioner at Portsmouth Dockyard and Governor of the Naval Academy there, that William was to be ‘received without the smallest marks of parade … The young man goes as a sailor, and as such, I add again, no marks of distinction are to be shown unto him; they would destroy my whole plan.’4 Yet it was wishful thinking to hope that a royal prince at this time could be seamlessly absorbed into a ship’s company, to learn to be a seaman officer without special treatment from the admirals and captains who were responsible for him. Those senior officers in turn depended on the king’s favour for appointments and promotion and the last thing they wanted was to offend him. The flaws in George III’s plan would soon become apparent.
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Prince and Midshipman

There was hardly a long tradition of sending royal sons to sea. In the late seventeenth century, James II, when he was Duke of York, was present at the Battle of Lowestoft in 1665, but his main contribution to the navy was as an administrator ashore. In the mid eighteenth century, Edward Augustus, Duke of York, the second son of George II, had joined the navy as a volunteer and had taken part in the raid on Cherbourg in 1758, and was briefly the captain of a ship blockading the French coast in 1759, but had been given only honorary promotions, dying as an admiral of the blue in 1767. His brother William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland, had also spent a few weeks at sea as a volunteer, but after a short, disastrous cruise in which the flagship in which he was sailing collided with another ship, he came ashore permanently to take up a career as a soldier. Henry Frederick, Duke of Cumberland, the brother of George III, from whom the duke was estranged because of his secret marriage, was likewise given a progression of honorary naval ranks, dying in 1790 as an admiral of the white; but he never went to sea.

Prince William Henry was to have a proper naval career. He boarded the Prince George, the ninety-gun flagship of Admiral Robert Digby, on 12 June 1779, ten weeks before his fourteenth birthday. He had with him one of many lengthy letters of instruction from George III, immediately setting him impossibly high standards: ‘It must never be out of Your thoughts that more Obedience is necessary from You to Your Superiours in the Navy, more Politeness to Your Equals and more good nature to Your Inferiors, than from those who have not been told that these are essential to a Gentleman.’1 Admiral Digby too had his orders. The prince was not to receive visits and was never to go ashore unless in the company of the admiral (hardly possible in the wartime schedule of a busy admiral) and: ‘You will direct Him to be treated with civility, but no visible marks of respect.’2

A midshipman had to learn seamanship and navigation, knowledge to be examined in six years’ time when he took his lieutenant’s exam. But William’s general education was also to continue when at sea, overseen by a private tutor called Reverend George Majendie, who was to teach him mathematics, French, Latin and history. Majendie, too, had royal instructions as to how and what the prince was to be taught: while he was to correct the spelling and punctuation of the prince’s letters to his father, he should not alter the content. The prince would prove to be a considerable handful for Majendie. The ship was big enough to allow a small space in which the young midshipman could study, and in this, as well as often eating at the captain’s table, he was allowed privileges over the other midshipmen, who had to live, sleep and eat in a crowded mess in an unlit space below decks. The king told Budé: ‘I shall be mortified when He returns from Sea if not void of the little tricks and rudenesses, which ought to be cast off at an earlier age than He is now arrived at.’3

William had little time to get bored, and threw himself into the life, as is apparent from the log he kept. He was exposed not only to battle but also to physical violence from his first days afloat. He recorded in his log witnessing a flogging for the first time on his first day aboard. Rather than recoiling from this violence, he embraced it. We know that on various occasions he fought with his fists. His opponents included Lieutenant Moodie of the Royal Marines; also the young Thomas Byam Martin and his brother in the Dockyard Commissioner’s garden at Portsmouth, and later Evan Nepean, who left the navy and became Secretary of the Admiralty and Governor of Bombay.4 Remarkably, and perhaps because of these encounters early in life, he later befriended all of them. William bore no grudges. One of the lieutenants of the Prince George, Richard Goodwin Keats, became his friend and lifelong correspondent.

William joined, however, at a singularly inglorious point in the navy’s history. In March 1778 the French had declared war on Britain in support of the American colonists, who had rebelled against British rule in 1775. Spain also declared war in 1779, and during that summer the Channel Fleet, consisting of thirty ships of the line, eight frigates and many smaller craft, crewed by over 26,000 men, was commanded by the sickly, sixty-four-year-old Admiral Sir Charles Hardy.5 The British faced a stronger combined French and Spanish fleet, intent on invasion, which evaded Hardy. The enemy fleet appeared off Plymouth, causing most of the town’s citizens to flee into the country. William experienced decks being cleared for action in earnest for the first time, and saw the enemy fleet from the masthead. In the event, the combined fleet ran out of food and luck and withdrew from the Channel.

Much more success was enjoyed in 1780. Under Admiral Sir George Rodney, a powerful squadron, including his flagship the Prince George with William aboard, was sent to escort a large convoy, some merchant ships bound for the Mediterranean and the remainder for the West Indies. It left Plymouth on 29 December 1779 and, on 8 January 1780, west of Finisterre, fell in with a Spanish squadron escorting a convoy which it attacked. Two Spanish warships were taken, as well as merchantmen.6 One of the captured warships was renamed by Rodney, as William recorded in his log: ‘Received from Captain McBride the Colours and Pedant [pennant] of the Spanish 64 gun ship named the Prince William Henry.’ Rodney pressed on south, and off the coast of Portugal at the close of day on 16 January came up against a Spanish squadron blockading Gibraltar. As darkness fell, a Spanish 70-gun ship blew up. The Prince George was in close action with a smaller Spanish ship which had already lost its topmast: after an hour’s combat, it struck its colours to the British ship. The young prince entered in his log: ‘Had 4 men wounded and one mortally. During the action (the first I was ever in) I was quartered near Adl. Digby and the Captain to receive their orders, 4 shot went through our main and maintopsails. Another wounded our foremast. Fresh gales and very hard squalls.’7 During the ‘Midnight Battle’ six Spanish ships of the line were taken and the British managed to clear a way through to Gibraltar and disembark supplies and fresh troops.

Here William went ashore and became involved in a brawl with some soldiers who were insulting the navy. Digby had to get him out of prison. The squadron returned to Spithead, capturing more enemy merchantmen on the way. For the first time in his life, William found himself a public figure and much approved of, even by his parents. There could be no doubting his courage, and poems were published in his honour. General acclamation went to the boy’s head. He became smitten by a young woman, Julia Fortescue, who was hurriedly sent off to Scotland, while William went back to sea. He returned to Gibraltar in the Prince George at the beginning of 1781, when a squadron commanded by Admiral Digby took a convoy with more troops and stores for the still-besieged fortress, which he reached on 13 March. However, the pattern of William’s war service was abruptly changed on 15 July, when the flagship sailed for America, where the British army was fighting a losing battle against the colonists and their French allies.

The young midshipman arrived in New York in late September 1781 and spent a cold five months in the city, restless and bored. The occupying British army had converted many of the houses to barracks or magazines, and there was almost no society. News of the surrender of General Cornwallis’s army at Yorktown on 18 October unsurprisingly lowered morale. The army had little to do but guard the boundaries of the city against hostile forces in the surrounding country. A plot by rebel colonist agents to capture the prince was approved by General Washington, but the British were alerted and doubled the guards, which caused the planned operation to be cancelled.8 The long winter ended on a higher note with the news of Admiral Rodney’s victory at the Battle of the Saintes in the West Indies on 12 April 1782.

The king and queen were concerned that a prolonged stay in a seaport would not improve William’s morals, and both for that reason and to ensure his safety he was sent back to sea, this time in the 50-gun Warwick, commanded by Captain George Keith Elphinstone, later Lord Keith, a tough Scot with Whig sympathies with whom William got on well. The Warwick was to cruise off Chesapeake Bay, now under French and Patriot control, to intercept any shipping that tried to slip into the bay. The cruise did not start well, for William fell from the rigging and was unable to take part in the chase and capture of two French blockade runners. One member of the crew wrote of William: ‘he got a Fall … and put his right Shoulder out, but is recovering very fast’.9 Back at Sandy Hook, off New York, William transferred to the Barfleur (98 guns), the flagship of Admiral Lord Hood, as Sir Samuel Hood had become, on 4 November 1782. A week later he met a promising young captain, Horatio Nelson, and both were favourably impressed with each other. Nelson wrote to a lieutenant ashore in New York: ‘I had the honour of an introduction to the Prince on board the Barfleur by my Lord Hood, was very much pleased with him, he will make a good sailor, or I am much mistaken. We shall be proud of him.’10 William recalled his first impressions of Nelson many years later: ‘There was something irresistibly pleasing in his address and conversation; and an enthusiasm when speaking on professional subjects that showed he was no common being.’11

Admiral Digby still had charge of William’s education, and he supported William’s request to part company with his tutor, George Majendie. The prince, glad to be rid of Majendie, approved the appointment of a young captain, the Hon. Patrick Napier, to succeed him. Napier was given an impossible task and his instructions were in any case vague. He was to act, Digby wrote, ‘not as his Tutor, nor as an attendant upon him, but as his Companion and as an Officer under whose direction he should be’. The admiral went on to suggest that, ‘it would be right to check that great tendency to violent laughter, and ridiculing … His Royal Highness wants application … and will soon forget what he has learnt … For, as you must have observ’d, his Royal Highness wants amusement from Education.’ But all those who had charge of the young prince were adept at telling half-truths when reporting William’s progress to the king. Digby was no exception. At the same time as giving the unfortunate Napier his instructions, he wrote to the king that William was ‘a very fine young man, fond of his profession to a degree … and of a temper to make an excellent officer and spirits to go through anything yet perfectly ready to comply with any rules or advice I have ever given him’.12

Admiral Hood took the fleet south to try and intercept a French fleet expected in the West Indies, and by February 1783 the Barfleur was at Jamaica. Here William continued to lead his double life as both prince and midshipman. He was feted by the sugar planters, now relieved of the fear of French capture, received addresses from the council and assembly of the island, and held levees at Spanish Town, the capital. While publicly all was well, and he created a good impression on the island, in private he fell out with Napier swiftly and comprehensively: whatever William had expected, Napier was neither deferential nor did he act as a mere adviser. Wherever the fault lay, the young captain had no support from Hood, for the arrangement had been set up by a rival admiral, and Hood and Digby were not friends. A long, frustrating winter with no action came to a disappointing end when on 4 April 1783 the news arrived in the fleet that Peace Preliminaries had been signed between the British, Americans and French at Versailles in January.

Hood reported the prince’s progress to the king in his usual courtier-like tone, expressing his satisfaction with William, but the king was under no illusions for he had received an emotional account of the row with Napier from William himself. The king wrote to Hood: ‘I cannot admire the warmth he has shown in the disputes that have arisen between him and Captain Napier, of which his own account to me bears the strongest marks. William has ever been violent when controlled. I had hoped that by this time he would have been conscious of his own levity.’ The king realized that his plan had failed: after five years at sea, William’s behaviour was apparently unchanged. The king instructed Hood to bring William back to England, with a senior officer always accompanying him, ‘as it would not be proper he should be left to the sole guidance of his volatile imagination’.13 At the king’s behest, Captain Napier’s promotion to post-captain was to be confirmed on 8 August 1783, and he was given a highly sought command of a new 50-gun ship, still being built, in which he served in the West Indies throughout the peace until 1789.

William was disappointed and sulky that the war had ended without, as he had hoped, a final fleet action in which he could distinguish himself. Preparations were made to return home, but there was one final opportunity to play his role as prince. Now that peace had been signed, Admiral Hood engineered a courtesy visit to Havana, to which the Spanish governor of the city agreed, and the prince, escorted by three captains, transferred into a smaller ship, the 40-gun French prize Fortunée. This ship was escorted by the frigate Albemarle, captained by Horatio Nelson, who got to know the young prince well and appreciated his energy, but had no opportunity to see his faults. The two ships arrived at Havana on 9 May for a two-day visit, and William was soon back on the flagship. On 26 June the Barfleur anchored at Spithead. While she was being decommissioned, William lived aboard one of the Portsmouth guardships, the 90-gun Queen. He was just under eighteen and his manner rough and boisterous, especially when compared to the courtly manners of his older brothers, George and Frederick, now well embarked on lives of opulence and indulgence.

Clearly William’s education was incomplete and the king decided to send him to Hanover to learn languages, undergo military training and polish the rough manners of a seaman. William was told this on his first interview with his father, and was disappointed that he could not continue at sea. Within a month of his return to England, he was on his way to Greenwich to join the royal yacht Augusta to sail to Stadt on the Elbe and thence overland to Hanover. Before joining, he was shown round the Royal Naval Hospital. He found some pensioners who had fought in Rodney’s action and gave them a guinea each, and went off to a new non-naval period of his life.

William spent two unhappy years in Hanover. He was accompanied by the despised and unsympathetic guardian of his youth, General Budé, who had even less idea than before as to how to handle the older William. George Merrick, an amiable young naval captain with a fondness for gambling and drinking, hardly likely to help the young prince mature as the king desired, also accompanied the royal party. In Hanover too was his brother Frederick, now in his father’s favour, curiously styled as the Lay Bishop of Osnaburgh. William’s romantic inclinations extended to several aristocratic ladies and young women from the families of the prosperous merchants of Hanover, though he received nothing but discouragement from all sides. His dissipation and gambling continued apace, though after a particularly unpleasant incident which involved the threat of a duel, he did become more circumspect.

Both the king and queen wrote regular letters of reproach of increasing intensity to William, who replied honestly but with a guarded and resentful obstinacy, making it clear that he wanted to go back to the navy. In the summer of 1784 the king compared him unfavourably to Frederick, whose ‘civility and propriety are remarked by all … but I am sorry to say your manners are still compared to the frequenters of the forecastle’.14 Reproach was turning to antagonism.

In the summer and autumn of 1784 William visited Silesia, Prussia and Switzerland, and he learned some German. In Berlin he met Frederick the Great, who upbraided him for not having read Candide. Increasingly unhappy, he turned to the brothels of Hanover where he contracted venereal disease. By July 1784 he wrote of the misery of living ‘in this damnable country, smoaking, playing at twopenny whist and wearing great thick boots. Oh, for England and the pretty girls of Westminster …’15 In the autumn of that year he went with his brother Frederick to the imperial review at Prague, where they were received by the emperor. But on his return to Hanover, Frederick grew impatient with his younger brother and wrote to the king to say that there was no alternative to sending William back to the navy: ‘under severe discipline, which alone can be done on board of ship, for his natural inclination for all kinds of dissipation will make him, either here or indeed any place by land, run into any society where he can form to himself only an idea of pleasure’.16 The king gave way and by 10 June 1785 William was back in London.

Five days later, he took his lieutenant’s examination, interviewed by the sea officers at the Navy Board, chaired by the Comptroller of the Navy, Captain Sir Charles Middleton. The midshipman was just under the compulsory age of twenty for promotion: the sentence on the printed certificate which attested that this was his age is scored through. He produced his journal and certificates for the Prince George and Barfleur, signed by his captains. But in order to qualify for the required six years’ service, he also produced certificates that he had served for nearly two years in the Queen, signed by captains whom he had never known, the navy creating the fiction that he had served on her while he was in Hanover.17 The usual way in which the rules were flouted was for a midshipman to be entered on ships’ books and not be present when very young, thereby securing seniority fictitiously. To take absence at the end of his time was unusual, particularly since a midshipman was expected to know a great deal when he came before the Navy Board for examination.

It is not difficult to come to the conclusion that the examiners were particularly lenient. Two years away from the sea in Hanover can hardly have improved William’s performance. The printed passing certificate states that every lieutenant ‘can splice, knot, reef a sail, work a ship in sailing, shift his tides, keep a reckoning of a ship’s way by plain sailing and Mercator, observe by sun or star, find a variation of a compass, and is qualified to do the duty of an able seaman and midshipman’. Nine years earlier, Horatio Nelson had also had a prolonged absence from the sea because of his sickness after his time in the East Indies. Nelson’s uncle, Maurice Suckling, then Comptroller of the Navy, had sent him away to sea for four months to ensure that he had enough knowledge at his fingertips to impress the board and pass the examination.

Instead of failing the king’s son, the board accepted the political imperative of passing the prince. However, Lord Howe appointed a junior Admiralty Board member, the able Captain John Leveson-Gower, as commodore to the 38-gun frigate Hebe, to take Prince William on a training cruise around the British Isles. William was appointed third lieutenant to the ship. Only eleven days after his return from Hanover, the Hebe set off eastwards from Spithead, leading a small squadron. As it was a training cruise, Leveson-Gower decided on a difficult route. Taking on a pilot from Dover, the ships worked their way north up the Swin in thick, hazy weather, with the wind in the east-north-east. By the time they reached the Yarmouth Roads, there were strong gales and the topmasts and lower yards of the Hebe were struck. At Hull, William, while briefly ashore, was thrown from a horse and knocked unconscious, though he soon recovered. Continuing northwards, by 5 July the Hebe was anchored off Kirkwall, and continued round Scotland and past the Western Isles. On 4 August William wrote to his father from Carrickfergus Bay a long and enthusiastic letter, describing the voyage from Leith to Orkney: ‘The Highlands are prodigious mountains.’ The prince was busy and content, for Commodore Leveson-Gower had gained his respect: ‘he is a most attentive and rigid officer,’ William wrote to the king, ‘but unfortunately passionate at times: however it is immediately over. I find myself very happy in my situation on board, & do all in my power to be attentive to my duty.’18

By 8 August the Hebe and her squadron were moored in Milford Haven, where the ships watered and did essential maintenance. (‘Washing between decks’ was a frequent entry in the captain’s log.)19 Topmasts and lower yards were lowered again in strong winds. On 18 August the commodore took the ships to sea for two weeks’ manoeuvring, where they altered courses and tacked together, continually changing stations according to his signal. The ships returned to Spithead on 5 September 1785 and Leveson-Gower hauled down his broad pennant.

It was at Portsmouth that William fell in love with Commissioner Martin’s daughter, Sarah, a liaison which continued through the last months of 1785. William was convinced that he wanted to marry Sarah, a beautiful and sensible girl. As a romance it was, of course, doomed and the couple were separated. In February 1786 Captain Elphinstone persuaded the prince to go to London for the birthday of one of his sisters, and took the blame for allowing William to travel to London without official leave.20

The Hebe was now making short cruises from Portsmouth and sailed to Guernsey. Deeply unhappy, William tried to change his lot, asking the king to make him a royal duke, to no avail. In February 1786 he wrote to the Prince of Wales: ‘What is to become of a young man of one and twenty years old, who has neither profession nor money? A pretty situation indeed; add to all this, a King’s son. What shall I do? I have a letter prepared to Lord Howe with my resignation.’21 In particular, William did not want to go back to the West Indies.

In March 1786 the queen wrote a devastatingly frank letter to William, which summarizes his parents’ feelings. ‘I must confess that ever since your first entering the Navy, the King has & continues to be of the same opinion that you should never go to the Mediterranean, & I am convinced that were the whole Board of Admiralty & the whole Navy to propose it at present he would not be moved.’ The fleshpots of the Mediterranean had been the undoing of many officers, most entertainingly as described in the journal kept by Augustus Hervey.22 The queen’s letter continued: ‘The imprudent manner in which you attack every officer under whose command you have been, & whose experience in their profession was known to all the world, is another reason which works greatly upon the King’s mind, & above all, the great value you set upon your own knowledge and common sense … It is not cold civility or haughtiness of manner that means good breeding, no that will be construed in something worse, which is pride. True good breeding requires steady & uniform civility to everybody according to their different situation in life …’23

Lord Howe, as First Lord of the Admiralty, put forward a plan to accelerate William’s promotion from third to first lieutenant, but the king overruled him. The prince was to be given his own command straight away. On 10 April 1786 he was made post-captain and soon after given the command of a small frigate, the 28-gun Pegasus. Disappointed in love, separated from his oldest brother, less well treated than George and Frederick, William had at last had some encouragement. But he was already promoted above his competence at the start of his career as a commissioned sea officer. Without royal influence he would never even have reached the rank of lieutenant, which was sufficient for the king to order his promotion to captain. William’s active naval career was to last another four years, and progressed from one disaster to another.
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Captain and Duke

As a captain in the Royal Navy in the late eighteenth century, the twenty-one-year-old prince was to enjoy far more power over the officers and 200 seamen aboard his ship than he was ever able as king to exercise over his subjects. He handled the absolute power granted by the Admiralty commission which appointed him with a lack of subtlety that can be attributed to his insecurity, imposing discipline with a bludgeon and demanding unquestioning obedience; there were frequent floggings and the Pegasus was never to be a happy ship. Lord Howe selected an experienced first lieutenant to minimize the risk of appointing a barely qualified captain, the thirty-three-year-old Isaac Schomberg, who had served as a lieutenant from 1777 throughout the American War. A damaging conflict ensued between him and Prince William over the next two years.

While William had accepted the instruction of Commodore Leveson-Gower, a mere lieutenant, however senior, was not, as the prince saw it, qualified to give him advice. Even Captain Napier, when he acted as William’s tutor on the Barfleur in 1782, had held naval seniority. Schomberg had a far worse time than Napier because the cruise of the Pegasus was to take the ship far away from the calming influence of very senior officers. When the friction between them got out of hand, William would rebuke Schomberg in front of the ship’s company, a practice which more than any other damaged the ship’s discipline. No first lieutenant was going to interfere with the running of William’s ship now that he had the command: he had no concept of delegation or trust in his junior officers. Schomberg was the opposite of his captain, grave, unbending and well educated. (One of the midshipmen aboard Pegasus was Thomas Byam Martin, who recalled that Schomberg had an ‘excellent little library [which] was always free of access to those who desired to profit by it’.)1 Schomberg was to perform well at the Battle of the Glorious First of June in 1794, wrote a five-volume history of the navy and ended his career as a commissioner on the Navy Board.

The king and Howe conferred. Should the prince, Howe asked, visit foreign ports for the purpose of reporting on their state? The king annotated the First Lord’s letter: ‘Disapproving of the idea of visiting foreign ports & authorizing Lord Howe to write so in my name.’2 The British North American provinces and Jamaica were therefore decided upon. The Pegasus was ready in Plymouth, and after a brief shakedown cruise to Guernsey, to take on cheap wine and provisions, the ship set off to Newfoundland on 4 June 1786, arriving at the end of the month. Here William carried out various civic duties and on 21 August, at Placentia, celebrated his coming of age. A riotous party ensued, ending, as Byam Martin remembered in later years, when ‘His Royal Highness contrived to crawl up to the main deck, no doubt with the adventurous hope of being able to reach his cabin’, but drunken seamen put their captain on their shoulders and ran him up and down the length of the ship. Martin managed to persuade the men to stop this dangerous exercise and lower the prince to the deck. Martin later reflected: ‘It was altogether a strange scene, one that would have astonished the members of the temperance Society.’3

On 26 September the Pegasus left Newfoundland, working its way south on a nine-day passage to the naval base at Halifax, Nova Scotia. One of the prince’s companions during his month-long stay at Halifax was a young army officer, Lieutenant William Dyott, to whom William took a liking and who left a detailed diary of the visit. He reported that William’s ‘character is, where he takes a liking he will be very free, but always guarded, and, if ever any man takes the smallest liberty he cuts instantly’. Dyott accompanied the prince in his quest for wine and women. ‘We strolled about the town, and went to some houses of a certain description, and to be sure had some pretty scenes.’ The prince wrote to his brother George that Halifax was ‘a very gay and lively place full of women and those of the most obliging kind’. The prince was a regular caller at the house of Lieutenant-Governor Wentworth of Nova Scotia, who was frequently away, though his wife, whose reputation in the province was scandalous, was at home. Dyott concludes circumspectly: ‘I believe there was a mutual passion which subsisted between his Royal Highness and her.’

Dyott was able to witness William’s performance in the two formal roles of royal prince and naval officer. He was astonished at the elaborate uniform of the prince’s barge crew, ‘with a silver ornament in front and the King’s arms most elegantly. The coxswain’s was of gold and his Royal Highness told me it cost fifty guineas.’ When Dyott was invited to a dinner on board the Pegasus he marvelled at the good living that could be crammed into the captain’s small quarters. Dinner was for ten, including the Lieutenant-Governor. ‘Two courses, removes, and a most elegant dessert. Wines of all sorts, such Madeira I never tasted. It has been twenty-eight years in bottle … we had two servants out of livery, and four in the King’s Livery.’ None of the Pegasus’s officers were present, as Dyott noted: ‘it is a rule that he has laid down never to dine in company with any subaltern officer in the navy’. A final boisterous dinner marked the ship’s last day, at which Dyott noted: ‘His Royal Highness, whenever any person did not fill a bumper, always called out, “I see some of God Almighty’s daylight in that glass, Sir; banish it.” ’4

The Pegasus again headed south, and immediately hit a two-day storm, but after that made a swift passage to Jamaica. As was customary, after Jamaica the prince went on to Bridgetown in Barbados, where the commander-in-chief of the Leeward Islands station was usually based, but found no one there. Rear-Admiral Sir Richard Hughes had gone home in August and his substitute was the most senior officer on the station, though still relatively junior, Captain Horatio Nelson, who had escorted the prince on his visit to Havana in 1783. Nelson had been cruising in the Leeward Islands since June 1784 in the Boreas, a 28-gun frigate like the Pegasus. Determined to stamp out trade with American ships, made illegal by recently enacted Navigation Acts, Nelson had been making himself unpopular with the planters of the islands. He was now cruising between the islands to the north, Dominica, Antigua and Nevis. In Nevis he was courting the young widow Fanny Nisbet, the niece of a planter, and was planning to marry her.

With no senior officer in Bridgetown to restrain him, William had a riotous time. Balls and entertainment were given for him by the governor and he frequented the brothels, especially one owned by a free black woman called Rachel Polgreen. The tale was told many years later: ‘We perfectly recollect this immense mass of flesh (she was nearly as big as a sugar hogshead) walking with the Prince, actually leaning on the Royal Arm, and accompanied by other Naval officers, and a host of mulatto women, as His Royal Highness promenaded the crowded streets.’ The celebrations on his last night before leaving were long remembered. After he had dined with the mess of the 49th Regiment stationed on the island, he and his companions went to Rachel’s brothel in the town and, in a drunken orgy of destruction, smashed glass, broke furniture and threw feather-beds into the street. Rachel sat watching all this in a chair outside the building with equanimity, even when William, ‘to crown his sport, upset her and chair together, leaving her unwieldy body sprawling in the street, to the ineffable amusement of the laughing crowd’. The next morning she presented William with a bill for £700 and he signed a draft on a Jamaican merchant house without question.5 It is something of a surprise to note that a street in Bridgetown was later named after him.

The Boreas and Pegasus eventually met again at Dominica on 3 December 1786. In naval terms Nelson was considerably the senior of the two captains, though only seven years older. He saw a tense exchange between William and his first lieutenant: ‘I plainly saw all was not right,’ he reported later.6 However, the prince and Nelson resumed their friendship. Within a week Nelson was writing enthusiastically to Fanny: ‘Our young Prince is a gallant man: he is indeed volatile but always has a good nature … as an individual I love him, as a Prince I honour and revere him.’7 Within a week William had promised to give the bride away at the forthcoming wedding.

What was not obvious to the prince was that Nelson immediately inveigled him into complicated naval politics. The Senior Naval Officer of the Leeward Islands station was already locked into a dispute with the dockyard officers at English Harbour in Antigua. As in most bureaucratic disputes, its origin was obscure and unimportant. When a ship reached a naval base, the ship’s muster book was to be made up ‘perfect’ (or completed) and sent to the Navy Board in London, so that it could keep a check on seamen across the globe. The ship would then start a new muster book. The problem for some captains was that the Navy Board could then check on the number and rating of the midshipmen on board, and Nelson had taken thirty young men to the West Indies. By moving them between able seaman, captain’s servant and midshipman, Nelson was trying to encourage them by giving them the maximum amount of rated time for seniority, which was against regulations. As he later explained to the Navy Board, ‘the basis of a well-regulated service & want of a proper Nursery for them is well known, severely felt in the last war’.

Nelson therefore encouraged the prince not to provide a muster book to the dockyard officers for onward transmission to London, because there was no direct order from the Admiralty to do so. This problem had arisen recently elsewhere in the navy, but it was an eccentric move, brought about by Nelson’s isolation in the West Indies and perhaps by his success in seeing off the opposition to the imposition of the Navigation Acts in the islands. Neither the Navy Board nor the Admiralty had any interest in the prince’s role in this affair; they knew that Nelson was using the prince to challenge the Navy Board’s authority.8

For the prince, life continued to be a long succession of parties, but he was beginning to suffer from the constant lack of money which was to dog him for much of his life. On 3 January 1787 he wrote to Captain George Keith Elphinstone in London, a previous commanding officer whom he respected, asking him to lobby for a further allowance for him, and concluded with one of those occasional flashes of self-knowledge and doubt: ‘Excuse me for not having wrote this long time, as I have been in a constant round of dissipation from my first arrival in the West Indies and I am afraid that it will continue as long as I remain in these seas … You will of course hear of the Addresses, fine presents, fetes and balls the gentlemen in these islands have given me. So long as it does not hurt my health, it is well and good, but I am afraid I shall fall a sacrifice to this feasting.’9

Over Lieutenant Schomberg’s insolence, however, the prince had no doubt and their simmering conflict was to reach boiling point in the summer heat. The prince had now placed many petty restrictions on his officers and they grew even further apart. When the two ships reached English Harbour, the Pegasus went alongside the careening wharf to be hauled down so that her bottom could be repaired and maintained. Nelson offered the commanding officer’s house to the prince, who accepted as long as Nelson lived ashore with him. The prince wanted the ear of the Senior Naval Officer of the station. With the captains away from their officers and crew, the situation worsened. Nelson wrote: ‘The lieutenants of the Pegasus I saw were displeased with me and the officers of the Boreas told me that they attributed H.R.H.’s change of conduct to me.’10

In mid January 1787 the prince put Schomberg under arrest. Such were the poisonous relations aboard the Pegasus that the third lieutenant, William Hope, whose sympathy for Schomberg was noticed by the prince, was drawn into the dispute. Given William’s well-known record for rebelling against discipline, Nelson perhaps had little choice but to back him, although he did not handle the matter well and failed to inform the Board of Admiralty about the dispute. Schomberg was put in confinement for three weeks and the arguments and occasional truces continued through the spring of 1787. Then Schomberg, pushed beyond endurance, requested a court martial to examine all these arguments, even though it would have damaged the careers of all involved. But a court martial required five captains to sit in judgment and there were not that many ships on the Leeward Islands station.

The ships cruised from island to island, showing the flag and still looking for illegal traders. There was a short, happy interlude on Nevis on 11 March when Nelson married Fanny Nisbet, and the prince gave the bride away. Otherwise, life went on rather grimly. The Pegasus’s surgeon had to treat the prince for venereal disease, as he described it to the Prince of Wales, ‘a sore I had contracted … in my pursuit of the Dames des Couleurs’.11 As the weather grew hotter, William’s temper became shorter. His order book started to fill with unnecessary and petty instructions. In view of his behaviour when drunk in front of the ship’s company, many were ludicrous, such as devising rules against the seamen making too much noise. ‘As it is but the too frequent practice on board his Majesty’s Ships to make use of that horrid expression Bugger, so disgraceful to a British Seaman, if any person shall be heard using this expression they may be assured they will be severely punished.’12

By now neither Nelson nor William was in good health. The prince persuaded Nelson that the Pegasus should leave the Leeward Islands station without orders from the Admiralty and go to Jamaica, where there would be the minimum number of captains available for a court martial. The prince sailed on 21 May. Before the ships separated, Nelson took William Hope, the third lieutenant who had earned the prince’s ire, into the Boreas. When an officer left a ship, the captain would sign the regulation lieutenant’s certificate. William did so, but omitted the customary wording: ‘has complied with the General Printed Instructions’. Without those words, Hope would not be paid, and the young lieutenant refused to accept the certificate.13 Lord Howe was to pursue the prince on this matter over the next months.

In the event, the Commander-in-Chief of the Jamaica station, Commodore Alan Gardner, defused the row, persuaded Schomberg to withdraw his request for a court martial and moved him off the Pegasus and sent him home. Gardner received ‘the entire approbation … for adjusting the misunderstanding’ from the Board of Admiralty.14 But Nelson had made a serious error in not informing the Board of Admiralty about what was happening. Lord Howe wrote to the Governor of Dominica: ‘Captain Nelson’s very injudicious conduct in many other instances, may not have proved the cause, or support at least, of the disinclination to temperate resolutions.’ In the correspondence there was little blame attached to William, whose unreasonable behaviour seems rather to have been expected. He was seen as being led on by Nelson. This made Nelson very unpopular with the Board of Admiralty and was the principal reason for his unemployment on shore for the next five years of peace.15

The Pegasus left Jamaica for a gloomy passage home. She arrived at Halifax again on 26 October 1787 and then sailed up the St Lawrence for a short stay at Quebec. It was an unhappy ship, the captain keeping his officers at a distance. There was a lot of drinking. Crossing the Atlantic late into the winter, the ship finally arrived in Cork harbour in early December. Here William received a letter from Lord Hood, now Commander-in-Chief at Portsmouth, who told him that he had appointed Lieutenant Schomberg to be the first lieutenant of his flagship, the 98-gun Barfleur.

This was a public demonstration of senior naval support for Schomberg and a public slap in the face for the prince. He sat down and wrote a letter to Hood which scarcely concealed pent-up fury. ‘I want words to express my feelings on this subject … now your Lordship has given the Service convincing proof of your approbation of Mr Schomberg’s conduct … There is nothing in this world I feel so sensibly as an attack on my professional character, under which I now labour by your Lordship’s support of Schomberg and Lord Howe’s disapproving my conduct about Mr Hope.’ The letter ended with one of the most imprudent statements ever written by William, a junior captain to a senior admiral. ‘Much as I love and honour the Navy, yet, my Lord, I shall beyond doubt resign if I have not a satisfaction from both your noble lordships.’16 Hood wrote a courteous reply, but he did not forget this unbelievable impudence. Prince or no, William had gone too far.

The Pegasus left Cork on Christmas Eve 1787 for Plymouth and experienced a three-day easterly winter gale. Byam Martin remembered it more than forty years later when he wrote his reminiscences: ‘Such a tempest was not within the memory of man.’ Many ships were wrecked, but the Pegasus came through successfully and reached Plymouth on 27 December. Two days later William’s older brothers, George and Frederick, came down to meet him, eager to enlist the young captain’s support to bring pressure upon the king to alleviate their combined acute financial difficulties. This was the only family contact that he had for the next thirteen months. He did not go back to London, as he was still under sailing orders. On 13 March 1788 the crew of the Pegasus was turned over to a bigger frigate, the Andromeda of 32 guns, with William in command.17

William was in no hurry to leave Plymouth, for he was in love again, with Sally Winne, the daughter of a provisions merchant who hoped to be appointed Agent Victualler at the naval base. Sir Richard Bickerton, the port admiral, was, according to Byam Martin, ‘too much of a courtier to question the Prince about the progress of the ship’. William spent much time with the Winne family and appeared in public with Sally. It was two months before the Andromeda was ready to leave the Hamoaze to anchor in the Sound, which she did on 16 May 1788.

On 8 June five sail of the line left Plymouth under the command of the recently promoted Rear-Admiral Leveson-Gower in the Edgar, accompanied by two frigates, the Hebe and the Andromeda. The purpose of the squadron was to practise sailing tactics and manoeuvres, though the word went around that one of its chief purposes was to educate the prince.18 From 12 to 17 June the admiral put the ships though their paces in the Western Approaches, then back to Plymouth Sound. By early July the squadron was off Kinsale, but on 21 July, when many miles south-west of the Scilly Isles, the squadron was joined by a ship with dispatches, one of which was the totally unexpected order for the Andromeda to sail for Halifax, without returning to a British port. The king had got wind of William’s romance and he was again ordered to America. The Andromeda received water for the voyage from two of the ships of the line, then set a course for Halifax. The log estimated the distance at 733 leagues.

Just under a month later Andromeda anchored in Halifax harbour, where she stayed for five weeks. The station’s squadron was in the harbour, commanded by Commodore Charles Sandys, whose drinking had already caused Nelson problems in the West Indies. It was said that when the prince paid his courtesy call, the commodore was in bed in a drunken stupor. Sandys led the festivities to celebrate William’s twenty-third birthday with a week-long series of dinner parties and balls. Lieutenant William Dyott was still on hand to record events. When the prince dined at the chief justice’s house, Dyott said of him: ‘I never saw a man so completely drunk.’19 However, William exercised his usual remarkable powers of recovery the next day as he was the perfect host for the ball given on board the Andromeda. There was much firing of the guns to accompany the toasts. The captain’s log of the Andromeda noted: ‘By order of Commodore Sandys saluted and drinking public toasts with 168 guns at different periods.’ It was as well to keep a written record of the reason for such a profligate use of powder in peacetime, as questions might be asked when the accounts were inspected at the end of the cruise.20

One disappointment was that the prince was no longer welcomed by Mrs Wentworth, who had acquired another lover. William wrote to Richard Goodwin Keats that Governor Wentworth was inspecting the woods of New Brunswick, but ‘in the meantime Madam is amusing herself with an officer and has, I am sorry to say, thrown off all remaining decency.’21 This left him free to find any other available women, which he did with Dyott: ‘He would go into any house where he saw a pretty girl, and was perfectly acquainted with every house of a certain description in the town.’ In later life, General Dyott remembered his time with William at Halifax as ‘boyish days and giddy proceedings with a turbulent youth’.22

As on the previous cruise, William’s ship turned south from Halifax for the West Indies, this time to Jamaica. Here he was feted by the planters, and given expensive presents. He addressed the Assembly, gave public support for the sugar planters’ system of slavery and then moved on to Bridgetown, Barbados, scene of his brothel-smashing fifteen months earlier. It was at Bridgetown that he heard the news that the king was mentally ill. This had provoked a serious political crisis at home. The Whig opposition pushed for the Prince of Wales to be created Prince Regent, while Pitt’s government defended the position of the king. The queen doughtily defended the status quo in many rows with the Prince of Wales. All this William missed, but he immediately applied to the Admiralty to be ordered home. In the meantime, he complied with orders, continuing his cruise to the Leeward Islands. He sailed north to Antigua and when he reached Dominica his Admiralty order had arrived. A rapid crossing of the Atlantic followed and on 29 April 1789 the Andromeda arrived at Spithead.

William returned to London to find that the king had recovered and was now convalescing. During the Regency crisis the Prince of Wales had tried to create William a royal duke, a move which had been resisted by the prime minister, William Pitt. With the documents in readiness, it was made effective immediately and on 1 May 1789 William was made Duke of Clarence. As George III signed the patent, he is supposed to have said: ‘I well know that it is another vote added to Opposition.’23 He was to be allowed £12,000 a year and apartments in St James’s Palace. The dukedom enabled Clarence to speak in the House of Lords, and from the first he supported, with his brothers, the Whig cause. (It was from this time that caricaturists portrayed all brothers together.) By now, his new status gave him many reasons to remain ashore. The king agreed to Lord Chatham’s request to pay off the Andromeda on 8 June, replying: ‘my third son … persists in his desire of remaining on shore’.24 On 3 July the ship was paid off.

However, it was not quite the end of Clarence’s seagoing career. In 1790 friction arose with Spain over an incident in Nootka Sound near the southern tip of Vancouver Island, between Spanish officials and a British merchant. At the beginning of May, the Cabinet decided to mobilize the Channel fleet to threaten Spanish ports.25 Clarence was appointed to the 74-gun Valiant and arrived at Plymouth to take up his command on 13 May. Much had to be done to prepare the ship for sea: getting guns and provisions into her, and especially securing seamen, though these were tasks which could be delegated to the lieutenants, the purser, the gunner and the boatswain. He visited Sally and the Winne family, but the romance had cooled. Clarence was bored, writing to the Prince of Wales: ‘the newspapers give fine accounts of your proceedings at masquerades, fetes, balls and various other gay and fashionable amusements. Dullness here reigns altogether … in short, if it was not for the duty of the ship I should perhaps hang myself.’

On 17 June the Valiant left Plymouth to sail to Spithead to join the main fleet. Discipline was as strict as in his previous commands, and floggings appeared regularly in the log. Clarence kept up the complaints in his letters to the Prince of Wales, especially on the shortage of seamen. It is clear that the other captains, much older and in the main of a different political persuasion, cold-shouldered him, for, as he reported to the Prince of Wales, they, ‘do not like me and I evidently perceive I am one too many in all their societies; in short, I live almost entirely secluded from the Fleet’.26

It was not until mid August that Lord Howe came down to take command of this large fleet. He ordered it to sail, though this was not immediately possible. He placed the Valiant in the second larboard division of the centre squadron, which was commanded, again unsurprisingly, by Rear-Admiral John Leveson-Gower in the Illustrious.27 Clarence was highly critical of Howe and suggested to the Prince of Wales that the old admiral ‘be surfeited’. But Howe got the fleet to sea and cruised in the Western Approaches. This show of strength had its effect, and the Spanish backed down, lacking support from their French Bourbon allies whose internal political and economic troubles were steadily moving the country towards revolution. The Spanish government admitted its liability for the original arrest and insult to the British flag, but, far more important, it agreed to allow British merchants access to trade in the Pacific, a long-sought development. There is no sign in Clarence’s correspondence that he either understood or cared about international diplomacy.

In mid September the fleet sailed back towards its home ports. The Valiant turned into Plymouth, where Clarence took his final leave of Sally and the Winnes, and took the Valiant to Spithead. It was not until 22 November that the ship went into Portsmouth harbour. On 3 December 1790 Clarence was made a rear-admiral; considering his lack of experience, it was always likely to be an honorary rank and in peacetime there was no chance of a sea appointment. Clarence did not get a ship during the mobilization of the fleet against the Russians in 1791, unsurprisingly, since it was commanded by Lord Hood.

At the beginning of 1793 hostilities again threatened in what proved to be nearly ten years of war with Revolutionary France and the whole fleet was mobilized. On 20 February an order was received at Plymouth dockyard to fit the 98-gun ship London for the Channel Fleet, to receive the flag of Rear-Admiral His Royal Highness the Duke of Clarence.28 Richard Goodwin Keats was to be Clarence’s flag captain. Then Clarence made the biggest blunder in a life strewn with such moments. He spoke in the House of Lords against the war and against the government. According to Byam Martin, it was Pitt who went to the king to veto Clarence’s appointment on the grounds that it would not do to have a ‘political admiral’ in the Channel Fleet.

Yet even the prime minister would not have been able to challenge an appointment successfully without the agreement of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Chatham. He in turn was advised on naval appointments by the senior naval Lord on the Board of Admiralty, none other than Lord Hood. Clarence’s immature and tactless conduct five years earlier had not been forgotten. He was still known to be publicly critical of his senior officers, and the Schomberg affair and his impudent letter to Hood were not long in the past. But a serious war had to be fought: resources could no longer be spared or arranged to accommodate the vagaries of a weak officer. The argument continued. On 19 May the king still expected Clarence to get his command, and he made some arrangements for an allowance for his son when he went to sea.29 In June in the Lords Clarence argued that peace should now be made with France. In the middle of July 1793, Howe’s Channel Fleet sailed from Spithead, but Clarence was not aboard the London (with Keats as captain), nor was he the next year when the ship played a distinguished part in the Battle of the Glorious First of June. Had Clarence taken part in such a victory, the rest of his life and his reputation would have been very different.

The king’s plan for Clarence, drawn up fifteen years previously, was now at a disastrous end. Years later, Byam Martin disparagingly summed up Clarence’s achievement. ‘Out of 51 years from the date of his entering the navy to the time of his ascending the throne, he was professionally employed ten years, nine months, and three weeks, including the long time he was on leave of absence when borne as a midshipman on board the Queen, which I think must have been a full year and a half, and I think this time was spent in Germany.’30 Apart from a few weeks’ ceremonial duties, Clarence’s naval career afloat was over at the age of twenty-five. He hardly merited the title of ‘Sailor King’.
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William Ashore

As Clarence’s active naval career was coming to an end, two interrelated changes in his life began which were to govern it for the next twenty or more years. In May or June 1789 he met Dorothy (or Dora) Jordan, one of the most accomplished actresses of the age, her comic roles being particularly celebrated. He did not immediately become involved with her, for he was doing his best – unsuccessfully – to seduce Elizabeth Sheridan, wife of the playwright, who had tired of the dramatic life of her theatre manager and politician husband. Dora also delayed: she had already had one child by a theatre manager, Richard Daly, and three by her current ‘protector’, Richard Ford, son of the queen’s physician and future Member of Parliament. By 1790 she hoped that the latter would marry her. When it became clear that he would not, Dora lowered her resistance to Clarence. He began to court her seriously. He was cheerful and kind to her children, and his royal connections cannot but have increased his attractiveness to her. She was twenty-nine and he twenty-five.

The second continuing theme of his life was serious financial embarrassment which only became deeper as the years went by. All the sons of George III were to get into debt: the king’s expectations of their thrift were unreasonable. In 1790 Clarence had joined the Prince of Wales and the Duke of York in a risky scheme to borrow £100,000 from a French banker, de Beaume, at 5 per cent over twenty-five years, on the security of royal jewels, though nothing came of it because of the Revolution in France.1 But the most damaging effect of Clarence’s lack of money and his inability to manage it was that it drove a firm wedge between him and his father, who could not afford to indulge his third son. From 1792 Clarence began to align himself with the Prince of Wales and the Whigs, making speeches in the Lords against the war and in support of slavery.

The early 1790s marked a turning point from his bachelor life and the sea to domesticity and happiness with Dora Jordan. She was a remarkable and open-hearted woman. Still travelling to provincial theatres, and learning vast numbers of lines for her parts, she worked hard for her earnings were essential to the household since the debt-ridden Clarence contributed little. Newspaper speculation was rife as to whether it was her income which kept the couple, rather than his, for the struggling finances of the duke were public knowledge. There is little doubt that she saved him from financial disaster. As a celebrity, her long affair with Clarence attracted much newspaper comment and the detailed attention of a talented generation of satirical caricaturists, led by Gillray and Cruikshank at their most cruel. She had three miscarriages, but she bore Clarence the first of ten children in January 1794, the second the next year and a third in 1797. In that year George III relented and helped the unmarried couple by presenting Clarence with Bushy House, part of the Hampton Court Palace estate, where the couple spent many good years.

The following year Clarence changed his anti-war stance and now defended the government’s war policy. Still no offer of a command was forthcoming. In March 1794 he wrote to the Admiralty Board: ‘I solicit in this hour of peril to my country that employment in her service which every subject is bound to seek.’2 The board did not reply. All that happened was an automatic promotion on 12 April 1794 to vice-admiral. He appealed to the king. Just how desperate he was to acquire some naval responsibilities, especially when he compared himself to his brother the Duke of York, now Commander-in-Chief of the army, can be seen in June 1796, when Clarence wrote an extraordinarily unrealistic letter to his father. Lord Spencer, now the First Lord of the Admiralty, was ill and it was rumoured that he would resign. Clarence presumed ‘to solicit your Majesty to be at the head of the Admiralty either as First Lord or in any other way which Your Majesty may judge to be more proper and more becoming the son of a King of Great Britain’. Then, in a sudden crisis of confidence as he was writing, he added: ‘PS: If your Majesty should not think it right to comply with this request I should implore your Majesty to commit this letter to the flames and its contents to oblivion.’3 These were years when it would have been particularly painful to be a royal bystander wishing to prove himself at sea. From late 1796 the threat of invasion became very real, followed the next year by the naval mutinies at Spithead and the Nore.

Yet Clarence did not seek to help himself by maintaining a correspondence with his naval acquaintances. In later years he claimed to have known Horatio Nelson well, but for the decade after their time in the West Indies in 1787 theirs was a very one-sided correspondence. Until 1793, Nelson wrote long letters to Clarence, pleading for Clarence’s intercession with the Admiralty in getting him a command, not realizing that the duke’s stock was also very low in Whitehall. After the outbreak of war, when commanding the Agamemnon, Nelson sent regular letters to Clarence from the Mediterranean, ensuring that the duke at least knew of his achievements. It was clear that Clarence did not write at all during these years. Nelson started a letter in July 1796 with the sentence, ‘Not having signification to the contrary, I still presume to suppose that an account from me of the operations of this fleet is acceptable to your Royal Highness.’4 The situation was completely changed by the victory at the Battle of the Nile in 1798. The duke wrote Nelson a fulsome letter immediately after news of the battle had reached England and thereafter cultivated him.

Perhaps Clarence thought that a political role was more suitable than a fighting command. In 1801 The Times reported that possible candidates for First Lord of the Admiralty in Addington’s new government included both Clarence and the Marquess of Buckingham, but the new prime minister turned to the tough and successful admiral Lord St Vincent, who set about reforming naval administration. Clarence’s political reputation was not helped by his confused interjections in the House of Lords. In late 1802, for instance, he tried unsuccessfully to move a delaying amendment when the bill to set up the Commission of Naval Enquiry was debated in the House of Lords. He spoke against increasing the power of the Admiralty, though he did allow that corruption in the dockyards needed to be addressed: ‘if I have any experience in naval affairs; if I be fit to command one of His Majesty’s ships of war, or to lead one of his squadrons, this Bill is, in its principle, and its provisions, nugatory, ridiculous, mischievous, and unconstitutional’, before making the obvious point, ‘It is to the Noble Lord at the head of the Admiralty that I impute the origin of the Bill.’5 The next day St Vincent wrote disparagingly to the Admiralty Commissioner and fellow reformer John Markham: ‘I rather think with you that the Duke of Clarence has done much more good than harm to the great object we have in view.’6

Throughout these years, Clarence received automatic promotion and by 1805 had reached the highest point in the Navy List, admiral of the red. Whatever Clarence might have believed, such promotion was purely honorary. At a time when seniority in the navy was the key to appointments and remuneration, he was placed over admirals who had reached post-captain rank a full twenty-five years before he had. By this year, the year of Trafalgar, he was forty-seven places senior to Nelson, and 151 places above Richard Goodwin Keats, who had been lieutenant over Clarence as midshipman in the Queen.7

Clarence believed in the validity of his seniority to such an extent that in 1808 he tried hard to secure the command of the Mediterranean Fleet. Admiral Lord Collingwood had been holding together the defence of the southern flank of Europe since Trafalgar in a masterly fashion, but by that year he knew he was seriously ill, and in addition to private letters to friends telling of his illness (probably cancer of the stomach), he informed the Secretary of the Admiralty that his strength and health ‘were very much impaired’. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Mulgrave, however, could not risk a public row: the consequences of sending Clarence to a complex and demanding post were too dire to contemplate. Mulgrave broke precedent by writing to the king first, ‘before presuming to submit any opinion to your Majesty’s judgement’. Once the Cabinet had formally rejected such a notion, Mulgrave even sent the king a draft of his refusal letter to Clarence for approval.8 Ministers did not dare to replace Collingwood, who was persuaded to stay. In early 1810, too sick to carry on, he eventually obtained leave and sailed for home, only to die aboard his flagship off Port Mahón in Minorca. He had spent only one year ashore in seventeen years of war. The combination of Clarence’s royal ambition and a politically weak ministry never had a more poignant consequence.

This period was a more than usually difficult time for the royal family. In 1809 the Duke of York was forced to resign as Commander-in-Chief of the army, as it was suspected that his mistress, Mary-Ann Clark, was influencing him over army promotions. George III’s youngest daughter, Amelia, died aged twenty-seven and her death in 1810 finally tipped the old man into a permanent state of madness. At about this time, Clarence visited his father and was shocked to find him, as he described it, ‘in an absolute vacuum of mind’.9 After many years of distance, he saw more of the royal family, at a time when his and Dora’s feelings for each other were changing. She was often away from Bushy House, still acting in the provinces, for she was getting older and was subject to the fate of most actresses, that parts and advantageous payment were becoming more difficult to come by. Clarence was still perilously short of money and began to recognize the need for a wife with a substantial dowry. In early 1809 a scurrilous rumour ran around the navy about Richard Ford’s daughter, retold by Rear-Admiral John Markham to his wife: ‘It is said D[uke] of Clarence don’t choose going out of his family for pleasure & has in consequence got Mrs Jordan’s daughter by Ford with child … there is scandal for you, don’t say I never send news.’10 It was the sort of malicious gossip that circulated about all the royal dukes at this time, and indicates the lack of esteem in which Clarence was held among the senior ranks of the navy. Throughout 1810 the distance between Clarence and Dora grew wider. She began to experience social disgrace. She wrote to one of her sons about the ‘contemptible behaviour’ of an admiral she knew well who cut her. He looked at Dora ‘full in the face & never touched his hat’.11 Lucy Ford, Dora’s favourite child, married General Hawker, an old friend of Clarence’s, a short time after.

The political landscape changed with the old king’s madness, now permanent. The Prince of Wales was finally made Prince Regent by parliamentary act in February 1811, with the proviso that he was to do nothing irreversible for a year. To mark his virtual accession the Prince Regent gave a huge fete for 2,000 people at Carlton House. Dora was not invited; instead Clarence took his and Dora’s second daughter, Sophia. In June the Prince Regent reinstated the Duke of York as Commander-in-Chief of the army and on 23 December 1811 Clarence was made Admiral of the Fleet, an honorary rank only given at this time to members of the royal family.12 However, the Prince Regent abandoned his old allies the Whigs and stuck with Lord Liverpool’s Tory government, which ruled out any change of heart on the question of Clarence’s naval employment.

It was at the Carlton House fete that Clarence met the first of a long series of prospective wives, Catherine Tylney-Long, an eccentric young woman who had just come into a very sizeable legacy. After some months of unsubtle wooing, Clarence’s suit was rejected, and in 1812 Catherine married the dandy William Wellesley Pole, a nephew of the Duke of Wellington, who lengthened his surname to the absurd ‘William Pole Tylney Long Wellesley’ in anticipation of his betrothal. Catherine and her fortune did not fare well. Her husband squandered her money on entertainment and county politics and broke her heart.13 As for Clarence, his search for a wife took him another seven years, for apart from his royal status he was not much of a catch and his great debts were well known.

Dora spent more time alone and through 1811 Clarence was at Bushy House only on Sundays. To modern sensibilities, her patience with the departing duke after twenty years together and bearing him ten children is quite startling, even allowing for her disadvantageous social position. Protracted separation negotiations between her and Clarence were dignified: when a rumour went around that Dora was going to publish Clarence’s letters, she sent hundreds of them to one of the royal advisers to demonstrate that this was untrue.14 Clarence gave her an allowance, but her open-heartedness left her vulnerable. She was eventually to be ruined by allowing her son-in-law, married to one of her daughters by Richard Ford, access to her bank account. He withdrew funds, leaving her bankrupt. With no one coming to her rescue, not even her family whom she had supported all these years, she fled to Paris to escape her debts and died there in July 1816, shockingly alone.

Clarence’s seemingly hopeless task of finding a rich wife continued, yet his circumstances did not improve. In 1813 his debts totalled £50,000 and he was thinking of selling Bushy House and moving everything to his apartments in St James’s, but the next year his mind was taken off his domestic troubles. He was given a thousand pounds by the Prince Regent to visit Bruges and Antwerp, the scene of the last fighting against Napoleonic France, but the real purpose of the journey was to pay court to the sister of the Tsar. He was turned down again; in view of her hysterical performance when visiting London with the Tsar a few months later, he could count himself fortunate.15 However, Clarence was compensated briefly by the Prince Regent’s order that he should exercise the full glory of his rank of Admiral of the Fleet to take the exiled Louis XVIII back to France. In April 1814 he embarked on a ten-day return trip to Calais in the 100-gun Royal Sovereign. In May he again flew his flag for six weeks in the Impregnable of 98 guns when the Tsar, the King of Prussia and their followers were transported under his command to England and attended a review of the fleet at Spithead.

Thomas Byam Martin, once Clarence’s midshipman and now a rear-admiral, was present and later remembered an illuminating incident. As the yards of the ship were manned at ‘the coming on board at the moment of some royal personage … something real, or imaginary, struck the Admiral of the Fleet as wrong, or careless, by one of the men on the fore topgallant yard; whereupon his Royal Highness, who had been before pretty vehement in the use of a speaking trumpet, sent forth at the unfortunate man the most tremendous volley of oaths I ever heard; it quite made one shudder to hear such blasphemy. But it was taken in a very different light by the Prince Regent, who turned at the sound of these oaths to Lord Melville, the First Lord of the Admiralty, and said, “What an excellent officer William is!” I could not stand this, but went off to the poop with a brother admiral fully disgusted, but unable to restrain a laugh at so ridiculous an estimate of the excellence of an officer.’16 Despite this demonstration of his naval prowess to the Prince Regent, Clarence was not really in command, even on this occasion, for the elaborate orders for the review were signed by another admiral.17

The quest continued to find a wife, a fortune and maybe an heir. In 1815 Clarence made an advance to Miss Mercer Elphinstone, Lord Keith’s wealthy niece. Some four years before he had already proposed to her, an offer which was quickly dismissed. This time the confidante of Miss Mercer Elphinstone, Princess Charlotte, daughter of the Prince Regent and heir to the throne, wrote to her of her uncle: ‘The Duke of Clarence’s conduct to you is just what it ever is, ungentlemanlike and blackguard. It is not worth thinking or caring for a second. He deserves being treated with due contempt.’18 But suddenly Clarence’s marriage prospects increased, for the same scornful Princess Charlotte married in May 1816, but died in childbirth a year later. She was the heir to the throne. Now, after the death of the old king and the overweight Prince Regent, who was not expected to live to old age, only the none-too-healthy Duke of York stood between him and the throne.

Clarence immediately increased his financial demands. His brother the Duke of Kent thought that Clarence was far too grasping. Thomas Creevey, a Whig politician and commentator, noted an indiscreet conversation with Kent at the end of 1817. ‘Besides a settlement,’ the duke said, ‘such as is proper for a Prince who marries expressly for a succession to the Throne, the Duke of Clarence demands the payment of all his debts, which are very great, and a handsome provision for each of his ten natural children. These are terms which no Ministers can accede to.’19 Clarence next tried these new terms in an attempt to win the hand of the only daughter of the King of Denmark. But after more protracted negotiations, the Danish princess withdrew. Years later, Clarence ascribed this failure to the fact that in 1801, when in the House of Lords, he had seconded ‘the vote of thanks to Lord Nelson for his conduct at Copenhagen’.20 (It is recorded that Clarence was present during the debate on 16 April 1801, and he is hardly likely to have been reticent.21)

By early 1818, Clarence’s target, probably encouraged by the Prince Regent, was another wealthy young woman, Miss Wykeham, who accepted him. When he went to Windsor to tell his mother, the queen was outraged. The story is related in the Grenville family correspondence. W. H. Fremantle wrote to the Marquess of Buckingham: ‘I don’t know whether you know Miss W****; she is a fine vulgar Miss.’ A week later Lord Grenville reported to Buckingham, his older brother: ‘The Prince Regent, Duke of York, Castlereagh and Lord Liverpool, saw the Duke of Clarence together, and fairly talked, scolded, and threatened him out of his love-match. It is now quite over, and this embroglio, at least, will not be added to all the rest. Whether the love-sick youth is to transfer his affections elsewhere, I know not.’ This very grand Whig family might have been out of power for years, but they still regarded Clarence with aristocratic disdain.

Efforts were now made by the royal family to find wives not only for Clarence but also his younger brothers the Dukes of Cambridge and Kent. The ducal families of Germany were scoured and eventually one was found for Clarence from the small Duchy of Saxe-Meiningen. Clarence was accepted by Princess Adelaide, small though not beautiful, who, at twenty-five, was half his age. But first came the business of extracting as much money as possible from Parliament in grants. With the economy doing badly and the post-war national debt at record levels, members were not in a generous mood. Lord Liverpool, the prime minister, reduced Clarence’s asking price to £10,000 a year, but backbenchers lowered it again to £6,000, upon which the duke broke off the marriage negotiations.

After making a seemingly unshakeable decision, Clarence vacillated. He had by now been separated from Dora Jordan for over eight years but Adelaide, who was known to be home-loving, promised to welcome his children. So the deal was closed. On 11 July 1818 Clarence and Adelaide were married in the Queen’s Drawing Room overlooking Kew Gardens. The Duke and Duchess of Clarence went off to HRH’s apartments in St James’s Palace.22 The public message was conveyed through the London Gazette: ‘Immediately after the conclusion of the marriage, the Park and Tower guns were fired and the evening concluded with other public demonstrations of joy in the metropolis.’23 The groom himself was apprehensive rather than joyous. In a depressed mood, he wrote to his eldest son, George FitzClarence: ‘She is doomed, poor dear innocent young creature, to be my wife … I cannot, I will not, I must not ill use her.’24

Such an unpropitious start belied what became an exceedingly well-matched marriage between Adelaide and the fifty-two-year-old duke. Alas, they were not to be blessed with children. A first daughter was lost when born prematurely. At the end of 1820 Adelaide lost another daughter, born six weeks prematurely, who lived only for four months. There was a further miscarriage in 1822. Clarence had married to secure money to free himself from his debts and to produce an heir. He failed with both ventures, but his reaction at this time of his life was to accept his lot.

The Duchess of Clarence proved to be very influential over her husband, for she had a strong sense of duty and was determined and organized. She was shy and did not like large gatherings and London Society did not take to her. But she made sure her husband gave up his drinking and ate sensibly and went on long walks. His health improved, though he still suffered from an annual bout of asthma. A lifetime of boisterous bad manners was similarly reformed. One observer noted with surprise when he dined with the duke in 1822 that he ‘behaved perfectly well, was civil to everybody, even gentlemanlike in his manner, did not say a single indecent or improper thing’.25

Perhaps Adelaide’s most impressive achievement, however, was that Clarence began to get his finances under control. Given the reluctance of politicians to pay off his debts, the couple were very short of money; but for the first time in his life Clarence did something practical about it, cutting expenditure and keeping proper accounts. Though still deeply attached to Bushy House, he and Adelaide went to live in Hanover where he was given a house and income, and the cost of living was lower. Their stay did not last long, though further journeys to the continent followed in 1822, 1825 and 1826. Now more realistic, in 1822 Clarence accepted the £6,000 which he had refused four years before at the time of his marriage and was given three years’ backdated payment so that he was able to pay off his outstanding debts.

A further boost to Clarence’s finances came on 17 March 1823 when he was made General of Marines at £4,000 a year in succession to Lord St Vincent, who had died in 1822. Since Clarence had had very little to do with the navy for over thirty years, the feelings of those surviving Napoleonic war warriors, such as Admiral Lord Gambier, Sir George Cockburn and Sir Richard Bickerton, who was the Major-General of Marines, can only be imagined.
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Lord High Admiral

In 1815 a vigorous conversation had taken place at Brighton between Clarence and John Wilson Croker, the sharp-witted young Irishman who was Secretary to the Board of Admiralty. The two men did not like each other. Clarence told Croker that when he became king, he would ensure that Croker would not be secretary. Croker related the story some years later: ‘He had just before told me that he would in that event declare himself Lord High Admiral, and asked me, “what objection I could start to that”. I replied with a low bow, “none; that there was a case in point – James II had done the same”. This was a little bold, to say no worse, on my part, but he had been, for half an hour before, giving me provocation beyond all endurance, such as abusing Lord Melville, Sir George Hope, and the rest of the board, and though I begged to recollect my situation with them and spare me the mortification of hearing such attacks made on my friends and colleagues, he went on with still more violence.’1

Lord High Admirals had been appointed from the mid fifteenth century, but from 1628 this powerful position had been held ‘in commission’ or by several commissioners rather than a single person. In 1661 James, Duke of York had been appointed as Lord High Admiral, a post which he held until 1673, and it was filled variously by the Earl of Pembroke and George, Prince of Denmark between 1702 and 1708. Thereafter naval business was overseen by the First Lord of the Admiralty, who was a member of the Cabinet, and was advised by five commissioners. By the late 1820s there was considerable tension between the Admiralty Board and the Navy Board. The latter was not at all popular with naval officers. In 1831 an anonymous author, signing himself ‘Commander’, published a diatribe: ‘I know not why or wherefore, but certain it is, that the Navy Board is the most unpopular department of our whole naval establishment, and, in their professional views, are completely at variance with all practical seamen. They have the character of invariably opposing every kind of plan or improvement suggested to them, unless emanating from one of their own body.’2

These tensions within the naval establishment came to a head as a result of a series of bizarre political circumstances. Firstly, in January 1827 the Duke of York died and Clarence became heir to the throne. The following month Lord Liverpool, who had been prime minister for fifteen years, suffered a stroke. After some political manoeuvring, George IV asked George Canning to form a government. Although Canning had been a brilliant foreign secretary in 1807 to 1809, and again from 1822 to 1827, he was highly distrusted by the right wing of the Tory Party, which was anyway split on the issue of Catholic emancipation. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Melville, declined to serve under Canning, in spite of the fact that he, like Canning, was pro Catholic emancipation. Melville resigned, Canning’s biographer concluded, ‘for no reason than that so many of his colleagues had done so, and his condescending assurance that he did not wish to “unnecessarily accelerate” his retirement only added to Canning’s disgust’. ‘This is the basest of all,’ Canning wrote, ‘for here is no reason pretended except that of prudent speculation. I’ll accelerate him.’3

In some desperation to find a suitable First Lord, Canning took an unorthodox decision for short-term political gain, and turned to the sixty-two-year-old Clarence, who was made Lord High Admiral on 2 May 1827. It was a time of high political drama. Charles Greville observed in his Memoirs that: ‘it is not possible to imagine greater violence and more intense curiosity and anxiety than have been exhibited. The violence and confusion of parties have been extreme – the new Ministers furious with their old colleagues, the ex-Ministers equally indignant with those they left. [Canning’s] first measure was very judicious – that of appointing the D[uke] of Clarence Lord High Admiral – nothing served so much to disconcert his opponents.’4

A shrewder political observer, the Under-Secretary at the Home Office, Henry Hobhouse, recorded in his diary on 21 April 1827: ‘The appointment is said to have been suggested by Croker, who has within these months been told by HRH, that when he commanded the Navy Croker should have nothing to do with it, and therefore had a deep interest in ingratiating himself with the Duke. HRH hailed the choice and gratitude to Croker by immediately appointing him his Secretary. The wisdom of the appointment, and its effect on the Duke and Croker, remain to be seen. It is not a light thing to place an almost irresponsible person at the head of a Department with so immense an expenditure as the Navy.’

It was a prescient forecast. Clarence’s fifteen chaotic months as Lord High Admiral were made immeasurably more complicated because he had just become the heir to the throne. This fact was overlooked in the political turmoil. Following the tradition in place since the Glorious Revolution of 1688 of separating the power of the throne from that of Parliament, the Lord High Admiral was excluded from Cabinet meetings. No one had been appointed as commander-in-chief of the army in succession to the Duke of York, as was usual in peacetime, and the post was effectively in commission in the hands of the king. This led to the discomfort of those Whigs who supported Canning, since their ultimate purpose was to resist the power of the throne. The appointment of Clarence amused the Ultra-Tories. One chortled to another: ‘If the Whigs support a Government with the K[ing] C[ommander]-in-C[hief] and the army in commission, and a royal Duke Lord High Admiral, they unwhig themselves forever.’5

Clarence blundered into this delicate situation, caring nothing for political sensitivities. Canning planned to limit the Lord High Admiral’s freedom of action by the appointment of a Council of four, and the existing Admiralty Board members became members of the Council. Canning wrote to Lord Melville – not surprisingly, in a sardonic tone – on 12 April 1827 that ‘His Royal Highness appears very good naturedly disposed to retain the whole of your Board, or at least as many of them as are disposed to stay.’ The most dominant, if not the most senior figure on the Council was the fluent and confident Vice-Admiral Sir George Cockburn. In order to compensate for the absence of the head of the navy at Cabinet, Cockburn was made a member of the Privy Council, which gave him increased influence and access to powerful figures in government. Unsurprisingly, this disastrous administrative arrangement soon led to major disagreements between the Lord High Admiral and his junior but well-informed and politically powerful Council member.6

Further complexity was added when, after only a hundred days as prime minister, Canning died, worn out with the strain of trying to form a government. After Lord Goderich’s short and unsuccessful administration, the government that followed was led by the Duke of Wellington, who wanted Clarence to be merely a figurehead, but who had little success in managing the Lord High Admiral. Clarence had a Council to advise him, but he could argue that all power was in his hands, and after years of inactivity he wanted to make an impact. His ignorance of the Cabinet’s intentions can be witnessed in his correspondence with the senior serving admirals at sea. His letters are completely uninformed on political or strategic considerations, and contain nothing but decisions on the appointment and promotion of junior officers, an inappropriate task to be undertaken by the titular head of the most powerful navy in the world.

His letters are sprinkled with platitudes about how admirals ought to behave. To the Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, Vice-Admiral Sir Edward Codrington, Clarence explained: ‘As the state of the country will not permit like the Duke of York of my commanding in case of war the Fleet before the enemy, I am determined to do my best to send our Navy as fit as possible to conquer the world.’ Three months later he wrote: ‘I recommend to you firmness and coolness’, when Codrington had displayed plenty of the first quality in his dealings with the Turks when the Mediterranean Fleet comprehensively destroyed Turkish maritime power at the Battle of Navarino in 1827. It was the second, however, of these qualities which the Cabinet would have preferred Codrington to have demonstrated, for the government policy was to prop up Turkey to neutralize Russia in the Eastern Mediterranean, and ministers were highly displeased that shots had been fired.7 Clarence’s naïvety led him to congratulate Codrington, ‘on your splendid victory you have obtained and rejoice that you are quite well. I admire you for your conduct on the day of the battle …’. He and the king then went on to distribute honours to Codrington and his officers without consulting the other members of the government.8

Only to Sir Charles Ogle on the North American station are Clarence’s letters better informed, for the Lord High Admiral had after all served there many years before as a captain; but even here his advice and sentiments were hardly profound. ‘I do not believe the Americans will ever turn against us singlehanded. Still, however, we ought to be prepared for the worst.’ He did nevertheless encourage the building of the defences of Bermuda dockyard and by the end of his term of office 1,000 convicts were at work on the fortifications. He addressed his official letters to Sir Robert Stopford, Commander-in-Chief at Portsmouth, ‘Dear Bob’, reflecting that he had known Stopford for forty-eight years.9

This bluff informality made Clarence popular with naval officers. After more than a decade of cutbacks and with few ships commissioned, the fighting navy felt neglected. The former First Lord, Lord Melville, had been distant from serving officers. Now the Lord High Admiral made all serving officers welcome at the Admiralty and endeared himself by his frequent visits to Portsmouth to inspect the fleet and dockyard (though doubts were raised about the expense of these exercises, which, as R. S. Spencer, Clarence’s private secretary, noted to Stopford, was ‘a very delicate point to touch upon although no doubt the expenses are exceeded by such visits’).

However much the navy welcomed Clarence, his appointment did not please the political establishment and after a few months, criticism emerged from every quarter. The Countess Cowper lamented to Frederick Lamb, ‘Duke William is so childish and foolish that I feel quite grieved about it as it must lower him in public estimation.’ Earl Bathurst, just retired after a long period as Secretary of State for War, was sure by July ‘that the King must by this time regret the appointment of the Duke of Clarence. The appointment of the heir presumptive to the head of the army or navy is a hazardous measure, & requires great good sense & good temper too, in both parties, to make it answer.’10 By the end of the year, the Duke of Wellington’s confidante, Mrs Arbuthnot, wrote in her journal: ‘The Duke of Clarence is more and more mad every day and is ruining the navy by his absurdities, but the present creatures will not dare turn him out.’11

In the summer of 1828 matters became far worse. On 9 July Clarence ordered an inquiry into naval gunnery, without informing his Council. In fact, it was a sensible measure, carried out by experienced officers led by Rear-Admiral Sir Thomas Masterman Hardy, and recommended some practical improvements when it reported in August 1828.12 Clarence’s order was not, however, in conformity with his appointment, was resisted by Cockburn and resulted in a row. Clarence then made things worse by embarking on the Royal Sovereign yacht in the Thames, ordering the members of his Council to meet him at Portsmouth and to remain there at his pleasure. Cockburn immediately took issue with this order, arguing that for the duke to hoist his flag at sea was contrary to constitutional form. Clarence sailed to Plymouth, exercising the guardships in manoeuvres and gunnery. As these ships never usually left their moorings in peacetime, it was a popular move within the navy, and provided plenty of pomp and circumstance. On 27 July Adelaide arrived, with troops lining the streets, and Clarence received her, after which the new 120-gun ship Britannia, as the newspapers reported, ‘was unmoored and proceeded majestically down the harbour to take her station in the Sound’.

But Clarence had failed to tell anyone in government what he was doing and nobody in London quite knew where the Lord High Admiral was. He finally returned to London on 7 August and the row within his Council dragged on. George IV wrote to his secretary, Sir William Knighton: ‘I am afraid that my poor brother William has bamboozled and bothered himself.’ In the aftermath of this bad-tempered affair, Clarence made sixty-three promotions of captains and lieutenants in four weeks, further sealing his popularity with naval officers. Charles Greville commented that ‘his system of promotion was more liberal and impartial than that of his predecessor Lord Melville, whose administration was one perpetual job, and who made the patronage of the Admiralty instrumental in governing Scotland’.13

Yet it was done without thought for the requirement to reduce the size of the navy. Croker’s view was that Clarence was creating a power base within the navy: ‘his real object was independent power’, but clever tactics were foreign to him. He was at his worst when making speeches, and he is likely to have put very little preparation into them. According to one observer, ‘The Duke of Clarence indulged in a strange, rambling style that was often the amusement of his contemporaries.’14 In the company of naval officers he was rude about the prime minister, the Duke of Wellington. Mrs Arbuthnot knew Wellington’s mind: ‘The truth is, the Duke felt the D. of Clarence was a very bad head of the Navy, that the public would benefit by the Admiralty returning to its former mode of management … I dare say that he has some little feeling of resentment at the gross manner in which the Duke of Clarence has gone about abusing him at public dinners & calling him nothing but a lucky sergeant.’15

Eventually Wellington persuaded George IV that he should force Clarence to resign. The king told his brother: ‘You are in error from the beginning to end.’16 Clarence left the Admiralty Office on 19 September 1828 in a very bad humour, handing over to Lord Melville. He bade his farewells, but pointedly ignored Cockburn, Croker and the two civil Lords of the Admiralty as he walked out of the building. Some years later, Wellington, gossiping (and perhaps embellishing the story) to a society hostess, told her that Clarence’s anger was so great that it was feared that he was going mad like his father, and was put into a strait waistcoat.17

The greatest change to affect Clarence’s navy had begun seven months earlier, in the political vacuum generated by his anomalous position and exclusion from Cabinet. On 15 February 1828 Robert Peel put forward a motion in the Commons for a Select Committee, ‘To inquire into the State of the Public Income and Expenditure of the United Kingdom, and consider and report to the House … what further measures can be adopted for reducing any part of the Public Expenditure without detriment to the Public Service.’18 It was a strong committee of twenty-three, and included the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Henry Goulburn, and government financial experts John Charles Herries and William Huskisson, opposition Whigs Lords Althorp and Howick and the radical MPs George Tierney and Joseph Hume. But a chairman emerged who is little known today. Sir Henry Parnell was an Irish Whig of some eccentricity and was particularly effective in pressing for economy. The Select Committee was short-lived (and its papers have not survived, possibly destroyed when the Houses of Parliament burned down in 1834), but it asked incisive questions. The two main upholders of the status quo defended the levels of naval manning afloat and ashore. Sir George Cockburn was asked why more seamen were needed in 1828 than in 1792, the last year of peace before the French Revolutionary War, and although he gave, as usual, a persuasive answer, the sense within Parliament was that the navy was costing far too much. Admiral Sir Thomas Byam Martin, for long the comptroller of the Navy and now one of the most senior admirals in the navy, overplayed his hand, being jubilant about the naval victory at Navarino and giving a passionate, unyielding defence of the current strength of the navy. The comptroller’s evidence created a strong impression that the Navy Board was too big and powerful, and not subject to cost constraints.19

This debate was played out against a background of increasing political discontent and disturbances, with petitions from all over the country for parliamentary reform. In 1828 Daniel O’Connell’s oratory caused the issue of Catholic emancipation to reach its most emotive height, an issue in which Clarence showed himself to be liberal and fair-minded, supporting the effort to allow Catholics into professions and public offices, and in doing so demonstrated his opposition to his Ultra-Tory brother, the Duke of Cumberland. In 1829 the government gave way and compromised. But traditional institutions were under attack, and the government was under pressure to reduce governmental costs. The Navy Estimates were a particular target of the reformers.

Meanwhile, Sir Henry Parnell furthered the work of the Select Committee of 1828 with the publication in 1830 of his book On Financial Reform. It covered many areas of political life which he considered too costly, and particularly the administration of the colonies; but the two chapters which considered the economies to be made in the army, navy and ordnance were powerfully argued, resting on the evidence of three ‘mercantile accountants’ who examined the books and working practices of the army, ordnance and navy. The two reports from Messrs Abbott, Beltz and Brookebank made sweeping criticisms of all three services. For the navy, there were three main concerns: overmanning in the dockyards; manufacturing when buying in from the private sector would be cheaper and better: and unnecessary and unfocused accountancy. Having marshalled the evidence, Parnell’s conclusion was clear: ‘What is still wanted, is to unite the three Boards of Admiralty, Victualling Office and Navy Office, into one Board.’ This is what indeed happened two years after William became king, when the Admiralty Act abolished the Navy and Victualling Boards and the entire civilian administration of the navy was put under the control of the Admiralty.20

Clarence’s period as Lord High Admiral had been disastrous. He regarded his Council as advisers only when he required advice and ignored them at other times. He issued orders outside the powers of his patent, which specified that all orders from the Lord High Admiral should be agreed by members of his Council. And he tried to do too much. Towards the end of his period of office, Lord Melville wrote to him emphasizing the importance of acting with and through his Council: ‘nine-tenths, or probably a much larger proportion, of the business of the Admiralty office is more of a civil than of a strictly naval character, and … the official course of proceeding in regard to it ought to be in conformity to what prevails at the War Office, or the Ordnance Office, or any department where the business is of a similar description with what is transacted at the Admiralty … No man’s physical health and strength are equal to it and any attempt at a different course of proceeding must be most injurious to the public service.’21

Canning had hoped that Clarence would be merely a figurehead, with financial power and policy remaining in the Cabinet. The prime minister had mistaken his man, but he had also misunderstood the nature of the office, which required a politician and not a seaman. Clarence was the last naval officer to hold the position of head of the navy as First Lord of the Admiralty. Subsequent holders of the title were politicians, although the First Naval Lord, the most senior serving officer on the Board of Admiralty under the First Lord, could be very influential. By the end of the nineteenth century these officers became known as the First Sea Lord, of whom Sir John Fisher, who had a combustible relationship with the First Lord, Winston Churchill, at the beginning of the First World War, is probably the best-known example. It was unfortunate for Clarence that he was in charge of the navy when it was shrinking and when radical change was essential, but his blundering on the fringes of power was likely to be dangerous at any time. He had brought nothing but trouble to the navy: how would he fare as king?
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King William

On 26 June 1830 George IV died and William, at Bushy House, was informed that he was now King of Great Britain and Ireland. During the first months of his reign he was bathed in warmth and popularity by a populace which for years had hardly seen the sick and overweight George, who had lived as a recluse at Windsor. The new king’s good humour at the change in his fortunes was apparent to all, and his natural informality and ordinariness cut through the traditions of court etiquette. Bored with the long ceremonial task of swearing in some officers of state in July 1830, he left St James’s Palace, and as Mrs Arbuthnot noted in her journal, ‘He walked up St. James Street the other day quite alone, the mob following him, & one of the common women threw her arms round him & kissed him. However, I hope he will soon go out of town & be quiet.’

Instinctively, William made some practical and popular changes. He cut expenses at the court, sacking George IV’s French cooks and German musicians. The cost of his coronation was considerably less than his brother’s. The royal yachts were reduced from five to two and the number of horses in the royal stud was halved. He allowed the public onto the East Terrace at Windsor and through a passage from Waterloo Place to St James’s Park in London. He entertained his subjects on a vast scale – one estimate was 2,000 people a week. At the end of July 1830 a military review was held in Hyde Park. ‘The whole population of London was poured into the Park,’ noted Mrs Arbuthnot, ‘& I never saw a more beautiful scene nor a King more warmly greeted.’1 On his birthday, 21 August, he held a banquet at Windsor for 3,000 of the poorer inhabitants, who were given a good roast beef meal. Some of his changes, however, were bizarre. According to Mrs Arbuthnot: ‘The King is going on very well as far as his government is concerned, but seems a little wild (like the rest of the family) upon dress. He has ordered all mustachios to be cut off and has made alterations in the dress of both the army and the navy.’

There is no doubting William’s early popularity, and from the outset he surprised ministers. Lord Grey, the leader of the Whigs, told his confidante Princess Dorothea Lieven, the wife of the Russian ambassador, within a month of the king’s accession that, ‘there really was in his manner at the levee this morning a degree of composure and propriety which one could not have expected. I should say of it exactly what I said of his demeanour at the first Council, that nothing could be more becoming his situation.’ Two days later Grey reported after the closure of the session in the House of Lords, when the temperature was very warm: ‘The King did his part very well, but looked, I thought, frightfully full and bloated. His face and hands were literally purple, and made me think that apoplexy was not one of the least of the dangers to which he is exposed.’ In turn, Princess Lieven told Grey that ‘The Queen is a far cleverer woman than they generally give her credit for; above all, she shows much determination of character.’2

Unlike his brother George, William saw his role as supporting his ministers, rather than attempting to influence or direct them, and although senior politicians found the king unpredictable, he tried to act as an arbitrator between political rivals. In this task he was helped by the talents and discretion of his private secretary, Sir Herbert Taylor, a straightforward and much-admired soldier, who had thirty years’ experience in the corridors of power and who had been private secretary successively to George III, Queen Charlotte and the Duke of York. His long and considered letters on William’s behalf were a key factor in the king’s relations with senior politicians. Only on foreign policy did William not defer to his ministers, holding a particular enmity towards France, and on this subject he was often publically outspoken. In the late summer of 1830 he was highly critical of Louis Philippe, who had just succeeded in a coup in France. ‘It is very unfortunate, and still more improper,’ remarked Lord Grey to Princess Lieven, ‘I am afraid discretion is not the most prominent among the good qualities of William IV.’3

This is in stark contrast to the earlier opinion of his two elder brothers, George IV and the Duke of York, who used to say, according to Thomas Byam Martin, that ‘If ever William comes to the throne, he will bring about a revolution.’4 While the new king certainly hated the idea of revolutionary fervour, he was prepared to listen, unlike the diehards who felt that any political change would eventually lead to revolution. The preoccupation of the country in the long years of war with France had eclipsed the movement for a more representative parliament; now the reformers and radicals wanted change. Their key demand was for new constituencies, for the newly industrialized cities which were now the centres of economic power and population were not represented, while many medieval boroughs, completely depopulated, still had a Member of Parliament. This change would also abolish the long-established and corrupt system of purchasing parliamentary seats by bribing the small number of electors in these antiquated constituencies. A further important step was the need to widen the electorate to include those of more modest wealth as well as pressing for the establishment of a secret ballot for all votes. The next two years would see Parliament and people in an intense debate about these issues, accompanied at times by very serious disorder and rioting. On questions of reform, William adopted a more moderate direction than his brothers, with the exception of the younger, bookish Augustus, Duke of Sussex, who consistently supported liberal causes. The king had to keep the Ultra-Tory Duke of Cumberland at a distance. Since relations between the two brothers were poisonous, this was not hard to achieve.

William found on his accession that the most difficult politician to deal with was the incumbent prime minister, the Duke of Wellington, who had engineered the termination of William’s position as Lord High Admiral. The two men never liked each other. A general election was called, as was customary on the accession of a new monarch. Though the result was indeterminate, Wellington’s government resigned in November 1830 and Lord Grey formed the first Whig administration for twenty-three years.

Grey’s Cabinet was hardly revolutionary, consisting of nine members of the House of Lords, an earl’s eldest son, a baronet and a wealthy Scottish commoner. The relationship between the king and Grey was of major importance in these early years, for the Whigs began immediately to push for parliamentary reform. The two men formed an early rapport, for both had more than their fair share of insecurities, and neither was entirely happy in the roles in which they found themselves. Sir Herbert Taylor’s dense prose captures both the formality of court language and William’s directness, when he wrote to Grey on the king’s behalf on 8 February 1831: ‘His Majesty observed that he was sensible that your Lordship could derive no satisfaction from being placed in the direction of Public Affairs in the present state and temper of the country, nor any comfort, except from the conviction that you are discharging a most important duty, though an ungrateful one; but that he anxiously hopes that no circumstance arising out of this state of things, nor any other, will deprive him of the benefit of your services, and of your advice and support: That he considers that you are embarked in the same boat with him …’5

Grey’s government immediately drafted a Reform Bill. More than a thousand petitions to Parliament had been presented in favour of reform, some very lengthy: 21,000 people had signed those from Birmingham and Edinburgh respectively and 12,500 signatures were appended to the one from Manchester.6 On 23 March 1831 the Bill passed the Commons by one vote, after which the Lords threw it out. Grey then asked the king for a dissolution of Parliament so that a general election could be held on the whole question. To this William agreed, acting with such impulsive speed that the royal coach and horses could not be prepared on time. Instead, William ordered a hackney cab in which he rode down to Whitehall. Wellington was disgusted, writing to Mrs Arbuthnot: ‘In the same manner he told everybody that Dissolution was Revolution; and this up to the very eve of the day in which he ordered a Hackney Coach to take him to dissolve his Parliament. This is the King of England.’7

This action marked a peak of popularity for William. In late April the Whig Thomas Creevey noted: ‘From Charing Cross to the Tower … Portraits of William and Adelaide, sea pieces, flags without end from windows and the tops of houses. “Reform” in all shapes, and devices etc. In short, it is quite impossible to see the thing, and not be perfectly convinced that the great mass of London, great shop-keepers and small, take an interest in our Bill …’8 Having performed his immediate duty, William went off in May to Spithead to review the fleet.

Apart from the main question of political reform, radical changes were begun that summer in the reform of the navy. Grey appointed the young and energetic Sir James Graham as First Lord of the Admiralty, who was determined to implement the principles of Sir Henry Parnell and to abolish the Navy and Victualling Boards. This first required the removal of Admiral Sir Thomas Byam Martin, Comptroller of the Navy, who had been Prince William’s midshipman in the Pegasus forty-five years earlier. He had been appointed to his office by Letters Patent under the Great Seal and thus William had to approve his summary dismissal. The king did so without demur in the autumn.

The general election took place in May, and when the Commons assembled in mid June 1831 the Whigs held 380 seats and the Tories 250. The Second Reform Bill was then introduced. On 7 July it passed the Commons with a majority of 136. After months of debate, on 7 October the Lords again rejected the Bill, this time by 41 votes. Deadlock was now complete. Confrontation between the radicals and the authorities was sharpened, especially in the northern towns. William prorogued Parliament, bringing the session to an end and hoping that an ‘interval of repose’ might now follow. It was a forlorn hope, for what actually ensued was widespread violence. Major riots took place in London, Derby and Nottingham, in all of which buildings were destroyed. In Bristol the buildings in the centre of the city were left a smouldering wreck after a fire that lasted three days. Huge meetings took place in Birmingham and Manchester. William issued a royal proclamation that political unions were henceforth to be banned. Another Reform Bill, the third, was introduced on 12 December 1831, which again passed the Commons, this time with a majority of 162, and again on 7 May 1832 the government was defeated in the Lords by 43 votes. The next day the Whigs offered their resignation, and Grey demanded the creation of new peers so that the Bill could get past the Lords.

It was at this point, just when the gaze of the nation turned on him, that William’s reforming zeal faltered and he refused to make more peers. A sense of crisis fell upon the country. The next three weeks came to be remembered as ‘the Days of May’. On 9 May Grey and the Whigs resigned and Wellington was asked to form a minority government. The Tories were offering limited reform, but when the other great figure in the Tory Party, Sir Robert Peel, refused to join Wellington, the duke could not form a government. By now William was decidedly unpopular. On 10 May Creevey reported that ‘Upon leaving the Palace on his return to Windsor, Billy got rather roughly treated by the people, both at his own door and at Hyde Park Corner and other places.’9 The people had discovered that the king was not a reformer after all.

Feeling against Queen Adelaide was particularly marked, as it was known that she was resistant to all reform. The political struggle had already invaded William’s domestic life, for the Whigs distrusted one of the Tory courtiers, Lord Howe, who was Chamberlain to the queen. In October the previous year, Grey had pressed the king to dismiss Howe, which he did. The queen was insulted and furious, as she wrote in her diary: ‘I had trusted in, and built firmly on the king’s love to me. But unfortunately he has not been able to resist the representation of his Ministers, and yielded, and I fear it will be the beginning of much evil … I had a hard struggle before I appeared at table, after this blow, which I felt deeply as an insult, which filled me with indignation. I felt myself deeply wounded both as wife and queen …’10 It was a long time before she could address Grey civilly. Her deeply ingrained hatred of reform was equalled only by that of the Duke of Wellington, who she felt was the only person who could save the country from revolution. Thomas Creevey remarked some time later, after the crisis, that, ‘The Queen’s fix’d impression is that an English Revolution is rapidly approaching and that her own fate is to be that of Marie Antoinette, and she trusts she shall be able to act her part with more courage.’11 Though she possessed no formal power, Adelaide was no help to her husband during these struggles.

It is difficult to judge how close Britain was to revolution during the twelve months from mid 1831 until the Days of May in 1832. Important differences in pressure for reform existed in the major cities throughout the land, produced by varying alliances between the middle classes, radicals and the industrial workforce. William Cobbett later recalled that ‘A Cry for a Republic was pretty nearly general’. One radical, John Hobhouse, told another, Francis Place, of the rumour that there was a project of the queen ‘to which with much persuasion the King had acceded, to leave the country and run away to Hanover’.12 This possibility formed the subject of a popular and widely circulated caricature, ‘Decoy’d away by a German bitch …’.

And suddenly it was all over. On 15 May Wellington caved in and realized that he would not be able to form a government. Decisions were made speedily because of the threat of further popular violence. Grey and the Whigs resumed office on 15 May and three days later a very upset William agreed to create new peers. Faced with this threat, the Lords gave in and the Bill was passed in a thinly attended House of Lords on 4 June 1832. Many Tories stayed away. The electorate was increased by 45 per cent (still only a fraction of the total population) and the constituencies moved towards the centres of population. Thirty rotten boroughs were lost in Cornwall, eighteen from Wiltshire, fourteen from Sussex and ten from Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. Reform bills were passed for Scotland and Ireland in the following two months.13

On the question of foreign policy, and the importance of opposing France at every turn, William was inclined to pronounce and his gaffes continued to be regular. John Wilson Croker noted a remarkable example in his diary in 1833: ‘Our King gave on Monday week one of his trumpet dinners to the officers commanding regiments, and made, as usual, a speech, which was all about and against Louis Phillipe … “I know that our natural enemy has not changed her dislike of us. Sharpen your swords, gentlemen, for ’tis you I must depend upon to uphold the dignity and interests of old England”. Such, and even more offensive, was, I hear, his Majesty’s allusion to his royal brother.’14

In spite of resorting to such bluff naval language, William really did change. Although he was still subject to outbursts of anger, he managed to get a good deal of satisfaction from being king, for he had become accustomed to the limitations on his power.15 He could resolve smaller matters. One permanent change that he brought about was the establishment of the Royal Library. Disgusted by George IV’s donation of his father’s map collection to the British Library in the early 1820s, William had tried and failed to retrieve it. Now, as king, he could ensure that there was no further dispersal. In 1834 he wrote a codicil to his will, ‘that all the books, drawings and plans collected in all the palaces shall for ever continue the appurtenances to the Crown and on no pretence whatever be alienated from the Crown’.16 And so they remain.

He was more relaxed and gracious in public. He won over Thomas Creevey, who had attacked increases in the royal purse in Parliament, by not holding a grudge against him. Creevey wrote to his stepdaughter: ‘To be sure, the King’s speeches, and the length of each, were beyond; but he is so totally unlike what we remember him – not a single joke or attempt at any merriment – as grave as a judge in everything he does, and as if he took a sincere interest in all he was saying … never was a Sovereign so kind and condescending.’17 In view of the strong political feelings of the time, this is a remarkably generous judgement, but others were less so. William was subjected to much pressure from the entourage at court which caused him fatigue and depression, interspersed with long, uncontrollable outbursts of intense anger. Some saw these incidents as evidence that he had inherited the illness of his father. The Duke of Cumberland, always ready to make trouble, put round the rumour that the king was insane and that a regent should rule.18 But no evidence exists of madness, and the maliciousness of court gossip can be blamed. Outside royal circles popularity slowly returned to the king and queen.

After the Reform crisis, William still had to navigate political differences between his ministers. The Whig leaders were divided on many issues, and faced other contentious matters, notably in Ireland, where Daniel O’Connell was pressing for an independent legislature. Agricultural disturbances had to be contained in the south of England. Reform was extended into municipal corporations and the electorate was widened here too. Grey resigned and retired in July 1834, leaving Melbourne as prime minister, but in November William dismissed his government as he judged it was not able to govern, for which he received much criticism. He then asked Sir Robert Peel to form a minority Tory government, though Peel too had to resign in April 1835 after a general election. Melbourne returned as prime minister, after much negotiation with William as to who was to be included in his government, but compromise was in the air and a degree of stability was established.19

One of the first steps to be taken by Lord Melbourne’s government was further reform of the navy and William had to watch its influence and independence dwindle. In April 1835 budgetary control was taken away from all three services and placed in Treasury hands. Sir Henry Parnell, the driving force of financial reform over the past seven years, was gazetted Paymaster-General of His Majesty’s Forces and in August of that year William gave royal assent to ‘An Act for consolidating the Offices of Paymaster-General, Paymaster and Treasurer of Chelsea Hospital, Treasurer of the Navy and Treasurer of the Ordnance’. The recommendation of Parnell’s book had come to fruition: ‘Get rid of the offices of Paymaster of the Forces, Treasurer of the Navy, Treasurer of the Ordnance, Paymaster of the Marines, and twenty or thirty other paymasters, with their deputies, cashiers, sub-cashiers and clerks.’20 Severe financial stringency followed. Successive administrations brought the expense of the armed forces down to the lowest level in the nineteenth century. Naval expenditure in 1827, when Clarence had been appointed Lord High Admiral, stood at £6.5 million; by 1838 it had fallen to £4.1 million, a drop of 37 per cent. The army and ordnance estimates were reduced by 25 per cent. The navy, which before 1815 had been swollen by a great war, was thus reduced. When it lost control of its budgets, the position of the First Lord of the Admiralty ceased to be a great office of state. By this time, William seemed no longer to have the navy so near to his heart.
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The Last Years

In the last two years of his life William’s health declined and he was unable to enjoy the equanimity and repose that old age can bring. He suffered increasingly from arthritis in his hands, and the asthma which had inflicted itself every June began to get worse; he also had a liver complaint. His temper still flared, prompted not only by the discomforts of the body but also by quarrels and friction in the court. His tetchy relationship with Dora’s male children, the FitzClarences, who were constantly demanding money and further privileges, and who took after his character rather than the generous spirit of their mother, gave him much heartache. The Duke of Cumberland was similarly troublesome. Life in London or Windsor was little fun, as Lady Palmerston complained to Princess Lieven: ‘Our court is dull. The King is Gouty and the Queen nags him. She does not like Brighton, nor Society, is always complaining of her health … I must say she looks very ill.’1

One bright ray in the king’s life was his fondness for the young Princess Victoria, daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Kent, and, because of William’s lack of a legitimate child, the heir to the throne. However, even this delight was more than tempered by many years of warfare with her mother. Before the Duke of Kent died in 1820, William and Adelaide had been close to him and his German wife, but this faltered when the duchess became a widow. As Victoria reached her teenage years, the duchess resented any interference with the upbringing of the princess and made it clear that she wished to be regent if William died before Victoria reached the age of eighteen. Provocatively, the duchess took the young girl on a series of progresses around the country, sometimes using the royal yachts. William retaliated by ordering restrictions on the duchess’s movements. The quarrel erupted in a dramatic scene at a dinner in Windsor in August 1836, with the duchess and Victoria present, when in front of 100 people the king’s temper exploded as he replied to the toast to his health: ‘I trust in God that my life may be spared for nine months, after which period, in the event, no Regency would take place. I should have the satisfaction of leaving the royal authority to the personal exercise of that Young Lady,’ as he pointed to the princess, ‘and not in the hands of a person now near me, who is surrounded by evil advisers and who is herself incompetent to act with propriety in the station in which she would be placed. I have no hesitation in saying that I have been insulted – grossly and continually insulted – by that person … Among many other things I have particularly to complain is the manner in which that young lady has been kept away from my court …’.2 William died on 20 June 1837 at Windsor, a month after Princess Victoria’s eighteenth birthday.

Few observers would have given much chance for William to have been a success as king, but his private secretary, Sir Herbert Taylor, was one who did. At the height of the Reform crisis in 1831 he wrote to Lord Grey: ‘If any sovereign can hope to stem the revolutionary torrent, I think the King may. He is free from fancies and prejudice; he possesses firmness without obstinacy, and is therefore quite open to conviction upon points on which he may be advised … to concede so much as shall appear necessary and expedient, in order to conciliate, and to prevent greater mischief.’3

These three men, the king, Taylor and Grey, constituted the most important alliance in those raucous and tense two years, and the conciliation that William offered translated into concessions from both sides of the parliamentary governing class. Grey confided in Princess Lieven when the king died: ‘I have felt most deeply and sincerely the loss of a sovereign who was to me a most kind and indulgent master. But the loss to the public is still greater, and this is universally felt. The expressions of regret are general, and, I am sure, sincere; but everything is already going on in as steady and as quiet a course as if no change had taken place.’4 By contrast, Wellington’s feelings were harshly expressed when writing privately after the king’s death: ‘He had an unfortunate facility or rather weakness of Character, which enabled every Charlatan to prey on Him … The King is certainly lamented partly for the Reason to which I have above adverted; partly on account of His Good Nature to every Body; partly because people were not aware of the Real state of things; and partly on account of the dreadful uncertainty attending the Govt. of a Young Lady of 18.’5

A longer perspective was held by General Dyott, William’s companion during those far-off days in Halifax, and his view, though critical, showed him to be pleasantly surprised at how things had turned out: ‘The course of his Majesty’s reign had been less chequered with personal imprudence than might have been expected … There was quickness of apprehension on subjects of business or professional proceedings in which the Prince would deliver himself with fluency and good judgement. He had strong partialities, and was more violent in his prejudices, and was apt to censure in the latter case too freely on personal character, showing occasionally want of feeling for those who could not vindicate a false aspersion.’6

For most of his life William had been a failure. He had not been allowed to serve in the navy in the great French wars. His royal background gave him an inflated view of himself, and he was never perceptive enough to see through the facade of royalty. Nor could he appreciate how the privilege that came with royal status had no place in the navy, which had long ago evolved systems which of necessity protected it from duffers. Perhaps as a result of these failures, he did not seek to control events when he became king, as had his father and eldest brother. Only in trivial matters did he insist on getting his way. Once when he was entertaining King Leopold of the Belgians, who asked for a glass of water, William refused with forceful bonhomie, saying: ‘I never allow anybody to drink water at my table.’7

William left the monarchy more popular and in a better state than when he had inherited it seven years earlier and he had seen it through the biggest constitutional crisis of the age. While Europe was convulsed with revolution in 1830 and in 1848, England steadily absorbed change. The last Hanoverian king came to a different conclusion from his forebears on how a king should act; and maybe, in the final analysis, the early years in the navy gave him a view of life from outside the stifling influence of the court. In the event, he was a better king than he was a naval officer. His temper and insecurity were never cured and he hated change, but he listened. The last word should go to his younger sister, Princess Augusta, who never married and who knew William very well. Forty years before his death she had confided to Fanny Burney that William ‘had very good parts … but was so indolent that he never did them justice … If he has something of high importance to do … he will exert himself to the utmost, & do it really well; but otherwise, he is so fond of his ease, he lets everything take its course.’8
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