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     Preface


    
      No epoch in the life of a nation is exactly outlined by a sovereign’s reign.


      John Buchan, The King’s Grace1

    


    Monarchs have always been by definition multi-tasking people, and the biography of any sovereign should ideally give attention to all the many things they do and are. It should narrate the life of an individual, who is born, brought up, educated, marries, begets children, celebrates birthdays, perhaps grows old, and dies. But monarchy is also an institution, which is temporarily embodied in the person of one particular sovereign, who in modern times enjoys rights and bears responsibilities under the law and the constitution, and who plays a part in government and public affairs ranging all the way from the dominant to the decorative. Moreover, crowned heads of state are iconic personages, embodying a nation’s (and, sometimes, an empire’s) history, traditions, identity and sense of itself, which are often articulated through spectacle and pageantry, of which kings and queens are the charismatic centre and ceremonial cynosure. Monarchies also project their own images of themselves, via the media, and in turn images – and imaginings – are projected 
     back by their peoples and their subjects, who see in their sovereign qualities and attributes that may or may not be real or true. They also function in a broader historical context which they may sometimes help define and even occasionally dictate; but, as John Buchan’s words make plain, they do not necessarily do so, and they have not done so in Britain in modern times, when sovereigns reign rather than rule. In writing this brief life of King George V, I have tried to keep these perspectives in view and these considerations and constraints in mind. His years on the throne, from 1910 to 1936, do not mark a period of historic time that could plausibly be called the ‘Georgian age’. Yet he was, without question, a multi-tasking monarch, discharging some kingly functions well, but others less so; and as Emperor of India and sovereign of dominions beyond the seas, he was undeniably a global figure. But he had not grown up expecting to inherit the throne or to wear the crown.

  

  
    
     A Note on Names


    In terms of both the names they were given and the titles they bore, there was a high level of repetition among members of the British royal family across the generations during the second half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth. Thus Edward VII, George V and Edward VIII were all at one time styled Prince of Wales; George V and George VI were both created Duke of York; Edward VII and George VI were both given Albert as their first name, and as a result, both of them were known in the royal family as ‘Bertie’.


    Such repetitions, and the frequency with which male members of the royal family also changed their titles, sometimes (as in the case of George V) from prince to duke to prince to king, can cause considerable confusion, and there is no easy solution to this difficulty. I have adopted the same stern convention used by Harold Nicolson in his biography of George V, where he called people by the title they possessed at the time of which he was writing, and I have also, on occasions, used family names where it seemed more appropriate, or in the interests of clarity.


    Here are the names and titles of the four kings and their wives who are mentioned in this book:


    
      
       King Edward VII, eldest son of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert: Prince Albert Edward, subsequently Prince of Wales, Edward VII and Emperor of India. Known in the royal family as ‘Bertie’ (and, less affectionately in later life, by some of his friends as ‘Tum Tum’). His wife, Princess Alexandra of Denmark, was subsequently Princess of Wales and Queen Alexandra and Empress of India, and she was known as ‘Alix’.


      King George V, eldest surviving son of King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra: Prince George Frederick Ernest Albert, subsequently Duke of York, Duke of Cornwall and York, Prince of Wales, George V and Emperor of India. His wife was christened Victoria Mary, but was always known as ‘Princess May’, until she became queen and empress, when she reverted to ‘Mary’.


      King Edward VIII, eldest son of King George V and Queen Mary: Prince Edward Albert Christian George Andrew Patrick David, subsequently Prince of Wales, Edward VIII and Emperor of India, and, after his abdication, Duke of Windsor. He was always known by his family as ‘David’. He married Wallis Simpson, who became Duchess of Windsor.


      King George VI, second son of King George V and Queen Mary: Prince Albert Frederick Arthur George, subsequently Duke of York, George VI and (until 1947) Emperor of India. Like King Edward VII, he was always known in the royal family as ‘Bertie’. His wife was Lady 
       Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, subsequently Duchess of York, Queen Elizabeth and (until 1947) Empress of India, and, after her husband’s death, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother.

    


    The British political party that was in power for most of the life and reign of King George V, either on its own or in coalition, was popularly known as the ‘Tory Party’ in recognition of its late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century antecedents. In Disraeli’s day, its formal title was the ‘Conservative Party’, and its supporters and MPs were called ‘Conservatives’. But after Gladstone introduced Home Rule for Ireland, the party became strongly committed to preserving the union between Great Britain and Ireland, and changed its name to the ‘Conservative and Unionist Party’, and its supporters and MPs were often called ‘Unionists’. Throughout King George’s reign, ‘Tories’, ‘Conservatives’ and ‘Unionists’ were essentially the same people, and I have used these three designations interchangeably.
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       There is nothing quite like the status of our Crown in the modern world.


      John Buchan, The King’s Grace

    

  

  
    [image: Penguin walking logo]


    
     1


    Victorian Grandchild


    1865–1901


    
      The nineteenth century began as an era of hope, and till near its close was in Britain an era of confidence.


      John Buchan, The King’s Grace1

    


    The future King-Emperor George V, who would reign from 1910 to 1936, was born at Marlborough House, the palatial London residence of his parents, on 3 June 1865, and he would be christened Prince George Frederick Ernest Albert. He was the second son of Albert Edward, Prince of Wales and later King Edward VII, otherwise known as ‘Bertie’, and of Princess Alexandra, daughter of King Christian IX of Denmark and always called ‘Alix’; while his paternal grandmother was the bereaved but intimidating Queen Victoria, then in the twenty-eighth year of her reign and the fourth year of her widowhood since the death of her beloved Prince Albert in 1861. At the time of Prince George’s birth, the royal house of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland was at the apex of the pre-eminent industrial, financial, imperial and maritime nation in the world. Since the final defeat of Napoleon in 1815, Britain 
     had been the foremost great power on the globe, and its exceptional economic success had been proclaimed at the Great Exhibition, held at the Crystal Palace in 1851. It had pioneered industrial manufacturing and railway construction; its bankers and merchants invested in and traded across every continent; millions of Britons were emigrating to the colonies of settlement in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa; after the rebellion of 1857, India had been drawn into closer association with the British government and crown; and this seaborne empire was held together by shared Britannic sentiment and unchallenged naval supremacy. Here was a country and empire lording it over the present and pioneering the future, for which Thomas Babington Macaulay’s best-selling History of England, published between 1848 and 1855, furnished an appropriately uplifting version of the national past.


    Part cause, part consequence of Britain’s remarkable progress, unprecedented prosperity and global pre-eminence was a domestic stability that no other nation could rival. In 1848, much of Europe had been rent by revolutions, and the American Civil War had only ended shortly before Prince George was born. In Britain, by contrast, the franchise had been peacefully extended by the Great Reform Act of 1832, the traumas of the 1840s, including deep economic vicissitudes, Chartist protests and the Irish potato famine, had long since been left behind, and a Second Reform Act would be passed two years after Prince George’s birth. Yet mid-Victorian Britain, although unusually stable, was no democracy: fewer than one-tenth of all men (and no women) had the vote; the House of Commons was 
     dominated by the traditional titled and territorial classes; the House of Lords was legislatively supreme in all matters except finance; and the aristocracy, augmented by talented and ambitious outsiders such as Disraeli and Gladstone, still ruled. When Prince George was born, the prime minister was Lord Palmerston, an Anglo-Irish grandee whose experience of government dated back to the early nineteenth century. On his death later that year, Palmerston would be followed by Lord John Russell, a younger son of the Duke of Bedford, and soon after he would be succeeded by the Earl of Derby. In the Britain of the 1860s, the world seemed for the few, and especially for the very few, and at the summit of this layered, ordered social hierarchy, in which virtually everyone knew their place, was the British royal family.


    But how British was the regal house into which Prince George had been born, how much of a family was it, and how secure was it at the apex of the social hierarchy? Throughout the eighteenth century, all of Britain’s Hanoverian monarchs had married German princesses, and Queen Victoria’s father, the Duke of Kent, had followed this custom. In the same way, Victoria wed Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, an arranged match, promoted by Albert’s uncle, who had recently become king of the Belgians, but which soon evolved into one of the great royal romances of modern times. The queen, in turn, sought to marry off her children into European royalty, initially in the case of her eldest daughter, another Victoria, who wed the Crown Prince of Prussia, making her in due course, albeit briefly, Empress of Germany. Then she fixed up her eldest 
     son, Prince Bertie, with Princess Alix, of the Danish royal house; Alix’s sister, Marie, married Alexander III, Emperor of Russia, and her brother, William, became King of Greece. Thus understood, British royalty was not so much nationally rooted, but part of a cosmopolitan, continental-wide caste, encompassing the Protestant realms of the Low Countries, Scandinavia and Germany, and also extending to imperial Russia and parts of the Balkans. As a result, the young Prince George was cousin to the future German emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II, and the future Russian emperor, Tsar Nicholas II. From this perspective, the purpose of intermarried, continental royalty was to take a broad view of affairs, to manage and mitigate national rivalries and to regulate and orchestrate international relations, and to this end, all members of Europe’s major ruling houses were expected to speak English, French and German.


    As the products of such a trans-national royal world, both Queen Victoria and her eldest son, the future King Edward VII, were at least as much German as they were British: both were at ease in the courts and capitals of Europe; both were fluent in French and German; and both spoke English with a pronounced German accent. But there the similarities between them ended, for their personal relations were neither warm nor close. The Hanoverians had always disagreed across the generations, with the heir to the throne invariably falling out with his father-king, and the same was true of Victoria and Bertie. The queen saw herself as representing a complete break with her profligate and promiscuous Hanoverian uncles, among them George IV and William IV, and she also came to deplore her eldest son, 
     whom, just two years before Prince George was born, she declared to be ‘totally totally unfit … for ever becoming king’.2 Bertie had rejected the demanding educational scheme that the queen and Prince Albert had devised for him; he gambled, got into debt and enjoyed the ‘fast’ company of louche aristocrats and plutocrats; his pre-marital affair with Nellie Clifden devastated his parents; and Albert died from an illness contracted after visiting his son in an effort to get him to mend his ways. In 1863, Bertie married the loyal and long-suffering Princess Alix, but he soon embarked on a lifelong sequence of extra-marital affairs. Victoria did not forgive him for (as she saw it) being responsible for Albert’s death, and thereafter she never could look on him ‘without a shudder’.3 She refused to let him see state papers or involve him in official business; she fervently hoped he might never succeed her, and she would come close to achieving that objective.


    Bertie’s idleness, indebtedness and philandering were one reason why the 1860s were a difficult decade for the British monarchy; but nor was Queen Victoria’s own conduct as sovereign entirely above reproach. After Prince Albert’s death, she had effectively withdrawn from public life, refusing to open Parliament in state, giving up visits to the great provincial cities, no longer living at Buckingham Palace and spending her time secluded at Windsor, Osborne or Balmoral. And although she continued to receive her ministers, and to scrutinize state papers, her increasingly eccentric and reclusive behaviour led many in London’s social and political circles to fear that, like her grandfather King George III, she was becoming insane. Shortly after Prince 
     George was born, the journalist Walter Bagehot published a book entitled The English Constitution, in which he memorably described the queen and the Prince of Wales as ‘a retired widow and an unemployed youth’, and the phrase struck home.4 By the end of the 1860s, there would be demands for the monarchy’s abolition, on the grounds that it was doing so little it might as well be done away with altogether and be replaced by a republic (as would happen in France in 1870). Meanwhile, Bagehot was unclear just what powers, as a ‘constitutional monarchy’, the British crown in fact exerted. In one famous passage, he noted that the sovereign had only three rights: to be consulted, to encourage and to warn. But he also conceded that the crown did more than it seemed to do, and that Prince Albert had gained and wielded ‘great power’.5 So, indeed, he had; and although, to her great regret, she was less influential during the later decades of her reign, Victoria never conceded that the sovereign’s rights and prerogatives were as limited as Bagehot averred, and she once declared she would never be queen of ‘a democratic monarchy’.6


    Despite Britain’s wide-ranging pre-eminence, its reigning royal house into which Prince George was born was thus more immigrant than indigenous, and it was also neither a wholly happy family nor a wholly comfortable dynasty. Moreover, there was serious concern about the succession: for not only did Bertie seem completely unsuited to the task of monarchy, but his firstborn son, Prince Albert Victor Christian Edward (known as ‘Eddy’), was even more of a problem, as it soon became clear that he was quiet, delicate, lethargic, apathetic and a slow developer (he may, indeed, 
     have suffered from what would now be termed attention deficit disorder). Although eighteen months older than Prince George, Prince Eddy would always depend on his younger and more reliable brother. But despite Eddy’s shortcomings, it seemed inevitable he would one day inherit the throne, and this in turn meant that, as the younger son, Prince George lived the first twenty-six years of his life with no expectation of ever becoming king: like many monarchs whose reigns later turned out well, he was not born to succeed. The inter-generational tensions in the royal family also continued, for there had been disagreements between Prince George’s parents and his grandmother as to what the new arrival should be called. The Prince and Princess of Wales had long settled on ‘George Frederick’, but the queen did not like ‘George’ because it was too Hanoverian, and although she preferred ‘Frederick’, she also wanted him, like all her male descendants, to be called ‘Albert’. Prince George’s parents reluctantly agreed (adding ‘Ernest’, another Hanoverian name, for good measure), but they stood by their original choice: ‘they are the names we like, and have decided on for some time,’ the Prince of Wales defiantly told his mother.7


    Such was the world in which Prince George grew up, and the royal nursery would soon be enlarged by the arrival of his sisters, Princesses Louise, Victoria and Maud, between 1867 and 1869 (a third son, Prince Alexander, born in 1871, died within hours of his birth). In some ways, Prince George enjoyed a much happier childhood than his father had endured. For unlike Prince Albert, and despite volcanic flashes of Hanoverian temper, the Prince of Wales was no 
     domestic tyrant but an affectionate and demonstrative parent, who indulged rather than intimidated his children. Moreover, the Princess of Wales insisted her boys and girls should be brought up simply, as she had been in Denmark, and at Sandringham, the Norfolk estate which Bertie had acquired three years before Prince George’s birth, they were liberated from the formality of court life, enjoying boisterous practical jokes and noisy knockabout games. Queen Victoria approved of the ‘great simplicity and absence of all pride’ in her grandchildren, but she also complained that her daughter-in-law spoiled them: ‘they are such ill-bred, ill-trained children,’ she lamented. ‘I can’t fancy them at all.’8 The Queen’s censure may have been an indication of her grandchildren’s freedom and happiness; but Princess Alix was also a cloying, sentimental and suffocating mother, who never wanted her children to grow up: she hoped her daughters would remain single (and subservient), and she would still be penning letters in the language of the nursery to her two sons in their early twenties. When he was a naval officer in command of a gunboat, she would write to Prince George ‘with a great big kiss for your lovely little face’. And he, in turn, began his letters to ‘My own darling sweet little beloved Motherdear’ and signed off ‘Your loving little Georgy’.9


    But while in some ways the Prince and Princess of Wales were devoted, even doting parents, they could also be indifferent to the point of negligence, and this was especially so when it came to overseeing their children’s education. Bertie was determined that they should be spared the cruel and inappropriate schooling regimen 
     against which he had rebelled, while Alix’s intellect had never developed beyond adolescence, and her self-absorption would increase in later life on account of her chronic deafness. The prince had had too much education, and the princess too little, with the result that both of them doubted it would be of much benefit to their own brood. ‘The melancholy thing,’ Lady Frederick Cavendish lamented about Bertie and Alix, ‘is that neither he nor the darling Princess ever care to open a book’, and their children would be equally lacking in a love of learning or intellectual curiosity.10 Like many upper-class girls, Princesses Louise, Victoria and Maud received virtually no education, and as adults they would scarcely be able to read and write; while Princes Eddy and George fared little better. In 1871, when they were aged seven and six, their schooling was entrusted to the Reverend John Dalton, a thirty-two-year-old curate, whose only qualification was his connection with the parish of Whippingham, near Osborne, where he had come to Queen Victoria’s notice. But Dalton was more interested in strict schoolroom discipline and in ingratiating himself with royalty than in educating the young princes. He was a bad teacher yet a gifted court intriguer, and he early on duped Bertie and Alix into believing that their boys were far from bright, but that he alone might improve them. In fact, he lacked both the inclination and the capacity to do so, and their unquestioning trust of Dalton was a serious parental failure.


    The non-results of this non-education were soon apparent. Prince Eddy was lazy, vacant and unable to concentrate; Prince George would always write in a slow, deliberate, 
     childlike hand, and his spelling was permanently insecure; and by the ages of nine and eight, when many young European royals had already mastered it, neither boy could speak or understand French. Dalton’s solution to the problems he himself had largely created was to urge that the two princes should be trained as naval cadets and that he should accompany them, and in October 1877 tutor and charges were duly despatched to HMS Britannia, a naval training ship anchored in the River Dart in Devon. Prince George made good progress, but Prince Eddy learned nothing and was the despair of those who vainly tried to teach him. Once more, Dalton evaded responsibility for this latest educational debacle, and proposed an even more bizarre way of dealing with it: the two boys should go on an extended sea voyage, and he would again go with them. Accordingly, in September 1879, Dalton and the two princes set sail on HMS Bacchante, an ironclad corvette, which would be their principal home during the next three years. To isolate the future King of England and his only brother on the same ship for so long was an ill-judged and high-risk educational experiment: on several occasions, the Bacchante encountered severe weather hundreds of miles from shore, and in the Indian Ocean it was disabled by a storm, drifting helplessly for three days and nights. In 1886, Dalton would publish an account of these royal voyages that exaggerated the princes’ attainments, thereby concealing their shortcomings as pupils and his as an instructor; but despite his pedagogic and personal limitations, he would become one of Prince George’s few lifelong friends.


    
     The journeys on the Bacchante provided the young princes with their first extended encounter with many parts of the British Empire, including the West Indies and the Cape of Good Hope, the Antipodes and Hong Kong, Singapore, Ceylon, Egypt and Gibraltar. Indeed, no royal princes had seen so much of it when at such impressionable ages. On their return, Prince George and his brother were sent to Lausanne to improve their French, but in six months they made little progress, and their later attempts to learn German met with no more success. This was a serious royal deficiency, and it helps explain why Prince George would always prefer the empire (which to him was ‘home’) to Europe (which he disliked and distrusted as ‘abroad’). But it may also have been because that phase of his life which overlapped with his grandmother’s latter years witnessed a new, unprecedented era in Britain’s imperial expansion, consolidation and consciousness: Canada was made a confederation in 1867; Victoria was proclaimed Empress of India a decade later; as Africa was partitioned, Britain obtained the lion’s share of the spoils; and in 1900 Australia would become a federation. Of this far-flung maritime imperium, the queen-empress became both cynosure and symbol: her middle-aged unpopularity forgotten, and her widowed seclusion overcome, as she enjoyed late-life veneration and global homage at her Golden and Diamond Jubilees, which were also celebrations of national prosperity and progress, as well as imperial might and world-encompassing dominion. Prince George would always look back on the spectacles of 1887 and 1897 with pride and 
     (increasingly) nostalgia. The empire mattered more to him than to any other British monarch, and he would be the last who would not only live but also die as Emperor of India.


    Yet the imperial pride and jingoistic euphoria of the 1880s and 1890s could not entirely conceal growing doubts and fin-de-siècle anxieties about Britain and its empire. By the end of the nineteenth century, the once-unrivalled ‘workshop of the world’ was losing its competitive edge in industry and manufacture to Germany and the United States, as the mid-Victorian boom turned into the late-Victorian depression. Shortly before the Golden Jubilee of 1887, Home Rule for Ireland became a major political issue, and the Indian National Congress was formed, which would campaign for independence from British imperial dominion; thereafter, the disaffection and agitation in Ireland and in India would lead some to wonder for how long the British Empire could be held together. By the time of the Diamond Jubilee, there were growing concerns as to whether Britain’s providential march to European pre-eminence and global greatness could be sustained. Lord Salisbury, the Unionist leader, feared what he called ‘disintegration’, a sentiment reflected in the most enduring – but disconcerting – work to come out of the celebrations of 1897, Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘Recessional’, which refused to celebrate glory and success but, instead, dwelt on the ephemerality of earthly dominion and the transience of imperial power. Of more immediate and particular concern was Germany, which had been unified in 1870, five years after Prince George was born. Soon after, the Reich began to mount serious challenges, not only to Britain’s economic 
     supremacy, but to also its maritime might; and these were encouraged by Queen Victoria’s bombastic and unstable eldest grandson, who became Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1888. On the continent, as in India and Ireland, the prospects were darkening; and throughout King George’s reign, much that would happen in the empire and across Europe would cause him worry and woe, disappointment and dismay.


    After their linguistic failure in Lausanne, the two princes were separated for the first time: Prince Eddy, still accompanied by Dalton, went to Cambridge, where he fared no better than on Britannia, while Prince George resumed the naval career he had effectively begun on the Bacchante, where he had been promoted to midshipman. From 1883 until 1891, he alternated between postings afloat (in the North Atlantic, home waters or the Mediterranean) and ashore (at Greenwich and Portsmouth, where he studied subjects such as gunnery and navigation), and in 1889 he received his first independent command. Like many sailors, Prince George embraced a simple Christian faith: he would always be a middle-of-the-road Anglican, and from the time he went to sea, he read the Bible every day. He also began to smoke heavily, and like his father before him, and his second son after him, his health would suffer as a result. Prince George’s cloistered upbringing, which his cloying mother had made even more isolating, also meant he had few friends of his own age (his shipmate Charles Cust, who became a lifelong friend and equerry, was a rare exception), while the responsibilities of naval command further inhibited his capacity for empathy or friendship, as well as intensifying the irritability and short temper he had inherited from his father. Like his father, too, 
     Prince George was obsessed by uniforms and decorations, protocol and etiquette, timing and punctuality; and like many naval officers, he was impatient with nuance and complexity, and he mistrusted imagination and intuition. All his life, he would view the world from the vantage point (and often in the language) of the quarterdeck; in his early twenties, the smile vanished from his face, to be replaced by the bearded stare, by turns intimidating and defiant, baffled and uncomprehending, that scarcely changed thereafter.


    By then he may have realized that, while his grandmother was enjoying her earthly apotheosis, neither his father nor his elder brother stood so high in public esteem. The queen-empress had come out of her widowed retirement to widespread popular acclaim, but the Prince of Wales, though no longer youthful, remained unemployed, which meant he continued to gamble and to womanize as he had done since late adolescence, and as a rampant adulterer and unscrupulous sexual predator, he was constantly at risk of catching venereal diseases, or from scandal and blackmail. In 1889, having recently tired of Lady Randolph Churchill, he took up with Daisy Brooke, the future Countess of Warwick. So openly did Bertie flaunt this new relationship that it was too much even for his long-suffering wife; Alix went abroad on a protracted round of family visits to hide her pain and humiliation, and was conspicuously absent from her husband’s fiftieth-birthday celebrations. Meanwhile, the prince’s finances were reaching a crisis, as his debts mounted, and he was saved, at the eleventh hour, only by the intervention of Lord Rothschild and Baron Hirsch, who made him large loans. Even worse, he was obliged to give 
     evidence in court in the libel action brought by Sir William Gordon Cumming, a member of his circle accused of having cheated at cards during a weekend house party at Tranby Croft, in Yorkshire. Here was a dissolute world of adultery, gambling and fast living utterly at variance with the ‘Balmorality’ that Victoria and Albert had embodied, and it did not bode well for the future of the monarchy. Prince George remained loyal to his father, dismissing as sanctimonious humbug the public censure to which the Prince of Wales was subjected; but he also resolved to live his own life very differently.


    Nor, since he had separated from Prince George, after their abortive French lessons in Lausanne, had Prince Eddy improved. Widely recognized to be charming and sweet-natured, he was his mother’s favourite. But he was also gormless and lackadaisical; at Cambridge he showed no aptitude for study – one tutor complained that he scarcely knew the meaning of the words ‘to read’; and in conversation he was listless and vague, his sentences trailing off as though he had forgotten what he was going to say.11 Thereafter, Prince Eddy was commissioned into the 10th Hussars, a fashionable cavalry regiment, but he mastered neither the theory nor the practice of arms, and he was incapable of performing even elementary drill movements on the parade ground. Like many royal men, he was fascinated by uniforms and medals; but unlike his younger brother, it was clear he had no future in a career in the armed services, and his increasingly lax and irresponsible way of life soon became as much the subject of gossip and censure as that of his wayward father. It was rumoured that 
     he was visiting a notorious homosexual brothel in Cleveland Street; he certainly had affairs with women who demanded money in exchange for the return of his letters to them; and he caught gonorrhoea. In 1890, Queen Victoria created Eddy Duke of Clarence and Avondale, and family pressure on him to find ‘a good sensible wife with some considerable character’ began to mount.12 But his cousin, Princess Alexandra of Hesse, turned him down, preferring the future Tsar Nicholas II of Russia, and Princess Hélène of Orleans, the daughter of the Count of Paris, pretender to the French throne, was deemed unsuitable because she was a Catholic.


    At this point, Bertie and his mother stepped in, insisting that Eddy must marry Princess Victoria Mary of Teck, who was the daughter of Queen Victoria’s first cousin, Mary, the Duchess of Teck, and always known as ‘May’. Mary’s husband, the Duke of Teck, was a descendant of the ruling house of Württemberg in Germany, but his father had made a non-royal, morganatic marriage. This prevented him from succeeding to the throne of Württemberg, and instead the duke and duchess settled in England, where they lived beyond their means and ran up large debts. But Princess May was thought to be ‘very well brought up with a good head on her shoulders’, she had been much better educated than Prince Eddy or his siblings, she spoke fluent French and German and took a lively interest in the arts.13 She was also readily available, for no German prince would touch a princess with non-royal blood, and despite his obvious personal failings, there seemed reason to believe she would accept a proposal from Eddy. The prince and princess were 
     duly primed: Eddy was told it was ‘for the good of the country’, and May was urged to make no ‘resistance’.14 In December 1891, Eddy duly proposed to May during a house party at Luton Hoo, and ‘of course’ she accepted him. The betrothed pair hardly knew each other, but Eddy’s parents and grandmother were delighted, as were the Duke and Duchess of Teck, who would be translated from the fringes of British royalty to the very centre. Yet it was not to be: early in the new year, Eddy caught influenza when out shooting at Sandringham, and on 14 January 1892 he died, just six days after his twenty-eighth birthday. It was neither the first nor the last time that a royal demise would prove to be a blessing, for in his mid-twenties the more stable and reliable Prince George unexpectedly found himself in direct line of succession to the British imperial throne.


    At the time of his brother’s death, Prince George was recovering from a recent attack of typhoid – the disease which had allegedly killed Prince Albert in 1861, and had almost claimed the life of the Prince of Wales ten years later. But the new heir presumptive, for all his educational and temperamental limitations, was more robust and more responsible than Prince Eddy would ever have been. He reluctantly resigned himself to ending his naval career and made one last, vain attempt to come to terms with German, spending some months with a professor in Heidelberg. To mark his promotion in the royal hierarchy, Prince George was assigned the substantial income that had previously gone to his late brother, he was given his own London accommodation in St James’s Palace, along with York Cottage on the Sandringham estate in Norfolk, and the queen 
     created him Duke of York, Earl of Inverness and Baron Killarney. But the most important requirement of his new position remained unsatisfied: the duke must marry and beget children. His own preference was for his cousin, Princess Marie, daughter of the Duke of Edinburgh; but she refused him. And his mother, Alix, was more possessive than ever. ‘Nothing and nobody can or ever shall come between me and my darling George boy,’ she told him.15 But Queen Victoria was in ‘a terrible fuss’ about her grandson marrying, and she urged him to seek May’s hand for himself.16 In the shadow of Eddy’s death and the wedding that never was, both young people were shy and diffident, and they were far from being in love with each other. Nevertheless in the spring of 1893, the Duke of York duly proposed to Princess May, he was accepted, to widespread approval and relief, and the wedding took place at the Chapel Royal, St James’s Palace.


    Unlike his father, who would shortly be moving on from Daisy Brooke to Mrs Keppel, the Duke of York would be an exceptionally loyal, devoted and uxorious husband. Even so, his marriage to Princess May was not initially easy: husband and wife scarcely knew one another and had spent hardly any time together alone, they would never be good or at ease in talking about their innermost feelings, and their later declarations of the love that emerged between them were usually conveyed by letter. Moreover, like many royal brides before and since, Princess May did not find her husband’s tribe easy or accommodating, and it proved impossible for her to establish warm or intimate relations with any of them. Queen Victoria was affectionate and 
     welcoming, but also an intimidating and formidable matriarch, while the Prince of Wales was more interested in his mistresses than in his only daughter-in-law, and Princess Alix could scarcely conceal her jealousy of her son’s new wife. Her three daughters were also resentful of their sister-in-law, envying May’s superior talents and education, mistaking her shyness for arrogance, and making unkind remarks about her ugly hands and her morganatic blood. Thus disparaged and undermined, Princess May became ever more inhibited and formal in her public manner, retreating behind an increasingly impenetrable facade of stiffness and grandeur. (The American-born Conservative MP Henry Channon would later claim that conversing with her was like ‘talking to St Paul’s Cathedral’.17) Even to those who were well disposed, she seemed to lack social ease; while those who disliked her found ample cause to dismiss her as dull. And for all her husband’s loving loyalty, he expected his May to be completely obedient, as, indeed, she would be throughout their marriage.


    One indication of such assumed wifely obsequiousness was that the newly titled and newly wed Duke of York had taken command of the decorating and furnishing of York Cottage, which would be his family’s home on the Sandringham estate for the next thirty-three years: it never occurred to him that Princess May, who knew much more about such matters than he did, might be consulted or involved. In scale and style, the house resembled a good-sized suburban villa, the furniture came from Maples and the pictures were reproductions from the Royal Academy; it was the same at York House in St James’s Palace, 
     which the duke had also refurbished on his own initiative. Neither place was grand or stylish, reflecting not only his lifelong indifference to aesthetics, but also his dislike of entertaining and of London high society. Unlike his father, who was restless, cosmopolitan and liked plutocratic friends, the Duke of York preferred the settled, secluded life of a Norfolk country gentleman at Sandringham. The estate was the Prince of Wales’s personal possession, originally bought as a retreat where he might be free from his mother’s censorious eye; he subsequently rebuilt the big house, and created one of the finest sporting properties in the country. The Duke of York was merely a tenant, but this enabled him to indulge his lifelong passion for shooting. By common consent, he was one of the finest shots of his generation, and he delighted in slaughtering thousands of birds. Indeed, during the years between his marriage and accession, this was his principal activity, and although he made plain he was ‘always ready to do what the Queen wishes or anything that may in any way benefit my country’, he undertook few public engagements, at home or abroad.18


    However limited and self-contained his life, both in London and at Sandringham, the Duke of York was now in direct line of succession to the British imperial throne, yet apart from his years in the navy and his visits to many parts of the empire, this was a position for which he had yet received no training. But what, exactly, should that training be? A Cambridge academic named J. R. Tanner, an expert on politics and government, was employed to give him guidance, and among the tasks he set the duke was that of reading Walter Bagehot’s The English Constitution – perhaps 
     surprisingly since it was scarcely complimentary to Queen Victoria or the Prince of Wales, and was confused and contradictory in its analysis of the sovereign’s rights and prerogatives. The duke also had an obligation to ensure the royal line into the next generation, and this he soon and successfully discharged, as the Duchess of York gave birth to six children: Prince Edward (1894), Prince Albert (1895), Princess Mary (1897), Prince Henry (1900), Prince George (1902) and Prince John (1905). As had been true in his own case, the Duke of York found himself at odds with Queen Victoria over the naming of her great-grandsons; she had wanted the firstborn to be called Albert, but the duke stood his ground, insisting that his eldest son should be named after his own late brother. Following the birth of Prince Henry, the call of imperial duty intruded: not from South Africa, where the reverses and humiliations of the Boer War seem to have impinged little on life at York Cottage, but from the recently federated Australia, where the duke and duchess were invited to open the new Commonwealth Parliament on behalf of the sovereign. Then, in January 1901, as they were preparing to leave for the Antipodes, the Victorian age finally came to an end. ‘Our beloved Queen and Grandmama,’ the duke confided to his diary, ‘one of the greatest women who ever lived, passed peacefully away.’19
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    Edwardian Heir


    1901–1910


    
      To the public he was not yet a familiar figure, but wherever he went he attracted affection, for he radiated friendliness and courtesy.


      John Buchan, The King’s Grace1

    


    With the death of Queen Victoria and the accession of her eldest son as King Edward VII, the Duke of York became heir to what was still, despite recent anxieties and growing concerns, the greatest royal inheritance anywhere in the world. As the next in line, he now became Duke of Cornwall as well as of York, enjoying a substantial income from the duchy estates; he acquired a private secretary, Sir Arthur Bigge, who had previously held that post under Queen Victoria; he was given his own places near Windsor Castle and on the Balmoral estate; and he moved into Marlborough House in London, where he relented and allowed Princess May to superintend the redecoration; but he refused to take over Osborne or rent a large mansion in Norfolk, preferring to remain in York Cottage on the Sandringham estate. During King Edward’s brief reign, relations between 
     sovereign and son continued to be close and affectionate, in a manner unprecedented in the royal family since the Hanoverian succession. ‘I have always tried,’ Bertie had written to George shortly before he succeeded, ‘to look upon you far more as a brother than a son, though I never had occasion to blame you for any want of filial duty’; and at his coronation, after the duke had paid homage, the king pulled him back, and kissed him twice in a gesture of touching emotion.2 Whatever his shortcomings as a husband, and despite his outbursts of temper, Bertie had been determined as a father to treat his son and heir better than his parents had treated him, which may help explain why they had much in common: an obsession with punctuality, an addiction to smoking, a passion for uniforms and medals, and a devotion to the competitive killing of thousands of pheasants, partridge and other birds.


    Yet for all their closeness and shared interests, father and son also differed from each other in many ways. Their views on sex, women and marriage were utterly unalike: the Duke of York never belonged to his father’s ‘Marlborough House set’; and he showed no interest in any wife but his own. King Edward continued his lifelong practices of eating and drinking to excess, and he loved high society, but his son remained slim and abstemious, and never liked entertaining, either in London or Norfolk. The two men also held decidedly different views on the politics and personalities of the day. In reaction to his mother’s late-life infatuation with Disraelian Conservatism and Lord Salisbury’s Unionism, the former Prince of Wales was more sympathetic to Liberalism, and he genuinely warmed to 
     Gladstone: not only on account of his politics, but also because he, like the prince, had often incurred Queen Victoria’s wrath. By contrast, the Duke of York was an instinctive Tory, and would become notorious for his loud and indiscreet denunciations of Asquith, Lloyd George, Winston Churchill and the Liberal government that took office in late 1905. He also supported Lord Charles Beresford in the bitter disputes that raged over naval policy, while King Edward (who had bedded Beresford’s wife) was on the side of the First Sea Lord, Admiral ‘Jackie’ Fisher. But despite their political differences, the king was determined to help his son prepare for the throne in a way that Victoria had never countenanced in his own case: he commanded that the Duke of York should receive Cabinet and Foreign Office papers and meet politicians of both parties. The result was that, although he had been woefully ill-educated, the Duke of York would come to the throne better informed and more experienced than his father had been – and, indeed, than his own two kingly sons would later be.


    There was another area of interest where the two men differed: for while Edward VII was more attracted to Europe than to the empire, the priorities were exactly the reverse in his son’s case. On the death of Queen Victoria, the journey of the Duke and Duchess of York to Australia had been postponed, and the new king, not wishing to be separated from his son and heir for many months, had no desire for it to be revived. But the government insisted that the visit was a vital and urgent reaffirmation of the essential links between the British monarchy and the British Empire, and so in March 1901 the duke and duchess set sail on the 
     Ophir, an Orient Line steamship specially chartered by the Admiralty. For 231 days, the duke and his wife were separated from their home and their children, and they covered (according to the duke’s predictably precise calculations) 45,000 miles, laid 21 foundation stones, received 544 addresses, presented 4,329 medals, reviewed 62,000 troops and shook hands with 25,000 people at official receptions. Their travels took them to Gibraltar, Malta, Aden, Ceylon and Singapore; then to Australia (their prime destination) and New Zealand; then to South Africa and Canada, and finally home in good time for King Edward’s coronation. On their return, the Duke of York spoke at an official dinner held in his honour at the Guildhall, where he urged that ‘the Old Country must wake up if she intends to maintain her old position of pre-eminence’ vis-à-vis the empire. It was a widely acclaimed speech, and soon after, the king created his son Prince of Wales, not only because it was an ancient title traditionally borne by heirs to the British throne, but also in recognition (as he rather infelicitously put it) of ‘the admirable manner in which you carried out the arduous duties in the Colonies which I entrusted you with’.3


    Yet for all his devotion to the British Empire, the newly created Prince of Wales was also obliged to participate in the ceremonial rites of passage of his European relatives, even though he never fully warmed to the continent or the cousinhood. Already, in 1890, he had accompanied his father on a state visit to Berlin, where the recently succeeded Kaiser Wilhelm invested him with the Order of the Black Eagle; and four years later the same royal pair had 
     journeyed to Russia for the funeral of Tsar Alexander III and the marriage of the new tsar, Nicholas II, to Princess Alexandra of Hesse (who had earlier turned down Prince Eddy). Within a few weeks of his return from his great imperial journey, the Prince of Wales again visited Berlin, to congratulate the German emperor on his forty-third birthday: a difficult task, given the personal tensions between the kaiser and King Edward VII and also the growing naval rivalry between their respective countries. In 1904, the Prince and Princess of Wales paid a state visit to Emperor Francis Joseph in Vienna, who since the death of Queen Victoria had become the doyen of European royalty. Two years later, he represented the king at the wedding in Madrid of his cousin, Princess Ena of Battenberg, to King Alfonso XIII of Spain: to the prince’s annoyance, Ena had embraced Catholicism in order to marry, and the ceremonial was marred by a (failed) assassination attempt. Soon after, the prince again deputized for his father at the coronation of Haakon VII as king of newly independent Norway. In this case, the family relationship was even closer, since Haakon was married to Prince George’s youngest sister, Princess Maud.


    By then, the more appealing claims of empire had once again reasserted themselves, for in the winter of 1905–6 the Prince and Princess of Wales undertook another long royal progress, to India and Burma. It was their first visit to the subcontinent, a five-month tour that took them to Bombay and Jaipur, Agra and Gwalior, Lucknow and Calcutta, Rangoon and Mandalay, Madras and Bangalore, Mysore and Hyderabad, and ended in Karachi. The royal couple were 
     overwhelmed by ‘this wonderful and fascinating country’, but for all the spectacle and splendour of the Raj, and the even greater opulence surrounding the rulers of the princely states, their visit was not entirely straightforward.4 Having lost his long-running battle with Lord Kitchener, the commander-in-chief in India, Lord Curzon had recently resigned as viceroy; the handover to his successor, Lord Minto, took place while the royal tour was in progress, and there were some tense moments and tactless encounters. Like his grandmother, Queen Victoria, the Prince of Wales disliked the racial prejudice displayed by the members of the Indian Civil Service, he thought that the ruling chiefs should be handled with greater sensitivity, sympathy and consideration, and he urged that ‘the natives’ should be ‘given a greater share in government’. But he also believed that Indian men treated their women badly, and that Britain’s imperial mission was in essence noble and well meaning, and he regarded the Congress Party as ‘a power for evil’ which ‘misrepresents every action of the [British] government and holds us up to the ignorant masses as monsters and tyrants’.5 He was eager for British paternalism to be more tolerant and benevolent, but he mistrusted India’s nationalist leaders, and had no sympathy with their aspirations to independence.


    These extended imperial voyages, combined with shorter trips to Europe and the regular perusal of state papers and occasional meetings with the statesmen of his day, took up much of the Prince of Wales’s public time during the ten years of his father’s reign. But like his parents and also his paternal grandparents, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, the Prince and Princess of Wales were also seriously involved 
     in welfare work: indeed, the prince served as patron or president of more than four hundred voluntary societies, and with some of them his connection was much more than honorific. Here is one example. In 1897, his father had established what eventually became known as the King’s Fund. Intended as a permanent philanthropic memorial to Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, this was a charitable organization primarily concerned with raising money for London hospitals. On Bertie’s accession to the throne in 1901, his son succeeded as president of the Fund, and in 1902, the year of his father’s coronation, the Prince of Wales raised more than £600,000 for it, with major contributions from the rulers of Indian princely states and Canadian plutocrats such as Lord Strathcona and Mount Royal. By 1910, the Fund’s total assets were nearly £2 million, and it was distributing about £150,000 a year to the voluntary hospitals of London, which was over 10 per cent of their combined income. At the same time, and here was a portent for his own reign, the Prince of Wales also succeeded in saving considerable sums from his income as Duke of Cornwall, which enabled him to create his own private fortune: charity was not only to be carried on to the benefit of the sovereign’s disadvantaged subjects, but it also began at home.


    In addition to sponsoring and supporting good causes, the Prince and Princess of Wales also undertook a limited number of domestic public engagements. Some were primarily political, following the precedent of their earlier visit to Ireland in 1897. Others were described by The Times as ‘welfare missions’, as in June 1909, when they journeyed to the Phoenix Tin Mines near the Cheesewring in Cornwall, where 
     large crowds witnessed the prince descending into a mine shaft in oilskins and later consoling an injured miner.6 But for most of his time during the 1900s, the prince continued to lead the life of a Norfolk country gentleman, ‘unostentatious, comparatively retired, almost obscure’, interrupted by necessary periods of residence in London, at Windsor and at Balmoral.7 The appeal of the Sandringham estate remained the unrivalled opportunities it afforded for shooting tame game birds; but by this time, the Prince of Wales had taken up another pastime that would also be lifelong, and that was stamp collecting. He had begun to show an interest in philately during the 1890s, urged on by his uncle, the Duke of Edinburgh. In 1900, the duke sold his stamp collection to his elder brother, Bertie, and he handed it over to his son. On that foundation, the Prince of Wales would build up the most comprehensive collection in the world devoted to the stamps of Britain and the empire, and as King George V he would not hesitate to press colonial governors and high commissioners to keep a watchful eye on the appearance of new imperial issues. He preferred to strike a good bargain, but he could also afford to pay high prices when necessary; and by the end of his life, the royal collection amounted to 250,000 stamps bound in 325 large volumes.


    The Prince of Wales’s philatelic interests were not shared by Princess May; she despaired that he knew ‘nothing about pictures or history’ and she regretted that her husband lacked her own linguistic fluency.8 But since he would one day be king, and since she saw her prime task as being to support him and thus the crown, she stoically accepted his 
     intellectual and cultural limitations, just as she meekly submitted to his non-negotiable requirements that she wear only such clothes and colours as he decreed: hence the long dresses, the toque hats and the parasols with which she was invariably associated, the unfortunate effect of which was to make her seem even more distant and aloof. In his own conventional way, the prince loved and increasingly depended on Princess May, as evidenced by a letter he wrote after their Antipodean tour, in which he thanked God ‘every day that I have such a wife as you, who is such a great help and support to me, and I believe loves me too’.9 But he also took for granted her total subservience to him, and his parents continued to be distant and difficult in-laws. Princess May was too serious and high-minded to be comfortable with Bertie’s gambling, philandering and generally philistine attitude to life, while he was annoyed when she went to the expense of redecorating Marlborough House prior to moving in (even though he himself had spent extensively refurbishing Buckingham Palace before taking up residence there). And Queen Alexandra remained incorrigibly jealous of her daughter-in-law, often slighting her in private and undermining her in public, as well as openly criticizing her in her letters to ‘poor Georgie’.


    However much he loved and depended on her, the Prince of Wales failed to protect his wife from his relatives’ hostility, and he could be rude to her and bad-tempered. He displayed neither imaginative sympathy nor spontaneous warmth in his relations with her, and as parents, both of them were cold and distant in dealing with their children, who were initially brought up by nannies and nursery maids. 
     For the young Prince George that had been no barrier to establishing a warm and loving relationship with his father; but in bringing up their own brood, the Prince and Princess of Wales were remote, unapproachable and inattentive. The prince regarded fatherhood as a task akin to that of a ship’s captain: he was a watchful and exacting disciplinarian, he treated his brood as midshipmen who were perpetually on parade, his temper could be terrifying, and he struck out verbally and physically to express his displeasure. His letters to his children were laborious and pedestrian, and he indulged in the sort of sustained banter and embarrassing chaff which left a lasting and often upsetting impact. While he treated other people’s boys and girls with a genial indulgence, the Prince of Wales’s idea of parenting has rightly been described as ‘quarterdeck discipline tempered by the equally alarming badinage of the gunroom’.10 Even by the standards of her time and class, Princess May was also an uncommonly detached mother: she hated child-bearing and took no interest in babies, and she expected all her offspring to behave from the outset as tiny adults. Despite the cramped and confined living conditions in York Cottage, she failed to notice for three years that a nurse was physically ill-treating her eldest son, and was also ruining for life the digestion of her second-born.


    In their own inhibited way, the Prince and Princess of Wales genuinely loved their children, but they were incapable of expressing their feelings for them in a demonstrative manner; their only daughter, Princess Mary, was her father’s favourite, but he could be a bully and a brute to his boys. As a result, the young princes grew up in an 
     atmosphere that was strained, regimented and, despite their mother’s artistic interests, culturally philistine. There were hardly any books at York Cottage, and although Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle housed one of the greatest art collections in the world, no royal pictures were borrowed to hang on its walls. Not surprisingly, the early education of Princes Edward and Albert was desultory and unsystematic; and it did not improve when, in the spring of 1902, the Prince of Wales engaged Henry Hansell to be the tutor to his two eldest boys. The son of a Norfolk country gentleman and an excellent shot (which would certainly have been recommendations), he had read history at Magdalen College, Oxford, and had been tutor to the Duke of Connaught’s son, Prince Arthur. Hansell was also honest, conscientious and loyal to his princely charges. But, like Dalton before him, he was pedestrian and lacking in culture or imagination, and he taught his two royal charges very little: indeed, Prince Edward would later claim he was ‘completely self-educated’. Yet once again, their mother did not notice what was happening to her children: ‘we have taken no end of trouble with their education,’ Princess May blithely observed in 1907, ‘and they have very nice people round them, so one feels all is being done to help them’.11


    Unlike Dalton, Hansell seems to have recognized his pedagogic limitations, and he seriously doubted the wisdom of teaching the royal charges by private tuition alone, while Princess May also believed that her sons should be better schooled than her husband had been. But she did not assert herself, and the Prince of Wales, although aware of his own educational inadequacies, took the view that what 
     had been good enough for him would also be good enough for his eldest boy. ‘My brother and I,’ he told Hansell, ‘never went to a preparatory school. The Navy will teach David [as Prince Edward was always known in the family] all he wants to know.’12 Accordingly, and having just scraped through the entrance examination, Prince Edward enrolled in May 1907 at the Naval College recently established at Osborne. For a boy of thirteen, it was an abrupt transition from the cloistered family circle in which he had grown up, but he soon got on good terms with his fellow cadets, and discovered how to charm and captivate strangers. He also showed a greater aptitude for French and German than his father, but the limitations of Hansell’s tutelage were vividly evidenced by his weakness in mathematics and his total indifference to English literature. During his two years at Osborne, Prince Edward worked hard, but never rose beyond the middle of his cohort, and when he moved on to the recently constructed college at Dartmouth, which had replaced the old Britannia, his performance remained no better than average. He also found examinations difficult: ‘I am not at all clever,’ he wrote on the eve of his final tests, ‘but I might pass’ (which he did). ‘We have done our best for him,’ his mother breezily concluded, ‘and we can only hope and pray we may have succeeded, and that he will ever uphold the honour and traditions of our house.’13


    Such was the education deemed appropriate by the Prince of Wales for his eldest son, who would one day be king: but while the navy might have taught Prince Edward some of what he wanted to know, it certainly did not teach him much of what he needed to know. Nevertheless, the Prince 
     of Wales was equally determined that his second son, Prince Albert, should follow the same path. But it was even less appropriate in his case, for he was not as robust as his more confident and increasingly dominant elder brother, being shy, sensitive and highly strung, and he was afflicted by chronic stomach troubles as well as a debilitating stammer. His siblings teased him about his speech impediment, and his father showed neither understanding nor sympathy, impatiently shouting at his tongue-tied son to ‘Get it out’.14 Although born left-handed, Prince Albert had been forced to write with his right hand; and for much of his boyhood his father insisted he wear painful splints on his legs, so he would not grow up knock-kneed. Such humiliating bodily interventions can hardly have boosted the boy’s fragile ego, and may help explain both his stammer and his nervous displays of bad temper. But in January 1909, Prince Albert duly followed his elder brother to Osborne, where he found it much harder to adapt. Lacking the charm and confidence which Prince Edward had acquired, burdened by a frail physique and embarrassingly inarticulate, he was frequently bullied by his fellow cadets. His academic record was also dismal: in the final examinations he sat in December 1910, Prince Albert came sixty-eighth out of sixty-eight.


    The navy was scarcely the best place to educate the two royal princes, but their father saw matters differently. For him, it was the senior and most significant service, and he would wholeheartedly have agreed with the Committee of Imperial Defence which declared in 1904 that ‘the British Empire is pre-eminently a great Naval, Indian and Colonial 
     power’, and that the command of the seas was vital for its survival and cohesion.15 Yet by the 1900s, neither the British Empire nor the Royal Navy seemed as secure as they had been. The Boer War might have been finally won, but there had been humiliating defeats along the way, nationalist sentiment in India was growing and in Ireland was reviving (to neither of which was the Prince of Wales sympathetic), while attempts to tighten imperial bonds by federation or tariff reform had foundered. The navy was no longer a greater force than all other fleets combined; the kaiser was determined to build more battleships and dreadnoughts than the British; ‘invasion scares’ were rife, and by the mid 1900s, it was reluctantly recognized in Whitehall that war with Germany might be unavoidable. To these accumulating international anxieties were added growing domestic concerns. Social surveys depicted at least one-quarter of the nation’s population as being impoverished, undernourished and unfit for military service, and welfare provision lagged behind that in Germany. Support for the Labour Party was growing, trades union membership was increasing, and women were demanding the vote (to none of these developments was the Prince of Wales any more sympathetic). The franchise on which MPs were elected was one of the narrowest in Europe, and the Lords retained its veto powers over legislation sent up from the Commons, though not, customarily, in finance.


    These were the vexed and pressing issues by which the Liberal government was confronted in the aftermath of its electoral triumph early in 1906, which took place when the Prince and Princess of Wales were away visiting India. King 
     Edward VII faced the prospect with relative equanimity, believing his new prime minister, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, had formed a strong Cabinet, ‘with considerable brain power’ which he hoped would ‘work together for the good of the country and indeed the Empire’.16 The Prince of Wales was less convinced. He was amazed that the working-class John Burns was in the Cabinet, he was sure Winston Churchill would need a great deal of looking after, he thought Lloyd George a ‘damned fellow’ and he considered Asquith not ‘quite a gentleman’. Even worse, ‘a great number of Labour members’ had been returned, which was ‘a dangerous sign, but I hope they are not all socialists’.17 Despite the prince’s negative verdict, the new government, of which Asquith became prime minister in 1908, soon set about addressing the domestic, imperial and international problems it had inherited. The Morley–Minto reforms gave educated Indians a small part in the government of their country, and the creation of the Union of South Africa was an attempt to establish a fourth great British overseas dominion with Canada, Australia and New Zealand. The construction of dreadnoughts was stepped up in response to the German naval challenge, and the alliance with Russia in 1907, combined with the Entente Cordiale agreed with France three years before, effectively completed the encirclement of the Reich. Not surprisingly, the Prince of Wales was a reluctant visitor to Berlin in 1908, when he inspected a regiment of which he was colonel-in-chief; his subsequent brief trip to Canada, to inaugurate the Plains of Abraham as a national park, was more congenial and successful.


    
     The new dreadnoughts cost a great deal of money, and so did such Liberal welfare reforms as the introduction of old-age pensions and the provision of labour exchanges. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd George, needed to raise unprecedented sums, and in the spring of 1909 he proposed an increase in income tax and new land taxes, in what became known as the ‘People’s Budget’. By the standards of later times, these were far from punitive, but they were regarded as vindictive class measures by the Conservative, aristocratic landowners who formed the overwhelming majority in the House of Lords. Emboldened by their recent successful sabotage of several Liberal measures sent up from the Commons, but in ill-judged defiance of all constitutional precedent, the peers rejected Lloyd George’s budget, on the dubious grounds that the proposals were unacceptably revolutionary. Asquith thereupon obtained a dissolution from the king, and in the general election held in January 1910 the budget provisions were subsumed in the greater controversy of the Commons against the Lords, and the people against the peers. The Liberal vote was much reduced, but with the support of the Irish Nationalists and Labour MPs, and much to the regret of the Prince of Wales, Asquith still commanded a clear majority. In April he introduced a Parliament Bill that would make it impossible for the Lords to reject a budget again and would also reduce their veto powers over other Commons measures to only two years. If the bill was not passed, Asquith insisted, the government would seek a second dissolution and fight another election on the same programme. Soon after, Lloyd George reintroduced his 
     1909 budget, which now cleared not only the Commons but also the Lords.


    The parliamentary debates over the ‘People’s Budget’ and the ensuing general election campaign were characterized by vituperative and belligerent rhetoric on both sides: the Conservatives denounced the Chancellor of the Exchequer as vindictive and dishonest; Lloyd George and Winston Churchill responded by ridiculing the Tory-dominated upper house for being full of rich idlers and parasitic wastrels. Despite his lifelong Liberal leanings, King Edward VII was appalled at the outbreak of such an unseemly class war, and at the extravagant denunciations of the titled, territorial aristocracy; and as an instinctive Conservative, the Prince of Wales naturally took the same view. There might also be worse to come, drawing the crown itself into controversy and contention: for what if the Lords rejected the Parliament Bill and Asquith requested the king to create sufficient Liberal peers – perhaps three hundred, thereby fundamentally altering the composition and the character of the upper house – to ensure it would pass? Early in 1910, the prime minister sought just such an undertaking from his sovereign, but this the king refused to give until after a second general election had been held. In taking that position, Edward VII believed he was supported by the Conservative leader, Arthur Balfour, who gave him the impression that if Asquith resigned because the monarch would not immediately agree to a mass ennoblement of Liberals, the Tories would be willing to try to form a government. Here was a potential constitutional crisis, centring 
     on the issue of peerage creations, and thus on the crown as the fountain of honour, the like of which had not been seen since the struggles over the passing of the Great Reform Act nearly eighty years before.


    Having opened the new parliament, in the aftermath of the general election, the king departed for Biarritz, but soon after he came back, in late April, his health suddenly deteriorated, and the Prince of Wales urged his mother to return from the Mediterranean cruise on which she had recently embarked. She arrived back in London just in time. On 6 May 1910, King Edward VII died, and his son and successor confided a heartbroken entry to his diary. ‘I have,’ King George V lamented, ‘lost my best friend and the best of fathers. I never had a word with him in my life.’ He faced his new responsibilities hoping God would ‘give me strength and guidance in the heavy task that has fallen upon me’, and encouraged by the thought that ‘darling May’ would be ‘my comfort as she has always been’.18 Meanwhile, and for the first time in the nation’s history, the late sovereign would lie in state in Westminster Hall, so ordinary people might pay their respects before the service and burial at Windsor. In addition to George V and the German emperor, Edward VII’s funeral was attended by the Kings of Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, Greece, Norway, Portugal and Spain. In retrospect, this gathering would be one of the last great public displays of the confident, cosmopolitan cousinhood of European royalty. Before the year was out, the Portuguese sovereign would be deposed; before the reign of George V was over, the crowns of Germany and Spain 
     would be overthrown; and before the twentieth century was ended, those of Bulgaria and Greece would disappear. Domestically and internationally, the new monarch had many reasons to be anxious about the present and apprehensive about the future.
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    King and Emperor in Peace and War


    1910–1918


    
      The powers of a constitutional monarch must always be indeterminate and delicate. But they are none the less real.


      John Buchan, The King’s Grace1

    


    Despite the challenging circumstances under which he became king, and the undeniable limitations of his education and outlook, George V was better prepared than his father or his grandmother had been when he ascended the British imperial throne within a few weeks of his forty-fifth birthday. His accession was also an extraordinary piece of good fortune in that it was he, rather than the hapless and helpless Prince Eddy, who had lived to wear the crown, and it was also providential that it was he, and not Eddy, who had married Princess May – who, reverting to the second of her baptismal names, would henceforward be known more grandly and regally as Queen Mary. ‘The quieter, easier time we had,’ she presciently lamented, was over. ‘Everything,’ she thought, ‘will be more difficult now’, and so it turned out to be, as the king immediately faced the most taxing domestic 
     political challenge of his reign.2 Asquith’s Liberal government, supported by Labour and the Irish Nationalist MPs, was steering its Parliament Bill, intended to curtail the powers of the Lords, through the Commons. It was sure to pass the lower house, but further confrontation with the upper house seemed unavoidable, and if the peers rejected the measure, the new monarch would be at the centre of a constitutional crisis. In dealing with this vexed issue, George V was in the unusual position of being guided by two co-equal private secretaries: Sir Arthur Bigge, who had worked for him when Prince of Wales, and Lord Knollys, who had previously been private secretary to the late King Edward VII. Their combined experience was extensive, but they would not always agree in the advice they tendered their sovereign, for Knollys was a well-known Liberal, whereas Bigge was a staunch Unionist.


    Although Asquith was determined to pass his Parliament Bill, he was as eager as the new monarch to avoid a showdown between the Commons and the Lords, and so he suggested private talks with the opposition in the hope of averting it. Balfour agreed, and discussions were carried on from June to November 1910; but they were inconclusive, which meant the only way forward seemed to be to hold a second general election, and Asquith duly asked George V for another dissolution. If the king had refused the prime minister’s request, Asquith would have resigned, and the king would have invited Balfour to try to form a Unionist government. But Knollys deliberately withheld from his master the details of the earlier exchange between Edward VII and Balfour: in part because by this time Balfour seemed to have changed his mind, and in part because 
     Knollys rightly believed the king must take the official advice of his ministers. Since there seemed to be no alternative, George V accordingly granted Asquith’s request. But the Cabinet further insisted the king must privately agree that if the Liberals were again returned with a working Commons majority, he would be willing to sanction the creation of sufficient new peers to ensure the Parliament Bill would be passed by the upper house, even if the Unionist peers still opposed it. This request was partly motivated by political anxiety and necessity: the king’s dislike of the Liberals was well known, and the Cabinet was anxious to obtain a definite undertaking from him. Yet Asquith also hoped that, if a second election again returned his colleagues to power, the Lords would agree to pass the Parliament Bill, in which case there would be no need for the mass creation of Liberal peers, and thus no reason for revealing that the king had been willing to sanction it.


    At this point, George V received conflicting advice from his private secretaries: Knollys urged him to accede to the Cabinet’s request for a confidential pledge, because it had been made to shield the king from public controversy; whereas Bigge advised him to reject it, on the grounds that it would be unconstitutional to give such ‘contingent guarantees’.3 But Asquith and the Cabinet stood firm, and the king reluctantly agreed to provide the secret understanding they sought, for, as he admitted, ‘this was the only alternative to the cabinet resigning, which at this moment would be disastrous’.4 At the ensuing general election held in December 1910, the Liberals were returned with a slightly increased working majority, and they accordingly reintroduced the 
     Parliament Bill early in the following year. By May 1911, it had again passed through all its stages in the Commons, but in July the Unionist peers carried a series of wrecking amendments, to which the government responded by asking the king to honour his promise to authorize the immediate creation of Liberal peers. Although prepared to redeem his pledge, George V pleaded for further delay, in the hope that the Unionist peers might yet be persuaded to let the measure pass, which would render unnecessary the flooding of the upper house with (as he saw it) too many inappropriately ennobled Liberals. To this end, the king’s private undertaking was now made public, so the Unionist peers should be in no doubt as to the consequences of their continued intransigence. As a result, three hundred of them agreed to abstain, and despite the continued opposition of the die-hard Unionists, the Parliament Bill was eventually passed by a majority of seventeen. ‘It is,’ the king noted, ‘a great relief to me, and I am spared any further humiliation by a creation of peers.’5


    The protracted political crisis that was eventually resolved by the passing of the Parliament Act in August 1911 preoccupied the king during the early months of his reign, and caused him serious insomnia (he was also afflicted with indigestion and toothache). But at the same time, the new sovereign and his consort were confronted with the task of establishing themselves on their thrones. One immediate task was to settle the financial arrangements of the new monarch. As king, George V retained the personal wealth he had accumulated from the surplus revenues he had previously derived from the Duchy of Cornwall, and he would henceforward enjoy the income provided by the Duchy of 
     Lancaster. He would also be given an annual grant of £147,000 from the government’s Civil List, to defray the costs incurred as he performed his official duties as monarch, and other members of the royal family would receive between them an additional £146,000 each year from the same source. Since the reign of Queen Victoria, the monarch’s grant from the Civil List had been subject to income tax, and Edward VII’s advisers had failed in their repeated attempts to secure an exemption from the Treasury. But although Lloyd George did not like the new king (he once complained, after a summer ministerial visit north of the border, that the ‘whole atmosphere’ at Balmoral ‘reeks of Toryism’6), he was eager, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, to humour him in such contentious times: and so he agreed to abolish the taxes levied on the Civil List, and also to secure the monarch’s exemption from the new exactions proposed in the ‘People’s Budget’, provided that in exchange George V would defray the cost of his state visits overseas, and also the expense of visits by foreign heads of state to Britain. This was a good deal for the sovereign, but it may also have reinforced his general reluctance to go ‘abroad’.


    There were also the new royal living arrangements to be settled. Queen Alexandra was uneager to leave Buckingham Palace; it was not until the end of 1910 that she departed for Marlborough House and the new king and queen were able to move in (enabling Queen Mary to deploy her skills at interior decoration once more). Balmoral immediately became King George’s personal property, but King Edward VII had bequeathed Sandringham to his wife for her 
     lifetime, which meant that King George, Queen Mary and their family were still confined to the cramped quarters of York Cottage. The royal style of entertaining was markedly different from that which it succeeded: the plutocrats and the smart set disappeared from the court, along with Edwardian opulence and ostentation. ‘Nothing can be quieter or more domestic,’ Lord Esher observed. ‘We have reverted to the ways of Queen Victoria.’7 But at Sandringham, the competitive carnage with shotguns continued. ‘One sees pheasants everywhere in the park and gardens,’ noted a visiting parson; ‘the place is literally crawling with them.’8 There was, however, a slight modification in the king’s attitude towards his sons’ education: Prince Edward’s naval career was brought to an end, he was sent to France and Germany to improve his languages, and then to Magdalen College, Oxford, as an undergraduate; and Prince Henry and Prince George were sent away to a preparatory school at Broadstairs, on the south coast. (Yet there were limits to these new arrangements. Prince Albert went on from Osborne to Dartmouth and then into the Royal Navy; Prince John, the youngest royal son, suffered from epilepsy and, in accordance with the restrictive upper-class customs of the time, was brought up in seclusion at Sandringham; Princess Mary, like all royal women, was educated at home.)


    But it was as public personages and ceremonial figureheads that the transformation was most marked in the lives of the new king and queen. At George V’s accession, earlier rumours revived that he had married and fathered three children while a serving naval officer. In February 1911, E. F. Mylius accused the king of being a bigamist in a republican 
     newspaper published in Paris and freely distributed to every British MP. There was no truth in the rumour, and the government successfully prosecuted Mylius for criminal libel. In the same month, the king opened Parliament in state for the first time, but although the occasion was relatively undemanding, he considered it ‘the most terrible ordeal’, and he always dreaded it thereafter.9 Yet he protested too much, for in 1913 he became the first sovereign since the early years of Queen Victoria to wear the heavy Imperial State Crown at the state opening, and he would do so throughout his reign. The king and queen faced a much greater challenge in June 1911, namely their coronation in Westminster Abbey, for it was a lengthy and demanding ceremonial, it took place at the height of the controversy surrounding the Parliament Bill, and both King George and Queen Mary were visibly nervous. Yet the service was neither chaotic, as Queen Victoria’s had been, nor postponed, as King Edward’s had been: instead, it affirmed the sacred nature of the coronation rite and the historic continuity of the British monarchy, and also its recent transformation into an authentically imperial crown, as the standards of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and the Indian Empire were borne in procession, and prominent roles were assigned to such imperial grandees as Lords Roberts, Kitchener and Curzon.


    Although the coronation was the central event, the ceremonial inauguration of George V’s reign was far from over. There was a naval review at Spithead, and the king and queen visited Ireland (the crowds were enthusiastic, but the royal pair would never go back to Dublin) and Scotland 
     (where reports on the constitutional crisis gave him ‘a lot of worry and anxiety’10). They also travelled to Wales, where the climax of their visit was the investiture of their eldest son, Edward, as Prince of Wales, in a newly invented pageant staged at Caernarvon Castle. Perhaps surprisingly, the moving force behind the occasion was Lloyd George: although he was a radical critic of the peerage, he was also the MP for Caernarvon Boroughs, and he regarded the investiture as a great local propaganda opportunity. The Prince of Wales always resented and regretted the ‘preposterous rig’ he was obliged to wear, but his father thought ‘the dear boy did it all remarkably well, and looked so nice’.11 Yet the most spectacular inauguration ceremony was still to come, for in November 1911 the king and queen returned to India, where a great durbar was held in Delhi, at which their imperial majesties appeared in person as emperor and empress, receiving homage from the proconsular rulers of British India and the indigenous rulers of the princely states. There had been no occasion like it before in the history of the British monarchy or the British Empire, and there would be no occasion like it again. The durbar was followed by an elaborate shooting expedition in Nepal, during the course of which the king-emperor killed twenty-one tigers, eight rhino and one bear.


    No other British reign was ever begun with such an amalgam of European pageantry and Asiatic splendour, but the Britain to which George V returned seemed increasingly troubled and divided. During 1911 and 1912, trades union membership reached new levels, and there were national strikes by dockers, railwaymen and coal miners. As Lord 
     Knollys explained to Asquith, the king was ‘very much disturbed by the present unrest among the working classes, and by the possibility, if not probability, of further strikes breaking out at any moment’; and he feared that continued confrontation might lead to ‘political elements being introduced into the conflict which perhaps affect, not the existence, but the position of the Crown’.12 The Archbishop of York, Cosmo Gordon Lang, who had become one of George V’s few close friends, now urged that the king should come more ‘into contact with the masses of the people’, by visiting them in ‘their own towns, villages and workshops’; and the monarchy’s improved financial arrangements may have been a further incentive to increased public activity.13 The tempo of royal visits was duly stepped up, as the king and queen travelled to south Wales and the Potteries, and in July 1912 they embarked on what was described as the ‘Royal Tour of the North’. They stayed with Earl Fitzwilliam, at Wentworth Woodhouse, but their aim was to visit the local mining communities, one of which was Cadeby colliery, where eighty miners were killed in an underground explosion that tragically took place while they were there. At the same time that industrial unrest was growing, the suffragettes (many of whom were anti-monarchy) were also increasingly resorting to direct action: in June 1913, Emily Davison threw herself in front of the king’s horse at the Epsom Derby, and died from her injuries.


    However, the greatest threat to domestic stability came from Ireland, where the Nationalists demanded Home Rule in exchange for the support they had given the Liberals over the Parliament Act. Gladstone’s second attempt to 
     carry such a measure had foundered because it had been thrown out by the House of Lords. But the successful curtailing of the peers’ powers of veto meant the way was now open, and in April 1912 the Liberals introduced a third Home Rule Bill, which the Lords predictably rejected in January 1913. A month later, Lord Knollys was retired, leaving the king with the strong Unionist, Lord Stamfordham (as Sir Arthur Bigge had become), as his only private secretary. Soon after, the Home Rule Bill was reintroduced in the Commons, and by the summer of 1913 it had again been approved by the lower house and rejected by the upper house. Under the terms of the Parliament Act, a bill passed by the Commons a third time could not be vetoed again by the Lords. But the growing hostility to Home Rule in Protestant-dominated Ulster encouraged Bonar Law, who had replaced Arthur Balfour as Unionist leader, and whose more intransigent views were sympathetically regarded by Stamfordham, to urge the king to veto legislation passed by such means; and as commander-in-chief, George V was also concerned about the dangers of using the British army to coerce Ulster into agreement, fearing there might be civil war. Asquith again retorted that the king must act on the advice of his ministers – or accept their resignations. But late in 1913, and urged on by George V, Asquith and Bonar Law began private discussions, and by the summer of 1914 they had reached some agreement about Home Rule being applied to most of Ireland, although with Ulster excluded for the time being.


    King George V’s involvement in the political and constitutional crises that unfolded between 1910 to 1914 was the 
     most testing domestic challenge any twentieth-century British sovereign would face; and although he sometimes showed himself too friendly to the Unionists, he also demonstrated that the monarchy could still be an active and, indeed, necessary force in dealing with important and divisive issues. These continued controversies made it impossible for him to follow up his Indian durbar by visiting the four great overseas dominions as their reigning sovereign, but the tribal festivities and rites of passage of the European royal cousinhood were less distant and could not be so easily ignored. In May 1911, the king entertained the kaiser at the inauguration of the memorial to their grandmother, Queen Victoria, in front of Buckingham Palace: it was a family occasion, and only twelve months since Wilhelm had been in Britain for the funeral of King Edward VII. Two years later, King George and Queen Mary journeyed to Berlin to attend the wedding of the German emperor’s only daughter, Princess Victoria Louise, to the Duke of Brunswick. Once again, it was a private visit and a family affair, but it was an extended royal gathering, for the Emperor and Empress of Russia were also invited. There had earlier been rumours that the princess might marry Edward, Prince of Wales; but although she had found him ‘very nice’ she also thought him ‘terribly young, younger than he actually was’. More plausible was the closer liaison that developed between the Prince of Wales and Princess May of Schleswig-Holstein, whose brother-in-law was a younger son of the German emperor. In the end, nothing came of it, but in 1915 the prince remarked wistfully that ‘I could very easily have done worse’ – as, much later, he undoubtedly did.14


    
     But these traditional, trans-national gatherings of European royalty could neither conceal nor eradicate the growing tensions between the countries over which they reigned: Britain and Russia were locked into the Triple Entente with France, and Germany and Austria-Hungary were bound together with Italy in the Triple Alliance. When the kaiser visited London in May 1911, he sought to obtain British support for German intervention in Morocco, which took the form of the provocative despatch of a gunboat to Agadir; indeed, he would later (but erroneously) claim that George V’s courteous but uncritical reply to his request had constituted such consent. And although he was gratified to host the British king and the Russian tsar in Berlin, Wilhelm (again, erroneously) feared his two cousins were secretly plotting behind his back, wondering aloud why Britain had made ‘alliances with a decadent nation like France and a semi-barbarous nation like Russia and opposing us’ – anxieties which the king and queen’s first formal state visit, to France in April 1914, can only have intensified.15 Two months later, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne, was assassinated in Sarajevo, and so was his wife. ‘Terrible shock for the dear old Emperor,’ George V noted in his diary.16 In late July, the king was visited by Prince Henry of Prussia, the kaiser’s younger brother, en route from Cowes back to Germany. The king said he hoped Britain might remain neutral, a remark the kaiser later misconstrued as a definite undertaking that Britain would stay out; but he also added that if Germany declared war on Russia, and France mobilized, then he feared Britain would be dragged in, too. Prince Henry’s parting words 
     were that if there was to be war, he hoped ‘it will not affect our personal friendship’.17 But there was, and it did.


    Unlike his father, George V had never been much interested in diplomacy or international relations, he wielded far less influence than the kaiser mistakenly thought he did, and he happily left such matters to his long-serving foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey. This meant he was largely an innocent and impotent bystander during the summer of 1914, while all the nations of the Entente and the Alliance (with the exception of Italy, which initially stayed out of the war, joining later on the side of the Entente) were inexorably drawn into the conflict. On Grey’s advice, the king sent one telegram to Wilhelm, discouraging his naive hope that Britain would keep France neutral in the event of a German–Russian conflict; and he despatched another to ‘my dear Nicky’, urging restraint on the Russian emperor.18 But neither the kaiser nor the tsar took any heed, and nor did their ministers or military advisers. By late July, the king concluded that it would be impossible to keep out of the war, if that meant letting Germany overwhelm France, and in deciding to uphold Belgian neutrality, the British government made plain it would stand by the French. By early August, the national mood was euphorically belligerent and crowds flocked to Buckingham Palace, where the king and queen appeared on the balcony to rousing cheers. On 4 August, George V held a Privy Council meeting to declare war on Germany. It was, he noted, ‘a terrible catastrophe’, but he was clear it was ‘not our fault’. His final thought, as royal Europe headed towards disaster, was for his second son, serving as a midshipman on HMS Collingwood: 
     ‘Please God it may soon be over, and that He will protect dear Bertie’s life.’19


    The First World War confronted King George with many new challenges – as head of the nation and the empire, as a constitutional monarch, as commander-in-chief of the armed forces, and even as a semi-detached member of the cosmopolitan cousinhood of European royalty. Support for the war was widespread, and Irish Home Rule, which had seemed within sight by the summer of 1914, was postponed while battle was waged. From the outset, the king was intent on victory and in maintaining the peacetime values his subjects believed they were fighting to safeguard and uphold. For the duration of the conflict, Balmoral was closed, the shooting at Sandringham was curtailed, court rituals at Buckingham Palace were suspended, meals were plain and frugal, and in 1915 the king gave up alcohol. With Queen Mary, he sought to set an example of dutiful and patriotic encouragement, by wearing military uniform, and of unremitting diligence, by further expanding the royal programme of public engagements, which involved them in hundreds of visits to hospitals, shipyards and munitions factories up and down the country. The king also made more than four hundred trips to see British and imperial troops, both at home and on the Western Front, on one of which he was thrown from the horse he was riding and fractured his pelvis, which left him in lasting pain and discomfort. As a father, he shared the anxieties of all parents who saw their sons go off to war. The Prince of Wales served as a non-combatant officer on the Western Front, and Prince Albert was in action at the Battle of Jutland in May 1916. 
     Their younger brothers were also being trained for military careers: Prince George was sent to Osborne and Dartmouth, and Prince Henry enrolled at Sandhurst. (Prince John continued to live in seclusion at Sandringham, where he died in 1919 at the age of thirteen.)


    Although commander-in-chief, King George was minimally involved in the military conduct of the war, but his own views were predictably conformist and unimaginative. As a former naval person, with decided opinions on the controversies and personalities of the 1900s, he was sceptical of the wartime recall of Admiral ‘Jackie’ Fisher as First Sea Lord, and relieved at his later abrupt departure; he was equally unhappy about Winston Churchill’s conduct as First Lord of the Admiralty, he distrusted his audacious Dardanelles strategy, and he was delighted at his subsequent fall from power. Among the generals, the king disliked Sir John French, who initially commanded the British forces in France, for being too conventional and conservative even for him; yet he was unshakeable in his support of Sir Douglas Haig, French’s successor and the scion of a Scottish gentry family with close courtly connections. In his initial hope that the war would soon be over, the king would be disappointed, as the conflict dragged on through 1915 and 1916, with unrelenting gloom for the Entente. There was stalemate on the Western Front, but also terrible loss of life, as at the Somme and Verdun. The hoped-for triumph over the German fleet did not materialize, as the Battle of Jutland was disappointingly inconclusive. Enemy U-boats threatened allied shipping, and there were fears that Britain might be starved into submission. On the Eastern Front, the 
     kaiser’s troops penetrated deep into Russian territory, and the tsar’s army seemed increasingly incapable and demoralized. In Britain, conscription was reluctantly and controversially introduced, while in April 1916 the Easter Rising took place in Dublin – an abortive rebellion but also an ominous portent.


    These military reverses and disappointments had significant political repercussions in which the monarchy was perforce involved. George V had not warmed to Asquith as Liberal peacetime premier; yet he became more sympathetic to him as he bore the greater burdens of wartime leadership, and he distanced himself from the intransigent Unionism which had been so marked a feature of the first years of his reign. But waging war was a task to which Asquith was temperamentally unsuited: he was increasingly criticized by the press and the Tory leadership, and in May 1915 he was compelled to reconstruct his government, giving Cabinet posts to prominent Conservatives. Encouraged by the king, he also created a Ministry of Munitions to which he appointed Lloyd George. But Conservative criticism soon revived, and Lloyd George came to share the view that Asquith lacked vigour and vision; by the end of 1916 plots to oust him were rife, and in early December the king accepted his resignation ‘with great regret’.20 In accordance with constitutional precedent, he then invited Bonar Law, as the leader of the next largest party, to form a government; but Law would only do so if the king granted a dissolution – which, in the middle of war, he was unwilling to do. After several days of confused political manoeuvring, George V called a conference of leading politicians at Buckingham Palace to resolve the deadlock, from 
     which Lloyd George emerged as the only plausible prime minister. The king appointed him with reluctance, for he had never forgiven him for his earlier attacks on the House of Lords, and he showed little appreciation of his help with the royal finances; but he grudgingly came to recognize that he brought eloquence, energy and dynamism to the job that under Asquith had been seriously lacking.


    The war effort with which the king identified was a conflict of nations and empires; yet it was also a gigantic family row, as the continental cousinhood was rent asunder, with the British and Russian royal houses on one side, and the Hohenzollerns and Habsburgs on the other. To be sure, King George V was insular in his outlook, and limited in his languages, and he was the first British monarch since 1830 not to speak English with a foreign accent. But in the increasingly strident and xenophobic wartime mood, he and his family could easily be depicted as being alien and German rather than British. An early indication was the campaign of vilification conducted against the king’s first cousin by marriage, Prince Louis of Battenberg, who despite his name was wholly British and patriotic, but was compelled to resign as First Sea Lord in October 1914. George V deplored such attacks, and was reluctant to reciprocate by taking action against his foreign – now belligerent – relatives. Yet he eventually struck off eight enemy Knights of the Garter, including the German and Habsburg emperors, and he deprived both monarchs of their honorary ranks in the British armed services. He also changed the name of the British royal house from (the Germanic) Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to (the quintessentially English) Windsor, 
     and members of the British royal family with German names and titles were obliged to change them to more English-sounding designations (Battenbergs became Mountbattens, and the Duke of Teck became the Marquis of Cambridge). ‘The true royal tradition,’ a Bavarian nobleman observed, ‘died on that day in 1917 when, for a mere war, King George V changed his name.’21 Nor did matters end there: for the king further decreed that members of the royal family need no longer wed European royalty, but could marry into ‘British families’, by which he meant the aristocracy (as, unusually, his sister Princess Mary had earlier done by marrying the Duke of Fife).


    The result was a fundamental repositioning of the British monarchy, away from the traditional and transnational royal cousinhood and the personal friendships that had gone with it, towards the British nation and empire – a repositioning that the insular and monolingual King George V was well placed to engineer. A further indication of these changed priorities was that, in the aftermath of the first Russian Revolution of February 1917, the king went against the advice of his Cabinet, who suggested that Britain offer refuge to the deposed tsar and his family. George V preferred to put his country before his caste, on the grounds that it would be unwise to offer asylum to foreign relatives and failed autocracy, and thus he abandoned his cousin to the gruesome fate that would later await him at the hands of the Bolsheviks. It was a self-interested decision about which the king (and Queen Mary) would always feel guilty, and they would ever after be viscerally hostile to Communists and ‘Reds’; but they had forsaken the tsar and his 
     family, nevertheless. In the same year, and as another indication of the closer identity he sought to promote between the throne, the nation and his overseas dominions, the king created the Order of Companions of Honour and the Order of the British Empire. The CH was, essentially, a junior division of the Order of Merit, which King Edward VII had established in 1902; neither of them, significantly, carried any title. The Order of the British Empire was a yet more innovative addition to the honours system: there were to be both civil and military divisions; its five ranks extended from Knights and Dames to Officers and Members; it was open to all men and all women; and by 1919 it had been given out to more than 25,000 people. By turns, national and imperial, hierarchical yet also popular, the Order of the British Empire connected the king with all his peoples in new and novel ways.


    It cannot be coincidence that these changes, in the identity and image of the British monarchy, and in the range and reach of the British honours system, mostly took place in 1917, the year when the character, meaning and trajectory of the First World War were all significantly transformed. In the East, the Russian royal house had been overthrown; the Bolshevik revolution portended a new hostility to European royalty; and the Communists accepted a punitive peace with Germany, which freed up the kaiser’s army for one last assault on France. In the West, the Americans joined Britain and France at the eleventh hour as a co-belligerent. But President Woodrow Wilson did not take the United States reluctantly to war to defend monarchy, nations or empires: on the contrary, he wanted to make the world ‘safe for 
     democracy’. In Britain, where unprecedented numbers of men and women had been mobilized for military service abroad and war work at home, there was a growing recognition that the franchise must be extended, and the Fourth Reform Act of 1918 gave the vote to all men over twenty-one and all women over thirty. Whether he liked it or not (and he probably did not like it very much), George V was henceforward to be the king of that very ‘democratic monarchy’ that his grandmother had so disdained. But at least he kept his throne, which was more than could be said of the kaiser or the Habsburg emperor, both of whom were compelled to abdicate after their armies and their authority collapsed in the late summer and early autumn of 1918. Of the four great-power European monarchies that had gone to war in 1914, Britain was the only one remaining. ‘Today,’ the king recorded in his diary on 11 November 1918, Armistice Day, ‘has indeed been a wonderful day, the greatest in the history of our country.’22
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    Revolution and Counter-Revolution


    1918–1929


    
      There was a clattering down of thrones in Europe, and the world was a little dazed with the sound and dust.


      John Buchan, The King’s Grace1

    


    The king’s relief and rejoicing at the victorious Armistice were widely shared throughout Britain and the empire: once again, the crowds cheered him and his family on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, and on five successive days he drove with Queen Mary through the streets of London. But George V also knew that victory had been hard fought for and dearly bought, and although most of his reign was yet to come, the baleful shadows cast by the First World War would not lift while he remained on the throne. More than 900,000 men from the nation and the empire had been killed during the conflict, which made the period during which he reigned uniquely deadly and destructive: under no previous English or British monarch had so many of the sovereign’s subjects met violent ends. Hence the war memorials that would soon be constructed in towns and villages 
     across the country and the empire; hence the unveiling of the Cenotaph in London and the burial of the Unknown Warrior in Westminster Abbey; hence the laying of wreaths of Flanders poppies and the two minutes’ silence observed on Remembrance Day; and hence a new role for the king, in these solemn annual rituals, as the nation’s and the empire’s chief mourner. During the 1920s and the 1930s, Britain would be a bereaved and wounded country, and it would also be an impoverished and indebted country, owing millions of pounds to the United States – which, by 1918, had superseded the United Kingdom as the world’s foremost industrial and financial power. The king did not like Americans, finding them vulgar, brash, materialistic and overly assertive; but he may also grudgingly have recognized that the leadership of the English-speaking world was inexorably passing from his side of the Atlantic to theirs.


    Amid such trauma and tragedy, transformation and dislocation, the king’s most ardent wish, like many of his subjects, was to return to the ‘normalcy’ which, at least in retrospect, had prevailed during the late Victorian era and the Edwardian belle époque before the lights had gone out in 1914. At Buckingham Palace and Windsor, court life was fully and rigidly resumed, governed by strict etiquette and protocol: the wearing of spectacles was still banned; ladies were presented wearing trains and feathers; and there were interminable conflicts over precedence and jurisdiction between the Lord Chamberlain, the Lord Steward and the Master of the Horse. ‘The German War,’ Lord Hankey complained, ‘was a trifle compared with this.’2 Balmoral was reopened in 1919, and at Sandringham Queen Alexandra 
     continued to live on an Edwardian scale of extravagance, accompanied by her unmarried daughter, Princess Victoria, and frequently visited by her sister, the dowager Russian empress, Marie (who had survived the Revolution), and her daughter, Queen Maud of Denmark (who returned every summer to her house on the estate). Only on Queen Alexandra’s death in 1925 did the king and his family vacate York Cottage and finally move into the big house. Throughout George V’s reign, Sandringham always cost more to maintain than it generated in rents; but it remained his favourite residence, just as shooting remained his favourite recreation, and during the 1920s the bag of game birds would average 20,000 a year. Thus was the Edwardian and late-Victorian world reinstated; and when in 1927 the Great Western Railway introduced a new class of steam locomotives, honouring British monarchs, which for all their impressive power were very Victorian in appearance, it seemed appropriate the first was named King George V.


    But such sought-after and contrived continuities in the royal homes and household could not disguise the scale of the changes that the war had brought about, which were vividly illustrated in the case of the king’s far-flung realms. In 1914, Britain had declared war on behalf of the whole empire, and the four dominions and India had all responded to the mother country’s call for help, especially in the case of Canada, Australia and New Zealand. From this perspective, the First World War had brought the empire together in ways no politician had previously succeeded in doing. Moreover, the victorious post-war settlements meant the British Empire reached its greatest territorial extent, as it 
     was assigned mandates by the League of Nations over Iraq, Transjordan, Palestine and the former German East Africa, thereby creating an ‘all-red route’ from the Persian Gulf, via Cairo, to Cape Town. But in return for supporting the mother country, the dominion leaders had demanded a corresponding say in the policy-making and the formulation of strategy, and they got it. Under Lloyd George, the supreme direction of the empire’s military effort was vested in a new Imperial War Cabinet, where General Smuts from South Africa played a particularly significant part; the four dominions were separate signatories of the peace treaties and joined the League of Nations; and Australia and South Africa were assigned their own mandates. There were also justifiable fears that this unprecedentedly large imperium was over-extended, and that Britain lacked the financial resources to sustain it in peace and the military power to defend it in war; while in India and Egypt (and also in Ireland and South Africa) there was growing nationalist agitation for independence. Sincerely but naively, King George believed there was a close personal bond uniting him with the millions of his subjects across the seas and around the globe. Yet it was not at all clear how such a vast and varied – and vulnerable – imperial conglomerate could be held together in the future.


    The King did not wish anyone to ‘interfere’ with ‘his’ empire, but a new generation of nationalist leaders, such as Eamon de Valera and Mahatma Gandhi, would be only too eager to do just that. Of more immediate concern was the catastrophic impact of the First World War on royal Europe, where his three fellow emperors, all with titles older 
     and with homeland territories larger than his, had been overthrown by violent revolutionary force: the Russian tsar had been killed, the German kaiser was exiled in Holland, and the Habsburgs’ efforts to regain power in Hungary would be to no avail. Truly, there had been, as Asquith remarked, ‘a slump in emperors’, from which there would be no recovery.3 Having been the natural order of things in Europe before war broke out, monarchy after 1918 was increasingly the exception, as it was confined to the western and southern peripheries of the continent, namely Britain, Scandinavia, the Low Countries, Spain, Italy and the Balkans. Of the crowns and thrones that did survive, several looked increasingly vulnerable. In Spain and Italy, the sovereigns entered into Faustian pacts with Fascist dictators: King Alfonso XIII with Primo de Rivera, and Victor Emmanuel II with Mussolini, neither of whom would further the long-term stability of their respective thrones; while in the Balkans, the monarchies of Albania, Greece and Yugoslavia looked distinctly insecure. To be sure, George V never forgave the kaiser for being ‘the greatest criminal known’, and he had abandoned the Russian emperor and his immediate family to their fate; but for the rest of his life, he would always regret that the stable, hierarchical royal world of his youth had been destroyed at the very heart of Europe.4


    Yet as someone who had no flair for languages, and who disliked ‘abroad’, King George V was in fact much better suited to being a national and imperial sovereign than a fully participating member of a close-knit continental cousinhood of royalty. During the rest of his reign, he would pay only two more official visits overseas, and both, significantly, 
     were to nations which had kept their kings: Belgium in 1922 and Italy the following year. But just as the empire and the continent were troubled in the aftermath of the First World War, the United Kingdom was no longer the stable, settled and secure place the king had known in his youth. The House of Lords had lost its veto powers under the Parliament Act, and after 1918 the House of Commons was elected on a mass adult franchise. The aristocracy and gentry no longer formed the natural, unchallenged ruling class: they had suffered disproportionate losses during the First World War, and after 1918 there was a ‘revolution in landowning’, as many great estates were put on the market.5 More generally, the impact of war meant that class barriers had weakened, as officers and men had huddled in the trenches together, and as grief and bereavement became commonplace experiences regardless of social standing. Gender relations had also changed, with more women at work on the land and in factories, and with their enfranchisement in 1918. To this was soon added the chronic disruption caused by millions of soldiers returning home from the Front, who found it hard to find jobs in the economic downturn that followed the end of the war, as a result of which, unemployment had reached two million by the summer of 1921.


    Nor did Lloyd George’s coalition government, which won a massive majority in the ‘khaki’ election held late in 1918 to cash in on victory, allay the king’s growing fear that things were falling apart and that the imperial centre might not hold. George V had never liked or trusted his wartime prime minister, and that feeling was heartily reciprocated. ‘I 
     owe him nothing,’ Lloyd George once observed of his sovereign. ‘He owes his throne to me.’6 The king was impervious to his prime minister’s legendary charm, and he also disapproved of his slapdash working methods and his loose sexual morals, while Lloyd George considered George V to be dim, narrow-minded, reactionary – and ungrateful. During the years of his peacetime coalition, from 1918 to 1922, relations between the two men were always tetchy, and there were several issues that particularly vexed the king. The first concerned the award of honours, all of which were bestowed in the name of the sovereign, but about which Lloyd George was at best indifferently cavalier, at worst deeply corrupt. He handed out peerages in unprecedented numbers, and often to people of unsuitable character; he failed to consult the king before promising titles to certain political friends or financial supporters; and some honours were given in exchange for money, either indirectly in return for a large political donation, or blatantly sold in the marketplace by touts such as Maundy Gregory. All this George V resented and deplored but could not prevent: his position as the fount of honour was ignored and compromised, public life was tainted and besmirched, and the aristocracy was further diminished and debased.


    The second matter on which the sovereign and his prime minister did not wholly see eye to eye was Ireland. The postponement of Home Rule for the duration of the conflict, the (failed) Easter Rising of 1916 and the imposition of wartime conscription had greatly inflamed nationalist feeling, except in Protestant Ulster. At the general election of 1918, Eamon de Valera’s Sinn Fein party won 73 of the 
     105 Irish seats at Westminster, declared Ireland an independent republic and embarked on a campaign of terrorism against British rule. Here, to the king’s dismay, was an unprecedented threat: to public order, to the unity of the United Kingdom and to the integrity of the British Empire. Yet Lloyd George had no coherent policy to deal with this challenge. He initially responded by sending in the irregular, paramilitary forces known as the ‘Black and Tans’ to suppress the nationalist uprising, but in 1920 he changed tack, passing legislation that established separate Irish parliaments, with limited powers, in Belfast (for Ulster) and in Dublin (for the rest of the country). George V opened the new Ulster parliament in June 1921, and made a moving speech urging all Irishmen, both north and south of the new border, to ‘forgive and forget’.7 Six months later, the British government negotiated a treaty with de Valera, which established the Irish Free State in the south as a separate dominion within the British Empire. The king hoped that ‘now, after seven centuries, there may be peace in Ireland’; but instead, partition was followed in the south by civil war and a sustained campaign to sever the remaining ties with Britain.8 ‘What fools we were,’ George V later regretted, ‘not to have accepted Gladstone’s Home Rule Bill. The Empire now would not have had the Irish Free State giving us so much trouble and pulling us to pieces.’9


    Yet for all their disagreements, the king and his prime minister were both concerned, in the immediate aftermath of the war, that the empire was, indeed, pulling itself to pieces, with growing demands for independence in the Middle East and India, and for increased autonomy for (some 
     of) the dominions. On the outbreak of hostilities, the British government had declared a protectorate over Egypt, which it had ruled indirectly since the 1880s; but this provoked serious nationalist agitation, and in 1921 Britain relinquished its formal control. Although it retained strong political and military safeguards thereafter, this was the first significant imperial retreat since the American colonists had rebelled in 1776. It was equally difficult for London to assert its authority over the new League of Nations mandates in the Middle East, where many people resented having been unceremoniously reassigned from one imperial master (the Ottomans) to another (the British). Not surprisingly, the appeal of Arab nationalism was strong, and in 1920 there were serious uprisings in Iraq. In India, the Montagu–Chelmsford reforms of 1918 had marked a further stage along the road to what was now the stated aim of eventual dominion status; but they were insufficient for the Congress Party, which demanded full and immediate independence, and between 1920 and 1921 Mahatma Gandhi led an unprecedented campaign of civil disobedience against the Raj. In South Africa, General Smuts’s hold on power was also distinctly uncertain after 1918, and the Afrikaners, who formed a majority of the white population, were increasingly demanding that Britain’s fourth imperial dominion should declare itself an independent republic. Even in (undoubtedly loyal) Canada, Mackenzie King was determined that his country should never again be subservient to British interests and policies in the way it had been between 1914 and 1918.


    The fear that everything seemed to be going to ruin, in Britain, in Europe and especially in many parts of the empire, 
     combined with an almost paranoid concern about the future survival of the monarchy itself, meant that George V and his courtiers contemplated the immediate post-war world with anxiety and alarm. The American president, Woodrow Wilson (to whom the king took great dislike when he visited Buckingham Palace), had made democracy and republicanism fashionable as never before; and Lenin (to whom he took an even greater dislike as the murderer of his Russian relatives) had endowed Bolshevism and revolution with a similar allure. In Britain, H. G. Wells wrote to The Times, urging ‘the overthrow of ancient trappings of throne and sceptre’; strikers on ‘Red Clydeside’ and in south Wales proclaimed their support for Communist Russia; and there was the terrifying prospect of a Labour government, which would be committed to ‘the common ownership of the means of production’.10 This change in the political climate was accompanied by an equally disconcerting shift in cultural attitudes. In the era of Lytton Strachey and the ‘Bright Young Things’, the Victorian values of discipline and deference, which had underpinned the monarchy, seemed to a younger generation to be both hypocritical and outmoded, and even the once-venerated queen-empress had become an object of flippant ridicule. Two influential courtiers gave voice to these immediate post-war anxieties. Lord Cromer feared that the ‘unceasing labours and devotion of the king and queen’ during the war had been to little avail, and that ‘the position of the monarchy is not so stable now, in 1918, as it was at the beginning of the war’.11 Lord Esher was equally concerned, urging that ‘the monarchy and its cost will have to be justified in the future in the eyes of a 
     war-worn and hungry proletariat, endowed with a huge preponderance of voting power’.12


    King George V fully shared these concerns for the future of his throne and dynasty, and in September 1921 Lord Stamfordham conveyed to Lloyd George the sovereign’s fear that growing unemployment would mean discontent spiralling out of control, and that agitators and Bolsheviks, backed by Russian money, were ‘doing their utmost to bring about revolution’.13 This was paranoia, but it helps explain the systematic attempts made after the war to re-establish the British and imperial monarchy on a more sure and popular footing, one aspect of which was the search for greater financial security. Despite the hardships of the First World War, the scaled-back nature of courtly life meant that the king had been able to save considerable sums, and in 1916 he paid back £100,000 to the Exchequer; but he had still accumulated a significant surplus from his (tax-free) grant from the Civil List. Nevertheless, in 1920, Sir Frederick Ponsonby, the Keeper of the Privy Purse, asked the government for a significant increase in this annual payment, holding out the alarming prospect that the king might otherwise be reduced to ‘opening Parliament in a taxi-cab’.14 This was exaggerated and, in the context of rising post-war unemployment, an impolitic proposal. The government refused Ponsonby’s request, but instead responded by arranging a one-off transfer from the Duchy of Lancaster to the Privy Purse, and by initiating a study of expenditure in the royal household which eventually resulted in economies of £40,000 a year. It also resolved that the annual grant paid to Queen Alexandra should in future be 90 per cent 
     tax free, and that similar payments to the king’s younger children would be 80 per cent tax exempt, while the taxes paid by the Prince of Wales on his income from the Duchy of Cornwall would be substantially reduced.


    These were significant financial gains, and at the same time the king and his advisers sought to align the British monarchy more closely with the British people, by actively promoting it as a living power for good. As a devout man, who regularly attended church on Sundays, and as a husband and patriarch whose temperamental shortcomings were unknown to the mass of the population, King George seemed an exemplary monarch, providing spiritual and moral leadership – the father of his family and of his people. Public life was still deeply imbued with Christian ethics and connotations, and it seemed entirely appropriate that two of the king’s oldest friends were Canon Dalton and Archbishop Cosmo Gordon Lang (who was translated from York to Canterbury in 1928). One further indication of his faith (and charity) was that the king revived the annual practice of distributing Maundy money, combining religious observance with concern for the poor and the aged. During the inter-war years, George V also became a resonant and emollient public speaker second only to Stanley Baldwin: constantly commending the virtues of duty and service, community and tolerance, urging the rich and advantaged to show consideration and charity to those less fortunate, and expressing heartfelt sympathy for the unemployed and those who had returned maimed and disabled from the war. No monarch before him had spoken so much to so many of 
     his subjects, and in so doing, the king drew upon some of the best writers of his time: Stamfordham was no mean wordsmith, and on occasion General Smuts, Rudyard Kipling, Archbishop Lang, G. M. Trevelyan and John Buchan were all asked to provide material and suggestions. In 1935, an anthology was published of the king’s speeches since his accession: it was the first of its kind.


    But it was not only in his quasi-priestly role that King George V brought the monarchy nearer to the lives of his subjects: for in many other ways, he had more in common with most of his peoples than did the public-school and Oxbridge-educated politicians and civil servants who governed them in his name. The king was both hostile to, and ignorant of, the major cultural developments of his age, among them experimental novels, atonal music and modern art, about which he was famously disparaging. In the National Gallery, he shook his stick at a Cézanne, and he later confided to the director, ‘I tell you what, Turner was mad. My grandmother always said so.’ His own tastes were far less highbrow, since he preferred ‘a book with a plot, a tune he could hum, and a picture that told a story’.15 Unlike his father, he read a book a week, including political biography and the novels of John Buchan and C. S. Forester; and he liked the gramophone and the cinema, provided the music and the movies were wholesome and decent. He was also deeply sceptical of intellectuals, and almost wholly ignorant of science. In addition to his obsession with shooting, the king nurtured the royal stud at Sandringham (though he owned fewer winners than his father), and raced 
     his yacht Britannia every year at Cowes (much more successfully). During the inter-war years, he also established the tradition of the regular royal presence as a sporting spectator at popular events: not just race meetings at Epsom, Goodwood and Ascot, but also at the football cup final at Wembley, test match cricket at Lords, rugby at Twickenham and lawn tennis at Wimbledon. As a result, the royal calendar and the sporting calendar were increasingly aligned, and through his recreations no less than his religion, the king got far closer to his people than his father or grandmother had ever done.


    In the uncertain aftermath of the war, George V’s assistant private secretary, Clive Wigram, urged that more publicity should be given to the royal family’s provincial visits and imperial tours, and although the king detested newspapers, a full-time press secretary was appointed at Buckingham Palace in 1918. Royal reporting was both extensive and deferential, and the same tone and treatment were soon being purveyed by the newsreels. Throughout the 1920s, King George and Queen Mary continued their visits to the slums and suburbs of greater London. They also went to towns and cities throughout Britain, touring schools and hospitals, coal mines and factories. The Prince of Wales, although no social crusader, began to make goodwill visits to such left-wing strongholds as south Wales and Clydeside: ‘I do feel,’ he observed after one such journey, ‘I’ve been able to do just a little good propaganda up there, and given Communism a knock.’16 But it was the king’s second son, the Duke of York (as Prince Albert had been created in 1920 after his demobilization from the navy), 
     who most closely identified the post-war monarchy with post-war social problems. After a brief period of study at Cambridge University, he became president of the Industrial Welfare Society, which sought to humanize industry by improving the physical conditions of the workplace and by bringing employees into closer contact with their employers. He began an annual camp at Southwold in Suffolk, which brought together boys from public schools and others from the factories and slums, with the aim of promoting fellowship and understanding between those of different backgrounds. And he was also patron of the National Playing Fields Association, which aimed to improve the recreational facilities for working-class children in the inner cities.


    Some of these endeavours were more symbolic than real: the Duke of York’s camp was unlikely to heal the social divisions by which inter-war Britain was split. But during the 1920s, King George, Queen Mary and their children carried out more than three thousand public engagements, and their cumulative impact must have been considerable. Royal ceremonial occasions, which were both symbolic and real, also increased in number. In 1925, Queen Alexandra was given a modified version of her husband’s funeral: she lay in state in Westminster Abbey (rather than Westminster Hall), and this was followed by a procession through the streets of London and interment at Windsor. But the most significant ceremonial inventiveness centred on royal weddings, which had previously been held in the privacy of Windsor or the Chapel Royal, but which were now transferred to the streets of London, with full processions before 
     and after, and to the Abbey, where the service was conducted. The first such matrimonial spectacle took place in 1922, when Princess Mary married Viscount Lascelles, and it was a great public success. ‘It is,’ the Duke of York explained, revealingly, ‘no longer Mary’s wedding, but (this from the papers) it is the “Abbey wedding”, or the “Royal wedding”, or the “National Wedding”, or even the “People’s wedding”.’17 A year later, it was the Duke of York’s turn, when he married Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon: the first time a prince of the royal house had been wed in the Abbey for five hundred years. In conformity with the king’s wartime decision, both Lady Elizabeth and Lord Lascelles were members of British aristocratic families: as the monarchy was becoming less royal, it was also becoming more ceremonially grand.


    These immediate post-war years also witnessed the most systematic attempt yet made to reaffirm and strengthen the personal connection between the British crown and the overseas realms – a link of sentiment between sovereign and subjects on which George V was not alone in believing the future unity and survival of the empire ultimately depended. It bears repeating that, after his Indian durbar, the king had hoped to visit each of his four dominions; but the domestic political crises to which he had returned, followed by the demands and disruption of the First World War, meant he was never able to carry out this programme. Instead, and once the conflict was over, Lloyd George urged that the Prince of Wales should undertake an extensive programme of overseas tours: partly to give him something to do, partly as a gesture of thanks for the contribution made 
     by the dominions and India during the war, and partly as an antidote to the disruptive forces that he feared were increasingly tearing the empire asunder. As Lord Stamfordham told the prince, ‘the Throne is the pivot upon which the Empire will more than ever hinge. Its strength and stability will depend entirely on its occupant.’18 Hence, between 1919 and 1925, his extended tours to Canada (and the United States), Australia and New Zealand, India (and Japan), South Africa (and South America). They were gruelling, exhausting and lonely, the public pressure was unrelenting, and the prince’s private behaviour gave much cause for criticism and concern. Yet they were spectacularly successful in linking the monarchy and empire more closely than ever before. In public, the prince was charming and tactful, eloquent and charismatic – a film star as much as a royal personage; throughout the empire, thousands of people turned out to see him, and he received unprecedented newsreel coverage.


    By the time the Prince of Wales had finished his demanding sequence of imperial tours, the political scene in Britain had changed dramatically. In October 1922, backbench Conservative MPs withdrew their support from the post-war coalition, and Lloyd George resigned as prime minister, ushering in a period of political flux which brought serious challenges for the sovereign and his advisers. The leader of the Conservatives was Austen Chamberlain, but since he remained loyal to Lloyd George, the king instead invited Bonar Law to form a government, which, after some prevarication, he did. However, ill-health forced his resignation in May 1923, and Law offered no advice on his successor, 
     which meant the monarch had to decide who should be the next prime minister. In the end, the king chose the emollient but not very experienced Stanley Baldwin over the much grander but very experienced Lord Curzon, on the grounds that in a democratic age, and with the Labour Party gaining ever-greater significance, a prime minister from the upper house would be an unacceptable anachronism. It was a wise decision, which events would soon abundantly vindicate. But in the short run, the choice of Baldwin did not seem to have been such a good idea: for in December 1923, and against the king’s advice, Baldwin determined to fight a general election on the subject of tariff reform, when he lost his overall majority. To be sure, the Tories won the largest number of seats, but they were followed by Labour, which now became the second party in the state, while the once-mighty Liberals came a poor and marginalized third. The Liberals (again led by Asquith) refused to support Baldwin, whereupon George V sent for Ramsay MacDonald, the Labour leader, and invited him to form a government. ‘Today,’ the king noted in his diary on 22 January 1924, ‘twenty-three years ago dear Grandmama died. I wonder what she would have thought of a Labour government.’19


    More to the point, what did King George V think of a Labour government? An instinctive conservative, who distrusted radicals and socialists, he loathed Bolsheviks and Communists, he thought most change was definitely for the worse, and that seemed to be more than ever the case in the years since the war. Yet the king was also able to distinguish between his own personal views and his proper conduct as a constitutional monarch, and his welcoming 
     and conciliatory approach to Labour (he urged that privy counsellor uniforms could be quite cheaply obtained from Moss Bros in Covent Garden) was matched by Ramsay MacDonald’s disavowal of his party’s more extreme policies. The successful accommodation of a Labour government into the culture and processes of the British constitution must be accounted a considerable achievement on the king’s part. Then, in October 1924, the Liberals withdrew their support of MacDonald, and in the ensuing general election the Conservatives under Baldwin were returned with a substantial parliamentary majority. ‘I like him, and have always found him quite straight,’ the king observed of MacDonald after he had tendered his resignation as prime minister.20 Until 1929, and notwithstanding the sardonic strictures of Lytton Strachey and the alternative lifestyles of the ‘Bright Young Things’, Britain would once again be ruled by conservative Victorians. That was certainly true of Baldwin and his colleagues, among them Winston Churchill, whose earlier radical hostility to the king had been superseded by a warm appreciation of the dutiful continuity he provided in a bewilderingly changing world. These views were also shared by such leading figures as Sir John Reith at the BBC, Geoffrey Dawson at The Times, and Archbishop Cosmo Gordon Lang at Lambeth Palace.


    Like George V, Baldwin’s government wanted to return to pre-war ‘normalcy’, and their determination was proclaimed by Winston Churchill’s decision, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, to restore the pound to the Gold Standard and at its pre-war parity with the dollar. The General Strike of May 1926 challenged such comfortable assumptions, 
     and the king was ‘very low and depressed’ at the prospect of what would be unprecedented industrial disruption and class conflict.21 Although sympathetic to the economic plight of the strikers, he was also in favour of strong measures to curb subversion and disorder, and he was hugely relieved that the strike was brought to a peaceful conclusion: ‘it shows,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘what a wonderful people we are’.22 By this time, the post-war crises of imperial subversion and disorder seemed largely to have abated, and the king opened the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley on St George’s Day 1924. Egypt and the Middle East had been (temporarily) tranquillized, and the Congress campaign of civil disobedience in India had been called off. The demands made by South Africa and the Irish Free State for a legal definition of dominion autonomy were also deftly finessed by Arthur Balfour at the imperial conference of 1926, when he balanced the central concession of the dominions’ equal constitutional status with a recognition of their free and willing acceptance of continued empire membership. But George V was not pleased, deploring ‘all the new developments in constitutional relations’ between the dominions and the mother country.23 Yet imperial sentiment and dominion deference still held, and in 1927 the Duke and Duchess of York set off on a lengthy voyage to open the new Australian parliament building in Canberra and to visit New Zealand.


    The king rejoiced in his role as the father of his people, but he never mastered the more immediate task of being the father of his children, and the scoldings continued unrelentingly. In 
     a return to the conventional royal pattern of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, his relations with his eldest son and heir were by this time especially strained. The king disapproved of the Prince of Wales’s liking for fashionable clothes, cocktails and night clubs, deplored his liaison with the married Freda Dudley Ward, was baffled by his delight in all things American, and resented (perhaps envied?) his star quality and his popularity. In turn, the Prince of Wales regarded his father as stiff, old-fashioned, hectoring and heavy-handed, obsessed beyond all reason with etiquette and punctuality; his clothes, his cocktails, his fast living and his Americanisms were all expressions of filial rebellion and rejection; yet he also dreaded the prospect of kingship even as he would be personally relieved by his father’s death. By contrast, the Duke of York, for all his stammering shyness, had made a brilliant match: the new duchess brought her husband comfort and support, and encouraged him to visit the speech therapist Lionel Logue to treat his stutter; although she found her father-in-law ‘a bit gruff’, the king melted before the charm and charisma of his first daughter-in-law; and on the birth of her first child, Princess Elizabeth, in 1926, he became an almost doting grandfather.24 Meanwhile, Prince Henry, after passing out from Sandhurst and a brief spell at Cambridge, spent the 1920s as a cavalry officer and enthusiastic hunter of foxes, and his father created him Duke of Gloucester in 1928. His younger brother, Prince George, had passed out of Dartmouth in 1920, only one from the bottom of his class, and at the king’s insistence, spent nine unhappy years in the navy.


    
     Not surprisingly, all of George V’s sons had reached adulthood nervous and highly strung, irritable and short-tempered, and although Queen Mary’s relations with her children eased somewhat as they grew into adulthood, and she became more friendly to them than their father ever did, it was by then too late for any of them to get really close to her. Only with Prince George would she establish some rapport, as he would be unique among her sons in sharing her cultural interests. Meanwhile, the queen’s life with her husband continued as before: she did as she was told, and put up with a great deal. Duty and service were ever her watchwords. She found life at Balmoral excruciatingly tedious, and would have much preferred visiting Scottish castles and museums. Her husband’s passion for shooting bored her. ‘It was so stiff,’ she said of one party, ‘I would have turned cartwheels for sixpence.’ His delight in yachting baffled her. ‘The Britannia has just passed us,’ she wrote one August from Cowes, ‘and I saw the king looking very wet and uncomfortable in oilskins – what a way to enjoy oneself.’25 If she expressed interest at dinner in interior decoration, the king would shout down the table: ‘There you go again, May: furniture, furniture, furniture.’26 Yet in the public mind, the king and queen were very much a pair and a partnership, in ways that King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra had never been, while in private she provided him with the comfort and assurance he clearly needed. ‘I can never sufficiently express my deep gratitude to you, darling May,’ he would write to her on the twentieth anniversary of his accession, ‘for the way you have helped and stood by me in these 
     difficult times.’ Then he added, revealingly, ‘this is not sentimental rubbish, but what I really feel’.27


    By then, he had more than usual cause to be grateful, for late in 1928 George V had fallen seriously ill, and during the uncertain months that followed, the queen was a pillar of strength. No doubt as a result of his heavy smoking, the king’s lungs became badly infected, as did his blood, his heart was weakened and he lapsed into unconsciousness. By mid-December, he seemed near to death, prayers were said for him across Britain and around the empire, and the Prince of Wales was summoned back from a safari in Africa. ‘Imagine,’ he remarked, both in triumph and trepidation, ‘I could be King of England tomorrow.’28 Eventually, the poison was successfully drained off, and after surgery to remove a rib, the king and queen went to Bognor in January 1929, so he could convalesce. But there was a relapse in May, he was still a sick man when he attended a thanksgiving service held in Westminster Abbey in July, and a second operation was performed soon after. By the year’s end, after twelve months’ long and dreary illness, the king was finally pronounced better; yet he never fully recovered. Meanwhile, the Conservatives, having campaigned on the uninspiring slogan of ‘Safety First’, had been defeated at the general election of June 1929, and in the new House of Commons, Labour was the largest party, although once again, it did not command an overall majority. Baldwin resigned, and the convalescing king, clad in a dressing gown, invited Ramsay MacDonald to form his second Labour government. But before the year was out, the stock 
     market crash on Wall Street marked the beginning of a savage economic downturn that would last the remainder of the king’s reign, and would have widespread, lasting and (in many places) catastrophic repercussions. From late 1929, King George V was living on borrowed time; as, indeed, was much of Europe, the British Empire and the world beyond.
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    Depression and Jubilation


    1929–1936


    
      The whole nation, the whole Empire, is royalist today, not only in constitutional doctrine, but in personal affection.


      John Buchan, The King’s Grace1

    


    The Wall Street Crash was merely the prelude to the Great Depression: an economic earthquake so seismic and so protracted that its impact and consequences would be felt far beyond the time George V had left to live and reign. The Depression would also spell the end of the efforts made during the 1920s by Western leaders, with which the king had been much in sympathy, to try to put the clock back and restore the world to what in retrospect had seemed the golden age of ordered and stable prosperity existing before 1914. That had proved an impossible task, for the First World War had seriously weakened the material and military props supporting British economic strength, world-power might and imperial dominion, and the Great Depression would undermine them still further. Moreover, it was not only for Britain and its empire that the consequences of the global downturn were economically so damaging 
     and politically so portentous – and, in many cases, so pernicious. In some nations where monarchy had survived after 1918, the prospects now seemed increasingly bleak. In Spain, George V’s cousin, Alfonso XIII, was forced into exile. In the Balkans, the Kings of Romania and Bulgaria took up with Fascist dictators, the King of Yugoslavia was assassinated and the King of Greece deposed. In the Far East, the Japanese military invaded Manchuria in the name of the recently acceded Emperor Hirohito. Elsewhere, totalitarian regimes were entrenching and advancing, as Stalin consolidated his grip on Communist Russia, as Mussolini dreamed of creating an Italian overseas empire, and as Hitler seized power in Germany.


    The early 1930s were thus not a good time for monarchy or democracy, and they were more testing years for King George V, his people and his empire than any since the end of the First World War. The global slump in manufacturing and trade meant that, by the end of 1930, unemployment was higher than it had been in the immediate post-war recession, and it was still rising. The king had also been dismayed that MacDonald’s government had restored full diplomatic relations with Communist Russia, and with more people out of work than ever, he and his family feared there would again be strikes, agitation, subversion and disorder, all financed and fomented by Moscow. After the failure of the Credit-Anstalt, the largest bank in Austria, it seemed as if the whole of Western Europe was facing economic meltdown. In July 1931, Sir Clive Wigram, who had succeeded Stamfordham as George V’s private secretary, warned the 
     king that ‘we are sitting on the top of a volcano’, and that if there was a further financial collapse, the minority Labour government would ‘hardly be able to deal with the situation, and it is quite possible Your Majesty might be asked to approve [the formation] of a National Government’.2 It was a prudent warning, a prescient prediction, and also the prelude to the most energetic use of the royal prerogative during the king’s entire reign. But as his own generation passed on, George V had to face these harsh and challenging times with fewer friendly and familiar faces: among those who died in 1931 were Princess Mary, Duchess of Fife, his eldest sister; Canon John Dalton, who had progressed from inadequate tutor to the Dean of St George’s Chapel, Windsor; Sir Charles Cust, the king’s oldest friend whom he had known since his far-off naval days; and Lord Stamfordham.


    As government spending rose rapidly, with more people out of work and drawing unemployment benefit, and as revenue from taxation diminished, Britain’s public finances looked increasingly precarious. From early 1931, MacDonald’s Cabinet tried to devise a package of spending cuts and tax increases that would be both acceptable to the public and also to those bankers in New York to whom the government might need to turn for emergency borrowing. However, many Labour ministers refused to countenance significant cuts in unemployment benefit, and on 23 August 1931 MacDonald informed George V that he might have to resign. But he also advised the king in the meantime to consult with Baldwin and Lloyd George, the Conservative and Liberal leaders, while the king urged MacDonald that he 
     was ‘the only person who could carry the country through’.3 Thereafter, George V consulted Baldwin and Sir Herbert Samuel (standing in for Lloyd George, who was convalescing from an operation), and both expressed their willingness to join a national government comprising all three major parties and headed by MacDonald. The next day, the prime minister again went to Buckingham Palace, informing the king that the Cabinet had resigned and that he must quit too; but he advised his sovereign to summon Baldwin and Samuel to a conference, which he would also attend. On 24 August, MacDonald, Baldwin and Samuel met at the palace; and the king again asked the prime minister to remain at his post. Baldwin and Samuel agreed to serve under MacDonald, who resigned as Labour prime minister and whom George V immediately reappointed to lead a ‘temporary’ national government.


    The three leaders hammered out a plan to cut public spending, which included a 10 per cent reduction in unemployment benefits. Many Labour ministers and most Labour MPs refused to support the proposed cuts or to serve with the Liberals and Conservatives in a national government, and they also disowned Ramsay MacDonald as a class traitor and a royal stooge. This was unfair. It was certainly the case that the king had actively and repeatedly urged the creation of a national government, encouraged by MacDonald’s advice that he consult the other party leaders, and further reassured by their stated willingness to serve under the Labour leader. Had George V accepted MacDonald’s resignation, he would have had to send for Baldwin and ask him to try to form a coalition government, but amid such 
     uncertainty and confusion, the country’s gold and currency reserves would have drained away as overseas investors lost confidence. So there was a strong case for the king insisting that MacDonald stay in post, and try to put together a national government to deal with a national emergency. Although he had underestimated the extent of Labour opposition to participating in such a coalition, George V had acted rapidly, decisively, patriotically and within the bounds of what was constitutionally acceptable. The new government, headed by MacDonald, and with Baldwin effectively serving as deputy prime minister, consisted of four Labour members, four Conservatives and two Liberals. As had been agreed, taxes were increased and state spending reduced, including unemployment benefit. But to the king’s abiding shame, the naval ratings in the Atlantic fleet, whose pay had been cut, organized a strike, known as the ‘Invergordon Mutiny’; there was a further run on the pound as a result, and Britain was forced off the Gold Standard to which it had only returned in 1925.


    With so many of his subjects suffering from cuts in state salaries and unemployment benefit, MacDonald suggested that the king should once again set an example of sacrifice as (up to a point) he had done during the First World War. Accordingly, George V took a 10 per cent cut, of £50,000 a year, in his Civil List allocation for as long as the emergency lasted, and the Prince of Wales was volunteered (which he agreed to reluctantly) to give up £10,000 a year from the revenues of the Duchy of Cornwall. But as in the settlements of 1910 and after the war, there was also a rebalancing of the royal finances, the king being declared exempt from 
     the £20,000 a year he had previously paid to the Treasury as tax on the income he derived from the Duchy of Lancaster; and in 1935, the cuts to his Civil List income were also restored. Throughout these years, the National Government, which had originally been formed as a temporary expedient, continued in power. Late in 1931, MacDonald had decided to go to the country, to seek a ‘doctor’s mandate’ to take all necessary steps to deal with the continuing crisis. George V granted MacDonald a dissolution in October 1931, and was delighted when the National Government was returned with 558 seats, while an emasculated Labour opposition could muster only 56. The king thought it a ‘marvellous’ result, which showed ‘that this old country is absolutely sound’; and he celebrated by taking his family to see Noël Coward’s patriotic pageant, Cavalcade.4 In a spontaneous outburst of loyalty, the entire audience rose at the end of the performance and sang the National Anthem. But the Great Depression continued to take its toll, as Britain’s departure from the Gold Standard was soon followed by its abandonment of free trade, as tariffs were placed on all imported goods except those from the empire, and a preferential scheme for the dominions was worked out at the imperial economic conference held in Ottawa in 1932.


    Although the pillars of the British Victorian world were falling about him, the king liked the non-partisan style of the National Government and the stability it brought to domestic politics for the remainder of his reign. Ramsay MacDonald was his favourite prime minister, and also the longest-serving; Stanley Baldwin shared his middle-of-the-road Anglicanism, his liking for country life and his belief in conciliation and 
     consensus; while Lloyd George had been successfully prevented from making a political comeback. George V was also sympathetic to the government’s foreign policy, especially its handling of relations with Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany. He disliked both dictators, regarding the Duce as a ‘mad dog’ who was ‘anything but a friend to England’, and deploring the Nazi leaders as ‘horrid fellows’ for their anti-Semitism and repeated recourse to violence.5 But even though the king was head of the armed forces, his hostility to war was also strong: he was against modern weapons such as aeroplanes, submarines and poison gas, and during the 1920s he supported the reduction – or total abolition – of all the Royal Navy’s capital ships. ‘I will not,’ he exploded, as international tensions increased in 1935, ‘have another war. I will not. The last one was none of my doing, and if there is another one … I will go to Trafalgar Square and wave a red flag myself sooner than allow this country to be brought in.’6 The king’s ambivalence, between profound suspicion of the Fascist dictators and a pronounced wish to avoid a second world war, placed him foursquare with his government and most of his subjects. ‘I am an old man,’ he told his penultimate foreign secretary and fellow Norfolk landowner, Sir Samuel Hoare. ‘I have been through one world war. How can I go through another? If I am to go on, you must keep us out of one.’7


    George V was terrified at the prospect of another European conflagration, and as he once explained to MacDonald, he was also anxious about the continued unity of the empire. He had cause for concern. The Statute of Westminster, passed in 1931, embodied the formula for the dominions’ legislative autonomy which Arthur Balfour had 
     devised five years earlier, for it declared them to be ‘in no way subordinate one to another in any aspect of their domestic or external affairs’.8 Thereafter, Britain and the (essentially independent) dominions were only united by their common allegiance to the crown. The king did not like the new statute: on his behalf, Wigram called it ‘a pedantic document drawn up by lawyers to satisfy the amour propre mainly of South Africa and the Irish Free State’.9 It was a shrewd remark. In Ireland, de Valera abolished the oath of allegiance and the appeal to the Privy Council, and established a distinction between Irish and British nationality. In South Africa, General Hertzog had defeated General Smuts in 1924, and would be prime minister until 1939. Much more sceptical than his predecessor of the continuing British connection, he passed legislation in 1934 which declared his country to be a ‘Sovereign and Independent State’. Even in Australia, the return of a Labour government resulted in the appointment, in 1930, and to the king’s dismay, of a home-grown governor-general, Sir Isaac Isaacs, instead of the customary British aristocrat. During the 1930s, there was talk of sending out the king’s four sons as governors-general of the four great dominions, in the hope of consolidating the links of sentiment which still existed between Britons overseas and those in the mother country; but nothing came of it.


    In accordance with the legal decentralization and operational devolution of the British Empire, the king’s title was modified so it could be separately used in all the dominions, including Ireland. The Statute of Westminster also meant that the succession to the imperial throne required the 
     consent of each dominion parliament, and for the rest of his reign the king remained fearful that each of his overseas realms might pass different legislation on the royal title and the succession. To these anxieties about the dominions were added concerns about how India should achieve the identical status, as the viceroy had promised on behalf of the British government in October 1929. The king-emperor wanted the Indian princes to be supported and safeguarded, and the people to be happy and law-abiding. But Congress staged a second civil disobedience campaign in 1930–31 in protest at the lack of progress; three inconclusive Round Table Conferences were held in London between 1930 and 1932 to discuss constitutional reforms; and at one reception at Buckingham Palace at which he received the Congress Party delegates, the king vainly cautioned their ‘rebel fakir’ leader: ‘Remember, Mr Gandhi, I won’t have any attacks on my Empire.’10 George V supported the National Government’s efforts to frame a constitution that he hoped would gain the consent of both the Indian people and the Indian princes while also securing Britain’s vital imperial interests. But the Government of India Act that was eventually passed in 1935 was unacceptable alike to many Indian nationalists, because it fell short of full independence, and to the rulers of the princely states, who thought it gave too much away. The Congress Party could not decide whether to accept or boycott the reforms; the ruling princes refused to join the proposed central federation; and the king-emperor was ‘disgusted’ with everyone concerned.11


    Harold Nicolson may have been overstating it when he observed, in his official biography, that, between them, the 
     Statute of Westminster and the Government of India Act signified the ‘renunciation’ of Britain’s ‘imperial mission’, but in the early 1930s King George had good reasons to be as anxious about the empire as he was about Europe.12 Yet these difficult years also witnessed a triumphant innovation that helped consolidate those links of sentiment which undoubtedly still existed between the empire and the crown. In 1924, and at the urging of its general manager, John Reith, the speech delivered by the king to open the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley had been broadcast by the recently formed BBC. It attracted an audience of ten million, and thereafter the BBC broadcast several of the speeches that George V gave on ceremonial occasions; yet until 1932, he repeatedly refused requests to deliver a more personal Christmas message to his imperial subjects. But following the death of Stamfordham, and his replacement as private secretary by the more media-savvy Wigram, the king was reluctantly persuaded, and after lunch on Christmas Day he broadcast live from Sandringham what he described as ‘a short message of 251 words to the whole Empire’. ‘I speak now,’ he began, ‘from my home and from my heart to you all; to men and women so cut off by the snows or the desert or the sea, that only voices out of the air can reach them.’13 The words had been written by Kipling, but the delivery – ‘strong, emphatic, vibrant, with undertones of sentiment, devoid of all condescension, artifice or pose’ – was inimitably his own.14 For all his barking shyness, the king was a natural broadcaster, and what would in the following year become the annual tradition of the 
     Christmas broadcast brought the crown into millions of homes across the empire.


    The king’s seasonal messages endowed the monarchy with a wholly new form of magic, as he spoke to his subjects in an intimate, immediate and reassuring human voice, and as they gathered, enthralled and expectant, around their wirelesses to hear him. But he was not getting any closer to his own children. ‘Remember how your father,’ the Duchess of York wrote to the duke at this time, ‘by shouting at you and making you feel uncomfortable, lost all your real affection. None of his sons,’ she went on, ‘are his friends, because he is not understanding and helpful to them.’15 The faults were not all on the king’s side, however, least of all in the case of the Prince of Wales, who in 1934 reached the age of forty, but was still unmarried. To make matters worse, he had recently taken up with Wallis Simpson, who, having divorced and remarried, had two living husbands and was self-evidently neither royal nor even aristocratic. By the standards and conventions of the time, this made her completely unacceptable as a royal consort, let alone as queen, and the king was appalled and enraged by his son’s latest irresponsible liaison. The prince was also vociferous in his oft-expressed admiration for Nazi Germany, and seemed to have acquired no appreciation of the constrained position of a constitutional monarch vis-à-vis his Cabinet. ‘He has not a single friend who is a gentleman,’ George V lamented. ‘He does not see any decent society … I hardly ever see him, and don’t know what he is doing.’16 By contrast, the lives and conduct of the Duke and Duchess of 
     York and their two daughters (Princess Margaret Rose was born in 1930) seemed a model of private and public propriety, and in them now lay the king’s best hope for the future of the House of Windsor. ‘I pray to God,’ he confided to a lady-in-waiting, ‘that my eldest son will never marry and have children, and that nothing will come between Bertie and Lilibet and the throne.’17


    Meanwhile, the king’s two younger sons marked time, before both of them married – unexpectedly well. The Duke of Gloucester continued in his cavalry career, but was constantly frustrated that he could not join his regiment on active duty in Egypt or India, because of his royal lineage. Instead he was distracted with overseas visits: to Japan to present the Garter to Emperor Hirohito, to Abyssinia to attend the coronation of Emperor Haile Selassie, and to Australia to mark the hundredth anniversary of the first settlements in Victoria. Prince George, to his great relief, finally got out of the navy in 1929, worked desultorily in the Foreign Office and the Home Office, paid a visit to South Africa, and was created Duke of Kent in 1934. Uniquely among his brothers, he had inherited his mother’s cultural interests; but he was also closest to the Prince of Wales in his liking for night clubs and fast living, and he took drugs and was voraciously bisexual. Apart from his royal status, neither duke had much to recommend him: Gloucester was shy, crotchety and disappointed; Kent was wayward and self-indulgent. Yet both made brilliant matches: Kent, in a throwback to pre-war practices, was accepted by Princess Marina, a member of the exiled Greek royal family; while Gloucester, like his elder brother, 
     married into the Anglo-Scottish aristocracy, by wedding Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott, a daughter of the very broad-acred Duke of Buccleuch. In accordance with the precedents created in the early 1920s, the Duke of Kent and Princess Marina were married in Westminster Abbey, but the death of the Duke of Buccleuch meant the Duke of Gloucester’s wedding to Lady Alice was transferred at the last minute from the Abbey to the private chapel at Buckingham Palace.


    These two royal weddings took place in November 1934 (Kent) and November 1935 (Gloucester), and exactly halfway between each event the most spectacular display of royal pageantry was mounted since the beginning of the king’s reign, as he celebrated twenty-five years on the throne. No British monarch had ever observed a Silver Jubilee before (Queen Victoria, who might have done so, had been in deep mourning for Albert in 1862), but the National Government encouraged George V to mark the anniversary, and it was celebrated across Britain and around the empire, with flags and bunting, parties and processions, speeches and services. On 6 May 1935, the king drove to St Paul’s Cathedral with Queen Mary to give thanks. ‘A never to be forgotten day,’ he later recorded, in words reminiscent of those used by his grandmother at her Diamond Jubilee. ‘The greatest number of people in the streets that I have ever seen in my life.’18 That evening, the king broadcast to his peoples, thanking them ‘for all the loyalty – and may I say so? – love’ with which he and the queen had always been surrounded.19 There were drives through the streets of London, a reception for the dominion prime ministers, a 
     naval review at Spithead, and addresses presented by both Houses of Parliament in Westminster Hall. The king’s reply to them surveyed the themes and restated the values that had characterized his reign: the development of the empire bound together by shared allegiance to the crown; the peaceful evolution of democracy and constitutional monarchy; the importance of the rule of law and of the impulse towards social improvement; the mortal peril of the First World War and the peacetime ordeal of depression, hardship and unemployment; and he ended by hoping ‘that we may continue to pursue the course of freedom and progress in a spirit of peace, tolerance and understanding’.20


    Like all such ceremonials, the meanings and messages of George V’s Silver Jubilee were manifold and multifarious, for it was as much about the reign as about the king. It was an expression of collective gratitude for the constancy and dutifulness with which he had discharged his paternal responsibilities, as father of the nation and of the empire, which under his benevolent aegis formed ‘one great family’. It was a recognition that his varied sporting interests, his visits to towns and villages, hospitals and factories, his simple Christian faith and his wireless broadcasts had brought the crown closer to the lives of his subjects than any monarch before him. It paid homage to a sovereign who had stayed faithful to his people in war, who had presided over the transition to full adult suffrage in peace, who had reconciled the Labour Party to the constitution, and who had successfully urged the creation of a national government to deal with a national emergency. It proclaimed that his dignity and decency contrasted so favourably to the dictatorial 
     demagoguery of Hitler and Mussolini, just as the anachronistic splendour of royal pageantry seemed so much more traditional and dignified than the planes and searchlights of the Nuremberg rallies. It was staged as much to encourage the continuing devotion of the dominions and India as to celebrate national cohesion. And it acknowledged the stability, continuity and reassurance the monarch embodied in a rapidly changing world, as his reign had witnessed the disappearance of five emperors, eight kings and eighteen minor dynasties. As a tribute to the sovereign’s popularity, and as a lasting legacy of his quarter century of dutiful service, the King George’s Jubilee Trust was established ‘to promote the welfare of the younger generation’, which soon raised more than £1 million.21


    Yet amid the pageants and the parties, the rejoicings and the encomiums, the gifts and the subscriptions, there were other conclusions that could be drawn from the jubilee that were distinctly less encouraging, for while King George V occupied the throne, Britain and its empire had passed their great-power zenith, which meant he was the first monarch of modern times to reign in what was essentially Kipling’s ‘recessional’ mode. His grandmother’s jubilees of 1887 and 1897 had been triumphant celebrations of national progress and imperial might. But there had also been early warnings of decay and decline, and by 1935 Britain was a relatively weaker nation than it had been in Queen Victoria’s day. The empire was also less unified and more vulnerable, and this was made plain in two revealing episodes that took place during the Silver Jubilee celebrations. The first was the Irish Free State’s refusal to participate in the king’s reception for the dominion prime ministers: ‘the 
     gap,’ Ramsay MacDonald wrote, ‘lay like a shadow of smallness over a ceremony of bigness and graciousness’, but it was also an indication that Ireland was seriously intent on getting out of the British Empire altogether.22 The second was the naval review at Spithead, where the assemblage of 160 warships looked impressive enough at first glance; but this was no longer, as it had been in Queen Victoria’s day, a navy greater than all others combined, and much of the fleet had been built before the First World War and was seriously out of date, while there were few recently constructed ships. The explanations for these naval shortcomings were clear and dismaying: the government had been unable to afford to build new warships in sufficient numbers, and Britain’s traditional heavy industries were no longer as creative or as competitive as they had been before 1914.


    Not surprisingly, the mood of the Silver Jubilee was more one of sombre gratitude than of jingoistic euphoria, both for George V and his people, and by the end of 1935 it had further darkened. For the king, this was partly personal. Although he hoped MacDonald ‘might have seen me through’, he resigned as prime minister soon after the jubilee and was succeeded by Stanley Baldwin.23 The Prince of Wales remained besotted with Wallis Simpson; indeed, as the king predicted to Baldwin: ‘after I am dead, the boy will ruin himself in twelve months’.24 Then, in December 1935, his unmarried sister, Princess Victoria, died. She had become embittered and spiteful, yet they had talked on the telephone virtually every day, and of the five children of Bertie and Alix, only the king and his sister Queen Maud of 
     Norway now remained. But there were also growing public grounds for anxiety and concern. At the general election held in November, the National Government had again been returned with a reduced but still comfortable majority. By then, however, Italy had invaded Abyssinia, in flagrant defiance of the League of Nations; Haile Selassie, whose coronation had been attended by the Duke of Gloucester, was deposed; the Italian monarch was proclaimed as his successor; and in homage to, or defiance of, the British imperial throne, he would declare himself to be king and emperor. George V was appalled that yet another legitimate monarch had gone, and he could not sleep at night for worry. His chiefs of staff were even more concerned: for this display of Fascist aggression meant they now feared there might be a future war in which Britain would simultaneously have to fight Germany in Europe and on the high seas, Italy in the Mediterranean and north Africa, and Japan in the Far East. It was a terrifying prospect, since the empire would never command the resources to wage and win such a global war on three fronts.


    The king turned seventy in his jubilee year; it would be his last birthday, and Sir Samuel Hoare opined that ‘it was the anxieties of Abyssinia, coming as they did on the top of the Silver Jubilee celebrations’ that ‘killed’ him.25 In early 1935, there had been a recurrence of his previous bronchial trouble; by the autumn, he was visibly failing, and to those closest to him he seemed to be making ready to depart. He shot his last birds at Sandringham in November, cancelled the state opening of Parliament the following month, and 
     delivered his final Christmas broadcast. On 17 January 1936, he wrote the last entry in the diary he had kept since 1880, and three days later members of the Privy Council gathered in the king’s bedroom where, with great difficulty, he initialled a proclamation constituting a council of state. As his strength ebbed away, his personal physician, Lord Dawson, drafted a memorable farewell bulletin: ‘The King’s life is moving peacefully towards its close.’26 Two accounts of his last words reflect the different sides of his private and public personalities. According to one version, another doctor in attendance tried to cheer up his patient by suggesting that, once he was better, he might again go to Bognor to convalesce, as he had done in 1929. To which the king allegedly replied, ‘Bugger Bognor.’27 Alternatively, and according to Stanley Baldwin, his final words were to ask ‘How is the Empire?’28 In the evening, the queen and her children gathered around the king’s bedside, while the doctors eased his pain and may have timed his death to suit the morning newspapers. Just before midnight, on 20 January 1936, King George V died, and in homage to the new monarch, Queen Mary kissed the hand of King Edward VIII. ‘Am broken hearted,’ she confided to her diary, and later she would copy into it these words: ‘the sunset of his death tinged the whole world’s sky’.29


    Tributes were paid to the late king across the nation, throughout the empire and beyond, and his death occasioned a widespread sense of personal loss among many of his subjects, who had never met him, and did not know him, but who somehow felt that they had and that they did. As Sir Austen Chamberlain wrote to his sister Hilda:


    
      
       How well he has played his part, and what a place he has made for himself in the hearts of his people. I think that his broadcasts have made him more intimately known to his peoples overseas than any of his predecessors, and have strengthened the attachment of distant peoples to the throne.30

    


    Although not born to succeed, King George had done so in both senses of the word: he had unexpectedly inherited the throne, and he had been an unexpectedly successful king (though a less successful parent). Deeply conservative and, according to his eldest son, waging a constant but futile battle against the twentieth century, he nevertheless accommodated to being a ‘democratic monarch’, he was advised and able to distinguish between his private opinions and his public obligations, and he dealt effectively with a unique succession of domestic political crises in which he was perforce involved. Less European and more parochial than his two predecessors, he was perfectly placed in the aftermath of the First World War to steer the monarchy away from the cosmopolitan royal cousinhood and towards the nation and empire – and even towards the Labour Party. Disparaged by highbrows and intellectuals for being unimaginative, philistine and uneducated, this gave him a rapport with the majority of his subjects that his Christmas broadcasts consolidated. And his understated Anglicanism, combined with his love of the countryside, would, once Edward VIII was gone, set the tone of the British monarchy for the rest of the twentieth century – and beyond.


    Following the precedent established in the mourning for his father, King George V’s body was brought back from Sandringham, and lay in state in Westminster Hall for four 
     days. But as the procession made its way from King’s Cross Station to New Palace Yard, the jewelled Maltese cross fell off the Imperial State Crown that rested on the top of his coffin. It seemed to many ‘a most terrible omen’ of what might soon be to come.31 Nearly one million people filed by the late monarch’s catafalque, and on the last night King Edward VIII and his three brothers, clad in full military uniform, briefly stood guard. After the gun-carriage procession through the streets of London, from Westminster Hall to Paddington Station, and the train journey to Windsor, the funeral took place at St George’s Chapel, attended by the Kings of Denmark, Norway, Romania, Bulgaria and Belgium – their limited and marginal European realms a vivid reminder that Britain was the only great-power monarchy remaining on the continent. Within a few years, these thrones would face uncertain futures, and in little more than ten years, two of them would disappear. By contrast, George V had left his imperial crown strong and secure – except in one crucial respect of which he himself had been only too well aware. For about his successor, as Austen Chamberlain’s letter went on to observe, people in the know harboured serious doubts:


    
      What will the Prince make of his task? I am hopeful, but he has been going downhill of late, and must pull himself together if he is to carry on the great tradition to which he is heir.32

    

  

  
    Illustrations


    
      [image: image]

      1. Princess Alexandra with her two sons, Prince Eddy and Prince George
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      2. King Edward VII with the future King George V and King Edward VIII
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      3. Queen Mary and King George V’s X-rayed hands
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      4. Tsar Nicolas II and King George V
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      5. King George V at the Delhi Durbar, 1911 by John L. Pemberton
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      6. King George V with the Prince of Wales, visiting a ‘Gas School’ during the First World War
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      7. ‘A good riddance’, Punch 1917
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      8. King George V entering a captured German dugout on a visit to the Western Front
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      9. King George V awarding the FA Cup
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      10. At the helm of Britannia
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      11. Reception of King George V and Queen Mary at St Paul’s Cathedral, London, Jubilee Day, 6 May 1935 (detail) by Frank Owen Salisbury
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      12. The Lying-in-state of HM King George V in Westminster Hall, 23–26 January 1936 (detail) by Frank Owen Salisbury
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