The Regency is known for its genteel manners, Empire style clothing and bucolic long-ago lifestyle.
But like any other age, it had its secrets, myths and mysteries. The following topics are either myths or
mysteries, fact or fiction. Can you tell which is which?

Fact or Fiction? The Madness of George Il

Beginning in the late 1700’s, King George 11l (1738-1820) began to experience episodes where he
displayed irrational or even demented behavior. At one time, he strode up to give a speech, written for
him and which he had merely to read, but he began by saying, “My Lords and Peacocks.” He had
bouts of increasingly agitated emotions, during which he spoke
incessantly, and didn’t sleep. Eventually, he fell into delirium. At
other times, he shouted “staccato shouts of ‘What! What!
What!’, perspiring and complaining of burning. Sometimes, he
was foaming with rage. At other times, he was sunken into a
deep melancholia.”

Other anomalies for the king were a sudden use of foul or
obscene language, an episode where he tried to sexually
assault a housemaid, an attraction for Countess Pembroke (in
her fifties), and once he claimed that “she was his Queen and
that Charlotte was an impostor. On Christmas Day [he] called
his pillow Prince Octavius, who ‘was to be new born this day.’
He gave orders to people who were long since dead and
imagined that London was flooded.™ He claimed to speak to
angels, and it is said he once greeted an oak tree as though it
were King Frederick William Il of Prussia. During attacks of the
disease, the king had to be put in a straitjacket and even tied to
a chair or his bedposts to control his ravings.

Little wonder that 18™ century physicians (and early 19"
century) thought him mad. But was the King mad?

Today, scientists agree that porphyria—a rare disorder of the synthesis of proteins in the blood—is to
blame for George IlI's symptoms. Still rare, porphyria is even sometimes mistaken for depression or
derangement today. “George was afflicted with porphyria, a maddening disease which disrupted his
reign as early as 1765,” is how one British website puts it". Maddening, indeed! A new twist to the




medical mystery of the king came in 2005 when strands of the king’s hair were found in a vaultin a
London museum—and analyzed. The hair was found to contain over 300 times the amount of arsenic
considered toxic! More investigation led to the finding that not only is arsenic a “trigger” for porphyria’s
symptoms, but that the medicine the monarch was given during his bouts of illness actually contained
arsenic. So, while insanity was not the case with the king, porphyric episodes that incited
derangement did occur.

VERDICT: The insanity of King George was, strictly speaking, FICTION.

Fact or Fiction? The Two Wives of George IV

Nowadays, it’s hard to believe that a monarch might
ever get away with having a “secret” wife. During the
end of the 18" century, however, there were rumours
that the prince of Wales, the future regent, had one.
Her name was Maria Fitzherbert, a twice-widowed
Catholic and devout Christian. Even back then, there
were three important, legal reasons why the Prince
could not marry Maria.

1. The Prince of Wales could not marry a
commoner. This was law.

2. The Act of Settlement of 1701 prohibited the
protestant Prince from marrying a Catholic, at
cost of his title and claim to the throne.

3. The Royal Marriages Act expressly forbade the
Prince to marry without the King’s consent if
he was younger than twenty-five.

These were the legal impediments. There were also
ethical and moral ones. Maria Fitzherbert.

Portraits of her vary widely.
_ o My favorite captures the sweetness that even those
Maria was a deeply religious woman. She would who didn’t support the marriage had to admire.

not consent to being the Prince’s mistress. She so

wished to avoid his attentions, in fact, that she fled to Europe. Yet the Prince hounded Maria, swearing
his lifelong love and devotion to her at every turn. He went so far as to stage a “suicide,” stabbing
himself and promising to bleed to death if she did not come to him.

Somewhere along the line the principled Maria began to return the Prince’s sentiments, and she finally
agreed to return to England and be his wife. They were married in a secret ceremony which was legal
in the eyes of both churches (Rome, and the Anglican Church). Rumours abounded, but no one could
produce proof that the marriage had taken place. (The couple did not co-habit, since Maria refused to
be seen as a mistress when she was a wife. Every night he left her house and returned to his own. )
However, George’s “undying devotion,” did not last.. By 1788 he had an “affair” with an opera singer,
and was from then on never constant.
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Then, at a time when the prince had fallen into deep debt, as was his wont,
his father agreed to help him—if he got married. A cousin, an obscure
German daughter of a duke from the house of Brunswick was chosen, and
the prince, with encouragement from his current mistress (who wished to
further alienate him from Maria) agreed to the marriage.

His ensuing “legal” marriage to Caroline of Brunswick Wolfenbuttel was an
unmitigated disaster. The couple spent enough time together to have one
child, and then separated for good. But, George never divorced his
Catholic wife. The fact that the law did not recognize the union as legal
gave him the freedom to marry again. Yet, he never completely forgot
Maria, and died with a miniature portrait of her around his neck, nearest his
heart. Maria had vowed years earlier to always believe him as her
husband, and she never remarried or even took up with another man as far
as we know.

VERDICT: The two wives of George IV was: FACT

Caroline of Brunswick
Queen Consort of George IV

Fact or Fiction? Beware of the Body-Snatchers!

If you had lived during the Regency, and at some point had to bury a loved one, surprisingly, you
might have been warned to guard the gravesite against thieves. In response, you might say, “We are
not burying [the loved one] with artifacts of value, or jewelry, or possessions. There is nothing to steal.”
Ahem.

At this time in England, there was a burgeoning field of medical
inquiry. Bodies were needed for the research which was so vital
for practicing physicians. By law, the bodies of criminals who
were hanged, or who died in prison, were automatically turned
over for medical research. But, these legally-obtained cadavers
weren't nearly sufficient in number to satisfy the demand from
doctors. And, it was virtually taboo to donate one’s remains for
such a use. So how did early 19" century doctors get the bodies
they needed for their experiments and investigations? Without
officially sanctioning it, they encouraged the practice of digging
up the dead, by paying good money for cadavers to by anyone
who delivered them.

“Body-snatchers,” or, “resurrectionists,” as they were called,
began to haunt graveyards and cemeteries in pursuit of the
recently buried dead. Most physicians didn’t ask questions
about where these cadavers came from. Scandalously, even
the most respectable of doctors, such as the Royal physician,
supported the infamous trade by buying bodies.
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The practice was so widespread that funerals were kept secret in an attempt to outwit the grave-
robbers; and the well-to-do posted guards around their newly buried to protect them. Guards,
however, weren't foolproof as they could be bribed, and “secret” funerals could be spied out. The
situation worsened until a few notorious cases where people were actually murdered in order to be
sold as cadavers. This outraged the public and the press. Finally, the Anatomy Act of 1832 addressed
the issue, and helped put an end to the dastardly trade.

VERDICT: During the seemingly refined regency, body snatchers were routinely stealing
bodies: FACT

Fact or Fiction? Women Wore No Underclothes?

During the 18th century, women were required to wear layers and layers of clothing consisting largely
of underclothes. Chemises, stockings, stays (corsets), hoops, panniers, and often many layers of
petticoats. By the time of the Regency, costume had undergone a downright shocking reversal,
(beginning in France, which in turn was taking its ideas from classical

Greek and Roman styles of antiquity), causing the heavy layers of

underclothing to be largely discarded.

In France, women's underclothing was in danger of becoming
downright extinct--among the upper class, in particular. When this
“Empire Style” crossed the channel into England, however, it became
less risqué, thanks to the more modest English. The ideal of a long,
straight dress, revealing the human figure beneath was still in vogue,
however, so all those petticoats from the previous century had to go.
Same for the long corsets, the hoops, and panniers.

What remained was a simple chemise, usually accompanied by a

short corset (called “stays”) which served to raise and support the

bust. It was a precursor to the modern bra, and might even be

accompanied by a petticoat. This is where personal taste came into

play. The long, straight line of the figure was the fashionable ideal and

no bulky under-garments were desired, but most ladies nevertheless

wore underclothing. The chemise was a mainstay of the wardrobe, and Regency Corsets
the petticoat never disappeared completely. The Regency is famous in

caricature for the lack of female undergarments, but this propensity of exhibitionism was far less
common than the cartoonists' of the day would have you think.

Most women, like Jane Austen herself-- wore sufficient undergarments, and, indeed, dressed quite

modestly. The Empire day-dress used sundry manner of textile trickery to conceal the bust (such as,

frills, lace, ruches and ruffs, and even light spencers) so that day garments were in particular

extremely modest. The few who made do without the short corset and petticoat were probably given
the most attention by newspapermen simply because they were, well,
newspaperMEN!

Evening dress was more revealing, requiring a square, low bodice, but
women were free to use shawls, scarves, feathers, veils and what-not
(all of which came in an amazing array of sizes and styles, especially as
the Regency wore on), so that they could easily appear more modestly if
they so desired. Even to modern eyes, however, bodices from the day
are revealing; but again this was mostly the case for evening wear, and
more formal occasions. The scantily clad lady sitting in the library
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reading just wasn't the way it went, no matter how romance novel designers choose to portray it. And
ladies without undergarments of any kind were almost without question a rarity.

Even drawers were worn by women as early as 1804, though admittedly not yet popular. (Left: 19"
century American women’s drawers)" They were taken from men's clothing and considered coarse
and crude. Princess Charlotte was discovered to use them, however, which (despite shocking the
older set), did much to popularize them with the masses, who adored her.

VERDICT: Regency Women Abandoned Underclothes: FICT ION

Fact or Fiction? Lord Byron’s Incestuous Affair
with Half-Sister, Augusta

The idea persists since the early 19" century that Lord Byron, the famed romantic poet of such pieces
as “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage,” and “She Walks in Beauty,” had an incestuous relationship with his
half sister, the Hon. Augusta Byron Leigh.

The problem is, the descriptions of Augusta by anyone other than Lord
Byron’s wife, show a religious person who was concerned with her
brother’s rackety ways. Lady Byron was estranged since a bitter
separation from the poet, and certainly was not known to speak well of
him.

The allegations surfaced briefly in 1816 at the time Lady Byron left her

husband, and were said to have been started by Lady Caroline Lamb,

another female with a grudge against the poet. They had enjoyed a brief

but passionate affair, and Lady Caroline (“Caro”) had never resigned

herself to his loss. There is no reference to the rumors after this until

Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote an article called, The True Story of Lady

Byron’s Life, in 1869, in protest to books written by Byron’s mistress and

others. The article caused such a storm that the magazine went bankrupt. Mrs. Stowe then wrote a
book, Lady Byron Vindicated, to justify herself and Lady Byron. It had not been published earlier
because her ladyship had given the information to Mrs. Stowe asking that it remain suppressed until
after her death. Then, the War of the Southern Rebellion made it impossible to publish the article until
this late date.

Lord Lovelace, Lady Byron's grandson, took his grandmother’s side
while many critics and others took the side of Byron. However,
everyone intimately involved was dead by this time. Lord Byron had
died in 1824, Augusta in 1851, and Lady Byron in 1860Some say
that proof of the allegation was not needed because the charges,
made by Lady Byron, must be true; That she would never have
invented such a monstrous lie. Others, however, suspect that the
reverse is true: that such charges coming from an alienated,
estranged wife must be suspect.

Left: A young George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824)
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The basis of the charge was that Augusta visited London and saw her brother in the summer of 1813
and then had a baby at the end of March or the beginning of April 1814. The child was named
Elizabeth Medora. This was considered suspicious because Byron had a character named Medora in
a poem published in 1814. Also, Byron wrote a letter on the 25" of April, 1814 saying, "and it is Not an
Ape." Almost every editor says this was a reference to a belief that a child of incest would be deformed
or look like an ape. Yet there is no evidence of such a belief having been in existence at that time.

It is on such flimsy evidence that Byron is indicted as
having had an incestuous affair with his sister. Flimsy
evidence that makes the brooding, handsome poet,
already infamous for notorious affairs and questionable
deeds, appear even darker indeed.

It seems clear that Augusta was most likely pregnant
before she went to London in the summer of 1813. Byron
wrote to Lady Melbourne on the 8" of April in 1814 to say
he had just come from visiting his sister and the baby.
This was two weeks before the aforementioned letter, and
he was more concerned with his indigestion than anything
else. Another letter, written April 25, starts off discussing
Lady Caroline Lamb. Augusta and the baby are not
mentioned at all.

While Medora was the name of a character in Byron’s
poem, it was also the name of a race horse with
connections to Augusta’s family that won a big race in
1814.

Lady Shelley’s comments will be the last word here. She
was a friend of both Byron and Augusta. She wrote,

y ) Mt : . Lady Byron
_[Augusta s] manner towards_hlm is decidedly ma_ternal, it Not renowned for her beauty,
is as though she were reproving a thoughtless child. ..... this is a flattering portrait.

She is extremely good and | like her very much.” (Later)

“The accusation which has lately been brought against

Mrs. Leigh seems, to me, who knew her well, as the height of absurdity. She was what | should call a
religious woman; and her feeling for Byron was that of an elder sister towards a wayward child.” "

VERDICT: Byron'’s incestuous affair with Augusta is, in our opinion, FICTION.

Special thanks to Nancy Mayer for providing this information. Ms. Mayer is a Regency research expert who
shares her knowledge at http://www.susannaives.com/nancyregencyresearcher/

Fact or Fiction: Prince Albert Brought the
Christmas Tree Tradition to Britain

It is no surprise that most people, when thinking of lavish old English Christmases, picture a beautiful
Victorian celebration, with its large Christmas tree at the centre, and old-fashioned toys beneath. For
decades--in fact, for the last century, it has been usual to read that Prince Albert was the man who
brought the first large tree (about four feet high) to Britian, starting the custom which endures to this day.
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The Prince Consort had a Germanic background, where the custom of bringing a tall tree indoors had
been in vogue for centuries. He was merely keeping the tradition of his youth when, in 1848, a print of
the tree for the Royal family was run in the newspaper, and seen by thousands of Britons. At this
time, British households very likely were sporting trees at Christmas, but it would have been a table-
top specimen. Therefore, most of the people reading the paper had never seen or heard of such a tall
indoor tree, but by the following year, were copying the idea. Thus, the prince is given credit for it.

However, way back in 1800, Queen Charlotte, the
Queen consort of George lll, had actually
“‘introduced” the tall Christmas tree to Great
Britain by having one erected at Windsor Castle.
Like Prince Albert, the Queen had Germanic
blood, and was keeping the tradition as she knew
it. She included presents beneath her tree for “the
children of the leading families” in Windsor. It's
likely that other aristocratic families followed suit
with tall trees in their homes. However, it was
Prince Albert’s tree that enjoyed exposure in the
press and was able to reach the consciousness of
the masses, where it took firm root.

One source states that, “Christmas trees were in
England by 1789, became common by 1829, and
popular after Dickens' Christmas Carol (1843).” In
this case, there is no distinction made about the
size of the tree, so the popularity of the evergreen
refers to the smaller table-top kind." In fact,
Dickens wrote a semi-biographical short story
called, “A Christmas Tree.” In it he says, “I have
been looking on, this evening, at a merry

company of children assembled round that

. Above: 1848 print from The lllustrated London Nev
pretty German toy, a Christmas Tree. The tree Y pr

was planted in the middle of a great round table,
and towered high above their heads. It was
brilliantly lighted by a multitude of little tapers; and
everywhere sparkled and glittered with bright
objects.” (Italics mine.)

The tree Mr. Dickens remembers is from his
childhood during the Regency. (Dickens was born
in 1812.) Some sources say that the tall trees
came even earlier to England, with the first
German George (King George I). Regardless, we
know for certain that Queen Charlotte did in 1800,
which was earlier than the Regency and much
earlier than the Victorian era.

VERDICT: Prince Albert brought the tall Above : Luther lighting the Christmas Tree

. o |
Christmas tree to Britain: FICTION! A popular myth was that Luther started the tradition

of lighting the trees, but this is unsubstantiated.
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Left: Some Victorian families used a table-top tree.

I hope you have enjoyed this brief look into Facts or
Fiction: Myths and Mysteries of the Regency. For
more fun articles and resources about the Regency
period, check out my newsletter at:
www.LinoreRoseBurkard.com

Linore Rose Burkard writes Inspirational Romance for the Jane Austen Soul. Her
characters take you back in time to experience life and love during the Regency
England era (circa 1800 — 1830). Ms. Burkard’s novels include Before the Season
Ends and The House in Grosvenor Square (coming April, 2009). Her stories blend
Christian faith and romance with well-researched details from the Regency period.
Experience a romantic age, where timeless lessons still apply to modern life. And,
enjoy a romance that reminds you happy endings are possible for everyone.

For more information, visit: www.LinoreRoseBurkard.com

Fact or Fiction: The Madness of King George
DVD: The Madness of King George
Book: George Ill: A Personal History

Fact or Fiction: The Two Wives of George IV
Book: The Secret Wife of King George IV Diane Haeger (fictionalized account of the relationship)
Book: George IV: The Rebel Who Would Be King by Christopher Hibbert and Amanda Foreman

Fact or Fiction: Beware of the Body-Snatchers!
Book: The Regency Underworld by Donald Low

Fact or Fiction: Women Wore No Underclothes?

Book: The History of Underclothes by C. Willett Cunnington and Phillis Cunnington
Book: The Corset and the Crinoline: An lllustrated History by W.B. Lord
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Fact or Fiction: Lord Byron’s Incestuous Affair

Books: Byron’s Letters and Journals as edited by Marchand or anyone. (Nancy Mayer says, “The letters are
essential to knowing Byron. But one should be cautious about believing everything in the notes.” )

Book: Mayne, Ethel Coburn. The Life and Letters of Anne Isabella, Lady Noel Byron.New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1929. (Nancy says: “Read Lady Byron’s own words and draw your own conclusion.”)
Book: Life of Byron by Thomas Moore

Online: http://englishhistory.net/byron/contents.html

Fact or Fiction: Prince Albert’s Christmas Tree

Book: The Christmas Tree by Barbara Segall

Online: Just put “Christmas Tree, history of” into a search engine, and start reading—though not all sources
have it right.

Endnotes:

' http://www.xs4all.nl/~monarchs/madmonarchs/george3/george3_bio.htm
" Ibid.

" http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon55.html

Y™ lllustration from, Longago.com

¥ The Diary of Frances Lady Shelley 1787-1817 edited by Richard Edgecumbe 1912
" Also, The Letters of Lord Byron, especially April 8, 1814 and April 25, 1814.

Y http://www.bsu.edu/web/01bkswartz/xmaspub.html
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