
‘‘We were lucky to have a lot of 

archive photographs of the main 

rooms, so we were able to return them 

to how they would have looked in the 

1890s in the last years of Victoria’s 

reign,’’ Henry remarks.

Inside and out, the royal couple 

commissioned artwork and furniture, 

statues and garden features, creating a 

unique collection that remains the 

property of the royal family to this day. 

Osborne was lived in for 55 years 

and whilst visiting ministers and foreign 

royalty were frequently entertained 

here, it was, above all, a family home.

When Victoria died, her son   

Edward VII didn’t want the estate for 

his own use, so he presented the 

house and park to the nation. 

Key rooms on the ground floor were 

opened to the public and part of the 

house was converted to a convalescent 

home, whilst a Royal Naval College was 

set up in the grounds. Both are now 

closed.

O

VER the years, more and more 

rooms have been opened up. 

As Henry leads me through 

corridors lined with marble statues, 

through ornate state rooms and more 

intimate family rooms, I get a real 

sense of being in a much-loved royal 

retreat.

We stand in the Council Room where 

Victoria gave her husband the official 

title of Prince Consort in 1857; we pass 

the billiard room where Victoria 

learned the skills of the game; and we 

stand in the nursery, stocked with royal 

toys.

Throughout the house, I notice 

bronze and marble statues of Victoria 

and Albert in a variety of poses, given 

to each other as Christmas and 

birthday presents. 

B

EACH huts are hot property in 

the 21st century. These 

colourful painted pavilions 

have been changing hands for 

substantial sums in Britain’s 

most popular seaside resorts. But you 

can’t put on a price on the beach hut 

beside me, a 19th-century bathing 

machine made for none other than 

Queen Victoria.

The young Queen bathed in the sea 

for the very first time in July 1847, 

undressing in this mobile hut on the 

Isle of Wight and attended by her own 

bathing woman. 

‘‘I thought it delightful till I put my 

head under the water, when I thought I 

should be stifled!’’ Victoria declared.

Today, Queen Victoria’s bathing 

machine is one of many unique 

attractions at Osborne House on the 

island’s north coast. And as I stand on 

Osborne Beach in the summer 

sunshine, I can easily imagine the 

young Queen relaxing here with Prince 

Albert beside the sparkling waters of 

the Solent.

We all think we know Queen Victoria, 

the petite young woman who came to 

the throne in 1837 at the age of just 

eighteen. 

In 1840, she married her beloved 

cousin Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg-

Gotha, producing nine children 

between 1840 and 1857. They were a 

devoted couple and when Victoria was 

unexpectedly widowed in 1861, she 

withdrew from public life, eventually 

re-emerging in the late 1870s as a 

woman in perpetual mourning, a stern 

figure with dark clothes and sombre 

expression.

But take a tour of Osborne House, 

the family’s island retreat, and you get 

a very different picture. Victoria died 

here in 1901, after reigning for 64 

years, but the estate is packed with 

reminders of happy times spent here 

with her family.

More than 250,000 visitors come to 

Osborne each year to walk in the royal 

family’s footsteps but I’m being treated 

to a private tour with Henry Barton, 

I stop to admire statues of favourite 

pet dogs and marble sculptures of cute 

baby limbs, touching mementos of 

royal children, although Queen Victoria 

had little hands-on involvement with 

her own babies.

I find the dining-room most poignant 

of all, richly decorated and with the 

table laid as it would have been for a 

mid-19th-century dinner. 

Family portraits look down from every 

wall, including a group picture of 

Victoria and Albert with their first five 

children. 

I’m particularly moved by a portrait of 

their second daughter, Alice, who was 

married in this very room to Prince 

Louis of Hesse in 1862, an event 

overshadowed by the death just 

months earlier of Prince Albert. 

She’s pictured as a young mother 

with Victoria’s granddaughter Alix, a 

happy portrait of a child who went on 

to become the last Tsarina of Russia.

Another painting shows their eldest 

daughter, Victoria, with her baby son 

William II of Germany, later to become 

notorious as Kaiser Wilhelm. 

The future of 20th-century Europe is 

bound up with the children portrayed 

in this room and it was here, in 1901, 

that Victoria lay in state after passing 

peacefully away upstairs. 

Her bedroom was kept as a family 

shrine for 50 years, the blinds pulled 

down, until Queen Elizabeth gave 

permission for it to be put on public 

view in 1955.

Victoria’s death brought family life at 

Osborne to an end, but a century later, I 

feel an overwhelming sense of 

tranquillity as I walk its corridors. 

I end my tour on a high note, literally, 

as Henry takes me up the back stairs – 

out of bounds to the general public – 

and on to the roof terrace where the 

royal family liked to picnic.

Below me, the formal flower-beds are 

splashed yellow and orange with 

summer blooms, the lawns dotted with 

magnificent mature trees. 

And beyond the gravel drive, the blue 

waters of the Solent are lapping the 

feet of children on the secluded royal 

beach – an idyllic seaside spot which 

everyone can now come to enjoy. n

one of Osborne’s operations managers 

with special responsibility for the 

historic private beach.

One of Victoria’s favourite corners of 

the estate, the beach was opened to 

the public in 2012 and proved an 

instant hit with visitors, not just for the 

delicious local ice-creams but for its 

tranquillity, wildlife and beautiful views 

of the Hampshire coast.

‘‘Albert had a keen interest in design 

and technology and he taught all the 

royal children to swim here in a 

portable swimming bath, modelled on 

something he’d seen on the Seine,’’ 

Henry says. ‘‘The children swam inside 

a large wooden frame around a net 

which could be raised or lowered 

depending on how proficient they 

were.’’

Attracted by the location and the easy 

rail links to London, Victoria and Albert 

bought the Osborne estate in 1845 so 

they could build a new home in which 

to escape from court life in London and 

Windsor. 

And whichever way you look today, 

you’re treated to examples of their 

personal taste. They had the original 

house remodelled in Italianate style, 

bought up more land, and relandscaped 

the park, with Albert introducing the 

latest innovations in technology and 

estate management.

M

OST first-time visitors to Osborne 

are surprised at how bright and 

cheerful it is,’’ Henry reveals as 

we head up the lawns towards the 

house. ‘‘They’re used to pictures of the 

ageing Queen dressed in black, but this 

was a property built for a young family.’’

Many visitors also say that they half 

expect Victoria to come round the 

corner at any moment, perhaps with 

her children in tow. 

Nowhere is this more so than at the 

newly refurbished Swiss Cottage, a large 

wooden chalet in the park where the 

princes and princesses learned how to 

cook, grow vegetables, and discover the 

world around them.

As we reach the stunning formal 

gardens behind the house, Henry tells 

me about the team of nine full-time 

gardeners who maintain the estate and 

replant the beds on the terraces three 

times a year. 

The planting schemes are changed 

every year, too, so that regular visitors 

always see something new.

The park enjoys a sheltered location 

and Henry points out a palm tree 

planted in 2004 by Queen Elizabeth to 

mark the centenary of Osborne opening 

to the public. Grown from a tree planted 

by Queen Victoria in 1854, it also 

celebrated the refurbishment by English 

Heritage of the magnificent Durbar 

Room, built in the 1890s and inspired 

by Indian palaces, plus a ‘‘new look’’ for 

the drawing-room and dining-room.
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Gillian Thornton sees 
another side of Queen 
Victoria at Osborne 
House, her holiday 
retreat on the Isle of 
Wight.

A Family Haven

Impressive Osborne House. A seat with a view.

A bird’s-eye view.

The Swiss Cottage.

Formal design.

The sprawling estate.

Queen Victoria’s bathing hut.

Want To Know More?
Osborne House and estate are 

open daily from late March to 

early November. The ground floor 

of the house and estate 

(excluding Swiss Cottage) are 

open at weekends only in winter. 

Telephone 01983 200022 or visit 

www.english-heritage.org.uk. 

For visitor information on the 

Isle of Wight, go to 

www.visitisleofwight.co.uk.
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