
Queen Victoria
A Carriage Clock gifted to her Godson Victor Biddulph

In March of 1877 Queen Victoria gi�ed a carriage clock to a favoured Godson, the 16 year-old Victor Biddulph. Over the
course of a number of months, since making its purchase, I have been able to unravel the fascina�ng provenance of the
clock and the wonderful history of those involved in its ownership.

The clock is a Gorge carriage clock with a grand-sonnerie striking movement stamped for the maker Alfred Drocourt and
signed on the dial for the retailer J.W. Benson, 25 Old Bond Street, London. The movement is numbered 15584 giving a date
of manufacture of circa 1876. The clock was made in the Drocourt workshops in Saint-Nicolas-d’Aliermont, France before
making its way to his outlet at 28, Rue Debelleyme, Paris and onward to Benson in London. It comes complete with the
original leather travelling box stamped with a repeat of the serial number and having a label a�ached to the underside on
which is printed V. M. Biddulph.

The front of the case is engraved To Victor Biddulph, from his Godmother Victoria R, on his Confirma�on March 30 1877.



Queen Victoria gave many ar�cles as presents, with a number supplied by J.W. Benson who had a Royal Warrant, but this
clock is more significant than most given the history of the families involved and their rela�onships and close friendships
with the Royal family.

Victor Biddulph was born in St George Hanover Square, London on April 1860, the son of General Sir Thomas Myddelton-
Biddulph and Mary Frederica Seymour, who having beenMaid-of-Honour to Queen Victoria was made an honorary Lady of
the Bedchamber following their marriage in 1857.



Sir Thomas Biddulph, facing the camera, at Osborne House on the Isle-of-Wight, with Queen Victoria in the black shawl.
Osborne House was the Queen’s seaside retreat which she and Prince Albert used as a refuge from Buckingham Palace and
Windsor Castle.

Sir Thomas held the posi�on of Keeper of the Privy Purse, looking a�er the financial affairs of the Queen and the Royal
Household. He died in September 1878 at the Mains of Abergeldie bordering Queen Victoria's home at Balmoral Castle.
During his short illness the Queen visited him daily and following his death had a memorial drinking fountain erected on the
Balmoral estate.

I have a wonderful four-page le�er dated 25th September 1878 hand-wri�en on Balmoral Castle le�er-headed paper by Prince
Leopold, son of the Queen, as sent to Sir Henry Ponsonby, someone with another important link in the story of the clock, in
which the Prince ends with ‘We are all most sad and anxious about dear Sir Thomas, who, I fear, is dying. Yours very truly,
Leopold’.



Following the death of Sir Thomas the Queen had erected in his memory a drinking fountain on the Balmoral estate. She
also granted the Hon. Lady Biddulph use of rooms within the Henry III's Tower at Windsor Castle where she died on 23rd
October 1902. King Edward VII and other members of the Royal Family visited her in the days before her death. Census
records show that Victor Biddulph was also resident in the Tower and therefore it may be assumed that the clock was
situated there.

This print shows Victor Biddulph, the recipient of the clock, seated opposite Princess Beatrice and the rest of the cast of the
play Whats Up, where Victor played the lawyer Fennel. It would appear that Victor rather favoured this sea�ng posi�on,
leaning on the back of a chair with his arms crossed as also seen in the earlier image of him.

The play was wri�en by the Irish playwright Dion Boucicault and performed in the ballroom at Balmoral Castle on the 5th of
October 1889 as part of the 31st birthday celebra�ons for Prince Henry of Ba�enberg.

Queen Victoria commented in her diary that ‘the music was perfectly disgraceful’; but found the second act of the play was
‘very amusing and exci�ng’.



Victor Biddulph died on the 13th February 1919 with his will proven in the following months where it is stated that he le�
the majority of his possessions to his spinster sister Frederica Mary Biddulph. Did she then take ownership of the clock or
had it already been gi�ed elsewhere?

It was with some excitement that I found a le�er dated December 1928 tucked into the travelling box of the clock. Typed
on War Office headed paper, this le�er seems to suggest that the clock had somehow come into the possession of the
renowned First WorldWar commander FieldMarshall Douglas Haig, 1st Earl Haig and following his death on the 29th January
1928 his widow Lady Dorothy Haig was a�emp�ng, via Haig's good friend General Sir Walter Braithwaite, to have it
delivered to Sir John Ponsonby.



Sir John was the son of the late Major-General Sir Henry Ponsonby, Queen Victoria's private secretary and Prince Albert's
equerry, as portrayed by Geoffrey Palmer in the film Mrs. Brown, and was the ‘My dear Ponsonby’ who received the le�er
from Prince Leopold.

It was Sir Henry who succeeded Sir Thomas Biddulph, father of Victor, as Keeper of the Privy Purse in 1878. And as with
Victor’s mother, so it was that Sir John's mother Mary Ponsonby was also aMaid-of-Honour to the Queen.

The rela�onships between these two families and therefore with the ownership of the clock are strengthened by a
paragraph at the end of a le�er dated 2nd May 1869 wri�en by Victoria, Princess Royal, Empress of Germany and the first
born daughter of Queen Victoria, which she sent to Mary Ponsonby. Princess Victoria ends the le�er by asking that Mary
Ponsonby ‘remember me to… Mary Biddulph’.

This close rela�onship between the Biddulph and Ponsonby families is also shown in an albumen image depic�ng Ponsonby
and Biddulph together at Balmoral Castle shortly before la�er’s death in 1878. In this group photo Sir Henry Ponsonby,
father of the last known recipient of the clock, is seen seated front row far le� next to Sir Thomas Biddulph, father of the
first recipient of the clock.
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If, as requested by Lady Haig, the clock was delivered to Sir John Ponsonby it would have come full circle. From the son of
the Queen's Keeper of the Privy Purse to the son of his successor in that role.


