The Origins of Royal Jubilees

The origins of Royal Jubilees lie buried in the days of the early Pharaohs some three thousand years before Christ. Thirty years after his accession the Pharaoh was obliged to take part in various ceremonies to demonstrate his continued virility and fitness to rule. One such test was a ritual race he had to run over a prescribed distance. In those days it was called the Heb-sed festival. The word Jubilee is Hebrew and comes from Yobel, which refers to the ram's horn with which Jubilee years were proclaimed. According to Leviticus a trumpet proclaimed liberty throughout the country on the tenth day of the seventh month after the lapse of seven Sabbaths of years, thus 49 years. 

Medieval Popes also adopted the idea of a Jubilee and this has developed into what the Roman Catholics call Holy Year. The first was proclaimed by Pope Boniface VIII in 1300. The main attraction was the indulgence gained by anybody who put in an appearance in Rome during jubilee year. 

Early English monarchs had few opportunities to celebrate jubilees. Life was so hard and their profession so precarious that few of them attained the age of 50, still less reigned for 50 years. 

In England only two early monarchs marked their Jubilees - Henry III in 1265 and Edward III in 1377, so the first Jubilee to compare with the forthcoming Golden Jubilee is that of King George III in 1809. Henry III and Edward III both celebrated their jubilees with celebrations consisting principally of religious observances, pardons to certain offenders and criminals, and other such acts of piety.

In modern times, royal jubilees have been celebrated elsewhere in the world. The late Emperor Hirohito of Japan celebrated fifty years in 1976, while the Silver Jubilee of Queen Juliana of The Netherlands was marked in 1973, that of Prince Rainier of Monaco in 1974, and that of the late King Baudouin of Belgium in 1976. There have been other foreign jubilees, dating back to that of King Leopold I of the Belgians in 1856.


King George III - Golden Jubilee - 1809
The first modern jubilee was celebrated in 1809 in honour of George III's fifty years on the throne, and known as the Grand National Jubilee. The idea for this jubilee was inspired by the Committee of Merchants and Bankers of the City of London. 

Plans were held up initially, on account of accusations that the jubilee was a political manoeuvre designed to divert attention from the government's incompetence and partly by a dispute over whether the Lord Mayor should or should not give a dinner. 

One of the supporters of the plan for a dinner thought he had won the day when he defined a jubilee as "a hearty and solemn feast". Eventually it was agreed that a dinner should be served as it was "highly improper to separate with empty stomachs after departing from a cursed cold church". These arguments were played out in the correspondence columns of The Times. 

To begin with, no name was forthcoming for the celebration. But on October 13, 1809, in a letter to The Times signed "Jubal", the writer reminded readers that in the Old Testament the 49th anniversary of the King's accession was set apart by Leviticus as a period of rest, mercy, and pardon. He thought that 1809 should be the year of the "King's Jubilee". Four days later The Times used the headline "Jubilee" above an article setting out the form of the prayer to be used that year, and the term "jubilee" passed into modern use. 

The Committee of Merchants and Bankers of the City of London inspired other boroughs to inaugurate local celebrations. Locally there was latent support for a jubilee to demonstrate popular support for George III. His moral integrity and happy family life was in marked contrast to that of his sons and indeed his father and grandfather. There was public admiration that England was the only country which had fought Napoleon not to have capitulated to French military might or French revolutionary ardour. The King and the Government responded to popular demand for a jubilee. It was not their idea, and when it happened, the emphasis was on local celebrations rather than on national celebrations. 

It is fortunate that King George III celebrated his Jubilee in 1809 since shortly afterwards he became gravely ill, and largely disappeared from public view.


Queen Victoria - Silver Jubilee -1862
There was some thought that Queen Victoria might celebrate her Silver Jubilee in 1862, but since Prince Albert had died the previous December, the Queen would countenance no celebrations. 


Queen Victoria - Golden Jubilee - 1887
The year 1887 marked the fiftieth anniversary of Queen Victoria's accession. Two years before, the first seeds were sown to mark this celebration in a letter written to The Times. Lord Braye pointed out that in June 1886 the Queen would be entering upon the fiftieth year of her reign, which, by ancient custom and practice, he asserted should be a year of jubilee. Plans and preparations to celebrate the event should be put in motion. Braye got the year wrong, but the celebrations duly took place.

All the crowned heads of Europe, most of whom were Queen Victoria's relations and many of them her descendants, gathered for the Golden Jubilee and rode with her in procession to Westminster Abbey. The Prince of Wales wore the bright red of a British Field Marshal and her son-in-law, the Crown Prince of Prussia (already a sick man) wore a white uniform with an eagle crowned helmet. The Indian cavalry took part to mark the Queen's position as Empress of India. Queen Victoria herself wore black, but replaced her traditional black bonnet with a white one. Large crowds lined the streets to Westminster Abbey and there were great demonstrations of loyalty.

The service was more impressive than her coronation in 1838, and though the Queen must have taken heart from the glorious reception she received from her people, she did not fail to note in her journal: "I sat alone. Oh! Without my beloved husband, for whom this would have been such a proud day!"

The Queen stayed at Buckingham Palace between 20 and 23 June. Day after day there were lunches and dinners at the Palace and there was a reception for the Diplomatic Corps. There was a party for 26,000 children, staged by the Daily Telegraph in Hyde Park, with a hot-air balloon, with the word "Victoria" on it. The Queen made a tour round the party in her carriage. 

When it was all over, Queen Victoria recorded in her journal: "this never-to-be-forgotten day will always leave the most gratifying and heart-stirring memories behind". 

One of the features of the Jubilee were the pardons granted by Queen Victoria to soldiers who had deserted.


Queen Victoria - Diamond Jubilee - 1897
Ten years later Queen Victoria celebrated sixty years on the throne, her Diamond Jubilee. This Jubilee was eagerly anticipated since at that time Queen Victoria held the record of the longest reign since the 72 years of Louis XIV of France.

The Times produced a leader on New Year's Day 1897, declaring: "Whatever fortune the year may bring to the British Empire, it will remain ever memorable in our annals as that of the solemn celebration of the 'Diamond Jubilee' of Queen Victoria, if, as we all trust, HER MAJESTY is spared to us". Thus was created the term, Diamond Jubilee, and a reader wrote in promptly to congratulate the paper on having invented a short, apt, and descriptive title for the forthcoming second jubilee of the Queen. 

The celebration of the Diamond Jubilee owed much to the initiative of the Prince of Wales. However, there were early problems. Recently released papers from the Public Record Office reveal that Queen Victoria was determined not to pay for the celebrations. She had not forgotten the expense of entertaining foreign sovereigns and princes in 1887. She threatened to withdraw from the celebrations altogether. There was no question of this happening, but it meant that the emphasis changed. Joseph Chamberlain found the solution, by changing the emphasis and the Jubilee became a celebration of Empire, rather than a royal one. This suited the Queen because it meant that she did not have to invite her grandson, the Kaiser, with whom, at that time, she was on particularly poor terms.

Queen Victoria's 60th anniversary fell on 20 June 1897. She was now 78, and in failing health. On that day she held a quiet celebration at St George's Chapel, Windsor, entering the chapel on the arm of an Indian servant. Then she went to London. She began the next day by receiving the greetings of her family at Buckingham Palace, in her wheelchair. She wore her habitual black, relieved by panels of grey silk, embroidered with silver. From the Palace, she sent a message to all corners of the Empire by pressing a button, the new method of telegraph. The message read: "From my heart I thank my beloved people. May God bless them". 

The guests were the premiers of British overseas territories, and there were troops from all the countries of the British Empire, marching in the Queen's procession. This contrasted to 1887 when there had been only one contingent of Indian troops. This magnificent procession made its way to St Paul's Cathedral. Then there was a brief open-air service held on the steps of St Paul's Cathedral, the Queen remaining in her carriage. Gathered there were the two Archbishops, the Prime Minister, 500 choristers, two bands and many distinguished guests. At the end of the service, the Archbishop of Canterbury spontaneously called for three chairs for Her Majesty. 

The procession made its way back across London Bridge and through Southwark and Westminster in order that those inhabitants who had probably never seen the Queen should now be able to do so. That evening there was a dinner, and on the Queen's table was a crown made from 60,000 orchids from every part of the Empire. 

There is little doubt that the Diamond Jubilee was the most glittering celebration in Britain in modern times. London alone spent £300,000 on decorations, and there were banners that hailed her as "Queen of Earthly Queens". 

Queen Victoria recorded in her journal for 22 June 1897: "No one ever, I believe, has met with such an ovation as was given to me, passing through those six miles of streets … The crowds were quite indescribable, and their enthusiasm truly marvellous and deeply touching. The cheering was quite deafening, and every face seemed to be filled with real joy".

Both Houses of Parliament presented loyal addresses, which were delivered at Buckingham Palace. There was a naval review at Spithead, attended by the Prince of Wales.

King George V - Silver Jubilee - 1935

The Silver Jubilee of King George V was first proposed in 1934 and the response was immediate. Only the King himself was diffident about it: "All this fuss and expense about our Jubilee. What will the people think of it, these hard and anxious times?" he asked. 

When the Jubilee celebrations took place, they proved a revelation to both King George V and Queen Mary. The traditional procession to St Paul's Cathedral took place on 6 May, on the most glorious of spring days. There a service took place with over 4,000 guests. Throughout June, there were numerous loyal addresses presented, a reception for Dominion Prime Ministers and other representatives from the Empire. There was a ceremony in Westminster Hall with speeches from the Lord Chancellor and the Speaker of the House of Commons, and a full muster of members representing both Houses of Parliament. 

The loyal address of the House of Lords pointed out, the twenty-five years of his reign had been "years of struggle and anxiety as well as of resolute achievement. Into them have been crowded the fierce ordeal of the most desolating war in history, the toil of rebuilding the shaken structure of our common life, the slow and arduous endeavour to regain prosperity and to establish peace".

The Jubilee was the occasion for the country to enjoy the temporary peace that then prevailed both nationally and internationally, and to rejoice in the personal relationship that had been established between the King and his people. He was the first British sovereign to broadcast to his people and became a beloved father-figure to his people through his mastery of the new medium. He used the wireless to thank the nation on 6 May 1935: "At the close of this memorable day, I must speak to my people everywhere". 

Returning from the drive through the East End of London, the King apparently said: "I'd no idea they felt like that about me. I am beginning to think they must really like me for myself". 


Queen Elizabeth II - Silver Jubilee - 1977
In her Christmas broadcast 1976 The Queen said: "The gift I would most value next year is that reconciliation should be found wherever it is needed, a reconciliation which would bring peace and security to families and neighbours at present suffering and torn apart".

The Queen undertook several important overseas tours, notably to Western Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, New Zealand, Australia and Papua New Guinea in February and March, and to Canada, the Bahamas, British Virgin Islands, Antigua and Barbados in October. 

In May she went to Westminster Hall to receive addresses from the Houses of Parliament, and entertained seven world leaders (including President Jimmy Carter) who were attending an economic summit in London. The Queen visited numerous parts of Britain, including Edinburgh, and paid a unique visit to Northern Ireland under conditions of intense security.

In London there was the Silver Jubilee Gala at Covent Garden. In June the central celebrations began. The Queen went to the Copper Horse in Windsor Great Park to light the first of a chain of bonfires that spread the length of Britain, echoing the chain of bonfires that had heralded the approaching Spanish Armada in 1588. She went in procession to St Paul's Cathedral, travelling there with the Duke of Edinburgh in the Gold State Coach, last used at the Coronation in 1953. There was a river procession, fireworks on the Thames, and a North London and South London drive. She attended the Services Silver Jubilee Musical Pageant. 

Although all these celebrations appeared to happen effortlessly and to achieve the desired effect, there had been a time when there was uncertainty as to whether the Silver Jubilee would be celebrated. The view amongst some that no money should be spent on it, contrasted with those entrepreneurs who realised that here was an opportunity not to be missed. London took its own initiative.

Sir Reg Goodwin, Leader of the Labour Party in the GLC, was one who pointed out that he knew Londoners well enough and if they were seen not to support the Jubilee, there would be trouble. But, he told the Director-General, "Not a penny on the rates!" 

His deputy, Illtyd Harrington wrote to the Evening Standard in 1975, pointing out that the Jubilee approached and asking: "What are we going to do about it? A few processions, perhaps; a bit of military pageantry, a thunder of guns in Hyde Park? It would not be enough". He wanted London to burst to life on every possible front, and proposed a royal Jubilee Festival to be enjoyed at all levels of life. In this he was supported by Max Nicholson, a leading light in the Festival of Britain, who warned him that far from being premature, his plans were already dangerously late and left no room for false starts. But he offered further ideas: "to lift the Festival into the realm of inspiration and guidance for the future, which after all was the basis of the Festival of Britain's lasting influence and prestige". 

The way forward was to create an independent committee, called the London Celebrations Committee for the Queen's Silver Jubilee. They were given the blessing of the Home Office, but no money. Sir Arthur Peterson, the Permanent Under Secretary at the Home Office, told them that there were two precepts they should bear in mind:

You must not bore the Public.
You must not kill the Queen.

The emphasis was locally organised celebrations at grass roots level as a backdrop to the relatively few official Jubilee events. Lord Drogheda, KG, who combined the dual career of being Chairman of the Financial Times and the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, led the Committee. Jeffrey Sterling, then Chairman of Town & City Properties, then formed seven committees to encompass finance, media, sports, culture, the environment, popular and river events. 

Apart from the galas, the fireworks, the processions, the exhibitions and plays, the concerts and the river races, there was a strong move to create environmental changes that would last and make London a better place for the future. One such was the Silver Jubilee Walkway (now called the Jubilee Walkway), originally a ruse to get pedestrians over the bridges to the South Bank - stretching as it did from Leicester Square, via Parliament Square, over Lambeth Bridge, along the South Bank and back over Tower Bridge to the Tower of London. It now loops all over Central London and has branched out into placing panoramic panels in key spots to enlighten visitors as to neighbouring landmarks. It links with other walkways including the Thames towpath. 

Derelict areas of land were converted into urban farms, notably at Newham, still flourishing today, and there are many other examples: the Jubilee Gardens on the South Bank, near the London Eye, the opening of the tow path that now joins the Colne Valley and the Lee Valley. Trees were planted, and 40,000 acres of neglected land were put to good use. 

If there had been fears that the Silver Jubilee would not grip the public imagination, they proved unfounded. Undeniably, there was some apathy up until mid-April, but soon after that the festive mood took hold, and ran well into the summer, with street parties, and other celebrations. At the end of the year, a television channel showed a kaleidoscope of images showing the Queen receiving a mass of flowers from children all over the country. To accompany this montage, they played the unlikely hit of the year, "the Floral Dance" from a northern brass band. [The Updike and …. Brass Band - sorry can't remember the exact name]. 


Queen Elizabeth II - Golden Jubilee - 2002
In her accession speech in 1952, The Queen declared: "I shall always work, as my father did throughout his reign, to uphold the constitutional government and to advance the happiness and prosperity of my peoples, spread as they are all the world over". She spoke of "this heavy task that has been laid upon me so early in life".

It is a task she has undertaken faithfully and unflinchingly through good times and bad for fifty years. The emphasis of the Golden Jubilee is different from that of the Silver Jubilee, twenty-five years ago. If in a sense the nation thanked the Queen in 1977, then in 2002 The Queen wants to thank the nation. 

The focus is firmly on the young people of the country, and particularly in schools. The Golden Jubilee is a time to look at the Queen's fifty years, but also to look at all the changes that have occurred in Britain in the last fifty years.

It is an occasion for parties and celebration, for giving to charity in the name of the Queen and a chance for Britain to take stock and to recognise the good fortune of having had fifty years of unstinting service from a constitutional monarch.

 

