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Introduction Her Father’s Daughter

The times were too precarious to worry about past grievances. The future Queen of England would never forget that lesson learned during these, the defining years of her life.

In 1939, a century and a half after General Charles Cornwallis surrendered to General George Washington at Yorktown, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt invited King George VI and his wife to be the first royals to visit what the Crown had once regarded as rebel soil. The two nations needed each other as never before. The royal couple saw it as their duty to brush aside etiquette or personal danger to answer that call—a template, a model, for their beloved eldest daughter, Elizabeth, who was just thirteen years old. For the next eight decades, as she matured from a shy girl to one of the world’s elder statesmen, her life would be set in place by the parents she revered and the two nations it would fall to her to help sustain—one her place of birth, the other its most important friend.

Even then, on the eve of another devastating conflagration, America’s military conflicts with Great Britain were not all that distant a memory. The last American to take up arms against the British in the War of 1812, shoemaker Hiram Cronk, had died in 1905, the year Franklin and Eleanor were married. But the world had been transformed. The United States and Great Britain had fought together in World War I—the “Great War,” with little thought that another would follow. Now Europe watched nervously as Adolf Hitler subverted German democracy and declared himself führer. By the time the king and queen arrived in Washington that summer, Hitler had annexed Austria and Czechoslovakia and set his sights on Poland. That invasion, British officials had made clear, would cause the United Kingdom to declare war on Germany.

Many Americans—taken by the once-and-future rallying cry of “America First”—seemed at best indifferent to Britain’s struggle against the rising bellicosity of Nazi Germany. FDR hoped the youthful and engaging royals could counter those isolationist voices and win the hearts of Americans. The world had grown only more connected since the last war, Roosevelt knew, and England would soon need help from the United States again. One small irony: It was an earlier King George who had shattered the relationship between Britain and America, labeled a “tyrant” in the Declaration of Independence. Now his namesake would be called on to unite the two nations as never before.

The wartime king would help the American president and Britain’s iconic prime minister, Winston Churchill, build a “special relationship” between their two nations. The term would defy definition yet somehow describe an enduring alliance. In the process, they also shaped the worldview of the future queen. After Elizabeth succeeded her father in 1952 and then outlived Churchill, she would for decades hold to the imperative to protect the two nations’ ties, through times of both friction and common cause. “A living flag,”1 said political scientist Joseph Nye.

This book is the story of that historic transformation, and the woman who would come to lead it. It began, as much of her life did, in the shadow of her father.

His Majesty, whose birth name was Albert and who was known to his family as “Bertie,” was never meant to be king. A shy, awkward royal spare, as the second eldest was often called, he assumed the role after his suave older brother, Edward VIII, surrendered the throne to marry Wallis Simpson. She was an American and a double divorcée; there were those in the British establishment who weren’t quite sure which attribute was worse. When George VI visited Roosevelt, he had been on the throne for less than three years. He still grappled with the perception, in the United States and at home, that he wasn’t the “real” king. Americans had been particularly taken with the romance of Edward’s decision to abdicate so he could wed, in his words, “the woman I love.” The trip to America was part of an effort to reinforce George’s reign as his own. His consort, also named Elizabeth, was warm, loyal, and blunt. From a robust Scottish noble family, she had a manner at odds with the traditionally frosty depiction of royalty. She was a fan of games, drinking, and the occasional witty riposte, as more than one president would discover. She was also brave. “What a woman!”2 Ambassador Joseph Kennedy would exclaim after she told him she was determined to travel to America, a potentially precarious journey on the eve of war. “Not to go would give satisfaction to the enemies,” she explained.

The royal couple were honored3 at one formal dinner at the White House—in those days before air-conditioning, the queen said she had never been to a hotter place—and hosted the Roosevelts at another at the British embassy. Then the royal couple and their forty-person entourage traveled first to New York and then to Hyde Park. The Roosevelts’ rustic home seventy miles north of the city offered a more relaxed setting and simpler fare. The images made a powerful impression around the world—not to mention on their daughter back in Buckingham Palace.

“A very extraordinary visit4 that had a great many facets to it because you had the feeling of what was happening over there at that time,” Eleanor Roosevelt recalled in an interview published here for the first time. It was a “period of tension” for Britain and the world. The first lady caught a glimpse of the sense of unwavering commitment that defined George, a quality he would bequeath to his elder daughter. On an unseasonably blistering day, Eleanor and the king toured a Civilian Conservation Corps camp, one of FDR’s New Deal programs launched during the Great Depression. “To reach the barracks we had to walk across an open field and it was just so hot!” she said. “The head of the camp said, ‘Your Majesty, it is so warm. The boys have prepared their barracks and their mess hall, but they will understand if you feel it is too hot to walk across the field.’ And his answer was: ‘They expect us to go; of course we will go.’ And we went.”

Back at Hyde Park, on June 11, 1939, the picnic menu on the broad front porch of Top Cottage included hot dogs, an American delicacy unfamiliar to the royal palate, served on a silver tray. The historic visit was a smash in America, launching an enduring fascination with the British royal family. “King and Queen End5 US Visit After Eating Hot Dogs at Picnic” was the exuberant four-column headline stripped across the front page of The Philadelphia Inquirer. The Miami News6 published a front-page cartoon that showed an anthropomorphic hot dog tipping his “King Frank” crown at two royal visitors. The culinary encounter would be echoed decades later, when their daughter, slightly baffled, was served by another US president what she called “used beans.” (They had been refried.)

Unknown to the public was the private bond that formed between the king and the president. Each had been tested7 in their roles by disability—FDR by paralysis from polio at age thirty-nine, George by a severe stutter from age eight that his father, King George V, ridiculed as a “defect.” Perhaps the stress of his difficult childhood was one reason Bertie started chain-smoking when he was sixteen years old, a habit he continued until he died at age fifty-six of lung cancer.

When they left Hyde Park8, the king and queen were touched by the spontaneous farewell from onlookers who had gathered at the village’s small station. As the couple waved from the rear platform of the royal train, the crowd broke into “Auld Lang Syne,” the affectionate farewell of old friends. “Good luck to you!”9 FDR shouted. “All the luck in the world!” They were headed to Canada’s Maritime provinces for a brief visit before boarding the RMS Empress of Britain in Halifax, Nova Scotia, and sailing home to Southampton, to be reunited there with princesses Elizabeth and Margaret. The trip to America10, Ambassador Kennedy would conclude, accomplished more for the legitimacy of George’s reign than “ten years of faithful service in England would have done.” On his return to London, the king felt so confident of American support that he contemplated launching a major peace initiative of his own, inviting Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini to the palace to try to stave off war. But that was only a musing over lunch, soon overcome by catastrophic developments.

Three months later, Germany invaded Poland, and Great Britain declared war. The Empress of Britain, refitted for military duty against Germany, would be torpedoed by a U-boat in the waters off Northern Ireland. Roosevelt maneuvered to send England military aid. But the United States didn’t join the fighting for more than two years after the royal visit, not until the Imperial Japanese Navy attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.

When the Yanks finally arrived in the United Kingdom, Princess Elizabeth was fifteen years old, a monarch-in-training, watching the stalwart example of the papa she adored.

ELIZABETH ALEXANDRA MARY WOULD FOREVER APPLY THE LESSONS OF modesty, discipline, and duty that she took from him then. Her father, who had been forced to learn on the job how to be the sovereign, prepared Elizabeth for that role almost from the start—from the time she was ten years old, and her uncle’s abdication transformed her future. She was included in luncheons with visiting foreign leaders as a child and delivered a wartime radio address at age fourteen. When she was eighteen, he named her a “counsellor of state,” allowing her to assume some of the duties she would one day command.

“Lilibet is my pride11,” he once said of his proper older daughter. The mischievous Margaret “is my joy.”

Queen Elizabeth II saw strengthening relations with the United States as central to her job description. Churchill, who met her when she was two years old and then became the first of fifteen prime ministers of her reign, had made sure of that. From his first encounter with the toddler, the imposing Churchill saw something special in her—“a character” from the start12. “She has an air of authority & reflectiveness astonishing in an infant13,” he told his wife, Clementine. He relished his role as the princess’s tutor. “The maintenance, and continuous improvement, of friendship between the English-speaking peoples, and more especially between these islands and the great North American Democracies, is the safeguard of the future,” he wrote soon after she was crowned. He saw her as the key to the Commonwealth’s survival.

“She watched America14 carefully,” said Lord David Owen. The British foreign secretary in the 1970s now had the long perspective reached at age ninety. “She lived all through the Second World War, in which there was a transfer of leadership,” Britain’s former colony becoming the world’s dominant power. “From the moment that Eisenhower led the coalition forces over D-Day, there was never any doubt in the Queen’s mind, I’m sure—and any sensible Brit—that there could be no longer any talk of Britain being the supreme power in the world. That had passed, decisively and clearly, to America.”

Stay close to the Americans, Churchill advised. That she would do, to the day she died. It was what her father would have wanted.

THE WAR YEARS DEFINED ELIZABETH’S LIFE. THEY ALSO INTRODUCED the princess to some of the future presidents she would encounter—to Eisenhower when he was an army general, to John F. Kennedy when he was the brash college-age son of the US ambassador to Britain. She gained a generational understanding of the other presidents of her era who also served in World War II. Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and George H. W. Bush were all young officers in naval service—as was Royal Navy Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten, a handsome (if exiled) prince and her future consort. Army Captain Ronald Reagan, stationed stateside in California because of severe nearsightedness, produced wartime training films. Two days after Pearl Harbor, Lyndon Johnson, a member of the US Naval Reserve, became one of the first members of Congress to volunteer for active duty.

Elizabeth herself became the first female member of the royal family to join the military, enlisting at age eighteen in the Auxiliary Territorial Service and being trained as a truck driver and vehicle mechanic.

Those threads gave durability and depth to the relationships between the Queen and her presidents, between her and the United States itself. By the end of her unprecedented seventy-year reign, she had conferred with thirteen sitting presidents, from Harry Truman to Joe Biden. She had met Herbert Hoover after he left the White House and Lyndon Johnson before he moved in. No other person in history, of any nationality, has ever had personal interactions with so many sitting presidents, more than a quarter of all those who to date had held the job.

This astonishing record gave her a rich reservoir. “This is now15 the fourth time I have had the honor of proposing a toast to the president of the United States in the very place where my father once proposed a toast to President Roosevelt,” Elizabeth said at the White House in 1991, at a state dinner hosted by the first President Bush. “No wonder I cannot feel a stranger here.” Sixteen years later, she delivered a fifth White House toast to his son.

As a constitutional monarch, she was the head of state, not the head of government. She didn’t set economic policy or negotiate alliances or publicly opine on the issues of the day, not even such pivotal ones as Brexit. In the classic definition16, essayist Walter Bagehot in the nineteenth century described the political role of the sovereign as “the right to be consulted, the right to encourage, the right to warn.” Those rights were generally exercised in the privacy of her Tuesday evening sessions with whomever was then prime minister. Yet Elizabeth proved to be much more than a stoic woman in a colorful hat, giving that mockable barrel wave from a royal balcony. More than an unflappable figure in a tiara, presiding over formal occasions at gilded palaces and castles that could seem to some modern-day Americans as fantastical, to others as archaic.

“Her Majesty impressed me17 as someone who, but for the circumstances of her birth, might have become a successful politician or diplomat,” President Bill Clinton said after being seated next to her at a banquet commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the D-Day invasion, a seminal event that she had seen unfold from London. “As it was, she had to be both, without quite seeming to be either.”

She was “this great soft-power genius,” David Cameron, the twelfth prime minister of her reign, told me. He called her “one of the world’s great diplomats.”18 Joe Biden, her thirteenth sitting president, said if “you just met her, you’d think she could have been the prime minister.”

She would influence presidents, and presidents would influence her.

They gave her early lessons on the reach—and the limits—of the soft power she could wield. They contributed to her confidence and helped hone her agility as she moved from being her father’s daughter to a queen in command. That sure-footedness would serve her well, not only with US presidents but also with British prime ministers and Arab despots and a new generation of African leaders. She could recognize the qualities that leaders had and sometimes lacked. She would understand the nature of their drive and the costs of their ambition.

“Sometimes, one can help,”19 she said modestly of the counsel she gave. For more than one president, she provided a bit of credibility and a touch of glamour. She could be a wise listener, and one who could be trusted to keep private the content of their consultations. She didn’t give interviews or write a memoir; the diaries she dutifully kept each day, in pencil, have not been released. “She had opinions,”20 James A. Baker III said. By now ninety-four years old, he had served as White House chief of staff for Reagan and secretary of state for George H. W. Bush. “They were all, as far as I could tell, based upon facts. They were solid. They weren’t just pie-in-the-sky stuff.”

She had one of the deepest understandings in the world of the secret intelligence gathered by Great Britain and the West—more access to more information over a longer period of time than any of the leaders she encountered. Just about every day except Easter and Christmas, a government van delivered the red leather dispatch boxes holding Foreign Office cables, Cabinet papers, budget documents, and MI6 reports on international crises. She received Copy Number One of the government’s weekly summary of current intelligence. During wars, she would see the highly classified daily situation accounts as well as reports on future operations.

Among other things, Elizabeth was likely the most knowledgeable person in history about secret nuclear-war contingencies, an issue on which the United States and Britain closely coordinated. For seven decades, from the 1950s until her death in 2022, she was one of only a handful of top officials regularly briefed about them.

After decades on the throne, Her Majesty had met everyone and seemed to remember everything. “You could get her21 to talk about meeting Neil Armstrong, Grace Kelly, Paul Newman—I mean, literally anyone who you can think of really in the post-war era who had achieved something of note, she met,” George Osborne, a chancellor of the Exchequer, marveled. She once confided22 in Bernard Donoughue, a senior adviser at 10 Downing Street from the 1970s to the 1990s, that Harold Wilson was “just about” her favorite prime minister. “She said, ‘We both love political gossip,’” said Lord Donoughue, by now age ninety. “She would say to him, ‘There’s this rumor in the day now; is it true?’ And Harold would tell her the background and she loved all that.”

Her mother had encouraged her to recognize the importance of personal relationships in world affairs. “Try and learn23 as much as you can from [Henry Marten] & mark how he brings the human element into all his history,” Queen Elizabeth wrote her daughter when she began private tutoring lessons at age thirteen with the vice provost of Eton College. “Of course history is made by ordinary humans, & one must not forget that.”

The education of Elizabeth began when she was young enough to be playing hide-and-seek on the Windsor Castle grounds and the new US ambassador to the Court of St. James’s espied her. These were her roots, her introduction to power and its players. Her grounding for a life that would make her one of the most admired and consequential women in the modern world. She came of age in a time of grave peril, when the British and American partnership saved her beloved country—and set the stage for the remarkable life that would follow.








One “All Will Be Well”

Sunday, April 3, 1938—Windsor Castle

Despite his title, the US ambassador who spotted the young Elizabeth that day was no one’s idea of a diplomat.

Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. and his wife, Rose, arrived in London in March 1938, appointed by FDR and accompanied by seven of their nine children. “I am looking forward to playing with Princess Elizabeth,” ten-year-old Jean told Mary Pickford, an actress and sometime newspaper columnist. “I know she will be lovely.”1 The entire family was immediately caught up in the balls, regattas, and derbies of the upper crust. Eighteen-year-old Eunice was thrilled by the family’s presentation to the king and queen at Buckingham Palace. “As I entered the Palace2 more excitement and joy seized me than ever before in my life,” she wrote. “I had achieved the aim of every young girl—that of being presented at the Court of St. James—the world’s greatest empire.”

The Kennedy patriarch soon found himself thick into the rumors and gossip of the royal court. In a conversation3 over dinner, the Duke of Kent, one of the king’s younger brothers, said he and President Roosevelt had once discussed rumors that George VI “hated Americans.” Not true, the duke had assured the president. He just hated that his brothers had all had affairs with Americans, with Wallis Simpson the prime example. The story of the Duchess of Windsor—reckless, seductive, adulterous, self-involved—and her husband, the ne’er-do-well former King Edward VIII, was often discussed around Elizabeth, reinforcing it as a cautionary tale.

Soon after the Kennedys were installed, King George and Queen Elizabeth hosted the ambassador and his wife at a weekend at Windsor, the most prized invitation of all. Kennedy was a successful investor and movie producer with suspected mob ties and lofty political ambitions, filled with bitterness at the elites whose acceptance he also craved. But at this moment the royal family could hardly afford to be choosy about its associates. He was also the designated representative of what was becoming the most powerful nation on Earth. Rose Kennedy recalled4 the stay at Windsor “as one of the most fabulous, fascinating experiences of my life.” After inspecting the luxurious rooms they were assigned—the huge bed “upholstered in red damask, and set high, so one had to use a step stool to enter it”—Joe turned to his wife and said, “Rose, this is a hell of a long way from East Boston.” She had chatted at length with the queen about her children, but found it difficult to remember to call her “ma’am,” as protocol required. The queen told her not to bother, putting her at ease. When Rose confided that she found it hard to sleep in London, “the queen was very much amused that I put wax in my ears” to drown out the noise of the city.

After attending Catholic mass in the village that Sunday morning, on April 3, 1938, the Kennedys encountered Princess Elizabeth while they were on a stroll through the park that surrounded the castle. The eleven-year-old was hiding in the bushes, hatless and wearing a pink coat, with a conspiratorial look that signaled she was in the midst of a game. At lunch that day, the ambassador found himself seated between Anne Chamberlain, the wife of Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, and the princess. She was already being included in events with visiting foreign officials, honing her skills at charm and conversation.

“Princess said she liked movies, loved Seven Dwarfs, particularly the animals when Snow White talked to them, liked Silly Symphonies,” Kennedy recorded in his diary. Tapping his Hollywood connections5, he would send her a drawing of Snow White from the 1937 animated movie, autographed by Walt Disney, and later drawings from the 1940 Disney movie Pinocchio. (“I think I like the one of Pinocchio’s head best, or perhaps the one of them all on the raft,” she wrote in her thank-you note.) Her favorite subject in school was geography, she said, mentioning that she had just finished studying the Atlantic Coast of the United States—even then capable of a subtle diplomatic nod. She liked swimming and horseback riding, too. Indeed, the princess and the ambassador discovered they shared a riding instructor, Mr. Smith, who was teaching her to do jumps. Kennedy found young Elizabeth6 “very smart, well-mannered and intelligent and industrious.” During a tea at Windsor Castle, when Lady Elphinstone, the queen’s older sister, suffered a heart attack, Rose rushed the two princesses outdoors. The queen, thanking her afterward, remarked that she had established a bond with the girls. After all, surely no one had more experience with children than Rose, mother of nine.

Joe Kennedy was enchanted by the royal family. They were less enchanted by him.

“For Worst Ambassador7, the prize must go to Joseph P. Kennedy,” one of his more respected successors would decree without dispute. It was an unpromising beginning for what would become a hand-in-glove collaboration between the next generation of the Kennedy clan and the Crown.

Joe Kennedy was rich and influential, a pugnacious Irish American banker and businessman from Boston who became the first chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission. He boosted FDR’s campaign in 1932 and again in 1936, then lobbied the president for the appointment to the Court of St. James’s. He harbored hopes the prestigious post might launch a political future that would lead him to the White House, the first Kennedy president in a family dynasty he envisioned. As for Roosevelt, more than one of his associates believed the president had dispatched Kennedy to England to get him out of his hair.

Even across an ocean, though, Kennedy could cause trouble. He disagreed with the British, and with his boss, about how the United States should respond to Germany’s aggression. German troops had moved into Prague, effectively occupying all of Czechoslovakia. Hitler had broken his promise to Chamberlain, made just months earlier, to claim no more territory in exchange for annexing the Sudetenland, in the west. Appeasement had failed.

Amid the turbulence, John Fitzgerald Kennedy took off the spring semester of his junior year at Harvard in 1939 to visit his father in London, and beyond. In preparation for his senior honors thesis, the twenty-one-year-old student attended the coronation of Pope Pius XII at the Vatican, then traveled through Czechoslovakia, Poland, and the Soviet Union, and on to Romania, Turkey, Palestine, and Danzig. “Obviously an upstart8 and an ignoramus,” complained George Kennan, a young State Department official at the US embassy in German-occupied Prague. Officials were “furious” at having to take time to facilitate arrangements for an ambassador’s collegiate offspring during such a fraught time, he fumed.

(That said, Kennedy’s thesis, “Appeasement in Munich,” became a bestselling book titled Why England Slept, published in 1940 with the encouragement of his father. Two decades later, when JFK was running for president and Kennan was a renowned diplomat, he volunteered advice to the candidate. The newly elected president returned the favor, appointing him ambassador to Yugoslavia.)

Joe Kennedy didn’t care about the sniping of career diplomats. He encouraged sons Joe Jr. and Jack to meet the “topside” people everywhere to set them up for careers in politics or government or business, for whatever would follow.

“Everyone thinks war inevitable9 before the year is out,” JFK wrote his friend Lem Billings. “I personally don’t.” In any case, the prospect of another world war didn’t seem to dampen his spirits. “Been having a great time,” he wrote, as he handled light administrative tasks at the US embassy in London amid a heavy social calendar. “Working every day & going to dinners etc. with Dad . . . Met the King this morning at a Court Levee. It takes place in the morning and you wear tails. The king stands and you go up & bow.” For going to court he had ordered “new silk breeches which are cut to my crotch tightly and in which I look mighty attractive.”

Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret10 were among those intrigued by this sprawling American clan. They “have asked their mother many questions about the large Kennedy family and expressed a wish to meet them,” a London reporter for United Press wrote in a story about Elizabeth’s twelfth birthday party. The Kennedy family papers at the John F. Kennedy Library in Boston contain accounts of Elizabeth’s earliest diplomatic outings. In 1939, as she was turning thirteen, she danced with Edward Kennedy at a party that featured a trick pony and a performing dog. “The first couple of times11 I danced with [sister] Jean, and then I bumped into Princess Elizabeth and I danced with her,” the future Massachusetts senator, then seven years old, said in a diary entry he dictated to his nursemaid. “She had a very pretty blue dress with puffs in the sleeves, and a bulge out collar.” She once again displayed diplomatic skills. “She was awfully easy to dance with, because she danced the steps I did, but when I danced with Jean, I had to follow her.”

Elizabeth had just met Teddy’s older brother, the future president.

“Met Queen Mary [the mother of King George] and was at tea with Princess Elizabeth with whom I made a great deal of time12,” Jack Kennedy wrote. Precisely what he meant by “made a great deal of time” with the tween-aged princess isn’t entirely clear. Nor is her first reaction to him.

A FEW MONTHS LATER, SOON AFTER RETURNING FROM AMERICA, THE KING and queen invited Ambassador Kennedy back to Windsor Castle. At a luncheon13 he again was seated next to Princess Elizabeth, who told him she had learned the dwarves’ song from the movie Snow White in French. She also discovered a ladybug which, with war brewing, she urged the party to pass down the table to Chamberlain “for good luck.” (Perhaps a harbinger, the ladybug resisted the maneuver, as did the prime minister.) At dinner, Kennedy had a prized seat, this time between Chamberlain and the queen. She was delighted that Kennedy called the Duchess of Windsor “a tart” when they gossiped about the abdicated Edward. He recorded in his diary that the queen was astounded when he told her that the motif on the ceiling of the main ballroom at Buckingham Palace was a swastika.

But not all their conversation went so well. Kennedy remained unconvinced of the necessity for the United States to support Britain’s looming battle.

“What the American people fear14 more than anything else is being involved in a war,” Kennedy told the queen. “When they remember 1917 and how they went in to make the world safe for Democracy, and then they look now at the crop of dictatorships, quarrels and miseries arising out of that war they say to themselves, ‘Never again!’ And I can’t say I blame them. I feel the same way.”

“I feel that way, too, Mr. Kennedy . . . ,” the queen replied. “But if we had the United States actively on our side, working with us—think how that would strengthen our position with the dictators.”

There were omens of war that weekend. On Sunday afternoon15, the king and queen, the prime minister, the ambassador, and other guests boarded a caravan of cars to inspect a nearby Royal Air Force complex of balloon barrages. The large, tethered balloons were designed to be flown over British cities and strategic facilities to force enemy bombers to higher altitudes, making targeting more difficult. The king took Kennedy aside to view what was described as “secret equipment for emergency use,” kept under guard.

But the ambassador continued to insist that Britain wouldn’t be able to withstand an attack from Germany and that there was no point for the United States to get involved. When Hitler’s forces began bombing London, he predicted to British outrage that democracy was finished in England. Eleven days after Britain declared war16 on September 3, 1939, he began sending his family home to the United States—first Rose with Kathleen, Eunice, and Bobby. Then Joe Jr. and Jack. Finally Patricia, Jean, and Teddy, all gone within a week. He moved out of London17 to safety himself, to a sixty-room country house.

That retreat earned him the enmity of the British. For all the jocularity with the royal family and the interactions of their children, Kennedy proved himself unreliable when the stakes were raised. “I thought my daffodils18 were yellow until I met Joe Kennedy,” Randolph Churchill, Winston’s son, said sarcastically. Six days after Britain declared war, the ambassador met with the king and queen at the palace. George was incensed that Kennedy was concerned only about the financial costs of a war, not of the moral urgency to fight one. He had argued19 that Hitler should be permitted to occupy Eastern Europe, calling it “of little use” to Great Britain “from a monetary standpoint.”

The king sent the ambassador an angry letter, one that royal secretary Alan Lascelles called “a stinker.” There were only20 “three really free peoples in the World,” George wrote—the United States, France, and the British Empire. Two of these “great democracies” were now “fighting against all that we three countries hate & detest, Hitler & the Nazi regime and all that it stands for.”

A year later, in 1940, soon after Roosevelt had won an unprecedented third term in the White House, Kennedy met with him in the Oval Office to submit his resignation. He had asked to be relieved of his post. The president didn’t try to dissuade him. Indeed, the ambassador already had been sidelined; the State Department hadn’t allowed him to travel with the royal couple to the United States. But Roosevelt didn’t want Kennedy’s departure announced until he was ready to name a replacement. A few days later, the two men met again at Hyde Park, and clashed. “I never want to see21 that son of a bitch again as long as I live,” FDR told Eleanor, leaving it to her to host him for lunch and send him on his way.

The British felt the same way. In his diary22, quoted by biographer Sally Bedell Smith, the king called Kennedy “a very disappointed & rather embittered man.” The Foreign Office had been debating whether and how to get Kennedy recalled for what they called his “defaitiste” activities. “Mr. Kennedy is a very foul specimen23 of double-crosser and defeatist,” Sir Robert Vansittart, a Churchill ally and diplomatic adviser, wrote in hand across the cabinet minutes. “He thinks of nothing but his own pocket. I hope that this war will at least see the elimination of his type.”

WHEN BRITAIN OFFICIALLY ENTERED THE WAR, SO DID MEMBERS OF THE royal family. The king’s younger brother, the Duke of Kent, was an officer in the Royal Air Force. He was killed in a military plane crash in 1942, the first time since 1513 that a royal had died on active service. In the Royal Navy, Lord Louis Mountbatten, the queen’s cousin, served as supreme allied commander of the South East Asia Command. A great-grandson of Queen Victoria, Louis Mountbatten was a charismatic, energetic, and ambitious naval officer who would crop up in notable roles in British military and political history over the next several decades—not least through his ultimately successful efforts to encourage a match between his nephew Philip and Princess Elizabeth. Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten, also in the Royal Navy, served with distinction in the Pacific fleet and in the Mediterranean.

In contrast to Kennedy, the king and queen did not try to escape the bombing of London, and they didn’t send their daughters away to safety. Quite the contrary: They made a point of staying in the middle of it. In a show of defiance and unity, the royal couple spent most days at Buckingham Palace in London and most nights at Windsor Castle, just outside the city, where Elizabeth and Margaret had moved to live for the duration of the war.

Buckingham Palace would be struck by Nazi bombardments nine times during the Blitz. Even the small summerhouse on the grounds where the princesses and the Buckingham Palace Girl Guides troop had met was nearly demolished. At one point, George and Elizabeth were having tea and narrowly escaped injury when bombs destroyed the Royal Chapel and crashed into the Queen’s Drawing Room. That prompted the queen to declare solidarity with Londoners in neighborhoods that had been harder hit. “I can finally look the East End in the face,” she said. Earlier, when government officials urged24 that the princesses be evacuated to Canada or North America, she famously replied, “The children can’t go without me. I can’t leave the King, and of course the King won’t go.”

Even Elizabeth, at age fourteen, was deployed to enlist help from the Americans—a mission she would fill again and again as monarch in the decades to follow. In the fall of 194025, the director general of the BBC approached the king’s personal secretary with a proposal to have the princess introduce a series of “Children in Wartime” programs. Two years earlier, the palace had brusquely rejected a similar request by the owner of the New York Herald Tribune—for Elizabeth to make a five-minute broadcast to open National Children’s Week. The British ambassador had dismissed “attempts to enlist the princesses for stunts.” But the situation was now more dire, and they seized the opportunity.

Elizabeth’s script was purportedly directed at British children who had been evacuated to North America, but it was also designed to pull at the heartstrings of the American people and their government. “As Her Royal Highness’s first broadcast, delivered at an historic moment, it would reach the minds of the millions who heard it with a singular poignancy,” Frederick Ogilvie of the BBC had assured her parents. Her voice piping and her diction precise, Elizabeth addressed the children abroad who “have had to leave your homes and be separated from your father and mother.” She and her sister knew how hard it could be to be away from loved ones, she said, but added, “We know, every one of us, that in the end all will be well.”

The brief address made headlines in newspapers across the United States. In Washington26, The Evening Star, which nearly every official at the White House and Congress read each afternoon, published a story and a photo of a serious-looking Elizabeth speaking into a microphone. “‘All Will Be Well’ in End, Princess Elizabeth Broadcasts,” the headline read. The Atlanta Journal published27 the full text on its editorial page.

The British royal family became a symbol of courage and hope for a beleaguered Europe. Anne Frank, in hiding in German-occupied Amsterdam, kept a picture postcard of a smiling Elizabeth pinned to the wall of her bedroom in the Secret Annex. In her diary entry on April 21, 1944, Anne celebrated the eighteenth birthday of the princess, calling her “this beauty.” The inspirational example of the queen prompted Hitler to call her “the most dangerous woman in Europe” to the Nazi cause. At one point28, he reportedly contemplated a kidnapping operation in which Nazi paratroopers would land on the grounds of Buckingham Palace to abduct any royal they encountered. “Great emphasis was placed upon the hostages being captured alive,” military historian Andrew Stewart wrote. As the lovely young girl who was first in line to the throne, Elizabeth would have been a particular prize.

As remarkable as the royal couple’s courage was the sense of normalcy they managed to bring to their children’s lives. Their family was so close that her father referred to them as “us four,” an unbreakable connection, cozy and complete. They projected a resolute steadiness that reassured their nation, and presumably one another. Even Elizabeth’s nickname, Lilibet, was cheerful and normal, in times that were anything but. When she was an adult, facing challenges of a different sort, the adjective repeatedly used for her would be steadfast, a characteristic that was a childhood inheritance.

In a classified operation kept secret for decades, the king and queen and their daughters were told to keep bags packed for an emergency evacuation to a private mansion in Worcestershire, in central England. The safe house had been stocked with food and weapons in case they were forced to retreat. In preparation for an expected Nazi invasion, the queen took shooting lessons with pistols and rifles in the palace gardens, sometimes targeting the rats that threatened to overwhelm London as collapsing buildings sent them into the streets. The times were terrifying, especially for a girl who kept a bag packed to flee, a girl Hitler himself had targeted.

THEN THE AMERICANS ARRIVED, AT LAST.

Army Lieutenant General Eisenhower was hailed as a hero when he took command of US forces in Britain, assigned to build cooperation among the allies for an assault on Axis forces in Europe. After three long years of war, and with no victory in sight, many in Great Britain saw the American troops as a lifeline and the Midwestern general with the genial smile as a savior.

The king and Eisenhower hadn’t yet met when Ike and his deputy, Major General Mark Clark, made a quick trip to England in May 1942, a few weeks before he was to assume command. They asked if they might tour the gardens at Windsor that Sunday. There hadn’t been time29 to arrange an official reception, but the king and queen “readily assented,” and even “volunteered to stay in their quarters to avoid embarrassment to the American sightseers,” an Eisenhower aide recorded. But on that sunny afternoon, the royal family was having tea on a small terrace overlooking the rose garden when they heard the distinctive raspy voice of Baron Clive Wigram, a lord-in-waiting to the king and the custodian of Windsor. The sixty-eight-year-old Wilgram was giving the tour, pointing out various flowers with his cane. “A lusty little fellow,” he boasted of one. “Here’s a bright little chap,” he said of another.

Also sitting at the table on the terrace was Margaret Rhodes, a cousin and friend of Elizabeth, and Elizabeth Lambart, daughter of the Earl of Cavan. “Suddenly we heard30 male voices engaged in transatlantic chatter,” Margaret recalled. “The King exclaimed, ‘Oh Lord, General Eisenhower and his group are being shown round the castle. I quite forgot. We will be in full view when they turn the next corner.’” Not only would their presence intrude on the generals’ visit but it would also be socially awkward. The patio was halfway up the castle wall, making it not only inevitable that the two groups would see one another but also impossible for them to converse. A royal wave didn’t seem to quite suffice for these important visitors.

“Thus without another word, and acting as one, the Royal Family dived under the tablecloth,” Margaret recalled decades later, astonished still. “Liz and I, our mouths gaping open, followed fast.” The table was set with a silver kettle, a teapot and “all the paraphernalia,” she said, but the group was hidden by a white tablecloth that swept to the ground all around them. “If he and his party had looked up towards the terrace they would have seen a table shaking from the effect of the concerted and uncontrollable giggles of those sheltering beneath it,” she said. After the visitors had moved on and the coast was clear, they climbed back out, the Americans none the wiser.

When Eisenhower was formally presented to the king at Buckingham Palace on July 8, George cheerfully related the madcap moment. He described the two Americans31 as “one very tall”—that would be Clark, at six feet five—and the other as “simply tall.” That was Eisenhower, at five feet ten. Elizabeth recalled that Eisenhower “was so staggered32 by the King of England hiding under his own dinner table when he had a general just walking around.” The episode reflected George’s wry and unpretentious persona. He often reminded Ike of it when the two men got together. “That was the sort of thing Papa enjoyed very much,” Elizabeth said. As queen, she would take delight in the occasional mishap, too.

It was the beginning of a remarkable friendship between the two men, their mutual admiration forged by their alliance against the Nazis. “Even if they weren’t33 King and Queen you would enjoy visiting with them,” Eisenhower told his naval aide. The two men also shared a habit for chain-smoking. When asked34 by Lord Mountbatten to attend a banquet with the king, Ike quipped that he could never attend any event toasting the king’s health in which smoking was forbidden. Mountbatten assured the general that wouldn’t be a problem.

Eisenhower became a familiar and honored figure for many Brits. His wartime headquarters were on the north side of Grosvenor Square, a spot of green that Londoners for a time dubbed “Eisenhower Platz” because of all the US troops roaming the neighborhood. A month after the war in Europe ended, the king made Eisenhower the first American to receive the Order of Merit, the highest personal honor a monarch could give. On the day it was conferred35 at Buckingham Palace, Ike was also awarded the Honorary Freedom of the City of London, a rare honorary citizenship that dated to the thirteenth century. The general was driven in a horse-drawn carriage through the streets, cheered by crowds estimated in the hundreds of thousands.

“You led the Allied Expeditionary36 Force to an overwhelming victory; but you did more than that, for you established a tradition of trust + friendship between your people + mine which will have a lasting effect on their relations,” George said in a letter to Eisenhower, written by hand on Buckingham Palace stationery. “I know well that you share my own belief that the future of civilization depends on the continuance of that spirit of co-operation between us which, from start to finish, has inspired the Allied Expeditionary Force.”

The future of civilization.

High stakes indeed for the princess who just seven years later would become queen.

“MY DEAR GENERAL,”37 THE LETTER FROM THE KING’S PRIVATE SECRETARY began, dated November 1946, a year after World War II had ended.

“The King asks me to thank you sincerely for the consignment of lemons which you have so kindly sent him,” Lascelles wrote in the letter, found tucked in a box of pre-presidential papers at the Eisenhower Presidential Library in Abilene, Kansas. “The lemons were delivered to me safely this morning by the Military Air Attache at your Embassy, and they will be greatly appreciated by Their Majesties.” Even in peacetime, England was still rationing food. Fresh fruit was scarce. Lascelles acknowledged that in thanking Eisenhower for the unexpected lemon airlift, and for remembering him in its bounty, too. “It was very good indeed of you to include me in this gift, and my wife will be delighted to have this generous consignment of what is now a very rare fruit in England,” he said.

The lemons may have been a thank-you gift for the king’s hospitality a month earlier.

By now, Eisenhower had become the US Army chief of staff, planning a postwar tour of Europe. The king invited him and his wife, Mamie, and their son John to spend the weekend at Balmoral Castle, a rare invitation to the royal family’s summer retreat in Scotland. “George and Ike38 . . . A Kansas Yankee at Court,” teased the New York Daily News headline over a photo that showed Eisenhower in his military uniform and the king in his kilt, made of the gray, black, and red tartan designed for Balmoral by Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s consort. Elizabeth and Margaret donned sashes with the distinctive plaid. John Eisenhower, twenty-four years old39 and wearing his US Army captain’s uniform, danced with the princesses that evening at an after-dinner party in the castle ballroom. His father was “quite captivated”40 by the royal family, John said. “He had something between respect and awe of the British monarchy, almost more than any other institution.”

On Sunday morning, the Eisenhowers and the royals went to Crathie Kirk, the Gothic Revival parish church nearby, for worship, hymns, and prayers.

The British king and the Kansas farm boy shared some characteristics. They were close in age, born just five years apart in the final decade of the nineteenth century. Each had taken command during difficult times—George of the Crown after his brother’s abdication, Ike of Allied forces when their victory was far from assured. Neither displayed the bluster and pretense sometimes associated with monarchs and military commanders, especially triumphant ones. Both were homebodies of a sort. Eisenhower’s hobbies were golf and cards; he enjoyed painting landscapes and portraits that were notable more for his signature than their artistic lift. His Majesty preferred riding horses and shooting at the country estate, Sandringham, to fancier privileges of the palace.

They also shared an affection for the king’s daughter, his heir to the throne. When Elizabeth married Sir Philip Mountbatten41 in 1947, Ike and Mamie sent a wedding gift that underscored how they valued their relationship beyond the official. The small silver ashtray shaped in the form of a wedding ring was the present they gave “to the children of our dearest friends,” he explained. “Because of our affection and admiration for Her Royal Highness,” they included her “among those we hold most dear.” Elizabeth was content to be a military wife—her headstrong husband intended to pursue his career in His Majesty’s Navy—with the hope that decades would pass before she would be called to succeed her papa. But the king’s health was declining. He was diagnosed with arteriosclerosis in 1948, a hardening of the arteries that created pains in his legs; he underwent surgery that March. For his part, Eisenhower left the army to become president of Columbia University in 1948, denying any interest in the political spotlight. Three years later, he was also appointed Supreme Allied Commander Europe, the head of the armed forces of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

In July 195142, he and Elizabeth met again at St. Paul’s Cathedral for a service to honor the memory of US forces during the war. Churchill and Lord Mountbatten were there, too, for the presentation of an inscribed book with the names of the twenty-eight thousand Americans who died while based in Britain.

Neither the general nor the princess knew how soon their paths would intertwine again—with both in vastly different roles.






Two Falling in Love

Wednesday, October 31, 1951—Washington National Airport

The first time Princess Elizabeth stepped foot on American soil, she was trembling. The future queen was so clearly anxious that President Harry S. Truman worried she wouldn’t be able to address the crowd gathered to greet her on the tarmac.

She was twenty-five years old, lithe and determined, her posture perfect and her hair trimmed in a practical bob. Left home in London were her two young children. Prince Charles was about to turn three years old and Princess Anne was just one. Those who saw Elizabeth in person, then and later, marveled at how petite she was—standing five feet and four inches tall in the prime of her life—and at how porcelain her complexion was, a true English rose. On this trip with Prince Philip, a Washington society columnist reported1 the couple’s entourage included “seven junketing servants,” from a lady-in-waiting and a royal equerry to the princess’s maid and the duke’s valet. They had dozens of wardrobe trunks, deemed necessary for the endless variety of events on their five-week itinerary, from white-tie dinners to a rodeo, from reviewing troops to visiting hospitalized children. Packed as well were black mourning clothes, just in case.

Though she prayed otherwise, Elizabeth was braced to assume the crown at any moment if the father she adored took a turn for the worse. King George was desperately ill, though the doctors had been less than candid even to the patient and his family about his diagnosis. His emergency surgery on September 23, 1951, had delayed Elizabeth’s departure for two weeks and prompted a heated debate behind-the-scenes about whether it was safe for her to be the first member of the royal family to cross the Atlantic in an airplane rather than by ship. (In the end, she flew.) After she arrived in Canada, the first leg of her North American journey, a prominent Italian physician who had talked with a member of the king’s surgical team said in public what many suspected, that the king had lung cancer—a word that carried a stigma and was seen as a death sentence. “There are fears2 that the surgical operation might have been performed too late,” Dr. Pietro Valdoni told the newspaper Corriere Della Sera.

In a framed bulletin hung on the gates, the palace had announced3 that the king underwent a lung resection. “Whilst anxiety must remain for some days, His Majesty’s immediate post-operative condition is satisfactory.” That was the truth, but not the whole truth. Only later would it be revealed that his left lung had been removed, his condition dire. So dire that during the weeks4 Elizabeth and Philip spent crisscrossing Canada on a special train, her royal secretary slept with a suitcase under his bed that contained a special parchment Accession Declaration, the document that would mark her immediate succession, if the worst happened. “Wherever we went5, we took our black clothes, the Royal Standard, black armbands, black ties, all those things,” said Michael Parker, the private secretary to Prince Philip. “I always had that box—a heavily disguised box—with me.”

Elizabeth was worried about her father back home, and she faced more immediate concerns on the road. In Canada, she drew huge and friendly crowds—a million spectators in Toronto and even more in Montreal—but she wasn’t comfortable in the spotlight, not yet. Newspaper columnists complained she looked wan and distracted. She lacked the open warmth and easy smile of her mother, Queen Elizabeth, who had charmed Canadians on a tour with the king a dozen years earlier.

Fortunately for her, she was about to encounter someone who would make her smile.

PRESIDENT TRUMAN, COATLESS ON AN OVERCAST AUTUMN DAY, STOOD AT the bottom of the mobile airplane stairs to welcome Princess Elizabeth when the Royal Canadian Air Force DC-4M arrived from Montreal. Moments after she carefully walked down the steps, the plain-speaking president, whose background as a Missouri farm boy and Kansas City haberdasher was far removed from royalty, began to whisper in her ear. It was the way he might have reassured his cherished daughter, Margaret, just two years older than Elizabeth. Indeed, some thought they heard the president call the princess “daughter.” Not so, he insisted to a confidant; he had called her “dear.”

Regardless, his manner was paternal as he comforted a young woman nervous about her new and unaccustomed role. As Franklin Roosevelt’s vice president, succeeding him less than three months after their inauguration, Truman knew something about the strains of being dropped unexpectedly into a worldwide spotlight. He told her “not to be uneasy6 about the situation—that everybody was friendly to her, and all she needed to do was just to tell them what she had on her mind, and she wouldn’t have a bit of trouble,” Truman recalled years later in a long-forgotten oral history. They climbed a rostrum draped with bunting. “After we got up on the stand, when I introduced her, I said (under my breath): Now, go ahead. Nobody’s going to hurt you at all. And everybody will be happy with what you have to say,” he said. “Then she didn’t have any more trouble.”

Elizabeth arrived in a nation enthralled with royalty, some twelve years after her parents’ memorable visit. Her family’s bravery against Hitler’s onslaught had earned them America’s esteem. Cannons boomed a twenty-one-gun salute, an honor typically reserved for visiting heads of state, not their heirs apparent. It was extended “as a courtesy and not as a right,” the State Department advisory stiffly explained. The Des Moines Register reporter7 put it more casually. “The princess, officially, didn’t rate that many guns,” Fletcher Knebel wrote in his front-page story about her arrival, “but the US gave it to her anyway just in the name of romance.”

“When I was a little boy8, I read about a fairy princess,” Truman declared as he welcomed her to Washington. “And there she is.”

The president and the princess stood on a stand that had been erected on the tarmac outside the Military Air Transport Service terminal, flanked by Philip, First Lady Bess Truman, and the first daughter, Margaret. The group represented an occasionally awkward new reality since the end of the Second World War. The unpretentious Truman, his political career launched by the Pendergast machine in Kansas City, had risen to lead the ascendant global superpower. The patrician British couple represented a country still devastated by the long conflict and still adjusting to the decline of its empire. Each side saw the benefits of standing close to the other.

“I think your visit will improve, if that’s possible, the cordial relations that exist between our two great countries, and I hope that while you are here you will have a very enjoyable time,” Truman began. Then he abandoned the mimeographed prepared remarks that had been distributed to reporters in favor of a more personal ramble. “I was most happy to hear9 that the king had recovered so promptly so that you could make this trip,” he said. He recalled his two “most pleasant” visits with George VI—once as a senator during the royal couple’s 1939 visit to Washington, and again as president aboard a ship off the southern British port of Plymouth in 1945. They had met at an historic moment: Truman was returning from the post–World War II conference in Potsdam with Soviet leader Joseph Stalin and British Prime Ministers Winston Churchill and then Clement Attlee, who succeeded Churchill midway through the talks when the wartime leader’s party lost the general election in Britain.

Truman also acknowledged gratefully the hospitality the royal family had shown his daughter when she had toured Europe over the summer. Margaret’s engraved invitations, menu cards, printed programs, and newspaper clippings from her European tour filled four scrapbooks. Both she and Elizabeth were coming of age and dealing with the scrutiny of being the daughters of powerful men. Margaret had been invited to lunch at Buckingham Palace, where she was seated between Elizabeth and Philip. The princess had leaned over to Margaret and inquired, “Is he feeding the dogs under the table?”

“My mother10 . . . didn’t want to get in the middle of that,” said her son, Clifton Truman Daniel. “So she said, ‘I don’t know.’ She didn’t want to rat out the prince.”

During her visit to London, Margaret watched from the diplomatic seats at the Horse Guards Parade in St. James’s Park as the princess, riding sidesaddle, filled in for the king for the first time at the Trooping the Colour ceremony. “An endearing person11,” Margaret called Elizabeth. She would also make a sharp observation: “[S]he has always struck me as unusually intelligent and absolutely aware of what the score is all the time.”

In Washington, Margaret’s father was captivated. “I am sincerely sorry that you can’t go from one end of the country to the other as you did in Canada and let everybody in the country have a chance to get acquainted with you,” the president told Elizabeth in his expansive conclusion, “because Margaret tells me that whenever anyone becomes acquainted with you, they really do fall in love. . . .”

Wearing a crimson cloak and black tricorn hat, a diamond pin in its brim and a double strand of pearls around her neck, Elizabeth already looked more at ease after Truman’s whispered encouragement. When she stepped to the bank of microphones12, her voice was clear and crisp, her words carried on radio nationwide and on television as far west as Omaha. Truman stood just behind, watching her with an expectant, encouraging gaze.

“Free men everywhere13 look towards the United States with affection and with hope,” she declared, reading from her written text. “The message that has gone out from this great capital city has brought hope and courage to a troubled world.”

“I thank you, dear,” Truman told her when she had finished.

In England, the affectionate informality to royalty was seen as so rare, so remarkable that those four words, in quotation marks, became a banner across the front page of the London Daily Mail. In the Daily Express14, the five-column headline shouted: “Mr. President Takes the Princess by the Arm and Says—I THANK YOU, DEAR.” Indeed, Truman had patted the princess’s arm and taken her elbow—another grace note at odds with royal protocol—as they moved to review an honor guard after a ninety-piece army band had played “God Save the King” and then “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

By now, they were smiling and chatting with the comfort of old friends. Sir Oliver Franks15, the British ambassador to Washington, reported to the king that the president gave “the impression of a very proud uncle presenting his favorite niece to his friends.” On this trip, Elizabeth was just beginning to find her own way, to chart her own path in a role that was still unfamiliar and intimidating. Truman’s warmth and encouragement helped her take those first steps.

He wasn’t the only occupant of the White House, present and future, who was keeping an eye on Elizabeth during the visit.

In 1951, Jacqueline Bouvier’s debonair father, “Black Jack” Bouvier, had landed her a job at the Washington Times Herald with his friend Frank C. Waldrop, the executive editor—but as a gofer, not as the writer she aspired to be. At that moment, when Elizabeth was making her first visit to the United States, Jackie joined the crowds on the sidewalk. She hoped to catch a glimpse16 of the princess and the president as they passed by in a black convertible, possibly the one now on display at the Truman Presidential Library in Independence, Missouri.

When she got back to the newsroom, she submitted a handwritten feature about how infatuated US government bureaucrats were with British royalty. “You’re not a reporter!” her boss told her, but she had given him an idea. He assigned her to tag along with the paper’s “Inquiring Photographer,” a man-on-the-street feature. She could devise a question to ask about Elizabeth’s visit, and he would decide if what she produced was worth publishing.

It was. Her first column17, published in the paper two days later without a byline, had cleverly posed this query to six of the newspaper’s staff photographers: “Is Princess Elizabeth as pretty as her picture?”18 Their assessments were mixed, by the way. “I think she is quite beautiful,” Berkeley Payne said, but William H. Luers disagreed. “I do not think she can hold a candle to some of the Washington girls,” he opined.

Reporters who had been covering the trip since its start in Canada instantly noticed the change in Elizabeth’s demeanor after she met with Truman. Earlier, she had worn19 “the iron mask of royalty,” a Canadian journalist said. But Truman had somehow managed to break through her reserve. British journalists told20 their American colleagues that he was the first official to make her appear genuinely cheerful in public. “[W]ithin a few minutes of her arrival at the airport, the Princess was engaged in laughing and animated conversation with the President,” they marveled.

She told her royal secretary that she had been taken21 by Truman’s natural manner. He was so thoroughly American, delighted by her standing but unperturbed by it. “Respectful but not overawed,”22 his grandson told me. Truman had given her the perfect personal introduction to the freewheeling American culture—one that the proper and reserved Elizabeth seemed to enjoy, now and later. He launched what would become a string of remarkable encounters between the future queen of England and residents of the White House, ties that would have an impact on both sides of the Atlantic.

Over time, those relationships would track Elizabeth’s growth from a tentative princess to a confident queen, a leader of consequence for an unprecedented reign.

THE ROYAL COUPLE HAD FIRST LANDED IN MONTREAL, THEN BOARDED A ten-car royal train to cross Canada and back again. Before stopping in the United States, Elizabeth and Philip would traverse23 six time zones and more than ten thousand miles in the Commonwealth nation, with events in every province, from Nova Scotia to the Yukon. The itinerary was “studded with stops like suckers on an octopus,” the prince’s biographer would observe.

Beyond diplomacy with the Canadians, British leaders were increasingly concerned about the strength of the bonds between the United Kingdom and the United States. Roosevelt and Churchill, with George a valorous partner, had forged historic ties during World War II. After FDR died in 1945, Truman demonstrated his trust24 in the British by confiding in Churchill during the Potsdam conference a grave secret: The United States had built the first atomic bomb, one that shortly would be dropped on Hiroshima. He admonished him to tell no one. Churchill, after locking the doors and windows around him and demanding total secrecy, told Lord Mountbatten. The next day, the president, after demanding the utmost discretion, told the secret to Mountbatten—who feigned shock.

But when the war was over, Truman’s commitment to the special relationship didn’t seem assured. A week after Japanese forces surrendered, the president abruptly canceled Lend-Lease, Roosevelt’s sleight of hand that had funneled US aid to wartime Britain. Rising Conservative politician Harold Macmillan called it25 a “devastating blow, struck without warning” that left Britain on the edge of bankruptcy. Truman later apologized for failing to give British leaders a heads-up.

The new president also signed the Atomic Energy Act of 1946, also known as the McMahon Act, restricting access to nuclear information by other nations. Britain and Canada protested they were not only close allies but also had participated in the secret Manhattan Project that had developed America’s nuclear weapons.

Most important of all, Truman was in the midst of shaping a postwar world order, one in which the United States would long hold sway. Not set was what role Britain would play in a world in which Germany and Japan would turn from enemies to allies, the Soviet Union and China would loom as rising challenges, the creation of Israel would transform the Middle East, and fresh military alliances were being created.

Within weeks of Truman being sworn into office after Roosevelt’s death in April 1945, British officials began a behind-the-scenes campaign to convince the new president to
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