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1. Hyde Park Corner

6 February 1952. Princess Elizabeth became Queen Elizabeth II as she perched in the branches of a tree. She was at Treetops Hotel in Kenya, peering intently at the wild animals enjoying the waterhole below, quite unaware that thousands of miles to the north, some time in the early hours of a cold dark morning, her father, King George VI, had died silently in his sleep of a thrombosis at his red brick and stone country house, Sandringham, in Norfolk. He had been found dead at 7.30 a.m. by his valet, James Macdonald, when he drew back the curtains and went to place the King’s early morning tea tray by his bed.

‘Hyde Park Corner last night. Go and tell the Prime Minister.’ At 8.45 a.m. in London the voice of the King’s Private Secretary came down the line to his Assistant Private Secretary, Edward Ford, using a prearranged code for the death of the King. ‘I found old Winston in bed,’ Ford recalled, ‘about nine in the morning …[there was] a scatter of papers all over the bed, a chewed cigar and a green candle beside to relight it because it was always going out. I said, “I’ve got bad news, Prime Minister. The King died last night.” “Bad?” said Winston. “The worsht.” And there was a sort of awful flurry and flop and papers going everywhere. He was preparing a speech on foreign affairs for the House of Commons and he just threw away the papers. “How unimportant these matters seem,” he said. “Our chief is dead.” ’1

The new young Queen had been in Kenya en route to an official tour of Australia and New Zealand. With typical British dottiness, the ‘Hyde Park Corner’ message had never been sent to her; the telegraphist, thinking the message was the address, failed to forward it. When Martin Charteris, her Private Secretary, called on her at the Sagana Hotel she knew nothing of her father’s death and nor did he. She was chatting excitedly about watching rhino at the waterhole at dawn. ‘She’d been at Treetops the night before actually when he [the King] died and she’d come back to Sagana Lodge [a wedding present from the Kenyan people]. I made my number at Sagana Lodge and had a bit of a gossip, she told me about the rhinoceros and all that sort of thing, [she was] looking wonderful in blue jeans. Off I went and at lunch somebody told me that the King was dead. So I got into the car and went to Sagana Lodge as quickly as I could where I found her, very composed, master of her fate.’

Churchill’s Private Secretary, John ‘Jock’ Colville, arrived to find him sitting alone with tears in his eyes, looking straight in front of him, and reading neither his official papers nor the newspapers. ‘I had not realized how much the King meant to him,’ Colville recorded in his memoirs.2 For five years, from 1940 to 1945, Winston Churchill and George VI had shared experiences and secrets during the crucial moments of the Second World War; the old Prime Minister’s broadcast tribute to his friend was the most moving of many.

‘When the death of the King was announced to us yesterday morning,’ he said, ‘there struck a deep and solemn note in our lives which, as it resounded far and wide, stilled the clatter and traffic of twentieth-century life in many lands and made countless millions of human beings pause and look around them …’

Public reaction to the death of the shy, stammering monarch was extraordinary, not only in Britain and Commonwealth countries around the world but also in the United States, where the King was remembered as the loyal ally of Roosevelt and Truman during and after the Second World War. The BBC’s Leonard Miall, in a broadcast from New York, spoke of how the news had brought ‘in this Republic, an immediate sense of personal loss’. In Washington the Secretary of State opened his weekly press conference with a formal tribute to the King, then laid aside his papers to deliver his own. The House of Representatives passed a resolution of sympathy and then adjourned for the rest of the day – ‘I doubt it would do that for the head of any other State,’ Miall recorded. The Senate of the State of Massachusetts, home of the Boston Irish as well as the Pilgrim Fathers, adopted a resolution which spoke of ‘the beloved Monarch who was ever a symbol of strength for his stout-hearted but war-weary people – a King who was sincerely devoted to his subjects, who laboured to the point of exhaustion in showing to them, and to the world, the proper discharge of his royal duties’. More simply, President Truman wrote in his private diary: ‘He was a grand man.’

Along the 110-mile railway line from Sandringham to London people gathered as the train bearing the King’s coffin passed. In London the lying-in-state began on Monday, 11 February: for four days some 300,000 people filed silently past to pay their respects. Virginia Potter, an American living in England, was there on the final evening. ‘It was,’ she reported, ‘a very awe-inspiring sight – hundreds of people slowly filing through that enormous dimly-lit hall, and no sound except a quiet shuffling of feet.’3 In the street outside, thousands of people were standing completely silent in the cold night air. The BBC, then Britain’s only broadcasting authority, suspended normal programmes for ten days’ mourning until the funeral had taken place at Windsor on the 15th. In London during the funeral broadcast two young men in Fleet Street who refused to observe the two-minute silence and ‘clumped down the street’ were nearly lynched; they ‘had to take refuge in a block of offices and then have police protection, the crowd was so furious. One woman hit one of them with an umbrella.’ Children were given the day off to watch or listen to the funeral of a man whom they knew only as a profile on a postage stamp or as a slight high-cheekboned figure in naval uniform from newsreel photographs. Faced with the nation’s utter concentration on a single event, the socialist Labour MP Richard Crossman admitted that royalty was ‘the one inexhaustible subject’.

George VI was only fifty-six when he died; he had been continually seriously ill and under stress for the last three years of his life. In 1948 the effects of his heavy smoking had necessitated vascular surgery, cutting off the blood supply from the furred arteries of his right leg from below the knee to avoid the possibility of a blood clot reaching his heart. In the autumn of 1950 a tomography had revealed the shadow of a tumour on his right lung; that November the lung had been removed. Since then, as Churchill put it, ‘the King had walked with death, his life hanging by a thread from day to day’. He had had a premonition, as a friend who accompanied him down from Balmoral for the last time remembered. As he left Balmoral the King quoted a line from a favourite song of the Queen and Princess Margaret: ‘Maybe you think it is the end … Well it is …’4

His widow, Queen Elizabeth, always believed that the stress of his job had killed him. As the second son of George V and Queen Mary, he had not been in line to be King, and if his elder brother, King Edward VIII, had not abdicated, he would not have had the position forced upon him. If that had not happened, George VI might not have died at such an early age and his daughter Elizabeth would not have become Queen Elizabeth II.




2. ‘Abdication Day’

10 December 1936. 145 Piccadilly, London. The two sisters, Princesses Elizabeth, aged ten, and Margaret Rose, aged six, had spent the morning hanging over the banisters on the top nursery floor of their four-storeyed London house, watching the agitated comings and goings below. Looking thin, pale and strained, their father had gone out early to witness the signing of his brother Edward’s Instrument of Abdication at Fort Belvedere. The Princesses’ mother, Elizabeth, Duchess of York, was ill in bed with flu or one of the psychosomatic illnesses which had seemed to afflict her at times of stress over recent years. Crowds began to gather outside the door, aware that something momentous was about to take place. Finally one of the staff told the Princesses what was happening. Their much-loved but recently rarely seen uncle, Edward, had abdicated his throne as King Edward VIII and was to leave the country that night as plain Edward, Duke of Windsor. Their father, Albert, Duke of York, was to be King in his place. ‘Does that mean you will be Queen, Lilibet?’ Princess Margaret asked. ‘I suppose so …’ Princess Elizabeth answered. Going upstairs to her room, she headed her diary ‘Abdication Day’. At only ten years old, she knew what it meant for her future.

The Abdication was the most serious crisis for the British monarchy in living memory. On the day of the Silver Jubilee, 6 May 1935, the previous year, the two Princesses, identically dressed in pink, had ridden in an open carriage with their parents to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of their grandfather King George V’s accession at St Paul’s Cathedral, through streets lined with cheering crowds. And they had listened to the King’s broadcast from Buckingham Palace that evening, addressed to his ‘very, very dear people’, thanking them for their loyalty – ‘and may I say? – love’. Every evening that week crowds had gathered outside Buckingham Palace – just across the park from 145 Piccadilly – to sing ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow’ to their grandfather. Foreign envoys and press representatives, including those of the German Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung in the country so soon to be at war again with Britain, commented on the warmth of the family image that King George conveyed as ‘father of the nation’: ‘The Sovereign of Great Britain is much more than a King of England, he was the head of a world Empire and it was the personality of George V that had made it possible.’ The French Ambassador in London reported that a foreign observer could not help but be ‘struck by the cohesion and power which the family of the British Democracies draw from their attachment to the Crown, considered at the same time as a paternal force and the symbol of unity’.1

It was that ‘family’ image which within eighteen months was to be shattered by the determination of the King’s eldest son, Edward, to marry his twice-divorced mistress from Baltimore, Wallis Simpson. Edward was the member of the Royal Family who had, both as Prince of Wales and as King, star quality. Unlike most of his family, he had an electric charm which he could switch on and off at will, and a boyish personality which came across in countless newsreels and photographs. He had been a soldier in the First World War and an active member of the Royal Family’s welfare front afterwards, with a special interest in housing and unemployment. On his tours abroad in the Empire and in Britain his apparent spontaneity and unstuffy attitude had won all hearts. ‘He was idolized, as no prince has ever been before or since,’ a contemporary wrote. Visiting the Welsh valleys in November 1936, he had been visibly moved by the distress of the unemployed miners and their families and before he returned to London had publicly declared, ‘Something must be done.’ At a glamorous Belgravia dinner that night he had continued to bore the socialite guests with graphic descriptions of what he had seen. Paradoxically, however, the first thing he had done when he got back was to present Wallis Simpson with an enormous emerald ring from Cartier which would have made a more than handsome donation to any unemployment distress fund.

The Abdication crisis has to be seen against the social and political background of contemporary Britain. The era into which Princess Elizabeth had been born on 21 April 1926 was one of huge contrast between rich and poor, when the workers saw Lloyd George’s promise of a land fit for heroes to live in after the First World War as having been betrayed. As newspapers cooed over the birth of the King’s first grandchild, the next month brought news of the General Strike. Then came the Wall Street crash in October 1929 and the Great Depression. In October 1936, weeks before King Edward’s visit to South Wales, jobless steel workers from the north-east of England converged on London in a protest known as the Jarrow March. Against this background, Edward was seen by some as ‘the People’s King’, the one man who could help them against the politicians and the vested interests of the rich. On 10 November Mrs Simpson’s name had been mentioned for the first time in the House of Commons: outside the chamber, the lobbies were filled with hunger marchers from Lancashire and South Wales protesting against the new unemployment regulations, and at the door a queue was singing ‘The Red Flag’. It was less than twenty years since the Tsar of Russia had been executed and the Emperors of Austria and Germany swept away. Fear of socialism/bolshevism made the possibility of a discredited monarchy seem even more dangerous.

Yet for all his popularity Edward was in reality a spoiled rich young man whose whole life hitherto, in the intervals between being despatched to represent his father on tours of the Dominions and Empire (and during those as well), had been devoted entirely to the pursuit of women, drink and foxes. He had moments of romantic empathy with the people, but even those could partly be attributed to his dislike of his father and everything he represented – and from his own point of view, the distasteful job of ‘princing’ and royal ‘stunts’. Far from really sympathizing with the unemployed, as soon as he inherited the family properties of Balmoral and Sandringham from his father in January 1936 he reacted by sacking gardeners and other staff, advised by Wallis, whose talent for housekeeping was legendary and who saw no point in too many gardeners when you could make use of the florist Constance Spry.

The year 1936 had been a traumatic one for Princess Elizabeth: in January her beloved grandfather, George V, had died. The two Princesses had travelled down to Norfolk for the traditional Christmas at Sandringham with their grandparents and their nurse, Alah Knight, but without their parents: the Duchess of York had been ill at Royal Lodge since mid-December, with flu which had developed into pneumonia, and the Duke stayed at home with her. A sense of gloom pervaded Sandringham, enveloped for much of the time in snow followed by fog. Their great-aunt, Princess Victoria, the King’s sister, had died there earlier that month; the King himself was thin, bent and breathed with difficulty. He had never quite recovered from an abscess in his chest and, like his father and indeed his sons, smoked heavily. He was too weak to follow his passion, shooting, instead taking short walks to the stables and the gardens with his granddaughters after being visited in his room by them every morning at 9.15. Princess Elizabeth was devoted to him; he used to play with her as he never had with his own children. From Royal Lodge her mother wrote her loving but admonitory letters, hoping she was having a lovely time and being very polite to everybody. ‘Mind you answer very nicely when you are asked questions, even though they may be silly ones.’2 Her uncle the Duke of Kent and his glamorous wife Marina were there with their baby son, as was her other uncle, the bluff, gruff Henry, Duke of Gloucester, with his wife, Princess Alice, while her somewhat forbidding grandmother, Queen Mary, presided over the family teas. One notably late arrival was was ‘Uncle David’, the Prince of Wales, unable to tear himself away from Wallis Simpson to join his family.

The King, George V, was sleepy during the day and restless at night, when he needed help from an oxygen tank, carried up to his bedroom by a handyman. By 16 January it was obvious to his wife, Queen Mary, that he was dying; the Duke of York was sent for and two days later the children and guests left the house. On 21 January 1936 the King died, his death hastened by a merciful dose of morphine into his jugular vein administered by his doctor, Lord Dawson of Penn, with the object of timing a dignified announcement in the morning papers, The Times in particular. The reaction of ‘David’, now King Edward VIII, was described by close courtiers as ‘hysterical’, ‘frantic and unreasonable’, perhaps from guilt and regret at his emotional estrangement from his father, tinged with panic at the prospect of becoming King and, some people later surmised, because he had hoped to elope with and marry Wallis Simpson before it happened. When he recovered himself, his first two independent actions were to telephone Wallis and order that the clocks, which had been set to run half an hour fast in his grandfather’s reign to give extra hours for shooting, should be put back to normal time, a change seen as deeply significant and unnerving by the old King’s courtiers and servants.

From that moment the family was more divided than ever, with two powerful women dominating the scene: the Princesses’ grandmother, Queen Mary, upright and dignified, whose whole life had been dedicated to the British monarchy to the suppression of her normal instincts, and their mother, a strong character who, despite her quick laugh, social ease and radiant smile, was a tough aristocrat with an abiding sense of duty and responsibility and a deep sense of religion. Both women disapproved of Wallis Simpson as a twice-divorced interloper who had split the family in two, and whose presence in the King’s life threatened not just the family image but the stability of Kingdom and Empire.

Events in the family were about to reach breaking point at the beginning of the annual late summer holidays at Balmoral. On 23 September 1936 the Duke and Duchess of York were in Aberdeen to open the new Infirmary, replacing the King, who had cried off on the grounds of being still in mourning for his father. But on that same day he drove himself to Aberdeen station to meet Wallis off the London train. The local paper printed a photograph captioned ‘His Majesty in Aberdeen. Surprise visit in car to meet guests’ side by side with a photograph of the Yorks at the Infirmary. At Balmoral Wallis was installed in the suite of rooms used by Queen Mary during her twenty-five years as Queen; the King, perhaps understandably refusing to use his father’s former bedroom, slept in her dressing-room. Three days later the Duchess of York made clear her feelings about the pretensions of Wallis. Invited to a dinner party at the castle on 26 September, she delivered a public snub to Wallis. Court etiquette decreed that royalty should be greeted only by the official host or hostess, yet as the Duchess of York entered the drawing-room, Wallis and not the King stepped forward to greet her. Either Wallis was ignorant of this convention or it was, as an observer put it, ‘a deliberate and calculated display of power’. The Duchess of York walked straight past her, ignoring her attempted welcome, saying ‘as if to no one in particular’, ‘I came to dine with the King.’ The Duke of York looked ‘embarrassed and very nervous’; his brother, ‘looking rather startled, abruptly broke off his conversation and came forward to greet his brother and sister-in-law’. He placed the Duchess in the place of honour at his right hand; Wallis sat at the head of the table but it was the Duchess who, without a glance at her, led the women from the table at the end of dinner, leaving the men to their port.

It was a declaration of war: the Yorks did not see the King in private again at Balmoral. Edward carried out wholesale changes on the estate without consulting his brother; ‘David only told me what he had done after it was over,’ the Duke of York wrote sadly to his mother. ‘I never saw him alone for an instant.’ ‘David does not seem to possess the faculty of making others feel wanted,’ his wife wrote pointedly to her mother-in-law on 11 October. ‘I feel that the whole difficulty is a certain person. I do not feel that I can make advances to her & ask her to our house, as I imagine would be liked, & this fact is bound to make relations a little difficult …’3 Two days later Wallis Simpson moved into a dreary little villa in the Suffolk seaside town of Felixstowe in order to establish official residence in the county for her divorce petition, which was to be heard at Ipswich. On 27 October she received her decree nisi there; the locals were astounded by the huge contingent of international press which descended upon the town but, like everyone else in the United Kingdom, they remained in ignorance of its significance. As far as the King was concerned, the divorce meant that Wallis was now free to marry him; he presented her with an engagement ring, inscribed ‘WE [private shorthand for Wallis and Edward] are ours now 27 X 36’. The stone, a magnificent emerald, had once belonged to the Great Mogul. The Yorks had travelled down from Scotland on the night train, arriving in London on 20 October still unaware of what was going on. They were warned by the King’s Private Secretary that the affair might end in Edward’s abdication, with the inevitable consequence that the Duke of York would have to take over. Still nothing was discussed, until on 16 November the King called on his mother at Marlborough House to give her the news that she had feared: that he intended to marry Mrs Simpson. He informed his brother the Duke of York the following day that he would marry Wallis on 27 April and be crowned on 12 May. As he put it to his brother Prince George, Duke of Kent, he would ‘make her Queen, Empress of India, the whole bag of tricks’.

Pressure upon the Yorks became almost unbearable: the Duke adored his brother and at the same time was petrified at the thought that he might have to take over the throne, a position for which he felt himself mentally and physically ill equipped. The Duchess, deeply protective of her husband, was equally worried at the effect the continuing strain was having on him. Despite her proud claims that she never discussed the affair with anyone outside the Royal Family – even with her own, she herself was finding it almost impossible to bear. She and Prince Albert were staying with the Earl and Countess of Pembroke for a shooting party at Wilton the following weekend. A fellow guest recalled: ‘I was staying at Wilton when [they were] there, Lady Pembroke was most tremendously keen on royalty, fawning on them the whole of the time and she noticed what frightfully poor form the Duchess of York was in and always escorted her to bed every night, and the [Duchess of York] broke down and said, “A terrible thing has happened, the last thing we want. We’re perfectly happy as we are and suddenly have this thing put on us” – she was in a terrible state.’4 She sent a personal appeal to the King, despite their estranged relations, asking him to ‘please be kind to Bertie when you see him. I am terrified for him – so DO help him.’ Edward refused to see his brother.

News of the King’s romance had been kept from the British public (as it undoubtedly had from the Princesses, his nieces) by an alliance of British newspaper magnates and Establishment attitudes. Magazines and newspapers from abroad were censored, and references to the King and Wallis clipped out. Incredible as it may seem today, that summer Edward and Wallis had cruised the Adriatic aboard an Admiralty yacht, the Nahlin, and been photographed sunbathing, sightseeing and swimming together, accompanied by a party of English friends and courtiers. Pictures appeared in the American and European press but the blackout remained in force in Britain. No reference was made to the affair until on 2 December 1936, in an address, an obscure English bishop, Blunt of Bradford, criticized the King for neglecting his church-going duties. The Bishop had never heard of Mrs Simpson, but the press took his remarks as a coded message that the King’s desire to marry her was now out in the open. ‘The King’s Marriage’ blazed out in headlines.

For nine days controversy raged in the press and throughout the country. At first the popular press were behind the ‘People’s King’: why should he not be allowed to marry the woman he loved? On the other side, the old guard of Society and the Establishment, with their standard-bearer, The Times, were against the King marrying a divorced American because it would be bad for the monarchy and the Empire. Church-goers of all classes – including the Labour Party leader, Clement Attlee – supported the Conservative Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, in his efforts to persuade the King not to marry Mrs Simpson, and in his not so secret conviction that Edward should give up the woman or the throne. Over the weekend of 5–6 December the Yorks were at Royal Lodge, distraught with anxiety, and on Monday the 7th, Edward at last consented to see his brother and to tell him that he had decided to abdicate the throne. Wallis, the target of vitriolic hate mail and even threats, some allegedly concocted by the Express’s Lord Beaverbrook, left Fort Belvedere for France on the evening of the 3rd – her absence may have helped Edward take his decision: he could not contemplate a future without her.

On Friday, 11 December 1936 Prince Albert, Duke of York, was proclaimed King George VI of Great Britain, Ireland and Her Dominions beyond the Seas. From then on Princess Elizabeth’s destiny as future Queen was set. Within the family there was no joy at their sudden promotion: the new King had sobbed on his mother’s shoulder at the realization of what lay ahead of him. Queen Mary had endured the shock of losing her husband and, virtually, her son within the space of only a year. After a family dinner at Fort Belvedere that Friday evening the ex-King, now Edward, Duke of Windsor, made his farewell broadcast from Windsor Castle. He declared his allegiance to the new King and his sense of duty towards his country and the Empire, continuing, in the words of his biographer Philip Ziegler, with the sentence which is the best remembered of anything he said in his whole life: ‘You must believe me when I tell you that I have found it impossible to carry the heavy burden of responsibility and to discharge my duty as King as I would wish to do, without the help and support of the woman I love …’ After a final farewell to his family, he left by car for Portsmouth to board a warship which would carry him into exile. It would be almost twenty years until Princess Elizabeth would see him again. In the meantime he would become almost a non-person and a source of bitterness and embarrassment as far as his family was concerned. Just weeks before, on 30 November 1936, at the end of the Year of Three Kings, the old glass Crystal Palace on Sydenham Hill, all that remained of Joseph Paxton’s magnificent design for Prince Albert’s Great Exhibition in Hyde Park, had caught fire, blazed spectacularly and burned to the ground – a requiem for the old order and an omen of the world conflagration soon to come.




3. ‘Us Four’

Princess Elizabeth, unlike her father, had been brought up in a close, loving family – ‘us four’, as King George VI used to refer to them. The dominant figure, although she liked to pretend otherwise, was her mother, now the Queen, the former Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon. She was born on 4 August 1900, the ninth child and fourth daughter of the 14th Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorne. The Bowes-Lyons were descended from King Robert the Bruce of Scotland and owned Glamis Castle, supposed scene of Macbeth, and the right to a private army. The heiress Mary Eleanor Bowes (whose name they incorporated with the original Scottish Lyon) brought a fortune in coal in County Durham, and two houses, Streatlam and Gibside. By the time Lady Elizabeth was born they rented a London mansion in St James’s Square and also owned a house in Hertfordshire, St Paul’s Walden Bury, where she spent some of the happiest days of her childhood.

Princess Elizabeth’s Strathmore grandparents were strongly Christian, and unworldly despite their position and possessions. Her grandfather, Claude Bowes-Lyon, a handsome, heavily moustachioed figure, quiet and somewhat eccentric, was a popular and conscientious landlord, an expert on forestry with a passion for chopping up trees, with a high sense of duty and social responsibility. The family tradition was sporting and military: Lord Strathmore had served in the Life Guards and his recreations were the pastimes of an Edwardian aristocrat and country gentleman – shooting, fishing and cricket. His wife Cecilia, born Nina-Cecilia Cavendish-Bentinck, was the daughter of a clergyman who had been the heir to the fabulously rich 5th Duke of Portland, had he not had the misfortune to die before the Duke, thereby leaving his children a great deal less glittering position than they might otherwise have had. The Strathmore household – children and staff – attended daily prayers and the children were taught to kneel and pray by their beds every night, something which, according to her biographer, Elizabeth continued to do until the end of her life. Cecilia Strathmore was the greatest influence on the children’s lives; a talented pianist and gardener, she ran the household and the children’s lives. One of her children remembered her in a passage that could as well have been applied to Elizabeth herself: she had ‘this immense zest for living … intense interest in everything going on … a sense of gaiety right to the end’. There were memorable parties at Glamis, described by guests as ‘magic’. Looking back on her childhood, Elizabeth told her friend Osbert Sitwell that she had nothing but ‘wonderfully happy memories of childhood days at home … fun, kindness and a marvellous sense of security’.

It was characteristic of Elizabeth to gloss over the not so happy memories. She was just fourteen when the First World War broke out on 1 August 1914. All her brothers except David, who was too young, signed up and went to the front, where their experiences were typical of the men of their generation. Fergus was killed at the Battle of Loos in September 1915 (as was John, only son of Rudyard Kipling, whose body was never found); Patrick, the eldest, was wounded and shell-shocked, never entirely recovering from his experiences; a third brother, Michael, was badly wounded and captured by the Germans. Glamis Castle was converted into a convalescent hospital for wounded and sick soldiers after their treatment at Dundee Infirmary, and another was set up at their Hertfordshire home, St Paul’s Walden Bury. Elizabeth’s elder sister Rose trained as a nurse at the London Hospital. Even after the war ended there was tragedy, when a young friend of Elizabeth’s was killed in August 1919 fighting for the White Russians. Elizabeth had been a child when the war started; she was eighteen when it ended; experience of death, wounds and sickness must have marked her, but in her letters and her attitudes she was resolutely high-spirited and fun. The motto ‘Never Complain. Never Explain’ might have been invented for her.

Men found her charm, wit and sparkle irresistible; she kept them at arm’s length. Of a particular friend, she wrote after his death, ‘I liked him specially because he never tried to flirt, or make love or anything like that – which always spoils friendships.’ ‘People were rather inclined to propose to you in those days,’ she recalled. ‘You know it was rather the sort of thing, I suppose. And you said, “No thank you,” or whatever it was … it was all very nice and lighthearted.’1 Perhaps because of this Elizabeth had a train of admirers – aristocrats all – who seriously wanted to marry her and were heartbroken when, after three proposals, she finally accepted Prince Bertie. One of them, James Stuart, whom she is rumoured to have found the most attractive, was a well-known heartbreaker himself. He gave up hope, resigned his job as Prince Bertie’s equerry and left for the wild oil business in Canada (he later married one of Elizabeth’s friends, the Duke of Devonshire’s daughter, Lady Rachel Cavendish). The fact seems to have been that, beneath all the gilded life, the balls, the shooting parties and the constant socializing, Elizabeth was a serious, sensitive woman. As her mother, Lady Strathmore, wrote to one of her closest, lifelong friends, Arthur Penn, ‘… outside, or rather inside, that bright character is a terribly acute sensitiveness, which makes life much more difficult for her. However Prince Bertie simply adores her, and I think grasps her true worth.’2

‘Prince Bertie’, Albert, Duke of York, second son of King George V and Queen Mary, had qualities of goodness, niceness and vulnerability to which Elizabeth responded. People close to him described him as ‘lovable’, one going so far as to say that he was ‘one of the very few men whom I would call lovable and the reason why he was lovable was because he was fighting every minute of the day the internal problem of his speech’.3 Being a member of the Royal Family, however, was a black mark against him as far as Elizabeth was concerned. As her mother remarked, ‘some people are attracted to royalty like sea lions are to fish’, but the Strathmores were not royalty hunters. In marrying the King’s son Elizabeth would enter the royal circle, which was the very reverse of fun, particularly for the younger generation. Bertie’s elder brother, the Prince of Wales, described to his friend Duff Cooper ‘the gloom of Buckingham Palace, how he himself and all of them “freeze up” the moment they get inside it. How bad-tempered his father is.’ He described his sister-in-law Elizabeth as ‘the one bright spot there, they all love her and the King is in a good temper when she is there’.4

Bertie had suffered as much, if not more than his siblings, from his father’s quick temper and martinet attitudes. He was born left-handed and made to write with his right, he had a tendency to knock knees and was made to wear agonizing splints to straighten his legs. He was shy and lacking in self-confidence and had long suffered in comparison with his brother David, heir to the throne, quick and charming. One of his father’s courtiers described the comparison between the two as ‘ugly duckling and cock pheasant’. It was hardly surprising that from the age of about seven he should have developed a stammer which could become crippling in certain situations, not helped by his father’s shouting at him, ‘Get it out, get it out,’ as he stumbled over the beginning of a word. He had digestive problems – said to have been caused by an unkind nurse deliberately feeding him his bottle when in a rocking carriage, which culminated in a duodenal ulcer suffered as a young officer in the Navy and terminated his seagoing career. He appeared to suffer from constant stress, so much so that he was assigned a mentor, Louis Greig, to protect and guide him as a young adult. On the plus side, he was physically attractive, small and slender, a gifted athlete who played tennis almost to Wimbledon standard, and a far better natural golfer than his elder brother. He rode, hunted and danced with a natural grace. Probably because of his stressed nature, he had a volcanic temper, which showed itself in disconcerting explosions that were not directed at any particular person and which in later life only his wife and younger daughter seemed to be able to control. It was, above all, his vulnerability and essential goodness that appealed to Elizabeth; he needed her – as his future mother-in-law, Cecilia Strathmore, surmised, he was a man who would be ‘made or marred by his wife’.

Furthermore, like Elizabeth, he had a fundamental sense of duty, so conspicuously lacking in Edward. Owing to his poor health Bertie had had an unhappy war. He had joined the Navy, but within a month of the outbreak of the war he had an attack of appendicitis and was transferred to hospital in Aberdeen for an operation; his undiagnosed duodenal ulcer meant that, apart from a brief exciting spell at sea during the Battle of Jutland, he spent most of his time in hospitals or hospital ships until an operation in November 1917 resolved the problem. He was miserably conscious that he had spent much of his time in hospital or convalescing in London or Sandringham with his parents and sister while his contemporaries were fighting and dying in Flanders. Men who were not in uniform were talked of as cowards and sent white feathers through the post, and Bertie had not been exempt; a letter written by the Prince of Wales to their mother after the Armistice referred to ‘the very unfair questions some people asked last year as to what he [Bertie] was doing …’ At the beginning of February 1918, in the last year of the war, he spent a short period at Cranwell in Lincolnshire, transferring to the newly constituted Royal Air Force. The years between 1913 and 1918 were probably the most unhappy and lonely of his life, but the experience he had gained of the working and organization of the Services at war was to be invaluable to him as Commander-in-Chief in the Second World War.

After the war Prince Albert was sent by his father to spend a year at Cambridge University, although quite what knowledge he was supposed to have absorbed in only one year is debatable. His father, who was becoming increasingly paranoid about the possibility of his sons ‘getting mixed up in bad company’, would not even allow him to live in college; he was looked after in a rented house by Louis Greig and his wife, with his brother Harry, later Duke of Gloucester, a man of limited intellect whose principal daily occupation was killing mice in the conservatory. At Cambridge, Bertie did not make friends any more than he had in the RAF. The only lasting benefit from his time there was a thorough knowledge of the British Constitution, as a result of studying Dicey’s solid Law of the Constitution and the brilliant treatise on the subject by Walter Bagehot, which laid down the ground rules for the constitutional monarchy of Great Britain, the wider relations between Crown and people and the more trammelled relations between monarch and government. He became an expert on the subject and was on occasion to show a greater understanding of it than Winston Churchill. Like his mother, Queen Mary, he was absorbed by the history of his family and the ritual and tradition connected with it.

Moreover, as a result of his frequent periods of convalescence he had spent a good deal of time with his father and, despite his earlier relationship with him, was closer to him than any of his brothers. The King talked or wrote to him of his preoccupations, military and political. Like his brothers, Bertie found life at Buckingham Palace and Balmoral stiflingly dull; but he had absorbed the traditions of the Court and its old-fashioned, honourable and dedicated courtiers, like his father’s Private Secretary, Arthur Bigge, Lord Stamfordham, who had started under Queen Victoria and had worked for Prince Albert’s grandfather, Edward VII. He had seen the workings of the British monarchy close up and understood its traditions and responsibilities. After the First World War he had been active on the all-important social welfare front, designed to bring monarch and people closer together and preserve the British constitutional monarchy from the fate that had overtaken his father’s cousins, the Tsar of Russia and the Kaiser in Germany. ‘The Monarchy and its cost will have to be justified in the future in the eyes of a war-worn and hungry proletariat,’ a royal adviser had warned the King’s Private Secretary on 4 November 1918. While David dazzled the Empire, Albert (nicknamed ‘the Foreman’ by his brothers) toured engineering plants, factories, mines and shipyards. He became President of the Industrial Welfare Society, an organization dedicated to the welfare of the workers and to fostering relations between workers and employers, and hosted the annual Duke of York’s camps, at which 200 working-class boys and 200 public schoolboys enjoyed innocent Baden-Powellesque fun. It worked at the time, as an idealistic experiment designed to prove that class war could be overcome, but, as Denis Thatcher, a veteran of the 1932 camp, wrote regretfully, ‘its ideas and ethos forty years on are totally outdated …’ The first camp was held in August 1921, the last camp at Balmoral in August 1939. It did not survive the ending of peace.

Prince Bertie may have been shy but he was single-minded in his determination to marry Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon. He first proposed to her in February 1921; she refused, but continued to see him and to correspond with him. He proposed again in March 1922 and was again rejected. By January 1923 even Queen Mary and her chosen intermediary, Lady Airlie, had given up their cherished idea of a marriage between Bertie and Elizabeth. Queen Mary wrote to Mabell Airlie somewhat huffily, saying that she and the King now hoped nothing would come of it ‘as we both feel ruffled at E’s behaviour!’ Elizabeth herself was confused and nervous, writing to a friend, ‘I don’t seem able to like anybody enough to marry them …’ On 2 January 1923 Bertie proposed to her again, but this time her response was more a delaying tactic than a definite refusal. At her request he gave her more time to think about it, until the weekend of 13–14 January when, as Lady Strathmore recorded, ‘He came down to [St Paul’s Walden Bury] suddenly on Friday, proposed continuously until Sunday night, when she said Yes at 11.30. My head is completely bewildered, as all those days E. was hesitating & miserable, but now she is absolutely happy – & he is radiant …’ Elizabeth herself wrote: ‘I do [underlined several times] love you Bertie, & feel certain that I shall more & more.’5 They were married on 26 April 1923 at Westminster Abbey.

Princess Elizabeth was born by Caesarean section three years later, on Wednesday, 21 April 1926 at 2.40 a.m. at 17 Bruton Street, Mayfair, the Strathmores’ new London home after they had had to give up 20 St James’s Square. Her parents, it seems, had had trouble conceiving: she was born three years after their marriage and her sister four years later. ‘You don’t know what a tremendous joy it is to Elizabeth and me to have our little girl,’ her father wrote to her grandmother, Queen Mary. ‘We always wanted a child to make our happiness complete, & now that it has happened, it seems so wonderful & strange. I am so proud of Elizabeth at this moment after all she has gone through during the last few days. I do hope that you & Papa are as delighted as we are, to have a grand-daughter, or would you have sooner have had another grandson [Princess Mary’s son, George, had been born on 7 February 1923]. I know Elizabeth wanted a daughter …’6 No one minded the Yorks’ first child being a girl, since no one seriously considered the possibility of her succeeding to the throne. Indeed, the Yorks’ choice of Elizabeth for the baby’s name was after her mother, without conscious reference to the great Elizabeth I, nor was the name of that other reigning Queen, her great-great-grandmother, Victoria, apparently even considered: ‘I have heard from Bertie about the names,’ George V told Queen Mary. ‘He mentions Elizabeth, Alexandra [the child’s great-grandmother, who had died at Sandringham the previous November], Mary … he says nothing about Victoria. I hardly think that necessary.’

Heiress to the throne or not, the Princess was a star to ordinary people from the moment she was born. She was christened on 29 May after the General Strike ended: people were fed up with dark newspaper photographs featuring men in flat caps, and the new royal baby was a welcome distraction from the dull grind of daily lives. ‘Royalty makes headlines,’ a disgruntled socialist, Richard Crossman, wrote in his diary. There had been people waiting outside 17 Bruton Street since the day she was born, but never, according to her father, so many as on that day. The memory of Queen Victoria hovered over the private chapel at Buckingham Palace. The five-week-old Princess was christened in the gold lily-shaped font designed by Victoria’s consort, Prince Albert, wearing the cream satin and Honiton lace dress worn by royal babies since Victoria and Albert’s eldest daughter, Vicky. She cried, as babies traditionally should, and was dosed by her nurse with dill water. Tradition began early in her life – her nurse was Alah Knight, who had been the Duchess of York’s nanny; that August she went with her family to Glamis and for Christmas to her royal grandparents at Sandringham. She was less than a year old when her parents left in January 1927 for Australia, where the Duke of York was to open the new Federal Parliament buildings in Canberra. At Portsmouth harbour, where they embarked on the battleship HMS Renown, it was evident from the enthusiastic crowd cheering them off that the Duke and Duchess of York were already popular public figures. ‘If you wanted evidence that the country was not going Bolshevik, you could not have had better proof than was afforded yesterday,’ an accompanying official wrote.

The tour appears to have been initiated by the Duke himself and at first had been opposed by his father, who had demonstrated his customary debilitating lack of confidence in his son’s ability. The King’s Private Secretary, Lord Stamfordham, had written to the Governor-General when the proposal was put to the King: ‘… the Duke of York is the only one of the Princes who could undertake this duty; and for many reasons His Majesty cannot … hold out much hope of such an arrangement being carried out.’ To be fair, the King was probably influenced by poor Albert’s miserable experience delivering the broadcast at the opening ceremony of the Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1925, when his stammer had been painfully apparent to the listening audience worldwide, and by the outstanding success of the Prince of Wales on a previous Australian visit in 1920. Since then, however, Bertie’s life had been transformed not only by the encouragement of his wife, a natural performer on public occasions, but by treatment from an outstanding Australian speech therapist, Lionel Logue, who had treated Australian soldiers traumatized in the First World War and now practised in London. Against his will (he had endured
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