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Introduction

AN AMERICAN AT THE PALACE



WHEN AN AMERICAN SETS OUT to write about the British Royal Family, some Brits get a little testyperhaps justifiably so. Although the American people have a gawking fascination with the royals, our view can be somewhat jaundiced. We are unavoidably influenced by repeated exposure as children to the inspirational story of the birth of our own nation, especially that defining moment of independence from British rule. The result, unfortunately, is a tendency for ruthless irreverence reflected in tabloidesque headlines, scandalous tidbits, and anonymous snipes. Author Kitty Kelley, a prime example of this approach, considers it a point of pride that her juicy concoction, The Royals, is not for sale in Great Britain.

It has been observed that we Americans are so enamored of royalty that we elevate our celebrities to virtual thrones, but to make that claim is to show a fundamental misunderstanding of what royalty is. We might picture the life of royalty as a glittering faade, a lavish procession from one magnificent palace to the next, the right to never be wrong, a magical status where one is granted unconditional love and admiration.

Yet when we view the last century through the lives of the women of Windsor, a distinctly different picture emerges. These women have not been silly or irrelevant bits of fluff drifting across the public stage. The weight of duty has been the consistent theme of their lives for over a century. They have achieved true power, and it has often been hard-won.

In America we like to view ourselves as modern and progressive, as having shaken loose the bonds of a submissive past. We are subject to no ones will; we bow and curtsy to no king or queen. The underpinning of our democracy is that each citizen has an equal opportunity for greatness. Monarchieseven constitutional monarchiesare by their very nature exclusionary. Their authority is granted not by the will of the people but by the rights of succession. In contrast, our nation is founded on the notion that any boy or girl, regardless of bloodline, might grow up to sit on the highest seat of power. The reality, unfortunately, is somewhat different, especially when it comes to women. We are still stuck in centuries-old myths about womens fundamental weakness and unsuitability to lead. In the history of our nation, only one woman has ever appeared on the presidential ticket of a major party. Geraldine Ferraros selection as Walter Mondales running mate in 1984 briefly raised hopes of female power parity. Instead, she became a convenient scapegoat for the tickets staggering defeat, and closed the matter for at least another twenty years.

Although Britains monarchy is as misogynistic as any Old World institution, it offers a built-in opportunity for women to lead. When no males are in line for succession, women ascend, and for the past fifty-two years a woman has occupied the throne. Furthermore, during the last century, women have tended to play a leading role, even when they only sat on the throne as consortthe Queen Mother being a case in point. The women of Windsor have been the backbone of their nation, often a striking contrast to their weak men.

There are no parallel examples in the United States of women exerting the level of influence of either the queen or the Queen Mother. No one would dare suggest that these women are not deserving of their accrued power, or that they have not lived on an equal footing with men. The Brits have become accustomed to powerful women, and their comfort level allowed the election of Margaret Thatcher, who served as prime minister for twelve years and remains to this day the only woman to have led a Western nation.

In America we are still uneasy when strong, authoritative women take center stage, as witnessed by the uproar that follows every utterance from Hillary Clinton. No woman in America has achieved anything close to the status of the women of Windsor, and that in itself makes them a fascinating subject for our examination.

So, who are they really? The most striking fact I discovered in my research is that there isnt any one true story. Historical facts are remarkably malleable. Depending on the source, completely opposite views are taken on virtually every topic. Many key facts are in dispute. Thats not altogether surprising when you consider that these are very human stories, told by those whose sympathies and biases inform their conclusions.

As an American, I dont, as the saying goes, have a dog in this fight. I dont possess what Ive noticed in my British friendsthe deep emotional connection, cultivated from birth, familial in nature, which manifests itself either in a reluctance to air skeletons in the family closet or in the outspoken bitterness of a neglected child. The former are jealously protective of the monarchy; the latter have had it with their dysfunctional family.

From the outside looking in with a less defensive perspective, I see a human drama filled with both flawed and noble characters. Although the women of Windsor are set apart, their experiences also have a core of universality. They are, like us, mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters. Its a simple fact that we define women more by their relationships than by their actions, even when they sit on a throne. We judge them not just by the work they do but by the character of the children they raise. So, in examining these women, we look for the ways in which they have related to others, asking:



Are royalty allowed to express love?

Can one be a royal and also a good mother?

Can compassion and duty coexist?

Do women make better monarchs than men?

Is a matriarchal society preferable to a patriarchal society?



The Women of Windsor tells the story of the past century of British history through the lives of the four women whose influence has, by both design and fate, shaped it. Frequently eclipsed in the media by the dramatic spills of lesser figures, theyve remained the steady forcethe continuity of a monarchy otherwise in disarray.

Individually, the women of Windsor are distinctive characters playing out predetermined roles. Yet each is more complex than she appears. The Women of Windsor will delve beneath the surface to reveal the human beings beneath the public image:



Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother: The optimist and charmer, with a steely inner core, who symbolized old-fashioned royal values.

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II: The stoic, dutiful ruler, isolated by her adherence to propriety over love, obsessed with her imperial birthright.

Her Royal Highness the Princess Margaret: The rebellious free spirit, who never fully realized her identity, doomed by her place in her sisters shadow.

Her Royal Highness the Princess Royal, Princess Anne: The acerbic misfit, who walked a step behind her elder brother yet transformed herself late in life to become an admired figure and the queens closest confidante.



As The Women of Windsor details their private and public lives, the era itself forms a dramatic backdrop. While these remarkable women have shaped the monarchy for nearly a century, they have also been shaped by the times in which theyve lived. They represent the central paradox of modernitythe desire to maintain core values that stand the test of time and the need to advance humanity through reinvention. Each of the women of Windsor has been defined by how tautly she has held the tension wire of this paradox.











Prologue

DRAMA QUEEN



LIKE SMALL TIME-RELEASED BOMBS set to detonate just when everyone has let down their guard, Princess Dianas scathing revelations keep bursting forth from the grave, more than eight years after her death. She couldnt have planned a more perfect revenge on the family she once compared to the Mafia, a family by now wishing desperately theyd never welcomed the shy girl with the silver-screen charisma into their midst. She has become the eternal scourge of a monarchy to which she never truly belonged.

The monarchy is still feeling the aftershocks of revelations contained in a series of videotaped interviews conducted by Dianas voice coach, Peter Settelen, in late 1992 and early 1993. Settelen sold the tapes to NBC News, and they were aired in December 2004 in the United States as part of a two-part, prime-time documentary.

Settelen has claimed that the tapes are records of voice-coaching lessons, and their intimate nature is part of a technique he used to relax the princess and help her become more comfortable with public speaking. Only the most nave viewer could believe that. On the screen, Diana seems quite comfortable, curled in a chair like a devious cat. She pretends wide-eyed girlish innocence, but by 1992 she is too far down the road for that. There is cunning in the way she dips her eyes in pretended discretion after each explosive remark, then slyly peeks back up from beneath her lashes to gauge her interviewers reaction.

Her words are anything but discreet, slicing through the dignified faade of the Royal Family. They also give lie to her well-polished image as the shy, simple young woman, dazzled by a courtship with a prince.1

With the practiced disdain of a girl who has always been popular with boys, she speaks of the first time Prince Charles kissed her: He leapt upon me and started kissing me and everything. And I thought, Waaaaah, you know. This is not what people do. And he was all over me for the rest of the evening, following me everywhere[like] a puppy.

She rates her husbands sexual performance with a chilly indifference to his shame: It was odd. Very odd. It was there, and then it fizzled out maybe seven years ago. It was just so odd. There was never a requirement for itsort of a once-every-three-weeks look about itand I kept thinkingand then I followed a pattern. He used to see his lady [Camilla Parker Bowles] once every three weeks before we got married.

She demands acknowledgment of her suffering, as if her position in life were the cruelest punishment: I dontwhen I cryI cant bear people to say, It cant be as bad as that or, um, We understand. Nobody understands.

She talks openly about being in love with her bodyguard and at the same time berates the queencalling her the top ladyfor not intervening in Charless affair with Camilla Parker Bowles.

Settelens tapes werent Dianas only appearance in 2004. In March, audiotapes used by Andrew Morton for his 1992 book, Diana: Her True Story, aired in the United States, once again presenting the princess as the hapless victim of cruel royalty.2 As if she were a medieval virgin being sold to a lascivious monarch, she describes herself on her wedding day as a lamb going to the slaughter. She also details her episodes of bulimia, her suicide attempts, and her paranoia.

Alas, poor girl.

Talk of a royal murder plot, which has never really abated in the years since Dianas death, has been kept alive by Mohamed Al Fayed, Dodi Fayeds father, who openly accuses Prince Philip of organizing the Paris car crash. As if to lend support to his theory, Dianas former butler, Paul Burrell, came forward in October 2004 to unveil a secret letter he claimed Diana wrote ten months before her death. In the letter, Diana states her fear of a plot by my husband to orchestrate a fatal car accident, thus freeing Charles to remarry.3

If Charles was so desperate to marry Camilla that he orchestrated Dianas death, he had a peculiar way of showing it. Nearly eight years would pass before the fifty-six-year-old prince dropped to his knee and presented his fifty-seven-year-old lover with a large heirloom diamond. By that point, even the tabloids had grown bored with them. Theyre not Brad and Jennifer, sniffed one editor, referring to the couples middle-aged dowdiness. She didnt add, but might have, that Camilla is not Diana. She will never knock a nation off its feet or put stars in the eyes of the masses. She can win points only by staying in the background, thus ceding the attention to her predecessor, whose visage is recalled in every mention of the couples nuptials. Diana used to say that Camilla was the third party in her marriage. No doubt Camilla sensed the ghost of Diana hovering over the canaps at her wedding reception.

If Diana has a front-row seat in the afterlife, one can imagine her chortling hardily over the whole sordid mess, and enjoying her hand in it. That is precisely what distinguishes her from the queen, the Queen Mother, Princess Anne, and even Princess Margaret, who on her worst days at least tried to be loyal to her larger covenant to the Crown. Unlike these women, Diana had a clear choice in her destiny. She walked down the aisle with eyes wide open, all the while complaining that the red carpet was too rich for her tastes. She was a drama queen, unsuited for the throne. Her legacy was one of unfaithfulness, and ultimately it doomed her.

That is not to say that the monarchy is on the right path, or even that a monarchy is the right path. Festering beneath the surface of the current scandals are deeper tears in the fabric of the House of Windsor. The survival of the monarchy depends to a large extent on the propagation of a myth: that the Royal Family represents the ideal family, that it holds the nation together, that it makes a positive difference in the lives of the people, and that it is well worth the price. The myth of relevance is getting harder to hoist aloft. Does anyone truly believe that the dysfunctional Windsors are an ideal family? Can the monarchy, which by its very nature is exclusionary, hold an increasingly diverse society together? Does the Royal Family, whose authority is granted not by the will of the people but by the scarily random accident of birth, have the authority to guide a nation?

Not that long ago, those questions did not even rise to the surface. The queen began her reign with unprecedented goodwill, at home and abroad. It was in large part due to the immense popularity of her mother, and even through the trials of the ensuing decades, the beloved Queen Mum held the worst strife at bay. She symbolized a regal idealthe imperial grandmother with a common touch. For many she was an antidote to harsh times, a vision of benevolence in ostrich plumes and pastel. Watching this centurion totter along on high heels, one could almost believe that a jaunty air, a warm smile, and a string of pearls could hold a nation together.

Without the Queen Mum to garner affection and provide distraction, the public has grown harsher in its scrutiny of the monarchy with each scandal. In the years since her mothers death, the queen has been like a stoic little boat rammed by the swirl of ferocious seas. Even for a woman of such staunch purpose, whose steady hand never wavers from her scepter, these are especially trying times.

The queens biggest headache is the heir apparent himself. The Brits are resigned to Charless marriage to Camilla, but they are less resigned to the idea of Charles as king. One would be hard-pressed to find a single example of Charles setting aside self-interest for the good of the monarchy. He is a navel-gazer extraordinaire, a poster prince for the me first generation. His arrogance and outdated thinking are frequently on display. Hes like a dusty old shoe unpolished by life experience. In November 2004 a memo from the prince was leaked to the press, which had the prince fully on his high horse, dissing his own people. In his memorandum he complained that people today seem to think they are qualified for positions well beyond their abilities. The tendency, he suggested haughtily, was the result of social utopianism.4

In other words, Charles to the People: Know your place. The memo had everyone up in arms, from the education secretary on down, and was reviled as elitist and downright feudal.

It has always been said that the monarchy does not rise or fall on the actions of individualsthat the sum is far greater than its parts. But looking down the road, one is easily depressed by the plain inadequacy of those who occupy the top places in the line of succession. Perhaps if Anne, the Princess Royal, not Charles, were next in line for the throne, the nation and the world could breathe a sigh of relief, and the queen, nearly eighty, could step down with confidence that the dignity of the Crown would be maintained. But Anne is a distant number nine in the line of succession. Medieval adherence to male supremacy might yet topple the monarchy.

The burden is the queens to bear. A lesser woman would crack, but unlike her mercurial former daughter-in-law, Elizabeth hasnt the luxury of being a drama queen. Her place in the world does not allow for temper tantrums. The royal temperament is fixed on duty. Whether that is for good or ill, history will have to judge.









CHAPTER 1

MERRY MISCHIEF


I pity the man you marry because you are so determined.

LADY STRATHMORE TO HER DAUGHTER ELIZABETH






Spring 1921 [image: image] ST. PAULS WALDEN BURY, SCOTLAND


ELIZABETHS BLUE EYES sparkled playfully as she regarded Bertie. You spoil me, she teased. You must know how I love proposals! They were standing together under the giant oak at the bottom of her mothers garden, the fragrance of early-spring blossoms rising up around them.

Elizabeths hapless suitor blushed furiously and stared at the ground. Prince AlbertBertiewas slender bordering on frail, impeccable as always in his walking clothes. He was handsome in his own way, with a thin, kind face, and blond hair swept back to reveal a high forehead. He was sick with love for this wonderful girl, and while the warmth in her voice was unmistakable, he steeled himself for rejection.

He raised his eyes to Elizabeths, and her face softened with regret. Im afraid not, Bertie, she said solemnly. It just wouldnt do.


He couldnt askdidnt dare askwhy it wouldnt do. In his mind it would do very well. In all of his twenty-five years on this earth, Bertie had never been conscious of wanting anything as much as he wanted Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon to be his wife.1

The second son of the King of England had been raised on a steady diet of protocol and duty, and his upbringing had never taught him to seek happiness. In his world the threads of obligation and joy were incompatible, with the former woven into his lineage. Yet here was a woman who seemed to embody both strength and cheer.

Love gave Bertie courage. This was his second proposal; Elizabeth had turned down his first. Still, he was not ready to admit defeat. To do so would be to extinguish the light from his life.


Elizabeth Angela Marguerite Bowes-Lyon, who would one day become queen, was the ninth of ten children, and her older siblings often had occasion to complain that she was spoiled. Even her most outrageous antics provoked benevolent smiles rather than frowns of disapproval from their parents. In the age-old assertion of older children, they remarked that they could never have gotten away with such wildness when they were young. But even her competitive siblings had to admit that Elizabeth was a very easy child to spoil. Elizabeth was a natural charmer, with a sunny disposition, wide, antic eyes, and a dimpled smile. It was a quality that would earn her the fond nickname Merry Mischief, given her by her mother, and win her the devotion of her people for nearly a century. As one family friend gushed, To every lover of children she had about her that indefinable charm that bears elders into fairyland.2

Even so, the circumstances that led this high-spirited Scottish girl to Englands throne could not have been imagined at the time of her birth, on August 4, 1900. With five brothers and three sisters ahead of her to claim her parents attention, she might easily have had her light dimmed by the defining hierarchy of birth order. But some children are just special, and Elizabeth was one of these. Instantly becoming the household favorite, she was coddled and encouraged. She was affectionately called Princess, and friends who visited the family would curtsy to her as she held out her hand to be kissed.

While Elizabeth wasnt royalty, she wasnt exactly a commoner eitherat least, not in the usual understanding of the term. Her family was one of old, aristocratic Scottish lineagenot filthy rich but rich enough, especially in land.

When Elizabeth was four, her paternal grandfather died and her father became the fourteenth Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorne, inheriting Glamis Castle with its thousands of acres in the glens of Angus. Glamis Castle had been the family home of the Earls of Strathmore and Kinghorne since 1372, when Sir John Lyon was granted the thaneage of Glamis by King Robert II, and it was said to be the setting for Shakespeares Macbeth.

Like any self-respecting medieval castle, Glamis was rife with turrets, spires, secret staircases, hidden passages, and ghosts. Tales abounded of the origins of these ghosts. The most famous was the Lady Glamis, whose sorry fate at the hands of the evil monarch James V was the stuff of legends. Lady Glamis was a woman of great beauty, much beloved by the people, but the king invented a charge of witchcraft and she was imprisoned and ultimately burned at the stake. Her ghost, known as the Gray Lady, was said to wander the castle corridors, never at rest.

The castle held many mysteries. For example, there was said to be a hidden room that no one had ever been able to find but that everyone believed existed deep inside a tower. Servants through the centuries claimed to have heard thuds and cries emanating through the walls, and there were rumors that the cries belonged to the Glamis monster, a grossly deformed child born in 1700 and secreted away in the tower.

Elizabeth and her younger brother, David, her closest companion, found a magical aura along the shadowy cool passages of Glamis. Inveterate mischief makers, they were known to collaborate on horrific pranks; their favorite was to climb the stairs to the ramparts above the castles entryway and douse arriving guests with boiling oil (actually, water), then race away laughing as the drenched visitors shrieked with alarm.

The Bowes-Lyon family was boisterous and happy, thanks to its matriarch. Cecilia Strathmore, thirty-eight when Elizabeth was born, was ebullient and high-spirited. Unusual in aristocratic circles, she was a doting mother who nursed her own children and encouraged a raucous, creative atmosphere. She loved culture, art, and music and was a brilliant gardener; the Italian Garden, which she designed, still blooms at the castle today. (This love of gardening was shared by her two youngest children throughout their lives; David would go on to study at Kew Gardens.)

In spite of the tragedies of losing two of her children at young agesher eldest daughter to diphtheria and a son to a brain injuryshe wasnt an overly cautious mother. Elizabeth always remembered her early years as filled with great laughter and fun.

Lady Strathmores large brood was a handful, however, and after Elizabeth was born she hired Clara Cooper Knight, the daughter of a tenant farmer at Glamis, to help care for the children. They called her Allah, as they were unable to pronounce her name, and she would be a central figure in Elizabeths life for many decades.

Lord Strathmore was a less vivid personality than his wife. A quiet, thoughtful man, he instilled in his children a sense of duty and religious rigor. He taught them an appreciation for the edict that to whom much is given much is expected.

The Bowes-Lyon family socialized in royal circles, but Elizabeths mother was not a snob. Cecilia Strathmore once said, laughing, Some hostesses feed royalty to their guests as zookeepers feed fish to seals. This fundamental lesson was well learned by Elizabeth; decades later, when Lady Strathmore died, she would recall her mothers great decency and what a significant model she had been. She had a good perspective of life, she said. Everything was given its true importance.3

At young ages Elizabeth and David were sent for dancing lessons with Mr. Neill, a village entertainer whose long white beard gave him the appearance of a castle ghost. Under Mr. Neills tutelage they learned the minuet, and dressed in medieval costumes created by their mother, the children would perform for guests. While they suffered through the awkward curtsies, bows, and twirls, Mr. Neill would skip in front of them playing the fiddle. The adults were charmed, and laughed and clapped indulgently. However, Elizabeth and David found the performances, and their odd teacher, embarrassing.

When the Bowes-Lyons werent at Glamis Castle, they resided at their Hertfordshire home, St. Pauls Walden Bury. The vast, stately home, on the southern edge of the village, had been in the Bowes-Lyon family since 1725. It was surrounded by beautiful gardens and miles of countryside, and there were so many animals it might have been mistaken for a farm. These included an assortment of dogs, cats, goats, and, of course, Elizabeths beloved miniature Shetland pony, Bobs.

Scotland ruled their hearts. Decades later, when Elizabeth as queen was touring South Africa, a veteran of the Boer Wars told her honestly, We still feel sometimes that we cannot forgive the English. The queen replied, I understand perfectly. We feel very much the same in Scotland.4


At the turn of a bright new century, the life of an aristocratic young lady was heavily influenced by Victorian ideals. Still, there was a sense that the twentieth century heralded a new era of possibility for women. Lady Strathmore wasnt a modernist. She was more in tune with traditional values than with the womens movement that was gaining steam at that time, or with the increasingly radical suffragettes. Yet in her quiet, forceful way she ruled the family realm, making certain that her daughters and sons alike were schooled in history, language, art, and literature. French governesses were brought in while Elizabeth was still very young. Bright and curious, Elizabeth was a good student, and by the age of ten she was fluent in French and excelled in history. When David was sent off to school at age ten, Elizabeth was taught at home by a German-born tutor named Kathie Kuebler.

It was an idyllic, protected life, but harsher realities would soon come calling at the castle gate. On Elizabeths fourteenth birthday, as she was enjoying a performance at a London music hall, Britain declared war on Germany.

Four of Elizabeths brothersall but twelve-year-old Davidenlisted. Ill be home for Christmas, Fergus, twenty-six, promised his little sister. She gazed into his handsome face and believed him completely. Fergus wasnt just trying to soften the blow. The common wisdom of the time was that this would be a brief combat; few could have anticipated the excruciating four-year war with its toll of four million dead.

The men fought and bled and died on the fields of France, and the women picked up the pieces. Many of the aristocracy opened their homes as hospitals and convalescent centers. One day in 1914 Lady Strathmore announced that they were turning the huge banqueting hall at Glamis Castle into a convalescent center for wounded officers. Everyone was expected to pitch in. Kathie Kuebler was sent packing; war trumped lessons, and Elizabeths formal schooling came to an end. Elizabeths older sister Rose left to take nurses training, and although Elizabeth was too young to be a nurse, she was completely involved in the life of the hospice. Often her face was the first one seen by the arriving strangers with their haunted eyes and injured bodies.

They began to come in December, staring in silent discomfort as their carts traversed the mile-long driveway that led to the castle. What must they have thought, these hollow-cheeked men, when the immense castle came into view? Many lowered their gazes and tightened their jaws, probably wondering what in hell they were doing staying in a castle and being cared for by nobility. For those who only days earlier had been mired in mud, there was a surreal quality to the experience.

The sight of the kindly woman in her fifties and her smiling young daughter might have relaxed them somewhat. Cecilia Strathmore had a gift for putting people at ease. As soon as the soldiers crossed her doorstep, they became treasured guests who were never made to feel like a burden.

Cots were arranged around the perimeters of the dining hall, but Lady Strathmore gave orders that the rooms be changed as little as possible, in order to preserve their homes warm, inviting style. Easy chairs and sofas were set near the massive fireplace, where the men could relax in a homey atmosphere.

The First World War saw the advent of trench warfare, and many of the men were damaged not only by the shellfire but by the experience of living for long months in the claustrophobic gullies. Millions of rats infested the trenches, feeding off human remains and bringing disease to the living. This horror, along with the bitter cold and scarce rations, made the trenches a desperate place to be. Elizabeth tried not to imagine her own brothers suffering so, as she concocted ways to bring the light back to the soldiers eyes. She was such a sweet and cheerful girl, in her plain white nursing shift and peaked bonnet, that even the most miserable could not suppress a smile in her presence. My three weeks at Glamis have been the happiest I ever struck, one Scottish sergeant said, crediting Elizabeth. She and my fiancay are as alike as two peas.5

For Elizabeth, the mens presence partially compensated for the absence of her brothers. She missed them all so muchmissed, too, the way things used to be in their happy home.

There was great joy at Glamis when, almost a year after his departure, Fergus was allowed home on a short leave, following the July birth of his first child, a daughter. Elizabeth had never seen her brother look so handsome, but she secretly searched his face for traces of the haunted look she had seen in so many soldiers. If Fergus was burdened by what he had seen and experienced, he didnt show it, saving all the room in his heart and mind for his family, his young wife, and his beautiful baby.

Ten days after he returned to the front, Fergus was dead.

It was September, warm with a touch of bracing cool. Elizabeth noticed a telegram messenger cycling up the driveway to Glamis Castle. She ran to meet him, and when he handed her the telegram, she saw the pity in his eyes and was filled with dread. She raced to find her mother, who ripped open the message, read it, and collapsed onto a chair, sobbing. Her beautiful boy Fergus was dead, killed at the Battle of Loos in some godforsaken corner of France.

For the British, the Battle of Loos was a particularly devastating fightwhat amounted to a suicide mission. Fought from September 25 to 28, 1915, it led to the butchery of fifty thousand British soldiers, who lacked sufficient artillery to stand against the German barrage. Captain Fergus Bowes-Lyon was one of the first casualties, and his body remained in France at the site where he had fallen. It pained the Strathmores deeply that their son would never return to Scotland for burial.

Lady Strathmore was so distraught by Ferguss death that she could not work for some time. Elizabeth picked up the slack and tried to run things as best she could. From then on, she kept a watchful eye out for telegram messengers. One more brother, Michael, would be wounded in the war and posted as missing in action. He was feared dead until 1918, when he was released from a German prisoner-of-war camp after a year and a half of captivity.

As the long years of the war dragged on, Elizabeth worked hard to keep her charges occupied and their thoughts away from the grim experiences of the battlefront. She organized cricket matches, picnics, and sing-alongs, helped them write letters home, fetched cigarettes from the village. She left an indelible impression. When Rose was married in 1916, Elizabeth took on even more responsibilities.

Everyone said that the lovely young girl with the winning smile and quick wit had a poise well beyond her years. As she swept along the drafty corridors of Glamis Castle, her carriage graceful and her head held high, she was a welcome vision of young optimism to the suffering men. She kept an autograph book, which the men gladly signed. It became one of Elizabeths most prized mementoes, and it survives to this day.6 One entry, teasingly scrawled by W. H. Harrop of the Eighth Seafants, read:


May the owner of this book be

Hung, Drawn & Quartered.

Yes.

Hung in Diamonds, Drawn in a Carriage and Four

And Quartered in the Best House in the land.



Elizabeth grew up during those years, turning from a child into a young woman. Those who would, in the course of her life, accuse her of being frivolous simply did not understand the mettle required to bring a lighthearted pose to a period of suffering and hardship.


If Elizabeths early life was a benevolent blend of nature and nurture, her future husbands was more a grim march to the throne. Contrast Elizabeths upbringing with his, and you get some insight into her role as the backbone of their relationship.

Albert Frederick Arthur George (nicknamed Bertie) was born in 1895, fifteen years before his father ascended to the throne of England. From an early age he was overshadowed by his charismatic older brother, David. Bertie, the second son of Prince George and Princess Mary, was shy and spindly, an insecure boy with a terrible stammer that would bring his sentences to an abrupt and painful halt midword. He was left-handed but forced to write with his right hand, increasing his awkwardness. His fathers cruel torments only worsened his plight. Georges philosophy of child raising was once expressed this way: I was always afraid of my father, and my children will damn well be afraid of me.

True to his word, George terrorized Bertie, mocked his stammer, and constantly made his displeasure known. As poor Bertie sweated and stuttered, his father towered over him, barking, Get it out! Get it out!

On his fifth birthday, Bertie received a letter from his father, which demonstrates his tyrannical parenting style:


Now that you are five years old, I hope you will always try to be obedient & do at once what you are told, as you will find it will come much easier to you the sooner you begin.



There was no birthday gift or cake with candles. Just this stern missive.7

Although David did not completely escape their fathers wrath, he was spoiled by comparison. Clever and handsome, dubbed Prince Charming by the media, David seemed to possess a visibly royal demeanor in his early years. The public swooning was amplified after his father ascended the throne as King George V and David became Edward, Prince of Wales, the heir apparent.

The children were not the only ones who trembled in the kings presence. Queen Mary appears imposing in photographs, but she was painfully shy and subservient. Some say she was as frightened of the kings wrath as were his children. Mabell, Countess of Airlie, her lifelong friend and lady-in-waiting, once observed that she was the least self-assertive of women, essentially feminine, almost early Victorian in her attitude to her husband.8

Born at Kensington Palace, Her Serene Highness Princess Victoria Mary Augusta Louise Olga Pauline Claudine Agnes of Teck was semi-royal, the first cousin once removed of Queen Victoria and the great-granddaughter of King George III. Her parents were the Duke and Duchess of Teck.

Tall and slender, May, as she was called, was handsome rather than pretty, with an erect carriage, an impressive bosom, and light brown hair, which she kept wrapped tightly in a braid around her head, set off by a fringe on her forehead. Her blue eyes were intelligent, but her face was a portrait of stillness, revealing little.

She was initially engaged to Prince Albert Victor (Prince Eddy), the eldest son of the Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII). When Prince Eddy died of pneumonia before their marriage, Queen Victoria pressed hard for a match with her second son, Prince George, Duke of York. Why waste a suitable girl, already vetted for the throne? They were married on July 6, 1893, at St. Jamess Palace.

They had six children: David (who would later take the name Edward when he was made Prince of Wales), Prince Albert, Princess Mary, Prince Henry, Prince George, and Prince John. Prince John suffered from epilepsy and mental retardation, and he died at the age of thirteen. Much has been made of the fact that John was sent away from the family. A 2004 Masterpiece Theatre drama, The Lost Prince, essentially invents the details of his life, as nearly nothing is known or recorded.9

In fairness to the Royal Family, Prince Johns treatment was not unusual for the time, when epilepsy, autism, and mental retardation were not well understood. The idea that these mysterious brain defects flowed through the Royal Familys blood might have been cause for alarm. The fiction still existed that royal blood was purer than common blood, and that mental illness was shameful (although, God knows, there was plenty of insanity peppered along the royal line).

George and May maintained a parenting style distinctly different from that of the Strathmores. They loved their children but were incapable of playfulness. May easily grew restless with the mundane and gloomy demands of childbearing. During one of her pregnancies she wrote to her husband, Of course it is a great bore for me and
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