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			Epigraphs

			‘One does what one is; one becomes what one does.’

			Robert Musil

			‘It’s you they want to meet. But it’s themselves they want to talk about.’

			Cyril Connolly

			‘Without their crowns and coronets, how could the English be distinguished from Icelanders?’

			John Updike
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			The London Gazette

			21 April 1926

			Her Royal Highness The Duchess of York was safely delivered of a Princess at 17, Bruton Street, Mayfair.

			His Royal Highness The Duke of York and the Countess of Strathmore were present. Secretary William Joynson-Hicks was also present. Her Royal Highness and the Infant Princess are doing perfectly well.

			The happy event was made known by the firing of the Park and Tower guns.
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			Also born in April 1926 were Hugh Hefner, J. P. Donleavy, Harper Lee and Ian Paisley; and, that same year, Miles Davis, Fidel Castro, Michel Foucault, Chuck Berry, Marilyn Monroe and David Attenborough.

			Claude Monet died in 1926, and so did Harry Houdini, Rudolph Valentino, Rainer Maria Rilke and Annie Oakley.

			New songs that year included ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’, ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’, ‘Tiptoe Through the Tulips’ and ‘Someone to Watch Over Me’.

			The television was invented in 1926, and so were the aerosol can, the electric lawn mower, the bulldozer, the combine harvester, cellophane and traffic lights.

			Among the words and expressions first chronicled in 1926 were ‘Bible belt’, ‘business lunch’, ‘car park’, ‘kitsch’, ‘market research’, ‘pop song’, ‘publicity stunt’, ‘recycle’, ‘sugar daddy’ and ‘totalitarian’.
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			A few days after my mother’s death in the spring of 2023, I was sorting through cupboards when I came across a navy-blue leather photograph album, filled with old black-and-white photographs of soldiers marching, crowds waving, dignitaries standing in line, and the 25-year-old Princess Elizabeth smiling and shaking hands. What was it doing there?

			On the first page, handwritten in navy-blue ink, italic script, with the capital letters finished off in red and gold, was this:

			On Thursday 21 June 1951 the Old Colours

			of the Third Battalion Grenadier Guards were laid

			up in Manchester Cathedral in the presence of

			Her Royal Highness The Princess Elizabeth –

			Duchess of Edinburgh – Colonel of the Regiment.

			This pictorial record is sent to Mrs Moncrieff Brown

			by the President of the Manchester Branch

			Grenadier Guards Comrades Association

			as a happy reminder of a memorable occasion.

			Mrs Moncrieff Brown was my grandmother. Thirteen full-page photographs charted the young Princess’s progress through Manchester on that day, three-quarters of a century ago: her arrival at London Road station; the parade of Grenadier Guards leaving the police headquarters en route to the Cathedral, via Albert Square, Piccadilly and Market Street; the arrival of Her Royal Highness at the Cathedral; the lord mayor in all his finery presenting her to the sub-dean, the bishop of Middleton and the lord bishop of Manchester; the March Past at Albert Square; and the Salute outside the Town Hall, through to the Presentations.

			Under the heading ‘Presentations’, a photograph shows the Princess passing along a line of men and women. Those she has just spoken to look a good deal more relaxed than those she is about to speak to.

			And there, two along from Mr C. G. S. Pigott, Hon. Sec. Manchester Branch Comrades Association, whom the Princess seems to be addressing, and his wife, named sparely as Mrs Pigott, is my grandmother, ‘Mrs G. Moncrieff Brown’.

			[image: The Queen, then Princess, is wearing a hat with a wide brim and speaks to a man who stands in a line with other people watching the conversation. They are inside and there is a painting with trees in an ornate frame in the background.]

			I remember her as an old lady, sharp and delightful, always at hand with treats, like Crunchie bars and Kit-Kats. She could play the ukulele, and was skilled with her hands, sewing fancy little toy mice dressed in their Sunday best, which, in the early 1970s, were on display in a glass cabinet in the Imperial Hotel Torquay, and for sale in a gift shop on a cobbled street opposite Windsor Castle.

			What was she doing there in Manchester, being presented to Princess Elizabeth on Thursday, 21 June 1951? In the photograph, she is looking down the line towards Mr C. G. S. Pigott, with a smile. She was born in 1892, so back then she would have been 59 years old, but compared to most of the dumpy, severe women in the surrounding photographs, she looks to me much younger, dainty and elegant in her exotic headdress.

			I never knew her husband, my grandfather Andrew Moncrieff Brown. He killed himself in 1940, when he was barely fifty. His two sons, my father Peter and his brother Ian, were away at the war. My father told me that my grandfather was a demanding man, unforgiving towards waiters, often drunk and prone to great rages. Over dinner, he would regularly pick a fight with my grandmother before storming off, slamming the door behind him. On the night of 1 September 1940, he embarked on another of his perennial tantrums and stormed off, slamming the door, leaving my grandmother alone at the table. The silence was broken by a gunshot. Seconds later, my grandfather staggered back into the dining room, blood gushing from his stomach. He managed to splutter, ‘Now look what you’ve made me do.’ They were his last words. When my father was given the news by his commanding officer, he collapsed.

			In the First World War, Andrew Moncrieff Brown had been a cavalry officer in the Grenadier Guards, riding a horse into battle while brandishing a sword. In the 1990s, my father gave my little son that sword. It still sits on a shelf in its battered leather sheath.

			My father’s elder brother Ian had followed his father into the Grenadier Guards. Three years after my grandfather’s suicide, on 10 September 1943, I. A. Moncrieff Brown, Second Lieutenant, 6th Battalion, Grenadier Guards, service number 130875, son of Andrew Moncrieff Brown and Gwendoline Mary Brown, was killed in combat at Salerno at the age of 26. He is buried in the war cemetery at Salerno. Within the space of three years, my father had lost both his father and his brother. He was still only 23.

			No one in human history lived a more chronicled life than the Queen.* We can chart her movements, on an almost daily basis, from the moment she was born to the moment she died. There was barely a week in her ninety-six years when she was not photographed, often by hundreds or even thousands of people. In no time at all we can find out where she was and what she was doing on just about any day in her long, long life. We know who her great-great-great-great-great-great-grandparents were, their characters and habits, their successes and failures, their likes and dislikes, the rumours surrounding them. We know her cousins and her sister and her uncles and her aunts. We know her children, and their children, and their children, and many of us hold strong opinions about this one or that. Like it or not – like them or not – the Royal Family are under our skin.

			Much of the late Queen’s life was filmed for public consumption. With my grandmother’s photo album in front of me, all I have to do is tap a few words on a keyboard and up pops a Pathé News Special on Princess Elizabeth’s visit to Manchester on 21 June 1951.

			Princess Elizabeth alights from her train, smiling, her hand already outstretched, ready for the shaking.

			‘Greeted by the Lord Lieutenant, Lord Derby, Princess Elizabeth arrives in Manchester for one of the most colourful spectacles seen in the city for years!’ exclaims the Pathé commentator in his clipped voice. ‘With the Lord Mayor, she leaves for Manchester Cathedral, where the 3rd Battalion, the Grenadier Guards are to lay out their old colours!’

			We watch her walk along the platform accompanied by a man in tails, holding his top hat behind him. Grandees follow them at a discreet distance, medals pinned to their lapels. They pass slightly tattered Union Jacks, draped here and there along the platform, possibly covering up something unsightly.

			The film cuts to a marching band in their uniforms and busbies parading through the city centre, followed by more soldiers with raised bayonets. Jubilant crowds cheer.

			‘The detachment is accompanied by the Manchester branch of the Grenadier Guards Old Comrades Association!’ explains the commentator. He speaks in a series of exclamations. ‘The Princess, who is a Colonel of the Grenadiers, recently presented new colours to the 3rd Battalion on behalf of the King!’

			We are now outside Manchester Cathedral. The Princess is shaking hands with senior clerics, including the Lord Bishop of Manchester and the Bishop of Middleton. A man with a chain of office, in a big fluffy hat and a coat fringed with ermine, glances at his little notepad, taking care to get their names and titles right before presenting them.

			‘And now, before the town hall, their old colours safely laid up, the Grenadiers march past their Colonel!’

			The marching band plays ‘The British Grenadiers’. Like many schoolboys of the 1960s, I still have the words in my head:

			Some talk of Alexander, and some of Hercules

			Of Hector and Lysander, and such great names as these.

			But of all the world’s brave heroes, there’s none that can compare.

			With a tow, row, row, row, row, row, to the British Grenadiers!

			Men in flat caps and suits and ties gaze at the Princess; stocky old women with floral hats wave hankies and cheer. When did crowds stop waving their handkerchiefs? It was a strange tradition, when you come to think of it – though altogether friendlier than our contemporary practice of shielding our faces with iPhones.†

			‘By entrusting their old colours to the safekeeping of Manchester Cathedral, the 3rd Grenadiers mark their close association between the Regiment and the city!’

			Men in suits and trilbies march proudly in serried columns behind the soldiers, their chests stacked with medals.

			‘From this area, it draws more recruits than from any other outside London! The Grenadiers know where to look for good men when they want them!’

			The Pathé News report on YouTube finishes there, but the last photograph in my grandmother’s album takes the story a little further: ‘Lord and Lady Derby Say Farewell to Her Royal Highness at London Road Station’.

			The Princess stands at the open window of a railway carriage, ready to depart. Perhaps she looks a little too happy.

			I assume that my grandmother was invited to join the group of bigwigs presented to Her Royal Highness because she was the widow of one Grenadier officer and the bereaved mother of another. Perhaps she was on some committee or other. I should know, just as I should know a hundred other things about her. Where was she living at the time? Eleven years after her husband’s suicide, had she married again? We always knew her as Granny Lane, because she had at some point married a man called Lane, whose Christian name none of us can remember. What happened to Lane? As children, we never saw him. Perhaps he was already dead by the time we came along, in the late 1950s. I remember my mother telling me that he was a wanderer, and that, one day, he just wandered off, leaving my grandmother alone.

			I know that my grandmother’s maiden name was Sidebotham: it’s a name we always found funny. She once joked with us – at least I think it was a joke – that her parents pronounced it ‘Sidday-b’tome’. Ancestry.com informs me that she was born on 1 March 1892 in Bowdon, Cheshire, that her father was Edward John Sidebotham, also born in Bowdon, Cheshire, 1860–1929, and that her mother was Benedicta Mary Adams, born in Bodmin, Cornwall, 1869–1956. But that’s as far as it goes. I don’t know what my great-grandparents did, or what they looked like, or how they managed to meet, given that one was from Cornwall and the other from Cheshire. In fact, I know nothing of them but their names.

			Of Queen Elizabeth II’s great-grandparents, on the other hand, I know plenty. Her great-grandfather was King Edward VII, the rakish son of Queen Victoria, who found him irritating (‘Alas! I feel very sad and anxious about him: he is so idle and weak,’ she wrote in her journal in 1858, when he was seventeen). For one reason or another, I have read two biographies of Edward VII over the years: one, by Giles St Aubyn, of 555 pages, and the other, by Jane Ridley, of 608 pages. Edward VII married the steadfast Princess Alexandra of Denmark,‡ subject of at least three biographies.§ I have also read three biographies of his son, the Queen’s grandfather, King George V, by Harold Nicolson, Kenneth Rose and Jane Ridley, and they are all well written, but a total of 1,643 pages serves only to make it clear that he was one of the stuffiest men who ever lived. Harold Nicolson was his authorised biographer and tackled the task with great skill, but even he found him dreary. ‘For seventeen years he did nothing at all but kill animals and stick in stamps,’ he complained to his diary. George V was singularly lacking in curiosity and empathy. His life was full of drama, but it left no emotional mark. For instance, in 1898, his wife, Queen Mary, launched a battleship on the Thames at Blackwall, and it all went horribly wrong: a platform collapsed, and 200 spectators were swept into the river. Writing up his diary that evening, King George V mentioned the incident, but only as an afterthought. ‘I am afraid over 30 were drowned. Got home at 4.15.’

			King George V was born in 1865, twenty-five years before my grandfather, and died in 1936, just four years before him. It seems shameful that I should know so much about King George V and so little about my own grandfather. The same goes for my mother. She was born a fortnight after Princess Margaret, but I know much more about Princess Margaret’s childhood and youth – her nannies, her pets, her boyfriends, her relationship with her parents – than I do about my mother’s. And I know more about the Queen’s children than I do about my own siblings, though we are roughly their ages: in fact my two younger brothers are exactly the same ages as Prince Andrew and Prince Edward. I know, for instance, how the Windsor children got on at their various schools, and the exams they took, and their favourite books and television programmes, and what makes them laugh, and their various girlfriends and boyfriends and their opinions on everything from architecture to sex. I have watched them losing their tempers and listened in on their sexually explicit phone calls. Thanks to reading a biography by Gyles Brandreth, I can even tell you whether Prince Charles was breast-fed (yes) and whether he was circumcised (yes, on 20 December 1948, by a Dr Snowman).

			But in few of these areas could I answer questions about my own siblings. There are even times when I wonder if I know more about the Queen and her family than I do about myself. What was I doing on a given day in, say, 1968 or 1979 or 1994? What did I do last year, or last month? I can easily find out what the Queen or Prince Charles or Meghan Markle got up to, but my own activities have left scarcely a trace. And I know their faces better than my own, as I see them more often. If I glimpsed myself in profile across a crowded room would I recognise who it was? Possibly not. But I would certainly recognise, say, Princess Anne, or Princess Anne’s daughter, or Princess Anne’s daughter’s husband.

			This distribution of attention is absurd, but it is something we must learn to live with. Henry ‘Chips’ Channon¶ noted our national obsession with royalty when he was watching the unveiling of a statue of King George V. Though the ceremony was over in twenty minutes, it was followed by ‘that interminable pause whilst the Royalties greeted each other, interkissed and chatted. It is only in England that a crowd of several thousands can stand happily in the rain and watch one family gossip.’

			When King George V died at the start of 1936, the left-wing editor of the New Statesman, Kingsley Martin, was struck by the ubiquity of grief. ‘No one who talked to his neighbour on a bus, to the charwoman washing the steps or to a sightseer standing at the street corner, could doubt the almost universal feeling of loss, nor could any perceptive observer fail to notice the peculiarly personal character of this emotion,’ he wrote. ‘People who had never seen the king and only heard his voice on the wireless talked about him as if he were a personal friend or a near relative cut off in his prime.’ And this grief extended across the world. Virginia Woolf noted in her diary, with a touch of hyperbole: ‘The people of America are in mourning as if for their own King, and the Japanese are in tears.’

			In the same way, many people around the world who never met Princess Diana shed tears at her death. Some of them had been dry-eyed at deaths in their own families. I remember meeting friends in a pub the evening after that fatal crash. Though the pub was full, I was struck by its whispery, funereal atmosphere. At one point, my group was laughing about something else entirely and a voice from another table barked, ‘Have you NO RESPECT?!’

			When the Queen died, a quarter of a century later, even some committed anti-monarchists found themselves moved. Their tears seemed to contradict their beliefs, and they were baffled by this contradiction. But others remained defiantly unmoved. The protesters at the ceremonies in the days after the Queen’s death would probably have agreed with Engels, who regarded monarchism as a ‘loathsome cult’; he deplored the psychological confusion that transforms ubiquity into devotion.

			‘Is monarchy a suitable institution for a grown-up nation?’ asked Hilary Mantel, chronicler of the Tudors, before replying to her own question: ‘I don’t know.’

			
				
					* Just to warn you: from now on, I will usually refer to her as the Queen, rather than Princess Elizabeth, or Queen Elizabeth II, or Elizabeth, or Her Majesty. The names of the Royal Family chop and change, making things particularly hazardous for biographers, especially those, like me, who are not doggedly chronological. They sometimes take over each other’s names, too. For example, the Queen’s youngest child was born Prince Edward in 1964, and subsequently became the Earl of Wessex (1999–2019) and the Earl of Wessex and Forfar (2019–23). In 2023 he transformed into the Duke of Edinburgh, the name of his late father. At this point, his son James, previously known as Viscount Severn, became the Earl of Wessex and Forfar. I realise that this footnote is beginning to read like the instructions to an impossible boardgame. Up to her accession in 1952, the Queen was Princess Elizabeth, and her mother was Queen Elizabeth; after it, Princess Elizabeth became Queen Elizabeth and her mother became Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, or the Queen Mother for short. As no narrative can withstand such a muddle of toing and froing, for simplicity’s sake I plan to stick with their most familiar names: the Queen, the Queen Mother, Prince Philip, Prince Charles, Prince Edward and so forth. If ever I break my own rules, it will be only for simplicity’s sake.

				

				
					† The Queen told the US ambassador, Matthew Barzun, in 2013, ‘There have always been tourists and they always used to have regular cameras. They’d put them up, take a picture, and then put them down. Now they put these things up and they never take them down. And I miss seeing their eyes.’

				

				
					‡ For whom the Poet Laureate, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, wrote this welcoming ode, perhaps not his finest:

					Sea King’s daughter from over the sea,

					Alexandra!

					Saxon and Norman and Dane are we,

					But all of us Danes in our welcome of thee,

					Alexandra!

				

				
					§ None of which I have read, unfortunately.

				

				
					¶ Henry ‘Chips’ Channon (1897–1958), gossipy Chicago-born politician, diarist and socialite, heir to a shipping fortune.
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			Anne Frank was born in 1929. She was a year older than Princess Margaret and three years younger than Princess Elizabeth, who was the same age as Anne’s sister Margot.

			For her thirteenth birthday, on 12 June 1942, Anne’s father, Otto Frank, gave her a red-and-white chequered autograph book, which she immediately used as a diary. She hoped this diary would one day act as a testament to the privations families like hers had endured through the days of Nazism. She was ambitious: she wrote in her diary that she dreamt of becoming a journalist, ‘and later on a famous writer’.

			Five days before Anne was given this birthday present, Princess Elizabeth had confided her own hopes and fears to her friend Alathea Fitzalan Howard, who jotted them down in her own diary: ‘She said she wondered if she’d ever marry, and I assured her she would, and she said if she really wanted to marry someone she’d run away, but I know she wouldn’t really – her sense of duty’s too strong, though she’s suited to a simpler life.’ Alathea then added, ‘But tonight I learned to know a new Lilibet: I saw behind the outward calm and matter of factness into something lovable and sincere.’

			A month after Anne began writing her diary, on 6 July 1942, the Frank family – Anne and her elder sister Margot, together with their mother and father – went into hiding from the Nazis. For the next two years and thirty days, they were to remain in the small attic annexe of Prinsengracht 263, in central Amsterdam, unable to venture outside, or even to look out of a window, for fear of being seen.

			Anne immediately set to work decorating the bedroom she shared with Margot. ‘Thanks to Father – who brought my entire post-card and movie-star collection here beforehand – and to a brush and a pot of glue, I was able to plaster the walls with pictures. It looks much more cheerful.’ Among these pictures were two little black-and-white photographs: one of Princess Elizabeth and the other of Princess Margaret. They were symbols of hope: Britain was free, and so were the little Princesses.

			‘Yesterday, as you’ve probably already discovered, was our Führer’s fifty-fifth birthday. Today is the eighteenth birthday of Her Royal Highness Princess Elizabeth of York,’ Anne wrote in her diary on 21 April 1944, nearly two years into her time in the annexe. ‘The BBC reported that she hasn’t yet been declared of age, though royal children usually are. We’ve been wondering which prince they’ll marry this beauty off to, but can’t think of a suitable candidate; perhaps her sister, Princess Margaret Rose, can have Crown Prince Baudouin of Belgium!’

			In the rest of her entry for that day, Anne chronicled the progress of her sore throat, her boredom, the theft of some of the family’s flour provision and her hope of selling one of her fairy tales to a magazine, ‘under a pseudonym, of course’.

			[image: Black-and-white photographs of the children are affixed to Anne’s bedroom wall with clear tape. One photo shows a sat child with a lion cub, another depicts a young girl standing, a third features Princess Elizabeth sat, wearing a white dress, and the fourth is of children in a group.]

			She pinned an old school map to the wall. Things were looking up: listening each night to the BBC on her wireless, she charted the line of the Allied advance. The war might be over in months, even weeks. On 21 July 1944, she wrote in her diary: ‘Now I am getting really hopeful. Now things are going well at last – yes, really, they’re going very well.’

			Two weeks later, on the morning of 4 August 1944, the Franks’ hiding place was raided by the police. The Franks were led away at gunpoint. Picking up Otto Frank’s briefcase, the chief policeman saw a book inside it and threw it to the floor, so as to make room for the small quantity of valuables and money he had found. This was the diary of Anne Frank.

			As they were all marched down the stairs, Otto Frank harboured the hope that they might be saved by providence. But it was not to be. The family were transported in freight cars to Auschwitz on the very last train. In November, Anne and her sister Margot were transferred from Auschwitz to Bergen-Belsen. At some time in February or early March 1945, Margot died, followed, the next day, by Anne. A fellow victim witnessed Anne’s pitiful end. She had thrown off her clothes, because she could no longer tolerate the lice, and was standing naked but for a blanket. By then, she knew her mother and sister had both perished, and she imagined her father had, too. She just stood there, delirious with typhus. ‘It wasn’t the same Anne. She was a broken girl.’

			Thirty years later, in 1974, Queen Elizabeth II learned that Anne Frank had stuck pictures of her and her sister to her bedroom wall. She wrote to Otto Frank, the sole survivor of the family, expressing the hope that ‘perhaps this photograph gave your daughter a moment’s pleasure during that dreadful time’.

			On 26 June 2015, at the age of 89, the Queen visited Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in northern Germany to commemorate the seventieth anniversary of its liberation by British soldiers. First, she met a small group of survivors and their liberators. Then she walked to the memorial gravestone to Margot Frank, 1926–45, and Anne Frank, 1929–45, and bowed her head in homage.
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			When people looked at the Queen, what did they see?

			On one level, the answer is obvious: they saw a living representation of the face they had absorbed, often without noticing, almost every day of their lives: on television, on coins and postcards, in newspapers and books and magazines, online, on walls, in galleries and on stamps.

			Those presented to the Queen found the experience discombobulating. Though it may have been the first time they had ever set eyes on her, they were often more familiar with her face than with their own. They knew it in profile; they knew it head-on; they knew it from above and below; they had seen it refracted through the visions of countless artists and photographers. Their memories carried the imprint of what it had been like ten, twenty, forty, eighty years, ninety years before; they could picture her as a child and a baby. Hers was the most familiar, most photographed face in human history. A few tyrants or celebrities – Chairman Mao, the Beatles, Princess Diana, Donald Trump – may have been snapped as often over a given period, but none of them as frequently throughout their lives: in her case, just short of a century. Adolf Hitler, for instance, became a familiar face only in middle age, from his early forties until his death at the age of 56. The Beatles had to wait until they were in their late teens or early twenties. Princess Diana was famous for seventeen of her thirty-six years, from halfway through 1980 to her death in 1997; Gandhi was in his late forties before his face became familiar to the world.

			So to meet the Queen face to face was apt to make you feel giddy or woozy, as though a well-loved family portrait, familiar since childhood, handed down from generation to generation, had suddenly sprung to life. For most, the experience was unnerving, even terrifying. In 2005, the Queen visited the opening of the Stubbs exhibition at the National Gallery.* ‘Some clever person had reckoned this would be our best shot of getting the Queen into the gallery,’ recalls Nicola Shulman, who was a Trustee, ‘and they were right, she came. It was a limited affair and we all had to assemble beforehand. I suppose one awkwardness that has been spared her is being the first at a party. While she and Prince Philip went around the show unmolested, we were made to wait outside, in that bit where they sell postcards. Someone came along and divided us into groups of four or five, separated by a few paces: an archipelago of embarrassment. You can imagine what types of people were there: not exactly stammering apprentices. They were Captains of Industry, senior diplomats, heads of FTSE 100 companies, leading architects and so on. And yet as she came towards us you could feel the swell of fear. We were silent with terror, like people on an aeroplane with an engine on fire. And as she left the circle to our right and began to approach, every manjack of my group stepped smartly backwards and stared inquisitively at the floor; leaving me, who had stayed where I was, as the only person who could talk to her. Because they had all scurried away, it left me looking as if I had deliberately thrust myself forward to talk to her.’

			She was what we made of her. The First Lady, Michelle Obama, first met the Queen at Buckingham Palace in 2009. ‘Sitting with the Queen, I had to will myself out of my own head – to stop processing the splendour of the setting and the paralysis I felt coming face-to-face with an honest-to-goodness icon. I’d seen Her Majesty’s face dozens of times before, in history books, on television, and on currency, but here she was in the flesh, looking at me intently and asking questions.’

			A friend of mine, a magazine editor, was asked to one of the Queen’s regular ‘informal’ lunches for distinguished people from different walks of life. As he was ushered in, a senior courtier suggested that he might care to spend a penny. When he said he didn’t think it necessary, the courtier advised him it was best to be on the safe side: one or two previous guests had ‘had an accident’ upon being presented.

			[image: President Obama stands to the Queen’s right, smiling widely. First Lady Michelle Obama stands to her left. All are wearing formal attire and are standing on a red carpet. Chandelier lights are visible in the background.]

			The comic novelist Kingsley Amis was invited to one such lunch in 1975. ‘He had been terrified for days about the unpremeditated fart or belch and was on a strict non-bean-and-onion diet,’ one of his oldest friends, Robert Conquest, gossiped sneakily to another, Philip Larkin. His fear reignited itself fifteen years later. Before going to Buckingham Palace to receive a knighthood, Amis grew so frightened of defecating in front of the Queen that, in the words of his son Martin, he ‘had his doctor lay down a firewall of Omidium,† and there was some doubt, afterwards, whether he would ever again go to the toilet’.

			Another eminent man of letters – sophisticated, posh, loosely republican – accepted an invitation to one of the Queen’s informal lunches with his usual worldly mix of curiosity and condescension. Over the course of his life, he had met Marlene Dietrich, Jackie Kennedy, Dame Rebecca West … why on earth should he feel any different about meeting Her Majesty? But the moment the Queen arrived he turned to jelly. ‘Suddenly I felt physically ill. My legs felt weak, my head swam and my mind went totally blank. “So you’re writing about such-and-such?” said the Queen. I had no idea what I was writing about, or even if I was writing a book at all. All I could think of to say was, “What a pretty brooch you’re wearing, ma’am.” So far as I can recall she was not wearing a brooch at all. Presumably she was used to such imbecility; anyway, she paid no attention to my babbling … I have never felt like that before. I hope that I never do again. I would not have believed that I could have reacted in such a way.’

			Perhaps she was less a painting, more a mirror. With her interior world screened from public view, and her conversation restricted by protocol to questions not answers, she became a human looking-glass: the light cast by fame bounced off her, and back on to those she faced. To the optimist, she seemed an optimist; to the pessimist, a pessimist. To the insider, she appeared intimate, to the outsider, distant; to the cynic, prosaic, and to the awestruck, charismatic. Having sat next to her at a banquet in Buckingham Palace in 1956, the Soviet general secretary Nikita Khrushchev came away with the impression that she was ‘the sort of young woman you’d be likely to meet walking along Gorky Street on a balmy summer afternoon’.

			Sometimes, people would recognise in her not themselves but a close relation: a mother, sister, aunt or grandmother. Reading a newspaper story about the Queen’s humdrum daily habits, the forthright Australian republican Germaine Greer immediately thought of her own mother, and the two became melded in her mind. ‘Her Majesty watches telly while she eats, and she eats, apparently, five times a day, just like an old lady in a care home. Like an old lady in a care home, although she is given food at prescribed hours, she often doesn’t eat it … The Queen watches EastEnders and The Bill, when she could watch absolutely anything she chose, but she does not choose. Just like my mother in her aged care facility.’‡

			When people spoke of her, they spoke of themselves, and when they dreamt of her, they dreamt of themselves. She was a window into their hopes and anxieties. ‘Princess Elizabeth and Philip are back in town, and across the street tonight,’ wrote the troubled young suspense writer Patricia Highsmith, staying in Rome on the night of 19 April 1951. ‘Traffic bottlenecked & everyone angry & bewildered.’

			The words the Queen spoke often seemed, as if by magic, to vanish into the air. Afterwards, those she encountered could remember only what they had said, and how they had behaved: the Queen’s words would evaporate, leaving her subjects with memories only of themselves. A member of the Palace staff used to enjoy eavesdropping on those who had just received honours. ‘They would be properly attired in morning dress, with wives or close relations waiting for them. The first question always would be: “What did she say to you?” and the answer generally: “I can’t remember.” It fascinated me how people are struck dumb in her presence … The person meeting her is generally so busy taking in her appearance and being mesmerised by her quite beautiful eyes that every other thought flies from his or her head.’ In their memoirs, successive prime ministers have written about their weekly meetings with her, but, even allowing for the demands of discretion, most have only the haziest recollection of anything she ever said. It is almost as though she were a mirage.

			‘She’s the only person in this country who I can talk to about anything, because she’s not after my job,’ the ever-wary prime minister Harold Wilson said of her. His wife Mary, quieter and more private, once wrote a poem about the quietness and the privacy:

			Walking free upon her own estate,

			Still in her solitude, she is the Queen.

			After the US president Ronald Reagan and his wife had enjoyed dinner and an overnight stay on the Royal Yacht Britannia in 1983, Nancy came away convinced that she and the Queen were as alike as two new pins. ‘It was not the Queen and first lady but two mothers and wives talking about their lives, mostly our children,’ she recalled. Yet it is hard to imagine the Queen swapping heart-warming stories about Prince Andrew or Princess Anne with the angular First Lady: more likely, Mrs Reagan made the running, and the Queen expressed an appropriate interest (‘Oh, really?’). It’s like throwing a ball against a wall and catching it: the active participant does the catching and the throwing; the job of the wall is to remain so solid and still that the ball can keep bouncing back.

			[image: A formal gathering: the Queen wears a crown and an ornate gown. She stands next to Reagan, who wears a tuxedo. Mrs. Reagan stands to her right in a green dress and white gloves. Prince Philip stands to her right, laughing. The setting is indoors with a decorative carpet.]

			‘The Queen, seated next to Bill, wore a sparkling diamond tiara that caught the light as she nodded and laughed at Bill’s stories,’ Hillary Clinton recalled of their presidential visit to Buckingham Palace.

			To some extent, this was both the Queen’s talent and purpose: to radiate.

			
				
					* George Stubbs (1724–1826) is widely regarded as the greatest painter of horses, though it would irk him to read this. ‘’Tis said that nought so much the temper rubs / Of that ingenious artist, Mr Stubbs / As calling him a horse-painter,’ wrote his contemporary, the satirist Peter Pindar.

				

				
					† Amis must surely have meant Imodium, taken to prevent diarrhoea.

				

				
					‡ Greer has portrayed her mother, Peggy, as an unstable, impatient woman who once, in a fit of rage, pulled the cord of a toaster out of its socket and whipped her daughter with it. Yet toasters in all the Royal residences remain intact.
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			Had a drink and dressed, then drove off to Buckingham Palace. A sensational evening. The most lovely sight I have ever seen. Everyone looking shiny and happy; something indestructible. Everybody conceivable was there … The King and Queen were sweet as always. Talked to Philip and Princess Elizabeth, who looked radiant.

			Noël Coward, 18 November 1947

			After many false alarms, there was a hush, then we all cheered as the royal couple walked into our humble dining hall … the queen looked quietly radiant in a kelly-green princess style coat and hat … I must say the royal couple is most genial and attractive, with a kind of radiance which appeals to me … I stood within a few feet of the handsome wise-cracking Duke, while the Queen radiated quietly.

			Sylvia Plath on the Royal Visit to Newnham College, Cambridge, 24 October 1955

			And at the Royal Film Performance, I was presented to the radiant young Queen. Elizabeth II is Her Most Gracious Majesty indeed …

			Cecil B. DeMille on the 1956 Royal Film Performance of The Ten Commandments

			Gerry Wellington told me how struck he was by the Queen’s astonishing radiance at the opening of Parliament this morning – her lovely teeth, hair and eyes, and that amazing quality of skin. Then add the wonderful voice and the romance, and you have a deeply moving effect.

			Harold Nicolson, 4 November 1952

			She is rather serious in her manner, and does not smile much; but when she does it is a lovely radiant smile.

			Cynthia Gladwyn on the Queen’s State Visit to Paris, 14 April 1957

			She was positively dazzling, the light so soft gave her an incandescent look. Her eyes flashed like crystal, her teeth dazzling, her smile radiant.

			Cecil Beaton, soirée at Windsor Castle, 11 April 1972

			I said hello to Roger Daltrey and had a bit of a chit-chat with Brian May. One of the lads from Status Quo was there … We were having a whale of a time when, suddenly, the Queen appeared at the far end of the room. She is a tiny figure, hardly more than five feet tall, but she has such presence. How can I put it exactly? She just … radiates royalty.

			Rob Halford, lead vocalist with Judas Priest, writing of a reception for the music business at Buckingham Palace, 2005

			The Queen continues to shrink and is now a smiling, diminutive old lady, radiant today.

			Sir Roy Strong, Westminster Abbey, March 2015

			Liz Truss flew to Balmoral to be anointed by the Queen, who is looking radiant but very fragile.

			Chris Mullin, former Labour minister, 6 September 2022
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			The first biography of Princess Elizabeth appeared in November 1930, when she was four years old.

			The Story of

			Princess Elizabeth

			TOLD WITH THE SANCTION OF HER PARENTS

			by ANNE RING

			FORMERLY ATTACHED TO

			H.R.H. THE DUCHESS OF YORK’S HOUSEHOLD

			With many Photogravures

			Like so many of her biographies, The Story of Princess Elizabeth suggested a Princess touched by divinity.

			‘She is the World’s best known Baby, and what a delightful thought it is that the Baby herself is unconscious of it!’ it began. From that moment on, she is as good as gold. ‘Sometimes, of course, she cried a little … but more often she smiled, thus creating the impression, which nothing has subsequently altered, of being an adorable and a very good Baby.’

			The Story of Princess Elizabeth included eyewitness accounts from those lucky enough to have glimpsed this extraordinary infant. ‘An admirer of Princess Elizabeth who saw her when she was six or seven weeks old has written of the occasion, “We were taken right upstairs to the nursery at the top of the house … She is a most darling baby, with fine limbs, and I should think perhaps she will be tall, she has big blue eyes and tiny ears set close to her head, and the whitest skin in the world … Nurse says she is always good.”’

			The baby ‘grew more beautiful daily, and certainly had no lack of admirers to tell her so. Already Princess Elizabeth was filled with a sense of comfort and well-being and serene courage.’ All of this is some time before she has celebrated her first birthday.

			[image: A layout of the cover of The Story of Princess Elizabeth, featuring a photo of the Queen as a young girl, with a small smile and a halo of blonde hair.]

			When she was just eight months old, the Princess’s parents went abroad on a long tour, leaving their baby in the hands of her mother’s maid, ‘an utterly devoted slave’.

			Every afternoon, she would be carried down to see her grandparents, King George V and Queen Mary, ‘and the appearance at the door of a very little person in a white gown and fringed sash would be greeted by the Queen’s delighted cry of “Here comes the Bambino!”’

			Her parents arrived back in Britain six months later, ‘richly laden with precious things for the Princess; there were singing canaries and talking parrots, dolls and picture books, carved native models and boxes made of strange woods and curios of all sorts, more indeed than would fill a nursery’. But, thankfully, ‘the Princess’s Mother is wise; no one knows better than the Duchess of York, whose own childhood was simple yet so happy, that it is neither the number of a child’s toys nor their expensiveness which make him happy, and she never allows the Princess to be bewildered with too many toys at once’.

			And so it goes on. The four-year-old Princess grows more perfect every day, in every way. ‘When Princess Elizabeth’s nurse, descending to the Morning Room or the Drawing Room, says in her quiet tones, “I think it is bedtime now, Elizabeth”, there are no poutings or protests, just a few last joyous skips and impromptu dance steps, a few last minute laughs at Mummy’s delicious bedtime jokes, and then Princess Elizabeth’s hand slips into her Nurse’s hand, and the two go off gaily together across the deep chestnut pile of the Hall carpet to the accommodating lift, which in two seconds has whisked them up to the familiar dear domain, which is theirs to hold and share.’

			Like any child, she loves to play. At her mother’s family home, Glamis Castle, she delights in paddling in a burn. ‘The Princess, like a wood-elf or a wagtail perched on a grey-green stone and looking up mischievously at her Mother, thrills at the first delicious chill on the soles of her venturesome feet.’

			Is she ever naughty? Hardly. On the rare occasion she oversteps the mark, she learns from it. ‘Like all children, Princess Elizabeth will sometimes make use of an unexpected phrase or expression she has somewhere overheard. “My goodness!” she remarked one day in the hearing of her Mother, and was at once told that this was not pretty and mustn’t be repeated. Princess Elizabeth has therefore since that day carefully guarded her lips against “My goodness!” but, alas, that grown-ups are not all so watchful! It does sometimes occur that Princess Elizabeth hears some grown-up person, who ought to know better, exclaim “My goodness!” then up go her small arms in a gesture of mock amazement, and she presses her palms tightly over her mouth, while her blue eyes are full of roguish laughter.’

			The biography of even the most enterprising four-year-old needs bulking up to make it long enough for publication. Anne Ring rises to the challenge with gusto, wrapping hers in layer upon layer of tissuey verbiage. ‘Princess Elizabeth on every one of her birthdays received letters from nearly every part of the globe. They are mostly from children like herself, those young admirers, from the small Mamies and Maisies of America writing from Main Streets in obscure home-towns to tell of their dolls and their favourite candies, and to ask hopefully for the Princess’s photograph – to youthful British pioneers with Romance astir in their small-boy breasts, who write in large round-hand from the wilds of the Australian Bush, enclosing in their letters the seeds of some queer plant, a flattened sprig of wattle, or the sweet-scented purple-black baronia flower …’

			Like so many biographers of the Royal Family, past and present, she fills pages that might otherwise be blank with clothes, more clothes and yet more clothes: ‘Any attempt to chronicle the early life of a Princess would probably be looked upon as hopelessly inadequate without some reference to her clothes. Assuredly, the day will come when Princess Elizabeth will feel what every woman knows, the exquisite thrill of trying on a hat, or of finding a diaphanous butterfly ball gown with its silver shoes, all ready to slip into, on the bed in a firelit bedroom.’

			Would every woman have known that exquisite thrill? Or were her readers flattered by the author’s presumption of their own affluence?

			Anne Ring was in fact the pseudonym of Beryl Poignand (1887–1965), who had served as governess to the Princess’s mother, Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, during the First World War.

			Described by the Queen Mother’s authorised biographer as ‘a friend, almost a co-conspirator, throughout Elizabeth’s teenage years and an important confidante thereafter’, Poignand had been unusually chummy with her bright young charge, and was to remain so for many decades. By the end of 1915, the future Queen Mother, then aged fifteen, had begun to address her governess as ‘My Dear Silly Ass’, suggesting an unusual level of informality. For everyone else, Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon would maintain her sugary charm, but as a teenager she felt able to sound off to Poignand about the secret frustrations and disappointments in her life.

			In 1916, the 16-year-old Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon travelled all the way to Hackney* in East London to sit exams in drawing, English, geography and arithmetic. She failed them all. Her response to this setback could almost have been written by her plain-speaking American contemporary Ernest Hemingway. ‘All that I say is, DAMN THE EXAM!!’ she wrote to Poignand. ‘Good heavens! What was the use of toiling down to that – er – place Hackney? None, I tell you none. It makes me boil with rage to think of that vile stuff, tapioca, eaten for – nothing? Oh hell … Yes, I am very disappointed …’

			By 1918, she was a young lady, with suitors galore, all of them well connected. ‘You are my best friend and adviser,’ she wrote to Poignand. In March, she told her that ‘As usual I danced the first dance with P.W. [the Prince of Wales], I don’t know why but I usually do!’ After the First World War, the bubbly young Elizabeth was to receive numerous marriage proposals from soldiers who had been billeted at Glamis, among them a Captain Glass. ‘Awful thing happened on Thursday!’ she wrote to Poignand. ‘C… G… s proposed to me!! Oh Gosh, I couldn’t help it, wasn’t it awful?’ In July 1920, ‘I danced with Prince Albert [her future husband, George VI] who I hadn’t known before, he is quite a nice youth.’

			Three years later, she confided her misgivings about Prince Albert to her old governess. ‘I don’t seem to be able to like anybody enough to marry them! Isn’t it odd?’ But Prince Albert would not take no for an answer, and on his third proposal his persistence paid off. Consequently, she was invited to stay at Sandringham. ‘It is a bit of a strain staying with one’s future in-laws, whoever they are,’ she wrote to Poignand, adding swiftly: ‘Mine have been all too angelic to me, I must say.’

			They were married in 1923, and the Duchess of York, as she then became, gave birth to Princess Elizabeth in 1926. At the start of 1930, she granted permission to her old governess to pen a biography of the little Princess, still only three years old, though she cannily insisted on final approval. The finished product came in at 127 pages, fleshed out with thirty-two photographs. Heaven knows why Beryl Poignand hit upon Anne Ring as her pseudonym, though if you drop one of the ‘n’s, it becomes an anagram of Earning.

			‘This seems quite passable in a twaddly way’ was the Duchess of York’s somewhat sniffy reaction after she finished reading the manuscript on 1 October. ‘… The only thing that she might take out is a remark at the bottom of page 7 to the effect that I may one day rule this country. That is just too much, and she can easily omit the words, “she may one day rule as Queen”. It always irritates me, this assumption that the Prince of Wales will not marry – he is quite young† and it is rude to him in a way too. Otherwise it is all quite innocent …’

			Poignand obediently altered it, concluding her book, ‘We all hope that it will be a very long time, indeed, before any successor is called to the very high position so graciously and successfully filled by His Majesty King George the Fifth, who has won the love and honour of the citizens of the Empire all the world over. And so in these pages we leave Princess Elizabeth a sweet and lovable child of four-and-a-half years, standing on the brink of a wonderful future.’

			The Queen Mother took no objection to the rest of the manuscript, allowing many flattering passages about herself to stay in, no matter how unctuous:

			to all came the instantaneous conviction that … she was ‘all glorious within’ and that her beauty lay not merely in the charm of her face, but had its source in the tender and understanding qualities of her heart.

			… at present Princess Elizabeth leaves the choice of her clothes to her Mother, and who could be better qualified than the Duchess, who in these days of a general sameness in women’s dress achieves individuality without ever a touch of the extravagant.

			Twenty years later, she was still permitting her old governess to publish fluffy pieces about the Royal Family. ‘Darling Philip,’ she wrote from Buckingham Palace to her new son-in-law on 15 July 1949, ‘Would you be very kind & glance through the enclosed little article, which has been written by old Miss Poignand to go opposite a reproduction of Halliday’s portrait of yourself? She occasionally writes little pen portraits for magazines, which helps her to earn small amounts of money. She was asked to write this by Woman’s Journal which has a large circulation. I thought it quite innocuous …’

			Oddly enough, just three months before, she had set in motion a bitter, hard-fought campaign against another governess, forbidding her to write a book about the two little Princesses, and taking revenge when she did so.

			
				
					* Hackney was the birthplace of, among others, Michael Caine, Alfred Hitchcock, the Kray Brothers, Harold Pinter, Sid Vicious and Barbara Windsor (no relation).

				

				
					† He was 36 at the time.
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			As a student at the Moray House Training College in Edinburgh, Marion Crawford was filled with an almost missionary zeal to make the world a better place. ‘I wanted to do something about the misery and unhappiness I saw all round me. I wanted desperately to help. I always had a great sense of vocation, and the feeling I had a job to do in life, and I had quite made up my mind that this was what my job was to be.’

			But, as so often happens, she was waylaid by the twists and turns of providence. Her first job involved teaching the four ‘very nice’ children of Lady Elgin, but she had no intention of making a career of it. At the end of each day, she would walk three miles home to study child psychology, with the intention of becoming a child psychologist.

			Before long, she added a short session with Lady Rose Leveson-Gower’s daughter Mary to her daily roster. One day in 1933, Lady Rose’s sister, the Duchess of York, called by for tea with her husband, the Duke. Lady Rose invited Marion to join them. Marion was immediately struck by the Duchess. ‘She had the nicest, easiest, most friendly of manners, and a merry laugh … Her hands and feet were tiny. My whole impression was of someone small and quite perfect.’ The Duke, she noticed, had ‘not so much of a stutter in the ordinary sense, as a slight nervous constriction of the throat’.

			The Duke and Duchess were, it emerged, looking for a governess for their two little children. The Duke was keen to choose a governess more convivial than the finger-wagging gorgons who had loomed over him as a child. Young, friendly and energetic, Miss Crawford seemed just the ticket, and they offered her the job. Though apprehensive about leaving Scotland for the hurly-burly of London, she agreed to try it for a month, to see if it suited her.

			[image: Crawfie wears a hat and walks with Elizabeth and Margaret as young children, all wearing long coats, on a wet street. All three hold hands.]

			She was 24 when she arrived, just before Princess Elizabeth’s seventh birthday; she was to remain with them for another fourteen years, by which time Princess Elizabeth was 21 and Miss Crawford 38. By then, Princess Elizabeth had grown as close to Crawfie as her mother had, thirty years earlier, to Beryl Poignand, and, in much the same way, their friendship allowed her to throw discretion to the winds. ‘The officers are charming and we have had great fun with them … There are one or two real smashers, and I bet you’d have a WONDERFUL time if you were here,’ Princess Elizabeth wrote to Crawfie on a Royal voyage to South Africa in February 1947, at the age of 20. It is the kind of letter written by close girlfriends: Crawfie brought out a surprisingly footloose, carefree quality in her, hidden from the rest of the world.

			It had been the same when Elizabeth was a child. ‘We laughed a great deal and had great fun spitting over a bridge into a stream, trying to hit leaves as they floated by!’ the Princesses’ contemporary Alathea Fitzalan Howard recorded in her diary. ‘Crawfie is such fun.’

			Crawfie’s memoir of The Little Princesses is full of fun and games: together, they play hopscotch and Cowboys and Indians and hide-and-seek; laughter is never far away.

			From an early age, Princess Elizabeth’s passion – one might almost call it an overriding passion – was for horses. At their very first meeting, in the night nursery, Crawfie found her new charge pretending to drive a carriage and horses, having tied the cords of her dressing gown to the knobs of her bed. ‘I mostly go once or twice round the park before I go to sleep, you know,’ she explained.

			Soon, the Princess would enlist Crawfie as her personal horse, harnessing her with a pair of red reins with bells attached.

			‘Off we would go, delivering groceries. I would be gentled, patted, given my nosebag, and jerked to a standstill, while Lilibet,* at imaginary houses, delivered imaginary groceries, and held long and intimate conversations with her make-believe customers.

			‘Sometimes she would whisper to me, “Crawfie, you must pretend to be impatient. Paw the ground a bit.” So I would paw.’ Once in a while, Lilibet would switch roles, taking the part of the horse, ‘prancing around, sidling up to me, nosing in my pockets for sugar, making convincing little whinnying noises’.

			Crawfie was in charge of the little Princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret, from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m., and then they would be returned to their nanny. She taught them the usual range of subjects – English, maths, geography, history – but also played with them, read to them and took them for walks. In many ways, she was their only friend, as they saw few other children, other than those they encountered in Hamilton Gardens, just round the corner from their house, where they were taken to play. ‘They would have loved to speak to them and make friends,’ recalled Crawfie, ‘but this was never encouraged.’ They didn’t seem to twig that they were being observed. ‘So engrossed in their games were the children’, Crawfie recalled, ‘that they never noticed the faces so often lined up at the railing that gave on to the park, watching them.’ This ability to ignore onlookers, whenever necessary, was to prove invaluable training for later life.

			From the start, Crawfie found the two little Princesses very different in character: Margaret was bouncy, outgoing, frivolous, tardy, mischievous and imaginative; Elizabeth was calm, shy, conscientious, prompt, considerate and straightforward. Reading her memoir, it soon becomes apparent which of the two girls Crawfie preferred. Margaret is ‘highly strung’ and ‘apt at times to be comically regal’, whereas Elizabeth is ‘unusually good’, ‘enchanting’, ‘immensely interesting’ and with ‘a reasonableness rare in anyone so very young’.

			One was impulsive, the other cautious. Handed spoonfuls of barley sugar by their father, Margaret would wolf down all the pieces in one go, while Lilibet took care to line them up, from smallest to largest, before placing them ‘daintily, and methodically’ in her mouth: she had already embarked on a lifetime’s habit of delayed gratification.

			Her need for order was particularly marked; her books would always be in straight lines on the shelf and her clothes and belongings ‘immaculately tidy’. The Princesses’ miniature cottage (‘a present from the people of Wales’) contained a range of silver which Elizabeth insisted on wrapping in newspaper ‘to prevent it getting tarnished, Crawfie’. She was five years old at the time. Later, during the war years, she ‘used to set us a great example by wearing her gas mask every day as required, and by carefully cleaning the eyepiece every evening with the ointment provided’.

			Decades later, such a strong urge to tidy and arrange, arrange and tidy, might have been diagnosed as Obsessive–Compulsive Disorder. ‘At one time I got quite anxious about Lilibet and her fads. She became almost too methodical and tidy,’ noted Crawfie. ‘She would hop out of bed several times a night to get her shoes quite straight, her clothes arranged just so.’ With her gift for pointed mimicry, her little sister seems to have teased her out of it.

			Sometimes, Lilibet refused to join in the fun, especially when pranks were on the cards, like popping sticky sweets into the pockets of equerries. ‘Lilibet was always too serious-minded to play practical jokes and never failed to consider what the feelings of the people would be if anything of this sort were to be played on them.’

			In her entire memoir, Crawfie recalls just one single act of disobedience from the young Lilibet. Set against all her good behaviour, it is peculiarly startling.

			Aged seven or so, young Lilibet is being taught French by ‘a certain Mademoiselle’, who favours the old-fashioned rote approach, involving lengthy columns of French verbs. Crawfie is playing with little Margaret in the next-door room.

			One day curious sounds emerged from the schoolroom. I went in to see what had happened. I found poor Mademoiselle shattered and transfixed with horror. Lilibet, rebelling all of a sudden, and goaded by boredom to violent measures, had picked up the big ornamental silver inkpot and placed it without any warning upside down on her head. She sat there, with ink trickling down her face and slowly dyeing her golden curls blue. I never really got to the bottom of what had happened. Mademoiselle was past explaining, and had to retire and drink water …

			Throughout the rest of Crawfie’s memoir, the young Elizabeth is depicted as angelic. The episode of the ink trickling down her hair and face is so out of kilter with the rest of the narrative that it must surely be authentic, or else why put it in?

			This was, as far as I can tell, the only time Elizabeth ever did anything quite so transgressive. The rest of her life was measured and obedient and considerate: ninety-six years of concentrated self-control. But that day in the schoolroom she had let fly. One minute, she was hard at work on her French verbs, the next – ‘goaded by boredom to violent measures’ – the ink was trickling down her face, her curly hair transformed from gold to blue.†

			One day, as the three of them – Lilibet and Margaret and Crawfie – were walking past Hyde Park Corner, Lilibet looked with envy at everyone streaming out of the Underground station and said, ‘Oh, dear, what fun it must be to ride in those trains.’ That evening, Crawfie asked permission from the girls’ father to let them ride on the Underground. He readily granted it, just so long as a police detective accompanied them. In the event, the Duchess’s lady in waiting, Lady Helen Graham, went along too.

			‘The little girls sat there very demurely, wide-eyed and enchanted.’ At first, nobody recognised them, but according to Crawfie the detective ‘looked so very obviously a detective that people began to look round to try to discover what he was detecting. Mercifully, we arrived at Tottenham Court Road and got out before anyone had discovered the reason.’‡

			From Tottenham Court Road, they walked to the café of the Young Women’s Christian Association in Mortimer Street, where, for the first and last time in their lives, they collected their own trays from a counter and queued to be served. When Lilibet left her teapot behind, a server shouted after her, ‘If you want it you must come and fetch it.’ They then sat down to enjoy their modest meal, relishing the novelty. ‘Tea out of thick cups, other people’s bread and butter, tea you paid for with money, these were wonderful treats,’ added Crawfie.

			But word soon went round that the little Princesses were there, and crowds began to gather. Sensing trouble, Crawfie nipped over to the office of the YWCA and phoned for a car to be sent from the Duke’s garage, ready to transport them safely home.

			
				
					* ‘She had given herself this name when she found “Elizabeth” rather difficult to get around, and it had stuck to her ever since,’ explains Crawfie.

				

				
					† Five days after the death of his mother, King Charles III visited Belfast. As he began signing the visitors’ book in the Royal residence of Hillsborough Castle, he realised he had written the wrong date – 12 September rather than 13 September. This irritated him, and then, as he passed the pen back to his wife, he saw it was leaking. ‘Oh, God, I hate—’ he began, before Camilla interrupted him, saying that the ink was ‘going everywhere’. While the new King furiously wiped his hands with a handkerchief, an aide brought a new pen over to Camilla, who calmly signed the book while the King carried on raging in the background. ‘Can’t bear this bloody thing! It’s what they do every stinking time!’

					There was further trouble with pens and ink three days later, when King Charles was sitting at a desk, ready to sign the Accession Proclamation, which formalised his position as monarch of the UK and the Commonwealth. Noticing a silver pen box and inkwell – said to be presents from his two sons – he motioned furiously for them to be removed.

					Videos of the two events went viral. ‘First day on the job and already he’s fed up. LOL,’ wrote one viewer. To those with long memories, these two ink-based incidents served as a reminder of the patience his mother had maintained throughout the ninety-six years of her life, with the exception of that one small blip during her French lesson.

				

				
					‡ In fact, the news spread fast: the following day, the London Evening Standard reported that Princess Margaret had sat next to Mrs Simmons, a tea lady from Muswell Hill.
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