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To my mother, Kathleen, and all those of the war generation.
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Surfing with Her Majesty

We all remember the first time we ever saw the queen.

I was on my first major royal tour as a royal correspondent for a British newspaper and recall watching with wonder as the royal yacht Britannia, pristine and glowing in the dappled sunshine, slowly sailed into San Diego Bay. It was February 1983, and those few days in the company of the queen and the Duke of Edinburgh transformed my life.

The royal yacht was surrounded by a raucous welcoming armada of speedboats, yachts, catamarans, skiffs, and canoes. It was a Saturday morning when the yacht docked and the royal party emerged. The queen’s nine-day tour of California, land of surf, sun, and starry-eyed dreams, was supposed to be a carefully curated review of the best the Golden State had to offer, from the artifice of Hollywood to the natural splendor of Yosemite National Park. If the visit had been a Broadway play, however, it would have been named The Tour That Goes Wrong.

In those far-off days, when the royal family arrived in a new country they would, with some reluctance, hold a cocktail party for the press corps who dogged their every move. So, suited and booted, I found myself handing over my gold-embossed invitation card to a waiting navy officer and invited to take a proffered gin and tonic—measures naval and substantial—on the aft deck of the royal yacht.

It took me back to a foggy day in October 1965. I was aged eleven and, proudly wearing my freshly pressed Scout uniform, I took my place lining the route on the outskirts of Leeds to see the queen and Prince Philip pass by on their way to open the brand-new, brutalist Seacroft Civic Centre.

As they drove past, the dank claustrophobic fingers of fog combined with the bright interior light in their glass-domed Rolls-Royce only served to heighten the effect of two exotic beings dropped in from outer space, alien creatures come to view mundane municipal life. It was but a fleeting glimpse of the queen and her consort, but it stayed with me.

The queen had been part of my life forever. Growing up, the queen and her family were like the white cliffs of Dover, immutable, impregnable, there. A fact of life, like breathing.

Of course her picture appeared on postage stamps and coins, and looked down disapprovingly from behind the headmaster’s desk just before punishment was administered. At the Regal cinema in Cross Gates we regularly mumbled through “God Save the Queen,” the national anthem, after watching that week’s children’s offering—singer Cliff Richard’s 1963 movie Summer Holiday about a group of friends singing and dancing their way across Europe on a London double-decker bus was a favorite. The queen, to my young eyes, was not a real human being. She was a distant faraway symbol, an occasionally smiling personage who spoke in barely understandable English when we gathered round the telly at three in the afternoon to watch her broadcast on Christmas Day.

For me the only human dimension was the fact that she was a few months younger than my mother and both had served in World War Two, my mother Kathleen in the land army, Princess Elizabeth in the Auxiliary Territorial Service or ATS.

On that Saturday in San Diego I have to confess that my first encounter with Her Majesty was less than memorable. The diminutive lady in a striking blue-and-white outfit listened with increased inattention as I went on about the impressive size of the American fleet lying at anchor in the harbor. She agreed and promptly moved on.

The next few days though did unpeel some of the mask of monarchy, revealing a somewhat different character from the stern visage on my postage stamps. The visit became the very antithesis of a royal program where every movement, every meet and greet was timed to the minute. What with gale-force winds, storms at sea, overflowing rivers, IRA demonstrators, washed-out roads, overserved celebrities, what didn’t go wrong?

It seemed the queen positively relished it when the carefully crafted schedule was thrown up in the air. Years later her grandson Prince William made the same observation. “They love it when things go wrong,” he said. “They absolutely adore it because obviously everything always has to be right, but when things go wrong around them, they’re the first people to laugh.”1

The first thing that went awry was the royal yacht. Storms were so bad the royal party left Britannia to make its roller-coaster way up the coast while they attempted to join the president and First Lady for a taco lunch and horseback ride at their ranch, Rancho del Cielo (ranch in the sky), above Santa Barbara. It took a jouncing seven-mile switchback ride in a four-wheel-drive Chevrolet Suburban through a steep obstacle course of flooded streams, submerged roads, falling boulders, and downed tree limbs to reach their destination. It was all “terribly exciting,” said the queen. Unfortunately a much-anticipated horseback ride in the scenic Santa Ynez Mountains was canceled and tacos were eaten indoors.

Then a tornado over Los Angeles prevented the royal yacht from leaving Long Beach and flooded roads in the dockyard where she was moored. The only way through the rising water was in a high-axle navy bus. The queen, not wanting to let people down, donned a pair of galoshes and climbed into the front seat. Secret Service agents were glad she didn’t sit farther back as, during their cursory examination, they learned that the bus had more than its fair share of R-rated graffiti scrawled on the backs of the seats.

After that experience Reagan later wrote to the queen somewhat contritely: “I know your visit to our West Coast became a harrowing, tempest-tossed experience but through it all your unfailing good humor and graciousness won the hearts of our people.”2

Given the organizational fiasco, it was an understandably visibly nervous Nancy Reagan who hosted a night of Hollywood stars at the M*A*S*H soundstage at Twentieth Century Fox in Beverly Hills. Though Frank Sinatra and Perry Como maybe sang one duet too many, it seems the queen enjoyed the entertainment, which included Dionne Warwick, comic George Burns, and meeting with stars like Fred Astaire and Jimmy Stewart.

It was another clue to the woman behind the mask. Her tastes in music and art were not elitist. She knew most of the lyrics to Rodgers and Hammerstein musicals. Unlike her sister Princess Margaret, she was no great fan of opera or ballet. Though she has a good musical ear, she attended concerts infrequently.

On this night the British contingent was out in force, with Michael Caine, Roger Moore, Jane Seymour, and Elton John among the celebrities.

At a more intimate dinner for about thirty aboard the royal yacht in San Francisco Bay, the queen and Prince Philip hosted the president and First Lady as they celebrated their thirty-first wedding anniversary. The Royal Marines Band played the “Anniversary Waltz” on the pier and later the deputy White House chief of staff, Michael Deaver, serenaded the party on the piano, singing “True Love” for the couple. Reagan told the party that when he married Nancy, he promised her “a lot of things, but not this.”3 Among the guests at this intimate gathering were preacher Billy Graham and his wife, specially invited by the queen. It was another insight into her personality, the queen’s Christian faith inspiring a long friendship with the charismatic American pastor.

The following day the royal couple went to Yosemite National Park, where they stayed at the exclusive Ahwahnee hotel with a spectacular view of a fourteen-hundred-foot-high rock wall formation called the Royal Arches.

When they went for a walk they were disconcerted to find the American Secret Service following closely. However quickly they walked, the agents were right behind. This was not the British way, where bodyguards knew to keep their distance.

At first the royal couple was irritated. Then they played a game, walking backward so that the Secret Service agents would have to mimic the couple. They walked back and forth, and finally everyone started laughing. Hardly the expected behavior of a head of state but another clue to the character of the queen, a woman with a fine appreciation of the absurd.

Here was a woman whose whole life was one of superlatives: the longest reigning, most traveled, and, for a shy person, the most gregarious, meeting more of her subjects face-to-face than any other sovereign in history. When the French president once asked if she ever got bored, she replied honestly: “Yes but I don’t say so.”4 In an age of celebrity and artifice she has long been content with being down-to-earth and straightforward.

She regularly appeared on the Sunday Times Rich List but enjoyed donning rubber gloves to do the cleaning up after a barbecue on her Scottish estate at Balmoral. At her favorite log cabin it was once suggested that they install a plaque: QUEEN ELIZABETH SWEPT HERE.5 Though she lived in palaces and castles, she seemed to relish a more normal life. She was a young woman cast into an extraordinary role. Even as a child she was one of the most talked-about people on the planet.

And early clues to who she was and what she became could be found on the top floor of a town house in the center of London almost a century ago.
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Shirley Temple 2.0

The young girl with the furrowed brow and intent expression bent furiously over her book. She carefully turned the pages and then, when she spotted her target, she grabbed her pen and scribbled and scratched out the offending words.

Doctor Simpson Scratch. Doctor Simpson Scribble. That he was but a character in one of the children’s books in her nursery was irrelevant as far as the angry ten-year-old girl was concerned.

As Princess Elizabeth went about her solemn, destructive task, her younger sister Margaret played with the snaffles, bridles, and saddles of the wooden horses that crowded their nursery. She was focused on her make-believe world, unconcerned about her sister’s silent rage over a certain Mrs. Simpson who, unbidden, was now changing all their lives. Disinterested, too, in the growing crowds that jostled and shoved in the winter gloom to watch the to-ing and fro-ing from 145 Piccadilly, the London home of their parents, the Duke and Duchess of York.

After all, they had spent a lifetime peering out from their top-floor bedroom watching people looking at them, both sides wondering what the other was doing. It was a game that would last a lifetime.

This time, though, the crowds were bigger, the atmosphere inside the stone-fronted mansion tense and hurried. The front doorbells, labeled VISITORS and HOUSE, rang more frequently, and as the crowds of the curious and concerned grew, police were drafted in.

The name Simpson was first whispered and then became part of disapproving conversations that were abruptly ended when the girls hove into view. Much as her parents tried to protect Lilibet—the family name for the princess—and her sister, she was sensitive to moods and rhythms. She was adept at catching the conversational drift, especially because, since her tenth birthday, she’d enjoyed the privilege of taking breakfast with her parents and occasionally her grandmother Queen Mary. She was able to gather crumbs of information denied her younger sister. Not that Elizabeth was old enough to appreciate what was really going on.

She just knew that at the heart of the puzzle was that woman Simpson. The evidence was all around. Her father looked visibly ill; her grandmother Queen Mary, routinely ramrod-straight and imperious, seemed older and somehow shriveled; her mother’s normally jaunty demeanor had for once deserted her. Nor did it help when, in early December 1936, the duchess came down with a nasty case of flu and was confined to bed.

When Elizabeth asked the three women in her life—her governess Marion Crawford, her maid Bobo MacDonald, and nanny Clara Knight, known as Alah—about what was going on their responses were evasive and dismissive. Indeed Crawfie often took the girls for swimming lessons to the Bath Club as a necessary distraction. This down-to-earth triumvirate served as the girls’ window on the world, their genteel observations and prim prejudices shaping Lilibet and Margaret’s own responses. As far as the princesses were concerned, the name Wallis Simpson was taboo in the House of York. So Elizabeth went through her books, scratching and scribbling in a futile attempt to delete from her world the name of the woman who would change her life, and that of her parents, forever.

Elizabeth had briefly met Wallis Simpson in the spring of 1936 after she had celebrated her tenth birthday. Not that she made much of an impression. Simpson arrived with Elizabeth’s uncle David, the new King Edward VIII, to see her parents at their weekend home, the Royal Lodge in the manicured acres of Windsor Great Park. Her uncle came to show off the two American interests in his life—a brand-new Buick sports wagon and his other fascination, the twice-married lady from Baltimore, Wallis Simpson. When they left Elizabeth asked her governess Crawfie who that woman was. Was she responsible for the fact that Uncle David rarely came to see them these days? Of all her father’s brothers and sisters he had been the most frequent visitor to 145 Piccadilly, after tea joining the girls for card games of snap, happy families, and racing demon. He was always fun, Elizabeth recalling the time he took the duchess and the girls into the garden at Balmoral and taught them how to perform the Nazi salute—to much hilarity.

While Crawfie’s response to Elizabeth’s questions about the chic American may well have been noncommittal, the Scottish governess found herself rather liking Mrs. Simpson, later describing her as a “smart attractive woman, with that immediate friendliness common to American women.”1 Not so her employers. After spending a convivial hour discussing gardening and taking tea with the new king and his paramour, Wallis was left with the distinct impression that “while the Duke of York was sold on the American station wagon, the Duchess was not sold on the King’s other American interest.”2

At the time it was the presence of the York daughters that provided the chief talking point, not the American contingent. “They were both so blonde, so beautifully mannered, so brightly scrubbed that they might have stepped straight from the pages of a picture book,” recalled Wallis in her memoir, The Heart Has Its Reasons.3 Elizabeth and Margaret were, as children often are, used as the human equivalent of coffee-table books, their presence a neutral conversational diversion, a way of avoiding tricky grown-up issues. By the time they first met with Wallis Simpson, the girls had grown practiced at being used in this way, impeccably mannered children introduced to the visiting grown-ups to help break the conversational ice.

It was the same when they traveled to Scotland that fateful summer to stay at the modest Stuart house called Birkhall Lodge near Balmoral, the estate first purchased by Queen Victoria and even today rather like going back in time. The principal guest of the Yorks was the Archbishop of Canterbury, Cosmo Lang, who had accepted their invitation when the king, who traditionally invited England’s senior Protestant prelate to Balmoral, left him swinging in the wind. Instead, up the road at Balmoral, he and Wallis hosted a jaunty party of aristocrats, Americans, and royal relatives, including his second cousin Louis Mountbatten and his younger brother Prince George, with his wife Princess Marina.

After tea on the second day of the prelate’s visit, Elizabeth, Margaret, and their cousin Margaret Rhodes sang songs “most charmingly.”

The archbishop noted: “It was strange to think of the destiny which may be awaiting the little Elizabeth, at present second from the throne. She and her lively little sister are certainly most entrancing children.”4

The king was not so enamored. When he heard that the ecumenical head of the Church of England was staying with the Yorks he suspected his brother of attempting to set up a rival court. Their emerging conflict centered on the king’s wish to marry Wallis once she had divorced her husband, shipping agent Ernest Simpson. In those days divorce wasn’t just frowned on; it was deemed anathema in the eyes of the church. As the secular head of the Church of England, the king had no business marrying a divorcée, let alone a twice-divorced American of no standing or status. For his part the king threatened to renounce the throne unless he was allowed to marry the woman who had stolen his heart.

Though the British media had kept a lid on the blossoming romance—pictures of the king and Wallis during a summer cruise aboard the steam yacht Nahlin appeared everywhere except England—the potential constitutional crisis was finally made public early in December. It set in train a series of calamitous events that unintentionally placed Princess Elizabeth at the heart of the drama.

By then Wallis had secured a decree nisi from her husband but had to wait a further six months for the decree absolute, thus allowing her to marry the king and become his queen. Despite a dire warning from his principal private secretary Alec Hardinge—supported by Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin—that he would cause irrevocable damage to the monarchy, and probably provoke a general election, if he continued along this path, the king’s mind was made up. At a tense meeting on November 16 he informed the prime minister that he intended to marry Mrs. Simpson as soon as he was legally free. If the government opposed he would simply abdicate. He later conveyed his decision to his mother and siblings, who were shocked to the core, Queen Mary seeking the advice of a therapist to verify her conclusion that her eldest son had been bewitched by a skillful sorceress. The prime minister was more sanguine, informing his cabinet colleagues that the elevation of the Yorks might prove to be the best solution as the Duke of York was rather like his much-loved father, King George V.

Not that Prince Albert, known as Bertie, would have agreed. He was slowly but surely being wound into a constitutional web that gave him no
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Epilogue to the Trade Edition

Though she had been the star of the show for as long as anyone could remember, over the passing months the queen gradually relinquished her role as top of the bill and became a much-beloved background character. This gave other members of the Windsor cast, notably her son and heir Prince Charles and her grandson Prince William, the chance to shine on center stage.

Her decision to step back from important royal occasions, often at the last minute, was mainly due, as the palace stated, to “episodic mobility issues” that made standing for long periods difficult. In February 2022, she also contracted a mild dose of Covid-19, causing her to cancel numerous public and private engagements. Her frequent bouts of ill health gave the watching world the chance to gain a sense of the shape and composition of the monarchy in the not-too-distant future.

Though it was announced in advance that the queen would miss the annual Buckingham Palace garden parties, there was a genuine sense of concern when, for the first time in her long reign, she decided, on health grounds, to miss the traditional State Opening of Parliament in May 2022. In her stead, she deputed Prince Charles to attend this ancient ceremony, which is a key occasion in the sovereign’s role as head of state.

The decision was much more than asking her son to step into the breach at short notice. Important constitutional and legal procedures, known as letters patent, were enacted in order for Charles to read the queen’s official address, which laid out the government’s plans and policies for the coming parliamentary term. These included its strategy for growing the economy, making Britain’s streets safer, and clearing patient backlogs in the health service due to Covid-19.

During the State Opening, Prince Charles, who delivered the speech from the consort’s throne, was flanked by his eldest son, a very somber-looking Prince William, and his wife and future queen consort, the Duchess of Cornwall. Though the Imperial State Crown was present during the ceremony, the queen’s space remained empty, a physical sign of the slow but steady transition of power from the sovereign to her successor.

The queen’s formal role was rewritten by Buckingham Palace to reflect her age and physical health. The annual duties of the monarch, such as the State Opening of Parliament, were no longer described as “must fulfill.” Instead, according to a report by the Sovereign Grant, which monitors royal spending, greater responsibility was to be placed on the support of the wider royal family. It was a sensible and necessary change to ensure a smooth transition as the queen increasingly stepped back from royal duties.

Stepping back but not stepping away. The queen used the seventieth anniversary of her accession in February 2022 to renew her lifelong pledge to the nation. “My life will always be devoted to your service,” she confirmed.

Like the State Opening of Parliament, the official four-day celebration for her Platinum Jubilee in June 2022 was a party where the guest of honor was largely absent. The queen made three brief balcony appearances at Buckingham Palace—two during Trooping and one at the conclusion of a pageant, a special beacon-lighting ceremony, and a private lunch for Garter Day—and she also sent a message of thanks to racegoers at the traditional Royal Ascot meeting in June.

For the most part, it was the Prince of Wales aided by Prince William who led the traditional public elements, notably reviewing the various regiments at Trooping the Colour. Charles also stood in for his mother at the Royal Maundy service. Following the jubilee celebrations, the queen issued a message of thanks in which she said: “While I may not have attended every event in person, my heart has been with you all; and I remain committed to serving you to the best of my ability, supported by my family.”

As with everything involving the House of Windsor, there was a “but,” a ticklish issue that invariably centered on her family. Her health issues, which placed greater responsibility on Prince Charles and Prince William as counselors of state, also exposed a vulnerability. There were four counselors of state whom the queen called “my substitutes”; the other two were Princes Andrew and Harry.

As one was in disgrace due to his relationship with millionaire pedophile Jeffrey Epstein and the other was no longer an active member of the family, this arrangement had the potential to cause difficulties should either Charles or William be abroad on official duties when their presence nearer home was required due to the queen’s incapacity. In those circumstances, technically Andrew and Harry would have been left minding the store—not a prospect welcomed by anyone.

This awkward state of affairs touched on the unsettled family dynamic always at the heart of the House of Windsor. Just as at the beginning of her reign the queen had to confront the issue of Princess Margaret’s love for divorced equerry Group Captain Peter Townsend, so in its twilight years family conflicts generated the most intractable problems.

The presence of Prince Andrew, always said to be the queen’s favorite, was now a constant thorn in the side of the institution. Days after the jubilee celebrations in June, which he missed due to a bout of Covid-19, his scheduled involvement with the ancient Order of the Garter ceremony, held at Windsor Castle, laid bare a family struggling to cope with his toxic persona due to the legal fallout from the Epstein sex scandal. Although the queen had given her permission for her second son to take part in the public procession, Prince William warned his grandmother that he would feel uncomfortable joining his tainted uncle in this time-honored procession of chivalry. After all, he had only recently paid an estimated $15 million in an out-of-court settlement to his principal accuser, whom he claimed he had never met. William feared that the optics of Andrew taking part in an occasion based on the recognition of gallantry would excite criticism and ridicule. William was later joined in this opinion by his father.

The duo convinced the queen to rescind her invitation even though the program for the order of service and the procession arrangements had already been printed. Though the queen informed Andrew that he was allowed to join his family for the private aspects of the ceremony—where no photographers were present—it was another ramification of a scandal that continued to pull at the fabric of the monarchy. When Andrew’s friend Ghislaine Maxwell was later sentenced to twenty years in jail for her part in the procurement and sexual exploitation of underaged girls, inevitably the spotlight once again focused on the prince. Months after he stepped down from royal duties, the fallout continued. In July 2022, the BBC announced that they were making a film about the genesis of Andrew’s notorious interview with presenter Emily Maitlis where he showed little sympathy for the victims and little regret over his friendship with Epstein. Not to be outdone, Channel Four broadcast Prince Andrew: The Musical, which was billed as a humorous reimagining of the prince’s fall from grace.

These latest events further demonstrated Prince William’s increased authority inside the family. The prince, now forty, was flexing his constitutional muscles. That he could tackle the monarch directly regarding her decision to invite her favored son to the Garter ceremony spoke volumes about the shift in power inside the royal family. It also underlined the queen’s trust in his judgment regarding difficult issues.

The arrival from California of Meghan, Harry, and their children, Archie and Lilibet, for the jubilee celebrations also had the potential to become a family calamity and media circus. There were fears, inside and outside the palace, that the couple, who had contractual deals with Netflix and other media outlets, would say or do something that would take the spotlight away from the queen. Royal observers cited a previous trip to London in April 2022, when Prince Harry was on his way to the Netherlands to preside over the Invictus Games. Then, he told NBC TV that he had visited the queen to make sure she was protected and “has got the right people around her.”

His words were seen as a swipe at the courtiers close to Her Majesty, notably her private secretary Sir Edward Young and her influential dresser Angela Kelly. It was Kelly who clashed with the prince over access to a tiara the queen loaned to Meghan for her wedding day. He clearly distrusted her advisers, singling out a trio of senior officials whom, it later emerged, he referred to as Bee, Fly, and Wasp.

During their brief visit, the couple maintained a low profile, watching the traditional Trooping the Colour ceremony from inside a government building, and were photographed marshaling some of the noisier royal youngsters during the occasion. There was no place on the Buckingham Palace balcony for Harry, Meghan, and their children, nor the sprawling cast of junior royals. Those invited to watch the spectacular flypast were limited to “working royals” only, the queen standing with her immediate successors, Princes Charles, William, and George, in a public demonstration of continuity.

Privately, the California-based couple introduced Lilibet to both her grandfather and the queen. After an “emotional meeting,” Prince Charles described himself as “absolutely thrilled” to see his granddaughter for the first time and be reacquainted with his grandson Archie. Though the couple brought along a photographer to capture the scene of the monarch meeting Lilibet, the queen indicated that she was too tired and, as her eyes were bloodshot, she was not up to a photo session. More cynical media observers suggested that this was a diplomatic way of preventing the Sussexes from exploiting the historic family meeting.

Within hours of that brief family reunion, the Sussexes boarded a private jet to take them back to California with no sign of a rapprochement between the feuding brothers. Indeed, as Harry later revealed in his memoir, Spare, he had met his brother and father after Prince Philip’s funeral to try to thrash out the issues between them. Their discussion got nowhere, Charles imploring his boys not to make his final years a misery.

Even without being privy to these talks, the public sensed the family divide. Among courtiers and royal watchers there was the keen realization that though Harry and Meghan had previously pledged their undying allegiance to Her Majesty while criticizing the institution she presided over, one day in the not-too-distant future their most affectionate, forgiving, and influential supporter would no longer be around to defend them.

Just as Prince Andrew’s folly will cause problems for the monarchy for some time to come, so the Sussexes’ rival royal court in California will inevitably provide a more overtly political and radical counterpoint to the House of Windsor. Meghan and Harry have already dipped more than a toe in the American political scene, the couple joining in the widespread condemnation of the Supreme Court’s dismantling of the Roe v. Wade judgment regarding abortion rights.

A speech by Harry to the United Nations in July 2022, celebrating the life of the late South African president Nelson Mandela, demonstrated the prince’s continued reach and relevance—with or without an HRH title. There were echoes here of the exiled Duke of Windsor, whose effortless charisma ensured that he could steal the spotlight away from his brother George VI whenever he chose.

Ironically, it was not the behavior of her family but her fourteenth prime minister, Boris Johnson, that threatened to cast a pall over the jubilee celebrations and drag the monarchy into a national crisis. Even as the crowds sang the queen’s praises, other voices in his own ruling party urged Johnson to go. This was in response to numerous scandals that had assailed his premiership. In the heady days of the crisis, it was thought that Johnson would refuse to resign. Like a scene out of an action movie, the cry went up: “Activate the Queen,” suggesting that if Johnson stayed put despite losing the confidence of his cabinet and party, the queen would be dragged into the political arena. She would be obliged to sack him. It was a murky constitutional area that was never tested. In early July, Johnson tendered his resignation, which was duly, perhaps gratefully, accepted by the queen. It was proof, if any were needed, that the queen had to be on her constitutional toes, no matter how long she had reigned.

During her reign, the monarchy moved away from platitudes and bromides toward commitment and concern about some of the most challenging issues of our times, notably the environment. Planting trees, not just the odd ceremonial sapling but entire forests, was the overarching theme of the jubilee. The queen was acutely aware of the symbolism of a growing tree; like the institution to which she had devoted her life, it represented change amid continuity.

She was an enthusiastic exponent of the green monarchy, a sentiment symbolized by the “tree of trees” that was planted outside Buckingham Palace. During the jubilee celebrations, she referred to the pioneering environmental work of her late husband and indicated that she couldn’t be prouder of his legacy and the work of Princes Charles and William. As William told the boisterous crowd gathered outside Buckingham Palace for the jubilee pop concert: “The pressing need to protect and restore our planet has never been more urgent.” He shared his grandmother’s optimism that the planet could be saved for future generations. The focus on the environment, arguably the greatest issue of our time, was a further sign of how far the monarchy had changed during the queen’s reign.

While the constitutional importance of the monarchy has waned, the queen presided over the transformation of the institution into a national cheerleader, with members of the family becoming enthusiastic activists and promoters for causes they hold dear. The days of the white-gloved, big-handbag, do-not-touch monarchy are long gone.
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Just before his fortieth birthday in June 2022, Prince William gained global headlines when he went on the streets of London to sell Big Issue, a magazine sold by the homeless to help them get a hand up out of poverty. He admitted that he was inspired by the work and example of his late mother, Diana, Princess of Wales, who took him and his brother on excursions to meet the homeless. At the time, her work with the underprivileged and marginalized was seen as unconventional.

Now it is mainstream, the queen having supervised this step change in royal work and the behavior of the coming generation, helping to ensure the continued relevance of the monarchy long into the future. As William observed in an interview with Big Issue: “I have always believed in using my platform… to bring attention and action to those who are struggling. I plan to do that now that I’m turning forty, even more than I have in the past.”

It was deeply satisfying for the queen to know that her successor not only shared her dedication to service but enjoyed a solid, committed family life that was reminiscent of her own happy childhood. As she observed in a BBC documentary, Elizabeth: The Unseen Queen, which she narrated herself: “In my experience a happy family is one of the positive features of human existence that has not changed.” She revealed, too, the bedrock values that sustained her during the triumphs and disasters of her long reign; “Faith, family, and friendship have not only been a constant for me but a source of personal comfort and reassurance.”

A single sentence in her televised reflections gave a telling insight into her character and helped explain why the queen excited such universal respect, from world leaders to the men and women in the street. She said: “It is not enough to do our job; service demands sacrifice.”

It was a sentiment that served as a lodestar throughout her long reign, sterling values she endeavored to pass on to future generations. For most of her reign she was the “golden thread” that knitted together disparate and often competing nations, organizations, and constitutions into what seemed to be a seamless and harmonious tapestry.

She was ever present and seemingly everlasting, and few were willing to recognize her increased frailty in the months following the summer jubilee celebrations. Though she stayed mainly at Windsor Castle during the summer of 2022, she occasionally ventured out to perform public engagements. In mid-July the queen, accompanied by the princess royal, opened the new Thames Hospice building in Maidenhead, Berkshire. That same week she participated in her first public investiture ceremony since 2020, this time in the company of Prince Charles. During the audience at Windsor Castle, she awarded the George Cross to representatives of the NHS for their stalwart courage and sacrifice during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Then it was off to Balmoral for her annual retreat in the Scottish Highlands. It was to be her last, not that anyone really suspected. One of her guests at the castle during the first weekend in September was the Right Reverend Dr. Iain Greenshields, moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. Though she was visibly frail, he was impressed by her sharp wit and good spirits, the queen proudly showing the clergyman her gardens. They spoke, too, about her Christian faith, the queen saying that she had “no regrets” at all, a phrase that seemed to indicate that she knew the end was nigh. She also showed flashes of her humor. During his weekend visit Dr. Greenshields was staying in the Tower Rooms. Before the queen retired for the evening she said to him, “Your Queen is sending you to the Tower”—doubtless a joke she had made many times before.

A couple of days later she had the energy to bid farewell to her fourteenth prime minister, Boris Johnson, and greet her fifteenth, Liz Truss, who was not born until 1975, a century after the queen’s first prime minister, Winston Churchill, who was born at Blenheim Palace in 1874. Pictures of their meeting showed the sovereign looking stooped and somewhat fragile with a black bruise on her hand that suggested the intravenous intake of fluids. She supported herself with a stick but was otherwise animated, flashing her trademark smile. It was to be her final public engagement, the queen true to the pledge she made in 1947 to dedicate her whole life to service.

In just her second day as prime minister, Liz Truss faced a crisis that would have tested the mettle of even a more experienced hand. On Thursday, September 8, she had just finished making a statement in the House of Commons regarding the government’s massive energy subsidy to cushion the cost-of-living crisis caused by, among other factors, the Ukraine–Russia war.

At the same time Nadhim Zahawi, the chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, slipped into the chamber and whispered to the prime minister before handing her a folded note. Her opposite number, Labour Party leader Sir Keir Starmer, was giving his response to the government’s energy statement when his deputy Angela Rayner was handed a similar folded note. As she later told The News Agents podcast, the note read: “The Queen is unwell and Keir needs to leave the chamber as soon as possible to be briefed.”

Truss and Starmer quickly left, leaving bewildered members of Parliament discussing developments. Just after midday the nation was informed of growing concern for the queen’s health in a palace tweet that read in part: “Following further evaluation this morning, the Queen’s doctors are concerned for Her Majesty’s health and have recommended she remain under medical supervision.” BBC News interrupted an episode of Bargain Hunt to relay the latest update on the monarch’s condition. The omens were not good, especially after presenter Huw Edwards donned a black tie to host the BBC’s rolling news coverage.

Minutes earlier Prince Charles, who was at Dumfries House in Ayrshire, had received an urgent telephone call from Balmoral. In a matter of minutes Charles and Camilla were flying the 150 miles to Balmoral by helicopter to be by the queen’s side. As well-wishers gathered outside Buckingham Palace, Operation London Bridge, the code-named plan for the death of the monarch, began to swing into action. Prince Charles telephoned his sons and asked them to make their way as quickly as possible to Scotland. William agreed with Catherine that she stay behind with their three children, as they were attending their first full day at their new school. Fortunately, the princess royal was already at Balmoral and was by the queen’s side for her final hours. She has since spoken of how she was “fortunate to share the last twenty-four hours of my dearest Mother’s life.”

In the meantime, the Duke of York and Princes William and Edward and his wife, the Countess of Wessex, raced to RAF Northolt in west London, where a private jet was waiting for them. In the confusion Prince Harry, who by chance was in Britain with Meghan following their appearance at an event in Düsseldorf in Germany, hired a private jet costing an estimated £30,000 to take him to Aberdeen. Initially Team Sussex announced that both Harry and Meghan were flying north, but that was quickly corrected when the Sussexes were told Catherine was staying behind with the children. As a result, Harry flew solo while Meghan stayed at Frogmore Cottage. Once again, even as the queen lay dying, Meghan and Harry were front and center in the storm of media speculation.

In the end, only the princess royal and Prince Charles were at Balmoral to bid their mother a final farewell, the queen according to her official death certificate passing at three ten in the afternoon, the cause of death, as for Prince Philip, recorded as “old age.” (That did not stop speculation that she was stricken with bone cancer or that she had suffered a massive stroke.) The prime minister was informed at 4:30 p.m., while the rest of the royal family were told before the news was released to the public shortly after 6:30 that evening. The delay was due in part to failed attempts by the new king to inform Harry, then in midair, about his grandmother’s death. He eventually learned of her passing from the BBC website before driving to Balmoral in a borrowed car. When he arrived, Harry paid his final respects to the queen and then dined with his uncles and aunt at the main castle while the new king and Prince of Wales were at nearby Birkhall. Early the next morning he was the first to leave, heading for Aberdeen Airport alone. The divide between Harry and his family seemed greater than ever.

Though family tensions were on plain view during the funeral week, it was the late queen who was firmly center stage. The woman who once spoke of being an actor took her long final curtain call in front of a grateful nation. As people flocked to lay flowers and Paddington Bears—a reference to her TV sketch during the Platinum Jubilee—outside royal residences, flags were lowered to half-mast while some sporting events and concerts, including Last Night of the Proms, were canceled.

While tears were shed at the passing of a much-loved and respected monarch, the mood was very different from the weeping and wailing that greeted news of the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, just twenty-five years before. There was initial shock at the sad news about a woman many thought indestructible, sympathy for the new King Charles III and his grieving family, and an awareness that they were mourning a loving matriarch rather than a distant figure who featured on postage stamps and banknotes.

Tributes from world leaders captured the mood of genuine affection and loss, their words recognizing the departure of a leader, the world’s longest-serving head of state, whose life straddled the decades. France’s President Macron wrote: “She who stood with the giants of the twentieth century on the path of history has now left to join them.”1

In his first televised address to the nation, King Charles III spoke of his profound feelings of sorrow while praising the queen as an inspirational figure and an example to his family. He said: “Queen Elizabeth’s was a life well lived; a promise with destiny kept and she is mourned most deeply in her passing. That promise of lifelong service I renew to you all today.”

The king, who as Prince of Wales was known for his outspoken views on issues such as organic farming and modern architecture, also vowed to uphold the constitutional principles at the heart of the nation. In short, no more meddling. During his address he thanked his mother for her love, diligence, and devotion and assumed the mantle of the new Windsor patriarch, figuratively putting his arms around his family.

He praised his consort and queen, Camilla, for her “steadfast devotion” and spoke of his pride for William and Catherine in their new positions as the Prince and Princess of Wales. He even held out an olive branch to the Sussexes: “I want also to express my love for Harry and Meghan as they continue to build their lives overseas.”

This sentiment seemed to be underscored the following day when William, Harry, Catherine, and Meghan went on a hastily arranged walkabout on the Long Walk at Windsor Castle, where they thanked well-wishers as they accepted flowers for the queen. The body language, however, was distant and awkward, two warring factions going through the motions for the sake of the woman their children called Gan Gan. It was, as some commentators hopefully noted, a start.

By contrast, when the new king and queen consort made an impromptu walkabout outside the gates of Buckingham Palace they were greeted warmly by the crowd, and Charles was even kissed by one female admirer, hinting perhaps at a more touchy-feely style. (By chance my youngest daughter, Lydia, was in that crowd and was one of the first to shake his hand. She reported that he was red-eyed and looked “immensely sad.”) Practical to the last, the queen would have been pleased that her successor—and his consort—seemed to have been taken so readily into the nation’s heart, though it was early days. There was a sense, emphasized by the Accession Council, where the new king was formally confirmed in front of an audience of privy councilors, and by the king’s appearance at a joint ceremony for MPs and peers in Westminster Hall, where lawmakers offered their condolences, that the curtain was truly beginning to fall on the Elizabethan age.

On Sunday, the nation had its chance to give its own thanks to their sovereign of seventy years as the queen’s coffin left Balmoral, carried out of the castle by six gamekeepers. First stop was Edinburgh, the Scottish capital. The royal hearse, accompanied by the princess royal, made a steady progress along a winding 175-mile route that took in Aberdeen, Dundee, and Perth before reaching the Palace of Holyroodhouse, where the queen was at rest for the evening.

As thousands of mourners, soberly and for the most part silently, watched the passing parade, they were witnessing history in the making. The queen was the first monarch to die in Scotland for almost five hundred years, and it was the first time since 1543, when the body of James V was carried through the city streets to his grave at Holyrood, that a royal funeral cortege had been seen inside the capital. The next day the royal hearse slowly drove from Holyrood along the storied Royal Mile to St. Giles’ Cathedral.

During the short journey, the queen’s coffin, covered with the Royal Standard of Scotland, was followed by her four children, who, apart from Andrew, wore military uniforms. In his homily, Church of Scotland moderator Iain Greenshields, who had spent the previous weekend with the queen at Balmoral, echoed the thoughts of many when he said: “Most of us cannot recall a time when she was not our Monarch. Committed to the role she assumed in 1952 upon the death of her beloved father, she has been a constant in all of our lives for over seventy years. She was determined to see her work as a form of service to others, and she maintained that steady course until the end of her life.”

That evening the royal quartet—King Charles III, the princess royal, the Duke of York, and the Earl of Wessex and Forfar—stood for ten minutes at the four sides of the oak coffin in what is known as the Vigil of the Princes, the princess royal being the first royal woman to take part. Outside the medieval cathedral tens of thousands, many waiting through the night, lined up to pay their last respects filing silently past the coffin, which was guarded round the clock by the Royal Company of Archers. Her subjects came to mourn, to reflect, to shed a tear for a woman whose place in their lives and hearts was profoundly ingrained, like a love of country and family.

Princess Anne, who accompanied her mother from Balmoral, continued her vigil on Tuesday, flying with the queen from Edinburgh to RAF Northolt in west London. “It has been an honour and privilege to accompany her on her final journey,” she said in a statement. In driving rain the royal hearse, flanked by police outriders, made its way to the Bow Room at Buckingham Palace, where the queen lay at rest for the evening. It was a truly remarkable scene, the illuminated hearse glowing in the darkness as thousands upon thousands of Londoners blocked major highways to applaud, sometimes cheer, the slow-moving procession.

In death as in life, the queen gave small clues about her personality, clues that revealed a woman who, as Tommy Lascelles observed during the famous 1947 tour of South Africa, showed an “astonishing solicitude for other people’s comfort.”2 Her attentive nature was on display at the Accession Council, where the queen had given keen consideration to Camilla and her position during a change of reign. In 2016, she had made her a privy councilor so she could watch her husband being proclaimed king and be a witness at the signing ceremony.

And her thoughtfulness was again shown on that wet evening in west London. In the tactful discussions about her funeral, she had suggested illuminating the interior of the hearse if it was a nighttime journey so the public could see her coffin much more clearly and from a distance as they bade her farewell. It was a simple but brilliantly effective piece of street theater.

Nonetheless, the fissures inside the House of Windsor, which were largely camouflaged out of respect for the queen, were on display the following day when the royal men, including for the first time a royal woman, the princess royal, followed the royal coffin from Buckingham Palace along the Mall and Whitehall to Westminster Hall, where the queen lay in state. Once again, non-working royals, including Princes Andrew and Harry, were not allowed to wear military uniform, even though both men had served with distinction and bravery in war, Andrew as a helicopter pilot in the Falklands conflict, Harry in Afghanistan. As they passed the cenotaph, the nation’s monument to the fallen, the king and the Prince of Wales, both in uniform, turned and saluted. Harry and Andrew marched straight ahead, the two men enduring another small but pointed humiliation.

Nor was the mood improved when the Sussexes were asked to a reception for commonwealth leaders, only for the invite to be rescinded as they were no longer working royals. It cannot have escaped the couple’s notice that had they remained within the family and undertaken the senior roles within the commonwealth that the queen had conferred upon them, they would now have been the stars of that particular organization.

While the continued estrangement of Harry and Meghan would have concerned the queen, she would have been utterly overwhelmed at the crowds who came to bid her farewell. Hundreds of thousands of her subjects queued for up to twenty-four hours to pay their last respects. This quasi-medieval tableau would not have surprised fourteenth-century poet Geoffrey Chaucer, who wrote colorfully about the journey of a group of pilgrims heading for the religious shrine of Saint Thomas Becket. Those who stood and shuffled, stood and shuffled in what was dubbed The Elizabeth Line, after the new cross-London train line opened by the queen, were in some regards little different from those devotees of an earlier time. Like their predecessors, the modern-day pilgrims made friends along the way and also felt a profound spiritual connection with the object of their reverence.

The lucky ones got to see the second Vigil of the Princes, once again involving the princess royal. The very lucky ones saw the queen’s eight grandchildren—the Prince of Wales; Prince Harry; Princesses Beatrice and Eugenie; the princess royal’s children, Peter Phillips and Zara Tindall; and the Earl of Wessex’s children, Lady Louise Windsor and fourteen-year-old Viscount Severn—mount their own vigil, both William and Harry in military uniform at the specific request of their father.

In the loving, heartfelt tributes from her grandchildren, perhaps the statement issued by Princesses Beatrice and Eugenie was the most touching. It read in part: “You were our matriarch, our guide, our loving hand on our backs leading us through this world. You taught us so much and we will cherish those lessons and memories forever.”

Ten days of official mourning for the late queen ended with the magnificently somber pomp and circumstance of a state funeral, the first since Winston Churchill’s in 1965. World leaders, including Japanese emperor Naruhito, American president Joe Biden, and French president Emmanuel Macron as well as European royalty, joined in the ceremony, which was watched by a record TV audience in Britain and many millions more globally.

The spectacle began when the queen’s coffin, covered with the Royal Standard and bedecked with the glittering Imperial State Crown and the sovereign’s orb and scepter, emerged from Westminster Hall for the short journey to Westminster Abbey. The coffin was placed on a gun carriage pulled by 142 naval ratings, this convention dating back to a mishap during Queen Victoria’s funeral when the horses conveying the coffin threatened to bolt.

As a reminder that this was a meshing of state, spiritual and temporal, and family, a wreath composed of myrtle, English oak, and flowers from the royal gardens represented the queen’s happy and long marriage to Prince Philip as well as the colors of the Royal Standard. Nestling in the wreath was a card from her eldest son that read: “In loving and devoted memory, Charles R.” The card evoked poignant memories of the one left by Princes William and Harry, then fifteen and twelve, at their mother’s funeral. It read, simply: “Mummy.” Their youth merely added to the tragedy surrounding the premature death of their mother. This time, however, the sight of Prince George, nine, and Princess Charlotte, seven, walking behind the coffin seemed to symbolize continuity rather than loss.

In his sermon the Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby emphasized the queen’s selfless service to the family and the family of nations: “People of loving service are rare in any walk of life. Leaders of loving service are still rarer. But in all cases those who serve will be loved and remembered when those who cling to power and privileges are forgotten.” With a war raging in Europe, it seemed appropriate.

After a two-minute silence—the skies empty of jets for the duration—the funeral procession, comprising the royal men, the princess royal, and some three thousand members of the armed forces led by Canadian Mounties, slowly progressed to Wellington Arch, where the coffin was transferred to the royal hearse for its final journey to St. George’s Chapel at Windsor Castle. It is here where the queen will now rest for eternity with her late husband, her father King George VI, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, and her sister Princess Margaret in the George VI Memorial Chapel.

The finality of her passing was emphasized when she was divested of her earthly sovereign’s duty, as the Imperial State Crown and the orb and scepter were removed from her coffin and placed on the high altar. Then the lord chamberlain, her most senior official, ceremoniously broke his wand of office and placed it on her coffin. At that moment, as a piper played a haunting lament, the coffin gently sank through the quire floor into the royal vault beneath. One reign was now ended, another begun: God Save the King.
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The new incumbent needed all the help he could get. King Charles III, an enthusiastic Shakespeare buff, would have been one of the first to appreciate the bard’s oft-misquoted phrase: “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.”

Remarkably, just as his predecessor inherited a family in crisis and a nation at war, so the new king was similarly confronted. He faced conflict in Europe, a restive kingdom, a doubtful commonwealth, and a maverick son and his American wife threatening to expose the inner workings of the House of Windsor.

In the months leading up to his coronation in May 2023, he had much to ponder. Unlike the queen who was in her twenties when she was crowned, the king was the most experienced Prince of Wales in history. And the best known. It was a double-edged sword. Unlike the queen’s unblemished private life, his messy divorce from Diana, Princess of Wales, and the part played in the breakdown of the “fairy-tale” marriage by Queen Camilla was uppermost in the minds of many. Unlike the late queen, who enjoyed an approval rating in the high 80s, King Charles, according to an Ipsos poll in January 2023, was viewed favorably by only 51 percent, his wife trailing way behind with a 38 percent rating. However, their hectic round of visits to all corners of the kingdom helped to bolster and improve their popularity. It seems that the king had taken on board the queen’s maxim: “I have to be seen to be believed.”

There seemed, too, to be an unspoken assumption among the British Establishment that the new king and consort needed defending and protecting until the nation became familiar with the new royal status quo. It was reminiscent of the months following the 1936 abdication by the charismatic Edward VIII, when the largely unknown new king, George VI, and his consort, Queen Elizabeth, were sheltered by the great and the good until they found their footing.

An early example was the release of the latest season of the hit Netflix series The Crown, which was broadcast in November just weeks after the queen’s funeral. The show, which dealt with the turbulent years of the 1990s when royal marriages collapsed and Windsor Castle burned down, attracted vociferous criticism from, among others, Prince William, actor and bona fide “National Treasure” Dame Judi Dench, and two former prime ministers, John Major and Tony Blair. They objected to the story line that suggested Prince Charles had had secret discussions with the prime minister regarding the queen stepping down and abdicating.

There was a sense that not only was the show disrespectful to the late queen, but it was also untrue. “As it turns out, they needn’t have worried so much,” consoled critic Shirley Li in The Atlantic. “Yes, the balance that the show long maintained has tipped in favor of portraying the melodramatic turmoil within the family, but it’s done to tepid effect.”3

It was left to the king’s youngest son, Prince Harry, to turn up the heat on the new monarch and his family, first with the release of a six-hour Netflix documentary detailing his life and romance and then, in January 2023, a coruscating memoir, Spare. They broke global records for viewers and book sales—and earned the couple a healthy seven figures in royalties and other metrics. Their evident popularity—if book sales and viewing numbers were anything to go by—did not prevent a tsunami of criticism breaking over their heads. The media, who were roundly blamed for forcing Harry and his biracial wife into exile, questioned their right to attend his father’s coronation.

In the TV documentary, he and Meghan aimed their big guns at British newspapers, launching broadside after broadside regarding their sly racism and blatant sexism. Then it was his family’s turn to face some home truths, his 407-page memoir detailing the infighting, hypocrisy, and deceit among the Windsor clan. Nor did he spare himself, as he discussed his extensive drug use and mental health issues following the premature death of his mother, Diana, Princess of Wales. He described his brother, William, as jealous and bullying, and his father as weak, hesitatingly affectionate, and a prisoner of the media; his stepmother, Camilla, he charged with always being willing to feed Harry and Meghan to the ravening media wolfpack in exchange for positive headlines for herself.

In the nonfiction version of his life, Harry gave a clean bill of health to only one person—the queen, the prince describing his “special relationship” with a woman who possessed a “wicked sense of humour.” As for the institution she had presided over for seventy years, not so much. The queen, though—and for that matter her late husband, Prince Philip—would have failed to see the funny side in his angry confessional, just as, in the mid-1990s, they deplored Prince Charles’s decision to authorize a controversial life story that pointedly criticized his parents for their familial coldness and distance.

For their part the new king and his family maintained a dignified silence, focusing on the here and now rather than the past. Amid the chatter about whether or not Harry or Meghan would or should attend the coronation, a clearer picture emerged of the style and direction of this ancient ceremony. It was to be a showcase of “inclusivity and diversity,” the king insisting on a slimmed-down coronation with two thousand guests from all walks of life rather than the audience of more than eight thousand, mainly aristocrats, who attended Queen Elizabeth’s crowning at Westminster Abbey.

The number of peers would be kept to a minimum. Camilla’s family would be involved, as would Prince George, second in line to the throne, and possibly his siblings. Charles, a lifetime classical music lover who had helped both sons choose the tunes for their weddings, commissioned twelve new pieces from around the commonwealth to be played at the ceremony and enthusiastically endorsed “Ring for the King,” an ambitious plan to ring every church bell in Britain, approximately six thousand sets of bells, on the day of the coronation. The three-day celebration also included a concert at Windsor Castle, street parties across the nation, and the “Big Help Out,” a scheme to encourage voluntary work in local neighborhoods.

When the young queen was crowned in 1953, there was a sense of national renewal and optimism in the air, the coronation welcoming in a new Elizabethan age. With King Charles in his seventy-fifth year, the mood music was very much business as usual, a familiar face and a safe pair of hands, the new king and queen closely supported by the Prince and Princess of Wales. He had waited a lifetime to fulfill his destiny and he knew that he did not have the luxury of time being on his side. Like King Edward VII, who succeeded Queen Victoria, it will be a short reign but, as far as he is concerned, memorable.

In the first months of his reign the differences between his style and that of his late mother were noticeable. He was accused of dabbling in politics when he met the president of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, at Windsor Castle in February 2023, shortly after she and Prime Minister Rishi Sunak had concluded a final Brexit agreement with regard to the free flow of trade between Ireland and Northern Ireland. His intervention, which was seen by some as an indication of royal approval, took place before politicians had a chance to fully review the new arrangement. Sammy Wilson, the Brexit spokesman for the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), accused the king of “politicising” the monarchy. He complained: “If he keeps going down this route and politicising the monarchy, then the status that his mother had, he will never acquire. And he will put the monarchy in jeopardy because people will simply see it as partisan rather than a national institution.”4 While this may be a minority view, the king knows he must step carefully in the world of politics—just like his mother. Inevitably there was a political dimension in his choices. While it may have offended “Little Englanders,” his first scheduled state visits to Germany and France signaled Britain’s intention to strengthen existing ties following the Brexit dislocation.

Where he broke ranks with the late queen was in marshaling the needs and demands of his own family. He tackled a number of issues that the late queen had studiously avoided. One of his first acts was to amend the Regency Act to allow Princess Anne and Prince Edward to stand in as counselors of state should the need arise to deputize for the king. He neatly sidestepped any controversy with this new arrangement as he retained two non-working royals, Princes Andrew and Harry, as counselors but effectively made them redundant by widening the pool of available royals.

Again, the issue of royal housing more pointedly showed the diverging style of the new king. Whereas the queen had indulged her children, purchasing, refurbishing, or building “grace and favour” mansions for her brood, Charles held a tighter rein, conscious of the need to control expenditure. If it meant standing on a few toes, so be it. In January, much to their irritation, the king asked Harry and Meghan to hand back the keys to Frogmore Cottage, their home in Britain, so it could be used by Prince Andrew. He in turn was asked to vacate Royal Lodge, the queen mother’s former Grade Two–listed home set among ninety-eight acres in the Windsor Great Park, which was in dire need of renovation. He and his divorced wife, the Duchess of York, had lived there in separate wings following the queen mother’s death in 2002.

The thirty-room mansion was ultimately needed for the Prince of Wales’s family, who lived at the modest four-bedroom Adelaide Cottage, also in the Windsor Park, once occupied by Princess Margaret’s lover Group Captain Peter Townsend. While this elaborate game of family musical chairs happens at the start of every reign—the queen mother asked to live in the palatial Marlborough House after the death of George VI, for example—the new king was not prepared to tinker at the edges.

He talked about living above the shop at Buckingham Palace, rather like the prime minister at 10 Downing Street, while reserving Highgrove, his country seat, as his main residence. There was also talk of turning Balmoral into a museum to help defray the costs of running the forty-thousand-acre estate. A question mark, too, hung over the future use of Kensington Palace, now largely empty of senior royals after the Waleses moved out.

As king, Charles III was the font of all honor. Once again he faced a number of tricky choices, which he handled deftly. He conferred the title Duke of Edinburgh on his younger brother Prince Edward on his fifty-ninth birthday when he visited Edinburgh itself in March. In doing so he fulfilled his father’s wish that when the time came, Edward would inherit the title. Philip’s long-standing ambition did place Charles in a quandary. When he was born, Edward was third in line to the throne. At present he is fourteenth in line of succession and there was concern that he was too junior to be awarded such an important royal title. The king got around the issue by handing out the title for Edward’s lifetime only, which ensured that at some point in the future it would revert to the Prince of Wales, the future William V, who would be able to confer the weighty title to one of his own children—Princess Charlotte was favorite.

The announcement by Meghan and Harry that their daughter had been christened Princess Lilibet Diana in a ceremony at their home in Montecito conducted by the Episcopal bishop of Los Angeles, the Right Reverend John Harvey Taylor, resolved another controversy that had dogged the early months of the reign. There had been endless speculation that, as Meghan and Harry had stepped back from royal life and had agreed to place their own titles in abeyance, they would not burden their children with a “prince” or “princess” handle. However, as grandchildren of the monarch, Archie and Lilibet were entitled to be so styled. It was, as a spokesperson for the couple emphasized, their “birthright.” Whether the new princess, named after the longest-serving monarch but born and raised in America, will thank her parents for turning her into a titular curiosity remains to be seen. For King Charles, it is another hurdle overcome in a difficult family relationship that even tested the patience and forbearance of the previous monarch. Of course, recollections may vary.

A new broom, a fresh start, but the same royal DNA, a constant focus on service, duty, honor, and respect. It now remains to be seen how King Charles III responds to the challenges inside and outside the family, with the queen’s final departure from the stage. One thing is certain, though: She will be a hard act to follow.
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