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Preface

This is the fifth book I have written about Elizabeth II over two decades. Ahead of each one, people close to her – and, in some cases, related to her – have said to me: ‘Is there anything new to say?’ To which, as it has turned out, I have always been able to reply: ‘A very great deal.’ This book is no exception. It also differs from the others in one fundamental regard. This is my first book on our longest-reigning monarch that is written in the past tense. Elizabeth II was very much alive – and, in many ways, at the height of her powers – when I was writing my previous study, Queen of Our Times. Any ‘living’ biography will, inevitably, be open-ended, with a different mood and tone, in contrast to a retrospective portrait of a full life.

Though many of us may feel that Elizabeth II has only just left the stage – as we still stumble over the national anthem; as we ask ‘which one?’ when someone makes mention of ‘the Queen’ – the fact remains that she is now an historic figure. The reign of Charles III has been firmly established, as I have examined in my biography of the King, Charles III: The Inside Story. We can begin to view Elizabeth II through a different lens as Britain, and much of the world, grapples with the challenge of ‘memorializing’ her. A monarch feted with more jubilees than any other is now starting to accumulate posthumous milestones, starting with her centenary.

That is why this book is an entirely new undertaking, written from scratch, and not a compilation. It does not supersede the others, but complements them. While they all sought to answer the eternal question: ‘What is she really like?’, I am confident that this book takes us nearer than ever to answering a slightly different question: ‘What was she really like?’ Inevitably, some facts, anecdotes and quotations have appeared previously, not least because many earlier interviewees are no longer available or because a good story deserves another airing. However, there is much new material that has only emerged since her death. Many of those who have spoken in the past have also spoken afresh with new perspectives and interpretations. If this book feels more personal, that’s probably because it is.

That is all reflected in the fact that this book contains more material on the latter stages of the life and reign of Elizabeth II than on her earlier years. It is quite deliberate. Her youth, her ‘Gloriana’ era and her very gradual transition to a matriarchal agelessness are a vivid and essential part of this great story. However, it is her later years which are still most keenly debated and to which there are still many eyewitnesses. They are also years I have seen for myself. More than a third of a century has passed since I started writing on this subject – for what was only supposed to be a few days. It was, in fact, the calm before one of the greatest storms in modern royal history. At the end of that same year, I was at London’s Guildhall to hear a croaky but insistent voice speak of an ‘annus horribilis’. So much for a celebration to mark the past forty years of Queen Elizabeth II. It felt like a turning point for her monarchy, but in which direction? This is the remarkable story of her life prior to that question – and the even more extraordinary story of how she answered it.




Chapter One

A Personal View

‘Oh, really?’

The new Lord Chamberlain, Earl Peel, was not having the easiest start to his first Buckingham Palace garden party as the head of the Royal Household. It was his duty to escort the Queen among the 8,000 guests and introduce her to the handful picked out by the team of Gentlemen Ushers. As she approached the first couple, Lord Peel was given the handwritten note with their names at the very moment it started to rain. The ink promptly ran all over the card. The next couple he introduced turned out to be a Royal Canadian Air Force officer with his Polish girlfriend. As they were in mid-chat with the monarch, the woman’s mobile telephone suddenly burst noisily into life. Courtiers’ toes curled inside gleaming brogues. Smiles froze in rictus grins as everyone pretended to ignore the noise. With commendable sangfroid, the woman calmly slid her hand into her bag without averting her gaze and instantly tossed the phone over the heads of the crowd, continuing the conversation as if nothing had happened. The Queen did not blink either.

‘What was that all about?’ she asked Lord Peel afterwards. ‘I wasn’t sure what was going on.’ She was highly amused – and rather impressed – when the Lord Chamberlain explained this brief comedy of manners. It was an interesting snapshot of an ordinary day of royal duties. Here was an illustration of the extent to which people would go to avoid doing anything embarrassing in front of Elizabeth II. It also highlights the way she enjoyed it when things did not go entirely according to plan, her capacity to be unshocked by almost anything and her tendency, in any tricky situation, to defer to the most practical solution. She was also pleased to hear that, minutes later, someone in the crowd had reunited the flying phone with its owner.

Of all the character traits attributed to Elizabeth II, common sense is the one that would recur most often. There was, of course, the ingrained, almost hefted, sense of duty; the stoicism, modesty, kindness, shyness, Herculean self-restraint, self-deprecation and periodic parental myopia (especially when it came to the flaws of her second son), all seasoned with occasional flashes of humour, anger, acerbity and exasperation. After thirty years of encountering the late Queen as a journalist, author, commentator and film-maker, however, I would argue that pragmatism was her default setting. ‘She more or less invented the word,’ says Lord Peel.

As one former private secretary put it: ‘I discovered that, given the choice between practicalities and protocols, the choice between an argument for doing something, because that’s how we’ve always done it, or an argument for doing something different, because it would actually work better, then that was always the best way of arguing it.’ In this regard, we see an instructive temperamental difference between the Queen (together with Prince Philip) and her parents, along with her eldest son. The Queen, the private secretary added, would ‘metaphorically roll her eyes’ at some of the more pedantic elements within the Lord Chamberlain’s Office, the Palace department in charge of ceremonial. ‘She was happy to puncture the balloons of the sort of people who were obsessed about things like collar days or being immaculately dressed at a dress rehearsal.’

Seating plans were often a battleground between common sense and precedence. As we shall see in a later chapter, the Queen had to overrule her own officials at a multinational banquet to stop the presidents of the USA and France being placed at the wrong end of the table because they were, in theory, outranked by Euro-royalty.1 When all the world’s monarchs came to Windsor for a lunch to mark the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee in 2012, her staff fretted about how to arrange two dozen majesties for the official photograph. She had a simple solution. She would sit in the middle and the others would be seated according to their date of accession. It meant that she was flanked by King Michael of Romania (who first came to his throne in 1927) and King Simeon of the Bulgarians (1943). This raised fresh questions of protocol, since both had long since lost their thrones. It was no problem for the Queen, though. Neither had abdicated of his own volition so, in her view, both were still members of the club. On another occasion, ahead of the state visit of Nelson Mandela in 1996, the Queen learned that the South African president liked to be in bed by 10 p.m. – a legacy of his long years in prison. State banquets run to a strict and well-established format, but in this instance she asked her staff to ignore it and ensure that proceedings were all over by ten o’clock.

At the grandest events, her eye would usually be drawn to the prosaic detail, the bandsman with the curious cap badge or the photographer in the wrong position. Watching private film footage of her own wedding nearly seventy years later for a BBC film to mark her ninetieth birthday, she was particularly struck by shots of the honeymoon departure from Buckingham Palace. ‘This is quite funny, look! Oooh,’ she exclaimed. It was not the shots of herself and Prince Philip that had caught her eye, however. Instead, she was glued to the edge of the screen, where one of the horses in the procession was clearly spooked by the confetti. ‘The Household Cavalry not used to this sort of thing!’ she chuckled.2

It was a reminder of another character trait of Elizabeth II: she was rigorously unsentimental. This is in marked contrast to King Charles III, who has always been an incurable romantic. During that same film, he could be heard sighing nostalgically as he spotted some old Balmoral crockery or lamenting the passing of HMS Vanguard – ‘that wonderful battleship, the last one’. The Queen, in contrast, could be bracingly matter-of-fact. ‘Look at the size of her!’ she gasped, transfixed by the sight of Queen Sālote of Tonga.

The Queen’s old friend, Prue Penn, recalled staying at Sandringham not long after the death of Diana, Princess of Wales. Some of the housemaids had reported sensing a mysterious and unhappy spiritual presence in one of the rooms. There were even mutterings about having an exorcism. The Queen decided the simplest solution was to invite the local rector to investigate. ‘She got the parson in and he agreed to have a communion service – just Her Majesty, Princess Margaret and me,’ Lady Penn recalled. ‘He sensed a troubled soul unable to leave and he thought it was Diana.’ The Queen had an answer to that. ‘I shouldn’t think so,’ she told the rector briskly. ‘Diana didn’t like Sandringham much.’3

To hear a candid, straight-talking Queen in private could surprise those used to the reticent public figure. Former foreign secretary Douglas Hurd lamented the Queen’s ‘very cautious’ approach to speechmaking and would often find himself ‘wishing she’d let go’ in public. She was happy to do so in private. ‘She could be very frank with her opinions. They weren’t party political, of course, but I was very struck by how forthcoming she could be about people – past and present,’ said one former (Labour) minister.4 A former (Tory) Cabinet minister described her outlook as ‘rooted in hard work and not much sympathy for people who don’t work hard, but very definitely supportive of people who are unfortunate through no fault of their own’. Hers, he added, were ‘not the views of an aristocrat, or a very rich, out-of-touch person’.5

In her later years, particularly, there could be occasional flashes of Queen Victoria. When a Cabinet minister found himself talking to her over drinks in Windsor Castle’s Grand Reception Room, he pointed to the distant sight of urban sprawl to the north. ‘I know this area very well. I spent many years living in Slough,’ he remarked. ‘Oh, you poor thing,’ the Queen replied.6 On another occasion, when a guest remarked brightly that she must be looking forward to an upcoming Commonwealth summit in Uganda, she replied crisply: ‘No one looks forward to going to Uganda.’

It was not rudeness. She would simply prefer to be frank than to prevaricate; she hated even the most innocuous, well-meaning insincerity. The journalist and biographer Charles Moore found himself seated next to the Queen at a dinner and half-apologetically started to explain his next book. ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she assured him. ‘I shan’t read it.’ Lord Peel well remembered her first words when she appointed him as her Lord Chamberlain: ‘Do you really want this job?’ she asked with a big smile.7 She expressed similar sentiments to Boris Johnson when he arrived to be appointed as prime minister in 2019. A senior clergyman awaiting a royal verdict on a carefully prepared sermon was both amused and bemused by her parting remark: ‘So many long words, bishop!’ Having won the 2015 election by a tiny margin, David Cameron arrived at the Palace to be greeted with a blunt assessment: ‘You haven’t got a very big majority.’ To which he instantly replied (much to the Queen’s amusement): ‘But it’s getting bigger all the time.’8

Though she was much more in tune with cultural norms and societal shifts than most of her contemporaries, there was still some terminology that could make the younger generation wince. ‘She would talk about someone being “dotty” for all sorts of reasons,’ one close aide observed, recalling that it could span everything from mild eccentricity to severe mental impairment. In 2006, I heard her describe an extremist preacher as a ‘beardyweirdy’.

Her candour reflected an essential quality of the Queen, namely her authenticity. It also underpinned her sense of humour. She was said to be much amused by the orderly who remarked mournfully on the death of Pope John Paul I in 1978, barely a month after that of Paul VI: ‘I see the Pope’s dead again, Ma’am.’ During his days as Secretary of State for Scotland, Sir Malcolm Rifkind witnessed similar royal amusement on many occasions. He remembered her delight, after asking when restoration work at Stirling Castle would be completed, on being told: ‘It won’t be in your time, Ma’am.’9 She was equally entertained, during a media reception at a Commonwealth summit, when the late Fleet Street journalist Chris Buckland confessed that he had defaced a piece of her property. Pressed by her to confess, he explained it had been his passport. Pressed further, he explained that when entering communist Albania, he had carefully tweaked the box citing his occupation (then included in a British passport) from ‘writer’ to ‘waiter’. She would recount that one for years afterwards. It worked the other way, too. A senior courtier was invited for a weekend at Balmoral but had to explain that he was already hosting a house party at home. ‘Well, I won’t be asking you again,’ the Queen replied.10

It was a dry, regal humour that she had inherited from her parents. Prue Penn, lady-in-waiting to the Queen Mother, fondly recalled the day that they both appeared at an event wearing similar brooches from Cartier. ‘Snap!’ said Lady Penn, adding: ‘Yours is slightly bigger than mine.’ To which the Queen Mother replied: ‘I should hope so.’11

Elizabeth II might always have been conscious of her position; when Tony Blair was airing various plans for the 2002 Golden Jubilee, he was politely reminded: ‘My Golden Jubilee’.12 Yet she would not take herself too seriously. A close aide fondly remembered how, late in life, she had a fit of giggles trying (and failing) to help a butterfly out of the window of her study at Balmoral. We need only look back to her Olympic appearance with James Bond in 2012 and her Paddington Bear Jubilee encounter in 2022 to realize how few, if any, world leaders would stoop to taking part in a comedy skit, let alone pull it off.

The Queen neither would nor could go as far as the Duke of Edinburgh when it came to barbed remarks, but she could still be amused by such moments. During the installation of one new Knight of the Garter, the senior herald, Garter King of Arms, was being particularly punctilious about where the Duke should stand. Eventually, he cracked. ‘Piss off, Garter!’ he exclaimed. ‘The family were in stitches,’ one of them confided afterwards.13

She disliked cruel humour, but the Queen was always tickled by stories of innocent mistakes and of things going wrong. A long-running favourite was the tale of Sylvi Kekkonen, wife of the president of Finland. Having muddled her medication on the morning of their state visit to London, the Finnish first lady swallowed sleeping pills instead of heart pills and had to be propped upright by Prince Philip and Princess Anne as she snoozed through the carriage procession to Buckingham Palace. Mishaps at investitures were always eagerly retold. Sometimes it would be a man so overcome with nerves that he followed the person in front and performed a curtsey to the Queen. On one occasion, an eminent figure from the fashion world, having just received her MBE,* was so flustered that, instead of curtseying to the Queen, she turned round and bowed to the audience.

An investiture in 2004 brought out both her pragmatism and another much-quoted quality: her thoughtfulness. Midway through the ceremony, the Lord Chamberlain, Lord Luce, blacked out and collapsed at the very moment he was reading out the citation for the MBE being presented to the weather forecaster, Michael Fish. As the first-aid team rushed to stretcher Luce off to an ambulance, the Queen pressed on regardless, whispering that it couldn’t matter less who received which decoration as it could all be sorted out later. When Luce eventually returned to work, the Queen told him that she was happy to bend the rules. By tradition, the monarch and her entourage remain standing throughout investitures. However, she had arranged for him to have a high chair behind a screen so that he would appear to be standing, even if he was sitting down. ‘It was thoughtful in the extreme,’ he said later.14 It was an echo of the words of her father’s private secretary, Sir Alan ‘Tommy’ Lascelles, more than fifty years earlier: ‘She has got an astonishing solicitude for other people’s comfort; such unselfishness is not a normal characteristic of that family.’15

Douglas Hurd experienced this when he was feeling particularly under the weather on board the royal yacht at the end of the Queen’s historic state visit to Russia in 1994. ‘The Queen sent me to bed using the royal prerogative,’ he said. ‘I was suffering and she said: “I think your place is in bed, Foreign Secretary.” She prescribed the equivalent of Lemsip and I quickly recovered. I thoroughly enjoyed it all.’ From a young age, the Queen had absorbed the fact that the greater the enthusiasm for a royal event, the greater the disappointment if you then let people down. When sudden back pain forced her to pull out of opening Arsenal Football Club’s new stadium at a few hours’ notice in 2006, she did not forget the sadness caused by her no-show. Within days, the squad, management and board had been invited to the Palace for tea with her at a later date. 

In 2007, a trailer for a BBC royal documentary cost senior executives their jobs when it turned out clips had been re-edited to show the Queen storming out of a portrait shoot after a row with the American photographer Annie Liebovitz. The monarch had actually been cross with an aide and had been expressing her displeasure on the way in, but it blew up into a story which greatly upset Leibovitz and caused her considerable professional loss of face. Almost ten years later, she was suddenly contacted by the Palace to see if she would like to take another set of photographs, this time for the Queen’s ninetieth. A tearful Leibovitz was thrilled to accept. The resulting images were widely acclaimed, especially a tender shot of the Queen and Princess Anne (showing the depth of an often overlooked relationship). It may have been nearly a decade since her previous encounter with the photographer, but the Queen had not forgotten.

The late Chris Martin, private secretary to David Cameron as prime minister, liked to define the essence of the British constitution as the weekly audience between the prime minister and the monarch. He would then distil the essence of Elizabeth II herself down to two core qualities underpinning her role: her sense of duty and a sense of kindness.16 That, however, did not prevent even the grandest and the bravest from quaking in front of her. As she was about to present the Victoria Cross to Australian warrant officer Keith Payne on board the royal yacht in 1970, the Vietnam war hero was nowhere to be seen. The Queen’s equerry, Jock Slater, finally found the fearless jungle warrior on another deck puffing furiously on a cigarette. ‘Sir,’ he explained, ‘I have never been so nervous in all my life.’17

Outright fury was rare and only vented in-house. No less dreaded was a silent signal of displeasure towards those who crossed an invisible line, one usually involving overfamiliarity, culpable incompetence or plain rudeness. Staff would call it, with some trepidation, ‘the look’. ‘If the Queen ever feels affronted about something, she has the perfect answer,’ the diarist and biographer Kenneth Rose told this author. ‘She just stares at the person with open eyes, absolutely no expression.’ Former Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd witnessed it at the annual Diplomatic Reception, where all the members of the diplomatic corps from more than 150 embassies and high commissions are lined up according to the international diplomatic order of precedence. One ambassador arrived late and missed his slot. ‘He was very anxious not to lose the opportunity of bowing to the Queen, and he shoved himself into position out of line and he got the stare,’ said Hurd. ‘The courtiers escorted him away to the right position. Nothing would be said.’18

The courtiers and staff were certainly not immune themselves. ‘When I went over the top, her eyebrows would go up and I’d apologize. She hoped you’d sort out the distance you needed to keep,’ the former captain of Britannia, Sir Robert Woodard, once explained.19 Tony Blair warned that ‘she can be matey with you, but don’t try to reciprocate, or you get “The Look”.’20

One prime minister on the receiving end of it was New Zealand’s Helen Clark, during the Queen’s Golden Jubilee tour of the Pacific in 2002. The centrepiece was Clark’s black-tie banquet at the New Zealand Parliament. The Queen duly arrived in a full-length white evening gown of lace and pearl, plus tiara. She was met by her hostess wearing trousers. This was a time when female members of staff at Buckingham Palace were still quietly reminded that skirts and dresses were appropriate office day clothes, while trousers were not. ‘The poor Queen turned up as planned in a full ballgown and tiara, and Helen Clark tried to score points,’ recalled a member of the entourage. ‘It was just rude and rather embarrassing. The Queen did not get angry or say anything. But she understood very well when people were point-scoring. She was quite sanguine about it.’21

Innocent blunders, however, rarely bothered her at all. During a Balmoral shooting weekend in her later years, the guns stopped for lunch. One of the younger members of the party, the heir to a famous nearby estate, was so busy tucking into his plate of venison stew that he had not noticed a new arrival take a seat at the table. ‘How are you getting on?’ asked the Queen brightly. The young earl was so shocked to look up and see the monarch that his garbled attempt at a reply resulted in a small piece of meat landing in her face. ‘She didn’t flinch,’ said one of those present.22 She was similarly unfussed when a young Guards officer was dragooned into an after-dinner game of charades and handed a favourite family phrase to mime. Pointing to the Queen and pulling an imaginary chain, he was suddenly terrified that he might have committed lèse-majesté. He need not have worried. ‘Royal Flush!’ she replied instantly, delighted to be the first to get the clue. The perennial problem of the rogue mobile phone, mentioned earlier, would always mortify the owner more than it irked the Queen, who had a ready response. ‘You’d better answer it, Lord Chancellor,’ she told Robert Buckland when he started to emit ringing noises during a Privy Council meeting. ‘It might be someone important.’ He was neither the first nor last to do that.

In 2011, David Cameron was worried that he and his wife, Samantha, might have inadvertently overstepped the mark at the private Downing Street lunch they gave for the Queen and Duke of Edinburgh to celebrate the Duke’s ninetieth birthday. At the end, their ten-month-old daughter, Florence, was introduced to the Queen, who was paying her first visit inside Number Ten in a decade. ‘It was a small lunch in the small drawing room on the first floor, just the four of us. We brought Florence in at the end as we thought it would be a sweet moment,’ Cameron recalled. ‘And she literally grabbed the Queen’s pearl brooch and was not going to let go. We really had to prise it off her. The Queen took it well, but there was that slight look in her eyes of “What the hell is this child doing? Why isn’t she in the nursery?” There was a time and a place for children, but grabbing her brooch was not that place.’23

Her former private secretary, Martin Charteris, would say that while the Queen was a woman of her times and generation, her constancy actually made change easier for others to bear. ‘We became a very, very different country,’ he said, looking back on her reign after more than four decades. ‘I don’t think that she ever felt despairing about it. She has done a great deal to keep a balance in the country during all this change. She’s never really wavered. She has steel in her spine.’

Her tastes in both food and drink were unexotic, her consumption careful. Her mother and sister were both famously thirsty; the clergyman diarist Victor Stock was present at a 1988 City luncheon where the Queen Mother had worked her way through two glasses of gin and Dubonnet, followed by champagne, white wine and claret before being offered a closing glass of Chateau d’Yquem. ‘Oh no, I really couldn’t drink any more,’ she told her hosts. ‘I’ll just have a glass of champagne.’ Elizabeth II would have stopped after the first or possibly second gin and Dubonnet. Similarly, Prince Philip seldom advanced from a single bottle of beer (a local one when on his travels). The Queen liked simple food, prepared to the highest standard, though the Duke was more adventurous (his extensive library contained a whole section devoted to cookery books and, in 2010, he took all his staff to Heston Blumenthal’s Fat Duck to try the snail porridge and other delicacies). Again, though, both of them exercised a steely self-restraint. It was something which they passed on to all of their children, all of whom eat sparingly while the middle two are also teetotal. A guest invited to tea with the Queen at Balmoral in the early 2000s was impressed by the size of the spread. ‘An enormous table was laden with scones and cakes, so my wife and I were expecting at least a dozen people to turn up,’ he recalled. ‘And then we sat there for about an hour, just us and the Queen.’ Yet she would still eat carefully. In 2014, she was seated next to a newly elected lady mayor at a civic lunch in Belfast. According to a fellow guest, the Queen advised her: ‘You’re only a month in and you are going to have to eat many lunches and dinners like this, so this is what you do.’ Whereupon she gave a demonstration of moving food around the plate. ‘She showed how you push the food into the corners so it looks like you’ve eaten a lot,’ added the guest. ‘She was almost being maternal about it.’24

It would often be said by female spouses that, outside her immediate circle, the Queen was more comfortable in male company. ‘She definitely had a different smile for men. The women just had to make much more of an effort,’ recalled the female half of a couple regularly invited to stay. ‘But once you broke through, she would be sweet, almost conspiratorial. “You’re not on those heels again” – that sort of thing. And once you were accepted, she might invite you to come and look at some of her photo albums.’25

She was especially reserved when it came to mourning. For the most part, she avoided overt commiseration and non-family funerals, sending a representative instead. Were she to start attending, so the thinking went, she would soon find herself doing little else. However, she always liked to know of bereavements among staff and friends so that formal condolences could be sent. On receiving a note from a private secretary saying that a retired member of the Balmoral staff had died and had no next of kin, the Queen wrote back: ‘Oh yes she has. She has a niece; her name is Bunty and I met her when I was last in New Zealand.’26

It was often said that she found it easier to discuss emotions through animals. Martin Charteris, her former private secretary, told author Graham Turner that he had written many personal letters to her without reply, but received an anguished missive after the death of a much-loved Labrador killed by rat poison. A former lady-in-waiting received no response to a letter about a seriously ill child, but a six-page outpouring on the subject of a dead corgi.27 Those who knew her well were neither offended nor surprised. They had no doubt that she cared deeply but preferred to keep her emotions in check. ‘She thought a sobbing Queen was no use to anyone,’ said one, ‘whereas Charles is the opposite. He’s always writing letters of condolence. It’s the pragmatist versus the romantic.’28 Animals could be that pressure valve for the Queen. During his days as Lord Chamberlain, Lord Peel had a much-loved gundog called Dixie that his wife, Charlotte, had bought as a puppy from the royal kennels at Sandringham. Dixie later had a litter of her own, from which the Peels reared a puppy called Panda. As he recalled: ‘When Dixie died, I did say to the Queen: “I’m sorry to say, Ma’am, but we lost Dixie the other day.” And she said straight away: “I’m so sorry to hear that. The end of an era. How’s Panda taken it?” Can you imagine her remembering that?’29

This capacity for remembering small, personal details would often surprise even those who knew her very well. The Labour MP and Privy Councillor Sir Gerald Kaufman recalled a meeting where the clerk was reading out a long list of new high sheriffs for royal approval. Suddenly, at one name, the Queen interjected: ‘But he’s dead.’30 As, indeed, he turned out to be.

Though privy to the greatest state secrets and the first copy of the minutes of every Cabinet meeting, she was capable of viewing any issue through the other end of the telescope. Professor Sir Vernon Bogdanor liked to say that she understood what some might call ‘the soul of the British people’, a quality which Lord Salisbury had attributed more than a century before to Queen Victoria.31 Even when Elizabeth II was accused of being ‘out of touch’, as happened when she was attacked for staying at Balmoral after the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, her primary motives were those of a worried grandmother, not an ivory-towered Marie Antoinette. ‘You have to remember that she would start each day listening to Terry Wogan, not the Today programme,’ said one of her most senior aides, recalling her preference for chatty BBC Radio 2 breakfast banter as opposed to the meatier current affairs on Radio 4. ‘She always had all the papers on her table, including the red-tops. She liked to start with the Daily Mail and end with The Daily Telegraph – and do the crossword.’32 ‘The fact that all the newspapers were always laid out at Balmoral made you think: “they do really care what’s being said about them”,’ said David Cameron.33 It is another small contrast with King Charles III, whose mornings invariably involve Radio 4 and a need-to-know press digest rather than a pile of papers.

As the Queen grew older, she increasingly preferred the company of younger people. In the last twenty years of her reign, the age range of invitees at royal receptions was consciously lowered, with an emphasis on youth and a reduction in greeting lines of civic worthies in mayoral regalia (known as ‘chain gangs’). But that Downing Street lunch was a reminder for Cameron that the Queen was a product of her generation. ‘She very much reminded me of my two grandmothers,’ he reflected. ‘They were of a similar age and similar values. You just got on with it; no complaining; you remembered nettle soup and feeling lucky if you could eat rabbit in the war. It was about cracking on, being stoical. But there were ways of doing things and there were certain standards. So you didn’t think twice about changing clothes six times in a day at Balmoral. It’s just what you did.’34

In later life, the Queen was virtually unshockable, though that was not the case as a princess. Having been created a Counsellor of State at the age of eighteen (King George VI had lowered the minimum age from twenty-one on the grounds that, in wartime, she might become monarch at any minute), she had to sign a reprieve for a murderer. It entailed some gruesome details. ‘What makes people do such terrible things?’ she asked her governess, Marion Crawford. ‘I have so much to learn about people!’35 She was similarly innocent when it came to the opposite sex. Before Prince Philip became the love of her life, she was fond of the young Duke of Rutland – until she was not. Years later, Martin Charteris summoned up the courage to raise the matter. ‘He was certainly very fond of her but evidently made a pass at her, which greatly offended her,’ Charteris told Graham Turner. ‘I once asked her whether he had done so and there was no answer, which tells its own story.’ To a family friend, asking the same question, she had confided: ‘There are passes – and passes.’36

Over her long years as Queen, however, she soon became familiar with every facet of human life. Being married to a forthright Royal Navy officer certainly helped. She did not wish to be shielded from any cases of inappropriate behaviour among her own staff (although her children could be a different matter). An aide had been nervous of appraising her of disciplinary action against a senior footman who had been molesting a subordinate at Balmoral. ‘I was astonished to discover that she was in no way fazed by such an incident and agreed with the action I had taken,’ he recalled.37

In the days when homosexuality was still illegal in the armed forces and problematic in public service, the Queen’s default response when any examples came to her attention was one of sympathy. Staff noticed that she was much more likely to be judgemental when adultery was involved. In the early years of the reign, divorce had been a taboo topic, to the point that she asked Harold Wilson’s government to give her formal advice before she was prepared to give her cousin, the Earl of Harewood, permission to remarry. That was in 1967. By the time her sister and three of her children had been through the divorce courts, she had simply accepted it as a fact of modern life. Earl Peel remembered being called by a very nervous senior Establishment figure who was about to seek a divorce and who asked him to alert the Queen before she read about it in the papers. ‘I found myself sitting next to her at a lunch very shortly afterwards,’ the former Lord Chamberlain recalled. ‘So I said: “Ma’am, by the way, did you know that so-and-so is getting divorced?” She just said: “Oh, really?” And carried on. In other words: “Fine.”’

Successive generations of courtiers would speak of the Queen’s unerring negative judgement; her innate sense of knowing when not to do or say something. It was not in her nature, nor indeed part of her constitutional role, to be wildly enthusiastic about anything. Hers was a temperament well-suited to her times, a period of managed decline. Her father and all his predecessors had been duty-bound to hold and reign over existing territories, if not expand them. In 1947, however, the ‘Empire’ had ceased to be and, five years later, she came to the throne as the first monarch whose destiny was not to accumulate parts of the planet, but to relinquish, to withdraw and to shrink, helping former imperial possessions morph into independent members of the Commonwealth. Her role was to ensure it happened as amicably as possible. A cautious, non-confrontational monarch would find that process much easier than a bombastic reactionary like, say, George V.

However, some wished that she could be more proactive. As her biographer, Elizabeth Longford, memorably observed, while the Queen had ‘not put a foot wrong, she never put a foot forward’.38 Over time, her staff would learn to interpret the sliding scale of responses. ‘Oh, really?’ was a qualified indifference which, while not conferring approval, did not denote disapproval. In other words, it was, as Lord Peel noted, ‘fine’. Next came the raising of an eyebrow – a mark of caution. A ‘double eyebrow’ would make it clear that she had found fault. Next came ‘Are you sure?’, which was tantamount to ‘No’. Martin Sullivan, a dean of St Paul’s, told Kenneth Rose that he had once asked the Queen if she would ever contradict one of her ministers and express open disagreement. ‘I never put it as strongly as that,’ she had replied. ‘What I say is that I should like further information about it and that is an indication to the minister I am talking to that I don’t agree.’39

She was sparing with plaudits, including for her own children, but also with criticism. ‘She was so regulated that very rarely did anything rile her,’ said one close aide. ‘She had a few facial expressions. You could tell if something wasn’t going well as there’d be a slight down in the mouth. But she did not heap praise and nor did she admonish. She’d say: “I think that was alright” or “I think we got through that”. You can’t heap praise all the time when you have so many people trying to ingratiate themselves.’40

Whenever her office was recruiting senior staff, a prerequisite for headhunters was ‘low ego’: a capacity to perform without constant praise or validation. ‘It was essential because she was a low ego person, too,’ said a former private secretary. ‘She would avoid a tricky situation by saying something like “no one tells me anything”. When you are monarch, that’s canny but it also requires a great deal of confidence – and a low ego.’41

It was a great royal paradox that an inherently shy and non-competitive person should end up as the most famous woman in the world. There was precious little of either the diva or the recluse. ‘It always used to fascinate me watching her take a normal train, as she liked to in later years,’ said one senior staffer. ‘She’d walk across a concourse and people would be pointing and taking pictures. She just wouldn’t react in the way a celebrity would.’ The essential difference between the public and the private Elizabeth II was her vivacity. On duty and in almost all dramatic depictions, including the Netflix series The Crown, she was so often seen as aloof, contained, put-upon, well-meaning but chilly, even when smiling. In private, she was so much warmer, engaged, intriguing, relatable. The diarist Kenneth Rose liked to call her ‘exhilarating’.42 Surroundings had much to do with it, as I learned from my own experience, whether as a journalist or as an occasional guest at state occasions and receptions or behind the scenes with a tiny film crew. I always found her at her most animated and easy-going in those off-camera moments in her happiest places – with her horses in the Royal Mews at Windsor or in her study overlooking the sunken garden at Balmoral. The smile would be slightly different, the conversation lighter.

She was undeniably brave. As will be noted later, she was fearless in the face of almost anything except helicopters (for which she had a deep mistrust all her life, despite seeing two sons and two grandsons qualify as helicopter pilots). Her reign was peppered with occasions when politicians and the military were urging her not to visit places due to a plausible risk of assassination. In 1961, many MPs warned her not to go to Ghana after a spate of bombings.43 In 1964, her British ministers were suggesting that she should cancel a tour of Quebec, where violent protests against the Crown were expected.44 In 1979, there were credible intelligence reports of a plan to shoot her plane out of the sky as she flew in for the Commonwealth summit in the Zambian capital, Lusaka.45 In 1993, two years after an IRA mortar attack on Downing Street, she received intelligence reports of a plot to launch a similar attack on Buckingham Palace.46 The security advice was to move out. On every one of those occasions, she was unmoved.

During the 1980s and ’90s, bomb scares were an occupational hazard. In 1981, a bomb exploded at the Sullom Voe oil terminal in Scotland while the Queen was opening it (the device had been planted in a different building). One month later, a gunman opened fire as she was riding down the Mall (she wasn’t to know he was firing blanks and, as will be revealed later, actually thought that the Duke of Edinburgh had just been assassinated). The Queen was well aware of the risks but more concerned about the outcome. As she told the writer Sir Antony Jay at a luncheon: ‘I’m not afraid of being killed. I just don’t want to be maimed.’47

She never dwelt on her close shaves or even mentioned them. Many people still have to be reminded of events like that 1981 incident in the Mall. ‘I didn’t know about that,’ said Donald Trump, a fellow member of that fortunate but unenviable club of world figures who have survived being fired upon in public.* It is yet another reason why Mr Trump admired the Queen so much. ‘She was unbelievable,’ the US president told me. ‘She was in her nineties and she’d call me a lot and I’d call her a lot. She liked me, I liked her and we talked.’48 She would, no doubt, have been quick to console Mr Trump (as King Charles did) after the attempt on his life by an assassin in Pennsylvania in 2024. Throughout the Queen’s life, she would come to know several heads of state who did not survive these moments, including John F. Kennedy and Indira Gandhi. Her attitude was that one could only follow one’s instincts, hope for the best and trust in the Almighty.

The epicentral importance of her faith cannot be overstated. Clergy aside, she was the only major national figure who was entirely comfortable discussing God in public, as she would do each Christmas Day at 3 p.m. Her faith was, in the words of Nigel McCulloch, former bishop and Lord High Almoner, ‘very straightforward, consistent and sincere’. She was a devoted ‘low church’ Anglican of a generation who liked a service of matins every Sunday and Holy Communion on special occasions, usually in private. She loved the annual Royal Maundy service which she took more seriously than any monarch since the Reformation, holding it in different cathedrals all over her kingdom for the first time in its 800-year history. She took an uncomplicated view of her role as Supreme Governor of the Church of England. It was the same with her role as head of the armed forces and as head of the Commonwealth. None of these could ever be taken for granted. As David Cameron observed: ‘She was very conscious that consent for the royal family is permanently being earned.’49

It is why the charge sheet of errors at the end of her record-breaking reign would be a short one and consist mainly of sins of omission, of things which might have been said or done but were not. The lack of a royal representative at the service for victims of the 1988 Lockerbie plane bombing or at matches during England’s progress through the 1996 European football championships (on home turf) are examples. They might have been blunders, but they hardly amounted to a constitutional crisis.

Some, like the historian David Starkey, repeatedly accused Elizabeth II of being unbending, uneducated, incurious and dull. She had no intellectual or bookish leanings, unlike her successor. Culturally, she was content to be remembered as a curator rather than a connoisseur. When asked which ballet she might like to see on a foreign tour, the reply would usually be ‘a short one’. Others argued that these were precisely the qualities one should welcome in a hereditary monarch. ‘Everybody likes to be interesting,’ said the former Foreign Secretary, Lord Owen. ‘You have to be disciplined to be boring or to run the risk of being boring.’ Even her staunchest defenders would accept that her weak spot was her dislike of confrontation, especially on family matters. ‘She just wasn’t good at family meetings. Those were a struggle,’ conceded a senior aide of her later years. In particular, her indulgence of Prince Andrew* and failure to heed warnings about his judgement, his expenditure and his arrogance would ultimately prove to be damaging for the institution and catastrophic for the prince himself.

However, her place at or near the top of any ranking of English and British monarchs is assured, and not just because of her longevity. No one (with the possible exception of Charles I) reigned through more change, be it social, technological or geopolitical. It helped greatly that, even in dark times, and all through the worst of the crises and scandals which she had to navigate in the fifties, the nineties and the last three years of her life, she still loved being Queen. That her monarchy and her authority were as solid at the end as they had been at the beginning, seventy years before, is why she will always be ranked among the greats. Luck and genetics may have played their part, but it was chiefly down to character. It was because of ‘what she was really like’ that she reigned the way she did.




Chapter Two

1926–39

Number Three

The new arrival was never meant to rise above number three. She was born on 21 April 1926, not in a castle or a palace but in a house with a number on the door: 17 Bruton Street, London. The baby’s father, the Duke of York, known in the family as Bertie, was the second son of King George V, making the baby a princess and third in line to the throne behind her father and his elder brother, the Prince of Wales. Every expectation was that the child would slowly make her way down the line of succession, as was the natural order of things.

It was generally assumed that the Prince of Wales, then the most glamorous man on the planet (with a playboy lifestyle to match), would do his duty in due course, marry and produce an heir. Even if he did not, it seemed likely that the Duke and Duchess of York would produce several more children. Bertie was one of six. The baby’s mother, the Duchess of York, formerly Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, was the tenth of the eleven children of the Earl of Strathmore (in whose London home the child had been born). It was possible, if not probable, that a York boy would appear in due course and nudge the baby girl down to number four. That was the prevailing view in April 1926. Even so, those with their ear to the Court sensed that something historic had just happened. ‘I have a feeling the child will be Queen of England,’ wrote diarist, socialite and aristocratic anthropologist Henry ‘Chips’ Channon.1

A month later, the baby was christened Elizabeth Alexandra Mary at Buckingham Palace, taking the names of her mother, great-grandmother and grandmother. In those days, all such matters still had to be cleared with the King. ‘We are so anxious for her first name to be Elizabeth as it is such a nice name & there has been no one of that name in your family for a long time. Elizabeth of York sounds so nice too,’ Bertie wrote to his father.2 Including ‘Mary’ in the mix had been a shrewd move. The King and Queen Mary approved. By now, George V was a much happier man. When Elizabeth had been born, Britain was days away from a general strike which would have crippled the country and, some feared, might lead to violent disorder. Bolshevik revolution, recently triumphant in Russia, was the middle- and upper-class phobia of the day. Having followed every gory detail of the imprisonment and slaughter of his cousin, Tsar Nicholas II, eight years earlier, George V was anything but complacent. In the event, the strike had petered out and life returned to normal.

The King had been an ogre of a father to his own children, adopting a similar disciplinary philosophy to the one he had learned in the Royal Navy. However, he came to dote on his new granddaughter. When the Duke and Duchess of York were sent away on a long royal tour of Australia and New Zealand just months after Elizabeth’s birth, the baby came to live with the King and Queen. Even imperious Queen Mary would melt each day upon being presented with the grandchild she called ‘the bambino’. In December 1928, the King nearly died of an abscess on the lung. During his convalescence in Bognor, Elizabeth was despatched to help boost his spirits, which, by all accounts, she did. Like the rest of the family, he came to know her as ‘Lilibet’ – a variation on her own name for herself: ‘Tillabet’. In 1930, a younger sister arrived. Because it was August, Princess Margaret Rose was born at the Strathmores’ Scottish seat, Glamis Castle. It was the first time in 300 years that a child in the direct line of succession had been born in Scotland.

It was now starting to look as though Chips Channon might have been on to something, after all. There had been a four-year gap between the births of Lilibet and Margaret. The Yorks, now both in their thirties, were clearly not going to be emulating their parents in terms of filling the nursery. More worryingly, the private life of the Prince of Wales, whom the Princesses knew as Uncle David, was now a serious cause for concern. At the onset of the King’s grave illness in 1928, he had been on tour in Africa and was told to head home. ‘I don’t believe a word of it,’ the Prince told his assistant private secretary, Alan ‘Tommy’ Lascelles, who wrote that the heir to the throne then ‘went out without a word and spent the remainder of the evening in the successful seduction of a Mrs Barnes, wife of the local commissioner. He told me so himself, next morning.’3 When Lascelles subsequently resigned, his boss had the honesty to admit: ‘I’m quite the wrong person to be Prince of Wales.’4

Life for the two Princesses centred on the nursery at 145 Piccadilly, a grand – though not palatial – south-facing property overlooking Green Park and Buckingham Palace beyond. The Yorks had leased the eighteenth-century house in 1927, though it had required substantial work to make it a family home.* Running the nursery was the Duchess’s former nanny, Clara Knight, known as ‘Alah’ (Lilibet’s attempt at ‘Clara’). Following the arrival of Margaret, they were joined by a new Scottish nursery maid, Margaret MacDonald, whom the Princesses called ‘Bobo’. She would become a formidable royal fixture for the best part of a century. Though the set-up was much like that in any other aristocratic family, the Yorks were not as aloof as many. Some parents might only see their children for formal presentations between bath and bedtime, whereas the Yorks liked to start the day with the children running into their bedroom for ‘high jinks’.5

The King gave them the use of Royal Lodge in Windsor Great Park, to which the family would decamp at weekends. It had once been a Georgian folly (and would become very much associated with the folly of another Duke of York in years to come). The children loved it there, especially when they received a spectacular gift to mark Princess Elizabeth’s sixth birthday. The people of Wales had commissioned a child-size Welsh thatched cottage, with running water, electricity and loving attention to detail. It was installed in the Royal Lodge garden, where it still stands, and the girls adored it.

Despite such adulation, the family – and, above all, Queen Mary – appreciated the need for rules and some sort of engagement with the real world. This was still a time when royal children, especially girls, did not go to school, but were taught by a governess. In 1933, a fresh face arrived in the nursery. Marion Crawford, a twenty-three-year-old newly graduated teacher from Scotland, came for a one-month trial and stayed for the next seventeen years. Swiftly renamed ‘Crawfie’, she introduced a timetable and a curriculum. The King had given her a more rudimentary instruction: ‘For goodness’ sake, teach Margaret and Lilibet to write a decent hand, that’s all I ask you. Not one of my children can write properly.’6 Thanks to the indiscretions of Crawfie in later life, when she wrote a bestselling but career-ending memoir of her time in royal service, we have an engaging portrait of these years; of precocious Margaret with her imaginary friend, ‘Cousin Halifax’, and her made-up words (any sort of mushed-up food was a ‘hoosh-mi’); orderly Lilibet, lining up her toy ponies in neat lines and tidying up with a dustpan and brush. In fights, Lilibet was a hitter, Margaret more of a biter. Margaret was also much more interested in clothes and shoes, whereas her elder sister simply couldn’t care less. A biddable, reserved girl, Lilibet’s only known act of rebellion was upending an inkpot over her own head in revolt against a French teacher, who swiftly moved on. As well as Crawfie, there was another arrival in the Princesses’ lives in 1933, one which made an even longer-lasting impact than their Scottish governess: their first Pembroke Welsh corgi, Dookie. Another, Jane, would come soon afterwards, cementing a lifelong love of the breed.

There was much excitement when the girls were invited to be bridesmaids at the 1934 wedding of their father’s younger brother, the Duke of Kent, to Princess Marina of Greece. The occasion was notable for several reasons. It was the first time that Lilibet was at the same royal event as the bride’s first cousin, Prince Philip of Greece. It was also the first time that the King and Queen were in the same room as Uncle David’s new girlfriend, Wallis Simpson. The King was appalled. With one divorce behind her already, the American socialite was now cheating on her second husband, Ernest Simpson, with the Prince of Wales. It was becoming an open secret in society circles, and the King was later heard to rage: ‘That woman in my own house!’7

In private, George V was starting to accept that the future lay not with the Prince of Wales, but with his granddaughter. ‘I pray to God that my eldest son will never marry and that nothing will come between Bertie and Lilibet and the throne,’ he said at the end of 1935.8

It had been an emotional year for the ailing King Emperor after twenty-five years as monarch. Celebrating his Silver Jubilee, the first jubilee since Victoria’s sixtieth anniversary in 1897, he had discovered just how fond the public had become of him. In some ways, he was a caricature of a curmudgeonly squire, despising high art, ‘abroad’, cocktails and jazz music, while devoting his days to shooting and stamp-collecting. Yet, unlike so many of his continental counterparts, he had appointed good advisers and listened to public opinion. He had steered his monarchy through the First World War and Britain’s first Labour government. Dictatorships were on the rise across much of Europe, yet Britain remained democratic, imperial, grumpy, stable and reasonably prosperous.

During his reign, five emperors and eight kings had lost their thrones.* George V had come through. But the death of his sister, Princess Victoria, at the end his jubilee year had hit him hard, and the selfishness of his heir troubled him deeply. ‘After I am dead, the boy will ruin himself in twelve months,’ he told the prime minister, Stanley Baldwin.9

That clock would start ticking on 20 January 1936, when the King breathed his last just before midnight, sent on his way by a regicidal overdose of morphine. He had been fading slowly, but his doctor, Lord Dawson of Penn, had wanted him dead in time for the last edition of The Times.10 Were he to soldier on into the early hours, the demise of the Sovereign would be announced by the downmarket evening papers the following day, which would never do. Lilibet went to see her grandfather lying in state and was transfixed by the sight of Uncle David during what was called ‘the Vigil of the Princes’. ‘He never moved at all,’ she told Crawfie. ‘Not even an eyelid. It was wonderful. And everyone was so quiet. As if the King were asleep.’11

Lilibet had now moved up to number two in the line of succession, and yet the Princesses were largely insulated from the dramas of that year, as were most of the British public. ‘All we at 145 Piccadilly knew in the schoolroom was that of a sudden we saw much less of handsome golden-headed Uncle David,’ Crawfie noted.12

Throughout that year, the new King spent increasing amounts of time with Mrs Simpson as their relationship gathered pace. She began appearing in the Court Circular, and the pair embarked on a Mediterranean cruise together. Considerable umbrage was taken in Scotland when the King pulled out of opening a new hospital in Aberdeen, claiming to be in mourning, only to be photographed driving to the city to collect Wallis from the station. The Yorks saved the day by cutting the ribbon instead.

When Wallis began divorce proceedings from her husband in the autumn, it was clear where things were heading, and, on 16 November, the King informed the prime minister of his intention to marry her. Stanley Baldwin, along with church leaders and most of the governments of the King’s other realms, told him that the people would not tolerate a monarch married to a double divorcee. A story which had been widely covered abroad for weeks finally arrived on British front pages in December, and the entire country could have a view on the matter. Forced to decide between his throne and his heart, Edward chose the latter, and on 10 December, he signed the Instrument of Abdication. A day later, his last act as monarch was to approve it, after which he went into voluntary exile, downgraded from ‘His Majesty’ to ‘His Royal Highness the Duke of Windsor’. Instantly elevated to the throne, Bertie found the whole experience traumatic. ‘I broke down & sobbed like a child,’ he wrote in his abdication memorandum.13 It would leave a lifelong impression on Lilibet, too. ‘The girls were not supposed to see the papers, but she never forgot finding a front page of the Evening Standard,’ a senior aide of her later years recalled. ‘That was how she learned she was heir presumptive. That was a shock.’14

Though he had been known as Bertie all his life, the new King would reign as George VI. After the shock of the abdication, it was important to shunt all trappings of Edward VIII to one side as swiftly as possible and re-establish a sense of continuity from George V. For the same reason, there would be no change to the date fixed for the Coronation. They would just need to change the cyphers from ‘E’ to ‘G’.

‘I’m afraid there are going to be great changes in our lives, Crawfie,’ the new Queen Elizabeth told the governess, who, in turn, had to explain to the children that they would shortly be moving house. The girls were less than thrilled. ‘But I have only just learned to write “York”,’ Margaret replied crossly. They would also have to learn to curtsey to their parents. ‘Try not to topple over,’ Crawfie told the girls as they prepared to welcome Papa home.15 It was the one sight that cheered him up on that momentous day.

The Princesses did not enjoy the move from 145 Piccadilly to Buckingham Palace any more than their parents. ‘People here need bicycles,’ Lilibet told Crawfie, who likened palace life to ‘camping in a museum’.16 The governess organized a Buckingham Palace company of Girl Guides, drawn from suitable families nearby, to introduce Lilibet to a wider circle of friends. A Brownies pack was created for Margaret.

Chips Channon’s bold prediction a decade earlier now looked a certainty. She might be styled ‘Heir Presumptive’ rather than ‘Heir Apparent’ – the law still leaving room for that elusive male heir – and denied the rights and revenues of the Duchy of Cornwall that she would have enjoyed had she been a boy; yet, at number one in the line of succession, it now had to be assumed that she would one day be Queen.

Crawfie’s schoolroom sessions would be more important than ever for a future monarch, and there would need to be extra tuition in constitutional history in due course. Queen Elizabeth organized lessons for Lilibet with Henry Marten, Vice Provost of Eton, while the girls’ grandmother, Queen Mary, arranged edifying excursions to appropriate landmarks. The dowager queen had been horrified by the behaviour of her eldest son and was thrilled that Bertie and his young family were now in charge. ‘What a joy it has been to me to feel that the beloved old Home is in such good hands,’ she wrote to Bertie and Elizabeth shortly before the Coronation.17

The Princesses sat with their grandmother throughout the ceremony at Westminster Abbey, eleven-year-old Lilibet later writing an enchanting account of it for her parents. ‘The arches and beams at the top were covered with a sort of haze of wonder as Papa was crowned, at least I thought so,’ she observed.18 The Princesses had still not quite grasped the sequence of events, however. ‘Why isn’t Uncle David here?’ Princess Margaret whispered during the service. ‘He abdicated,’ Lilibet replied. ‘Why?’ asked Margaret. Lilibet whispered back: ‘He wanted to marry Mrs Baldwin.’19 Hence the need for those lessons with Henry Marten.

With the new King crowned, Stanley Baldwin (still firmly attached to Mrs Baldwin) retired and the King appointed the obvious candidate, longstanding Chancellor of the Exchequer Neville Chamberlain, as the new prime minster. The Coronation, like the postage stamps and coins, had established the new reign at home, but the King would have to make his mark internationally, especially with his elder brother on manoeuvres overseas. Three weeks after Bertie’s crowning, the Duke of Windsor married Wallis in France, with none of the Royal Family present (both the King and the prime minister had made it clear that family should not attend). What angered Uncle David even more than the boycott by his relations was the King’s decision to issue letters patent specifically denying Wallis the style of HRH. Four months later, the Windsors were touring Nazi Germany, meeting Adolf Hitler and performing Nazi salutes. As the prospect of another great conflict in Europe grew closer, the King and Queen would need to bolster old alliances. In July 1938, they left Britain for their first state visit, to France. Two months later, talk of war briefly receded as Neville Chamberlain returned from Munich having signed a non-aggression pact with Hitler. To the eternal regret of the Royal Family, the King invited him onto the Buckingham Palace balcony to receive the cheers of the gathering crowds (a brazenly political royal decision, given that Winston Churchill was already condemning the deal as ‘an awful milestone in our history’). It soon proved to be a false dawn. A year later, the King became the first reigning monarch to visit his largest realm, Canada, and paid the first state visit in history to the USA (it was also the first recorded royal encounter with fast food: ‘HOT DOGS too!’ the Queen wrote excitedly to her daughters).20

The Princesses had remained at home, but did set sail with their parents later in the summer of 1939 for a coastal cruise in the royal yacht, Victoria and Albert. Along the way, they visited Dartmouth, where the King took his family to see his alma mater, Britannia Royal Naval College. While the grown-ups went in one direction, the Princesses were entrusted to the care of eighteen-year-old Cadet Captain Prince Philip of Greece, who had been given the task of entertaining them. Very distantly related (he was also a great-great-grandchild of Queen Victoria), he now looked very different from the schoolboy cousin of the bride at that Kent wedding five years earlier. This time, Crawfie noted, he made a proper impression, especially with thirteen-year-old Lilibet. The Prince was later invited back to the royal yacht, where he embraced the opportunity to wolf down large quantities of decent food, including a banana split. As Crawfie recorded: ‘Lilibet sat, pink-faced, enjoying it all very much.’21 She would always remember that introduction to Philip at Dartmouth. Many years later, the King’s official biographer would write (with her approval) that Princess Elizabeth had been ‘in love from their first meeting’.22 It would be a few years before the Prince felt the same.

Just six weeks later, Britain was at war following Germany’s invasion of Poland, with which the United Kingdom and France had signed defence pacts. On 3 September 1939, the King and Queen were at Buckingham Palace listening to the wireless as the prime minister grimly announced that Britain was at war. It was followed almost immediately by the first air-raid warning – a false alarm, as it turned out (it would be another year before bombs started falling on London). However, a decision was taken that the Princesses should remain at Balmoral, where they were still on holiday. They moved from the main castle to Birkhall, the less conspicuous home which the family had rented from George V in their days as the Yorks. It was deemed less of a target, and Crawfie soon ensured a return to regular lessons in the makeshift schoolroom. The Princesses were not shielded from the news, though Lilibet was characteristically protective of her little sister. ‘I don’t think people should talk about battles and things in front of Margaret,’ she told Crawfie. ‘We don’t want to upset her.’23

After a relatively quiet start to the war, Britain was suddenly shaken five weeks in by the loss of the battleship Royal Oak. A German U-boat had sneaked past the anti-submarine defences at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands to sink this grand old warhorse of the previous war, at a cost of 835 lives, a third of them teenagers. Lilibet
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