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‘The best reason why Monarchy is a strong government is, that it is an intelligible government. The mass of mankind understand it, and they hardly anywhere in the world understand any other.’

Walter Bagehot

‘In the early 20th century the monarchy was held up as the archetypical virtuous British family. In the late 20th century it became the most wonderful symbol of the complete re-engineering of family structures.’

David Starkey

‘Britain has a great sense of its own national pride. It’s like the monarchy is the embodiment of that pride.’

John Lithgow

‘The monarchy is so extraordinarily useful. When Britain wins a battle she shouts, God save the Queen; when she loses, she votes down the prime minister.’

Winston Churchill

‘I believe that the royal family are a focus of patriotism, of loyalty, of affection and of esteem. That is a rare combination, and we should value it highly.’

Margaret Thatcher
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Longest and Shortest Serving Monarchs

Longest Serving


1. Elizabeth II: 70 years, 214 days

2. Victoria: 63 years, 216 days

3. George III: 59 years, 96 days

4. Henry III: 56 years, 19 days

5. Edward III: 50 years, 19 days

6. Elizabeth I: 44 years, 147 days

7. Henry VIII: 38 years, 347 days

8. Æthelred: 37 years, 362 days

9. Henry I: 35 years, 118 days

10. Henry II: 34 years, 254 days



Shortest Serving


1. Lady Jane Grey: 9 days

2. Ælfweard: c.16 days

3. Sweyn Forkbeard: 40 days

4. Edgar II: 63 days

5. Edward V: 78 days

6. Matilda: 208 days

7. Edmund II: 221 days

8. Harold II: 282 days

9. Edward VIII: 326 days

10. Louis: 1 year, 129 days







Foreword

‘AND WHAT DO you do?’ asked Her Majesty The Queen. My partner John and I were guests at a reception of the books industry at Buckingham Palace in mid-2002. There were around eight hundred people milling around drinking warm wine, hoping to snatch a few seconds with the most famous woman in the world. I never expected us to be able to actually do it, but John was determined. ‘We’ll never get the chance again,’ he rightly said. ‘If we stand here, at some point she will have to walk past us.’ He was right.

We explained we were owners of Politico’s Bookshop in Artillery Row, a stone’s throw from where we were standing. We told her we often saw her being driven past the shop. Not a flicker. I then said I had started to do political commentary on radio and television as well. At this, she perked up. ‘Oh, how interesting,’ she remarked, before proceeding to ask: ‘What do you think is going to happen to Mr Robinson?’ At that point, former Labour minister Geoffrey Robinson was in a spot of political bother. I gave her the benefit of my views and I remember her eyes sparkling. ‘Now there’s a woman who likes a bit of political gossip,’ I thought to myself. We chatted away for about five minutes, with me being constantly aware of people trying to elbow their way into the conversation. The Duke of Edinburgh stood towering over her, but remained more or less silent. I’d always been told the Queen wasn’t very good at small talk, but our conversation flowed very naturally and I was almost expecting her to ask us if we wanted to stay behind for a post-reception snifter upstairs. My imagination was running away with me.

And that was it. But it’s something to tell the grandchildren. Not that I have any.

It’s true to say that down the centuries, everyone who meets a monarch remembers it for the rest of their lives. Apparently, during her seventy-year reign, Queen Elizabeth II met more than three million of her subjects. A 2018 poll showed that 31 per cent of people in Britain had either met or seen the Queen live in person. Down the centuries there have been continuous debates about how ‘in touch’ the monarchy is with the people. It is fair to say that the late Queen was probably more in touch with her people than any of her predecessors.

I have always been fascinated by the monarchy ever since I saw the TV drama Edward and Mrs Simpson as a sixteen-year-old in November 1978. It detailed the 1936 abdication crisis in dramatic form. I then read a biography of Edward VIII, then of George V, then George VI, and I was hooked.

So when I was mulling over how to follow up my books, The Prime Ministers and then The Presidents, it seemed all too obvious to do a book on the monarchy and commission a series of essays on all the individuals who have sat on the English, then British throne. Being a political obsessive I was surprised at how little I knew, before working on the above titles, about prime ministers of the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries or American presidents before the First World War. I assumed there would be many other people in the same position. By commissioning essays on the UK prime ministers and US presidents, I aimed to give readers some basic knowledge of each of them, so that they could then read further concerning any that piqued their interest. And so it is with monarchs. We all know about Queen Victoria, Edward VIII and Queen Elizabeth II, but how much do we really know about other monarchs? Yes, we know William the Conqueror beat King Harold at the Battle of Hastings. We know George III was mad, but what else do we know about his sixty-year-long reign? We know Henry VIII famously had six wives, but do we know much more about him, other than that he was very fat? We know that King Alfred the Great burned his cakes and that Canute tried to stop the tide coming in – although, as you will find in Canute’s chapter in this book, that’s not quite the full story.

It was clear to me that Kings & Queens should be the third book in my trilogy. I then faced a dilemma. Most people think history began in 1066 with the Norman Conquest. It didn’t. The British throne, as opposed to the English throne, was created on 24 March 1603 when the crowns of England and Scotland were united under James I, or James VI of Scotland as he had been until then. I wanted to include all the Scottish kings but soon realised that would be impossible, given there were more than forty of them dating from the House of Alpin. I concluded they deserved a book of their own, but I will leave someone else to take up that particular challenge.

Initially I decided to start the book with William the Conqueror, but after some thought I decided that instead of starting in 1066 I’d go back nearly two centuries and commence with the Saxon kings and Alfred the Great. Several of them were not kings of the whole of England, it has to be said, but I believe nevertheless that they deserve a place in this book. The chapters on most of these early monarchs are necessarily shorter given that we know comparatively little about several of them. Matthew Stadlen drew the short straw by offering to write about Ælfweard, who was king for less than a month in 924. Or was he?

If you are a purist you might wonder why on earth I have included several ‘monarchs’ who are never normally included in the lists of kings and queens. When I announced I was doing this book I was assailed by people on social media urging me to include the likes of Ælfweard, Louis, Edgar II, Matilda and Lady Jane Grey. Jane Grey had always fascinated me. I had heard of Matilda but Edgar and Louis had passed me by. I asked people to make the case for them to be included, and eventually agreed they should be. I then decided to write about Edgar II myself.

Then came the dilemma of what to do about The Commonwealth and The Protectorate, between 1649 and 1661. It seemed a bit odd to have a gap of eleven years in the book, but, on the other hand, the Cromwells were not monarchs, even though parliament did ask Oliver Cromwell to become ‘king’, an offer he eventually turned down. I decided to include both Oliver and Richard on the basis that people typically know too little about them and their story is entirely relevant to the history of the monarchy. Again, I am sure historical purists will be irritated by their inclusion, but there we are.

The task of selecting authors to write the sixty-four essays was far more difficult for this book than for The Prime Ministers and The Presidents, not least because I am less familiar with royal writers than political ones. Again, I’ve gone for a mix of historians, academics, journalists and politicians, but have added some royal commentators to the mix as well. I discovered a whole new phalanx of young, female historians, many of them recommended by Alex Churchill of the fantastic History Hack podcast, to whom I owe a huge debt of thanks.

There is no better authority on Henry VIII than the irrepressible David Starkey, and his chapter is certainly one of the highlights in the book. Damian Collins has a very original take on Edward VIII and Miranda Malins’ chapter on Oliver Cromwell is a particular gem. Simon Heffer really brings George V, an underrated monarch, to life, and Julia Langdon has a fresh interpretation of Elizabeth II, packed full of anecdotes. I am very grateful to my LBC colleague Shelagh Fogarty for stepping in to write about our new king, Charles III. To be honest, I wasn’t sure whether to include him or not, but decided that Shelagh would do a brilliant job, and she has.

What I have discovered through The Prime Ministers and The Presidents is that many readers dip in and out of these rather than read them from cover to cover. In this book you may well find the odd repetition of the circumstances of a monarch’s death and the transition to their successor. These have been deliberately left in for those readers who pick and choose the monarchs they wish to read about.

Given there are sixty-four different contributors, inevitably there isn’t a uniformly consistent style. My only instruction was to write for a general audience, rather than an academic one. For that reason, I banned footnotes. I encouraged anecdotage. Admittedly, I wasn’t expecting to discover a king who had a threesome with his wife and mother-in-law, but there you go. There’s far more sex in this book than I ever imagined there would be. Homosexuality is mentioned quite a lot and of course adultery was de rigueur for many monarchs.

And if that doesn’t get you reading the whole thing, nothing will!

Iain Dale

Tunbridge Wells, July 2023




Introduction: The Monarchy in Britain

Professor Vernon Bogdanor

IN EUROPE IN 1900, monarchy was the norm. The only republics were France and Switzerland, to be joined by Portugal in 1910. In Asia, also, there were various monarchies. Turkey was ruled by a Sultan, Persia by a Shah, Japan by a Mikado and there were monarchies in the Malay states. There was, in addition, an emperor of China, while Queen Victoria had been, since 1877, Empress of India – she was no longer Victoria R, but Victoria RI – Victoria Regina Imperatrix.

By the end of the twentieth century, however, monarchy was no longer the norm in Europe. There remained just eight monarchies – Britain, Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Spain. In Asia, there is still an emperor in Japan, and monarchies in Malaysia, but no longer in Turkey, Iran or China. There are, however, monarchies in smaller states – Thailand and Nepal – and new monarchies in the Middle East – Jordan, Saudi Arabia and a number of the Gulf states. In Africa, there are just three monarchies: Morocco, Lesotho and Swaziland. In Latin America, liberated from colonialism, there are none.

Of the world’s monarchies, the British is by far the most important and also the oldest. King Charles can trace his descent from Egbert, King of Wessex, who reigned between 802 and 839, and also from William the Conqueror. The British monarchy is also the only one that has an international dimension. It is not based solely on hereditary succession. It is a parliamentary monarchy. Parliament if it so wishes can alter the line of succession. It did so in 1689, the year of the ‘Glorious Revolution’, when it was deemed that James II had broken his contract with his people by seeking to restore a Catholic monarchy. In consequence James was deposed, though he was said to have ‘abdicated’.

In 1689, parliament decided to offer the crown jointly to William of Orange and Mary, daughter of James, rather than to the newborn son of James, who was first in line. In 1702, when the death of William left the throne vacant, the throne was offered to Anne, a younger daughter of James II. On the death of Anne in 1714, it was then offered to George I, Elector of Hanover. Fifty-six Catholics with stronger hereditary claims were bypassed, for the Bill of Rights of 1689, reinforced by the Act of Settlement of 1701, had provided that no Catholic could inherit the throne.

In 1936, parliament again altered the law of succession by an Act providing for the abdication of Edward VIII and stipulating also that, were Edward to have children, they could not inherit the throne. The dominions were, by convention, required to agree to this alteration in the law of succession. Abdication occurred because the prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, believed that the proposed marriage between Edward VIII and Mrs Simpson was incompatible with the monarchy. He based this view on his estimate of public feeling. For paradoxically, the monarchy, although an unelected institution, depends for its legitimacy on popular consent, just as the government of the day does. In October 1994, the Duke of Edinburgh told the Daily Telegraph that the monarchy could survive only as long as people wanted it. At her Golden Wedding celebrations in 1997, Elizabeth II drew attention to the fact that governments had a sure way of determining whether they enjoyed public support through periodic elections, even though the verdict might be a brutal one. It was not so easy for the monarchy to determine whether it enjoyed public consent, but just as important.

In those European countries in which monarchy survives, it does so as a constitutional or limited monarchy. Constitutional monarchy – a system in which the monarch reigns but does not rule – probably has its origins in the Old Testament. The ancient Jewish tribes after being defeated by the Philistines asked to be ‘like other nations’ and to be given a king. But the king’s powers were limited by the Mosaic laws; and, according to the Second Book of Kings, monarchs who infringed these laws, such as Queen Jezebel or Queen Athaliah of Judah, were to be overthrown.

In modern times, however, it was in Britain that constitutional monarchy first developed. The Glorious Revolution of 1689 established the principle that the monarch was subject to parliament, and it came gradually to be accepted that the monarch could only speak and act on the advice of ministers.

The disappearance of monarchies in most of the Continent is primarily because absolute monarchs failed to accept this principle, which is an essential element of popular government. The democratic revolutions that began with the French Revolution of 1789 replaced the divine right of kings with the divine right of the people. That principle was incompatible with the notion of absolute monarchy.

Defeat in war was a further factor leading to the disappearance of monarchical regimes. Monarchs who had led their countries to war were removed after military failure or defeat – Russia in 1917, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Turkey after 1918, Italy after 1945.

Britain, however, was fortunate. Her island situation meant that she suffered no invasion after 1689, while she was victorious in the Napoleonic Wars and in both world wars. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, her monarchs, though far from being enthusiastic supporters of popular government, nevertheless accommodated themselves to it.

In 1867, Bagehot, in his classic work The English Constitution, wrote that ‘it is only during the period of the present reign [the reign of Queen Victoria] that in England the duties of a constitutional sovereign have ever been well performed’. In 1901, Arthur Balfour, Leader of the House of Commons, declared that Queen Victoria had been ‘the first of all constitutional Monarchs whom the world has yet seen’. This was not primarily due to the wishes of the Queen, who was sceptical if not downright hostile towards the idea of democracy. She ‘cannot’, she had written to the Liberal minister, W. E. Forster, in 1880, ‘and will not be the Queen of a democratic monarchy’. In 1892, after the electoral defeat of the Conservatives, she wrote to her daughter, the Empress Frederick in Germany, that ‘it seems to me a defect in our famed Constitution to have to part with an admirable government like Lord Salisbury’s for no question of any importance, or any particular reason, merely on account of the number of votes’.

At the beginning of Queen Victoria’s reign, the monarch still played an active part in government. She regarded herself as being personally responsible for its measures, and it was believed that a government needed the monarch’s confidence to survive. Between 1715 and 1834 no sitting prime minister appointed by the king ever lost an election. But the 1832 Reform Act served to constrain royal power. Shortly afterwards, in 1834, William IV dismissed his prime minister, Lord Melbourne, appointing Sir Robert Peel in his place. But Peel was to lose the 1835 general election and William was obliged to take Melbourne back. This was the last occasion on which the monarch dismissed a prime minister.

The role of the monarchy came to be further restricted with the growth of a disciplined two-party system in the House of Commons, and Victoria found herself with little room for manoeuvre against a government with a solid majority in the Commons. So, by the end of her reign, the monarch’s role had become almost entirely passive. She had ceased to be a political force in her own right. Yet the prestige of the monarchy at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign owed much to its association with parliamentary and responsible government in which the monarch was required to act on the advice of her ministers. It is a paradox that constitutional monarchy arose as a result of political forces of which the Queen disapproved.

The prestige and affection in which the monarchy had come to be held at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign was something new in British history. It would have appeared highly unlikely when she came to the throne in 1837. The three previous sovereigns had been, in the words of Sir Sidney Lee in his biography of the Queen in the Dictionary of National Biography, ‘an imbecile’ (George III), ‘a profligate’ (George IV) and ‘a buffoon’ (William IV). In 1830, Peel had thought the monarchy so unpopular that only a miracle could save it. During the agitation over the 1832 Reform Bill, William IV had felt the crown ‘tottering’ on his head.

But, as Bagehot had foreseen, the magic of monarchy, what he called its ‘dignified’ element, was dependent upon the withering away of what he called the ‘efficient’ element, its power. For a monarch with power was bound to offend that part of the nation that did not agree with the way in which that power was used. But, with its power withering away, the monarch could truly become head of the whole nation as well as head of state, and indeed Queen Victoria was the first modern sovereign to arouse genuine popular enthusiasm and affection, especially in her later years. The withering away of power continued after the end of Queen Victoria’s reign and today almost all of the discretionary personal prerogatives have disappeared. For using these prerogatives could easily prove controversial and divisive, as when, for example, in 1975 in Australia, the Queen’s representative, the Governor General, Sir John Kerr, dismissed the prime minister, Gough Whitlam; or in Britain, when the Queen in 1963 appointed Lord Home prime minister rather than R. A. Butler or Reginald Maudling, whom many supported. Today there remain only a very few vestigial prerogative powers, such as the power to refuse a request for a dissolution, and these powers are hardly ever used except in pathological or emergency situations.

During the twentieth century, the monarchy has come increasingly to be seen as a symbolic institution, indeed the only institution that is capable of representing the whole nation to itself. To fulfil this role successfully, it is vital that the monarchy not only be above party, but be clearly seen to be above party. This means that prerogative powers must be exercised in such a manner that they cannot give rise to accusations of partiality. For this reason the Palace welcomed the adoption by the Conservative Party in 1964 of rules for the election of the party leader, following the fracas attending the choice in 1963 of the Earl of Home under the older more opaque system of ‘customary processes of consultation’. In the past, many had argued that the precise extent and scope of the sovereign’s personal prerogatives, including the choice of a prime minister, should be left undefined, so as not to limit the scope of the monarch. But that had the danger of rendering the monarch subject to criticism if the prerogative was used in a controversial manner. The Cabinet Manual, adopted in 2010, defined the procedures to be adopted whenever a general election failed to yield an absolute majority for one party, and this was an important stage in the long historical process of the evolution of constitutional monarchy. Previously it had been thought that the monarch had a considerable degree of discretion in such a situation. That discretion, however, has now been confined almost to vanishing point.

But the growth of parliamentary government has not rendered the sovereign a mere cipher, ‘a mandarin figure which has to nod its head in assent, or shake it in denial, as his minister pleases’, as Baron Stockmar, an adviser to Albert, the Prince Consort, had feared. Instead power came to be replaced by influence. ‘I know it will be said,’ Disraeli declared in 1872,

that, however beautiful the theory, the personal influence of the Sovereign is now merged in the responsibility of the minister. I think you will find there is a great fallacy in this view. The principles of the English constitution do not contemplate the absence of personal influence on the part of the Sovereign; and if they did, the principles of human nature would prevent the fulfilment of such a theory.

Bagehot had laid down three constitutional rights that a sovereign enjoyed: the right to be consulted, the right to encourage, and the right to warn. But, so Bagehot warned, there was no easy road to monarchical influence. The details of political affairs were, in Bagehot’s words, ‘vast, disagreeable, complicated and miscellaneous. A king, to be the equal of his ministers in discussion, must work as they work; he must be a man of business as they are men of business.’ Victoria had been the first sovereign prepared to master the endless boxes of state papers sent to her with such monotonous regularity by her private secretary. Her example has been followed by all of the monarchs who succeeded her with the single exception of Edward VIII, whose reign, however, was very brief.

The British monarchy is almost unique in Europe in its close association with religion. In England and Scotland, there are established churches – the Church of England, of which the king is the Supreme Governor, and the Church of Scotland, a presbyterian church. The monarch is under a statutory duty to protect both churches. At the Accession Council, after being confirmed as king, his first official act is to take an oath, deriving from the 25th Article of the 1707 Treaty of Union, to protect the Scottish Presbyterian Church, even though apparently only 6 per cent of Scots belong to this church. The monarch is also required to be in communion with the Church of England, and at either his first state opening of parliament or his coronation, he is required by the Bill of Rights Act, 1688, as modified by the Accession Declaration Act of 1910, to declare that he is a ‘faithful protestant’, and ‘will secure the protestant succession’. In addition, the Coronation Oaths Act of 1688 requires the monarch to declare at his coronation that he will maintain the established Anglican Protestant Church, a church not established in Scotland, Ireland or Wales, nor in any of the Commonwealth monarchies. These various statutory oaths derive from the constitutional struggles of the seventeenth century, when Britain came to be defined as an Anglican and Protestant nation. Catholics were seen as disloyal, while atheists, agnostics and adherents of non-Christian religions were regarded as beyond the pale. Today these oaths are quite anachronistic. Few even use the word ‘Protestant’. But in any case, the monarch has no power to enforce the oaths, since were parliament to decide to disestablish the Church of England or the Scottish Presbyterian Church, the monarch would be bound to give his assent to the relevant legislation, as Queen Victoria did in 1869 when the Anglican Church in Ireland was disestablished, and George V did in 1914 when the Anglican Church in Wales was disestablished. The various oaths are in fact purely declaratory and have no legal effect.

Britain is unique among European monarchies in having a coronation in which the monarch is invested and crowned. The coronation, at which the monarch is acknowledged as the rightful sovereign and homage is paid to him, is an Anglican religious ceremony as well as a constitutional one. There is a strong argument for separating the two elements – the constitutional and the religious. It seems anomalous in today’s multi-faith Britain that the sovereign is anointed only after agreeing to secure the interests of the Church of England, a church claiming the allegiance of just 18 per cent of the population, according to the British Social Attitudes Survey of 2014. Indeed, according to the 2021 census, Christians are now in a minority in Britain, which seems no longer to be a predominantly Christian country.

The religious affiliation of the monarch and the existence of established churches do not of course limit religious freedom, recently guaranteed by the 1998 Human Rights Act. And the existence of established churches has proved perfectly compatible with respect and support for other religions and for those who do not profess any religion. In any case, the relationship between church and state and the issue of disestablishment are matters for government, not for the monarch.

The British monarchy differs from those of the Continent in that it has an international dimension. That is a consequence of the British Empire, a relationship based on domination. But empire has been transformed into Commonwealth, a relationship based on the sovereign equality of states. There are currently fifty-six members of the Commonwealth and it includes all those states that were once ruled by Britain except for Ireland and Myanmar, formerly Burma. It also includes four states that were not part of the empire – Gabon, Mozambique, Rwanda and Togo. Fourteen Commonwealth members are monarchies. Charles III as well as being King of Britain is also King of Australia, Canada, Jamaica, etc. But most of the Commonwealth members are republics. The republican model was prefigured, ironically, by Ireland, which in 1949 was to leave the Commonwealth. For, in 1937, following the abdication of Edward VIII, the Irish prime minister, Éamon de Valera enacted a new constitution, with a presidential head of state. Ireland, however, remained externally associated with Britain, recognising the king not as King of Ireland but as head of the association. Both Britain and Ireland regarded Ireland as remaining a member of the Commonwealth. De Valera’s formula is similar to that adopted in the Declaration of London of 1949 by which republics were enabled to remain in the Commonwealth. Those parts of the empire such as India that were not colonies of settlement – as were, for example, Australia and Canada – felt no allegiance to the British monarch. They wanted their own indigenous head of state. It was agreed, however, that a republic could remain in the Commonwealth so long as it was prepared to recognise the king as Head of the Commonwealth. Ironically, this Declaration was agreed at the same time as Ireland decided to leave the Commonwealth.

The title ‘Head of the Commonwealth’ is an entirely symbolic one and it has no constitutional significance, since the republics would not have accepted the King of Britain as part of their constitutions. But the king’s Commonwealth Day message and Christmas Day message are delivered in his capacity as Head of the Commonwealth, not as King of Britain. This means that they are not delivered on advice. The role of Head of the Commonwealth not being a constitutional one, there is no one with the capacity to advise the king when he acts in this capacity, though as a matter of courtesy the speeches would normally be shown in advance to the king’s ministers in Britain. It is important, nevertheless, that the role of Head of the Commonwealth should not be seen as a mere extension of the role of King of Britain, which would be regarded as replicating the imperial relationship. Elizabeth II, the first monarch whose whole reign coexisted with that of Head of the Commonwealth, was extremely skilful in ensuring that the roles were kept separate.

The Commonwealth makes the monarchy a global institution, quite different from those of the Continent. It can perhaps be compared more to the Vatican than to the monarchies of, for example, Denmark or Sweden.

Monarchy has sometimes been held to be an irrational institution, a view that owes a great deal to Bagehot. He believed that the purpose of the ‘dignified’ institutions was to hide the realities of power from the uneducated masses. Newly enfranchised working-class voters were, so he believed, rather like ill-educated infants who needed a rattle to keep them happy. The monarchy, he thought, hid from many the realities of power. Many believed that Victoria, rather than her ministers, was the real power in the land. The implication is that were everyone to achieve the same level of political sophistication as Bagehot, monarchy would be unnecessary.

Little can be known about public opinion in Victorian times since it was long before the age of opinion surveys. But it is doubtful if, even then, many believed that the Queen really ruled; and it may be that deference was stronger among the middle classes than the working classes. Today, of course, most people are well aware how Britain is governed. But this does not mean that monarchy has no function, as Bagehot predicted. Shorn of power, the monarch can act as a head of the whole nation, or rather the multi-national country that Britain became following the devolution legislation of the 1990s. The monarchy is not, if it ever was, a means of masking where power lies, as Bagehot thought, but a symbol of the nation, of its shared culture and history, a focus for allegiance and therefore a source of legitimacy.

Devolution makes the monarchy even more significant. For only the king belongs to all of the parts of the United Kingdom and to none. He is English, Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish as well as British. In Belgium, it is said that the king is the only real Belgian. Everyone else is either a Fleming or a Walloon! By contrast, a presidential head of state would come from one part of the Union, probably from England, by far the largest nation in the United Kingdom.

The case for monarchy has also been strengthened by the new role that it developed during the twentieth century. The mystical monarchy has given way to a public service monarchy, a monarchy to be judged in terms of utilitarian and practical criteria, and one that has come to involve itself more deeply with civic society. In particular, King Charles III, as Prince of Wales, reached out to disadvantaged groups for whom hitherto monarchy might have proved irrelevant, such as the unemployed, the disabled and members of ethnic minorities. Both he and Elizabeth II have made powerful pleas for tolerance and understanding between different ethnic groups and creeds. This is a striking example of soft power, of how the influence of the monarchy can be brought into play without in the least compromising its political neutrality. Such public service work, it has been said, ‘may lack mystery, but [it] serves the country by propping up civil society, that commonwealth of citizenship outside the state’ and ‘pinpoints social needs otherwise ignored by government’. The growth of the public service monarchy is the most important development in the history of the monarchy in the twentieth century.

There are two alternatives to a monarch as head of state: a presidential system as in the United States or France, where the head of state is directly elected, or a parliamentary system headed by a non-political president whose duties are primarily constitutional and ceremonial.

In presidential systems such as those of the United States or France, the directly elected president combines the constitutional duties of head of state with the political duties of head of government. This is an uneasy combination. It is difficult to represent the whole nation when one is making political decisions that alienate part of that nation. The president, moreover, is the product of an election and so represents just a section of the nation. Most of us are happy to sing ‘God save the King’. By no means all Americans are happy to sing ‘God save President Biden’, nor were they happy to sing ‘God save President Trump’! In France, also, there would be no consensus for ‘God save President Macron’. Politicians symbolise the divisions in a democratic society. Conversely, the monarch symbolises an underlying unity and by doing so makes an important contribution to stability.

In parliamentary systems, by contrast with the presidential, there is a separation between the head of state and head of government. In such systems, there is a strong case for a monarch rather than a president as head of state. For a president, whether chosen by the legislature or directly by the voters, is likely to have a political history. In Britain, republicans sometimes argue for a president who will be a politically impartial member of the Great and the Good. It is not, however, clear where such sainted individuals would be found, and even if they could be found, they would be unlikely to secure election. For the electoral process would be dominated by the political parties and someone who was not endorsed by one of the major parties would have little chance of being chosen. A president, therefore, will have a party history. If he or she is directly elected by the people, there is the danger of a clash of legitimacies, a dispute as to which of them enjoys a stronger democratic mandate. More often, however, the president is elected, not by the people, but indirectly by the legislature. The outcome can sometimes be the election of a nonentity who can be relied upon not to interfere with the government. Votez pour le plus stupide, Clemenceau apparently instructed the French legislature in the early twentieth century. In 1920, the legislature took him at his word, voting not for Clemenceau but for a comparative unknown, Paul Deschanel, who had to resign after nine months in office owing to mental instability. Often the president is a retired politician put out to grass as a reward for past good behaviour. Such presidents are frequently far from striking or memorable figures. How many of us can name the presidents of Germany or Italy?

In 2022, Britain was reminded, on the death of Elizabeth II, of the great advantage of constitutional monarchy. It makes the transition from one head of state to another automatic and seamless. Charles III succeeded Elizabeth II immediately upon her death. There could be no dispute about the succession. Amid political turbulence – 2022 was, uniquely, the year of three prime ministers – the monarch appeared as a rock of stability.

Monarchy is an institution that has developed in a slow and evolutionary manner from absolutism to constitutionalism. In a few favoured countries, primarily Britain and the smaller states of north-western Europe, it serves to sustain democracy rather than to frustrate it. And if it seems contradictory to regard a hereditary institution as an important bulwark of democracy, it is worth remembering Freud’s aphorism that it is only in logic that contradictions cannot exist.

Sir Vernon Bogdanor is Professor of Government, King’s College, London, formerly Professor of Government at Oxford University. He is author of The Monarchy and the Constitution. His most recent book is The Strange Survival of Liberal Britain.
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Alfred the Great

871 to 899

By Alex Burghart

Birth name: Alfred

Date of birth: 848/9

Place of birth: Wantage

Date of death: 24 October 899

Burial site: New Minster, Winchester (lost)

Education: his mother, among others

Married to: Ealhswith

Children: Æthelflæd of Mercia, Edward the Elder, Abbess Æthelgifu of Shaftesbury, Ælfthryth of Flanders, Æthelweard

Date of accession: 24 April 871

Date of coronation: Unknown

Length of reign: 28 years, 185 days

Quotation: ‘Remember what punishments befell us in this world when we ourselves did not cherish learning nor transmit it to other men.’

ALFRED THE GREAT presides over House of Commons Committee Room 1o as Lady Liberty does New York. George Frederic Watts’ vast Victorian painting Alfred Inciting the Saxons to Resist the Danes (1846) evinces the chiselled determination of its becloaked hero, who stands astride the deck of an English ship inspiring his countrymen, for all ages, to repel the foreign invader.

Such a view was typical of the nineteenth century in which Alfred became the quintessential constitutional icon. Victorian historians, seeking to explain England’s manifest destiny as top nation, believed that one of the answers lay in its unusually ancient, unwritten constitution – one of the great galvanisers of which, they argued, was Alfred. The exceptionally bearded historian Edward Augustus Freeman (d. 1892) was not shy in his praise:

Alfred is the perfect character in history. A saint without superstition, a scholar without ostentation, a warrior all whose wars were fought in the defence of his country, a conqueror whose laurels were never stained by cruelty, a prince never cast down by adversity, never lifted up to insolence in the hour of triumph – there is no other name in history to compare with his.

Such writings fixed Alfred’s place in national mythology and in 1901 the people of Winchester (site of Alfred’s capital) raised a huge bronze statue to him. At its unveiling the former prime minister, Lord Rosebery, declared that he represented ‘the highest type of kingship and the highest type of Englishman’. The plaque on the plinth proclaimed him ‘founder of the kingdom and the nation’.

The trouble is that this is not quite true. Alfred was never a king of England. At the height of his powers, he ruled the South up to Watling Street (roughly the A5) and held the Welsh rulers in various levels of subjugation. East Anglia, the East Midlands and the North never lay within his realm and, at the time of his death in 899, there was no guarantee that they would ever fall to his successors. As yet, there was no certainty that England would ever come to be. While his son, Edward the Elder (899–924), ruled over a larger kingdom, it was only with his grandson, Æthelstan (924–39), that something geographically approximating to England emerged, only for it promptly to collapse and require re-assemblage by his heirs.

Alfred’s posthumous status as founder of the kingdom appears to spring from a misunderstanding (deliberate or otherwise) by a later English-born Norman monk – Orderic Vitalis (d. c.1142) – who asserted that he was the ‘first king to hold sway over the whole of England’. This was an error oft repeated by medieval historians, notably Roger of Wendover (d. 1236) and Matthew Paris (d. 1259), the latter of whom first adorned Alfred with his magnificent epithet.

For all this, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Alfred was possessed of something that was, at the least, very like greatness. To understand his significance, it is necessary to consider the wholly extraordinary events of the late ninth century and Alfred’s part in shaping them. Up until 865, the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Wessex, Mercia and Northumbria (not to mention Kent, East Anglia and Essex) had spent a number of centuries engaged in raucous and violent competition. From time to time a leading kingdom would emerge, only for it to implode and allow a rival to have a swing. In the 820s, the West Saxons under Ecgberht (d. 839), Alfred’s grandfather, succeeded in pushing the Mercians out of Sussex and Kent and establishing a sturdy ownership of land south of the Thames. Ecgberht (himself a usurper) succeeded in establishing a dynasty that would rule first Wessex and then England for most of the years until 1066.

The youngest of his father’s five sons, Alfred cannot have been considered very likely to become king. And yet he was to watch one brother (Æthelstan) predecease his father and three (Æthelbald, Æthelberht and Æthelred) succeed him in turn. Then, early in Æthelred’s reign, before Alfred was yet twenty, history rapped at the door. In 865, what The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle calls a ‘Great Army’ of Vikings landed in England led by, if later legend is to be trusted, Ívarr the Boneless. This was no mere pirate troop but a highly effective campaigning force of Danes that first marauded then systematically conquered the ancient kingdoms of lowland Britain. In 866–7, Northumbria’s kings were killed. In 869–70, East Anglia’s likewise fell. And in 874, Mercia’s king, Burgred, was driven into exile. Wessex stood alone.

In the year before Alfred became king, the Danes fought the West Saxons five times, beating them on three occasions. It was in this context that, at the age of no more than twenty-three, Alfred came to the throne. For a few short years the Great Army moved back to the Midlands and the North, but when it returned, the whole of English history lay in the balance. What followed was pure cinema.

878. Here in midwinter after twelfth night the Great Army came stealthily to Chippenham, and occupied the land of the West Saxons, and settled there and drove a great part of the people across the sea, and conquered most of the others; and the people submitted to them, except King Alfred. He journeyed in difficulties through the woods and fen-fastnesses with a small force … and … made a stronghold at Athelney [Somerset], and he … proceeded to fight from that stronghold against the enemy. Then … he rode to ‘Ecgberht’s Stone’ east of Selwood Forest, and there came to meet him all the people of Somerset and of Wiltshire and of Hampshire, and they rejoiced to see him. And then after one night he went from that encampment to Iley [Wilts.], and after another night to Edington [Wilts.], and there fought against the whole Army and put it to flight … And then the enemy gave him hostages and great oaths that they would leave his kingdom, and promised also that their king should receive baptism, and they kept their promise. (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle)

From this nadir, a new kingdom rose. In parallel with this tide-turning victory, great changes were occurring in the Midlands. The great kingdom of Mercia, chopped in half by the Danes in 874, suffered a serious defeat at the hands of the Welsh kingdom of Gwynedd, and its leader, Æthelred (d. 911) turned to Alfred for protection. This proved to be an exceptional moment in English history – and a substantial part of Alfred’s legacy. Alfred took the Mercians into his kingdom and gave the Mercian ruler his daughter Æthelflæd’s hand in marriage. Thus were two of the great Anglo-Saxon kingdoms fused together and another massive building block of a future England assembled. In his royal diplomas, Alfred himself became styled the King, not just of Wessex and the South, but of ‘the Anglo-Saxons’, and the Chronicle starts to talk of the Angelcyn (Angle- or English-family). A new identity was being forged.

Yet Alfred’s reputation does not rest on these substantial feats alone. We are unusually blessed in studying his life by the existence of a number of extraordinary texts: a biography, written during the King’s lifetime by Asser, a Welsh bishop; the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (apparently initiated during his reign); the King’s law code; his will; and a number of translations of Latin texts apparently made by the King himself. The latter are, if genuine, utterly remarkable, first because we have no other such musings for any English king prior to Henry VIII, and second for the way the sources shed light on Alfred’s orderly design for his centralised kingdom.

The King’s love of wisdom is well documented – in Winchester, in the eleventh century, he would be remembered as ‘wise King Alfred’. Indeed, the sources suggest that Alfred’s rule was philosophical in an age of muscular kingship. And it may well be that, as the fifth son of King Æthelwulf, it was assumed by some that he would pursue a career in the Church. Asser tells us that the King expected his officers to learn to read and that he fostered learning at his court, inviting great minds from across Britain (and Francia) to join him, and seeing to the education of the sons of those of both noble and lesser birth. It is clear from his translations that Alfred believed that prosperity in warfare and wisdom were intrinsically linked. Only a wise nation could fulfil God’s mission and so be rewarded with success. No proof that the English needed to get their Christian house in order could be more convincing than the visitation of a pagan horde of conquering Scandies.

Such order is seen elsewhere in his works. Asser tells us that Alfred reorganised military service, rotating the fyrd (‘militia’) in two parts, alternately on duty and at home to ensure soldiers were always rested and ready. Texts and archaeology reveal too the restructuring of key settlements (‘burhs’ – later ‘boroughs’) with rectilinear street patterns and defensive fortifications, this as part of a deeply considered strategy. The project provided for the manning and maintenance of fortifications within twenty miles of every West Saxon settlement with the capability of raising around 27,000 men. Such planning built the platform for military operations well into the first part of the next century. From this point, the Danes were on the back foot and, over the course of the next two reigns, the terrifying reversals of the 860s and 870s would themselves be reversed.

Alfred may not have been quite the paragon of brilliance that the Victorians claimed, but it is difficult to deny that his was a critical reign and or that his agency was a critical force within it. It is true that he had his luck (but as Napoleon knew, luck in a general is everything) and that he was smart enough to commission or write most of his source material, thus skewing posterity – but he nevertheless very clearly mounted an epic resistance that forced back the Danish tide. Indeed, his claim to open a book such as this is that, without him, there would very likely have been no England and that, had he failed, his story would have been an abrupt footnote in the creation of a Daneland. His role in the story of the nation is thus as preface, foreword, prequel. It was on his foundations that his son, grandsons and great-grandsons would build a kingdom that would last a thousand years and more. And in that sense, he was the father of all that followed.

Alex Burghart is Conservative MP for Brentwood & Ongar and Minister for the Constitution.




2

Edward the Elder

899 to 924

By Gareth Streeter

Birth name: Edward

Date of birth: c.874

Place of birth: Unknown, but Winchester would be a good guess

Date of death: 17 July 924

Burial site: Buried at the New Minster in Winchester (Winchester Cathedral today stands on this site)

Education: ‘Liberal’ and ‘attentive’

Married to: Ecgwynn (c.893–? Marriage ended before 900), Ælfflæd (c.900–c.919), Eadgifu (c.919)

Children: By Ecgwynn: Æthelstan, King of England; Edith. By Ælfflæd: Ælfweard, King of Wessex; Edwin; Æthelhild; Eadgifu; Eadflæd; Eadhild; Eadgyth; Edgiva. By Eadgifu: Edmund I, King of England; Eadred, King of England; Eadburh; Eadgifu

Date of accession: 27 October 899

Date of coronation: 8 June 900

Length of reign: 24 years, 264 days

Quotation: ‘Depart from the realm of King Edward.’

FOLLOWING IN THE footsteps of a great man is a daunting prospect, even for the most self-assured of individuals. But for Edward the Elder, the first question facing him in 899 was not whether he could live up to the legacy of his father, Alfred the Great. It was whether he should even be given the chance to try.

In the tenth century, the hereditary principle that the crown should pass from father to son was far from established. Alfred himself had been the younger brother of his predecessor, Æthelred, but secured the throne because he was deemed a more suitable candidate than his infant nephews.

After the demise of Alfred, there were those who believed the crown should revert to the line of his brother. And, unsurprisingly, Æthelred’s surviving son Æthelwold was foremost among them.

Fortunately for Edward – who was never known as ‘the Elder’ in his lifetime – there could be little doubt that he was the best man for the job. Born, most probably, in the mid-870s, Edward was raised to rule. Asser, Alfred the Great’s prolific biographer, recounts that Edward was ‘fostered at the royal court under the solicitous care of tutors and nurses, and indeed with the great love of all’. He benefited from a ‘liberal education’ attentively learning ‘the Psalms and books in English, especially English poems’.

Yet, whatever the virtues of poetry, its study alone was hardly a sufficient apprenticeship for power. If a later Latin translation of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is to be believed, a young Edward distinguished himself in battle by defeating the Vikings at Farnham in 893. With his first-rate education, demonstrable prowess in battle and the multitude of lands bequeathed him by his father, he was clearly well placed to rule. In 899, the Witan acknowledged him as King of Wessex, and the noblemen of Mercia recognised him as their overlord.

But support for his accession was not ubiquitous. His cousin, Æthelwold, continued to believe that the throne was his by rights. He quickly moved to seize control of royal lands before fleeing for protection to Danish Northumbria. It was not until Æthelwold perished at the Battle of Holme in 902 that Edward was finally secure on his throne.

In the generation before Edward’s reign, Danish armies had swept through England, conquering the North, Midlands and East Anglia. Only Wessex and the western frontier of Mercia had managed to hold out against the invaders. Yet with the need to secure his own succession and maintain the vassalage of Mercia, any appetite that Edward had for revenge on the conquering Danes was forced to wait. In 906 he agreed a peace with the Danish kings. He may even have been forced to surrender land and money to secure it.

This fragile peace held for some four years when, in August 910, the Danes gathered a force and raided Mercia. Though the (highly partial) Anglo-Saxon Chronicle despaired at the Danes for ‘breaking the peace’, evidence of Mercian raiding parties into the Danelaw the previous year suggests that the Anglo-Saxons were the initial aggressors.

The raiding Danes reached as far as the River Severn before turning back and heading for home after substantial pillaging. Mobilising a joint Wessex–Mercian force, Edward intercepted the raiders before they reached the Danelaw where he ‘slew many thousands of his [the enemy’s] men’.

Edward’s success at what became known as the Battle of Tettenhall had bolstered his confidence in the strength of his forces, or at least exposed the weakness of the enemy. It was in that moment that he realised that the Southern Danelaw was his for the taking.

Edward knew that any significant move against the invaders could only be successful if he was able to maximise resources across Wessex and Mercia with a single-minded determination. Though the leaders of Mercia had acknowledged Edward as their overlord, it is far from clear to what extent he could impose his will across the kingdom. Fortunately for the King, just weeks after his victory at Tettenhall, Ealdorman Æthelred of Mercia died. Æthelred’s widow, Æthelflæd, was quickly recognised as ‘Lady of the Mercians’. Æthelflæd was a courageous leader and skilled strategist. Most importantly, she was also Edward’s sister. For the next seven years, the children of Alfred the Great would work hand in glove to turn the tide on the Danes and advance their father’s mission.

The pair began a parallel programme of burh building along their respective borders. The construction of fortified burhs along strategic routes had been a central plank of Alfred’s military strategy. These burhs could prevent hostile ships from traversing rivers, repel invading armies and host permanent garrisons. Large enough to house blacksmiths and supplies, they could ensure that an army was quickly mobilised and easily replenished. But while Alfred had primarily built burhs for defensive purposes, the next generation used them as a base to launch armies into enemy territory.

Edward quickly set up forts to protect London and secure his border by constructing a formidable double burh at Hertford. In the spring of 913 he led his army into Essex. With little desire to resist him, and surely sensing that such resistance would be futile, the Danish lords of the county soon surrendered. And as Edward was making waves in the east, Æthelflæd reclaimed the Mercian capital of Tamworth.

Initially the Danish response was limited to a burst of localised raids across Oxfordshire and Luton. But the following year a far more serious threat emerged. A Viking fleet set sail from Brittany, marking the biggest invasion of Wessex in Edward’s reign. Yet these intimidating raiders ultimately proved no threat as the men of Hertford and Gloucester ‘fought with them and put them to flight’. Showing no mercy, they defeated and scattered the Danish forces, instructing them to ‘depart from the realm of King Edward’.

The King continued to advance, taking Bedfordshire and securing the allegiance of local warlords. By 917 it was clear that the Danelaw was crumbling. The Vikings of Northampton and Leicester continued to mount a resistance, but in doing so, achieved little more than exposing their limited resources. Edward seized Colchester, as Derby became the first of the ‘Five boroughs of the Danelaw’ – Derby, Nottingham, Lincoln, Leicester and Stamford – to fall to his sister. By the early months of 918, the whole of East Anglia had submitted to Edward, while Leicester surrendered to Æthelflæd.

Following Æthelflæd’s death in June of that year, Edward took personal control of all Anglo-Saxon territories. From this position of strength, he continued to cement his dominance. As the 920s dawned, his grip on power across lowland Britain was so complete he was chosen ‘for father and for lord’ by the people of Northumbria, Strathclyde and the Scots of Alba. Yet, despite his many moments of triumph, he failed to strike against Danish-held York. This hints at a hesitation that some historians regard as his greatest strategic failure.

Edward’s military success was almost without contemporary parallel. Yet, the King was more than a rampant and raging warlord. Without intellectual and administrative ability, he could hardly have marshalled the resources available to him and mobilised a sustained campaign on his enemies. And while his father is more commonly associated with patronage of the Church, it was Edward who built a new, larger minster at Winchester to serve as a major religious community. While we know little of his character, he must have been ruthless and determined to conduct such a long and relentless series of military campaigns. And we could be forgiven for assuming that he also exhibited the negative qualities that tend to be associated with a relentless, ruthless nature.

As a strategist, Edward was a man of order, but his own marital antics proved more chaotic. His first wife, Ecgwynn, seems to have been from an unsuitable social background and the marriage was almost certainly an act of passion. Mercifully for the realpolitik of the situation, she was either deceased or displaced before his coronation, enabling him to make a match with the more suitable Ælfflæd, daughter of a Wiltshire ealdorman. This second marriage lasted for most of his reign, until, in about 920, the King married the much younger Eadgifu. Together, these three wives gave Edward ten daughters and five sons – four of whom would reign as king.

Edward was a capable and determined peacetime administrator. In his later years he began an ambitious reorganisation of Mercia’s counties, moving the boundaries away from church structures to those that were more administratively efficient. It was probably this controversial rewriting of the map that triggered a joint Mercian–Welsh rebellion in Chester in the final year of his reign. Edward rode quickly to defuse it, but despite his success he was destined never to return. On 17 July 924 he died at his estate in Farndon. His body was returned to Winchester and buried at the New Minster.

Edward had begun his reign as a disputed successor and the negotiator of a fragile alliance across the remnant of Anglo-Saxon Britain. He died the undisputed powerhouse of the British Isles. He is rarely regarded as the first King of England. That accolade is typically reserved for his father, Alfred, or his son Æthelstan. But without Edward’s robust resilience and dogged determination, the achievements of his father would have been hollow, and the ultimate victory of his son, unimaginable.

Gareth Streeter is a royal history researcher and writer. He is the creator of the Royal History Geeks blog and social media experience, and author of Arthur, Prince of Wales: Henry VIII’s Lost Brother.
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