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1
            ‘I Have to Be Seen to Be Believed’

         

         The first time I met Queen Elizabeth II – who will always be ‘the Queen’ for me – I was lost for words, as so many people were in those circumstances. She was accustomed to this; indeed, my husband, who had known her since childhood, said that even the most sophisticated individuals often ‘talked gibberish’ when they were introduced to the Queen. As a consequence, she tended to ask simple questions, but on this occasion, her generic opener – ‘Have you come far?’ – would not help, given that she already knew the answer. We had been invited to dinner at Balmoral, just a few miles from my husband’s family home in the Scottish Highlands, and when the Queen greeted me, I somehow managed to curtsey without falling over, while feeling utterly awestruck by the power of her presence. Awe is not conducive to conversation; like countless others before me, I became tongue-tied and inept.

         I had not grown up in a monarchist household – on the contrary, my father espoused Marxism during my 1960s childhood; nor had I become an ardent royalist in adulthood. Insofar as I ever thought about the Queen, it was as a reassuringly consistent, grandmotherly figure in the background of our national life, although marginal to my own day-to-day existence. Yet suddenly here she was before me, dazzling in an array of diamond jewellery and an exquisitely embroidered silver evening gown, the magnificent manifestation of her own adage, ‘I have to be 2 seen to be believed.’ The Queen was in her early eighties at the time, but her age seemed immaterial. Instead, I was struck by the glamour and grace of her appearance; by her fine, pale skin and the sparkling blue of her eyes that matched her sapphire earrings; and by the way she looked patiently at me while I stumbled through an attempt at small talk. At the end of that memorable evening, I felt that the Queen was possessed of her own unique style, embodying majesty, mystery and myth. If these are the fundamental qualities of a successful monarch, then our limited conversation was almost irrelevant: her sartorial splendour and superb jewels did the talking.

         Our second meeting also took place at Balmoral, this time in a remote mountain bothy on the estate. My husband was shooting with a royal party that day, and the Queen and two or three others, including me, joined them for lunch. She was surrounded by her favourite corgis; fortunately, I am fond of dogs, and such was their steadying influence that I was able to speak in complete sentences, although still rather stilted by shyness. By this point, I had published a biography of Coco Chanel, and had become intrigued by the little-known story of Sir Hardy Amies, one of the Queen’s former couturiers, who had risen to the rank of lieutenant colonel during the Second World War. I mentioned to her that my mother had known him, and that I had met him several times before his death in 2003, while I was working at Vogue. And then I plucked up courage to ask her about Amies’s role as a senior intelligence officer for the Special Operations Executive, liaising with the Belgian Resistance as an undercover agent. The Queen looked at me, with the merest hint of a raised eyebrow, and said, ‘Ah yes, those rumours that he was very good at garrotting Nazis.’ I had not, in fact, heard any such tales, but tried to mirror her exemplary composure, as a brief silence fell between us. ‘Of course, it was excellent cover for a spy, to be a couturier,’ she continued; an observation that implied some knowledge of the ways in which clothes can be used to conceal, rather than reveal, the secrets of those who make and wear them.

         Before I could ask another question, she deftly changed the subject, steering the conversation towards a less startling anecdote, connected to 3my position as the editor of Harper’s Bazaar. A former wartime editor of the magazine, remarked the Queen, had subsequently married the Scottish laird of a neighbouring estate to Balmoral, and astonished the locals with her flamboyant hats and shocking pink Schiaparelli outfits. ‘It caused quite a stir at church,’ she said, and smiled wryly, adding that the editor’s handwriting was utterly illegible. ‘One simply couldn’t make any sense of it, whichever way one looked at it.’ And here the matter ended, as if in tacit acknowledgement that there would be no further discussion of fashion (let alone espionage) or those who engaged in its obscure and arcane practice.

         
            
[image: ]The Queen walking at Balmoral, 1967.

            

         

         4Needless to say, the Queen was more traditionally dressed than her erstwhile neighbour; at ease in her customary countrywoman’s attire of a tartan skirt and leaf-green cardigan, woollen stockings and durable brown leather shoes. It has often been observed that the Queen felt most at home at Balmoral; certainly, this was the place where she could relax into the quiet rural life that she might have enjoyed, in other circumstances, had it not been for her uncle’s dramatic abdication in 1936, which made her heir presumptive to the throne. I caught a glimpse of an alternate reality that day, after lunch had finished and the shooting party set off again; for she donned a pair of yellow rubber gloves, and together we cleared away the plates, glasses and cutlery. ‘Make sure you don’t miss any crumbs,’ said the Queen, while I wiped down the table; and then I followed her lead in putting everything back in its proper place, including packing the leftover food into neat Tupperware containers.

         This peaceful interlude of domesticity seemed to please the Queen more than our previous conversation, and called to mind the description given of her as a little girl by her Scottish governess, Marion Crawford, who wrote in her memoir: ‘Lilibet [as Elizabeth was known affectionately by her family] was a very neat child. She kept her books and all her belongings immaculately tidy. But though no one tried harder or persevered more painstakingly, she never was any good with her needles. This I always felt was a disappointment to her grandmother, that indefatigable knitter, Queen Mary.’ Instead, Lilibet preferred playing with her most treasured possessions: thirty or so toy horses, lined up outside the 5 nursery, whose saddles she carefully cleaned and polished every evening. At five, she started riding lessons, which she loved, and her passion for horses was reflected in her reading material; one of her favourite books was Black Beauty. Lilibet would also pretend to be a horse herself – ‘making convincing little whinnying noises’ – or harnessed her governess with a pair of red reins, in a long-running game that involved the delivery of groceries to make-believe customers.

         Miss Crawford frequently worried that the young princess was ‘almost too methodical and tidy. She would hop out of bed several times a night to get her shoes quite straight, her clothes arranged just so.’ Only once did the conscientious little girl behave out of character, her discipline slipping during a French lesson ‘taught by a certain Mademoiselle’, whose ‘methods consisted mainly in the writing out of endless columns of verbs … Lilibet, rebelling all of a sudden, and goaded by boredom to violent measures, had picked up the big ornamental silver inkpot and placed it without any warning upside down on her head. She sat there, with ink trickling down her face and slowly dyeing her golden curls blue.’

         By the time I met the Queen, her golden curls had turned to silver, and Lilibet’s rebellious streak had long since been quelled by decades of rigorous self-control. Yet she retained her childhood love of horses, still riding every morning, wearing a silk Hermès headscarf instead of a protective helmet, much to the dismay of those responsible for her safety. When questioned about her refusal to wear a riding hat, she would say that she didn’t want to ‘squash’ her hair. Perhaps she found pleasure in that small but significant episode of unsquashed recklessness, in her otherwise unimpeachable daily routine. To be a good horsewoman – and she was an outstanding one – is to understand the fine balance between freedom and discipline, wildness and restraint. Her cherished horses, like her adored dogs, did not know she was a queen; they behaved as naturally with her as she did with them. They saw her for who she was; or rather, who she was free to be in their company.

         Once, after another shooting lunch with the Queen at Balmoral, I went for a long walk with her daughter-in-law Camilla, who was then 6 the Duchess of Cornwall. We had a surprisingly candid conversation – mostly about books, where Camilla’s shrewd and subtle intelligence was clear, but also about the intense pressures on women who marry into the royal family. I remember that we spoke about Daphne du Maurier’s gothic novels, and the haunting quality of Rebecca, with its nameless narrator; and the lingering presence of the dead first wife in that disquieting story. As we talked, I was reminded that Daphne du Maurier herself (whose life I have written about in a previous book) had stayed at Balmoral for a week in 1953, when her husband was a senior courtier to Prince Philip. Du Maurier found the experience almost unbearably stressful, partly due to the anxiety-inducing protocol that involved dressing up every evening, and because she could never think of anything to say to the Queen. She found Prince Philip only slightly less terrifying, telling a friend: ‘I heard sounds coming out of my mouth I did not recognise.’ I can relate to this, too, for I was always rather frightened of Prince Philip, with his piercing, hawk-like eyes that saw through any attempt to disguise one’s sense of alarm.

         At the time, and over the following days, I was struck by the continuing insistence on duty and decorum: the endless requirements that royal women, in particular, must always be polite and perfectly dressed; the strict regime that governs their lives, as they smile and shake hands and wave to the public. Even in private, it seemed, the unwritten rules prevailed: never complain, never explain; keep calm and carry on. I wondered, too, if the ghostly memory of Camilla’s predecessor, Princess Diana, was our invisible companion as we walked down that mountain track, along a stony path that she had doubtless trod before us. Beautiful Diana, who refused to stay silent; glorious Diana, who danced and raged and wept; defiant Diana, who in her own way tipped the ink pot over her golden hair in her rebellious reaction to journalists; maddened and maddening Diana, who sought to tell her story, to make her feelings known, instead of keeping her exquisite lips sealed.

         Now that Camilla is queen, I find myself thinking again of our conversation on that faraway summer’s afternoon. Camilla has not faltered; 7 she has followed in the steady footsteps of previous queens, almost from the moment the crown was placed on her head at the coronation of King Charles III. Then, she gave only the briefest sign of nervousness, touching her hair, adjusting it beneath the heavy weight of the crown – the same one worn by Queen Mary, Charles’s great-grandmother, at George V’s coronation in 1911. This is an extraordinary achievement, given the sequence of events that led to Camilla becoming queen – betrayal, heartbreak, divorce, death; a fearful saga of human anguish exposed to the world’s merciless judgement.

         Bereavement (and with it, intense scrutiny) is, of necessity, an unavoidable accompaniment to the succession of monarchs – the stress of which might explain Charles’s occasional irascibility soon after his mother’s death made him king. The first signs of irritation were apparent at his accession ceremony at St James’s Palace, where he was filmed grimacing at aides and gesturing for a tray of pens to be removed from his desk. Then came the leaking pen incident when he signed a visitors’ book at Hillsborough Castle in Northern Ireland. ‘Oh God, I hate this!’ he said, presumably unaware that cameras were still running. ‘I can’t bear this bloody thing … every stinking time.’ There was no pot of ink to hand, but if there had been, the King looked sufficiently exasperated to have poured it over someone else’s head, if not his own. Camilla, admirably cool and composed in her black mourning outfit, took the offending pen from her husband, as he wiped the ink from his fingers, and then signed her own name for posterity.

         The King’s brief lapses were understandable, on a human level, although disconcerting in comparison to his mother’s self-control, which she had learned from her mother and grandmother. Her father and grandfather, however, were prone to equally explosive fits of bad temper during their respective reigns. As an adult, Charles would complain to friends that his mother still treated him ‘like a child’; but when he finally acceded to the throne at the age of seventy-three (the oldest monarch in British history), the child in him became visible, if only for a few seconds, before being tucked away beneath the layers of his perfectly tailored suits.8

         As for my own irrational behaviour when the Queen’s death was announced, I burst into tears. The news should not have come as a surprise – she was ninety-six, and visibly frail the last time I had seen her, a few months previously, at the memorial service for Prince Philip. Despite that, I was unexpectedly shocked by her death, and shaken by the feeling that we had lost a crucial symbol of constancy, certainty and continuity. I did not join the immense queue of mourners who waited in turn to file past the Queen’s coffin as she lay in state at Westminster Hall, but I watched the news coverage, as an estimated 250,000 people stood patiently for hours, in miles of snaking lines, to pay their last respects to their monarch. In death, her body was finally invisible, hidden from view within the lead-lined oak coffin, which was itself draped with the Royal Standard. Yet her presence, in that liminal space, was made manifest in the Imperial State Crown resting on top of the coffin, alongside the sovereign’s orb and sceptre. The mourners wept and bowed their heads before the coffin, raised above them on a crimson catafalque, guarded by soldiers standing vigil in the thousand-year-old hall. This was the place where she, too, had come as a solemn black-veiled mourner for previous generations of her family: first at the age of nine, in 1936, for the lying-in-state of her grandfather, George V; then for her father, George VI, in 1952; her grandmother, Queen Mary, in 1953; and her mother, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, in 2002.

         ‘We shall never see her like again,’ said various commentators during the strange, dreamlike period between the announcement of the Queen’s death on 8 September 2022 and the state funeral eleven days later; and the phrase circled in my mind, like the interminable queue beside the River Thames, winding towards Westminster Hall. At the same time, we did go on seeing the Queen in the media: over and over again, in an endless loop of pictures spinning through her long life. The early black-and-white photographs of her as a newborn baby in 1926 evolved into highly controlled royal portraits that marked the milestones of her reign, and culminated in the digital images of the contemporary era, shared around the world in an instant. In those myriad representations, who was it that we were really 9looking at? She was revered by some as a shining symbol of all that made Britain great and reviled by others as a disgraceful relic of an oppressive and cruel colonial past: whatever one’s point of view, the Queen’s face appeared as familiar as if she were a member of our own family.

         
            
[image: ]Queen Elizabeth II, Queen Mary and Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, in mourning, after the death of George VI, February 1952.

            

         

         10Prince Philip had in fact been my husband’s godfather, and the royal family were part of the rhythm of his life from infancy: Christmas parties at Buckingham Palace, shooting lunches at Balmoral, summer holidays with the Queen Mother at the Castle of Mey in Caithness. He was certainly capable of making the Queen laugh if he sat next to her at dinner, and she showed many personal kindnesses to him: embracing him in relief when he returned later than expected one evening from a stalking expedition, and writing a sensitive letter when his beloved cocker spaniel went missing. Even so, he remained forever in awe of the Queen, and scrupulously adhered to etiquette, just as his parents had done in the past, and their courtly parents and grandparents before them.

         Aside from her closest family and a handful of trusted friends and advisers, very few people could ever claim to have really known the heart of the Queen, for her reticence was inherent to her constitutional position as monarch. Ever since parliamentary supremacy was established in the late seventeenth century, the role of the sovereign has evolved to become ceremonial – to reign, rather than rule – and as such, diplomatic skills are required, along with complete discretion. As a figurehead on the world stage, she was uniquely placed to survey international affairs, and the perpetual machinations behind the scenes. If, as the Queen had so perceptively observed of Hardy Amies, his work as a royal couturier provided a seamless cover story for his activities as a spy, then she too had an understanding of espionage, and the complex ways in which secret statecraft is entwined with diplomacy. Certainly, her regular access to intelligence briefings and confidential documents, delivered in her daily ‘red boxes’ for seven decades, gave her a more complete overview of the British security services than anyone else in her realm.

         As the symbolic head of state, the Queen was obliged to follow the will of her government, at the same time as remaining politically neutral, 11 combining impartiality with loyalty to the Crown. This balancing act was conducted with the utmost secrecy in the weekly meetings she held with her prime minister, where their conversations were entirely confidential. In public, she knew when to remain silent, how to listen, where to tread carefully, why she should avoid saying anything controversial, all the while maintaining an inscrutable appearance, her intentions hidden by the glittering façade of her gowns and jewels. Transparency – that quality so often called for in governance nowadays – was in her case to be avoided, in colloquy and in clothing. For the enigmatic Queen had been educated to believe in the concept of monarchy as described in 1867 by Walter Bagehot in his canonical book The English Constitution: ‘Above all things our royalty is to be reverenced, and if you begin to poke about it you cannot reverence it … Its mystery is its life. We must not let in daylight upon magic.’

         Republicans ask why we should continue with the pretence, expense and nonsense of an obsolete monarchy, particularly when it has been besmirched by grubby scandals involving the King’s younger brother Andrew. How can such excessive privilege and absurd entitlement be tolerated in a modern democracy? Campaigners for decolonialisation have added their voices to the debate, calling for the Crown to offer reparations for its historic complicity in British imperialism. These are perfectly valid points, and questions that I have asked myself while writing this book. Then another question presents itself, not as an answer, but as a partial explanation for my own curiosity: why is it that so many people in an increasingly secular society remain faithful to the magic and mystery of the Crown? Its vast empire is long gone; its kingdom quarrelsome and disunited; its church declining in significance; its colonial inheritance tainted and stained with blood. And still the British monarchy continues to fascinate a vast global audience. Almost 12 million households in the United States tuned in live to television coverage of the King’s coronation (despite the fact that the time difference meant that they were watching in the early hours of the morning). In the UK, viewing peaked at 20.4 million, rather less than for Elizabeth II’s funeral (which reached 29.2 million viewers), or for the funeral of Princess Diana 12 (31 million); but even so, an immense number have chosen to observe these ceremonial religious occasions.

         The risk of disruption is always present – perhaps now more than ever, given the speed with which royal mishaps and missteps, vices and vicissitudes, can be circulated and denounced on social media. Yet history suggests that the Crown has never existed in a realm of absolute security, that deference for royalty has always been matched by defiance, and that the ancient robes and rituals associated with the past only survive if they are refreshed and reinvented in response to new dangers. After all, long before the current threats posed by falling approval ratings and rising disenchantment, the monarchy had been confronted by real jeopardy. Consider the tumultuous period between the birth of the house of Windsor in 1917 and the coronation of Elizabeth II in 1953. Her parents and grandparents experienced the horrors of the First World War, where royal cousins were on opposing sides of the conflict; and their kin were murdered during the Russian Revolution. She herself lived through the rise of fascism and the mortal dangers of the Second World War, when her parents narrowly escaped injury or death as Buckingham Palace was bombed in German air raids. Her father’s younger brother, the Duke of Kent, was killed in a plane crash on military duty in August 1942. And their older brother, the former King Edward VIII, openly consorted with Nazi leaders, who regarded him as a potential puppet monarch, to be reinstalled on the throne following Germany’s planned invasion and subjugation of Britain.

         All of which brings me back to my conversation with the Queen about her couturier, Hardy Amies, and why it makes sense that she should rely on a man who understood the menace of Nazism, and the recent perils that she and her family had endured. Unlike her distant ancestors, she was not shielded from enemies by suits of armour. But she had been educated by her closest relatives in the sartorial art of royalty, and the ways in which visual iconography could safeguard the sovereign, even if their reign seemed to be hanging by a thread.

         Thus, one cannot begin to fathom the Queen without exploring the turmoil that had engulfed her immediate predecessors on the throne, 13 when, in her father’s words, ‘the whole fabric’ of monarchy was in danger of being torn apart. As such, the royal family came to be protected by its own distinctive uniforms – some overtly military, others relaying coded messages or offering a form of disguise, yet all integral to its identity. Accordingly, from her childhood onwards, the Queen was taught to dress with confidence and conviction. Her clothes, and those of her mother and grandmother before her, thereby represent an intricate pattern of soft power, deployed during a violent era of crisis, both for their family and their realm. And if the garments and jewels of these successive generations of royalty are considered together, they offer tangible clues to trace the Crown’s secret history, and how it survived the existential threat of two world wars.

         On the day the Queen died, people saw magical signs in the sky: rainbows arching over Buckingham Palace, Windsor Castle and Balmoral. The rainbows vanished, but her royal raiments live on to tell a tale that future generations may learn from, as the monarchy reshapes itself, as it so often has before, to face the challenges ahead.
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[image: ]Soldiers at Windsor Castle, 1948.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
15
            The House of Windsor

         

         If the Queen’s heart lay in the Scottish hills of Balmoral, where she died, her final resting place was at Windsor Castle, her ancestral home. This has long been a place of fortification, from its early origins in the eleventh century, when William the Conqueror built it as a strategic stronghold that could be used to defend the monarchy against attack. Hence the decision at the beginning of the Second World War that Lilibet and her younger sister, Margaret Rose, should live within the castle’s protective walls and ramparts, attended by Miss Crawford and a company of Grenadier Guards, while their parents were seen to be doing their patriotic duty in London. ‘Windsor Castle was a fortress, not a home,’ wrote Miss Crawford in her memoir, and recalled their restless nights in the dungeons, which had been converted into a bomb shelter. ‘There lingered about it always the memory of others who had probably been incarcerated there, and left some of their unhappiness behind them. The atmosphere was gloomy, and there were beetles.’

         More than seventy years later, I went to Windsor Castle for the first time, having been invited by the Queen to stay with my husband, Philip. It was June – we would be attending the races at Royal Ascot – and there were no obvious signs of beetles, nor any imminent threat of bombs. But red-coated guardsmen still paraded, and armed police officers were on patrol. We had been issued in advance with a schedule and dress code for 16 formal day and evening wear; I was obliged to bring a surprising number of outfits, hats and accessories, and to change at least twice before lunch. The sartorial requirements were stricter than any I had encountered at the Paris couture shows as the editor of Harper’s Bazaar, and despite my long experience of the demanding formalities of French fashion houses, a visit to Windsor Castle was infinitely more nerve-racking.

         The Queen appeared to be entirely herself in this imposing setting; by which I mean there was never any sense of her performing, in the way that a modern celebrity might do. She was without doubt the most famous woman in the world, but her apparent modesty seemed to me as natural as her dignity. She was not flirtatious, unlike her mother or her mercurial sister; nor did she deploy her regal status as a weapon against others. She embodied the power of pageantry but avoided pomposity, for she held true to her heartfelt belief that she was the servant of the people. And for all her consummate ability to look impassive and unruffled, the rare moments that I witnessed when her face lit up with emotion – as she watched her prized racehorses at Ascot, for example – were wonderfully engaging. The previous year, during her Diamond Jubilee, she had allowed the world to catch a glimpse of her charm and wit, enacting a meeting with James Bond for the spectacular opening of the London Olympics, when it appeared that she was parachuting into the stadium wearing a crystal-embellished peach satin dress. A decade later, she would enchant her public again with another film to mark her Platinum Jubilee – on this occasion a sweet conversation with Paddington Bear (he wore his familiar duffle coat, she a floral print dress; he retrieved a marmalade sandwich from beneath his felt hat, while she took hers from inside her leather handbag). These scripted scenes relied on the Queen’s peerless talent for keeping a straight face and playing her part to perfection: as the personification of a quintessential, idealised Britishness.

         She did not require much in the way of entertainment, and unlike several other members of her family, she was wholly immune to flattery. Her smile, when it came, was delightful because it was natural, rather than forced. Even so, I felt an acute sense of failure in my inability to amuse 17 her, as my husband apparently could, in our encounters in the majestic state rooms of Windsor Castle. Once, after returning from the races at Ascot, I saw her sitting alone on a crimson damask-upholstered chair by the bay window overlooking the castle grounds. An equerry gave me a polite nudge, and suggested I go and speak to her; I walked over to the chair, feeling self-conscious, and curtseyed. The Queen made a courteous gesture that I should sit down. I murmured something complimentary about her racehorses, and she nodded, kindly, apparently untroubled by my conversational limitations. We talked about the weather, and the beauty of the roses in the Windsor gardens; we returned, again, to the safe and reassuring subject of her dogs. Eventually, she asked if I would like to accompany Philip to see the library. I thanked her, and withdrew, wondering if the correct protocol was to walk backwards, but decided against this, in case I tripped over a precious piece of furniture or delicate porcelain. (Hence the flash of recognition I felt when watching the Queen’s cameo with Paddington Bear, which was filmed in the same room; and my childish delight at seeing him drinking out of the spout of a teapot, then spraying a solemn footman with cream from a chocolate éclair.)

         After retreating from the Crimson Drawing Room, I found Philip nearby, and we were guided to the Royal Library, following a maze of long corridors, down a flight of steps overseen by a larger-than-life marble statue of Queen Victoria, who looked exceedingly disapproving, and finally arriving at our destination. The library is housed in a series of double-height rooms, each lined with thousands of volumes from floor to ceiling, a set of narrow spiral steps leading to the second level, altogether forming an immense gallery of books. These include a priceless edition of Shakespeare’s First Folio (a collection of his plays published in 1623, just seven years after his death), and the Second Folio (from 1632), containing the handwriting of Charles I, who read it while he was imprisoned at Windsor Castle in the days before he was put on trial and executed in 1649. Inside the manuscript the King wrote in Latin, ‘Dum spiro Spero’ (‘While I breathe, I hope’). The blood-stained linen shirt said to have been worn by Charles at his beheading is amongst the revered artefacts 18 held at Windsor Castle; material evidence that a monarch can lose a kingdom, as well as his head. A former Royal Librarian, Sir Owen Morshead, who gave the young Lilibet occasional history lessons during even the most perilous months of the Second World War, showed the shirt to her as a vivid illustration of past trials that had beset the Crown.

         This macabre garment was nowhere to be seen on our visit to the Royal Library, but there were many other treasures to be viewed: drawings by Raphael and Leonardo da Vinci; rare miniature cameos; jewelled chivalric insignia bestowed by previous sovereigns upon their favoured knights; and a piece of rock brought back from the moon. At the far end was a bust of Elizabeth I, who had used these rooms as an indoor walking gallery. I wondered if her namesake had ever run along the red-carpeted floors as a small child, before she had known that she, too, would follow in the footsteps of the first Queen Elizabeth.

         The restless ghost of Elizabeth I is said to haunt the Royal Library, while at least a dozen other phantoms and wraiths are purported to walk the corridors or appear at windows, their spectral forms looming in the shadows, their whispers rustling through the night. Miss Crawford reported that it was so dark during the blackout of the war years that at first she became disorientated, ‘and for some time I wandered around like one of the Castle’s ghosts’.

         I have never seen or heard a ghost on any of my visits, but it is an eerie place when the crowds leave, although one never feels alone. Forty sovereigns have inhabited Windsor Castle over the last 1,000 years – representing a near unbroken line of monarchy – and their presence is palpable in the fabric of the building. Only once has the Crown toppled, when England became a republic in the wake of Charles I’s execution. After this indignity, the restoration of the monarchy in 1660 saw the transformation of Windsor Castle from a medieval castle into a majestic symbol of royal authority, adorned with an ever-expanding collection of riches. ‘It is replete with every kind of historical trophy,’ wrote Miss Crawford of her wartime years at Windsor with Lilibet and Margaret, identifying ‘the bullet that came out of Nelson’s heart, and Bonnie Prince 19Charlie’s sword as well as King Henry VIII’s armour … I personally found them somewhat sinister things to share a shelter with.’

         
            
[image: ]The Royal Library at Windsor Castle, c.1940.20

            

         

         
            
[image: ]A lace evening gown designed by Hardy Amies in 1952 for Princess Elizabeth to wear on a royal tour of Australia (postponed because of the death of George VI).21

            

         

         Many of the monarchy’s greatest works of art can be viewed at Windsor: portraits by Anthony van Dyck (including a monumental one of Charles I astride a white horse, and his famous painting showing the same king from three viewpoints); masterpieces by Rubens, Titian, Bruegel and Holbein. Magnificence and wealth are everywhere: superb silver and gilded furniture, quantities of valuable porcelain, countless marble busts, umpteen golden candelabra and crystal chandeliers. But aside from these visible exhibitions of power and privilege, dating back to the time when the Crown claimed its divine right to rule, a hidden history is kept safe at Windsor Castle, in the form of the vast Royal Archives amassed within its walls. A few records lie deep in the network of basements that form an underground labyrinth; the vast majority are stored high up in the twelfth-century Round Tower.

         The Queen’s clothes, however, are now preserved in the care of a textile conservator, who works with a small team in a modern building in Windsor Great Park. It took some months after the Queen’s death for her surviving clothing to be assembled there, alongside her mother’s, and even longer for the process of cataloguing to commence. My request to see the most significant of the Queen’s gowns designed for her by Hardy Amies has therefore taken a year to be granted. But at last I am returning to Windsor on a rainy day in February, when the grey skies are dour and glowering, and the morning is as dark as twilight. The security is strict: two different forms of ID are required, following a previous online screening process, and I must enter via a gate guarded by armed police. Their grave faces seem to reflect the sense of occasion; heightening my own, slightly uneasy feeling that in coming here, I am disobeying Walter Bagehot’s warning against poking around and destroying the mystique of the monarchy.

         The surroundings are not in the least magical; the building is utilitarian and anonymous, in a small complex of workshops and warehouses. The contents, however, are remarkable: on my way to the textile studio, I pass a restorer at work on a red satin-covered chair that looks very much 22 like the one I saw the Queen sitting on when I encountered her, more than a decade ago, in the Crimson Drawing Room of the nearby castle. There is a treasure trove of royal clothes, too, forming as compelling a historical collection as the annals contained within the Round Tower. Like a handwritten letter or diary that survives long after the death of its author, these corporeal garments are testaments to a past life.

         The Amies dresses that I am here to see today are stored in grey boxes, like coffins, to keep them safe from daylight, fluctuations in temperature, and the fatal depredations of clothes moths (whose larvae spin tunnels of silk and feed off the materials that they inhabit, and eventually destroy). The conservator and one of her colleagues open the first box, removing the layers of tissue paper that shroud the garment, and then they don special gloves to lift it onto a display table. It is a strapless red velvet evening gown, with a tiny waist – only 23 inches – and identified by the curators as having been worn by Princess Elizabeth in the late 1940s.

         Hardy Amies opened his couture house in January 1946. This gown appears to be strikingly similar in style to Christian Dior’s debut New Look collection, launched in February 1947, which introduced long, extravagantly full skirts, in marked contrast to wartime rationing and austerity. A small yet distinctive label – consisting of Amies’s own handwritten signature and address (14 Savile Row) – is neatly stitched inside a seam within the black satin lining, hidden by the folds of the floor-length skirt. The crimson is an undeniably regal colour, but this is a party dress for a princess to dance in, rather than stand to attention in her formal regalia. The velvet feels soft to the touch, almost warm in its intimacy, as if it has only just been shrugged off by Lilibet, the laughing girl who wore it in her youth.

         There are no official photographs of Princess Elizabeth wearing the dress; but looking at it, I am reminded of the portrait of her great-great-grandmother, Queen Victoria, painted in 1843 by the German artist Franz Xaver Winterhalter. Victoria was just twenty-four at the time, and she had commissioned it as a birthday gift for her beloved husband Albert, who hung it in his Writing Room at Windsor. This is not one of the many formal Winterhalter pictures of the royal family that were 23 created for public display; rather, Victoria is seen in privacy, with her hair half undone, leaning against a red cushion, her lips open in an alluring pose, her shoulders exposed, a heart-shaped pendant on a gold chain dangling from her naked neck.

         The Winterhalter portrait hints only briefly at what Victoria is wearing – her lack of clothing is perhaps the point – with the merest dash of white material visible. But another of Victoria’s youthful dresses is part of the textile collection at Windsor, and I have asked to see it alongside the Hardy Amies gown. The resemblance is intriguing: Victoria’s dress is also made of red velvet, with a tiny waist, a low-cut bodice, and a long, very full skirt. There are differences: the nineteenth-century gown is more elaborate, the fabric tartan rather than plain, trimmed with lace, ribbons and bows. Yet the parallels seem to me to be intentional on Hardy Amies’s part, at least in the way in which his design summons up a romanticised version of Victoriana, and a fairy-tale world where a beautiful princess could waltz with her handsome prince. In doing so, Amies was both shaping and reflecting the prevailing mood in post-war fashion; a nostalgic emotion expressed by Christian Dior in the final page of his memoir. ‘The maintenance of the tradition of fashion is in the nature of an act of faith,’ wrote Dior in 1956. ‘In a century which attempts to tear the heart out of every mystery, fashion still guards its secret well, and is the best possible proof that there is still magic abroad.’

         Hardy Amies had drawn a comparable conclusion in his own first memoir, published two years previously in 1954; although he cited the tradition of the British monarchy, for by then his most famous client was the young queen. ‘The Court and its ceremonies, its Presentation Garden Parties, its Balls, its Royal Enclosures, are still the corner stones of the social edifice … I see everywhere a strong, if subconscious, desire to cling to the old order, and even to fight for it. This is the atmosphere which influences fashion.’

         Both Dior and Amies knew the brutality of war. Dior had lived through the Nazi occupation of Paris; his sister, a member of the French Resistance had been captured and tortured by the Gestapo, then deported to a German concentration camp. Amies joined forces with the Belgian 24 Resistance, many of whom were betrayed by collaborators, executed, or died in imprisonment. Both were influenced by the past – Dior by his mother’s wardrobe during the Belle Époque, before the horrors of the First World War, Amies by his mother’s work for a court dressmaker in the Edwardian era. Both admired what Amies described as ‘the satisfying full curves of the mid-nineteenth century brought right up to date’. Dior designed dresses for the young Princess Margaret; Amies for her older sister, who as heir apparent could not be seen to wear French couture, and as queen remained stalwart in her loyalty to British designers. And both men were homosexual, growing up during a time of widespread prejudice, when being openly queer was to risk persecution and punishment.

         These are the associations in my mind, as I search for clues in the two dresses spread out before me; a pair made for princesses before they became queens, and before they were clad in the chain mail of majesty. The threads that link Lilibet and Victoria are naturally relevant in other ways. Neither was born to rule – both came to the throne as a result of a succession crisis – but each proved this to be an excellent qualification for a monarch. So, too, do the examples of Victoria’s grandson, George V, a second son whose older brother died at the age of twenty-eight, and in turn his second son, George VI, who was obliged to become king after the abdication of the firstborn son and heir, Edward VIII.

         The red velvet gowns are separated by a century, although they have a more immediate connection; not simply as tactile objects that offer clues to the women who wore them, but also as physical vestiges of their relationship, through the bloodline of monarchy. Lilibet was born on 21 April 1926, a quarter of a century after Victoria’s death on 22 January 1901. Amidst the ancient surroundings of Windsor Castle, twenty-five years seems very little time indeed. And yet the intervening years were cataclysmic; the suffering and savagery of the First World War and the Russian Revolution ripped apart Victoria’s royal dynasty, in ways that would reshape the reigns of successive sovereigns, while destroying others. The battle lines of the Great War saw Victoria’s grandchildren become enemies, their realms divided and devastated.

         25 In order to understand how and why involves lengthy expeditions to the Royal Archives in the Round Tower, to trace the warp and weft of the British monarchy. One could devote an entire career to examining just a small section of the hundreds of thousands of documents that are stored there, or the half a million photographs that are also part of the collection. I have spent days reading through the records relating to the clothes worn by several generations of royal women. Time flies as I become immersed in photograph albums, studying the details of family resemblances, which are heightened by their habit of wearing matching tartan kilts, or dressing their children in identical sailor suits. Hours pass in the Round Tower, and then I descend the stone steps again, retracing my path past St George’s Chapel, where the dead royalties lie side by side in the crypt. Finally, emerging from a castle gate, I am shaken from my reverie, and wonder if I have somehow lost the thread.

         But what I always return to is this: if one is to appreciate the great achievement of Queen Elizabeth II in serving the Crown, as well as her people, then an understanding of her Victorian inheritance is vital. The two queens, Victoria and Elizabeth II, have come to represent the British monarchy at its most successful and enduring. And yet their lineage is far more Germanic than English; a reminder, too, of how the principle of hereditary succession was manipulated by Parliament to accommodate their Protestant ancestor George I, who would have been only fifty-second in line to the throne were it not for the 1701 Act of Settlement. Thanks to this legislation, he became the first of Britain’s Hanoverian monarchs. Throughout the eighteenth century, the Hanoverian kings married German brides, and their family heritage was consolidated by subsequent generations. Victoria’s mother was a German princess and her father was the fourth son of George III; she was therefore a direct descendant of George I, who was born, died and buried in what is now Germany. The author William Thackeray spoke for many when he wrote of George I that ‘we laughed at his uncouth German ways, and sneered at him’.

         After her accession, Victoria reinforced the royal relationship with Germany by marrying her first cousin, Albert (Victoria’s mother was sister to 26 Albert’s father, the Duke of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha). These ties were further strengthened when Victoria and Albert’s eldest daughter married the heir to the Prussian throne – the first of six of their children who would marry into German royal houses. Victoria’s matchmaking continued thereafter, as she attempted to ensure that her nine children and several dozen grandchildren made a series of strategic marriages, in an interrelated web of dynastic relationships that stretched beyond Germany, from Scandinavia to Spain, Belgium to the Balkans, Bulgaria, Greece and Russia. Before his death in 1861, Albert believed that these royal unions would be the key to creating European peace and prosperity, and a bulwark against the threat of republicanism. Victoria remained true to her husband’s vision, seeing each of the tactical marriages as integral to the power and influence of the monarchy, and to orchestrating good diplomatic relations. As such, she became known as ‘the grandmother of Europe’, while embodying her role as the matriarch of the mother country.

         Yet Victoria’s dynasty was fraught with family tensions, irredeemable rifts, and constant dangers. Marriages between cousins had led to an increased risk of the hereditary bleeding disorder of haemophilia (then known as the ‘royal disease’), passing down like a curse through the generations, afflicting one of Victoria’s sons, two of her grandsons, and six of her great-grandsons. Aside from this calamitous genetic legacy, none of Victoria’s descendants was immune to revolution, ruin or regicide. Victoria herself survived seven assassination attempts, and a significant number of her relatives were also targeted, including her sons Bertie and Alfred. That two of her grandsons, George V and Kaiser Wilhelm II, were on opposing sides during the First World War, led to irrevocable consequences. As hundreds of thousands of soldiers died in the killing fields of Flanders, men and their horses shot or poisoned by gas or drowning in the mud, George V was acutely aware that for the British monarchy to survive, it could no longer bear the surname of his German grandparents. Hence the 27calculated decision in 1917 that the house of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha should be rebranded in order to sound more English.

         
            
[image: ]Three heirs to the throne: Queen Victoria at the christening of her great-grandson (the future Edward VIII), with her grandson (the future George V) and son (the future Edward VII), July 1894.

            

         

         28There had been widespread anti-German rhetoric and propaganda in England since the start of the war, and confidential discussions about renaming the royal dynasty were already underway in the spring of 1917. But the timing of the public announcement came after increasing public outrage at air raids, in particular the destruction of a school in Poplar, East London, on 13 June in a daylight attack by German Gotha bombers in which eighteen children were killed. The following week, news of a proposed name change appeared in the Court Circular on 19 June, announcing that two of the King’s cousins would stop using the suffix ‘of Schleswig-Holstein’. There was also an official notice that ‘the King has deemed it desirable, in the conditions brought about by the present war, that those Princes of his family who are his subjects and bear German names and titles, should relinquish these titles and henceforth adopt British surnames.’ Members of the Teck and Battenberg families were expressly identified in the accompanying article in The Times.

         This would have a direct effect on his wife’s siblings, as well as her children and future grandchildren. Queen Mary had been born Princess May of Teck, the daughter of an Austrian nobleman; her mother was a cousin of Queen Victoria, and herself a Hanoverian. As a result of the new edict, Queen Mary’s two brothers were both obliged to renounce their German titles: Prince Alexander of Teck took the new title of the Earl of Athlone, while Prince Adolphus, the Duke of Teck, became instead the Marquess of Cambridge.

         As for the problematic name of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha: there was some private debate between a small group of royal advisers about suitably British replacements, including a suggestion of Tudor-Stewart (rejected by the former prime ministers Lord Rosebery and H. H. Asquith as having ‘inauspicious associations’). Other names that were considered but swiftly dismissed were Plantagenet, York, Lancaster and England. It was the King’s private secretary Lord Stamfordham (a loyal servant to Queen Victoria during the final years of her reign) who came up with the name 29 Windsor, and a proclamation announcing the change was issued from Buckingham Palace on 17 July 1917.

         The house of Windsor was born just days after the King and Queen had made a trip to the Western Front in France. While George set off to inspect the troops, Mary went to see a series of field hospitals, accompanied by her friend and lady-in-waiting Mabell, Countess of Airlie, who would subsequently write about the episode in her memoir. Over the course of their tour, from 3–14 July, Lady Airlie described their encounters with thousands of soldiers, ‘covered with mud, bleary-eyed and haggard with fatigue’. Wherever they went, the royal visitors were confronted with the visceral realities of the war. Lady Airlie recorded the many casualties that they saw in makeshift first-aid stations: ‘British, Australian, French, Belgian – the endless succession of beds had a terrible sameness of young faces and broken bodies.’ She recalled ‘the indescribable stench of death and sickness hanging in the air’, and the ‘harrowing sight’ of a battlefield: ‘a vast stretch of land that had once been fertile and smiling, covered with crops, but was now only a tumbled mass of blackened earth.’ The fields of Flanders were ‘pitted with deep craters that had swallowed up farms and villages’; and at a certain point, they found themselves standing on a mass grave, ‘a devil’s charnel house’ of corpses. ‘We climbed over a mound composed of German dead, buried by their comrades – all that was left of a whole regiment who had died in wrestling this strip of land from our troops, only to lose it again …

         ‘Scattered everywhere in the ineffable desolation were the pathetic reminders of human life – rifles fallen from dead hands, old water bottles, iron helmets. And in the distance the guns boomed relentlessly … We stood there speechless. It was impossible to find words. The Queen’s face was ashen and her lips were tightly compressed. I felt that like me she was afraid of breaking down.’

         News of the royal tour was not made public until after it had finished – for as the King told Lady Airlie, ‘I do things because they’re my duty; not as propaganda.’ Nevertheless, George and Mary were filmed for a silent newsreel (commissioned and produced by the government’s official ‘War Office Cinematograph Committee’), which still survives in the archives 30 of the Imperial War Museum. George V is seen in uniform at all times, meeting the troops and reviewing tanks and aircraft; while Queen Mary wears her usual full-length dresses and floral trimmed hats, even when watching a fearsome demonstration of flame-throwers and explosives. Several newspaper reports of their visit also appeared after their return (‘The King and Queen Visit the Scenes of the British Army’s Triumphs’ declared the patriotic headline in the Daily Record on 16 July). But perhaps the most significant was the official photograph of the King that appeared on the front page of the Illustrated London News on 21 July 1917, with the caption: ‘Helmeted: The Head of the Royal House of Windsor at the Front’. The full-page portrait showed the King in his field marshal’s uniform and a steel helmet, standing resolute amidst the desolation and debris of the Battle of Messines (which had been fought the previous month, at the cost of thousands of lives). Beneath was a short article hailing ‘the great victory’ of Messines and the courage of the King in visiting the front line, within range of German shells; and announcing that the King and his family had adopted the name of Windsor.

         By then, it had become clear that the house of Windsor would have no room for George V’s first cousins, Tsar Nicholas II and his German-born wife Alexandra, who was one of Queen Victoria’s favourite granddaughters. The King had already declined to grant them asylum earlier that year, fearing that the rising threat of Bolshevism might spread from Russia to Britain. The Tsar – who bore such a marked facial resemblance to George V that they looked more like twin brothers than cousins, and were even mistaken for one another when they spent time together – had led his country into the devastating war against Germany in 1914, as an ally of Britain; a decision that almost certainly contributed to the Revolution in February 1917, and the Tsar’s abdication on 2 March. George had always claimed to be devoted to his cousin (‘dear Nicky’), describing him as ‘the best, straightest, most clear and decided man I know’. But his first loyalty was to the Crown, and the need to protect it against the risk of radical republicanism. The King was ruthless about this objective, as evinced in Lord Stamfordham’s letter to the Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, at 31 the end of March 1917. ‘The King has been thinking much about the Government’s proposal that the Emperor and his Family should come to England … His Majesty cannot help doubting, on general grounds of expediency, whether it is advisable that the Imperial Family should take up their residence in this country.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         32The King’s strength of feeling increased the following month, when a letter from the influential author H. G. Wells was published in The Times on 21 April, calling for the formation of a Republican Society. Wells wrote that such a step would be patriotic in a time of war, and ‘agreeable to our friends and Allies, the Republican democracies of France, Russia, the United States, and Portugal, to give some clear expression to the great volume of Republican feeling that has always existed in the British community’. An accompanying editorial in The Times hastened to offer its readers the following assurance: ‘We prize and reverence the Monarchy because it is the thread which runs through the wonderful story of a national life … It binds the whole of the vast fabric together as no other institution does or can do.’ The editorial also stated that the British constitutional monarchy had nothing in common with the ‘autocracy of the Tsardom’ and the ‘militarist kingships of the Continent, except that the Crown is hereditary in both’. What remained unspoken, or perhaps implicit between the lines, was that this very inheritance was an undeniable link, given that the Tsar, the Kaiser and the King were all first cousins.

         Wells’s letter received widespread attention, and its contents were reported in other newspapers, including the Manchester Guardian and the New York Times. As Lord Derby, the Secretary of State for War, observed, ‘the revolution in Russia has given all monarchies a knock. Wells’s letter to The Times would not have been printed a year ago, but now it undoubtedly represents the view held by a very considerable class.’ A second salvo by Wells was published in the popular Penny Pictorial in May 1917, under the headline ‘The Future of the Monarchy’. The author proclaimed that ‘the European dynastic system, based upon intermarriage by a group of minority German Royal Families, is dead today’. If the British monarchy were to survive, continued Wells, it must sever itself 33 ‘definitively from the German dynastic system with which it is so fatally entangled by marriage and descent’. Nor was this the first time that Wells had taken aim at the sovereign; the previous year, in his widely read wartime novel Mr Britling Sees It Through, he had declared that British life was ‘corrupted by the fictions of loyalty to an uninspiring and alien Court’. The King, in one of his rarely recorded jokes, apparently quipped in return: ‘I may be uninspiring, but I’ll be damned if I’m alien.’ However, the Liberal politician David Lloyd George would almost certainly have sided with Wells, at least in private; in January 1915, when he was Chancellor of the Exchequer, he was summoned to a meeting with the King at Buckingham Palace and remarked to his mistress, ‘I wonder what my little German friend has got to say to me!’

         As the war continued to grind onwards, with both sides suffering crushing losses, legislation was passed by Parliament in November 1917 to ensure that George V’s relatives who had served in the German army, or remained living in Germany, were stripped of their British titles. Two years previously, in May 1915, the King had struck the names of eight German and Austrian royals – seven of whom were directly related to him or his wife – from the roll of Knights of the Most Noble Order of the Garter, and ordered the removal of their heraldic banners from St George’s Chapel in Windsor Castle. Yet, as would become all too evident, the family ties could not be completely erased by the forfeiture of honours.

         These momentous events were still recent family history when Princess Elizabeth was born in 1926; not that anyone expected the baby to become a future monarch, given that she was the daughter of George V’s second son, Prince Albert. But when I examine pictures of her as a baby, in the archives of the Round Tower, it is impossible not to think of the violence and anguish that had wracked so many of her relatives less than a decade previously. Here they still are, the family groups in leather-bound albums, caught by the camera at gatherings for christenings, weddings, funerals and memorials. In these pages, they are preserved forever; a royal caste united at Windsor Castle and Ehrenburg Palace, in celebration and mourning, all related by their shared origins within the house of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.

         34 The men are sometimes hard to tell apart, given their habit of wearing the military uniforms of each other’s realms. On one page, cousin Wilhelm is sporting a grand outfit at Cowes in August 1889, having just been made an honorary admiral in the Royal Navy by his grandmother. The following year, cousin George is with Wilhelm in Berlin, as a newly appointed colonel of a Prussian dragoon regiment. In September 1896, cousin Nicholas is staying at Balmoral with Queen Victoria, and photographed in his uniform of colonel-in-chief of the Royal Scots Greys. He is accompanied by his wife and their baby daughter, while George and May also join the family reunion.

         Perhaps the most haunting of the photographs shows the English and Russian royal relatives holidaying together on the Isle of Wight in August 1909. George and Nicholas are dressed identically in naval style, their wives in similar white gowns, as are their daughters. One of the quartet of Romanov girls, ten-year-old Maria, is sharing a chair with George; his own daughter, Mary, stands close to Tatiana, who at twelve is the same age as her; they all bear an uncanny family resemblance. On the day the photograph was taken, George referred fondly in his diary to the ‘delightful’ Russian children.

         These are the children who will die in July 1918, alongside their parents. They are slaughtered in a basement in a chaotic barrage of bullets and bayonets, as the Bolshevik revolutionaries set about piercing the layers of precious jewels that have been sewn into the girls’ underwear for safekeeping. It would be the subsequent discovery of the fragments of these jewels, as well as remnants of shoe buckles and corset ribs, amidst a heap of charred bones in a nearby mineshaft, that led to the identification of the mutilated remains of the dead family.

         Within a few months of those murders came the abdication of their cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm II, following Germany’s crushing defeat in the First World War. Soon after the Armistice in November 1918, Lloyd 35 George (by then prime minister), declared that the former kaiser should be put on trial at Westminster Hall, and sentenced to death. Wilhelm had already fled Germany, and sought refuge in the Netherlands, where he lived for the rest of his life. Having lost his empire, he set aside his wardrobe of military uniforms, and adopted civilian dress: blue serge suits, loden capes, and a tiepin embellished with a miniature of his grandmother, Queen Victoria.

         
            
[image: ]Tsar Nicholas (left) and his first cousin, the future George V.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]A royal family gathering on the Isle of Wight in 1909: Edward VII sits in the middle, beside his nephew Tsar Nicholas II, his niece, the Tsarina, and their five children.36

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Queen Mary and George V in Berlin in May 1913, for the wedding of the daughter of Kaiser Wilhelm II (George’s first cousin). The King is wearing his German military uniform for the occasion.37

            

         

         King George, too, found some comfort in the past. He wore the buttoned boots and stiff collars associated with the pre-war era, and at court he insisted on the same attire that had been de rigueur in Victorian times, including frock coats for men and long trains for women. He also ensured that his sons followed his lead in wearing the traditional ‘Windsor uniform’ whenever they were with him at the castle: a dark blue tailcoat trimmed with red collar and cuffs, breeches and a white waistcoat. The King himself continued to appear in the full dress uniform of an admiral of the fleet or a field marshal on ceremonial occasions; Queen Mary looked even more stately, adorned in crown jewels and floor-length gowns.

         Thus the house of Windsor came to represent stability and old-fashioned values, while reinventing itself as thoroughly and reliably British. After the war, George refused to have any further contact with Wilhelm; but their shared history, and that of their Russian cousins, continued to haunt him and his heirs. In my mind’s eye, I see the royal family tree embroidered into an elaborate tapestry, torn and threadbare in places, fragile and faded in the areas where daylight has shone too brightly, yet its delicate needlepoint surviving, against all the odds. And I imagine the tapestry still hidden somewhere within Windsor Castle, kept safe in one of the thousand rooms of the ancient fortress. How could it be otherwise, in a family for whom ancestry is destiny?
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[image: ]The Duke and Duchess of York at the christening of their daughter Elizabeth in May 1926. She is wearing the same robe that had been used for all royal christenings since the birth of Queen Victoria’s first child in 1841.
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            ‘She Has Set the Babe Fashion for Yellow’

         

         Whenever I find myself walking through the moneyed streets of Mayfair, which are now the exclusive preserve of hedge funds and the headquarters of luxury brands, I often pause just beyond Berkeley Square, to look at a pair of commemorative plaques that are placed opposite each other on Bruton Street. They seem to me to be mementoes of a lost Mayfair that existed between the two world wars: a landscape summoned up by the songs of Noël Coward and the novels of Evelyn Waugh, when (to quote a romantic song title of the era), ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’.

         Many of Mayfair’s historic residential mansions have vanished, demolished by property developers or bombed to extinction in the Blitz. Even so, the past is alive in the immense London plane trees of Berkeley Square, planted in the eighteenth century and towering like the flying buttresses of a leafy green cathedral. Less obvious, but still evocative, are the nearby plaques recording former residents, which might serve as a map for anyone who dreams of slipping through a wrinkle in time. On the north side of Bruton Street, at number 26, a blue circular English Heritage plaque notes that ‘Sir Norman Hartnell, 1901–1979, Court Dressmaker, 40lived and worked here, 1935–1979’. On the south side is another plaque, set high into the wall of a modern corporate edifice, marking an event that would prove to be momentous for Hartnell’s future, and for that of the entire nation. It reads: ‘On this site at 17 Bruton Street stood the townhouse of the Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorne where Elizabeth Alexandra Mary Windsor, later to become Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, was born on 21 April 1926.’ And so it was that Lilibet’s birthplace was just across the road from Hartnell’s couture house; a reminder of the uncommon thread that linked them, for he would begin dressing her when she was a child of nine, and continued to do so until his death forty-four years later.

         The baby girl was the first in the royal family to bear the surname of Windsor from the outset; she was also given the same first name as her mother, and her middle names were those of her father’s grandmother and mother. Lilibet’s arrival in the London home of her maternal grandparents reflected an important change in the house of Windsor. Her father, the King’s second son, Prince Albert, the Duke of York (known to his family and friends as Bertie), had married the daughter of a Scottish aristocrat rather than a European royal princess, as would have been expected of previous generations. But the war had changed everything, including the lives of Bertie and his bride, Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon. Bertie had served as a junior officer in the British Navy at the Battle of Jutland in 1916, where twenty ships were sunk and the death toll was close to 10,000 sailors. Elizabeth saw four of her older brothers join the Armed Forces when war was declared. One of them died on the battlefield in 1915 at the age of twenty-six, leaving a young widow and a two-month-old baby daughter; three other brothers suffered from a combination of physical injuries and psychological trauma. And when Elizabeth’s Scottish home, Glamis Castle, was temporarily converted into a convalescent hospital for wounded and disabled soldiers, she helped to care for the patients.

         Despite the long shadow cast by the war, Elizabeth was widely admired by her contemporaries for her vivacity and charm, and Bertie fell in love with her at first sight as they danced together at a ball held at the Ritz 41in the summer of 1920. His courtship was lengthy and assiduous; but when their engagement was finally announced in January 1923, the socialite and diarist Henry ‘Chips’ Channon declared Bertie to be ‘the luckiest of men’, and Elizabeth ‘more gentle, lovely and exquisite than any other woman alive’. They were married at Westminster Abbey on 26 April 1923; Elizabeth wore an ivory chiffon wedding dress designed by Madame Handley-Seymour, an English court dressmaker patronised by Queen Mary, although its slim, straight silhouette reflected that of Jeanne Lanvin, a Paris couturière favoured by the bride. Elizabeth was an admirer of French fashion, and already a client of Chanel by 1922, but her bridal gown needed to represent her new role as the Duchess of York, and above all, as a royal woman. Her veil was made of antique lace, given to her by Queen Mary; the medieval-looking gown was embellished with another strip of lace, a Strathmore family heirloom, and embroidered with pearls. Her tulle train was edged with Nottingham lace; white roses of York appeared on either side of the circlet of myrtle leaves that she wore in place of a tiara.

         
            
[image: ]The Duke and Duchess of York on honeymoon in 1923.42

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon in her bridal gown, leaving home for her wedding to the Duke of York. 43

            

         

         On the morning of the wedding, Elizabeth set off with her father from 17 Bruton Street, travelling in a horse-drawn state coach, along a route lined with guardsmen to the Abbey. There, she stopped at the tomb of the Unknown Warrior, commemorating the multitudes of soldiers who had died in the Great War, and laid her bouquet of white roses on the grave. The groom wore his Royal Air Force uniform (he had trained as a pilot in 1919); his older brother, the Prince of Wales, was in a red Grenadier Guards tunic, and his father in the uniform of Admiral of the Fleet. The monarchy’s close connection with their military forces was further signified when the newly-weds paused, having left the Abbey, and the Duke saluted the Cenotaph war memorial on Whitehall.

         The early years of the Yorks’ married life, before the birth of their first daughter, were relatively leisurely, though Bertie continued his round of official duties. In August 1923, Elizabeth accompanied her husband on a day trip to the annual Duke of York’s Camp that he had set up two years earlier, which brought together privately educated schoolboys with 44 young factory workers of the same age. Photographs and silent film footage of the Duchess’s visit show her dressed in the height of fashion, in a Chanel jersey ensemble and cloche hat; she looks more like a youthful flapper than a regal duchess, smiling gaily as she waves and shakes hands.

         Bertie had previously been made president of the Industrial Welfare Society – an organisation that sought, in his words, to ‘promote good will between all classes in industry’, and in this role, he toured factories and coal mines throughout the country. As such, he was emulating his parents, who expressed their stalwart devotion to duty and service via a succession of engagements with their people. During the four years of war, George V undertook 450 visits to troops, 300 to hospitals, and almost as many to factories and shipyards; and these missions continued in peacetime, too, with the mournful addition of commemorations for the war dead, and solemn pilgrimages to the war graves in France and Belgium.

         But unlike his father, Bertie struggled with public speaking due to a debilitating stammer developed in childhood; and even though this improved thanks to speech therapy encouraged by his wife, he preferred to remain in the background at official royal functions. Bertie was always dutiful, yet far less confident in public than his dashing older brother Edward, Prince of Wales (known in the family as David). The heir to the throne, however, showed little interest in marriage or his accession; as Chips Channon, an astute observer, recorded in his diary in 1925, ‘The P of W would not raise his finger to save his future sceptre, many of his intimate friends think he would be only too happy to renounce it.’

         The Prince of Wales himself complained about his parents’ traditionalism, which was rooted in the Victorian epoch; he preferred the trappings of the Jazz Age, with its fast cars, glitzy nightclubs and adulterous affairs. ‘I always feel as if I were working, not for the next King of England, but for the son of the latest American millionaire,’ grumbled his assistant private secretary, Tommy Lascelles, with some exasperation. By 1927, Lascelles was so enraged at his master’s louche behaviour that he told the prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, that the heir to the throne was ‘going rapidly to the devil’ and ‘would soon become no fit wearer of the British 45 Crown’. Baldwin agreed with him, and then Lascelles went even further, confessing that when the Prince was out riding at point-to-points, ‘I can’t help thinking that the best thing that could happen to him, and to the country, would be for him to break his neck.’ The prime minister replied: ‘God forgive me, I have often thought the same.’

         That the King did not share these extreme views is evident in his repeated requests to his heir to give up riding in steeplechases. Nevertheless, stories abound of George losing faith in his eldest son in the later years of his reign. ‘After I am dead the boy will ruin himself within twelve months,’ he is reputed to have said to Baldwin; and to Cosmo Lang, the Archbishop of Canterbury, ‘I know my son is going to let it [the monarchy] down.’ The King’s disapproval of what he saw as his son’s dissolute way of life, not least his scandalous preference for mistresses rather than a suitable wife, was most often expressed in complaints about the Prince’s refusal to adhere to the customary royal dress codes. Hence the King’s bitter accusations that his heir had worn a kilt jacket of too light a grey for church, or failed to don gloves at a ball. In retaliation, the Prince rebelled even further, starting a popular fashion for two-tone shoes and loud check suits, so that the King (according to the Countess of Airlie) ‘hauled him over the coals for being the “worst dressed man in London”’.

         In contrast, George thoroughly approved of his second son’s choice of wife, and their domestic rectitude; for despite Elizabeth’s gaiety, she was, in the words of Lady Airlie, ‘very unlike the cocktail-drinking, chain-smoking girls who came to be regarded as typical of the nineteen-twenties’. As it happens, Elizabeth did enjoy cocktails and dancing, but she was able to handle her father-in-law from the start. True, when they first met, the King voiced some dismay about her fashionably fringed hairstyle, but soon after the Yorks’ marriage, he wrote to his son in the fondest terms: ‘The better I know & the more I see of your dear little wife, the more charming I think she is.’

         Yet for all the King’s innate conservatism, he proved himself able to adapt to the changing political landscape when, in January 1924, Ramsay MacDonald became the first Labour prime minister. MacDonald led a 46 short-lived minority government, relying on the tacit support of the Liberals, with the result that his reforms were less radical than might have been expected; but his role as a working-class representative leading the country was unprecedented. ‘The King plays the game straight,’ wrote MacDonald in his diary on the day of their first meeting at Buckingham Palace, ‘though I feel he is apprehensive. It would be a miracle were he not.’ George V himself appeared to be surprisingly philosophical about the new prime minister, who was the illegitimate son of a Scottish maidservant and a farm labourer. ‘He impressed me very much, he wishes to do the right thing,’ recorded the King in his diary on the same day, 22 January, the anniversary of Queen Victoria’s death. ‘Today 23 years ago dear Grandmama died. I wonder what she would have thought of a Labour government!’

         In the ensuing days, George met MacDonald’s ministers, and considered them to be ‘very intelligent’; uncharacteristically, he set aside the formal court dress code for their attendance at Buckingham Palace, rather than insisting on frock coats, white breeches and stockings, which many in the Labour Cabinet didn’t possess and couldn’t afford. One of them, J. R. Clynes, a former millhand and newly appointed Lord Privy Seal, arrived at the palace wearing what the press reported to be ‘a black soft hat and a muffler of indeterminate hue beneath his dark tweed overcoat’. Another, John Wheatley, an Irish-born miner and the incoming Minister of Health, wore ‘a ten-year-old lounge suit’.

         In most regards, the King was scrupulous in adhering to the role of constitutional monarch, as set out by Walter Bagehot in 1867: ‘The Sovereign has … the right to be consulted, the right to encourage, the right to warn.’ It is also worth reminding ourselves of Bagehot’s point that a British monarch has no legislative power, and no right of veto over Parliament; and would therefore have to sign their ‘own death-warrant’, if Parliament passed a law requiring the sovereign to do so. Within this relatively limited framework of influence, George V established a good relationship with the Labour government, and with Ramsay MacDonald in particular, who later wrote that the King ‘has been considerate, 47 cordially correct, human and friendly. [He] has never seen me as a Minister without making me feel that he was also seeing me as a friend.’

         According to the memoir of Lady Cynthia Colville, a royal courtier and confidante, ‘George V once told me that he found Mr Ramsay MacDonald and his colleagues easier to get on with and far readier to listen to the King’s advice (which was, after all, based on a good deal of experience) than ever Mr Baldwin and his Cabinet had been.’ But the King did make one request of the new prime minister. As MacDonald noted in his diary, the King said that if the Labour government resumed diplomatic relations with Russia, he ‘hoped I would do nothing to compel him to shake hands with the murderers of his relatives’. This point was followed up by the King’s private secretary, Lord Stamfordham, in a memo to the new Lord Chancellor: ‘It would be indescribably abhorrent to HM to have to shake hands with anyone who was, directly or indirectly, concerned with the brutal murder of his cousins, the Emperor and Empress of Russia and their children.’ In the event, Moscow dispatched a chargé d’affaires to London, a less senior diplomat than an ambassador, and the King was not obliged to receive him.

         MacDonald’s government survived only nine months, and Stanley Baldwin was returned as Conservative prime minister by the end of 1924. This was presumably a relief to the Duchess of York, who had declared herself to be ‘extremely anti-Labour’ in a letter to a friend earlier that year, on the curious grounds that, ‘They are so apart from fairies and owls and bluebells and Americans & all the things I like. If they agree with me, I know they are pretending.’

         Regardless of her mother’s political preferences, Princess Elizabeth was born into a world in flux, when modernism was emerging from an era of bloodshed and revolution; and at a time when the royal family – and her grandfather, in particular – sought to preserve the illusion of graceful continuity, while adjusting to rapidly shifting circumstances. Her birth coincided with the threat of disruptive industrial action, as government negotiations with the miners broke down. On 28 April 1926, the King expressed his frustration in a letter to his wife: ‘[It] will cost the country 48 many millions & cause a lot of bad blood & give great pleasure to our communists & the Russian Soviet.’

         The following week, on 4 May, the Trades Union Congress called the General Strike, and the guards at Buckingham Palace exchanged their ceremonial red tunics and bearskin hats for khaki uniforms and caps. Three days later, Lord Stamfordham wrote to Baldwin, anticipating the introduction of martial law; although the King showed some sympathy for the poorly paid miners, whose employers were intent on cutting their wages while extending their working hours. As Lady Airlie recalled in her memoir, the sovereign had ‘a heated dispute’ with Lord Durham, a coal magnate, during an encounter at the Newmarket Races, a few days before the strike commenced. ‘When the King said he was sorry for the miners Lord Durham replied that they were “a damned lot of revolutionaries”. At that His Majesty exploded – “Try living on their wages before you judge them.”’

         When the General Strike ended on 12 May, George wrote an unusually cheerful entry in his diary: ‘Our old country can well be proud of itself, as during the last 9 days there has been a strike in which 4 million men have been affected, not a shot has been fired & no one has been killed, it shows what wonderful people we are.’ The King’s optimism was not altogether realistic – social unrest would continue, driven by rising unemployment, falling wages and widespread deprivation. But he appears to have been in a hopeful mood, thanks to the birth of his granddaughter, who was now third in line to the throne, after her uncle and her father. Princess Elizabeth was christened in the chapel at Buckingham Palace on 29 May, wearing the Honiton lace royal christening robe that had originally been commissioned by Queen Victoria for the baptism of her first baby in 1841 (and subsequently used for each of her children, as well as those of Edward VII and George V). Lady Airlie attended the ceremony, and described it as ‘a happy interlude’ in ‘those grim weeks following the General Strike’. She also noted, after paying a visit to 17 Bruton Street, that large groups were gathering in the hope of catching a glimpse of the royal baby. The Duke of York was surprised by the assembled throng, but Lady Airlie remarked, ‘I knew the reason as I looked at the crowd made 49 up of people of all ages and all classes. Here, in this country which only yesterday had been in the throes of strife and bitterness, was something of continuity and hope in the future.

         ‘The King, I believe, unconsciously shared this feeling, for his pleasure in his little grand-daughter was touching … Lilibet always came first in his affections. He used to play with her – a thing I never saw him do with his own children – and loved to have her with him.’

         At the beginning of 1927, when Lilibet was just eight months old, she was left in the care of her grandparents, while her parents set off on an official state visit to Australia and New Zealand. (The royal tour had been requested by the Australian prime minister, Stanley Bruce, for the opening of the new Commonwealth Parliament House at Canberra, recently created as Australia’s capital city.) They would be away for six months, and on the morning of their departure (6 January), the Duchess of York recorded in her diary that she was feeling ‘very miserable at leaving the baby … Luckily she doesn’t realize anything … I had on a grey lamb coat with fox collar & grey everything else. I drank some champagne & tried not to weep.’ Several days later, she displayed a similar attention to sartorial detail in the wistful letter she wrote to Queen Mary after they had set sail from Portsmouth on board the battleship Renown: ‘I felt very much leaving on Thursday, and the baby was so sweet playing with the buttons on Bertie’s uniform that it quite broke me up!’

         During the Yorks’ lengthy absence on their royal tour, the King often referred affectionately in his diary to ‘our sweet little grandchild’. After a few weeks spent with her maternal grandparents in February, the baby joined the King and Queen at Buckingham Palace. There she was installed in a nursery with her nanny, Clara Knight (known as ‘Allah’, and originally employed to look after the youngest Strathmore children) and her Scottish nursery maid, Margaret MacDonald (‘Bobo’), who had joined the household when Lilibet was six weeks old, and remained with her as a dresser for more than six decades. Every afternoon, Lilibet was taken to her grandparents, and would be greeted by the Queen’s delighted cry of ‘Here comes the Bambino!’ Her first birthday was celebrated 50 with the King and Queen at Windsor Castle; legend has it that when she learned to talk, she called him ‘Grandpapa England’. Unlike his own children, Lilibet seems not to have been frightened of him, nor of his parrot Charlotte, the King’s constant companion who ate breakfast with the family every morning. Queen Mary described in a letter to Bertie how the baby ‘watched the bird eating pips with an air of absorption’, and uttered ‘shrieks of delight at each dog she saw’. Just before her birthday, she was photographed in the arms of the Queen; the portrait remains in the royal collection, and reveals a sturdy baby girl in a white dress and sash, looking directly into the camera, while her grandmother holds her up so that their heads are close together. Despite the age difference, they are clearly related; both have an air of determination, a firm jaw, and stiff upper lips.
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         Princess Elizabeth as a child: (opposite, clockwise from top left) with her parents and grandparents, 1927; with her grandparents George V and Queen Mary in Bognor; with Queen Mary and her aunt, the Princess Royal, 1933; and (above) 1928. Photograph by Marcus Adams.51
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         52 The bond between Lilibet and her paternal grandparents appears to have deepened throughout her earliest childhood. She was not their first grandchild; their daughter, Princess Mary, had married Viscount Lascelles in 1922, and gave birth to two sons in swift succession. Nevertheless, the King and Queen tended to devote more time to Lilibet than her male cousins, and clearly derived great pleasure from doing so. In her diary, the Queen wrote that the arrival of their first granddaughter was ‘such a relief and joy’ and described the baby girl as ‘a little darling with lovely complexion and pretty fair hair’. This was in marked contrast to Queen Mary’s earlier attitude to her own newborn babies, as her official biographer, James Pope-Hennessy, subsequently discovered in the course of his research. According to his friend and source Lady Juliet Duff, the Queen rarely displayed any overt sign of maternal instinct, and once, when showing Juliet one of her babies in its cot, had remarked: ‘I wonder what it’s thinking? Nothing at all, of course, stupid little thing.’

         After the King suffered a serious lung infection at the end of 1928, his doctors advised that he would benefit from the bracing sea air of the South Coast; he agreed to spend three months at Bognor, on condition that Lilibet should come and visit him. When she duly did so, both of her grandparents were equally pleased to see her. Perhaps most unlikely of all, the stately queen noted in her diary her enjoyment of outdoor 53 games with her granddaughter: ‘I played with Lilibet in the garden making sandpies!’

         From the start, there was intense press interest in the princess’s clothes. Indeed, even before the Duchess of York gave birth, journalists were sharing the news that the mother-to-be, along with Queen Mary and Lady Strathmore, had personally sewn some of the baby’s layette, while also revealing a charitable aspect to these preparations. ‘Many poor gentlewomen’, it was reported, ‘have profited by the Duchess’s order for fine lawn and muslin frocks, little bonnets and jackets.’ The following month, readers of the Westminster Gazette were informed that the Duchess of York preferred to see babies in cotton, rather than wool; she thought that infants wearing wool ‘looked rather like little gnomes’ and that her own choice was for ‘frilly babies’.

         At the time of Lilibet’s third birthday, her cherubic portrait was featured on the cover of Time magazine, with the caption: ‘She has set the babe fashion for yellow.’ This coincided with a number of excitable articles in the British press about how the princess had started ‘the vogue for yellow’; and declaring that ‘she is already a definite leader of fashion, and in no way is her influence more felt than with the “primrose babies”’. The following year, newspapers reported that she had celebrated her fourth birthday at Windsor Castle, where the King had given her a Shetland pony. Afterwards, the little princess was spotted walking across the castle quadrangle in a yellow coat; a large crowd had gathered to see her at the nearest gate, and when she waved to them, they surged forward and almost knocked over an unwary police officer.

         In August 1930, the Yorks’ second daughter was born, and Miss Crawford joined the household when Princess Margaret Rose was two years old. At this point, the family was living between Royal Lodge in Windsor Great Park and a London townhouse at 145 Piccadilly, close to Hyde Park Corner. As soon as Margaret was old enough, the two sisters were dressed in identical outfits, chosen by their mother. According to Miss Crawford, ‘They wore cotton frocks, mostly blue with a flower pattern, and little cardigan coats to match when it was cool. Blue of a certain 54 misty shade was always the Duchess’s favourite colour.’ Lilibet, however, ‘had a passion for cherry red, and a red coat she was particularly attached to’. Crawfie also reported that their nanny, the faithful Allah, believed that ‘little princesses should be little princesses always … She never quite approved of their plain tweed coats, business-like berets and stout walking shoes.’ When the girls were invited to parties, Allah would ‘come into her own and produce two dear little figures like dolls, all organdie frills and ribbons and bows’. (It is noteworthy that two of the most consistent caregivers in Lilibet’s life were Allah and Bobo, whose intimate relationships with her from infancy onwards were inextricably linked with the daily routines of dressing and undressing her.)

         The royal sisters were featured together in Vogue in March 1933, with a photograph of them wearing demure white dresses, ankle socks and sandals. The accompanying article confidently revealed that ‘the two children never wear low-waisted styles’ and that ‘their ordinary afternoon frocks remain surprisingly simple: broderie anglaise in the summer style with a scalloped cross-over its only decoration for Elizabeth; a simpler frock of cotton for Margaret with smocked yoke and wide scalloped hem-line’.

         At eight, Lilibet appeared as a couture-clad bridesmaid at one of the most fashionable weddings of the decade, when her uncle, Prince George, the Duke of Kent, married his second cousin, Princess Marina of Greece and Denmark. The bride’s family history was a reminder of the tribulations of European royals: her grandfather, King George I of Greece, had been assassinated in 1913 when Marina was six years old; her mother was a Russian grand duchess, and both of her parents were first cousins of Tsar Nicholas II. The revolutionary turmoil that had engulfed Russia and Greece drove Marina’s family into exile in Paris; there, she developed a reputation for style, and often appeared in outfits by the French couturier Jean Patou.

         When it came to her wedding gown, however, Marina was expected to share the sartorial patriotism of her future mother-in-law, and therefore turned to the London-born Edward Molyneux, who would also design her trousseau and the bridesmaids’ dresses. In his youth, Molyneux had trained at the Edwardian court dressmaker Maison Lucile, owned by 55 Lady Duff-Gordon, which had included Queen Mary amongst its royal clients. Soon, the prodigiously talented young man became a key designer for Lucile, and accompanied Lady Duff-Gordon as she expanded beyond her original Mayfair premises to establish businesses in Paris in 1910, and in New York the following year.

         At the outbreak of the First World War, Molyneux signed up to join the army, serving with distinction in the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment, where he became a captain. He was wounded twice: first in July 1916 and then in April 1917, and awarded the Military Cross for leading his company under fire. An injury to one of his eyes meant that Molyneux was unable to return to the front line, and he joined the British Admiralty’s naval intelligence unit in London, known informally as Room 40, which used cryptanalysis to decode enemy signals.

         In April 1919, Captain Molyneux opened his first Paris couture salon on the prestigious Rue Royale. Funding for this ambitious venture had come in part from Alfred Harmsworth, Viscount Northcliffe, the proprietor of several newspapers including the Daily Mail and The Times. It is possible that their paths crossed during the war, when Harmsworth was appointed as the government’s director of propaganda, or via his wife, Viscountess Northcliffe, who volunteered for the Red Cross. At any rate, by November 1919, the Daily Mail was celebrating Molyneux as ‘one of the great Paris dressmakers’, whose designs were ‘taking the city by storm’. Molyneux also received considerable support from Edward Stanley, seventeenth Earl of Derby, Secretary of State for War from 1916 to 1918, and subsequently the British ambassador in Paris until 1920. His third influential ally was Harold Nicolson, at the time a Foreign Office diplomat, with whom the discreetly homosexual Molyneux had an affair. ‘I have got such a funny new friend – a dressmaker,’ Nicolson wrote to his wife, Vita Sackville-West, on 15 September 1919, ‘with a large shop on the Rue Royale, a charming flat at the Rond Point (where I spent the whole of Saturday night – sleeping on the balcony) and about 10 mannequins of surpassing beauty. I am lunching at the shop today. My dressmaker is only 27 – and it is rather sporting to launch out into so 56 elaborate an adventure at that age.’ Nicolson went on to describe Molyneux as ‘very attractive’, and told Vita that he was planning to stay with him in his flat, whenever he was in Paris. Like Nicolson, Molyneux would marry; but unlike Nicolson, his marriage – in 1923, to the daughter of a rich Canadian industrialist and former premier of British Columbia – lasted only a year.

         Such was the range of Captain Molyneux’s diplomatic connections that some in his family believed that he continued to aid British intelligence in the interwar period; certainly, he would go on to provide invaluable help to the secret services during the Second World War, and may well have played a part in the recruiting of Hardy Amies, who regarded Molyneux as a mentor and role model. None of these clandestine activities would have succeeded were it not for the fact that he was a superb couturier, with an international clientele. Soon after the opening of his salon, Molyneux’s clients included Lady Diana Cooper (whose husband Duff would become the British ambassador in Paris in 1944) and Lady Cynthia Curzon, the daughter of the then Foreign Secretary, who wore a Molyneux bridal gown when she married the politician Oswald Mosley in May 1920. Their wedding took place in the Chapel Royal at St James’s Palace, and amongst the guests were George V and Queen Mary, who remembered Molyneux as ‘the clever young man from Lucile’.

         In 1932, Molyneux opened a London salon on Grosvenor Street in Mayfair, in response to a royal directive that ladies attending court should ‘wear dresses of British design, and from London dressmakers’. This would be crucial for his selection as the designer of choice for Princess Marina and her bridesmaids; and his reputation as the pre-eminent British couturier soared to even greater heights. Marina was photographed in her Molyneux trousseau for the British edition of Vogue and appeared on the front cover of the magazine in the same week as her wedding on 29 November 1934. The wedding dress itself, and the bridesmaids’ outfits, were widely praised; the Yorkshire Post was amongst the many newspapers to devote an entire page to the descriptions, reporting that Princess Marina’s gown was made in London by Molyneux, ‘of white and silver lamé, brocaded in an 57 English rose design. Although it is practically all silver, except for the white gauze background which hardly shows, the brocade is unusually supple and quite uncrushable.’ The two youngest bridesmaids, meanwhile, Princess Elizabeth and Lady Mary Cambridge, wore ‘short high-waisted frocks of stiffened white tulle with full double-tiered skirts. These are mounted on white crêpe embroidered in silver pin spots which shine through the tulle and renew the general silvery effect.’ The Yorkshire Evening Post had already run a story in advance of the wedding, announcing that ‘Princess Elizabeth has naturally been very interested in the fitting of her fairy-like bridesmaid’s frock which has two tiers on the skirt and a half wreath of silver roses outlining the neck. She has been busy rehearsing in the nursery at 145 Piccadilly, how she will carry her little bouquet of white “York” roses. The frock suits her fair colouring to perfection.’

         No mention was made of the scandals in which the bridegroom had previously been embroiled, when he enjoyed various bisexual liaisons and dangerously large quantities of morphine and cocaine, supplied to him by his socialite paramour, Kiki Preston, otherwise known as ‘the girl with the silver syringe’. In café society, Prince George was nicknamed ‘Babe’, and rumours circulated that his lovers included the performer and playwright Noël Coward (who was, incidentally, a close friend of Molyneux; the couturier designed the costumes for all of Coward’s leading ladies on stage). George was also easy prey for blackmailers; on one occasion, paying money to a young man in Paris to whom he had written sexually compromising letters. But the newspapers remained scrupulously deferential in their reporting of his wedding, while Vogue emphasised the sophistication of the newly married couple: ‘The Duke and Duchess of Kent represent, in the idiom of this age, the spirit of gaiety, international culture and elegance.’

         It was Noël Coward who captured something of the dissonance of the era, in a satirical revue that he staged at the Adelphi Theatre in London in 1932. Besides introducing several of his most popular songs, including ‘Mad About the Boy’ (which inevitably drew speculation as to the identity of the adored boy), Coward lamented the ‘Children of the Ritz’, wearing Molyneux gowns while the world came tumbling down around them.

         58 Lilibet and her family, who lived along the street from the Ritz in their Piccadilly townhouse, seemed to represent something rather more secure than the decadent Duke of Kent or the daring Prince of Wales, with his penchant for other men’s wives. The Yorks (‘we four’, as they called themselves) had become the role models for a wholesome and close-knit family life. If the monarchy was supposed to set a good example to the nation, then traditional family values needed to be upheld. What would be the point of the royal family if they did not play their parts to perfection? At the very least, they had to be a family writ large.

         In this sense, it is understandable that the King and Queen felt such affection for the Yorks, and Lilibet in particular. Their bond was remarked upon by the sharp-eyed American journalist Janet Flanner in a profile of Queen Mary for the New Yorker in May 1935. The article was timed to coincide with celebrations to mark the Silver Jubilee of George V’s reign, and Flanner noted that while the Prince of Wales and Duke of Kent were the ‘most modernizing, modifying filial influences’, Lilibet held a special place in Queen Mary’s heart. ‘Princess Elizabeth looks exactly like her grandmother,’ observed Flanner, and added with some prescience that the little girl was ‘presumptive Queen of England’. She was not the first to speculate on this subject. On the day of Lilibet’s birth, Chips Channon had written in his diary: ‘I have a feeling the child will be Queen of England’; although the accuracy of this prediction was undermined by the rest of his sentence – ‘and perhaps the last sovereign’.

         In retrospect, Janet Flanner’s portrait of Queen Mary could equally well be applied to her granddaughter in later life; she described her ‘priceless stateliness’ and ‘her fine photogenic façade, a splendid surface … on which nothing private now shows’. Flanner remarked on Queen Mary’s antipathy to wearing black and her preferred choice of ‘hydrangea-colored town suits’, and hats ‘worn high on the head like a crown’. The readers of the New Yorker were also informed that in the matter of Queen Mary’s wardrobe, ‘The King has a big word to say. On the whole he likes ladies’ clothes as they were and is on the conservative side; both of them are what dressmakers call “anti-fashion” in their taste.’ 59
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         Flanner’s description of Queen Mary as being ‘anti-fashion’ may not be entirely accurate; Lady Airlie certainly believed otherwise, recording in her memoir that it was the King who tended to impose his conventional tastes. ‘Her style of dressing was dictated by his conservative prejudices; she was much more interested in fashion than most people imagined, and sometimes I think she longed in secret to get away from the hats and dresses which were always associated with her.’

         Unfortunately for Queen Mary, this wish for freedom remained unfulfilled; for as Lady Airlie wrote, she never contradicted the King, being ‘almost early Victorian in her attitude to her husband’. Even the most cautious attempts at experimentation were apparently thwarted, as the following extract from Lady Airlie’s memoir makes clear. ‘Having been gifted with perfect legs, she once tentatively suggested to me in the nineteen-twenties that we might both shorten our skirts by a modest two or three inches but we lacked the courage to do it until eventually I volunteered to be the guinea pig. I appeared at Windsor one day in a slightly shorter dress than usual, the plan being that if His Majesty made no unfavourable comment the Queen would follow my example.’

         The next morning, the two women had to accept defeat, when the King had stated decisively that he disliked Lady Airlie’s dress, and regarded it as being far too short. ‘So I had my hem let down with all speed and the Queen remained faithful to her long full skirts.’

         Some small progress appears to have been made by the early 1930s, when Queen Mary was reported in the press as having ‘expressed interest and delight’ in Coco Chanel’s use of British textiles, and was even said to have chosen one of these fabrics to be made into a dress. The appreciation was mutual: in 1931, Chanel described Queen Mary as ‘the only regally dressed queen still alive’. And according to her daughter-in-law Elizabeth (speaking to James Pope-Hennessy in 1957), ‘Everything interested her – Dior or whatever it was.’

         Nevertheless, Janet Flanner’s profile captured the ways in which Queen Mary transcended the fashions of the day, thereby achieving an unusually timeless quality in her appearance, and creating a template for queenliness 61 that held sway over future generations of Windsor women. Skirts might rise or fall with the stock markets, but Queen Mary stayed steady, maintaining her equilibrium, poise and composure. As Chips Channon noted in his diary on the Jubilee procession: ‘All eyes were on the Queen in her white and silvery splendour! Never had she looked so serene, so royally majestic … she has become the best-dressed woman in the world.’

         Queen Mary’s influence would be apparent again in the wedding of her third son, Prince Henry, the Duke of Gloucester, to Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott in November 1935. Lady Alice was the daughter of a Scottish aristocrat, the Duke of Buccleuch, and was described in Vogue as being ‘very much of an outdoors person [who] does not like towns, crowds or publicity’. Her wedding day did indeed turn out to be relatively private: as her father had died just a few weeks earlier, the ceremony was transferred from Westminster Abbey to the chapel in Buckingham Palace. But there was still intense public curiosity about the bridal gown, and even more regarding the bridesmaid dresses to be worn by Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret.

         Another British couturier was chosen on this occasion: Norman Hartnell, who had opened his first salon at 10 Bruton Street in 1923 when he was still only twenty-two. Unlike Molyneux, Hartnell had little training as a couturier; instead, he began designing stage costumes during his time as a Cambridge undergraduate, for student productions by the Footlights dramatic club. He also appeared in these revues – most often playing the female lead, dressed in his own flamboyant creations and attempting to pass as an alluring woman, rather than the parody of a pantomime dame. His sensual pleasure in cross-dressing was part of his private life, too, and would continue to be so for many years, although as a closely guarded secret. When Hartnell left Cambridge, after failing his exams, he searched in vain for employment either in the London theatre world or at a well-established couture salon. He did manage to find a job for a court dressmaker on the fringes of Mayfair, but was fired after three months. Undaunted, he set up his own business with the help of his sister and a modest family inheritance.62

         Hartnell’s first notable clients included the four beautiful daughters of William Lygon, seventh Earl Beauchamp; the eldest, Lady Lettice, ordered a romantic silvery gown from one of his early collections. In 1925, Lord Beauchamp visited Hartnell’s salon to buy dresses for his wife and daughters as Christmas presents. The following summer, Lettice appeared at the Duchess of Sutherland’s costume ball in Mayfair wearing another of Hartnell’s designs, described in the press as ‘a marvellous 18th-century frock of Romney blue taffeta’, hand-painted with ‘bouquets of lilac, roses, cornflowers and daisies’, and a ‘lace underdress’ that had ‘pink ribbon bows and roses’. This extravagantly ornate gown was made in the same year that Chanel’s iconic little black dress had been hailed as the embodiment of contemporary chic by American Vogue. Hartnell’s nostalgic romanticism was entirely at odds with Chanel’s vision of sleek, streamlined style; in private, he admitted to loathing the prevailing modernist fashions of the 1920s, and what he described as the ‘dreary creations of Mlle Chanel’.

         Such fantastical designs appealed to the Lygon sisters in their roles as Bright Young People, a much-publicised social circle who appeared at an endless parade of fancy-dress parties satirised by their friend Evelyn Waugh in his novel Vile Bodies. By 1928, British Vogue had explicitly linked Hartnell with this glamorous group: ‘His clothes express the vagaries … of a wayward smart generation.’ Indeed, when two of the quixotic Lygon sisters, Sibell and Mary, inspired what would later become a comic set piece in Vile Bodies, they were wearing Hartnell party frocks. Intoxicated and disorientated after a lengthy evening of revelry, they turned up at 10 Downing Street, occupied at the time by their father’s friend Stanley Baldwin, and having startled the prime minister, they fell asleep and departed the following morning.

         Hartnell himself held a circus-themed party at a similarly exalted address: 17 Bruton Street – the famous birthplace of Princess Elizabeth. This event took place in the first week of July 1929, when the Strathmores had moved out, and their former home was standing empty. The enterprising Hartnell leased the building for the evening – it was 63conveniently situated across the road from his salon – and hundreds of fashionable guests turned up, many of them wearing outrageous costumes designed by the host, who was posing in a circus ringmaster’s outfit.

         
            
[image: ]Norman Hartnell outside his Mayfair premises, 1938. Photograph by Felix Man. 64

            

         

         
            
[image: ]A model wearing a Norman Hartnell gown, c.1929. Photograph by Sasha.65

            

         

         The festivities were staged less than a month after Ramsay MacDonald had returned to Downing Street as Labour prime minister, following the so-called ‘flapper election’, where women over the age of twenty-one were allowed to vote for the first time. There were already signs of financial turbulence, and in October that year the Wall Street Crash would force the roaring twenties to a juddering halt. But the frenzied antics of the Bright Young People were still newsworthy in the last summer of the decade, and Hartnell’s party made the headlines: ‘The Lions of Mayfair: Queer Menagerie Party’, proclaimed the Daily News and Westminster Gazette. According to the Sunday Pictorial, ‘It was a night of surprises, beginning with the sounds of a street organ issuing from the stately house in which the Earl and Countess of Strathmore lived until a short time ago … The drawing room had been turned into a real circus ring with tiny performing bears and a wee pony which walked upstairs.’ A columnist for Tatler observed: ‘The old-fashioned house in Bruton Street, where the party was given, must have been horribly shocked at finding itself dressed up in the most garish spangles and plush,’ and described the circus side-shows of ‘houp-la, fortune-telling, and coconut shies’. One of the female guests wore ‘live snakes coiling around her person’; the exploding flashlights of photographers briefly set fire to the decorations; and the buffet was adorned with ‘pale green ice animals’. Sibell Lygon and her friend Nancy Mitford were entertained by Siberian wolf cubs, and there was some dispute in the press as to whether the notoriously wild Ruthven twins were disguised as monkeys or bears. Nancy’s newly married sister Diana arrived hand-in-hand with her husband Bryan Guinness (they were the couple to whom Evelyn Waugh dedicated Vile Bodies); while the bridesmaids at another recent society wedding (including Lady Honor Guinness, soon to marry Chips Channon) came in their matching gold gauze dresses designed by Hartnell.

         66 Yet for all the frivolity of his fancy-dress costumes, Hartnell was also receiving commissions for the formal white gowns that debutantes wore to be presented at court for the first time; and, in due course, they returned to him for their wedding dresses. It even seemed possible that Hartnell’s loyal clients, the Lygon sisters, might become royal brides themselves. Chips Channon, in his diary entry for 2 February 1928, described seeing the Prince of Wales after a society wedding: ‘[He] slunk vulgarly in. I watched his old-young face, so lined by dissipation, late hours … I have had a sudden brainwave – shall we marry him to Lettice Lygon?’ Nothing came of this plan, but Lettice’s younger sister Mary did become romantically involved with Prince George. The great beauty of the family, she had first met George when she was presented to his parents at Buckingham Palace in May 1928, wearing a Hartnell gown of white silk tulle, embroidered with silver thread, and a silvery lace and tulle train.

         For several months the following year, George had temporarily withdrawn from the social whirl, in an endeavour to cure his drug addiction. George’s oldest brother played some part in this attempt at rehabilitation. (In a letter to his married mistress, Freda Dudley Ward, the Prince of Wales reported that while keeping watch over George, he was doing needlework to soothe his nerves: ‘It would make you laugh and maybe cry a little too.’) The King and Queen had been kept informed of their youngest son’s dependency on cocaine and morphine – the King noted in his diary (in November 1929) that George’s psychiatrist had said he ‘was not at all an easy case’. It remains uncertain, however, as to whether they were aware of his bisexual affairs. As for Lady Mary’s family, who had entertained Prince George at their ancestral home, Madresfield: they hoped that the romance would lead to an engagement, despite George’s reputation for debauchery. But it was the scandal that engulfed Lord Beauchamp in 1931, which ultimately ended any possibility of a royal marriage.

         Beauchamp was denounced as being homosexual by his brother-in-law Hugh ‘Bendor’ Grosvenor, the second Duke of Westminster (who by then was married to his third wife, as well as continuing a longstanding affair with Coco Chanel). It is unclear why, exactly, Bendor was so intent 67 on bringing about the downfall of his sister’s husband; but he employed private detectives to spy on Beauchamp, and gathered incriminating evidence that the Earl had sexual relationships with his manservants, amongst others. Westminster proceeded to arrange a meeting with the King, and informed him that Beauchamp – a knight of the Garter and former Lord Steward of the Royal Household who had carried the sword of state at the King’s coronation in 1911 – was breaking the laws against homosexuality. The monarch’s response – repeated in society gossip, but possibly apocryphal, was: ‘I thought men like that shot themselves.’ Another version had the King saying that he was under the impression that people ‘only did such things abroad’. It seems unlikely that the King was ignorant of ‘such things’ taking place closer to home: his older brother, the hapless Prince Eddy who died in 1892, had been previously linked with what was known as ‘the Cleveland Street scandal’, involving a homosexual brothel in London.

         Meanwhile, the unfortunate Lady Beauchamp, a pious and unworldly woman who was bullied by her brother into filing for divorce, was allegedly confused about the meaning of the accusations against her husband: ‘Bendor tells me that Beauchamp is a bugler.’ Westminster himself was more explicit when he sent a note to Beauchamp after denouncing him to the King: ‘Dear Bugger-in-law, you got what you deserved.’ Further gossip came courtesy of Harold Nicolson, who recalled a dinner at Madresfield when he was asked by a fellow guest, ‘Did I hear Beauchamp whisper to the butler, “Je t’adore”?’ Nicolson covered for their host by replying that Beauchamp had said, ‘Shut the door.’

         Amidst the froth of mischievous chatter, a family tragedy unfolded: Beauchamp resigned from his position as leader of the Liberal peers in the House of Lords, and in June 1931 he was forced into exile on the Continent, under the threat of criminal prosecution. No mention appeared in the British newspapers about the true reason for Beauchamp’s sudden departure; he was simply reported to have been unwell, and leaving for the German spa resort of Bad Nauheim, ‘to take the cure’. His children never forgave their uncle and became estranged from their mother, who 68 had a nervous breakdown and died in 1936. Tellingly, when Waugh fictionalised the family saga in his masterpiece Brideshead Revisited, he gave the disgraced peer a female rather than a male lover; homosexuality was still illegal when the novel was published in 1945. For a gay man such as Norman Hartnell, who was born in 1901, secrecy continued to be imperative, and the danger of blackmail was as menacing as criminal prosecution. If a privileged aristocrat such as Lord Beauchamp could fall from grace, how much more perilous was it for Hartnell, who was also intent on concealing his true origins? His birthplace was a Streatham pub, the aptly named Crown & Sceptre; his father an enterprising publican whose financial acumen paid for Norman to be sent to a private school, Mill Hill, and then to Magdalene College, Cambridge.

         Hartnell’s autobiography, Silver and Gold (published in 1955), makes no mention of his family background, nor of his cross-dressing performances at Cambridge. Instead, it reveals his passion for creating fantasy through the medium of costume, with all the detail omitted from his private life transferred to his vivid description of clothes. Here, for example, is Hartnell’s account of his first collection, presented in February 1924: ‘A foaming feather band of shaded blue-grey was stitched on to the hem of periwinkle blue velvet, rose ostrich fronds to pale pink lace and one outrageous garment of crimson was emblazoned with a gilt thread dragon.’ When his sister suggested that his collection might include ‘a simple little dress of black wool or brown tweed’, Hartnell retorted, ‘I despise simplicity. It is the negation of all that is beautiful.’
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