



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2022 by Andrew Morton


Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Grand Central Publishing


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


grandcentralpublishing.com


twitter.com/grandcentralpub


First Edition: November 2022


Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.


ISBNs: 978-1-5387-0043-3 (hardcover), 978-1-5387-0044-0 (ebook)


E3-20221101-JV-NF-ORI














To my mother, Kathleen, and all those of the war generation.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]















Introduction







[image: image]








Surfing with Her Majesty


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Not that Prince Albert, known as Bertie, would have agreed. He was slowly but surely being wound into a constitutional web that gave him no opportunity of escape. It was the stuff of nightmares. While there was some discussion that the Duke of Kent, the youngest of the brothers, could take over the throne as he already had a son, the fickle finger of fate pointed to the second-born, the hapless Bertie. For his part he had always assumed that his elder brother would marry one day and go on to have an heir who would become sovereign.


As the duke, shy, diffident, and cursed with a congenital stammer, reluctantly reviewed the hand he was now being dealt, his immediate thoughts went out to his eldest daughter whose position would change from second in line to the throne to heir presumptive, a future queen sentenced to a lifetime of duty and public solitude.


Though he had grave doubts about himself and his own capacity to take on such a great office of state, he quietly admired his eldest daughter. She had character, solid qualities that, as he told the poet Osbert Sitwell, reminded him of Queen Victoria. High praise even from a doting father who was, as Dermot Morrah, royal historian and friend of the new king, observed, “reluctant to sentence his daughters to the lifetime of unremitting service, without hope of retirement, even in old age, which is inseparable from the highest place of all.”5


His daughter was rather more matter-of-fact and practical. When it became inevitable that the Duke of York was going to accede to the throne and that her beloved uncle Edward VIII, now the Duke of Windsor, was leaving for exile abroad, Princess Margaret asked: “Does this mean you’re going to become Queen?” Her elder sister replied: “Yes I suppose it does.”6 She didn’t mention it again except when her father casually mentioned that she would have to learn to ride sidesaddle for that time, hopefully in the far distant future, when she would have to appear on horseback at the annual Trooping the Colour ceremony at Horse Guards Parade.


While she was reluctantly resigned to becoming queen she did, according to her cousin Margaret Rhodes, think that moment would be “a long way off.”7 As an insurance policy, she added to her evening prayers the fervent hope that she would have a baby brother who, by dint of his sex, would leapfrog over her and become the heir apparent.


While Princess Elizabeth largely accepted her new station with the phlegmatic unconcern of youth, her father reacted differently. He “broke down and sobbed like a child” when he, Queen Mary, and the king’s lawyer, Walter Monckton, were presented with the draft Instrument of Abdication.8 On Friday, December 11, 1936—the year of three kings—the king’s abdication was announced, the now ex-king driving to Windsor Castle where he gave his historic broadcast containing the memorable passage: “I have found it impossible to carry the heavy burden of responsibility and to discharge my duties as King as I would wish to do without the help and support of the woman I love.” After praising his younger brother’s many sterling qualities of civic leadership, he pointed out that “he has one matchless blessing, enjoyed by so many of you and not bestowed on me—a happy home with his wife and children.”9


Not so happy for the family in question. The former Duke of York, now the new king described the momentous event as “that dreadful day”; his wife, the new queen, lay prostrate in bed with a nasty bout of flu; while the next day the hitherto ignored but now central characters in this unfolding drama greeted their new station in life with a mixture of excitement and irritated acceptance. When Princess Elizabeth saw an envelope addressed to the queen even her calm demeanor was punctured. “That’s Mummy now, isn’t it?” she commented, while her younger sister lamented the fact that they had to move into Buckingham Palace. “You mean forever?” she asked. “But I have only just learned to write ‘York.’”10


On the day of the proclamation—December 12, 1936—both girls gave their father a hug before the new king, dressed in the uniform of admiral of the fleet, left for the ceremony. After he had gone, Crawfie explained that when he returned he would be King George VI and from then on, they would have to curtsy to their parents, the new king and queen. They had always curtsied to their grandparents, King George V and Queen Mary, so it was not a huge change.


When he returned at one o’clock both girls swept him beautiful curtsies, the behavior of his daughters bringing home to him his changed station.


Crawfie recalled: “He stood for a moment touched and taken aback. Then he stooped and kissed them both warmly. After this we had an hilarious lunch.”11


Like her father, Elizabeth had now transitioned to become a living symbol of the monarchy, her name mentioned in prayers, her doings and her dogs now the daily fodder for the breakfast newspapers, her life owned by the nation. She became, along with the Hollywood child star Shirley Temple, the most famous face in the world, a subject of wonder and adoration.


Her life as a fairy-tale princess was, in reality, less Disney more Brothers Grimm. The sisters’ new life in Buckingham Palace, a sprawling, echoing place of sinister shadows, scurrying mice, gloomy rooms, and portraits with eyes that followed as one tiptoed past, was a mixture of excitement, boredom, and isolation. It was a place where childhood nightmares came to life, where the daily round of the royal rat catcher and his deadly paraphernalia symbolized the gruesome reality behind the perceived regal glamour. Though Elizabeth was thrown into the circumscribed circle of her sister, governess, maid, and nanny with her parents a distant harassed presence, she became an object of fascination for millions.
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In some ways nothing really had changed for the heir presumptive. Elizabeth, with her glowing ringlets of blond hair, had been a national symbol all her life. Born on Wednesday, April 21, 1926, at two forty in the morning, just days before the general strike that crippled the British economy, she represented, in the midst of national crisis, values of family, continuity, and patriotism. Not only was her arrival a welcome diversion from the daily struggle for subsistence in a postwar Britain racked by dispute and want, it was also somehow medieval, mysterious, and rather comical.


Royal custom dating back to the seventeenth century decreed that the home secretary be present at the birth lest an imposter be smuggled into the bedchamber. In keeping with tradition the current occupant of that office, William Joynson-Hicks, whose agitated mind was occupied with thoughts about how to defeat the trade unions in the coming conflict, sat in a nearby room at 17 Bruton Street, the duchess’s family’s London home, during the royal birth.


Once the baby was delivered, royal gynecologist Sir Henry Simson gave Joynson-Hicks an official document outlining the bare details of the birth of a “strong healthy female.” The certificate was then handed to a special messenger who hurried to the president of the Privy Council to make the official announcement. At the same time the home secretary informed the lord mayor of London, who posted the news on the gates of his official residence, Mansion House.


In the official bulletin, signed by Simson and the duchess’s personal doctor Walter Jagger, they stated that before the confinement a “certain line of treatment was successfully adopted,” decorously suggesting that the princess had been delivered by cesarean section.12


Though the sleeping infant was, by virtue of the 1701 Act of Settlement, third in line to the throne behind her father and the Prince of Wales, and not expected to reign, her lineage was a rich stew of the royal, the exotic, and the common.


While her great-great-grandmother was Queen Victoria, she was also linked, through her grandmother Queen Mary, to dentist Paul Julius von Hügel, who practiced in the Argentinian capital of Buenos Aires. On her father’s side the blood of European royalty, notably the German Houses of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha and Hanover, predominated, though it was her mother’s British heritage that intrigued.


Anthony Wagner, Garter king of arms, noted that among Elizabeth’s many aristocratic ancestors were two dukes, the daughter of a duke, the daughter of a marquess, three earls, the daughter of an earl, one viscount, one baron, and some half a dozen country gentlemen. It was not only the aristocracy represented in her bloodline but also the world of commerce and religion.


According to Wagner, her hereditary pedigree included a director of the East India Company, a provincial banker, two daughters of bishops, three clergymen—one related to America’s first president, George Washington—an Irish officer and his French mistress, a London toyman, and a metropolitan plumber as well as a certain Bryan Hodgson, the landlord of The George, a coaching inn in Stamford, Lincolnshire.


Though her heritage demonstrated a wide social range, the names chosen by her doting parents—Elizabeth Alexandra Mary—suggested her future destiny as queen. Others agreed, the Daily Graphic newspaper observing presciently: “The possibility that in the little stranger to Bruton Street there may be a future Queen of Great Britain (perhaps even a second and resplendent Queen Elizabeth) is sufficiently intriguing.”13


With Uncle David only thirty-two and expected to marry and produce an heir, that likelihood seemed remote. Yet there was no doubting the fact that the royal infant had been taken into the nation’s bosom. Judging by the excited crowds gathered outside her Bruton Street home, there was something singularly special about Elizabeth Alexandra Mary, perhaps a reflection of the fondness felt toward her mother who, just three years after her marriage to Bertie, was held in high esteem and affection. In an authorized account of the duchess’s life, biographer Lady Cynthia Asquith admitted that she struggled to find anything other than sweet perfection in the character of the new mother.


Early photographs revealed Princess Elizabeth as the quintessential bonny baby, with her clear blue eyes, perfect pink and white skin, and a mop of blond hair. Or as Queen Mary, one of the first visitors, put it, she was “a little darling with lovely complexion and pretty fair hair.”14


Without uttering a word, she propelled her parents from the quiet backwaters of royal life to the front pages of newspapers and magazines. She was the Princess Diana of her day, every morsel of information turned into a banquet of gossip and speculation. Newspapers were merely supplying popular demand—weeks after her birth the pavement outside her London home was thronged with so many onlookers that often she had to be smuggled out of the back entrance in her pram for her daily airing.


On the day of her christening at Buckingham Palace on May 29, such was the crush to see the infant that well-wishers broke through the police cordon outside the palace. Until order was restored, a lucky few who surrounded the Yorks’ car were able to catch a glimpse of the infant who had, it was later reported, cried throughout the ceremony, which was conducted by the archbishop of York.


After a few months the Yorks moved to 145 Piccadilly near Hyde Park, the five-story establishment coming complete with a ballroom, electric elevator, library, dining room for thirty, and around seventeen staff including a steward, two footmen, a valet, and three nurses to attend the new arrival. Yet in a collective case of myopia, media correspondents lovingly described how the Yorks had rejected the showy and ornate, opting for a life of simplicity, especially in the royal nursery. In this miniature kingdom, neatness, order, and a sensible routine reigned. There was much approving clucking when it was revealed that the princess was only allowed to play with one toy at a time. Ironically when her parents returned from a six-month tour of Australia in 1927, they brought with them three tonnes of toys for the little girl the media now dubbed Betty.


Thus the eternal paradox of royalty, or our perception of royalty, evolved, that they were and are different but the same as ourselves. Without even knowing it, the baby princess slept soundly beneath an imagined layette of magic and myth, a gossamer blanket where new threads were constantly interwoven into the patchwork of legend and reality. It was a blanket that would accompany her throughout her life.


By the time she could walk and talk the child dubbed the “world’s best known baby” had appeared on the cover of Time magazine under the tagline PINCESS LILYBET—a reference to how she spoke her name. She featured, too, on postage stamps, boxes of chocolates, tea caddies, tea towels, commemorative mugs, and other goods. Songs were sung in her honor, Madame Tussauds installed a waxwork of her on a pony, while the Australians named a piece of Antarctica after her. Her only rival in this sea of adulation was her uncle David, the Prince of Wales, who was a bona-fide international pinup matched only, during his lifetime, by the Hollywood heartthrob Rudolph Valentino.


Her mother was concerned about the inordinate amount of attention she engendered. During a visit to Edinburgh in May 1929 she wrote to Queen Mary: “It almost frightens me that the people should love her so much. I suppose that it is a good thing, and I hope that she will be worthy of it, poor little darling.”15


As the months and years passed, the contours of her personality, real and imagined, began to emerge. Frequently described as “cherubic” or “angelic,” she was portrayed as a sunny, well-behaved girl with an innocent wit and engaging and endearing temperament.


When the royal family gathered at Sandringham for Christmas 1927 she was described by the Westminster Gazette as “chattering and laughing and bombarding the guests with crackers handed to her by her mother.”16 Even Winston Churchill was impressed. On a visit to Balmoral on September 1928, he wrote to his wife, Clemmie: “She has an air of authority and reflectiveness astonishing in an infant.”17


Stories soon circulated about how the unafraid girl had tamed her irascible grandfather King George V, who was known to strike terror into the hearts of his children and senior staff. When Princess Elizabeth was in his presence, though, he was putty in her little hands. The Archbishop of Canterbury recounted an occasion when the monarch acted the role of a horse being led around the room by his “groom” and granddaughter, who clung to his gray beard as he shuffled along the floor on his knees.


“He was fond of his two grandsons, Princess Mary’s sons,” recalled the Countess of Airlie, “but 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.”18 The fact that she was a cherubic little girl with an unselfconscious and vivid imagination, particularly regarding the world of horses, probably sealed the deal—demonstrated by the fact that when she was just four, the doting monarch gave her a Shetland pony named Peggy.


Indeed, her ability to soothe the troubled brow of the sovereign—echoes here of the medieval notion of the healing royal touch—became a talking point of the nation in February 1929 when the king traveled to the seaside resort of Bognor, on the south coast of England, to recover from a near-fatal illness. The two-year-old princess kept the old man amused with her chatter and was widely appreciated for her role in helping to effect his recovery. He loved that she later called him Grandpa England and was always attentive in his company, listening gravely as he extolled the virtues of duty, decency, and hard work.


The constant company of indulgent adults encouraged a certain guileless precocity. When she was taking a walk with Archbishop of Canterbury Cosmo Lang in the gardens at Sandringham, she asked that the conversation not dwell on God. “I know all about him already,” said the nine-year-old, solemnly.19


Elizabeth made her first friend outside the immediate royal family when she was in Hamilton Gardens and saw a girl of her age playing. It was Sonia Graham-Hodgson, the daughter of the king’s radiographer. “Will you come and have a game with me?” asked the slender creature with the bell-like voice. They played French cricket for an hour under the watchful gaze of their respective nannies. Afterward they met virtually every day—until Elizabeth had to move to Buckingham Palace. Even so for a long time the princess considered Sonia to be her best friend. She even dedicated an unfinished novel, The Happy Farm, written when she was eight, to her friend. Her inscription read: “To Sonia My Dear Little Friend and Lover of Horses.”20


Sonia had happy memories of their long friendship: “She was a sweet child and great fun. She always had a great sense of humor and a vivid imagination.”21 Most games involved horses but sometimes they imagined they were invited to a grand ball and the girls would earnestly discuss what they would like to wear. Before the Second World War they took dance lessons together; afterward Elizabeth was guest of honor at Sonia’s twenty-first birthday. Despite Elizabeth’s elevation they stayed in touch and saw each other from time to time at dinner parties or for afternoon tea.


On August 21, 1930, a playmate of a very different kind entered her life when her sister Margaret Rose was born at Glamis Castle, the haunted ancestral home of the Strathmore family, located north of Dundee in Scotland. Once the formalities were dealt with—the new home secretary, John Robert Clynes, had traveled to the northern redoubt to certify the birth—Elizabeth was introduced to the infant. She was suitably “enchanted,” especially when she realized that it wasn’t a perfectly formed dolly but a living, if sound asleep, sister.


Thousands of well-wishers, some driving from Glasgow and south of the border, joined the celebrations at Glamis Castle, where huge bonfires were lit.22 As with the birth of her elder sister days before the general strike, Margaret’s arrival served as a sunny counterpoint to the dark economic clouds that had blanketed the nation since the stock market crash the previous October.


The temporary feeling of disappointment that the duchess had given birth to a girl rather than a boy served once more to highlight Elizabeth’s constitutional position. It led to earnest discussion about the proposition that the crown could technically be shared between the sisters or that the younger sister could take precedence. It became such a source of debate that the king ordered a formal investigation into the vexing issue. As common sense suggested, it was officially recognized that Elizabeth had seniority. The constitutional niceties of being a member of the royal family were further brought home to the duchess when it came to the naming of her second child. She had to accept that the final decision was that of the girls’ grandparents King George and Queen Mary, not the parents. Initially the Yorks were set on naming their child Ann Margaret, the duchess thinking Ann of York a pretty name. Her in-laws demurred, preferring Margaret Rose, Margaret being a Scottish queen and family ancestor. The king and queen prevailed. It would not be the last time they interfered in the upbringing of the royal princesses. The mother bit her tongue and busied herself with the new arrival. She was eager to describe her personality to friends and family. In a letter to Cosmo Lang, the Archbishop of Canterbury, she wrote: “Daughter number 2 really is very nice, I am glad to say that she has got large blue eyes and a will of iron, which is all the equipment that a lady needs! And as long as she can disguise her will, and use her eyes, then all will be well.”23


The arrival of Margaret Rose added a new actor to the royal melodrama. Now a neat quartet—“We four,” as the duke repeated endlessly—they represented home, hearth, and family. In an age of uncertainty, mass unemployment, and poverty, they were the embodiment of an ideal of ordinary, decent, God-fearing folk who lived modestly and sensibly. Even though they resided in a grandly exclusive town house adjacent to Hyde Park, complete with ballroom and electric elevator, it was the fact that they preferred a cozy home life to café society that ensured their popularity.


This compact between the nation and the family was epitomized when the people of Wales, the most depressed kingdom of the realm, presented Princess Elizabeth with a miniature house called Y Bwthyn Bach—The Little House—for her sixth birthday. Designed by Edmund Willmott, the thatched cottage, two-thirds the scale of a normal house, was a magnificent creation that came complete with electricity, running water, and a flushing toilet. There were pots and pans, books by Beatrix Potter, food cans, and even a gas cooker—all reduced to scale. It was installed at the Royal Lodge, the Yorks’ new if dilapidated home in the Windsor Great Park.


The princesses were enthralled with the present, spending hours cleaning, brushing, polishing, and “cooking.” Elizabeth would wrap the silverware in newspaper so that it wouldn’t tarnish while Margaret’s great joy was running up and down the stairs and pulling the plug in the bathroom and listening to the water gurgle through the pipes. Official palace-sanctioned photographs of the girls standing outside the front door of their cottage or playing with their beloved corgi dogs in the house garden gave the watching public a window into their innocent lives, further cementing the generational bond between the royal family and their subjects. Assessing the public’s covetous fascination with the two princesses, Alan “Tommy” Lascelles, the king’s private secretary, described them as “Pets of the World.”24


The sense that the young princesses were somehow daughters of the wider national family was reinforced by the authorized publication in 1936—months before the abdication—of a picture book titled Our Princesses and Their Dogs, which lovingly chronicled the eight dogs, including two corgis, owned by the family and the central place they occupied in their daily lives. The book also stands as a heartwarming allegory of the intimate relationship between royalty and its people, the book symbolizing that immutable compact, one that was strained but not broken before the year was out.


While the girls’ corgis, Dookie and Lady Jane, were constant companions, the animals that ruled Elizabeth’s nursery kingdom were her horses, real, inanimate, and imagined. Though her corgis became synonymous with her life and reign, her first passion was for the equestrian world, and Anna Sewell’s well-thumbed equine classic, Black Beauty, was her bedside testament to that love. “If I am ever queen I shall make a law that there must be no riding on Sunday. Horses should have a rest too,” she once pronounced, gravely.25 Equine creatures were all-consuming in her young life, from leading the king around the room by his beard, to turning a string of Woolworths pearls into a rein to perform the same maneuver on the duchess’s biographer Lady Cynthia Asquith, to playing circus horses at Birkhall in Scotland with her cousin Margaret Rhodes where it was “obligatory to neigh.”26 Later injuries she sustained, notably when she was thrown against a tree and, on another occasion, kicked in the jaw, did nothing to dim her enthusiasm. When she was five she rode out with the Pytchley Hounds, her father hoping that she would be “blooded,” if there was a kill. There wasn’t.


When her new governess, Scottish-born Marion Crawford, walked into her bedroom at Royal Lodge in October 1933, their first conversation concerned the two abiding interests in Elizabeth’s life, namely her horses and her baby sister Margaret Rose. She had been allowed to stay up late to meet the woman she would later call Crawfie and was sitting on her wooden bed driving imaginary horses around the park. For reins, she used cords from her dressing gown, which were tied to her bedhead. “Have you seen Margaret,” said the princess. “I expect she is asleep. She is adorable but very naughty sometimes. Will you teach her too and will you play with us both? Will you let me drive you round the garden?”27


For several years Crawfie, as the girls’ companion and teacher, played the role of a docile working horse, making deliveries of groceries and other goods to folk in the neighborhood. During these playtime diversions Crawfie gained an insight into Elizabeth’s vivid imagination, especially when the princess delivered the goods herself. As Crawfie recalled: “Then the most wonderful conversation took place—about the weather, the householders’ horses, their dogs, chickens, children, and menfolk.”28


Crawfie quickly realized that Elizabeth’s interest in all matters equine was more than a passion; it verged on an obsession, a first and lasting love. The princess often remarked that if she had not been who she was, she would like to be a lady living in the country with lots of horses and dogs.29 A variation was to be a farmer with cows, horses, and children.30


When she moved to Buckingham Palace the highlight of her week was her riding lesson with instructor Horace Smith. She spoke knowledgeably about galling, girths, and currying, an indication that her interest in horses was not just on their care but also their management.


The princess was so protective of the thirty or so wooden horses that crowded the fifth-floor nursery that when the family was about to move to Buckingham Palace, she gave her favorite horse Ben to her friend Sonia for safekeeping. It was delivered two weeks later, after her other horses had been unpacked and lined up in the corridor outside her room.31


For Elizabeth horse riding was a chance to be herself, to enjoy control in a socially acceptable setting. So much of her daily routine was out of her hands: Bobo chose her clothes, Alah picked her menu, Crawfie organized her lessons, her parents, grandparents, and the men in suits at Buckingham Palace defined her future. She went through a phase where she would wake several times in the night and ensure that her shoes and clothes were folded and arranged just so. It was control but in another guise.


Her education was a classic example of the continual battle for the heart and mind of the heir presumptive. While her grandfather King George V barked at Crawfie, “For goodness sake, teach Margaret and Lilibet to write a decent hand, that’s all I ask of you,”32 Queen Mary was much more involved. She vetted Crawfie’s academic timetable, the royal matriarch suggesting more Bible reading and dynastic history. Most Mondays she took the girls on educational excursions incognito to the Royal Mint, the Tower of London, the Bank of England, as well as art galleries. These visits didn’t always go to plan. On one occasion the party was looking around the Harrods department store when a craning crowd gathered to catch a glimpse of the princesses. Elizabeth became so excited at the prospect of so many people wanting to see her that her grandmother, not wanting her moment of stardom to go to her head, gently ushered her out by a back door.


It was Queen Mary—leader of the palace faction, augmented by Owen Morshead, the royal librarian, and the formidable Lady Cynthia Colville, the queen’s senior lady-in-waiting—who felt that Elizabeth’s education was too ladylike and easygoing. There was little cognizance in her syllabus, such as it was, of her possible future role and responsibilities. According to Lady Cynthia, “no Bowes-Lyon ever cared anything for things of the mind.” It was a judgment trusted royal chronicler Dermot Morrah considered a tad harsh given the fact that the family had produced three female poets.33


The princesses’ mother felt very differently. She and the duke were not overly concerned about their daughters’ academic education. The last thing they wanted was a pair of bluestockings, girls too smart for their own good. As Crawfie observed: “They wanted most for them a really happy childhood, with lots of pleasant memories stored up against the days that might come and, later, happy marriages.”34 For her part the Duchess of York had been brought up on fresh air, a little French, and a smattering of German. Her own parents, the Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorne and his wife, Cecilia Cavendish-Bentinck, had educated their youngest daughter at home with a governess, only sending her to a private day school in London when she was eight. More emphasis was laid on arranging a vase of flowers, sewing, dancing a reel, and reciting poetry than learning Greek or Latin. Young Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon was taught to be polite, to look after visitors, where to cast for salmon, when to pick up dead birds during a shoot, and how to handle a shotgun. She was, however, no intellectual slouch. When she finally attended school, she passed the Oxford Local Examination with distinction when she was just thirteen.


Literature and Scripture were her scholastic strengths, and so it was no surprise that the duchess insisted on teaching the girls Bible stories in her bedroom every morning. Kindness, courtesy, and Christian values mattered, the duchess believing that a decent character, a moral compass, and a sensitive awareness of the needs of others were as important as, if not more important than, intellectual endeavors. In a letter to her husband she laid out her own strictures. She reminded Bertie that his own father lost the affection of his children because he shouted at him and his brothers.


Stuck in the middle was the hired hand Marion Crawford, only twenty-two. Though a graduate of Moray House college of education in Edinburgh—the future alma mater to Harry Potter novelist J. K. Rowling and Olympic cycling gold medalist Chris Hoy—she was out of her depth in the subtle back-and-forth of palace politics. Indeed the Yorks had chosen Crawfie precisely because she was young enough to enthusiastically join in with the children’s games.


Lessons, which included math, geography, poetry—anything about horses captured Elizabeth’s interest—and English grammar, took place only in the morning between nine thirty and twelve thirty, with a thirty-minute break for drinks and snacks. There were also frequent interruptions for visits to the dentist, hairdresser, and dressmaker, Crawfie sensing that education did not come high on the list of the duchess’s priorities.


Any attempt to extend the school day by Crawfie was resisted as the duchess was keen for the girls to enjoy outside play. Often the duke joined in games of hopscotch, hide-and-seek, and sardines in Hamilton Gardens at the rear of their home. As she grew in confidence Crawfie took the children farther afield, organizing trips on the subway, boat rides on the river Thames, and even, at Elizabeth’s insistence, an excursion on the top deck of a double-decker bus. It quickly became clear to her that the girls were eager to experience what other children enjoyed as a matter of course.


The girls as well as Elizabeth’s friend Sonia Graham-Hodgson had weekly dancing lessons with Marguerite Vacani where Elizabeth proved a skillful Scottish dancer. It was, however, those Hollywood hoofers Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers who were all the rage. For a time Elizabeth’s favorite was the 1935 hit “Cheek to Cheek.”


They were also enrolled for music lessons with Mabel Lander, a student of the Second Viennese School. Elizabeth, sometimes accompanied by her mother, would sing English ballads, African American spirituals, and Scottish airs—“The Skye Boat Song” was an enduring favorite. When Margaret was old enough to join in, her elder sister was immediately impressed by her ability to pick up a tune by ear. French lessons, which often took place when Crawfie was on holiday, were not so popular. On one occasion, presumably in protest at the dull teaching methods, a bored Elizabeth picked up a silver inkpot and turned it upside down on her blond locks. Their French mistress Mademoiselle Lander had an attack of the vapors and left others to sort out the inky mess.


Music, dance, and drawing classes interspersed with occasional French lessons were all very well, but Crawfie felt that the girls needed the stimulation and companionship of children their own age. “In those days we lived in an ivory tower removed from the real world,” she recalled in her memoir, The Little Princesses.35


One of her most satisfying achievements was in 1937 when she set up a Girl Guide and Brownie troop that met at Buckingham Palace every week. For once the sisters were able to mingle with their contemporaries—the thirty-four-strong troop comprised children of palace employees, friends, and courtiers. Elizabeth was deputy to her older cousin Lady Pamela Mountbatten in the Kingfisher patrol while Margaret, who was too young for the Guides, was in the specially created Brownie patrol.


It was just as well they had children of their own age to play with as there was a steep change in their lives once they moved into their rooms at Buckingham Palace in the spring of that year. When Elizabeth went out and about she was now accompanied by a detective who had the ability, to the girls’ amusement, of seemingly making himself invisible. Elizabeth now spoke of the king and queen rather than Mummy and Daddy and spent more time curtsying and being curtsied to than at 145 Piccadilly. Even the nursery menus were in French—just like those put before the king and queen. As for the nightly pillow fights and other high jinks that punctuated their lives at 145 Piccadilly, these were soon a distant memory. Their parents were just too busy.


Besides playing skittles in the long palace corridors, there was one perk to being a princess in a palace. The young princess discovered that the act of walking in front of the sentries guarding her new home meant that they had to present arms. Walking back and forth in front of a sentry was a new game Elizabeth never tired of.


Trumping this delight was the excitement surrounding the coronation scheduled for May 1937. Queen Mary took the event as a didactic opportunity, bringing a panorama of the 1821 coronation of King George IV into the nursery and proceeding to teach the princesses about the symbolism and meaning of the coronation. By the end Elizabeth was, according to Crawfie, an expert. Perhaps as enticing as these rites and rituals was the prospect of wearing their first long dresses and lightweight coronets designed by their father. “They came to me very shyly,” recalled Crawfie, “a little overawed by their own splendour and their first long dresses.”36


In her serious motherly way, what concerned eleven-year-old Elizabeth most about the coronation was whether her little sister, then six, would behave. She remembered that when she had been bridesmaid at the wedding of her uncle the Duke of Kent and Princess Marina of Greece and Denmark at Westminster Abbey in November 1934, Margaret was allowed to sit quietly with her mother. However, when her big sister first appeared, walking down the aisle and holding the bridal train, Margaret had waved at her, possibly in a mischievous attempt to distract her from her solemn duties. Elizabeth would not be swayed. She gave her sister a stern look and shook her head in order to discourage Margaret from further misbehavior. Elizabeth did not want a repeat at the coronation. In the end she was happy to report to Crawfie that her sister had behaved beautifully. It was all the more commendable as both girls had been awake most of the night due to the singing and chatter among the waiting crowds outside the palace.


Princess Elizabeth recorded her memories of that historic day in a lined exercise book neatly tied with a piece of pink ribbon with a touching inscription written in red crayon on the cover. It read: “The Coronation, 12th May 1937. To Mummy and Papa in memory of their Coronation from Lilibet by herself.”37


She described how she was woken by the Royal Marines Band outside her bedroom window. Then, clutching an eiderdown, she and Bobo MacDonald “crouched in the window looking onto a cold, misty morning.”38 After breakfast they dressed and paraded themselves in their finery before visiting their parents who were themselves in the midst of dressing for the big day.


After wishing them good luck, the princesses and Queen Mary climbed into a glass coach for a “jolty” ride to Westminster Abbey.


The princess was mesmerized by the elaborate choreography of the coronation and was rather disappointed that her grandmother had not remembered much about her own big day. At one point in the proceedings when the prayers seemed interminable, Elizabeth looked through the program and pointed to the word Finis, the princess and her grandmother enjoying a conspiratorial moment together.


The coronation was living history, up close and personal, as well as a vivid and enthralling foretaste of the next stage in her royal education. This began with her attendance at her first Buckingham Palace garden party, followed by Trooping the Colour and finally the ancient royal ceremony of the Order of the Garter held at St. George’s Chapel in Windsor Castle. With no baby brother on the horizon, Elizabeth’s on-the-job training intensified. When Joseph Kennedy, the new American ambassador to the court of King James, arrived in London in March 1938, the king placed his eldest daughter next to him at a luncheon held at Windsor. So that she did not feel entirely left out, Margaret accompanied the Kennedys and her family on a walk through Frogmore Gardens. On another occasion, this time when President Lebrun of France made a state visit in March 1939, the princess joined her father and the French president on the drive from Buckingham Palace to Victoria Station, from which the French delegation departed.


Somewhat belatedly, the new queen now realized that her eldest daughter’s academic education needed to broadened. After discussions with among others Sir Jasper Ridley, a banker and fellow of Eton College, it was decided that the princess should study constitutional history with Henry Marten, the vice provost of Eton. Although she was at first apprehensive about her twice-weekly visits to the all-boy college, she soon struck up a friendship with the dapper scholar, enjoying this grown-up introduction to politics, history, and current affairs. Indeed, political theater was playing out right in front of her when her parents appeared on the balcony of Buckingham Palace in September 1938 with Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and his wife, Anne, to celebrate the famous Munich Agreement, which brought “peace in our time” with Nazi leader Adolf Hitler.


She was indeed growing up. Now thirteen, she was, according to Crawfie, “an enchanting child with the loveliest hair and skin and a long, slim figure.”39 Not that the Eton boys seemed to notice. If any boys needed to visit the vice provost’s rooms or saw her in the corridors, they politely doffed their top hats and went about their business. For a girl who had been gawked at all her life this was a refreshing change, though it is possible that the growing adolescent, seeing boys en masse for the first time, felt their well-bred indifference was a tad too, well, indifferent.


Apart from her cousins George and Gerald Lascelles, the sons of her aunt Princess Mary, Elizabeth had had little to do with boys during her childhood. It is perhaps unsurprising, given her fascination with horses, that her first girlish crush was on Owen, the young stud groom. In her eyes he was the font of all wisdom and could do no wrong—much to the exasperated amusement of her parents, particularly her father.


The father-daughter relationship was by far the most significant. “The king had a great pride in her, and she in turn had an inborn desire to do what was expected of her,” observed Crawfie.40 Theirs was a loving, complex relationship, the king, a reserved, shy man, admiring her precocious maturity while gallantly trying to protect her from her lonely future. At times it seemed that he wanted to stop the clock, to keep his daughters as children rather than growing girls.


For her part her father brought out her mothering nature, especially when he suffered one of his “gnashes”—outbursts of temper caused by his frustrated inability to conquer his persistent stammer. Both girls learned how to bring their father out of these dark moods. They also learned to keep out of his way and let Mama deal with him.


In the summer of 1939, with prospect of war hovering over the horizon, the royal party sailed to naval college at Dartmouth in the southwest of England aboard the royal yacht, the Victoria and Albert.


It was here on July 22 that Elizabeth would meet the young man who would change her life. The omens were not propitious. Though the girls were due to attend a service in the chapel after an inspection of the cadets, it was decided that, because two cadets had mumps—which can cause infertility—the girls should spend time at the house of the captain of the college, Sir Frederick Dalrymple-Hamilton. His two eldest children, North, aged seventeen, and nineteen-year-old Christian, were deputed to keep them occupied. In the midst of playing with a clockwork train on the floor of the nursery, the quartet was joined by a good-looking boy with piercing blue eyes, sharp features, an offhand manner, and the look of a Viking. Enter Prince Philip of Greece, the Adonis-like nephew of the king’s ADC, Lord Louis Mountbatten. The prince, then eighteen, was soon bored with trains and suggested jumping over the nearby tennis net instead. Though Crawfie thought him a “show off,” her charges had a different perspective, admiring how high he could jump. Even though Elizabeth never took her eyes off him, he paid her little attention. He was simply doing his duty when his uncle Louis ordered him to keep the girls company. He would have much preferred to attend the main event where the king inspected the ranks of aspiring naval officers.


If he had been told by that incorrigible royal matchmaker, Uncle Louis, to befriend Elizabeth, then he made a halfhearted job of it. At lunch the following day, he exhibited a youthful enthusiasm for the extensive menu rather than make small talk with his royal companion. In short order the hungry cadet, who was more used to navy rations, devoured several plates of shrimp, a banana split, and anything else in his reach. “To the little girls, a boy of any kind was always a strange creature out of another world,” noted Crawfie, who was somewhat censorious of his overconfidence in company. “Lilibet sat pink faced, enjoying it very much. To Margaret anyone who could eat so many shrimps was a hero.”41


He was a strange, exotic creature indeed. After all, royal blood aside, the backgrounds and upbringings of Elizabeth and Philip could not have been more different. His was an extraordinary, scarcely believable early life. His grandfather was assassinated, his father imprisoned, his mother Princess Alice forcibly placed in an asylum. He was famously born on a dining table in a villa called Mon Repos on the Greek island of Corfu. Shortly after his birth, the infant, an orange box for his crib, and the rest of his family escaped the island aboard an English destroyer after his father Prince Andrea was sent into permanent exile; a death sentence imposed by a military tribunal was commuted following the intervention of George V.


From the age of eight he led a wandering lifestyle, seeing little of his father—who moved in with his mistress in a small apartment in Monte Carlo—and less of his mother. Within eighteen months his four sisters all married and had moved to Germany to be with their aristocratic husbands. Philip was enrolled at Cheam boarding school and studied at Salem in Germany before completing his formal education at Gordonstoun in north Scotland, the newly founded school run by Kurt Hahn, a German Jew who had escaped from his home country.


For all his travails, Philip was remembered as a cheerful, lively fellow with an inquisitive mind and a natural sporting ability. He had no sense of self-pity about those days: “The family broke up,” he told his biographer Gyles Brandreth. “My mother was ill, my sisters were married, my father was in the South of France. I had to get on with it. You do. One does.”42 At Gordonstoun he was made guardian or head boy; at Dartmouth he won the King’s Dirk for the best all-around cadet of his entry.


He certainly caught the eye of the princess and the rest of the royal party as the Victoria and Albert slowly sailed along the estuary followed by a flotilla of rowboats while the excited cadets gave the ship a rousing farewell.


As the estuary broadened some boys still followed in the ship’s wake. Finally the king, fearing that one of the cadets might get into trouble, told the commander of the royal yacht, Sir Dudley North, to signal them to go back. Eventually all the boys headed back to shore apart from one young blade who ignored all entreaties. It was Philip, who was watched intently through the binoculars by Lilibet. Eventually the young prince realized no one was impressed by his seaborne bravado and headed back to college.


Six weeks later Britain declared war on Germany. Shortly afterward Philip was appointed midshipman and assigned to the battleship HMS Ramillies. The girls first heard the news of the impending conflict when minister Dr. John Lamb preached an emotional sermon at Crathie Kirk near Balmoral where they were staying. He told the congregation that peace was over and Britain was once again at war.


As they left the service, nervous and excited, Margaret asked Crawfie: “Who is this Hitler, spoiling everything?”43


They would soon find out.
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Bombs at Bedtime


Shortly after Winston Churchill became wartime prime minister in May 1940, a Nazi spy was parachuted into Britain. The Dutch-born agent who went by the name of Jan Willem Ter Braak carried with him a revolver, a radio transmitter, fake documents, and a bundle of cash. His orders were simple: find and kill Winston Churchill. For a time he lived with a couple in Cambridge and then, his money running out and fearing capture, he walked inside an air raid shelter and shot himself.1 This was probably the earliest of at least three plots to kill the wartime leader, the conspirators sometimes killing the wrong target. As Churchill himself noted in his war memoirs: “The brutality of the Germans was only matched by the stupidity of their agents.”2 He was too dismissive. The German policy of killing or capturing political leaders and royal heads of state came within a whisker of success. George VI, the queen, whom Hitler later described as “the most dangerous woman in Europe,” and their daughters were high on the list for imprisonment. One plan was for parachutists to drop into the garden of Buckingham Palace and other royal parks and hold the king and his family under “German protection.”


The man behind this scheme, Dr. Otto Begus, had almost snared Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands during the Nazi invasion of the Low Countries. While troops parachuted over the royal residence at The Hague, Begus and his Kommando were involved in air-landing operations that led to a number of gliders crashing at the nearby Valkenburg airport.


Wilhelmina, with only the clothes she was wearing, just managed to avoid being caught, leaving behind all her personal belongings and making her way to the Hook of Holland. There, a British destroyer, HMS Hereward, was waiting to pick up the queen, her family, the Dutch government’s gold and diamond reserves, as well as the Dutch government itself. The operation, code-named Harpoon Force, was a success though the destroyer was attacked by Stuka bombers during the passage to England. Eventually Wilhelmina safely arrived at Buckingham Palace, where the exhausted sovereign recounted her adventures to the king and queen.


The Belgian king, Leopold III, was not so fortunate. On May 28, days before the fall of France, he controversially surrendered his forces to the Nazis after the embattled troops were surrounded. He spent the rest of the war imprisoned in his château outside Brussels and was finally sent to Austria.


Throughout Europe, other crowned heads were on the run from the Nazi invaders. King Haakon of Norway spent weeks evading capture as he and his son, Crown Prince Olav, were chased by a one-hundred-strong squad of crack Nazi paratroopers. Like Queen Wilhelmina, he was eventually rescued, the exhausted sovereign and his son clambering aboard the British heavy cruiser HMS Devonshire and taken to England. Upon arriving at Buckingham Palace, they were so tired after their traumatic escape on June 7 that they fell dead asleep on the floor, the queen quietly tiptoeing around them lest she disturb their slumbers.


Farther south, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, who were in neutral Portugal, narrowly avoided being kidnapped. Under a plan code-named Operation Willi, Hitler sent his top spymaster Walter Schellenberg to Lisbon to head a team who planned to capture the royal couple and spirit them across the border to Franco’s Nazi-friendly Spain. In the nick of time Churchill got wind of the plot and ensured that the couple boarded a ship bound for the Bahamas, where the former king became the reluctant governor.


Hitler’s grand scheme was based on the thinking that by installing the duke as a puppet king of the soon-to-be-conquered England or holding other European royals as hostages, they could be used as puppet-rulers or as surety for the continuing good behavior of their citizens. It was a strategy as old as warfare.


In the summer of 1940, with Britain on the ropes, its expeditionary force rescued at great cost from the bloodstained beaches of Dunkirk from late May to early June, Hitler was circling for the kill. Sometime in August 1940, as the invasion plan, code-named Operation Sea Lion, was being drawn up, Begus, according to his later testimony,3 received written instructions to report for a special mission. His target this time was the British royal family. A specially trained Kommando of parachutists, including some from the Dutch mission, was readied to capture the king, the queen, and their daughters. The emphasis was on taking the royal hostages alive. Parachutists were briefed on the correct salute and form of address when seizing a member of the royal family.


In the grand German scheme it was Hitler’s belief that if the airborne kidnapping attempt had succeeded, Britain would have been forced to surrender. Only the failure of the Luftwaffe to win the Battle of Britain resulted in the plan being scrapped. Even so, the prospect of German paratroopers landing in Buckingham Palace, the Tower of London, and other royal residences was one taken very seriously by the royal family and military planners.4


The queen, who was frightened of being captured, practiced her shooting skills with a pistol in the gardens of Buckingham Palace, using rats flushed from bombed royal outbuildings as targets. Her niece Margaret Rhodes later recalled: “I suppose quite rightly, she thought if parachutists came down and whisked them away somewhere, she could at least take a parachutist or two with her.”5


King George VI, who now carried a rifle and a pistol when he traveled, personally supervised the removal of the priceless Crown Jewels from the Tower of London to Windsor Castle, where they were wrapped in cotton wool, placed in leather hatboxes, and hidden in the castle dungeons.


Behind the brave smiles and the confident public glad-handing, both the king and queen felt a sense of impending doom during the most fateful summer since the Spanish Armada threatened invasion in 1588.


Anticipating the grim uncertain days that lay ahead, the queen wrote to her eldest sister Rose asking if she would look after the princesses if anything happened to the king or herself. Rose gladly agreed, saying: “I do promise you that I will try my very best & will go straight to them should anything happen to you both—which God forbid.”6


Though both the king and queen spoke about going down fighting should the Nazis invade, there was the distressing issue of what to do about their precious daughters. Many of their aristocratic friends had sent their offspring to Canada; others had opted to evacuate their children to the country. After the declaration of war on September 3, 1939, following Germany’s invasion of Poland, the princesses stayed at Birkhall Lodge in the Scottish Highlands—Balmoral was considered a target for Nazi bombers—while their parents, along with a skeleton staff, kept Buckingham Palace open. For the first few months of the so-called Phony War the girls rode their horses, played innocent games such as catching falling leaves and making a wish, and learned French under the watchful eye of Georgina Guerin. She later returned to her home country where she played a leading role in the Resistance. In addition, Elizabeth continued her history lessons with Henry Marten by post. The war seemed a long way away, though doubtless the girls, sensitive to parental moods, sensed the strain behind the lighthearted banter during the daily six o’clock telephone call. Even the fitting of gas masks seemed no more than a game, Princess Margaret, then nine, treating the rubber object as a strange toy.


Naturally the queen wanted to spare her daughters from worry as far as possible, telling Crawfie to monitor radio broadcasts and newspaper coverage. “Stick to the usual programme as far as you can Crawfie,” ordered the king. Easier said than done, as the girls frequently tuned in to hear the loquacious pro-Nazi broadcaster Lord Haw-Haw, aka Irishman William Joyce, and his defeatist radio show. Often they were so appalled by his tirades that they pelted the radio with cushions and books.


The sinking in October of the Royal Oak battleship with the loss of 834 men and boys brought home to the girls the cruel reality of warfare. “Crawfie, it can’t be,” expostulated Princess Elizabeth. “All those nice sailors.” It was a confusing and concerning time, especially as their parents were 520 miles away where, to their young minds, it seemed that Hitler could easily capture them.


Even though they were staying in the idyllic surroundings of royal Deeside, the tentacles of war touched everything. Every Thursday, Crawfie organized a sewing club in aid of the war effort, the girls serving refreshments for the roomful of local women. The king’s decision to allow Craigowan Lodge on the Balmoral estate to be used to house evacuated children from the tenements of Glasgow certainly widened the girls’ horizons. When they arrived, often with their mothers, Crawfie insisted that the princesses welcome them and offer the visitors a cheering cup of tea.


For the princesses, who had grown up in the country, it was like an encounter with creatures from an alien planet. Many of these youngsters, raised in poverty in the Gorbals district of Glasgow, had never seen a rabbit, a deer, or a pony or ever soaked up the silence of rolling hills—nor experienced the pleasures of a hot bath.


Another unusual presence at the time were Canadian lumberjacks who used their expertise to cut a swath through the Balmoral estate to provide timber for the war effort. Wartime made for odd friendships but ensured that both girls grew up much faster than they would have been allowed in peacetime. Though the queen liked to see her daughters in matching outfits, which inevitably made Princess Elizabeth seem younger than her years, the dislocation of their routine, the absence of her parents, and the uncertain grind of war made for a childhood cut short. At Christmas the girls enjoyed a welcome change of scene when the queen asked Crawfie to bring her daughters to Sandringham even though the flat Norfolk coastline was seen as a probable German invasion site. Indeed, while the girls were heading south, their near Norfolk neighbor the Earl of Leicester, who owned Holkham Hall, sent his daughters Anne and Carey to Scotland out of harm’s way.


The royal children were different. Their whereabouts on mainland Britain were seen as a litmus test of the resolve of the nation’s leaders. If they had been sent to Canada or a neutral country, it would have been a body blow to the country’s morale and resistance. In late May 1940 when Prime Minister Churchill was shown preparatory plans for the evacuation of himself, the government, and the royal family, he flatly stated that “no such discussion”7 should even be permitted. For once the queen outdid Churchill’s rhetoric with her ringing phrase: “The children could not go without me, and I could not possibly leave the King, and the King would never go!”8


Yet the subject was discussed, despite Churchill’s firm stance. In preparation for the potential arrival of the royal family following the expected German invasion, the Canadian government spent $75,000 purchasing Hatley Hall, a forty-bedroom mock-Tudor mansion on Vancouver Island, for the express use of the family. In his diary the Canadian prime minister William Mackenzie King wrote in May 1940 that the king and queen could be arriving shortly, implying that Britain would soon fall and Canada would be the refuge for the defeated government and what was left of the nation’s armed forces.9


The debate about what to do with the heir presumptive and her sister, independently of the king and queen, occupied the minds of ministers and the military. It was accepted that the king and queen would want to stay with the resistance in Britain. However, if the fight were to continue from Canada, then the heir presumptive should be there as the legitimate head of the British state in exile. With a blackout on any discussion, some generals feared that a delayed departure would place Elizabeth and Margaret in unnecessary danger. The government would hear none of it, ministers alarmed that rumors were already circulating that suggested the princesses had departed for Canada.


At that time, in the summer of 1940, the princesses and the king and queen were being protected by different military units. In July, Major Jim Coats, MC of the Coldstream Guards, was assembling what King George would later call “my private army.” Coats, a brilliant skier, skeleton racer, hotshot, skilled fisherman, and more important friend of the royal family, was in charge of the eponymous Coats Mission. Under the code name Operation Rocking Horse, he and his fellow Coldstream Guards were tasked with guarding the king and queen to “the last man and the last bullet.” If they were in peril of being captured, it was their job to ensure a fighting retreat to one of four country houses in Worcestershire, Yorkshire, or Shropshire. Specially adapted armored cars were earmarked for the operation to ferry the royal couple to relative safety inland. Only when the country was in danger of complete collapse would they be flown to Canada via Iceland or alternatively sail to the Dominions from a destroyer anchored at the port of Liverpool. Members of the royal family were asked to keep a suitcase packed by their bedsides, ready for their possible evacuation. Queen Mary, safely ensconced in Badminton House in Gloucestershire, kept her most precious jewels—rather than clothing and toiletries—in her leather overnight baggage.


The strategy for the heir presumptive and her sister, who had been moved from Royal Lodge to Windsor Castle during the desperate days of May 1940, was somewhat different. Should there be a parachute attempt to kidnap the girls, on the lines of Begus’s plan, it was up to Lieutenant Michael Tomkin of the 2nd Northamptonshire Yeomanry to ensure their safety. This company was effectively “Lizzie’s private army.” Such was the importance of their protective mission that shortly after receiving his orders, Tomkin and his troop found themselves in possession of four of the handful of armored cars left in the country—the retreating British army had left all their heavy equipment on the Belgian and French shoreline. They promptly adapted two for the princesses, removing the machine gun and installing two small armchairs for their comfort.


His troop then began practicing, usually at night, the routes they would take to a selected safe house—Madresfield Court in Worcestershire was initially earmarked as the base, known as Establishment A, for the royal family and government. As a special treat he took the two princesses as well as Crawfie and a corgi on a trial run around Home Park. It was, as far as the girls were concerned, an exciting and enjoyable experience.


Their father’s rival private army did not fare so well. One evening he was discussing security with his temporary houseguest King Haakon, who asked what preparations were in place in case of a much-feared German parachute attack. With a flourish the king pressed an alarm signal and then invited the Norwegian monarch to join him and the queen in the garden to watch what he anticipated would be a rapid response from the designated defense force. In fact nothing happened. An equerry, who was eventually dispatched to discover what was going on, reported back that after the alarm had sounded the duty police sergeant told the officer of the guard that no attack was pending. Finally, after this bureaucratic delay, guardsmen began running into the garden. As far as the exiled king was concerned, their behavior did not inspire confidence. The king’s biographer John Wheeler-Bennett took up the story: “To the horror of King Haakon but the vast amusement of the king and queen, they proceeded to thrash the undergrowth in the manner of beaters at a shoot rather than of men engaged in the pursuit of a dangerous enemy.”10


The dire situation facing the country was no laughing matter. Several weeks later, on September 7, 1940, the code word Cromwell was broadcast signifying that a German invasion was imminent. Church bells tolled through the night, several bridges were blown, and land mines were haphazardly laid on roads. The warning, which placed the men of the Coats Mission on high alert, marked the effective beginning of the Blitz, with the Luftwaffe sending wave after wave of bombers over southern England. London was the first target and the hardest hit, the royal family firmly in the front line. Buckingham Palace was bombed in the first attack though the explosion caused little damage. The second attack, on September 9, 1940, could have been far more serious. A bomb landed near the king’s study but failed to explode. Thinking it was a dud, the king continued working. It was a foolhardy assumption as the bomb later exploded in the early hours of the night, causing considerable damage to the north front of the palace, breaking every window and dislodging much plasterwork. It was a lucky escape for the king—and the country.


An even more serious attack took place on September 13, when a single German bomber flew straight up the Mall and dropped six bombs, two landing near the king who was with his private secretary Alec Hardinge. “The whole thing happened in a matter of seconds,” the king wrote later. “We all wondered why we weren’t dead.”11 It was clear that Buckingham Palace was the target for this daring daylight attack, the king and others suspecting that the pilot was one of his many German relations. In total the palace was bombed sixteen times during the war, nine of which were direct hits. Thanks to the RAF and its decisive impact in the Battle of Britain, the fear of parachutists landing in the king’s garden receded. In reality the bombing attacks on Buckingham Palace were a tremendous propaganda victory, cementing the emotional compact between the sovereign and his people and producing a worldwide wave of sympathy for the beleaguered royal family, especially in the United States. This patriotic sentiment was expressed in the queen’s ringing phrase: “I’m glad we’ve been bombed, now I can look the East End in the face.”12 (The East End was a poor part of London that had taken the brunt of the damage.)


The sympathetic smiles and handshakes with victims and rescuers alike disguised the increased strain felt by both the king and queen. The queen found the air raid shelter at Buckingham Palace deeply claustrophobic, the nightly bombing terrifying, and the fate of herself and her family a constant source of concern. The war was all-consuming, physically and emotionally, and with every passing day there came another reminder of the transitory nature of life. The queen, whose beloved older brother Fergus Bowes-Lyon was killed during World War One, felt the suffering of others keenly. Every new dawn brought fresh horrors. In September 1940, for example, the queen visited a school in London’s poor East Ham district that had been bombed. Scores of children waiting to be evacuated were among the dead and injured. “It does affect me seeing this terrible and senseless destruction. I think that really I mind it much more than being bombed myself,” she wrote to Queen Mary.13


At least she and the king were able to see their children most evenings, the couple spending nights at Windsor Castle where a large reinforced air raid shelter under Brunswick and later Victoria Tower was prepared for the royal family. In the first few weeks Windsor was spared the worst of the bombing, the only excitement being the downing in September of a German Messerschmitt fighter in the grounds of Windsor Great Park. The princesses and their friend Alathea Fitzalan Howard, who lived in the park, found the downed plane in the woods and took souvenirs back to the castle. Most nights the ringing of the alarm bell inside the castle warned of an imminent air raid. Sleep was constantly disrupted by the bombing and retaliatory ground fire. “We seemed to be living in a sort of dimly lit underworld—again, with no central heating,” commented Crawfie.14
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