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About the Book:


She was ‘sugar pink’ innocence; he was a handsome war hero. Both had royal blood coursing through their veins. The marriage of Britain’s Princess Elizabeth to Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten in November 1947 is remembered as the beginning of an extraordinary, lifelong union but success was not guaranteed. Elizabeth and Philip: A Story of Young Love, Marriage and Monarchy plunges us back into the 1940s when a teenage princess fell in love with a foreign prince. Cue fears of a flirtatious ‘Greek’ fortune hunter stealing off with Britain’s crown jewel and Philip’s supporters scrambling to reframe him as a good fit for the Royal Family.


Drawing on original newspaper archives and the opinions of Elizabeth and Philip’s contemporaries, historian Dr Tessa Dunlop discovers a post-war world on the cusp of major change. Unprecedented polling on Philip’s suitability was a harbinger of pressures to come for a couple whose marriage was branded the ultimate global fairytale. Theirs was a partnership like no other. Six years after Elizabeth promised to be an obedient wife Philip got down on bended knee at the coronation and committed himself as the Queen’s ‘liege man of life and limb.’


Published 75 years after their marriage, this deeply touching history explores the ups and downs, the public appeal and the private tensions that defined an extraordinary relationship. The high stakes involved might have devoured a less committed pair - but Elizabeth and Philip shared a common purpose, one higher even than marriage, with roots much deeper than young love. Happy and Glorious, for better or for worse, how did their union succeed? Monarchy was the magic word.









INTRODUCTION
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The late Queen was very old, exceptionally so, and yet I did not expect to be starting this book with such a definitive ending. Omnipresent until her departure, working from her Scottish home just two days before death, aged ninety-six, Elizabeth II managed to surprise us with her exit from the stage of life. The Queen was mortal after all. Of course she was; it is the institution of monarchy that endures, in part thanks to Her Majesty’s extraordinary century of service. I write these words in the immediate aftermath of her death – ceremony unfolding up and down the country, newscasters intoning in black, obituary films extolling Elizabeth’s many understated virtues – and I am struck by the timing.


In the last year of her life, the Queen joshed with Paddington Bear in a CGI film, waved off her Platinum Jubilee in eye-catching green from the Buckingham Palace balcony and welcomed in her umpteenth prime minister. The loose ends of the Elizabethan age dispatched with, she went to meet her maker, leaving us to pause for thought. How had Elizabeth pulled off the contradiction of ancient monarchy in the modern era? The possible answers are legion, but amid all the commemoration and reminiscing, one aspect of the Queen’s life towers above all else: her enduring union with Prince Philip, the late Duke of Edinburgh. Only in the last eighteen months of her reign did Elizabeth walk alone, the stick perhaps a metaphor for the sovereign’s missing husband.


The Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh’s marriage helped define the post-war world, and later they would become Britain’s golden couple, with Philip’s characteristic bluntness and humour neatly offsetting his wife’s propriety and restraint. When the Duke died it was hard to imagine the Queen without him. Elizabeth sat in St George’s Chapel – masked, dignified and regal – and said goodbye to her husband of seventy-three years, and the whole world was struck by that solitary image. Our sovereign had lost her ‘strength and stay’; it wouldn’t be long before Elizabeth also bid us her farewell.


Famously, their relationship was based on mutual respect, deep love and a resolute belief in monarchy, but despite its essential nature, the marriage was never straightforward, nor balanced. In death, even the couple’s respective funerals served as a reminder of the disparities within their union. Unlike the Queen’s almighty and solemn state funeral, choreographed with the full heft of governmental support and infrastructure, Philip’s was a private, streamlined ceremony inside the grounds of Windsor Castle, pared down to conform with both Covid-19 restrictions and his modest expectations and lesser rank.


Likewise the media coverage in the wake of the Duke’s death, although comprehensive and respectful, was nowhere near the scale of the late Queen’s wall-to-wall global commemorations extended across a period of mourning that lasted almost two weeks. In death as in life, Philip assumed his place behind the Queen. And yet, in Britain, a vocal minority still took umbrage when television and radio stations abandoned their schedules and dedicated output to honour the deceased Prince in April 2021. The BBC felt compelled to put a complaints form on its website. Well-known public historians even got involved in the debate; one, irked after yet another broadcast outlet contacted her for comment on Philip’s life, tweeted: ‘I am not, and never will be, a royal historian. History is of the many not the few’.1


It was that backlash, partially driven by social media, which inspired this book. Here, I should declare my hand. While I have a doctorate in History, including the role of royalty in national imaging, I also spend a lot of time with society’s outliers – the extremely elderly. I write about their lives in oral history books and count some of them among my best friends. They are part of an exceptional generation; aged ninety-five and over, most don’t have access to the internet: they rely on television for companionship and news, and are direct contemporaries of the late Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh. Together they fought in the same war and enjoyed similar wartime romances. The Queen was not their fantasy grandmother; she was their peer. For them remembering Philip’s and now Elizabeth’s life is a poignant and important trip down memory lane to a time when monarchy was truly magical and marriage between a prince and a princess the imagined gateway to a long and happy life. Back then, Elizabeth and Philip stood for the many, not the few.


I wanted to explore those ideas in this book and take a final opportunity to examine not just what we know (or think we know) about Elizabeth’s early relationship with Philip, but how their royal love story was portrayed and received by their own generation. In recent years, Her Majesty became the world’s most famous nonagenarian; it is easy to forget that, once upon a time, Elizabeth was a young girl, living an extraordinarily confined life in the grounds of Windsor Castle during World War II. Service in uniform and access to men of her own age came late for the heir to the British throne.


This story starts in that war, which is where I uncovered the future Queen in an archival search for my last book, Army Girls. Uniform is an incredible leveller, and HRH Princess Elizabeth looked like all the other Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) recruits, with waved hair, a smooth make-up free face and compulsory cap, but, of course, she was nothing like them. The future Queen was already adept at making the extraordinary look ordinary. Subsequently, I returned to that same archive to make an obituary programme about Her Majesty’s wartime service2 – I pulled open a long flat drawer and, there, beneath a sheath of cellophane, lay a poster-sized image of a young Prince Philip in all his naval regalia. I was staggered by his unapologetic good looks. He was, to use an old-fashioned phrase, quite simply a ‘knockout’.


‘Oh, yes,’ agrees Daphne, who was two years his junior and also served in the ATS. ‘Prince Philip was ridiculously handsome. But I often thought people were very unfair about him.’ Her comment, a throwaway line from a woman who is now ninety-nine, piqued my interest. In the wake of the 1936 abdication, and up against the constraints of war and her unique position, Elizabeth had managed to marry the man she wanted. Even more impressive was their union’s enduring success. In many respects the Queen’s marriage to Philip was her greatest coup.


However, in the 1990s, when the Windsor children’s broken marriages were headline news, commentators often suggested that Elizabeth and Philip’s own relationship had not been subjected to equivalent press intrusion. It is true: 24/7 media coverage didn’t exist back then, but newspaper archives confirm it was never easy. Interest in Elizabeth’s love life, tied as it was to an institution of state, proved relentless and, for Philip, sometimes unforgiving. Why did this young man irk courtiers and newspaper editors alike? Was it his outsider status? His flirtatious blond aesthetic? Or simply his gumption? Would any suitor intending to marry the nation’s most eligible girl have been given a similar reception?


This book tries to answer those questions, but it is also a love story and the tale of a marriage born in a tense post-war world. As a fellow veteran married for an equally long time explains, ‘we felt lucky to have survived the war and we were keen to try our luck in marriage as well’.3 But Philip and Elizabeth were no ordinary couple. The growing celebrity of royalty ensured they had to negotiate their own relationship (not always easy) at the same time as they fulfilled society’s expectations of love, family and, from 1952, monarchy. The margin for error was small and doubts about Philip persisted.


There was little ambiguity in late 1940s’ Britain. Young girls were expected to get on and marry, and the vast majority did. In 1947, Elizabeth and Philip led a generation down the aisle that broke records. Never before had so many couples got married so young. Occasionally in this book I touch base with my nonagenarian (and centenarian) friends. They remind me that the mid-twentieth century was an era when the sanctity of marriage really meant something and, out in front, leading the way, for better or for worse, was the heir to the British throne and her foreign prince. We know how the story ends, in a remarkable seventy-three-year marriage. This is how it began. I hope you enjoy getting to know young Elizabeth and Philip as much as I did.
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ONE
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A Windsor Lockdown


Ronald was a fine stripling of a lad; over six foot tall and not yet sixteen, he’d left school a year earlier and daily travelled into the city, where he shovelled rubble, pushed a barrow and heaved bricks. Outdoors, whistling as he worked, his life with London’s bomb clearance division was infinitely preferable to the classroom or the office. And there was an end in sight. From mid-1944, with the Allies in France, thoughts had started to turn to peace; by March 1945, the very last V-1 rocket hit the capital and Britain held its breath: finally the sirens were silenced. Surely, sometime soon the Germans would surrender?


At the beginning of May, newspapers reported that Hitler was dead, the Daily Mail concluding ‘the probability is that he was mad’, and Berlin finally fell to the Russians.1 Back in London, rumours of when Victory in Europe Day would be declared reached a frenzied pitch. The week-long speculation gave Ronald long enough to plan. He was living with his Aunt Lizzie in Harrow; he couldn’t complain – she’d given him a roof over his head and food on the table throughout the war. His mum was back in the Rhonda Valley, ill in hospital with consumption, and his dad had long since disappeared (an attractive midwife, by all accounts). He’d brought himself up, got a job and enjoyed his freedom. Spring was here, the sap was rising and, at fifteen, he fully intended to enjoy VE Day.


Dawn broke on 8 May warm and clear and Ronald set off, with a friend, from Harrow to the West End. Apparently that’s where it was all happening, with Buckingham Palace the focal point. ‘We want the King!’ roared the crowd. It was on days like these that monarchy came into its own. Bonfires had been burning overnight, pretty young girls in bobby socks sported red, white and blue ribbons in their hair and carts carrying fruit and refreshments were draped in Union Jacks. The streets were mobbed, and the nearer to the Mall Ronald got, the closer the atmosphere became – beer, endorphins and the delicious human scent of unadulterated delight.


Recollections from that exceptional day are plentiful. Memory is selective but few forget one of the happiest moments of their lives. Girls and boys danced the Hokey Cokey and scrambled up lampposts, men gave them a heave-ho and a cheer, and, once again, those small specks in the distance, the Royal Family, trooped out on to the balcony, waving at the heaving mass of humanity below. Box Brownie cameras caught the moment, ticker tape fell from the sky as if by magic, and Winston Churchill famously joined his new chum, King George VI. Young Ronald was somewhere in the crowd dancing a jig and, over there, beyond the iron railing, flanking the Prime Minister on the Buckingham Palace balcony, was Princess Elizabeth.


How times had changed in five years. Despite her father’s predictable protestations that military uniform was not appropriate for a girl, eighteen-year-old Elizabeth had eventually got her way. Sometimes mistaken for shy (she was around her peers), the Princess possessed a quiet certainty and steely determination. That evening she remained in her ATS uniform: a symbol for women’s unprecedented service during a long war in resolute and not particularly flattering khaki. Her mother, Queen Elizabeth, wore folds of turquoise (and later reappeared dressed in white, with a sparkly tiara) and little sister Margaret Rose posed in baby blue, but not Elizabeth. Hers was no honorary uniform: the young subaltern had served in the People’s War and, now, she too wanted to be part of the celebrations.


Decades later, as Queen, she recalled: ‘I think we went on the balcony every hour, six times, and then, when the excitement of the floodlights being switched on got through to us, my sister and I realised we couldn’t see what the crowds were enjoying.’2 Unlike Ronald, Elizabeth was not free to roam at leisure. Led by her precocious sister, the pair had to ask parental permission to leave their gilded cage and, on this occasion, the King relented. Peace in Europe was not an everyday occurrence and so a group of sixteen appropriate minders and friends were duly assembled. Having endured a childhood scorched by unending curious onlookers, with innocent expeditions frequently upturned when her identity was exposed, Elizabeth was determined not to be recognised. She pulled her cap down over her forehead, dark hair neatly rolled above a regulation collar. The Grenadier officer in charge reprimanded this sloppy attempt at disguise: ‘he refused to be seen in the company of another officer improperly dressed’. The Princess (temporarily) complied and so out they stepped into the evening throng.3


After enjoying the novelty of cheering her own parents from the ground, the group slipped discreetly across to Parliament Square and then onwards to Piccadilly, St James’s Street, Berkeley Square and down Park Lane, briefly pushing through the revolving doors of two grand London hotels – the Dorchester and the Ritz. The crowds and distance covered suggests the Princesses were out amid the crush for several hours, with Green Park the final thoroughfare back to the Palace.4 Was it there, somewhere near the Mall, that Ronald established eye contact with what looked like a familiar face? She saw him and he very definitely saw her. Briefly the pair came together, close enough to talk.


‘I know you!’ insisted the young Welshman.


‘No, you don’t,’ replied the girl. Was her cap pulled down once more? Ronald remembers she wore it lower than was standard practice.


‘Yes! You’re Princess Elizabeth, aren’t you?’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘You are! I’d recognise your face anywhere!’


‘Ok, I am, but you mustn’t tell anyone. It’s a secret. Ok?’


Ronald nodded his head and solemnly promised. And then, bonded in secrecy, they danced together in the close night air. Elizabeth never breathed a word. The King’s private secretary, Sir Alan Lascelles, later noted, with smug satisfaction, ‘the Princesses, under escort, went out and, unrecognised, walked about’.5


‘Apparently it was one of the chaperones that moved her on,’ Jo Kavakeb sighs.




We never believed him, you see. Our stepdad dancing with the Queen! We just laughed and he didn’t mention it again. It became part of family folklore. And then, in 2015, the film A Royal Night Out was released and the penny dropped. My son said, ‘Granddad, when was it that you danced with the Queen?’ Turns out it was VE Day and suddenly his story made sense.





Ronald is dead now – he slipped away mid-pandemic, aged ninety – but his stepdaughter, Jo, has laid photographs of him out on the table. Staring back from the sepia pictures is a tall, confident young man; he has a long, handsome face and neatly parted fair hair. The likeness is unmistakable: Ronald was the spitting image of Prince Philip, a naval first lieutenant still serving in the Far East in May 1945. Jo laughs. ‘I think Elizabeth definitely saw something in my stepdad, don’t you?’


The future Queen later described that evening as ‘one of the most memorable nights of my life’. Meanwhile, Ronald would never hear a word said against Her Majesty and he always stood for the national anthem. Jo pauses before answering a final question. ‘Prince Philip? No, funnily enough my stepdad wasn’t quite so keen on him!’6


Briefly, on 8 May 1945, Elizabeth was drawn towards Ronald – two comrades freed from the grind of war on their very own big night out. When they danced between pools of electric light, perhaps Elizabeth saw a fleeting physical resemblance to the man she’d held a torch for since 1939. And, yes, even at thirteen, the age when the Princess first meaningfully met Philip, it is certainly possible to have a full-on crush. Ask any girl, no matter if she is flanked by her parents and dressed to match her little sister in buckled shoes, a sun bonnet and buttoned coat on a mild summer’s day. Visiting Dartmouth Naval College two months before the outbreak of war, Elizabeth had been introduced to a stunning older boy and she couldn’t take her eyes off him. Five years her senior, he had a direct gaze, bags of confidence and a royal title – cue Philip, Prince of Greece and Denmark, and a top notch naval cadet to boot.


The story of ‘Their Majesties at the Royal Naval College’ was featured on page sixteen of The Times. The paper might have made more of the visit if only they had guessed its long-term implications. But how could they? Elizabeth was so very young and war was on its way, hence the royal inspection. There was a march past for the King and Queen and lunch on the Victoria and Albert.7 Philip, briefly charged with chaperoning the two Princesses, played with toy trains, leapt over a tennis net and famously took on the Royal Yacht in his row boat. According to Elizabeth’s governess, Marion Crawford (aka Crawfie), all the cadets turned back at the insistence of the King once they were out in the Channel,




except this one solitary figure whom we saw rowing away as hard as he could, who was, of course Philip. Lilibet* took the glasses and had a long look at him. In the end the King said, ‘The young fool. He must go back otherwise we will have to send him back.’ . . . we gazed at him until he became just a very small speck in the distance.8





Eighteen-year-old Philip was fighting fit, eager to impress and longing to earn his British stripes at sea. A cousin aptly remembered him as a ‘huge hungry dog; perhaps a collie who had never had a basket of his own and responded to every overture with eager tail-wagging’.9 The ‘pink-faced’ girl from the Palace had just been confronted with a fairytale prince in playful packaging.10 But the game that loomed on the horizon was not child’s play. To survive the dark years of war, Philip, the ‘Viking’-style naval trainee, would need courage and luck, in spades.11 Ditto Elizabeth, now the unexpected teenage heir to the British throne. The task that lay ahead of the Princess was onerous and her exposure to life limited, a situation improved neither by the arrival of war nor by her overprotective father.


It is well known that George VI, Elizabeth’s papa, was a reluctant monarch. Born the second son of a second son, he had inherited the throne in December 1936 courtesy of a hapless hedonistic brother who’d reneged on his royal duties in favour of wedded bliss to an American divorcée. The impact of Edward VIII’s abdication had ramifications that are still felt today, and will be dealt with in due course. But while there has been much hand wringing and sympathy for dear shy Bertie’s kingly plight (apparently his reaction at the prospect of inheriting the throne was ‘one of horror and despair’, a disposition milked by his comely little wife, Elizabeth),12 much less attention has been paid to the undoubted perks of arriving on the adult scene as the King’s second son.


Unlike his older brother, David (as Edward was known), whose marriage was always destined to be a matter of state, as long as Bertie’s bride was sufficiently aristocratic and virginal, he was the author of his own domestic destiny and permitted to marry his first choice: a self-possessed and charismatic wife who suited his personal needs, plucked from the craggy bosom of Scotland’s aristocracy. To call Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon a commoner is somewhat stretching the truth. In fact, this ninth child of the 14th and 1st Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorne could trace her lineage back to Robert the Bruce, arguably a purer line than the House of Windsor, and certainly less Germanic. But more important, from Bertie’s point of view, was her impact on his timorous, insubstantial personality. He chose well. As the ubiquitous royal observer Henry ‘Chips’ Channon noted of Bertie’s bride shortly after their wedding in 1923: ‘everyone agrees that she has improved Prince Bertie enormously. He is better-mannered, better-tempered and certainly better looking since he married.’13


With a happy marriage under his belt long before he became King, George VI presumably wanted the same for his beloved Lilibet, who would never enjoy the relative anonymity or freedom available to her parents in their early years. But, despite his best intentions, the nervous King proceeded to ruthlessly restrict his eldest daughter’s access to young people her own age. Here, a degree of sympathy is required; royals have long been inherently distrustful of outsiders, often with good reason. Prime Minister James Callaghan’s observation that ‘what senior royalty offer you is friendliness not friendship’ is backed up by Queen Victoria’s earlier cautioning: ‘Never make friendships . . . friendships and intimacies are very bad & often lead to great mischief.’14 Messaging that appears to have stuck. George VI had very few close friends and derived most his pleasure from ‘us four’, a cosy domestic quartet consisting of the King, the Queen and the two Princesses. There was mutual respect and love in abundance, but Elizabeth and Margaret, who unlike their predecessors lacked a ‘royal mob’ of siblings, lost out socially.


Lady Martha Bruce, still alive and aged one hundred at the time of writing, is the daughter of the 10th Earl of Elgin. Another Scottish aristocrat of impressive lineage, Martha, along with her siblings, had been the recipient of Crawfie’s schooling before the governess was headhunted by the neighbouring Bowes-Lyons at Glamis Castle and sent south to educate Elizabeth and Margaret.15 This aristocratic poach appears to have had little impact on Martha. Like so many girls from society’s ‘top drawer’, before the war she had been sent to one of a burgeoning number of single-sex boarding schools in the south of England. Apparently the education was patchy, but at least she rubbed shoulders with female peers away from the strictures of home. Not so Princess Elizabeth. Growing up, she spent an inordinate amount of time with a sister four years her junior, a clutch of royal staff, and Crawfie, by all accounts good fun but a governess nonetheless.


If, before September 1939, the Princesses enjoyed occasional excursions, swimming and dancing lessons – and, in Elizabeth’s case, scheduled trips to Eton College for lectures in constitutional history – after the outbreak of war the noose tightened. An initial five-month stint in Birkhall on Balmoral estate taxed even Crawfie’s capacity for solitary teaching, a situation exacerbated by the absence of the girls’ most regular companions, the King and Queen.* The Princesses’ isolated world had been reinforced. Meanwhile, beyond the perimeter of their Highland retreat, war was never far away. As with so many girls at the end of 1939, Princess Elizabeth was about to discover what it felt like to be trapped in a private setting without recourse to action.


It was the dead of night on 14 October 1939 when Günther Prien made an early name for himself as one of Germany’s most notorious U-boat aces, slipping into Orkney’s Scapa Flow, the naval base for Britain’s Home Fleet, and firing three torpedoes with deadly effect at HMS Royal Oak. The anchored battleship was a sitting duck. Eight-hundred and thirty-three seamen drowned, most mere lads, some not yet eighteen. The news could not be covered up; back in Westminster, Parliament demanded answers from the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, who was devastated by the attack. ‘Poor fellows, poor fellows, trapped in those black depths.’16


Further north, the grim news penetrated the confines of Balmoral estate – the Princesses were avid listeners to the wireless. (What else was there?) Thirteen-year-old Elizabeth was profoundly affected. ‘Crawfie, it can’t be! All those nice sailors.’ Her little voice piqued with deep sadness and the injustice of it all. The loss contrasted cruelly with the gleaming naval cadets’ full-bodied vim during the Princesses’ final pre-war outing to Dartmouth just months earlier. The tragedy repeated on her; that Christmas, Elizabeth’s thoughts kept returning to the dead sailors and their families.17 And almost certainly to Philip, Prince of Greece, that ‘strange creature out of another world’ who could so easily have been numbered among the dead.18


In fact, Philip was just fine. It was small, and easily missed, but beyond all the military news, troop inspections and weather warnings, the blond naval cadet, who had made such an impression on young Elizabeth before the war, briefly popped up in the British press on 30 January 1940. With his glamorous cousin, Marina, Duchess of Kent, and Elizabeth’s parents, the King and Queen, Prince Philip attended London’s West End; the play was Funny Side Up (the Royal Family loved musical theatre and comedies).19


The outing came at a watershed moment. Philip had finally been granted permission to serve in the Royal Navy, albeit with limitations. An accomplished cadet who had trumped his fellow trainees at Dartmouth, winning the King’s Dirk for best all-rounder (to the chagrin of a few), the sweet scent of success had been mired by uncertainty over his status. Although proud of his royal title (he always signed himself ‘Philip, Prince of Greece’), his native country’s neutrality initially complicated the boy’s wish to serve in the Royal Navy.


It was Philip’s well-connected, violently ambitious uncle, Lord Louis Mountbatten (a second cousin of George VI), who took matters in hand and, by the end of January, the situation had been temporarily resolved. The young Prince was assigned a British ship, though admittedly one on the outskirts of war, accompanying Australian and New Zealand vessels. The theatre trip was a final night out in London before his posting to the other side of the world. Elizabeth didn’t attend, but at least, by then, she had been moved to the more proximate Windsor Castle, a royal seat blessed with built-in defences. Did she see Philip that January? Quite possibly, he was family in the loosest sense of the word (Queen Victoria’s prolific progeny made sure of that). Certainly Elizabeth’s ardour had not dimmed. Two months later, amid much giggling and in the company of a governess and her little sister, she confided to a friend that Philip ‘was her “boy”’. She reinforced meagre memories by ‘cutting his photos out of a paper’.20


In the early years of World War II, centuries-old traditional military thinking framed men as heroes compelled to serve in a dangerous conflict for their womenfolk and children – the peaceful, fecund ideal back at home. The Princess, with her scrapbook on Philip’s war, was the archetypal young and vulnerable female. Enjoying hazy dreams of a prince at sea, in theory she had the space and time to grow up and ideally meet other people. After all, as her father would later admit, a first crush is rarely more than a beginner’s step in matters of the heart. But there was a war on. Like most men, rather than deal with the thorny issue of his daughter’s adolescence, the King preferred the option of safety first: the Princesses rarely left the heavily fortified grounds of Windsor Castle.


At one level, the precautions were very sensible. Although fifteen miles outside of London, Windsor was vulnerable during the Blitz, and a German target more than once. Numerous Grenadier Guards flanked the castle, a ring of anti-aircraft guns encircled its impressive walls, sirens frequently wailed and a dungeon-cum-air raid shelter (where Elizabeth bagged the top bunk) became part of daily life. At the beginning of October 1940, bombs even fell on Windsor’s Long Walk and Bishops Gate, and a Messerschmitt was downed in the vicinity. Great craters pock-marked the Royal Park, reinforcements shook, trees fell and, less than two weeks later, the Princess made her first radio address with (what became) hallmark equanimity.21




We know, every one of us, that in the end all will be well; for God will care for us and give us victory and peace. And when peace comes, remember it will be for us, the children of today, to make the world of tomorrow a better and happier place.22





A carefully curated adolescent existence appears to have reinforced imperturbability in the Princess. The chapel in which she was christened at Buckingham Palace was destroyed, likewise the family’s pre-abdication town house, which contained her happiest childhood memories – 145 Piccadilly. The war blazed around her. Meanwhile, Elizabeth ploughed on with a restricted routine inside a small Windsor social circle, the limitations of which are laid bare in The Windsor Diaries.


The publication of Alathea Fitzalan Howard’s daily journals while Her Majesty was still alive surely justifies Queen Victoria’s concern that friends can ‘lead to great mischief’. Here was a rare childhood acquaintance of Elizabeth’s who slipped through the net. From a dysfunctional aristocratic family that missed out on a ducal inheritance because Alathea was a girl, she made up for this loss of status by ingratiating herself with the Princesses during the war. Washed up on the other side of Windsor Park, fey, lonely and prone to self harm, Alathea meticulously charted the daily ups and downs of a peculiar and privileged wartime lockdown, where her best friends were two years and six years her junior: Elizabeth and Margaret, respectively.


Teenage Elizabeth was emotionally young for her age. Held back by the constant presence of little sister Margaret, the picture painted is of an unworldly princess, even undeveloped. Her pursuits were simple – bike rides, art, girl guiding, dance classes and parlour games; her tastes unsophisticated – Aertex shirts, slapstick comedies, pantomimes, horses and dogs; and her temperament ill suited to large groups and gadding about. While Alathea was distracted by school, then VAD nursing, Elizabeth remained ‘high and dry’ in her ivory tower.23


On the surface, their existence was serviceable if somewhat ‘bleak’. Despite protestations of restraint in public and Queen Mary’s claim that wartime Windsor, shrouded in black-out curtains, without its chandeliers and crown jewels, was ‘no fun’, the girls ate well, wore pretty silk dresses aplenty and had a constant entourage of adult assistance. But, as Alathea marvelled, it was impossible to speak to the Princess frankly – one-to-one, as girls do – because she was almost never alone.24 There were nannies, governesses, vicars, detectives, and upper bracket Grenadier Guards, who came and went and were occasionally killed in battle (they might have doubled as suitors but the setting was hardly conducive to flirtation) – and, of course, the Royal Family. Which begs the question, how does one develop without personal space?


Differently, is the answer. The Princess was an exception and she knew it; implacably, calmly, she got on with growing up in the shadow of the King and her destiny. During her gauche teenage years, she uncomplainingly pushed through the standard ‘rather fat’, ‘puffy’, and ‘stolid’ stages. In an era that judged women on their looks (Alathea’s diary is testimony to that), Elizabeth was fairly plain and remarkably free of vanity. She wore ‘terrible’ shoes, ‘ugly’-shaped dresses and, according to Crawfie, lacked taste. But the Princess could also be ‘pretty, animated’ and enigmatic; yet, no matter how hard Alathea tried, she rarely penetrated Elizabeth’s unyielding exterior: Lilibet was ‘v matter of fact and uncurious and above all untemperamental’.25


The impression is of a ‘dispassionate’ princess, entirely different from her affectionate, challenging younger sister. This was an heir to the throne who kept her distance in these peculiar wartime circumstances, which The Times tersely referred to as ‘cramping’.26 According to Alathea, Elizabeth’s temperament was ‘quite unsuited to forming strong or violent attachments’, unless, of course, that individual was a sailor-prince far away at sea.27


The Princess’s world was drawn in simple unquestioning lines: Hitler was ‘horrid’, Britain would win the war, and her unspoken destiny was to be Queen.28 Equally consistent (and interesting, given observers found Elizabeth young for her age) was the commitment to her abiding wartime crush. Philip pops up throughout Alathea’s diary, ditto in Crawfie’s memoir, The Little Princesses, as almost the only man Elizabeth expressed an interest in. In December 1941, the usually ‘placid and unemotional’ fifteen-year-old became ‘very excited’ about the prospect of a Christmas visit from the Prince, and, sure enough, ‘her Philip came’.29 He was not Alathea’s type. Jealousy perhaps? Unlike Alathea, Philip had penetrated the inner sanctuary of the Royal Family. No wonder Elizabeth felt at home around him: he was like one of her own in a household that had recently hosted Philip’s cousin, George II of Greece, and King Peter of Yugoslavia (married to another cousin of his). What more could she possibly want from a pin-up? Here was a handsome prince, a distant relative and a man in uniform serving in her father’s navy.30 Needless to say, not everyone was quite so enamoured.









TWO


[image: image]


The Aphrodisiac of War


‘I can tell you, she was a very pretty girl. Stunning. And, yes, she dated Prince Philip for a while, it was fairly common knowledge.’ Pamela pauses to take in the picture. Osla Benning stares out of a pre-war photograph. Flanked by a friend, she’s leaning on the roof of a car at the Whaddon point-to-point the year she came out as a debutante: 1939. Her gamine features are framed with a stylish fur hood and her gloved hand holds a race card. Osla’s aristocratic allure still stands the test of time, and her wartime story has filmic qualities – she worked at the now famous Bletchley Park.1 And if anyone knew about this girl’s routines at Britain’s top-secret codebreaking centre, it was Pamela Rose, who, six years Osla’s senior and her immediate boss, was tasked with organising the rotas for the girls working in the Park’s Naval Hut 4.


‘Well, I suppose she was quite “debby”. A lot of us were.’ Pamela, a reluctant debutante herself and an actress, was an intimidating prospect. In charge of a gaggle of entitled girls who’d grown up with no real expectation of working, she had to be.




It wasn’t easy. They all wanted leave at the same time to attend dances in London. Yes, Osla was very much among them. She spoke German and had money and confidence. She was tremendous fun. They’d catch the milk float from London to Bletchley at the crack of dawn and do their shift in party dresses.





Osla is preserved for posterity in Bletchley Park folklore. She was one of three debs who careened down the corridor of Hut 4 in a laundry basket with Jean Campbell-Harris (later better known as Baroness Trumpington). The girls were duly punished for their high jinks and didn’t work together for the next three weeks.2


Pamela shrugs, she is very old (one-hundred-and-three), and we have been through her Bletchley story before. ‘They needed linguists at the Park to help the code breakers and a lot of the girls who spoke German were rather grand. In the mid-1930s it was still fashionable to be “finished off” in Germany. I was in Munich in 1936.’ Pamela knows why I have returned to the subject of Bletchley Park. It is 2021, Prince Philip has just died and I want to find out more about his wartime girlfriend, Osla Benning.




What more can I tell you? She was fabulous looking. They were dating when I was at the Park, so sometime around 1941–42, and we all knew he was a Greek Prince. I remember meeting him years later when he was the Duke of Edinburgh and being struck by just how traditional and English he seemed!3





Recently, with ramped-up interest in the late Duke, Osla has acquired near legendary status. Biographers refer to her as ‘larky’, with a love for practical jokes, and they gently skirt around the issue of her relationship with Philip.4 A subject the late Duke was always quick to contain. Yes, she was ‘fun’, yes, he was the godfather to her first-born son, named Philip, and, no, he would not answer any more gossip-related questions.5 Osla was best friends and wartime colleagues with fellow debutante and grandee Sarah Norton.* But the unspoken rules around discretion that royals and their circle hold dear ensure the latter’s published memoir steers clear of Osla’s royal boyfriend.6 It is Pamela, a friend, a bohemian and contrarian, who confirms that Osla and Philip were very definitely an item.


Of course they were. Who could resist Osla Benning? Not many, according to Sarah, who remembers her ‘innumerable’ male admirers.7 This was a girl who lived life on the edge. Canadian born, by 1939 her parents were divorced, her father was dead, her mother had remarried and, living back in England, was determined to launch her daughter into society. Osla more than looked the part in a gown of blue silk net, embroidered with iridescent paillettes, and a train to match.8 Tatler had a field day featuring this ‘attractive’ girl whose final polish had been applied in Vienna and Paris. The head shot is sultry if a little stern, the complexion flawless, and, notably, the caption insists Osla was being presented not by her divorced mother but rather by a certain Lady Beatty.9 Foreign-born, presumably the ambition was to find Osla a suitable British man on the circuit. Although minus the pedigree of landed aristocracy, she was still a stunning girl in a milieu that valued highly the aesthetic qualities of someone predestined to be a future society wife (indicative of the time, her stepfather found fault with her ‘quite thick legs’, which were duly bound to slim them down10). Hopes ran high for Canadian Osla; that is, until war broke out and muddied the rules of the upper-class dating game.


Osla was immediately bundled off to distant cousins in Canada, where she soon revolted and got herself back to war-torn Europe, extorting a ticket through flirtation and arriving in Portugal in an aeroplane (very daring back then). To hell with sitting on the sidelines, this was a girl who liked to be at the centre of things. A cargo ship to Liverpool returned Osla to England, where there was a stint of menial work in Slough, drilling sheets of metal for aeroplane parts at a Hawker Siddeley factory with her friend Sarah, before they and their German language skills were headhunted by top-secret Bletchley Park.


It wasn’t all bad, far from it. Slough was a stone’s throw from Windsor, where the girls found plenty of Life Guards and military men at Victoria Barracks for entertainment purposes11 (there is no mention of the locked-down Princesses, several years the women’s junior). Sarah’s father, the filmmaker Richard Norton,* brought a cottage (aptly named Penny Royal) in the vicinity and proceeded to cook porridge and cater for the girls, while back in London they shared a mutual godfather – none other than Lord Louis Mountbatten (the ruling class was a relatively small clique who relied on their connections with each other). Mountbatten and his beautiful heiress wife, Edwina, had a penchant for politicking and networking at their London penthouse in Park Lane (replete with private express elevator and cinema) and were on the lookout for pretty girls to entertain their nephew, Prince Philip of Greece. The son of Mountbatten’s sister, Princess Alice, he was the family’s intermittent house guest and lacked a stable British base. Like Osla, he too was foreign, beautiful and homeless. Both came from splintered, international families, both relied on their wits and looks to get by and, keen for adventure and structure, both were longing to get involved in the war.


Pamela pauses: ‘It was quite an obvious match, when you think about it. Back then we very much lived in the moment.’


Britain’s aristocratic hierarchy, in which the Royal Family sits at the apex, has a history of guarding its internal strata with coded language, behaviour and status. Sweeping up into the golden branches of privilege was not something that could be done overnight; access to a higher class required much more than money, it required breeding. And when it came to breeding, few could compete with Prince Philip of Greece and Denmark. European kings and queens littered both sides of his family – his maternal grandmother, Victoria, Dowager Marchioness of Milford Haven (Queen Victoria’s granddaughter), was born in Windsor Castle; his paternal grandfather, King George I, had sat on the Greek throne for fifty years; his cousin, George II, still occupied it. The family’s blood line was predominantly German not Hellenic, and it was through George I that they laid claim to both Greek and Danish titles; George I’s father had been heir to the Danish throne. In other words, Philip was a young man from ancient stock and he wore his royal badge with pride; throughout World War II, he was a Prince of Greece who exuded a ‘special’ status.’12


In the game of class, social confidence was crucial, and Philip had it in spades, but the reality of this young man’s existence in 1939 was far more precarious than his titles or manner let on. Based in Britain, he was occasionally included in royal excursions courtesy of his Greek cousin, Marina, Duchess of Kent (married to the George VI’s brother), and his uncle Louis Mountbatten, but in the latter’s Park Lane apartment the young Prince was often relegated to a camp bed. Philip didn’t have a consistent home and his broad assortment of glamorous relations were scattered across Europe, pitched on different sides of an ugly war. Queen Victoria had been a strong advocate of cosmopolitanism in monarchy; in her opinion, Dutch William III and her own German Prince Consort were Britain’s greatest royal leaders,13 but the rule book had been brutally torn up in World War I. In 1917, George V declared his children no longer had to marry (foreign) royals but could marry English men and women. The decision was an obvious one when Europe’s mightiest dynasties found themselves forced to choose sides, and first cousins fought first cousins in a conflict that saw the demise of numerous royal houses. The Greek monarch Constantine I (Philip’s uncle) was exiled in 1917, only to return to Greece three years later, where a maelstrom that ended in another abdication had a direct impact on baby Prince Philip, born in Corfu’s Mon Repos in 1921.


The boy’s birth had been met with much euphoria; here at last was a longed-for son after four daughters for Prince Andreas,* brother of the Greek King, and his wife, Princess Alice of Greece. But what came next was ugly by anybody’s standards. Greece’s British-backed war against Turkey had overstretched itself and the reinstated royal family provided the desperate country with a convenient whipping boy. Another coup d’état followed. Philip’s father, Prince Andreas, a major-general in the army, escaped execution but was stripped of his titles, nationality and dignity. Andreas lived out the rest of his life in France, more specifically the Riviera – a sybarite who loathed exile and lacked money – and never really recovered his identity. His wife, Princess Alice, was also badly affected. The couple’s marriage, which began as one of the last hurrahs of royalty in fin-de-siècle Europe, fizzled out. The Princess had a breakdown and was sent to a sanatorium in Switzerland. By the time she reappeared on the scene in the late 1930s, her daughter, Cécile, had been killed in a plane crash and soon both Europe and her international family would be irrevocably cleaved into warring factions.


For Philip, what began as childhood exile with his family in a salubrious Parisian suburb, Saint-Cloud, by 1939 had become a solitary, dislocated existence. His financially and mentally depleted father and mother lived in France and Greece respectively and their remaining three daughters were all married to Germans actively engaged in the Nazi regime’s war against Britain. In contrast, Philip’s secondary education in an experimental Scottish boarding school, Gordonstoun, and his close affiliation with Victoria, his English-based maternal grandmother, and her sons (George, 2nd Marquess of Milford Haven, and his younger brother, Louis Mountbatten) saw him keen to assert his Britishness – as yet emotional rather than official. The war was the perfect opportunity to do just that and Mountbatten (known to Philip as Uncle Dickie) the ideal sponsor.


Mountbatten’s own father, Prince Louis Alexander of Battenburg and for a time Britain’s first sea lord, had been hounded out of office at the beginning of World War I for his German heritage. Dickie, in the absence of any sons of his own, had no intention of allowing a similar fate to befall his nephew, Philip. The path had been smoothed early on with the rebranding of the Battenburgs who had emerged from the wreckage of World War I with the new English title of Marquess of Milford Haven and the name Mountbatten. That Philip was not a Mountbatten, but instead, through his exiled father, a snappy Germanic Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderberg-Glücksburg, did not put Mountbatten off. Quite the reverse. Although Uncle Dickie failed to clinch British naturalisation for Philip before the outbreak of war, he successfully steered him into the Royal Navy, where he oversaw his progress.*


Biographers are prone to pick at Philip’s past and surmise that his renowned offhand manner was the product of a nomadic, insecure childhood, during which he was subjected to an assortment of schools and relations in several European countries.14 Perhaps. But certainly it was that same childhood that equipped him well for war. Here was a boy who knew how to stand on his own two feet, an individual more than ready for his first military challenge.


It was the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, desperately playing catch up with Nazi Germany, his ally and military superior, who gifted Philip an early break at sea. Italy’s ill-advised invasion of Greece through Albania in October 1940 quickly unravelled, but the attack was sufficient to end Greek neutrality and Philip’s sidelined war. The Prince’s subsequent posting as midshipman on HMS Valiant placed him in the eye of the storm; he was part of a British fleet convoying troops into Greece ahead of Germany’s arrival to reinforce the compromised Italians.


By March 1941 anticipation leaps from the page in Philip’s diary. All shore leave had been cancelled; Italian cruisers were reportedly planning an attack, their location was identified off Cape Matapan in the Peloponnese. The intelligence came from Bletchley Park and Britain’s subsequent manoeuvring was complex – the enemy could not know their encrypted communications had been compromised. Code breaking wasn’t Britain’s only advantage, however; the Italian fleet was significantly weaker, with only one battleship, no radar and no aircraft carrier. After a successful initial attack, Britain’s Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean, Alan Cunningham, launched a second in the middle of the night from close range at the hobbled, unsuspecting Italians. Valiant and a second battleship, Barham, opened fire – midshipman Philip was tasked with operating the searchlights, picking out the enemy across the inky black.


‘As if it were broad daylight’, a first cruiser was exposed and annihilated. Next the Prince trained his light left, identifying another ‘enemy so close the light did not illuminate the whole ship’. Salvo after salvo smashed at point-blank range into the cruiser ‘stern to stern’. The vessel ‘completely vanished in clouds of smoke’.15 The Battle of Cape Matapan cost Italy five vessels and their dead numbered over two thousand. Britain lost three airmen. Later Philip would shrug and say ‘it was as near murder as anything could be in war. The cruisers just burst into tremendous sheets of flame.’16


That night the Prince had been party to a rare British victory before a much bigger defeat in Greece, which saw the Greek monarch evacuated to Crete in April 1941. By May the German counterattack had begun and HMS Valiant was strafed from the air and hit twice on the quarterdeck. But war is about winning, and from now on Philip could claim his own small part in that much longer process. On the night of 29 March, his opportunistic technical support saw him named in dispatches for his ‘alertness and appreciation of the situation’.17 This was not leadership, and the midshipman was not in contention for a medal, but he’d held his nerve and fought for two countries. The Prince of Greece had more than earned his leave.


‘I suppose I was unusual. Avant garde? You could say that. My parents were frightfully preoccupied with singing and left me to my own devices.’ Pamela was an actress who had forgone her first role on the West End stage for work at Bletchley Park, where she met her future husband. ‘Yes, Jim and I were lovers. I’d had a few boyfriends and I knew he was the one.’ Pamela is matter-of-fact. In 1930s’ theatreland, sex outside marriage wasn’t uncommon, but it was accompanied with risk. ‘The men provided a sheath. And there was Dutch cap. Well, yes, some did slip up, none of the bits and pieces were terribly reliable.’ She pauses. ‘Bletchley Park was more mixed, there were plenty doing much worse than me – partner swapping and all sorts – but a lot of the girls were very young and naive.’


Indicative of that naivety was Pamela’s friend, Rozanne Colchester, also at the Park, and so struck by the former’s confession of intercourse that she later noted in her memoir: ‘Pam and Jim were lovers.’ Rozanne, a mere nineteen, was far too terrified to have sex.




I promised my parents I wouldn’t go to bed with anybody until I was going to marry them, because Father said darkly ‘if you have a baby you will jolly well look after it yourself. We are not going to pay for it!’ It was good to be tough because it was a stigma, no man would marry shop-soiled goods.





Mistakes were costly and, even at Bletchley Park, impossible to keep secret. According to one testimony, a ‘sad girl had a baby and hid it in a drawer, dead of course’.18 During the war Britain’s sexual contract was only partially revised; it was older women between the ages of thirty and forty-five who had double the number of illegitimate births, not those just out of school. Along with her friend, Sarah, nineteen-year-old Osla Benning fell into the ‘young and naive’ category of Bletchley recruit, and, in the context of the time, Sarah’s protestations of their innocence ring true.
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