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For my beautiful niece, Angelina.


May your crown always shine diamond bright.


I love you!
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Queen Elizabeth as the world will always remember her.
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Introduction



Who was the Queen? To millions of people, she was the head of state, a woman on a stamp or a coin. She was a figure on the television screen, seen opening a school, or a hospital, or launching a ship. To those lucky enough to see her in the flesh, she was a flash of bright colour, rushing past in a Rolls-Royce, or the shake of a gloved hand, a smile or a polite – and sometimes funny – word or two. She was also a wife, a mother, a grandmother, a great-grandmother, a daughter, a sister and a friend. No matter who you are, or where you live, there is little doubt that you will have at least one memory of the Queen, even if it is from a Christmas Day speech or a mention in a newspaper.


I never had the opportunity of meeting Her Majesty in person, though I did see her in a car in 1982, waving on her way to open a local school. Unknown to me at the time, she spoke to my future husband – then a student at that school – and that has been his proud claim to fame ever since.


In recent years, the Queen has been something of a ray of light to me. In 2022, my book, When Marilyn Met the Queen, was published six days after I was diagnosed with cancer. Publicising the book – the story of Marilyn Monroe’s life in England, during which time she met Her Majesty – gave me a reason to get up every day, and allowed me to feel normal if just for a couple of hours. I wanted to let the Queen know how much she had inspired me over the years, and how she was helping me at that particular time, so I sent a copy of the book to her at Windsor Castle.


About a month later, I received a letter from her lady-in-waiting, to tell me that the Queen was very touched to receive the book and my accompanying note. The letter arrived on the same day as I lost my hair to chemotherapy, and it became the only bright spark in an otherwise dark and lonely time.


Several years have gone by since then, but that letter still holds a special place in my heart. To now have the opportunity of writing this book is one of the biggest joys of my life. I mean that most sincerely.


The Queen: 100 Years, 100 Stories does not pretend to read the Queen’s mind, or reveal her innermost secrets. Instead, it is a celebration of our experience of Her Majesty, and Her Majesty’s experience of us. Here, you can read about her personal milestones, such as her engagement to Prince Philip, the loss of her father and the birth of her children. But in addition to that, you can read about the most important part of Her Majesty’s job – touring the country and the world, and meeting the public … her public.


You can time-travel your way from the birth of Princess Elizabeth all the way to her funeral, almost one hundred years later. Along the way, you can discover the pomp, the ceremony, the celebrations and the complaints. The flags, the bunting, the gun salutes and the marching bands. This is a journey of one hundred moments. The Queen’s greatest hits, if you will. It has been an honour to write these stories. I hope you enjoy them as much as I have, and I hope they bring you a sense of nostalgia, on the occasion of our Queen’s one hundredth birthday.


Michelle Morgan
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One of the Prettiest Babies


When Princess Elizabeth Alexandra Mary was born at 2.40 a.m. on the morning of 21 April 1926, nobody could have had any idea that this baby would go on to become one of the most famous women in history. Born to the Duke and Duchess of York (the son and daughter-in-law of King George V and Queen Mary), the little girl was in direct line to the throne, but was never likely to be crowned, especially if the Duke and Duchess went on to have a boy, or if the Duke’s elder brother, the Prince of Wales, was to marry and have children. Interestingly, when the Princess’s astrological chart was read a couple of years after her birth, it was predicted that she would live a long life, and would one day become the Queen of England.


The British public were absolutely enthralled at the news that Princess Elizabeth had been born. Newspapers were full of articles about her arrival, flags were flown around the country, and gun salutes were heard all over London. For many hours after the birth of Princess Elizabeth, visitors to 17 Bruton Street – the Duke and Duchess’s London home – came and went, telegrams and elaborate, colourful bouquets arrived, and the doorbell was buzzed so many times that it finally broke.


By the time King George V and Queen Mary pulled up outside, the street was alive with a mostly female cheering crowd, perched on balconies, hanging out of windows, and balanced on their tiptoes on the pavement. Wearing cloche hats and long, spring jackets, they all had one thing in common – a wish to see the Princess for themselves.


A sighting would come later, but for now they had to be satisfied with a bulletin from Buckingham Palace, giving an update of sorts: ‘The Duchess of York has had some rest since the arrival of her daughter. Her Royal Highness and the infant Princess are making very satisfactory progress.’ The statement went on to say that the birth had come after ‘a certain line of treatment was successfully adopted’.


For those desperate to see the baby, they were dutifully rewarded on 26 May 1926, when she attended the birthday party of her grandmother, Queen Mary, at Buckingham Palace. Extraordinarily, Her Majesty requested that Elizabeth’s nanny take the baby to the gates of the palace, where a number of sightseers had the opportunity of meeting her.


Days later, on 29 May 1926, it was time for the baby’s christening, which was held at the private chapel in Buckingham Palace. This came as a surprise, as most people had no idea that the palace even had a chapel. It was, however, a favourite place for the royals, with Queen Victoria spending a lot of time there during her reign.


On the day of the christening, crowds crammed into the Mall, and climbed on to the Queen Victoria Memorial for a better look. They were rewarded with a glimpse of the baby princess and her parents, arriving at the palace just after 2.30 p.m. To appease the well-wishers, the nanny held Princess Elizabeth high in her arms, before the car swung through the gates.


Once inside, a select number of family, friends and staff gathered in the private chapel, where the baby (dressed in a gown passed down through generations) was christened by the Archbishop of York. ‘Elizabeth Alexandra Mary, I baptise thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.’ The congregation then sang ‘Father of All to Thee We Pray’ and ‘Praise the Lord ye Heavens Adore Him’.


While it was thought that the Duchess of York would return to society quickly after giving birth, she made the decision to stay away from public life for a time, and instead took herself and the baby to stay with her mother, the Countess of Strathmore. They first headed to Hertfordshire, before settling comfortably at Glamis Castle, Scotland. There, they visited relatives and walked in the garden, before joining the King and Queen at Balmoral. Newspaper reporters decided that the Duchess must be enamoured by her baby daughter, and that’s why she had not returned to work yet.


It soon became apparent that everyone who met the baby felt the same way. With a resemblance to Queen Mary at the same age, and wearing ribboned frocks of pink and blue, Princess Elizabeth quickly became the bright spark of anywhere she visited. One unnamed visitor was quick to tell a reporter that she thought the new baby was one of the prettiest she had ever seen … ‘And not in the heavy manner of advertised fine babies, but with a charming effect of energy and intelligence.’


Gifts poured in from around the country, but one proved to be especially popular. During a ceremony held at the family home, an engraved silver porringer was presented by Mr G. L. Joseph, chairman of the National Association of Jewellers.


‘We hope,’ he said, ‘that this porringer will take its place in due time upon the breakfast table of the first baby in the land, and may even be banged imperiously upon the table by her infant hands.’


The baby princess put out her arms to take it, and the Duchess smiled. ‘You see she likes it at once,’ she said.
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‘Baby Betty’ Visits Her Grandparents


As 1926 rolled into 1927, the Duke and Duchess of York readied themselves for an official trip to Australia and New Zealand. Tasks included shopping for clothes suitable for all eventualities, and spending time with Princess Elizabeth, who would remain in Britain under the care of her grandparents and nurses. By all accounts, the decision to leave the baby behind did not come lightly to the Duchess, who worried about her wellbeing for the entirety of the trip. And who could blame her, since the trip was to be six months in length, cover 35,000 miles, and would mean missing her daughter’s first birthday.


On 6 January 1927, the Duke and Duchess said goodbye to Princess Elizabeth, who was held up at the drawing-room window for one final wave. They then headed to Victoria Station, where the King, Queen Mary and the Duchess’s parents kissed them farewell. The upcoming tour was a huge deal, and dozens of people crowded into the station to watch the royal couple board the train, waving an array of handkerchiefs as the locomotive departed the station. From Victoria, the couple travelled to Portsmouth, where the sailors and staff on board HMS Renown waited to greet them with much pomp and ceremony.


As the ship left the port, escorted by destroyers and seaplanes, Princess Elizabeth was at Bruton Street with her nannies. The announcement that Queen Mary would have charge of the baby caused confusion, with some folk imagining that she would have full custody for six months. Not so, said a spokesperson from Buckingham Palace. Instead, the Princess would stay at Bruton Street, for the present, under the close supervision of her maternal grandmother, the Countess of Strathmore. The King and Queen Mary, meanwhile, headed off to Sandringham.


For a time, it was believed that the baby would stay with her grandparents in Norfolk, but when Elizabeth caught a cold, and numerous cases of mumps were recorded at Sandringham, the trip was postponed. Instead of travelling, the baby continued her regular routine of being pushed around the royal gardens in her pram. When it was revealed that the baby was often seen in Kensington Gardens with her nurse, local mothers began taking their children, too. Occasionally, they would win a glimpse of the Princess’s face, usually wearing a bonnet and peeping through the window of her car.


Finally, in early February, the King and Queen Mary returned to London, and Princess Elizabeth and her mother’s golden retriever, Rex, were taken to greet them at Buckingham Palace. Under the Queen’s guidance, the former rooms of Prince George, the Duke of Kent, were decorated for the Princess, with a wall full of silhouettes depicting elephants, polar bears, lions, camels, bison and zebras.


Princess Elizabeth’s first birthday was spent at Windsor Castle, where the Duke and Duchess of York cabled their congratulations. Still on their trip, the couple were surrounded by well-wishers and gift-givers, all anxious to hear about the baby princess. When presented with a large doll from some Australian girl guides, the Duchess’s reply was quite revealing. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I am terribly thrilled. I am sure Betty will adore it.’ Back in England, Baby Betty, as the press began calling her, was in the care of her aunt, Princess Mary, at Windsor while the King and Queen Mary visited Cardiff. Boxes of birthday presents arrived throughout the day, and included a rocking horse, soft toys and a talking doll.


For the remainder of spring and early summer 1927, Princess Elizabeth spent time between both sets of grandparents, and her travels included St Paul’s Walden Bury in Hertfordshire, Windsor Castle, Buckingham Palace and then finally 145 Piccadilly, which was to be the York family’s new home.


On 27 June 1927, the Duke and Duchess of York returned from their long but successful trip. It was raining heavily as the couple arrived in London, but that didn’t stop royal fans, who left their homes and crowded into the Mall, hiding under brollies, waving handkerchiefs and cheering emphatically as the couple passed by. Inside Buckingham Palace, there was an emotional reunion between the Duke, the Duchess and Princess Elizabeth, and they then all stepped out on to the balcony, where they waved to the waiting crowds below. The Duchess of York beamed while holding her daughter, while Queen Mary held an umbrella over them. It had been a long separation for them all, but now the York family looked forward to a quiet summer in Scotland.
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The Most Popular Baby in the Land


The public obsession with Princess Elizabeth was something to behold. Mothers dressed their children in bonnets and pretty pink dresses so that they could be just like her, crowds followed her wherever she went, and her social life was better than most adults. Indeed, the Princess was so loved that newspapers dubbed her ‘the most popular baby in the land’.


Mr C. Herbert Bedells, president of the Institution of Surveyors, confirmed just how well-liked the baby was, when he attended a dinner in Belfast. During a toast to the Royals, he added, ‘We must not forget the youngest member of the Royal Family who has increasingly of late endeared herself to the hearts of every one of us.’


It wasn’t just the fact that she was a beautiful princess that led Elizabeth to have so many fans. She was popular because her personality was fun, friendly and adorable. She would wave at people in the street, and salute soldiers outside the palace. She would smile at sightseers walking past her pram in the park. She would peer over the balcony to gaze at the people standing outside her Piccadilly home. She was also funny. When the Princess sat for photographer Marcus Adams he described her as, ‘the most remarkable child I’ve ever seen – and certainly the most entertaining.’ He decided that her comic side could often be to the detriment of the photos being taken, but fans of the pictures did not agree.


So popular was the Princess that in 1930 a book was published about her. Entitled The Story of Princess Elizabeth by Anne Ring, the volume sold 50,000 copies in two weeks, and was published with the consent of the Duke and Duchess. Interestingly, it was in this book that readers discovered the Princess’s nickname. Lilibet (or Lillibeth as written in the book) was how she was known to her parents, her grandparents and close members of the family.


During a 1928 visit to Glamis Castle in Scotland, friends, tenants of the estate, estate employees and local tradespeople were invited to spend time with the royal family. Princess Elizabeth was the most popular person there, and spent her time making comments about the people she met. ‘Nice man,’ she exclaimed to one young gentleman, before pointing out that a lady was wearing a blue hat. One child sneaked a look at the Princess while hiding behind his mother’s legs, and she tugged on her own mother’s skirt. ‘Speak to pretty boy, mamma!’ she said, but the boy refused to converse with her. Mothers were seen whispering to each other about how ‘bonny’ the child was, and commenting on everything from her eyes to her ‘enchanting’ smile.


Perhaps the most entertaining of Elizabeth’s personality traits – for the press and public at least – was her cheekiness. During a visit with her mother to see the doll’s house Titania’s Palace, the Princess took great delight in studying the nursery, but was appalled by the toys all over the floor. ‘How frightfully untidy,’ she exclaimed, before complaining that her nanny aways made her pick up her own toys.


Another ‘cheeky’ moment was revealed in Anne Ring’s official book about the Princess. Describing a dull night when the Duchess was sitting quietly by the fire, the Princess turned the light on and was told to switch it off again. Elizabeth then took it upon herself to create a disco vibe by switching the light on and off as fast as she could. When she was forcibly removed from the switch by her mother, Princess Elizabeth squealed, ‘Naughty Mummy!’ and proceeded to attempt a return to the switch.


Also amusing for onlookers was the little princess’s temper. She was sometimes spotted stamping her feet when forced to stand on the balcony longer than she wished to, and during one visit to a dressmaker, she threw a tantrum when asked to try on hats. It was only when her frustrated nanny told her that ‘all grown-up ladies wear hats’ that the little girl relented, and let the dressmaker place a bonnet on her head.


But it wasn’t all tantrums. The Princess was also a great comic, and by 1928 she had begun imitating members of the household. She would march up and down like the soldiers she saw outside, and then amuse everyone by copying her grandmother’s bows and waves. When Queen Mary told her to sit up like a royal princess, Elizabeth repeated the request to her nanny, and added a bow from left to right, for good measure.


The child was very fond of her grandfather, King George V, but even he fell foul of her bossiness on occasion. One day when he was convalescing from an illness, Elizabeth visited him in his room, and then refused to leave. The King was forced to go into the hall to try and find someone to take her back to the nursery, but was perturbed to hear the Princess shouting from behind him.


He rushed back into the room, and asked what the matter was, to which she replied, ‘You forgot to shut the door after you.’
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Margaret Rose Makes Four


On 21 August 1930, Princess Margaret Rose was born to the Duke and Duchess of York. A sister for Princess Elizabeth, the baby was born in Glamis Castle, the ancestral home of the Duchess. The couple had been staying there for a while, and locals were so excited, they were frequently seen standing around the gates, trying to catch a glimpse of the growing family. Sometimes they’d be disappointed, but other times they’d see Princess Elizabeth out in the car with her grandmother, and would always be rewarded by her jumping up from her seat and giving a wave.


There was a definite sense of pride that the new princess was born in Scotland, but while many celebrated, the newspapers weren’t sorry to disclose their opinion that it would have been nice if the ‘fine chubby-faced little girl’ had been a baby prince.


To celebrate the birth of the as yet unnamed baby, bells rang at Westminster Abbey, flags were hung all over the West End, and a royal salute of thirty-one guns was heard at Hyde Park and the Tower of London. ‘Three cheers for the Duchess!’ became a familiar cry all over London, and the public showed their appreciation for the newcomer by sending gifts and cards from all over the country and the world.


As the King and Queen Mary readied themselves for a trip to Scotland, three local girls were asked to light a beacon at Glamis, using the same torch that was used when the Duke and Duchess of York were married. As the flames reached over two hundred feet high, a thousand well-wishers travelled from around Scotland, climbed the muddy hill and cheered the new princess. Pipers played ‘The Highland Lassie’, the crowd danced and sang, and the Earl of Strathmore donated two barrels of beer for refreshment.


Back in the castle, Princess Elizabeth – fresh from welcoming her baby sister – strained to see the flames from a high window in one of the towers, while the Duchess got out of bed and watched for a while from her window.


So popular was the birth announcement that extra telephonists and telegraphists were employed just to deal with the number of enquiries coming into the royal residences. Some would ask about the Duchess’s health, while others were keen to know who the Princess looked like, or how much she weighed. The most popular question, however, was what her name would be. No answers were immediately forthcoming about that, but the mystery kept the public fascinated for a month.


When the King and Queen Mary arrived at Balmoral, the Duke of York visited them to discuss what to call his new baby daughter. It was decided that Margaret should certainly be included, but it took a great deal of discussion between both families, before the name Rose was added. Rose was after the Duchess’s sister, Lady Rose Leveson-Gower, while Margaret was an old Scottish name, which funnily enough had been bandied about by locals as the most popular choice. The name was made official when the Duke popped into the general store at Glamis to register the name with the registrar working there.


Princess Elizabeth soon decided that Margaret Rose should have a nickname – Bud – which the Duchess disliked immediately. ‘Oh, but why Bud?’ she asked. ‘Well, she’s not a real rose yet, is she? She’s only a bud!’ Elizabeth replied.


The christening of Princess Margaret Rose came on 30 October 1930, when the York family had returned to London. Well-wishers crowded around the Piccadilly address, and whooped their joy as the Duchess – wearing a bottle-green coat trimmed with a fur collar – exited the home, followed by Princess Margaret in the arms of her nurse, and Princess Elizabeth, who jumped into the car, followed by her father.


As with Princess Elizabeth, the ceremony was held in the private chapel at Buckingham Palace, which was decorated with white marguerites, roses and heather. As the family reached the gates of the palace, Princess Elizabeth rushed to the window of the car to wave to the crowd, while Princess Margaret Rose was held up to the window by her nurse, and received a cheer.


Inside, there was a small but beautiful celebration, with family, friends and staff in attendance. The baby wore the Queen Victoria christening robe, and showed a variety of emotions as the Archbishop of Canterbury conducted the ceremony. An organ was played, hymns sung and blessings recited, and then afterwards, the Duchess cut into one of the cakes, while another was delivered to the family home in Piccadilly, where it was the centrepiece for a small afternoon tea party.


As gifts of poems, flowers, jewellery and winter woollies were sent to various royal palaces, an argument raged in several corners as to whether or not the baby should be classed as Scottish or English. While it was announced that no matter what area she was born in, the Princess would be British, locals in Glamis, Scotland, could be forgiven for gloating a little bit when each household received a box through the post, holding a dainty piece of christening cake.
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Lilibet Loves Animals


Princess Elizabeth was introduced to a variety of animals from her early years. Dogs, horses, ponies and birds fascinated her, and spending so much time in the country meant that animals became the loves of her life.


The Princess’s third birthday was to prove very important, as it was on this day that she was presented with her first dog – a cairn terrier puppy – gifted by Elizabeth’s uncle, the Prince of Wales. Not only that, but the Duke and Duchess gave their daughter a Shetland pony, which she excitedly spent time with in the garden.


Shortly after, the Duke and Duchess of York visited the Bristol Settlement during a tour of the city. There they met sixteen-year-old Thomas Preen, who had spent a considerable amount of time working on a painting to give to the Princess. The picture was – of course – animal-themed, and depicted a caterpillar playing leapfrog with a rabbit and a mouse. The Duchess accepted it with a smile. ‘Oh, how charming,’ she said. ‘I am sure she will love it.’


When the Duchess’s brother John Bowes-Lyon passed away in February 1930, she stepped away from engagements, and instead spent much time with her daughter. Together they took long walks around the stables and fields of Naseby Hall, Northamptonshire, where they spoke about natural history and petted the horses. A couple of months later, on her fourth birthday, the King presented Elizabeth with a pony called Peggy. She immediately got to work, learning how to ride in the grounds of Windsor Castle, and waving to her parents as they cautiously watched from the sidelines. When away from her beloved Peggy, the Princess had Tommy, a toy pony on wheels, that she would pretend to stable behind the screen in the drawing room of her home.


Trips to the zoo were a regular occurrence for the child, and she would often be seen at London Zoo in the early morning, before the crowds arrived. There, she would refuse a guide, and instead rush around the grounds inspecting every animal. ‘She always goes to the bird house,’ reported one columnist, ‘where she amuses herself feeding the birds.’


Even official duties were a time for Princess Elizabeth to think about her animals. When artist David P. Ramsay was given the task of painting her, the Princess found it hard to sit still. He later recalled: ‘While I was painting her, I gave her a little desk, and she made her own drawings of animals in a little book, which she completely filled up.’


In April 1931, Princess Elizabeth celebrated her fifth birthday at Windsor Castle, and after opening her presents, and imitating the Irish Guards pipers marching up and down during the changing of the guard, off she went for a ride on her pony. She was still the proud owner of Peggy, and was becoming something of a professional rider. Of course, this hobby was reported widely in the press, with one newspaper – the Civil and Military Gazette – taking a special interest. ‘Her tutors declare that she will turn out a fine horsewoman,’ it said, before observing that she must surely get her skills from her grandmother, Queen Mary. She had been an excellent horsewoman when she was younger, and had often been spotted riding in Richmond Park.


The most famous pets in Princess (and later Queen) Elizabeth’s life were her corgis. In 1933, the Princess met her first corgi when visiting the home of Viscount and Viscountess Weymouth. They introduced her to their new puppy, and Princess Elizabeth liked her so much that she asked her father if he would buy her one, too.


The Duke did some research, and discovered that the breed was considered suitable for children and should adapt well to country life. He bought one for the Princess, and from that moment on, Rozavel Golden Eagle (or ‘Dookie’ to his friends) went everywhere with her. Later in 1933, while visiting the Imperial Institute to see an exhibition of disabled men’s work, the Duke and Duchess spotted some dog baskets. Asking what type of basket they should buy for Princess Elizabeth’s puppy, they were confused when the stallholder told them that it all depended on how the dog curled up.


‘Have you watched him?’ he asked. There then followed a conversation on whether or not the dog curled up lengthways or sideways, before the Duke decided, ‘Since it’s a very long dog we’ll have the larger size.’


Interestingly, in the early 1930s, the corgi breed was relatively unknown, with some branding them a type of fox or a mongrel, but as with everything related to Princess Elizabeth, as soon as it was revealed that she owned one, they became extremely popular. One newspaper printed a letter from the proud owner of Dookie’s sister, while another reporter gave readers a detailed description of the dog and prophesied that, one day, they would be regarded with appreciation. ‘And the enlightened public will no longer cast aspersions on his family tree.’


It would seem that Dookie himself often cast aspersions on his own family tree, because he was a bad-tempered pup who bit just about anyone who annoyed him. Governess Marion ‘Crawfie’ Crawford was one of his victims, and visitor to the palace Lord Lothian was another. The latter brushed aside any sympathy, and assured everyone that it didn’t even hurt. ‘All the same, he bled all over the floor,’ Princess Elizabeth said.
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The Little House with the Straw Roof


Most children enjoy playing house, but very often that includes hanging out in a creaky old wooden structure at the bottom of the garden, or under some strategically placed sheets set up in their bedrooms. However, in 1932, Princess Elizabeth became the envy of many children when she received not just a playhouse, but a miniature, liveable cottage.


The house was the idea of the lord mayor of Cardiff, and it was designed by architect Edmund Charles Morgan Willmott. Once plans were approved, construction began in 1931, as a secret gift from the Welsh people for the Princess’s sixth birthday in April 1932. ‘It is in no sense a doll’s house,’ one organiser said. ‘It will be two-fifths of the size of an ordinary house. Small children will be able to move about comfortably in it, but it will be their domain entirely, for grown-ups will not even be able to get through the door.’


That wasn’t strictly true because adults could just about fit inside, but it was certainly a squeeze. Built on a scale adapted for a six-year-old child, the home was fully habitable, 22 feet wide and 15 feet high. It was built of timber, with a thatched roof, and included a kitchen, dining room/living room, bedroom and bathroom, with a white hall and staircase leading up to a landing.


As if that wasn’t fabulous enough, it included gas, electricity and water, and there would be a working bath, sink, telephone, fridge, cooker and boiler. The living room was panelled in white with an oak floor, with reproductions of old Welsh furniture, and a portrait of Princess Elizabeth’s mother was displayed in the living room. The house was then given a Welsh name, Y Bwthyn Bach – meaning ‘The Little Cottage’ or ‘The Little House with the Straw Roof’.


Before Princess Elizabeth received the house, it was first displayed at the Ideal Home and Building Exhibition in Cardiff to raise money for charity. It was then shown to the Duke and Duchess of York during a two-day visit to Wales in March 1932. The Duke thanked the lord mayor of Cardiff and then made a speech: ‘We gladly accept it on behalf of our little daughter, to whom it will give the most intense pleasure. Indeed, it is difficult to find words in which to express our feelings. I cannot imagine any more delightful or interesting model for a child than “The Little House with the Straw Roof”.’ The Duchess herself turned on and off the taps and the light, and used the telephone. ‘I could play in it for ever myself,’ she said.


While everyone was excited about the gift, one reporter from the Yorkshire Post worried that certain dangers may arise, such as falling down the stairs, or electrocution from the lights. There was also the concern that it might catch fire, and the occupants would not be able to escape through the tiny doors. This observation proved valid, because while being transported from Cardiff to London on 21 March 1932, the house mysteriously caught fire.


An AA scout travelling with the steam wagon was first to see the flames, and he and the driver pulled over and tried to put it out, but the fire was too strong. While they struggled, villagers ran down the hills and, together with a policeman, formed a chain and collected buckets of water from the river. Unfortunately, it was a losing battle, and when the fire brigade arrived, the thatch and walls were well alight and the house was destroyed. The lord mayor was devastated, and his secretary told reporters, ‘Everyone in Cardiff is terribly sorry that this has happened. The house was insured for £1250, but that, of course, is not the point.’


The destruction caused great concern in the newspapers, with the Portsmouth Evening News telling readers: ‘One needs to be a child to understand what a disaster of this kind means to a little girl. Though I have no doubt the loss will be made up to her in some way or other, it will never be quite the same thing.’


Thankfully for Princess Elizabeth, she knew nothing about the house or the destruction, and the remains were taken to London and completely rebuilt. The cottage was then placed in a spot among the roses in the grounds of Royal Lodge in Windsor, and on her birthday, a delighted Princess Elizabeth was finally given the key and ran happily to her new ‘home’.


It seemed as though the whole of the United Kingdom was fascinated by the house, and members of the Disabled Ex-servicemen’s Handicraft Association wrote to Princess Elizabeth to ask if she would like a handmade woollen rug. In response they received a letter from Lady Helen Graham: ‘The Duchess of York desires me to say that she is much touched by the desire of the disabled ex-service men. It will give her Royal Highness much pleasure to accept the kind offer. The rug will be much appreciated by Princess Elizabeth in her little house.’


A picture of Princess Elizabeth in the garden of her playhouse was even displayed at St George’s Road Boy’s School in Wallasey, where one boy – seven-year-old Derek Griffith – was so transfixed that he sent a letter about it to the ‘Auntie Muriel’s Treasure Chest’ column at the Liverpool Echo. ‘She is a very pretty little girl, and loves the garden and her house very much,’ he wrote. ‘She has golden hair and a white dress in the picture.’


Princess Elizabeth and her sister Princess Margaret Rose spent many happy hours playing in the cottage, and when they became adults, their own children played there, too. It is still in the grounds of the Royal Lodge, Windsor, and in 2012 was refurbished under the careful eye of Princess Beatrice and, of course, the Queen herself.


In 1990 – to celebrate her ninetieth birthday – the Queen Mother took an ITN news crew to the house. Showing them the working kitchen through the window, she laughed. ‘I’ve had the most awful meals here,’ she said. ‘But you have to eat them.’
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The Quiet Before the Storm


For the first ten years of her life, Princess Elizabeth was a carefree girl who loved many of the things other children loved. There were afternoons of playing with her dog, or reading in the nursery, walks in the park, visits to the local sweet shop, and games with her sister in the garden. Of course, being a princess also meant that she sometimes enjoyed the finer things, such as shopping trips with her mother or grandmother, visits to exhibitions, horse shows and museums, being a bridesmaid at a society wedding, garden parties, driving her toy motor around the Windsor Castle grounds, and the occasional appearance on the Buckingham Palace balcony.


Then there were the clothes. While most children only dressed in their finest outfits for trips to church on Sunday, Princess Elizabeth enjoyed a host of delicate gowns, riding wear, flowered cotton frocks, kilts and matching hats. There was even a sapphireblue velvet cloak with a hood, which the Princess loved to wear to parties. The Duchess loved spoiling her daughter. One day while visiting the British Industries Fair at Olympia with Queen Mary and the Duke of York, the Duchess spied a children’s pale blue crêpe de Chine bag, with a mirror inside. ‘I must have that for Elizabeth,’ she said, and she bought it, along with a large rocking horse and a wagon for gardening. The items were immediately packaged up and sent straight to 145 Piccadilly.


When it came to schooling, the princesses had lessons at home under the supervision of their governess, Marion ‘Crawfie’ Crawford. Subjects included reading, writing and arithmetic, and Princess Elizabeth was quite accomplished in French. She was also prone to a tantrum or two occasionally, such as the day when she became bored during French class, picked up the large inkpot, and placed it upside down on her head. ‘She sat there with ink trickling down her face and slowly dyeing her golden curls,’ Marion Crawford later wrote.


The Duchess took great interest in her daughters’ education, and frequently called into the nursery. Together, the princesses would bellow out nursery rhymes while the Duchess played the piano, and then dance and practise military marches while records played on the gramophone – a present from the King. When weather permitted, the girls would leave the schoolroom and practise gardening, or ride on their ponies.


Princess Elizabeth’s grandfather King George V was rarely in good health during her childhood but, even so, Elizabeth spent much time with him and Queen Mary. These visits included staying with them at various locations, including a time at Craigweil House, near Bognor Regis, while the King was recovering from septicaemia. There, she had tea parties with the children of the Duchess of Rutland, and played in a sandpit that Queen Mary had arranged to be built and filled with sand from the beach.


Birthdays were always special, and on her sixth, as well as being presented with the key to her playhouse, the Princess received a new pony from the King, and a gold and black bicycle from the British Cycle and Motor-Cycle Manufacturers and Traders Union. Inside the crate that housed the new bike was a letter from Jean Smith, the daughter of Major F. Walker Smith, president of the union. ‘I am ten,’ the girl wrote, ‘and I often ride a bicycle. My Daddy taught me to ride my bicycle, and I hope you will soon learn to ride this one with your Nanny in the big Park at Windsor …’


Elizabeth’s outings with her parents were always a fun treat. In 1934, the family turned heads when they visited a circus at Olympia. It was the first time Elizabeth had ever been to a big top, and wearing her red coat and matching hat, the child took a long time inspecting the horses before taking her seat to watch the performance. The visit was a secret one, but it took only moments for other audience members to recognise the royal family in the stand. When clown Whimsical Walker gave her a ‘red hot’ poker to hold, the crowd roared their amusement. A reporter from the Western Mail recounted that the Princess was not perturbed by the attention. Instead, the emotion of the audience ‘greatly pleased the little Princess. Then she settled down to the performance and from first to last maintained a keen interest.’


The public maintained a fascination with the Princess throughout her childhood, and this was fed by the media, who were always keen to talk about her. ‘The people, too, cannot help being interested in the life of so attractive and bonny a little girl,’ expressed one reporter, on the occasion of the Princess’s eighth birthday. Little did anyone know that, a couple of years later, her entire life would change for good.
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The Heavy Burden of Responsibility


‘The King is Dead! Long Live the King!’ So said almost every newspaper in the land when it was announced that George V had passed away. The King had been unwell since Christmas Day 1935, almost immediately after his broadcast to the nation. However, it wasn’t until just days before his death that the country discovered that he wasn’t well, although the official line was that he had a cold and was to remain at Sandringham House during his recovery.


Questions were asked, and a further bulletin was released to say that he was actually suffering from bronchial catarrh and heart weakness. His health rapidly declined, and he passed away on 20 January 1936. At Sandringham at the time of the King’s death were the Prince of Wales, the Duke of York, the Duke of Kent and the Princess Royal, who had all been summoned to pay their final respects. Now, with the announcement that King George V had passed away, his son was to take over as Edward VIII: ‘God save our King – Long may he reign over us,’ screamed the newspaper headlines.


As the Prince of Wales, Edward was an idol to many, and more popular than most monarchs had ever been. With his film-star looks and favourable personality, he spoke his mind, was interested in those less fortunate than himself, insisted on always being told the truth, was determined, and fiercely democratic. ‘He has shared the sorrows and joys of the nation in war and in peace,’ one newspaper wrote. ‘He is loved as a comrade; he is loved as a Prince among men.’ Now, with the death of his father, Edward was to be king. Not only that, but a bachelor king, and if he stayed that way, he’d be the first since William II took to the throne in 1087.


While the country wondered if the new king would marry and have an heir or two, Edward had already fallen in love with Wallis Simpson, an American woman who although now going through a divorce, was married when the couple met. Already known to the family (though George V was said to be outraged by the relationship), it was impossible for Simpson to be queen. In fact, the very idea caused a constitutional crisis when Edward refused to conduct the affair in secret, and instead told politicians that he intended to marry the woman. When the King would not let the idea go, statesman Stanley Baldwin brought up in parliament the prospect of the monarch marrying a divorcee, and it was dismissed immediately.


Initially, British newspapers were quiet about the relationship, but rumours of the affair bubbled away overseas. If those foreign magazines arrived in the UK, the offending pages were carefully removed for fear that the British people would find out exactly what was going on. This resulted in only a handful of people knowing what was being said about the new king.


The media carried on being muzzled until Mrs Simpson’s divorce went to court, and a bizarre request ended up in the daily papers: ‘The Associated Press requests all members to refrain from publishing the details of the case of Simpson v Simpson, which is due for the divorce side of the Courts shortly.’ Sharp-eyed journalists noticed the announcement, and one Dublin correspondent received word from a London friend that the King was planning to marry a ‘commoner’, his choice possibly ‘a middle-aged American brunette named Mrs Wallis Simpson’.


The man went on to say that Simpson had been part of Edward’s friend circle since he was still the Prince of Wales, and had recently accompanied him on a yachting cruise. Most telling was a quip that when the King entertained Simpson at Balmoral Castle, Queen Mary left as soon as the woman arrived.


By December 1936, the story had been ripped wide open; it was the headline in many British newspapers, and the topic of conversation around most – if not all – British dinner tables. When writer and suffragette Dr Maude Royden made a speech at the Guildhouse in London, she took the opportunity to praise the King for his straightforwardness and courage in challenging politicians. ‘I ask everyone,’ she said, ‘to pray for The King and, also, not to forget the woman he loves, who needs your prayers.’


The government was less sympathetic. When the idea of marriage had been dismissed, Edward VIII was presented with three choices: to finish the relationship with Mrs Simpson; to go against the wishes of his government (who would be forced to resign); or to abdicate. The newspapers were not privy to the very private nature of the conversations between the two sectors, but they were not about to let the matter lie.


As a result, a statement was released from Downing Street, declaring that any suggestion of the government giving formal advice to the King was without foundation. ‘It is emphasised that there has never been any clash between the Government and The King, the position never having approached such a point.’ The statement also added that ‘a major crisis is not anticipated’. The country didn’t believe a word of it.


Sure enough, on 10 December 1936, Edward VIII made a broadcast to the nation, during which he announced his abdication. Noting that he had never wanted to withhold anything from the country, Edward told his subjects that, until that moment, it had not been possible for him to say anything, but he had now discharged his last duty as king and emperor. He had found it, he said, ‘impossible to carry the heavy burden of responsibility, and to discharge my duties as King … without the help and support of the woman I love.’


Edward VIII would step down from the throne immediately. His brother, the Duke of York – to whom Edward pledged his allegiance – would now become king, and his niece, Princess Elizabeth, the heir presumptive to the throne.
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Times Are Changing


The moment the Duke of York became King George VI, things changed rather dramatically for the two princesses. They moved into Buckingham Palace, and their parents became busier than they had ever been before. On advice from Queen Mary, the two girls had always had as much of a ‘normal’ childhood as they could manage, given that they were in the royal spotlight. ‘After all,’ said Queen Mary, ‘childhood is short enough without deliberately reducing it, or allowing it to be overshadowed by future greatness.’ Her main concern during the early years was making sure that the two girls kept in good health, away from public duties.


Now, however, circumstances had changed, and the princesses found themselves being seen in public more often, and even discussed in parliament. On 29 January 1937, the home secretary, Sir John Simon, was asked if he would consider introducing legislation to make it clear that, years from now, Princess Elizabeth would not have to share the throne with her sister, Margaret. Sir John assured MPs that there was no reason to change any laws or introduce any legislation. ‘There is no doubt that in present circumstances her Royal Highness Princess Elizabeth would succeed to the throne as sole heir.’


Later in the year, there was another parliamentary discussion, this time about what kind of annuity she should receive, as heir to the throne. It was recommended that £6,000 seemed reasonable, and would likely increase to £15,000 when she reached the age of twenty-one, providing a son was not born to King George VI and Queen Elizabeth – the former Duke and Duchess of York.


The princesses were still schooled at home by governess Marion Crawford, but now Princess Elizabeth was aware that one day she might be queen and, in that regard, was educated on the subject of dedicating her service to the empire. There were all the regular subjects of maths, English, Bible studies, history and geography, but as well as those, there were studies into constitutional history, constitutional law and current affairs. On top of those was training in elocution, deportment and etiquette, all designed to help with her unusual position in society. There were also ballet, music and swimming lessons, all of which Princess Elizabeth enjoyed. ‘[I can] do six strokes without having to touch the bottom,’ the ten-year-old said.


Inquisitive and eager to know all she could, the Princess soaked the information up. She even took many of her lessons standing up, in order to prepare herself for the years of speeches, ceremonies and events to come. In public Princess Elizabeth could be seen correcting her sister, and while Margaret was often seen gazing up to the sky, for the most part, Elizabeth seemed quite content to watch what was going on around her. As the child headed towards her eleventh birthday, it was evident that she was taking her royal duties most seriously.


One witness to the Princess’s regal nature was Tom Smith, the station master at Euston Station, London. He had known the royals for many years, and had often spoken to them when coming in and out of the station. On the eve of his retirement, he revealed that, ‘Princess Elizabeth is always a little chatterbox when she is going away by train or arriving home. She wants to know about everything, and it is a delight to satisfy her inquisitiveness.’
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