

[image: cover]




For my daughter Rose, the greatest queen any father could wish to have




[image: title]




Kings are pretty cheap these days.
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Introduction


When I sat down to write The Crown in Crisis in late 2018, it was without any intention of the book turning into the first instalment in a trilogy. Indeed, in all its drama and richness, the abdication saga seemed like a perfectly self-contained story. Yet by the time I had finished, I was desperate to continue the narrative, which concluded with the exiled former Edward VIII heading into Europe under cover of night. It was a particular thrill while writing its sequel, The Windsors at War, to be able to draw upon a vast amount of rare and unseen material, which gave insight into everything from the fractious relationship between King George VI and his disobedient brother, the Duke of Windsor, to the extent to which leading courtiers’ Nazi sympathies permeated Buckingham Palace at the beginning of World War II.


Yet when I finished Windsors, I was caught in a dilemma. It seemed clear that the logical next step was to finish the story of the era that I had begun, and that I needed to write a third and final book that would begin with VE Day and follow the story up until the coronation of Elizabeth II. But my fear was that it would be anticlimactic compared to the other two. Those books had been steeped in grand, operatic themes of betrayal, power and a family being torn apart by war and treachery. If this one could offer nothing more dramatic than a royal wedding, the slow death of a king, and a coronation, was it really worth the effort?


It will be for readers to judge for themselves as to whether I have succeeded, but Power and Glory proved every bit as thrilling and revelatory to research and write as the earlier books, exploding any belief that I had that this period was somehow less eventful. The focus this time lies with three separate protagonists: the young Princess Elizabeth, whose marriage and family life is coloured by the increasing knowledge that she will be taking on an awesome weight of responsibility; George VI, whose fragile health was dealt a terminal blow by the strain that the war placed upon him and his country; and, naturally, the Duke of Windsor, seeking to pursue his own agenda and damn the consequences.


I have attempted to be fair towards the duke, as in my other books, but the man does not make it easy for even the most generous of biographers to portray him in a warm and sympathetic light. In 2022, I stayed at a hotel in Paris that he and Wallis used to frequent, and, unable to sleep, wondered what the chances were of a spectral visit from an outraged Edward, chastising me for his presentation in these books. Had I been taken to task by his apparition, I hope that I should have had the presence of mind – shortly before telephoning the concierge and asking for bell, book and candle – to reply that nothing I have said about him in the trilogy is based on anything other than meticulously documented fact: usually, and most damningly, his own entitled words. Unlike fine wine, he does not improve with age.


If the duke supplies much of Power and Glory’s high drama (and, at times, comic relief), it is his brother’s story that constitutes its tragic arc. George VI was the monarch who never wanted the responsibility of the role, and it is testament to his belief in duty that he committed himself to its onerous burdens, even as it became increasingly clear that the strain was having a terminal effect upon his health. I have attempted to present the monarch as a rounded character, neither sanctifying him nor belittling him, but I hope that my portrayal of him as someone whose greatest strengths were domestic rather than regal is one that firmly anchors the book as a deeply human story.


If the book has a heroine, however, it can only be the future Elizabeth II. She made only fleeting appearances in The Crown in Crisis and The Windsors at War, but I am finally able to give her the full measure that she deserves, bringing her to life in both private and public spheres. If my first book was a ticking-clock suspense thriller set against the backdrop of something thought constitutionally unprecedented, and the second a wartime saga that explored a dysfunctional, squabbling family tested to its limits, so this one too has a simple story at its heart: it is an account of a close and loving father-and-daughter relationship, albeit one where the father is dying and the daughter is facing upheaval and change on an unimaginable scale.


Both of my earlier books were intended, to a large extent, as black comedies of manners. Power and Glory is different. While writing about the Duke of Windsor’s misdemeanours never ceased to amuse – or shock – me, I was struck by how often I would attempt to finish chapters of this book and be unable to type because I was weeping so copiously. Even now, certain lines – ‘I felt that I had lost something very precious’; ‘my whole life whether it be long or short shall be devoted to your service’ – still have a Pavlovian effect upon me.


I was writing Power and Glory when I learnt of the queen’s death on 8 September 2022, and like everyone else in Britain, I felt as if one of the aspects of my life that had been forever constant was removed from me. Yet amid the millions of words written about her in the subsequent days, by sources sympathetic, hostile or otherwise, there was one central point universally acknowledged: in both her remarkable longevity and her lifelong dedication to service, she was a monarch sans pareil. It is therefore appropriate that Power and Glory should depict the end of one era, and of one Britain, and the birth of a new one. This book may be a tragedy, and a requiem for a lost nation, but it is also a paean of praise to the woman who redefined the country in her image.


It may, or may not, come as a surprise to my readers to learn that I am not a monarchist. Unlike some of my historian peers, I have always attempted to look at the royal family with clinical detachment, rather than from the perspective of a fully paid-up admirer of what strikes me as a deeply flawed and anachronistic institution. Certainly, the ludicrous indulgence offered to the Duke of Windsor – a man who should have gone to prison during World War II for treason, and ideally remained there – shows the worst aspects of ‘the Firm’ and the noblesse oblige offered to its members, regardless of their activities. Yet the virtues they exemplified at their best were real, too: courage, generosity, compassion and a dedication to serving their country rather than themselves. When I finished writing this book, I had to restrain an urge to leap onto a table and shout, ‘God Save the Queen!’ If I am a republican, I am a very, very flawed one indeed. But if this conclusion to the trilogy engenders a similar urge in a single reader, I will proudly consider my duties as a historian and biographer fulfilled.


Alexander Larman


Oxford, June 2023




Prologue


‘My Whole Life Shall Be Devoted to Your Service’


Sir Alan ‘Tommy’ Lascelles, private secretary to George VI, was a man who prided himself on his unflappability. After all, during his decades of royal service, he had done everything from act as a reluctant counsellor to the Prince of Wales – later Edward VIII cum Duke of Windsor – to being the king’s confidant, right-hand man and general major-domo. If Tommy didn’t know about something taking place in the royal household, the chances were that it was either irrelevant or mere conjecture. Yet in April 1947, something of international import had occurred that had disturbed his composure. A speech had been written that would be crucial to the future of the monarchy and was due to be broadcast in a matter of a few days. And not only had it been vetoed by the king as not being good enough, it was currently lost.


As Lascelles careered up and down the White Train, an air-conditioned train that housed both the royal family and a gaggle of courtiers, journalists and staff on their state trip to South Africa, desperately searching for the missing draft, he was able to think about the successes and failures of the royal tour; the first that had taken place since 1939, when the king and queen had visited Canada and the United States in a successful attempt to drum up support for the world war that everyone believed was imminent.


Then, the affection with which the royal couple had been greeted was only matched by the outpouring of national pride that awaited them when they returned home. Yet now, despite the similarly warm welcome that the pair and their daughters, Elizabeth and Margaret, had received in this outpost of the Commonwealth, the trip had not recaptured past glories. The king, especially, was worn down, querulous and increasingly resembling a relic of a bygone era. It was vital that the speech that would be broadcast at the end of the tour should restore international faith in the monarchy. The speech, Lascelles reflected, that had not only been dismissed by the king as inadequate, but was now nowhere to be seen.


It also did not help that Princess Elizabeth, who would be delivering the speech, was herself something of an unknown quantity. She was, of course, familiar to her future subjects thanks to such high-profile events as her appearance alongside her parents on the Buckingham Palace balcony on VE Day, smiling and rejoicing in her country’s deliverance and triumph; while rumours of her nascent relationship with a young Greek-born naval officer, Philip Mountbatten, had been dominating newspaper headlines for weeks, if not months, before she departed on the South African trip earlier in 1947. Yet, wholly intentionally, Lascelles and her family had kept her away from public view while she was still young. It was only now, as she turned twenty-one, that the appropriate moment had come to introduce her on the world stage. And the means of doing so had to be perfect.


In any case, Lascelles took comfort from one small measure of relief. The speech would not be recorded live, partly for reasons of timing – Elizabeth would have been broadcasting in the darkness – and also because the speaker was exhausted. Her coming-of-age would be celebrated among well-meaning strangers rather than among her family, all of whom were coping with the myriad responsibilities that any royal tour of this nature demanded. She was particularly concerned about her father, King George VI, whose health appeared to be suffering. That the South African tour had been intended, in part, as a break for him, a chance to ease off the enormous responsibilities that his now decade-long reign had involved, seemed little more than a cruel joke.


Yet Elizabeth’s address to the Commonwealth was the symbolic conclusion of the trip. It was intended not only for the inhabitants of the country she was currently in, but as a reminder to the people of Britain that they were not forgotten, and that the woman who would one day be their queen took her future responsibilities as seriously as her father did – and considerably more so than her uncle, the Duke of Windsor, ever had. Crafting the speech was an awesome responsibility, but thankfully, there was a man at hand who seemed to be up to the task.


Dermot Morrah was one of those men who had succeeded in several different areas of life, and had done so with a wry assurance that belied any arrogance in his achievements. In addition to being an accomplished mathematician and a fellow of All Souls College, Oxford, he was also a Times leader writer, and well respected for his ability to summarise complex, even contradictory sentiments in a pithy phrase or aphorism. It was as a result of these pieces that he came to the attention of Lascelles, who drew upon Morrah’s erudition and literary accomplishment to polish, and occasionally write, many of George VI’s public speeches and statements. It seemed only natural that he would be called upon to do the same for his daughter.


It was a shame, then, that when the king was shown the draft that Morrah had prepared of Elizabeth’s pivotal speech, he sighed in disdain. It read, he felt, like a second-rate rote series of blandishments; the BBC radio correspondent Frank Gillard later suggested that George believed Morrah had produced something that was ‘too pompous and full of platitudes’.1 Although Lascelles had been initially impressed, raving to its creator that ‘I cannot recall [a draft] that has so completely satisfied me and left me feeling no single word should be altered’, it became clear that some tweaks and reworking were essential in order for the broadcast to feel as if it was coming from a twenty-one-year-old woman rather than a fifty-one-year-old man.


Not for the first time, Lascelles turned to the task himself, and attempted to take Morrah’s high allusions and Oxbridge learning in a more comprehensible, to say nothing of accessible, direction. As it stood, the speech seemed almost comically ill-suited to the princess. Its allusions to Rupert Brooke and William Pitt were typical of its author, and its implicit gestures of support to Smuts in South Africa and to Mountbatten’s efforts in India, as partition approached, were political in the extreme, rather than personal. Yet these things could not be helped; after all, royal speeches were more notable for being made at all than for any revelatory content within them.


However, Lascelles had remarked to Morrah of the original draft that ‘it has the trumpet-ring of the other Elizabeth’s Tilbury speech* combined with the immortal simplicity of Victoria’s “I will be good”’,2 and so now he had to make good on his own praise. Finally, to his inordinate relief, he found the missing draft lurking under bottles of spirits in the dining car, and the two could set to work afresh. The speech needed to combine the general themes that any traditional speech of this nature had to contain – much talk of duty, honour, tradition and service – with something altogether different, which would reflect the character of the young woman who would be delivering it. It was a demanding brief, but the two men believed they could master it.


At last, after Lascelles had lavished ‘much care’ upon the redraft, he handed it to Elizabeth, and waited for her reaction with considerable trepidation. She finished reading it, looked up at him and said, simply, ‘It has made me cry.’ A relieved Lascelles responded, ‘Good, said I, for if it makes you cry now, it will make 200 million other people cry when they hear you deliver it, and that is what we want.’3 He was correct. Countless millions more, at the time and since, have shared her sentiments.


Despite the princess’s admiration, the content was not yet felt to be perfect. On Sunday 20 April, the king, queen and Elizabeth sat down together in the garden of the Victoria Falls Hotel and minutely tweaked the speech, line by line, to make it feel like an authentic and heartfelt broadcast by a young woman, rather than the dry-as-dust harrumphing of two middle-aged men. It had to come across as authentic and natural, but it also had to say something profound; this was the only chance that Elizabeth would ever get to make a first impression on the world, and she could not afford to blow it, for the continued stability and future of the monarchy. Yet all of them knew that they were, by now, working with material that had been much improved through careful and judicious editing and rewriting.


At last, when the trio were satisfied that the speech was as good as it possibly could be, Elizabeth began to rehearse the broadcast under Gillard’s tutelage. He regarded her as ‘composed, confident and extremely cooperative’, and fully aware of the gravity of what she had to do. After they had ensured that she was word, even letter, perfect, the speech was recorded and filmed in the garden, with the future queen’s sole audience the local wildlife. It was an inauspicious beginning to the most significant seven minutes of her life so far, but as she began to speak, any nerves or doubts she might have had fell away.


On 21 April 1947, Elizabeth’s voice could be heard on every radio set in Britain and the Commonwealth. As many as 200 million people tuned in to listen to her. She spoke clearly, if with an understandable hint of nerves in her voice, as she set out what would be her credo for her life. Those who had been given advance sight of the speech had been advised that it would be the most significant public statement she would ever have made.


Yet as she began, declaring, ‘On my twenty-first birthday I welcome the opportunity to speak to all the peoples of the British Commonwealth and Empire, wherever they live, whatever race they come from, and whatever language they speak’, some of those most intimately involved with the broadcast could be forgiven for breathing a sigh of relief that it was taking place at all. Nonetheless, those who were listening eagerly at home might have been disappointed by its first half. Much of it was almost boilerplate in its sentiments, a legacy of the surviving Morrah draft – ‘it is a great help to know that there are multitudes of friends all round the world who are thinking of me and who wish me well’; ‘that is the great privilege belonging to our place in the world-wide commonwealth – that there are homes ready to welcome us in every continent of the earth’ – and her audience might have wondered if it was entirely the work of its young speaker, despite the fluency with which she delivered it.


And then, suddenly, it shifted from the universal to the personal, and became desperately affecting. Acknowledging the sacrifices and havoc wrought by war – ‘these years of danger and glory’ – Elizabeth looked forward to a happier and better world. ‘If we all go forward together with an unwavering faith, a high courage, and a quiet heart, we shall be able to make of this ancient commonwealth, which we all love so dearly, an even grander thing – more free, more prosperous, more happy and a more powerful influence for good in the world – than it has been in the greatest days of our forefathers.’


Yet she knew that this required her to make her own commitment, and one that implicitly renewed her family’s vows to their country. ‘To accomplish that we must give nothing less than the whole of ourselves. There is a motto which has been borne by many of my ancestors – a noble motto, “I serve”.’ She then made a promise – or, as she put it, a ‘solemn act of dedication’ – that would define her life and subsequent reign, and might be the most famous single public statement she ever made.


I declare before you all that my whole life whether it be long or short shall be devoted to your service and the service of our great imperial family to which we all belong. But I shall not have strength to carry out this resolution alone unless you join in it with me, as I now invite you to do: I know that your support will be unfailingly given. God help me to make good my vow, and God bless all of you who are willing to share in it.4


It was simple, and hugely powerful. It expressed the family’s belief in public service more effectively than any longer or drier speech could have done. For the princess to make such a binding declaration, knowing that it established a standard she would be held to for the rest of her life, was a truly regal act. It was little wonder that Lascelles would proudly say of her to his wife that ‘she has come on in the most surprising way, and all in the right direction … [She has] a perfectly natural power of enjoying herself without any trace of shyness, and a good, healthy sense of fun.’


He was particularly impressed by the way that, despite being an ‘extremely businesslike’ young woman, and being unafraid to tell the king and queen off if they needed to be disciplined, she retained ‘an astonishing solicitude for people’s comfort’. Whatever the disappointments and trials of the tour had been, the princess was not among them; Lascelles even stated that ‘the most satisfactory feature of the whole visit is the remarkable development of Princess Elizabeth’.*5


Reaction in Britain to the speech was unanimously positive. Elizabeth’s grandmother, Queen Mary – not a woman given to frivolous displays of emotion – wrote in her diary, ‘Of course I wept’,6 and the man who would later become her first prime minister, Winston Churchill, had a similar reaction, confessing his deep emotion at the prospect of this young woman one day being queen. It had been a triumph. Yet at a time when the monarchy – and Britain – faced existential crisis, from both within and without, one speech, no matter how well conceived and delivered, would not be enough to save the institution. Everyone who cared about the royal family looked to a woman in her twenties to safeguard its future. It was an awesome responsibility for anyone, and the fear of those who knew and loved Elizabeth was that she would not be up to it. After all, it would take someone truly remarkable and extraordinary to cope with such a responsibility.


Still, cometh the hour, cometh the woman.


 


 


 


 





* In which Elizabeth I declared in 1588, rallying her troops before the anticipated invasion of the Spanish Armada, that ‘I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too.’


* Lascelles was not uncondescending amid the praise; he still described the twenty-one-year-old princess as ‘a child of her years’.





Chapter One



‘The Most Terrible Thing Ever Discovered’


On the evening of 8 May 1945, the nineteen-year-old Princess Elizabeth, dressed in her Auxiliary Territorial Service uniform, stood next to her mother, father and sister and gazed out at an innumerable crowd from the balcony of Buckingham Palace.* The noise was deafening. A great shout of ‘We want the king!’ yelled in unison by tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of voices was all that could be heard, followed by a vigorous rendition of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ whenever the assembly’s wish was granted.


Yet although the attention and volume were overwhelming, there was also a dizzying sense of escape and catharsis that meant that what would have been an otherwise overwhelming ordeal for a young woman became a stirring, even thrilling, moment of unity with the people who she would one day reign over. As she gazed down at the ecstatic men and women who were celebrating the end of World War II, she felt, for perhaps the first time, that there was no barrier between them and her.


Her younger sister, Margaret, then fourteen years old, was more impatient for excitement and drama than the rest of her family. She petitioned their parents that she and Elizabeth should be allowed to go out into the crowd and mingle with the revellers. Under normal circumstances, such a request would have been refused on grounds of both propriety and simple security, but, exhilarated and conscious of the unique occasion, the king granted them both leave. He later wrote indulgently in his diary that ‘Poor darlings, they have never had any fun yet.’1


The girls headed out, accompanied by an honour guard of sorts that included their former nanny, Marion ‘Crawfie’ Crawford, their French tutor, Marie-Antoinette de Bellaigue, and, for their necessary protection, some Guards officers, along with a royal equerry. Elizabeth had not had an opportunity to change out of her uniform, and, conscious of not wishing to seem too conspicuous, pulled her cap over her eyes. One of her fellow officers, a stickler for propriety even amid the celebrations, insisted that she remain properly dressed while wearing such attire, and made her adjust it into its correct form.


The group wandered freely around the neighbouring streets, heading over to Piccadilly and Park Lane, visiting the Dorchester and Ritz hotels and finally returning to the palace through Green Park. For the average teenage girl, such a journey would have been unexceptional in the extreme, but for Elizabeth, and especially, Margaret – who had often chafed at the bit when it came to protocol and restriction – the moments of being let off the leash were as glorious, in their own way, as the wider victory that was being hailed. As Elizabeth later said, ‘[There were] lines of people linking arms and walking down Whitehall and all of us were swept up by tides of happiness and relief.’2


As the communal excitement gripped them, initial ideas of decorum were forgotten, and the princesses joined their countrymen in wild and ecstatic dances, kicking their legs up to ‘The Lambeth Walk’ and the Hokey Cokey. Then, in a moment of untrammelled giddiness, they raced back to the palace and stood outside, looking up at their parents and shouting, ‘We want the king!’ with the rest of the crowd. What Crawfie later described as ‘almost hysterical relief’3 was shown by everyone in London, and indeed the country, at that moment. Princess Margaret would later describe her own impressions of the evening in a televised interview: ‘Suddenly the lights came on and lit up the poor old battle-scarred palace … my mother was wearing a white dress with a tiara … and it all sparkled and there was a great roar from the crowd, which was very exciting. VE Day was a wonderful sunburst of glory.’


The next morning, the country awoke, happily, to a collective hangover. The princesses were desperate to take advantage of their new-found freedom, and so, with the king’s permission, headed out once again into the great crowds still gathered in central London. As Elizabeth wrote in her diary, ‘Out in crowd again – Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly, Pall Mall, walked simply miles. Saw parents on balcony at 12.30 a.m. – ate, partied, bed 3 a.m.!’4 This time, they were unable to retain their anonymity; a headline in The Times read, ‘Big Crowds at the Palace. Royal Family on the Balcony. Princesses Join the Throng.’


A visit to the bombed-out districts of the East End was a more sobering experience for both princesses, as they saw the devastation that the previous years of war had caused. As they had been largely sequestered in the safety of Windsor Castle since the outbreak of the conflict, they had been spared the omnipresent experiences of death and destruction that their subjects had become all too familiar with over the last half-decade. It was no wonder that Margaret was driven to remark, in dismay, ‘It was a nasty shock to live in a town again.’5


The party had been brief, exhilarating and wonderful. But as the broken country could not be mended by dancing and singing, transformation had to come. Churchill might have been cheered to the skies by the people when he appeared on the balcony next to the royal family, flashing his signature ‘V for Victory’ sign to the applauding masses, but two months later, he and the Conservative Party would be ousted from power, replaced by Clement Attlee’s transformative Labour government in a landslide election.


Britain was impoverished, exhausted and in dire need of change. The people looked to the politicians for everyday reassurance, but it was the monarchy from which they sought inspiration. The unspoken agreement was that the royals would hold themselves above the populace, and pledge themselves to a higher standard of personal conduct and dignity. In exchange, they would be both adored and trusted. It was a deal, and one that required both parties to play their part. But in the new world order that now existed, with old certainties swept away with the rubble of cities, it remained deeply uncertain as to what was going to come next.


‘We listened to the King’s [victory] broadcast. It was really too embarrassing: he ought to talk better by now: the contrast to Winston’s eloquence and that of [the] Dominion PMs is shocking.’ The politician and bon viveur Henry ‘Chips’ Channon remained in a caustic humour with George VI after VE Day, despite being in the embrace of the playwright Terence Rattigan. Nor did he reserve his contempt for the king. On the same day, he wrote, ‘I have no patience with the present Sovereigns [sic], both are bores and dull’, although he allowed, gracelessly, that ‘[they] do their job well enough, I suppose’. Although Channon made it to the palace to see the celebrations on VE Day (‘the enthusiasm extreme, but little rowdiness’),6 he anticipated that in the post-war settlement, there would be a mixed public reaction to ‘Their Majesties’.


Shortly afterwards, he was present at St Paul’s on Sunday 13 May for a service of thanksgiving, where he observed the royal duo. Never one to say anything pleasant if something caustic would do instead, he commented that although the king and queen looked ‘young and smiling’, and that George VI had ‘the Windsor gift of appearing half his age’,* the king seemed ‘drawn and tired’ and the queen’s appearance was ‘appalling – her bosom is big and her bottom immense’.7 Although Channon was cheerfully vile about the couple,† he was also able to observe how, at the opening of Parliament, the king made a long speech with only one pause, on the word ‘imperishable’, and that Churchill demanded that there be ‘three cheers for the King and Queen’. Channon noted that ‘people were too embarrassed to cheer lustily, but there was a rather embarrassed, well-bred response’.8


Peace in Europe had been secured, and hopes were high of similarly imminent resolution in Japan. But domestic matters were harder to come to terms with. The king himself wrote in his diary on 22 May that ‘I have found it difficult to rejoice and relax as there is still so much hard work ahead to deal with.’9 The war had been an all-consuming and exhausting affair, demanding more from him than any man could have reasonably given. But at least throughout most of its duration he had had Churchill by his side, combining the offices of counsellor, friend and, on occasion, surrogate father. Nonetheless, as he observed on 28 May, ‘Parliament is 10 years older, no one under the age of 30 has ever voted, and the House of Commons needs rejuvenating. Country before Party has been the [Coalition’s] watchword. But now what?’10


He soon had his answer. When the prime minister was relieved of power on 5 July, the king responded both petulantly and angrily, as if it had been a personal betrayal. In their last audience as monarch and premier, he denounced his people’s ingratitude ‘after the way they had been led in the war’.11 Even as Lascelles and Churchill attempted to reassure him that the country’s desire for change had to be respected,* and Lord Mountbatten, a man whose own political sympathies were closer to Labour than the Conservatives, suggested that the king might even be able to influence political developments in a way that he had seldom been able to before, there was still the innate sense that the shift in the country’s post-war political and social temperature could yet have unforeseeable repercussions.


George VI feared the coming of socialism.* He wrote in his diary on 20 June that ‘Dr Harold Laski’s† statements that Mr Attlee cannot go to the Meeting in Berlin except as an observer show that Mr Attlee is not the real leader of the Labour Party. Laski as chairman of the Executive Committee of the Labour Party appears to be the real leader & can tell Attlee what he is to do.’12 Nonetheless, he also wished for a decisive result, writing, ‘A small majority to either Party would be useless. I must have a Government to run the country & the war against Japan.’13 His daughters may have sung and danced around London incognito, but it was clear that their father was not in a similarly jocular humour. He desperately needed a holiday from what could only be onerous responsibilities. But no such remedy was possible.


The relationship between the king and his new premier, meanwhile, did not begin amicably; as, in fairness, his association with Churchill had not. Attlee might have served with distinction as deputy prime minister in the wartime Government of National Unity, but even after the Labour government had been elected in a landslide victory, there was still some doubt as to his suitability to be prime minister, mostly sown by his right-hand man, Herbert Morrison. As Laski put it, ‘Nature intended for [Attlee] to be a second lieutenant.’14 On 25 July 1945, when Attlee was supposed to head to Buckingham Palace to accept the king’s invitation to form a government, Morrison informed him that he would not be able to do so until there was another election within the Labour Party for a new leader: the implication being, naturally, that Morrison himself (who had unsuccessfully stood for the leadership in 1935) should now take up his position.


Attlee may have written in his autobiography – in lines that did not make the final version – that ‘the idea [of Morrison as prime minister] was fantastic and certainly out of harmony with the feeling of the Party’.15 Nonetheless, when he did arrive at Buckingham Palace that evening, sent on his way by his lieutenant Ernest Bevin (‘Clem, you go to the Palace straight away’), his first official meeting* with the king was an underwhelming one. Lost for anything more insightful to say, the new premier blurted out, ‘I’ve won the election!’ The king, who had said an emotional farewell to Churchill only a few minutes earlier that evening,† replied, ‘I know. I heard it on the six o’clock news.’ Taking pity on the bewildered Attlee, who seemed uncertain as to whether he really was prime minister, he added, ‘You look more surprised than I feel.’16


Following up on Mountbatten’s suggestion that he might seize the advantage and be more interventionist with the new government, the king overruled Attlee’s suggestion that Hugh Dalton should be his new Foreign Secretary, putting forward Bevin instead. The reasons for this appointment were at least partly personal: Dalton’s father, John, had been tutor to a young George V, and his Old Etonian son’s socialist beliefs were felt to be a betrayal of this once-close relationship between the Daltons and the royal family – so much so that Hugh was scornfully referred to by George V as ‘your anarchist son’; there was also the matter of a thoughtless disposal of gifts that John Dalton had been given by the former king.‡ Attlee, who may or may not have known of this association, agreed, and the meeting ended. Afterwards, the king quipped to Lascelles that ‘I gather they call the new Prime Minister Clem. “Clam” would be more appropriate.’17


The king’s disappointment at the ousting of Churchill was mirrored by his uncertainty as to what kind of prime minister he now had. Although a Labour victory in the election had been anticipated in the polls for some considerable time, neither Churchill nor ‘Clam’ seemed to have expected it, and certainly not in the magnitude that had resulted. The monarch wrote in his diary that Attlee ‘was very surprised his Party had won & had no time to meet or discuss with his colleagues any of the Offices of State’.18 In the spirit of determined optimism, he observed, ‘I hoped that our relations would be cordial & that I would always be ready to do my best to help him.’19 After the premier left Buckingham Palace, he arrived, shell-shocked, at a victory party at Central Hall in Westminster. In a daze, he murmured, ‘I have just left the Palace.’ As cheers and celebrations echoed around him, he was able to observe, with characteristic understatement, that ‘it had been quite an exciting day’.20 For the king, by way of contrast, it had been ‘a long and trying’21 one.


This final confirmation that Britain now had a transformative socialist government, with a Labour prime minister for the first time since Ramsay MacDonald a decade before, confirmed that the old order had indeed changed, and had yielded its place to modernity. It was now up to the royal family to see how far they could adjust to the new Britain, or whether they would come to be regarded with the polite curiosity that bygones of an earlier era usually merited.


‘The Japs have rejected the joint ultimatum, so I suppose they will shortly get what is coming to them.’22 So Lascelles reflected in his diary on 27 July. He was proved correct soon enough. Yet before this could take place, there was another, equally pressing matter. The king wished to meet the new president of the United States, Harry S. Truman, for the first time, and the president’s presence at the Potsdam peace conference in Europe meant that such an encounter could be easily arranged.


Memories of the late Franklin D. Roosevelt were still fresh, and the close and affectionate relationship that had grown up between the king and Roosevelt – first sparked by the time that the two had spent in Roosevelt’s holiday home, Hyde Park, in 193923 – was one that had been invaluable for the successful prosecution of the joint war effort. Truman and the monarch would be hard pressed to recapture such a degree of personal affinity, but circumstances meant that the audience had to be arranged swiftly.


Truman had become vice president at the beginning of 1945, in the expectation that Roosevelt was unlikely to survive his fourth term, and so his presidency had begun in the most stressful circumstances imaginable. He informed reporters on his first day that ‘Boys, if you ever pray, pray for me now. I don’t know if you fellas ever had a load of hay fall on you, but when they told me what happened yesterday, I felt like the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen on me.’24 Although victory in Europe was assured, the issue of Japan remained urgent. Yet as Lascelles had so grimly forecast, a reckoning lay at hand. In the midst of the Potsdam conference, Truman wrote in his diary on 25 July 1945 that ‘We have discovered the most terrible bomb in the history of the world. It may be the fire destruction prophesied in the Euphrates Valley Era, after Noah and his fabulous Ark.’


Truman was wholly aware of the potential of what the theoretical physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer had discovered; he had known about it since April that year, and now the moment of its implementation lay at hand. He wrote that ‘This weapon is to be used against Japan between now and August 10th. I have told the Sec[retary] of War, Mr [Henry] Stimson, to use so that military objectives and soldiers and sailors are the target and not women and children … the target will be a purely military one and we will issue a warning statement asking the [Japanese] to surrender and save lives. I’m sure they will not do that, but we will have given them the chance. It is certainly a good thing for the world that Hitler’s crowd or Stalin’s did not discover the atomic bomb. It seems to me to be the most terrible thing ever discovered, but it can be made the most useful.’


It was around a week after Truman wrote this that he met the king for the first time. The last time an American president had visited Britain was in 1918, when Woodrow Wilson had made a three-day trip to the country shortly after Christmas, and so the encounter between the two men, which took place off the Plymouth coast, on HMS Renown, was epochal. The king had been informed of the successful tests of the atomic bomb, which had been conducted in the New Mexico desert on 16 July, and so he was determined to meet the man who at that time held more power than anyone else on earth, perhaps more than anyone who had ever lived. Oppenheimer may have breathed, ‘I am become death, destroyer of worlds’, but it was the bespectacled, businesslike man who clambered aboard the Renown on 2 August 1945 who had a greater claim to such a title. In his presence, even the king seemed insignificant.


Truman arrived with James F. Byrnes, US Secretary of State, and Admiral William Leahy, the president’s chief of staff. His first words, referring to the recent election, were ‘You’ve had a revolution’, to which the king pointedly replied, ‘Oh no! We don’t have those here.’25 Lascelles noted in his diary that the lunch they had was a ‘cheerful’ meal, but that the ‘chatterbox’ Byrnes was highly impolitic. ‘[He] made me and [Lord Halifax, the British ambassador to the United States] gasp by talking about the “T. A.” or “heavy water” atomic bombs, with the stewards still in the room. As this is so secret a matter in this country that only about six people have ever heard of it, this seemed somewhat indiscreet, even for an American.’26 The king tactfully intervened. ‘I think, Mr President, that we should discuss this interesting subject over our coffee on deck.’27 Lascelles regarded the existence of the atomic bomb with fear. ‘The expense of producing it is fantastic … [While] attention may be diverted to its potentialities for good, as a source of heat, power etc. … on the whole, I would rather that it had never been invented at all.’


Lascelles was not present for the conversation between the king and the ‘good, resolute … grave [and] humorous’ Truman, of whom he gained a ‘favourable impression’, but was pleased that ‘they seemed to get on very well’. During their meeting, monarch and president discussed the necessity of the use of the atomic bomb, and their fears that an emboldened Stalin was growing too powerful. Both men agreed that they would have to use their combined influence at the forthcoming Foreign Secretaries’ Conference in London to prevent the possibility of an Eastern Europe controlled by Russia.


The king wrote in his diary that ‘[The president] admitted he had learnt a great deal & understood European difficulties from a new standpoint … [Truman] was horrified at the devastation of Berlin by our combined bombing … he could see that the Big Powers would have to combine for all time to prevent another war.’28 Although neither man discussed the possibility of the two topics of their conversation being combined, the implication – Stalin in possession of a nuclear weapon – was a terrifying one, and best avoided if they were not to spoil what Truman later approvingly described as a ‘nice and appetising’ lunch of soup, fish, lamb and ice cream.


Not everyone present was convinced that the atomic bomb was as deadly a weapon as Truman seemed to suggest it was. Leahy, a figure once described as the ‘second most powerful man in the world’ for his influence over America’s foreign policy in World War II, was impressed at how well briefed the king was over his country’s nuclear capabilities, but inclined to belittle the bomb’s efficacy. ‘It sounds like a professor’s dream to me’, he sniffed. His host responded suavely, and not without humour, ‘Would you like to lay a little bet on that, Admiral?’


After the king and his entourage paid a reciprocal visit to the American vessel USS Augusta, Truman and the others departed. Lascelles summed it up as a ‘memorable and historic meeting, and [I] have no doubt it did a lot of good’. Although the king’s relationship with Truman showed no immediate signs of blossoming into the genuine friendship that had developed with Roosevelt, there was nevertheless a welcome sense that the two men shared the same ambitions. Lascelles wrote, not without complacency, that ‘Our visitors were obviously well pleased by the encounter, and could not have been more friendly.’29 Subsequent events would prove that Truman’s largesse was not as unconditional as it appeared.


Four days later, on 6 August 1945, the conversation bore fruit, as the Americans dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Before he had been driven from power, Churchill had already prepared a statement about the weapon’s effects. Its time had now arrived. Compared to Attlee’s dry words (‘the problems of the release of energy by atomic fission have been solved and an atomic bomb has been dropped on Japan by the United States Air Force’), the former premier was able to explain the use of the deadliest weapon ever invented in both practical and near-poetic terms: he almost seemed to imagine himself a modern Prometheus, telling humanity about this new source of fire. ‘It is now for Japan to realise in the glare of the first atomic bomb which has smitten her, what the consequences will be of an indefinite continuance of this terrible means of maintaining a rule of law in the world. This revelation of the secrets of nature, long mercifully withheld from man, should arouse the most solemn reflections in the mind and conscience of every human being capable of comprehension. We must indeed pray that these awe-striking agencies will be made to conduce to peace among the nations, and that instead of wreaking measureless havoc upon the entire globe, they may become a perennial fountain of world prosperity.’30


The immediate reaction in Britain was something between incomprehension and unease. After hearing the news, the Conservative politician Harold Nicolson wrote of how ‘[the bomb] is to be used eventually for domestic purposes’,31 but he was also amused to be called up by the press the next day and asked whether he had had advance knowledge of the weapon, due to having prophesied its invention in his 1932 novel Public Faces. In that book, he had written of a single bomb, ‘no bigger than an ink-stand’, that would be able to destroy New York ‘by the discharge of its electrons’. His wife, Vita ‘Viti’ Sackville-West, was ‘thrilled’ by its detonation; Nicolson wrote, ‘she thinks, and rightly, that it will mean a whole new era’.32


Lascelles was more measured. Writing on 7 August, he noted how the bomb’s detonation had overruled all other news (‘the newspapers today scarcely mention any other subject’), and agreed with both Churchill and Viti that its use would alter society irrevocably, probably for ever. ‘The introduction into human history of this particular form of energy may be the most important event since Noah’s ark. Its implications, for good and for evil, are unpredictable and alarming.’33 He believed that it was important for the king to address what had occurred when he spoke at the state opening of Parliament the following week, observing, ‘it struck me that it would be all wrong for the King to make no mention … of the atomic bomb and its immense potentialities for good and evil … As most people, all over the world, are talking and thinking of little else, the omission would surely seem strange.’34


When another bomb was dropped on Nagasaki on 9 August, it became clear that Japan would surrender, and therefore bring World War II to an end. VJ Day on 15 August would therefore do double duty, serving also as the day for the king to open Parliament: a fitting use of expensive resources in these straitened times. Yet behind the scenes, there was panic. While VE Day had been anticipated for a considerable time, there was no speech for the king to deliver for VJ Day, and Lascelles, beset by tiredness and a ‘jaded brain’, was barely in a fit state to write one. He asked Churchill for advice, but was surprised and irritated that the former premier’s suggestions were ‘tired, disappointing and uninspiring’. In the end, he worked with the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Edward Bridges, to produce something that would meet with the king’s approval.


On VJ Day, Lascelles saw to it that there would be at least some pageantry and pomp. The king and queen travelled to Parliament in an open carriage driven by four horses, refusing to have it closed despite intermittent showers, and Lascelles later wrote approvingly that ‘[the day] was restored to something of its pristine splendour by the revival of a carriage procession so the holiday crowds got their money’s worth’. Channon dropped his usual sneering to praise the queen for looking ‘dignified and gracious’ in her outfit of aquamarine blue, though he could not help remark that ‘the many new socialists looked dazed and dazzled’.35 The speech that the king delivered was boilerplate, announcing his government’s plans for nationalisation, and Lascelles called it ‘only interesting in that it foreshadowed no legislation beyond what everybody had already anticipated’.36


The king did allude to the unparalleled means of power that had ended the war – ‘The devastating new weapon which science has now placed in the hands of humanity should bring home to all the lesson that the nations of the world must abolish recourse to war or perish by mutual destruction’37 – but he reserved his stronger feelings for a radio broadcast that he made that evening from Buckingham Palace, which he delivered in what Churchill called a ‘pin-drop silence’. It struck an altogether different tone, both from the formality of how he had spoken in the House of Commons, and from the triumphalism of his VE Day broadcast and appearances three months before. Then, all had been optimistic and exultant. Now, with the country suffering and struggling, fine words alone were not enough.


He asked his listeners to thank God for the defeat of a ‘strong and relentless enemy’, and that Britain, and other countries, could now concentrate on ‘[turning] their industry, skill, and science to repairing its frightful devastation and to building prosperity and happiness’. Yet even as he could say, finally, ‘the war is over’, he knew that its consequences would linger indefinitely. ‘There is not one of us who has experienced this terrible war who does not realise that we shall feel its inevitable consequences long after we have all forgotten our rejoicings of today … Relief from past dangers must not blind us to the demands of the future.’


The king knew that his purpose was to lead, and to inspire. So it was that, using language that Churchill might have approved of, he stated, ‘In many anxious times in our long history the unconquerable spirit of our peoples has served us well, bringing us to safety out of great peril … I doubt if anything in all that has gone before has matched the enduring courage and the quiet determination which you have shown during these last six years.’ It was exhortation he offered now, not congratulation. ‘Great as are the deeds that you have done, there must be no falling off from this high endeavour. We have spent freely of all that we had: now we shall have to work hard to restore what has been lost, and to establish peace on the unshakable foundations, not alone of material strength, but also of moral authority.’


He strove to reassure – ‘[once] the curse of war may be lifted from the world … states and peoples, great and small, may dwell together through long periods of tranquillity in brighter and better days than we ourselves have known’ – but also suggested that the wartime spirit had to endure. The battles had been won; now the peace had to be successful too. ‘The world has come to look for certain things, for certain qualities from the peoples of the Commonwealth and Empire. We have our part to play in restoring the shattered fabric of civilisation. It is a proud and difficult part, and if you carry on in the years to come as you have done so splendidly in the war, you and your children can look forward to the future, not with fear, but with high hopes of a surer happiness for all.’ He concluded his speech by saying, ‘It is to this great task that I call you now, and I know that I shall not call in vain. In the meantime, from the bottom of my heart I thank my Peoples for all they have done, not only for themselves but for mankind.’38


As he concluded his broadcast, the previously silent crowd listening in the streets began to cheer and sob hysterically. Lascelles was delighted, writing in his diary that the king ‘has never yet spoken so fluently and forcefully’.39 The king, queen and princesses once again appeared on the Buckingham Palace balcony, and, as on VE Day, were received with adulation and ecstasy. Yet as the queen wrote to her friend Lady Helen Graham earlier that day, ‘one can hardly take it in … I do pray that the sacrifices & comradeship & love which people have felt for each other will not fade.’40


It was a victory. Yet everyone involved in it knew that nothing could be taken for granted. As the king exhorted his people to take joy in one another, and to rebuild ties of community and family that had been fractured, if not destroyed altogether, by the previous six years, he knew that there was a member of his own family he could no longer avoid seeing, much as he might have wished to.


 


 


 


 





* Which, after the bomb damage wrought on it earlier in the war, had to be surveyed to make sure that it could stand the (far from considerable) weight of the royal family, as well as the stouter proportions of the prime minister, who had joined them earlier that day.


* Which would have made him look approximately twenty-five; Rattigan, by way of contrast, was thirty-three at the time, and Channon himself was forty-eight.


† He may also have been surprised to discover that the queen agreed with him, although not in the specifics that he described. On 18 September 1945, she wrote to Queen Mary to lament that ‘[We] have aged a lot, and look rather haggard & ravaged! & one’s clothes are so awful!’


* Churchill suggested that ‘[the people] are perfectly entitled to vote as they please. This is democracy. This is what we’ve been fighting for.’


* On 29 June, he wrote angrily in his diary that ‘The Socialists are playing a dirty game in intimidating electors in various districts.’


† Laski was a political theorist and economist whose views tended towards the Marxist.


* They had met privately before, in 1938, but the conversation between the two had been limited to a discussion about the most efficient way to clean one’s pipe; Attlee expressed interest in the king’s self-cleaning pipe device.


† There has been a suggestion by the writer Robert Rhodes James that Churchill, desperate to remain in power to announce the defeat of the Japanese, wished to attend the Potsdam Conference and so toyed with the unconstitutional idea of delaying his resignation as premier for over a week. The influence of the king, via Lascelles, Anthony Eden and the former chief whip David Margesson, led to his changing his mind.


‡ Nor was there any love lost between subject and monarch. In his diaries, Hugh Dalton refers to the ‘inanimate’ monarch, which may either have been a dig at the king’s speaking difficulties or simply a reflection of the contempt that his sovereign displayed towards him, and wrote of how, after the election result, ‘the King hadn’t much to say, but seemed quite resigned’.





Chapter Two



‘I Never Saw a Man So Bored’


Two decades after the end of World War II, the Duke of Windsor was invited by the New York Daily News to write an autobiographical account of how he felt his participation in the events of the war had gone. There were many potential angles he could have taken, most of them incriminating, but he erred on the safer side of conceit instead. He wrote that ‘I’d thought that my performance as a colonial governor, and the spirit in which I had gone about my duties, would have persuaded the sceptics in Britain of my desire to stay on in my country’s service, and that I had fairly earned my passage back.’


His country did not see it like this. Initial overtures to his supporters had been unsuccessful, not least because his tenure as governor to the Bahamas between 1940 and 1945 had been dogged by endless controversy, whether it was his friendship with the Nazi-sympathising mogul Axel Wenner-Gren, the (unsolved) murder of the islands’ wealthiest resident, Sir Harry Oakes, or the continued racial tensions, which the duke did little, if anything, to assuage. Nonetheless, he retained his usual Candide-like levels of optimism. ‘I was resolved, in any case, to make one more hard try at drumming up interest in the Palace and in Whitehall for putting me to work somewhere in the British Diplomatic Service, in the absence of any marked enthusiasm for making a place for me in Britain.’1
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