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For Arthur, Alice and George 
who each met The Queen twice 
when they were little. 
May they carry the memory through many decades.
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Introduction



All my life I longed to write about the Queen. As long ago as 1977 her Private Secretary, Sir Martin Charteris, read a piece I had produced to mark her Silver Jubilee, and said: ‘I know you will write about the Queen again.’ It is therefore a total joy to write this book to mark her centenary, on 21 April 2026. 


I have no hesitation in saying that I cannot think of a reign in history in which I would have preferred to live, under any economic or political circumstances. It was a golden age, and my generation was exceptionally lucky. 


She was the longest-reigning monarch in history, serving for seventy years and 214 days. King Louis XIV of France (1638–1715) reigned longer in total years – seventy-two years and 110 days – but for ten of those (between 1643 and 1653), he was a minor, so he is disqualified. Our Queen was an active monarch from the moment of her accession. On 9 September 2015, she outreigned Queen Victoria. On 13 October, she overtook King Bhumibol of Thailand (1927–2016), who reigned for seventy years and 126 days. On 1 July 2022, she became the longest ever holder of the Order of the Garter, overtaking her great-great-uncle and godfather, the Duke of Connaught. She aspired to none of these records, but they happened.


Kings and Queens sometimes have a sobriquet, such as ‘Alfred the Great’. Queen Elizabeth II should be ‘Elizabeth the Steadfast’, as she had such a clear vision of what it was to be our Queen. She never wavered, whatever was thrown at her. One of the most iconic images of her is Cecil Beaton’s Coronation portrait in 1953 – an assured young woman with the royal regalia, not in the least overawed by them, on the brink of one of the greatest reigns in history. In common with Prince Philip and Princess Anne, she cared not a jot what people thought about her – she got on with the job. 


And yet I don’t know why it took me so long to realise that the leitmotif of her reign was conciliation. She could equally be remembered as ‘Elizabeth the Conciliator’. Her message was consistent: ‘We cannot change the past. We can build bridges to the future.’ There are so many examples – Germany, Japan, Ireland. In the House of Lords after she died, she was hailed as ‘Elizabeth the Good’.


The first time I am conscious of having seen the Queen was in the state procession for the Shah of Iran in the Mall in 1959. It was at that time that I attached myself by a thin, invisible thread to her coat tails and flew along behind her. She did not know I was there. And then there were a few times when I was allowed to fly along beside her (between 1968 and 2022). So this book is based on observation and research carried out for over sixty years, at first from afar (rather like a trainspotter or stamp collector) but gradually closer to the centre and more focused. In the absence of an official biography, I do my best to tell her story.


As a reigning Queen, she was determined to be a good successor to her father. If he met her in an afterlife, she could look him square in the eyes, confident that he would confirm that she had done a good job for him. At the age of twenty-one in 1947, she made a promise to serve and she kept that promise faithfully for seventy-five years. We will never see that again even if we live for a thousand years. 


The Queen’s philosophy was simple – do your best every day and say your prayers at night. Her lifetime of discretion is reflected in her favourite line in the bible – St Luke, Chapter 2, verse 19: ‘But Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart.’fn1 I would love to know when she worked out that she had more to gain by saying nothing than in revealing what she was thinking. She was the master of that. The difference between Queen Victoria and the Queen was that Queen Victoria commanded while Queen Elizabeth II obeyed. She took advice from whosoever was placed in a position to give it. Sometimes she would ask her advisers: ‘What should the Queen do?’ Not ‘What should I do?’ She was two different people – The Queen and the woman inside the Queen. 


Her inherent modesty was such that she never thought the cheers and adulation were for her, they were for the person she represented – or inhabited, if you prefer. I bet that, after the Diamond Jubilee in 2012, when the crowds were thronging the Mall from one end to the other, her reaction next day was: ‘Well, that was very nice. What’s on the agenda for today?’


It was hard to catch the Queen out, but she liked catching others out. One of her favourite lines, delivered with great theatrical timing was: ‘Are you sure?’ 


The Queen had a good sense of humour, all too often contained (certainly in public). It is said that if someone’s mobile telephone went off when she was talking to them, she would say: ‘You’d better answer that. It might be someone important.’ Dick Griffin spent thirty years at Buckingham Palace, fourteen of them as the Queen’s personal protection officer. Outside St Paul’s Cathedral on the day of the Platinum Jubilee service in 2022, he related how he was walking with the Queen in the hills, near Craigowan Lodge, in Scotland when two American hikers approached. They did not recognise her, but asked: ‘And where do you live?’ She replied that she lived in London, but had a holiday home just across the hills. She said she had been coming here for eighty years. One of them then asked: ‘But if you’ve been coming up for eighty years, you must have met the Queen?’ Quick as a flash, she replied that she hadn’t, but ‘Dick meets her regularly.’ The hiker turned to Griffin and asked what she was like. Knowing he could get away with it, he said she could be cantankerous at times, but had a lovely sense of humour. The American then gave his camera to the Queen and asked him to photograph them together. Griffin then took one of them with the Queen. After they moved on, she said: ‘I’d love to be a fly on the wall when he shows the photos to friends in America and hopefully someone tells him who I am!’1


In the days before the kidnap attempt on Princess Anne in 1973 and yet more seriously the assassination of Lord Mountbatten in 1979, after which royal security was greatly tightened, the Queen could move about much more freely. She and Prince Philip would drive to dinner with friends near Windsor, such as the Maharajah of Jaipur, or General Sir Rodney Moore. Once the Queen was driving in Norfolk, without a detective, and her car broke down. She was near Anmer Hall, then occupied by Bill Fox. She rang the doorbell. The scene turned into the card game – Woodland Happy Families. The door was answered by Bill’s sister, Miss Fox. The Queen asked (as in the game): ‘Is Mr Fox at home?’ She needed to be picked up. The plan was to call Sandringham, though she didn’t know the number since she had never had to dial it. She was rescued. 


Prince Philip provided robust and provocative support throughout their long marriage. He loved an argument, because by arguing you could reach an agreement. He could be abrupt. He was impatient, realising that even if you live for a hundred years there is so little time to get it done. To talk to him in his office was to have an easy and free-ranging conversation. Out on engagements he was sharper, but he wanted to get the story. If he was asked to look at a picture someone had painted, he could say: ‘What a nice picture’, but more likely he would ask: ‘Why the hell did you paint the sky green when we patently know it’s blue.’ If you shrugged, he would walk away. But if you said: ‘Well, the sun hits the wall at 6 p.m. and the sky then appears green,’ he had engaged with you and learned something of your technique. As such he was a great back-up act.


His cousin, Crown Prince Pavlos of Greece, made the point that if he said to you: ‘What the devil are you doing here?’ that was his way of saying: ‘How extremely nice to see you.’ He had a technique in a line-up when people were trooping by. He shook the hand and then almost propelled it to the right. If he asked a question, the person would be some way away by the time they attempted to answer it. 


There was a subtle difference between the Queen and her more thespian mother. If you made the Queen Mother laugh, you would be wrong to assume you had necessarily amused her. If you could make the Queen laugh, you could be sure you had, because otherwise she wouldn’t. That I preferred. You knew where you were with her. And more importantly, because her role in public life came to her by hereditary descent, she had not climbed the greasy pole of politics. We could be absolutely sure she was totally on the side of Great Britain. The same cannot always be said of others in public life.


I never wanted this to be a ‘Queen and I’ book, but I should perhaps explain how I came to be involved. I was lucky to have first met the Queen in 1968, when she came to look at the King George VI Memorial Chapel being built in a corner of the North Quire Aisle of St George’s Chapel. When I think back to that day, she is fixed in my mind as a young mother of forty-two, with auburn hair and a blue coat, her young son, Prince Edward, held by the hand. I have always been an observer, and I monitored her from a very early age – from 1963 onwards. I must have met her forty times over a period of fifty-five years. Sometimes these were just formal meetings, but at other times there was a chance to talk.


Undoubtedly the most memorable was the privilege of sitting next to her at dinner with the Carnarvons at Milford Lake House in April 1999. I was writing the authorised life of Princess Alice, mother of Prince Philip, at the time, and found myself explaining the exact nature of her illness to the Queen, in addition to the travails of Queen Louise of Sweden’s early love life, when she had fallen in love with a homosexual artist. The Queen liked facts and information. She listened intently to this, and we then had an interesting discussion about Prince Philip’s relationship with his father. The Queen said: ‘Philip never talks about his father’, and I replied: ‘Well, he would hardly have known him,’ and explained that he hardly ever saw him. He was lucky to get a three-day holiday with him once a year and that did not always happen. 


I had recently had talks with Princess Anne and Prince Charles about Princess Alice (their paternal grandmother). The conversation with Princess Anne had been brilliant. I had a less easy time with Prince Charles. The Queen said: ‘I know why that was. He was frightened of her. All that family have an extraordinary ability to compartmentalise their brains, while Charles has never compartmentalised his brain in his life.’ 


At that dinner I had the chance to see how extensive the Queen’s preoccupations were. She had to think of so many things the rest of us did not have to concern ourselves with. The conversation ranged over Tonga and the King there fighting a rearguard action against the traffic light. ‘Well, there isn’t much need,’ said the Queen. Kosovo was on the agenda too, the Queen saying she thought Milošević worse than Hitler, ‘because he was a little man’. She was surprised that Yeltsin was still hanging on in Russia, thought the best television coverage was CNN (lately installed at Sandringham), and did not like Sky. ‘Murdoch,’ she said, with an expression I thought spoke volumes. The conversation veered to retired generals such as Michael Rose and Peter de la Billière, who went on television to say how they would handle the (second) Iraq war. The Queen said: ‘I don’t think the Prime Minister finds it very helpful’ and ‘We may finally be able to have a use for the Parachute Regiment.’


She spoke of the new Royal Family website: ‘We cottoned on to it rather late in the day.’ Prince Andrew’s journal was proving popular.fn2 Later the Queen looked at photos I had taken of the presentation of Lord Lewin’s Garter banner in St George’s Chapel. She said she didn’t know any of the Military Knights, only Tommy Thompson, who used to help Prince Philip in his early carriage driving days: ‘It’s a bad time when you don’t know any of the Military Knights,’ she said.2


Prince Philip’s sister Sophie and her husband, Prince George of Hanover, invariably came over for the Windsor Horse Show and then gravitated to Buckingham Palace for a few days. If free, the Queen would lunch with them. As Princess George said: ‘If she is with other people she makes conversation, but if she is alone she really talks.’3 The interesting thing about talking to The Queen was that, when you were with her, it was as if you saw her often. But these meetings were rare. When I wasn’t there, in a sense I did not exist. 


She was generous in making you feel special. When, in 1995, I introduced my fiancée to her, who happened to be my second cousin, I said I would be a modern man and allow her to keep her maiden name, also Vickers. ‘I know that. I read that in the paper,’ said the Queen. When the Foreign Minister in Malta tried to present me on the quayside in Valletta in 2015, she said: ‘He turns up all over the place.’ Then, when I was writing an un-authorised biography of the Queen Mother, Sir Michael Oswald agreed to help me about the racing side. I went to stay with the Oswalds in 2005. Sir Michael said he had told the Queen I was coming and she had said: ‘Help him in whatever way you can.’ 


I will never forget waiting to meet her in Windsor Castle in 2017, when she agreed to be photographed with the Lay Stewards. I was designated to meet the Queen in the long corridor. Her arrival was not quite like Omar Sharif in the film of Lawrence of Arabia, but she was a long way away before I could talk to her. It was a very hot day. The first thing she said to the Superintendent was to tell him to get a sentry under cover. She had seen him in the sun, outside the George IV Gate on her way back from church. Later she told the Lay Stewards that several guardsmen had fallen at the Birthday Parade the day before, and three choristers had had to go out during the church service that morning. After the photograph we had a short talk. She was aware that some of the stewards came a long way to do their duty. I said that Alastair Bruce had come from the Falklands. Unlike me, the Queen had never been to the Falklands, but she immediately said: ‘I feel so sorry for him, returning to Tumbledown.’ How was a remote battlefield in the Falklands like Tumbledown so accessible in her mind? She had lately been to Grenfell Tower, she said: ‘They’re sending me all over the place at the moment.’


Many say that they cannot bear to think that the Queen’s reign is over. I am one of them. The Queen’s Gallery has become the King’s Gallery. CIIIRs replace EIIRs wherever they can be changed, but I am happy when I pass an EIIR post box or spot EIIR on Rachel Reeves’ budget despatch box. This book will succeed if I can bring the Queen back to life for those who read it. I for one – I for many – miss her, and have to remind myself that we were lucky that she reigned over us for so long.


Hugo Vickers


Dominica – December 2025


(and she is still on the bank notes here)
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THE ROYAL HOUSE OF WINDSOR


Children brought up on the Babar books by Jean de Brunhoff will remember that while Babar the King Elephant was waiting for his child to be born, he took an anxious walk. In his case he heard not one boom from the Palace, but three and discovered that Queen Celeste had given birth to triplets. He was the father of three. That is how the news was given in days of old. 


On the morning of Wednesday, 21 April 1926, one hundred years ago, George Gage, rejected suitor of the Duchess of York, came bounding into the room of the inveterate (and sleepy) diarist ‘Chips’ Channon, to tell him that the guns were booming. ‘Do you know what that is?’ he said sadly. ‘It has arrived.’ They rang Buckingham Palace to learn that a princess had been born at 2.40 a.m. at 17 Bruton Street, the London home of the Earl and Countess of Strathmore, the Duchess’s parents. Channon noted: ‘I have a feeling the child will be Queen of England and perhaps the last sovereign. The baby becomes first ladyfn1 in the land and third heir to the Crown.’1 There was no reason to suppose that she would be called to a greater destiny, but as the Prince of Wales was showing no inclination to find a wife, the distant prospect became one of hope as the York family showed themselves sound and stable, and the child born in every way admirable. 


The House of Windsor had been anxious that the Duchess of York should conceive. None of King George V’s other sons were married so the immediate succession was: the Prince of Wales, the Duke of York, Prince Henry, Prince George, Princess Mary, then her two sons, George (born in 1923) and Gerald Lascelles (in 1924). After them came King George V’s sisters and their children, with no fear of them succeeding. 


The Yorks had remained childless since 1923. They were sent on safari to Kenya, Uganda and the Sudan, from December 1924 until April 1925. ‘Is there anything else one can do to make her have a baby?’ asked Colin Buist, their equerry. To which the lady-in-waiting, Lady Annaly, longed to reply: ‘Well, if you don’t know what it is, I’m not going to tell you.’2 But no baby came. 


When the Duchess conceived at the end of 1925, after consultations with Sir Henry Simson,fn2 the British court was considerably relieved. But there was almost a disaster. On 27 January she was being driven back to her temporary London home, Curzon House,fn3 from Hampstead when a car cut in beside hers, causing it to crash into a stationary autobus. The Duchess was thrown to the floor.3 News of this was hastily played down in an authoritative statement issued to the Press Association to the effect that a bus had skidded, caught the wing of the Duchess’s car ‘and crumpled it rather badly’. There had been ‘no serious damage, and Her Royal Highness did not suffer in any way’.4 Lord Gage heard that there had been fear of a miscarriage. Had that happened, there would have been no Princess Elizabeth.


The labour and the birth were difficult. ‘A certain line of treatment’5 was carried out – euphemism for Caesarean section. The Duke of York might have preferred a son, but he told his mother: ‘I know Elizabeth wanted a daughter.’6 


Therefore, there were many reasons for rejoicing, not to say relief, that the House of Windsor now had an heir in the next generation. King George V and Queen Mary were woken at 4 a.m. to be told the news. They saw the child later that day, Queen Mary pronouncing her ‘a little darling with a lovely complexion & pretty fair hair’.7 Queen Mary was delighted that the baby was ‘blessed with large blue eyes, tiny ears set close to a well-shaped head, and a skin almost as white as the pillow on which she lay’.8 To the wider public her birth was greeted with the fervour and enthusiasm traditionally bestowed on the first granddaughter of the monarch. As Queen Mary’s lady-in-waiting, Mabell, Countess of Airlie, put it, her birth represented ‘something of continuity and of hope for the future’.9 


Prince Albert, Duke of York, was the second son of George V, born in 1895. He did not have an easy early life. He was often ill, suffered from knock knees for which he was forced to wear splints. Naturally left-handed, he was forced to write with his right hand. The victim of a serious stammer in early life, he had joined the Royal Navy and served in the Battle of Jutland in 1916. After the war he spent a year at Trinity College, Cambridge.


Initially close to his elder brother, the Prince of Wales, he never moved comfortably in that zippy nightclub world. He had a romance with Sheila, Lady Loughborough.fn4 When he terminated this, his father rewarded him by creating him Duke of York. With this new status, he metaphorically straightened his tie and the very same day happened to meet Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon at a ball given at his house in Grosvenor Square by the seemingly rich peer Lord Farquhar (exposed after death as a bankrupt). It is greatly to the new Duke’s credit that he pursued Lady Elizabeth from June 1920 to January 1923, when many times his quest seemed hopeless. She turned down two proposals, but accepted the third in a state of some panic. Marrying her was the best decision of his life. Their wedding took place in Westminster Abbey on 26 April 1923. 


Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon was one of the stars of her generation. Born in 1900, she was brought up in a family of ten children, the youngest daughter and close to her brother David, a year or so younger than her. She was well raised by her mother, the Countess of Strathmore, with a strong sense of duty instilled in her, and grew up quickly in the company of older brothers and sisters. She honed the skills she would later put to such good advantage by cheering up the wounded soldiers who recuperated at Glamis Castle in Scotland, the First World War having begun on her fourteenth birthday in 1914. She bought them cigarettes and helped them write letters to their loved ones. 


She emerged from the war as the debutante of her year, dancing well, riding to hounds, with a winning smile and sparkling blue eyes, which she used to good purpose. Many hearts were broken. She was reluctant to marry the Duke of York, but her mother saw the possibilities. Given that she might be steered to a royal marriage, it would be more than understandable that she might prefer the Prince of Wales, a man altogether more charismatic than his nervous, stammering younger brother. At the time of Prince Bertie’s first interest in her, she was in love with James Stuart, though he let her down by indulging in something more than a flirtation with Mollie Lascelles, a highly promiscuous girl who presently married the Duke of Buccleuch, and later became known as ‘Midnight Moll’ due to her numerous affairs.


Three things happened when Queen Mary descended on Glamis Castle in the summer of 1921. Young James Stuart was offered an enticing job in the oil fields of Oklahoma and removed from the equation. Despite in no way being a friend of hers, Lady Elizabeth was selected as a bridesmaid to Princess Mary at her wedding to Viscount Lascelles in February 1922. And it became clear that Lady Elizabeth needed to take the Duke of York more seriously. 


On 27 October 1922 Lady Elizabeth attended a ball at Wilton House, Salisbury, for the coming-out of Lady Patricia Herbert. She sat out with the Prince of Wales and one who saw them together detected proximity so that you could suppose romance was in the air.10 As it happens, it was not. The Prince returned to his hunting and Lady Elizabeth to London. But the press got wind of the idea and she was greatly upset by a piece in the newspaper suggesting the Prince of Wales was about to marry a Scottish aristocrat.


She panicked and when the Duke of York proposed for a third time, she accepted him. The engagement was announced without further delay, for fear she might change her mind. She was whisked to Sandringham to stay at York Cottage with George V and Queen Mary, and presented to the elderly Queen Alexandra in the Big House. The bride-to-be told her brother: ‘I could hear the door clanging behind me – never to open again.’11 


Being the dedicated person she was, she threw herself into being a good wife to the Duke of York, giving him confidence, producing Lionel Logue to help with his stammer and creating for him a happy home, which, arguably, he had not enjoyed before. 


It was into this happy home that Princess Elizabeth arrived. There is every indication that she enjoyed a blissful childhood, at least until the beginning of 1936, so for nearly a decade she acquired sound grounding for her later responsibilities. From Anne Ring,fn5 we learn that the Princess was surrounded by a host of devoted grandparents, uncles and friends, that she started life as ‘the World’s best known baby’,12 albeit oblivious to this fact. 


The Royal Family was presided over by King George V. He was the latest in a long line of British monarchs who traced their history back a thousand years or more. Queen Mary, the Queen’s grandmother, descended from the Cambridge line, her enormously fat mother, Princess Mary Adelaide, being a daughter of the 1st Duke and therefore a granddaughter of George III. When considering her marriage prospects, Lord Clarendon pronounced: ‘No German prince will venture on such a vast undertaking.’13 But the impoverished Duke of Teck, a morganatic Württemberg, did and produced four children, including Queen Mary and Alexander, Earl of Athlone. Queen Mary therefore came from what was called the old Royal Family.


Queen Victoria had been one of Britain’s greatest Queens, marrying the energetic, inspired if somewhat misunderstood Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg. Together they laid the foundation for a charitable monarchy. By the time Princess Elizabeth was born, Edward VII, the King who followed Queen Victoria, had been dead for sixteen years. His beautiful Danish Queen, Alexandra, had died at Sandringham but five months before her birth, in November 1925. Frail, deaf and with make-up so strong that she was described as ‘enamelled’, Queen Alexandra was the last adornment to the Edwardian age. Her epithalamiumfn6 had been written by Lord Tennyson.


King George V, Edward VII’s son, converted the House of Saxe-Coburg into the House of Windsor in 1917, subtly removing the unpopular German titles and anglicising the Tecks, Battenbergs and Schleswig-Holsteins. He steered Britain through the First World War, keeping his throne while many of his European counterparts lost theirs. Generally thought of as a gruff and unimaginative man, he was a great deal softer with his grandchildren than he had been with his own children. He was to be particularly fond of Princess Elizabeth. He told Lady Algernon Gordon-Lennox: ‘I pray to God that my eldest son will never marry and have children, and that nothing will come between Bertie and Lilibet and the throne.’14


Queen Mary deferred to her husband during his lifetime. Queen Elizabeth II used to say that her grandmother only really blossomed after he died. The King was solid and unimaginative. She was culturally aware. Eric Maclagan, Director of the Victoria and Albert Museum, used to say that ‘Any gallery in Europe would be glad to give her a job as their buyer.’15 She did sterling work with the royal collections, hanging pictures well, uniting furniture from the different royal residences, and under a rather stern exterior there beat a kind heart. While Queen Alexandra had epitomised Edwardian elegance, Queen Mary was stately and formidable. She wore long dresses; she had perfectly good hair, but wore a silver wig by day and a gold wig by night. She sported stylish toques. When it became clear to her that Princess Elizabeth was to be Britain’s Queen, her grandmotherly interest in her became more pronounced. 


There were other key members of the Royal Family. Uncle David – Edward, Prince of Wales – was already feeling the strain of royal life. Popular, charismatic, charming and modern, he had survived his grim childhood to serve as well as allowed (in fact better than allowed) in the First World War. No one ever knows what to do with the heir to the throne while he waits in the wings, so this one they sent travelling. From 1919 until the early 1930s he was in almost perpetual orbit round the world, proving a tremendous hit in the United States, Canada, India, Australia and New Zealand. 


While the Empire loved him, he was frequently berated by his father, and suffered from depression, ruminating on his plight. In the letters to his long-term mistress Freda Dudley Ward, there is evidence of his wish to escape the ultimate fate of being King. In 1931 he met Mrs Simpson who fascinated him to the point that he could not exist without her. Did he subconsciously see in her a means of escape? Though he would never have admitted it, he must have realised that she could never be accepted as Queen. By pressing the issue, he sealed his fate. 


Genuinely fond of him – as what niece would not have been – in time the Queen would later refer to him as ‘my silly uncle’. When he was King all too briefly and she knocked on his door, he would reply in light jest through pipe-clenched teeth: ‘Don’t forget your bloody curtsey.’ 


The other uncles were Prince Henry, later Duke of Gloucester, an essentially military man, who has been passed down into history rather unkindly as a stolid, unimaginative figure and yet, as was well demonstrated by James Pope-Hennessy, he made a fascinating study in his own right.fn7 He was to be a prominent figure in the early years of the Queen’s reign until his health broke down. In 1935 he married the shy but wry Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott, daughter of the Duke of Buccleuch. His ambition to command his regiment was killed by the Abdication. The Gloucesters then devoted themselves to royal duties, far from what either of them wished, but serve they did. They had two sons, Prince William (born in 1941 but killed when he turned his plane too sharply in a flying race in 1972) and Prince Richard, the present Duke of Gloucester (born in 1944).


The next uncle, Prince George, Duke of Kent, was to be killed in a flying accident in 1942, when the Queen was sixteen. A man of good looks and mercurial charm, his death was a considerable blow to the family. His young widow, Princess Marina, was another key figure in the Queen’s life. Being exceptionally popular and glamorous, she was to be sent round the world on significant royal tours overseas. Living at Coppins in Iver, and raising her young family on her own, she was also close to her cousin Prince Philip, who stayed there often before his marriage, a union she encouraged. Princess Marina was the mother of Prince Edward, Duke of Kent (born in 1935), Princess Alexandra (born in 1936) and Prince Michael (born in 1942).


The Queen was deeply fond of her aunt, Princess Mary, the Princess Royal. When Queen Mary died, the Duke of Wellington said that there were now no members of the Royal Family interested in the arts. He overlooked the Princess Royal, who was interested though made no impact. Cynthia Gladwyn described her as ‘extremely shy’, having had ‘a wretched youth: strictly brought up, bullied, and without even the chance of the occasional emancipation enjoyed by her brothers when they could escape from their parents’ vigilant eyes’.16 In 1922 she married Viscount Lascelles, later Earl of Harewood. He was much older than her, rich, and had wonderful possessions. Some said he was horrible to her, others that she was happy with him. Princess Mary was widowed in 1947, and spent much time in Yorkshire. Some thought her dull. She was the mother of George, Viscount Lascelles (later 7th Earl of Harewood) and of Gerald Lascelles. 


The royal side was balanced by the Scottish side, thanks to a significant decision taken by King George V. Previously royal brides were invariably found in German royal families. In 1917 the King’s Private Secretary, Lord Stamfordham, informed A. J. Balfour ‘that some time ago he and the Queen had decided that the Prince of Wales and his other children should be allowed to marry into British Families’.17 Princess Elizabeth’s maternal grandfather, the Earl of Strathmore, was a Scottish peer of inflexible habit, who moved between his various estates according to which birds were in season to be shot. He had flowing moustaches, which he separated before kissing his offspring. He was a knowledgeable forester. As he grew older, he became extremely deaf, which made him hard work as a neighbour in the dining room. He liked to bowl Christmas puddings down the table towards his wife. He was generally considered to be delightful.


His wife, Cecilia, was the stronger of the two. She loved the piano, was an expert needlewoman and created a Dutch garden at their Scottish home, Glamis Castle. Under a veneer of gentle domesticity, there beat a heart of steel. A friend wrote of her: ‘She seemed to sail through life like a swan on a mirrored lake … She was the directing force of the family.’18 That she needed to be, since of her ten children, the lives of her sons were shattered in the First World War, in which they served, several of them wounded, and some falling victim to alcohol. 


David, the very youngest son, was to be quite a fixture in the life of his sister Elizabeth, and of Princess Elizabeth, albeit not always a good influence. Of the three daughters, two others survived – Mary, Lady Elphinstone and Rose, Countess Granville. But it was Elizabeth who was strengthened by the experiences of the First World War – something of a star as she emerged into adult life. By the time her daughter was born, she was quietly established as the Duke of York’s wife. 
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CHILDHOOD, 1926–30


Reams have been written about the childhood of Princess Elizabeth, much of it saccharine and unreliable. There emerges a picture of a childhood that was supremely content until a series of events intervened to turn a happy-go-lucky, unassuming child into one facing destiny with reserve, an element of gravitas if not indeed of some gravity.


The values instilled in her served her well. The Duchess of York was determined that her daughter’s upbringing should be as normal as possible, which in those days was by no means as normal as it would be a century later. When preparing his memoirs in the late 1940s, the Duke of Windsor observed a little spikily: 


Bertie lived with his wife and two children in London. They spent their vacations with my parents who doted on the two little girls … Bertie got bored with the court etiquette after a while but he enjoyed the shooting and spent much longer under the family roof because his wife being a commoner loved to bask in the glow of [being] a regal favourite … At least he had his family to keep him company for these long sojourns at home – away from his ‘princing’.1


The Duke of York asked his father’s permission to call the child Elizabeth Alexandra Mary, and he ‘quite’ approved, mentioning in passing to Queen Mary that there was no ‘Victoria’ in the names, adding: ‘I hardly think this necessary.’2 The daughter of one of the other doctors present, Dr Walter Jagger, hoped to see the infant Princess so the Duchess of York sent the baby round to her house, one of her first social engagements.3 She was known in the family as Lilibet.


The Princess was christened in the royal chapel at Buckingham Palace on 29 May, the private ceremony being performed at 3 p.m. by the Archbishop of York. The Lily Font was brought from Windsor Castle and Jordan water was provided by Field Marshal Lord Plumer. The Palace florist, Mr Goodyear, was asked to be modest with flowers, so simply placed a coronet of white lilies, with a tinge of pink and some heather for luck, on the altar. The Princess wore the same christening robe as Edward VII, her grandfather, her uncle and her father. It was noted that there were three other well-known Elizabeths in British history – Elizabeth I (1533–1603), Elizabeth Stuart, Queen of Bohemia (1596–1662, daughter of James I) and Elizabeth, Landgravine of Hesse-Homburg (1770–1840), seventh child of George III.4 


As princesses could fundamentally do no wrong in those days, the romantically inclined journalists reported that she cried lustily throughout the proceedings, thus expelling ‘Old Adam’, while her mother’s ‘attempts to soothe the child were not entirely successful’.5 


Hardly had she been born than her name was being put to use, raising money for charity and hospitals. In November 1926 a ‘university woman’ called Miss Adamson gave £1,000 for a room to be named after Princess Elizabeth at Crosby Hall, on Cheyne Walk in London, then to be used as a residential hall for university women. In July 1927 Helen Hardinge, a childhood friend of the Duchess of York, obtained the Duchess’s permission to name a new hostel ‘The Princess Elizabeth of York Hostel’ for the Mothercraft Training Society in the hope of raising the requisite £25,000 to build it in the grounds of Cromwell House in Highgate. A doll was made resembling her and carried by the Duchess at a ball, with the comic actor Leslie Henson as celebrity guest. The ball raised £2,700. A new infirmary was opened by the Duchess at Stirling in 1928 with another cot dedicated in Princess Elizabeth’s name. The East London Hospital in Glamis Road, Shadwell, was renamed the Princess Elizabeth of York Hospital for Children in 1932. The Princess Elizabeth Gift Book, edited by Lady Cynthia Asquith, assisted by Eileen Bigland, raised funds to build a new hospital in Banstead, Surrey, in 1935. A site was bought, but the hospital was never built there, due to the Second World War.fn1 Princess Elizabeth was being useful from birth onwards, without having to do a thing.


Dolls


Hospitals were one thing. Dolls soon became an occupational hazard for the Duchess of York. Many of her engagements involved touring charity fairs, where she made small purchases – on one occasion a baby toothbrush, on another a frame with feathers, a bib and some reins. And everywhere she went she was presented with a doll or a teddy bear for the Princess, who soon amassed an inordinately large collection. In desperation, when yet another teddy bear was presented at the naming of a cot at the Crippled Children’s Hospital in Exeter in December 1927, the Duchess of York said: ‘Elizabeth has plenty of toys. Teddy will be reserved for future occupants of this cot.’6


The Yorks brought home some three tons of toys, ornaments, knick-knacks and gewgaws from their 1927 visit to the Antipodes, most of which were given away to less fortunate children or auctioned for charity. There were dolls, a doll’s tea set (from the children of the outback in Australia), a cot, a battalion of giant teddy bears, two singing canaries and twenty squawking macaws. In August 1928 Princess Elizabeth paraded some of these in her doll’s pram at Glamis.7 


* * * * *


Princess Elizabeth’s early life was divided between the homes of her parents, her Strathmore grandparents and those of the King and Queen. She began life in a large nursery in Bruton Street, overlooking Grafton Street in Mayfair. An early visitor declared that she was ‘a most darling baby, with fine limbs, and I should think perhaps she will be tall [she wasn’t], she has big blue eyes and tiny ears set close to her head, and the whitest skin in the world’.8 She had fair, curly hair. 


From her earliest days, she was looked after by Mrs Clara Cooper Knight, known as ‘Alah’. She was the daughter of a yeoman farmer on the St Paul’s Walden Bury estate of the Duchess of York’s father, was first an under-nursery maid, and then looked after the young Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon. Alah went on to look after both Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret, with particular attention to orderliness and tidiness. A beloved servant, she stayed on with the Royal Family until her sudden death at Sandringham just after Christmas 1945.fn2 


Princess Elizabeth was taken to St Paul’s Walden Bury, Hertfordshire, in June 1926 and paid her first visit to Glamis Castle when she was three months old, residing in the old castle nursery. She would be carried into the morning room or Oak Room after breakfast, and doze in the Dutch Garden in the afternoon. Glamis was a romantic castle for a child, a great medieval house, set on high ground, cleverly modernised inside, the family living in the oldest part, where the internal stone walls were now plastered and partly panelled. There was much needlework by Lady Strathmore, Oriental bowls filled with pot-pourri, and oranges tightly stuffed with cloves.9 The Princess was often left there when her parents visited their friends. 


During the Yorks’ six-month tour of New Zealand and Australia, the Princess was moved between grandparents. Christmas 1926 had been spent at Sandringham, by which time she was sitting up. In January 1927 she moved into Buckingham Palace with the King and Queen, and they took her to Windsor Castle in April. 


In May 1927, she was at St Paul’s Walden Bury, moving around, sitting ‘almost upright on one leg’, sculling ‘vigorously with the other’.10 In the afternoon, she played with Lady Strathmore’s two Chinese dogs, Brownie and Blackie, developing at this point a lifelong love of animals. When her parents returned to London on 27 June, Queen Mary had her brought from 145 Piccadilly as a surprise. The Royal Family appeared on the balcony, the Duchess guiding the little Princess’s fingers in the first of many a royal wave from that august vantage point.fn3 


After that trip the family made their home at 145 Piccadilly, a four-storey mansion, one of seven houses between the Duke of Wellington’s Apsley House and Hamilton Place. 145 Piccadilly was a Crown property, much rented out, and in the early 1920s it had been used as Poppy Day headquarters. Queen Mary oversaw the preparation of the house for the Yorks. It had a dining room on the ground floor that could seat thirty guests, a study for the Duke, a library and fifteen bedrooms. On the first floor was the Duchess of York’s room and the nursery suite was on the top floor. A large dome gave sunlight to a circular landing and sweeping staircase. At the back of the house there was a small garden. 


Well-off neighbours included Viscount Allendale, later to be one of the Garter Knights to carry the anointing canopy at the 1953 Coronation. The Allendales had children of the same age as the York princesses. Ela Beaumont,fn4 their daughter, was Princess Elizabeth’s particular playmate. 145 Piccadilly was the Yorks’ London home until February 1937.


Some time after Princess Margaret was born in 1930, Princess Elizabeth was assigned her own bedroom on the top floor, which overlooked the garden and more distantly Hyde Park and Hamilton Gardens, with an 1880 bronze statue of Lord Byron. On the circular landing, when they were able, the princesses could play horses or trains and they could observe the grown-ups downstairs. Later the house was used for an exhibition of historical items, in aid of the Heritage Craft School for Crippled Children at Chailey, Sussex, staged there in July 1939, just before the war. The King and Queen were shown round it by Nesta Obermeyer and her girlfriend, Gluck, the painter. In September 1940 a bomb fell nearby in Park Lane. The house itself was bombed in December that year, and much of its front façade collapsed in July 1941. It was finally pulled down in October 1959. All seven houses in what used to be Piccadilly Terrace were demolished in the redevelopment of Hyde Park Corner, making way for the seven-lane road into Park Lane and for the Intercontinental Hotel. 


Another home was Naseby Hallfn5 in Northamptonshire, situated between Rugby and Kettering, rented by the Duke of York for three hunting seasons between 1928 and 1930. The hall had been built in 1818 for the Fitzgerald family, in a high woodland setting over a lake, with an Adam-style dining room and a ballroom in the Louis XVI style. There was stabling for nineteen horses, and a covered squash racquets court with a gallery. Until 1937 it belonged to Major Leslie Renton, former Liberal MP for Gainsborough, who tended to winter abroad. The Duke would hunt with the Pytchley. It was here that Princess Elizabeth developed her interest in horses, visiting the stables every morning and feeding the hunters sugar lumps. 


George V


It was while staying with the King and Queen that Princess Elizabeth forged a strong and lasting bond with her grandfather, King George V. When he wrote of her, she was ‘our sweet little grandchild’ or ‘dear little Elizabeth’.11 The relationship was further strengthened by summer visits to Balmoral, the first in 1927, when she was exhibited to guests at the King’s garden party, wheeled in her perambulator, and again at a fair where the Royal Family were selling in person in aid of Crathie Hall. There were Christmas visits to Sandringham, the Princess travelling there in a compartment of the royal train, converted into a fairy saloon, with cushions illustrating fairy stories, holly and silver foil, a huge cracker on the ceiling, all done by Harrods. 


She spent every Easter and birthday until 1935 at Windsor Castle, with the King and Queen, the Court Circular recording her first official arrival there on 4 April 1928, just before her second birthday. She would stay for a month while her parents visited friends on the Continent. 


Here, as elsewhere, her childhood companions were her cousins, George, Viscount Lascelles, and his brother Gerald. They were often at Windsor Castle and they shared birthday parties. Georgefn6 was to grow up as a considerable expert on opera, but as children, he and his brother somewhat bullied her (and later Princess Margaret) largely because they were girls.fn7 This was not forgotten. 


In his memoirs, George volunteered that when at Windsor the children had to be downstairs punctually at 9 a.m. for breakfast. They had already eaten but their grandfather liked to see them playing quietly. The King’s parrot Charlotte was a dominant presence in the breakfast room. George rather feared ‘those pinching claws and that awesome beak’, not helped by the King warning him that the parrot could smell fear. One of the things George dreaded was having to kiss his grandfather: ‘The ritual good morning and good night peck had to be offered to a beard of astonishing abrasiveness.’12 His abiding memory of his visits was the formality, combined with the fear of being late or doing something wrong, as inevitably happened. 


With the Lascelles boys, Princess Elizabeth stayed in the Victoria Tower, in a nursery that had been used by Queen Victoria’s children in the 1800s, and they drove out in the park together in carriages. She went out to see the changing of the Guard, and learned to salute. She liked to keep in time with the conductor of the band. In 2022 when the present author mentioned to the Queen that no one ever seemed to have written about these castle stays, she recalled Easter visits and said: ‘There’s a picture of me saluting.’13 There is moving footage of her doing just that in the Quadrangle. And saluting clearly appealed to her. She saluted at every opportunity, be it the Royal Tournament or the rehearsal for the Aldershot Tattoo, both of which became regular annual outings. 


On her first birthday, the King had given her a rocking horse, and when she was old enough a Shetland pony. She was exhibited to French First World War heroines, tried to say ‘Mummie’ with the help of George and was taken down to witness the arrival of Captain Lindberghfn8 in 1927. When the King opened the East Terrace Gardens to the public around five thousand people came to hear the bands of the Life Guards and the Coldstreams playing. The infant princess ‘waved her hand to the thousands of people who looked down at her’.14 She was animated during a concert at the castle with the Royal Welsh Ladies’ Choir conducted by Madame Clara Novello Davies,fn9 who had performed before Queen Victoria years before. She toddled across and presented herself to Madame Davies and Dr Leigh Henry, the musical adviser. But she forgot to shake hands with Robert Judge, the manager. When the King remonstrated with her, she at once rectified the oversight. 


As she grew older, she and the Lascelles boys would sit on three golden chairs listening to the band, the Princess imitating the conductors and cornet players. When her uncle, Prince George, showed her how the blind on the window worked, she had fun bringing it up and down until her mother intervened. She would tear along the castle corridors, sweeping the King’s food off his plate to give it to her dog, with ‘Grandpapa England’ scrambling on the floor with her looking for her hair-slide. In 1931 J. H. Thomas, Secretary of State for the Dominions, who had a good relationship with the King, was impressed when Queen Mary interrupted state business at 6 p.m. to say: ‘Would you mind? We want the Princess to wish Grandpa good night.’15 


* * * * *


While at Balmoral in September 1928 Queen Mary bought her a Spanish doll at a stall in Aberdeen. Winston Churchill was staying. He observed ‘Princess Elizabeth – aged 2. The last is a character. She has an air of authority and reflectiveness astonishing in an infant.’fn1016 The young Princess Cécile of Greece was another guest at the castle;fn11 Princess Elizabeth left with her on 26 September. George V gave her biscuits for his little dog and she began to mouth the words ‘Grandpa’ and ‘Granny’. She played a game with bricks with Lord Claud Hamilton, and when the nurse came to fetch her ‘made a perfectly sweet little curtsey to the King and Queen and then to the company as she departed’.17


It was due to the beneficial effect she had on her grandfather that she was sent to Bognor the following year to join him as he recuperated from grave illness. In November 1928 he had fallen ill with septicaemia, which was deemed ‘always dangerous, and it is usually fatal’.fn1218 Sixty-four days of serious illness followed, during which the young Princess was often at Buckingham Palace with her grandmother, and though she did not see the King, she would bring a lump of sugar for his parrot, Charlotte. 


On 8 February 1929 the King was well enough to be sent to Craigweil House,fn13 at Aldwick, a suntrap amid the pines, about a mile and a half west of Bognor, to profit from the sea air and the lawns that stretched down to the sea shore. Lord Dawson of Penn, the King’s doctor, suggested that Princess Elizabeth’s presence would have a salutary effect on him. She spent ten days with him, and the King’s diaries were soon peppered with references to ‘sweet little Lilibet’.fn1419 She arrived with her nurse on the 5.20 p.m. train on 13 March, waving as ever to the crowd. She chatted with her grandfather or played on the shingle with her two nurses. Queen Mary bought her some sand moulds. She enjoyed playing with her spade, but did not like the sea. She did not always behave well. One day she misbehaved so badly that the King said to her: ‘If you won’t behave properly I’ll leave the room.’ She made no amends so he walked away. Hardly had he gone than she cried out for him in an agitated voice. The King hastened back, thinking she might have hurt herself. ‘You forgot to shut the door after you,’ she said.20


On 26 March Queen Mary took her back to London by train. When the King had recovered, he made a ceremonial carriage drive through London. Princess Elizabeth was joined by her Lascelles cousins to watch from the balcony at 145 Piccadilly. The delighted King spotted that she waved a Union Flag. Later she appeared on the Buckingham Palace balcony in his arms.


The King and Queen introduced her to public life. On 1 July 1934 they took her to the Cathedral Pilgrimage at Westminster Abbey, in aid of the unemployed in distressed and derelict areas. A small chair was placed between their thrones. As Bishop Hensley Henson recorded: ‘When the Queen reached her appointed place, she looked with evident disapproval at the arrangement, sate [sic] herself in the humble seat prepared for the princess, and placed the latter on her own “throne”!’21 So the Princess sat timidly on the throne, her feet hardly touching the floor. As the King struggled with ill health and political issues, she – and later Princess Margaret – provided what his biographer called ‘gleams of sunshine in a rather grim record’.22


* * * * *


The Queen’s main playmates were her cousins. When Alexander ‘Sandy’ Ramsay (grandson of the Duke of Connaught), born in December 1919, came to play, Princess Elizabeth would await the lift that brought him to her nursery. Yet another cousin, Lady Mary Cambridge, born in September 1924, daughter of the 2nd Marquess of Cambridge, and thus Queen Mary’s niece, was often at tea with her aunt when the Princess visited Buckingham Palace. 


Lady Mary was to be a close companion. She and Princess Elizabeth climbed over the red boxes sent by the Government to be asked if they had been good girls and were rewarded with a whiskery kiss. Known as ‘the Buttercup Fairy’, she was invited to Sandringham every Christmas with her parents up to 1939. Mary was more intellectually inclined than Princess Elizabeth, fond of the historical family portraits she inherited, and loved opera and ballet. Later she ran her own pack of Beagles, and was involved with Princess Anne with Riding for the Disabled. She and Princess Elizabeth were frequently bridesmaids together as children. Lady Mary was a bridesmaid when her cousin married Prince Philip.fn15 


Lady Cynthia Asquith


Lady Cynthia Asquith materialised in the life of the Yorks in 1927, writing about the Duchess. Born a Charteris,fn16 she was a child of that intellectual group at the end of the nineteenth century, the Souls, described by Lord David Cecil as ‘a person of extraordinary and unique fascination’.23 She had married Herbert Asquith, poet son of the Prime Minister. Invariably short of money, the chance to write about the Duchess gave a rare boost to her ever dismal finances. It was no easy task as she soon discovered because, while the Duchess was charming and gave her photographs, she imparted little information.24 Neither did Lady Strathmore nor other sources, who were all ‘lyrical in their praise’ but not ‘gifted either with memories more retentive or with imaginations more fertile!’ Fortunately her readers were happy with anodyne anecdotes.


Lady Cynthia turned her attention to Princess Elizabeth. At 145 Piccadilly, a ‘radiant and courteous’ baby tottered into the room, took possession of her handbag and within minutes ‘spectacles were promptly perched on tiny nose; pennies pocketed; the mirror opened and powder deftly applied’.25 She heard the Princess say: ‘Lilibet walk self; Lilibet thut door self.’26 Lady Cynthia observed that the child loved impersonating the grown-ups, her mother at her dressing-table with hairpins and powder puff. And from an early age she learned to spot abnormalities of dress – an unfastened hook, an untied shoelace, or a safety pin protruding, a trait she retained in later life. 


The Duchess taught her daughter to read, write and speak French, and in turn read to her from the Bible. Lady Cynthia was impressed:


In repose her resolute little face has a distinct resemblance to Queen Mary, but when she smiles, her mother looks out of the friendly, candid eyes … She is a singularly promising child, and her many natural gifts have been well cultivated. She has been beautifully brought up [by her mother] … This can have been no easy task. To make her eldest daughter aware of her great obligations, and yet keep her unselfconscious and natural, must have needed much loving vigilance. To the Queen’s lasting credit be it said that in this dedicated child we do see qualities not often found together.27


Soon after this the Duchess of York told journalists at Streatham: 


‘Well I have to spend nearly all day looking after her, because she is all over the place. She is a sweet little thing! But she is so active that I am always having to run after her and look after her. She is getting on so nicely. She is talking well and walking and is full of little ways. She is a most interesting child and is a perfect companion to me.’28


At Birkhall Princess Elizabeth rode a pony called Daisy every day for six weeks. She was much with her Elphinstone cousins ‘showing the happy effect of being with a family of children in a homely atmosphere – instead of being a rather isolated personality in a Royal nursery’.29 On a stormy day, she and these cousins got themselves blown about. Princess Elizabeth ‘settled her frock with the slightest suspicion of a frown and then, turning to the little group, said in her most grown-up manner: “How tiresome the wind is. It blows one’s skirts about terribly!”’30


* * * * *


As 1930 dawned, the Prince of Wales gave his niece a Cairn terrier called Hamish, which proceeded to eat her stuffed Airedale.31 That year she bumped into a girl while playing in Hamilton Gardens and spontaneously made friends with her. She was Sonia Graham-Hodgson, whose father, Dr Harold Graham-Hodgson, was an authority on the diagnostic use of X-rays. He was based at King’s College Hospital and had attended George V during his 1928 illness. The family lived nearby. 


The children played French cricket together, skipped, played hopscotch and took dancing lessons. They were Girl Guides. They met most afternoons when the Princess was in London, and when she was away, Princess Elizabeth wrote to her friend with news of her activities. Sonia recalled later that Elizabeth was ‘a thoughtful and sensitive child, and naturally well-behaved. She never seemed aware of her position and paid no attention to the people who stood by the railings to watch her play.’fn1732 Until now, Princess Elizabeth had been an only child. Later that year Princess Margaret arrived.
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AND THEN THERE WERE TWO, 1930–6


The impending birth of another York child was heralded by the Duchess cancelling all her engagements on 16 April 1930. On 15 July the York family arrived at Glamis, the Duchess celebrating her thirtieth birthday quietly on 4 August. Her gynaecologist, Sir Henry Simson, accompanied by Frank Reynolds, obstetric surgeon, took up residence and, as ordained by law, J. R. Clynes, the Home Secretary, took the train to Scotland to be officially present at the birth.fn1 Clynes and his stooge, Mr Boyd, were stuck at Airlie Castle for the next sixteen days, eventually daring to go no further than the garden for fear of missing the birth. Eventually news came through from Glamis on the evening of 21 August, by which time the hapless Boyd was in his blue kimono for the night. The men reached Glamis with an hour to spare.1 Princess Margaret finally deigned to appear at 9.22 p.m. The villagers at Glamis had been hoping for a boy.


Princess Margaret Rose’s birth completed the family. A magnificent bonfire raged on Hunter’s Hill, convincing Princess Elizabeth that this new arrival was more important than a new puppy or a pony. She brought some of her favourite toys to the cot to present them to her baby sister, carrying them in her petticoats. She called her sister ‘Bud’, explaining: ‘Well, she’s not a real rose yet, is she? She’s only a bud.’2 Running into a tenant on the Glamis estate, she said: ‘She is so lovely, and I am very, very happy to have her.’3 She was soon accompanying the baby’s pram to the Italian garden. Meanwhile she had two Elphinstone cousins to play with – Elizabeth and Jean. 


On 6 September Princess Elizabeth was sent over to Balmoral, where Ramsay MacDonald was a guest. She told the Prime Minister that she had seen him in Punch – ‘but you were a gander leading some ducks’.fn24 Back at Glamis, she particularly loved the herb garden with its varied scents. They went south by the overnight train in time for Princess Margaret Rose’s christening in London on 30 October. 


As they grew up, the two sisters were invariably dressed identically, but their characters were different. Princess Elizabeth was responsible and diligent. The little one was quick-witted. As early as January 1933 the reasonably well-informed social columnist of the Daily Telegraph, Marianne Mayfayrefn3 (a pseudonym of course), had got the point:


Princess Margaret is far more mischievous than her elder sister was at her age, and just now her nurse spends half her time putting things out of the little one’s reach.


Such an agile little Princess is bound to get through a great many clean frocks, and the Duchess of York solves this problem by having the nurseries equipped with labour-saving devices so that they can be washed at home.5


Sir Frederick Ponsonby, lately eased out of Birkhall, told his daughter, ‘Méfiez-vous’ whenever Princess Margaret was around.6 Princess Elizabeth kept her little sister in check. Anne Glenconner recalled the sisters staying at Holkham Hall in Norfolk and how Princess Elizabeth was infinitely more serious and would tick Princess Margaret off for rushing about the hall at Holkham on her tricycle or jumping out to surprise footmen carrying huge silver trays from the kitchen: ‘Please don’t do that, Margaret.’7 


When the Duchess loaned some of the children’s bricks (each made from a different Empire wood) to an exhibition at the Forum Club, Princess Margaret’s teeth were in evidence on some. When she failed to curtsey to her grandmother, meeting her at a Friends of the Poor Event, Princess Elizabeth ‘pulled her arm and told her what to do’.8 At Princess Marina’s wedding in 1934, Princess Elizabeth was a bridesmaid and Princess Margaret was fidgeting. The elder sister looked at her and shook her head. At that point ‘all exuberance was quelled’. Despite an age difference of four years, a strong bond was forged between them, which lasted all their lives. Lady Cynthia Asquith wrote that the elder one’s mission was ‘to warn, to comfort and command’ and the younger’s ‘to haunt, to startle and waylay’.9


In the summer of 1931 Princess Elizabeth took her place in a large family group at Glamis, at the Golden Wedding celebrations of her Strathmore grandparents. And on 24 October that year she was a bridesmaid – and the star attraction – at the wedding of her father’s maternal cousin, Lady May Cambridge, to Captain Henry Abel Smith.fn4


Princess Elizabeth’s quality of restrained calm was in evidence at annual events such as the Royal Tournament and the rehearsal for the Aldershot Tattoo, or when seated between King George V and Queen Mary on their way to Crathie Church for Sunday matins. During these years the York family played a game called Three Bears. The Duke was Very Big Bear, the Duchess was Rather Big Bear, Princess Elizabeth was Little Bear. The game now became Four Bears – Princess Margaret was Very Little Bear. 


The Duke drew strength and confidence from his wife and great happiness from his two daughters. ‘Lilibet is my pride,’ he used to say, ‘and Margaret my joy.’ He greatly admired his elder daughter’s character. With Princess Margaret, it was a case of sheer astonishment that he had created this beautiful creature. That she adored him and, on growing up, teased him playfully, resulted in him spoiling her to bad advantage.


There are occasional vignettes of Princess Elizabeth. Aged about five, she announced one day with surprise: ‘Sometimes strangers speak to me as if they knew me,’ and she was quoted as saying: ‘If ever I am Queen, the first thing I shall do will be to make a law forbidding people to ride or drive on Sunday. Horses must have a holiday.’10 She took lessons in French, and when she visited Titania’s Palace, an attraction due for the British Empire Exhibition in Buenos Aires, she was shocked by the untidiness of the fairy children’s nursery. ‘They must have a very bad Nannie to allow them to leave their toys on the floor like that. I have to put my toys away when I have finished with them.’11 


As early as 1931 the infant Princess Margaret joined her sister on her Windsor visits. Princess Elizabeth opened her birthday presents in the Oak Room, above the Grand Entrance. She saluted the Irish Guards, ran around the Quadrangle and cantered on her pony. On 10 June she climbed onto her mother’s knee at Buckingham Palace to watch her great-great-uncle, the Duke of Connaught, in a plumed hat, inspect the Yeomen of the Guard in the Palace garden. Throughout this she retained her innate modesty. Lady Helen Graham,fn5 lady in waiting to Queen Elizabeth, first met the Princess, then aged five, in 1931:


A lively, trim little figure in a green wool jersey and a kilt of Royal Stewart tartan, with hair shading from gold to darker tints, and eyes that were always observing, like those of a bird. She noticed everything; but in those days she never thought that she herself was being noticed. Why should she? No one had put ideas of future importance into her head and it just seemed great fun, when she drove in a car with her parents, then Duke and Duchess of York, to wave to people out of the window and for them to wave back. This ignorance of her own importance had its drawbacks. She never could understand why photographers, on going to a children’s party, would pick her out for their attentions, and she was apt to frown upon them with very obvious disapproval.12 


At one of the Royal Tournaments Lady Helen noted: ‘Princess Elizabeth remained at the front of the box – a tense, immovable little figure in a pale blue coat, hatless, entranced by the musical ride of the Household Cavalry, and quite oblivious to what anyone else in the box was saying and doing. She has always loved the tradition and pageantry of the British Army, and her sense of rhythm found great satisfaction at that age in marching round the room to music.’13 


Lady Helen thought that Princess Elizabeth was aware from infancy ‘that her parents lived a different kind of life from other children’s parents; that their frequent journeys to carry out public engagements were in some mysterious way connected with the idea of service for others, but I doubt if at that time she gave her own future much thought’.14 Soon the Princess was reading letters from children from remote spots in the world – Australia and farms in Africa – and learned that she held importance in the Empire.


* * * * *


[image: A black and white photograph showing young Princess Margaret and Princess Elizabeth walking in a garden. They are dressed similarly in skirts and jackets. A large house with white walls and a white fence is visible in the background, along with a large tree. The girls are pulling behind them a wheeled, wicker lawn chair with a cushion.]


Princess Margaret and Princess Elizabeth at the Royal Lodge


The Duke of York gave up hunting in the autumn of 1932, and took a cut in his annual grant to help the economy. The family moved into Royal Lodge, in the grounds of Windsor Great Park, at Easter 1933. This soon became their favourite home, the Duke creating his own garden. For Princess Elizabeth (as for successive generations of youngsters in the Royal Family) a particular attraction was the little Welsh house in the grounds. This was a gift from the people of Wales, accepted by the Yorks in Cardiff on 16 March 1932. The Duke accepted Y Bwythyn Bach, saying: ‘I cannot imagine any more delightful or interesting model for a child than the Little House with the Straw Roof.’15 With six rooms, it had been designed by Morgan Willmott, and was to be exhibited at the Daily Mail Ideal Home Exhibition at Olympia in 1932. Horrifically, the thatched roof was destroyed by fire and the exterior walls badly charred, but it was restored in time to go on exhibition (raising a thousand pounds for a Princess Elizabeth cot at Cardiff Royal Infirmary). Princess Elizabeth was presented with its key on her sixth birthday. Besides the fun, it taught the Princesses how to lead a domestic life in miniature. Queen Mary gave a set of 172 pieces of tableware for the cottage.fn6 


[image: A black and white photograph showing a small, two-story cottage with a thatched roof and white walls. A young Princess Elizabeth is standing in the open doorway. The cottage has a small front garden with a path leading to the door.]


Princess Elizabeth at the Welsh house


Sister Catherine Black,fn7 who came to nurse the King following his serious illness of 1928, was impressed by how the Princesses looked after the miniature cottage and how their mother taught them to be independent, dressing themselves. After 1932 she saw them often at Sandringham and in Scotland. Her verdict was that they were ‘two of the most human, unspoiled and unaffected little girls imaginable, for although they are taught Court etiquette and manners and deportment, they are never allowed to feel anything but ordinary children’. She noted how Princess Elizabeth mothered Princess Margaret, judging her ‘the stronger character, already thoughtful and unselfish. She reminds one vividly of Queen Mary sometimes.’16 


The family also borrowed Birkhall, just along the road from Balmoral, past Abergeldie Castle, for their summer holidays. For many years this small eighteenth-century house, built in 1715, had been occupied by courtiers. The Duke and Duchess made it their summer home, redecorated it and replanted the garden, the Duke in particular relishing the physical work clearing woodland. The Princesses would ride over to Balmoral to see the King or to play with the daughters of Sir Alec Hardinge at Altnaguisach, in a pony trap pulled by a stalking pony. They played ‘Kick the Tin’, built moss huts in the woods, and had to rebuild them each year as they were knocked down by deer, snow and winds.17


This pattern of moving between the various houses continued as the Princesses grew up. The original ‘Alice’ – Mrs R. G. Hargreavesfn8 – gave Princess Elizabeth a signed copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland before going to America for her eightieth birthday. They were given Welsh terriers and later Corgis. At Sandringham for Christmas in 1932 they sat in another room to hear their grandfather give his first Christmas broadcast. 


They skated at Grosvenor House. They were spotted out in a pair-horse barouche in Hyde Park. They were able to walk in public places in a way that would be concerning in the twenty-first century. The press knew that they emerged between 11.30 a.m. and 12 p.m. into St James’s Park, Hyde Park and elsewhere, Princess Elizabeth being described as ‘a dignified little maiden walking sedately and watching the playfulness of her younger sister’.18


Crawfie


[image: A black and white photograph showing two young girls, Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret, sitting in a small, scaled-down toy car. A woman is sitting by them. They are all smiling and looking towards the camera.]


The Princesses with Crawfie in the scaled down Citroën C4 toy car


At Easter 1933 Marion Crawford joined the household as governess, and stayed with the princesses until 1947. She was a Scottish girl, born in Ayrshire in 1909, who studied at the Moray House Training College in Edinburgh and worked in the poorer parts of the city. She went down the path of child psychology but then worked for the Earl of Elgin’s family. Everyone she worked with liked her, but few were impressed by her academic skills. She was a great favourite of the Princesses and their friends and a trusted member of the household until Princess Elizabeth married, but fell from favour by publishing intimate details of the lives of her young charges in The Little Princesses. 


A. N. Wilson went so far as to describe Crawfie as ‘probably the most important Royal writer of the century’19 due to her privileged access. It would be tempting to agree with him, except that not a word of her reminiscences was written by her. 


Crawfie was impressed by how much the parents participated in the lives of their daughters. Princess Elizabeth loved games that involved imaginary horses; she had a high IQ and was quick to learn. She probably had something of a temper – her father certainly did – but did she really tip an inkpot over the head of her French governess? The press thought she loved knitting, but Crawfie’s line was that she was hopeless with a needle. 


When Princess Elizabeth was seven, the press noted her ‘unaffectedness and naturalness of demeanour’, how she was ‘utterly unspoiled’ and ‘a typical British child’. It described the ‘simple manner in which the Duchess of York brings up her daughters’, commended the Princess’s ‘excellent progress at her lessons’, how she could now ‘read and spell well’, praised the ‘considerable advance in her writing’ and her enjoyment of music and dance, in particular the reels and Scottish dances taught to her by her mother. There was a hint that her general education was not being hurried, rather a thorough grounding was the plan. She was afforded fresh air and relaxation and her days ‘systematically arranged no matter where she is staying’. Riding was her favourite pastime and her pony, Peggy, was now kept at Windsor. Her next challenge would be to get off the leading rein. The report also highlighted the Duchess of York’s stipulation that she should not stay up late or eat rich food. And it emphasised the Princess’s huge affection for her grandfather, considering him the ‘fount of all knowledge’.20 


If Crawfie’s accounts are to be mistrusted, Louis Wulff, Court Correspondent of the Press Association, was given privileged access, and can therefore be trusted. He was on the South Africa tour in 1947 and his book Queen of Tomorrow was advertised as an ‘authentic study’. He related that at the end of one of the Royal Tournaments with Queen Mary, as the Royal party were about to leave she said to her grandmother how pleased the crowds would be to see her. Queen Mary jumped on this, instructing a footman: ‘Take the Princess out through the back, put her in a taxi and take her home.’ Another rule of royal behaviour was sharply learned.21


Princess Elizabeth was concerned to see her father turn pale during the 1933 Birthday Parade on Horseguards. In considerable heat, he wheeled his horse round and left the parade ground, remaining out of view on the other side of the arch for fifteen minutes. 


That summer, on 20 August, the Duke and Duchess of York took the princesses from Glamis to Balnaboth in the Cairngorms, to have tea with J. M. Barrie. Princess Elizabeth had met him before with Lady Cynthia Asquith who, on this occasion noted: ‘Very gay tea, with crackers and cake. Duke very nice and easy and the children enchanting. Barrie’s court manners very queer. He kept sweeping in front of the Duke … We played darts, and went into the garden, and all ate raspberries.’22


The next day was Princess Margaret’s third birthday. Lady Cynthia brought Barrie to Glamis and he sat next to the little Princess. There were some light and friendly exchanges between Barrie and Princess Margaret, as a result of which Princess Margaret declared soon afterwards: ‘I know that man. He is my greatest friend, and I am his greatest friend,’23 a line Barrie slipped into one of his plays. Lady Cynthia’s publishers were aghast that she had failed to photograph this significant meeting.fn9 


The Princesses went to the theatre, to pantomimes and to a performance of Peter Pan. Lady Astor often invited them to fancy-dress parties and they visited Bekonscot, the model village at Beaconsfield. They swam at the Bath Club, Princess Elizabeth complaining: ‘Margaret Rose is more like a limpet than a fish. She will cling to the side of the swimming-bath!’24 At dance lessons, Madame Vacani said: ‘She has never had any pupil quicker at picking up a new step than Princess Elizabeth, or one who showed more unflagging vitality and greater zeal to learn.’25 They attended their first garden party on a very hot day on 26 July, Princess Elizabeth being ‘the heroine of the occasion, since everyone wanted to see her’.26 


[image: A black and white photograph showing Princess Elizabeth standing on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, waving. To her left stands King George V, in full military uniform with medals. To her right is Queen Mary, wearing a light-coloured dress and a distinctive feathered hat.]


Princess Elizabeth with her grandparents on the balcony of Buckingham Palace for the Silver Jubilee 1935


Princess Elizabeth was bridesmaid to Princess Marina of Greece when she married Prince George, Duke of Kent at Westminster Abbey on 29 November, her most prominent public role to date. With her cousin Lady Mary Cambridge, she carried the bride’s long train, some five yards of white and silver lamé. Because George V disliked young girls in long dresses, they had to wear short ballet-style ones that prickled their legs. The girls gave each other ‘horrified looks’ as they climbed down the steep steps. The Archbishop, Cosmo Gordon Lang, patted their heads and told them they had been ‘good little girls’.27


Back at the Palace the Princess gave a tea party for the children and was then prominent among the confetti throwers as the bridal couple left by carriage. The occasion has extra significance since Princess Marina’s first cousin, Prince Philip of Greece, was in the Abbey. He was thirteen years old at the time, and it is suggested that this was the first time Princess Elizabeth saw him, although she wrote later that she had no recall of this. 


On Princess Elizabeth’s ninth birthday, a record crowd of ten thousand turned out to hear the bands on the East Terrace of Windsor Castle. Flags were flown on public buildings, and tea was served in the Oak Room, the King’s sister, Princess Victoria, joining the party from Coppins in Iver. Presently the Vicomtesse de Bellaigue arrived to teach Princess Elizabeth French.


The Silver Jubilee, 1935


King George V marked the Silver Jubilee of his reign in 1935. The York family processed to St Paul’s Cathedral in a carriage, with a Captain’s Escort of the Royal Horse Guards. In the cathedral, the Princesses, in their pale pink coats, were described as ‘pictures of propriety, and behaved perfectly’. Princess Elizabeth followed the service but jumped up too soon for one of the hymns, and promptly sat down again. Princess Margaret wanted to talk to the Boy Scouts. They gazed admiringly at the Gentlemen-at-Arms. The younger Princess was somewhat alarmed by the crowds, ‘a shade taken back by all the noise’.28 Both sisters sent donations to the newly formed King George’s Jubilee Trust, inspiring a child from Huthwaite in Nottinghamshire to write: ‘I was told that Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret each sent 5s; but we can only send our halfpennies, which we hope will be acceptable.’29 


George V and his granddaughter had the charming habit that she would wave from 145 Piccadilly and he would wave back from Buckingham Palace. They could not see each other but they knew they were doing it. There was a lot of interaction between Princess Elizabeth and her grandfather that summer. On Sunday 12 May she joined the King and Queen for lunch at Buckingham Palace, running up the Palace steps to the delight of the cheering crowd outside.30 In June she was taken by Queen Mary to Sandringham to join the King, who was resting there with bronchitis after the rigours of the Jubilee celebrations. Again she was much in evidence at Balmoral in the late summer, seated between her grandparents in a horse-drawn carriage on their way to Crathie Church. 


Princess Elizabeth was again bridesmaid in November, this time to Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott, daughter of the Duke of Buccleuch, when she married Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester. This does not appear to have been an overwhelming love match. Prince Henry proposed, just muttering an aside on a walk, and the bride accepted as she was thirty-four, had had ‘a very good innings’ and felt it was time to do ‘something more useful with her life’.31


The wedding was set to take place in Westminster Abbey on 6 November, but the illness and death of the Duke of Buccleuch meant that it took place in the private chapel at Buckingham Palace instead. The King was ailing, tended to fall asleep at dinner and was ‘no less likely to die’,32 so they did not delay the wedding. Most of the two thousand guests bidden to Westminster Abbey were disinvited, with only a select two hundred chosen for the private service. The only person not wholly disappointed by the reduced service was the bride, since she was preternaturally shy. ‘I was only too glad not to have a grand wedding,’33 she wrote. After the ceremony the Princesses appeared on the Palace balcony in ermine coats, and Princess Elizabeth flung confetti over her uncle and aunt as they left in a carriage. She held another tea party at 145 Piccadilly, with the other child bridesmaids, Lady Mary Cambridge (again), and the Duchess of Gloucester’s niece, Anne Hawkins (later to be a long-serving Assistant Press Secretary to Queen Elizabeth II). 


This wedding brought two arbiters of style into the royal orbit. Lady Alice had chosen Norman Hartnell to design her wedding dress and those of the bridesmaids, which led him to design the dresses of the Maids of Honour for the 1937 Coronation and later to dress Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, the Queen and many members of the Royal Family. Cecil Beaton had already photographed the Duke and Duchess of Kent, who were his first serious royal patrons. Lady Alice asked him to take her engagement photographs. So the new Duchess of Gloucester can be credited for advancing these two men (who had somewhat disliked one another when at Cambridge in the mid-1920s). They transformed the image of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother with the iconic white Winterhalter wardrobe and the iconic 1939 Buckingham Palace photo session, after which they collaborated in their different fields for many decades. 


On 9 October a son was born to the Duke and Duchess of Kent – the young Prince Edward (the present Duke of Kent). Princess Elizabeth took an interest in him from the start and a strong cousinly bond was established. She was present at his christening. 


Up to this point the lives of the two Princesses had not been tinged with sadness. When they spent three hours at London Zoo on 5 July that year, they held a baby alligator, observed the cobras and heard the Abyssinian lions roaring. It was symbolic of their carefree happiness that they could ‘shriek with laughter’ as Percy the Penguin waddled behind his keeper ‘doing what looked like a grotesque imitation of his walk’.34 Lady Cynthia Asquith wrote: ‘He waddled with such perfect pomposity.’35 


Their happiness was to prove fragile.
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THE YEAR OF THREE KINGS, 1936


King George V had been upset by the death of the Duke of Buccleuch, an old naval friend, especially so soon before the Gloucester wedding. But worse was to come. Princess Victoria was his favourite sister. She lived not far from Windsor at Coppins, near Iver. She and the King talked every day on the telephone. She used to greet him: ‘Hallo, you old trout.’ On one occasion the operator had to say: ‘I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness, His Majesty is not yet on the line.’ Queen Mary disliked her intensely. She ruined their Mediterranean cruise of 1925 with her banal comments belittling the fine sites they visited. As James Pope-Hennessy wrote, Princess Victoria aroused ‘philistine tendencies’ in her brother, and spoiled Queen Mary’s sightseeing with ‘a cataract of chaff and jokes’.1 


She had been present in St Paul’s Cathedral for the Silver Jubilee service, soon after which her health declined. On 2 December she suffered from a severe haemorrhage from the stomach and was given a blood transfusion. Lord Dawson of Penn remained with her (for better or for worse) until she died early the following morning. 


The King backed out of the State Opening of Parliament and missed a week’s holiday at Sandringham. The funeral in St George’s Chapel exhausted him. Six weeks of mourning, the court remaining in half-mourning until 14 January 1936 – a mere six days before the King himself died. Princess Elizabeth was spared attending her great-aunt’s funeral. It is unlikely that it affected her much, other than observing the effect on her grandfather. 


On 21 December 1935 the Princesses took the train to Sandringham where the traditional house party consisted of the Prince of Wales, the newly married Gloucesters, the Kents and their baby, Prince Edward, as well as the Athlones, the Cambridges and their daughter Mary. The Duchess of York was not there, confined to Royal Lodge, under the watchful eye of Lord Dawson of Penn, suffering from influenzal pneumonia. The Duke of York stayed with her, but it was thought that the Princesses would have more fun at Sandringham, while allowing their mother to relax and recover. 


In Norfolk the Royal Family went to church, the King walking from the Big House, with the Kents and the Princesses. He managed his fourth and final Christmas broadcast, clearing his throat before speaking,fn1 and the traditional Norfolk turkey, beef and plum pudding were served. By 27 December rumours were circulating about his health; these were briefly denied. 


Over the Christmas holiday, the Princesses played in the little tea room added onto the dairy, but the weather prevented them spending much time outdoors. The King again walked to church on 29 December, 5 and 11 January. He rode his pony on 15 January. He was affected by the death of Rudyard Kipling on 18 January, but enjoyed a number of films, shown in the ballroom, including Top Hat, Anna Karenina, The Thirty-Nine Steps and Mutiny on the Bounty. However, the serenity did not last. While the Princesses played outside, anxiety fell over the Big House. 


On 17 January it was announced that the King was suffering from bronchial catarrh with ‘some signs of cardiac weakness which must be regarded with some disquiet’.2 Lord Dawson hastened to Sandringham, hot from the deathbed of Princess Victoria and the sickbed of the Duchess of York, to assist Sir Frederick Willans, the Surgeon-Apothecary at Sandringham, and Sir Stanley Hewett, who had attended the King throughout his 1928 illness. Sir Maurice Cassidy arrived and examined the King. 


As pressmen gathered outside, the Princesses were spotted making a snowman. Their faces were flushed and they were shouting excitedly. Then, suddenly, they were called inside to bid farewell to their ailing grandfather and dispatched home to London on the 2.40 p.m. Wolferton train on the Saturday afternoon, along with Sir Maurice Cassidy. When something on the platform amused Princess Margaret, her sister gently rebuked her: ‘We must not laugh just now. Poor Grandpa is ill.’ As the report put it: ‘So ended, somewhat sadly, their joyous Christmas holiday.’3 As Princess Elizabeth boarded the train, so ended her joyous childhood.


Bulletins stated that the King had held his own for forty hours and eaten a few grapes. World leaders expressed concern – Roosevelt, Hitler, Mussolini and Emperor Hirohito of Japan among them – figures who would loom ominously in the reign of George VI. Counsellors of State were appointed, and Queen Mary was seen walking in the grounds with the Princess Royal. At 5.30 p.m. a depressing bulletin announced: ‘The condition of His Majesty the King shows diminishing strength,’ followed at 9.25 a.m. by the famous one: ‘The King’s life is moving peacefully to its close.’ He died on 20 January at 11.55 p.m. in the presence of Queen Mary, the Prince of Wales, the Duke of York, the Princess Royal and the Duke and Duchess of Kent. 


As is now known,fn2 that peaceful death came with the aid of Lord Dawson’s needle as he injected a lethal dose of ¾ gram of morphia and a gram of cocaine into the neck of the King, to spare the family a long vigil and to make sure that the death was announced in the early editions of The Times and not in the evening papers. Not for nothing was the rhyme repeated:


Lord Dawson of Penn


Has killed many men


That’s why we sing


‘God Save the King’.


The Princesses were with their mother at Royal Lodge and at an appropriate moment they were told. Due to the strong mutual bond that had formed between George V and his granddaughter, Crawfie was particularly worried about ‘Lilibet’ attending the funeral. 


Crawfie reassured her charges that it was all right to play in the days after their grandfather’s death. At the Lying-in-State, Princess Elizabeth was impressed by the stillness of the scene, how ‘Uncle David’ stood guard over the catafalque and never moved: ‘And everyone was so quiet. As if the King were asleep.’4 It was the first time she had seen her grandfather’s coffin. With them were the King and Queen of Norway, the Kings of Denmark and the Belgians, and members of other royal houses. 


On the day of the funeral, Princess Margaret curtseyed from the balcony as the funeral cortège passed 145 Piccadilly. Princess Elizabeth watched from a window, left by a back door and was driven with a police escort to Paddington Station. There she stood with Crawfie and her Lascelles cousins, watching the royal coaches arrive. The long wait was alleviated by the dexterity with which a sailor who fainted was replaced. She accompanied the family mourners on the train to Windsor, and sat with Queen Mary, Queen Maud, the Princess Royal and her mother in a lone glass coach in the procession to St George’s Chapel from the station. Dressed in a black coat with black beret, she held her mother’s hand as she entered the chapel. She sat in the quire, ‘her face a picture of childish grief’5 and saw the King’s coffin descend into the Royal Vault, so recently deployed for Princess Victoria. Lady Cynthia Asquith described her as ‘a pathetic little figure in black, controlled, but very pale and awe-struck’ as she curtseyed to the King’s coffin in St George’s Chapel. Lady Cynthia marked this moment in Princess Elizabeth’s life as the time when gravity descended:


With the death of her devoted grandfather something irreplaceable went out of Princess Elizabeth’s life. It may be said to have ended the first happy phase of her childhood, to have challenged and for ever destroyed that sense of personal immunity which blesses a sheltered infancy. Someone she loved had vanished. Her little world no longer seemed secure.6


Lady Cynthia, pressed at times to fill the pages demanded of her in her many books about the York family, wrote that after George V died: ‘She said very little about her feelings. It was as though she could not bear to speak of him; but for some time her health was seriously affected by her grief.’7 


* * * * *


Weeks of royal mourning followed, as the family came to terms with the implications of a new reign. Towards the end of February Princess Elizabeth was spotted walking her dog in the park, dressed in black for her grandfather, and her friend Sonia Graham-Hodgson came over to a party. 


On 1 March the Yorks and the Princesses listened as the new King made a St David’s Day broadcast, heard by 500 million people spread across the world. He was photographed at the microphone, a picture often erroneously used as the Abdication broadcast photo (on which occasion none was taken). The King paid generous tribute to his father and pledged to carry on his work.8


The York family retreated to Compton Place in Eastbourne for a quiet holiday to enable the Duchess to throw off the aftermath of her pneumonia, the parents arriving first, the children on 5 March. From there the Duchess of York wrote to Lord Dawson, about ‘the effects of a family break-up, which always happens when the head of a family goes. Though outwardly one’s life goes on the same, yet everything is different …’9 She put it slightly differently from Lord David Cecil, telling him that ‘patience and anger’ were the qualities needed for royal life.10


There were walks on the headland of Seven Sisters or on the Downs, the children playing in a chalet on the seafront. On the Sunday they went to morning service at St Mary’s Church, the Duchess and Princess Elizabeth still wearing black. Princess Elizabeth continued her studies and they visited St Thomas’s Church, Winchelsea, dedicated to St Thomas à Becket. They returned to London on 1 April, visiting the Gainsborough exhibition at Sir Philip Sassoon’s house. 


That year there was no Easter court at Windsor Castle. The Yorks spent it at Royal Lodge. It was glacially cold. Queen Mary and Princess Helena Victoria came to stay. Easter Sunday fell on 10 April and King Edward came over from Fort Belvedere. They drove down the Long Walk to Windsor Castle for morning service in the private chapel, conducted by the Dean of Windsor, Albert Baillie. The King returned briefly to Royal Lodge before heading back to the Fort for his own weekend party. 


In the next days Queen Mary again took her granddaughters to the model village, Bekonscot, and to Hampton Court, resplendent with spring flowers. One day they explored the gardens at Frogmore and in the castle’s moat. Back in London Queen Mary, the Duchess of York and the Princesses visited Kew Gardens.


Princess Elizabeth reached her tenth birthday on 21 April. Court mourning precluded much public celebration, but now the Princesses were allowed to dress in grey. Princess Elizabeth received a small electric motor-car from her parents and a bicycle from Queen Mary. King Edward was unable to join the party but he popped in at 7 p.m. to wish her well.


As early as May 1936, Joan Woollcombe, an intelligent journalist who had been at Miss Goff’s kindergarten in London with the then Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, wrote in the Toronto Star that she had been ticked off by ‘a certain notable woman’ for suggesting that Princess Elizabeth was ‘a future Queen’. This notable woman (almost certainly Lady Astor) wrote: ‘We still hope that the Prince of Wales [by then the King] may marry.’11 Joan Woollcombe compared the Princess squatting on a red carpet outside Olympia, pulling her socks up not long before, with her new ‘poise and sedateness’. She praised the Yorks for not having taken the Princesses on luxury holidays, like some children, and concluded with prescience: 


Watch this child very carefully during these important years of her adolescence; her parents will evolve a special training for her in consultation with the King whom, possibly, her father may succeed.12


George Bernard Shaw also had his eye on her. On board the newly launched Queen Mary, he was asked on camera whether or not King Edward VIII should marry. He said that he hoped nothing would get in the way of the throne and that ‘lovely Princess Elizabeth’.13


Oblivious to that prediction, Princess Elizabeth accompanied her parents to Birkhall in August. She saw something of her uncle at Balmoral in the summer. The Archbishop of Canterbury undertook his habitual peregrination to Scotland but the new King did not invite him to Balmoral. The Yorks invited him to Birkhall, greatly irritating the King. Already concerned about the antics of Edward VIII, the Primate had the opportunity to observe Princess Elizabeth: 


The children – Lilliebet [sic], Margaret Rose and Margaret Elphinstone – joined us. They sang some action-songs most charmingly. It was strange to think of the destiny which may be awaiting the little Elizabeth, at present second from the Throne! She and her lively little sister are certainly most entrancing children.14 


If that summer was relatively carefree for the children, it was quite the opposite for their parents. Mrs Simpson was a guest at Balmoral, the Duchess of York somewhat put out to find her acting as hostess. The Mrs Simpson issue was not widely known to the general public but it was of intense interest to the King’s relations. She had caught the eye of the Prince of Wales in 1931. He had become besotted by her. Concern was expressed when the names of Mr and Mrs Simpson appeared in the Court Circular and they became frequent guests at Fort Belvedere. King Edward liked nothing more than to go to their Bryanston Square apartment for cocktails or to arrange dinners there. Unseemly as this relationship was, it was not a matter of gravity until Mrs Simpson instituted divorce proceedings against her husband. Until then there could be no question of marriage with the King. After that it became an affair of state. 


There are many contradictory views about the Abdication. It was usually women who made sacrifices for men, but here the King-Emperor was prepared to give up reigning over two-thirds of the world’s population for the sake of a twice-divorced American woman. Whereas it is traditional to think of Mrs Simpson as the woman who stole the King, this does not hold up. She enjoyed being ‘the King’s friend’, with whatever connotation that implies, but she had no wish to cause a constitutional crisis or to find herself the wife of an exiled monarch and one of the most hated women in the world. On the other hand, there is plenty of evidence of the King not wishing to be king and it would seem that, whether he admitted it or not (and he did not), he was seeking a means of escape. He must have known deep in his heart that Mrs Simpson would never be accepted as Queen. He made this an issue, and he abdicated. 


In Scotland during that summer, the Yorks had to squash rumours that Princess Elizabeth might attend St Leonard’s School in St Andrews, or any other such school. Still up there, Princess Elizabeth sent her young cousin, Prince Edward of Kent, some picture books for his first birthday. They spent some time at Glamis, where Lady Strathmore, then seventy-four, took to her room with a cold. They came south on 20 October.


The crisis duly came and was resolved by King Edward VIII abdicating on 11 December 1936 and heading into voluntary exile. There was sadness at his departure, as he had been a much-loved Prince of Wales, though some shared the view of Sir Cuthbert Headlam, former Conservative minister, that he was ‘obstinate and unbalanced’. Headlam thought the Yorks would do the job ‘admirably’ and that the episode might even ‘strengthen the monarchy’. The new King and Queen gave him confidence ‘and it is clear that the people are out to help them’.15 


Needless to say the King and Queen did not initially share that view, though it would soon prove they were better equipped than they realised. The British public had not liked the brittle cocktail-shaker world of Edward and Mrs Simpson. They soon warmed to the ‘walk in the park, afternoon tea’ domesticity of George VI and Queen Elizabeth. So, with the Abdication, the former King dropped into the past tense. 


As for the Princesses, the Duchess of York warned Crawfie that their lives would soon change: ‘We must take what is coming to us and make the best of it,’ she said. She warned that presently they would be moving into Buckingham Palace. The new King attended the Accession Council and was duly proclaimed by Sir Gerald Woods Wollaston, Garter King of Arms, from the balcony of St James’s Palace. Crawfie told the Princesses to curtsey to their father as they had done to their grandparents. They did so, and Crawfie recorded:


I think perhaps nothing that had occurred had brought the change in his condition to him as clearly as this did. He stood for a moment touched and taken aback. Then he stooped and kissed them both warmly.16


The Abdication was a considerable shock to the Duke of York, who had never seen a state paper and was suddenly obliged to take over as King. Princess Elizabeth became heiress presumptive to the throne, a situation she accepted with that rather grave sense of duty that was always a part of her character, though it was suggested that she responded to her new role by ardently praying for a baby brother.fn3 Had a boy been born to the Duchess of York, he would have taken precedence, under the laws of succession at that time.


Two stories support her calmer response. Lady Cynthia Asquith happened to go to tea with the Princesses and Crawfie at 145 Piccadilly on the very day of the Abdication, 11 December. There were cheering crowds outside. Princess Elizabeth was drawn to the window several times to inspect them. When she escorted Lady Cynthia out, she spotted a letter on the hall table addressed: ‘Her Majesty The Queen’. Lady Cynthia described her reaction:


Her face went very solemn. ‘That’s Mummy now,’ she said, with a tiny tremor in her awestruck voice. Beyond that one remark she made no allusion to the event that, changing the course of history, must so profoundly affect her childhood, and confront her with so formidable a future.17


When Princess Margaret told Lady Helen Graham that she had been ‘Margaret of York’ but was now ‘Margaret nothing’, her elder sister ‘said less because she knew more’.18 Princess Margaret also said: ‘Uncle David’s such a bore – I’ve just learned to spell York and now I am not to use it.’fn419 One of the princesses was heard explaining that Uncle David was going to marry Mrs Baldwin.


On the day of the Abdication, photos of the new King and Queen flashed up in the Lyric Theatre during a performance of Charles The King. There were cheers for Princess Elizabeth. As crowds gathered outside 145 Piccadilly, two little faces appeared behind twitching curtains, this time provoking a huge cheer outside. On 13 December the Royal Family went to church in the Royal Chapel at Marlborough House and later the Princesses played in the gardens of Buckingham Palace where they could have privacy.


The Archbishop of Canterbury adjusted the royal prayers, dropping the Duke of Windsor at the very moment in his life when he needed them most, and adding Princess Elizabeth. After the new King, the wording continued: ‘Bless our gracious Queen Elizabeth, Mary the Queen-mother, the Princess Elizabeth, and all the Royal Family.’20


A different King presided over Christmas at Sandringham. Queen Mary was there with her family, as were the Gloucesters, the Athlones and Lady Mary Cambridge. A present arrived from the Duke of Windsor in Vienna. Christmas Day was enlivened by the news that the Duchess of Kent had given birth to a daughter, Princess Alexandra. 


Princess Elizabeth emerged from her early childhood years as a serious, sensible young girl, not given to undue mischief, with simple and admirable loves – for her family, for dogs, ponies and horses, a grown-up companion to her more mischievous younger sister. No stories survive of wayward behaviour, and they would surely have surfaced by now. She was loved by her family and loved by the nation. Lady Cynthia Asquith observed: ‘In repose her resolute little face has a distinct resemblance to Queen Mary, but when she smiles her mother looks out of the friendly, candid eyes.’21
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THE PRE-WAR YEARS, 1937–9 


‘The bearing of the two little girls to whom the whole of the British Empire have given their hearts was perfectly charming, and will never be forgotten by those who witnessed it.’1


Canon Jocelyn Perkins (Sacrist)


(1870–1962)


The new reign presented publishers, authors and journalists with complex problems. Numerous books had been prepared about King Edward VIII. Some were swiftly retitled the Duke of Windsor and took their chances in the market. The Illustrated London News had commissioned a glorious image of Edward VIII in his Coronation robes. They simply snipped his head off and replaced it with one of George VI. 


The two Princesses were in the private chapel of Buckingham Palace when the new Kent baby, Princess Alexandra, was christened on 9 February. Presently pantechnicons drew up outside 145 Piccadilly to move the new King and his family to Buckingham Palace. By 18 February the family were in, sad to have left their happy home for the sombre splendour of the Palace. The Princesses were relieved to learn that they would still use Royal Lodge at Windsor for most weekends. 


The spring included its share of pony shows and fancy-dress parties, before a snowy Easter at Royal Lodge. As for Windsor Castle, not many changes were required because the Duke of Windsor had never moved in. The new King and Queen simply took over the rooms of George V and Queen Mary. The nursery needed no alteration. As his father had done, the King opened the East Terrace Gardens and on one Sunday ten thousand people turned out to listen to the bands of the Royal Horse Guards and the Coldstream Guards. Princess Elizabeth came out into the town to witness her father unveil the Lutyens memorial to George V on St George’s Day, and watched the Scouts march past on 25 April. So intense was the interest in the Royal Family that when the Princesses emerged from matins at St George’s Chapel with Lord Wigram, then Deputy Constable of the Castle, they were confronted by excited crowds, some seated on walls, some even clinging to lampposts. They made their way on foot to the Moat Garden, and when they left by car, a number of people were hindering their progress to the quadrangle by attempting to climb onto the running boards. On her eleventh birthday, Princess Elizabeth was sent a tennis racquet and a gold wristlet watch by her uncle in his lonely Austrian exile. 


The Coronation of Edward VIII had been set for 12 May. This date was retained for George VI. All the Archbishop of Canterbury had to do was to adapt the service to incorporate the crowning of Queen Elizabeth. Cosmo Gordon Lang, who had experienced serious misgivings at the prospect of placing the crown on the head of Edward VIII, was delighted to find a cooperative monarch, keen to participate fully in the ceremony. 


The Princesses were excited. Their dresses were made, Garrard had created special coronets for them, and their miniature trains were embroidered by the Royal School of Needlework. On 6 May they went to a rehearsal at the Abbey with Queen Mary, the Princess Royal, and Gerald Lascelles to practise the processions. Three days later the King and Queen and their daughters paid a surprise visit to St George’s Chapel for the pre-Coronation service. They had to come to London by an unusual route to avoid the crowds as the city wallowed in Coronation fever. There was an additional influx of visitors excited by the idea that the Princesses would be taking part. The crowd was universally devoted to Princess Elizabeth, and in South Africa, General Smuts commended her in a long Coronation address saying she had ‘endeared herself to all’.2 


On the day the Princesses travelled to Westminster Abbey in a carriage with their aunt, the Princess Royal. They were led into the Abbey by two grave Pursuivants and two Gentlemen Ushers, walking at either side of their aunt in the procession of the Princes and Princesses of the Blood Royal. The Princesses scarcely dared raise their eyes to look at the splendour around them. They held their hands tightly by their sides. They did their best to keep in step with their aunt. Princess Margaret Rose almost disappeared under the Princess Royal’s train. Princess Elizabeth kept pace well, but Princess Margaret either dropped back or had to quicken her step. 


Queen Mary had broken with tradition to be the first Dowager Queen to attend a Coronation in order to show solidarity and continuity.fn1 The two sisters waited for their grandmother to process to the Royal Box: ‘As Princess Elizabeth walked to her chair, she gave her train an expert flick out of the way before she sat down. Princess Margaret Rose tried to do likewise, but met with less success.’3


The first-class cricketer, René MacColl, then employed by the Daily Telegraph as special correspondent, was in the Abbey that day. He noted Princess Elizabeth’s ‘great decorum’ as she shared points of interest with Queen Mary in the Order of Service. He found Princess Margaret ‘more exuberant. Not only the scene before her but the people behind and on either side of her attracted her excited attention.’ The Princess Royal had to answer a stream of questions. When she drew her niece’s attention to the magnificent gold altar plate, Princess Margaret ‘at once craned forward, her nose flattened on the ledge, and gazed in round-eyed wonder at the splendid vessels. Then she whispered volubly to the Princess Royal and finally succeeded in drawing her elder sister into the conversation.’4 


Henrietta Bell, wife of the Bishop of Chichester, watched the arrival of Queen Elizabeth, how she entered very gravely, but then how ‘a gleam of a smile’ crossed her ‘serious face’ when she saw ‘the two eager little faces’ of the Princesses watching from the Royal Box. Princess Margaret, somewhat restless at the age of six, wriggled about in her seat and swung her legs. Her elder sister ‘glared at her severely from the other side of the Princess Royal’.5


As Princess Elizabeth watched her parents being crowned, it must have been borne in on her that one day she would be sitting in King Edward’s Chair as her father’s successor. But on that magnificent day in 1937, it was a distant prospect. 


She and her sister joined Queen Mary in the Glass Coach for the procession back to the Palace. Later they appeared on the balcony with the King and Queen, and gave a tea party for some children of their own age, including Prince Edward and the baby Princess Alexandra of Kent, and late at night as the crowd cheered on, the young Princess Elizabeth could not sleep and thrilled them by appearing at the nursery window. 


Many foreign princes and potentates came to London especially for the Coronation. Among those coming from overseas were the Hereditary Grand Duke (George Donatus) of Hesse and his wife, the former Princess Cécile of Greece. She was the granddaughter of the Dowager Marchioness of Milford Haven, who took the pair to lunch with Queen Mary at Marlborough House on 7 May. Also with them was Princess Cécile’s brother, Prince Philip of Greece, then a student at Gordonstoun, approaching his sixteenth birthday. The young Prince was not a guest at the Abbey,fn2 but he must surely have seen the processions outside from some vantage point. 


* * * * *


On 24 May Parliament discussed the Civil List provisions (which had been set at £6,000 a year in King Edward’s reign, rising to £15,000 when she became twenty-one (assuming no brother was born).fn3 Winston Churchill proclaimed that the ‘ancient constitutional monarchy’ was ‘the most effectual barrier against one-man power or dictatorships arising, whether from the Right or Left’. Predictably, the maverick Communist MP Willie Gallacherfn4 proposed that the King should be given £8 a week and ‘live in a nice council house with a bit of a garden, where people who wanted to see him could go and see him’. The Labour MP, Frederick Pethick-Lawrencefn5 addressed the question of Princess Elizabeth, accepting that she should have an education that would provide her ‘with the best means of understanding her position in every possible way’, but he hoped she would not ‘associate solely with rich people’ but with all sorts ‘in order that she may fully fit herself to take those high responsibilities which one day may be hers’.6


The Coronation summer was packed with engagements, in some of which the Princesses took part – the river voyage for the opening of the National Maritime Museum at Greenwich at the end of April, a massive inspection of Overseas Troops in the garden of Buckingham Palace, the Naval Review at Spithead, the Royal Tournament, the Empire Day Service at St Paul’s Cathedral and Trooping the Colour. There was the state entry to Windsor, followed that evening by a colourful pageant. They went to a children’s concert arranged by Sir Robert Mayer, conducted by Malcolm Sargent.


In St George’s Chapel they listened to Dr William Harris playing the organ, the nave lit, as Canon Anthony Deane put it, ‘by a dim radiance from without’.7 They attended the great, revived Garter ceremony on 14 June, which so delighted their father, pausing to greet the old Duke of Connaught, a Knight of the Garter since 1867. He watched the procession from his car, in morning dress and a stylish white top hat. Princess Elizabeth observed her grandfather, the Earl of Strathmore, the recently retired Prime Minister, Earl Baldwin of Bewdley, the Duke of Norfolk (Earl Marshal at the Coronation) and the Duke of Beaufort (Master of the Horse) in the procession, which was somewhat delayed by the old Duke of Devonshire, leaning painfully on a stick, creating large gaps between the Knights. Princess Elizabeth’s cousins, Sandy Ramsay and George Lascelles, were pages to Queen Mary. 


Soon afterwards they joined their parents at Holyroodhouse in Edinburgh, and in August the King enjoyed shooting grouse at Balmoral. Back in London Queen Mary emerged from widowhood and took her grandchildren’s wider education in hand. She began weekly expeditions, taking the children to the Tower of London, and later to see the Assyrian and Egyptian monuments and the Rosetta Stone in the British Museum, the new Bank of England building, and in February 1938 the London Museum, where the mechanical toys were a particular success. In March she took them to Westminster Abbey, where the Dean, Bishop Paul de Labilliere, explained some of the national treasures to them. Next was a visit to the Science Museum to explore the working models, the ships, the museum remaining open as usual while they were there. She took them to the National Portrait Gallery where, inter alia, they inspected the fine 1913 Lavery family group with the King, the Queen, the Prince of Wales and the Princess Royal. Princess Elizabeth enjoyed these excursions, but there was little rapport between Princess Margaret and her grandmother. 


Their exposure to national life continued as they took their places in the Royal Gallery for the State Opening of Parliament for the first time. They met King Leopold of the Belgians on his state visit in November, the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, and the American Ambassador, Joseph Kennedy, when they stayed at Windsor at Easter 1938. 


The Countess of Strathmore


On 23 June 1938 the Countess of Strathmore died at the age of seventy-five. She had been much in the public eye as the mother of the Queen – at the Coronation, and the ceremonies of the Orders of the Garter and the Thistle. The Princesses stayed with the Strathmores for some days in August that year, and again in October.


In December the Strathmores came south to London to spend the winter at Cumberland Mansions, in Portman Square. They moved to Woolmers Park, the large home in Hertfordshire that they had bought in the 1920s. At the end of April 1938 Lady Strathmore became seriously ill. This was defined later as a slight heart attack from which, initially, she recovered. She was meant to attend the wedding of her granddaughter, Anne Bowes-Lyon to Viscount Anson. Thereafter, Queen Elizabeth visited her mother almost every day. Lady Strathmore died with the King and Queen at her bedside. 


Her coffin was taken by train to Scotland for the funeral at Glamis on 27 June. The Princesses did not go but a cross of lilies was sent in their name. Nor did they join Queen Mary and other members of the Royal Family at the memorial service at St Martin-in-the-Fields in London on the same day. A visit to the Hippodrome was cancelled, but they were allowed to visit the zoo on 30 June.


* * * * *


In 1938 the children took cooking lessons at Sandringham, including icing cakes. Back in London, they found Buckingham Palace renovated, ducks provided for the lake by Sir Philip Sassoon, and they played with the budgerigars in what had been Queen Alexandra’s aviary. 


They both became Girl Guides in what was called the 1st Buckingham Palace Company of Girl Guides, Princess Elizabeth in Kingfisher Patrol, and Princess Margaret a Brownie in Leprechaun Six. The Princess Royal admitted them in December 1937 and, from February, a team of sixteen girls came regularly to the Palace to join them. On 19 June Princess Elizabeth wore her Girl Guides uniform publicly for the first time at a parade at Windsor Castle at which the Princess Royal and Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone, were both present in uniform. 


Prince Edward and Princess Alexandra of Kent came to play in the Palace gardens, and when the Kent children were at Windsor the Princess Royal would bring her sons, George and Gerald, to lunch as they were both at Eton. The Princesses continued their lessons with Miss Daly at the Bath Club, Princess Elizabeth winning a Royal Life Saving Certificate for swimming, diving and life-saving. A schoolroom and a swimming-pool were installed at Royal Lodge.


Princess Elizabeth was committed to riding, first with her Shetland pony, Peggy, under the supervision of H. Owen, the stud groom at Windsor Castle. When with her parents at Naseby Hall, she had enjoyed watching a meet of the Pytchley Hounds at Boughton Cover. She had been fascinated by a fox that broke cover, posed on a wall and then jumped to safety into a ploughed field. That year Horace Smith, one of the ‘best-loved and best-known characters’8 in the equestrian world, gave her riding lessons at Buckingham Palace, invited by the Crown Equerry, Sir Arthur Erskine. He had first come to the attention of the Yorks back in 1930 when Lady Allendale asked him to bring his sleigh and a Welsh pony to entertain the children at a Christmas party. The children were duly glued to the window, watching this magical sight. Later Princess Elizabeth would go to his Cadogan Riding School at Maidenhead, arriving for an hour’s lesson at 9.30 a.m. in the summer or at eleven in the winter. Smith was proud to have been a hard taskmaster, aware that Princess Elizabeth would expect that of him. He found her well above average: 


She was very conscientious and anxious to improve her horsemanship, and her standard of riding, considering the small amount of lessons she had, soon became very high. She was just as interested in the care of horses as she was in riding them, and she asked me numerous questions concerning feeding and stable management and methods of training, which were not in the curriculum at all! She was always very fond of her ponies, and never forgot to bring carrots to give her mount after the lesson was over.9 


In the summer the King and Queen undertook the state visit to Paris that had been postponed due to the death of Lady Strathmore. The French had hoped the Princesses would come too, and in advance of it, Paul Claudel, the French poet and dramatist, issued a poem including the lines:


Je vous aime, Elizabeth,


Je vous aime, Marguerite,


La grande et la plus petite …10


The Princesses did not go to Paris but Princess Elizabeth was given illuminated books, and Madame Bonnet, wife of the Foreign Minister, inspired the gift of the famous dolls called France and Marianne, which were widely exhibited then given to the sisters in November by the French Ambassador. The dolls were exhibited at St James’s Palace with their trousseaux of haute-couture clothes from famous houses such as Lanvin and Worth, their twenty pieces of miniature luggage in aid of the Princess Elizabeth Hospital and a French charity. This made an enormous impression on the twenty-three thousand visitors who saw them, raising huge sums of money. An official pronounced: ‘You could not buy the dolls and their outfits for £5,000.’fn611 


The King had to interrupt his Balmoral holiday to go south for the funeral of his cousin Prince Arthur of Connaughtfn7 on 16 September, on the day after Neville Chamberlain flew to Germany to visit Hitler. The crisis and fear of impending war kept him in London. The Queen joined him on 22 September. He was advised not to go to Clydeside when she went back to launch the Queen Elizabeth on 27 September 1938, but her daughters accompanied her. The liner was launched with a bottle of Australian wine in the presence of a crowd of thirty thousand. After that the Princesses returned to Balmoral and Queen Elizabeth went back to London. Chamberlain appeared to have brokered some peace, and on his next return from Germany on 30 September, he made his famous ‘Peace in our time’ speech. The King and Queen returned to Balmoral and the family came south on 18 October. At least Britain had time to prepare itself for the eventuality of war. 


There was a further state visit in November, this time by King Carol of Romania, and his son Crown Prince Michael. December still had some normality, with a huge children’s party for 150 at Buckingham Palace before the Royal Family gathered in large numbers at Sandringham for what became the last peacetime Christmas for some years. The King did not broadcast but he thanked the Lord Mayor of London for his New Year greetings, mentioning that he was sure the citizens of London would enter 1939 ‘in a spirit of hopeful resolution’.12 


At the end of January the King arranged a mock ARP bombing raid over Sandringham, and in April a further such exercise at Windsor Castle. The Princesses and the Duke and Duchess of Kent took refuge in a bombproof shelter and were given a demonstration of first aid and decontamination processes. Security was generally tightened at Royal Lodge and Windsor Castle.


Princess Elizabeth had a busy thirteenth birthday, the King giving her a diamond-studded bracelet and her mother a new riding habit and some silk stockings. Queen Mary gave her a silver dressing-table set, each item bearing her initials. The Duke of Windsor did not forget her: from Paris he sent the latest cine-camera and a projector with which she proceeded to film her family in the afternoon. For her tea party Prince Edward and Princess Alexandra joined her as did the Allendale children and those of Sir Alec Hardinge.


On 6 May the King and Queen left for a seven-week tour of Canada. In those days such departures included a carriage procession through the streets of London to Waterloo Station, a civic reception at Portsmouth, the Princesses and senior members of the Royal Family accompanying them and waving the ship off as it sailed away. The two daughters stood on the jetty as the National Anthem was played. It was a tense moment and they were ‘so overcome by emotion that they forgot to wave their handkerchiefs’.13 


This was their first separation from their parents for any length of time (Princess Elizabeth having been too young to be aware of the 1927 antipodean tour). They continued to live at Buckingham Palace, the King hoping that this would make their absence less acute. In the evenings they wrote to their parents. Princess Elizabeth used her new cine camera and the results were sent to the King and Queen. There was even the occasional transatlantic telephone call, though this had to be set up in advance. The first came from St Paul’s Walden Bury after a fortnight, where the sisters were spending the weekend with their uncle, David Bowes-Lyon.


Queen Mary took them on more of her sightseeing expeditions in the afternoons, beginning with a river trip on the Thames to see the docks at North Woolwich. The next day Lady Halifax took them to the zoo and they had their first ride on an elephant. And the following Monday Lady Helen Graham took them on their first ever ride on the London Underground, the escalator proving an interesting challenge. 


The King and Queen returned to Southampton aboard Empress of Britain on 22 June. The day followed a reverse pattern from the departure, with a tumultuous welcome back on British land. There were cheers all the way through Southampton to the station and again to see the King and Queen in an open landau processing from Waterloo to Buckingham Palace. A crowd of fifty thousand burst through the cordons to cheer the Royal Family on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, at the conclusion of the first ever visit by a reigning monarch to what was called the New World. Harold Nicolson was inspired to describe Queen Elizabeth as ‘in truth one of the most amazing Queens since Cleopatra’.14 At the foot of a spectacularly detailed Court Circular account of the royal return, there was a solitary line: ‘The Duke of Windsor is 45 today.’15


After a short rest, life returned to normal, though the international situation remained tense. The Princesses won swimming prizes, and they enjoyed the Royal Show in the Great Park, held over several days in July. Prince and Princess Paul of Yugoslaviafn8 came on a state visit, and stayed on for many days due to his dental problems. Cecil Beaton was sent by the Duchess of Kent to photograph Princess Olga, and as a result was summoned by Queen Elizabeth for the famous first session with her in the garden and the Yellow Drawing Room – in which she wore her white dresses and a Winterhalter evening dress. And then the Royal Family headed to Dartmouth on a visit that, arguably, changed the course of royal history. 


Dartmouth 1939


On 22 July the King and Queen brought the Princesses to inspect the Royal Naval College and this was where Princess Elizabeth first remembered setting eyes on Prince Philip of Greece. She had been in the same room as him before, but had not focused on him. 


The previous day began with a visit to their old home, 145 Piccadilly, where they inspected an exhibition of royal and historical treasures, arranged for charity by Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone. They listened to a Russian musician, Sacha Votichenko, a descendant of Louis XIV’s court musician, play the only surviving tympanon royale (a kind of frame drum) from 1705, which had been used at Versailles until the Revolution of 1789. 


They took a special train from Paddington to Weymouth. Significantly, Prince Philip’s uncle, Captain Lord Louis Mountbatten, was in attendance as a Personal Naval ADC and he travelled with them. The royal party was given a huge welcome at Weymouth, met a celebrated local centenarian, Mary Wallis, regrettably known as ‘Grannie Wallis’, then embarked in a pinnace, which took them to HM Yacht Victoria and Albert, which voyaged to Torbay. 


The next day they arrived at Dartmouth, where many picturesquely adorned boats, ‘rainbow fashion’, were in the harbour, and the streets were gaily decorated, even though this was described as a private visit. On arrival the King was in a blue lounge suit, the Queen was in powder blue and the Princesses in coats and berets of Eton blue. The King had been at Dartmouth as a cadet between 1911 and 1913 and had undergone a further brief stay there in 1919. The plan was for the Royal Family to watch the cadets in their sporting activities but rain curtailed this. All four planted commemorative trees. When Princess Margaret planted hers, the King jested: ‘You must do it at the double. You are with the Navy now.’16 They watched some sailing races and then returned to the Royal Yacht.


There was a second visit the following day, Sunday. On this occasion the King was in the undress uniform of Admiral of the Fleet. He inspected the 502 Dartmouth cadets and the 81 special-entry ones. The King and Queen went to church. Meanwhile the Princesses were entertained in the Captain’s House. The royal party returned to Victoria and Albert at 7 p.m. and, according to The Times, all the cadets in a huge flotilla of blue boats escorted the yacht into Start Bay. The King asked that summer leave be extended from 21 September to 26 September to commemorate his visit (though by then Britain would be at war with Germany).


Much in evidence throughout the two days was the young cadet, Prince Philip of Greece, detailed to look after the young Princesses. He was one of the eager rowers who escorted the yacht into the bay. The King had met him at the funeral of his uncle and guardian, the Marquess of Milford Haven, in April 1938, and earlier that year, on 2 May, Victoria Milford Haven had taken him and his sister Margarita of Hohenlöhe-Langenburg to visit the King and Queen at Buckingham Palace. The press did not notice him during the Dartmouth visit, but Princess Elizabeth certainly did. From that moment on, he was firmly fixed in her mind. To some degree the die was cast.


More significantly, Lord Louis Mountbatten, ever ambitious, had logged the possibility of a future marriage. Up to that point, contrary to what he liked people to believe, Mountbatten had taken scant interest in his nephew, though his wife Edwina had generously paid for much of his school education. Mountbatten only assumed a stronger role in the young prince’s life following the death of Lord Milford Haven. He was one of those who steered Prince Philip into the British Royal Navy. 


At that fateful meeting Prince Philip was eighteen and Princess Elizabeth was thirteen.
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THE WAR, 1939–45


‘The evidence and the example of their steadfastness, rooted in the serenity of a happy home life and expressed in selfless service to their people, has steadied and encouraged the whole nation all through these years …’


Geoffrey Fisher, Archbishop of Canterbury.1


The Second World War dominated the lives of the Princesses during these next years rather as the First World War had done that of their mother. Princess Elizabeth matched her in age. Each war lasted through their teenage years. 


The Royal Family went up to Balmoral on 1 August for their normal holiday, hoping to stay until the end of September. There was a King’s camp (formerly the Duke of York’s camp) at nearby Abergeldie Castle, and the Royal Family joined the boys to sing the traditional ‘Chestnut Tree’ song. The imminence of war caused the King to go south to inspect the Reserve Fleet at Weymouth while the Queen and her daughters went to Glamis for some days. He returned to Balmoral but was soon back in London, followed by Queen Elizabeth on the morning of 29 August. The Princesses stayed in Scotland, unaware that this was to be the start of a long separation from their parents.


On 3 September war was declared. The King looked back at his days as a midshipman in 1914: ‘We were not prepared for what we found a modern war really was, & those of us who had been through the Great War never wanted another.’2 He broadcast ‘a declaration of simple faith in simple beliefs’ to his people, including the words: ‘Over and over again we have tried to find a peaceful way out of the differences between ourselves and those who are now our enemies … There may be dark days ahead …’3


The Princesses moved to Birkhall with cousins and friends, while Queen Mary set off to Badminton to spend the war with her niece, the Duchess of Beaufort, a plan long made. The Duke of Bedford pitied the Duke of Beaufort: ‘I hear he’s got Queen Mary in his house. I’m sorry for him poor fella … It’s hard lines on him.’4 Queen Elizabeth was able to see her daughters between 20 and 26 September, but other than that, their only contact was a nightly telephone call at 6 p.m. Many children, including children of their class, were evacuated to Canada. But there was no question of the Princesses leaving. One of the reassuring messages subtly given by the King and Queen was that they were staying in London with their people. However bad things seemed, there was optimism. 


The Queen referred to their separation in her first wartime broadcast, which she had run past the Archbishop of Canterbury: 
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