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Anthony Holden, the award-winning journalist and author, was born in Lancashire in 1947. His distinguished newspaper career included spells as Atticus of the Sunday Times, Washington correspondent of The Observer and assistant editor of The Times, before he resigned in 1982 to become a full-time writer and broadcaster. Holden’s seven previous books range from studies of Greek poetry and an English poisoner to the definitive biography of Prince Charles, which topped the bestseller lists.
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The Queen Mother aged seven. This photograph was taken at Glamis Castle, her ancestral home in Scotland.








PROLOGUE



Christmas 1905, Montague House, London: at a children’s party given by the Countess of Leicester, a pretty and precocious five-year-old takes pity on a painfully shy boy of ten. His name is Bertie and he happens to be the King’s grandson, but he is nevertheless conspicuously ill-at-ease. To try to cheer him up, she feeds him the crystallised cherries off her sugar cake.


May 1920, 6 Grosvenor Square, London: at a society ball given by Lord and Lady Farquhar, the two meet again. The young man is now Duke of York and second in line to the throne of his father, King George V. The girl, twenty-year-old Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, ninth child of the 14th Earl of Strathmore, is the toast of society London, already being eyed by a lengthening queue of aristocratic beaux.


Not for long. Bertie cuts in on his equerry, James Stuart, MC, son of the Earl of Moray, and dances with Lady Elizabeth for the rest of the evening. That autumn, a few months later, he manages to get himself invited over from Balmoral to Glamis Castle, scene of Macbeth’s murder of King Duncan, and the thousand-year-old seat of the Strathmores. He is quickly envious of their relaxed and happy home life, a stark contrast to the stern formality of his own. The evenings are spent around the piano, singing the latest Twenties songs, or playing canasta, or even charades. King George V would not have been amused.


But his second son swiftly falls in love with the Earl’s youngest daughter, a half-Scottish, half-English rose of remarkable grace, wit and poise. ‘The more I see of her’, he writes to his mother, Queen Mary, ‘the more I like her.’


A few months later, in the spring of 1921, he is ready to propose. ‘You’ll be a lucky fellow,’ says his father, the King, ‘if she accepts you.’


To everyone’s dismay, she does not.


Unlike Earl Spencer’s daughter sixty years later, the Earl of Strathmore’s was ‘frankly, doubtful’ about becoming the daughter-in-law of the monarch. Like Diana Spencer she had grown up close enough to the Royal Family to see what life within it was like, but Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon reached rather different conclusions. Later that year she turned down the King’s son again.


Unlike Diana, Elizabeth had little prospect of becoming Queen. Even so she was daunted by the thought of so public a life. As Bertie’s aunt, Princess Alice, put it: ‘None but those trained from youth for such an ordeal can sustain it with amiability and composure.’


Prince Albert did not give up. Throughout 1922 he was a frequent guest at Glamis where, in the words of one observer, ‘he blossomed’. Now it was the Prince who drew confidence from this carefree family circle, and Elizabeth who grew confused. ‘She was torn’, said her mother, ‘between her longing to make Bertie happy and her reluctance to take on the responsibilities which this marriage must bring.’


13 January 1923: In Elizabeth’s favourite woods near her family’s country house in Hertfordshire, the Duke of York again tries to persuade her to change her mind. This time he is spared further parental embarrassment. The King and Queen receive a wire carrying a simple, pre-arranged message: ALL RIGHT – BERTIE.


‘I know I am very lucky’, he wrote next day to his mother, ‘to have won her over at last.’





CHAPTER ONE



EIGHTY-FIVE YEARS


4 August 1985: As Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother celebrates her eighty-fifth birthday, as old as the century and still going strong, she has been a widow four years longer than she was a wife. In the autumn of her life her late husband’s name is still on her lips every day, and she smilingly tells friends: ‘How on earth could I ever have turned him down?’


In recent years 4 August has become an unofficial Feast Day in the crowded royal calendar – the day when the Queen Mother blushingly opens the front gate of her official London residence, Clarence House, and accepts bunches of birthday flowers from a legion of waiting admirers. She especially likes those wrapped in silver foil, or even newspaper, which she takes as a sign that they have been cut from someone’s garden. The Queen and Princess Margaret are always on hand to watch, smiling but hanging back, to show that this is very much their mother’s day.


For all her busy life, at an age when many in less demanding jobs have long since retired, there are three other dates in the Queen Mother’s diary which her staff know to keep free each year. These are the days she withdraws from her public round, to spend a poignant few hours in the privacy of her memories. 26 April is the anniversary of her marriage to Prince Albert, Duke of York, in 1923; 14 December was his birthday and 6 February the date of his sadly premature death in 1952. They are all anniversaries of which she shuns any public commemoration.


Everywhere, in all her several homes, the memory of King George VI, her beloved ‘Bertie’, is kept proudly alive. The drawing room at Clarence House is bedecked with photographs and other mementoes of him. ‘Not a day goes by’, says her private secretary of thirty years, Sir Martin Gilliat, ‘without the King’s name being mentioned. A great deal of thought is given to what the King would have said about this, what he would have thought about that.’


Always, on the Queen Mother’s orders, ‘the King’. Never, but never, ‘the late King’.


The Queen Mother’s life divides into three distinct phases, all of which teach us something about the art of being royal. The first – from her childhood to her marriage – shows a girl brought up in the genteel, well-heeled Scottish aristocracy, close enough to the royal family to know that its life was not for her, but nonetheless putting what she saw as her duty before her private wishes.


The second, after she had so reluctantly shouldered royal rank, shows a woman who never even wanted to be a King’s in-law altered by sudden and unprecedented circumstance into a Queen: a Queen, as it transpired, for all seasons, but above all a Queen to help inspire Britons through one of the worst ordeals in their history. She may have hesitated before marrying him, but Elizabeth grew to depend on her good-hearted, strong-willed husband, whose hidden strengths of character were so drawn out by the ordeals of abdication and war. She believes, as do all who knew him, that those turbulent ten years from the crisis of 1936 to V-J Day imposed on King George VI a strain so severe that it robbed them of many more happy years together.


The third phase, which we trust is far from over, is an object-lesson in royal improvisation. There is no precedent for a Queen Dowager so visible, so active, so lively and so beloved. Even reluctant royalists, those few who cared to question the role of Britain’s constitutional monarchy in the closing years of the twentieth century, even they find the Queen Mum hard to knock. For what many forget is that she is not obliged to do all she does. She could quite easily and justifiably have ‘retired’, withdrawn from public life completely, after her husband’s death more than three decades ago. It was indeed the expected thing to do, as Queen Alexandra and Queen Mary, the widows of King Edward VII and King George V, had recently shown. Elizabeth was a young widow, only fifty-one, and a deeply unhappy one for many years. But she chose not merely to carve out a new royal niche for herself, which will surely prove a daunting precedent for subsequent generations. She chose to do so with an enthusiasm and an energy which are the envy of people many years younger.


‘I’ve known her thirty years’, says Sir Martin Gilliat, ‘but it’s still an exciting moment when I see her each morning. To the Queen Mother, every day is a new adventure.’ The older she grows in years, those around her agree, the younger in spirit. At eighty-five, Queen Elizabeth is ‘still wearing everyone out’.


Most octogenarians permit themselves to slow up a bit, but the Queen Mother’s diary is as crowded as ever. On one typical day I visited Clarence House she had come rushing home from a luncheon engagement to chair the annual general meeting of Queen Mary’s Needlework Guild, which lasted all afternoon. As she saw out her friends and colleagues, for a while just one of a crowd of elderly ladies gossiping happily in the spacious front hall, she suddenly had to excuse herself: she was due for dinner at Buckingham Palace with a visiting Head of State. Every day that week held three or four similar engagements, many involving late nights. Her Household – whom she likes to call ‘my little family’ – say life with the Queen Mother is ‘delightful but exhausting’. It is very hard keeping up with her sheer joie de vivre.


She never rests in the afternoon, and after years of royal practice actually prefers standing up to sitting down. The Queen Mother can still stand for hours at a time – to the dismay of courtiers much younger, who of course have to do the same. She has never driven a car, nor been seen wearing trousers, nor smoked a cigarette, though she likes a good wine with a meal and is far from averse to a stiff gin-and-tonic – yes, ice and lemon, please – beforehand. And few things please her more than a presentation box of Bendicks’ bittermints.


When spending a rare evening alone at home, she will watch television or write letters for a few hours before retiring at about eleven. A well-known fan of Dad’s Army, she regrets the demise of light comedy shows such as Steptoe and Son and All Gas and Gaiters. Yes, Minister has proved the only acceptable substitute in recent years – apart, of course, from the collected works of Penelope Keith. ‘Her Majesty’, in the words of one of her Household, ‘finds little to enthuse about on television these days’ – which means she has recently, in her eighties, taken to going out more in the evenings. No, she ‘most certainly does not’ watch breakfast television.


She is a great believer in a good night’s sleep, rising at about nine, breakfasting in her room with The Times, Telegraph, Mail and Express, and easing into the day’s work at eleven, when Sir Martin knocks on her door for their morning conference. By this time she will already have had her telephone call with her daughter, the Queen, which always begins with the greeting legendary among switchboard operators: ‘Your Majesty? I have Her Majesty on the line, Your Majesty.’


There is a good hour’s worth of admin., including some forty to fifty invitations, to discuss every day. The Queen Mother is patron or president of over 300 organisations, all recorded in a constantly changing little book kept in her private secretary’s desk, and ranging from major institutions like the National Trust to smaller, personal favourites like the Dachshund Club. She is Colonel-in-Chief of eight regiments or service units in Britain and ten more around the Commonwealth, commandant-in-chief of all three women’s services and the first female Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports.


Every year she undertakes about a hundred public engagements, arranged about six months in advance, and makes two or three overseas visits, planned a year or two ahead. There is an especially strong link with Canada, which still welcomes her every other year (right up to 1985, in the month before her eighty-fifth birthday). She regrets that political developments and the rigours of the climate have deprived her of trips to Central and Southern Africa, which she used to love, but has late in life taken to making annual, semi-private visits to France – where she exhausts her hosts, the Hennessys or the Rothschilds, with her enthusiasm for exploring châteaux.


If spending the day at home, she will often entertain either family or friends to lunch. Otherwise, she will usually share a light snack with senior members of her Household, who will have gathered beforehand in the Equerry’s office for a drink or two with some wide-eyed visitors. The visitors will linger, in the distant hope of being invited to stay for lunch. But those who finally ‘go through’ to what is known as ‘the presence’ will usually include Sir Martin himself; Her Majesty’s Comptroller, Sir Alastair Aird; her treasurer, Sir Ralph Anstruther; and her press officer, Major John Griffin, who typically entered her service twenty years ago as a supposedly temporary equerry. They are a devoted group, the spring chicken of whom has been with ‘HM’ a mere decade or three, and a vast amount of collective experience lurks beneath their officers’-mess small talk.


Sir Martin, for instance, was a Colditz escapee, but you are much less likely to hear about his war exploits than his most recent visit to the West End theatre. A 72-year-old bachelor who lives in a Hertfordshire cottage called Appletrees, Sir Martin is the focal point of the jolly, red-cheeked group of ex-military men who protect the Queen Mother in the most civilised way from the rampant demands of the outside world. The latest press indiscretion is a matter for merely momentary pre-lunch banter as Sir Martin holds court; on April Fool’s Day 1985 the Star’s invention of a new member of the royal family was quickly disposed of as he launched into enthusiastic praise of Rowan Atkinson’s performance as The Nerd.


If a corgi or two should intrude on these reveries, there is a sudden stiffening among all present, an instinctive straightening of ties and a rush of hands through what is left of hair – for they herald the arrival of ‘the boss’.


Clarence House is the most pleasantly relaxed of all the royal residences. It is no surprise if the Queen Mother pops her head round the door as you’re ensconced with one of her staff in their tiny, cramped offices, which have even more faded charm than those of Buckingham Palace. Through the walls, all the time, you can hear busy voices making eternal arrangements: perhaps HM’s long-serving steward, William Tallon; or her chauffeur, John Collins; or one of the four ladies-in-waiting, whose attendance is strictly ordained by rota: Ruth, Lady Fermoy; Lady Elizabeth Basset; Lady Angela Oswald (who recently replaced Lady Jean Rankin) or Mrs Frances Campbell-Preston.


These are the elite of a forty-strong staff, the humblest of whom wear black and are cautioned to move around the house in silence. Most are devoted enough to their mistress to stay in her service for the better part of their lifetimes, despite long hours and church-mouse pay. The Queen Mother’s entire public and private expenses, including the salaries of her staff, are financed from her allowance under the Civil List, raised by 3.25 per cent in Chancellor Nigel Lawson’s 1985 Budget to £345,300 per annum.


As indeed are her clothes. The Queen Mother’s afternoons, if no public engagements are in the diary, will perhaps include a fitting with her dressmakers (Evelyn Elliot has succeeded the legendary Sir Norman at the House of Hartnell), or with her milliners (Rudolf of Mayfair, represented by Joy Quested-Nowell). Clothes, to the Queen Mother, are ‘the props’ of her job; she is well aware of her reputation for light, fluffy concoctions in happy colours, with a generous sprinkling of tulle or lace. She is rarely seen without either tiara or hat – off-the-face, flowered, feathered or veiled – and never without that distinctive three-string set of pearls, which she is said to wear even while out fishing in the Dee, above a rather scruffier hat and waders.


Any free daylight hours at home are otherwise open season for portrait painters, all of whom seem remarkably un-bohemian after the drunken Augustus John. Despite having to feed him brandy as he worked, Queen Elizabeth grew rather fond of curmudgeonly old John, and still defends his portrait – which, though never finished to his satisfaction, hangs in Clarence House – against the complaints of visitors. With so many of her regiments and societies wanting official portraits and having the right to commission the artist of their choice, the Queen Mother is obliged to spend many an hour making polite conversation to total strangers. It is little wonder that royalty and portrait painters so often become firm friends (Bryan Organ, for instance, recently became godfather to Prince Harry). The Queen Mother has a reputation in the artistic fraternity, as she does with press photographers, for being more co-operative than many other modern royals, and sharing a sixth sense for a good pose, with the right ‘props’ in place.
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The Queen Mother was photographed on her seventy-fifth birthday by Norman Parkinson.





As I sit chatting to senior members of her staff, the phone rings with a request from Canada that the Queen Mother keep free the third week of a summer month two years hence. They’d like her to open something to do with Aberdeen Angus cattle, and visit the Toronto Irish. It sounds right up her street, so into the diary it goes. How much longer can she keep up these long-haul forays? No one dare say, beyond jocular hints that they are more worried about the toll they take on Sir Martin than the demands made on HM – who is a mere thirteen years older.


The Queen Mother’s year has now developed a pretty much predestined pattern. March, for instance, means Badminton; April, a week or so of peace at Windsor. May means France; June (an especially busy month), Royal Ascot, Trooping the Colour and the annual Garter ceremony at Windsor. In late July, just before her birthday, she will base herself at Sandringham and visit the King’s Lynn Festival And August, in her widowhood, has become synonymous in the Queen Mother’s mind with the Castle of Mey, her cherished home in the far north of Scotland, on the Pentland Firth in Caithness.
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The Badminton Horse Trials, 1956. The Queen is using a cine-camera as she watches, with the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret, her horse Countryman III take a jump.





The presence in her sitting room of a well-thumbed copy of The John O’Groat’s Weekly (known to her as The Groat) shows how much this, her real home, remains in her thoughts all year round. Purchased after the death of her husband, as a conscious gesture towards her vita nuova, the sixteenth-century castle is the only home Queen Elizabeth can actually call her own. She takes great pride in her herd of Aberdeen Angus and her flock of border Cheviot sheep, driving a hard bargain at the local sales.
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