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PREFACE




  She is a bit late, and you have been waiting for long minutes. A message came through that she is held up in traffic, but now there has been an announcement: ‘Right,

  everyone! She’s on her way! Places please!’ and the subdued conversation ceases among your neighbours. They are standing stiffly, patiently, in a long row, not fidgeting.




  You know she has arrived when you hear the sirens, faint at first, then loud enough to fill the street outside. Beyond the distant glass doors you are aware of lights flashing. There is the

  gunning of motorcycle engines, the crackle of police radios. And there is a flurry of movement at the entrance. Then silence. Somewhere at the far end of the receiving-line she is being greeted,

  talking to her hosts, having the evening’s event explained to her even though she has known for more than a year that she was coming here tonight. The others, like you, are probably going

  over what they will say and do when they meet her. There are certain rules that have been explained: when introduced, address her first as ‘Your Majesty’, after that as

  ‘Ma’am’. ‘Ma’am’ to rhyme with ‘jam’, not ‘marm’ as in ‘marmalade’. Women may curtsy, men may bow from the neck. These gestures are not compulsory. It is, apparently, no longer necessary to make them if you prefer not to. But most still do, as a courtesy toward a lady who merits respect,

  and out of a sense of occasion. If you don’t, she will certainly give no indication that she minds. You have also been warned not to grab or squeeze her hand when it is offered. And you may

  not initiate conversation; that is her privilege. Wait to be asked something, and do not give lengthy replies if asked a question. Presumably, if possible, ‘Yes, Your Majesty’ will

  suffice. It is, after all, more polite not to disagree.




  And now a group of people is coming slowly nearer. You cannot see her from the corner of your eye, because she is hidden behind the large man who is making the introductions. You glimpse a

  woman, but it is someone else – a lady-in-waiting, perhaps. If you cannot see her, you can at least hear her. The quiet murmur of conversation, the interrogative tone as she gently asks a

  question. There are pauses as she listens. You catch the quick movement, along the line, of ducking heads and hands thrust out. You can hear the rustle of expensive dresses as ladies curtsy. Odd

  phrases are audible: ‘Oh!’ ‘Really?’ ‘Is it?’ Some distance away, she seems to be genuinely interested in talking to someone. She asks them several things. The

  exchange lasts a whole minute or so, longer than she is supposed to want to talk to anyone on these occasions. But it comes to an end. ‘Well . . .’ she says, in a manner that suggests

  finality, and the little procession continues.




  When presentations are made she does not, as Prince Philip or Prince Charles would do, produce some jocular observation that would provoke polite laughter, perhaps making a detail of a

  person’s clothing or accessories the basis for a quip. Nor, like them, would she laugh out loud at something said by others. When they meet the public, they are friendly. When she meets them,

  she is reserved. She is not here to entertain, so she is quiet and serious, polite but definitely not convivial. The point about what she says is that it is always safe, never opinionated or controversial, even though this may make her seem both uninterested and uninteresting. Did her husband not once say that people would rather be bored than offended? The murmuring

  increases, you hear her host muttering the name of each person, the questions and responses. ‘Had you been there before?’ she asks. ‘Really?’ Although she takes in what is

  said, she does not react to it, and her tone remains neutral, unemotional, unexcited. She is now on the edge of your vision. You have an impression of a long white dress, and see the shimmer of

  jewellery. She appears to have a halo but it must be a tiara, glinting with reflected light. She looks pleasantly at those she greets, and her tight smile broadens into a grin when someone mentions

  a country she has recently visited. When making small talk with strangers, such details can be a godsend. ‘What were you doing there?’ she asks, matter-of-factly. ‘Had you been

  before? Were you? Yes, beautiful.’ Now she is next to you, and then in front of you.




  At five foot three she is small, but perhaps not as small as you expected, for in the media she is often pictured standing next to men who tower over her. Recent American presidents, for

  instance, seem to have been particularly lofty. She is a-dazzle with diamonds. Her hair is very white and her eyes are very blue. Her complexion is legendary for its purity, and this is still true

  though she is in her eighties. Her posture is as straight as that of her Guardsmen. Her high-heeled shoes are gold and so is her handbag, which is hung from her elbow so that her hand is free. Her

  smile – a polite baring of the teeth – is hesitant but warm. It is sometimes complained that she does not smile enough but in fact she does so often, especially when listening. She is

  told your name – there is no reason why she should need to know, yet she frowns slightly as if memorising it – and what your reason is for being present. You look sharply down at your

  toes, then up again. She offers her hand – a limp touch of gloved fingertips. She holds out only four fingers, not the pinkie. Her voice is low and slightly husky, her speech slow, her diction precise and her accent that of the pre-war upper class. She asks something and you reply: ‘Yes, Your Majesty.’ Her expression acknowledges this. But your answer

  was a conversational cul-de-sac. There is nothing further to say. And in any case, you sense your time is up. She knows just how long to spend with each person. She nods and moves on, as do the

  gaggle of people that surrounds her. She is already talking to someone else: ‘Was that the first time you’d been there?’ You let out a long breath, thankful you made no mistakes.

  It does not occur to you, even though you had heard that she finds small talk difficult, that she too might feel relief when such an encounter is over.




  Were it not for her jewels and the entourage that follows her, she could have been the benign, retired headmistress of a girls’ school. There is about her just that element of what the

  army calls ‘command presence’, more than a hint of a brisk and businesslike personality. Nevertheless because her personal reserve is palpable, there was a sense that she was making a

  particular effort to talk to you, and that is very endearing. You wonder why she has this. After all, she once had Khrushchev to tea, and the Ceausescus to stay. If she could deal with them,

  why would you and your colleagues present a challenge? But it is not the same. With world leaders there are gifts to give and receive and exclaim over, palaces to show them round, important topics

  to discuss, and there is opportunity to get to know them. Here, there is barely time to exchange greetings with people she will never see again. Yet she does it diligently, sincerely, as if it

  matters to her.




  And then it dawns on you: this is not really shyness anyway. After all, she looked you straight in the eye, and clearly does not lack self-possession. It is a reticence that is carefully

  calibrated, a well-drilled economy of speech and emotion. There is about her a studied professionalism – after such a long reign you would expect no less – in which dignity,

  graciousness, interest and friendliness are commodities she measures out and deploys as needed.




  Some people would like to see in her public manner more warmth, more humour, more animation. They may even assume, if they know little about her, that the seeming lack of

  these is due to a cold and formal personality. She is not short of humour, or opinions, but what she cannot afford is to say or do anything controversial. She is well aware how easily any remark or

  even expression could be misrepresented, misquoted or seen out of context by the media. She will therefore not disagree with anyone, voice strident or even firm views or look in the least

  disapproving. She is not, in any case, running for office so she does not glad-hand, slap backs, laugh at others’ jokes or pretend an interest she does not feel. Politicians do all that,

  because they must. She does not need to.




  She will not, because of the constraints on her time, give you more than minutes or even seconds. What you have just had, in other words, is what everyone gets. She looks earnest and serious,

  interested, perhaps amused, when performing this task and, for the brief time that she is in conversation, she treats you as the only person in the room. There is none of the self-important

  person’s habit of looking past you, or behaving as if you are not important enough to notice. She is genuinely, if distantly, charming and it is difficult not to be enchanted. You remember

  reading somewhere how her father told her that anyone who met her would remember the experience for the rest of their life, and you realise that you will.




  As soon as she has gone there is an outburst of noise and excitement all around you. ‘Thank you all!’ bellows whoever was in charge, ‘that seemed to go well.’ ‘So

  dignified!’ people gush. ‘Wasn’t she charming?’ Some are even skittish, light-headed: ‘What did she say to you?’ they ask each other. No one says, ‘Well,

  that was an ordeal!’ because they were all caught up, willingly or otherwise, in the thrill of the moment. Even those who are indifferent to the monarchy can be overcome at meeting the most

  famous woman of our time, and without exception they found the experience inspiring, intriguing or at the very least deeply interesting. It is a milestone in their lives,

  deserving of a whole page in the photograph-album of memory. There is, after all, something marvellous about being noticed, acknowledged, spoken to by the Head of State, knowing that with all she

  has to do and all the important people she has met, she has given you her time and attention, if only for an instant. ‘Pinch me, someone!’ says a person nearby. Inanity, of course, but

  that is what a brush with magic is like, and you feel it even if you’re a little surprised at yourself for doing so. When you, and the others, get home there will be questions to answer about

  what she was wearing and what she said, and you will be glad to spread the magic, to sprinkle farther some of the stardust. From now on when anyone asks you: ‘Have you ever met the

  Queen?’ you can say yes. If, however, they then enquired: ‘What is she like?’, how would you answer them? For you still don’t know.




  
 





  
INTRODUCTION




  Queen Elizabeth II is, by a considerable margin, the most important woman in the world. By virtue of position, longevity, personality, exposure and influence she has

  outdistanced and outlasted any other who might have claims on public awareness. Some have undoubtedly held the world’s attention, shaped events, demonstrated compassion, led social trends or

  – briefly – had more ‘news value’ in terms of the media: Eva Perón, Jacqueline Kennedy, Golda Meir, Indira Gandhi, Margaret Thatcher, Mother Teresa. None has had

  anything like the position on the world stage occupied by the Queen. Her nearest competitor in the 20th century has been, ironically, her own mother, who died in 2002 at the age of 101. As regards

  her place in world history Elizabeth II is, without question, going to rank with the great female rulers: Queen Victoria, Catherine the Great, Maria Theresa and the first Elizabeth. Although all of

  these – even Victoria – wielded greater power than she does, her influence is probably just as great. She is, after all, Head of State in a quarter of the globe and ruler of more

  independent territories than any sovereign in history.




  Careers in public life usually last no more than a decade or two. Politicians are, to a surprising extent, quickly forgotten. It seems extraordinary – and it is

  – that when Elizabeth II came to the throne Winston Churchill was Prime Minister, Harry Truman was President of the USA and Russia was ruled by Stalin. She has known – and shared the

  stage with – a host of other figures who many know only from history books and archive film: Charles de Gaulle, John F. Kennedy, Richard Nixon, Harold Macmillan. For the past 60 years she

  been privy to every national secret and has worked with every British government and with the leaders of Commonwealth states, as well as travelling to most of the countries in the world. Through

  her own experience she is linked to many of the great personalities of the later 20th century, and her contact with them has been both formal and light-hearted: when she visited Washington during

  Eisenhower’s presidency she could remind him that a decade earlier, when he was a general and she was a princess, she had taught him to dance an eightsome reel. Through her family she is

  entwined with even more international events: her husband’s mother was honoured by Israel as ‘Righteous Among the Nations’ for sheltering Jews in Athens during the Holocaust,

  though it also happens that one of her cousins, the Duke of Coburg, was a Nazi Gauleiter. Further back in history, the chain of coincidence is equally intriguing. Her Majesty is not only

  descended from King George III but from his American antagonist, George Washington.




  She is, by nature, quietly dutiful. The British have come to regard this as normal in sovereigns, for George V and VI have also been of this type. While this gives journalists less to write

  about, it makes the monarchy inoffensive – therefore popular – and provides society with a feeling of stability. Queen Elizabeth is, to a large extent, taken for granted by many of her

  own subjects. None of them under the age of 60 will have known any other ruler. She has been there all their lives, and appears ageless – at any rate she continues to pursue an active and

  demanding round of duties. She remains ubiquitous in British life – broadcasting every Christmas Day, appearing in the news as she opens something or tours a city or

  welcomes a visiting Head of State. Her face is a national icon, endlessly seen on postcards and plates and tea towels. It is on every stamp her subjects stick and on every coin they spend –

  and the number of these runs into billions. Occasionally she is criticised in the media for looking glum or for dressing unimaginatively, but if this is true it is not enough to threaten national

  approval ratings that consistently stay between 80 and 90 per cent. Mostly, coverage of her is respectful, and therefore may seem dull.




  It is often a good deal livelier in other countries for, though she herself is usually treated with respect, the stories reported there are frequently exaggerations or outright inventions.

  Without the constraints of deference or litigation that apply in Britain, journalists can afford to be more colourful. France Dimanche, for instance, specialises in reporting alleged

  quarrels in the Royal Family – it has frequently predicted the Queen’s imminent divorce – as well as numerous threats to abdicate. Abroad, the notion of a monarch is, in any case,

  often something of a novelty. When she went to St Petersburg (the first British monarch to do so) in 1994, a member of the public was quoted as saying: ‘We see presidents all the time, but

  how often do we have a visit from a real queen?’ When a German was asked what is the function of his country’s Federal President – for the government is run by the Chancellor

  – he thought for an instant and replied: ‘It means we have someone to meet the Queen when she comes on visits.’ She is, in other words, a reference point – an affirmation of

  their own importance – even for people in countries with which she has no connection. More than two centuries after American independence, this descendant of the Colonies’ former ruler

  is sometimes seen as more than a VIP when she goes to the USA. In 2007 she visited Richmond, Virginia shortly after a number of students at a nearby university had been massacred by a gunman. It

  was arranged that the Queen meet the families of victims and spend time with them in private conversation. It is difficult to imagine any other foreign dignitary – except

  perhaps the Pope – doing such a thing.




  But what exactly is it that she does? She presides over a country that is run by others. She makes Acts of Parliament – and all sorts of other documents – legal by putting her

  signature on them. She appoints ministers, ambassadors, bishops, judges and military officers. She gives out medals to those people others have deemed worthy of them. She discusses the state of the

  country every week with the head of the government, and is allowed to suggest or advise solutions to problems, though she herself cannot even vote. She is required to be constantly on show, so that

  people throughout her realms will know she is aware of them and interested in what they are doing, and this takes a good deal of her time. She has to represent the nation abroad so as to improve

  relations with other countries, and to represent it at home by speaking to her people at moments of national significance, as well as by opening important buildings or exhibitions or sporting

  events. She leads the country’s mourning on Remembrance Sunday, and every Christmas she has to appear on television to wish her subjects well for the coming year.




  She carries out these tasks because she inherited them. She does so without fuss or complaint, and with considerable expertise. Yet whatever the position into which the Queen was born, she could

  not have fulfilled her destiny so well had she not had a personality suited to the task. Although chosen by accident of fate, she happens to have a passion for it, a genuine sense of vocation. She

  has her father’s modest and conscientious nature, which helps her survive the numbing boredom of official events. She is also a woman of fixed tastes and habits, and these have not altered in

  any significant way since she succeeded to the throne. She does not like to see change in her routine or her surroundings. Becoming queen at the age of 25, she very quickly

  grew into the job – assisted by her husband, her mother and her father’s advisors – establishing an infrastructure of work and travel and leisure that she has not substantially

  altered since. She likes being queen, and she knows she is successful at it, so she has no wish to do things differently. She prefers a life that is planned and predictable and this is as well, for

  without it she could not cope with the heavy workload she continues to carry. She sees it as a job for life rather than, like her counterparts in the Netherlands, a position from which she can

  retire. Aware of the extent to which she represents national continuity, she wishes to carry on.




  This continuity is reflected even in her appearance. She has not, as most women of her age have done, altered her hairstyle for almost half a century. Nor will she, for it has to look just as it

  does on coins and banknotes. Although the clothes she wore in the 1950s seem dated when seen in pictures, her personal taste coalesced in the following decade and has not changed significantly

  since. Naturally her wardrobe is stylish and expensive, but it has never followed fashion to any significant degree – there was never any question of adopting the foibles of the 1960s or

  1970s – and dresses seen in photographs from 40 years ago look much the same as those she wears today. Never in fashion, she is never out of fashion. She has not developed fads for pastimes,

  or cuisine, or travel to particular places. Although she could belong at once to the ‘jet-set’ if she wished to, she does not care for the lifestyle or most of the hobbies. She has no

  interest in skiing, sailing, playing golf or tennis, though members of her family do all of these. She has no desire to sit at gaming-tables. She is as passionately interested in horses as when she

  was a small girl, and as addicted to the decidedly unglamorous pleasures of dog-walking and country life that she has enjoyed since childhood. Her personality and tastes, in other words, formed

  early and have remained consistent ever since, adding to the sense of timelessness about her that many find reassuring. As with her tastes, so with her attitudes. Princess

  Elizabeth’s views and habits merged seamlessly with those of her parents and grandmother.




  To many, what adds to the impression that she lives in some parallel universe is that she does not express views on the important issues of the moment. She is clearly comfortable with the

  constitutional position that she remain aloof from the political process. The whole point of a constitutional Head of State is that he or she has no ties to any party, is not to blame for

  government policy and thus stands apart from the crises that embroil politicians and public, representing the long-term view and keeping matters in perspective. In fact, she is intensely aware of

  political developments and, after a 60-year reign, is a very experienced observer of the national mood. She meets the Prime Minister every week. She invites senior politicians to banquets at

  Buckingham Palace or to ‘dine and sleep’ at Windsor. She has numerous opportunities to discuss, or to hear about, issues from those most deeply involved in them. She has plenty of

  opinions, though these are not made known to the public. In private she is lively, shrewd and surprisingly funny; as impatient with pomposity in others as she is with toadying, and skilled in

  mimicry. She is largely unflappable, given to quiet annoyance but never explosive rage when something goes wrong, and amused by minor mishaps provided no one is hurt or humiliated by them. She has

  a spontaneous wit that can cause her guests to burst out laughing (she once asked a friend of Prince Charles who had driven to Windsor Castle for lunch, ‘Did you find it all right?’) We

  know these things, because we read about them, but we also know the public will never be allowed to see this side of her.




  Much is known about her hobbies and pursuits (the Turf, the Daily Telegraph crossword, detective novels, enormous jigsaws). Thanks to an insatiable appetite for royal trivia, many people

  now know that she breakfasts on cereal kept in Tupperware containers. Some of these are half-truths, untruths or speculations anyway. She is said to hate shellfish, since they

  are banned from menus when she is abroad on state visits. That may not be for reasons of personal preference, but rather because any ill effects from eating them could ruin her timetable and

  involve letting down people who have waited to see her. Her aversion to avocados, however, is well documented. She thinks they taste ‘like soap’.




  Much is also known about the important experiences of her past life, simply because it has always been lived in public. Even such a personal matter as meeting and falling for her future husband

  has been, if we are to believe the account of her former governess, told in detail. Nevertheless she has kept private an enormous amount about herself. Unlike her husband and her children, she does

  not give interviews – though she has occasionally offered personal memories as part of a documentary. In this reticence she has followed the example of her mother who, despite a sociable and

  outgoing nature, maintained strict silence with regard to journalists until the very end of her life (when she spoke on television at the time of her 100th birthday, many viewers had never

  previously heard her voice). Given the media-savvy ways of the Royal Family’s younger generations, it is unlikely there will ever again be a monarch who retains such a sense of mystique as

  Elizabeth II.




  She has never gone to school, never done housework or even her own packing, never carried or seriously handled money (the banknote she puts in a church collection is passed to her by an

  Equerry). All of these things are, of course, a result of her position. Even the circumstances in which she must take her chances with fate, however, have gone without a hitch. Every one of her

  children and grandchildren has been born healthy. She herself has never known a day’s serious illness. Although she fell in love with the first eligible man she encountered, at an age when it

  might have been argued that she could not have known her own mind, she has been happily married to him for her entire adult life. She has never experienced frustrated love, nor the pain of divorce,

  though her sister – sadly – knew both.




  However rarefied the world in which she moves, the Queen has, to a larger extent than people perhaps realise, participated in the events of the 20th century. Her exalted

  position does not guard her against the slings and arrows of fortune. Given the long military tradition of her family, her male relatives have seen their share of danger. Her father was at the

  Battle of Jutland. Her future husband – of whom at that time she was already fond – saw action in the Mediterranean and risked his life on the convoys. Her second son was in the

  Falklands campaign, and more recently her grandson Prince Harry served for 10 weeks in Afghanistan. One of her mother’s brothers was killed in the First World War, and another was a POW. Her

  uncle, the Duke of Kent, was killed in the Second World War while aboard an RAF aircraft. Even in peacetime there have been tragedies: her cousin, Prince William of Gloucester, also perished in an

  air crash, in 1972. Her husband’s uncle, Lord Mountbatten, was murdered by IRA terrorists in 1979. She and her parents lived through the Blitz, in which their London home – Buckingham

  Palace – was deliberately targeted by the Luftwaffe and badly damaged.




  She and her family are familiar with stress and danger, and her life has contained plenty of anxious, awful moments. Apart from these extreme circumstances, she has known the trauma of her three

  eldest children’s unhappy marriages, and periodic pressure to make household economies, since her finances are often commented upon in the media. She has even, despite the presence of

  policemen, Household regiments and all manner of ceremonial bodyguards to protect her, awoken to find a prowler in her bedroom. Although the scale of her surroundings may be beyond comparison with

  that of most of her subjects, she too has been subject to adversity.




  In spite of the affection with which the public regards her, she has not been able to enjoy the luxury of complacency. IRA terrorism posed a considerable threat to the Royal Family from the

  early 1970s onward. Even before that she had faced the possibility of violent unrest, from Welsh nationalists at the time of her son’s investiture as Prince of Wales

  (their bombing campaign, minuscule in comparison with what came later, is largely forgotten today), or from Quebec separatists who booed her – and might have done much worse – when she

  visited Canada in the 1960s. ‘Danger,’ she once said, ‘is part of the job,’ and she refuses to let the prospect of assassination interrupt her routine. No matter what layers

  of security exist between the Queen and the public, she has to have more personal, physical courage than many people realise or appreciate – as was seen in 1981, when a young man fired shots

  at her as she rode along the Mall.




  Her position requires her to be on show, to move among crowds, and therefore to be vulnerable to the shouted insults of drunks or to the assassin’s bullet, but she has long since weighed

  up the risks and decided that she will carry on regardless. On occasion an entire visit has been advised against by the Foreign Office because the host country was deemed too unstable to protect

  her. This was the case with Ghana in 1958 as guest of the unpopular Kwame Nkrumah. Sitting next to him in a dozen places, she could be injured by some attempt on him. The Queen, overruling her

  advisors, insisted on going. ‘How silly I should look,’ she told them, ‘if I was scared to visit and then Khrushchev went and had a good reception.’ She returned safely, and

  the tour was a great success. The fact that she has always been sanguine in the face of potential danger is, perhaps, not the least impressive of her qualities.




  There are different kinds of courage, and she must have several of them. The Queen lives on a constant and unrelenting diet of bad tidings. She watches the news like the rest of us, but she

  often knows more than we do. During the Cold War she will have had far greater knowledge of the dangers to peace – and the risk of nuclear annihilation – than her people. Imagine the

  stress her position must have involved during the crises over Berlin and Cuba. Yet through it all she maintained an apparently genuine sense of calm, and carried on with her

  job, including the archaic ceremonial, as if nothing were amiss. Murders, terrorist outrages, natural disasters at home or in the Commonwealth and beyond – all these are reported to her

  because there is often something official she is required to do, such as sending condolences or expressing the nation’s sorrow. As already seen, when visiting an American city she met the

  families of those killed by a frenzied gunman. Whatever can you say to console one person in those circumstances, let alone a whole series of grieving relatives? It cannot have been easy,

  and they were not even her subjects, yet she did it.




  Suppose that, like her grandfather George V in the years between the wars, she feels that society is going to the dogs. This is distinctly possible, given that she is an elderly lady of

  traditional bent who has very high personal standards of morals and integrity. She not only cannot publicly disapprove of things, she may be obliged to sign the very legislation that legalises what

  was previously unacceptable. This takes courage too. As one of her Private Secretaries, Sir John Colville, put it: ‘By sheer strength of willpower the Queen controls the impatience she must

  often feel, and never fails to look imperturbable. Nothing is better calculated to win the esteem of her subjects.’ Besides courage, she has several advantages that have helped to make her

  the effective ruler she is. The first was training, the second was temperament, the third was routine and the fourth was advice.




  From the age of 10 – when her uncle abdicated – she was intensively schooled for the position she would occupy. She worked very closely with her father, whose style and tastes she

  consciously continued, and in the early part of her own reign used many of the same advisors and officials. She and her father had had, in fact, the same tutor – Queen Mary (1867–1953),

  redoubtable widow of King George V, who trained them rigorously in the correct performance of duty. Once described as ‘the most queenly of queens’, Mary’s rigid bearing can be

  seen at a glance in old photographs. She was expert in protocol and appropriate behaviour, instilling an indelible sense of service by which personal wishes, and feelings,

  were entirely secondary to the demands of duty, just as she educated her granddaughter to appreciate the cultural riches that make up the Royal Collections. It is worth remembering that this

  influence was directed at Elizabeth for the first 25 years of her life, and will have taken on added importance when she became heir – a thorough and intensive indoctrination of a willing

  pupil who responded by modelling herself on the old lady. If a certain toughness of character has been passed on, that is hardly surprising. What she also inherited, however, was a lifelong

  awareness of the need to justify her position by hard work and goodwill.




  Elizabeth was also, and more specifically, taught by her father. Having had no preparation for his own succession, he wanted to ensure that she was fully ready for hers. Queen Victoria would not

  let her eldest son see the contents of dispatch boxes; George VI habitually sent for his daughter to go through his with him. The first time she took the salute at Trooping the Colour he gave her a

  rigorous inspection of uniform and drill before she left the Palace. From her mother’s example she learned how to charm – how to talk easily to others – even though her own

  personality did not enable her to do this so effectively. Everywhere around her were mentors, teachers, examples. She grasped the importance of what she was doing, and strove to do it well. The

  Queen’s formative years were, of course, interrupted by the Second World War. Because she did not attend school or university, it might be assumed that she lacks the intellectual discipline

  to analyse and retain information. In fact, she was soundly, privately educated in the subjects – history and constitutional law, for instance – that had bearing on her future. She may

  not have had the stimulus of a school environment, or the spur of examinations or of competition with other pupils, but she had the benefit of one-to-one tuition and her

  intellectual training, if limited in scope, was excellent. Because she came to the throne when young, she has also had the experience of learning her job by doing it.




  Her second advantage was temperament. It is a point worth emphasising that Elizabeth never had what might be called a ‘Prince Hal phase’, in which she rebelled against her upbringing

  or her destiny. She accepted it and prepared for it and looked forward to it. Her views never clashed with those of her family or the people who sought to train her. While her uncle David, as King

  Edward VIII, often ignored the red dispatch boxes sent to him by the government, Queen Elizabeth makes a point of reading everything in hers, going through them for an hour or two each evening.

  Through concentration and long practice she can absorb and retain large amounts of information and weigh its implications. The Queen has an extremely good memory for both facts and faces. On

  subjects that engage her interest, such as art and antiques, she has amassed considerable knowledge. On the breeding, training and racing of horses, her lifelong enthusiasm, she has a level of

  expertise that is overwhelming.




  Although these are leisure interests, her grasp of social and political matters is just as detailed. The politician Tony Benn, no admirer of monarchy, said of her: ‘She is not very clever

  but is remarkably intelligent.’ She is not clever in the sense of being widely read, but is extremely well-versed in matters that relate to her role. With her powerful memory, she can also

  quickly ‘mug up’ on a matter in order to discuss it. And there are subjects she has studied in detail over long years. For someone who cannot vote, for example, she has an intense

  knowledge of the British electoral system, the state of the parties, and the personalities in the Commons. She studies all the documents she is given by advisors, and retains a surprising amount of

  what she reads. She can grasp essentials, reel off statistics, recall past conversations. This is a matter of memory. Although there is an agenda for discussion during her

  weekly meetings with the Premier, no one has seen the Queen taking notes, and by custom no written record is ever kept of these. She need not pay such close attention, for after all she cannot

  alter anything that Parliament has decided, but she considers all this information useful. She has an instinct borne of long practice for knowing how the British people will react to things –

  reading their mood, taking the temperature – and she can use this to give advice.




  Dealing, over decades, with the leaders of other countries and the prime ministers of her own has given her a wealth of experience that aids her judgement. Not only that, but she has personal

  associations with a huge array of world statesmen, and can counsel politicians to whom these people are only names. It is a long-established cliché that she can catch out government

  ministers by knowing more than they do about a specific subject, or embarrass them with questions they cannot answer. This is something of a game. She has been quietly scoring points in the same

  way ever since her audiences were with Winston Churchill, and her father did it too. It is somewhat unfair, for she is now vastly more experienced than any of her politicians and has discussed

  similar, or the same, issues with their predecessors-in-office, literally for generations. It must also be borne in mind that she has far greater opportunities to see the wider picture than her

  ministers do. ‘She has sources of information that no one else has,’ as one observer put it. Much that goes on in Whitehall is seen on a ‘need to know’ basis, but the Queen

  can see everything. Even without her special access, she learns much simply by doing her homework. She is always, in a phrase used about barristers, ‘on top of her brief’, and this is

  not easy considering the fact that all areas of national and commonwealth life come within the scope of her job.




  From formal meetings and stilted small talk she can extract a surprising amount of useful knowledge. President Bill Clinton noticed this, recalling that: ‘I was taken with the clever

  manner in which she discussed public issues, probing me for information without venturing too far into expressing her own political views.’ He added: ‘She

  impressed me as someone who might have become a successful politician or diplomat. As it was she had to be both, without seeming to be either.’ This is a very eloquent summing-up of her

  role.




  At conferences of Commonwealth heads of government she will have a private audience with each of them. In the space of a few minutes she can discuss the issues facing Australia, both listening

  and advising, and then go on to do the same for Tuvalu or Mozambique. Her dispatch boxes, after all, contain papers relating not only to the governance of Britain. They also include reams of

  confidential information about the countries of the Commonwealth. From the Dominions, she also receives reports from the Governors-General that even the prime ministers do not see. And she is

  extremely observant. Schooled by a long lifetime of protocol and formality, she knows exactly how things should be done and will quickly notice any mistakes, whether it be a diplomat wearing an

  order incorrectly, cutlery laid in the wrong manner at a banquet, or a soldier fumbling a drill-movement. Moreover she will notice, and remember, individual faces in a crowd – on the first

  tour of Canada after her accession she recognised, from her previous visit three years earlier, one of the mounties guarding her, and greeted him warmly. Although she can be critical when she feels

  dignity has been undermined, she is usually sympathetic – and even heartily amused – if some much-rehearsed event goes awry, for it adds excitement to duties that are otherwise

  predictable. When igniting the first of the chain of bonfires on a rainy evening at Windsor to celebrate her Silver Jubilee, the torch failed to stay alight and then the beacon erupted into flame

  before she could reach it. ‘Oh good, what fun!’ was her comment.




  Whenever she is the hostess at an event, she will make a point of inspecting the arrangements, probably several times, in advance. Before guests arrive at Windsor she will go through their rooms, checking that everything they need is correctly laid out. When she is to meet people even superficially, such as during one of the 13 investiture ceremonies held each

  year, she will read notes about them in advance so that she knows what to expect, and has some conversational starting point – even though there will be a 150 of them. Many countries’

  governments employ a chief of protocol for the organising of official events. In Britain the Head of State herself knows all that is necessary.




  The third element is routine. The Queen has repeatedly carried out all the functions of state: opening Parliament, hosting – or making – official visits, so often that she knows

  every detail about what happens, when and how. When she celebrates her official birthday in June with the military parade called Trooping the Colour – to cite but one example – it is

  worth remembering that not only has she presided at this dozens of times (it has only once in her reign been cancelled, owing to a rail strike), but that she will also, each year, have met the

  principal people involved, listened to and approved all the music that will be played, and received reports on how rehearsals for the event are going. She is not only Commander in Chief of the

  Armed Forces and Colonel-in-Chief of the Household Division, she is also known to be an expert on army uniforms and to have an extremely practised eye for the details of drill, so she knows

  precisely how the complex manoeuvring of men and mounts should be carried out. Of the regiments taking part, her husband, her eldest son, her daughter and her cousin and one of her grandsons are

  colonels of five, while two of her grandsons are serving officers in one. No change in dress or movement, no matter how trivial, could be made without her approval. As she watches the troops she

  will know the names of many officers and NCOs, and even of some of the horses. But then she has participated in more of these occasions than anyone else present, including her husband. Although

  today she travels to the parade ground by carriage she was meticulous, in the years when she attended on horseback, in practising for it just as her soldiers did.




  The fourth element is advice. The Queen is exhaustively briefed on the places she goes and the people she meets. She has expert counsel whenever she needs it (the Foreign Secretary, for

  instance, may accompany her on a state visit), and she studies the reports or other materials submitted to her. If she visits a British city she will have on hand the Lord Lieutenant, the mayor

  and, probably, the entire local council executive to tell her about it. In all the types of situation mentioned above, she receives as well as dispenses wisdom. No matter where she is, she has

  access to a constant flow of documents and press digests that ensure she is supremely well informed. Her Private Secretaries have, without exception, been men of high calibre and ability, and they

  are with her everywhere, smoothing the way. Nothing is ever left to chance, nothing is ever improvised at the last moment, and it shows.




  The Queen is very happy with such arrangements. She could not possibly meet the demands on her time if a great many people were not constantly helping her. Everything she needs must be

  immediately at her elbow, whether this means a breakfast tray in the morning, a car at the door, or – until relatively recently – the Royal Yacht moored opposite some foreign port when

  she arrived for a state visit. She has an extensive, well-trained and efficient staff to manage all the complexities of her very active life. Her lady-in-waiting not only has to ensure that spare

  gloves and shoes, barley sugar and handkerchiefs are to hand, she must also ascertain in advance of an official visit where the ‘facilities’ are, since it would be unthinkable for Her

  Majesty to have to ask her hosts. The Queen appreciates such effort, knows the names of even her minor servants and rewards them with presents every Christmas. Like all members of the Royal Family,

  she values the loyalty of those who work for her and does not like the faces around her to change.




  As the royal biographers Graham and Heather Fisher have said: ‘The Queen’s life has almost the same built-in monotony as a car-worker on a production-line, and

  some people would find it just as boring.’ This is perhaps a poor comparison, since Her Majesty has a constant change of scenery and a great deal of what she sees is colourful, impressive,

  informative and amusing. Nevertheless boredom is certainly likely. It is a commonplace that many of her subjects would wish to take her place . . . for a day, to see what being Queen is like. The

  thought of weeks, let alone months or years, of an often stultifying routine would be deeply off-putting to anyone with creativity, independence, imagination or an impatience with social

  pleasantries. The thing about it that they might find most onerous is the absence of any complete holiday or the prospect of never retiring. And the Queen’s is not a life that allows for

  spontaneity. There can be no question of taking in a film on impulse, going shopping to cheer herself up or dropping in unannounced on old friends. And there is no question of being pleasantly

  surprised to find what is for lunch since every meal she has will have been chosen, probably days in advance, from a menu (in French). Even the books read by the Royal Family are selected for them

  each year by a committee, which strikes a balance between light and serious subject matter and forwards the chosen titles to the Palace. Everything the Queen does is planned to the smallest detail,

  usually months ahead. But then this has been true since, as a girl of 10, she became heir to the throne. It is what she knows and expects and is comfortable with. As for boredom, she has

  acknowledged that ‘some occasions are less interesting than others’, but usually there is diversion to be found somewhere if one keeps a sharp eye out and an open mind.




  It is also a life that allows for very few friendships. The Queen has some, of course – women she knew as a child, racing enthusiasts and old families whose members have been friends of

  the Royals for generations. It is simply not possible, however, to have more than a very small circle of trusted intimates. For the rest, the Queen is gracious but distant. As

  one of her prime ministers, James Callaghan, put it: ‘What one gets from the Queen is friendliness, but not friendship.’




  Elizabeth II is by far the most widely travelled monarch in British – and indeed in world – history. In many places she goes, to be a monarch is unusual, and carries distinction. To

  be Europe’s longest-serving, high-profile example of the breed brings even greater prestige. There are few people in any region of the world that can be reached by television or the printed

  word who have not at least seen a picture of the Queen. She is thus already familiar to most of those who line processional routes to watch her pass. At home her subjects, shivering through a

  British winter, may feel a pang of envy at the sight of her on a Pacific island, but they would probably not relish the crowded and unforgiving official schedule she has to follow. It is difficult

  to appreciate what a chore these overseas visits must be. When, in 1976, she visited Bloomingdale’s store in New York, she had less than 15 minutes to look around. When in the National

  Gallery in Washington, she had no more than 20 minutes to take in the wealth of pictures. Although she was accompanied by the gallery’s director, who would have shown her the highlights, she

  would be unlikely to take away more than a blurred impression of them. She has, because of her own collection, considerable interest in paintings, and would undoubtedly have wanted to spend a

  longer time there.




  These occasions are not, of course, holidays, and there are no grounds for envying her the chance to see so many parts of the world. Although her timetable may well include a day or more set

  aside for rest and privacy on some remote country estate, she seldom has opportunities for the pleasures others take for granted when abroad: leisurely browsing in local markets, dawdling in

  museums, spending mornings at a café table writing postcards. Most women, when on a trip overseas, would not want to have to dress all the time in a hat and gloves and

  coat. The Queen is, of course, required to dress formally, meet endless people on a superficial basis, make speeches, and catch only tantalising glimpses of things that cannot – owing to the

  pressures of time and protocol – be enjoyed in detail. She sees not what she would like to but what her hosts want her to. When she is abroad and travelling by car or train, she often cannot

  even enjoy the passing scenery, for she will be having to work at her dispatch boxes, prepare herself for a speech she will be giving at the next stop, or read through reams of briefing notes about

  people and places she will be encountering in the hours, or days, ahead. It is worth remembering that most of the work she does is out of sight and behind the scenes. As with an accomplished

  actress the public see only the finished performance, not the rehearsals, the costume-fittings or the lengthy production meetings.
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