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				About the Book

				For many years, Her Majesty the Queen has received a weekly report on the news and issues of the day, known at the Palace as ‘The Current Affairs Briefing Document’, from one of her senior private secretaries.

				She has replied to them in letters which have expressed her private thoughts, and occasionally questions, about what is happening in the world outside.

				Now she has decided to allow some of these letters from the last twelve months to appear in the public domain.

				They reveal for the first time what she really thinks about attitudes to the Royal Family, about the Prime Ministers she has met, about Helen Mirren, about the great, the good and the mysteriously famous people she meets as she goes about her duties. She shares what it is really like to jump out of a helicopter to open the Olympics, how to deal with a media obsessed with taking pictures of one’s grandchildren without their clothes on, or the happy prospect of being a great-grandmother.

				Affectionately imagined, Letters from the Queen will provide a view of the way we live now, as seen from the top by someone who is both at the centre of national life and yet removed from it.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Author

				Terence Blacker is the author of five novels, the most recent of which is The Twyning, and of the acclaimed biography of Willie Donaldson, You Cannot Live as I Have Lived and Not End Up Like This. He writes a weekly column for the Independent.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Foreword

				For some forty years of my professional life, it was my privilege to serve in the Royal Household of Her Majesty the Queen. I was, from 1983 until my retirement in 1996, senior personal adviser to the Private Secretary, acting essentially as a conduit between the press office, Whitehall and Her Majesty.

				When I retired, the Queen did me the honour of requesting that I should continue my contact with the private office by writing her a weekly digest of the week’s news, now known in the private office as ‘the Bulletin’, and enclosing any press cuttings that I felt Her Majesty might find interesting, useful or, occasionally, amusing.

				Quite soon, she acquired the habit of replying to the Bulletin, giving her own perspective on current events, and over time these missives became relaxed and even personal in tone. A relationship of trust had developed between us when I worked at the palace, and perhaps now, surrounded by formality and constrained as to the opinions she could express, she found some small relief in being able to write openly and frankly to a contemporary (I am a year older than Her Majesty) who understood her life better than most and was reliably discreet.

				I confess it was something of a surprise last year when, for reasons that are touched upon in the following pages, the Queen expressed the wish that some of these letters, covering the twelve months between the London Olympics and the birth of Prince George, should be made available to a wider, public readership.

				Compiling and ordering those letters has been the most agreeable of duties. The Queen, while laying no claim to be a belle lettriste, writes clearly and directly in her unmistakeable, bold handwriting. The letters that follow are, apart from a small number of omissions made for legal or security reasons, as she wrote them to me to be delivered every week without fail to my flat in Pimlico.

				Perusing them when they arrived on those Tuesday mornings afforded me the greatest pleasure, and I trust that this collection will be similarly rewarding to those, in whatever walk of life, who read them here.

				Sir Jeremy Scrimgeour GCB GCVO
August 2013

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Dear Sir Jeremy

				What a joy it was to read your Bulletin at the end of a somewhat strenuous week. Of course, one knew that having the Olympics in London (‘hosting’, as they now like to say) was going to be demanding, but what was surprising was how cheerful it all was.

				It does make me laugh to see how even the professional grumps in the press have been forced to join the national good mood. They must be bursting to tell some British-hopelessness story or a ghastly-foreigners story but they simply daren’t be out of step with their readers.

				One of the children’s nannies used to tell them not to make faces because if the wind changed their faces would stay like that. Perhaps the wind will change now and those ill-tempered journalists will be stuck with a smile on their faces.

				Maybe not.

				Strangely, all this has made the last few days more tiring, not less. When I am simply being my normal self, everyone knows where they stand in the scheme of things. I am the Queen, they are the subjects. Conversation is polite and formal and stays safely on the surface of things.

				But when people become relaxed, almost a bit squiffy with shared happiness, it is really altogether trickier. There’s a danger that one can look a bit solemn or, worse (that greatest of modern crimes), ‘out of touch’. So I have to be cheerful and relaxed, and yet dignified. It’s surprisingly hard work.

				Like many people, I had been secretly dreading the opening ceremony. One can have too much of what we now are supposed to call ‘heritage’. I worried that it would be all Shakespeare and cream teas and bowler hats, or that the people organising it would try too hard to get away from the past with some ghastly line-up of girls or boys doing the dancing and singing acts that are now so popular.

				Instead, it was like a rather odd dream. Those Victorians in funny hats. The nurses and doctors prancing around beds. We were all making fun of ourselves, but in an vaguely amusing way.

				Then there was the helicopter business. As you know, I had my reservations about being part of a comic turn involving James Bond.

				Although I’ve sat through several of the James Bond films, I have never been what you’d call a fan. Bond, with his smooth chat and caddish ways with women, reminds me of rather too many men I have met in my time. Andrew tried to be a Bond at one stage. Dear Tony Snowdon, when he was Antony Armstrong-Jones, managed it somewhat better, albeit in a slightly fey, pint-sized way. One of Catherine’s cousins seems to be something of a rough-diamond, would-be Bond.

				But Thrusting Justin in the press office was so keen. They said it would be ‘ironic’ (a word I have learned to distrust). Apparently, it would show the human face of modern monarchy. Then, when they told me the dogs would be part of the film, I began to think it could be really rather fun, at least for them. They do love a change to their routine.

				I asked what would be involved. They told me that I would have to walk along a corridor with Cider and Berry at my heels, and James Bond beside me. That didn’t sound too difficult, I must say, and so I agreed.

				How wrong can you be! We had agreed to let them do their filming in the rooms above the State Rooms. What the production team called their ‘set-up’ took most of the morning and, when I was told that they were ready to film me walking down the corridor, a scene of utter bedlam greeted me.

				About 50 people were milling about, some with cameras or tape-recorders or tiny machines to show whether it was light enough. Young men were talking into mobile phones. Girls with clipboards strode about the place telling people what to do. They were all so busy that for a moment they didn’t see me standing there with the dogs at my feet, watching them. When they did notice me, there was the usual fuss, ending up with people standing around in a semi-circle, gawking at me with the smiling, overawed expression I have come to know so well down the years.

				A scruffy middle-aged man (the director, I assumed) introduced me to the actor playing James Bond, a chiselled, muscle-bound chap who did one of those showy bows that actors are so fond of.

				I must say the filming took quite a lot longer than I expected. There was much fussing over James Bond’s hair.

				We did the scene with me sitting at a desk, ignoring James Bond while he waits, before doing our dialogue:

				Me: Good evening, Mr Bond.

				James Bond: Good evening, Your Majesty.

				I managed that without too much difficulty. Then we walked down the corridor and after that there was a huddle in the corner about how it all had gone.

				The director thought that James Bond had not quite what he called ‘nailed’ the walk. It was more of a footman-walk rather than a Bond-walk (the walk is very important with Bond, apparently). He said Bond needed to look at me but not too much. ‘Think helicopter,’ someone said rather mysteriously.

				Then, when he tried again, my old bitch Berry lost interest and wandered out of shot. Unwisely, one of the young men tried to pick her up and, well, you know she hates being pulled around by strangers, particularly men. Piercing screams, young man hopping about, holding his hand and using rather unnecessary language, embarrassment in the ranks, with much anguished muttering from James Bond about ‘losing the moment’, whatever that meant.

				We ‘took five’, as the director put it. I calmed Berry, they calmed Bond. We tried again, this time with the dogs knowing that there was a treat in my handbag for them.

				Eventually, the thing was done. The director simpered that ‘Your Majesty is a born actress,’ to which I replied with one of my cooler glances.

				When I saw the film, I thought it was all perfectly harmless fun. If a committee of bright sparks has decided that the best way for our country to present itself to the world is as a nation that knows how to laugh at itself, then so be it. I was very happy to be part of the joke.

				In the days following the opening ceremony, though, I did begin to wonder. The press office reported that they were receiving a large number of emails from children around the world who seemed to believe that I had indeed jumped out of a helicopter.

				Not for the first time, it occurred to me that any kind of logic or basic common sense tends to go ‘absent without leave’ when anyone in this family does something even faintly unusual. People want to believe that we have the most extraordinary attributes, that we are like them and yet gifted in an almost divine way.

				I suppose it was at that moment that I began to think it might be an idea, at this advanced age, for me to remind the world in some way or other that we are really not that different from them. A woman in her eighties does not jump out of a helicopter. She has worries and weaknesses, just like they do. It’s a bit odd (and slightly unfair sometimes) to believe otherwise.

				Yours,

				ER

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Dear Sir Jeremy

				What a sunny summary you have sent me! People are terribly good at being happy for a day or a weekend if there’s some kind of special national occasion, but this has gone on for days, with not a sign of any ‘backlash’.

				Charles, who takes a great interest in these things, says it is all about what he calls ‘self-image’. The world has been looking at us and, much to our surprise, it has liked what it sees. We feel liked, and therefore we become more likeable. It all sounds rather too good to be true, but then what do I know of such things?

				I was slightly surprised that more was not made of Zara’s silver medal in the three-day event. I seem to remember that there was quite a fuss when Anne was picked to ride for Britain many years ago. She was the first ‘royal’ to compete in the Olympics and so on.

				Now her daughter (twice the horsewoman Anne ever was, but don’t quote me!) has won a silver medal at the London games and no one turns a hair.

				As you might expect, my dear husband the Consort has an explanation. He says that Zara has what he calls ‘de-royaled’ herself by talking in an accent that could be heard in any pub in London. She sounds like a waitress (I don’t mean that in a snobbish way in the slightest), and so no longer attracts attention.

				Accents matter. One’s own has changed over the years, and so has Charles’s. Anne, on the other hand, went out of her way to talk in a vaguely common way when she was in her twenties.

				Zara has taken it a step further. Like her mother, she has not the slightest interest in being in the public eye. She would prefer to be out riding or at a party. When I talk to her, I’m aware that she is trying to talk in a way that is similar to mine, but is failing hopelessly. She has actually forgotten how to speak in her normal accent. I suppose she didn’t want to be noticed and, instinctively, she sensed that the voice was where to start. She blended in.

				Unfortunately, you can’t be royal and speak with a typing-pool accent. It’s expected that one talks in a certain way – rather oddly, when all the talk is of people becoming less conscious of class.

				I’d say, to judge from the people I meet (including, above all, politicians and civil servants), that class counts as much today as it ever did, maybe more.

				No doubt I’m hopelessly old-fashioned but it startles me to hear Zara speak. She is a sweet girl and commendably strong-minded, but I sense that something has been lost along the way. She seems further from us, as if, almost without knowing it, she has made a decision.

				Am I imagining this, d’you think?

				Yours,

				ER

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Dear Sir Jeremy

				Thank you for your kind comments about the Consort. He was furious at having to stay in hospital. I do feel for those poor doctors.

				I am getting on with life in the normal way, although I must say, it doesn’t feel in the slightest bit normal. It’s as if I have lost a limb. One does get so used to the presence of another person, always there, a couple of paces behind me, the laughter that’s never far away when he’s talking to people. I’ve never known anyone who could make people laugh so easily (when he wants to). I’ve always rather envied it.

				The newspapers, as you will have seen, have decided, now that he’s in hospital, that he’s really rather marvellous after all – a bit rich, I must say, given the press he normally gets!

				I can’t bear to read any of those sick-making articles about our marriage. It seems to be something of a recent development, this poking around inside people’s private lives. A marriage is a marriage. Trying to work out why it works, or doesn’t work, is utterly futile.

				Of course, now that he is not around, these things have been slightly on my mind. As you know, ours has never been a lovey-dovey marriage. I suspect most of the ones that last aren’t. When Mr Blair (the Smiling Salesman, as you liked to call him) and his Cheshire-Cat wife stayed with us in Balmoral for a weekend, I noticed on several occasions when we were all in the sitting room that they were actually holding hands.

				Am I being old-fashioned, Sir Jeremy, or is that not really rather peculiar? A grown-up married couple, with children and everything, holding on to each other in the presence of someone they don’t even know very well.

				Looking at them sitting there, like Tweedledum and Tweedledee, I wondered whether couples who go around hand-in-hand are clinging on out of fear rather than love, gripping the hand of husband or wife rather as a child clings to its nanny.

				Company. Strength. Shared jokes. Loyalty. I’ve come to think that those are the big things in a marriage, not hand-holding and gazing into one another’s eyes. I wouldn’t dream of looking into the Consort’s eyes. He would think I had gone quite mad. And the only time he looks me in the eye is when he’s in a furious bate about something.

				As with so much in life, one doesn’t want to analyse these things too much, and certainly never in public. Things that are important between a husband and wife can fade when exposed to the light.

				When I read that Mrs Blair actually told an interviewer that their last baby had been conceived at Balmoral, I’m afraid it confirmed my worst suspicions. I mean, honestly, does anyone want or need to know that kind of information? Surely, even in a time when showing off is accepted as perfectly normal behaviour, there are some things that should be kept private.

				Sometimes when I read what the press says about the Consort, I can get quite annoyed. It’s as if he is this cut-out figure who has never changed down the years. I wonder if they can have any idea of what it has been like for him.

				He always knew he was going to make his mark in the world. That was what made me notice him. When I first met him, he was someone whom people instinctively looked up to, even older people. You could see it in the way he walked into a room, hear it in his voice. He was always going to be a leader.

				Then, suddenly, all that had to change. He had to walk behind me, not because it was the polite thing to do but because I was the Queen. All eyes were on me. Of course, he had a more important role than ever but, in one sense, he was for ever going to be second-in-command – and to his wife.

				He did what all great men can do. He adapted. He found a role for himself. He began to do things that the monarch could not (and would not!) do. He has opinions – I mean, he has opinions on everything, Sir Jeremy. He makes jokes. He asks the sort of awkward questions that other, less open people may think but keep to themselves.

				Sometimes, it is quite uncanny how, when we are meeting people, he can read my mind. As some great person or local worthy explains something to me or says something more than usually fatuous, an opinion or question will form in my brain which I know is quite impossible for me to say out loud. Moments later I will hear my beloved Consort cheerfully blurt it out, no doubt ruffling a few official feathers and causing more silly newspaper stories.

				A good thing, too. We need people like him. He hates pomposity (although I must confess that now and then he has been known to get on his high horse himself). Sometimes I think that the remarks he makes (the ones that seem to get him into trouble) are to remind the world, and himself, that, underneath it all, beyond the pomp and ceremony, none of us is as different from each other as we like to pretend.

				I think that’s rather a useful function, don’t you? And, if he doesn’t do it, who can? Charles tries now and then but humour’s a tricky thing. It’s like a horse that will only go for certain people. The Heir Apparent will sometimes give his humour a kick and advance on a joke, only to have the most crashing fall!

				It is too easy to forget, as one gets older, the difficult times we have been through. While the children were growing, and I was still finding it quite tiring to balance the different parts of one’s life, he could be quite impossible. Difficult, moody, really quite rude sometimes.

				I’m not one who needs the arm around the shoulder and all that, but there were times when one really did feel rather alone. I suspect that he was a bit frustrated by the way his life had gone, and the only person he could take it out on was me.

				There were rumours about girlfriends, of course. There are always rumours about girlfriends when a husband is good-looking and likes attractive, interesting people.

				When some concerned busybody would, in cringing, apologetic tones, mention some item of gossip, I would be pretty cold towards him, I can tell you. I would thank him for keeping me up to date with the latest tittle-tattle and tell him that, if any more of the same came his way, I would be grateful if he kept it to himself.

				That sort of business (even if the stories were true, which is highly doubtful in my view) becomes less important with time. Other less obvious things, friendship and conversation, are what last.

				Things settled down. They just did. Things do tend to settle down in the end.

				He has never been old, as far as I am concerned. I suspect that I have never been old to him. We have been together so long, and yet I still see that tall, confident young naval officer when I look at him. If someone mentions that he has been taken to hospital as a precautionary measure because of his age, my secret, instinctive reaction is one of surprise. Age? Philip? What on earth are they talking about?

				It’s the sort of thing that he can be terribly funny about, and he will be again very soon, I trust.

				Yours,

				ER

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Dear Sir Jeremy

				Thank you for guiding me, with your usual delicacy and tact, through this perilous terrain of the Paralympics and the words that should be used.

				There was a time, really not so long ago, when no one thought twice about referring to someone as ‘being crippled by arthritis’ or ‘left badly crippled after a hunting accident’. Suddenly that became a tricky word. Then ‘handicapped’ became a problem. It was, Thrusting Justin patiently explained to me, an old-fashioned term that implied some kind of inferiority. Between you and me, I couldn’t quite see the difference between that and ‘disabled’, but I was glad of the advice. The last thing we need right now is a ‘Queen in “handicapped” gaffe’ headline. Only the Consort can get away with that.

				Now you tell me that ‘differently abled’ is preferable to ‘disabled’, and I should be careful with ‘deaf’, ‘dumb’ or ‘blind’. The seemingly innocent phrase ‘wheelchair-bound’ is on the banned list because a wheelchair should not be considered a restriction but a wonderful liberating thing.

				How complicated it has all become.

				I shall, of course, do as instructed, although I sometimes wonder where we are heading with all this. None of these words is actually inaccurate, but we now seem to prefer warm fogginess to truth. If I had just one leg, I would be rather insulted to be told that, compared to someone with two, I was not handicapped but differently abled.

				It’s as if words can make things better. If we say that being in a wheelchair is just as good as walking, then somehow it will be. Or am I missing something here?

				William is terribly excited about the Paralympics. He says it’s more ‘real’ (his favourite word) than the Olympics. When I asked him, during a telephone conversation last week, why a differently abled swimming contest is more real than a normal (can I say that?) one, the usual words one hears every day on the TV issued forth: ‘moving’, ‘struggle’, ‘humbling’. It was the ‘true face of sport’.

				Of course, all that is true, and I’m glad that William is sensitive to these things in the modern way. But Sir Jeremy, is there not something slightly odd about what is going on out there? Most of the time, it is rather a struggle for those who suffer any kind of disability to get about or be noticed or taken seriously. Now, with London full of every kind of disability, people are cheering them on, and they are never off the TV. There is much dabbing of eyes and talk of how the achievements of these people ‘put things into perspective’.

				Of course, they do and it is moving, as any human struggle often is. But (perhaps it is my age) I have become rather suspicious of the emotion of crowds. When one is upset about something, it should surely be a private matter. These days it has become a group activity. You can see it in the kerfuffle that surrounds Children in Need Day, Comic Relief Day and Big Red Nose Day (or are they all the same thing?).

				I even feel a little uneasy when I see people sobbing on Remembrance Sunday. Is this really the way those who have paid the ultimate sacrifice should be remembered? In some odd way, it puts the emphasis on the person feeling the emotion rather than the memory that caused it.

				Of course, the Paralympics are going to be a wild success in modern Britain. All those stories of courage, all that overcoming the odds! How humble it makes us feel! It’s like a marvellous combination of Big Red Nose Day and the Grand National.

				Then, when the great army of the differently abled have left London, life will return to normal. Those who have to struggle to walk or who have something terribly wrong with them will be ignored by most people. The moment for tears and heroes will be over until we are all told that it’s time to start feeling emotional again.

				I’m afraid I might be old-fashioned about this. Margaret Rose was a terrible blubber when she was little. Our nanny used to say, ‘And you can stop that showing off, Miss Margaret Rose.’ I suppose Nanny Bristow would be thought heartless today but back then we knew exactly what she meant. Crying in front of other people was drawing attention to yourself, almost bullying them with your tears, trying to tell them that your emotion was what mattered.
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