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For my mother, Anne Valerie Marr,
sometimes mistaken for . . .










Introduction



During the autumn of 2021, The Oldie magazine received a letter from Buckingham Palace. In it, the Queen thanked them for offering her their ‘Oldie of the Year’ award – an honour regarded by many of her subjects as at least equivalent to the MBEs or CBEs she herself distributes. But, the letter from her private secretary continued, ‘Her Majesty believes you are as old as you feel; as such the Queen does not believe she meets the relevant criteria to be able to accept, and hopes you find a more worthy recipient.’ It was as elegant a refusal as one can imagine. In effect the ninety-five-year-old was saying: ‘But I don’t feel old at all.’


Remarkable: she had lost her husband Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, at the age of ninety-nine only that April, leaving her alone on the throne. Of her sons, Charles, the Prince of Wales, had recently been embroiled in a nasty financial controversy over the sale of access and honours while Prince Andrew, Duke of York, a friend of the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, was struggling (with her financial help) against a US lawsuit alleging that he had sexually abused the seventeen-year-old Virginia Giuffre. Further afield, on the other seaboard of the United States, her popular grandson Prince Harry, the Duke of Sussex, was continuing a life of unroyal Hollywood liberalism with his wife, the Duchess of Sussex, the actress Meghan Markle. He and his brother, William, Duke of Cambridge, heir to the throne after Charles, were barely speaking.


This blizzard of trouble would have bowled over many robust, strong-minded and resilient older people. But the Queen calmly carried on, as she had all her life. It was observed that she now occasionally used a walking stick during public duties. Soon after the Oldie letter was published she had to cancel a long-planned trip to Northern Ireland and was taken to the private King Edward VII’s Hospital in Marylebone often used by the royal family where she stayed overnight for ‘tests’. Inside the palace, royal advisors were privately accepting that the official machine had been piling on too much work for the monarch, ahead of the Glasgow global environment summit and before her Platinum Jubilee. It was resolved to strip back the diary further. But their job was made harder by the Queen’s personal reluctance to do less, or indeed to address her advanced age in any meaningful way. She was still laughing with pleasure at horse racing and working her way doggedly through the official documents sent to her by the Conservative government led by prime minister Boris Johnson. In general, she was still turning up impassively for a wide range of events (although no longer quite as wide as it had once been), from memorial services to the welcoming of foreign dignitaries at investment summits. She gave every sign of wanting to do ‘her bit’ to the bitter end.


This is a book originally written in the run-up to the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee of 2012, after the author had been given unprecedented access to the monarch’s work. None of the significant judgements made in it would I now revise. But it clearly needs to be updated and comes with a new final chapter, assessing the last decade of the Queen’s reign. And the news, from the point of view of monarchists, has been almost all bad. There were moments, particularly during the terrible coronavirus pandemic, when the Queen remade the case for monarchy through the eloquence of her calm, stoic leadership – and at a time when many elected political leaders frankly failed to reach the height of what was needed. But the cascade of scandals and selfish behaviour by members of the royal family since the first edition of this book inevitably leads one to wonder about the future of the British monarchy.


Britain and monarchy have always gone together. But that does not mean they always will. The decision to leave the European Union reminds us that apparently firmly founded nations can change direction very fast. The future of the unions between England and Scotland, between Great Britain and Northern Ireland, is to put it gently, cloudy. I have always argued that the British monarchy depends in the end not on its own members, but on the willingness of British citizens, also known as ‘subjects’, to fund and embrace it. A future King who heckled and interfered with democracy, or a family which prominently included a convicted sex offender, would have nothing like the support the Queen enjoys today. The most obvious future would be a gentle decline, a drawing-in of horns, as an older monarchical generation gave way to their more sceptical children and grandchildren. The ever-increasing influence of American thinking in Britain may prove to be inseparable from republicanism.


What is the likelihood, however, not of a tiptoe retreat towards a humbler, more discreet so-called Scandinavian monarchy, but of a full-blown rejection of the monarchical principle in Britain? It is difficult to see the point of a ceremonial monarchy without ceremony, or of a monarch without whom the big moments of the year take place. So it is a good principle to remember that change often comes suddenly, particularly when countries are struggling to renew themselves. Politically the House of Windsor remains lucky, in that the Labour opposition is if anything even more ingratiating towards the principle of monarchy than are the ruling Conservatives. The media is overwhelmingly monarchist; even overseas-owned and funded social media contains little overt republican agitation.


Republicanism may be latent in many British hearts but it is barely led and rarely articulated. The pressure group Republic claims the support of ‘more than 80,000 British republicans’. If true, it is a paltry number. None of Republic’s officials are well known. At earlier times in the Queen’s reign there were outspoken opponents of monarchy, from the Scottish MP Willie Hamilton to the Labour cabinet minister Tony Benn, and this book tells the story of journalistic opponents and what happened to them. A century ago, the nascent socialist and radical movement, including writers such as H. G. Wells, built on Victorian republicanism, looking forward to a twentieth century without kings and queens. History, not least the world wars, ensured that never happened and it is hard to think of their equivalents today.


On the other hand. And yet. Also, nevertheless. The harder one looks at her reign, the more unusual and impressive the Queen’s achievement seems. Never again – fingers crossed – will this country be led by somebody who served in a world war and who believes she was given her role by Almighty God. Never again, by somebody who remembers the great communist and American leaders of the heroic modern age. Never again, looking at her family, by somebody so restrained, disciplined, wise and discreet. So, although the judicious subtitle of this reworked book is The Last Great Queen? I, for one, could lose the question mark. If you are a monarchist, it is downhill from here.











‘She is never – you know – not the Queen.’


A friend


‘There’s a lot of nonsense talked about what a terrible life she has. Nonsense! I think she loves it.’


A senior politician


‘Constitutional monarchy is a subtle device which enables us, anthropologically speaking, both to adore and kill our Kings; by dividing supreme authority into two, we can lavish adulation upon the Crown and kick out the government when we choose.’


Kingsley Martin, editor of the New Statesman, 1953


‘I would earnestly warn you against trying to find out the reason for and explanation of everything . . . To try and find out the reason for everything is very dangerous and leads to nothing but disappointment and dissatisfaction, unsettling your mind and in the end making you miserable.’


Queen Victoria to a granddaughter, 1883


‘Well . . . She knows what’s going on. She has – a good nose for a story. She would have been a good journalist.’


A senior member of the Royal Household













What the Queen Does



She is a small woman with a globally familiar face, a hundred-carat smile – when she chooses to turn it on – and a thousand years of history at her back. She reigns in a world which has mostly left monarchy behind, yet the result of her reign is that two-thirds of British people assume their monarchy will still be here in a century’s time. She is wry and knowing, but she feels a calling. All this is serious. She can brim with dry observations but she seems empty of cynicism. She is not a natural public speaker.


But there she is, in May 2011 and dressed in emerald green, arriving for her first visit to the Republic of Ireland. Aged eighty-five, she makes one of the most politically significant speeches of her life. ‘It is a sad and regrettable reality that through our history our islands have experienced more than their fair share of heartache, turbulence and loss. These events have touched many of us personally . . . To all those who have suffered as a consequence of a troubled past I extend my sincere thoughts and deep sympathy.’ This is a highly emotional trip, recalling the murder of her relative Lord Mountbatten by the IRA in 1979, and centred on a visit to Croke Park, the stadium and headquarters of the Gaelic Athletic Association where, in 1920, fourteen innocent people were shot by police and auxiliaries loyal to the Crown – to her grandfather – at the beginning of the bloody struggle for Irish independence.


It had been a long time coming and security bosses on both sides of the Irish Sea had been pale-faced with worry. The visit had been announced well in advance, and the Queen does not cancel. As it happened, the vast majority of Irish people welcomed the visit; the Queen even shook hands with a representative of the diehard republican Sinn Fein. So this was a small but significant page-turn in history, recognizing that by 2011 what mattered to Irish and British were their family, business, emotional and sporting links, not the bloodied past. The Queen impresses on the Irish prime minister, the Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, that this is a visit she has waited much of her life to make; what he calls ‘a closing of the circle’. In private she sits under the portrait of the Irish military leader Michael Collins. In public she bows her head in memory of the Irish rebels who died fighting the Crown.


Her grandson and the future King, Prince William, said afterwards it had meant a huge amount to her: ‘It’s like a door that has been locked to her for a long time, and she’s been dying to see what’s on the other side of it.’ Many people would not understand quite what it had been like for her. Ireland was ‘off limits’ despite her fond connections, particularly with Irish racing, and she had always wanted to go, ‘almost like a child not allowed to go into a certain room . . . so I think it was a huge turning-point for her.’1 Her twelfth Prime Minister, David Cameron, admitted: ‘I was nervous about it. But I was hugely admiring of the fact that the royal family wanted to go ahead with this visit relatively quickly after the finalizing of the last bits of devolution of power to Northern Ireland. They didn’t want to wait and play it a little bit longer . . . and it was an extraordinary success.’


Nobody else from Britain could have made such a visit of high-profile reconciliation, covered by more than a thousand journalists and reported all round the world. No British politician has been around for long enough, or been personally touched so closely, or could claim to speak for Britain itself. Ireland’s President Mary McAleese speaks for her people warmly and well, the first Northerner and the second woman to serve in the job. But no Briton other than the Queen could speak in that way for the British.


There she is again, just a few days later, welcoming President Barack Obama to stay at Buckingham Palace. In the gusty sunshine overlooking the lawn there is picture-postcard pomp – a guard of Household Cavalry, marching soldiers, bagpipes, national anthems, the reverberations of artillery salutes. On the eve of his visit, speaking in Washington, Obama had gone out of his way to praise the Queen in lavish if not entirely politically accurate terms as ‘the best of England’. His earlier visit had gone spectacularly well. Even so, this is a relationship which is also, in a gentler and more personal way, about friendship and reconciliation.


For when Obama first became US president there had been unease in London. Here was a man who seemed cool about the (exaggerated) ‘special relationship’ with Britain. He had no personal ties – or rather, just one, which was unhappy and about which he had written himself. His grandfather had been arrested, imprisoned and tortured in Kenya. The early years of the Queen’s reign had been marked by a brutal war against the nationalist Mau Mau there. Obama is a supremely professional politician, very unlikely to allow personal history to influence his decision-making, but the unease was there. Once the pomp was over the Queen did her level best to make him and his wife Michelle feel especially welcome, showing the couple to their bedroom.


There was on show a very shrewdly chosen selection of memorabilia from the Royal Archive – as there always is for a state visit. These are worth dwelling on. There was a note in George III’s handwriting, from around 1780, lamenting ‘America is lost! Must we fall beneath the blow?’ but going on to speculate about a future of trade and friendship. There were letters from Lincoln, Obama’s hero, and from Queen Victoria to his widow; and diary entries by Victoria showing her sympathy for black slaves, recording her excitement in meeting one, Josiah Henson, who she said had ‘endured great suffering and cruelty’ before escaping to British Canada. There were records of a visit by the then Prince of Wales to Obama’s home city of Chicago in 1860, and a handwritten note by the Queen Mother to the then Princess Elizabeth recording their visit to President Roosevelt in 1939 when they ate under the trees ‘and all our food on one plate . . . some ham, lettuce, beans and HOT DOGS too!’ Homely – but a reminder of the vital wartime alliance which followed King George VI’s most important overseas visit. There were details and a flag from Hawaii, Obama’s birthplace.


This is worth mentioning at the start of a biography of the Queen because in a small way it contains the essence of the case for monarchy. First, this is a constitutional job but it is also a personal one. From American independence, through the story of slavery and places of particular interest to Obama, the job was to make an emotional connection – to find points of contact. In return, Obama gave the Queen a book of photographs of her parents’ 1939 visit, on the eve of war. He would set off for important and potentially tricky talks with Prime Minister David Cameron about Libya, Afghanistan and their different approaches to economics in the warmest possible mood. This is what the Queen is for. As with the Irish visit, nobody else could do it. Second, though, she can only work effectively because plenty of other people (such as the Royal Librarian Lady Roberts) work very hard behind the scenes, unknown to the public. This is their story too.


But it is hers first. The best antidote to weariness or hostility about the Queen is to try to follow her about for a few months. From trade-based missions overseas to visits to small towns and hospitals, it is a surprisingly gruelling routine. It includes grand ceremonial occasions and light-footed, fast-moving trips to meet soldiers, business people, volunteers and almost every other category one can imagine. It eats up evenings, where at one palace or another thousands of people have been invited to be ‘honoured’ for their work or generosity. It involves the patient reading of fat boxes of heavily serious paperwork, oozing from the government departments who work in her name. In Whitehall, where they assess the most secret intelligence as it arrives, the Queen is simply ‘Reader No. 1.’


It has been a life of turning up. But turning up is not to be underestimated. The Queen has a force-field aura that very few politicians manage to project. There is an atmospheric wobble of expectation, a slight but helpless jitter. When she turns up, people find their heart-rate rising, however much they try to treat her as just another woman. Somehow, despite being everywhere – in news bulletins, on postage stamps, cards and front pages – she has managed to remain mysterious. Her face moves from apparently grumpy to beaming, and back. Her eyes flicker carefully around. She gives little away.


After the rapids of family crisis and public controversy, she is in calmer waters. British royalty has become surprisingly popular around the world. She watched with great interest and some pleasure a recent film about her father’s struggle against his stutter and the man who helped him, the Australian Lionel Logue. She remembers Logue very vividly. Her father was played by the actor Colin Firth. She herself was the subject of a blockbuster film, starring Helen Mirren. Her illustrious ancestress Elizabeth I was potrayed by Judi Dench in a film about Shakespeare. Firth, Mirren and Dench all won Oscars, as one of the Queen’s children wryly notes.


She is not an actor. But the popularity of the monarchy owes a lot to the way she performs. Life has taken her around the world many times and introduced her to leaders of all kinds, from the heroic to the monstrous; and to seas of soapy faces; and to forests of wiggling hands. Since she was a small girl, she has known her Destiny. All the accounts of her childhood agree that she was a calm, thoughtful child, with a passion for animals. Though shy, she regards being Queen as a vocation, a calling which cannot be evaded. She has borne four children, seen three of them divorced, has eight grandchildren and – take a bow, Savannah Phillips – one great-granddaughter.


Like any eighty-five-year-old she has been bereaved and suffered disappointment as well as enjoying success. She has lost a King, a Queen and Princesses – her father, mother, sister and the remarkable Diana – as well as friends. Yet she can be satisfied. She knows that her dynasty, unlike so many others, is almost certain to survive. Her heir and her heir’s heir are waiting. With her, and her kind of monarchy, most of her people are content.


Those who can remember her as a curly-headed little girl are now a small platoon. On 12 May 2011 she became the second-longest-serving monarch in British history, having reigned for 21,645 days, beating George III’s record. In September 2015 she outlasted even Queen Victoria’s record too. Her husband, at ninety, still had the gimlet stare and suspicious bearing of a man’s man cast adrift in a world of progressives and wets. He could have scaled most ladders. He chose to spend his life as ‘Consort, liege and follower’.


The Duke’s life and the Queen’s life were lived in lockstep, through an annual circle of ritual and tradition, swivelling from palace to palace as the seasons changed; dressing up, often several times a day, for lunches, openings, speeches, military parades, investitures and dinners. The Queen’s mornings begin as they have for most of her life, with BBC radio news, Earl Grey tea, the Racing Post and the Daily Telegraph and enjoying the music (ignorant people would call it noise) of her personal bagpiper in the garden. Near her are the last truly dangerous members of the British monarchical system, the Queen’s dogs – four corgis and three dorgis (a dachshund–corgi cross).


A discreet, protective staff she calls by their first names come and go; a typed diary sheet of engagements is waiting; soon the first of the boxes of official papers, containing everything from minor appointments to alarming secret service reports, will arrive. There may be a visit upstairs to the domain of Angela Kelly, her personal assistant and senior dresser, who has rooms off a narrow corridor just below the Buckingham Palace roof. A genial and down-to-earth Liverpudlian, she is one of the people closest to the Queen, family apart. She works with huge bolts of cloth, dummies and scissors to create many of the Queen’s outfits. Before overseas or long domestic visits, she has planned in detail the dresses, hats, bags and shoes with the Queen. Outside designers are brought in from time to time. One Scottish designer insisted on a full personal fitting. As she crouched down nervously with a tape-measure, the Queen exclaimed: ‘Leg out! Arm out! Leg out!’and giggled as the measurements were taken. A floor below Angela Kelly, the old-fashioned leather suitcases and trunks for a Royal progress, each stamped simply with ‘The Queen’, are waiting. They have had a lot of use; the monarch is not a fan of the throwaway society.


Down in her office, the contents of the various official boxes have been sorted out by her private secretary and carried upstairs to be scrutinized. She alone reads these; the Duke maintained a careful constitutional distance from some parts of her life, though he ran the estates and remained a very active nonagenarian, still often weaving through the London traffic at the wheel of his own, usefully anonymous taxi. She is the longest-lived monarch in her country’s history. Like anyone who has followed routines for so long, she hopes there will be a surprise today; just a small one. Now what? What will happen today?


The Job


Today, the Queen will dress, and go out and do her job. Angela Kelly will have laid out clothes which will, they both hope, make the Queen stand out in a crowd and will be appropriate to whatever jobs lie ahead that day. At certain times of the year, of course, she will not be working. There are quiet family weekends and a long summer break, mostly at Balmoral in Scotland. But if you totted up the hours she puts in, the European health and safety people would itch to prosecute – well, who? There is the problem. There is no trade union or employment contract for a Queen. The expectations of civil servants and politicians, tourists, presidents and the passing crowd are so great that her duties never end.


Take a breath. As head of state, Queen Elizabeth is the living symbol of nations, above all that of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland – though another fifteen besides, including Australia, Canada, New Zealand and smaller countries, down to Tuvalu. She is not like most other constitutional monarchs. The British state has no single written constitution nor any founding document. About a third of the Dutch constitution, by contrast, explains what the Dutch monarch’s duties are. Spain’s king is part of one of Europe’s oldest and grandest royal houses, the Bourbons; but his job is strictly limited in the careful prose of the Spanish constitution.


The British Queen’s authority is more like a quiet growl from ancient days, still quietly thrumming and mysterious. She stands for the state – indeed, in some ways, at least in theory, she is the state. She is the living representative of the power-structure that struggles to protect and sustain some 62 million people, and another 72 million in her other ‘realms’.


She is not the symbol of the people. How could she or anyone represent the teeming millions of different ethnic groups and religions, of every political view, shape, bias and age? Her enthusiasm for the Commonwealth of nations, which is not the private passion of many British politicians, has made her more interested in the lives of the new black and Asian Britons than one might expect. Receptions at Buckingham Palace are generally more socially and ethnically mixed than they are at Downing Street, or in the City. She is at her most relaxed and smiling with young people, nervous people and unflashy people. Watching her at official occasions, it is clear that the chores are the grand dinners and speeches.


Yet, like it or not, she is the symbol of the authority which drives the state servants and laws – the elections, armies, judges and treaties which together make modern life possible. For sixty years she has appeared to open her Parliament, to remember her nation’s war dead, to review her troops or to attend services of her Church. ‘Britain’ cannot go to the Republic of Ireland to finally heal a political breach that goes back to the Irish struggle for independence in the 1920s – but the Queen can. ‘Britain’ cannot welcome a pope or a president. She can.


She has great authority and no power. She is a brightly dressed and punctual paradox. She is the ruler who does not rule her subjects but who serves them. The ancient meaning of kingship has been flipped; part of the purpose of this book is to explain how, and why, that has been done. Modern constitutional monarchy does not mean subjection, the hand pressed down on an unruly nation. Instead it offers a version of freedom. For the Crown is not the government. There is a small, essential space between them. It would be rude to say that ministers are squatters in the state – for governments come from parliaments which are elected, the ultimate bastions of our liberty. Nevertheless, ministers are lodgers in the state. They are welcome for a while, but have no freehold rights.


The Queen stands for continuity. This is a dull word, but when asked what the Queen is really about, ‘continuity’ is the word used most often by other members of the royal family, by prime ministers, archbishops and senior civil servants. What do they mean? Not simply the continued existence of the country or the state. It is true that the state is a living and valuable presence before and after any one government. People look back to the past and imagine a future that outlives them: monarchy takes a real family and makes it the rather blatant symbol of that existential fact. So a constitutional monarchy claims to represent the interests of the people before they elected this government, and after it has gone. It remembers. It looks ahead, far beyond the next election.


The distinction between state and government is an essential foundation of liberty. In Britain a pantomime of ritual has grown up to express it. At the annual State Opening of Parliament, once in a year, the Queen reads out her prime minister’s words, ventriloquizing for her government. She speaks with deliberate lack of emphasis or emotion: nobody must be able to hear her own feelings break through. A junior minister is taken hostage at Buckingham Palace to guarantee her safety and underline the separation of politics and state. When she leaves Westminster, he is released (after a decent drink) and normal politics resumes. The state and the government have come together, touched hands, and gone their separate ways. Other countries have a similar distinction, expressing it through written documents or powerless elected presidents; the British have long preferred a person.


This is the job. In practice it is a little harder than it looks. When the most important foreign leaders arrive for a state visit, the Queen greets them in the country’s name with a smile and a gloved handshake and small-talk, again deliberately designed never to offend. She offers house-room and pays kind attention to people she may privately regard as abominable or merely hideous bores. Guests at Buckingham Palace or at Windsor will be guided around by the Queen in person. She will have checked the rooms first herself, trying to make sure suitable books are left by the bed, that the flowers look good, and that everything is welcoming. At the grand dinners she will have overseen the food, flowers and place-settings: will everybody be satisfied with where they are seated, and get on with the people put beside them?


When the guests arrive and the conversation starts she has to remember to dodge anything that might cause her ministers a headache. One former foreign secretary, Douglas Hurd, has watched her do it: ‘She’s got quite an elaborate technique. When a visiting head of state, or whatever it is, begins to talk politics, begins to explain what’s happening in his country, she says, “That’s very interesting, Mr President . . . and I’m sure the foreign secretary would very much like to discuss that with you.” And so you’re shunted. The points change, and you’re shunted onto a different line.’ Others talk about how she uses polite silence to deflect trouble; and it is very noticeable that when you ask people about their conversations with the Queen, they bubble about her wit and insight – and then tell you exactly (and only) what they said to her. Clever.


Much the same seems to happen in her weekly audiences with her prime ministers, of whom there have been a dozen to date. Though these meetings are completely private (no note-takers, no secretaries, no microphones), former premiers and civil servants talk about them as a kind of higher therapy, rather than a vivid exchange of views. For sixty years she has listened to whatever they have said – self-justifying explanations, private whinges, a little malice about their rivals – without letting any of them know whose side she is on except, in the broadest sense, the side of the continuing government of the country. Sir Gus O’Donnell, a cabinet secretary who has worked with four prime ministers – Sir John Major, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and now David Cameron – says: ‘They go out of their way not to miss it. It’s a safe space where prime ministers and sovereigns can get together, they can have those sorts of conversations, which I don’t think they can have with anybody else in the country . . . they come out of them better than they went in, let’s put it that way.’


Cameron himself agrees. ‘She’s seen it all and heard it all.’ She is immensely knowledgeable about policy, was particularly interested in how a coalition government was working and ‘wants to be in a position where she knows everything that’s going on’, cross-questioning him closely. What did it mean for a prime minister? Was it worth all the time he spent traipsing up to Buckingham Palace? ‘Apart from seeing Mrs Cameron at the end of the day, it’s about the only meeting where there’s no one else in the room, and I feel the responsibility as prime minister to try to explain my perspective on the big issues going on in the world and the country that week.’ So it made him think harder? ‘Absolutely. I’m suddenly having to explain in a hopefully clear and concise way . . . our deep, innermost thinking and worries and concerns.’ Because there was no one else there, nor any minutes taken, ‘I think you reveal both to her, but also to yourself your deepest thinking and deepest worries . . . and sometimes that can really help you to reach the answers.’


It is a subtle point made independently by Tony Blair, one of her more controversial prime ministers, who went through many crises and found his audiences with her equally useful. She is someone, he says, who keeps her ear to the ground and reads closely. ‘Although conventionally it’s supposed to be the prime minister briefing the Queen, I would find it was a genuine exchange . . . There is nobody who had a better idea of crisis, what it’s like, how it is, and how it also doesn’t go on forever, even though when you’re in the middle of it, you think it does. So she was somebody who would give you a very clear historical perspective of what a premiership was like.’ He had discussed his own side too, ‘all sorts of cabinet ructions and difficulties.’ Prime ministers, he points out, have to learn to deal with crises psychologically as well as politically, ‘and I always found it really useful to talk to her. I often used to talk to her about the past, about previous prime ministers, how it was, how they handled things.’ And, he added, that in the context of the audience, ‘she was very frank, and open, and informative.’ This is more than previous prime ministers have admitted publicly about this mysterious ‘holy of holies’ in the heart of the British system.2


She knows almost every state secret of the past sixty years. Every day she works her way through state papers, sent in red boxes to her desk. Gus O’Donnell again: ‘We give the Queen the minutes of cabinet, for instance, so she’s up to date on the discussions, the decisions that have been made. She gets a lot of material about what the government’s actually doing, in her red boxes.’ The Queen is very interested in issues involving the constitution – Sir Gus singles out current controversies about Britain’s switch to fixed-term parliaments and the future of the House of Lords – and anything to do with Britain’s military. She works hard too, to support the civil service, who, like her, have to be neutral but get very little applause from the public or press. In public, in her Christmas broadcasts and many speeches, she generally takes great care to stay on the safe ground of general expressions of goodwill, although at Christmas she often touches on issues of the day. For decade after decade she has dodged traps that could have led the monarchy into serious danger. She has made mistakes, of course. She is only human. But she has managed this dance of discretion so adroitly that many people have concluded that she is herself almost without character – neutral, passive, even bland.


She is not. She is capable of sharp asides, has a long memory, shrewd judgement and is a wicked mimic. She has been very frank about her children’s scrapes. She has closely observed and dryly described the oddities of foreign leaders and famous politicians. She has done it sitting playing patience during the evening at Balmoral, or with her legs tucked up under her on a sofa on the Royal Yacht, a glass of something cheerful in hand, or walking on beaches and hillsides. In private she has hugged and laughed; and been sharp with bores, dawdlers and slow eaters. Though she does not like confrontation, and often sub-contracted that out to her husband, she has strong views about people. It is just that her job means she has to hide all this. Other people, celebrities and actors, are paid to have a ‘personality’. She is required to downplay hers.


This does not mean her life is dull. ‘We’re in the happiness business,’ whispers one of her ladies-in-waiting as the Queen heads for yet another line of shouting, waving children. It must be wonderful to cheer people up without cracking jokes, or telling odd stories. She can do it simply by arriving, smiling, nodding and taking a posy or two. No one who has followed this now slightly stooping lady in her mid-eighties as she walks through small towns, foreign hotels, cathedrals and military barracks, casting sharp glances all around, and observed the grinning, pressing lines of people waiting for her, can doubt it. But there is ‘the tough stuff’ too – a huge amount of ceremonial, religious and social business to be dealt with, week in, week out. (Some say, too much, particularly for a woman of her age.)


She is a woman of faith. She stands atop the Anglican Church, that national breakaway from Rome hurriedly set up by her Tudor ancestor, the beef-faced and priapic Henry VIII. So she is called Defender of the Faith and Supreme Governor of the Church of England. The former title is technically absurd since it was given to Henry by Pope Leo X before he rebelled. But the latter one certainly counts: the Queen appoints bishops and archbishops and takes her role as the fount of Anglican respectability very seriously, addressing the General Synod and talking regularly to its leading figures.


The current Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, says she is formally the final court of appeal, the place where arguments stop. In practice, of course, she does not intervene in rows about the ordination of women priests or gay marriage, any more than she does in parliamentary arguments. But, says the Archbishop, ‘She believes that she has some responsibility for keeping an eye on the business of the church, some responsibility to support it, to get on the side of those who are administering the church and she is herself very committed as a Christian.’ Williams says she was profoundly affected by being given a book of private prayers by a predecessor shortly before her Coronation, which she still uses. For her the Coronation was a vocation, ‘a calling, not a privilege but a calling. If it’s costly, it’s costly.’ As we shall see, at times it certainly has been.


The Queen is also ‘the fount of honours’. She bestows medals, crosses, knighthoods and ribbons, mostly (but not always) on the advice of politicians, to those who are worthy (and sometimes not so worthy). Each one requires conversation, eye-contact, briefing and time. She has so far bestowed 404,500 honours and awards, and personally held more than 610 Investitures (the grand honour-giving ceremonies) since becoming Queen in 1952.


Then there are the services: the Queen is Head of the Armed Forces. It is to the Queen that new soldiers, airmen and sailors pledge allegiance, and in whose name they fight and die. She has a special relationship with some regiments – her first official job was as a colonel-in-chief – and a general one with all. This means many more visits and ceremonies. She is also a patron of huge numbers of charities. They too lobby and plead for her time, often to encourage fundraising. From time to time the royal family settles down together to try to organize their charitable work. After the death of her mother and sister, the family sat down at Sandringham around a card-table and shared out the work they would have to take on. They discovered some charities had rather too many Royals associated with them, and others none at all; so some switching-around was agreed.


Beginning to feel tired? What about Abroad? The Queen never forgets that she is Head of the Commonwealth, a title invented in 1949 to allow the newly independent republican India to keep its association with Britain. This involves her in a huge amount of travel, in addition to visiting her other realms and the diplomatic and trade-boosting visits her government tells her each year she must make. In the Foreign Office they draw up their wish list for state visits and other visits, arguing about which trading partner has priority over which, and which leader would be particularly gratified if the Queen arrived. And then another negotiation about her diary begins.


These visits are not jaunts. They involve a lot of planning and travel, endless changes of dresses and hats and, above all, a huge amount of listening, nodding and smiling. Most trying of all, there are the speeches. The Queen is a naturally shy and quiet person who even now, after all these years, gets no pleasure from public speaking whether the event is grand or modest. One journalist who has followed her for decades says, ‘Whether it is the Great Hall of the People, or the Girl Guides’ Association, she gets nervous before the speech. And yet afterwards, once she’s completed that speech and she’s got marvellous congratulation and applause, then she’s . . . really buzzing because it’s out of the way. I’ve never seen her change once.’ As the Queen and Duke got older, they found these visits more tiring and trying, but they kept agreeing to go, in general twice a year.


Beyond all this, the Queen has run the monarchy as a national adhesive, making constant visits around the country to be seen, to greet and to thank people who are mostly ignored by the London power-brokers and commercial grandees. She holds parties, lunches and charity gatherings at Buckingham Palace and Edinburgh’s Palace of Holyroodhouse to thank or bring together other lists of good-doers, civic worthies and business strivers. At special themed receptions she honours all sorts of disparate groups – they might be Australians in Britain, or young people in the performing arts, or campaigners for the handicapped, or the emergency services. These events are meticulously planned. The Queen hangs over the lists of who may be invited, and why. She plans the evenings and the choreography, and manages to remember at least many of the names. Only by watching the delight of elderly volunteers whom nobody else had thought to make much of or struggling young musicians, can one understand the quiet power of this mostly unreported monarchical campaign.


Finally, there are the mass celebrations, the royal jubilees and marriages, which get most of the attention. The jubilees are an invented tradition, which allow the monarchy to dominate the crowded news agenda of a busy country and enable people to look back at the last twenty-five, fifty or sixty years, and to look forward too: a kind of national pause-for-thought. The marriages may turn out well or not, but allow the most fanatically royalist, and many others, to go briefly mad. Anyone who has paid any attention to public life in Britain sort of knows all this. Not many of us think about it much. By now, I hope the reader is feeling a little exhausted. We have not yet talked about the extra little jobs of mother, grandmother, wife, aunt, horse-owner, manager of farms and estates, employer and overall accountant-in-chief that fill in the quiet moments.


For most of us the Queen seems always to have been there. She has done her job so well it has come to seem part of the natural order of things, along with the seasons and the weather. One day, of course, she won’t be there. Then there will be a gaping, Queen-sized hole in the middle of British life.










Part One



DYNASTY IS DESTINY


How the British Monarchy Remade Itself









The Queen is only the fourth head of a fairly new dynasty. If you put brackets around her uncle, Edward VIII, who lasted less than a year, she is only the third of the Windsors. Yet the British monarchy itself is one of the world’s oldest and the Queen can trace tiny flecks of her bloodline back to famous Anglo-Saxons and ancient Scottish warlords. More recently, Hanoverian ancestry remains a strong influence. Both she and her eldest son have faces that recall monarchs of the eighteenth century, the solemn early Georges. But like other families, monarchies can reinvent themselves. Today’s House of Windsor created itself less than a century ago, leaping away from the Hanoverians and their German connections in 1917.


The previous British monarchy, of Victoria the fecund Queen-Empress and her son Edward, the louche and shrewd King-Emperor, had been at the centre of a spun golden web of royalty stretching across Europe and Russia. Monarchy was a family club, largely closed to outsiders. Britain’s segment of the web had particularly close connections with German royal houses, connections that went back to the eighteenth century and the Hanoverians. Kaisers came to tea and joined parades dressed in British military uniform. They raced their yachts against those of their British cousins at Cowes. There might be mutual suspicion, but it was family rivalry rather than political. The closeness was symbolized by the last visit King George and Queen Mary made to Germany before the war. Arriving in Berlin in May 1913 for the wedding of the Kaiser’s daughter to their cousin, the Duke of Brunswick-Lüneburg, they had been greeted by Queen Mary’s aunt, the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz – a very old English-born lady who remained in her north German estate until 1916. They went on to meet the Kaiser, Tsar Nicholas II, endless other dynastic cousins and what the family called simply ‘the royal mob’. The mob noted the presence of film cameras, or what they called ‘those horrid Kino-men’, but felt themselves a family, whose connections remained essential to the future of the ‘civilized’ world.


George V was particularly fond of his Austro-Hungarian fellow Royals, and of numerous princely German relatives. Fritz Ponsonby, the King’s private secretary, noted of the visit, ‘whether any real good is done, I have my doubts. The feeling in the two countries is very strong . . .’ and George’s biographer rightly said that, in the coming of the Great War, ‘King George V was no more than an anguished and impotent spectator.’1 Others at the time took the opposite view, or diplomatically pretended to: the British ambassador to Berlin Sir Edward Goschen said he thought the visit would prove ‘of lasting good’.2 Queen Mary had a lovely time in Berlin. Interestingly, by contrast, she dreaded a visit to Paris the following year, primarily because France was to her above all an alien republic and there were no friendly family faces to welcome her.


By 1917, however, deep into the bloodied mud of total war, this royal web seemed likelier to choke the British monarchy to death than to protect it. Germans had become loathed in Britain, their shops destroyed, their brass bands expelled, even their characteristic dogs put down. To be a monarch with German connections was uncomfortable. Rising radical and revolutionary feeling across Europe had made monarchs generally unpopular too. King George was already well aware of it. During 1911–12 Britain had faced mass strikes and great unrest. At times it felt like a revolution, in which London would be starved of food by militant dockers. Radical Liberals struck at the aristocratic principle when the House of Lords blocked their radical budget. In the streets, a more militant socialism was being taught, with the earliest Labour politicians often defining themselves as anti-monarchists. Labour’s much loved early leader, Keir Hardie, was a lifelong republican who was particularly hated by the Palace. Though an MP, he had been banned from the Windsor Castle garden-party list for attacking Edward VII’s visit to see his cousin Tsar Nicholas in 1908. Later, he described George V as ‘a street corner loafer . . . destitute of ordinary ability’. The King responded by calling him simply ‘that beast’. For monarchs, even before the war came, these were unsettling times.


George, however, was lucky in his advisers, one above all. Lord Stamfordham’s story began colourfully. As Arthur Bigge, the son of a Northumberland parson, he was an artillery officer who fought in the Zulu War of 1879. One of his friends was the son of France’s deposed Emperor Napoleon III and when this young man was killed by a Zulu, Bigge was chosen to show his bereaved mother where it had happened, and to visit Queen Victoria to tell her the story. Queen Victoria liked Bigge so much that she immediately appointed him her assistant private secretary. He spent the rest of his life working for the monarchy. When Edward VII became king, Bigge served his son, first as Duke of Cornwall, then Prince of Wales, then as King George V, when Bigge became Lord Stamfordham. He had a huge influence on George, who said he could hardly write a letter without his help, but to start with Stamfordham did not get everything right. George and Stamfordham both had instinctively strong conservative views, and in the constitutional crisis of 1910–11 he advised George to face down the Liberal prime minister Herbert Asquith. The Liberals were confronted by the Tory-dominated House of Lords, which was blocking the ‘People’s Budget’. Asquith had had a promise from Edward VII to allow a deluge of Liberal peers to be created, as a last-resort way of swamping the upper house. George V instinctively hated the idea, which seemed an assault on the notion of aristocracy. Had the newly crowned George V gone with his instincts and backed the peerage rather than the elected government, he would have forced an immediate general election that would have been in part about the right of the monarch to interfere in politics – the very thing his granddaughter has spent her entire reign carefully avoiding.


Had George and Stamfordham stood and fought on the rights of the aristocracy and then lost the battle in the polling stations, the future of the British monarchy would have been in doubt. What we often now imagine as reassuring, golden-hazed ‘Edwardian’ Britain was a confrontational and seething nation. The Liberals, though more moderate than the rising Labour and socialist parties, were convinced Stamfordham was their implacable enemy, sitting at the centre of the imperial state. Feelings were running high. The then Liberal chancellor, later prime minister, Lloyd George, disliked him so much that when Stamfordham came for meetings in Downing Street during the war he made him wait outside on a hard wooden chair. Yet Stamfordham learned from his mistakes. Later King George said he was the man who had taught him how to be a king. He had done it by telling truth to power. Stamfordham was a dry and difficult man, but he prided himself on his honesty, and in particular telling his king the facts, however alarming they might seem. He now began to work hard to turn the sea-dog and countryman into a politically aware national leader. By the outbreak of the First World War, and then through its first hard years, George V had become a vivid and popular rallying point.


By the spring of 1917, however, the truths brought to him by his adviser seemed very alarming indeed. The war was going badly. There were strikes and growing complaints that the King was closer to his German cousin, the hated Kaiser, than to his own people. This was entirely untrue. But George V had made mistakes that gave the wrong impression.


He had been against stripping the Kaiser and his family of their honorary commands of British regiments and their British chivalric honours, not to mention their banners hanging at St George’s Chapel, Windsor. Royal solidarity and ancient hierarchy apparently counted, even in the throes of an industrial war. Early in the war, King George had been furious at the campaign against Admiral Prince Louis of Battenberg, born German, but married to one of Queen Victoria’s granddaughters and now British First Sea Lord. Battenberg had to quit, to the despair of his son, then a naval cadet himself, who wrote to his mother about the latest rumour ‘that Papa has turned out to be a German spy . . . I got rather a rotten time of it.’ (That boy grew up to be Lord Louis Mountbatten, and one of the most influential figures in the Queen’s life; what seem remote historical footnotes to outsiders turn out to be significant family memories.)


These instinctive flinches against the rampant anti-Germanism of wartime Britain had allowed the King’s critics to begin to paint him as not wholly patriotic. Lloyd George, summoned to Buckingham Palace in January 1915, wondered aloud ‘what my little German friend has got to say to me’. London hostesses mocked the court’s Hanoverian character. Street-corner agitators warned about ‘the Germans’ in the Palace. In fact, George was an exemplary wartime monarch, carrying out hundreds of troop visits and cutting down heavily on the expenses and living standards of the monarchy while the country suffered. He even gave up alcohol when Lloyd George asked him to, in order to set an example to drunkards (not an example, it has to be said, that Lloyd George himself followed). But the whispering went on. It grew louder. On 31 March 1917 there was a mass meeting at the Albert Hall chaired by one of Labour’s great heroes, George Lansbury, to celebrate the fall of Tsar Nicholas II, with much cat-calling against monarchy in general. Government wartime censors kept news of this out of the papers, but George was given eyewitness reports of what was said. Stamfordham had made it his job to get as much information as possible and to pass it on.


Thus, when Ramsay MacDonald, later Labour prime minister, called for a convention to be held in Leeds ‘to do for this country what the Russian revolution had accomplished in Russia’, or the trade union leader Robert Williams called for a ‘to let’ sign to hang outside Buckingham Palace, George was told about it. Stamfordham said a few weeks later, ‘There is no socialist newspaper, no libellous rag, that is not read and marked and shown to the King if they contain any criticism, friendly or unfriendly to His Majesty and the Royal Family.’3 In April 1917 the writer H. G. Wells had written to The Times calling for the establishment of republican societies; he was also reported to have complained that England suffered from an alien and uninspiring court, to which George famously retorted: ‘I may be uninspiring, but I’m damned if I’m an alien.’ In the Marxist newspaper Justice the eccentric, top-hatted editor Henry Hyndman argued that the royal family is ‘essentially German’ and called for a British Republic. At the other end of the political scale, the editor of the Spectator magazine, John St Loe Strachey, told Stamfordham that there was a spread of republican feeling among coalminers who ‘feel kings will stand together’ and that there was ‘a trade union of kings’.4 Lady Maud Warrender said that when George was told that it was whispered he must be pro-German because his family had German names, ‘he started and grew pale’. Wells returned to the attack, this time in the Penny Pictorial, calling for the monarchy to sever its destiny ‘from the inevitable collapse of the Teutonic dynastic system upon the continent of Europe . . . we do not want any German ex-monarchs here’. The file headed simply ‘Unrest in the Country’ had begun to thicken at the Palace.


More than ninety years on, it might seem that all this was mere hysterical fluff, and that George and his advisers were wrong to take it seriously. Small magazines, reported conversations in the coalfields, publicity-seeking authors . . . did it really add up to the beginning of the end for the British monarchy? The truth is that in 1917 British society was stretched to breaking point. People were ready to believe the wildest claims about German plots and secret networks of sexual blackmail, stretching right up to the court itself. The armies in France faced defeat and the Atlantic seabed was a graveyard of supply ships. Russia had been engulfed, Germany was next and there was rising militancy in British factories. In Britain the key war leader was not the King but the King-mocking Lloyd George, soon to be hailed as ‘the man who won the war’. Aristocracy, which has always buttressed monarchy, was on its knees, its sons dead or maimed and its estates facing financial ruin. The monarchy, it seemed, had few powerful friends. King George and Queen Mary had thrown themselves into visits to regiments, naval bases, children’s homes and voluntary organizations of all kinds. The King had clocked up 300 hospital visits alone, most of them emotionally draining. Yet none of it seemed to have made much difference. So George V decided that if the monarchy was to survive in Britain, it must be changed.


Advised by Stamfordham, King George made a series of reforms which have had a huge influence on the current Queen’s reign. The first and most public was to change his name, and that of the dynasty. ‘Saxe-Coburg-Gotha’ was not only a mouthful but rather obviously German. It had to go. Tellingly, George did not know what his own original surname might be: it was lost in the tangled skeins of monarchical bloodlines and rampant hyphenation. Nor, it seemed, did anyone else know. The Royal College of Heralds was consulted. They told the King his surname was not Stuart. It might be Guelph. More probably it was Wipper or Wettin, neither of which sounded helpfully British. So the search began for an invented surname. Tudor, Stuart, Plantagenet, York and Lancaster were all discussed, as colourful history books were rummaged through. They were cast aside, as was the too obvious ‘England’, which would hardly have pleased the Scots, Irish or Welsh. More obscure suggestions included D’Este and Fitzroy. Finally, Stamfordham went back to the place-name of the King’s favourite palace and chose ‘Windsor’. It sounded good. It later turned out that Edward III had once used the name too, so there was even a slender historical connection.


Thus, on 17 July 1917, the Windsor dynasty was born. George V declared and announced ‘that We for Ourselves and for and on behalf of Our descendants . . . relinquish and enjoin the discontinuance of the use of the degrees, styles, dignities, titles and honours of Dukes and Duchesses of Saxony and Princes and Princesses of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, and all other German degrees . . .’ A cascade of further name-changes followed which confuse many people even today about who was really who. There were the Tecks, for instance. George V’s wife, Queen Mary, or May, was the daughter of Francis, Duke of Teck, who had married one of George III’s granddaughters, the famously substantial Mary Adelaide, known in the family as ‘fat Mary’ and memorably described as being ‘like a large purple plush pincushion’. So George V’s in-laws included a lot of Tecks. For de-Tecking, mellifluous British place-names were at a premium. One of Queen Mary’s brothers became the Marquis of Cambridge and another the Earl of Athlone. Similarly, the Battenbergs, descended from Queen Victoria and the Princes of Hesse, and connected to the Tsar’s family, became Mountbattens, one being renamed Marquis of Milford Haven and another Marquis of Carisbrooke. Anything Germanic was briskly rubbed out.


For monarchy, names matter a great deal – but there were more substantial changes to come. George V and Queen Mary also announced that, in the King’s words in his diary, they ‘had decided some time ago that our children would be allowed to marry into British families. It was quite an historical occasion.’5 Though less publicized than the name-change, this was indeed quite historical, and quite important too. As far back as the eighteenth century, politicians and much of the British public had not liked the Hanoverian habit of marrying German princesses and princelings since it seemed to mean British taxes subsidizing foreign families. Queen Victoria herself had pointed out that her family’s dynastic marriage habits had caused ‘trouble and anxiety and are of no good’ when European countries went to war with one another: ‘Every family feeling was rent asunder, and we were powerless.’6 Yet the habit had continued. Now Victoria’s instinct that ‘new’ blood – by which she meant, blood from non-royal British families – would strengthen the throne morally and physically became a settled policy.


In effect, the British monarchy was being nationalized. The Bishop of Chelmsford, an influential figure, had told Stamfordham that ‘the stability of the throne would be strengthened if the Prince of Wales married an English lady . . . she must be intelligent and above all full of sympathy.’ A little later, another churchman, Clifford Woodward, the Canon of Southwark, had said to Stamfordham that the Prince of Wales should live for a year or two in some industrial city, perhaps Sheffield, and marry an Englishwoman preferably ‘from a family which had been prominent in the war’.7 Though ‘David’, the Prince of Wales, would later follow a very different path, this 1917 announcement paved the way for Elizabeth Bowes Lyon, a Scotswoman whose family had indeed been prominent in the war, to marry ‘Bertie’, the Duke of York and later George VI. It meant Prince Charles could marry Diana, and later Camilla; and that Prince William could marry Kate Middleton. Now it seems so obvious as to be barely worth mentioning; but marrying their subjects had hardly occurred to the old House of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.


The next move was more brutal, some say cowardly. George V cut off his ‘Cousin Nicky’, the deposed Tsar Nicholas II, and his entire family, leaving them to the tender mercies of Lenin’s Bolshevik revolution. The Tsar, unlike the Kaiser, had been a loyal ally of Britain’s until his empire collapsed. Though George cannot have known that the Romanovs would be assassinated in a cellar, he knew they were in serious danger, and that they hoped for refuge in Britain. Initially he agreed. But as we have seen, left-wing opinion was violently hostile to the Tsar and supportive of the revolution. For a long time it was thought and put about by friends of the Windsors that Lloyd George was to blame for letting the Tsar down. He, it was said, had countermanded the original offer of asylum for the Romanovs.


A detailed trawl through the correspondence by George V’s biographer Kenneth Rose revealed a different story. It was the King who panicked. At his request Stamfordham bombarded Number Ten with notes making it clear the Tsar was not welcome after all. Much was made of petty issues, such as the lack of suitably grand accommodation. This is a complicated story, for there was a fear at times that trying to get him out might actually put him more at risk – and even vague rumours of a secret British attempt to free him by force. But unless more evidence comes to light, it seems that George was at least willing to look the other way while Nicholas and his family were imprisoned and finally killed. The current Queen read the evidence and wrote with a flourish across a manuscript of Rose’s book: ‘Let him publish.’


Nothing could more eloquently show the radical change brought about by the war. Before it, in 1905, King George’s father had refused the Tsar’s plea for Britain to restore normal relations with Serbia, after the particularly brutal assassination of its king. In words that sound like those of George Bernard Shaw or even Oscar Wilde, Edward VII explained that his trade was simply ‘being a king . . . As you see, we belonged to the same guild, as labourers or professional men. I cannot be indifferent to the assassination of a member of my profession or, if you like, a member of my guild. We should be obliged to shut up our business if we, the Kings, were to consider the assassination of kings as of no consequence at all.’8 And now his son had taken avoiding action which would result in the assassination of the Tsar himself. No evidence of private guilt on George V’s part has emerged, merely his public expressions of regret at the murders. A revolution can focus the mind of a monarch as effectively as a judicial death sentence for lesser mortals. There were even discussions about whether or not he should attend a church memorial service for the Romanovs, though he did go in the end.


The next change was to the honours system. Most countries have some such system; Britain’s was both limited and tightly entwined with royal history. There were the ancient orders. The oldest is the Order of the Garter, established by Edward III probably in 1344 and limited to the monarch, the heir and up to twenty-four other members or ‘knights companions’. Membership is in the monarch’s gift. Today’s Knights and Ladies of the Garter, who parade each June at Windsor for a ceremony during Royal Ascot week, wearing Tudor caps with ostrich and heron feathers, blue velvet capes and blue garters, are a mix of aristocrats, former prime ministers and retired civil servants. There are also ‘Stranger Knights’ of the Garter who are foreign monarchs: in 1915 both Kaiser Wilhelm and the Austro-Hungarian emperor Franz-Joseph were stripped of their memberships. So, during the Second World War, was the Japanese Emperor Hirohito (though the honour was restored to his successor Akihito). Haile Selassie was a member, too. Other old orders include Scotland’s Order of the Thistle, which goes back to 1687 and is limited to sixteen knights and ladies, and the Irish Order of St Patrick, now defunct. Apart from these, the grandest is the Order of the Bath, founded by the first of the Hanoverians, George I, in 1725. Though the name refers to the ancient medieval practice of new knights being bathed for purification, the order has a less elevated origin: it was created partly because the first and infamously corrupt prime minister Robert Walpole wanted a new form of patronage. It was extended after the Napoleonic wars and today is also used by Britain to honour eminent foreigners, from overseas generals to leaders. Two of them, the tyrants Nicolae Ceauçescu of Romania and Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, were eventually stripped of the honour.


For most of its history the British monarchy has been muttered at by artists and intellectuals for being insufficiently interested in the arts, writing or ideas generally. This was considered a problem even during the early years of Queen Victoria’s reign, when it was noticed that Britain had nothing like the Prussian Pour le Mérite decoration, or the French honours for cultural and scientific achievement. Eventually Edward VII instituted the Order of Merit in 1902, to mark his Coronation. Unlike most other honours, it carries no aristocratic handle and has no connection with the government; it is in the gift of the king or queen alone and is limited to twenty-four members. Perhaps as a result it is one of the few British systems of award with an almost faultless record. Of all the figures in science, the arts and politics during the twentieth century one might have expected and hoped to be represented, a surprising proportion actually have been. From figures of the Victorian age still alive in the early days, such as Florence Nightingale, the co-discoverer of evolution by natural selection Alfred Russel Wallace, and Thomas Hardy, through the great composers – Elgar, Britten, Vaughan Williams, Walton – poets such as T. S. Eliot and Ted Hughes, the artists Henry Moore, Graham Sutherland, Lucian Freud, Anthony Caro, writers such as E. M. Forster, Isaiah Berlin, Henry James and Tom Stoppard and a vast range of scientists, many of them Nobel Prize-winners or world-changers, such as Paul Dirac and Tim Berners-Lee, the roll-call has been very impressive. Even the political choices, such as Attlee and Thatcher, have been well made. In general, it is a club for people who need only their surname to identify them. They get the occasional lunch or dinner, all together with the Queen, and they get their portraits painted; but OM has nothing to do with pomp or pageantry. It is the nearest Britain has to a gathering of ‘the immortals’ – though as one of them put it to the author, beaming happily, ‘There are, I think, rather more immortals than there are of us.’ In 1917, these, plus a special order for diplomats and another for personal service to the monarch, the Royal Victorian Order, comprised the entire honours system. There were military honours too, of course; but nothing for all those ordinary Britons who served in other ways – giving money, giving extraordinary service, doing something ‘above and beyond’.


Until then it could be argued that being honoured and having ‘an honour’ were different things, and rightly so. Fellow citizens’ approval and private marks of respect, together with the occasional gong from a charity or civic organization, were the most anyone would expect. George V changed that when he instituted the Order of the British Empire on 4 June 1917. It has five classes, running from the Knight Grand Cross to the more humble Member. The top two classes create Knights or Dames and the higher ones are limited in number – the simple OBEs and MBEs are not. The order is divided into military and civilian wings and the latter in particular has had, as it were, a huge influence on the influence of the monarchy. Many of the 404,500 honours conferred by the Queen are OBEs and MBEs: the twice-yearly lists of celebrities, sports stars and others have become a staple for newspaper comment, congratulation and disappointment. The notion of such an honour was almost certainly the idea of Lord Esher, a one-time Liberal MP whose long service as a courtier had started in Victorian times (he installed a lift for Queen Victoria at Windsor and pushed her wheelchair round Kensington Palace) and who had been heavily involved in Edward VII’s reign. Esher was sinuous, bisexual and a bit too much of a crawler, as well as a pusher, for George’s taste; but he was shrewd and saw the need for a more democratic honour.


The war had seen new military honours being distributed for the vast numbers of front-line heroes, while at home the idea was that the OBE would go to people involved in some way in the huge voluntary efforts being made. Since it was impossible for the Palace to find and assign those to be honoured, this became almost entirely in the gift of the government of the day. Among the first recipients were trade union officials, including the left-wing William Appleton of the General Federation of Trade Unions and Ben Turner of the textile workers. By the end of 1919, 22,000 OBEs had been awarded, many to factory workers and charitable campaigners. The monarchy was putting down new roots in the very areas where it felt threatened. Unfortunately, the post-war Lloyd George government not only sold peerages and knighthoods, but also treated the OBEs as a kind of bargain-basement offer, and they became known for a time as the Order of the Bad Egg. In the decades since then, however, the OBE has risen in status, rather than declined, and is now at least as important to the British honours system as the Légion d’honneur is in France. The similarly republican honours system in the USA is more complicated than the British one, not less.


The final founding act of the House of Windsor merely took a habit of earlier twentieth-century monarchy and pushed it further. Edward VII had known the importance of being seen by his people, and making regular visits to open hospitals, launch ships and inspect regiments. The Victorian Royals had had their names appended to almost anything built in brick, or granite, with a large door. But George and Mary were in a different league. During the industrial strife of the pre-war period they made major visits to industrial areas of England, Scotland and Wales. George went down a coal mine and visited bereaved miners’ families. On a visit to poor housing in Kennington, he got into trouble in the home of a Labour MP when his party noticed a picture of ‘the beast’ Keir Hardie on the wall, and made a disparaging remark, only to be told by the spirited daughter of the house that Hardie was of ‘one of the best men I know; and if anyone does not like him they need not stay in our house’.


But war brought a far greater drive to get out and visit ordinary people. Wartime Britain depended on voluntary organizations in a way that is hard to appreciate today; around 10,000 new ones were formed during 1914–18. Having a royal patron or connection, or even visit, helped raise money and the renamed Windsors put themselves at the centre of an endless flurry of fundraising and morale boosting. Those 300 hospital visits mentioned before were only part of the story.


Recently George V has not had a good press. He is remembered as a philistine, obsessed by outdated rules of dress and etiquette, and over-enthusiastic about his world-class stamp collection. He was certainly a naval martinet, equally capable of intimidating visitors and his children. His official biographer, while writing his life, gloomily confided to his wife that he had a ‘down’ on him: ‘He is all right as a gay young midshipman. He may be all right as a wise old King. But the intervening period when he was Duke of York, just shooting at Sandring-ham, is hard to manage or swallow. For seventeen years in fact he did nothing at all but kill animals and stick in stamps.’9 But like others who waited long to become king, George greatly improved when he finally got the job. After his bumpy start, many of his later political interventions were well judged. His already short temper became shorter still following a bad fall from his horse during the Great War, after which he was often in great pain; but he coped well with a changed world in which socialist politicians arrived at Buckingham Palace and the aristocracy was losing its power.


On becoming king before the First World War he loathed having to side with the democratically elected radical Liberal government against the House of Lords. But he bit his tongue and grimly got on with it. He found young Winston Churchill an impudent puppy and never took to cocky Lloyd George, particularly when he began to debase the honours system by selling off titles. But there was no public protest: George sat them both out. Later he made a truly important intervention in Northern Ireland after the creation of the Irish Republic, which did much to soothe things when it seemed to many a wider war in Ireland was unavoidable.


Later in life, remembering the ‘Great War’ with horror, he was too soft on the subject of Hitler and too sceptical of Churchill as he began to rumble warnings; but he was hardly alone in that. For this story, what matters most is how he remade the monarchy itself. How the Queen reigns today; what she does; how she is seen and described, all have their origins in decisions taken by her grandfather when Europe was writhing in bloodsoaked turmoil, and Britain was facing starvation and defeat at the hands of U-boat captains. This is the first man who really matters in the Queen’s story – the cigar-scented, bearded old naval officer with whom she played as a child and still remembers well. George V was the founder of ‘the Firm’.


He was greatly helped by his wife. In press photographs and formal pictures Queen Mary looks about as grandly stony-faced as any Royal could be. She was born at Kensington Palace in the zenith of Queen Victoria’s reign, surviving both her husband and her son King George VI and living, to see her granddaughter Elizabeth become queen in 1952. Her birth had been communicated around the Royals of Europe in handwritten German letters; she watched her son’s funeral on television. Queen Mary’s influence on today’s British monarchy is big, if mostly forgotten. For although she was imposing, like the frosted prow of some ancient warship, and over-enthusiastic about being given presents by those she visited, Mary was a keen social reformer. As her husband reshaped the monarchy she formed a close alliance with a radical female trade union leader called Mary Macarthur who had led campaigns to raise the wages of the ‘sweated labour’ of Edwardian women sewing blouses, working in jam factories or forging chains. Macarthur was married to the Labour Party chairman Will Anderson and was a notorious firebrand. When Queen Mary invited her to Buckingham Palace she, in Macarthur’s own words, ‘positively lectured the Queen on the inequality of the classes, the injustice of it’. She concluded, rightly or not, that ‘The Queen does understand and grasp the whole situation from a Trade Union point of view.’10


The first ‘situation’ was the shock effect of the early days of the war on trade and business, which meant huge numbers of female workers losing their jobs. Queen Mary and her aristocratic friends had encouraged a great surge of knitting and needlework as war-work, which of course simply made life harder for female employees of the clothing industry. Macarthur begged one friend to do everything in her power ‘to stop these women knitting!’ Queen Mary got the point and launched The Queen’s Work for Women Fund to raise money to subsidize projects for unemployed women. An all-party committee was set up, and though the Queen herself did not join the MPs, she heckled it from the sidelines and interested herself in the problem, in ways new to royalty.


As the war dragged on, more and more women were recruited to replace fighting men, and the problems changed. Queen Mary, like the King, became a relentless visitor of food centres and hospitals, insisting always on seeing the worst wounded and those with the most distressing injuries, including the dying. She worked to raise money for relief funds and Christmas boxes for troops, and was affectionately described as ‘a charitable bulldozer’. In her paperwork and replies to charitable requests she was equally tireless. She was later said to have retorted to an exhausted princess complaining about yet another boring hospital visit, ‘We are the royal family – and we love hospitals.’ And she noted in the margin of one biography of her, which said she was easily bored, ‘As a matter of fact, the Queen is never bored.’ It is an attitude the current Queen shares.


After the war ended, all this activity became part of the early Windsors’ unending effort to demonstrate royal relevance. There was plenty of evidence of the need for change. Lord Cromer, a kind of ancient crocodile of public service, had warned that ‘the Monarchy is not so stable now’. In November 1918, George V was visiting a rally of 35,000 ex-servicemen in Hyde Park and noted that he, with other members of the royal family, was duly cheered. But then men broke through to press round the King, complaining about their poor pensions, joblessness and lack of decent houses: he was mobbed, not in a particularly friendly way, and nearly pulled off his horse. Protest banners were raised and it was a narrow squeak for the police to get him safely out. After silently riding back to Buckingham Palace with the Prince of Wales, he dismounted and said: ‘Those men were in a funny temper,’ before shaking his head and striding into the building.


So, under political pressure, for the first time, the charitable and visiting parts of the monarchy became its most notable aspects, as important as its ceremonial state functions. The future King George VI was made president of the Boys Welfare Association and the Prince of Wales, later Edward VIII, became patron of the National Council of Social Services. He was sent on visits across the more depressed parts of Britain, showing the charisma he would become famous for.


George V began to compile a map showing the charitable public work being done by the family, almost like a military campaign, with flags to show where they had been; and later produced a chart, showing the productivity of its individual members, which would be brought to him each Christmas at Sandringham. One writer describes ‘the King poring over his charts like a sea captain over his log books’.11 Not all the early reform ideas were immediately accepted. Clive Wigram, a former Bengal Lancer who became equerry to George and later his private secretary, argued shortly after the war that it was time to open up Buckingham Palace and its garden to ‘people of all classes’ including schoolteachers and civil servants ‘on the lines of the White House receptions’. With that idea, Wigram was too early by about eighty years. But in all this we can see what was, effectively, the creation of a new kind of monarchy. The crisis of 1917 produced a royal family, which cut itself off from its German origins and its Russian relatives, and which made determined efforts to dig itself into the subsoil of British life more snugly than before. Lord Stamfordham, apart from choosing its name, gave the House of Windsor its founding principle when he wrote in the same year, ‘We must endeavour to induce the thinking working classes, socialist and others, to regard the Crown, not as a mere figurehead and an institution which, as they put it, “don’t count”, but as a living power for good . . . affecting the interests and well-being of all classes.’ That was the job George set out to do, and which his son and granddaughter then took on. It is the most important sentence a British courtier has ever written, and remains the most influential.


The Windsors were still extremely rich, of course, attended by aristocratic servants and most of the time physically remote in their castles and palaces. At Buckingham Palace during the 1920s a brown Windsor silence descended, heavy curtains and country-life routines shutting out the febrile noise of the Jazz Age. After the war, George and Mary stayed in Britain, travelling abroad for just seven weeks during the sixteen years between the Armistice and the King’s death. He preferred the company of his own immediate family to that of anyone else, a pious countryman whose day was run with clockwork precision, attended by a pet parrot and emotionally dependent on a daily phone call to his sister, Princess Victoria. (In one of the many good stories about George, she was put through to Buckingham Palace and began the conversation: ‘Hello, you old fool,’ only to be interrupted by the operator: ‘Beg pardon, your Royal Highness, His Majesty is not yet on the line.’12) He was contemptuous of literary types and intellectuals generally, dismissing them as ‘eyebrows’ – until he discovered the word was highbrow.


Yet politically, the man Princess Elizabeth came to know as ‘Grandpa England’ had proved himself an astute operator, a master of the strategic retreat who was determined to win over working-class critics, if not eyebrows, and who was soon succeeding. When Britain’s first, short-lived Labour government arrived in 1924, George speculated privately on what his grandmother Queen Victoria would have made of it (not much); but he went on to do his very best to make the new cabinet ministers – described by one as ‘MacDonald the starveling clerk, Thomas the engine-driver, Henderson the foundry labourer and Clynes the mill-hand’ – feel welcome at Buckingham Palace, Windsor and Balmoral.13 He developed real friendships with several of them. Under George V the imperial pomp of the nineteenth century and the angry confrontations of Edwardian Britain had faded, and, despite all those predictions, the monarchy had again become a symbol of unity, easing itself away from the political fray.


That was no mean feat, and another monarch might not have pulled it off. Had George’s weak, rackety elder brother Eddy, Duke of Clarence, not died of flu in 1892, the story of the British monarchy might have ended long ago. George V, who married the woman who had originally been betrothed to Eddie, had many traits which reappear in the current Queen’s reign. He was quietly devout, emotionally reserved, with an utter belief in duty and family. More than seventy years ago the super-patriotic historian Sir Arthur Bryant said of George V that he and his Queen represented the secret convictions of every decent English person at a time when other more intellectual leaders of the nation were ‘preaching the gospel of disintegration and many of its social leaders were making bad manners and loose living a social fashion’.14 Despite the florid language it is a judgement which applies also to the Queen. This is not surprising. Grandpa England was part of her life for her first ten years, waving at her from his window in Buckingham Palace, playing with her as he had not with his own children, and delighting in her company. After his death, which moved her greatly, his widow, Queen Mary, was heavily involved in Elizabeth’s education. She is her parents’ child; but her grandparents’ grandchild, too. When Elizabeth was born in 1926, she was joining not just a family, but a family campaign. Ten years later, it was a campaign being derailed.


Uncle David’s Crisis


The Queen’s ‘Uncle David’, as King Edward VIII was known in the family, was the Bad King, the Windsor Who Got It Wrong. He was the vain, self-indulgent celebrity who demonstrated that charisma, while useful in politics or entertainment, is a flimsy material from which to build a constitutional monarchy. King Edward was bored by duty and sought pleasure. For a senior Royal to be truly badly behaved wrecks everything. The dreadful warning of Edward VIII is one of the foundations of the Queen’s world-view. She knew him quite well up to the time when she was nine as the engaging, cheerful Uncle David who would romp into her parents’ home and play games. Then he stopped romping and vanished into newspaper headlines and exile.


The droll, immaculately dressed yet always sad-eyed prince had for a long time been the hope of the British Empire. He had been trained by the navy and struggled hard to be allowed to fight in the trenches, getting near enough to the front line to be shelled. After the war, he had been sent on ritual tours of the Empire, touching that vanished world at its grandest moment before it began to crumple, meeting and greeting adoring crowds from the highlands of India to the snowy wastes of Canada. He read out the speeches written with fluency and grace.


In the 1920s he was, for British newspaper-readers, the beau idéal of the modern man: informal, a keen dancer and pleasure-seeker who nevertheless said the right words at the right moments. Though a demon rider to hounds, he also sought out the new world of nightclubs and golf links. He was taken at face value by the masses, in Britain and overseas, as an attractive man of energy, advanced views and great charisma. Yet ‘David’ was, before Diana, the prime example of what can happen when a leading member of the royal family starts to behave like a celebrity. The little-people’s rules did not count for him. He was bored by royal paperwork and he was privately contemptuous of the courtly world enclosing him.


One can sympathize. His own book, though self-serving and moany, is a convincing account of the stultifying life of George V’s inter-war court, with its slow dinners, endless protocol and early nights. Edward was also tinged with the progressive ideas of the day. When his father, at the end of the Great War, called upon the eldest son to remember his position and who he was, he reflected: ‘But who exactly was I? The idea that my birth and title should somehow or other set me apart from and above other people struck me as wrong . . . without understanding why, I was in unconscious rebellion against my position. That is what comes, perhaps, of sending an impressionable Prince to school and war.’15 If republican readers perk up at this point and start to ask if Edward is a putative hero, they must remember that he was as haughty to those around him as the worst modern ‘celeb’. He rebelled not by rethinking the role and rhythm of monarchy, or even declaring for its abolition (and thus all the comforts it brought him too, presumably), but by being selfish and wayward. He took married mistresses, then brutally dumped them. He danced into the small hours and infuriated his staff with his petulant demands. Behind the scenes, he was causing despair to the people on whom he depended, and no senior member of the royal family can afford to do that. Unlike the rest of us, they are attended on, followed and guided by a small army of their own. And as in any army, if the chief loses the support of the soldiers, everything goes.


‘Tommy’ Lascelles was the war-decorated and intensely patriotic assistant private secretary to the Prince of Wales. He later served George VI and – briefly – the present Queen. Like most people, he was star-struck by Edward when he first met him and as a fervent monarchist he was delighted by his new job. As time went on, though, he grew more and more alarmed by the playboy capriciousness of his ‘Chief,’ until he became thoroughly disillusioned. During their 1927 tour of Canada, he took counsel from the then prime minister, who was part of the British group:




I felt such despair about him [the Prince of Wales] that I sought a secret colloquy with Stanley Baldwin one evening . . . I told him directly that, in my considered opinion, the Heir Apparent, in his unbridled pursuit of wine and women, and whatever selfish whim occupied him at the moment, was rapidly going to the devil, and unless he mended his ways, would soon become no fit wearer of the British Crown. I expected to get my head bitten off; but Baldwin heard me to the end, and, after a pause, said he agreed with every word I had said. I went on, ‘You know, sometimes when I sit in York House waiting to get the result of some point-to-point in which he is riding, I can’t help thinking that the best thing that could happen to him, and to the country, would be for him to break his neck.’ ‘God forgive me,’ said Stanley Baldwin, ‘I have often thought the same.’16





That is quite a moment: the prime minister and a private secretary to the heir to the throne agreeing it would be better for Britain if he accidentally killed himself. Lascelles considered resignation but was short of money and long on patriotism. Encouraged by his wife, he soldiered on. Yet only a year later, writing to her during another tour, this fervent monarchist was questioning whether monarchy was really such a ‘flawless and indispensable institution’ after all. The thoughtless behaviour of the Prince had made the life of a courtier with the slightest self-respect simply intolerable. Lascelles reflected: ‘It is like being the right-hand man of a busy millionaire, when one is not at all certain that capitalism is a good thing . . . Why should I undo an hour’s work just because another man suddenly decides he wants to play golf at three instead of five? Why should I continually hang about on one foot or the other because another man can’t take the trouble to go and change his clothes in time?’17 If you want a explanation as to why the Queen places such emphasis on behaving well to her staff (never her ‘servants’), and expects her family to treat them with similar thoughtfulness and courtesy, look no further than Uncle David.


Lascelles – not the last senior courtier to grind his teeth about a Prince of Wales – finally exploded with Edward during their lion- and elephant-hunting expedition in East Africa in November 1928 when King George V fell seriously ill and Baldwin cabled repeatedly, begging the Prince to come home at once. Lascelles showed Edward the cables. The Prince, who was having far too much fun to want to leave Africa, replied that he didn’t believe a word – it was ‘just some election dodge of old Baldwin’s. It doesn’t mean a thing.’ Lascelles recounted that after this ‘incredibly callous behaviour’, he lost his temper with the heir to the British Empire: ‘“Sir,” I said, “the King of England is dying; and if that means nothing to you, it means a great deal to us.” He looked at me, went out without a word, and spent the remainder of the evening in the successful seduction of a Mrs Barnes, wife of the local Commissioner. He told me so himself next morning.’18


Not only Lascelles but two more of Edward’s most senior staff were desperate to escape from him. Lascelles got in first, however, in January 1929, writing the Prince a blunt letter and later giving him a verbal dressing-down: ‘I paced his room for the best part of an hour, telling him, as I might have told a younger brother, exactly what I thought of him and his whole scheme of life, and foretelling, with an accuracy that might have surprised me at the time, that he would lose the throne of England.’ To their mutual credit the two men parted relatively affably. Lascelles returned to serve George V shortly before he died, and remained at Buckingham Palace through the next two reigns. He was not surprised by the abdication when it came, but he was appalled by what he saw as a dereliction of duty. Once exiled, the Duke of Windsor referred to Lascelles simply as ‘the evil snake’.


Some people argue that the abdication crisis of 1936 was the defining moment of the Windsors, and there is a lot to be said for that. It was certainly their biggest shock. But the story itself need not keep us long here. It has been exhaustively described, from every possible angle, for seventy years. The wild rumours about the sexual hold Wallis Simpson had over the King; the brutal political battle between him and Stanley Baldwin; the arguments about a morganatic marriage (in which he would have been King but Wallis would not have been Queen); and the tussle over money and status when the King finally did abdicate are interesting questions but have been exhaustively discussed by several generations of historians, novelists and journalists. What matters in the Queen’s story is that, without the abdication, she would have led a quiet life, probably as a little-known royal countrywoman, enjoying her dogs and horses and supporting local charities. Her father would surely have lived longer since he would not have had to endure kingship during the world war to come. Her sister too would have had a happier and more private life. As it was, she seems to have watched which paths ‘David’ chose and in every way beetled as fast she could in the opposite direction.


The new dynasty had looked into the abyss. Had Edward fought to stay on as King and succeeded, it might well have meant the break-up of the Empire, with very great consequences for the war to follow. Even as it was, the institution of monarchy was exposed, sniggered at around the world, and had felt itself wobble. These things are not forgotten in the family. Almost as soon as Edward VIII abdicated and became the Duke of Windsor, going abroad to marry without the support of his brother or parents, he was vigorously erased from the story. His memory was expunged and the solid virtues were reinstated. The British court swiftly reverted to the style of the old king, George V. It returned to convention, family, duty.


Good King George


Except for her husband, the single biggest influence on the Queen was her father, George VI. If you want a measuring device for King George VI’s service to his country, you should not turn first to the recent film about his struggle with his stammer. Good though it is, its unforgettable image is of Colin Firth bellowing four-lettered words. Look instead at a picture of the real man when he was Duke of York, such as the Philip de László portrait of 1931, and then compare it with a photograph of him after the war, such as the official portrait in RAF uniform of twenty years later. We all age. The King, like most of his generation, was a heavy smoker. Even so, the alteration is shocking. He goes from looking like an adult boy, with a smooth, sensitive, carefree face – big, dark eyes and full lips – to an image of exhausted decay, haggard, lined and sunken. By his mid-fifties, he has the hair of a young man and the face of someone in his seventies. It was being a wartime leader that did this to him. Another measure of the alteration is found in the fearlessly frank diaries of Harold Nicolson, the politician and writer responsible for the official life of George’s father. In 1929 he found the Prince ‘just a snipe from the Windsor marshes’, but by 1940 was writing after meeting him that he was no longer ‘a foolish loutish boy’ but calm and reassuring: he and the Queen were ‘resolute and sensible. WE SHALL WIN. I know that now.’19


George VI knew what being king would do to him. He felt he was horribly unequipped for the job. On the day ‘David’ finally made it clear to his younger brother that he was abdicating, after having left him hanging in suspense for days, the future king went to see his mother, Queen Mary, ‘& when I told her what had happened I broke down and sobbed like a child’.20 She said he had sobbed for an hour on her shoulder. The next day, as he was watching his brother make his final preparations for departure, he told Mountbatten, one of Edward’s closest friends, in great distress, ‘Dickie, this is absolutely terrible. I never wanted this to happen; I’m quite unprepared for it. David has been trained for this all his life. I’ve never even seen a State Paper. I’m only a Naval Officer, it’s the only thing I know about.’21 For once, Mountbatten’s encyclopedic memory for royal anecdotage proved tersely useful: he happened to remember his father telling him that King George V had said just the same when his elder brother died, to be told: ‘George, you’re wrong. There is no more fitting preparation for a King than to have been trained in the Navy.’
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