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ROYAL WHO’S WHO


TRACING THE ROLE OF THE BRITISH MONARCHY in recent history is sometimes complicated by the royal family’s habit of adopting different names and even birthdays for public and private use, and of moving through a progression of titles. This was particularly common in the early twentieth century. Thus the father of Queen Elizabeth II was born Prince Albert on 14 December 1895 and was called “Bertie” by his family; he was generally known as the Duke of York after his father gave him that title in 1920, but when he became king he took the name George VI (remaining Bertie to his family) and decreed early June as the time when his birthday should be officially celebrated. His elder brother, David to his family, was known as Edward, Prince of Wales, from 1910 until 1936 when he became King Edward VIII; then, after his abdication in that same year, he became Duke of Windsor.

Queen Elizabeth II has been comparatively straightforward, retaining the same single Christian name (and nickname, “Lilibet”) all her life—unlike her sister, who was described officially as Princess Margaret Rose throughout her childhood. But as queen Elizabeth II has two birthdays. Born on 21 April 1926, she celebrates the occasion officially on one of the first three Saturdays in June (largely in the hope of better weather for fellow celebrants).

There follows below, therefore, a list of the principal characters in this book together with their main dates, titles, and family connections. These are, on the whole, pursued chronologically in the text but have on occasions been abandoned for the sake of clarity. Prince George, for example, Queen Elizabeth II’s uncle who was killed in World War II, is generally remembered as the Duke of Kent, even though he did not receive that title until 1934 when he was thirty-two, and he is usually referred to as such here.

Certain other names and technical terms are also briefly explained.

ADEANE, MICHAEL (LORD) (1910-1984): private secretary to Queen Elizabeth II 1953-72.

AIRLIE, DAVID, EARL OF (b. 1926): Lord Chamberlain to Queen Elizabeth II 1984-97.

AIRLIE, MABELL, COUNTESS OF (1866-1956): lady-of-the-bedchamber to Queen Mary; grandmother of David Airlie and Angus Ogilvy.

ALBERT, PRINCE, DUKE OF YORK: see George VI

ALBERT, PRINCE CONSORT (1819-1861): husband of Queen Victoria; great-great-grandfather of Elizabeth II and of Prince Philip.

ALEXANDRA, PRINCESS (b. 1936): cousin to Queen Elizabeth II; daughter of Prince George, Duke of Kent; married Angus Ogilvy 1963; two children.

ALEXANDRA, QUEEN (1844-1925): wife of Edward VII; great-grandmother to Queen Elizabeth II.

ALICE, PRINCESS (1885-1969): née Battenberg; mother to Prince Philip; married Prince Andrew of Greece 1903.

ALLA: see Knight, Clara

ALTHORP HOUSE: Northamptonshire home of the Spencer family since the fifteenth century. Diana, Princess of Wales, was buried there on 6 September 1997.

ANDREW, PRINCE, OF GREECE (1882-1944): known as Andrea in his family; the father of Prince Philip.

ANDREW, PRINCE, DUKE OF YORK (b. 1960): second son of Queen Elizabeth II.

ANNE, PRINCESS, PRINCESS ROYAL (b. 1950): daughter of Queen Elizabeth II; married Captain Mark Phillips 1973; son, Peter Phillips b. 1977; daughter, Zara b. 1981; divorced April 1992; married Tim Laurence December 1992.

ARMSTRONG-JONES: see Snowdon, Earl of

BAGEHOT, WALTER (1826-1877): editor of The Economist and author of The English Constitution, the basis of the constitutional theory taught to George V.

BALMORAL: Aberdeenshire estate of British royal family, purchased by Queen Victoria.

BATTENBERG: see Mountbatten

BERTIE: see George VI

BIRKHALL: Aberdeenshire house and estate near Balmoral where the Queen Mother stays.

BOBO: see MacDonald, Margaret

BOLLAND, MARK (b. 1966): deputy private secretary to Prince Charles 1996-2002.

BOWES-LYON: family name of the Earls of Strathmore, family of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother.

BRABOURNE, JOHN (KNATCHBULL), LORD (b. 1926): married Lady Patricia Mountbatten, daughter of Lord Mountbatten, in 1946. Producer of such films as Murder on the Orient Express.

BROADLANDS HOUSE: home of Lord Louis Mountbatten in Romsey, Hampshire.

BURMESE (1962-1990): Queen Elizabeth II’s favourite parade horse, a black mare presented to her by the Canadian Mounties, which she rode at her birthday parade (see Trooping the Colour), 1969-86.

CAERNARFON CASTLE: north-west Wales, birthplace of the first Prince of Wales (later Edward II). Site of the investitures as Prince of Wales of the future Edward VII (1911) and Prince Charles (1969).

CAMBRIDGE: English surname adopted by Queen Mary’s family, the Tecks, 1917.

CARNARVON, EARL (1924-2001): racing manager and friend of the queen, known as “Porchey” from the title of Baron Porchester, which he held until he succeeded to his earldom in 1987.

CHARLES, PRINCE (b. 1948): Prince of Wales; eldest son of Queen Elizabeth II.

CHARTERIS, SIR MARTIN (1913-1999): private secretary to Princess Elizabeth 1950-52, assistant private secretary to Queen Elizabeth II 1952-72, private secretary 1972-77, subsequently Lord Charteris.

CIVIL LIST: annual grant by Parliament to the crown for the upkeep of the royal household, first paid in 1760 in return for the surrender of the Crown Lands, traditionally fixed at the beginning of each new reign, but increased several times in the reign of Queen Elizabeth II. Last set in 1990, it is currently fixed at £7.9 million a year until 2010.

CLARENCE, PRINCE ALBERT VICTOR, DUKE OF (1864-1892): elder son of Edward VII; one of his Christian names was Edward, so he was known to his family as “Eddy”; elder brother of George V.

CLARENCE HOUSE: adjacent to St. James’s Palace, this 1825 house has been the London residence of the Queen Mother since 1953.

COLVILLE, COMMANDER SIR RICHARD (1907-1975): press secretary to King George VI (1947-52) and to Queen Elizabeth II (1952-67); cousin of Sir John.

COLVILLE, SIR JOHN (“Jock”) (1915-1987): private secretary to Neville Chamberlain, Winston Churchill, and Clement Attlee; also to Princess Elizabeth 1947-49.

COPPINS: country home to the Dukes of Kent in Iver, Buckinghamshire; sold in 1973.

COURT CIRCULAR: daily record of royal engagements, published in the more weighty British newspapers, notably The Times.

CRAWFIE (1909-1988): Miss Marion Crawford, governess to Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret 1932-49; married Major George Buthlay 1947.

CRAWFORD, GEOFFREY (b. 1950): Australian-born press secretary to Queen Elizabeth II 1997-2000.

DAVID: see Edward VIII

DIANA, PRINCESS OF WALES (1961-1997): née Spencer, daughter of John, Earl Spencer, and Frances Fermoy (later Shand Kydd); mother of Princes William (b. 1982) and Harry (b. 1984); divorced 1996.

DICKIE: see Mountbatten, Lord Louis

EDDY: see Clarence, Prince Albert Victor, Duke of

EDINBURGH, DUKE OF: see Philip, Prince

EDWARD, PRINCE, EARL OF WESSEX (b. 1964): third son, fourth child of Queen Elizabeth II; married Sophie Rhys-Jones 1999.

EDWARD VII, KING (1841-1910, r. 1901-10): eldest son of Queen Victoria, great-grandfather of Queen Elizabeth II.

EDWARD VIII, KING (1894-1972, r. 20 Jan.-11 Dec. 1936): eldest son of George V, and uncle to Queen Elizabeth II; known to his family as David; Prince of Wales 1911-36; abdicated December 1936 and known thereafter as HRH Duke of Windsor.

ELIZABETH II, QUEEN (b. 1926): daughter of King George VI; married Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten 20 November 1947; acceded 6 February 1952; crowned 2 June 1953. Children: Charles (b. 1948); Anne (b. 1950); Andrew (b. 1960); Edward (b. 1964). Residences: Buckingham Palace, London; Windsor Castle, Berkshire; Sandringham House, Norfolk; Balmoral Castle, Aberdeenshire.

ELIZABETH, QUEEN, THE QUEEN MOTHER (b. 1900): née Bowes-Lyon; Duchess of York, 1923-36, Queen Consort 1936-52, Queen Mother from 1952; now lives at Clarence House, London; Royal Lodge, Windsor; Birkhall, Balmoral; Castle of Mey, Caithness-shire.

FELLOWES, ROBERT (b. 1941): private secretary to the Queen 1990-99; married Lady Jane Spencer, sister of Diana, 1978.

FERGUSON, SARAH, DUCHESS OF YORK (b. 1959): daughter of Prince Charles’s polo manager, Major Ronald Ferguson; known as “Fergie”; married Prince Andrew, 1986; two daughters, Beatrice (b. 1988), Eugenie (b. 1990); divorced 1996.

GEORGE V, KING (1865-1936, r. 1910-36): second son of King Edward VII, grandfather to Queen Elizabeth II. Became heir to the throne, after his father, following the death in 1892 of his elder brother Eddy, Duke of Clarence; married Eddy’s fiancée, Princess May of Teck, 1893. Known as Duke of York until his father’s accession in 1901, then as Prince of Wales until his own accession in 1910. Children: Prince Edward, known as David, later Edward VIII and Duke of Windsor (b. 1894); Prince Albert, known as “Bertie,” later Duke of York and George VI (b. 1895); Princess Mary, later known as the Princess Royal (b. 1897); Prince Henry, known as Harry, later Duke of Gloucester (b. 1900); Prince George, later Duke of Kent (b. 1902); Prince John (b. 1905).

GEORGE VI, KING (1895-1952, r. 1936-52): second son of King George V, father of Queen Elizabeth II; Albert, known to his family as “Bertie.” Duke of York 1920-36; acceded as George VI following his brother’s abdication 11 December 1936. Married Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon 1923; also father of Princess Margaret Rose (b. 1930).

GHILLIE: a Highland retainer skilled in stalking, fishing, and outdoor pursuits.

GLAMIS CASTLE: home of the Bowes-Lyon family, earls of Strathmore, near Forfar, Angus, East Scotland.

GLOUCESTER, PRINCE HENRY, DUKE OF (1900-1974): third son of King George V and Queen Mary; known to his family as Harry; uncle to Queen Elizabeth II. Married Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott 1935. His elder son, Prince William of Gloucester, was killed in a plane crash in 1972. Succeeded by his younger son, Prince Richard of Gloucester (b. 1944), who married Birgitte van Deurs 1972.

GRACE AND FAVOUR RESIDENCES: apartments in royal palaces and houses on royal estates in the gift of the sovereign, usually bestowed upon retired royal officials or the widows of distinguished public servants and figures.

HENRY OF WALES, PRINCE (b. 1984): known as “Prince Harry,” second son of Prince Charles and Diana, Princess of Wales.

HICKS, LADY PAMELA (b. 1929): younger daughter of Lord Mountbatten (and thus a cousin of Prince Philip); married in 1960 David Hicks, interior designer.

HIGHGROVE HOUSE: home in Tetbury, Gloucestershire, of Charles, Prince of Wales, since 1981.

HOLYROOD HOUSE: palace of the kings of Scotland, now the Edinburgh residence of the queen when she visits Scotland.

JANVRIN, SIR ROBIN (b. 1946): press secretary to Queen Elizabeth II 1987-90; assistant private secretary 1990-95; deputy 1996-99; since 1999 her private secretary.

KENSINGTON PALACE: originally the residence of King William III and Queen Mary, the state apartments of this seventeenth-century palace are open to the public. The private areas have been divided into spacious Grace and Favour apartments housing most famously Diana, Princess of Wales, during her marriage and after her separation in 1992 until her death in 1997.

KENT, MARINA DUCHESS OF: see Marina, Princess

KENT, PRINCE GEORGE, DUKE OF (1902-1942): fourth son and fifth child of King George V and Queen Mary; uncle to Queen Elizabeth II. Married Princess Marina 1934. Children: Edward, today Duke of Kent (b. 1935); Alexandra (b. 1936); Michael (b. 4 July 1942, six weeks before his father’s death in an air crash).

KENT, KATHARINE, DUCHESS OF (b. 1933): only daughter of Sir William Worsley; married Prince Edward, Duke of Kent, in 1961. Children: George, Earl of St. Andrews (b. 1962); Lady Helen Windsor (b. 1964); Lord Nicholas Windsor (b. 1970).

KENT, PRINCESS MICHAEL OF (b. 1945): daughter of Baron Gunther von Reibnitz; married Prince Michael of Kent in 1978 after a first, brief marriage to Thomas Troubridge was annulled. Children: Lord Frederick Windsor (b. 1979); Lady Gabriella Windsor (b. 1981).

KNIGHT, CLARA: nurse to Princess Elizabeth; given the honorary title of “Mrs.” by virtue of her senior position in the nurseries of Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon and subsequently the Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret Rose; known to her charges as Alla. Died 1943.

LASCELLES, SIR ALAN (1887-1981): assistant private secretary to Edward, Prince of Wales (1920-29), to King George V (1935-36), to Edward VIII (1936), and to George VI (1936-43). Thereafter principal private secretary to King George VI until 1952 and to Queen Elizabeth II (1952-53). Known as “Tommy.”

LAURENCE, TIM (b. 1949): naval captain, married Princess Anne 1992.

LETTERS PATENT: a form of royal warrant by which, among other things, peerages and dignities are conferred.

LINLEY, DAVID, VISCOUNT (b. 1961): son of Princess Margaret and Lord Snowdon, married Serena Stanhope 1993.

LORD CHAMBERLAIN: the senior royal official in overall charge of the royal household, controlling budgets and appointments, and also in charge of ceremonial.

MACDONALD, MARGARET (1904-1993): nurserymaid to Princess Elizabeth from 1926, then her dresser in adult years. Known to the Queen as “Bobo.”

MACDONALD, RUBY: sister to Bobo; nurserymaid to Princess Margaret Rose from 1930; dresser to Princess Margaret until 1961.

MARGARET, PRINCESS, COUNTESS OF SNOWDON (b. 1930): sister to Queen Elizabeth II. Married Antony Armstrong-Jones 6 May 1960; divorced 1978. Children: David, Viscount Linley (b. 1961); Lady Sarah Armstrong-Jones (b. 1964), now Sarah Chatto.

MARINA, PRINCESS, DUCHESS OF KENT (1906-1968): daughter of Prince Nicholas of Greece; married Prince George, Duke of Kent, 1934.

MARY, PRINCESS, PRINCESS ROYAL (1897-1965): daughter of King George V and Queen Mary; aunt to Queen Elizabeth II. Married Henry Lascelles, later Earl of Harewood, 1922.

MOUNTBATTEN: name adopted by the Battenbergs in 1917 and by Prince Philip of Greece in 1947.

MOUNTBATTEN, LADY PATRICIA (b. 1924): elder daughter of Lord Louis (and thus a cousin of Prince Philip); married in 1946 John Knatchbull, Lord Brabourne. By special remainder she succeeded on her father’s death to the Mountbatten earldom, which will pass to her son Norton (see Romsey).

MOUNTBATTEN, LORD LOUIS (1900-1979): uncle to Prince Philip; known to his family as “Dickie”; Admiral of the Fleet, Earl Mountbatten of Burma. Last Viceroy and first Governor-General of India (1947-48). Married the Hon. Edwina Ashley (1901-1960) 1922. Killed by an IRA bomb planted on his boat at his holiday home in Donegal, Republic of Ireland.

MOUNTBATTEN-WINDSOR: surname proclaimed in February 1960 for all descendants of Queen Elizabeth II needing a surname.

OGILVY, ANGUS (b. 1928): married Princess Alexandra of Kent 1963. Children: James Ogilvy (b. 1964); Marina Ogilvy (b. 1966).

PARK HOUSE: farmhouse on the Sandringham estate where Diana Spencer spent most of her childhood.

PARKER BOWLES, CAMILLA (b. 1947): née Shand, married Andrew Parker Bowles (b. 1939); divorced 1996.

PHILIP, PRINCE (b. 1921): husband of Queen Elizabeth II. Naturalised British as Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten 1947, married 20 November 1947 and created Baron Greenwich, Earl of Merioneth, and Duke of Edinburgh. Granted the style and titular dignity of a prince of the United Kingdom 1957.

PORCHEY: see Carnarvon, Lord

PRINCESS ROYAL: style usually bestowed upon the eldest daughter of the sovereign, currently held by Princess Anne, previously held by Princess Mary, only daughter of George V.

PRIVY COUNCIL: British monarchs have always appointed “privy” or private counselors to advise on matters of state; but as the constitutional monarchy evolved, with the sovereign’s decisions being made only on the “advice” (i.e., the instruction) of ministers, the Privy Council changed as well. Membership is for life, and it is rare for anyone to resign or be dismissed, so at this writing the Privy Council has more than four hundred members, from Lord Aberdare to Edward Zacca, most of them former government ministers. Its active members—whose principal work is to gather in the queen’s presence to process government executive decrees—are those privy counsellors who are current working cabinet and junior ministers; and the president of the Council is usually a senior member of the cabinet. Membership in the Privy Council brings with it the right to be called “Right Honourable.”

PRIVY PURSE: treasury of the royal household.

ROMSEY, NORTON, LORD (b. 1947): son of Patricia, Countess Mountbatten, and heir to both the earldom of Mountbatten and to his father’s title as Baron Brabourne.

ROMSEY, PENELOPE, LADY (b. 1954): wife of Norton Romsey.

ROYAL LODGE: house in Windsor Great Park bestowed by King George V on the Duke and Duchess of York in 1931; today the Windsor home of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother.

ROYAL STANDARD: the flag flown wherever the sovereign is, never at half mast. England is represented by three lions passant, Scotland by a lion rampant, and Ireland by a harp. Wales is represented on the arms of the Prince of Wales.

SANDRINGHAM HOUSE: home in Norfolk of the British royal family, purchased in 1861 as a country residence for the future Edward VII.

SIMPSON, WALLIS: see Windsor, Duchess of

SMITHS LAWN: the polo fields in Windsor Great Park, said, by tradition, to be named after a gardener who could not spell (hence the lack of an apostrophe).

SNOWDON, EARL OF (b. 1930): Antony Armstrong-Jones; married Princess Margaret 1960; created Earl of Snowdon 1961; divorced 1978.

SPENCER FAMILY: since 1992 headed by Charles, Earl Spencer (b. 1964), younger brother of Diana, Princess of Wales. Diana’s two elder sisters are Sarah (b. 1955), married Neil McCorquodale 1980, and Jane (b. 1957), married Robert Fellowes 1978.

STAMFORDHAM, LORD (1849-1931): known as Arthur Bigge until receiving his peerage in 1911; private secretary to King George V 1910-31.

TOWNSEND, GROUP CAPTAIN PETER, DSO, DFC (1914-1995): equerry to King George VI 1944-52; Deputy Master of Royal Household 1950-52; appointed Comptroller of the Household of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother 1952-53; air attaché Brussels 1953-56.

TROOPING THE COLOUR: the yearly military parade held on Horse Guards Parade, London, to mark the official birthday of the sovereign.

UNION FLAG: popularly known as Union Jack; the flag of the British Isles, composed of the red cross of St. George of England, the diagonal white cross on a blue ground of St. Andrew of Scotland, and the red diagonal cross of St. Patrick of Ireland. Wales is not represented.

VICTORIA, QUEEN (1819-1901, r. 1837-1901): Britain’s longest-ruling sovereign and great-great-grandmother of both Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip.

WALES, PRINCE OF: title usually bestowed upon eldest son of monarch, borne in the last century by George V (1901-19), Edward VIII (1910-36) and Prince Charles (invested in 1969).

WESSEX, EARL OF: title created for the queen’s youngest son, Edward, following his marriage in 1999 to Sophie Rhys-Jones.

WILLIAM, PRINCE (b. 1982): elder son of Prince Charles and Diana, Princess of Wales. First in line of succession after his father.

WINDSOR, HOUSE OF: adopted as the official name of the British royal family by King George V in 1917.

WINDSOR, DUCHESS OF (1896-1986): née Wallis Warfield. Married (first) Earl Winfield Spencer junior 1916, divorced 1927; (second) Ernest Simpson 1928, divorced 1936; (third) HRH the Duke of Windsor 1937.

WINDSOR, DUKE OF: see Edward VIII

WINDSOR CASTLE AND ESTATE: in continuous use since 1066, the castle contains 1,000 rooms and commands an estate of 5,313 acres.

YORK, DUCHESS OF: see Elizabeth, Queen, the Queen Mother; Ferguson, Sarah

YORK, DUKE OF: see George V, King; George VI, King; Andrew, Prince



PROLOGUE
“As your Queen, and as a grandmother”


IT WAS ON A COOL SEPTEMBER THURSDAY at Balmoral that Queen Elizabeth II realised she would have to change course. She had read the newspapers over breakfast that morning, digesting their angry sermons with the long-practised pensiveness which caused her eyes to narrow. Her jaw would firm slightly as her thought processes started, shifting her chin forward a fraction—a signal to her staff to think one more hard thought before they opened their mouths. Then, soon after nine o’clock, the phone calls from London started.

Diana had died the previous Sunday—the last day of August 1997—and it had been pressure and decisions ever since. Helping the two boys had been their grandmother’s first priority, applying her own therapy in times of trouble—lots of exercise and fresh air.

“We must get them out and away from the television,” said the queen as she clicked across the mournful images of the princess being run non-stop on every channel. “Let’s get them both up in the hills.”

The fact that they were all together as a family, away from everything, in the rugged beauty and peace of Scotland, had seemed such a blessing at first. Peter Phillips, Princess Anne’s bluff and burly rugby-playing son, had gone out with William and Harry on the moors each day, jollying them along with stalking and the odd fishing expedition—plus lots of mucking around on the brothers’ noisy all-terrain motorbikes. The two young princes both loved the outdoors. In that respect they were very much Charles’s sons.

The weather had been balmy, with just a hint of autumn crispness, and the whole family had driven out most evenings in the Land Rovers to eat. Ever practical, ever-tinkering, Prince Philip, the Duke of Edinburgh, is the proud deviser of a bulky, wheeled contraption that is the centre of these cherished rituals—a picnic trailer. With the grilling rack and pots and pans stowed neat and ship-shape enough for the naval officer he had been, and padded drawers for carefully segregated types of fortifying alcohol, the wagon is towed to the shooting lodge selected for the family barbecue. No staff are present and the royal paterfamilias becomes chef.

In that first week of September, the duke’s barbecue wagon had come into its own as never before. Cooking and carving and cleaning up afterwards, the shared chores and rituals of the self-help meal had kept the whole family busy and had helped create the feeling there was something everyone could do. It was practical therapy.

At fifteen, William had seemed to take it bravely, on the outside at least. But he was insisting that he would not walk behind the coffin at the funeral. Not quite thirteen, Harry had been more obviously upset. Was everyone quite sure Mummy was dead? he was heard to enquire. Could it not be checked to make sure there had not been a mistake?

Gently helping the brothers to cope was, like everything royal, more than just a private, family matter. If the two young princes did walk through the streets in London on Saturday, their composure would be the pivot on which the whole occasion turned.

Working out the details of the funeral had been the other big job since Sunday—the style of the service, the length of the route, as well as the role that William and Harry would play. There had been family arguments in the small hours as the bad news came through. The Spencers—Diana’s mother, brother, and two sisters—had wanted a private funeral, a small family affair, and to start with the queen herself had agreed. But by Sunday evening it was clear it would have to be a full-scale ceremony in Westminster Abbey, and since Monday the fax machine had been processing hymn sheets and processional time-tabling non-stop. Princess Margaret disapproved, but the queen mother had got quite excited about the prospect of listening to Elton John.

Then came all the fuss about the flag.

----------

DOWNING STREET WAS THE FIRST to sense that something was awry. Sitting in his media command room at No. 10, Alastair Campbell, the prime minister’s press spokesman, caught a cable television news bulletin that worried him. It was Wednesday morning, and the long lines of mourners waiting in the Mall to sign the condolence books for the princess were spending as many as five hours looking through the trees towards Buckingham Palace.

People were not just signing their names when they got to the head of the queue. Most wanted to pen some special tribute of their own, and after half a day on their feet everyone wanted to sit down.

“In retrospect,” says an official of the Lord Chamberlain’s Office, “it was clearly a mistake to have supplied chairs.”

Some people were spending as much as half an hour over the page composing their essays. So the lines waiting outside in the Mall grew longer, and as people shuffled slowly forward, they had been struck by the absence of any flag flying at half-mast over the queen’s principal residence.

It was a technical matter. The queen’s presence is signalled wherever she may be—in palace, car, boat, or plane—by the Royal Standard, a luscious and ancient confection of heraldic lions and symbolic harpstrings that follows her everywhere, battle-standard-style, and is never lowered, even when the sovereign dies. “The King is Dead, Long Live the King.”

But the tradition had developed at Buckingham Palace—though not at any other royal residence—that, in the absence of the Royal Standard, no other flag should fly. So while flags all round the country—including those over Windsor Castle and over the royal country residence of Sandringham in East Anglia—were now flying at half-mast, Buckingham Palace itself was conspicuously bare of any sign of mourning for Diana.

“I’ve just been watching Sky News,” said Campbell in a phone call to Robert Fellowes, the queen’s private secretary, who was also Diana’s brother-in-law, married to her elder sister, Jane. “Now, it’s just a straw in the wind, but I think they’re going to make some mischief over this thing of the flag.”

Rupert Murdoch’s Sky News had been running dramatic vox pop interviews from the Mall in which mourners complained about the bare flagpole over the palace. It made for compulsive, angry television, and Campbell guessed it was only a matter of time before the other bulletins followed suit.

“I hear what you’re saying,” replied Fellowes. “But it’s a curious business, the flag at Buckingham Palace. There are certain things, you know, that I can deliver straight away. But I’m not sure it’s going to be as easy as it looks, even if it’s right, to please the public on this one.”

Fellowes rang Balmoral to pass on Downing Street’s concerns to his deputy Sir Robin Janvrin, who was running the private secretary’s office there, and also to the queen. But the private secretary did not argue Campbell’s case very strongly.

“The alarm bells,” as one participant put it, “did not jangle.”

Sir Robert Fellowes, today Baron Fellowes of Shotesham in the county of Norfolk, was a royal retainer who was the son of a royal retainer. His father, the bluff Sir Billy Fellowes, had run the royal estate at Sandringham and had been a shooting companion of the queen’s father, King George VI. In his time as private secretary, Fellowes had overseen some important changes in the monarchy, and there was a mildly subversive twinkle behind his horn-rimmed spectacles.

“We don’t have protocol here,” he liked to say when talking of palace etiquette “—just bloody good manners.”

But Fellowes had breathed tradition all his life. It was a key element in his job as private secretary, and protocol had always provided a sure fall-back in times of difficulty.

Elizabeth II felt the same only more so. For the queen, tradition and protocol represented something greater than oneself—deep values approaching the sacred. It could be compared to how non-royal people feel at their children’s Christmas carol concert or when the bugle sounds on Remembrance Day—the tingle of nobler things. It is easy to smile condescendingly at the scarlet-tunicked and bearskin-clad Guards parading formally outside Buckingham Palace until, in the aftermath of a terrorist attack on New York, these very British soldiers stand to attention while their band plays “The Star Spangled Banner.”

Tradition is one of the cornerstones of the royal mystery. The most troublesome time in the otherwise tranquil childhood of the young Princess Elizabeth had been when she was just ten, when her sparky and original Uncle David had ascended to the throne as Edward VIII. Shrugging his shoulders at precedent, he had spent a hectic year insouciantly overturning tradition in his quest to make the monarchy modern, and it had ended in tears. The abdication crisis of 1936 was the darkest moment in her family’s recent history.

If Prince Charles, and not his ex-wife, had died in a car crash the previous Sunday, the queen would not now be flying the Union Jack at half-mast over Buckingham Palace. She had not done it for her beloved father, George VI—and it would not happen for the Queen Mother, who, despite all her personal popularity, had always understood how the institution of monarchy ultimately transcended the individual.

A personally modest spirit, the queen would certainly not expect such a gesture for herself. So why should tradition be overturned for a young woman who, Uncle David-like, had put herself before the family and had come to be the focus of such bitter and divisive trouble?

Elizabeth II had been one of the first in the family to fall out of love with Diana.

“The Queen is a very good judge of character,” says one of her staff. “She was very quick in ‘sussing’ the less fortunate sides of the princess’s personality.”

The queen had tried to be fair to her daughter-in-law, taking her side on occasions in the bitter separation battle with Charles. But Diana’s open sniping at what she had publicly derided as the stuffy palace establishment made her the last person for whom the queen—or still less her strong-minded husband—would command such a change. Only days previously Diana had been parading the Mediterranean with her Egyptian playboy lover, the couple draped over each other half naked, to the horror of the royal family and the agonised embarrassment of her sons.

Fellowes got the answer he expected. There is long-standing mistrust in Buckingham Palace against making quick concessions to the concerns of the moment, especially when voiced by the tabloid media.

“It’s like feeding Christians to the lions,” says a former press secretary.

So the royal reaction to the TV straws in the wind was exactly the opposite of Alastair Campbell’s. Unhappiness over the flag was something that the enduring monarchy should rise above in a world of trendy gestures. No flag except the Royal Standard had ever flown over Buckingham Palace.

“It just needs to be explained,” insisted the royal private secretary.

Campbell did not push the point. Never one of nature’s monarchists, he felt in alien territory. In his days as political editor and columnist for the Daily Mirror he had been famous for his scathing attacks on the misbehaviour of the young royals. As he had walked through the crowds that Wednesday morning to confer with Fellowes and the other members of the Lord Chamberlain’s funeral committee at the palace, he felt he could sniff mutiny in the air.

“There was almost that football crowd fear, you know, when you’re coming out of the stadium and your team has lost, and you’re not quite sure what you’ll find round the next corner.”

But this lager and baseball cap analogy clearly did not fit the arcane world of deep precedence. It was like the negotiations over Northern Ireland with which Tony Blair was just beginning to grapple, with all its sticking points of flags and badges and emotion-charged symbols.

“There were times in that week,” says one of No. 10’s more radical insiders, “when you could not believe what was coming down the line from Balmoral. You wondered if they were living in the same century.”

Campbell went back to Downing Street to confer with Blair, then gave Fellowes a ring at the palace.

“How would it be,” he asked, “if Tony went out publicly into the street, outside Downing Street, and said, ‘Look, these are ordinary people going through circumstances that none of us can imagine,’ you know, a ’They are human beings’ strategy?”

At the end of that Wednesday, the prime minister did just that.

“All our energies,” he said in front of No. 10, “are now directed to trying to make this as tremendous a commemoration of Princess Diana as possible … I know those are very strongly the feelings of the royal family as well.”

Blair’s New Labour Party had come to power a few months earlier in the general election of 1 May 1997, winning a massive majority that owed not a little to Blair’s consummate mastery of PR technique. The prime minister’s appeal was timed to catch the evening news bulletins, then command the next morning’s front pages. But only the left-leaning Guardian followed Blair’s lead. The tabloids went for the jugular.

“Show us you care,” demanded the Express over the photo of a flinty-faced queen.

“Your people are suffering,” proclaimed the Mirror—“Speak to us, Ma’am.”

With the generally more sedate broadsheets only moderately more restrained, Elizabeth II was confronted by an unprecedented chorus of newsprint criticism over her Balmoral breakfast that Thursday morning. Rupert Murdoch’s Sun put it most powerfully.

“Where is the Queen when the country needs her?” demanded an open letter on the paper’s front page. “She is 550 miles from London, the focal point of the nation’s grief. Her castle at Balmoral is about as far away as it is possible to get from the sea of flowers building up outside the royal palaces…. Every hour the Palace remains empty adds to the public anger at what they perceive to be a snub to the People’s Princess. Let Charles and William and Harry weep together in the lonely Scottish Highlands. We can understand that. But the Queen’s place is with the people. She should fly back to London immediately and stand on the Palace balcony.”

----------

THERE WAS SOME CONVENIENT RELIEF in the energy with which Britain’s newspapers turned on Elizabeth II that Thursday morning, 4 September 1997. Three days earlier, those same newspapers had been the objects of bitter blame. Photographers who ventured too close to mourners laying flowers outside the palaces had been shouted at and menaced—the butt of public fury at the role of the paparazzi in hounding the princess into the Alma Tunnel in Paris. The announcement by the Paris police that Henri Paul, the driver on the fateful night, had had more than three times the legal limit of alcohol in his blood had let the editors off the hook, and they wasted little time diverting public anger away from their own role in the tragedy.

But the idea so beseechingly stated in The Sun’s open letter, that royal people exist as vehicles for the collective emotions of the communities they head, was undeniable. And exhibiting emotion was one aspect of the royal job that Elizabeth II—unlike Diana—had never done with any ease.

“She has a deep mistrust,” says one of her advisors, “of what she calls ‘stunts.’”

Elizabeth II is not an actress. At the heart of Britain’s performing monarchy is a serious, matter-of-fact woman who is an obstinate non-performer. Blessed with a ravishing natural smile, she finds it impossible to switch on that smile to order. She had issued a statement of regret on the morning of Diana’s death and was now supervising a practical family effort to comfort the two boys who were most intimately affected. Rather shy, and quite the opposite of her outspoken husband, she had never been a step-forward-and-open-her-mouth type of person—and her staff had taken their cue from that.

“We got a day behind the game,” admits more than one of those at the centre of that week’s activities.

How to catch up was the urgent theme of the discussions that Thursday morning in Buckingham Palace—and as the ideas bounced around in Robert Fellowes’s office, the flag suddenly became the simplest issue. After the tabloid front pages and the tone of that morning’s radio coverage, there could even be a question of public order at stake. Some concession would have to be made, and it seemed obvious that, protocol or not, the Union Jack would need to be flying at half-mast over the palace on the day of the funeral. Other members of the family would have to show themselves in public before that, and, most important of all, the queen would have to speak to the nation.

This was what had been lacking—anyone from the royal family personally expressing their feelings. The family had been planning to stay in Balmoral until the last possible moment, coming down on the royal train on Friday night to arrive in London on the morning of the funeral itself.

“How can we coop the boys up in a gloomy old palace all covered with dustsheets?” Prince Philip had asked.

But the royal journey south must now be visibly moved forward as a solid concession to public sentiment—even though “concession” was a word that the press office would eschew. The queen’s arrival in London would be turned into a significant event, and it would also provide the moment for her to face the TV cameras.

Robert Fellowes and Geoffrey Crawford, the queen’s Australian-born press secretary, got on the phone to Balmoral to talk the problem through with Robin Janvrin and with the queen herself. There was a need for a fresh and clearly pro-active policy, the two men in London argued, a visible change of direction—and, faced with the facts, Queen Elizabeth II, guardian of unchanging tradition and protocol, agreed to it all, virtually on the spot. Suddenly the arcane details of what flag flew where counted for nothing.

“The Queen has ruthless common sense,” says one of her private secretaries. “If you can explain clearly why something has to be done, and she agrees, that’s the end of the matter. She doesn’t say, ‘Well, last time when we looked at this …’ She has an extraordinary ability to listen, absorb, and come to a decision immediately.”

Five years earlier, at the time of another crisis, the queen had decided with similar abruptness that standing arrangements could be discarded, and had agreed to surrender the royal tax immunity which she had until then considered an article of faith.

If you have got to move on, you have got to move on. That is the bottom-line motto of the House of Windsor. They are a tough bunch. Their anachronistic persistence in the modern world derives from an unsentimental ability to sense when the dynasty’s existence is threatened, and to adapt, backtracking and reinventing themselves if necessary. They have an uncanny nose for survival, derived from a profound understanding that their power and entire significance stem ultimately from the people. Being royal has no meaning or function without it. If the people do not want a stoic, stiff-upper-lip figurehead, then let the lip wobble a little.

The queen told her private secretaries to start drafting the speech she would deliver next day.

----------

EARLY IN HER REIGN, Elizabeth II was due to visit the Yorkshire town of Kingston upon Hull and asked one of her private secretaries to prepare a first draft of her speech.

“I am very pleased to be in Kingston today,” the draft confidently started.

The young queen crossed out the word “very.”

“I will be pleased to be in Kingston,” she explained. “But I will not be very pleased.”

Elizabeth II has always found it impossible to be what she is not. Her staff say it is her greatest strength—her inability to pose or act. She is bleakly and appallingly honest—trained by a lifetime inside the prison of courtly waffle and flattery to detect insincerity, and dismiss it in a regal and disdainful blink of the eye.

“I am not a politician,” is her standard response to modern press advisors who try to get her to jump through hoops.

So as her private secretary sat down to draft the most important speech of her reign, he was faced with two problems. He knew that the queen would not say anything that she did not mean. And he knew that Elizabeth II was definitely not mourning Diana in the way that most of her subjects were.

The condolence-book queuers and the mischief-making editors were correct in their hunches. Their emotionally controlled sovereign considered that there were several more important things in life and death than the passing of Diana. At the top of that list was the queen’s own idea of enduring royal dignity, which she had upheld for forty-five years and which she was not prepared to forfeit with empty gestures.

To those who knew Diana personally, the princess’s saintly public aura—massively magnified in death—was compromised by a private wilfulness on a major scale. It extended far beyond self-indulgence to a pattern of deceit and narcissism that poisoned her relations not only with her royal in-laws but with her charities, her most loyal servants, and even with her own blood family, the Spencers. In the last summer of her life she had had bitter rows and had been in a state of prolonged “no speaks” with both her mother and her brother Charles.

For many years Elizabeth II had done her best to keep working with what she called her daughter-in-law’s “difficult side.” She genuinely admired Diana’s idealistic impulses and empathy with the public, and she gave full weight to the princess’s role as a future queen and mother of a future king. But the previous year, at the beginning of the couple’s divorce negotiations in 1996, Diana had engaged in a sally of deception at the expense of the queen herself. She lied about what she had said face-to-face to the queen, and her blatant dishonesty had shocked Elizabeth II and angered her profoundly.

The most important issue in the queen’s eyes was the institution of monarchy that she was pledged to protect—and by the end of Diana’s life she had come to feel that the princess was undermining it. From that perception stemmed the difference between the queen’s feelings and those of many, if not most, of her subjects. A dangerous gap had been created, and tomorrow’s speech would have to close it.

----------

THE ROYAL PLANE TOUCHED DOWN at Northolt, the RAF air base fifteen miles west of central London, at 2:00 P.M. on Friday, 5 September, the afternoon before the funeral. Helicopters were hovering overhead, and their cameras followed the royal car as it threaded its way through the suburbs of west London, past the BBC in Shepherd’s Bush, through Paddington and across Hyde Park, finally to bring the queen back to her palace.

“I had some trepidation,” confesses one royal aide, “as to what was going to happen when they got out of the car. Perhaps people would jeer or hiss at her.”

Geoff Crawford had sketched out the route she would follow down the barricade of flowers against the railings, and there were plain clothes police looking for trouble in the crowd. In fact, the mood of people around the gates was warm and welcoming—“a universal saying,” as one participant remembered, “of ‘Well, at last you’re back.’”

Peter Edwards, the sound technician who had worked on the groundbreaking Royal Family television documentary in the late sixties, had been called at lunchtime and had driven straight to the palace. Since 1969 Edwards had recorded all the queen’s Christmas Broadcasts for both TV and radio, and he had a knack for putting her at ease. She would be taping a “piece to camera” around four or four-thirty, he was told, to go out later in the evening, and he arrived to find the BBC’s engineers in the process of setting up.

The atmosphere was tense. Philip Bonham Carter, the freelance cameraman who normally worked with Edwards on royal assignments, had not been able to make it, and Edwards worried that the lighting being set up by the BBC’s cameraman was too strong. The hastily rigged circuit of lamps and electrical connections was audibly “buzzing” both in the room and on the soundman’s tape, which was crackling with interference. Press office staff were working on last-minute changes to the teleprompter.

Behind the scenes the broadcasting strategy still was not finalised. One option was for the queen to “do live,” talking direct to the camera in a live insert that would break dramatically into the evening news bulletins. A second best would be for the queen to speak “as live,” making a recording which would then be broadcast within minutes. But that would lessen the impact, and those who knew Elizabeth II’s unease with rehearsals and fake occasions knew that she needed to be put on her mettle.

“It was a psychological thing,” said one aide. “She goes flat when she knows it’s being recorded. When she knows it’s real, she rises to the challenge.”

To go totally live was a high-risk strategy. The queen had never before spoken so directly and unshielded to such a major audience. When she gave her only previous “address to the nation” on the eve of the Gulf War in 1991, it had been recorded. But Fellowes and Crawford felt she could do it, and they walked to the Belgian Suite at the back of the palace where the queen and her husband were having tea.

“Do you think you can do it?” Fellowes asked the queen.

“If that’s what I’ve got to do,” she replied.

The queen looked through her script one last time and suggested some final alterations. Fellowes went to his office to get the changes transcribed, and, with only ninety minutes left before transmission, Geoff Crawford walked back into the reception room-turned-studio.

“Can we do it live?” asked the press secretary.

BBC riggers scrambled as they ran sweating up and down the stairs, running leads to connect up with the Outside Broadcast links trucks outside.

“Are you sure you can say every word in this speech and really believe it?” someone had asked the queen during the drafting process.

“Certainly,” she replied. “I believe every word.”

At twenty to six, she did a final run-through with the autoscript, looking into the camera as Fellowes and Crawford watched. One rehearsal was enough, they decided. Then at five fifty-five, the countdown started. As the clock ticked round to six o’clock, the technicians turned their attention to the two television monitors in the corner. One showed the early evening programming on the BBC. The other displayed the interior palace shot of the queen looking intently into the lens. The floor manager was counting down, “Five, four, three, two”—then he made a motion to the queen, mouthing “Go!” Suddenly both monitors were showing the same image and Elizabeth II began to speak live to the nation.

Robert Fellowes had talked his first draft over with Geoff Crawford and David Airlie, the Lord Chamberlain, and had then faxed it to Balmoral, where the queen and Robin Janvrin worked on it together. The final version had been sent to Downing Street in line with the procedure prior to the queen’s Christmas Broadcast, when the prime minister’s comments are invited as a matter of courtesy.

“It was not for the Prime Minister’s approval,” stressed an aide. “We’re always a bit of a stickler for that. It was her own speech. She wasn’t speaking ‘on advice.’”

“On advice” is the constitutional term for speeches when the queen is acting as the government’s mouthpiece, greeting a foreign head of state, or, most obviously, when reading out the government’s avowedly political agenda in the Queen’s Speech at the Opening of Parliament. Her speech in September 1997 was infinitely more challenging. Normally, it was her royal job to be plain vanilla. This Friday evening she had to do the opposite of what she had been trained for and had practised all her life—she had to show at least a little of her personal feelings.

“Since last Sunday’s dreadful news,” began the queen, “we have seen throughout Britain and around the world an overwhelming expression of sadness at Diana’s death. We have all been trying in our different ways to cope. It is not easy to express a sense of loss, since the initial shock is often succeeded by a mixture of other feelings—disbelief, incomprehension, anger and concern for those who remain. We have all felt those emotions in these last few days. So what I say to you now, as your Queen, and as a grandmother, I say from my heart.”

The words “as a grandmother” had come from Alastair Campbell.

“Alastair was quite tentative about it,” remembers one palace insider. “He said, ‘The Prime Minister has only one comment, which is, would it be right for the Queen to say speaking as a grandmother?’ We grabbed it and used it.”

The live crowd backdrop was the speech’s other masterstroke. As the queen spoke, viewers were able to look through the window behind her, where people were moving about like matchstick figures in a painting by L. S. Lowry, coming and going, still laying their flowers.

Peter Edwards had been struggling all afternoon to get an uncluttered soundtrack, and the decision to go live had made his problem worse. The heat and sweat in the room had added further interference to the whistle of the lights.

“Can’t you get a clearer sound?” the BBC control room were shouting down the line.

Edwards opened the window to get a few minutes of fresh air and heard an extraordinary sound outside—the quiet murmuring of ten thousand or more people as they milled around in the traffic-free arena outside the palace.

“Prov. Town Atmos,” is how the soundman today remembers the noise, referring to the BBC title of their standard, canned Sound Library tape, used to create the atmosphere of a provincial town. “But it was also a sound of its own, like nothing I’d quite heard before. This was London. Then. At that very particular moment. I shivered when I heard it.”

Edwards had the solution to his sound problem. He stationed a microphone outside the window to pick up the wind and the shuffle of the crowds, blending it strongly into the audio track from the queen’s microphone. The electronic interference was masked, and the living noise of London gave physical texture, and its whole brooding background meaning, to what she said.

“I admired and respected her,” the queen was saying, “for her energy and commitment to others and especially for her devotion to her two boys. This week at Balmoral we have all been trying to help William and Harry come to terms with the devastating loss that they and the rest of us have suffered. No one who knew Diana will ever forget her. Millions of others who never met her, but felt they knew her, will remember her….

“I hope that tomorrow we can all, wherever we are, join in expressing our grief for Diana’s loss and her all-too-short life. It is a chance to show to the whole world the British nation united in grief and respect. May those who died rest in peace and may we, each and every one of us, thank God for someone who made many, many people happy.”

A snappier and more fluid ending might have been to thank God for someone who had “made us all” so happy. But this was a speech delivered by the woman who had refused to pretend that she was very pleased to be in Kingston. The strength of her words was that they did not flirt with exaggerated or false sentiment. Her reservations were clearly there for those who cared to look for them, along with her sternness and her unwillingness, in Britain’s number one acting job, to act.

Elizabeth II had searched her heart—a key word that she had used near the beginning of the speech—and, with the help of her private secretaries, she had set out all the good things that she did feel about her late daughter-in-law. She would be genuinely grieving at the funeral next day, albeit in her own undemonstrative and queenly way. The head of a thousand-year-old monarchy had rallied the troops in traditional style, while also managing, in a contemporary idiom, to tell her people that she could feel their pain.

“She’s turned it around!” exclaimed the Sun photographer Arthur Edwards, jovial King Rat of the journalistic royal rat pack, who had taken a break from his duties outside the palace and retired to a pub to watch the broadcast on television. “It brought a lump to my throat. ‘Thank God,’ I thought. ‘She’s back in charge.’”

“It was uncanny,” remembers Alastair Campbell, who had watched the broadcast in Downing Street. “I was out in the Mall soon afterwards with all the crowds still milling about. Most of them had not heard the broadcast or even known that it had taken place. But the change in atmosphere was palpable. The pressure was being let out.”

A contingent of senior police officers were gathered in St. James’s ready for the transfer of the princess’s coffin to Kensington Palace, where the funeral procession would start next day. Eyes that had been tense and watchful were relaxed. Their men in the crowd were telling them, and they could feel it—the moment of crisis had passed.

Elizabeth II had taken her time about it. But when it really mattered, the queen had done her job. Setting her personal reservations aside, she had managed to express genuine emotion. Taking command and using modern media to assert her ancient and mysterious authority, she had also acknowledged, through her willingness to change her plans and to make her speech, that she listened to her subjects—and that they were, in one sense, her ultimate boss.

----------

THIS BOOK IS PUBLISHED to mark the Golden Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II—the fiftieth anniversary of her accession to the British throne in February 1952. It seeks to tell her story, while also trying to explain the nature of her monarchy, a stirring and irrational symphony of emotion between the national figurehead and her people, which enchants its many believers and mystifies those who are tone-deaf to its music.

This private and straightforward woman is celebrating fifty years in one of the world’s most public and paradoxical jobs. The British crown long ago lost the political powers it once commanded, but in its place Elizabeth II commands a potent role in the emotional life of her country—and of the wider world. Thanks to the embrace of the mass media, the personalities of the House of Windsor occupy prominent armchairs in that corner of our consciousness inhabited by presidents and film stars, TV hosts and all the variegated heroes, fraudsters, and villains of the celebrity culture. We “know” them all. The family’s marriages, births, divorces, and, in the dramatic case of Diana, death, stimulated some of the late twentieth century’s most intense global experiences of communal joy and sadness.

This process developed its momentum more than a century and a half ago in the reign of Queen Victoria, whose fascinating venerability Elizabeth II is now approaching. From the sylph-like slenderness of her youth, Elizabeth II moved into comfortably rounded middle age, and at seventy-five the royal silhouette is heading for the stocky authority of the first Jubilee queen. With her own Golden Jubilee of 2002, the queen’s parallels with Victoria become ever more intriguing. “Lilibet” was born in Queen Victoria’s shadow, and the grand and gaudy business of royal celebrity at which she has worked so dutifully all her life first took shape around her formidable great-great-grandmother.



PART ONE “TO LIVE IN THE HEARTS
OF MY PEOPLE”
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1 THE FIRST QUEEN OF HEARTS


----------

—Jubilee salutation to Queen Victoria, 22 June 1887

God bless our Queen,
Not Queen alone, but Mother, Queen and Friend.

ON 29 MAY 1842, the young Queen Victoria was returning to Buckingham Palace after an afternoon’s carriage ride with her husband Prince Albert when a shortish man stepped from the crowd and took aim with a pistol.

“I heard the trigger snap,” Albert later related, “but it must have missed fire.”

The police failed to arrest anyone—or even notice the incident. The rangy and athletic Albert, a few months younger than his wife, who had just celebrated her twenty-third birthday, dashed up to the palace balcony to see if he could spy the culprit. Seeing nothing suspicious, he wondered if he had imagined the whole incident.

So next day, with a courage verging on foolhardiness, the royal couple decided to flush out the assassin. They set off again in their carriage along the same route.

Sure enough, their assailant, John Francis, a twenty-two-year-old Londoner, made a second attempt. Standing at almost exactly the same spot beneath the trees at the entry to Green Park, he managed to fire his pistol—and this time a policeman caught him. It turned out that Francis, a compulsive but ineffectual young man, had omitted to put any shot in his barrel.

The nation’s relief was reflected in a flood of loyal addresses and press coverage that was set in language of high-keyed emotion.

“Let us—swell the torrent of loyal and exhilarating congratulation,” exhorted the Illustrated London News. This pioneer of the modern picture magazine portrayed the young queen as a romantic heroine who was the “embodiment of the people’s affections,” the central focus of “the love of her people,” and the main source of happiness of “the beating bosom of the land.”

Victoria responded with equal sentiment.

“My first desire,” she declared in her reply to the University of Oxford, one of the several hundred organisations that composed loyal addresses on her deliverance, “is to live in the hearts of my people.”

----------

SENTIMENT WAS THE NEW INGREDIENT that Queen Victoria brought to the British monarchy. Britain had felt little affection for her predecessors, her degenerate old uncles George IV and William IV. But her sixty-three-year reign saw the developing of the pattern with which we today are familiar—monarchs as royal figureheads whose significance does not reside in the relatively small role they play in the practical running of the country, but in their ability to inspire communal affection and love.

Love is a profitable commodity, and it proved irresistible to the nineteenth-century popular press. Aged only eighteen when she came to the throne in 1837, Victoria visibly symbolised a fresh start, and her marriage three years later to the handsome Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha increased the popular aura of tenderness. The Morning Post portrayed the marriage romantically, with touches of the recently fashionable fairy tales, as a love match to “the young prince of her choice.”

Sentimentality prevailed. Words of courtly homage had always played with the sweet nothings of romance. Now the treacly language of the charmed circle was appropriated and mass-produced for the growing number of middle-class and working-class readers. The steam-powered printing press and mechanically produced paper were creating a profitable new industry of popular communication through mass media that forged direct links between monarch and people. Everyone who could read could feel in contact with the attractive young queen and her family, and thus become a new sort of courtier. You might be physically distant but you were made spiritually intimate, thanks to the power of print and the entitlement of love.

Pictures intensified the process. The Illustrated London News owed its creation to new steel engraving and electrotyping technology that also spawned the Pictorial Times (1843), the Illustrated Times (1855), arid the Penny Illustrated Paper (1861). These black-and-white great-grandmas of People magazine charmed large readerships with alluringly life-like line drawings, which gave way, once the half-tone process had been developed, to an innovation that significantly enhanced the sentiment—photography. The world’s first photographic portrait studio opened in London in March 1841, and the following year Prince Albert sat for the first ever photographic royal portraits. By the late 1850s it was possible for the general public actually to possess their own commercially reproduced photograph of the queen and enjoy the sense of closeness created by the accuracy of the image. Her Majesty could sit on your mantelpiece alongside the pictures of your nearest and dearest. You could almost imagine her one of the family.

Madame Tussaud started exhibiting British royal effigies in wax soon after her arrival in 1802 from Paris, where she had taken her models from the heads in the guillotine basket. In London she copied from paintings and engravings, buying up old Coronation robes to add authenticity, and in the 1840s her Baker Street gallery unveiled its most ambitious display ever: “The Royal Family at Home—Her Majesty and Prince Albert Sitting on a Magnificent Sofa Caressing their Lovely Children.” This multi-figure tableau was a three-dimensional version of the recently completed painting by Franz Xaver Winterhalter, which would previously have been seen only by those in the court circle. Thanks to Madame Tussaud’s prototype Disneyland, tens of thousands could ogle the lush image in all its voluptuous domesticity—the loving husband and his doting wife, with a riot of gambolling children around that Magnificent Sofa. People who came to London on the expanding new railway network could go home and say that they had seen the queen—and had even caught a glimpse of her home life. By the 1860s they could send home a postcard of Victoria as well.

The power of modern celebrity derives from graphic images that enter people’s lives and minds, creating the illusion that we are in personal touch—that we “know” the famous person and are entitled to relate to them with personal, often intense feelings. This fantasy erodes the traditional etiquette between the powerful and the powerless, and John Francis’s abortive shooting of Queen Victoria in 1842 was a dramatic example of the breakdown. It was the second of at least seven attempts on Victoria’s life in the course of her reign, all by young men displaying the fixated characteristics of the modern stalker. Most had strangely failed to pack any shot with their gunpowder, and one had even loaded his pistol with tobacco. Not until attempt number six, in 1872, did a young Fenian appear. As a campaigner for Irish Home Rule, he might have been assumed to have some coherent political motivation, but he too turned out to be wielding a pistol that was unloaded, and was later diagnosed as “weak-minded.”

Celebrity culture stimulates fantasies that both confuse and entice certain types of psychotics, and while Queen Victoria’s generally incompetent assassins were roundly punished—one was deported to Australia where, in later life, he became a pioneer republican—they were perceived as half-wits in their own time. Following John Francis’s two failed attempts in Green Park, the law of treason was actually changed to recognize that the death penalty was inappropriate for people that we would today identify as psychologically unstable drifters, lost in the wage-slave disconnections of the world’s first industrialised society.

Queen Victoria’s stalkers were both a reflection and a perversion of the new climate of sentimental royal coverage. The only previously recorded examples of fixated royal pursuit had involved her grandfather, King George III, following the detailed newspaper reporting of his mental troubles, which had helped turn him from a distant and aloof figure into an all-too-human being. Far from reducing his stature, the royal madness had actually increased national affection for the once unpopular monarch—in the same years that the French royal family was under attack.

In the age of revolution, humanity was replacing divinity as the underpinning for royal figureheads—and the lost souls who misinterpreted and presumed on the new familiarity were heralds of the modern world. Surviving their blasts of tobacco and shot-less gunpowder, Queen Victoria herself became quite blasé about her trigger-happy fan club, and even derived some enjoyment from the popular outbursts of sympathy provoked by their attacks.

“It is worth being shot at,” she reflected in 1882, after the seventh failed attempt, “to see how much one is loved.”

----------

THE YOUNG VICTORIA’S WISH “to live in the hearts of my people” was not accompanied by a desire to get very close to them. When, in September 1842, the royal yacht dropped her in Edinburgh an hour or so earlier than scheduled, the queen and her party took advantage of the empty streets to ride straight to their destination in Dalkeith Palace outside the city, not bothering to wait for a planned procession. When the Lord Provost, city fathers, bands, cannon-firers, and loyal citizenry turned out later that morning as arranged, they discovered there was nothing to cheer. It was only after they enlisted the help of Sir Robert Peel, the prime minister who was of the royal party, that Victoria grudgingly agreed to alter her timetable and parade through the streets two days later. There were limits to being the people’s monarch.

The civic authorities of Dorset, Devon, and Cornwall in the west country encountered a similar problem when the royal yacht cruised down the Channel coast the following summer. Mindful of the Edinburgh fiasco, the ports of Weymouth, Falmouth, Penryn, and Truro kept anxious watch on the royal progress. Whenever Her Majesty’s yacht hove to offshore, the mayors had themselves rowed out, three miles in one case, complete with mace bearers and chains of office, to struggle up the side of the ship and find out “if it was the Royal pleasure to land.” In each case the answer was no.

“Media friendliness” did not come naturally to Victoria. When “one of that ubiquitous genus, the London reporter,” was discovered sneaking round Osborne House, the royal retreat on the Isle of Wight, in the 1840s, he was handed over to the oarsmen of the royal barge. They transported him across Portsmouth Harbour in an open boat in freezing conditions, then rowed him five miles up-river, before finally dropping him in the mud.

The queen’s reluctance to become public property stemmed from an autocratic and red-blooded enjoyment of her royal status, coupled with a paradoxical shyness and lack of self-confidence. No one realised how much she had come to rely on the support of her energetic husband until Albert’s death of typhoid fever, aged only forty-two.

“Day turned into night,” the queen lamented in an inscription that she wrote beneath a photograph showing her, with her daughters, contemplating a bust of her beloved Albert. She withdrew into a seclusion that lasted, in some senses, for the rest of her life.

Despite her feelings of loss, Victoria kept working zealously at her official paperwork, reading and initialling the government documents that came to her in red, leather-bound despatch boxes. But the outside world did not see this, and as the queen avoided public appearances, discontent grew.

“These commanding premises to be let or sold,” read a large poster affixed to the railings of Buckingham Palace in March 1864, “in consequence of the late occupant’s declining business.”

“The Queen,” commented Walter Bagehot, editor of The Economist from 1860 to 1877, “has done almost as much injury to the popularity of the monarchy by her long retirement from public life as the most unworthy of her predecessors did by his profligacy and frivolity.”

A shrewd and sceptical journalist, Bagehot noted how the vanished executive powers of the crown had come to be replaced by a sort of magic—“that which is brilliant to the eye; that which is seen vividly for a moment, and then is seen no more; that which is hidden and unhidden.” He defined this as the “dignified” part of government, existing to generate social reverence and loyalty, while the “efficient” departments—the prime minister, cabinet, and Parliament—got on with running the country.

This insight formed the theme of Bagehot’s book The English Constitution, written in the mid-1860s as Victoria’s popularity was spiralling downwards through her failure to fulfil the “dignified” side of her duties. Bagehot was not impressed by the monarch’s self-pitying seclusion. He introduced his chapter on the monarchy with a scathing reference to “the actions of a retired widow and an unemployed youth”—a reference to the queen’s eldest son, the dissolute Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, who was already an object of gossip and scandal.

The radical press had a field day. Papers like the Republican, Reynolds’s Newspaper, and the National Reformer couched their attacks on the queen in anything but the language of love. Thriving on cheap wood pulp newsprint and the removal of stamp duty on newspapers, they deployed the sturdy, libertarian vocabulary of the country that, two centuries earlier, had cut off its king’s head and operated without a monarchy from 1649 to 1660.

A particular target was Victoria’s fondness for vanishing to Balmoral, the turreted Scottish retreat she had created with her beloved Albert. The drama in 1997 of a monarch taking refuge in the Highlands while the newspapers demanded her return to London had its precedent in the 1860s—though in Victoria’s case, criticism was sharpened by the queen’s closeness to her dour Highland retainer, John Brown, whose plain-speaking manner had endeared him to her late husband.

“Balmoral, Tuesday—Mr John Brown walked on the Slopes,” ran Punch’s spoof version of the Court Circular in July 1866. “He subsequently partook of a haggis. In the evening, Mr John Brown was pleased to listen to a bag-pipe.” Defamatory pamphlets referred to the queen as “Mrs Brown,” and as Victoria’s uncle, King Leopold of the Belgians, received news of the swelling tide of disrespect, he tried to coax his niece back to public life.

“The English are very personal,” he wrote. “To continue to love people, they must see them.”

The sometime journalist Robert Cecil, who as Marquess of Salisbury was later to serve as one of Victoria’s prime ministers, saw how the curiosity and power of the new mass media had actually removed from royal people the right to privacy that their subjects enjoyed.

“Seclusion,” he wrote in the Saturday Review, “is one of the few luxuries in which Royal Personages may not indulge. The power which is derived from affection or from Loyalty, needs a life of almost unintermitted publicity to sustain it.”

In 1871 Charles Bradlaugh, the free-thinking proprietor of the National Reformer, toured the country filling lecture halls with scathingly anti-monarchical satire, and on 6 November that year, Sir Charles Dilke, a Liberal MP who was spoken of as a future minister, roused cheers in Newcastle for his denunciation of the “waste, corruption and inefficiency” of the monarchy.

Three days later the prime minister himself, William Gladstone, appeared to place his considerable prestige behind Dilke. The worthy and ponderous Liberal leader used the platform of the Lord Mayor’s banquet in London pointedly to defend the right of any Englishman to speak out “without any limit at all” on matters relating to “the institutions under which we live.” This was the “democratic” type of utterance that had already made Gladstone Victoria’s least favourite prime minister.

But within a few months it was Gladstone’s populist instincts that were to bury republicanism in Britain for a generation—while also locating the means that would restore Victoria and her descendants to the affections of the people.

----------

IN NOVEMBER 1871, Queen Victoria’s “unemployed” eldest son, Prince Albert Edward—“Bertie,” the thirty-year-old Prince of Wales—fell ill and nearly died. The future King Edward VII collapsed at Sandringham, his Norfolk country home, with typhoid fever. It was almost ten years to the day, 14 December, that his virtuous father had been carried off by the same disease, and as the royal family sped to Bertie’s bedside, newspapers rushed out editions in a profitable nineteenth-century creation—the special royal supplement.

A few weeks earlier the press had carried reports of Dilke’s attack on royal degeneracy. Now the newspapers revelled in sugary descriptions of warm family reunion—though according to Victoria’s sardonic private secretary, Henry Ponsonby, many of the party spent their time keeping a healthy distance from each other. The royal family sniffed suspiciously in corners for the foul odours that Victorians believed to be the cause of disease. The prince’s doctors issued as many as five bulletins a day, and the nation came to a halt as crowds gathered outside the new electric telegraph offices waiting anxiously for the news, described in the memorably unironic lines attributed to Alfred Austin, later Poet Laureate:

Across the wires the electric message came:
“He is no better; he is much the same.”

Churches and chapels of all denominations filled for prayer vigils. As a nationwide ordeal experienced by people everywhere, through telegraphy and the newspapers, at the same time, and virtually as it was happening, the Prince of Wales’s illness was Britain’s first exposure to what we would call a media event. The joy when the portly reprobate pulled through against the odds was unconfined, and Victoria hoped that the national trauma might inspire some reformation in her fun-loving heir. Bertie’s job now, she wrote, “must be to become more and more valuable to the country who have shown him such love.”

Gladstone’s concern was with good behaviour on the country’s part. As a young man he had planned to take holy orders, until he calculated he could propagate more virtue through politics. Much concerned with “the principles which bind society together,” he saw the state as a moral agent with a conscience. Since the nation had demonstrated its feelings by praying in its diverse ways for the welfare of the prince, he now proposed that the country should unite to praise God formally for sparing the young man.

Having raised the idea in cabinet, the prime minister met the queen on 21 December 1871 to discuss a National Service of Thanksgiving. As Gladstone saw it, the grateful royal family would ride in state through London to St. Paul’s Cathedral, to kneel and give thanks, surrounded by several thousand of their subjects.

Victoria was horrified. Widowhood had intensified her dislike of displaying herself in public—though she eventually conceded that she might be prepared to consider a service if it were held in Westminster Abbey rather than St. Paul’s. She had been crowned in the abbey, after all, and it was “more convenient”—just down the road from the palace and not requiring so long a drive.

Gladstone held out for the larger venue.

“There are in these times,” he wrote in his diary account of what he said to the queen, “but few occasions on which great national acts of religion can be performed, and this appears to be one of them…. Feeling has been wrought up to the highest point.”

The emotional state of the country demanded royal communion. In the first recorded attempt by a British prime minister to define the role of a monarch whose powers were more psychic than political, he pointed out that the character and duties of the crown “had greatly changed among us in modern times.” This was dangerous territory, since Victoria retained a staunch belief in the monarchy’s old-fashioned political powers. But perhaps, argued Gladstone, “in the new forms they were not less important than in the old.”

Her Majesty was pleased to give way. On 6 February 1872, an announcement from the office of Viscount Sydney, the Lord Chamberlain, the official in charge of royal ceremonial, outlined the plans for a huge Thanksgiving Service at St. Paul’s in three weeks’ time. A congregation of between seven and eight thousand was envisaged, ranging from peers, peeresses, and members of Parliament, to local sheriffs and Lords Lieutenants (representatives of the sovereign in British counties), to the armed services, the bar, the Civil Service, “and other bodies and persons selected to represent the nation.” The Lord Chamberlain had already allocated the bulk of seats in the cathedral based on his own view of who or what was “National and Representative.” But taking his cue from the astonishingly widespread popular response to the prince’s near-death experience, he now invited applications from the general public.

That very day the Friendly Society of Ironfounders, established in 1809 and the country’s oldest national labour organization, sent in their application.

“It would be a gracious act on the part of the Authorities,” wrote the executive committee, “to present Tickets to 5 or 6 Bona Vida [sic] Working Men’s representatives. It would go a great way in breaking down prejudice … and would help to Cement that good feeling which ought to exist between the governing Classes and the people.”

George Potter, a radical publisher and founding member of the three-year-old Trades Union Congress, wrote in the same post on the elaborately embossed notepaper of The Bee-Hive, The People’s Paper, Established 1861. Potter requested tickets “in a position that will enable me to witness the ceremony and report upon it for our working class newspaper.”

It was less than a year since trades unions had been accorded legal status, and Potter was a charismatic champion of labour. But he saw the constitutional monarchy as an ally in the people’s cause. “As a matter of fact,” he wrote in The Bee-Hive in 1870, drawing from an old strand in British radical thought, “our Government at the present time is in reality, though not in name, a republic, with an hereditary President.”

The Lord Chamberlain took the trouble quietly to check that these socialist applicants were as bona fide as they claimed, contacting Edward Levy, the proprietor of the Daily Telegraph. But once Levy, a well-connected printer, had confirmed that Potter and the other applicants were “perfectly safe,” Potter and Robert Applegarth, another labour leader who was one of the Ironfounders’ nominees, found themselves called in for meetings with the Comptroller of the Lord Chamberlain’s office. Half a dozen tickets? The Lord Chamberlain had decided that the Working Men should have a full hundred.

And so the guest list of peers and peeresses in the files of the Lord Chamberlain’s office was swelled with eighteen handwritten pages of Working Men’s names and addresses: J. Newell, ironfounder of Bermondsey; M. Morton, painter of Pimlico; J. Leicester, glassmaker of Lambeth—shoemakers, bookbinders, bricklayers, a sailor. Those who were married also received tickets for their wives.

The Working Men were selected on the basis of loyalty and support for the monarchy—it was made clear that an overtly republican radical like Bradlaugh would not be welcome—and it was decided to scatter them in pockets throughout the cathedral. The roll call of guests noted exactly where the workers were dotted around the building—the Lord Chamberlain was taking no chances in this first ever injection of ordinary people into the inner sanctum of a royal and state occasion.

But the newspapers were starting to take an interest in precisely who was receiving the coveted invitations, and as the days went by, the make-up of the congregation became ever more democratic. Invitations went out to the St. Paul’s gas fitter, the cathedral organ builder, and to no less than 277 shopkeepers representing the principal trading streets of London.

The original seating plan for a congregation of up to 8,000 had been based on an allowance of 24 inches per backside on the benches of St. Paul’s. But then it was discovered that more than 13,000 mourners had been squeezed in for the funeral of the Duke of Wellington in 1852 on the basis of just 18 inches per derrière. Democracy clearly meant cosiness. On the great day itself, 12,558 crowded into the cathedral, while hundreds of thousands lined the streets in an unsurpassed display of enthusiasm. The new railway “excursion” tickets brought in throngs to rival those who had attended the coronation of 1837, and they equalled the ardour of that occasion in their cheers for the queen and her still sickly-looking son.

“The deafening cheers never ceased the whole way, and the most wonderful order was preserved,” wrote the queen. “We seemed to be passing through a sea of people as we went along the Mall.”

----------

DESPITE HER WISH TO AVOID FUSS AND SHOW, Queen Victoria had found herself presented with a majestically powerful, old-fashioned way to marshal the loyalties of a new-fangled society—street theatre and the pageantry of affection. Public ceremony gave solid form to the royal cult of sentiment fostered by the press. Britons clearly derived deep satisfaction from crowding together and cheering their heads off, and a royal person provided the ideal focus for that—with cheerful disregard for the yawning gap between the scale of the rejoicing and the idle young man whose recovery was being celebrated.

Radicals sneered at the “gush” of royal pageantry. Monarchy, sniffed Reynolds’s Newspaper, was “more adapted to a barbarous than a civilised state.” Uneasy with emotional display, the intellectuals’ complaint was of bread and circuses—manipulation from above by a superior elite.

Yet it was pressure from below that got working men and their wives inside the cathedral. In all its emotional excess, the national upsurge of sympathy was an essentially human reaction to the image of the country’s mother figure at the sickbed of her son. The St. Paul’s service—which was duplicated by thanksgiving services all over the country—demonstrated a banal but profound truth of human behaviour, that people love having someone to love.

Like love itself, the relationship between crown and people is fundamentally irrational. It is a matter of faith, with its parades, waves, and cheers expressing the conviction that mutual affection exists at the core of the social process. In that moment of excitement and in its enduring memory, rational calculation and self-interest take second place to irrational emotion.

The great Thanksgiving of February 1872 also yielded some very practical results. When Charles Dilke rose in the Commons the following month to call for an enquiry into the royal finances, he was defeated by 276 votes to 2. Thanks to the electric telegraph, special supplements, and Mr. Gladstone’s belief in “great national acts of religion,” serious talk of a republic in Britain was laid to rest for nearly fifty years.



2 JUBILEE


----------

—Golden Jubilee salute, Sydney Bulletin, 19 June 1887

Lord help our precious queen,
Noble, but rather mean.

JUBILEES WERE ORIGINALLY JEWISH FESTIVALS. The book of Leviticus, chapter 25, contains the details. Held every forty-nine years in Old Testament times, the Jewish jubilee was a year-long religious celebration, the jobel, taking its name from the ram’s horn trumpet that ushered it in. Slaves were freed, sins forgiven, and faith renewed. The Catholic Church took up the concept in the Middle Ages, and to this day a visit to Rome in a jubilee year (most recently in the year 2000) can earn you remission of sins.

In Britain the idea of a royal jubilee took off at the beginning of the nineteenth century as the troubled King George III approached his fiftieth year on the throne, and it was principally promoted by the newly mechanised and rapidly multiplying regional press. There is no record of the central government inspiring or organising any Jubilee events, and it certainly provided no finance. Stealing and reprinting each other’s stories and encouraging their readerships to compete with the civic display planned in other towns, the newspapers managed to prompt celebrations in more than 650 communities on 25 October 1809, the start of the fiftieth year of the old king’s reign.

George III himself was poignantly absent from Britain’s first ever Royal Jubilee—blind, almost senile, and in the care of his doctors at Windsor. But that did not stop the nation giving itself a party that, like the 1872 Service of Thanksgiving for Prince Albert Edward, was extravagantly out of keeping with the current achievement of the individual celebrated. Oxen were roasted and plum puddings consumed. Prayers were offered up in church, and there was much charitable largesse, with legs of mutton and flagons of cider being distributed wholesale to the poor.

“All was harmony, gentleness and joy,” according to an account of the 1809 festivities in the village of Highgate in Middlesex, where the band of the local volunteers played those great eighteenth-century hits “Rule Britannia” and “God Save the King”—the second of which was just becoming known as the national “anthem.”

----------

SEVENTY YEARS LATER you could almost hear the trumpets being tuned for another national party as the prospect of Queen Victoria celebrating her Jubilee drew near. Letters had started appearing in The Times as early as 1885, drawing attention to the forthcoming fiftieth anniversary, and once again the festival was media-led, since, as in 1809, the government declined to get involved.

“It has been decided,” wrote Lord Granville, the Liberal leader in the House of Lords, in March 1886, “the government had better not take any initiative.”

But the volume of press coverage mounted, and on 20 June 1886, the forty-ninth anniversary of the queen’s accession, loyal editorials looked forward to the big commemoration that lay twelve months ahead. Proposals ranged from the erection of stone cairns on mountaintops to grand military parades.

Up at Balmoral, Queen Victoria was scanning these reports with some pleasure, and she clipped two articles that she particularly enjoyed to send to her daughter, Vicky—the Crown Princess, later Kaiserin—in Germany.

“I don’t like flattery,” she wrote, “but I am pleased to see loyalty and Anerkennung [appreciation].”

That summer’s general election yielded a new prime minister, the Marquess of Salisbury, but his Conservative government was no keener than its Liberal predecessor on the complications of a royal celebration—or the likely cost. So the queen conferred with Sir Henry Ponsonby, her private secretary. If she had to open the Privy Purse (the sovereign’s own funds, largely revenue from the Duchy of Lancaster), she would mark the occasion in her own way, with a relatively short, intimate, and convenient service in Westminster Abbey, as she would have preferred back in 1872.

The abbey was much smaller than St. Paul’s, with room for only 2,200. But the seat allocation reflected the growing importance of both the people and the press. When George Potter, recently elected president of the London Working Men’s Association, wrote in for seats, he and other union representatives were allocated eighty-four tickets—five times, proportionately, the size of their 1872 allocation, and in a prime position. No longer scattered around the congregation, the working men were assigned seats together in the West Upper Gallery, immediately above the seats reserved for luminaries from the Foreign, Colonial, and Cabinet offices, and the royal family’s personal guests.

The newspapers also did better, as befitted their role in whipping up the nation’s enthusiasm. In many ways they had been the inspiration for the feast. Ninety seats were assigned to reporters and illustrators, proportionately four times the 1872 allowance, and the assembled hacks were all grouped together in the north transept near the peers and MPs in an area described as the “Press Gallery”—the first known reference to such an official facility at a royal occasion.

----------

QUEEN VICTORIA’S JUBILEE provided a peg on which the media seized eagerly to look back and weigh up national progress during the preceding five decades—with an emphasis on moral advance.

“Slavery has been abolished. A criminal code which disgraced the statute book has been effectually reformed,” wrote Gladstone in the January 1887 issue of The Nineteenth Century magazine.

A flood of self-congratulatory books and supplements catalogued the improvements in technology from railways and postage stamps to the spread of democracy and the reform of the labour laws, the ending of duelling, and the many other “humanising” steps taken by Britain in the last fifty years. Reviewing one such volume, Fifty Years of a Good Queen’s Reign, an anonymous critic in the Pall Mall Gazette expressed his astonishment at the “superstitious loyalty” which placed the monarchy at the centre of all these developments.

“Were a gust of wind to blow off our Sovereign’s head-gear tomorrow,” he observed scathingly, “ ‘the Queen’s bonnet’ would crowd Bulgaria out of the papers.”

The unnamed sceptic was the aspiring young Socialist playwright, George Bernard Shaw—Irish, republican, and atheist. He ridiculed the media’s tendency to create news as much as report it, but he still felt compelled to pay tribute to the widespread emotional impulse that was “the real support of thrones.”

A. M. Ferguson, a colonial official who had devoted his life to Ceylon, argued more loyally. Ferguson had come out to the colony as a young district officer in 1837, the year of Her Majesty’s accession. If anyone had then predicted, he recalled in a speech in 1887, that a member of the local, native community would be sitting on the bench of the Supreme Court fifty years later, he would have been certified insane. But here in Jubilee year, Ceylon now had its own Sinhalese Chief Justice. Proud of the world’s first empire to be created by a democracy which had not been afraid to pass on its own enlightened values, Ferguson felt that the virtues of British rule had received inspiration from the humane character of the empire’s female figurehead.

At home, Victoria’s womanhood made the queen a heroine to many of her sex, and particularly to the temperance societies. These were precursors of the next century’s feminist movements in their attempts to wrest the family income, and female safety, from drunken, violent husbands, and at a temperance rally in the Waterloo Road in May 1887 men were banished to the gallery. Jubilee medals and rosettes were distributed and a unanimous resolution passed praising the queen’s interest in “the increased dignity of women’s position and women’s work.”

In a nationally organised collection, all women were invited to make a contribution, from one pound to one penny, and vast numbers both collected and contributed. Most of the money went to fund an order of nurses. Less in accordance with modern ideas—though thoroughly in harmony with Victoria’s—the balance of the subscription was spent on a handsome statue of the queen’s late husband in Windsor Great Park.

Municipalities, schools, churches, and communities all over the empire planned parades, firework treats for the children, and charity for the poor as people banded together to arrange their local celebrations for 21 June, Jubilee Day. In the provinces and the colonies the emphasis was on solid utility—“a more permanent memorial than that of mere holiday-making,” as the Maharaja of Oodeypore put it in dedicating a new library and reading room in the queen’s name. A proliferation of drinking troughs reflected the queen’s well-known love of animals. In Jamaica, a Queen Victoria Lying-in Hospital was inaugurated to benefit “women of the poorer classes.”

Pleading age and tiredness, the queen decided that Bertie could represent her at many Jubilee events. But she did find time to visit the People’s Palace, a working men’s college in the East End of London (today part of Queen Mary College), and was ill-rewarded for her pains. The celebration was “damped” by what she described to Lord Salisbury as “a horrid noise.” She had never heard the sound before, but she understood that it was known as “booing.” “A few Socialists” was the explanation—along with “the worst Irish.”

It was as bad as sentiment in Australia, where a meeting of Sydney citizens voted that Jubilee celebrations would be “unwise and calculated to injure the democratic spirit of the country.” Australia’s already well organised republicans had contrived to pack the first meeting convened by the mayor, so a second gathering was convened at which he marshalled the forces of loyalism to get the vote he wanted. As geographically removed as it was possible to be from the magic of monarchy, Australians were destined to operate, along with some Socialists and Irish, on the cutting edge of royal agnosticism.

----------

BY 21 JUNE 1887, Europe’s heads of state had flocked to London, filling the city with an unprecedented concentration of kings, queens, and grand dukes—and creating a problem with lodgings. Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle were filled to overflowing with royal guests, and the queen turned to her aristocracy for a solution. Many had space to accommodate one royal entourage with its gradations of chamberlains and vice-chamberlains down to valets and dressers. Across Green Park, Earl Spencer volunteered to fit in two—an unusual gesture in a family of mavericks, unkindly noted over the generations for their unhelpfulness and trouble-making.

On the day itself, the visiting royalties in flowing plumes and medals paved the way for Victoria as she rode to the abbey in an open carriage.

“The crowds from the palace gates up to the Abbey, were enormous,” she recorded later, “and there was such an extraordinary burst of enthusiasm, as I had hardly ever seen in London before.”

Next day thirty thousand schoolchildren gathered in Hyde Park to salute their sovereign and receive a bun and a cup with the faces of the young and old Victoria on either side. Commissioned from Royal Doulton, the cup was in better taste than many of the souvenirs on sale in the Strand, where one could purchase Jubilee teapots, a Jubilee walking stick with the queen’s head as the knob, and a Jubilee bustle that played the national anthem as the wearer sat down upon it.

No doubt about it, they were objects of vulgarity—but “vulgar” comes from vulgus, Latin for “the people.” As a mass-market phenomenon, Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee demonstrated the growing potency of popular culture as an alternative to the conventional mechanisms of political and social power. It created a bypass around old protocols, confronting the establishment with a raucous and increasingly influential low-brow rival which would, in due course, obliterate many of the traditions that seemed set forever in 1887.

Queen Victoria had no hang-ups about her own sometimes low-brow tastes. Whenever Buffalo Bill Cody came to England, she tried to attend his Wild West Show, going to Earls Court to watch him a few days before the Golden Jubilee. The Deadwood Stage Coach had careered around the arena filled with four of the monarchs (of Saxony, Denmark, Belgium, and Greece) who were in town for the celebrations. The middle-aged Prince of Wales rode shotgun and at a subsequent performance allowed himself to be captured by the Indians, so that Buffalo Bill had to rescue him.

Republicans were not too superior to enter into the spirit of the folkfest. William Michael Rossetti, who had written a sonnet in praise of regicide, took his young son strolling through the lights and throngs in Oxford Street and Regent Street, where huge arches had been constructed reading: “Victoria—All Nations Salute You.” Father and son did not get home until ten-thirty.

Out on the polyglot island of Zanzibar in East Africa, a missionary named Harriet Smith described the thrill of wandering through the nighttime streets hung across with fruit and arches, while different races and religions mingled contentedly beneath the warm moon in shared enjoyment of the occasion. Trying to put into words the epiphany she experienced, the missionary realised for the first time that the colony’s Hindus lived under the same queen as she did.

“I quite loved them for it,” she wrote home, describing how she had gone to bed feeling happy and had woken up in the same mood. “It seemed as if Zanzibar never could go back to what it was.”

Historians might dispute Harriet’s euphoric view of Zanzibar’s future. But the sentiments of the uplifted and humanised missionary were close enough to those of people all over the world who got home on Jubilee night 1887 with a happy grin on their faces.

----------

THE YEAR 1896 saw the launch of Alfred Harmsworth’s Daily Mail, Britain’s first truly popular newspaper—written “by office boys, for office boys,” in the disdainful opinion of Lord Salisbury. With its blend of pictures, snappy stories, and jingoism, the Mail had a keen nose for anniversaries, and in September 1896 the paper noticed that the seventy-seven-year-old Queen Victoria would pass George III’s record of fifty-nine years, three months, and four days on the throne. She would become the longest-reigning sovereign in English history. Letters poured into Buckingham Palace to suggest how the landmark might be celebrated.

Victoria, as ever, was “not personally desirous of any festivities,” wrote Lord Pembroke, her Lord Steward, to the Treasury. “They are going to take place solely because the nation evidently expects them.” She wanted no fuss until she had completed her full sixty years in June 1897, and this time the government would have to pay for everything.

Lord Salisbury, in his third term as prime minister, was happy to comply. After the massive success of the 1887 Jubilee, he could see the political usefulness of another blockbuster occasion, particularly one that highlighted the importance of the empire and Britain’s military potency. The question was, what should the celebration be called?

“Jubilee,” pointed out the home secretary, Sir Matthew Ridley, “came from ‘the old Jewish law.’” The term was “inseparably connected with a notion of 50 years.”

“The Queen’s Year” and “Jubilificence” were suggested as alternative titles, but Ridley had to admit that “the Jubilificence” would certainly not catch on. It seems to have been Victoria herself who borrowed a wedding anniversary concept popularised by greetings card manufacturers to come up with a new hybrid: “Diamond Jubilee.” Asked to vet and approve the official account of the occasion after the event, the queen altered the draft text to make sure that history gave her full personal credit for this invention. Thus did a term of deep religious significance to Jews and Catholics—both still suspect minorities in Victorian Britain—find itself hijacked by Victoria herself for the raffish circus of British royal spectacle.

Spectacle was the guiding theme in the preparations for the Diamond Jubilee. A key figure in the planning was the elegant and theatrical Reginald Brett, later Viscount Esher, a bi-sexual who revelled in the classical homo-eroticism beloved of late Victorian empire builders. Both a courtier and a government official—he was secretary of the Office of Works—Esher worked in the great tradition of the stylishly camp impresarios who have helped give the monarchy its ceremonial flourish. His choreography of the queen’s London procession, the main public event of the Jubilee calendar, had a distinctly stagey character, with urgings to consider the “scenic point of view” and insistence on the deployment of splendid and inspiring uniforms. With his gay sensibility, Esher understood that style is more than just a surface matter. It can convey messages of the deepest identity.

The problem was the queen’s fragility and almost total immobility. Victoria consented to be driven through the streets, but she adamantly refused to descend publicly from her carriage. Plans to hoist her into St. Paul’s with a hydraulic lift, or for sailors to pull her carriage up the steps, were rejected. In the end it was decided she would halt outside the cathedral and sit in her carriage while priests, choir, and dignitaries gathered outside on the steps to sing a Te Deum and pray with her in a brief ceremony.

This essentially religious clustering would have no room for working-class representatives, but, taking up a suggestion from the Bishop of Southwark, Esher and his committee came up with a better solution. Instead of returning to Buckingham Palace by the usual ceremonial route, it was decided that the queen would break precedent by crossing London Bridge to continue her procession south of the river through the working-class districts of Southwark, Elephant and Castle, and Kennington, before heading back up to Westminster.

Victoria needed no persuading. Her only anxiety arose when news of the surprise southerly route prompted landlords to evict their low-income tenants from well-located rooms with an eye to packing in fee-paying spectators on the day.

“The Queen is anxious to know,” wrote the home secretary, “that everything is being done to prevent accidents from the insecurity of the roofs & parapets of the poorer houses along the Royal Jubilee Route.”

By now the details of royal ceremonial were taking on a professional character. A palace groom was sent out to plod around the course twice at a deliberate pace, so it could be calculated that Victoria would have to spend precisely two hours and twelve minutes in her carriage.
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