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“. . . I wanted change and excitement and to shoot off in all directions myself, like the colored arrows from a Fourth of July rocket.”


—Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar


“Life is indeed dangerous . . . but the essence of it is not a battle. It is unmanageable because it is a romance, and its essence is romantic beauty.”


—E. M. Forster, Howards End
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Chapter 1

Pomp and Circumstance








“Sword and buckler by thy side,/Rest on the shore of battle-tide,/Which, like the ever-hungry sea/ Roars round this Isle;”


—Basil Hood, Merrie England, 1902





Everywhere the little girl looks, she is swept up and enveloped in a fanfaronade of red. This is a red of fathomless depths, a red of omnipotence and splendor, as sumptuous as velvet, as intense as lightning, as glowing as banked fires. It appears in sweeping, flaring cloaks and unmanageable trains, in livery lavishly trimmed with gold braids, on the seats one sits on; it arrives in huge hats, gloves, on armrests and stools. It is omnipresent, eclipsing blues and golds, this triumphant symphony of color. Even above her head, it is hanging and swaying from heights so distant she cannot see them, mute, multicolored witnesses to the splendor of celebration that day of May 12, 1937. For her name is Margaret Rose, she is not yet seven years old, and she is waiting to see her father and mother being crowned King and Queen in Westminster Abbey.


From her booster seat in the royal box, she watches, her chin propped on the edge of a wall, as masses of soldiers arrive in their red jackets, their helmets sporting long, curling white feathers, and take up their positions, standing row on row up and down the aisles, silent as stones. Noble ladies appear in 2their gowns of sinuous white satins and sweeping skirts, designed to display heavy ropes of pearls and diamonds that sway and sparkle with each rustling step. She is sitting next to her big sister, Elizabeth, now eleven, as well as their formidable and imposing grandmother, Queen Mary, and the Princess Royal. Vast throngs keep arriving—it is recorded that the Abbey’s audience that day was eight thousand people. To the constant movement and murmuring inside is added peals of bells outside and a thundering organ. One can hardly hear oneself think. Margaret is too absorbed, too wide-eyed to talk. She has already seen her parents in full regalia. Papa is wearing a loose blue tunic, breeches, and white hose, but you can’t see them because everything is covered up by his Robe of State. There is a big ermine cape up around his ears and down over his hands. It also has a red velvet train so very long that Papa cannot move until six pages behind him pick it up and carry it as he walks. Mama has the same kind of robe but smaller, and it doesn’t really wrap her up, so you see more of her white dress underneath and all her best jewelry as well.


Margaret and her sister have matching dresses in the same kind of creamy silk trimmed with lace. The short sleeves are very puffy—the latest fashion— and Papa, who supervised the dress himself, wanted to see lots of little gold bows going down the front all the way from the neckline to the hem. Then Margaret found out that Elizabeth was getting a train, and she wasn’t. So, she cried a lot, and Papa changed his mind. It was fun to swirl around and watch the train try to catch up. The best part, though, were the shoes. Would Crawfie (her governess, Marion Crawford) like to see them, she asked shyly. Crawfie would, and Margaret Rose lifted her skirt to reveal an expanse of sunburned leg, a pair of socks, and the prettiest, daintiest shoes in the world, all made of silver. For once, she, a nonstop chatterer, was too awed to say a word.1


Edgar, the first English king, had been crowned a thousand years before, in 973, in the old Roman town of Bath in the West of England. In those days, a small monastic church occupied the spot on which a proper abbey would eventually be built in the fourteenth century (it is still there). Perhaps it was the monks who set the pattern for what would become a part political and civil, part religious affirmation of God’s anointing of his chosen one. For the next thousand years kings never wavered from the wonderful delusion that they had been divinely ordained to rule. There were some gentle jokes along the way. One of the stories told about King Canute is that he decided to test his omnipotent authority by going down to the seashore and commanding the waves to stop. He was awfully annoyed when they didn’t.


There was another, rather large issue to contend with. However convinced they might feel, British kings faced a patchwork of warring principalities 3with their own ambitions and spheres of influence, and were always at war. Families who would eventually acquire great stature and influence evolved from those who had supported certain monarchs in their eternal battles to punish warring tribes and establish larger spheres of influence in the process. The rewards could be substantial: land, fortunes, even castles, names, and legendary influence. The more possessions you acquired, the more important you were, leading to the inevitable emphasis on dress as a status symbol and instant display of wealth, not to mention precedence in the pecking order. To the medieval mind, there were three estates. The lowest was that of the peasant in the fields. Second came the nobleman with his power and influence; the first estate was reserved for the clergy, being closest to God.


The nobly born did have a responsible role to play in the natural order of things, to defend the other two estates and “maintain justice and order.”2 If attacked, the owner must be prepared to defend the other two estates by sheltering and feeding them inside his castle or walled city. He was their defender, their savior, and to take on this noble task was required of the sons in the great families. Protecting the weak, righting wrongs, guarding the realm with sword and buckler always at the ready: This was his destiny. His high moral purpose.


Curiously enough, to this day, young men in the royal family usually go into the services, often the army or navy, and, until very recently, royal courtiers were recruited from the military. Old traditions die hard.


Over the centuries, the sword itself became symbolic, not of aggression but magical transformation—a force for good. The tales surrounding King Arthur are a case in point. Arthur, who receives his own sword named Excalibur through supernatural means, and who may or may not have actually existed, has survived in the popular imagination for eons, along with his Knights of the Round Table, Galahad, Guinevere, and Merlin, in poetry and art. The story in all its artful forms has even survived “Monty Python and Holy Grail,” an irresistible spoof that has done no particular harm to the original, which survives in many forms.


One of them is art. The nineteenth century Pre-Raphaelites took up the legend with particular enthusiasm, leaving some marvelous paintings behind them. There is “Beguiling of Merlin,” for instance, the “Wedding of St. George,” and the “Lady of Shalott.” Sir Edward Coley, in particular, imagined scenes which he depicted with the meticulousness of stained glass. The artist Edward Burne-Jones wrote that, for him, “a painting was a beautiful romantic dream of something that never was, never will be . . . in a land no one can define or remember, only desire.”
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As for the sword itself, Tennyson wrote that moonlight “ran forth and sparkled keen with frost against the hilt/For all the haft twinkled with diamond sparks/Myriads of topaz-lights, and jacinth work/Of subtlest jewelry. . . .”3


Such thoughts come to mind upon visiting the collection of crown jewels on display in the Tower of London. One enters a dark, theatrical space, with exhibits spotlit at murky intervals. The first to arrive out of the gloom are three swords hanging in the air as if magically suspended. By far the most interesting is the Sword of State, dated 1678, which was commissioned by Charles II and is, along with the two others, carried in front of the monarch whenever he or she enters Parliament, as has been the case since the reign of Richard the Lionheart in 1189.


This particular sword could double for a real-life Excalibur. Its scabbard— decorated by silver tracery of such delicacy one cannot believe it was made by a mortal hand—is encrusted with jewels and made of solid gold. Its artful suspension in mid-air seems poised, as all the objects are, between the real and the fantastical, as if Cocteau had been called to repeat, with his uncanny sleight of hand, the wizardry he used to such effect in “La Belle et le Bete.” One improbable object of staggering beauty follows another; the ornamental flask, or ampula, carved out of gold with an eagle’s head that holds the holy oil, or the Imperial Mantle, whose heavy golden folds are ornamented with roses, thistles, and shamrocks.


Finally, one arrives at the cabinet of crowns and the special crown itself, belonging to King Edward, which, at the moment when it crowns the monarch, releases a fanfare of trumpets and yet another peal of bells. Then the roar of “God save the King” echoes in the great cathedral as the nobles, in unison, place the coronets on their own heads.


This particular day, May 12, 1937, had further significance. Everybody knew by then that a different king was supposed to have been crowned that day, not George VI but his oldest brother David, the future Edward VIII. Their father, George V, had died in 1935, and David, as the oldest of four boys, naturally succeeded him. But then, what was viewed as a tremendous scandal was leaked by the foreign press.


It turned out that David, while Duke of Windsor, had fallen in love with Wallis Warfield Simpson, an American charmer from Baltimore, who was already divorced, not once, but twice. The Church of England did not recognize divorce in those days. Once was bad enough, but two times—! And not even English.


In the middle of it all, Edward VIII had had enough, causing yet more gasps of horror by saying he did not want to be King or Emperor if he could not have the woman he loved and make her his Queen. A century before, he 5might have shot himself. Instead, he abdicated, left his family, his throne, his crown, and his kingdom and went into exile in France. It was the biggest scandal that ever was. But there it was, a coronation date and no King. Bertie had to save the day.


Bertie, otherwise known as the Duke of York, was a slim, good-looking younger brother with sensitivity and a natural reluctance intensified by his being left-handed. Forced to use his right, he developed a debilitating stammer. He and his beautiful Scottish wife were ensconced in a handsome, but not large, town house on Piccadilly, where they lived in relative obscurity and might occasionally be photographed taking Elizabeth and Margaret Rose for picnics, walks, or on horseback in the adjacent St. James’s Park. Being forced to become King was almost more than he could bear. In court circles he was referred to as “poor old Bertie.” How was he ever going to live up to the job?


Bertie was right to panic, because the realm he was about to inherit was vast. Measured by actual area, the British Empire, when considered in terms not only of its dominions, but also such factors as its colonies, protectorates, and mandates, was the largest empire in history and for one hundred years the foremost global power. By 1913, it comprised 412 million people, almost a quarter of the world’s population at the time and a similar percentage of the world’s land mass. It was axiomatic that the sun never set on the British Empire. Of Africa, it was also said that one could travel from the Mediterranean to the Cape of Good Hope without leaving British soil. Britain was unchallenged as the predominant naval power. Children at school were shown on a map that all the pink parts were British, and there was a lot to be proud of. “Rule Britannia!” Land of hope and glory indeed.


The historian Alan Allport observed, “In 1939 the folds of the Union Jack smacked smartly against flagstaffs all the way from the Eastern Mediterranean to Brisbane, from the Great Rift Valley to the Yucatan Peninsula . . . Albert Frederick Arthur George Windsor was not only the world’s greatest Christian king, but also the world’s greatest Hindu king, Sikh king, and Muslim king.”4 There is no record of what George VI was thinking that day, but something can be discerned from his stiff and careful movements and frozen expression as the crown descended with its awful weight on his head. Long live the King!


Elizabeth and Margaret Rose were too excited to be frightened of anything, but they faced an endurance test of their own. Their usual wake-up call came at 7:30 a.m. However, on this day of all days, a band outside their window woke them up at five, and quite soon after breakfast a delegation of dressers descended to make sure that not a hair was out of place, the coronets went on the right way round, their nails were clean, their dresses ironed, all the 6bows and ribbons had been tied, and the final effect was flawless. Two hours later, they were escorted to one of the palace’s many horse-and-carriage affairs for the two-mile drive to Westminster Abbey, accompanied by Queen Mary and the Princess Royal.


This particular coach was called the Glass Coach and was usually reserved for brides on their way to their wedding. In 1923, their mother had taken it on her journey to the Abbey to marry their father; in years to come Princess Anne would do the same, and so would Lady Diana Spencer. None of the carriages had springs but only leather straps, so occupants had to smile and wave bravely while being tossed around like corks on an ocean, even at a walking pace. The Glass Coach was considered better than most, but not by much. Elizabeth noted in her diary that it was “very jolty.”


Even though coronations—who does what when, and with which hand— are ruthlessly rehearsed, under the pressure of performance, anything can happen and usually does. In his book, Coronation, the historian Hugo Vickers records that the ceremony for Queen Victoria almost self-destructed. First, the eighty-seven-year-old Lord Rolle stumbled and actually rolled down the steps. Then, by mistake, the Bishop of Bath and Wells turned over two pages of the service at once and confused everybody. The young Queen finally turned to the Dean of Westminster and said, “Pray tell me what I am to do, for they don’t know.”


George VI and his wife, who was being crowned as well, were hardly any better off, as Coronation also records. First, Dr. Christopher Foxley-Norris, the Dean of Westminster, whose solemn duty it was to carry the crown, also stumbled and fell down some steps. The precious object, thoughtfully attached to its royal pillow by some stout ribbons, trembled alarmingly but stayed in place. The befuddled Dean did less harmful damage, giving the wrong regalia in the wrong order to the wrong peer, although no doubt the enormous audience was none the wiser.


As the moment finally arrived when the crown descends on the King’s head and the nobles crown themselves, Elizabeth and Margaret Rose, up on their balcony overlooking the proceedings, managed to do the same. But then Margaret couldn’t remember where the front of hers was. She took it off, looked at it doubtfully, gave up and stuck it back on at a distinctly rakish angle. Curiously enough, so did the Archbishop of Canterbury, in the act of crowning the King. He, too, kept turning the object doubtfully. The King had problems of his own. At a certain moment in the proceedings, he must stand, but he couldn’t because one of the supporting Bishops had a foot firmly planted on his train.


“I had to tell him to get off it pretty sharply, as I nearly fell down,” the King said later.5 It was that kind of a day.
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If such gaffes were noticed by the foreign press, they were not recorded. However, next day the New York Times had a headline story about the little Princess Margaret Rose who was not “acting as a princess should” and clearly bored as the hours ticked by. First, she began to wriggle a lot. Instead of sitting upright with hands neatly folded, she started to loll about, showing desperate signs of looking for something to do, picking up the program and putting it down again. Why couldn’t she sit still and not fidget?


Then she put out a finger and tried to play “Inky Dinky Spider” up and down her sister’s arm, giggling away. Elizabeth, a model of correct behavior, pretended to ignore her. Then she frowned. When disapproval had no effect, she gave her sister a nudge. That didn’t work either. Then, horror of horrors, Margaret Rose opened her mouth and yawned—as it looked right into the Archbishop of Canterbury’s face. All this was minutely documented for readers of the New York Times.

6,7 Less remarked on by the press, the Marquess of Donegall fell asleep. The even more august Duke of Marlborough, who was fumbling with his coronet, somehow released an unsuspected shower of chocolates, which cascaded all over the carpet.8


Elizabeth’s diary conceded that the ceremony did seem to be awfully long, especially the prayers at the end. Turning yet another page, she found the work “Finis” just as her statuesque grandmother, Queen Mary, did. They looked at each other conspiratorially and smiled. Once back in the Palace, there were endless photo sessions to be endured. Then they had to appear on the balcony with Mama and Papa, smile, and wave as packed crowds surged and cheered below. The royal party came and went for hours and hours. The last appearance was close to midnight. Elizabeth confided in her diary that she stood so much her legs ached.


Dingy London neighborhoods had been decorated with bunting, flags, and gay paper streamers for community parties that went on all over the city. Elsewhere in London, the great buildings were splendidly lit up: Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, Hampton Court, Windsor Castle, and even, for the first time in nine hundred years, the Tower of London.


As for the procession itself, representatives of the Empire came from parts as far distant as Australia to march in the long, winding procession that was headed by the superb golden coach of 1762, thirteen feet high and weighing four tons. Eight horses are required to pull the carriage in their red harnesses, accompanied by coachmen, postillions, and equerries attired in elaborate scarlet and gold uniforms and sporting on their sleeves the royal emblem with its motto, “Honi soit qui mal y pense.” More than twenty-five thousand policemen and soldiers lined the royal routes—so many, it was joked, that if war had been declared that day, the King couldn’t have mustered an army.
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But the real stars on the street were the vast crowds, variously estimated at from 100,000 to 500,000 and then as many as one million people—who made sacrifices of time, money and endured hours of misery in their determination to be part of this great, once-in-a-lifetime event. Not only was it the most widely publicized coronation, but it was the first to be heard on radio and the first to be televised, even if only a very few people in 1937 owned TV sets. The New York Times reported, “Regiment after regiment passes the small, brightly lit screen. We can see the kilts swinging, the bayonets gleaming, the stirrups and spurs of the horsemen. . . .”9


As the endless parade swung by, the crowds swayed and cheered. Some people had slept in parks to be the first, as dawn broke, to rush and claim the choicest spots on the edge of the sidewalk. Others, with the means to book one of the expensive reserved seats, nevertheless came early. Bigger enclosures for standing room cost less, and were also competed for vigorously in the early morning hours. The newspapers reported “most of the spectators had stood for eight to fifteen hours by the time the procession arrived. They paid a heavy price, fainting in the thousands. . . .” Others, in the formal morning wear of silk top hats and morning coats, were part of the general free for all, usually clutching sandwiches and umbrellas. Rain was forecast and arrived on time, turning into a downpour around three o’clock. People held newspapers over their heads or tried vainly to wrap them around their skirts and shoes. Those who brought umbrellas were pelted with soggy balls of newsprint by latecomers who found their views blocked by forests of umbrellas.


Still, the tone was remarkably good-natured, even jolly. To add to the misery, bus drivers of the huge fleet of double-deckers that normally plied the center were on strike. They wanted shorter hours; understandably, since in the days before traffic exhaust was considered a health hazard, the long-suffering bus drivers were getting ill. The prime minister begged them to call off their strike just for one special day. They refused. The vast crowds arriving in special trains, walking across the bridges, or fighting their way in and out of the tube stations, took that in good humor, too. Taxis were the only solution for the elite peers in their ermine capes and velvet trains, but not, of course, to be easily had. The last exhausted visitor, after a wait of four or five hours, left the Abbey in a cab at nine that night.10


As for the new King and Queen, one imagines them finally peeling off their gloves and fixed smiles around midnight and collapsing into bed. What a day! Somehow, they had survived, but it took superhuman patience and stamina.


As the Queen remarked sadly, “We aren’t supposed to be human.”11
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Chapter 2

The Ghosts of Glamis








“Glamis thou art, and Cawdor; and shalt be/What thou art promised: yet do I fear thy nature . . .”


—Macbeth, ACT 1, Scene V





From afar, Glamis Castle, surrounded by level lawns in a superb setting in the county of Angus, Scotland, could not seem a more ideal setting for the birth of a princess. There, Princess Margaret Rose of York, second daughter of the Duke and Duchess of York, was born on August 21, 1930. For over eight hundred years Glamis has been standing in its verdant setting—fourteen thousand acres of parks, streams, and gardens—fashioned from red sandstone mellowed to a pinkish gray. The effect is a charming disorganization of design, massive without seeming so and amazingly intact despite the odds against it. Its huge central keep, turreted towers, scattered flocks of windows, and crenelated roofline give it the ethereal air of a chateau in the French Loire valley.


One thinks of the romantic ideal as described by Alain-Fournier in his novel, The Grand Meaulnes. His hero, Meaulnes, is a teenager who wanders away from his small village and finds himself lost in a wood. Suddenly, he comes upon a chateau full of children. They have organized a fête champêtre and wear costumes reminiscent of Watteau’s paintings. All the doors are open. So are the 10windows, and children in their silk dresses and doublets and hose are beckoning towards him. He enters and meets the most beautiful girl, perhaps a princess. Alain-Fournier continues the story of their grownup love affair. But this is secondary to that magical moment between childhood and young manhood when he finds his adolescent ideal in a chateau. The book was published in 1913, and its author died on the battlefields of World War I one year later. But his book became a classic of French literature and has twice been made into a film.


To catch sight of Glamis at a distance is to conjure up similar visions. But these vanish slowly once the visitor enters a mysterious building whose tempestuous history is all too real. True, the reception rooms are pleasant enough, if a bit too reminiscent of Edwardian ideas of coziness rather than elegance. Or even the statelier seventeenth- and eighteenth-century rooms that follow, with their coved and stucco plasterwork ceilings and remarkable stained-glass windows. The further the visitor is allowed to explore, the more surface domesticity peels away to reveal the crude and undeniable truth: lethal spears strung along bare stone walls.


Here are coats of armor, underground storerooms, dungeons, abandoned kitchens, stopped up wells and all the detritus of centuries. The outer walls are so massive, sixteen feet thick in some places, that actual rooms were carved out of them and small windows hewed out of the stone, partly explaining the higgledy-piggledy look on the outside. The impression of disorderly, almost-deranged living for centuries is intensified by the warren of corridors that have penetrated the thick walls, leading somewhere or nowhere, perhaps to a secret chamber or, more likely, a walled-up dead end.


Sir Walter Scott, who spent a night there in 1790, described a persistent feeling of dread as he was conducted by flickering candlelight up narrow, dark and winding stone staircases, their steep, irregular treads worn into hollows from centuries of wear.


He wrote, “(A)s I heard door after door shut, after my conductor had retired, I began to consider myself as too far from the living and somewhat too near to the dead.”


One of the castle’s many persistent legends is that this was where Duncan, King of Scotland, was murdered by Macbeth, as depicted in Shakespeare’s play. There is even a hall named after Duncan. This cannot possibly be true, because the historical figures involved predate the castle by three hundred years (eleventh vs. fourteenth centuries). If the reference is to Shakespeare’s play of 1606, it is not one to celebrate either.


Problems began with the first performance, when the actor playing Lady Macbeth became ill, and the playwright, in the days when men played women’s 11parts, had to take over the role. That set in motion a bizarre series of accidents that have afflicted performances to the present day, including actual deaths on stage—actors falling off the stage, or actual daggers being substituted for pretend ones. During a Royal Shakespeare Company performance in 1937, the brilliant young actor Laurence Olivier’s career almost came to an end when a stage weight fell without warning and missed him by inches. In theatrical circles, it is referred to superstitiously as “The Scottish Play.”


Then there are stories that might, or might not, be true. One of them better documented than most, involves a Monster—a vile, misshapen creature kept hidden in a secret chamber.


Curiously enough, he was not insane—Jane Eyre’s famous novel includes the baleful presence of a mad wife kept locked away in an attic, the Victorian solution for hiding inconvenient relatives—just too frightful to be let loose. One person described him as “a human toad.”


Such a rumor, that an actual Monster was hidden somewhere in the castle, seems to have arisen during the nineteenth century and was investigated recently by Mike Dash, a writer for Smithsonian Magazine.1 Dash concluded that, despite repeated denials, too many people seem to have stumbled on the person himself to be discounted. For, as Claude Bowes-Lyon, 13th Earl of Strathmore (1824–1904) is reported to have said, “If you could even guess the nature of this castle’s secret, you would get down on your knees and thank God it was not yours.”2


Persistent ghosts also appear from time to time down through the centuries, usually benign figures who turn up when least expected. One of those most often seen, it would appear, was the wife of a titled owner. She and her young son were falsely charged with having conspired to poison the King, James V, in 1537. Both were tried for treason and convicted. She was burned at the stake. (Her son, being too young for such a fate, was imprisoned instead, and survived.) The lady liked to wear gray and can sometimes show up in the middle of the morning. This happened one day to Rose, the future Countess Granville, sister to Elizabeth Bowes-Lyons, the future Queen Mother. The castle has its own small chapel where Rose would play the organ for family services. One morning she entered it to practice some hymns and found someone already sitting there, she thought in prayer. It was a lady in a gray outfit. So as not to interrupt her, Rose waited politely at the entrance. When no one came out, she became exasperated and went in to take a look. The figure, of course, had disappeared.


Elizabeth Bowes-Lyons, always called Lizzie, was born on September 4, 1900, and such apparent reminders of a brutal past had been taken in their 12stride by the large and boisterous family—ten children—of the 14th Earl of Strathmore, Claude Bowes-Lyon, and his wife Cecilia. Once upon a time, a hapless neighboring family, the Lindsays, in flight from some sort of baronial feud, arrived at Glamis, begging for protection. Instead, they were conducted to one of the castle’s hidden chambers, walled up, and left to starve to death. By the time Lizzie’s generation had arrived, what agonies took place there were long forgotten, and it was just the room with skulls in it.


The only chamber no one wanted to sleep in apparently was Earl Patrick’s room, renamed from its former inhabitant, the family’s private hangman. At one time, the Lyons actually employed a hangman of their own, although how often his services were required is not recorded. You could not put children to bed there because they would wake up screaming. One guest, Arthur Lowther, later Lord Ullswater, something of a daredevil, said he wanted to sleep in it. All went well until he woke up in the middle of the night and began to walk around. Suddenly, the floor collapsed under his feet. The sleeper below awoke to find a pair of legs protruding from his ceiling.


Such was the historical legacy of Elizabeth Angela Marguerite Bowes-Lyon, direct descendant of all the other Bowes-Lyons who had called the castle home since it was presented as a gift to Sir John Lyon in 1372 by Robert the Bruce. A less likely descendant of that haunted and tempestuous group would be hard to find. Photographs show her as the most appealing of little girls. When she was just four years old, we find her posing protectively with her little brother David, aged two, in beautifully smocked overblouses. One arm cradles her brother’s neck while a gentle hand restrains his arm. David, so encircled, a loved child, looks into the distance, his curls in golden profusion on his forehead. There is a clear family resemblance in the deeply set eyes, rosebud mouths, and chubby cheeks.


The last two in a long line, they were inseparable. One of their favorite games was to cover themselves in white sheets, giggling and hiding in a dark corner, then jump out at passers- by, who would pretend to be scared. Another was dressing up in costumes. Once Lizzie was nine and beginning to take dancing lessons, she would wear a long, old-fashioned gown of heavy silk or satin, crisscrossed with ribbons at the bodice, descending to the ankles and spaced at intervals with bobbles, just like a Jester’s outfit.


As the last girl in the family, Lizzie was even less likely to be subjected to any great expectation except, perhaps, a brilliant marriage, and there, looks and etiquette were all that was needed. Why, after all, should her pretty little self be tormented with facts and figures when it was so much more important that she be kept happy and busy, with lots of friends and out in the open 13air? Once she had children of her own, she would be grateful for that kind of childhood. It was rather a matter of “Be good, sweet maid, and let who will be clever,” a maxim that would have some consequences when the time came to educate her daughter Margaret.


Lizzie’s way of turning her head had the disarming, vulnerable look that one saw at intervals after she grew up. There was something very affecting about that look, her ability to seem perfectly delighted wherever she went, her genuine interest and natural self-assurance. She was irresistible. Certainly, the Duke of York, second son of George V, thought so. More than just first impressions were involved. There was also something very down to earth about this girl. She could put on heavy boots and tramp the moors without worrying about her clothes or her hair or how far it was. During the 1914–1918 war, Glamis became a hospital for the wounded, and she threw herself into this new situation, playing cricket along with those well enough to convalesce, her long hair flying.3


In September 1916, a shooting party took place and Lizzie and her mother were alone in the castle with their military patients. In the early evening, one of the soldiers happened to look up at the tower ninety feet above his head and saw smoke coming from under the roof. The castle was on fire. While waiting for three fire brigades to arrive, Lizzie and the maids began frantically applying buckets of water. Two village fire brigades arrived within minutes, but their equipment could not throw water high enough to attack the blaze. Fortunately, the third arrival could and soon had the fire under control. But then a cold-water storage tank in the attic suddenly gave way, and a torrent of water began pouring down the main staircase.


By then, enough neighbors had arrived to help that Lizzie could rapidly organize them into a group to sweep the water down over the stairs and out of the house. But still more willing hands were needed to move furniture, carpets, and precious objects out of reception rooms. She was a marvel of tireless organization and quick thinking, and the dangers were averted, as everyone realized. Her mother wrote, “. . . poor darling she was quite worn out after & ached all over for days.” She was just sixteen.4


Along with neighbors and staff, soldiers who were well enough to walk helped the family. A considerable amount of good will had been built up by the young Elizabeth in particular, who was frequently filling in for the nurses, arriving in the wards with gifts of cigarettes and tobacco, and writing letters home. She was always ready to make a fourth at cards—whist was the usual game—even if she couldn’t get the hang of it.5 Along with her ability to rise to the occasion, she had a sense of fun. She once dressed up as a maid and 14conducted a tour for a group of visitors. She received several tips with a curtsey, for her surprisingly detailed commentary.6


Kenneth Clark, who would become Surveyor of the King’s Pictures, took to her at once. So did the Duke of York, who saw her as a being apart, an ideal girl, contrasting her shining qualities with his ineptness; he said, “I am only a very ordinary person when people let me be.”7 It would be fairer and truer to conclude, as Janet Flanner did, that he was duty-bound by rank and work as his mother, Queen Mary, and, therefore, difficult to talk to. Bertie’s determined effort to persuade Elizabeth to become his duchess is well known. Finally, after the third proposal, she consented. They were married in 1923, and thus she became the Duchess of York.


In any discussion of the Bowes-Lyon family, a reference is usually made to the fact that they were “hard drinkers.” Patterns of behavior tend to be repeated in families down through the generations, and within the British Isles, the Scots have an unrivaled reputation for their fondness for, and consumption of, a strong drink. The Bowes-Lyons also had the ability to “hold” their liquor, as if this showed strength of character, and not to keep up with everyone was proof of lack of inner worth. A couple of months after becoming pregnant with their first-born in 1925, the Duchess wrote to her husband, “. . . the sight of wine simply turns me up! Isn’t it extraordinary! It will be a tragedy if I never recover my drinking powers.”8 She sounded almost distraught.


Kenneth Clark, the distinguished art historian, museum official, scholar, and TV personality, who was no stranger to alcoholism in his own family, was disturbed to find in the 1930s, when they became friends, that the little Queen started drinking at 11:30 in the morning. He consoled himself by adding that she only drank Dubonnet before lunch. Perhaps that was true then. But years later, as we know from first-hand testimony, it became two parts Dubonnet to one part gin, and by the time lunch was served “she was feeling no pain,” as the expression went, facing life in a benevolent haze.


Major Colin Burgess, who took care of her in later years, said that a well-spiked Dubonnet would be followed every day by wine for lunch, with perhaps a glass of port afterwards. Six o’clock, “the magic hour,” she called it, would bring about two martinis, followed by pink champagne during the meal. In the years when she was resident at Clarence House in Westminster, a guest for afternoon tea would be presented with a tray of gin and tonics to keep him going before the meal was brought in on a tray. After the substantial tea with lots of cakes, and a suitable interval, a tray of whisky and sodas would discreetly appear. It would seem that royalty’s benevolent hospitality floated on a sea of libations.
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And not just the family itself. Something called the Windsor Wets, a congenial group in and outside the royal enclave, was devoted to games, cards, and the single-minded effort of drinking until one was, in the native argo, “thoroughly soaked.” The young Duchess was known for her fondness for such when Margaret was born because, barely a year later, she was invited to become the club’s patroness (in 1931). She accepted. She wrote, “from half pint to Jeroboam, let us go forward together . . .” It was all in good fun, but it masked as inner insecurity on her part. When this Scottish girl, who had spent her life in a remote castle, was suddenly catapulted into one of the world’s most prominent roles, constantly on display, photographed day and night, even she, who was ready for almost everything, quailed at the prospect. She could not face it. She once said, “I couldn’t get through all my engagements without a little something.”9


As has been noted, the new mother could not bear the taste of wine and, plausibly, never regained it during the pregnancy (in 1925) of her first-born, the future Elizabeth II. The only way to judge is that the young Elizabeth does not exhibit any of the special problems seen in children laboring under the particular handicaps of a child with fetal alcohol syndrome. In any case, no doctor is likely to have warned her mother not to drink. Prevailing medical opinion had it that the placenta protected the growing baby from alcohol’s effects, even if it became clear that something was going wrong. Awareness did not come for the next four decades, until a doctor in France and two pediatricians in the US wrote similar papers on the dangers of alcohol at any stage. They were right. This happened in the 1970s, some forty plus years after the births of Elizabeth and Margaret.


It was nobody’s fault except the doctors. One wonders what the medical conclusion was when two daughters of John “Jock” Bowes-Lyon, older brother of the Duchess, and his wife Fenella had two daughters, Nerissa (1919) and Katherine (1926), who were severely disabled?


By a strange coincidence, “Jock’s” wife Fenella had a sister named Harriet, who married a military man, Major Henry Neville. They proceeded to have seven children. Three more of their daughters—Idonea (1912), Rosemary (1914), and Ethelreda (1922)—were similarly affected and placed in the same institution, the Royal Earlswood, the same year (1941). They, too, could not talk and had the mental age of six.


The details of Margaret’s birth were also unknown and have only recently come to light. This could have been for security reasons but also seems to have been a lingering consequence of the Victorian prudery that kept women’s lower limbs well covered, when the glimpse of an ankle was tantamount to a sexual invitation.


16

At the time, the public also wasn’t aware that the Duchess had a C-Section. In those days, the surgery, called a “high vertical,” was exactly that, making such a radical solution equally dangerous to the mother and the baby. The procedure was a last resort if the baby was about to arrive feet first, or any other way besides the head first that nature intended. This method, standard for centuries, was, however, increasingly questioned. New alternatives were being put forth. That same year, in 1926, a doctor in Glasgow had pioneered an operation that called for a much smaller incision—lower down and horizontal—with less danger to the mother and the baby and a faster, safer recovery.


If the attending surgeons knew of this new technique, one assumes that they were not about to experiment on a royal person. Elizabeth later hinted in her letters that her recovery had been long and painful. By the time Margaret was due, a second Caesarian was out of the question. The baby’s arrival was expected between August 6 and 12. As August 6 arrived, the special correspondent for the Baltimore Sun reported that J. R. Clynes, home secretary, left London in a hurry. His presence would be needed at Glamis, not only to sign all the official papers, but in a quirk of history stemming from the days when it was easy to switch babies and substitute infant imposters, he had to be in the room at the actual event to ensure this did not happen. (The custom was eventually dropped.) His arrival was duly noted by royal watchers of comings and goings as proof that the baby would shortly arrive.


As it happened, it didn’t, and since it was to be a natural birth, everyone had to wait. Mr. Clynes was obliged to loaf around for another two weeks. Similarly, Sir Henry John Forbes Simson, honorary consulting surgeon at the West London hospital, and principal member of the team who had delivered Elizabeth, took up a protracted residence near Glamis to await the event.


The pregnant mama wrote to Queen Mary, “I wish Mr. Clynes had waited until he was sent for, but he would not do that, and here they are all waiting & hovering like vultures! I shall be glad when they are all gone.”10


To add to her exasperation, tour buses were arriving to clutter up the village streets, circumnavigate the castle itself, park edge to edge at the locked gates, and unload their sightseers, presumably with cameras and binoculars at the ready. There was not much to see; young Elizabeth was on her pony, the Duke was bound to be on a shoot, and the mother-to-be buried somewhere inside the castle.11 Finding nothing much to photograph, visitors climbed up the nearby Hunter’s Hill, where great bonfires were always lit to signal great events, from wars, murders, or the arrival of a new prince. All was in readiness; a vast pile of rushwood was already built, covered with a tarpaulin, ready to be lit the minute that news arrived that the probable prince (or 17princess—since in those days nobody knew ahead) made his debut. Finding nothing to buy in the way of souvenirs, visitors made off with so much souvenir rushwood that the villagers had to post guards.12


All Britain was on edge, or so the Baltimore Sun’s foreign correspondent reported. Everyone, in Scotland in particular, was hoping for a boy. He would be the first heir to the throne born north of the Tweed for many years.


Finally, on August 21, the hoped-for labor pains began to arrive at about 3:30 in the afternoon. As luck would have it, the great day was experiencing a gale, with thunder, lightning, heavy winds, and violent, lashing rain. Wind soughed in the chimneys and buffeted the ancient roofs with their tiles and turrets, turned umbrellas inside out, sent leaves flying, and branches cracking. Rain turned the lawns into swamps and lashed at the old windows. All the power lines into the castle went down, which meant that Glamis Castle, not for the first time, was again out of touch with the outside world.


Something had to be done. As cars tore through the villages of Forfar and Glamis, windows flew up in the village, and front doors opened to watch the sudden roar of sleek black cars flying past. The word went out, shouting the news down the street, “The lassie’s got her bairn.” The manager of a local movie house, in the middle of showing a film, put a message on the screen, and the film’s excited patrons rushed “pell-mell into the wet streets.”13


The power lines were restored at last, barely minutes before a baby, weighing six-and-a-half pounds, was safely delivered at 9:30 that evening. A new relay of messengers on motor bikes was dispatched to drive the 380 miles to London and deliver the official messages to be posted at Buckingham Palace and elsewhere. Meanwhile, the news was being relayed by telegram, telephone, and telex around the Empire: A child is born. Tomorrow the waiting beacon would be lit and answered by blinking lights from the distant hills. The Earl of Strathmore’s estate would breach two huge barrels of ale for the foresters, plowmen, and house servants and tankards passed around to drink to the health of mother and baby. As flames from the bonfire reached two hundred feet into the air, a highland band piped reels for the crowds of celebrants. In London, the next day, on a warm summer afternoon, the Royal Horse Artillery fired a forty-one-gun salute to honor the new Princess, and crowds in Hyde Park stood smartly to attention. The same salute at the Tower of London brought similar crowds to attention. Then the bells of Westminster Abbey began to peel.14 The news was out. It was not a boy.


The source of all the commotion had been passed over to a nurse, and her mother was resting comfortably in bed, no doubt with a fire burning. The room had always been hers, simple and sparely furnished, with a four-poster 18bed, heavy gold hangings, a dressing table, desk, and a few chairs. From her windows, Lizzie could look out over the sweeping lawns and distant hills. Bertie, by contrast, was lodged in a small, dark room at the end of a long stone corridor, its circular windows about the size of ships’ portholes. Elizabeth was in London staying with her grandparents, and the baby had a nursery suite of her own in another part of Glamis.


Nurse Beevers, “Nanny B,” took baby Margaret from her mother’s arms and whisked her away to her own quarters, one presumably supplied with its own staff, supplies, and rocking chairs. One does not know how the baby was fed. Hugo Vickers, the author of a biography of the Queen Mother, thinks it unlikely that she was breastfed. In those days childbirth was seen as a confinement followed by a long convalescence in bed. Letters of the Duchess make it clear that she took full advantage of the idea. In any case, breastfed babies need to be nursed every two hours around the clock, and the apparent distance between the baby’s own suite and mother’s bedroom argues against it.


Professional nannies would be conversant with the infant formulas on the market. Nanny B, the daughter of a carpenter, took midwife courses and became a temporary maternity nanny to some prominent society families. After the family moved back to London, the girls were put in care of Clara Cooper Knight, known as “Alah,” who had been their mother’s nanny. Alah was daughter of a tenant farmer on the Strathmore’s Hertford estate and is described as “kind but firm.”15


The birth only took six hours. In contrast to the trauma of young Elizabeth’s arrival, this one was almost easy. “My darling Mama,” Lizzie wrote to Queen Mary a week later, “I am feeling so much better than last time.” She would be back on her feet soon. The new arrival “is nice & round & neat . . .” She was obviously pleased, if not ecstatic.16 After some back and forth—she liked the name of Anne—Margaret was decided upon, being a good old Scottish name, and Rose was added.


If Lizzie and her husband had chosen a name for a boy, she does not mention it. If she was disappointed, this was not surprising, because she must have known how important it was for her countrymen to have a possible King in line for the throne. It couldn’t be helped. Margaret would be Margaret Rose throughout her childhood; the second name was discontinued at some vague future date.


In the years following the Great War, the Duchess of York had become the personification of all that was admired in young womanhood. Her resourcefulness and sturdy independence have been cited, along with her down-to-earth ability to tramp across the moors in sensible shoes. The British Liberal 19Party politician and journalist Philip Whitwell Wilson, commenting on her growing popularity, observed she was the direct opposite of what one usually thinks of as a duchess: “In New Zealand she waded waist deep in the Tongariro River to land a rainbow trout… Hoping for big game in Africa, she learned to use a rifle.” At home in the drawing room, she played the piano and liked to sing; she read the classics and spoke several languages.


Unlike her mother-in-law and the queens before her, the Duchess did not wear the formal toques that marked them both as regal consorts. She followed the latest fashions of the short, flippy skirts and straight up-and-down silhouettes, along with the sleek, trim hairstyles and cloche hats of the period. When she went on tour, her wardrobe could fit into two trunks rather than the vast equipage deemed necessary for a queen on her way somewhere.


“In her hat and fur cloak, the Duchess of York looks as everyone is trying to look,” Wilson wrote.


A modernist through and through, she had her green bedroom carpet at the White Lodge in Richmond Park redyed a daring black. She replaced the drab gray living room upholstery for a jolly yellow and red and, for the kitchen, banished labor-intensive items and bought the latest labor-saving ones—from America.


Her initiatives, friendliness, positive outlook on life, and ability to disarm were winning friends everywhere. When she arrived one day to play a solo game of golf at St. Andrews, her car was mobbed. But perhaps her greatest triumph so far was her surprising success in winning the approval of Queen Mary and King George V, her in-laws. Her tact was already pronounced, but what was not sufficiently appreciated, perhaps, was her ability to deflect criticism. Wilson cites her triumph concerning a bas-relief that aroused the rage that simmered just below the surface of King George V’s demeanor. In this case his anger was directed at A. G. Walker, a noted sculptor, who had made the elementary mistake of carving a bas-relief of baby Elizabeth in her mother’s arms, which was about to be exhibited at Burlington House. King George raged and fulminated. One does not know whether he called it a national disgrace, but no doubt that was the inference. How could he? The King wanted the offending article banished if not (one guesses) smashed to smithereens.


Then the duchess went to see it. “Lizzie,” as she still liked to be called, flashed one of her most disarming smiles at her father-in-law. She thought the plaque looked just lovely. The King, for whom she could do no wrong, melted.17


For the fact was that both grandparents were delighted with their newborn—they would be just as pleased when Margaret made her appearance four years later—in contrast to their curious lack of interest in the well-being 20of their four sons when they became parents themselves. Their extravagant attentions to the first little girl would be turned, in the same way, when the second came along. In the case of Elizabeth, there was a particular reason for their hovering because they served as surrogate parents for several months. When Elizabeth was only a few months old, the Duke and Duchess of York made a state visit to Australia and were gone for six months.


Once Elizabeth was left in her care, Queen Mary sprang into action. She took to popping in and out of the nursery several times a day instead of waiting, in time-honored protocol, for the baby to be brought to her. (Twice a day.) She read books about childcare and declared that bringing up babies, or learning how, was a hobby of hers. Even George V was paying attention to baby Elizabeth, who arrived every day while he was having breakfast and was usually allowed to fondle his beard. If he was in a good humor. And he usually was.18


Then the great day arrived: Elizabeth produced her first tooth. The news went out around the world and made headlines.19 When the King found out, he dispatched footmen far and wide and personally ran to the Queen to tell her the news. She, of course, knew already, but pretended to be surprised. (Elizabeth had recently begun to teethe on her pearl necklace.) Suitably warned of her husband’s astonishing new interest—he was, after all, the father of five sons and a daughter, whose daily development he (presumably) took in stride—the Queen resolved to flash the news of the baby’s first word “across the ether” as well.20


After frequent bouts of babysitting, and whenever the grandparents were required to return Elizabeth to her parents, George V took it very hard. As if in expiation for all those years of barking at his sons, the monarch had at last allowed himself a heartrending expression of feeling. He had gone exploring his vast palatial domain and figured out that once the leaves had dropped from the trees in Green Park, he could just see the windows of the Piccadilly house where she was growing up. He must see her every day, he determined. It was essential to his health and well-being. So, his granddaughter was required to stand at the right window at the same time every day and wave. She must have been visible only with a first-rate set of binoculars.


“There she is!” her besotted grandfather would shout. He would wave back.21


For the fact was that she might one day become Queen and Empress. Given the immutable rules of secession, the first in line was Elizabeth’s Uncle David, the Prince of Wales. Her father came second, and, as the first child to arrive, she came third. This was close enough for the sentries guarding the gates of Buckingham Palace as she came and went with a nurse in a royal motor car, usually clutching a favorite toy. She was smartly saluted every time. And 21when Mummy and Daddy finally came back from their trip to Australia in June of 1927, protocol had it that she was the one in residence at Buckingham Palace and would therefore be “receiving” them.22 The dispatch continued that, despite her teething problems, Elizabeth had taken up her social duties and entertained her first playwright, Sir Barrie, and been chucked under the chin by that intrepid aviator, Col. Lindbergh. On her fourth birthday in April 1930, a few months before her sister was born, Elizabeth could be glimpsed in the Palace courtyard as vast holiday crowds behind the railings strained to catch sight of her, watching the Palace guards. She was “a little figure in primrose yellow.”23 As she walked across the quadrangle, the crowd began to cheer wildly and rushed at the police on duty. So great was the crush that both the Norman and St. George’s gates had to be closed.24 Then the little girl gave a little wave and the crowd roared.


She did not try her curtsey that day, or they might have screamed even louder. She had just learned how to do it and had been trying it out all over the Palace. There was something so artless and charming about a footman finding himself flustered by a little girl curtseying at him. One can imagine the scene as he regains his poise, makes a compliment, and the little girl rushes off to try someone else.


While Mummy was at Glamis having her baby, the grandparents were, as usual, spoiling little Elizabeth rotten and putting off once more the moment when their darling would have to go home. A few letters from the little girl to her mummy have survived. She is trying so hard to say the right things, and sends lots of love to Mummy and Mummy’s baby, too. Then she goes walking in the rain and splashes about in the puddles.25 She is trying to be so good and, having graduated from a cot to a proper bed, is being “very quiet in it.”26 One sees a glimpse of the long and arduous process by which a little girl turns into the one who does everything right.


Soon thereafter, she was to go to Glamis to be reunited with Mummy and Daddy and meet her new sister. A friend, staying in the castle, wrote, “That wonderful child Elizabeth is very excited,” thinking at first that the baby was some sort of special doll. But when the baby wriggled, gurgled, and opened her eyes, she was ecstatic.


“She then took each of the three Doctors by the hand & said, ‘I want to introduce you to my baby sister.’”27 A full-length article about her in 1936 would declare Elizabeth “The Most Important Little Girl in the World.”28


The fact that Margaret’s status was foredoomed to be eclipsed by her sister’s goes back a very long way—to the moment of birth, in fact.


A month or so after her birth, the issue of baptism came up: it would need to be in Scotland. There was a move to bring the Archbishop of Canterbury, 22Cosmo Lang, up for the occasion. This intensely irritated her mother. After all, the Duchess wrote to Queen Mary, “the little angel’s” arrival was hardly of any great importance. The Prince of Wales, heir apparent, was bound to marry and have some lovely children and heaven knows how many other people would be ahead of Margaret in the line of succession.29


So why were people fussing about her? If anyone might become Queen, it would be Elizabeth. There is a story about that. When Elizabeth was only three, she was in the drawing room with Mummy one day when someone came to announce that a visitor wanted to see the Duchess. The little girl coolly replied that Mummy could not see her. She must go away. Mummy stepped in, just in time. Was it some inner awareness of her future role, or the special way she was being treated, or both?


Writing to the Archbishop in September 1930, the Duchess reiterated her view that her baby girl was “very nice.” She added, “I am glad to say that she has got large blue eyes and a will of iron, which is all the requirement that a lady needed.”30 All she had to do was disguise her will, and use her eyes.


Official photographers took a few pictures of baby Margaret as an infant and then began in earnest once she passed her second birthday. These are instructive. Photographers of the period used soft focus, sepia tones, and blurred outlines so as to present their subjects discreetly and with a flattering look that tended to create bland, unrevealing, totemlike figures. This, of course, was ideal for the royal family and surprisingly popular; they might end up as postcard inserts in cigarette packs. It is something of a surprise, almost a shock, to find photographs of a toddler surmounting such obstacles. This is the case of a portrait by Frederick Thurston & Son of Luton, art publishers to their Majesties in 1932, which became a postcard and published often enough for copies to turn up, moderately priced, in miscellaneous ephemera in the flea markets up and down Notting Hill Gate.


Margaret is seated barefoot on a wide windowsill in the home of her grandparents, the Earl and Countess of Strathmore. She is smiling, her golden curls in a soft frame around her face, very much at ease. What one is drawn to is the piercing intensity of her eyes. They dance and sparkle, full of fun; they seem almost incandescent. In other words, apparently, normal in every feature.


When, in 2022, the Scottish government published a guide to “Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder,” it emphasized that there were so many factors to consider that making this kind of diagnosis was difficult. If the mother drank early in the pregnancy—sometimes before she knew she was pregnant—a child’s facial features, which are already being formed, are affected in certain 23recognizable ways. These include eyes set wide apart, a flattened bridge to the nose, and the same kinds of peculiarities around the mouth. But a child can look perfectly normal and continues to be affected by damage to the brain, nervous system, bone structure, and everything else, since alcohol continues to wreak its havoc for the full nine months. Such handicaps develop as stunted growth, an inability to deal with feelings, irritability, temper tantrums over something as minor as holding a pencil. And that problems can begin to show up when the baby is only a few weeks old.


The same paper has estimated that as many as 172,000 people in Scotland may be affected.


“It is the most overlooked neurodevelopmental condition in Scotland,” they claim.


Similar reports in U.S. journals make the same point. The condition is thought to be “remarkably common.” In 2018, Dr. Michael Charness, a neurobiologist then at Harvard Medical School, wrote: “it was disturbing that the problem had not received the attention it deserved. As a result, not enough is known how various structures in the body are damaged, including the brain, or when; only that they are.”


When Queen Elizabeth II celebrated her seventieth year on the throne in February 2022, a fascinating group of home movies, never seen before, gave the viewer a glimpse not only of the Queen herself, but her sister Margaret at a very early age, then perhaps two or three. Elizabeth is walking in a garden, headed towards the camera. Somewhere in the background is a tiny figure in a white dress, completely absorbed in the business of putting one foot in front of the other, trailing her sister with all the fierce determination of her small person. Arriving finally beside her sister, she is bursting with excitement. She lets out a crow of triumph, almost a scream of pleasure. To hear such a sound from one so young is, simultaneously, a clue of the formidable personality-to-be, and unsettling.


When Marion Crawford became governess to the two princesses in 1932, Elizabeth had just turned six, and Margaret was two. “Crawfie,” as she came to be called, had already heard the rumor that there was something wrong with Margaret. It was said she was “deaf and dumb.”31 Nowadays, parents looking for children to adopt always want to know whether a particular baby’s mother drank, because the worse the problem is, the sooner they show up in the baby. It is also well known that the more the infant needs help, the more difficult it can be to provide.


Jodee Kulp, an author who dedicated her life to raising awareness of fetal alcohol syndrome, adopted Liz, her future daughter, at aged five months. She 24discovered an immediate problem as soon as she tried to pick up the baby: the child stiffened, became “as flat as a board,” and started to wail. After much trial and error, the only way to calm the child was to hold it next to her skin, bundled up against something very soft. The same issue took constant rocking, singing, massages, and warm baths. The next big issue was that she needed constant feeding around the clock, every two hours or less. It took a relay of three adult caregivers.32


In Margaret’s case we do not know what it took to get her fed and asleep, but the fact that she was always being carried by Nurse Alah suggests this was the only way to calm her. The rumor “deaf and dumb” is obviously untrue but could have come about because the baby was not responding.


Queen Mary has been judged somewhat harshly by posterity for not lifting a finger to prevent the brutal upbringing of hers and George V’s sons. All changes in a flash where these two granddaughters are concerned. She declares that she is studying child development and acting in other grandmotherly ways by having the girls stay with them. During one of those visits to Sandringham when Margaret is visiting, Mary finds that the girl is “a great pickle.” The little girl insists on annoying Papa. How? She is fascinated by his beard. She wants to play with it, and, going along with the game, he pretends to be hurt, and she laughs. Why? It is just part of the game.33 How naughty of this little girl, now two-and-a-half, to laugh when he cries, looking at him with “wicked eyes.”34 She must be very bad. How any grownups with small children of their own can take Queen Mary’s conclusions at face value is hard to imagine.


Nevertheless, the word is out. Margaret is incorrigible and naughty. It is all the fault of her parents who spoil her. William Shawcross, the Queen Mother’s official biographer, describes Margaret, then aged ten, as “mischievous and provocative.”35 He returns later to the same theme, “bright, beautiful, mercurial, and willful.”36 She has a “naughty winsomeness.”37 The die has been cast. Everyone understands that her older sister is a model of good behavior—obedient, stable, and self-controlled. Margaret is spoiled, flighty, and out of control. She has a wicked streak. Seemingly, it all began when she, only a toddler, derived pleasure from hurting Papa.


It is tempting to speculate that the “she is bad” theory is not quite what the grownups around her with positions to maintain might have thought behind the scenes. After all, the fates of five little girls in the Bowes-Lyon family had been banishment. This was not quite so easy with a royal baby, announced with such fanfare just a couple of years before. The solution was at hand: She was to be labeled perverse and difficult (after all, she looked quite pretty) and leave it at that. Bad behavior can easily be put down to negligence on the part 25of the governess and spoiling by parents. She was like that, and they were doing the best they could with a kid who was born difficult. “Naughty” became a code word perhaps. Everyone in a tight inner circle knew that she actually had another sort of problem, but “we don’t know what it is.” If they did think this way, it was kept a secret.


Studies in print describe the day-by-day development of children with fetal alcohol syndrome. They vary greatly, from mildly impaired to severe. Whether the damage affects just the facial features, or a whole galaxy of other problems, is being studied, but without knowing exactly when the pregnant mother drank or even how much, such studies have to be tentative. Nobody wants to put a double-blind study in motion. The case of Liz Kulp, the little girl similarly affected, was severe. She was so affected that for the first six months of her life she would actually scream if anyone tried to touch her. It took many months before this tortured infant could look her caretaker in the eye. In fact, a relay of helpers was needed to feed her around the clock, while dealing with her projectile vomiting and hours of listening to her crying.


The parallels in Margaret’s case are significant. Liz Kulp, who tells her own story in The Best I Can Be, when faced with learning to read, could not deal with it. She said the letters “danced on the page.” One of Margaret’s tutors said she was “the most difficult child she ever had to teach.”38 Both of them struggled to learn to write. Liz Kulp lacked the fine muscle control needed to hold a pen. The same problem dogged Margaret, who ended up wrapping a fist around her pen, as can be seen in photos signing her name when she was in her thirties. A large correspondence of Margaret’s handwriting in the Royal Archives, all letters to Queen Mary, show how she struggled to master this art, beginning with agonizingly careful letters from age seven and for the next four or five years until lines would no longer be needed to stop the letters from dancing.


Both responded instantly to music and showed natural gifts. Liz Kulp explained that her ears were “eating the music and putting it into her tummy.” She began learning to play the harp when she was seven.39 As for Margaret, there is the famous story that she was being carried when, hearing a tune she knew, she started humming it and was almost dropped in surprise by the astonished adult. It was a tune from The Merry Widow, and she was just a year old. Before long, she was picking up other melodies and playing them on the piano. At some point, it was suggested she learn to read music, but she objected that since she was playing them anyway, why bother?


Liz invented stories all the time and had a hard time separating fact from fiction; her mother despaired of teaching her the difference.
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“We have been shocked many times by the incredible tall tales flowing . . . from the mouth of someone who (supposedly) had a limited imagination.”40


Crawford makes a similar point about Margaret’s vivid, and sometimes “appalling” dreams, about “green horses, wild elephant stampedes, talking cats . . . that went into two or three installments.”41


Liz was a chatterbox. So was Margaret. Liz’s mother said, “Whatever popped into her mind flowed out of her mouth.”42 It took a while before her mother understood that the endless stream literally reflected everything she was thinking; the little girl eventually learnt how to think without needing to speak it. The same could probably be said of Margaret.


Liz was a biter. The first time it happened, the toddler fastened on her mother’s chin and refused to let go; she had to be pried off. Margaret preferred hands and left marks to prove it.43


Both little girls had lightning switches of mood. Margaret could switch from smiles and kisses in a flash and was suddenly in a rage. Liz once explained to her mother that the mood was like a current that began at her feet, then traveled up her knees and into her head. After that, she had no control; she could not stop herself.44


The kind of person exposed before birth to alcohol, Kulp wrote, had poor impulse control, had “limited cause-and-effect reasoning, memory issues, and difficulty understanding abstract ideas.” Such a person “has trouble with money, time and math, gets easily frustrated, and is decidedly volatile.”45 What was lacking, as Jane Austen would have said, was prudence. More or less since the eighteenth century it had been a point of pride never to reveal feelings at all. If one suffered, it was in silence. This translates as the well-known “British reserve,” or having “a stiff upper lip.” Such codes of conduct applied to society at large. But those with the most to lose, meaning face plus status, adhered to it with the most rigor. Since the Royal Family was seen as the exemplar of all that constituted the British ideal, along with their great status came cruel emotional demands.


They had to be perfect, more than human, since they represented an ideal. They were locked, as it were, into the most luxurious of prisons masking their feelings “more rigorously than . . . necessary for ordinary people,” the Infanta Eulalia, daughter of Isabella of Spain, observed.


“Most princesses I know are reduced by this inexorable discipline to nonentities whose mouths are twisted in an eternal smile.”46


Her Royal Highness made this prescient observation in Court Life from Within, published in 1915, fifteen years before Princess Margaret was born.
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Chapter 3

Too Strict: Too Lax








“What lingers from the parent’s individual past, unresolved or incomplete, often becomes part of her or his irrational parenting.”


—Virginia Satir





The news in October 1930 was succinct. The baby Princess Margaret Rose had arrived in London on the overnight train from Scotland after a journey of 350 miles in a special compartment with her parents, sister, and nanny. The train arrived fifteen minutes ahead that morning, hoping to evade a crowd. But as they appeared on the platform, people rushed towards them anyway, craning for a glimpse of the baby. She was securely camouflaged under a capacious shawl of white wool. The family was whisked off to their Piccadilly mansion by motorcar. A single, laconic paragraph.1


Such telegrammatic communiqués would have been quite understood by readers of the London dailies, which, before TV and digital news, along with BBC radio, were the sole sources of information in Britain in the early twentieth century. The proprietors of the big London papers that went all over Britain specialized in such decorous self-censorship as befits the family of a possible heir to the throne, who might one day—one never knew—become the emperor of dominions on which the sun never set. It was just good business to want to 28shield such persons from any news that might give them distress, or even mild embarrassment. The public should be told only what they needed to know, something “warm, comfortable and reassuring.”2 Newspapers in New York and elsewhere on the East Coast could print what they liked, but access to those sources of information were a week away by ocean liner (no big airlines in those days), and so they didn’t matter. Here at home, the royal family was “untouchable.”


An interesting case in point involves the tragedy that befell one of the brilliant figures of the age: Charles A. Lindbergh. As everyone knew, Col. Lindbergh was the intrepid American pilot who had, in January 1927, made the astonishing flight of 3,600 miles solo from New York to Paris. It took him 33½ hours, and his reception, when he finally landed on solid ground, was tumultuous. He was, after all, the first to succeed. His audacity and endurance captured imaginations around the world. It has already been noted that in the absence of her parents, baby Elizabeth herself had already received the colonel in Buckingham Palace. Once George V and Queen Mary heard the news, they extended a second invitation to the hero and awarded him a rare honor, the Air Force Cross, a few months later. Elizabeth, now up and walking, gravely shook his hand. He gave her a pat on the cheek.3


So, Lindbergh’s link with royalty was already established. They would have been as appalled as everyone else to learn in 1932 that his son Chester, not yet two years old, had been snatched from his bed in Lindbergh’s home in Hopewell, New Jersey, on March 1, 1932. The ransom demanded was $50,000. But by the time it was paid, the baby had been murdered.


Two years passed before Richard “Bruno” Hauptmann, a thirty-four-year-old carpenter and German immigrant, was found and arrested. His trial eventually took place in January 1935. He was convicted and finally electrocuted in the spring of 1936. In effect, the kidnapping, hunt for the murderer, and eventual fate dominated the press internationally for four years.


That same month the warning letters started for the Duke and Duchess of York, informing them that “their two baby royal princesses, and particularly Elizabeth, were in danger of being kidnapped.” When the Lindbergh kidnapping was first reported, the parents discussed further protections for their children with Scotland Yard. They were told not to worry; “ordinary arrangements were sufficient to protect them.” But the Yard suggested that a trip to the West Country to visit their grandmother, the Countess of Strathmore, should be postponed, and “it might be advisable to keep the princesses indoors for a couple of days.”4


This particular threat against the lives of two princesses does not seem to have been reported elsewhere—the author can find no reference to it in 29newspaper archives or biographies. Neither can another such report be found of a threat two years later, which was at least published in the United Kingdom in the summer of 1934. The Sunday Express reported that the girls, on holiday at Glamis, were cloistered behind bolted and double-locked gates, guarded by armed men. The wooded avenues leading to the castle were patrolled day and night.5 Two days later, on August 20, an “unqualified denial,” presumably from the Palace, dismissed the idea that the lives of the princesses were in danger. If they had not been seen in the village, that was because they were in quarantine. There was an outbreak of scarlet fever in the area. Why it should be necessary to double-lock them inside the castle with armed men was not explained. Anxious protectiveness was bound to increase and monitoring, from the minute to the second.


The point of view most often expressed nowadays is that the little girls led normal lives—or lives consistent with their aristocratic counterparts. This idea does not bear much examination. To begin with, they were on public display almost from birth with crowds prepared to rush at them en masse, as was seen when the four-year-old Elizabeth walked out of Buckingham Palace to watch the palace guards perform, something that would send most children screaming for their mothers. They were vulnerable any time they left the doors of their house to be taken somewhere, or get in a car, or ride a pony or play in the park, despite the detective from Scotland Yard who shadowed them discreetly. It was normal, on occasion, to lock gates behind them and have guards posted outside their nursery. And for several years, they were living on the sidewalk of one of the most heavily traveled and internationally famous streets in London: Piccadilly.


The curious name of Piccadilly has been variously explained. But it seems to have been derived from “piccadill,” a kind of stiffening fabric considered essential for collars and much else in the making of elaborately shaped women’s skirts, for instance, from about the sixteenth century on. Known for such artifice, a successful tailor, Robert Baker, was consulted far and wide, and he set up shop in what is now named after his principal trade. Piccadilly Circus was created in the nineteenth century to connect the brand-new shopping avenue called Regent Street with the city’s major theaters along Shaftsbury Avenue.
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