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Chapter 1


HISTORY AND THE QUEEN


Each Christmas, at this time, my beloved father broadcast a message to his people in all parts of the world. Today I am doing this to you, who are now my people.


CHRISTMAS BROADCAST, 1952


Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II is how hard it is to realise she is actually in her nineties. Her brain is still razor sharp, her skin is perfect. Her teeth are white and her smile, when she chooses to use it, is as wide and generous as ever. She moves like someone twenty years younger in that unmistakable Windsor gait that actress Helen Mirren perfected so well in her Oscar-winning role as the Queen in the 2006 film of the same name. Slightly bent forward, head down, with large purposeful strides. Since her birth in April 1926, the year of the General Strike, the world has changed beyond all recognition, but she seems remarkably unchanged and unchanging.


Her dedication and the efficiency with which she carries out her role as head of state are unsurpassed. While she wins no prizes for imagination, charisma or small talk, and was widely regarded as ill-educated as a child – she spent just seven and a half hours a week with her governess – she is the most reliable, unflappable, least complaining monarch in history. She has always enjoyed the regimented side of royal life and is a stickler for order – she will notice the minutest detail. On one occasion during a parade, she spotted a guardsman fiddling and remarked, ‘That man in the back rank, third man from the right, kept moving his fingers on his rifle. Why did he do that? Is he mad?’


Her dogs, which she feeds herself, are fed in strict order: the eldest first and the youngest last. They wait for their names to be called out and, because of the strict hierarchy, there is never any fighting when this task is being performed by Her Majesty. Her love of horses and dogs is well documented and, at Windsor weekends, the talk is usually about animals. For a woman who is constantly surrounded by people, the natural world has played a large part in keeping her sane. With animals, she has no role to play and no dangerous words to stifle.


That is not to say that the Queen does not have her unguarded moments, and she has a wonderfully waspish sense of fun if she chooses to use it. Three days after her grandson Prince William’s engagement to Catherine Middleton was announced in November 2010, the Queen and Duke of Edinburgh were being entertained to lunch at Sheffield University by Sir Peter Middleton, former chairman of Barclays Bank and chancellor of the university. The Queen, who was seated next to Sir Peter, turned to him and said impishly, ‘Any relation?’ When he replied in the negative, she then said, ‘A little research perhaps?’


Now, it would have been easy for him to let his guard drop, but being socially adept he knew however friendly the Queen might be, you cannot become overfamiliar yourself. Even her children bow to her when they come into a room; and a friend of Princess Anne, witnessing her take a telephone call from her mother, noticed she automatically stood up as she started talking.


In the Queen’s unchanging routine, any little mishap becomes an adventure and any situation a potential part in the play of her life. Her own brand of humour is delivered with impeccable timing, which comes from her years of public speaking. Her skill for mimicry is honed from observing and listening to the hundreds of characters she meets. A couple of years ago, an elegant and impeccably mannered American gentleman from Atlanta, Georgia, was introduced to Her Majesty at a reception at St James’s Palace. He bowed low and informed the Queen in his deep southern drawl that he came from one of Her Majesty’s former colonies. The Queen replied that, indeed, she could tell from the way he was talking that he came from the southern states. Looking at her straight in the eye, he told her he had heard she was an excellent mimic and, before he lost his nerve, challenged her to have his accent perfected by the next day.


Without hesitating the Queen said that if he kept on talking the way he was, she would have his accent perfected before dinner.


Energetic and open-minded though she is, the Queen is still the person she always was. Controlled, unemotional, punctilious and dignified, it is difficult to understand what kind of woman she really is, and none of her biographers has successfully managed to penetrate her private world. Even the experienced BBC documentary-maker, Edward Mirzoeff, who produced Elizabeth R to mark the Queen’s fortieth anniversary of her accession to the throne, confessed that, after a whole year spent with her and her entourage, he still could not claim to know her. During that time, he lunched privately with the Queen, talked with her in her sitting room and sat with her while she had her portrait painted, as well as travelling with her to Sandringham and Balmoral.


Having spent more time with her in intimate circumstances than any of her biographers, he felt she remained a mystery. He admitted he came to know her mannerisms and style of her daily behaviour well, but never the woman herself. So is it possible to get to know and understand the Queen better than we do? Is there a way we can shed more light on her character, personality and interests?


Arguably the best clues lie in the speeches she actually writes for herself. Her Christmas speech is more or less the only time in the year when she has the chance to express her own opinion, however understated it might be, without having government officials, diplomats or other figures to guide her. As such, the Queen’s speeches provide a unique and valuable insight into her personality. Accordingly, in writing this book I have delved into all of her speeches to find the key moments when she opens up, however subtly, to reveal her thoughts on subjects as diverse as modern technology, families and the role of women, immigration and much else besides.


The stories told by those close to the Queen might not reveal a great deal about her, but they do say something about the reality of the relationship between her and her husband. On one occasion, for instance, they were picnicking at Balmoral and for some reason or other Prince Philip was late, and there was a huge row as she let rip at him: ‘This is ridiculous . . . Where on earth have you been? Why were you doing that?’ Of course, they ended up the best of friends, but it was uncomfortable for those around who witnessed the scene.


Her late private secretary, Lord Charteris, recalled once many years ago when President Mobutu of Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo) came on a state visit and his wife smuggled her pet dog through customs in a fur muff and into Buckingham Palace. She then demanded steak for the dog to eat. Naturally, the Queen heard about it through her staff grapevine and said with tremendous force, ‘Martin, that dog is to be out of my house by three o’clock this afternoon!’ He recalled she was ‘really shaking with anger and someone from customs came immediately and picked the dog up’.


Probably those who know the Queen best, apart from her family and very close friends, are her trusted group of personal staff, such as her dresser and her page and, of course, her security protection officers. They are the only ones who see Her Majesty in her unguarded moments and could, if they chose to do so, paint us a true picture of the monarch with all her fears and foibles.


A former chauffeur recalls driving the Queen in a convoy of three cars returning to London from Luton Hoo at two in the morning. A local constable’s suspicions were aroused when he saw three Daimlers coming along the narrow road and he put his hand up to stop them. The front car came to a halt and the window went down. The chauffeur enquired, ‘Good evening, officer. Can I help you?’


‘Well,’ said the policeman. ‘It is a matter of, can I help you? What are you doing driving round here at this time in the morning?’


The chauffeur leaned forward and said quietly: ‘I have the Guv’nor in the back. The Queen. In the next car is the Queen Mother. In the third is Princess Margaret, and this man next to me is Chief Inspector Perkins, who looks after the Queen.’


‘Yes,’ said the policeman. ‘And if that’s right I’m Roy Rogers and this bike’s Trigger.’


Then a little voice from the back of the car said: ‘I’d get on Trigger if I were you because you’re ahead at the moment.’


The policeman nearly died of shock, but there was a happy ending. The Queen sent a letter from Buckingham Palace to Hertfordshire’s chief constable, complimenting the policeman on his vigilance – and he was promoted.


She looks after her staff – never servants – listens to their problems, helps their families and is prepared to put up with all kinds of small indiscretions, such as same-sex love affairs and drunken behaviour, as long as no one else gets to know about them. As her son Prince Andrew revealed, there is nothing that goes on in her household that the Queen doesn’t know about, but she prefers to keep it to herself.


However, she would be inhuman if she didn’t occasionally forget things, such as in the case of Paul Burrell. The late Princess of Wales’s former butler had a meeting with the Queen in which he told her he had taken some of Diana’s possessions into his safekeeping. She only remembered when his trial was at its height and admitted to Prince Charles and Prince Philip that she recalled him saying something to her about keeping Diana’s belongings. The result was the trial was halted and Burrell was acquitted.


Like her mother before her, the Queen has the ability to compartmentalise and, if things get too difficult, she will take off for a walk with her dogs and forget about it. Prince Philip calls it her ‘dog mechanism’. On the day Prime Minister John Major announced the separation of the Prince and Princess of Wales in the House of Commons, the Queen was staying at Wood Farm on the Sandringham estate. It was a poignant setting, for it was here that, in 1919, in this red-brick house hidden from view at the end of a long tree-lined drive, the Queen’s thirteen-year-old uncle, the pathetic Prince John, had died of an epileptic fit all but forgotten.


She did not watch the prime minister on television. Instead, she did what she always does when she is agitated and took her corgis for a walk through the wintry woods and ploughed Norfolk fields. When she got back, she dried off the dogs and then almost immediately took them out again.


When she returned to the back door, a member of staff approached the solitary figure of his sovereign, who was dressed in Wellington boots, a Loden coat and a headscarf. He said how very sorry he was to hear the news. The Queen replied: ‘I think you will find it’s all for the best.’ She then walked out again into the drizzle.


Like many aristocratic parents of her era, the Queen did not see much of her children, who were cared for by nannies, and, in the case of Prince Charles and Princess Anne, also by their grandmother, the Queen Mother. The Queen was not a tactile mother and in later life blamed the disintegration of three out of her four children’s marriages on her lack of availability when they were growing up. She was only twenty-five, with two small children, when she was catapulted into a world of formidable older men and women. She was not only head of state but the first sovereign to be made head of the Commonwealth, with over a billion subjects. She had all the responsibilities and support, but none of the understanding from someone her own age while still learning the job.


‘In a way I didn’t have an apprenticeship,’ she says. ‘My father died much too young and so it was all a very sudden kind of taking on and making the best job you can.’


It was not surprising she was too busy for her children’s difficulties. If they had a problem, they seldom discussed it with her and developed the habit of talking about only the most trivial of things. When Prince Charles had troubles with Diana, it was to the Queen Mother he turned and later to Camilla Parker Bowles, never to his mother. None of the Queen’s children was accustomed to speaking out about their real feelings because they had been left to their own emotional devices for too long. The results, particularly in the case of Prince Charles and Diana, were disastrous.


As a grandmother, the Queen has enjoyed more time with her children’s offspring than she ever had with her own. Peter and Zara Phillips were, and indeed are, particular favourites, although it took five weeks before she saw her first great-grandchild, Peter and Autumn’s daughter, Savannah Phillips. She is very fond of Princesses Beatrice and Eugenie and proud of the way Prince William and Prince Harry have turned out, despite their troubled early life. She thoroughly approves of the Duchess of Cambridge and doesn’t give a fig for her being from an ordinary background as long as it is a stable one – which it is. They may have little in common, as Kate gives no signs of being a genuine horsey, doggy lady, but she admires how well the Duchess has embraced royal life, combining it so cheerfully with duty and motherhood. She has high hopes the Cambridges’ marriage will be as successful as her own and therefore guarantee the future of the monarchy she has sacrificed so much to sustain.


Throughout her long reign, the Duke of Edinburgh, now in his nineties, has been her ‘strength and stay’, but he is not superhuman. His own mother died at eighty-four, his father at sixty-two and the youngest of his four sisters, Sophie, seven years his senior, at eighty-seven. Genetically, he has outlived his whole family and, despite having overcome several major health problems, may not survive into his hundreds. That means that if the Queen has the longevity of her mother, she may live for many years as a widow. Even if this happens, she has no intention of abdicating. She will reign as long as she is fit and well enough to do so, and that is the promise she made long before she became Queen and it is a promise she will keep. She never forgets that, among her many other styles and titles, she is Defender of the Faith. When Elizabeth II, by the grace of God, came to the throne, she was crowned and anointed a queen in a solemn religious ceremony. Not only did she make her vows to her people, she made them to God.


‘It’s a job for life,’ she says. ‘Most people have a job and then they go home, but in this existence the job and the life go together. You can’t really divide it up. The boxes and the communications just keep on coming and of course with modern communications they come even quicker. Luckily, I am a quick reader so I can get through a lot of reading in quite a short time, though I do rather begrudge some of the hours I have to do instead of being outdoors.’


The Queen adheres to a strict, old-fashioned Christian faith. She does not see going to church as a duty but as something she enjoys and always has done. She loves traditional hymns and has always preferred the all-embracing words of the Authorised Version, which shows her to be both pragmatic and conservative. When she is at Windsor Castle at weekends, she likes to go to the private chapel in the park near Royal Lodge, rather than St George’s Chapel, which she considers too grand. She is not a fan of sermons, but four different bishops are invited to preach at Sandringham when she is there at the beginning of each year.


The Queen’s Christmas broadcasts, which she has been giving since her accession to the throne in 1952, are again highly significant in enabling us to understand her faith. They are the most predictable clue to her religious beliefs, and she often uses the opportunity of the celebration of the birth of Jesus to make a Christian point. However, in the sixties, she began to play down the specifically Christian aspects of the celebration. It was part of her early acknowledgement of the importance of all faiths, which in recent years she has come back to again and again, reflecting the increasing numbers of the population who have different religious beliefs, or none at all. Accordingly, reconciliation has become a recurring theme in her speeches – it is a Christian virtue, but it is one that all can relate to. She will also often praise those who do boring, repetitive, selfless tasks, perhaps suggesting that they are not unlike her own role.


Once a year, the Queen comes into our homes and speaks to us from her home, in her own words, not repeating some political platitudes drafted by a government speechwriter. It is the one time in the year she has licence to express some of her own feelings, as the Queen is probably the only individual in a free country who does not enjoy a constitutional right to freedom of speech. Usually, she is required to speak her lines as if from a continuous play written by an ever-increasing circle of scriptwriters. In the UK, everything she says in public must be in accord with the sentiments of her government of the day, and if she happens to be in one of the sixteen countries where she is head of state, she has to reflect the local prime minister, whose views about freedom or the Commonwealth or religion might be far removed from those of Downing Street or indeed her own.


Her role as head of the Commonwealth has, however, given the Queen the opportunity to say what she wants to the world, not only in her Christmas message but in her Commonwealth Day speech in March. It is her bid for freedom, but the use she makes of it reveals as much about her personality and outlook as do her words. She never directly mentions a crisis, whether it is personal or political. The departure of South Africa from the Commonwealth in 1961 never got a mention; instead, she welcomed Jamaica, Trinidad and Uganda to ‘our Commonwealth family’ when they joined the following year.


On the domestic front, when unemployment was soaring in 1980 and the government was being blamed, she said we ‘faced grave problems in the life of our country’, but added little more on a political theme. Instead, she commented on how she was ‘glad’ the celebrations for her mother’s eightieth birthday ‘gave so much pleasure’.


While she would prefer to be able to strike a happy note, in tune with the Christmas celebrations, often the tone is sombre, especially when she has to recall sad events that have happened over the previous twelve months. Occasionally, she is called upon to address the nation at times of national mourning. Perhaps the most significant of these occasions was after the tragedy of the death of Diana, Princess of Wales. The outpouring of grief that followed led the Queen to deliver a historic live broadcast to the nation.


Although privately the Queen found it hard to understand the public’s reaction to someone they didn’t even know personally, in public she maintained her composure and delivered her speech on a sultry Friday afternoon from the Chinese Drawing Room at Buckingham Palace. On Friday 5 September 1997 they did a final run-through fifteen minutes before she went on air. At 5.55 the countdown started, with the two monitors in the corner showing different pictures – the live feed of the BBC programming leading up to the news and the interior palace shot of the Queen staring intently into the lens.


‘What I say to you now as your Queen, and as a grandmother, I say from my heart,’ she began. ‘I for one believe there are lessons to be drawn from her life . . .’ The Queen’s voice was calm and contrite. It was possibly the most difficult speech she had ever given, because it followed an enormous public uproar after her initial response to the death was deemed to be insufficient. Many in the huge crowd in front of the palace gates were almost mutinous in their reactions towards her. But her speech that day was well received and, by the time of her Christmas message that year, the Queen was able to thank her subjects for the love they had shown for Diana through ‘the wonderful flowers and messages left in tribute to her’.


The next time Diana’s name was uttered in public by the Queen was seven years later, at the opening of the Diana Memorial Fountain in London’s Kensington Gardens in July 2004. The Queen spoke fondly of her late daughter-in-law, in far more intimate and affectionate terms than had been possible in the immediate aftermath of her death.


‘I cannot forget – and nor can those of us here today who knew her much more personally, as sister, wife, mother or daughter-in-law – the Diana who made such an impact on our lives,’ she said. ‘Of course, there were difficult times, but memories mellow with the passing of the years. I remember especially the happiness she gave to my two grandsons.’


Her speech on that occasion reflected many of the themes she has returned to over the years: tolerance and forbearance, children as the future, the vitality of young people, the basic goodness of most people in the community, the necessity of doing one’s best in the face of life’s inevitable frustrations and tragedies, helping those less fortunate or on the edge of society. The points are familiar because they are of the kind that have been applied by parents (and nannies, in certain echelons of society) to their children all over the globe.


Throughout all her personal speeches and Christmas messages, the Queen’s own clear voice comes through. The process of drafting the text, however, is usually a joint effort, involving private secretaries and senior members of staff, and the themes for inclusion will be discussed over many months. Any interesting or unusual events are potential topics and even a chance remark on a walkabout could produce a theme for consideration. During the summer court at Balmoral, written drafts are passed back and forth between the Queen and her private secretary, Sir Christopher Geidt. The Queen makes comments in the margin in pencil, and takes the shrewd advice of Prince Philip, who is not only an experienced speechwriter, but a well-informed theologian. Naturally, he has his own strong opinions, but he understands the Queen’s insistence on adjusting the speech until it is as it should be. Out of courtesy, Buckingham Palace will show a draft of the speech to Number 10 before it is finalised, but they are not compelled to do so. During the year, the broadcasters will have been doing their bit, too, searching for the right moments to capture on camera, so the completed ten-minute film will take almost the whole year to pull together.


It is not easy to grip an audience with the sort of worthy material that usually makes its way into the Queen’s speech, but gripped they have to be. The Queen takes it seriously and her views on the world are largely unchanging and unvaried, though she is aware and reflects on how the world itself is progressing. Her Christmas broadcasts represent continuity and the reassurance of the familiar, while the predictability of the similar themes is as comforting as Christmas itself.


The Queen’s Christmas address is not just an annual task for Her Majesty; it has also been woven into the fabric of the nation, with many families still sitting down after they have completed their lunch to watch the speech on television. The broadcast topped its popularity during the Diana years, reaching an all-time high in 1987 with an audience of 28 million. That year the Queen struck a chord when she spoke about how much she enjoyed receiving letters from members of the public, as they allowed her to get a sense of what people were thinking, even if they were critical and ‘full of advice for me and my family’.


Even now, in the modern world of technology and social media, the Christmas Day message is still looked forward to with anticipation by millions of people who regard it as much a part of their day as Christmas itself. Yet the tradition is comparatively recent. It is eighty-three years since the Queen’s grandfather, King George V, consented to face up to a radio microphone carved from Australian walnut and send a message to inaugurate the new BBC Empire Service. His words, written by poet and author Rudyard Kipling, reached 20 million people from two rooms at Sandringham converted into a temporary broadcasting studio. The microphones were connected through Post Office landlines to the control room at London’s Broadcasting House and from there were connected to BBC transmitters. The General Post Office was then used for the speech to reach Australia, Canada, India, Kenya, South Africa and other parts of the globe.


After he died, the new King Edward VIII never made a Christmas broadcast, as it was less than a year before he abdicated, on 11 December 1936. The following year, the unwelcome task fell to his younger brother George VI. He suffered from a terrible stammer, and the listeners realised what a tremendous personal struggle it was for him to speak coherently through his stammer. His speech went live from Sandringham in December 1937, and the bond between the King and his people intensified when they realised how difficult it had been for him to do this. During the years of war that followed, his broadcasts were particularly significant as they helped give hope to a disembowelled world. So, by the time of the death of her father, the Queen had little choice but to continue with his tradition of giving a Christmas message, and she explained why it was so important to her to follow him in many things that were particular to him:




Each Christmas at this time, my beloved father broadcast a message to his people in all parts of the world . . . As he used to, I am speaking to you from my own home where I am spending Christmas with my family . . . My father and my grandfather before him worked hard all their lives to unite our peoples ever more closely and to maintain its [the Commonwealth’s] ideals which were so near to their hearts. I shall strive to carry on their work.





Over the years the Queen has become aware that what is expected of her is not a performance, but a welcome. She recognises that not only is she bringing her subjects into her home, but equally she is going into theirs. It is a moment of personal connection that is impossible at any other time. When she meets people at functions or on walkabouts, her encounters are almost always brief, yet during her address she is able to give of herself for much longer, and she tries always to keep the tone personal and informal.


She cannot be asked to act, because acting is not the sentiment she wants to convey. An unpretentious feeling of warmth is essential for her message to get across. She does not have to perform her role, merely live it. When she quotes from the great works of literature or the Bible, she chooses a simple message, by far the most frequent being the familiar line about ‘peace on earth, goodwill to men’. After sixty-three years on the throne and having reached the significant milestone of being the world’s longest reigning monarch, the Queen has seen enough of politics and of life to know how important it is to reach those men of goodwill.


Over a span of sixty years and more, she has met nearly all the leaders of the age – some good, some bad, a few utterly deranged – and handled them all with grace and finesse. In that time, she has shown herself to be a woman of will, determined to carry out her duties in her own way and according to her own beliefs. She has seen the power of the monarchy eroded, but has steadfastly maintained her authority over what areas she can control. When, in 1961, the British government, concerned for her safety, tried to prevent her visiting Ghana, she exerted her prerogative so forcefully that Prime Minister Harold Macmillan backed down and the Queen went to West Africa.


She was just as quick to put Prime Minister Tony Blair in his place when, on a visit to Balmoral in 1999, he said with only three years to go it was time to start making preparations for the Golden Jubilee. The Queen interpreted this as an attempt to hijack the arrangements and sternly reminded him: ‘My Golden Jubilee, Mr Blair.’


She is also physically brave. When at Trooping the Colour in 1981, someone fired blank shots at her. She calmly continued with the ceremony and appeared unaffected by it. When Prince Edward telephoned her from his school that night, she never mentioned the incident. Sometimes actions can speak louder than words, but as we will see throughout this book, the words she speaks on her own behalf can be just as revealing, even if occasionally they need a little bit of decoding.


The Queen lives in unrivalled splendour, with upwards of 200 members of staff on call, but most of them are there to help her fulfil her role as head of state. Left to her own devices, she would have much preferred the homely comfort of a small household surrounded by dogs and horses. She does not enjoy society but prefers the company of the small group of friends who have not left for what she loves to call ‘greener pastures’. Her tastes are simple and those who know her well say she is two different people: Lilibet, her pet name, and Her Majesty the Queen.


Lilibet would much rather wear a headscarf than a tiara, and sit on a rug for a country picnic with her family (even in a chilling wind) than attend a sumptuous glittering state banquet. Less hardy folk have been known to complain she is apparently quite impervious to cold. However, the two characters come together in her greatest attribute: she is first and foremost a diplomat, whether on a personal level or on a political one.


No other British monarch has reigned as long as Queen Elizabeth; she has been a fixed point in the history of the monarchy and she has kept it going. She decided she was going to follow the approach taken by her father and her grandfather before that. She has not been immune to change in the way she lives her life, but she has sometimes been reluctant to embrace it. She believes that the continuity she has upheld over the years has proved to be the royal family’s salvation.


In her words to parliament on the occasion of her Diamond Jubilee, the Queen reflected on a life dedicated to the service of a nation and her gratitude and thanks for the days that have gone and for those yet to come:




We are reminded here of our past, of the continuity of our national story and the virtues of resilience, ingenuity and tolerance which created it. I have been privileged to witness some of that history and, with the support of my family, rededicate myself to the service of our great country and its people now and in the years to come.





It was a speech of emotion, reflection and dignity. It revealed the principles at the heart of her reign, and her pride in the nation’s history. As so often before, the Queen’s speech carried symbolic power, but was also a very personal statement of her beliefs.




Chapter 2


THE EARLY YEARS


I declare before you all that my whole life, whether it be long or short, shall be devoted to your service and the service of our great imperial family to which we all belong.


TWENTY-FIRST BIRTHDAY SPEECH, CAPE TOWN, 21 APRIL 1947


Until the time of the abdication in the winter of 1936, the Duke and Duchess of York were able to enjoy their relatively simple home life at 145 Piccadilly, living quietly with their children as much as their position would allow; Princess Elizabeth was ten at the time and Princess Margaret six. The future George VI was daunted by the world beyond his familiar walls and sought emotional refuge in the introspective, self-contained family unit he created for himself – his wife and two daughters he referred to as ‘we four’.


They had, for instance, been accustomed to paying a weekly visit incognito to the nearby cinema at Marble Arch. They would telephone the manager and tell him they were coming, dine early and creep into their seats at the back when the lights were low. They would sit together like any young couple, but as the film was about to end and before the lights went up, they would prepare their escape.


It took time before they could resign themselves to the serious destiny being thrust upon them with such unexpected suddenness. They feared for the life they had planned so carefully, with weeks spent at 145 Piccadilly and weekends at Royal Lodge, in Windsor Great Park. There, they spent their time in the garden, always improving, creating and enjoying a country life with their daughters and their pets. Their big worry was not so much for themselves but for their eldest daughter, for whom they had not visualised such a destiny and would not have chosen it for her.


Even before she became heir to the throne, they had little room for outsiders, and Princess Elizabeth mixed with her own carefully vetted social peers. The Duchess of York had laid down the ground rules for bringing up her children and, in common with the daughters of many aristocratic houses at that time, Elizabeth and Margaret were educated privately at home, chiefly by their governess, Marion Crawford. The Duchess’s former nanny, Clara (‘Allah’) Knight, a no-nonsense Hertfordshire woman, believed that to spoil a child was to ruin the adult. What this meant in practice was that everything was done according to a strict routine and at an appointed hour, from breakfast at 7.30am through to bedtime at 7.15pm.


The rigours of this inflexible routine were alleviated somewhat by the arrival of a nursery maid, 22-year-old Margaret MacDonald, whom Elizabeth nicknamed ‘Bobo’. A generation younger than the formidable Allah and a lot more easy-going, she came to share the Princess’s bedroom and remained her closest confidante and friend until her death in 1993.


However, there was only so far even Bobo and Allah were allowed to go in their efforts to make young Elizabeth’s life as pleasant as they could, for there was another significant figure involved in her upbringing – her grandmother, Queen Mary, who was almost seventy at the time. The nannies took their instructions not from the Duchess but from George V’s indomitable wife, who ordered Elizabeth be taught to wave to crowds and smile for photographers. ‘Teach that child not to fidget,’ Queen Mary would bark. In return for the small reward of a biscuit, Elizabeth would learn how to control her bladder for hours on end. It is unfair to judge one generation by the standards of another, but even by the criteria of her own era, Elizabeth’s childhood was regimented. Only the strong will of her mother, who insisted her children should be surrounded by affection and happiness and in return offer it to others, prevented them from being lonely. The Duchess made them realise that they had two separate lives to lead – their lives as Princesses and their lives as little girls.


Even so, when Elizabeth was outside her family circle she was timid and shy to the point of gaucheness. She was dressed in clothes of the same cut and colour as her sister, who was four years her junior, and she had a physically fragile father to deal with. Because of his stammer, he was seen as an embarrassment, and the prospect of being King appalled him. When he was told he was to succeed Edward VIII, he admitted that ‘he broke down and sobbed like a child’.


Elizabeth was still young and her parents did what they could to shield her from the enormous change that had befallen them, but she was too old not to be affected by the terrible despondency engulfing her family. Told that her Uncle David was going away for a long time, perhaps forever, and that she was going to live in Buckingham Palace, she blurted out in horror: ‘What, for always?’ She saw her mother crumble under the strain, and witnessed her father reduced to helpless misery, as they began to take on their new role and her happy family life as she knew it was torn apart.


Once the family moved into Buckingham Palace, life took on a more even keel again; the Princess was removed from the all-pervading influence of her widowed grandmother, who had moved to Marlborough House. That period was short-lived, however, as international events moved fast. At the outbreak of war, Elizabeth and Margaret were sent to the comparative safety of Scotland, to stay at Birkhall on the Balmoral estate. It meant being estranged from their parents, however, and eventually Royal Lodge beckoned. In 1940 they were moved to the pink-washed house in Windsor Great Park with its wide terraces, green, weed-filled swimming pool and flat-roofed pagoda. It was relatively tranquil there; the only disturbances were the drones of wartime planes overhead. Things were not so calm in London, as the German blitz meant the city was bombed on a regular basis: Buckingham Palace was damaged on 9 September 1940 and four weeks later their old home, 145 Piccadilly, received a direct hit. In the circumstances, only the ancient battlements of Windsor Castle were thought sturdy enough to protect the two Princesses.


‘Suddenly we were asked to pack and move to the castle,’ Princess Margaret said. ‘We packed for the weekend and stayed for five years.’


They were not the only ones to be evacuated. In an operation codenamed Pied Piper, hundreds of thousands of children were sent from the slums of London to homes in a countryside they had often never seen, and many thousands more from all over the country were evacuated to North America and even Australia.


Because supplies from overseas were restricted, as German U-boats sought to stop vessels reaching the UK, food was rationed and meat was in very short supply. Those fortunate enough to own land, especially extensive land such as the royal estates, fared better. Like other children, the Princesses missed out on the luxuries of childhood, such as sweets, which were in very short supply, and bananas, which were not imported because shipping space was needed for other vital things.


Princess Elizabeth still had responsibilities and she had to work much harder than other girls of her age at her lessons, with a larger variety of essential subjects to study. According to contemporary reports that depicted her sharing in the war effort, she knitted for the troops and spent weekend mornings in the garden digging for victory. Otherwise Elizabeth and Margaret enjoyed life very much as it had been. They were still very privileged girls; they had their own bikes; a menagerie of pets, including an aviary of bright blue budgerigars, two grey ponies called Comet and Greylight and several dogs. One of these, a corgi named Jane, had two puppies, which Elizabeth named Carol and Crackers because they were born on Christmas Eve.


There were no unsightly wartime signs at Royal Lodge, and the only change since the Duke of York had become King was the presence of a policeman to open the gates instead of a kindly old lady. The house had no camouflage, and blackout (which all houses were supposed to have) was achieved with green blinds and curtains that hung behind the original drapes. Nor did the girls have the ominous gas masks that all schoolchildren were obliged to carry. Their mother was adamant that their memories of a happy childhood should be just that.


Despite all that was done to shield her from the effects of the war, Princess Elizabeth was deeply affected by its trail of horror and it made a deep and lasting impression on her. She pored over the news and at night, when she had to take shelter from air raids in the dungeons of Windsor Castle, she worried about her parents in London. She had begged earnestly to be allowed to accompany them there, but had to remain at Windsor Castle with her sister, listening to the distant booming of the anti-aircraft guns and occasional exploding bomb.


When photographer Lisa Sheridan was invited to take photographs of the family group that year, she made some acute observations about the young Princess. ‘The development of Princess Elizabeth’s character interested me in particular,’ she wrote in her autobiography. ‘It is surprising that in spite of her position Princess Elizabeth might in some ways be considered young for her age. She has of course, as her constant companion, a sister four years her junior. Inversely that may have resulted in Princess Margaret’s being somewhat older than her years, so that their lives and interests may converge more closely. But there is a delightful youthfulness and enthusiasm which one might not expect to find in her position. She shows a very loveable emotional security and lack of sophistication, and all she undertakes appears to be inspired by genuine interest.


‘Princess Elizabeth seems to be the more contemplative of the two sisters – the more reserved, the more sensitive. Princess Margaret still shows a spontaneous self-assurance and a delightfully quick response to life. The younger sister’s brain and the older sister’s lack of selfishness bridge the discrepancy of their ages most successfully.’


However much she might have lacked sophistication, Princess Elizabeth was about to discover that her role as heir to the throne meant that she had to take on certain duties, even at the age of fourteen. She was called upon to give a sterling performance on the ‘wireless’ when she made her microphone debut in 1940. According to the BBC archives, Derek McCulloch, the head of children’s broadcasting, was the man responsible for arranging the broadcast. McCulloch, known as Uncle Mac for his work as the presenter of Children’s Hour, had the idea to start a new programme for children who had been evacuated to Canada, America and Australia. He decided the Princess was the ideal person to introduce this and besieged the top brass at the BBC to get permission, before turning to the Ministry of Information and pointing out how appropriate it would be. The King agreed to these requests, despite concerns that the Princess was too young.


McCulloch recalled the Princess never made a mistake or wrong inflection, but gave a perfect broadcast. Apparently, the King rushed into the room after the first rehearsal, exclaiming to Uncle Mac, ‘She’s exactly like her!’ – meaning the Princess’s voice sounded completely natural and familiar to him.


Her governess, Marion Crawford, recorded in her book, The Little Princesses, published in 1950, that ‘Lilibet’ worked hard preparing for the speech. ‘She was so good about the endless rehearsals,’ Crawfie recalled. ‘We had to get the breathing and phrasing right. It was a long and tedious business for a little girl. She read her speech several times to Mummie and Papa and put in several phrases of her own.’


On Sunday 13 October 1940, in a special edition of Children’s Hour, the Princess gave her first ever broadcast. Together with her sister Margaret, she sat at a mahogany table at Windsor Castle and, as the radio producer counted her down for her first act of national duty, she talked to the children evacuated to Canada, New Zealand and the United States. Anxious to include her sister at the end of the broadcast, she asked ten-year-old Princess Margaret, who was sitting beside her, to join her in saying goodbye.




Before I finish I can truthfully say to you all that we children at home are full of cheerfulness and courage. We are trying to do all we can to help our gallant sailors, soldiers and airmen and we are trying too to bear our own share of the danger and sadness of war. We know, every one of us, that in the end all will be well; for God will care for us and give us victory and peace. And when peace comes, remember, it will be for us, the children of today, to make the world of tomorrow a better and happier place.


My sister is by my side and we are both going to say goodnight to you. Come on, Margaret, say goodnight.





Thereupon, a small, rather pompous, voice chipped in, ‘Goodnight children, and good luck to you all.’


The next day the BBC representative in New York, Gerald Cock, sent a cable home: ‘PRINCESSES YESTERDAY HUGE SUCCESS HERE STOP SOME STATIONS REPORT TELEPHONE EXCHANGES JAMMED WITH REQUESTS FOR A REPEAT.’ The Star newspaper reported that, following the broadcast, children had even adopted the ‘Come on, Margaret’ part of the broadcast as their catchphrase.


Churchill’s private secretary, Jock Colville, might not have liked its soppy sentimentality, but it was a great success, making the front pages of every New York newspaper. It was certainly seen by some as a political ploy to encourage America to relinquish its neutrality, but if that was the aim it had no political repercussions. However, it did mark the beginning of a regular broadcast feature for children evacuees, which had been McCulloch’s plan all along, rather than being part of a broader diplomatic initiative.


As war progressed, the peaceful days at Royal Lodge came to an end and the Princesses were moved permanently to the sturdier confines of Windsor Castle, where they lived for the remainder of the war. Their parents continued to visit them at weekends, travelling from Buckingham Palace, and the King would often draw his eldest daughter’s attention to a certain document and explain its contents to her very earnestly. There was a particular bond of understanding between the two, deeper perhaps than a normal family, as he knew they had to share the burden of her life to come and that he had to prepare her for her future role. The Queen realised how sensitive her elder daughter was and made sure she was involved as much as she could be with life at the castle and, together with Margaret, shared in the activities of the Royal School in the Great Park.


The Royal School provided education for local children, including those of the castle retainers, and poignantly a number of evacuees from London. The school was run by Hugh Tanner and his wife, and they decided which of the local children would be suitable to visit the castle as companions for the Princesses. It was an invaluable and eye-opening experience. Princess Elizabeth was horrified to discover that one of the girls evacuated from the East End of London had no proper shoes. Although her own pocket money was rationed, she took the evacuee girl into Windsor the next day and together they bought a pair of strong brogues. The Princess paid for them there and then. On another occasion, she discovered that a child destined for the ballet class was unable to attend because her mother had found it impossible to afford ballet shoes for her. To ensure the girl was not embarrassed, the Princess produced a hurriedly scuffed pair of shoes the next day, claiming they were a spare pair of hers.


Tucked away in Windsor Castle for five years, the Princess could absorb some of the symbolism and traditions of the institution of which she would one day be the integral part. She was meticulous in everything she did, including feeding the dogs, and when one of the young corgis was accidentally run over by the gardener’s van, she penned a note to him expressing her sympathy for the shock and assuring him it had not been his fault. She became an expert at plane spotting (she is to this day) and could tell when the Hurricanes made a signal to the castle that dive-bomb practice was about to begin, and almost immediately the sky was filled with screeching planes.


The wartime Christmas pantomimes staged at the castle were, according to Princess Margaret, her father’s idea. He felt the barbed wire strung ‘feebly’ around the castle, which kept them indoors in case of air raids, also imprisoned them mentally. He was anxious to find something for them to do that embraced as many of the castle staff and locals as possible. With the Princesses’ love of dressing up, singing, dancing and mimicry, staging a pantomime seemed a good idea and made for many hours of entertainment.


The King entered into the spirit of things, making expeditions around the castle with his daughters ‘hunting for junk’, as he called it. The castle was a veritable storehouse of treasures and, on one occasion, the King even allowed the girls to use the band of the Royal Horse Guards to provide the music for their show. The pantomimes, written by the schoolmaster and performed in the Waterloo Chamber to an audience of several hundred, proved a release from the restrictions of wartime life, and everyone joined in, the King and Queen bursting into song whenever they had the opportunity.


At the age of seventeen, the painfully shy Princess Elizabeth was deemed ready for the next step on her progress, as she was prepared for her future role: she was dispatched to undertake her first solo official duty. She had been made an honorary colonel of the Grenadier Guards and drove to Salisbury Plain to perform her first grown-up inspection of the battalion.


‘What shall I do with my handbag during the march past?’ she kept asking of her mother’s lady-in-waiting, Lady Delia Peel. A stream of other questions followed. As they drew near their destination, Elizabeth’s face started to blanch as her nerves got the better of her. She was on the verge of actually being sick when Lady Delia fished into her bag and produced the last of her sweet ration – a barley sugar. The lady-in-waiting commanded her to eat it slowly, adding that she would find it good for the stomach muscles.


It worked, and she managed to walk up and down the lines of soldiers as if she had been inspecting troops all her life. And when the whole battalion marched past twice, she stood stock still, handbag at her side. Queen Mary’s instructions never to fidget had paid off. On the way back to Windsor Castle that evening, she saw Stonehenge for the first time and asked if they could stop and have a look.


‘No, we can’t – it’s not on our schedule,’ replied Lady Delia, firmly reminding the Princess of the constraints of being royal, even in her teenage years.


At the end of the war, the Princesses moved back to their old rooms at the rear of Buckingham Palace, but still managed the odd moment of freedom. On VE night, now aged nineteen and fourteen, they escaped into the crowds outside the palace with a party of sixteen friends, including their cousin Margaret Elphinstone, their uncle David Bowes-Lyon, the King’s equerry, Group Captain Peter Townsend, and the young Lord Porchester, later the Queen’s racing manager. In 1985, the Queen gave an interview on Radio 4 to former BBC royal correspondent, the late Godfrey Talbot, recalling the whole episode.


‘I think we went on the balcony nearly every hour, six times, and then when the excitement of the floodlights being switched on got through to us my sister and I realised we couldn’t see what the crowds were enjoying.’


They asked their father if they could join in, to which he agreed, and the Queen recalled how she and her sister walked for miles and miles.


‘We were terrified of being recognised.’ But her attempts to pull her cap over her face to try to remain incognito were scuppered by a fellow officer in their party. He told her in no uncertain terms that it must be worn properly. ‘He said he refused to be seen in the company of another officer improperly dressed,’ she told Talbot.


‘We were swept along on a tide of happiness and relief’ by the huge crowds, and it was after midnight by the time they returned to the palace. ‘It was one of the most memorable nights of my life,’ the Queen added.


‘It was most exciting – we went everywhere,’ Princess Margaret remembered in an interview for Desert Island Discs many years later.


‘We rushed down the street and when we got back to the palace we had missed the King and Queen on the balcony,’ Margaret recalled. Then, because the Princesses were just part of the crowd, they had difficulty getting back inside the palace; and the moment of anonymity was somewhat spoiled when they had to summon a member of the household to let them in.


Even after the war, Elizabeth was not allowed to go out alone with young men. If she did have male company, it was always in a party of four or preferably six or eight. That was a strict protocol never to be broken or disregarded. She could never allow one of her escorts to take her home. She may have had her own car, given to her by her father, with its distinctive number HRH 1, but she could never drive it anywhere without a detective in the back and a bodyguard following in a second car at a discreet distance. No wonder she was naive and no wonder Prince Philip, whom she had met when she was only thirteen, remained the centre of her male universe.


She had formally met the young Philip of Greece at Dartmouth Naval College in 1939 with her parents and her sister. Aged eighteen at the time, he was assigned to look after the Princesses and made an indelible impact on the young Elizabeth. They started corresponding and the homeless Prince (his family had been exiled from his country when he was a child), encouraged by his uncle, Lord Mountbatten, eventually became a regular visitor at the royal palaces. As she grew into a young woman, his interest in Elizabeth changed and, despite her parents’ concern that she was too young, she never looked at another man.


Later on, even he couldn’t turn up at the palace without a personal invitation from her parents. If she asked him to have a sherry before dinner in her pastel pink apartments, there always had to be a chaperone in the room. Somewhat irritatingly for Philip, it was often Princess Margaret. If Philip and Elizabeth were invited to the same parties, the most they could hope for was a couple of dances together during the evening. She could not discuss her feelings for him with anyone, and perhaps she didn’t know herself, but she constantly played the score from Oklahoma!, especially the song ‘People Will Say We’re in Love’, which is still a favourite of hers today.


If it hadn’t been for the hostilities, Elizabeth’s life might have been different, but as it was she went almost straight from the nursery to the office. She had her own small staff and her diary began to be filled up months in advance. At Remembrance Day in 1945, the first to be observed for six years, Princess Elizabeth (dressed in the ATS uniform of a junior commander) was proud to place her own wreath on the Cenotaph. She was also giving the occasional, clearly articulated, professionally delivered, public speech; there was one for the YWCA (the Young Women’s Christian Association) in 1945, and another for Empire Day in 1946.
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