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WELCOME
Elizabeth II was born in April 1926, when the 

horrors of the First World War still scarred 

society and the British empire sprawled across 

the globe. In the decades that followed, the 

nation – and the world – experienced huge 

upheavals. One keystone, though, remained 

constant throughout: the Queen – our longest-

reigning and longest-lived monarch, who 

celebrates her platinum jubilee this year.

In this collector’s edition we’ve compiled and updated a host of 

articles, some of which appeared in BBC History Magazine and 

previous special issues, written by historians and other experts.

Throughout these pages you’ll follow the Queen’s journey, from 

her early years as a princess with no expectations of the crown 

through her wartime service, her marriage to the late Prince Philip, 

the joys – and struggles – of family life, and the many milestones and 

achievements of her long reign. We’ve also charted some of the 

transformations witnessed in Britain and the world at large, 

recognising the Queen’s role in some of these changes – not least 

the evolution of the Commonwealth, whose story is chronicled here.

I hope that you enjoy reading this special edition. Don’t forget to 

check out regular issues of BBC History Magazine, where we will 

continue to explore the history of the 20th century in depth. 

Rhiannon Davies, Editor

FROM THE MAKERS OF 

A BBC History Magazine guide to her life and times

QUEENTHE
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TIMELINE

1926

HRH Princess Elizabeth  

Alexandra Mary of York is 

delivered by caesarean section 
at 2.40am on 21 April at No 17 Bruton 
Street, Mayfair, home of her maternal 
grandparents. It is perhaps an inauspi-
cious start: she is the only monarch 

to be born at a residential 

address with a street number.

1936–37

Following the abdication of her 
uncle, Edward VIII, after a reign 
of only 325 days, Elizabeth’s 

father assumes the 

burden of sovereignty. He 
chooses the regnal name 
George in an effort to boost 
public confidence in the 
monarchy. Princess Elizabeth 
becomes the first female heir 
presumptive to witness the 
crowning of her parents.

1947

On her first overseas 

tour, Elizabeth joins her 
parents on a visit to South 
Africa and Rhodesia. She 
delivers her 21st birth-

day radio address to the 
Commonwealth from Cape 
Town, saying: “I declare 
before you all that my 
whole life, whether it be 
long or short, shall be 
devoted to your service.”

1925 1945

1945

Keen to make a  
contribution to the war 
effort, Elizabeth persis-
tently campaigns for 
permission to register for 
service. Initially it is 
refused on the grounds of 
personal safety. When 
her father finally con-
cedes, she joins the 

Women’s Auxiliary 

Territorial Service 
(ATS), volunteering as a 
driver and mechanic. 

The Queen
VICTORIA ARBITER chronicles the key 
moments in Elizabeth II’s extraordinary life

1947

On 20 November,  
Princess Elizabeth 

marries Lt Philip 

Mountbatten at 
Westminster Abbey. The 
occasion, officiated by the 
archbishop of Canterbury, 
is broadcast to a global 
audience of 200 million 
radio listeners. With 
postwar austerity measures 
still in place, Elizabeth 
collects ration coupons to 
purchase the material 
necessary to make her 
wedding dress, designed by 
Norman Hartnell.

The new 
princess, born 
third in line to 

the throne 
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Elizabeth, 
aged 11, at 
her father’s 
coronation 
on 12 May 
1937

1939

Following the declara-

tion of war, Lord 
Hailsham suggests that 
Elizabeth and her sister 
Margaret should be 
evacuated to the relative 
safety of Canada. Their 
mother famously replies: 
“The children could not 
go without me, I could 
not possibly leave the 
king, and the king would 
never go.” The young 

princesses spend 

most of the war at 

Windsor Castle.

Wartime duties as  
an ATS driver and 
mechanic

Elizabeth delivers her first 
radio address, in 1940

The wedding instilled a sense 
of optimism in many Britons
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Elizabeth and Philip spent  
six months travelling through 
the Commonwealth

His grandfather’s letters patent 
endowed princely status upon Charles

1951

Having been diagnosed 
with cancer, George VI’s 
left lung is removed. To 
allow him time to 
convalesce, Elizabeth and 
Philip travel in his place 
on a visit to Canada 
and the US. On  
7 October they fly 
across the Atlantic 
for the first time – 
a journey that 
takes over  
16 hours. 

1953–54 

The Queen and Philip 
make a six-month tour 
of the Commonwealth. 
Encompassing 12 
countries, it is the most 
ambitious royal tour ever 
undertaken. Leaving their 
two young children at 
home with nannies, the 
couple travel to five 
continents, covering 
43,618 miles by land,  
air and sea.

1952

King George VI dies 
in his sleep at San-
dringham on 6 February, 
aged 56. Elizabeth and 
Philip are 4,000 miles 
away in Kenya, where 
they’d stopped on their 
way to begin a tour to 
Australia and New 
Zealand. When the news 
is confirmed, Elizabeth is 
asked what regnal name 
she will assume. She 
responds: “My own 
name of course – what 
else?” On 7 February, 
the couple arrive 
home to a nation  
in mourning.

1953

As dawn breaks on Corona-
tion Day, 2 June, so does 
news that a British expedi-
tion has succeeded in being 
the first to set foot on the 
world’s highest summit, 
Everest. The Queen is 
crowned at Westminster 
Abbey. As the archbishop 

of Canterbury places  
St Edward’s Crown 
upon her head,  
the crowd chants:  
“God Save the 

Queen.” Going against 
the advice  
of her ministers, 
Elizabeth agrees to 

televise the event. 
Around 27 million 

Britons tune in.

1948

On 14 November, Prince Charles 
Philip Arthur George is born at 
Buckingham Palace. George VI 
grants children of Elizabeth and 
Philip the title prince or princess. 
Princess Anne will follow two years 
later, with Prince Andrew (1960) 
and Prince Edward (1964)  
completing the family.
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Elizabeth at her 
coronation, wear-

ing St Edward’s 
Crown, which was 
made in 1661 for 
Charles II

1950

1977

The Queen marks her 
silver jubilee by embark-
ing on a three-month tour 
of the UK, starting in 
Glasgow and visiting 36 
counties – becoming the  
first monarch to traverse 
so much of the country in 
so short a time. Mean-
while, punk band the Sex 
Pistols release their 
controversial single 
‘God Save the Queen’.

Meeting the crowds 
during silver jubilee 
festivities in 1977
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2002

Sorrow overshadows  
the early months of the 
Queen’s golden jubilee  
year, with the deaths of 
her sister and mother 
just six weeks apart. An 
estimated 200,000 people 
queue to pay their respects 
to the Queen Mother 
(above) as she lies in state. 
In early June, jubilee 
celebrations stretch over 
a four-day weekend, 
including a Prom at the 
Palace concert.

1997

The death of Diana in a Paris 
car crash on 31 August, at the 
age of just 36, rocks the nation 
and the world. The Queen is 
heavily criticised for staying at 
Balmoral with her grieving 
grandsons instead of returning 
to London. Public hostility 
escalates over the lack of a 
union flag flying at half-mast 
over Buckingham Palace. On 
the day of the princess’s funeral, 
the Queen concedes and the  
flag is raised to half-mast.

1992

After the divorce of one child 
and the separation of two 
others, a fire at Windsor Castle 
and the publication of Andrew 
Morton’s explosive tell-all Diana: 

Her True Story, the Queen 
declares 1992 her “annus 
horribilis”. In the same year, it 
is announced that she will 
begin to pay income tax. 

2000
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1982

Within a year of her 
marriage to Charles, 
Diana, Princess of Wales, 
gives birth to her first 
child, with his father 
present. Prince William 
Arthur Philip Louis is 
born at St Mary’s Hospital, 
Paddington on 21 June. 
Though not the first royal 
to be born in a hospital, he 
is the first direct heir to be 
born outside the home.

1981

Watched by an estimated global 
television audience of 750 
million, Prince Charles mar-
ries Lady Diana Spencer at  
St Paul’s Cathedral on 29 July. 
The couple step onto the palace 
balcony to greet the assembled 
masses below, who chant: “Kiss 
her!” The newlyweds oblige, 
providing the day’s defining 
moment and inadvertently 
establishing a new tradition.

Charles and 
Diana acquiesce 

to the crowd’s 
demands for a 

balcony kiss

Charles and Diana 
hold their first son, 
Prince William, 
soon after his birth

2011

Prince William marries 
Catherine Middleton at 
Westminster Abbey on  
29 April. In May, Elizabeth,  
the most widely travelled 
monarch in history (having 
visited 116 nations), finally 
visits the Republic of 
Ireland. It is the first visit by a 
British sovereign since that of 
her grandfather, George V, in 
1911 during the bloody struggle 
for Irish independence.

Prince William’s wedding to 
“commoner” Catherine Middleton

1980

TIMELINE
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2020

In an unprecedented move, 
on 8 January the Duke 

and Duchess of Sussex 

announce their inten-

tion to “step back” as 
senior working members of 
the royal family. After 
completing final engage-
ments in London in March, 
they move to the US. They 
are permitted to keep their 
royal titles but may no 
longer use their HRH style. 

Elizabeth is one of only two British 

monarchs to reign for over 60 years
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2013

HRH Prince George 

Alexander Louis of 

Cambridge, the first 
child of the Duke and 
Duchess of Cambridge, 
is born at St Mary’s 
Hospital, Paddington 
on 22 July. Third in line 
to the throne, he is also 
the Queen’s third 
great-grandchild. He 

may be the first 

monarch of the 

22nd century. 

2020

On 5 April, during the 
first Covid-19 lock-

down, the Queen delivers 
a rare televised address 
to the nation. Acknowl-
edging the grief and 
hardship facing Britons, 
she calls on the 

country to “remain 

united and resolute”. 
In June, she attends a 
“mini” Trooping the 
Colour at Windsor Castle.

2012

On 6 February, Elizabeth 
follows in the footsteps of her 
great-great-grandmother 
Queen Victoria in becoming 
only the second British 

sovereign to celebrate a 

diamond jubilee. 

2021

On 9 April, following a 
month-long hospital stay, 
HRH The Duke of 

Edinburgh passes 

away peacefully at 

Windsor Castle, at the 
age of 99. Worldwide 
tributes pour in for the 
longest-lived male 
member of the British 
royal family, and the 
Queen’s “strength and 
stay” of 73 years. A 
low-key ceremonial 
funeral is held on  

17 April at St George’s 
Chapel, Windsor, 

where he is laid  
to rest in the 
Royal Vault. 

2022

Already the longest-
reigning monarch in 
British history, Queen 

Elizabeth II becomes 

the first to mark a 

platinum jubilee on  
6 February. Four days of 
celebrations, including a 
spectacular jubilee 
pageant, are planned for 
the first weekend in 
June to commemorate 
the historic occasion. n

Wedding bells for 

Prince Harry and 

Meghan Markle

2018

Prince Harry marries 

American actress 

Meghan Markle at St 
George’s Chapel, Windsor 
on 19 May. Meghan, of 
mixed-race heritage, 
becomes the first Duchess 
of Sussex. (The only 
previous Duke of Sussex, 
the sixth son of George III, 
campaigned for the 
abolition of slavery.) The 

Sussexes welcome 

their first child, Archie 
Harrison Mountbatten-
Windsor, in May 2019. Their 
daughter, Lilibet Diana, is 
born in the US in June 2021.

Prince Philip at  

his final royal  

engagement 

before he officially 

retired in 2017

2010 2020
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THE JOURNEY TO THE THRONE OF A PRINCESS 
WHO WASN’T BORN TO REIGN

THE MAK   I
OF A QUE  
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+  YOUNG ELIZABETH  
The princess’s formative years

+ PHILIP, THE LOYAL CONSORT 

The royal marriage

+ THE CORONATION  
Elizabeth is crowned Queen

+ GREAT PREDECESSORS  
Regal female role models

+  THE LOVE BEHIND THE THRONE 

The importance of family

DAUGHTER AND HEIR 
Princess Elizabeth with George VI. 

When her father came to the 
throne in 1936 after his brother’s 
unexpected abdication, Elizabeth 
was schooled for her new role as 

heir to the throne 

   ING  
 EN



12

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

MAKING OF A QUEEN Young Elizabeth

PRINCESS
ELIZABETH

before she was 
Queen

Born to loving parents a decade before an abdication 
brought her next in line to the throne, the young Elizabeth 
enjoyed a rich family life and an unconventional education. 
KATE WILLIAMS charts the early years and upbringing  

of a princess who never expected to be queen 
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DOING HER DUTY

Princess Elizabeth, wearing her Girl 

Guide uniform, smiles for a photo  

at Frogmore, Windsor in 1942, 

shortly before her 16th birthday

OPPOSITE PAGE:  

The carefree princess pictured at 

the age of seven, three years  

before the abdication crisis
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MAKING OF A QUEEN Young Elizabeth

THIRD IN LINE The royal family gather following the 
christening of the new princess in Buckingham 
Palace’s private chapel, 29 May 1926. Although third 
in line, Elizabeth was not expected to reign

PRINCESSES AT PLAY  

Atop a rocking horse  
with sister Margaret  

in August 1932

LONGED-FOR LILIBET A seven-month-old Princess 
Elizabeth Alexandra Mary with the Duchess of York; the duke 
wrote that the baby “make[s] our happiness complete”
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n April 1926, Britain was on the brink of 
the General Strike called by the Trades 
Union Congress (TUC). There had been 
an economic perfect storm: the postwar 
crash in coal prices, combined with the 
government putting Britain on the gold 
standard, had put mining under pressure. 
After a government commission recom-
mended reducing miners’ wages, the 
stage was set for an all-out strike of 
miners and other workers covered by the 

TUC, including railway and transport workers. 
Despite the crisis, though, the home secretary Sir 

William Joynson Hicks could not be excused from wit-
nessing the legitimacy of a royal baby. The Duke and 
Duchess of York – George V’s second son, Bertie, and his 
wife, the former Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon – were expecting 
their first child. Although the baby was not a direct heir to 
the throne, Sir William still had to travel to 17 Bruton 
Street in Mayfair, a home owned by Bowes-Lyons, where 
the child was due to be born. 

The little girl was born by caesarean section at 2.40am 
on 21 April. “We have long wanted a child to make our 
happiness complete,” wrote the duke. The child was “a 
little darling with a lovely complexion”, decreed Queen 
Mary. “I do hope that you and papa are as delighted as we 
are to have a granddaughter, or would you sooner have 
had another grandson?” wrote the duke to his father, 
George V. The baby was officially third in line to the 
throne but, since she was the female child of George V’s 
second son, she was destined to be pushed down the suc-
cession by sons born to her uncle, the Prince of Wales, and 
her father. She was called Elizabeth Alexandra Mary after 
her mother, great-grandmother and grandmother – all 
consorts, not queens regnant. The princess was destined 
for a good marriage and little more.

On 3 May, the TUC called the General Strike. 
Conservative prime minister Stanley Baldwin called it the 
“road to anarchy”, but the government played hard, 
drafting in volunteers and calling forth the middle classes 

to step in. By 12 May the action had been called off, and 
the following year the government outlawed sympathetic 
strikes and those intended to coerce the government, 
making another general strike impossible and restoring 
the existing structures of power. Two weeks later, 
Elizabeth Alexandra Mary was christened by the arch-
bishop of York at Buckingham Palace.

T
he young princess was a favourite  
with her grandparents, and one of  
the few people in the family not  
afraid of the king, whom she called 
“Grandpa England”. In early 1927,  
her parents departed on a tour of 

Australia and New Zealand, leaving her with nannies. 
When they returned, they took a new house, 145 
Piccadilly, near Hyde Park. It had 25 bedrooms, a lift and 
a ballroom but, by royal standards, Elizabeth was growing 
up in a cosy, normal house, and her playmates in the 
gardens were the daughters of businessmen and doctors, 
not fellow princesses. 

In 1930, Elizabeth gained a sister: Princess Margaret 
was born. The home secretary, John R Clynes, trekked up 
to Glamis Castle, ancestral home of the Duchess of York. 
“I am glad to say that she has large blue eyes and a will of 
iron, which is all the equipment a lady needs!” the duchess 
wrote. As they grew up, it became evident that the two 
little girls had very different personalities. Elizabeth was 
conscientious, dutiful and orderly – she couldn’t go to 
sleep without unsaddling and feeding all her nursery 
horses and lining them up neatly. Margaret was playful, 
determined and fond of pranks; she blamed any mistakes 
or spillages on her imaginary friend, Cousin Halifax. 

In 1933, when Elizabeth was seven, she received a new 
governess, Miss Marion Crawford, who had been recom-
mended to the Duchess of York as a “country girl who was 
a good teacher, except when it came to mathematics”. 
Fortunately, the duchess was not looking for a challenging 
academic schedule. Both she and her husband had hated 
school (the duke had been ridiculed as a dunce). What the 

Elizabeth was conscientious, dutiful and 
orderly – she couldn’t sleep without unsaddling and 
feeding her nursery horses and lining them up neatly
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royal couple wanted for their daugh-
ters was a “really happy childhood, 
with lots of pleasant memories”, 
which meant minimal lessons. The 
king had only one request: “Teach 
Margaret and Lilibet a decent hand.” 
Miss Crawford’s regimen was gentle. 
Elizabeth received lessons from 9.30 until 
11 in the morning; the rest of the day was 
devoted to outdoor games, dancing and 
singing, with a rest period lasting an hour 
and a half. 

U
nlike her parents, Elizabeth had 
an aptitude for learning and 
enjoyed history and literature, but 
she had little opportunity for sus-
tained study. Queen Mary criti-
cised the royal girls’ education, 
and recalled that she had busied 

herself with homework in the holidays – but to no avail. 
In her free time, Elizabeth was fondest of dogs and horses. 
She declared that she wanted to marry a farmer so she 
could have lots of “cows, horses and dogs”. 

George V died in January 1936, and the Prince of Wales 
assumed the throne as Edward VIII. As king, he was more 
dependent than ever on his lover, Wallis Simpson. But 
though the foreign press discussed his relationship with 
the American divorcee at length, the British newspapers 
stayed quiet. In late October, Wallis filed for divorce from 
her second husband; it was clear that the king meant to 
marry her. The government was as determined to stop 
him, believing that the people would not accept a divorced 
consort. The empire governments mostly refused the idea 
outright. “It was plain to everyone that there was a great 
shadow over the house,” wrote Miss Crawford. 

On 10 December 1936, 10-year-old Elizabeth was 
about to write up her notes from her swimming lesson 
when she heard chants of “God Save the King” outside. 
She asked a footman what had happened; he told her that 
her uncle had abdicated and her father was king. She ran 
up to tell her sister the news. “Does that mean you will 
have to be the next queen?” asked Margaret. “Yes, some 
day,” replied Elizabeth. “Poor you,” said Margaret. 

In the face of crisis and change, Elizabeth adopted a 
technique she would use throughout her life: she stuck to 
her routine, attempting to appear unruffled. In her 
swimming notes she wrote: “Abdication Day”. 

MAKING OF A QUEEN Young Elizabeth

The jolly life at 145 Piccadilly was 
at an end. The family moved into 
Buckingham Palace, and her father  
and mother – who had previously 
always been so present – became 

consumed by meetings, receptions 
and politics. The former king, now the 

Duke of Windsor – the Uncle David of 
whom the children had been so fond – was 
sent to Europe. Elizabeth attended her 
father’s coronation, accompanied by Queen 
Mary, writing that Westminster Abbey was 
covered in “a sort of haze of wonder as papa 

was crowned, at least I thought so”. 
Elizabeth was now heir to the throne. Queen Mary 

stepped up her campaign about education, and more 
history was introduced. In 1938, Elizabeth began receiv-
ing lessons in constitutional history from Henry Marten, 
vice-provost of Eton. Marten’s teachings were important 
to Elizabeth’s perception of her role: he told her that 
monarchy was strengthened by adaptability, and talked of 
the importance of broadcasting directly to her subjects. 

The palace and the government were concerned that 
Princess Elizabeth should not seem too isolated. The First 
Buckingham Girl Guide Pack was instituted, with 20 
girls invited to the palace on Wednesday afternoons. 
They learned trekking in the palace grounds and prac-
tised signalling in the corridors. 

On 15 March 1939, German tanks entered Prague. 
The “peace” superficially created through appeasement by 
prime minister Neville Chamberlain was shattered. “Who 
can hope to appease a boa constrictor?” demanded The 
Telegraph. The country moved towards war. In the 
summer of 1939, Elizabeth and her parents paid a visit to 
the Royal Naval College in Dartmouth, where the king 
had studied. There she was introduced to Philip of Greece, 
aged 18 to her 13. The princess was fascinated by him.

On 3 September 1939, Chamberlain announced on 
BBC radio that Britain was at war. Later that day the king 
also made a broadcast, saying that this “grave hour” was 
“perhaps the most fateful in our history”. The princesses, 
on their annual summer holiday with Miss Crawford, 
were staying at Birkhall near Balmoral, where they were 
soon joined by hundreds of evacuees from Glasgow. After 
Christmas at Sandringham they went to Royal Lodge in 
Windsor, its pale pink walls painted green to fool enemy 
bombers. The queen refused to bow to pressure to send the 
children to Canada, out of the range of the enemy. 

Nanny Marion Crawford gave the 
royal girls a limited education. 

Lessons were more robust after 
Elizabeth became heir
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After Elizabeth became heir to the throne she 
began receiving lessons on constitutional history

FUTURE QUEEN Princess Elizabeth, aged 11, 
witnesses the coronation of her father the Duke 
of York as King George VI, after his brother  
Edward VIII’s abdication in 1936

CROWN RENOUNCED Edward VIII reigned 
for less than a year before standing down to 

marry American divorcee Wallis Simpson

PALACE PALS A Girl Guide unit was 
created at the palace so that Elizabeth 
could mix with girls her own age
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Elizabeth’s training was a propaganda coup. 
Photos were taken of her wielding her spanner, and 

she was on the front page of every Allied newspaper

MAKING OF A QUEEN Young Elizabeth

In spring 1940, German troops invaded Denmark and 

Norway. Chamberlain resigned and Winston Churchill 

became prime minister, declaring to the Commons that 

Britain must “wage war, by sea, land and air with all our 

might”. The dispossessed royals of Norway and Denmark 

arrived in London, seeking safety. The princesses were 

sent to Windsor Castle, where they would remain for the 

rest of the war – along with the crown jewels, bundled up 

in paper in the underground vaults. 

The princesses were key to the propaganda strategy: 

the nation was told that they were in a secret location in 

the countryside, where they carried around their gas 

masks and grew their own carrots and potatoes in a vege-

table patch. But the princesses were not exempt from the 

terrors of war: some 300 bombs were dropped on Windsor 

Great Park over the course of the conflict. On many 

nights Elizabeth and Margaret were woken and sent into 

the underground vaults of the castle. Like Churchill, they 

slept in “siren suits” – zip-up all-in-one jumpsuits designed 

for warmth and practicality during bombing raids.

The palace had repeatedly rejected requests for 

Elizabeth to speak on the radio. In 1940, with the 

Luftwaffe razing British cities to the ground, the king and 

queen changed their minds. At a time when US support 

for the war effort was critical, they agreed to allow the 

princess to broadcast on the BBC to the children of North 

America. On 13 October she gave her speech, expressing 

the sympathy she and her sister felt for those who had 

PRACTICAL PRINCESS  

The king relented in 1945, allowing 
Elizabeth to play a part in the war 
effort. She joined the Auxiliary 
Territorial Service and learned  
about car mechanics
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been evacuated, saying: “We know from experience what 
it means to be away from those we love most of all.” The 
speech was a hit. “Princess yesterday huge success here,” 
reported a North American representative of the BBC.  

“This time we are all in the front line,” said the king in 
his Christmas message at the end of 1940. The bombing 
of British cities continued until April 1941. Britain entered 
a sustained period of hardship, and that year it was the 
first country in the world to introduce conscription for 
single women. When Elizabeth turned 16, she begged her 
father to allow her to attend the labour exchange. She was 
interviewed, but not placed – much to the relief of the 
king, who wished to protect his daughters. 

A
t the end of 1943, when Elizabeth 
was 17, Philip came to spend 
Christmas with the family. He was 
charmed by her admiration and 
what he described as the “simple 
pleasure” of family life, so unlike 
his own unhappy childhood. He 

returned to war enthusiastic about the idea of marrying 
the princess, and his cousin, George of Greece, made  
a suggestion to the king that the pair might wed. It was  
a misstep. The king was shocked, and told George that 
Elizabeth was too young and Philip “had better not think 
any more about it at present”. The king didn’t wish to lose 
his daughter, and courtiers thought Philip “rough, ill 
mannered” (in the words of one). Worst of all was his 
background. As one courtier noted, “It was all bound up 
in one word: German.”

The princess turned 18 in 1944 and began to assume 
royal duties. Her father insisted she be made a counsellor 
of state (usually only open to those who had reached 21) 
and she stood in for him when he was briefly in Italy, 
signing a reprieve on a murder case. She made her first 
public speech at a children’s hospital and launched HMS 
Vanguard in the autumn. But she wanted more: she 
desired to serve in the forces. 

In early 1945, the king relented and allowed her to join 
the Auxiliary Territorial Service as a trainee ambulance 
driver. At the base in Aldershot she was initially kept away 
from the other trainees and taken to eat in the officers’ 
mess, until the papers found out and the regime was 
quickly adjusted. The princess later said that it was the 
only time in her life that she had been able to test herself 
against people her own age. For the government, her 
training was a propaganda coup. Photos were taken of her 

wielding her spanner or standing by vehicles, and she 
appeared on the front page of every Allied newspaper. 

On 30 April, Allied forces occupied the Reichstag in 
Berlin, Hitler killed himself in his bunker and German 
troops surrendered. On 7 May, the BBC interrupted  
a piano recital to announce that the following day would 
be known as Victory in Europe Day. The war was over.

On VE Day, the princesses – Elizabeth in uniform – 
appeared on the balcony of the palace with their parents 
and Winston Churchill to wave at the crowds. That 
evening, Margaret suggested that they go out to see the 
crowds. The king and queen relented and the girls set off, 
accompanied by Marion Crawford and various officers, 
wandering as far as Park Lane before returning back 
through Green Park to shout “we want the king!” with 
the throngs of revellers. “All of us were swept along by 
tides of happiness and relief,” recalled Elizabeth.

Once the euphoria had subsided, the aftermath of war 
seemed grey, miserable and marred by privations. “Food, 
fuel and clothes are the main topics of conversation,” 
wrote the king. He was exhausted by the effort of war and 
found it hard to adjust to daily life. At the same time, the 
people were fascinated by the princess and increasingly 
wanted to see her opening hospitals, presenting prizes and 
giving speeches. She was overwhelmingly popular: digni-
fied, a veteran of the war and full of the glamour of youth. 
The University of Cambridge suggested that an honorary 
degree be conferred upon her – making her the first 
woman ever to receive one – but the palace refused. 

In 1946, with the end of the war in Japan, Prince Philip 
returned to Britain and was sent to teach naval officers  
in Wales. He began to court Elizabeth in earnest, eating 
supper with her and Margaret in the nursery and taking 
the sisters out to restaurants or shows. Austerity Britain 
was delighted by the idea of a royal romance and the  
possibility of a wedding. The king and queen were 
dubious, but it was too late – Elizabeth was determined to 
marry Philip. 

In February 1947, the princess left the country for the 
first time for a tour to South Africa with her parents and 
sister. There, she celebrated her 21st birthday. She 
reviewed troops, attended a ball in her honour and gave 
her address to the empire. In it she pledged her future:  
“I declare before you that my whole life, whether it shall 
be long or short, shall be devoted to your service.” She had 
spent a long time in the nursery, but now she was 21, on 
the brink of marriage – and in less than five years she 
would become queen. n
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THE JOURNEY BEGINS 

Princess Elizabeth and Philip, 

pictured after the announcement of 

their engagement in 1947. They wed 

that November, and their marriage 

appears to have remained solid for 

over 73 years until his death in 2021

OPPOSITE PAGE:  

Philip Mountbatten, the handsome 

young naval lieutenant Elizabeth 

married for love
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PHILIP
THE

LOYAL 
royal consort

As history has shown, life as a monarch’s spouse is rife 
with pitfalls and sacrifices. Yet the Queen’s partner, 

Prince Philip, navigated the challenges and remained her 
stalwart companion for more than seven decades. 
SARAH GRISTWOOD traces their life together



22

I
t was the longest marriage in British royal 
history – a partnership that endured for 
more than 73 years. That’s surely a feat for 
any couple, but the marriage of Elizabeth 
and Philip had its own special difficulties as 
he struggled to accommodate himself to life 
in his wife’s shadow. 

Over those years, however, both partners 
came to terms with the anomalies of their 

position. Prince Philip had, said Elizabeth II in her golden 
wedding speech, “quite simply, been my strength and stay 
all these years”. And for his vital role as a moderniser 
during the early years of his wife’s queenship, Philip 
should be recognised as one of the chief moulders of 
Britain’s modern monarchy. 

Yet the man the young Princess Elizabeth chose  
for love once seemed something of an outsider to the 
British royal family. Of course, he too was royal – like his 
wife, a great-great-grandchild of Queen Victoria. But 
Philip’s grandfather King George of Greece had been 
assassinated, his uncle King Constantine deposed, and 
his father Prince Andrew exiled, along with most of  
the family. His parents’ marriage did not survive the 
strain of exile. Initially settling in Paris, Philip’s father 
moved to Monte Carlo, while his mother was placed in  
a mental institution, suffering from what the conventions 
of the day described as a nervous breakdown. Philip  
was sent to school in England and raised there in the  
care of his mother’s Mountbatten family (anglicised  
from its German form, Battenberg, during the First 
World War). 

He and Elizabeth had met on family occasions while 
she was a child. In 1939, the 13-year-old princess accom-
panied her parents to the Royal Naval College at 
Dartmouth, where the 18-year-old cadet Philip, tall and 
blond, helped to entertain the royal party. The two 
exchanged letters, and in 1943 he was invited to spend 
Christmas with the royal family at Windsor. There he 
watched a zestful 17-year-old Elizabeth sing and dance 

through the annual family pantomime, after which the 
young people turned on the gramophone and danced till 
1am. It may (suggested the princess’s governess, Marion 
Crawford, known to the princesses as “Crawfie”) have 
been then that her real interest in Philip began. 

Only a few months later the prominent diarist Henry 
“Chips” Channon recorded his belief that “a marriage 
may well be arranged one day” between the pair. Any 
“arranging” behind the scenes was done by Philip’s ambi-
tious uncle Lord Mountbatten, who had promoted the 
match from an early stage. (Philip himself at one point felt 
the need to tell his “Uncle Dickie” to step back and allow 
him to do his own courting.) On Elizabeth’s part, though, 
no arrangement was necessary.

By the time Philip was invited to Balmoral in the 
summer of 1946, it was clear Elizabeth was in love. She 
accepted his proposal that August, subject to the king’s 
consent, which had still to be obtained. Philip had an 
impressive war record, seeing active service and being 
mentioned in dispatches, but George VI had doubts about 
his daughter’s youth and Philip’s raffish reputation. There 
was concern, too, over public reaction to Philip’s German 
relations, so soon after the war. Courtiers complained he 
was “no gentleman”; the impoverished Philip was still like 
“a dog without a basket”, arriving for weekend visits 
without spare clothes and writing “of no fixed abode” 
when signing his name in visitors books. 

The princess’s parents asked her to wait some months, 
and took her away on a lengthy tour of southern Africa 
during which her famous 21st-birthday speech was 
broadcast. But on 10 July 1947 it was posted from 
Buckingham Palace that “with the greatest pleasure” the 
king and queen announced the betrothal of their dearly 
beloved daughter to Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten, RN 
(Royal Navy). He had renounced his nationality, his 
name and his Greek Orthodox religion. Other sacrifices 
would follow. 

Philip, Elizabeth wrote to her mother from honey-
moon, “is terribly independent, and I quite understand  

George VI had doubts about Philip’s raffish reputation... 

Philip was still like “a dog without a basket” 
arriving for weekend visits without spare clothes

MAKING OF A QUEEN Philip, the loyal consort



23

´

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

the poor darling wanting to start off properly, without 
everything being done for us”. Philip himself wrote that: 
“My ambition is to weld the two of us into a new 
combined existence that will not only be able to with-
stand the shocks directed at us but will also have a 
positive existence for the good.” The words came to 
sound almost like a prophecy.

T
he “shocks” came comparatively 
quickly. The early years of the 
marriage encompassed a time that, in 
retrospect, must have looked like an 
extended honeymoon. Philip seemed 
set for a high-flying naval career and, 

when he was posted to Malta, Princess Elizabeth accom-
panied him, relishing the comparatively private life of a 
navy wife. All too soon, though, George VI’s failing 
health required Philip to give up his work. 

The young couple were in Kenya, on safari at Treetops 
lodge, when in February 1952 they received news of the 
king’s death, resulting in Elizabeth’s sudden accession to 
the throne. It fell to Philip to break the news to her, but 
the shock for him was almost as severe.

Philip said that before his wife became Queen 
Elizabeth II, whatever they did was done together, adding: 
“I suppose I naturally filled the principal position.” After 
her accession, he recounted to author Gyles Brandreth,  
“I was told to keep out of the way, and I did.” As Elizabeth 
got to grips with her new responsibilities, Philip (unlike 
Prince Albert in Victoria’s day) would not be privy to the 
red boxes of state papers sent to her; nor would he be 
present at the weekly audiences with her prime ministers. 

A king’s wife, of course, would never have expected to 
play any part in matters of state but, for a man of Philip’s 
generation and temperament, it was intensely humiliat-
ing to be excluded so completely. Behind the scenes, 
however, it was Prince Philip who understood that, in a 
postwar world, the new monarchy had to sell itself differ-
ently to the nation. It was he, reported some contempo-
rary newspapers, who backed the move to permit televi-
sion cameras inside Westminster Abbey on coronation 
day, 2 June 1953. 

Prince Philip rode to the abbey beside Elizabeth in the 
Gold State Coach, but there could be no question of him 
processing with her through the abbey. He was, instead, 
the first of the temporal lords to swear allegiance. On his 

STEPPING BACK Philip stands to one side as Elizabeth arrives 
at Westminster Abbey for a coronation rehearsal in 1953. After 
his wife’s accession, the duke was “told to keep out of the way”

DAYS IN THE SUN In the early years of marriage, before she 
was Queen, Elizabeth enjoyed spells of the relatively normal 
life of a naval wife in Malta, where Philip had been posted



24

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

MAKING OF A QUEEN Philip, the loyal consort

When Princess Elizabeth married Lieutenant Philip 

Mountbatten on 20 November 1947, qualms were 

expressed: was a large public ceremony appropriate? 

Should it not be held quietly, at Windsor? The country, 

after all, was still in the grip of wartime rationing. But 

though some MPs did complain about the cost, 

Winston Churchill declared that it would be “a flash of 

colour on the hard road we have to travel” – and it was 

clear the public felt the same way.

Huge crowds came to admire the wedding presents  

set out on display at St James’s Palace, including the 

sapphire-and-diamond set from the king, who also 

gave Purdey guns. Eleanor Roosevelt sent more 

practical gifts of towels and kitchen cloths, and 

President and Madame Chiang Kai-Shek sent a dinner 

service of Chinese porcelain. Gandhi sent a cloth made 

from yarn spun on his own wheel; Elizabeth’s grand-

mother, Queen Mary, took it for one of his loincloths 

and exclaimed at the indelicacy. A woman in Brooklyn 

sent a turkey because, she said, “they have nothing to 

eat in England”. Many members of the public sent 

nylon stockings – still a rationed luxury.

Norman Hartnell, designing the wedding outfit, 

had to ask his manager to sleep in the workroom to 

thwart the attentions of press desperate to steal a 

glimpse. The dress, inspired by Botticelli’s paintings, 

was a festival of flowers, with the blooms picked out in 

crystal and pearls. Like the wedding itself, 

it promised rebirth and growth after six 

cold years of war. 

At a dance in Buckingham Palace two 

nights before the wedding, King George 

led a conga through the state apartments. 

It was the first time Europe’s extended 

royal family had been able to assemble 

since before the Second World War. The 

groom’s stag night was held at the 

Dorchester Hotel with fellow naval officers. 

The royal 
wedding
Elizabeth married for love and wanted 
to be “as happy as my father and 
mother have been”

ALL CHANGE 
Wedding day, 1947. Philip had to renounce his nationality, his 

name and his Greek Orthodoxy in order to marry Elizabeth

BELOW: A Picture Post royal wedding special issue,  

November 1947

There were some last-minute mishaps on the wedding 

morning itself. No-one could find the bride’s bouquet, 

and it was discovered that the double strand of pearls she 

had planned to wear – a gift from her parents – was still 

on public display at St James’s Palace. But the bouquet 

was traced to a cool room where it had been placed to 

keep fresh, and the princess’s private 

secretary leapt into a hastily comman-

deered car to retrieve the necklace in the 

nick of time. 

The day dawned cold and clammy, 

but crowds standing 50 deep watched as 

the bride and her father drove to 

Westminster Abbey in the Irish State 

Coach, escorted by the Household 

Cavalry. It was a welcome return to the 

world of pomp and pageantry – the 
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first time the cavalry’s full ceremonial uniform and 
plumed helmets had been seen since prewar days. 

The archbishop of York, officiating alongside the 
archbishop of Canterbury, said that the wedding was 
“in all essentials exactly the same as it would have been 
for any cottager who might be married this afternoon 
in some small country church”. Postwar tensions 
dictated that Philip’s three surviving sisters, married to 
German princes, were not invited to the ceremony – 
perhaps the only controversy surrounding the day.

The bride promised to obey, and the couple left the 
Abbey to the strains of Mendelssohn’s ‘Wedding 
March’. At the wedding breakfast, an “austerity” event 
for a mere 150 guests, Filets de Sole Mountbatten was 
followed by a casserole of unrationed partridges and 
“bombe glacée Princesse Elizabeth”. 

King George VI said: “Our daughter is marrying the 
man she loves.” Prince Philip, newly naturalised as  
a British subject and created a Royal Highness, declared 
he was “proud of my country and my wife”. And 
Elizabeth said: “I ask nothing more than that Philip 
and I shall be as happy as my father and mother have 
been, and Queen Mary and King George before them.” 

Huge audiences around the world watched film and 
newsreel footage. In occupied Berlin, a 4,000-seater 
cinema was full day after day. Every film, every article, 
described this as a fairy tale. More importantly, it 
proved also to be the start of the royal family’s most 
enduring love story.

knee, his hands between hers, he had to swear fealty, 
touch the crown and kiss his wife’s left cheek. “I, Philip, 
do become your liege man of life and limb, and of earthly 
worship,” he recited, “and faith and truth I will bear unto 
you, to live and die, against all manner of folks.” He kept 
his word – though there was, and would continue to be, 
debate about his precise titles and place in the royal 
pecking order. 

The role of a male consort had been a problematic one 
since the time of the Tudor queens, and one immediate 
controversy related specifically to Philip’s masculine 
identity. With the couple already the parents of two 
children, Prince Charles and Princess Anne, the question 
of a surname arose. Philip’s uncle, unwisely, was heard 
boasting that the House of Mountbatten now sat on the 
throne. Instead, the decision was taken that the Queen, 
and those of her descendants in the immediate line of suc-
cession, should keep the name of Windsor. Philip report-
edly complained that he was “just a bloody amoeba” – 
valued for his reproductive function and no more.

W
hen, in the autumn of 1956, 
Prince Philip set out (with his 
wife’s blessing) on a four-month 
solo tour of the Commonwealth, 
it was against a background of 
gleeful press speculation about 

his regular attendance at the all-male Thursday Club, an 
informal lunch gathering at a restaurant in Soho. The 
Queen’s press secretary was forced to issue a statement: “It 
is quite untrue that there is any rift between the Queen 
and the Duke.” Stories that Philip had found balm for his 
wounded pride in flirtations with other women would 
continue, but they would never threaten the fundamental 
solidity of the relationship, any more than his abrupt 
manner in private with his wife. 

The Queen’s own way of easing a difficult position was 
to defer to her husband in their domestic life. He became, 
unusually, the more hands-on parent to their children 
while Elizabeth settled into the position of arguably the 
world’s number-one career woman. His decisions may not 
always have been happy ones: it was Philip, for example, 
who sent Prince Charles to Gordonstoun, where the 
bracing atmosphere had suited Philip but which Charles 
found desperately uncongenial. But perhaps his parenting 
style, like that of his wife, changed with the changing 
times. He was playing squash while Elizabeth gave birth 
to their first child, but in the room (at her request) and 
holding her hand as she gave birth to their fourth. For her 

The royal wedding was a bright moment for a country enduring 
postwar austerity
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MAKING OF A QUEEN Philip, the loyal consort

WELL TRAVELLED The Queen and Prince Philip aboard  

the royal yacht in 1972. He accompanied Elizabeth on most 

Commonwealth tours and visits overseas and in the UK

TOUR OF DUTY The oldest-ever spouse of  

a serving British monarch was the Queen’s 

companion at thousands of events 

DIVISION OF LABOUR  

The Queen and her husband  

found time to nurture their 

“second family”, Princes 

Edward and Andrew (shown 

here in 1965). According to 

Philip, they achieved “a good 

balance between our 

individual and joint interests”



´

27

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

part, the Queen took a conscious 
decision when the couple’s “second 
family” came along – Andrew in 
1960 and Edward in 1964 – to 
spend more time with them.

Together, Elizabeth and Philip 
enjoyed or endured more than 73 
years of state visits, ceremonies and 
charitable initiatives, family mile-
stones both good and bad, and a 
mounting tally of grandchildren 
and, indeed, great-grandchildren. 
But there were also summers spent 
at Balmoral, Christmases at Sand- 
ringham, and voyages on the royal yacht Britannia that, 
until she was decommissioned in 1997, was perhaps the 
couple’s most personal home. During picnics at Balmoral, 
he was the one managing the barbecue while the Queen, 
famously, did the washing up. On official tours in the 
early days of her reign, it was Philip – despite his own 
tetchy reputation – who urged his wife to smile more and 
be more forthcoming. 

L
ooking back on the occasion of their 
golden wedding anniversary in 1997, 
speaking at the Guildhall the day before 
his wife made her own laudatory speech, 
Prince Philip remarked that time seems 
to fly when you are busy – and that to 

him and his wife, the previous 50 years had indeed 
seemed busy. Prince Philip had been patron of some 850 
organisations, more even than are sponsored by the 
Queen, as well as managing the family’s estates.

“It’s been a challenge for us but, by trial and experi-
ence, I believe we have achieved a sensible division of 
labour and a good balance between our individual and 
joint interests,” he declared. Perhaps it is as much as  
any couple could say. The following day his wife declared 
that “I, and his whole family, and this and many other 

countries, owe him a debt greater 
than he would ever claim, or we 
shall ever know.” Over the two 
decades that followed, the marriage 
must have become more important 
still as Elizabeth saw the other sup-
porters of her youth – her mother, 
her sister, friends – slip away.

Prince Philip’s health, however, 
began to give cause for concern. 
He was hospitalised during the 
celebrations for his wife’s 
diamond jubilee in 2012. Five 

years later he announced his decision to 
step back from public life, joking that he had to stand 
down before he fell down. Even so, he may still have  
been supporting and advising his wife behind the scenes 
– the aspect of his work the public never saw. 

Prince Philip died on 9 April 2021, some two months 
short of his 100th birthday. During the restrictions 
imposed during the Covid-19 pandemic, he had lived in 
isolation with the Queen at Windsor Castle. As a result of 
the same restrictions, his funeral at St George’s Chapel in 
Windsor was attended by only 30 people. Pictures of a 
black-clad Queen, seated alone, echoed the losses suffered 
by so many around the world, and media coverage of his 
death reflected a fresh appreciation of a man who, in his 
later years, had come to be known chiefly for his brusque-
ness and infamous gaffes. 

Press and public alike observed that – prickly and 
sometimes problematic though he may have been – Prince 
Philip had been ahead of his time when he set aside his 
own career to support his wife and help frame the first 
decades of her reign. Together, he and the Queen had  
triumphed over not only the ups and downs common  
to any couple, but also the fluctuating fortunes of the 
British monarchy. Indeed, their partnership, perhaps 
more than any other single factor, kept the institution 
flying into the 21st century.  n

During picnics at Balmoral, Philip was the one  

managing the barbecue while the Queen,  
famously, did the washing up

Even after officially retiring 
from public engagements, 

Philip was still associated with 
hundreds of organisations
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THE CORO 
Becoming Queen

Despite grey skies and  
rain, a moment of colour, 
glamour and optimism was 
watched by millions in a 
dreary postwar Britain. 
VICTORIA ARBITER 

details the preparations, 
pomp and even humour  
of the Queen’s  
coronation day
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NATION

REGAL RIDE  
Elizabeth emerges from  

Westminster Abbey to enter  
the gold coach first used for  

the state opening of parliament 
by George III in 1762
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A
s dawn broke on Tuesday  
2 June 1953 – corona-
tion day – so too did some 
other momentous news.  
A British-led climbing team 
had conquered Mount 
Everest, with Edmund 
Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing 
Norgay becoming the first 

men to set foot on the world’s loftiest summit. Though 
their feat had been achieved on 29 May, it took four days 
for word to reach the UK. 

Dubbed by the press “a coronation gift for the new 
Queen”, their success added to the palpable sense of excite-
ment felt across the country. Following the 15-year reign 
of her father, George VI, and the significantly shorter 
reign of her uncle, Edward VIII, Elizabeth II was to be 
crowned the 40th English monarch – and only the sixth 
queen – since William the Conqueror took the throne at 
Westminster nearly 900 years earlier. Epic in scale, the 
occasion was the perfect tonic for postwar Britons. 

The months before the event had been tinged with 
sadness. On 24 March, 10 weeks before the ceremony was 
due to take place, Queen Mary – widow of George V, 
mother and grandmother of successive sovereigns –  
succumbed to lung cancer at the age of 85. Described by 
Winston Churchill as “practical in all things”, she had 
earlier insisted that her granddaughter’s coronation,  
14 months in the planning, should go 
ahead even in the event of her death. 

The date of the ceremony, declared by 
the Coronation Commission under the 
chairmanship of Prince Philip, allowed 
an appropriate length of time to  
pass between George VI’s death and  
a nationwide celebration. The Duke of 
Norfolk, Bernard Fitzalan-Howard, 
was charged with organising the fes-
tivities while David Eccles, minister 
of works, handled the physical 
preparation and the decorations 
lining the route. Norman 
Hartnell, the man responsible for 
creating Elizabeth’s wedding 
dress in 1947, was commis-
sioned to make her gown. 
Bearing embroidered floral emblems 
representing Commonwealth coun-
tries, the white satin dress also 

featured England’s Tudor rose, the Scottish thistle, the 
Welsh leek and the Irish shamrock. On the gown’s left 
side, where the Queen’s hand would rest for much of the 
day, sat a four-leaf clover stitched in gold and silver thread. 

The weeks leading up to the event were filled with 
endless rehearsals. Anxious thoughts for the Queen’s 
welfare flowed in from all quarters, notably from Winston 
Churchill. “I fear they may ask her to do too much,” he 
said. The Queen’s response was always the same: “Did my 
father do it? Then I will, too.” When ministers suggested 
she take a brief rest halfway through the ceremony, she 
replied: “I’ll be alright. I’m as strong as a horse.” 

S
ix young noblewomen were invited to serve 
as the Queen’s maids of honour, among 
them 20-year-old Anne Coke (now Lady 
Glenconner). Reminiscing about the 
occasion during an interview for BBC 
Radio 4, she said that “I was in America 

selling pottery, getting over a sad love affair, when I got a 
telegram saying: ‘Come on, come back, you’ve been 
chosen.’ My mother was also asked to be a lady-in-waiting 
to the Queen, so I think we were the only mother and 
daughter in the procession.” With the Duchess of Norfolk 
standing in for the Queen at several of the rehearsals, the 
girls practised every aspect of the service. As they later 
recalled: “It seemed we were constantly trooping off to the 
Abbey. The Duke of Norfolk was a choreographer, apart 

from everything else.” 
At Buckingham Palace, the ivory-

and-gold ballroom was trans-
formed into a replica of 
Westminster Abbey’s “theatre” 
area, where the primary action 
would take place. Sheets were 
pinned to the Queen’s shoul-
ders, mimicking her six-metre-
long train, and a formation of 
chairs stood in for the 
carriage. In order to become 

accustomed to the Imperial 
State Crown’s weight and feel, 

Elizabeth donned it while going 
about her daily business. Worn 
by the Queen during her return 
to Buckingham Palace after  
the coronation (having been 

crowned with St Edward’s 
Crown), it is adorned with 2,901 

The Duke of Norfolk, 

Bernard Fitzalan-Howard, 

greets Elizabeth at 

Westminster Abbey for a 

coronation rehearsal
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In order to become accustomed to its 1kg 
weight, Elizabeth donned the Imperial State 

Crown while going about her daily business

DRESS TO EXPRESS

The Queen’s coronation gown, 

designed by Norman Hartnell, 

was embroidered with roses, 

thistles, shamrocks and leeks 

– symbols of England, Scotland, 

Ireland and Wales 
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ROADSIDE FAITHFUL

Some half a million spectators camped out on the streets 
of London in foul weather the night before the ceremony, 
determined to ensure a good view of the procession
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THE LITTLE PRINCE

The Queen Mother  
(left) speaks to her 
grandson Prince 
Charles during her 
daughter’s coronation

CROWNING GLORY

The new Queen  
returns to Buckingham 
Palace wearing the 
Imperial State Crown
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precious stones including the Cullinan II diamond,  
St Edward’s Sapphire, the Stuart Sapphire, the Black 
Prince’s Ruby and four pearls reputed to have been set in 
earrings worn by Elizabeth I. 

“She used to wear [the crown] when she was writing 
letters,” Lady Anne recalled. Discussing the 1kg head-
piece in 2018, the Queen noted: “You can’t look down to 
read the speech, you have to take the speech up. Because if 
you did, your neck would break and it would fall off. So 
there are some disadvantages to crowns, but otherwise 
they are quite important things.” When asked if she had 
ever tried it on, Lady Anne responded: “I wouldn’t dare 
touch it… it’s completely sacred.” She did reveal, however, 
that Prince Charles, then four years old, “got his paws on 
it” post-coronation. The Queen “put it on the table and 
Prince Charles made a beeline for it”, she said. “And we 
thought he was going to drop it… Oh my goodness, that 
would be a bad omen. But luckily I think my mother, as  
a lady-in-waiting, seized it from him and took it away.” 

I
n spite of pouring rain and driving wind, half  
a million spectators eager to secure the best 
vantage point spent the night before the corona-
tion camped along the processional route. Three 
million more swarmed into London the next 
morning. Across the country, others gathered 

around television sets purchased specially for the occasion. 
“I remember people saying: ‘We’ve got a television set,’” 
recalled cultural historian Robert Hewison, who cele-
brated his tenth birthday on coronation day. “The picture 
wasn’t as impressive as 35mm newsreel in the cinema – it 
was more grey and brown than black and white – but you 
were seeing something live.” 

Homes, pubs and community centres were packed 
with awestruck viewers, their eyes fixed on images emitted 
from modest screens. Adamant it wouldn’t be “right or 
proper” to televise the ceremony, Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill urged the Queen to spare herself the strain  
of the cameras’ heat and glare. Unconcerned by his  
protestations, and feeling that the nation had a right to 

participate, she went against his advice. Only the most 
sacred parts of the service – the anointing and commu-
nion – were hidden from the cameras; as author William 
Shawcross noted, the Queen “wanted her moments with 
God to remain unseen by the world”. It was the first event 
of its size to be broadcast on international television, and 
more than 20 million Britons tuned in to watch. 

At 6am, Westminster Abbey – site of every coronation 
since 1066 – opened its doors to some 8,000 guests. Two 
hours later, the procession of foreign royalty, heads of state 
and dignitaries began, and at 10.29am the Queen and the 
Duke of Edinburgh departed Buckingham Palace in the 
Gold State Coach. Commissioned in 1760, this enclosed 
carriage, drawn by eight horses, has been used for every 
coronation since that of George IV. 

Asked in 2018 about that ride, the Queen described it 
as “horrible”. Just as the ceremony was ancient, so, too, 
was the carriage’s suspension system. “It’s only sprung on 
leather,” she said. “Not very comfortable.” Her predeces-
sors agreed. William IV, a former naval officer, compared 
being driven in it to being on board a ship “tossing in 
rough seas”; Queen Victoria complained of the cabin’s 
“distressing oscillation”; and George VI described his 
journey to the abbey as “one of the most uncomfortable 
rides I have ever had in my life”. Yet, despite the incessant 
drizzle, a non-stop roar of delight serenaded the Queen as 
she rode by. 

Personnel from all three branches of the military, 
selected from countries spanning the Commonwealth, 
lined the route. More than 200 microphones dotted the 
path, and 2,000 journalists and 500 photographers from 
92 nations covered the day, including Jacqueline Bouvier 
– later wife of US President John F Kennedy – employed 
at the time by the Washington Times-Herald. 

Recollecting their “great nerves, excitement” and the 
“unbelievable crowds”, the Queen’s maids described the 
scene as “incredible”. They were to head a procession of 250 
people in a spectacle unlike any other, with millions observ-
ing their every move. “As the Queen arrived, it was apparent 
that for her this was a solemn and religious occasion,” 

Homes, pubs and community centres were 

packed with awestruck viewers, their eyes fixed on 

images emitted from modest black-and-white screens
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A HUSBAND’S HOMAGE

The Duke of Edinburgh kneels 
before his wife during her 
coronation in Westminster  
Abbey on 2 June 1953 – an act 
demonstrating his loyal support
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recalled Elizabeth’s cousin, Margaret 
Rhodes. “But there were moments to 
make us smile, such as when one aris-
tocrat knelt to pay homage and moth-
balls rolled from his robes.”

Entering the Abbey’s annexe, the 
Queen encountered a problem: the 
carpet had been laid with its pile running 
the wrong way, which meant that her robes 
didn’t glide smoothly over it, and the metal 
fringe on her golden mantel caught and 
clawed her back as she tried to move 
forward. She had to ask the archbishop of Canterbury, 
Geoffrey Fisher, to help get her going.

Carrying St Edward’s Crown, made for Charles II in 
1661, the Lord High Steward of England preceded 
Elizabeth; the archbishop of Canterbury then announced 
her, and the three-hour service commenced. 

Once the oath had been administered and commu-
nion conducted, the maids of honour removed Elizabeth’s 
scarlet robe, gloves and jewels, and helped her don  
a simple white linen dress for her consecration. As she 
took her seat in St Edward’s Chair, made in 1300 for 
Edward I, the choir sang ‘Zadok the Priest’, composed by 
Handel for the coronation of George II. Under a silk 
canopy held in place by four Knights of the Garter, the 
archbishop anointed Elizabeth with oil made from the 
same base as that used for her father’s coronation 16 years 
earlier. The Queen was then invested with the Armills, 
Stole Royal, Robe Royal and Sovereign’s Orb, followed by 
the Queen’s Ring, the Sceptre with the Cross and the 
Sceptre with the Dove. 

Duly regaled, Queen Elizabeth II was crowned by the 
archbishop of Canterbury. As St Edward’s Crown was 
placed upon her head, the congregation chanted three 
times: “God Save the Queen.” Donning the Imperial 
State Crown and carrying the Sovereign’s Orb and  
the Sceptre with the Cross, she departed through the 
great west door to be driven through the capital in  
her golden coach accompanied by 13,000 troops,  

29 bands and 27 carriages. As the pro-
cession rolled through the streets, the 
church bells rang out and guns fired 
in salute. 

That evening, the Queen broad-
cast a speech relayed through loud-

speakers to the damp yet still 
exhilarated crowds filling the Mall. 

Reflecting on the day’s events, she thanked 
the public for their support and promised 
to serve the nation. “I have in sincerity 
pledged myself to your service, as so many 

of you are pledged to mine,” she said. “Throughout all 
my life and with all my heart I shall strive to be worthy 
of your trust.” 

I
t is nearly seven decades since the Queen  
took her Coronation Oath. Recalling the experi-
ence, Lady Rosemary Spencer-Churchill, one  
of the maids of honour, said the Queen had  
been “very confident, really. She made us feel 
very confident, too. The minute she arrived, 

everyone just felt everything was going to be alright.” 
Prince Philip, she said, had been “just wonderful during 
the whole day… He was frightfully good looking;  
we were all slightly in love with him. It was the most 
perfect sort of fairy-tale coronation, with this youthful 
Queen and a wonderfully handsome consort – made  
in heaven, really.” 

Few could have imagined the newly crowned Queen 
– only 27 years old on her coronation day – living to 
become Britain’s longest-reigning monarch. In 
September 2015, she surpassed the record set by her 
great-great-grandmother Queen Victoria; today she’s the 
oldest serving head of state in the world. In her twilight 
years, she continues to break records. The first British 
monarch to celebrate a diamond wedding anniversary, in 
2022 she will be the first to mark a platinum jubilee. Far 
from being a once-in-a-lifetime event, the occasion is 
likely to be a once-in-forever achievement. n

Few could have imagined then that Elizabeth,  
27 years old on her coronation day, would live to 

become Britain’s longest-reigning monarch

Reporters from around the 
world covered the events of 

coronation day

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S



36

A
L
A
M
Y

MAKING OF A QUEEN Predecessors

THE QUEEN’S 

GREAT 
Predecessors

Elizabeth II is not just our longest-lived monarch – she  
is also our longest-reigning sovereign. TRACY BORMAN 
introduces five other notable British queens and considers 

which of them might have been Elizabeth’s regal role models
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Matilda of Flanders (c1031–83)

William the Conqueror’s wife, who raised the role of queen to a whole new level1
Matilda confounded 
traditional views of 
women in medieval 
society, and provided 
an inspiring new 
model of queenship

The diminutive wife of England’s 

most famous conquering king, 

William of Normandy, Matilda 

(shown left and below) is one of the 

earliest and best examples of a 

queen who asserted royal authority 

by respecting and upholding the 

traditions of the monarchy. 

In contrast to her husband, the 

illegitimate son and heir of the 

Duke of Normandy, Matilda was  

of impeccable pedigree and could 

trace descent from most of the 

royal houses of Europe, with 

connections including Alfred the 

Great. Thanks in no small part  

to her royal blood, as well as her 

understanding of the traditions 

associated with monarchy, she  

and William were able to establish 

a mighty Anglo-Norman dynasty 

that would dominate Europe for 

more than 100 years. But Matilda 

went far beyond the conventional 

duties of a queen consort. Fiercely 

ambitious and a shrewd political 

operator, she was essential to 

William’s rule, particularly after  

his conquest of England in 1066.

As queen of her husband’s newly 

conquered kingdom, Matilda 

appreciated the need to assert  

the power of the Norman dynasty 

by both observing the ancient 

ceremonies and traditions 

associated with the English 

monarchy and creating new ones. 

Her coronation in 1068 was the 

first ever staged just for a queen, 

and Matilda ensured that it 

eclipsed her husband’s in splendour 

and magnificence. 

By creating and respecting 

royal traditions in this way, 

Matilda steadily won over her 

husband’s resentful subjects. 

Her natural diplomacy and 

ability to judge 

the public mood 

did at least as 

much – if not 

more – to 

secure England 

for the Normans than her husband’s 

military campaigns ever could.

Matilda’s career marked the 

dawning of a new era for royal 

consorts. By wielding considerable 

power in both Normandy and 

England, she confounded traditional 

views of women in medieval society 

and provided an inspiring new model 

of queenship. No longer confined to 

the narrow domestic sphere, her 

successors were able to play an 

active part in the political, judicial 

and spiritual life of their kingdoms 

for centuries to come.

Ambitious and politically 
aware, Matilda helped 
William in his prepara-
tions for conquest and 
played a key role in 
winning public approval 
for his reign
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Philippa of Hainault (1314–69)
A model of stable, uncontroversial queenship who played a key role for over 40 years2

MAKING OF A QUEEN Predecessors

An archetypal 
medieval queen,  
Philippa exerted a  
quiet, dignified but 
powerful influence

With her husband away in 
France, Philippa exhorts her 
army to victory over the Scots 
at the battle of Neville’s Cross 
near Durham in 1346

The wife of Edward III, Philippa 

epitomised many of the qualities  

for which our current Queen has 

been praised. She was born in 

Valenciennes, in the county of 

Hainault in the Low Countries (now 

in far northern France), and was a 

daughter of William I, Count of 

Hainault, and Joan of Valois, 

granddaughter of Philip III of France. 

She was just 12 years old at the 

time of her betrothal to the future 

Edward III, which had formed part of 

an alliance between her father and 

Edward’s mother, Isabella of France.

Although theirs, like most royal 

marriages, was forged for political 

rather than romantic reasons, 

Philippa and Edward were devoted 

to each other and produced 12 

children. Her husband’s reign was 

dominated by war with France but, 

ever the dutiful queen, Philippa often 

accompanied him on campaign. She 

also exerted a benevolent influence 

upon her husband, interceding with 

him on behalf of captives. At other 

times she served as regent, and 

proved very competent in the role. 

Philippa was lauded for her virtue, 

goodness and charm. The chronicler 

Jean Froissart described her as “the 

most gentle queen, most liberal, and 

most courteous that ever was queen in 

her days”. Loyal, steadfast and dutiful, 

her dependable, uncontroversial 

approach to queenship was exactly 

what was required in the wake of the 

turbulence created by her mother-in-

law, Isabella, who had rebelled against 

her own husband, Edward II, with her 

lover, Roger Mortimer. 
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Philippa was queen for just over 

40 years, dying in August 1369. 

Like Elizabeth II, her longevity was 

an important element of the 

stability she brought to the 

monarchy. Viewed by many as an 

archetypal medieval queen, she 

exerted a quiet, dignified but 

powerful influence upon many  

of her successors.
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Of all the queens who may  
have influenced Elizabeth II, her 
namesake must be among the 
foremost role models. Although  
on the face of it they have little in 
common – one a Virgin Queen, the 
other a mother of four – they share 
a startling number of similarities. 
Both were aged just 25 when they 
came to the throne, and neither had 
expected to become queen at all. 

Elizabeth I was the younger of 
two daughters born to Henry VIII. 
When she was just two years and 
eight months old her mother, Anne 
Boleyn, was convicted of treason 
and executed. Her parents’ 
marriage had been annulled prior  

Elizabeth I (1533–1603)

The embodiment of indomitable female leadership who put her country above all else

to Anne’s execution, which rendered 
Elizabeth illegitimate. The birth of her 
half-brother Edward the following year 
made her prospects of inheriting the 
throne even more distant. Yet, with 
Edward’s premature death in 1553 
after just six years as king, followed by 
the short and disastrous reign of her 
half-sister Mary, Elizabeth at last came 
into her inheritance in 1558. Our 
current Queen, meanwhile, was the 
daughter of the second son of King 
George V. The abdication of his elder 
brother, Edward VIII, after less than a 
year on the throne thrust the unwilling 
George into the limelight, and made 
his elder daughter, Elizabeth, heir. 

Another important similarity 
between the two Elizabeths is their 
abiding sense of duty and discipline. 
Realising that marriage could spell 
disaster for her kingdom, Elizabeth I 
set aside her personal desires and 
declared that she was “married” to 
England and that her subjects were 
her “children”. Throughout her long 
reign she was extraordinarily self-
disciplined, always putting the 
interests of her country ahead of her 
own private hopes and fears. Little 
wonder that her reign – which saw 
overseas expansion, great military 
victories such as that over the 
Armada, and a cultural flowering 
epitomised by Shakespeare – has 
been described as a “Golden Age”. 
Elizabeth herself won widespread 
adulation among her people as 
“Gloriana” and “Good Queen Bess”, 
and transformed attitudes towards 
female rulers. It was a legacy that all 
subsequent queens had cause to be 
grateful for.

3

Elizabeth I always put 
the interests of her 
country ahead of her 
own private hopes 

and fears

Like the current Queen, 
Elizabeth I was not initially 
destined to reign but, once 
in place, proved a strong, 
popular and long-lasting 
figure of royal authority
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Anne, the last Stuart 
monarch, oversaw  
the unification of 
England and Scotland 
but left no heirs

Anne combined a high 
regard for ancient 
ceremonies and 
pageantry with a firm 
commitment to a 
modernised monarchy

Queen Anne may not be an 

obvious choice as a role model  

for Elizabeth II but, as the first 

official monarch of a united Great 

Britain, she deserves her place. It 

was also during Anne’s reign that 

the notion of a constitutional 

monarchy – in which the sovereign 

reigned and the ministers ruled 

– was consolidated, thereby laying 

the foundations for the modern 

state of Britain.

Anne was the younger daughter 

of James II and VII, whose 

uncompromising Roman Catholic 

beliefs sparked the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688, by which he 

was ousted from power by his elder 

daughter, Mary, and her husband, 

William of Orange. Mary failed to 

produce an heir so, upon William’s 

death in 1702, her sister inherited 

the throne. Then aged 37, Anne 

was already in poor health. She had 

been plagued with gout since her 

mid-thirties and was barely able to 

walk. One uncharitable observer 

remarked: “Nature seems to be 

inverted when a poor infirm woman 

becomes one of the rulers of the 

world.” Anne’s gout was at least 

partly due to the weight that  

she had gained during her 18 

pregnancies. Tragically, by the  

time she became queen all of  

her children were dead.

Anne made up for her physical 

deficiencies with the power of her 

personality. She had inherited  

the charm of her late uncle, 

Charles II, and had the popular 

touch that William had so 

markedly lacked. In her first 

speech to parliament, she 

declared: “I know my 

heart to be entirely 

English.” It was exactly 

what her naturally 

xenophobic people 

wanted to hear after 

being ruled  

by a Dutchman  

for 13 years. 

As well as her gift for public 

relations, Anne was firmly committed 

to the Protestant Anglican church, so 

there was no question that she would 

try to inflict her father’s despised 

brand of dogmatic Catholicism upon 

the nation. She also combined the 

perfect blend of a high regard for the 

ancient ceremonies and pageantry of 

the crown with a firm commitment to 

a modernised monarchy. All of these 

are traits for which the present 

Queen is renowned.

Anne (1665–1714)

A proponent of pomp and ceremony who was keenly aware of the public mood
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Victoria enjoyed  
a happy and fruitful 
marriage to her 
consort, Prince Albert, 
giving birth to no fewer 
than nine children

By far the most comparisons have 

been drawn between Elizabeth II 

and her most recent female 

predecessor, Victoria. The spotlight 

shone particularly brightly on both 

monarchs in 2015, when our 

current Queen overtook Victoria as 

Britain’s longest-reigning monarch. 

This sparked numerous discussions 

comparing their achievements and 

style of queenship.

Victoria came to the throne in 

1837 at the age of just 18. She 

presided over one of the most 

transformative and self-confident 

periods of Britain’s history, when it 

was at the peak of its power and 

influence. Thanks to centuries of 

overseas expansion, Victoria ruled 

an empire on which, famously, “the 

sun never sets”. 

Her kingdom was one of the 

most industrially advanced and 

economically prosperous in the 

world, and its achievements were 

Victoria (1819–1901)

The formidable figurehead of a large family – and ruler of a vast empire5
celebrated in the Great Exhibition  

of 1851 in London.

Like Elizabeth II, Victoria enjoyed  

a happy and fruitful marriage to her 

consort, Prince Albert, giving birth to 

no fewer than nine children, most of 

whom married into the royal houses 

of Europe. But Albert’s untimely 

death in 1861 plunged the grief-

stricken queen into a period of deep 

mourning that would endure for the 

remaining 40 years of her reign. 

For much of this time Victoria 

retreated from public view, 

becoming in effect an absentee 

monarch. This threw the monarchy 

into crisis, and gave rise to a 

fledgling republican movement  

that grew stronger as her reign 

advanced. Eventually, thanks in  

no small part to the private  

urgings of her family and the 

flattering attention of her prime 

minister Benjamin Disraeli, the 

queen gradually resumed her  

public duties.

The later years of Victoria’s 

reign saw her re-establish her 

authority – and her popularity. She 

became empress of India in 1876, 

and celebrated her golden jubilee 

in 1887 and diamond jubilee in 

1897, amid great public rejoicing. 

Like Elizabeth II, Victoria had  

come to symbolise stability and 

continuity during an age of 

turbulence and transformation. n

Many see parallels between the solid marriage at the heart of Victoria’s long and popular reign and that of Elizabeth II
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Family
THE LOVE

BEHIND 
the THRONE

Her devotion to her country is unquestionable, but it has 

often meant compromises for the Queen as a wife, mother, 

grandmother and great-grandmother. VICTORIA ARBITER 

looks at the struggles the sovereign has faced to balance  

a family life with the ceaseless demands of duty
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PRIDE AND JOY 

A beaming Elizabeth with the newly 

christened Princess Anne, Prince 

Philip and Prince Charles, aged 

nearly two, October 1950

OPPOSITE PAGE:  

The baby Prince Edward with his 

14-year-old sister, Princess Anne
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ueen Victoria hated babies. 
Though she had nine of her 
own, she despised being 
pregnant, viewed breastfeed-
ing with disgust and found 
her offspring “ugly” and 
“froglike”. Maternal she was 
not. Fortunately, attitudes 
towards royal children have 
since changed dramatically. 

Following the christening 
of Prince Charles in December 1948, the then Princess 
Elizabeth wrote to a friend, saying of her four-week-old 
son: “Don’t you think he is quite adorable? I still can’t 
believe he is really mine.” Gone is the belief that children 
should be seen and not heard, and with each new gen-
eration modern philosophies have been embraced. Now  
a mother of three, the Duchess of Cambridge – Catherine 
Middleton, wife of Prince William – carries out a plethora 
of royal duties but, unlike many of her predecessors, has 
been granted time and space to focus on raising her young 
family. Given her position as wife of the second in line to 
the throne, her good fortune is in stark contrast to that 
of the Queen, whose early years of motherhood were rife 
with reminders of her eventual destiny. Elizabeth has 
allowed William and Catherine to strike a more even 
balance between public roles and private lives – a luxury 
both she and Diana were denied. 

It’s been 69 years since Queen Elizabeth II took her 
coronation oath in the hallowed halls of Westminster 
Abbey. As head of the world’s most famous family, her 
commitment to service and duty has been widely lauded, 
but what many fail to consider is the personal cost that 
comes with holding the highest position in the land for 
seven decades. Though George VI had been ill for many 
years, his untimely death in February 1952 at the age of 
56 threw Elizabeth, a young mother of two small children, 
into a lifetime of obligation. Suddenly beholden to a regi-
mented and inflexible royal calendar, quality time with 
her children was limited, at best. The nature of her birth 

has afforded the Queen enormous privilege, but her 
personal sacrifices have rarely been recognised. The first 
of many began with the death of her father, a man whom 
she adored.

U
nburdened by the stresses imposed 
on his older brother, the heir apparent 
and future King Edward VIII, the 
Queen’s father Prince Albert, Duke 
of York (later King George VI), was 
an attentive and hands-on parent 

who took great delight in his time at home with his wife 
and daughter. “You don’t know what a tremendous joy it 
is to Elizabeth and me to have our little girl,” he wrote to 
his mother shortly after the princess’s birth in 1926. Four 
years later the Yorks welcomed their second child, Princess 
Margaret Rose. The most senior royal baby to be born in 
Scotland for more than 300 years, she was the Queen’s 
only sibling. Happy to dispense with their nanny, the 
royal parents themselves oversaw bath time and read their 
daughters bedtime stories. According to Marion 
Crawford, the princesses’ governess who joined the royal 
household in 1933, mornings always got off to a “raucous” 
start. Whenever they were in residence, the girls began 
each day by running to their parents’ bedroom, from 
where shrieks of laughter could be heard. It was a tradition 
that continued until Elizabeth’s wedding day. The Yorks’ 
life was an idyllic one, but it was to change dramatically 
when, on 11 December 1936, Edward VIII announced 
his decision to abdicate after a reign of only 325 days. 
Now first in line to the throne, and bound by a new set of 
responsibilities, it was clear that Elizabeth would find it 
difficult to emulate her childhood for her own family.

Princess Elizabeth married Prince Philip of Greece and 
Denmark at Westminster Abbey in November 1947.  
A year later their first child, Prince Charles Philip Arthur 
George, was born at Buckingham Palace. His sister, Anne, 
followed in August 1950. Outwardly, the royal family 
appeared to be a contented one, but a gruelling schedule 
often led to weeks, even months apart. Rarely able to 

What many fail to consider is the personal cost  
that comes from holding the highest position  

in the land for seven decades
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DOTING PARENTS The young Elizabeth with her parents.
“What a tremendous joy it is to have our little girl,” wrote 
Prince Albert to his mother, Queen Mary 

LOVE MATCH Elizabeth wed her childhood sweetheart 
in 1947. Philip was a supportive companion throughout 
the marriage’s seven decades

SON AND HEIR Elizabeth smiles at her first-born child,  
Prince Charles, soon after his birth at Buckingham Palace  
in November 1948
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WORLDS APART

Elizabeth greets three-year-old Charles after  
her month-long 1951 tour of Canada. Royal  
duties would only increase after she took the  
throne the following year

HANDS-ON Charles and Diana were much more public about 
showing affection for their children, taking young Prince 
William on their 1983 tour of Australia and New Zealand

FAMILY FIRST The Duke and Duchess of Cambridge 
(pictured in 2020) fit their royal engagements around  
their role as parents to three young children
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Appearances may suggest a queen lacking in maternal 
warmth, but the truth is quite the opposite

spend more than half an hour with 
her family prior to each day’s engage-
ments, Elizabeth returned home each 
evening for a brief period of playtime 
before bathing her children and 
putting them to bed. Prince Charles has 
spoken often of his unhappy childhood, 
which was softened only by the nurturing 
relationship he shared with his nanny, 
Mabel Anderson, who arguably filled the 
void left by his duty-bound mother. Such 
were the demands on the newly installed 
figurehead who had assumed the throne during what was  
a largely male-dominated age.

A
rchive newsreel from 1951 shows  
a young Prince Charles accompa-
nying his grandmother and aunt 
to Euston railway station to greet 
his parents on their return from a 
tour to Canada. As Elizabeth 
steps off the train she warmly 

embraces her mother before kissing the top of her son’s 
head; he seems to barely recognise her. Jumping forward 
40 years, images of the Prince and Princess of Wales are 
strikingly different. At the conclusion of their visit to 
Canada in 1991, the couple raced up the gangplank to 
HMY Britannia for a joyful reunion with their sons, 
Princes William and Harry. Charles and Diana both 
threw their arms around the boys in a very public display 
of affection. 

It is unfair, however, to compare across the genera-
tional divide. In 1951, Princess Elizabeth was required 
to maintain the dignity expected of one in her position. 
Four decades later, changes in expectations and attitudes 
to royalty in general resulted in a public delighted to be 
afforded glimpses of loving relationships between royal 
parents and their offspring. By the time Princes Andrew 
and Edward came along in 1960 and 1964, respectively, 
the Queen, then firmly established on the international 
stage and more confident in her position, was given  
a second chance. Though her sense of duty remained  

undiminished, she was better 
equipped to embrace her role as a 
mother. Home movies released in the 
2010s, along with footage filmed for 

the 1969 fly-on-the wall documentary 
Royal Family, revealed the Queen as she 

had never been seen before: tickling a baby 
Prince Charles, flipping through family 
photo albums and buying ice cream for the 
children in the local village shop. Outward 
appearances may suggest a woman lacking 
in maternal warmth, but behind palace 

walls she seems to be quite the opposite.
In 1983, Charles and Diana opted to take their nine-

month-old son, Prince William, on a six-week tour to 
Australia and New Zealand. Their “refreshing approach” 
to royal protocol subsequently received widespread praise. 
Comparisons between the “detached” Queen, who 
embarked on a six-month tour of the Commonwealth in 
1953–54 without her children, and the new princess who 
“defied convention” were rampant, but again the com-
parison is impossible to justify. Thirty years had passed 
between tours, during which time advances in modern 
aviation made travel significantly speedier. Deference was 
a thing of the past and, popular as she was, Diana was 
merely a princess, not the Queen. When William and 
Catherine set off on their own tour of Australia and New 
Zealand in 2014, they took their baby, Prince George, but 
– unlike Charles and Diana – their schedule was such that 
they spent only two nights away from him.

The Queen’s experience within the royal fishbowl, and 
the lessons learned during the Diana years, have helped 
inform her approach to family life. Contrary to popular 
belief, she was always very fond of Diana and consistently 
supported her daughter-in-law. The Queen may not have 
identified with Diana’s touchy-feely style but she recog-
nised how successful it was, and saw that Diana was just 
what the institution needed to appeal to a new generation. 
In 1981, as media interest in Charles’s bride intensified, 
the Queen held a meeting at Buckingham Palace with 
Fleet Street newspaper editors. She implored them to 
allow Diana some semblance of a private life and to “ease 

Princess Diana runs to hug her 

young sons William and Harry, 

putting aside protocol, during 

a visit to Toronto in 1991



48

MAKING OF A QUEEN Family

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

off”. The late William Deedes, former editor of The Daily 
Telegraph, subsequently recounted, “I was in a small group 

with the Queen when she observed: ‘It’s hard on a girl if 

she can’t go to the local sweet shop without being cornered 

by photographers.’ The then editor of the News of the 
World, Barry Askew, said rather plaintively: ‘Why couldn’t 

she send a footman for the sweets?’ The Queen replied:  

‘I think that is the most pompous remark I have ever heard 

in my life.’” Just two months later, Britain’s tabloids 

printed paparazzi photographs of a visibly pregnant Diana 

in a bikini while on holiday in the Bahamas with Charles. 

The palace’s plea had fallen on deaf ears. 

Induction into the royal firm has been difficult to 

navigate for all of the Queen’s in-laws. Her children’s  

marriages each came about as 24-hour news stations 

began to operate, and the royal soap opera of the early 

nineties further fuelled the media’s insatiable appetite for 

gossip. As one who prefers to let each family member find 

their own unique path, the Queen chose to lead by 

example rather than telling them what to do. In the self-

deprecating manner for which she’s famed, Princess Anne 

previously said of her mother: “As all mothers, she has put 

up with a lot – but we’re still on speaking terms, so that’s 

no mean achievement.” 

For the family, the Queen represents a well-respected 

role model, albeit one with strong opinions when things 

go awry. Prince William once said of her: “She’s a very 

good listener. If you do ever have problems, you can share 

them with her and she’ll listen and try to help… but she 

won’t ever tell you what to do. Your successes are your suc-

cesses, and your failings are your failings.” He was quick 

to add that it’s clear when the Queen is displeased. “I’ve 

been in her bad books several times,” he said in jest. “I’ve 

seen how the corgis get told off when they’re in trouble… 

I don’t want to go there.”

The Queen has long been a mentor to William, and the 

two are very close. While he was at Eton he regularly 

popped over the bridge to Windsor Castle for afternoon 

tea with his grandmother when she was in residence, and 

he continues to seek her counsel. Following the announce-

ment of his engagement to Catherine Middleton in 2010, 

he was handed a wedding guest list with the names of 777 

“Behind closed doors, she’s our grandmother.  

It’s as simple as that,” says Prince Harry

UPS AND DOWNS The royal family 

watch the flypast for the RAF 

centenary in July 2018. Included  

in the gathering are Harry and 

Meghan, who stepped down from 

their royal duties in 2020
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dignitaries, governors and notables, none of whom he 

knew. He called the Queen and said: “Do we need to be 

doing this?” After telling him to “bin” the list, she said: 

“Start with your friends first and then go from there.” But 

there was one area in which his grandmother refused to 

be swayed, as William told royal biographer Robert 

Hardman: “I wanted to decide what to wear for the 

wedding, but I was given a categorical: ‘No, you’ll wear 

this!’” The outfit in question was the ceremonial uniform 

of the Irish Guards, of which he had recently been made 

honorary colonel. Knowing the scarlet red would look 

good on camera, the Queen’s decision was a wise one.

A
ccording to Prince Harry, “Behind 

closed doors, she’s our grandmother. 

It’s as simple as that.” Nonetheless, the 

pair’s relationship has been more 

complex of late. Upon Harry and 

Meghan’s decision to “step back” 

from their royal duties in January 2020, the Queen was 

tasked with navigating the couple’s transition to civilian 

life. In a statement subsequently released she said: “My 

family and I are entirely supportive of Harry and 

Meghan’s desire to create a new life as a young family. 

Although we would have preferred them to remain full-

time working Members of the Royal Family, we respect 

and understand their wish to live a more independent life 

as a family while remaining a valued part of my family.” 

The demands on individual schedules means the royals 

are routinely required to make appointments in order to 

see each other, but the practice is merely a formality, not 

an indication of a family removed and out of touch. It is, 

however, what makes their Christmases at Sandringham 

a time to be cherished. Like any family, they have their 

share of festive traditions, but the highlight is often the 

personal or jokey gifts exchanged on Christmas Eve. In 

her first solo interview, for a television documentary 

marking the Queen’s 90th 

birthday, the Duchess of 

Cambridge  said: “At Sandringham 

for the first time at Christmas… I 

was worried what to give the Queen 

as her Christmas present. I was 

thinking: ‘Gosh, what should I give 

her?’ I thought, ‘I’ll make her 

something’,” she continued, 

“which could have gone horribly 

wrong, but I decided to make 

my Granny’s recipe of chutney. 

I was slightly worried about it, but I noticed the next day 

that it was on the table. I think such a simple gesture went 

such a long way for me. I think it just shows her thought-

fulness and her care in looking after everybody.”

Aware of the enormity of Catherine’s future role, the 

Queen has striven to help the young duchess adjust to life 

in the spotlight since her 2011 marriage to Prince 

William. In March 2012, she and the Duchess of 

Cornwall were invited to accompany the Queen on an 

official engagement to high-end food store Fortnum and 

Mason. It was the first time the Queen and two future 

consorts had carried out an official “working” engage-

ment together, and the day proved to be a great success. 

Throughout her reign, the Queen has resolutely put 

duty first but in 1997, following the death of Diana, the 

welfare of Princes William and Harry was her sole 

concern. Years from now, historians will likely say that 

the week Diana died was the only time during Elizabeth’s 

reign when she resolved to put her family above all else. In 

the days leading up to Diana’s funeral, the Queen chose 

to stay at Balmoral to offer comfort to her grieving grand-

sons. Despite the deafening cries of rage from the press 

criticising its absentee monarch, she remained steadfast. 

A quarter of a century on, it is easy to understand why 

she stood her ground but, for a public used to turning to 

its Queen in times of national crisis, it seemed inconceiv-

able that she didn’t return to London immediately. 

Though one can only speculate over her reasons, she 

perhaps saw it as an opportunity to right the wrongs of 

early motherhood, when the demands of queenship 

meant that she wasn’t able to be present for her own 

children during their formative years. 

Now in her tenth decade, the Queen is increasingly 

relaxed in her role. A proud mother of four, and grand-

mother to eight, in September 2021 she welcomed her 

twelfth great-grandchild, Princess Beatrice’s daughter 

Sienna. “Her Majesty” to the masses, she’s more commonly 

known to the newest generation of royals as 

“Gan-Gan” – the same nickname she used 

for her own grandmother, Queen Mary. 

Wherever her subjects are in the world, 

they can look to the Queen and learn from 

a life impeccably well lived. But it 

was Prince Harry who once said: 

“I can go to her for advice and 

bend her ear over all the experi-

ence she’s had over the years.” At 

the end of the day, isn’t that what 

grandmothers are for?  n

The Queen is particularly 
close to William, who would 
pop over to Windsor to have 

afternoon tea with her
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A LIFE LIVED ON SHOW

The Queen in Tasmania 
during a Commonwealth 

tour in February 1954.  
Between November 1953  
and May 1954, she visited  

12 countries and terrritories 
in the West Indies, 

Australasia, Asia and AfricaUEEN
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Former royal press secretary  
DICKIE ARBITER takes us through the history 

of the Queen’s London home, from its  
18th-century origins to behind-the-scenes 
insights into the modern royal household

Inside
BUCKINGHAM 

PALACE

LIFE AS QUEEN Buckingham Palace
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THE QUEEN’S HQ

The iconic landmark has 775 rooms, 
including 19 state rooms, 92 offices, 

240 bedrooms and 78 bathrooms. More 
than 800 staff are based there, and 

upwards of 50,000 official guests 
attending various functions pass 

through its doors most years
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 L
ondon is full of old buildings 
dating back hundreds of years,  
so you would be forgiven for 
thinking that Buckingham Palace 
is one of them. Of the occupied 
royal buildings in Britain, in fact, 
Windsor Castle is the oldest, 
having been originally established 
by William the Conqueror in the 

11th century. St James’s Palace is next oldest, established 
by Henry VIII in the 16th century, followed by Kensington 
Palace, developed by William III & II and Mary II in the 
17th century. The concept of Buckingham Palace dates 
back only as far as George IV in the 19th century. 

The palace’s origins, however, can be traced back to the 
ambitions of the English poet and Tory politician John 
Sheffield, the 1st Duke of Buckingham and Normanby, 
who at the start of the 18th century built himself a home 
that he called Buckingham House. After his death in 
1721 it passed to his son Edmund and then to an illegiti-
mate son, Charles Herbert Sheffield, in 1735. George III 
bought the house for his new wife Queen Charlotte (and 
later their children) in 1761, when it became known as the 
“Queen’s House” – not to be confused with the house of 
the same name in Greenwich.

During the late 18th century there had been a great 
debate about building a new royal palace, but the plan 
was abandoned when George III’s son, George IV (reigned 
1820–30) came to the throne. Having felt very much at 
home in the Queen’s House, he decided to transform it 
into his palace, placing architect John Nash in charge.

Nash was already well known to George IV, having 
developed the area from St James’s and Regent Street to 
Regent’s Park and the surrounding streets. Nash’s plan for 
Buckingham House was to extend the central block 
north, south and west and add two wings to ultimately 
make the building into the shape of a U, with a triumphal 
arch in the forecourt in celebration of the British military 
victories at Trafalgar in 1805 and Waterloo in 1815. 

Nash’s palace was considered a masterpiece – albeit an 
expensive one, with costs by 1828 having soared to 
£496,000 (perhaps £55m in today’s money). On the 

death of George IV in 1830, the prime minister, the Duke 
of Wellington, fired Nash; Edward Blore was appointed 
to finish the job. Because parts of the palace were still 
unfurnished, the next king – William IV (reigned  
1830–37), younger brother of the previous monarch – 
chose to remain at his home at Clarence House. Under 
Blore, the state rooms were finished and furnished with 
some of the finest works of art from Carlton House, 
George IV’s home when he had been Prince of Wales. 

Victoria, who succeeded her uncle William IV, was the 
first monarch to take up residence in Buckingham Palace. 
Nine months after marrying her first cousin Prince Albert 
of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha in February 1840, her first 
child was born. Three more children followed in fairly 
quick succession, and by 1845 Victoria complained to 
Prime Minister Robert Peel about the lack of family and 
entertaining space. 

E
dward Blore was instructed to draw up 
plans for this expansion and created a 
fourth wing, the East Front, thereby 
closing off Nash’s forecourt. The trium-
phal or “Marble Arch”, as it was known, 
was moved stone by stone to the north-

east corner of Hyde Park, where it still stands. Under 
architect James Pennethorne, the Ball Room and Ball 
Supper Room were added from 1852. Brighton Pavilion 
was sold in 1850 for £53,000 (over £7m in today’s money), 
and the proceeds were used to pay for the works. Victoria’s 
son Edward VII (r1901–10) had all the lighting, heating 
and ventilation improved, as well as redecorating all the 
rooms. The last major works to the palace were carried out 
under George V (r1910–36). Blore’s 1850 East Front, 
created with soft Caen stone, had deteriorated  from 
London’s pollution and was replaced in 1913 by Sir Aston 
Webb; Portland stone was pre-cut to size and the front 
refaced in 13 weeks.

During the Second World War, Buckingham Palace 
was bombed on several occasions. The private chapel 
suffered the most significant damage, and was rebuilt, fol-
lowing a suggestion by the Duke of Edinburgh, into an 
exhibition space for the Queen’s works of art. It opened in 

The palace’s origins can be traced back to the ambitions 
of the 1st Duke of Buckingham and Normanby

LIFE AS QUEEN Buckingham Palace
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PRIVATE HOME This illustration from c1809   

depicts the “Queen’s House”, bought by George III  

for his wife Charlotte after their wedding in 1761

EXPENSIVE EXPANSION An aerial view showing the 

U-shaped structure, largely created by John Nash’s costly 

early 19th-century additions to the Queen’s House

ROYAL TIES John Sheffield (1648–1721),  

1st Duke of Buckingham and Normanby,  

who had the original house built
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LIFE AS QUEEN Buckingham Palace

1962 as the Queen’s Gallery and was expanded in 2002. 
It is now open to visitors, usually Thursday–Monday.

As the headquarters of the British monarchy, 
Buckingham Palace is probably one of the most recogni-
sable buildings in the world. While it serves as the official 
residence of the Queen, it can hardly be called a home in 
the true sense, though all of her children were raised 
there, decamping from time to time to the other royal 
residences at Windsor Castle, Sandringham House, the 
Palace of Holyroodhouse and Balmoral. From around 
2012, the Queen spent three to four days of her working 
week at the palace; in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
she moved to Windsor Castle. Prince Andrew, Prince 
Edward and Princess Anne all have their offices in the 
palace and, while they also have private homes, they still 
maintain a suite of rooms at the palace in the event of 
needing to overnight in London. 

The Queen’s work programme is laid out months in 
advance, but the one constant in her day is her official red 
boxes. These contain state papers from the cabinet and the 
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office. There 
are also papers from the other realm states to attend to, as 
well as private correspondence. She receives on average 
300–400 letters each day, a selection of which will find 
their way into her red boxes. She gets these boxes at least 
twice a day, except for Easter Sunday and Christmas Day, 
and she reads everything that’s put in front of her. 

The Queen receives a large number of formal and 
informal visitors to the palace. She holds investitures for 
recipients who have been awarded an honour through 
either the New Year’s or Birthday Honours Lists. She holds 
receptions in the state rooms, private lunches 
for people from all walks of life, and she holds 
three garden parties a year. She receives 
members of the privy council, ambassadors 
and high commissioners, as well as bishops, 
senior military officers and civil servants.

The schedule of the Queen’s week at 
the palace is dependent on the number of 
engagements and audiences involved. 
Now she is in her tenth decade, 
the numbers of official engage-
ments have been reduced 
and are more evenly spread 
out, but the paperwork is 
still relentless. One meeting 
she will not miss, though, is 
her regular briefing from her 
prime minister – always once  

a week, and always involving just the two of them, with no 
note-takers.

There have been frequent calls by the media and politi-
cians for the monarchy to change; it does and it has – 
although it would prefer to call it adapting to meet the 
needs of today. However, some things stay the same. 

O 
n seeing the Queen for the first time 
in any one day, men will bow from 
the neck and women curtsey, refer-
ring to her at the start of a conversa-
tion as “Your Majesty” and thereaf-
ter “Ma’am”. 

Investitures are run in the time-honoured way. Each 
civilian recipient enjoys 25 seconds of quality chat with 
the Queen, and military recipients get 20 seconds. Prince 
Charles and Prince William tend to take slightly longer. 
Garden parties adhere to a set format. Around 8,000 
guests from all walks of life are invited, and the dress code 
is very simple: men should wear a morning suit or lounge 
suit and tie, and the ladies a dress or suitable trouser suit. 
Hats and gloves are no longer de rigueur. 

Receptions have undergone significant changes. Where 
once only the great and the good were invited, today’s 
receptions are themed. Past themes have included the 
theatre, the arts, politicians, sport, industry, the medical 
world, the church and the Commonwealth.

Big moments at the palace during the Queen’s reign 
have included her coronation (1953); silver (1977), golden 
(2002) and diamond jubilees (2012); the marriages of three 
of her children – Anne (1973), Charles (1981) and Andrew 

(1986) – and of her grandson William 
(2011). She has entertained presidents, 
kings, queens, emperors and Pope John 
Paul II – the first UK visit by a pontiff.

The flying of the Royal Standard at 
Buckingham Palace indicates that the 
Queen is in residence. From 1837 to 
1997, no other flag was flown on the 
flagpole – until, that is, the death of 
Diana, Princess of Wales, when the 

non-flag became an issue. At the 
time, the Queen was at Balmoral 
and the flagpole was bare, while 
all around the country the union 
flag was being flown at half-
mast. The issue was finally 
resolved on the day of the 
funeral, when the union flag was 

Pope John Paul II (the first  
reigning pope to visit the 

UK, in 1982) is among 
hundreds of dignitaries to 
have been hosted at the 

palace by the Queen



´

57

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

raised and dropped to half-mast. From that day on,  

a flag is always flown from the palace roof. 

The monarchy and the palace have always adapted to 

circumstances. Following the fire at Windsor Castle in 

1992, and recognising the need to fund its restoration, 

Buckingham Palace was opened to visitors in 1993. 

Together with the new visitor admission structure at 

Windsor, by 1997 this had raised £25.5m, or 70 per cent 

of the £36.5m cost of the restoration. Buckingham Palace 

is open to visitors on selected dates from July to September 

each year and is now firmly on the tourist route; a little 

under half a million visitors saw the State Rooms in 2018. 

Because of the Covid-19 lockdown,  Buckingham Palace 

was not open to visitors in 2020. It reopened in 2021, 

when visitors were also able to enjoy the once-in-a-lifetime 

opportunity to picnic in the Queen’s 39-acre garden – the 

largest private garden in London.

In 1997, in keeping with the move to computerisation, 

the Queen launched the royal.uk website. Today the 

palace uses various forms of social media – email, Twitter, 

Facebook, Instagram – and has its own YouTube channel. 

O
n Tuesday 3 March 2020, the  

Queen conducted an investiture in 

Buckingham Palace’s ballroom. 

Nothing unusual in that – except  

on this occasion Her Majesty was 

wearing gloves. A new virus was 

spreading rapidly worldwide, and the gloves represented  

a precautionary measure. Three weeks later, Covid-19  

was established in the UK, which went into lockdown. 

By then, the Queen had decamped to Windsor Castle. 

In some ways, the timing was fortuitous. A £369m, 

10-year refurbishment programme at Buckingham Palace 

that launched in 2017 was well underway, involving the 

replacement of 100 miles of electrical cabling, 6,500 elec-

trical sockets, 5,000 light fittings, 20 miles of heating 

pipework, 10 miles of hot and cold water pipes, 2,000 

radiators and 30,000 sq metres of floorboards – the equiv-

alent of four football pitches. Had lockdown not occurred, 

receptions and investitures would still have moved, from 

Buckingham Palace to St James’s Palace.

All of the Queen’s public engagements were cancelled. 

However, she has said that “I have to be seen to be 

believed,” and continued to work, albeit remotely from the 

Windsor bubble, meeting NHS workers, carers, the 

military and representatives from the Commonwealth, to 

name but a few. Since the start of the pandemic she has 

observed a truncated Trooping the Colour on her official 

birthday; knighted the late 100-year-old Second World 

War veteran Sir Tom Moore after he’d raised £32.8m for 

the NHS; and, in the run up to Christmas 2020, enjoyed a 

socially distanced gathering with three generations of her 

family in the Quadrangle at Windsor.

Buckingham Palace has been the Queen’s official resi-

dence, place of work and office since the death of her 

father, George VI, in 1952. It’s not a building one can fall 

in love with easily, mainly because of its size and its 

purpose. True, the Queen will have many fond memories, 

as perhaps do other members of her immediate family, but 

one has to remember it has never been a real home in the 

true sense but, rather, always “the office”.  n

PAPER WORK The Queen receives 300–400 letters daily, some 
of which reach the dispatch boxes she reads through twice a day 

BANQUET SPLENDOUR Many of the items still used in state  
banquets date from George IV’s transformation of the palace



58

Whether holding court at royal residences  
or on a private retreat on her own estate,  

Queen Elizabeth has several impressive homes  
at her disposal. Those featured on the following 

pages are all open to the public

Glorious palaces

LIFE AS QUEEN Royal residences
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WINDSOR CASTLE

Windsor, Berkshire

Founded around 1070 by William 
the Conqueror, and extensively 
enlarged and improved by suc-
ceeding sovereigns, Windsor is 
arguably the world’s oldest and 
largest inhabited castle. It has been 
home to 39 monarchs including 
the Queen, who spent most of her 
childhood and the majority of the 
war years there, as well as much of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. She stays 
at the castle most weekends and 
visits for a week each June, when 
she attends the Royal Ascot horse-
racing event nearby (some of her 
horses have won there). The Queen 
uses Windsor for official business 
too: she hosts overseas heads of 
state and holds court there for a 
month every Easter. 

Many royal marriages are held 
at the castle, and in 1997 the 
Queen and Prince Philip celebrat-
ed their Golden Wedding 
Anniversary there with a ball. 

A number of British royals are 
buried in the 15th-century  
St George’s Chapel, including the 
Queen’s father, George VI, her 
mother and her sister’s ashes. In 
April 2021 the funeral of Prince 
Philip took place here, and he is 
buried in the chapel’s Royal Vault. 

Windsor, one of the finest 
examples of Gothic architecture in 
England, is open to visitors. The 
Changing of the Guard ceremony 
(above, the Coldstream Guards in 
a guard of honour) takes place 
frequently throughout the year.  
�rct.uk/visit
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BALMORAL 

Royal Deeside, Aberdeenshire
Balmoral, in the Scottish Highlands, is 

owned by the royal family – unlike the 

royal palaces, which belong to the crown. 

The family’s interest began in 1852 when 

Victoria and Albert bought the estate 

and built a new castle on it in the 

Scottish baronial style. As Victoria got 

older, she spent increasing lengths of 

time in retreat at Balmoral. 

In 1937 the Queen’s parents, George VI 

and Elizabeth, renewed interest in the 

castle and its working estate, complete 

with grouse moors, deer stalking, 

forestry, arable farming and pastures. 

The Queen visited regularly during her 

childhood. She spends summers there, 

often with her family. Prince Charles 

(shown above at Balmoral with Princess 

Anne) and the Duchess of Cornwall have 

a mansion on the estate. Salmon fishing, 

horse riding (above right), picnics and 

dog walking are favourite activities on 

the estate for the royal family. 

From April to July, parts of Balmoral 

are open to the public. These include 

formal gardens created in the 1920s and 

kitchen gardens developed by the Duke 

of Edinburgh, as well as the largest room 

in the castle, the ballroom.  

¼balmoralcastle.com 
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HILLSBOROUGH

Northern Ireland

The 18th-century Hillsborough 

Castle is the official home of the 

secretary of state for Northern 

Ireland as well as a royal 

residence. Elizabeth first stayed 

there in 1946 while on a solo trip 

to the island. 

In 2005, she met Irish 

president Mary McAleese there 

– the first time a reigning 

monarch had met with a head  

of an independent Ireland on the 

island of Ireland. Hillsborough 

played an important role in the 

peace process in Northern 

Ireland since the 1980s, with 

meetings there helping bring an 

end to the period of conflict 

known as the Troubles. 

Today Hillsborough is open to 

the public. An ambitious project 

to restore the house and its 

40-hectare gardens to their 

former glory, alongside 

improving visitor facilities, was 

completed in spring 2019.  

�hrp.org.uk
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SANDRINGHAM

Sandringham, Norfolk

The country retreat of the Queen, 
and her own private estate, 
Sandringham came under royal 
ownership in 1862 as a country 
residence for the Prince of Wales, 
the future Edward VII. The original 
house was rebuilt in the Jacobean 
style, a project completed in 1870. 
Its 24-hectare gardens, open to 
visitors since 1908, have been 
developed by each of its subse-
quent royal owners. 

The Queen usually celebrates 
Christmas at Sandringham, joined 
by family members who tradition-
ally visit the church of St Mary 
Magdalene on the estate. Elizabeth 
made her first televised Christmas 
Queen’s Speech (shown below left) 
from Sandringham in 1957. The 
house was first opened to the 
public at the Queen’s wish in her 
silver jubilee year of 1977, and the 
house, museum and gardens are 
open to visitors each summer 
(although the transport museum is 
closed until 2023).  
¼sandringhamestate.co.uk
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HOLYROODHOUSE

Edinburgh 

The Queen’s official residence in 

Scotland was originally founded  

as a monastery in 1128. The palace 

has been home to royalty for more 

than five centuries, with Scottish 

monarchs choosing to live in its 

parkland setting rather than in 

Edinburgh Castle. The street 

running between the two royal 

buildings is called the Royal Mile. 

Much of the current building dates 

from 17th-century redevelopments 

by Charles II, including magnificent 

royal apartments. In the 20th 

century, King George V and Queen 

Mary continued restoration work  

on the palace, which they enjoyed  

as a family home. 

The palace has been associated 

with some of Scotland’s most 

well-known historic figures. These 

include Mary, Queen of Scots, 

whose 16th-century apartments 

can be visited, and Bonnie Prince 

Charlie, who set up court there for 

six weeks in 1745 when he arrived in 

Scotland to claim the throne of 

Great Britain for his father. 

Queen Elizabeth lives at 

Holyroodhouse each summer during 

Holyrood Week, starting with a 

ceremony in which she is given the 

keys to the city. Her visits celebrate 

Scottish culture, achievement and 

community, and she entertains 

around 8,000 guests, including at  

a garden party (shown, left, in 2017). 

The palace is open to the public five 

days a week. Perhaps its most 

striking space is the Great Gallery, 

lined with portraits of Scottish kings 

commissioned by Charles II. n  

¼rct.uk/visit
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Street parties, such as this one in 
Deptford, London in June 1977, 

have been a feature of royal 
commemorations as far back as 

Victoria’s diamond jubilee

Royal anniversary celebrations 
have long been a litmus test of  
the public mood. As the Queen 

reaches her platinum jubilee, 
STEPHEN BATES looks at the 

major milestones in the reign  
of Elizabeth II, and Britons’ 
reactions to these events
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oyal jubilee 
celebrations have 
a longer history 
than might be 
imagined, 
despite the fact 
that most British 

monarchs have not lived long enough 
to reach a major milestone. 

The first was celebrated in October 
1809 on what was actually the 49th 
anniversary of George III’s accession, 
at the height of the Napoleonic Wars 
– which were not going well. A 
Mrs Biggs wrote to the Lord 
Chamberlain, the Earl of Dartmouth, 
suggesting a festival intended to 
“excite a spirit of loyal enthusiasm”. 
The event was a success: there were 
pig roasts and celebratory dinners all 
over the country, an amnesty for 
(non-French) prisoners, prayers in 
churches, bonuses for clerks and 
messengers in the City of London, 
and firework displays and parades. Its 
timing was fortunate – a year later the 
king, grief-stricken over the death of 
his youngest daughter, suffered a 
relapse of his mental illness.

In June 1887, Queen Victoria had 
to be persuaded to mark her golden 
jubilee; she had not celebrated her 
silver jubilee in 1862, which fell just 
after Prince Albert’s death. After  
50 years, the golden jubilee would be 
“just hustle and bustle”, 
she said, and the 
government was 
reluctant to spend 
money on it. The 
queen, not univer-
sally popular at the 
time, was booed on a 
visit to the East End of 
London. But the 
crowned heads of 

LIFE AS QUEEN Jubilees

The success of the celebrations for 
the Queen’s 25 years on the throne 
was by no means a foregone 
conclusion. The country was in an 
economic crisis, having been bailed 
out by the International Monetary 
Fund only the previous year. There 
was a mood of political instability 
and discontent. Irreverent punk 
rock was the sound of the late 
seventies: the Sex Pistols launched 
their version of ‘God Save the 
Queen’ to coincide with the jubilee. 

Princess Margaret’s affair with 
Roddy Llewellyn, a landscape 
gardener (and baronet) who was  
18 years her junior, had prompted 
ribald headlines, and there was a 
general sense of fraying tawdriness 
about the country.

James Callaghan’s minority 
Labour government was reluctant 
to spend money on a celebration 
but was talked into it by Sir Martin 
Charteris, the Queen’s private 
secretary, despite warnings in the 
press that it was unlikely to be a 
success because no one would want 
to celebrate the monarchy. 

The predictions were all proved 
wrong. Although the weather was 
grey over jubilee weekend in June, 
there were thousands of street 
parties – 4,000 in London alone – 
and the crowds along the Queen’s 
processional route from 

The Queen’s 

Silver 
Jubilee
Despite the challenges of the 

time, huge numbers marked 

Her Majesty’s milestone

A
L
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Europe gathered – 30 kings and 
princes, mostly relatives – and there 
were fireworks, a naval review and  
a service at Westminster Abbey.

Ten years later the celebrations 
were more lavish, though relations 
between crowned heads were so bad 
that they were not invited; instead it 
became an imperial celebration, with 
troops from all over the empire on 
parade. The procession to St Paul’s 
was one of the first events to be 
filmed. Huge crowds cheered the 
queen, who by then was too frail to 
leave her carriage to attend the 
cathedral service, so it was held on 
the steps where she could see it. “No 
one ever, I believe, has met with such 
an ovation,” she wrote wonderingly 
in her journal that night, adding: 
“The cheering was quite deafening.”

George V’s silver jubilee in May 
1935, eight months before he died, 
was suggested by the government 
partly as a patriotic display of British 
unity, a warning to Europe’s dictators, 
and partly with an eye to the forth-
coming general election. To his 
surprise, the gruff old king was 
greeted by cheering crowds on his way 
to the thanksgiving service at St 
Paul’s. “I am beginning to think they 
must really like me for myself,” he 
murmured, and that evening broad-
cast on the BBC his thanks to the 

nation. There were street 
parties, and free cinema 
shows for children; 
souvenir mugs, stamps 
and embroidery kits were 

issued, and each 
pensioner was 
given a voucher  
for half a crown 

(one-eighth of  
a pound).

A vast array of souvenirs,  
such as this milk jug, were 

produced to mark Victoria’s 
50 years on the throne

1977



67

´X
X

Buckingham Palace to St Paul’s 
stood six deep. There was a roaring 
trade in silver jubilee mugs, com-
memorative medals, tea towels and 
even Union Jack underpants. Five 
hundred million people around the 
world were said to have watched the 
celebrations on television.

The Queen was as surprised by 
the response as her grandfather had 
been 42 years earlier. She was greeted 
by enthusiastic crowds, both during 
her visits all around the nation 
(including Northern Ireland, then at 
the height of the Troubles) and on 
her trips to Commonwealth coun-
tries as far afield as Fiji and Canada. 
“I am simply amazed: I had no idea,” 
the Queen was overheard saying 
repeatedly. One innovation was the 
walkabout, previously seen only in 

her 1970 New Zealand tour. The 
informal greeting of people lining 
the streets was now tried in the City 
of London following the cathedral 
service, and proved to be such a 
success that it has been a feature of 
royal visits ever since.

The only misstep came in the 
Queen’s speech to the combined 
Houses of Parliament, when she 
upset Scottish Nationalists by 
insisting: “I cannot forget that I was 
crowned Queen of the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland. Perhaps the 
jubilee is a time to 

remind ourselves of the benefits 
which union has conferred.” This 
was the nearest the Queen has ever 
come to expressing a politically 
contentious opinion. The poet 
laureate Sir John Betjeman’s celebra-
tory hymn was also possibly a 
mistake: “From that look of dedica-
tion / In those eyes profoundly blue / 
We know her coronation / As a 
sacrament and true.”

The sceptics were confounded, 
and the silver jubilee set a template 
for subsequent royal celebrations:  
a combination of formal official 
ceremonies and widespread visits, 
with informal local rejoicing. 

Charteris told the royal biogra-
pher Ben Pimlott later: “She 

had a love affair with the 
country.” Or, as one 
banner along the 
processional route had 
it, “Liz Rules OK”.

Five hundred million people  
around the world were  
said to have watched  
the celebrations on television

“I HAD NO IDEA” The Queen was amazed 

at the warmth shown by the huge crowds,  

at a time when the monarchy had  

supposedly fallen out of favour
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In a deeply divided 

Britain scarred by strikes 

and high unemployment, 

some angrily opposed the 

jubilee festivities
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The 50th anniversary of the Queen’s 
accession followed a decade of shocks 
to the monarchy: the divorces of 
three of her children, including the 
highly public and acrimonious split 
between Prince Charles and Diana, 
Princess of Wales and her subsequent 
death in an accident in Paris; and the 
fire at Windsor Castle, after which it 
was announced that the Queen 
wished to pay income tax for the first 
time. These were events that led to 
questioning of both the monarchy’s 
popularity and its long-term viability. 
As before the silver jubilee, there were 
predictions that the celebrations 
would be a flop. 

The emphasis of organisers at the 
palace, as one official told the 
journalist Robert Hardman, was 
informality: “A lot of effort went into 
making it look unplanned.” The 
centrepiece was to be the Queen 
thanking her people for their support. 
The year got off to a bad start with 

the deaths in rapid succession of 
Princess Margaret and then the 
Queen Mother at the age of 101. 

The public reaction to the latter’s 
death revealed a sizeable reservoir  
of respect and affection for the 
monarchy, as had the celebrations for 
her centenary two years earlier. The 
queue to walk past her coffin in 
Westminster Hall stretched for more 
than a mile. “As soon as I saw the 
length of the queue… it spelt to me 
that the troubles were now passed,”  
a private secretary told Hardman. 

Within a month, the Queen and 
the Duke of Edinburgh were 
embarking on a tour of the British 
Isles. Once again enthusiastic crowds 
turned out, as they would when the 
couple visited Jamaica, Australia, 
New Zealand and Canada. 

The centrepiece of the jubilee 
weekend was another innovation: 
two concerts, one classical and one 
pop, on a giant stage in the grounds 

of Buckingham Palace. There were 
concerns about the effects on the 
lawns, and the Queen – by then well 
into her seventies – did not actually 
turn up to the pop concert until 
towards the end. It was a star-studded 
show, with performances by Paul 
McCartney, Eric Clapton and Cliff 
Richard, among others, and was 
launched with a surprise appearance 
by Queen guitarist Brian May, who 
played a rock version of the national 
anthem on top of the palace roof. 

The event fitted into the pattern as 
before: a service at St Paul’s, formal 
lunch at the Guildhall in the City of 
London, followed by an RAF flypast 
over the palace, watched by the 
Queen and her family from the 
balcony. An extra public holiday 
helped prolong the celebrations, and 
there were again street parties across 
the country and crowds pouring into 
London to watch the spectacle. The 
monarchy was back on track.

The Queen’s  

Golden Jubilee
Rocked by several seismic controversies, the monarchy  
nonetheless proved its enduring popularity

Crowds poured into 
London to watch  
the spectacle.  
The monarchy was 
back on track

SHOW OF SUPPORT Considered something of a test  
of the public’s affections, golden jubilee festivities drew 
around a million people to The Mall to celebrate 

2002
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Ten years after the golden jubilee, the 
monarchy had sailed into calmer, 
more serene waters – though that was 
not the case for the centrepiece of the 
commemorations at the start of June. 
A spectacular regatta procession 
down the Thames from Putney to the 
Isle of Dogs was meticulously 
planned, comprising a flotilla of 
1,000 boats, barges, cruisers, rowing 
boats, dinghies and skiffs. 
Unfortunately, the weather grew 
increasingly squally and wet as the 
fleet made its way past Westminster. 
Through it all, the Queen and her 
nonagenarian husband stood stoically 
in the open on their barge, watching 
the procession pass by – a gallant 
performance that landed the duke in 
hospital with an infection.

Unlike earlier such anniversary 
events, the diamond jubilee was not a 
tentative testing of the public mood. 
The monarchy’s popularity was not 
now in doubt, especially in the wake 
of the wedding of Prince William and 
Catherine Middleton the previous 
year. Even so, to forestall criticism of 
the cost at a time of recession, some 
elements of the celebrations were 
privately sponsored.

Once again the Queen and duke 
toured the British Isles but this time, 
in a concession to their age, other 

family members were sent on tours 
abroad: Prince Charles and his wife 
Camilla to Australia, New Zealand 
and Canada; Prince William and 
Catherine to Malaysia and the Pacific 
islands; and Prince Harry to Belize, 
Brazil, Jamaica and the Bahamas. For 
the younger members, these tours 
were partly testing-the-water exercises 
to see how they performed in their 
royal roles. Each was a success.

There were other, by-now tradi-
tional elements to the jubilee, such as 
a St Paul’s service, walkabouts, a 
formal dinner and a concert, though 
this time, in deference to the palace 
lawns, it took place at the Victoria 
Memorial on The Mall. Many of the 
stars were the same, too, with 
performers from each decade of the 
Queen’s reign. Shirley Bassey, Cliff 
Richard, Tom Jones and Paul 
McCartney rubbed shoulders with 
Grace Jones, Robbie Williams, Kylie 
Minogue, Elton John, Jessie J and Ed 
Sheeran. As before, the Queen put in 
a late appearance at the concert.

Overall, the Queen’s jubilees have 
proved an increasingly successful 
element in promoting the monarchy’s 
popularity: an opportunity for an 
extra day’s holiday for the public,  
for street parties and uninhibited – 
though decorous – celebrations.

The Queen’s  

Diamond Jubilee
As she celebrated six decades on the throne with a host of events, 
the Queen rode a wave of public approval

The date of accession is 
also the anniversary of 
her father’s death, which 
the Queen likes to 
spend in quiet reflection

STANDING FIRM 
The Queen and 

Prince Philip  
stood for hours  

in torrential rain 
watching the 
Jubilee River 

Pageant, where a 
seven-mile flotilla 
sailed past them

Th Q
2012

The 65th anniversary of the 
Queen’s accession passed without 
fanfare. On 6 February 2017, she 
spent the day privately at 
Sandringham, as she does every 
year, going diligently through the 
red boxes of official documents sent 
to her daily by the government.

The chief reason for the lack of 
ceremony on the actual day is that 
the date of her accession is also the 
anniversary of her father’s death, 
which the Queen likes to spend in 
quiet reflection. George VI was 
found dead in bed by his valet in 
1952, having suffered a heart attack 
in his sleep. He had been ill with 
lung cancer but his death was 
unexpected; Elizabeth II was on  
a tour in Kenya when she succeeded 
to the throne.

In 2022, country-wide engage-
ments and celebrations will mark 
the Queen’s platinum jubilee – a 
great milestone and yet another first 
for this remarkable monarch. n

The Queen’s 

Sapphire 
Jubilee
The 65th anniversary was  
just a normal working day

2017
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From haute couture and evening glitz to  
chic working wardrobes fit for touring the globe, 
we trace how royal fashion has evolved during 

Elizabeth’s seven decades on the throne

Dressing to impress

LIFE AS QUEEN Royal fashion

1948: TREND 

SETTERS

The young princesses 
provide glimpses of 
glamour and fashion 
in postwar Britain
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1970: BRIGHT SIDE 

In lemon yellow on an 
overseas tour. Bold 
block colours have 
long been a signature 
look helping the 
Queen stand out  
in a crowd 

1979: ON 

SAFARI 

Making a rare 
public appearance  
in trousers while 
spotting wildlife in 
southern Africa 

1966: IN UNIFORM

Until she started 
travelling by carriage, 
from 1952 to 1986  
the Queen wore the 
Scots Guard uniform 
for Trooping the Colour 

1953: FEMININITY

As postwar austerity 
ends, the Queen is 
inspired by Dior’s 
New Look, with soft 
shoulderlines, pretty 
fabrics and full skirts
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REGAL RAINBOW

From left to right: sporting vivid red on  
a visit to Kew, 1989; fresh in orange in 
Kingston, Jamaica, 2002; sunny yellow in 
Mexico on a 1975 state visit; mint green, 
with matching Simone Mirman hat, in 
Windsor, 1973; a demure blue outfit in 
Saudi Arabia, 1979; royal purple at Royal 
Ascot in York, 2005; pretty in pink for  
a Berkhamsted School visit, 2016
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2001: GOLDEN GOWN 

Resplendent in Hardy Amies, 

official dressmaker to the 

Queen for 50 years. He 

helped establish a crisp look 

with sharper silhouettes

COUNTRY CASUAL

Sporting a floral silk 

headscarf and quilted 

jacket at the 2006 Royal 

Windsor Horse Show

1993: SUMMER DRESS

The Queen adopts a less 

structured and more 

colourful style for a relaxed 

event in Cyprus prior to  

a Commonwealth function

1982: OFF DUTY

The Queen wears  

a casual but traditional 

look – tweeds, twinset 

and pearls – for a walk 

at Windsor Castle
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2018: ROYAL ASCOT

This typifies key functional 
requirements for royal outfits: 
bright for visibility, a hat that 
mustn’t fly off or overshadow 
the face, and a weighted hem 
in case of gusty winds n
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LIFE AS QUEEN Prime ministers

THE 
MONARCH

& 
her ministers

She laughed with Churchill, was “correct but cool” with Heath 

and declined to call Blair “Tony”. The Queen has seen 14 

prime ministers in Downing Street during her decades on the 

throne. FRANCIS BECKETT recounts the relationships of 

these premiers with Britain’s longest-reigning monarch
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Winston Churchill 1952–55

Anthony 
Eden 1955–57

He found her  

easy to confide in.  

She found him  

a sympathetic 

listener

Churchill, the wartime premier, lost 
the 1945 general election but 
returned to Downing Street in 1951.  
So when Elizabeth became Queen in 
1952, the then-77-year-old statesman 
was her first prime minister – and, 
some believe, her favourite. 

They enjoyed their weekly 
meetings, laughed a lot and bonded 
over a shared interest in horses and 

racing. The meetings stretched from 
30 minutes to two hours. Churchill had 
great respect for the monarchy and 
what the politician Roy Jenkins called 
“near idolatry” for Elizabeth. 

Soon after her coronation, her 
prime minister had a stroke. When  
they next met, he told her the truth, 
which he had hidden from his cabinet 
colleagues: that he could not be sure if 
he could go on until he knew whether 
he could command the Conservative 
conference and then parliament.

She then invited the Churchills to 
join her to watch the St Leger Stakes 
horse race and to go by royal train to 
Balmoral. Churchill enjoyed himself 
there enormously; it seems to have 
contributed to his recovery.

Eden’s health was compromised 
by a botched operation two years 
before he became premier, and 
he was irascible and micro-
managed his ministers. His 
premiership ended with the 
disastrous Suez invasion and  
a health breakdown. 

When he went to see the 
Queen to be formally appointed 
prime minister, the two sat 
around talking of this and that 
until, according to his wife, 
Clarissa, Eden began to think she 
wasn’t going to ask him to form  
a government at all. So he said: 
“Well, Ma’am?” and she replied:  
“I suppose I ought to be asking 
you to form a government.”

He found her easy to talk to 
and to confide in. The Queen 
found him a sympathetic listener, 
too, and much talk during their 
early meetings was about Princess 
Margaret’s possible marriage to 
the divorced Group Captain Peter 
Townsend. It is thought, though, 
that she was strongly opposed to 
the ill-fated Suez adventure, which 
made her doubt her prime 
minister’s judgment.

Churchill escorts Queen 
Elizabeth to her car after dining 
at 10 Downing Street. The two 
were fond of each other

OPPOSITE PAGE: A 1965 stamp 
produced to commemorate the 
wartime leader’s death

Churchill had  

great respect  

for the monarchy 

and “near idolatry” 

for Elizabeth
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Harold 

Macmillan 
1957–63

When Macmillan became prime 

minister after the Suez debacle 

the Conservative party was 

bitterly divided, and he told the 

Queen his government might not 

last six weeks. She reminded him 

of that when he finally resigned, 

six successful years later.

When he kissed her hands she 

was “gracious, but brief”, he wrote 

in his diaries, but he valued her 

grasp of foreign affairs: “She 

showed, as her father used to, an 

uncanny knowledge of details and 

personalities. She must read the 

telegrams very carefully.” And she 

loved his talent for political gossip.

Macmillan may, though, have led 

her into a constitutional error. He 

wanted to be succeeded by Lord 

Home and apparently persuaded 

the Queen to exercise her royal 

prerogative. An early draft letter to 

her is revealing: “Lord Home is 

clearly a man who represents the 

old, governing class at its best, and 

those who take a reasonably 

impartial view of English history 

know how good that can be…” She 

sent for Home, who would not 

have been the cabinet’s choice.

Alec Douglas-Home 1963–64

Lord Home renounced his peerage 

after he became prime minister. He 

stood for a safe seat and entered the 

House of Commons as plain Sir Alec 

Douglas-Home. He was from an old 

family of Scottish aristocrats, 

neighbours of the Queen Mother’s 

family, the Bowes-Lyons, so he was 

the first of the Queen’s premiers to 

whom she was already close – a 

childhood friend of her mother. “She 

loved Alec – he was an old friend,” 

said one aide. “They talked about 

dogs and shooting together… they 

were the same sort of people.”

Douglas-Home helped the Queen 

to name several royal horses over  

the years. According to the historian 

DR Thorpe, when Douglas-Home first 

went to Balmoral on a prime 

ministerial visit, he heard the sound of 

the Queen’s official bagpiper before 

breakfast – a sound he had not heard 

when simply visiting as an old friend. 

He subsequently suggested calling 

three foals “Blessed Relief” [by] 

“Bagpipes” [out of] “Earshot”.
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Alec Douglas-Home 

shared the Queen’s 

interest in dogs  

and shooting

He was the first  

of the Queen’s 

premiers to  

whom she was 

already close
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Edward 

Heath  
1970–74

Edward Heath was the first 

Conservative leader to be 

elected by a ballot of the party’s 

MPs, and will be remembered as 

the prime minister who took 

Britain into the EEC.

Heath failed to charm the 

Queen, and they had a difficult 

relationship. He was not good at 

small talk, and not always 

comfortable with women. They 

held different views about the 

Commonwealth, to which she 

held a great attachment. Heath’s 

biographer John Campbell 

describes their relationship as 

“correct but cool”.

But Heath, like his 

predecessors, found her 

knowledgeable – “undoubtedly 

one of the best-informed people 

in the world”, he wrote. The 

troubles in Northern Ireland 

brought them together, too. 

Heath records a meeting with  

the Queen at which both 

contemplated with horror and 

tears events in that region.

Harold Wilson  
1964–70 and 1974–76

As the first Labour prime minister in 

13 years, Wilson wanted to get the 

protocol right. He wrote in his 

autobiography: “Contrary to all I had 

understood about the procedures, 

there was no formal kissing of hands.”

He enjoyed his weekly meetings 

with the Queen, describing them as 

the only times when he could have a 

serious conversation, which would 

not be leaked, with somebody who 

wasn’t after his job. She enjoyed 

them, too – after Churchill, Wilson 

may have been her favourite PM. 

They were closer in age than some of 

her prime ministers, and he was the 

first not to come from the traditional 

ruling class. The Queen was learning 

for the first time about people not in 

her social stratum.

“Harold was very fond of her, and 

she reciprocated it,” said Labour 

cabinet minister Barbara Castle.  

“He made her feel at ease [and] kept 

her well-informed.” Royal biographer 

Robert Lacey says: “Wilson 

persuaded the Queen to drop a lot  

of stuffy protocol that had remained 

since Queen Victoria.” 
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Wilson felt that with 

the Queen he could 

have a serious 

conversation which 

would not be leaked

Not coming from the traditional ruling 

class, Harold Wilson helped the Queen 

learn about ordinary British people
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Margaret Thatcher 1979–90

The Thatcher premiership marked the 

end of the postwar Attlee settlement, 

and a major shift of wealth and power 

from the public to the private sectors. 

You may have expected the Queen 

to feel close to her first woman 

premier and the one nearest to her in 

age. But their relationship was not 

always easy, and the Queen was 

thought to be anxious at the human 

cost of Thatcherism. 

Biographer Charles Moore says 

that Thatcher’s attitude was 

“compounded of constitutional 

correctness, old-fashioned deference 

and a certain unease, probably related 

to the fact that both were women, and 

neither had much experience of 

working with women at a high level”. 

Whereas other premiers enjoyed 

weekends at Balmoral, Thatcher saw 

them as interrupting her work. But the 

Queen did help to broker peace over 

the Falklands victory service, when 

church leaders wanted a service of 

reconciliation, which Thatcher thought 

betrayed the soldiers. 

Margaret Thatcher,  
the Queen’s first female 
prime minister, was also 
the closest to her in age

Thatcher saw 
weekends at 
Balmoral as 
interrupting  
her work

James 
Callaghan 
1976–79

The Queen 
enjoyed his 
company and 
respected his 
naval background

Callaghan became prime minister 

after Harold Wilson’s surprise 

resignation, and held on until he 

was swept away by the Thatcher 

landslide in 1979. What you get 

from the Queen, he said, is 

“friendliness but not friendship”.

The pair got on well, and 

Callaghan was so careful about 

not betraying her confidence  

that he would not even tell the 

Queen’s private secretary what 

they talked about. The Queen 

enjoyed his company. He once 

told her he was having trouble 

deciding about an issue and, 

before he could ask her opinion, 

she told him: “That’s what you’re 

paid for.” 

Harold Wilson noted that the 

Queen respected those who had 

served in the armed forces, and 

this made her relationship with 

Callaghan, who had been in 

the�Royal Navy, more relaxed.  

He was the son of a seaman, 

brought up in poverty and 

socially conservative, all of  

which endeared him to her.
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John Major 
1990–97

While John Major was dealing 

with the Gulf War and an 

economic downturn, his  

monarch was coping with the 

likely divorce of her son Charles.  

Their audiences are said to have 

been a bit like mutual support 

sessions, and she valued his 

private advice. 

He has called her 

“compassionate, shrewd, well-

informed, pragmatic and wise, 

with an unshakeable commitment 

to duty”. He also said she “may 

well offer counsel – perhaps 

through well-directed questions 

– that any prime minister would 

be foolish not to consider with 

care. All of them soon learn that 

the Queen, far from being cut off 

from her people, is very much 

aware of the shifting tides of 

public opinion – indeed, often 

ahead of it.”

Nonetheless, it was Major who 

took the decision that Britain 

could no longer afford the�Royal 

Yacht Britannia�(a decision often 

wrongly attributed to Tony Blair). 

The Queen regretted this, 

believing the yacht had enabled 

her to visit the smaller, more 

remote Commonwealth countries.
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Tony Blair 1997–2007
Tony Blair won Labour’s biggest ever 

majority and became the party’s 

longest-serving prime minister. Yet 

his name now tends to be mostly 

associated with the decision to go 

to war in Iraq. 

He was born just a month before 

the Queen was crowned in 1953. He 

was a man of a new generation, and 

his advice on the Queen’s family 

problems was less appreciated than 

his predecessor John Major’s had 

been. Blair recalled his first audience: 

“She was… direct, [saying] ‘You are 

my 10th prime minister. The first was 

Winston. That was before you were 

born.’ I got a sense of my relative 

seniority, or lack of it.” She declined 

his invitation to call him Tony. 

When Princess Diana died, neither 

the Spencer family nor the royal 

family wanted a big funeral, but Blair 

believed there was a public demand 

for it, and he insisted that the royal 

family needed to mourn publicly. 

When the Queen Mother died in 

2002, the palace took steps to 

prevent Blair taking over her funeral 

in the way that he had Diana’s. 

The Queen was, though, a good 

source of advice for Blair. He once 

asked her about another head of 

state, saying: “I’m really struggling to 

get on with him.” She replied: “Try 

cricket – that’s his subject.”

Tony Blair was born a month before  
the Queen’s coronation, and had  
a sense of his lack of seniority 

When Princess 
Diana died, Blair 
insisted that the 
royal family needed 
to mourn publicly
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David 
Cameron 
2010–16

David Cameron’s premiership 

marked a return of the old 

wealthy families to Downing 

Street for the first time since 

Alec Douglas-Home. Cameron 

had attended the exclusive 

Heatherdown boarding school 

with Prince Edward, performing 

as Harold Rabbit in a production 

of Toad of Toad Hall that featured 

Edward as Mole. Elizabeth and 

Cameron are even distantly 

related: he is a direct descendant 

of King William IV, the Queen’s 

great-great-great-great-uncle.

Even so, Cameron made 

protocol slip-ups that less 

well-connected prime ministers 

have avoided, and they irritated 

the Queen. In 2014, Cameron was 

staying with her at Balmoral; on 

the morning polls indicated that 

Scotland might vote for 

independence, the atmosphere 

over breakfast was said to have 

been frosty. The prospect of 

Scotland leaving the UK horrified 

the Queen, and she came closer 

than ever before to intervening, 

saying as she left church: “I hope 

people will think very carefully.” 

Cameron later had to apologise 

for saying publicly that she 

“purred” when he told her that 

independence had been rejected. 

His premiership ended abruptly 

after he lost the Brexit vote.

Gordon Brown 2007–10

The Queen was among the millions  
who watched the prime minister  
walking out of Downing Street with  
his wife and two young children 

As a Scot and the son of a Scottish 

Presbyterian minister, Prime Minister 

Gordon Brown was someone that the 

Queen felt she understood. 

Brown’s premiership ended in 

electoral defeat in May 2010, and the 

Queen was among the millions who 

watched television pictures of the 

prime minister walking out of Downing 

Street with his wife and two young 

children. A discreet telephone call 

was made, and Brown’s final audience 

with the Queen took place with his 

sons and wife, Sarah, by his side.  

It was the first time in the Queen’s 

reign that any departing prime 

ministers had met with her while 

accompanied by their children.
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Gordon Brown was the only prime 
minister to take his wife and children 
to his final audience with the Queen

LIFE AS QUEEN Prime ministers
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Boris 
Johnson 
2019–

The Queen liked all of her 

previous old Etonian prime 

ministers – Eden, Macmillan, 

Douglas-Home, Cameron. But 

Boris Johnson’s decision to 

prorogue parliament required her 

approval, which sources allege 

caused great unhappiness in the 

royal household; when it was 

declared illegal by the supreme 

court, the Queen apparently 

found it acutely embarrassing. 

Her prime minister apologised, 

but she will not have forgotten. 

For a portion of the Covid-19 

pandemic, weekly audiences 

between monarch and govern-

ment leader have been conducted 

over the telephone – the first time 

in her reign that the Queen has 

not met her prime minister in 

person every week. In June 2021 

they had their first face-to-face 

meeting for 15 months, and the 

initial awkwardness between 

them was captured on video.

“I’ve just been talking to your 

secretary of state for health 

[Matt Hancock], poor man,” she 

began. “He came for privy 

council. He’s full of…” Cutting the 

Queen off, Johnson interrupted 

to say: “Beans”. The Queen said: 

“He thinks that things are getting 

better.” Johnson: “Well, er, they 

are, in the sense that we’re…” 

And there the video cuts off. n

Theresa May 2016–19

The Queen seems to have admired May’s 
doggedness and work ethic, supporting 
her efforts to ensure that Brexit was 
done with as little bitterness as possible

The Queen seems to have warmed to 

her second woman prime minister in 

a way that she did not to her first, 

Margaret Thatcher. Like the Queen, 

Theresa May is a practicing Anglican 

whose religion is a major part of who 

she is – May’s father was a Church of 

England clergyman. The Queen 

seems to have admired May’s 

doggedness and work ethic, and 

supported her efforts to ensure that 

Brexit was done with as little bitter-

ness as possible. 

The Queen may even have gone so 

far as to try to help, in a discreet and 

coded way. She told the branch of 
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the Women’s Institute at West 

Newton Village Hall near 

Sandringham that “I, for one, prefer 

the tried and tested recipes, like 

speaking well of each other and 

respecting different points of view, 

coming together to seek out the 

common ground”.

There was, though, a brief hiccup 

in their relationship. A palace 

“source” said that the Queen wanted 

May to take her into her confidence 

about Brexit. But it seems May was 

not hiding her plans from the 

monarch – she just did not have a 

finalised strategy to share.

The Queen and her 13th prime minister 
seem to have shared respect for each 
other as well as religious beliefs
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AROUND the 
WORLD 

Elizabeth II

Queen Elizabeth has travelled widely throughout her  
reign, visiting more countries than any other sovereign. 

STEPHEN BATES explores the role played by the  
globe-trotting monarch on the international stage
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WALKABOUT

Large crowds gather to greet 
Her Majesty during a visit to 
South Africa in 1995

OPPOSITE PAGE:  
The Queen boards a plane  
to depart Fiji, one of the stops 
on the tour marking her silver 
jubilee in 1977
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1961: SAFE TRIP? The Queen rides alongside Ghanaian president 
Kwame Nkrumah in Accra. A spate of bombings didn’t deter her visit

E
lizabeth II is certainly the most 
travelled monarch in British 
history and maybe the most 
travelled leader of all time, giv-
en that she has been at it for 
longer than most. She has tra-
versed an incredible 1,032,513 
miles during her seven decades 
on the throne – the equivalent 

of 42 circumnavigations of the Earth – and that’s just to 
reach the countries she’s visited.

That distance was logged during some 265 offi-
cial overseas visits. In fact, there are just a few countries 
that the Queen has not visited, including Cuba and North 
Korea, whose governments might not welcome such  
a visit. More surprisingly, the list also includes Greece 
(though she did visit before her coronation) and Israel – 
the former because of Prince Philip’s fraught family ties  
to the erstwhile Greek monarchy, the latter presumably 
because of security concerns. 

She has been welcomed everywhere else, even in coun-
tries considered unstable or violent. In 1961, for example, 
she ventured to Ghana despite the fact that threats had 
been made to assassinate Kwame Nkrumah, the revolu-
tionary leader who had become the country’s first presi-
dent. She also visited Quebec City in 1964, at the height of 
militant French-Canadian struggles to break free from the 
majority Anglophone regions of that country.

During one of the surges of republicanism in Australia 
in 1988, the Queen (who remains Queen of Australia, 
New Zealand and Canada) went to open the new parlia-
ment building in Canberra. One of the demonstrators  
outside, Dr Jane Connors, told the journalist Robert 
Hardman: “We were all protesting and chanting. But then 
the Queen arrived and we fell silent. It was funny, but we 
just couldn’t boo the Queen.”

Even leaders who might not be thought instinctively 
monarchist have been charmed. The Soviet leader Nikita 
Khrushchev declared Queen Elizabeth completely unpre-
tentious after taking tea with her in 1956. And 

Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe refrained from 
criticising her even during his most pointed anti-British 
rhetoric – after all, he had once enjoyed a stay at 
Buckingham Palace during a state visit.

M 
ugabe was not the only world 
leader with a questionable human 
rights record whom the Queen 
has met over the years. It was re-
ported that, during a stroll in the 
grounds of Buckingham Palace in 

1978, she hid in the shrubbery when she spotted the 
Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceau�escu and his wife Elena 
heading towards her. 

The Queen positively drew the line in 1973 when 
Marie-Antoinette, wife of despotic President Mobutu 
Sese Seko of Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of 
Congo), smuggled her pet dog through customs and or-
dered steak for it from the Buckingham Palace kitchens – 
the animal was promptly placed in kennels at Heathrow 

The Queen is perhaps the most travelled  
leader of all time, having made some 

265 official foreign visits
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1956: SCREEN STARS Hollywood royalty – actress Marilyn 
Monroe – meets real royalty at a London film premiere

1977: FAR AFIELD Maoris meet the Queen in New Zealand. The 
1970s was the decade in which she travelled most

1982: ISLAND-HOPPING

Traditional canoes bring the 
Queen ashore on a tour of 
Tuvalu, a remote island  
nation in the Pacific Ocean
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1996: WELCOME VISIT South Africa’s president Nelson Mandela 

accompanies the Queen during a four-day stay in the UK. In her  

role promoting international relations, she has hosted more than 

100 visits by heads of state

2011: CLOSE PARTNERSHIP The Queen hailed the UK’s special 

relationship with the US during President Barack Obama‘s visit

1961: STRONG TIES Although India had been independent of British rule since 1947, vast crowds welcomed the Queen to their country



89

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S
  

 

1997: ALL SMILES Elizabeth on a 10-day tour of Canada, one of 
15 Commonwealth countries in which the Queen is head of state

Airport. The Queen doesn’t often show emotion, but she 
was reportedly white with fury at the Mobutus’ presump-
tion in flouting strict British quarantine laws.

It is conservatively estimated that the Queen has met 
more than a million people during her travels in Britain 
and abroad, though she has got to know few of them indi-
vidually, beyond a brief handshake and maybe a few 
words. Those who have enjoyed longer chats include more 
than a quarter of all US presidents, from Harry Truman to 
Joe Biden (excepting only Lyndon B Johnson), five popes 
and just about every major celebrity of the past 70 years, 
from Marilyn Monroe (born six weeks after the Queen) 
and Frank Sinatra to Daniel Craig and Angelina Jolie.

I
f any countries are closest to her heart, they are  
surely those in the Commonwealth of Nations. 
One of the largest international organisations  
in the world, the Commonwealth comprises 
54 member states, mostly former colonies or  
other territories in the British empire, which to-

gether encompass nearly a third of the world’s population, 

Many people are more fascinated  
by and knowledgeable about the  

royal family than ever

20 per cent of its land area and 14 per cent of  
its trade. 

The idea of the Commonwealth started in the 
late 1940s as Britain’s colonies began to peel 
away. Most joined the organisation in which they 
now sit as independent and equal states – the  
tiniest, the Pacific island nation of Tuvalu (popu-
lation 11,792, by a 2020 estimate) having the 
same say as India (1.38 billion, by a 2020 esti-
mate). Among the member states of the 
Commonwealth are 34 republics and five mon-
archies headed by separate royals; the Queen re-
mains head of state of 15 countries – so-called 
“realms” including Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand and a clutch of Caribbean islands.

The Queen heads the Commonwealth not 
as a right but out of respect, and it often seems that she  
is its most enthusiastic member, championing the  
sometimes fractious organisation at every opportunity 
and, until the past few years, visiting member states  
and the meetings of its heads of government regularly.  
It is believed that she was deeply unhappy with then 
British prime minister Margaret Thatcher’s opposition  
to proposed Commonwealth sanctions against apartheid-
era South Africa in the 1980s (the Queen was among  
the first world leaders to meet Nelson Mandela on his  
release from prison). She was also said to have been dis-
tressed by the US invasion of Grenada, a Commonwealth 
realm, which was launched in an attempt to overthrow 
the government.

The Queen’s last official overseas visit was in 2015, 
when she visited Malta. Before she stopped travelling 
abroad, she  was welcomed wherever she went, including 
the United States (which she experienced on six official 
visits) and the country which she travelled to most often, 
Canada (22 times). It is notable that in the US, a country 
that violently threw off the British monarchy some 240 
years ago, many people are more fascinated by and knowl-
edgeable about the royal family than ever – surely a testa-
ment to Elizabeth’s enduring influence and popularity.  n
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The Queen and the

Commonwealth
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As Britain was losing its grip on a shrinking empire, Elizabeth II 
pledged her “heart and soul” as the head of the Commonwealth. 
ASHLEY JACKSON looks at her special status among nations  

and her role as an agent of international change

AFTER THE RAJ 

The Queen is pictured on a tour of 

India in 1961, some 14 years after 

the country’s break from British 

rule. Other Commonwealth 

countries she visited that year 

included Cyprus, Pakistan, Ghana, 

Sierra Leone and Gambia
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T
he modern Commonwealth 

and Elizabeth II are age-

mates – one might stretch the 

analogy and call them twins. 

They certainly grew up 

together: the year of 

Elizabeth’s birth, 1926, was 

also the year of the Balfour 

Declaration (named after 

foreign secretary Arthur Balfour). That landmark state-

ment acknowledged the autonomy of the “white” domin-

ions in relation to Britain, thereby creating the 

Commonwealth as a group of freely associated nations, 

bound only by allegiance to the crown. Following the 

Second World War, the declaration’s principles were 

gradually extended to the non-“white” territories of the 

British empire as it transmuted to become the 

Commonwealth of Nations, evolving as it did so to 

embrace countries that chose to become republics with 

their own heads of state. 

The royal family’s role and identity had become 

entwined with the empire during Victoria’s reign; by the 

time Elizabeth was born, the House of Windsor was an 

imperial dynasty. In that interwar autumn of British 

power, against the backdrop of a vast empire buffeted  

by emergent nationalisms and mounting international 

political and economic challenges, the monarchy was 

nurtured as a symbol of unity, with royals increasingly 

visible on the world stage. 

In 1939, Elizabeth bid goodbye to her parents as they 

embarked on a month-long tour of Canada and the US. 

By the time of the 1947 tour of southern Africa, Elizabeth 

was old enough to accompany her parents and perform 

royal duties in her own right. That tour afforded her 

a vivid preview of the Commonwealth duties that lay 

ahead, and witnessed her debut as a performer on the 

international stage. Conveyed to Cape Town aboard 

Britain’s last great battleship, HMS Vanguard, the family 

progressed through Bechuanaland (now Botswana), 

Basutoland (Lesotho), the Rhodesias (today’s Zambia 

and Zimbabwe) and South Africa. For more than a 

quarter of the four-month expedition, the family slept 

aboard the “White Train” that carried them for much of 

the journey between Cape Town, Salisbury (now Harare) 

and Victoria Falls. 

During that tour, on the occasion of her 21st birthday, 

Princess Elizabeth made a memorable broadcast to the 

Empire-Commonwealth from Cape Town. The South 

African government made it the highlight of her visit, 

declaring the day a national holiday. Elizabeth delivered  

a striking speech noted both for its words, written by the 

king’s private secretary, Sir Alan Lascelles, and for the sin-

cerity with which they were enunciated. She specifically 

addressed “the youth of the British family of nations” and 

pledged her life to the service of the Commonwealth –  

a “solemn act of dedication”, she said, made “with a whole 

empire listening”. The tour appears to have profoundly 

affected her outlook, helping to establish an interest in 

and devotion to the Commonwealth that has since been  

a consistent theme of her life. After that defining tour, and 

further developing her Commonwealth perspective, from 

1949 to 1951 Elizabeth spent two years in Malta, where 

Prince Philip was stationed with the Mediterranean Fleet. 

I
n 1952, Elizabeth and her husband embarked on 

a tour on behalf of the ailing George VI, the 

younger royals thereby sharing the burden of 

duty with their seniors. The tour was supposed to 

embrace Australasia as well as East Africa and 

other territories along the way, but the couple 

made it no farther than Kenya before news of the king’s 

death was received. Elizabeth was in the Aberdare 

Mountains, within sight of Mount Kenya, when she 

became Queen. 

The subsequent coronation, it can be said with  

hindsight, was the swansong of the great imperial  

procession. Nevertheless, it featured adjustments that 

reflected the reality of the newly emergent 

Commonwealth. The Accession Proclamation, for 

example, omitted reference to the “Imperial Crown” – 

which would have had no meaning for independent India 

– employing instead the term “Head of Commonwealth”. 

The imperial and Commonwealth aspects of her position 

were evident throughout the ceremony and its attendant 

events, including the presence of Commonwealth  

prime ministers in the procession through London,  

and 300 Commonwealth guests inside a packed  

Westminster Abbey. 

Soon after the coronation, the Queen embarked on a 

40,000-mile Commonwealth tour taking her to the 

Caribbean, the Mediterranean, Aden (in what’s now 

Yemen), East Africa, Ceylon (today’s Sri Lanka), 

Australasia and the Pacific. In the 1953 Christmas Day 

broadcast, made from Auckland, the Queen stressed that 

the Commonwealth bore “no resemblance to the empires 

of the past. It is an entirely new conception – built on the 

higher qualities of the spirit of man: friendship, loyalty, 

and the desire for freedom and peace. To that new  

LIFE AS QUEEN The Commonwealth



EARLY OVERSEAS TOUR With her sister and 
mother in South Africa in 1947, a trip that ignited  
the young princess’s interest in the Commonwealth
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SOLEMN VOW 

Princess Elizabeth 
delivers her 21st 
birthday speech, in 
which she pledges her 
devotion to the “British 
family of nations”, 
during a 1947 royal 
tour of southern Africa

FRAGMENTING EMPIRE Lord and 
Lady Mountbatten greet crowds at the 
end of crown rule in India, August 1947

EARLY OVERSEAS TOUR Elizabeth with her  
sister and mother in South Africa in 1947, on the trip 
that ignited her interest in the Commonwealth
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The Commonwealth was not going to be the vehicle for 
world power that many politicians had hoped… it was 

not going to be a British empire-lite

LIFE AS QUEEN The Commonwealth

WARM RECEPTION Maoris greet the Queen in New 
Zealand in 1954, one of 12 Commonwealth countries 
she visited in the year following her coronation

LETTING GO Elizabeth inspects troops in Nigeria 
– then Britain’s most populous remaining colony – in 
1956, four years before it gained its independence

BREAKING FREE Anti-British demonstrators march 
in Tanzania in 1965, a year when many African 
countries gained independence from colonial rule
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conception of an equal partnership of nations and races  

I shall give my heart and soul every day of my life.” 

At Elizabeth’s accession, most of the British empire 

remained intact and, though change was afoot, she would 

not have known then just how rapidly it would come. No 

one did. Yet in the first dozen years of her reign, the 

empire all but disappeared. The process of decolonisation 

that had begun in South Asia in 1947 gathered speed  

in the 1950s and became a sprint in the 1960s, before  

subsiding to a steady pace in the 1970s and trickling on 

into the eighties and nineties. With the contraction of 

British world power and the emergence of a multiracial 

Commonwealth of independent nations bristling with 

divergent interests, the Queen’s role became one of pro-

viding continuity during transformation. Her position, as 

figurehead in relations between Britain and its erstwhile 

colonies during a time of flux, differed sharply from that 

of predecessors who had reigned when the fundamentals 

of empire remained unchanged. 

D
espite the hopes of political leaders in 

London, the modern Common-

wealth did not become a vehicle for 

British world power: it was not going 

to be an “empire-lite” and, though 

connections between Britain and 

former colonies might remain, it soon became clear that 

independence meant independence. A key aspect of the 

Queen’s interpretation of her position was that she under-

stood what was going on. She moulded her performance 

as head of the “new” Commonwealth to reflect the fact 

that it was not the old empire in a different guise but,  

rather, a very different thing: a multiracial association of 

equal sovereign nation states. Ahead of the 

curve, unlike many of her ministers and her 

British subjects, she discerned the need to 

avoid old ideas of imperial loyalty or 

Anglo-Saxon superiority and to embrace 

new members as equals. She empha-

sised the importance of common 

history, ideas and values theoretically 

shared by the diverse people of the 

Commonwealth, even if not always 

by their leaders.

The vicissitudes of international politics 

inevitably rent, repaired and refashioned the 

Commonwealth cloth. There were high-profile 

departures – such as the Republic of Ireland, 

South Africa and Fiji – as well as expulsions, 

applications to rejoin and bids for membership from 

countries that had never been under British rule. There 

were invasions of Commonwealth realms and damaging 

intra-Commonwealth disputes. Moments of high drama, 

such as the Suez crisis, strained relations between 

Commonwealth countries and Britain, as did slow- 

burning issues such as the response to the struggle  

against white minority rule in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe  

and South Africa. 

Britain’s applications to join the EEC, the fundamental 

realities of geopolitical divergence and declining British-

Commonwealth trade all shaped the Commonwealth. So, 

too, did the desire of some Commonwealth states to 

strengthen ties with Britain and with the monarchy, 

creating what has been termed a “royal Commonwealth”, 

centred on the person of the Queen. 

As head of state and head of the Commonwealth, 

Elizabeth negotiated the many challenges associated with 

the process of decolonisation, resultant issues of protocol, 

and evolving relationships with newly independent states, 

all in an international landscape charged by the currents 

of east–west rivalry and north–south discord. Dealings 

with her own prime ministers and governments in relation 

to Commonwealth states were sometimes difficult, 

obliging the Queen to pursue a different course or to 

distance herself from government policies and the 

conduct of her ministers, carving out a unique role at the 

centre of the Commonwealth.

So what has Elizabeth II brought to the 

Commonwealth? Experts inevitably point to personal 

qualities, relationships and conduct. Her sensitivity is 

often remarked upon, as is her understanding of the 

Commonwealth as a postcolonial entity. Her awareness of 

other people and her sense of caring is widely 

regarded, as is the strength of the relation-

ships she has developed with the many 

leaders with whom she has dealt over nine 

decades. This has engendered personal loyal-

ties and affinities with Commonwealth 

leaders, irrespective of their politics or ide-

ologies or, indeed, the attitude of British 

governments towards them. 

The Queen’s attendance at key 

Commonwealth events, such as the 

regular Heads of Government 

Meetings, brings the emollient 

presence of a central figure acting 

outside of politics – one possessed of 

unrivalled experience. For many of 

Departing for Bermuda  
on the first leg of a  

six-month tour of the 
Commonwealth in 1953
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LIFE AS QUEEN The Commonwealth

the Commonwealth’s smaller states, recognition of the 

Queen and Commonwealth offers a sense of security and 

connection with the wider world. 

T
he Queen’s value to the Common-

wealth has matured with age, and 

is augmented by the fact that she 

has visited 116 countries and ter-

ritories, including all those of the 

Commonwealth bar two – she is 

probably the most widely travelled head of state in history. 

Royal tours and state visits have become ineffable features 

of international diplomacy, Britain’s global profile, and the 

identity and activities of the Commonwealth as a multi-

national organisation. They have included milestones such 

as the 1961 visit to India and Pakistan (which set the tone 

for visits to Commonwealth republics), the 2011 visit to 

Ireland, and the tour of post-apartheid South Africa in 

1995. Such occasions attracted significant media attention 

and sometimes marked major changes in relations between 

Britain and the countries involved, or key developments in 

their internal political and constitutional history. 

Largely because the Commonwealth failed to develop 

as an agency of British power, the British government and 

establishment – and, indeed, the British people – lost 

interest and collectively forgot why, apart from shared 

history, it was there. But the Queen has not. Distinct from 

her position as monarch of the United Kingdom, the 

modern Commonwealth and its headship were things she 

was instrumental in creating. Her roles as head of an asso-

ciation of 54 nations, and head of state in 15 of them,  

continue to be taken with a seriousness not necessarily 

reflected in Westminster or Whitehall. 

It has been speciously suggested that the Queen 

needed the Commonwealth more than the other way 

around. The historian Ben Pimlott more accurately 

captured the symbiotic relationship between them: “The 

monarchy, with its imperial memory, keenly sought  

a Commonwealth role, partly to justify itself, but also 

because it had taken its supranational role seriously, and 

– in a way that was never quite understood by politicians 

– it continued to relate to distant communities which 

showed their loyalty in ways that did not necessarily 

come to the attention of Whitehall.” 

Decolonisation, and the evolution of the Common-

wealth that shadowed it, became leitmotifs of the new 

Elizabethan age, from the independence of Ghana in 

1957 to the handover of Hong Kong four decades later. 

The familial rhetoric that attended the transformation of 

metropole-colony relationships from the turn of the last 

century – the young “cubs” growing to maturity and 

taking their place alongside the old “lion” – could not, of 

WORLD LEADERS The Queen hosts Commonwealth 
prime ministers including Winston Churchill at Buckingham 
Palace during the 1955 Commonwealth conference
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course, mask the fact that this was not always a peaceful 
or planned process, and involved bloody wars and strug-
gles to win independence from Britain. Nevertheless, the 
rhetoric lent itself naturally to the position of a familial 
monarchy that spoke directly, sometimes amid tumultu-
ous events, to the people of the emerging Commonwealth 
(as opposed to political leaders alone), focusing on 
themes still familiar in the Christmas broadcast: the 
need for unity and understanding; the importance of 
service and duty and of connecting with, and under-
standing, other people; and the common bonds of 
humanity that unite us all.

H
arold Macmillan said that the 
Commonwealth “offered opportu-
nities for a monarchical role, carved 
out for herself, that the United 
Kingdom could not provide”. The 
Commonwealth might have 

become a loose association, ties to the former “mother 
country” eroded by globalisation, demographic change, 
divergent views and changing patterns of trade. But the 
umbilical cord that linked states to the monarchy contin-
ued to give the palace a different perspective and created  
a new space of contact – one, in many ways, beyond 
British society and politics, able to help highlight and 

address transnational issues of great moment, such as 
literacy and climate change. 

The Commonwealth is not the largest, richest or most 
powerful supranational organisation on the world stage, 
and its significance to people in Britain is limited. Its  
progenitors are colonisation and decolonisation – not the 
most auspicious origins in an age in which decolonising 
minds, pursuing racial equality and acknowledging 
power disparities between global north and south are 
potent motivators, particularly among the younger gener-
ations. Yet it might be argued that the Commonwealth’s 
nature as a consensual, multicultural entity, and its very 
“non-Britishness”, positions it well to address matters of 
mounting relevance to ordinary people around the world. 

Steeped in history but not imprisoned by it, the 
Commonwealth’s work is focused on the future, not the 
past. It strives to protect the environment and encourage 
the sustainable use of natural resources; to boost trade; to 
support democracy and the rule of law; to help small states 
tackle the challenges that they face; and to develop society 
and young people, focusing on gender equality, education, 
health and sport. Regardless of how we got to where we are 
today and of people’s feelings about the monarchy – past, 
present and, indeed, in the post-Elizabethan future – this 
isn’t a bad agenda. Queen Elizabeth II and her family 
remain integral to its pursuit. n

REPUBLIC’S RETURN? The Queen meets President Mary 

McAleese on the first royal visit to Ireland, in 2011. Some have 

lobbied for the republic to rejoin the Commonwealth

HEAD OF COMMONWEALTH  

Elizabeth II at the Commonwealth 

Heads of Government Meeting, 2018. 

Leaders renewed their commitment  

to the Commonwealth and announced 

Prince Charles as its next head
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FLYING COLOURS 

The Queen admires a flypast  
by the RAF Red Arrows above 
Windsor Castle on her official 
birthday, 12 June 2021
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ELIZABETH II’S ROLE, IMAGE AND IMPACT  
IN AN EVER-EVOLVING WORLD 

+  A LIFETIME OF CHANGE  
Britain’s transformation since 1926

+  THE QUEEN ON SCREEN  

Films that depicted Elizabeth II’s life

+  THE CROWN  

Our fascination with the hit series

+  THE CHANGING WORLD 

How the global landscape has shifted

+  THE CHANGING MONARCHY  

What does the family’s future look like? 
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THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY Britain’s transformation

A lifetime  
of 

CHANGE

For many, the Queen is a symbol of perpetual, old-fashioned 
stability. Yet, says DOMINIC�SANDBROOK, since her birth in 

1926 she has been part of one of the most remarkable 
chapters of social transformation in British life
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NEW BALL GAME 

Women light cigarettes on the 

tennis court, c1930s. Between 

the wars, women began to 

enjoy social and economic 

freedoms that would 

previously have  

been unimaginable

OPPOSITE PAGE:  

A commemorative mug to 

mark the 1953 coronation
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S
hortly before 3am on 21 April 1926, 

a little girl was born to Prince Albert, 

Duke of York and his wife Elizabeth. 

The new arrival’s exhausted mother 

had been hoping for a girl, while her 

father could barely contain his joy. 

“We always wanted a child,” Albert 

wrote afterwards, “to make our hap-

piness complete.”

Few could have guessed it at the time, but that little girl 

would become perhaps the most recognisable British face 

of the century. In many ways, her life could hardly have 

been more different from the experiences of most ordinary 

people. Elizabeth II has never shopped at Asda or at Aldi; 

never spent a week at Butlin’s or at Center Parcs; never 

filled in a pools coupon or gambled on the lottery; never 

worried about her hire-purchase repayments, her mortgage 

or her pension. She has never known the fear of unemploy-

ment nor the joy of promotion; never felt the anxiety of the 

first week at university or the nerves of a first job interview; 

never been on a demonstration, danced at a rock festival or 

watched a football match in a pub. She does, however, 

watch television; her favourite shows down the years have 

reportedly included Dad’s Army, Midsomer Murders and, 

perhaps a little implausibly, The Bill. In this, at least, she is 

not so different from millions of her fellow Britons.

As Elizabeth II, she has become the living symbol of 

our nation, growing from giggling princess to radiant 

young queen, from anxious mother to beloved grand-

mother. Indeed, on the surface at least, the Queen has 

become the incarnation of the eternal, unchanging verities 

of selflessness, self-discipline and responsibility. To many 

of her people she represents stability and continuity, the 

virtues of the tweed overcoat and the battered Land Rover, 

the appeal of old-fashioned Christian charity and 

unashamed moral conservatism – the embodiment not 

just of our royal family, our national history and our col-

lective traditions but of Britishness itself.

Yet the irony is that few monarchs have presided over an 

age of such dramatic and turbulent change, from the dis-

appearance of the British empire and the decline of British 

THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY Britain’s transformation

Christianity to the rise of divorce and digital technology. 

Indeed, the very fact of change is surely a compelling 

reason why her deliberately old-fashioned image remains 

so overwhelmingly popular. For to look back across the 

Queen’s life is to gaze across a social and cultural landscape 

that, superficially at least, has changed utterly. Our clothes, 

our food, our pleasures, our values, even our holidays and 

our hobbies: all these things tell a story of astonishing 

transformation, stretching over more than nine decades.

W 
hen Elizabeth was born, Britain 

was only days away from the 

outbreak of the General Strike. 

The scars of the First World War 

were still raw; unemployment 

had soared in the immediate 

aftermath, and disabled servicemen could be seen begging 

on street corners. The prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, 

was at heart and in outlook something of a Victorian,  

a Worcestershire industrialist who had anonymously 

donated around a fifth of his personal fortune to help 

repay Britain’s war debts. And against Baldwin’s 

Conservatives stood a Labour party dominated by trade 

unionists and manual workers, a party whose leader, 

Ramsay MacDonald, was the illegitimate son of a Scottish 

farm labourer and a housemaid. 

Yet though it is tempting to play up the Victorianism of 

Baldwin’s Britain and the supposed backwardness of the 

years when little Elizabeth was reportedly “chattering and 

bombarding the guests with crackers” at Christmas parties, 

that would, I think, be a mistake. Even in the late 1920s, 

there were powerful hints of the changes that would dra-

matically reshape British life and culture during the future 

Queen’s lifetime. Although the twenties and thirties are 

often remembered as an age of strikes and dole queues, 

captured in memorable images of long lines of men in flat 

caps and grey overcoats, that was only part of the story. 

Even as young Elizabeth was playing on her rocking 

horse, thousands of young women were cutting their hair 

shorter, wearing their skirts higher, smoking, drinking 

and even driving. And in 1934, when Elizabeth was just 

Few monarchs have presided over an age of  
such dramatic and turbulent change
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CLOISTERED CHILDHOOD Princess Elizabeth in 1930, not yet 
destined for the throne. At the time, Britain was slumping into the 
Great Depression, stricken by soaring unemployment

BYGONE BRITAIN The 1930s saw the turning point when  
JB Priestley’s “second Britain” of thriving Victorian industry – here 
preserved at the Black Country Living Museum – was under threat 
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PRIVILEGE AND PRIVATION 

Striking engineers cross 
Blackfriars Bridge, London. 

Elizabeth was born just days 
before the 1926 General Strike
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seven, the writer JB Priestley memorably suggested that, 
for all the appearance of tradition, England was in the 
throes of tremendous social change. (Unlike many other 
writers of the day, he really did mean England, rather 
than Britain. Even so, his remarks apply equally well to 
Wales and Scotland.) 

There were, Priestley wrote, three versions of England. 
One was “Old England, the country of the cathedrals and 
minsters and manor houses and inns, of parson and squire; 
guide-book and quaint highways and byways England”. 
This, of course, is the England that millions of tourists 
visit every year: the England of Oxford and Cambridge, 
Bath and the Cotswolds. It is also, in essence, the England 
that Elizabeth II has come to represent above all.

Priestley’s second England, however, has now almost 
vanished. This was the England of the urban north and 
Midlands, “the 19th-century England, the industrial 
England of coal, iron, steel, cotton, wool, railways; of 
thousands of rows of little houses all alike, sham Gothic 
churches, square-faced chapels, Town Halls, Mechanics’ 
Institutes, mills, foundries, warehouses… mill chimneys, 
slums, fried-fish shops, public-houses with red blinds… 
good-class draper’s and confectioners’ shops, a cynically 
devastated countryside, sooty dismal little towns, and still 
sootier grim fortress-like cities.”

Y
ou can, of course, still see the remains of 
this England, though it is surely telling 
that it has been best preserved in places 
such as the Black Country Living 
Museum in Dudley, where dozens of 
Victorian buildings – from workshops 

to confectionery stores – have been painstakingly moved 
and maintained. In the early 1930s, when Priestley  
was writing, this England was threatened by the experi-
ence of the Depression. 

It enjoyed a last hurrah in the 
1950s, when British manufactur-
ers rejoiced in a brief but illusory 
Indian summer while foreign 
competitors struggled to rebuild 
from the devastation of the 
Second World War. Although 
poverty and deprivation have 
never gone away in this country, 
the world of the industrial working 
class – the world of Methodist 
chapels and street corner pubs – 
has largely disappeared.

It was Priestley’s third England, though, that held the 
key to the immense social changes that broke like a tidal 
wave over the United Kingdom during Elizabeth II’s 
lifetime. This was what he called the “new postwar 
England… the England of arterial and by-pass roads, of 
filling stations and factories that look like exhibition 
buildings, of giant cinemas and dance-halls and cafes, 
bungalows with tiny garages, cocktail bars, Woolworths, 
motor-coaches, wireless, hiking, factory girls looking like 
actresses, greyhound racing and dirt tracks, swimming 
pools, and everything given away for cigarette coupons.” 
And although some of this seems quaint today – the grey-
hound tracks and cigarette coupons, for example – there 
is also much that seems prescient and familiar.

I think Priestley’s third England – a society already 
being transformed by leisure, affluence and consumerism, 
especially in those parts of the south and Midlands that 
had been spared the ravages of the Depression – offered  
a preview of the changes that would sweep across the  
nation during the 1950s and 1960s. These changes were 
delayed, of course, by the onset of the Second World War 
(during which the young Elizabeth joined the Auxiliary  
Territorial Service as No 230873 Second Subaltern 
Elizabeth Windsor) and by the privations of postwar aus-
terity. But, given the transformation of the economy, the 
rise of consumerism and the expansion of education, they 
were surely inevitable.

Elizabeth became Queen in 1952, in an age of smog 
and fog, thick greatcoats, stodgy food and heavy coins, the 
age of Stanley Matthews and Billy Wright, Vera Lynn and 
Arthur Askey. Class consciousness hung heavy in the air, 
yet most people felt tightly connected by their common 
culture. By contemporary standards, it looks an almost 
antediluvian world. More than one in four people had 
outside toilets; fridges and washing machines were expen-

sive luxuries; televisions were 
almost unknown; and there were 
just 3 million cars on the roads, 
compared with more than  
38 million vehicles today. 

Yet this was also a world in 
flux. After years of greyness, 
deprivation and austerity, 
Britain’s new queen seemed to 
symbolise a better, brighter 
future. Commentators talked of 
a “New Elizabethan Age” – an  
age of technological innovation 
and cultural renaissance. On Princess Margaret with 

Peter Townsend, a divorcee 
to whom marriage was 
deemed unacceptable
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Coronation Day, 2 June 1953, around 3 million people 
lined the streets of London, cheering and waving their 
flags despite the pouring rain. Even more significantly – 
especially for the long-term future of the monarchy – the 
sales of new television sets doubled in the month before the 
coronation. On the big day itself, some 20 million people 
watched several hours of the BBC’s reverential black-and-
white coverage. Indeed, to most ordinary viewers it was  
a national spectacle like no other.

To Elizabeth herself, now a serious, reserved young 
mother, the coronation was above all a deeply personal, 
even spiritual experience. Yet it was also awash with the 
kind of consumerism that would come to define our 
national life in the decades that followed. Sales of flags, 
banners and memorabilia went through the roof, and the 
day even gave the country a new national dish – corona-
tion chicken, an Anglo-Indian mixture invented especially 
for the palace banquet by the food writer Constance Spry 
and the chef Rosemary Hume.

Two years later, the press pored over the love life of the 
Queen’s sister, Margaret, who had become involved with 
the divorced Group Captain Peter Townsend – another 

sign of the new pressures of the mass media and the cult  
of celebrity, which would only increase as Elizabeth’s 
reign continued. The magic of monarchy had long resided 
in its paradoxical combination of remoteness and accessi-
bility but, with the birth of television and the emergence 
of a less-deferential media culture, this would become  
a harder trick to pull off. Indeed, re-reading those gossip 
columns from 1955, it is hard not to think of what  
was coming: the divorces of the Queen’s children,  
the Sarah Ferguson saga, the death of Diana and the 
ensuing media furore.

I
n the years that followed, the rhetoric of a New 
Elizabethan Age began to look increasingly 
hollow. Only three years after the coronation, the 
fiasco of the Suez crisis laid bare Britain’s reduced 
economic and diplomatic position for all to see. 
By the 10th anniversary of Elizabeth’s accession, 

much of the empire had already evaporated. 
The influx of hundreds of thousands of immigrants 

from Britain’s former colonies transformed the look of our 
cities, the sound of our music and even the flavours of our 

The coronation was awash with the kind of 
consumerism that would come to define our 

national life in the decades that followed

NATION IN FLUX England in the fifties, “an age of 
smog and fog, thick greatcoats and stodgy food” – but, 
with its new young queen, on the cusp of reinvention

ROYAL RETAIL  

A flood of memorabilia 
marked the coronation, 
from plates, spoons and 
tins to jigsaws and dolls
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foods, but it also exposed an uglier side to our national 

life, from the young hoodlums who rioted in Notting Hill 

in 1958 to the skinheads who marched against Ugandan 

Asians in 1972. 

And although the supposedly “Swinging Sixties” 

brought rising living standards, new universities and  

the liberalisation of the laws governing divorce, abortion 

and homosexuality, they also brought new anxieties  

about the competitive decline of Britain’s economy and 

new uncertainties about a post-imperial nation’s place in  

a changing world.

T 
he curious thing is that, through all 

this, Elizabeth herself remained 

remarkably constant. True, the tapes 

of her annual Christmas broadcasts 

reveal that her accent gently altered 

over the years, losing a little of the 

clipped, glacial rigidity of her first broadcasts. In essence, 

though, she always played the same part, never deviating 

from her lines, never faltering, never putting so much as  

a foot out of place. And the truth is that this explains 

much of her success. In an age where everything else 

seemed in flux – when the currency was being deci-

malised, when bombs were going off in Northern Ireland, 

when factories across the land were closing their doors, 

when the advent of computer technology was transform-

ing the high street – the Queen represented a reassuring 

fixed point. Everything else had changed, but Elizabeth, 

at least, seemed to stay the same.

No wonder, then, that today her popularity remains 

undimmed. Even a few years ago, few people could have 

predicted the political turbulence of the 2010s, from the 

election of the first coalition government since the Second 

World War and the impact of economic austerity to the 

vote to leave the European Union in 2016 and the extraor-

dinarily unpredictable general election a year later. Yet it 

speaks volumes for Elizabeth’s reputation that, almost 

uniquely in British public life, she managed to remain 

above the fray. 

The Sun famously claimed that the “Queen Backs 

Brexit”, but the Palace issued firm denials, and few people 

would seriously claim that they know the Queen’s views  

on the political controversies of recent years. While the 

Brexit furore divided political parties, institutions and 

even families, the royal family sailed on regardless. And 

THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY Britain’s transformation

KICKING OFF Notting Hill race riots, 1958. Large-scale immigration 
brought Britain greater diversity, to which some reacted with hostility 

LOOKING FORWARD The Notting Hill Carnival 
reflects how much Britain has changed since the 1950s

In an extraordinarily moving address, Elizabeth paid 

tribute to the NHS and urged her people to recapture 

the  same spirit that had beaten the Nazis
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Elizabeth herself remained as she had always been: unfath-

omable, imperturbable, the personification of duty, the 

embodiment of national unity, at a time when all else was 

disagreement and division.

That is not to say, though, that the Queen’s life in 

recent years has been untouched by change. The circus  

of her grandson Harry’s marriage to the former US  

television actress Meghan Markle and their subsequent 

self-imposed exile in California was a painful embarrass-

ment for the House of Windsor. Yet, despite the tabloid 

headlines, the Queen’s own popularity remained remark-

ably untroubled, reflecting the fact that most Britons 

instinctively rallied to their beleaguered monarch. And 

throughout the affair she could console herself with  

the immense public affection for the Duke and Duchess  

of Cambridge, whose devotion to duty so obviously 

mirrors her own.

Perhaps the greatest test, though, came on 9 April 2021 

when her beloved consort, Prince Philip, died peacefully 

at the age of 99. For decades he had stood at her side,  

a model of loyalty, supportiveness, love and comradeship. 

At his funeral the cameras caught Elizabeth sitting alone, 

isolated by Covid-19 restrictions, with her grief. Few 

people were left unmoved. 

Yet even in this, perhaps the darkest hour of her reign, 

Elizabeth always put her country first. In the first weeks 

of the pandemic, some 24 million people tuned in to 

watch her reassuring broadcast to the nation. In an 

extraordinarily moving address, she recalled her youthful 

service during the Second World War, paid tribute to the 

staff of the NHS and urged her people to recapture the 

same spirit that had beaten the Nazis. Nobody else could 

have rallied the nation as she did but, as always, she knew 

precisely what to say, cementing her place in the hearts  

of her people.

I
n some ways, the story of Britain during the 

Queen’s lifetime has been one of conspicuous 

decline. In 1926, the empire was at its height, but 

that decade saw the beginning of a dwindling of 

the UK’s economic pre-eminence. Ninety-six 

years on, the empire is merely a distant and often 

controversial memory, and Britain has perhaps never been 

more dependent on neighbours and alliances, not just for 

energy but for military security and economic prosperity.

In other ways, though, life for ordinary people has very 

clearly improved. The UK in 2022 is a more cosmopoli-

tan, outward-looking country than in 1926, its people 

benefiting from freedoms and opportunities of which 

their predecessors could barely dream. 

Indeed, nothing sums that up better than perhaps the 

single biggest social change of the past nine decades, one 

that is perfectly encapsulated in Elizabeth’s own extraor-

dinary prominence as a symbol of her nation – namely, 

the transformation in the horizons and expectations of  

the UK’s women. Today, when millions of women head 

out to work every day, it’s easy to forget how different  

life was in the 1920s. We rarely think of Elizabeth II as  

a working mother, since her job is not one to which the 

rest of us can reasonably aspire, and her life often seems 

almost impossibly remote. 

But a working mother, of course, is exactly what she has 

been. And, in a funny way, perhaps that makes her a sur-

prisingly appropriate symbol of change after all.  n

LONELY VIGIL  

The Queen sits in isolation in  
St George’s Chapel, Windsor  
in April 2021 for the funeral 
of Prince Philip, her husband  
of more than 73 years
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THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY On screen

For much of the Queen’s reign it would have been 
unthinkable to portray her private life on screen, but in recent 

years it’s been depicted several times. MARK GLANCY 
discusses three films that strike a balance between 

revelation and reverence, while on page 112 TED POWELL 

examines the popularity and veracity of The Crown

Films
THE QUEEN 

on  
SCREEN
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Princess Elizabeth appears in only a 

few scenes of The King’s Speech, which 

is set between 1925 and 1939, but the 

film portrays events that framed her 

life. Certainly, one of the key develop-

ments in her lifetime has been the 

growth of mass media and the 

demands that placed on the monarchy. 

In a scene set in 1934, George V 

completes his Christmas Day radio 

broadcast, then vents his resentment 

to his son Albert (the future George VI). 

“In the past, all a king had to do was 

look respectable in uniform and not fall 

off his horse,” he fumes, “but now we 

must invade people’s homes and 

ingratiate ourselves with them.” The 

monarchy had been reduced, as the 

king puts it, “to those lowest, basest of 

creatures… we’ve become actors”. 

Prince Albert’s stammer makes it 

difficult for him to speak in public, thus 

rendering him an inadequate actor and 

a potentially ineffective monarch. The 

film concerns his attempts to overcome 

this problem through a programme of 

unconventional treatment by an 

Australian speech therapist, Lionel 

Logue. The treatment – shouting out  

of windows, chanting, singing, swearing 

and jumping up and down – seems as 

much a course of modernisation as it 

does speech therapy. Logue continually 

urges him to loosen up and express his 

feelings, and insists on referring to his 

patient not as “Your Royal Highness” 

but by his family nickname, Bertie. He 

becomes a father figure – and one 

better equipped than George V to 

prepare Albert for the modern age.

Set against the unfolding abdication 

crisis, Albert’s earnest striving to 

improve himself is in marked contrast 

to his elder brother’s callous disregard 

for his duty. The film builds towards 

Albert’s coronation in 1937 (the first to 

be filmed) and his radio address on  

the first day of war in 1939. In these 

climactic moments he fulfils his duties 

admirably. But there is also a moment 

of more poignant drama after the 

accession. When the new king greets 

his daughters, the young princesses 

curtsy, and this formality, together with 

the king’s awareness that the 10-year-

old Elizabeth is now first in line to the 

throne, registers as an overwhelming 

burden rather than a triumph.

But is it accurate?
It is unlikely that Logue’s treatment 

included swearing and other 

indignities. The speech delivered on the 

first day of the war was not as pivotal 

as it is portrayed here. Also not quite 

right is the portrayal of Churchill as  

a friend and confidant – at this point  

he and the royals were divided on 

issues such as the abdication and 

appeasement. Nevertheless, The King’s 
Speech is a fine royal drama with 

excellent central performances.

The unconventional 
relationship between the 
future King George VI and 
his speech therapist Lionel 
Logue is the focus of this 
film set in the years before 
Elizabeth II’s reign

The King’s Speech (Dir: Tom Hooper, 2010)

With Colin Firth, Geoffrey Rush, Helena Bonham Carter, Guy Pearce1

Prince Albert’s earnest 
striving is in marked 
contrast to his brother’s 
callous disregard for duty
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A Royal Night Out (Dir: Julian Jarrold, 2015)

With Sarah Gadon, Bel Powley, Emily Watson, Rupert Everett, Jack Reynor2

Jarrold’s film fictionalises true events 
on the night when the young princess-
es escaped palace life to join public 
celebrations of the end of the war

In the final scene of The King’s 

Speech, George VI is joined by his 

family on the palace balcony, where 

they wave to the cheering crowds 

below. In fact, there was no celebra-

tion of this kind on the first day of 

war. It was a sombre day – the first of 

many for nearly six years. It was not 

until VE Day, on 8 May 1945, that 

cheering crowds assembled outside 

the palace and the royal family came 

out to greet them. This is where 

A�Royal Night Out begins. 

On this day of celebration, the 

teenaged princesses plead with their 

parents to allow them to join the 

public party beyond the gates. 

Reluctantly, the king and queen give 

their permission – but only for their 

daughters to attend a formal party 

at the Ritz, chaperoned by two army 

officers. An�adventurous Princess 

Margaret breaks free of the officers, 

and the more responsible Princess 

Elizabeth follows her. With the help of 

Jack, an AWOL airman, Elizabeth 

pursues her sister through the mayhem 

of Trafalgar Square and the sleaze of 

Soho all the way to a party at Chelsea 

Barracks, ultimately finding her sister 

and returning to the palace at dawn. 

Told as a romantic comedy, Eliza-

beth sparring with the initially reluctant 

Jack, the film finds laughs in Elizabeth’s 

seeming inability to cope outside the 

palace gates. Yet the film also acknowl-

edges her wartime service as a driver 

and mechanic in the Auxiliary 

Territorial Service, not least when 

she confidently drives Jack back to 

his barracks at breakneck speed. 

The camera looks away when they 

finally kiss goodbye, a moment 

typical of the careful tone of the film. 

But is it accurate?
Princess Margaret was only 14 on  

VE Day. Though it’s true they went 

out incognito that night, they were 

with 16 friends and members of the 

royal household and got no further 

than Trafalgar Square. They also 

returned to the palace by midnight, 

in time to join the king and queen as 

they stepped out on the balcony for 

a final time that night. The character 

of Jack is, of course, an invention 

– and an effective means of bringing 

a commoner’s perspective to this 

slight but charming film.

The film finds laughs  
in Elizabeth’s seeming 
inability to cope 
outside the palace
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The death of Princess Diana on  
31 August 1997 was a tragedy that 
highlighted the public’s expectations 
of the monarchy in the modern age. 
The royal family expected to grieve 
privately at Balmoral, but in the week 
between her death and her funeral 
there was an increasing clamour for 
public involvement in the family’s 
grief. “Show Us You Care,” one tabloid 
headline demanded. The Queen tells 
the story of this remarkable week, 
emphasising the contrast between 
the family’s sense of traditional 
decorum and the modernising spirit 
of the newly elected prime minister, 
Tony Blair. Whereas Blair can capture 
the public mood in a single phrase, 
paying tribute to Diana as “the 
people’s princess”, the Queen initially 
sees no need to address or even 
acknowledge public feeling.

The film portrays this as a clash  
of generations. The royal family’s 
reserve is represented as stemming 

The Queen (Dir: Stephen Frears, 2006)

With Helen Mirren, Michael Sheen, Sylvia Syms, James Cromwell, Alex Jennings 3
from the privations and austerity of the 
Second World War, while the prime 
minister’s ease and informality is 
represented as typical of a post-1960s, 
media-saturated sensibility.

Remarkably, this clash is 
dramatised without taking sides. The 
Queen’s reserve initially seems remote 
but gradually is revealed to stem, at 
least in part, from her need to protect 
her grandsons. The prime minister, 
meanwhile, emerges as a somewhat 
superficial man who has not thought 
through his conflicting beliefs in 
tradition and modernisation. A sharp 
script and two fine performances 

ensure a riveting drama. Michael 
Sheen’s Tony Blair is a figure just a 
little too eager to please, while 
Helen Mirren, in an Oscar-winning 
performance, captures a figure who 
has spent her entire life in the public 
eye and will remain in the public’s 
affections far longer than the 
younger prime minister.

But is it accurate?
The screenwriter Peter Morgan was 
surprised to find that Tony Blair, in 
his memoir written in 2010, recalled 
his meeting with the Queen using 
almost exactly the same dialogue 
that Morgan had written for the film. 
It is noteworthy, too, that Helen 
Mirren was invited to meet the Queen 
after the film’s release – a sign that 
the film caused no offence and 
seems to have been regarded as a 
generally authentic and sympathetic 
portrayal of one of the most difficult 
periods of the Queen’s reign.  n

Focusing on the scrutiny of the royal family’s behaviour following Diana’s death, Frears’ film apparently won palace approval

Mirren’s performance 
captures a figure who 
has spent her entire 
life in the public eye
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THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY The Crown

T
he Crown has enjoyed 

worldwide success since the 

release of the first season in 

2016, with three more  

seasons now available and a 

fifth due in 2022. The first 

deals with the period from 

the Queen’s wedding in 

1947 up to 1955 – an era 

yielding rich historical material: Elizabeth’s marriage to 

Philip; the illness and death of King George VI; her  

accession to the throne in 1952; Winston Churchill’s final 

stint as prime minister; and Princess Margaret’s relation-

ship with Peter Townsend. Season two covers the years 

from 1956 to 1964. In a comparatively uneventful time in 

the private lives of the royal family, much is made of the 

supposed marital difficulties between the Queen and 

Prince Philip, as well as Margaret’s romance with and 

marriage to Antony Armstrong-Jones. 

The third season pushes on to 1977, developing Prince 

Charles and Princess Anne as adult characters. There’s no 

overarching theme, though Harold Wilson’s prime minis-

terial career figures prominently. Most of the episodes are 

self-contained, dealing with, for example, Prince Philip’s 

mother; Princess Margaret’s 1965 tour of the USA; the 

Aberfan tragedy in 1966; and Charles’s investiture as 

Prince of Wales in 1969. Season four, by contrast, is domi-

nated by the story of Princess Diana and incidents from 

Margaret Thatcher’s premiership. A fifth season, taking 

the story further into the 1990s, is eagerly awaited. 

The Crown’s portrayal of royal life certainly makes good 

television drama. But how true is it to historical fact? Like 

The Godfather, The Crown begins with a wedding. The 

ailing don (George VI) is about to marry off his daughter 

to a young upstart (Philip) eager to muscle in on the  

family business. In the next episode, the old don dies, and 

the matriarch (Queen Mary) warns the new head of the 

family (Elizabeth) that she must put aside her old life in 

the name of duty. Like Michael Corleone, she must  

assume a new identity: Elizabeth Mountbatten has been 

replaced by Elizabeth Regina. The hard-bitten family 

consigliere (Winston Churchill) acknowledges the new 

boss by the kissing of hands.

Far-fetched or not (and Peter Morgan, writer of  

The Crown, has acknowledged his debt to The Godfather), 
the comparison reminds us that we are dealing with drama, 

not history – entertainment that plays upon our enduring 

fascination with royalty. What are these people like  

The Crown (Creator: Peter Morgan)

With Claire Foy, Matt Smith, John Lithgow, Olivia Colman, Tobias Menzies

The Crown: small 

screen, big drama
Ted Powell interrogates the accuracy of the historical Netflix television 

series, a lavish royal soap that follows the politics and drama of the reign of 

Elizabeth II amid events that shaped the second half of the 20th century
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behind closed doors? What price do they pay for the privi-
leged lives they lead? Thoroughly researched, beautifully 
written and superbly acted, The Crown is nonetheless 
historical soap opera, not documentary. Some have 
expressed concern that its impact is so powerful that it 
crowds out the historical record.

C
ontroversy has raged over the series’  
historical accuracy. The distinguished 
royal expert Hugo Vickers has pointed 
out numerous factual errors – some  
minor, others major – and has been  
particularly critical of the way in which 

The Crown mixes fact and fiction for dramatic effect. In 
response, Robert Lacey, one of the advisers to the series, 
has vigorously defended its authenticity.

Imaginary scenes and characters appear throughout 
the series. In season one, an entire episode is devoted to a 
fictionalised account of the great London smog of 1952, 
in which one of Churchill’s secretaries is knocked down 
and killed by a bus – an invented character and a fabri-
cated incident. In a later episode, the Queen hires a 
(fictional) tutor to fill the gaps in her education. Tabloid 
rumours about tensions within the royal family are spun 

The first episode of The Crown 
opens with the wedding of  

Philip Mountbatten (Matt Smith) 
to Princess Elizabeth (Claire Foy),  

with Ely Cathedral standing in  
for Westminster Abbey

into major storylines. Prince Philip’s visit to Australia and 
the South Pacific in 1956 is made to appear like a five-
month stag party, threatening the breakdown of his 
marriage to the Queen. Season three opens in 1964 with 
an imaginary scene in which the Queen, now played by 
Olivia Colman, is feeling her age. To emphasise 
the point, she describes herself as “an old bat” 
– yet in fact she was only 38 years old and 
had just given birth to her fourth child, 
Prince Edward. 

All dramas need a sinister villain. In the 
first two seasons that role is approximated by 
the hapless Duke of Windsor, the former 
Edward VIII, who is portrayed as a 
wicked uncle to rival Richard III. 
Indeed, in the second season he is 
condemned as a Nazi agent, 
having allegedly schemed with 
Hitler’s high command to 
depose his brother, George VI, 
and return to the throne. 

David (Alex Jennings), the 
former King Edward VIII, is cast 

as one of the villains of the 
piece in the first two seasons
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the essential role of the modern royal family – it is how 
they justify their existence.

Arguably those themes would make for dull television, 
but there are also many true storylines that could have 
added real drama to the series – an account of Prince 
Andrew’s stint in the Royal Navy during the Falklands 
War, for example. In 1982, Andrew saw active service as a 
helicopter pilot aboard the aircraft carrier HMS Invincible 
in the south Atlantic. There were real concerns that his 
life might be in danger. In fact, the Ministry of Defence 
attempted to get him transferred to a desk job in 
Whitehall, but the Queen insisted that he remained with 
Invincible. This would have made a dramatic counter-
point to the story (included in The Crown) of how 
Margaret Thatcher’s son Mark got lost in the Sahara while 
competing in the Paris–Dakar Rally that year. True, 
Andrew does make a brief appearance as a pilot – but only 
to arrive in his helicopter for lunch with the Queen, at 
which he tells her about the film in which his “young, 
racy” girlfriend starred.

Similarly, no references are made to Princess Anne’s 
distinguished career as an international equestrian. She 
competed for Great Britain in the Montreal Olympics in 

Edward did indeed mix with dubious company, but to 
allege that by leaking information he was somehow 
responsible for the fall of Paris to the Germans in 1940 
stretches the bounds of credulity. By season four, virtually 
all members of the royal family are cast as villains, 
tormenting poor Diana into a state of bulimic misery.

T
he addition of fictional material is one 
contentious aspect, but the historical 
record can also be distorted by what is 
left out. Arguably the most glaring 
omission in The Crown is that we rare-
ly see the Queen or her family at work 

– doing what they do day in, day out. The royal family 
carries out thousands of public engagements every year. 
Some 500 of those are undertaken by Prince Charles and 
Princess Anne, the busiest royals, but in 2019 the Queen 
– aged 93 – carried out nearly 300. What do we see of the 
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award scheme, the Prince’s Trust, 
the countless investitures, the garden parties, the opening 
of parliament, or the Queen presiding at the 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings across 
the world? Rather humdrum material, perhaps, but this is A
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The unhappy 

marriage of Princess 

Diana (Emma Corrin) 

and Prince Charles 

(Josh O’Connor) 

provides the focus  

of season four

Nearly all of the main characters are in some way 
damaged by their royal status

THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY The Crown
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1976, where she suffered a dramatic fall from 
her horse in the three-day event but 
remounted to complete the course. She is 
now president of the British Olympic 
Association and a member of the 
International Olympic Committee.

The drama in The Crown derives 
from the interplay between the lives of 
the protagonists and the constraints 
placed upon them by membership of the 
House of Windsor. Nearly all of the 
main characters are in some way 
damaged or thwarted by their royal 
status. George VI is driven to an early 
grave by his unexpected accession to the throne following 
the abdication of his brother. Philip seethes with frus-
trated ambition. The lovelorn Charles pines for a woman 
he cannot marry. Diana finds herself trapped in the 
suffocating solitude of a loveless marriage. 

The portrayal of Elizabeth herself – the central figure 
in the drama – is a bit more nuanced. In the first two 
seasons the young Queen, convincingly played by Claire 
Foy, seems to rise above the pressures of her role, dutifully 
subordinating her private life to her responsibilities as 
sovereign. In seasons three and four, however, the middle-
aged Queen reveals the toll that her devotion to duty has 
taken: she is emotionally stunted, unable to shed a tear or 
to show affection to her children. 

To illustrate Elizabeth’s supposed emotional inade-
quacy, The Crown uses the tragedy of Aberfan where, 

making a belated visit to the disaster area, the 
Queen remains dry-eyed in the face of 

devastating suffering – a portrayal contra-
dicted by those who were there, who 
confirmed that she was reduced to tears. 
She did indeed wait a few days before 
visiting the scene, but only from a 
concern that her presence might create a 

distraction from the rescue work. 
In reality, there is no need to resort to 

pop psychology to explain the Queen’s 
emotional restraint in public. She 
belongs to the stoical wartime generation 
taught to maintain a stiff upper lip, to 

“keep calm and carry on”. It is also likely that the Queen 
is trying to preserve the few shreds of privacy in her family 
life remaining after a lifetime of media intrusion.

Though it tries hard, in the end The Crown fails to 
make the Queen interesting. Paradoxically, the series 
succeeds most as history when it fails as drama – when it 
gives us a true representation of the Queen, showing her 
not as a soap opera monarch but as she really is: an ordi-
nary woman in an extraordinary situation. The other 
characters interest us because they are flawed – their 
weaknesses and failures are the aspects that fascinate us. 
Elizabeth, on the other hand, endures. She may not be 
flawless, but she never flinches from her duty, instead 
fulfilling with utter conviction the vow that she made on 
her 21st birthday: “My whole life, whether it be long or 
short, shall be devoted to your service.” n

Margaret Thatcher (Gillian Anderson) 

attempts to navigate royal protocols  

in season four of The Crown
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Season two of The 

Crown sees Claire 

Foy’s Elizabeth 

facing marital and 

family turmoil

The Queen (Olivia Colman) visits Aberfan 

after the 1966 disaster that claimed 144 

lives. She’s depicted as emotionally stunted
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ELIZABETH
and the

CHANGING 
world

During the Queen’s long life, the world has witnessed  
profound changes in economics, warfare, technology and 
the nature of power itself. RICHARD OVERY explores  
how the global landscape has transformed over nearly  

a century of a second Elizabethan age
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Buzz Aldrin salutes the US flag during 

the 1969 lunar landing. Astronauts 

placed on the moon the Queen’s micro-

filmed message of hope that the 

mission would “increase the knowl-

edge and wellbeing of mankind”

OPPOSITE PAGE: Detail from  

a marketing poster to promote  

Empire Tobacco, c1927
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THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY Global view

I
t is possible to take almost any span of years 

from the past few hundred to show how 

exponential has been the pace of historical 

change in all areas of human life. But  

the near-century spanned by the life of 

Elizabeth II has witnessed not only an 

unavoidable acceleration in the rate of 

change, but has also embraced a cluster of 

fundamental alterations in the way the 

global order is shaped. The challenge for 

the historian is separating out those more fundamental 

changes from the progressive movements in science, tech-

nology, medicine, education and economic development, 

the roots of which lie much further back in time.

These perennial patterns of change are important 

enough. Progress in all branches of the natural and 

medical sciences since 1926, when Elizabeth was born, has 

been extraordinary. In the 1920s, science-fiction writers 

might have imagined a man on the moon, animal cloning, 

IVF treatment or smartphones, but few would have 

thought all of these things possible within a few decades. 

The spread of education has transformed possibilities for 

populations worldwide (there are now a staggering 25,000 

universities). And the development of the capitalist 

economic model has made most people in the developed 

world richer than they could have dreamed of at the time 

of Elizabeth’s birth. 

In the 1920s, the world seemed poised at a dramatic 

moment, when the promise of a new economic order gen-

erated by Soviet communism posed a seemingly unstop-

pable challenge to the old-fashioned, laissez-faire industrial 

order. Few then would have confidently 

predicted that the model of modern 

finance capitalism would spread literally 

worldwide, even in nominally commu-

nist states – few but for Karl Marx 

himself, who predicted long before-

hand that capitalism would become  

a world system before its revolution-

ary transformation. 

These trends were all discernible 

well before 1926, and have continued 

uninterrupted during the lifetime of 

the Queen, spreading globally to 

reach regions and populations that 

were bypassed by most of the advan-

tages of the modern age in the 1920s. 

Such trends are not to be confused 

with those changes that have helped 

to rewrite the history of the modern age. Of these, perhaps 

the most visible transformation has been the end of 

hundreds of years of territorial imperialism and of empire 

as a model of political organisation. 

When Elizabeth was born, the British empire was the 

largest territorial empire the world had ever seen. Postage 

stamps bearing her grandfather’s portrait were used across 

six continents. In Europe, six other states possessed 

overseas empires; in Asia, Japan imitated them. It was still 

assumed that ruling subject peoples regarded as racially 

inferior was a permanent feature of the world order, and 

in the 1930s Germany, Italy and Japan set out separately 

to enlarge their territorial empires to challenge those of 

Britain and France. In effect, this was the last gasp of 

imperialism as a world order. The Allies fought the 

Second World War to overturn German, Italian and 

Japanese empires. In doing so, the British and French 

empires faced the unavoidable conclusion that, in destroy-

ing Axis empires, the whole imperial structure was itself 

doomed. Elizabeth never became empress of India; the 

subcontinent achieved independence in 1947, the year 

Elizabeth and Prince Philip were married.

A
lthough Queen Elizabeth has been 

titular head of the Commonwealth 

since 1952, this has been the decora-

tion necessary to mask the transforma-

tion of the world to one of independent 

sovereign nation states. The indepen-

dence in 1975 of Portuguese Mozambique and Angola 

(Portugal’s was the first and last European empire) 

brought to a conclusion five  

centuries in which “empire” had been  

a dominant motif. By 1970, Britain’s 

empire consisted of little more than  

a string of islands worldwide, and by 

the 1980s many of those were inde-

pendent. The public was much less 

affected by the change than might 

have been expected. The loss of 

imperial status made little difference 

to the position of the monarchy.

The second of these fundamental 

changes has been in the nature of 

warfare. Not accidently, a great deal 

of the warfare of earlier ages, and the 

First and Second World Wars in the 

20th century, was fought chiefly by 

European states whose identity was 

i

At the time of Elizabeth’s birth, 
Britain’s power spanned the globe 
– George V’s head adorned stamps 

on six continents 
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When Elizabeth was born, the British empire was the 
largest territorial empire the world had ever seen
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IMPERIAL MOTTO Fighting for and dominating territories abroad was ingrained in the British identity before the Second World War

END GAME Mozambique celebrates achieving independence 
in 1975 after nearly five centuries of Portuguese rule. Britain, 
too, withdrew from its colonies with some haste

BREAKTHROUGH BIRTH Louise Brown, the world’s first “test 
tube baby”, born through IVF in Greater Manchester in 1978. The 
past century has seen immense technological advances 
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SMALL WARS The First Indochina War, 1946–54. Smaller military 
interventions have replaced massive state-on-state conflict

bound up with ambitions for imperial survival or succes-
sion, and whose populations mainly assumed that war was 
part of the natural order. When Elizabeth was born, the 
prevailing military culture, widely accepted by civilian 
populations, was one of total war – a concept of the 
modern age in which a state organised its whole society 
and economy to fight a war, whatever the cost. 

The mass armies and economic sacrifices that charac-
terised the war of 1914–18 left an indelible stamp on the 
postwar populations of those states that had taken part. 
When war planning began again in the 1930s, every 
potential combatant power thought in terms of devoting 
all its human, intellectual and economic resources to the 
grim task of waging it. Though small groups of pacifist 
and anti-war lobbyists thought such conflict was an affront 
to civilisation and should never be waged again, the general 
assumption was that modern war, waged with mass armies 
and massive expenditure, was a democratic war – one that 
ought to involve the whole population. When bombs fell 
on and around Buckingham Palace, the popular view was 
that monarch and people shared a common fate: a “people’s 
war” that was, paradoxically, also the king’s war. 

No one now expects the major states to wage total war, 
mobilising all the resources of economy and people, 
fighting to the bitter end. Although the nuclear threat has 
hovered over the whole period of the Queen’s reign, the 

prospect of nuclear war has withered away with the end of 
the Cold War. Warfare itself has not disappeared – there 
have been small wars, wars of Cold War containment, civil 
wars, border disputes, United Nations interventions, even 
the Falklands War in 1982, Britain’s last international war 
waged alone – but the wars between the powers that char-
acterised centuries of global history are no longer viewed as 
the usual state of things. Elizabeth II is the first British 
monarch not to face the prospect or reality of war with 
other major powers. Violence in the current global order 
stems from ideological confrontation and terror: a product 
of the collapse of so-called “failed states”, and a threat from 
which no state is immune, but not a threat likely to prompt 
a return to massive state-on-state conflict now or in the 
foreseeable future.

T
he third major change – the increasing 
role and power of the state itself – has 
been bound up with developments 
prompted by the collapse of empire 
and the experience of world war. The 
former accelerated the evolution of  

a world order based on the nation state as the key form of 
political association. The United Nations, founded in 
1945 in San Francisco and subsequently based in New 
York City, now represents nearly 200 nation states. When 

PARADOX OF DEMOCRACY? Prisoners at the American 
detention camp in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba
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Elizabeth II is the first British monarch not  
to face the prospect or reality of war  

with other major powers

Elizabeth was born, there were 

wide areas of the world’s popu-

lation where the state inter-

vened indirectly, if coercively, 

through imperial control; in 

other parts of the world the 

state did what it had always 

done – raising revenues and 

imposing justice but not much 

more. In the developed industrial 

world, the state only grew in importance 

with the demands of wartime mobilisation 

that made it necessary to provide adequate 

statistics, to control areas of production, and 

to impose nationwide controls and restric-

tions. It is this model of the state – as a dominant and 

intrusive presence in the everyday lives of all citizens – that 

has been adopted in all the many new nation states that 

emerged out of the collapse of empire.

L
ooking back over the past century, it is 

difficult now to imagine communities in 

which the role of the state was limited: 

controls over movement less rigid; inter-

vention in economic and commercial life 

restricted to things essential for the state’s 

functions; welfare, health and safety largely left to local 

communities; and the obligations of the subject or citizen 

relatively simple. The world of states has been transformed. 

The modern state as a set of regulations, institutions and 

practices has emerged quite independent of political forms 

or ideologies. The most intrusive and vindictive of states 

flourished under Hitler and Stalin, and under dictatorship 

everywhere. But, even in modern democratic states with a 

developed notion of civil society and a progressive sense of 

liberty, the state has come to control, regulate, discipline 

and examine the daily life of its citizens at every point. It 

does so in the name of a putative collective good, but  

the state is the instrument for ensuring that the way that 

collective good is defined cannot easily be challenged. 

The emergence of the modern 

Chinese state is perhaps a good 

example, where the collective 

interest in conformity is 

stressed by the state apparatus 

and dissent is regularly penal-

ised. The instruments now 

available to a state in terms of 

surveillance and intelligence are 

vast and are used to marginalise 

dissent or, in the case of the conflict with 

international terrorism, to put a class of per-

petrators beyond conventional law. This is 

the case for all states, whatever their political 

complexion. The paradox of democratic 

claims to stand for liberty is captured in the American 

detention camp at Guantanamo Bay, a permanent 

reminder of the extraordinary power now exercised by 

states and the incapacity of its citizens to challenge it.

That power has been recently tested in one of the most 

dramatic global experiences in the Queen’s lifetime. The 

pandemic of the SARS-derived Covid-19 virus, first iden-

tified in the Chinese city of Wuhan in late 2019, has 

exposed just how fragile the modern world is in response 

to a global shock for which there was little preparation or 

forewarning. In Britain, the response was likened to the 

Blitz, when people pulled together to cope in the face of 

adversity – a reality that the Queen had experienced as  

a young princess in 1940. The analogy is not an ideal one, 

but both have involved mass death (indeed, the pandemic 

has killed more than the Blitz), broken families, a massive 

strain on the available healthcare system, and close state 

monitoring of public behaviour. The response globally, 

though by no means uniformly successful, illustrates the 

extraordinary progress of medical science in supplying 

vaccines within months of the outbreak, and the degree to 

which populations can act collectively to mitigate the 

impact. A few years before the Queen was born, so-called 

“Spanish flu” killed at least 20 million worldwide. 

Covid-19 might have done the same, had weaker state 

The United Nations was 
created after the Second 

World War to take action on 
issues confronting humanity 
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DWINDLING DYNASTIES Much of the world’s royalty gathered at Buckingham Palace for the monarchs’ lunch in May 2012

COMPELLED TO CONFORM Mao Zedong proclaims the 
establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. States  
such as China seek to limit liberty in the name of a collective good

CAMPAIGNING FOR CHANGE Supporters of the Black Lives 
Matter movement gather in Leeds, June 2020. Old views of race and 
empire have increasingly been challenged during the Queen’s lifetime
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Despite the seismic shifts in the global order during the 
Queen’s lifetime, the British monarchy has 

survived the tremors with renewed vitality

structures and poorer medical facilities been in place. The 
effort to combat the pandemic clearly illustrates the 
progress made during Elizabeth’s lifetime. 

Fortunately for the future, the growth of state power 
has emerged side by side with perhaps the most important 
development of the past century: the emergence of an 
international regime of human rights. Concern with uni-
versal human rights grew before 1926, but the instruments 
necessary to define and declare them emerged slowly out of 
the ruins of the Second World War, as the developed world 
gazed aghast at the consequences of war, genocide, mass 
deportation and political oppression. The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the United Nations 
Genocide Convention (1948) and the European Court of 
Human Rights (1959) are typical reactions to the world 
crisis of the 1940s. The introduction of these instruments 
did not then ensure that any of them would be observed, 
since no real means of enforcement existed. Even the most 
recent, the International Criminal Court set up in 2002, 
has found it difficult to operate as intended, not least 
because the US – the venue of many of the early campaigns 
for universal human rights – refused to endorse it. 

The significance of the new regime of human rights is 
not to be found in its achievements, which have depended 
on political circumstances and opportunity (even 
Elizabeth’s Britain has failed so far to produce a formal 
legal basis for rights), but in the projection of a baseline 
definition of what those rights should be, and a measure to 
assess the extent to which they have been abused or 
achieved in the new world of nation states. Millions of 
people worldwide still do not enjoy those rights in full, but 
the aspiration remains that respect for the individual 
human being will somehow overcome the attempts by 
states, security forces, multinational organisations or inter-
national terrorism to abuse human life.

One recent example of a collective effort to ensure that 
rights really are enjoyed equally has been the Black Lives 
Matter movement, initiated in the US in 2013 in response 
to deaths of black Americans in police custody, and 
launched in Britain in 2016. The Black Liberation 

Movement UK, as it is now formally called, has led a wide 
protest movement against alleged police abuse of black 
Britons, but the movement is concerned more broadly with 
ensuring that modern communities respect racial equality 
alongside the other rights that everyone should share. 
Here, too, the Queen will have seen a remarkable change 
from the years in which she grew up, when white paternal-
ism and overt violence were directed at the empire’s non-
white subjects, whose rights were limited in the extreme. 

A
ll of these issues have involved large 
changes, and they have affected 
Elizabeth’s Britain as much as the rest 
of the world. One other change might 
have been predicted when the Queen 
was born in 1926: that monarchy as an 

institution was doomed. Already, in the first 20 years of 
the 20th century, the Manchu, Romanov, Ottoman, 
Hohenzollern and Habsburg monarchies had vanished. 
Portugal, Spain (temporarily), Italy, Yugoslavia, Greece, 
Bulgaria and Romania all followed suit in turning out 
their royal houses. Yet the British monarchy has continued 
with scarcely a dissident voice, even surviving the crisis 
caused by the abdication of Elizabeth’s uncle, the 
uncrowned Edward VIII, in 1936. 

When the Queen’s diamond jubilee was celebrated with 
a gathering of most of the world’s surviving monarchs in 
May 2012, it was evident that there was only one impor-
tant member left among them. Despite the seismic shifts 
in the global order seen during the Queen’s lifetime, the 
British monarchy has survived the tremors with renewed 
vitality – an outcome far from certain in the distant years 
of world crisis before the Queen’s accession. And this 
despite the fact that the collapse of empire and the emer-
gence of the modern state leviathan has rendered the whole 
traditional structure of royal influence, royal institutions 
and constitutional prerogatives a political irrelevance. The 
culture of British monarchy lives on – a fact amply evident 
in the popular response to the death of Prince Philip, who 
shared with the Queen a lifetime of change.  n
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HEIRS APPARENT

TOP TO BOTTOM

George VI; Elizabeth II; 
Prince Charles; Prince 

William and Prince George. 
Changes to the succession 

laws, effected in 2015, gave 
daughters of future UK 

monarchs equal right to the 
throne, which should lead to 

more female sovereigns
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From enjoying distant reverence in the 1930s to the launch 
of a regal Twitter account, the royal family has – sometimes 
reluctantly – changed with the times. STEPHEN�BATES 
considers how the modernisation of British royalty under 

Elizabeth II has ensured its continuing popularity

THE 
CHANGING

FACE 
of the   

MONARCHY
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O
n the morning of 6 February 
1952, when a BBC radio 
broadcast announced that 
King George VI had died 
overnight in his sleep at 
Sandringham, men stopped 
their cars, got out and  
stood to attention as a mark 
of respect.

When Sir Edward Ford, the assistant private secretary at 
Buckingham Palace, took a taxi round to Downing Street 
to break the news, the septuagenarian prime minister, 
Winston Churchill – who was spending the morning in bed 
with a cigar while working on state papers – burst into tears 
and exclaimed: “Bad news? The worst!” There was a sense 
of genuine national shock. Despite the fact that the king had 
been seriously ill with cancer for some time and had  
undergone an operation to remove his diseased left  
lung a few months earlier, there had been no public  
admission that he was unwell.

Parliament paid its respects and then adjourned for a fort-
night. Theatres and cinemas closed, and radio broadcasts of 
comedy programmes and the daily soap opera Mrs Dale’s 
Diary were suspended. There was at the time just one broad-
casting organisation; only half a million households had a 
television set, and the transmission of (black-and-white) 
pictures had only recently extended as far as the Midlands. 

Britain 70 years ago was a country almost unimagin-
ably different in outlook, attitudes, morals and ethos from 
today – to say nothing of technology. Opinion polls into 
the early 1960s showed that just under a third of respon-
dents believed that the Queen had been chosen by God 
rather than by right of succession from her father. 

There was, to be sure, subversive criticism of the 
monarchy. “I am just absolutely sick of seeing her face on 
everything from tinned peas upwards,” one member of 
the public told the Mass Observation social research 
organisation before the Queen’s coronation in 1953. Yet, 
in that much more deferential society, even the mildest 
public criticism was muted. After the journalist and 
historian John Grigg, himself Baron Altrincham, 
ventured in a magazine article in 1957 that the Queen 
sounded like “a priggish schoolgirl, captain of the hockey 
team”, he was assaulted in the street for his temerity by 
one Philip Kinghorn Burbidge from the League of 
Empire Loyalists. 

A Mass Observation poll conducted in a working-class 
part of London in May 1953, a month before the corona-
tion, found more than 70 per cent were pleased or very 
pleased about the event, and only 14 per cent were hostile. 
Nearly seven decades later, with polling supposedly more 
scientific and using a slightly different question, the 
approval rating remains astonishingly similar: a YouGov 
poll in the run up to the wedding of Prince Harry and G

E
T

T
Y

 I
M

A
G

E
S

THE QUEEN AND HER LEGACY Changing monarchy

MORALE BOOSTER  

George VI and Queen Elizabeth 
(later the Queen Mother) won 

affection by visiting bomb sites. 
Buckingham Palace, pictured, 

was bombed several times

A NATION MOURNS  

Profound public shock and grief 
greeted the news of George VI’s 
death. Film showings, theatre 
performances, sports fixtures and 
broadcasts were cancelled
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Meghan Markle in May 2018 found seven in ten Britons 
supported the country continuing to have a monarchy. 

However, the optimism that greeted that wedding – 
interpreted as revealing a developing maturity for the 
prince and introducing welcome new blood and fresh ideas 
for the family “firm” – soon faded. By January 2020 the 
couple had decided to end their active public duties and 
retreat to North America. There they amplified their griev-
ances in a television interview with Oprah Winfrey in 
March 2021 – Markle complained of media intrusion and 
made allegations of racism – which served to cut them off 
further from the royal family. The couple’s previous good 
press in Britain was replaced with disappointment, and 
Prince Harry went down in public estimation: in a 2021 
YouGov poll, his popularity was only 31 per cent. 

In contrast, Prince William and his family are still  
held in high regard. According to the same 2021 YouGov 
poll, William’s popularity is at 72 per cent, second only  
to the Queen, and the Duchess of Cambridge’s is at  
64 per cent – third-highest of the royal family. 

Such a consistent approval rating is all the more 
remarkable because virtually all other institutions have 
declined in esteem over the past 70 years. Politicians, 
clergy, bankers, businessmen and journalists are all less 
trusted, admired and deferred to than they were in the 
1950s – an era when, during the 1955 general election 
campaign, BBC broadcaster Leslie Mitchell concluded an 
interview with prime minister Sir Anthony Eden with the 
obsequious words: “May I say thank you very much 
indeed for letting me question you.” 

T
he reasons for the monarchy’s popu-
larity in 1952 were clear: King George 
VI and his family had been the na-
tion’s figureheads during the Second 
World War. If their contribution had 
been more symbolic than practical, 

they were credited with sticking with their people and 
suffering the war’s privations like everyone else. The truth 
was slightly different: they had received extra coupons 

Virtually all other institutions have declined in 
esteem over the past 70 years 

WAITING PATIENTLY Although millions famously watched the coronation at home on newfangled television sets, in London many 
people slept in the streets along the procession route to guarantee a view of the sovereign travelling to and from Westminster Abbey
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ever been in history… It is a great inheritance – and a 

heavy burden – that now falls to the girl who becomes 

Queen. All may have confidence that she will wear the 

crown nobly.” 

It is rather difficult to imagine the same newspaper 

taking the same view next time – its editorial stance has 

changed somewhat – but, throughout what is now the 

longest reign in British history, the Queen’s diligence and 

sense of duty has never wavered, a point appreciated by 

the majority of the population. They may not think of her 

every day, and they may not even particularly admire the 

institution, but she is respected. Not even republican 

organisations are calling for her abdication or removal. 

As one former Labour cabinet minister told me: “The 

institution is working pretty well, and there are more 

important issues to be concerned about… There would 

have to be a compelling reason to make change a priority. 

and could retreat to Windsor Castle during the Blitz. 

However, Buckingham Palace had been bombed while 

the king and queen were in residence, and they had  

certainly raised morale through regular visits and public 

appearances throughout the war. 

T
here was public sympathy with the 

young Queen for the sudden loss of 

her father, respect for the institution 

she was taking on and confidence in 

her sense of responsibility. She was 

clearly not frivolous, as her uncle 

Edward VIII had been or as her younger sister Princess 

Margaret was. As the Manchester Guardian pronounced 

in its editorial, with courtly and patronising charm, on 

the day she became Queen the throne was as secure “in 

the love of all who acknowledge allegiance to it as it has 

The monarchy remains above partisan politics:  
no one really knows what the Queen thinks  

about any issues of the day

RED BOX DUTY

The Queen makes a 

point of still dealing with 

the daily dispatch boxes 

from government and 

the Commonwealth
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And it would be a terrible vote loser.” Even Jeremy 
Corbyn, the former leader of the Labour Party and a life-
long republican, felt constrained to join the Privy Council 
of the Queen’s formal advisers, though he drew the line at 
bending the knee when swearing allegiance as he did so.

T
he Queen’s long reign exemplifies 
many of the lessons the British monar-
chy has learned, sometimes the hard 
way, over centuries. Primarily, it has 
remained above partisan politics: no 
one really knows what the Queen 

thinks about any issues of the day, despite periodic at-
tempts to second-guess her views on issues such as the 
European Union. Her personal life has always been above 
suspicion: she has maintained the Victorian tradition of 
family respectability – even though her children have not 
always been models of propriety themselves. Most nota-
bly, Prince Andrew has withdrawn from public duties fol-
lowing public criticism of his association with the dis-
graced American financier and convicted sex offender 
Jeffrey Epstein, who hanged himself while awaiting trial 
on criminal charges in 2019. (The prince denies having 
knowledge of Epstein’s crimes and any allegations of 
wrongdoing prompted by his association with Epstein.)

Above all, in her tenth decade the Queen maintains  
an ostentatious sense of public duty. The red boxes of 

government papers are dealt with daily. She still under-
takes regular official meetings and has weekly formal 
audiences with the prime minister, but she has given up 
overseas state visits and cut back on public appearances.

Yet the institution has changed almost out of recogni-
tion since 1952: an evolution of style to keep pace with a 
changing society and public expectations that has gone 
largely unnoticed. In the early years, the Queen did not 
do walkabouts; she did not travel by public transport as 
she occasionally does now; divorced people were generally 
not introduced at court; members of religious groups 
other than Anglicans had no official role in her corona-
tion; and she certainly did not appear in television docu-
mentaries or spoofs such as the James Bond skit at the 
opening of the London Olympics in 2012. 

The protocols remain much the same, but compro-
mises do much to help humanise the monarchy. For the 
first 15 years of Elizabeth’s reign the solitary royal press 
officer, Commander Richard Colville, was known to the 
press as the “abominable no-man” because of his reluc-
tance to divulge any information whatsoever. Now there 
is a proactive media operation, a royal website and even a 
Twitter account for the royal family (though the Queen 
herself doesn’t actually tweet).

It has not all been smooth sailing. The 1990s, encom-
passing the highly public break-ups of three of her chil-
dren’s marriages, the fire at Windsor Castle and the death G
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UNDER FIRE

The blaze that tore through Windsor 
Castle in 1992 focused attention on 

the running costs of the royal family; 
the Queen subsequently began 

paying income tax 

MASS APPEAL  

Cyclist Sir Chris Hoy leads the Great 
Britain team during the opening 
ceremony of the 2012 London Olympics, 
during which the Queen appeared in a 
crowd-pleasing James Bond skit 
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of Princess Diana, was a rocky period. It produced a 

greater openness about the royal finances – still not 

entirely transparent – and the acceptance of paying tax on 

her personal income, something her predecessors had 

fought against for 80 years. 

A
t the same time, palace reforms insti-

tuted a more professional, less waste-

ful, operation. There are now annual 

reports on the costs of the monarchy 

and its official duties, including travel 

– all designed self-consciously to prove 

value for money. In 2020–21 the cost of the institution 

was £87.5m, funded by a core grant of £51.5m to cover 

maintenance, travel and official duties, with the rest a re-

servicing grant for extensive renovation work, particularly 

at the crumbling Buckingham Palace. The annual profit 

from the historic crown estates, accrued by monarchs over 

the centuries (139,000 hectares, including chunks of cen-

tral London, Ascot racecourse, business and retail parks 

across the country, more than half the UK coastline and 

estates dotted from the Highlands to Somerset) goes to 

the government: £345m in 2019–20. In return, the 

Treasury dispenses 15 per cent of Crown Estates profits to 

the monarch to meet the costs of royal duties. 

Despite accusations of extravagance, mainly directed at 

offspring such as Prince Andrew rather than at the Queen 

herself, there is little sign of public disquiet about the costs 

of royalty. Republicans argue that the figure is underesti-

mated because it does not include the cost of security, 

though presumably any alternative head of state would 

also need protection. The Queen’s private wealth, from 

investments and the profits from the historic 18,454 hect-

ares of the Duchy of Lancaster estates, contribute to an 

estimated net private worth of approximately £365m, 

according to the Sunday Times Rich List published in 

May 2021. That does not make her even one of the 250 

wealthiest people in the country.

Now in her nineties, the Queen is almost certainly the 

most photographed and celebrated woman on the planet, 

as she has been for at least the past seven decades. She is an 

immediately recognisable symbol of Britain throughout 

the rest of the world, as she is through the Commonwealth 

and the 15 countries of which she is also queen. The House 

of Windsor’s succession is secured – all being well – for 

three further generations, stretching quite probably into 

the next century if her great-grandson lives as long as she 

has. That is, of course, if her heirs, the future Charles III, 

William V and George VII, follow her diligent example 

and do not compromise the reputation of the monarchy.  n 

SIGN OF THE TIMES  

The Duchess and Duke of 
Cambridge, the Queen, 
Prince Charles and the 
Duchess of Cornwall stand 
socially distanced at Windsor 
as they express thanks to 
local volunteers and key 
workers in December 2020
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“My whole life, whether it be 
long or short, shall be 

devoted to your service.”
- Princess Elizabeth on her 21st birthday, 1947
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