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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Any book is ultimately the responsibility of the author so none of my acknowledgements constitute any form of disclaimer. Any errors of fact or judgement are down to me and in no way the fault of those who helped me.

My first debt is, of course, to Her Royal Highness, Princess Margaret. I met her just twice and at no time discussed the possibility of my writing a book about her. I have no idea what she would have made of the idea but she has proved a wonderfully complex and intriguing subject and a constant challenge. Like any interesting human being there are aspects of her life which some may find unappealing. I never got the impression that she would have wanted these played down but it seems to me that the bad qualities in her life – if we are being judgemental which I’d rather not – are more than balanced by the good. I was once asked about a biographical subject whether I felt better for having known them. In the case of the Princess I can say, with some hesitation, that I do feel better for having known her, however fleetingly and vicariously. I hope that I have begun to do her justice.

Writing about her has been made incomparably more interesting by the permission of her sister, Her Majesty the Queen, to allow me to consult the papers relating to Princess Margaret which have been deposited in the Royal Archives at Windsor. This permission does not in any way make this an ‘authorized’ or ‘official’ book but the papers have been invaluable and have given me an unparalleled insight into Princess Margaret’s official life and the other life which went on behind it and which made it possible. For this I am grateful to Her Majesty.

It is invidious, I know, to single out others, not least because there are those who only helped me on condition that they were not identified. They know who they are and my gratitude is none the less in the face of their anonymity. I know that this can pose problems for outsiders who will think this is a bluff and that no such secret informants actually exist. I understand this and sympathize but can only emphasize that there are sources who simply do not wish to be revealed.

Of those who helped me I hope it will not seem too unfair if I single out one or two whose contributions have been particularly special. I am especially grateful to Sir Brian McGrath whom I first encountered years ago when I wrote a biography of Prince Philip. Sir Brian was, at the time, the Duke of Edinburgh’s private secretary, and among other things was responsible for acting as an interface between me and my subject. From time to time my editor, then as now the incomparable Ion Trewin, used to sit round a table at Buckingham Palace with Sir Brian and Brigadier Clive Robertson, the assistant private secretary. For hours we would argue about my text – rigorously and in detail – to such an extent that at the end of the exercise I would feel completely wrung out and want only to lie down and sleep. Brian, on the other hand, would rub his hands with glee and say, ‘I must say, boys, I’m enjoying this. Let’s go and have a drink.’ He has become a much valued adviser and guide to what sometimes seem like the Byzantine intricacies of life at court and I thank him for his always discreet advice and for his patience.

Lord Napier and Ettrick, who was for a quarter of a century Princess Margaret’s private secretary, has gone out of his way to help me present a fair and accurate portrait of his complicated former boss. He and Lady Napier have been unfailingly hospitable and courteous and I shall miss the visits to their elegant house in Wiltshire as well as the frequent phone calls and the exquisite courtesy with which Lord Napier always expressed his reservations. The Princess’s old friend Lady Penn, widow of the splendid Sir Eric, whom I knew many years ago when I was reporting on the Investiture of the Prince of Wales at Caernarvon and he was a senior official in the Lord Chamberlain’s Office, invited me to stay at her lovely home in Scotland. I am also particularly grateful to two of the Princesses’ former ladies-in-waiting: Anne, Lady Glenconner, who has been amusing and helpful; and Elizabeth Vyvyan, the wife of my old university friend, Major-General Charles Vyvyan. I remember telling the Princess, once, that I was a friend of Charles and Lizzie’s and she said, characteristically, ‘Isn’t it grand to have a lady-in-waiting who’s married to a general?’

Here I think it is time to stop singling people out and simply to list some of those who have helped me with the writing of this book. They are, in alphabetical order:

Lady Alexander; Judy Bennet; Lt. Col. Freddy Burnaby-Atkins; Major-General David Burden; Jeremy Catto; Ros Chatto; Pam Clark and everyone at the Royal Archives at Windsor; Charles Collingwood; Sir Hugh Cortazzi; Colin Dexter; the Dowager Duchess of Devonshire; Sir John Dankworth; the Hon. Mrs Dawnay (Iris Peake); Andrew Duncan; Lady Antonia Fraser; Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy; Lord Gladwyn (Miles Jebb); Lady Glenconner; Sir Edmund Grove; Selina Hastings; Sir William Heseltine; Angela Huth; the late Lt. Col. John Johnston; Maurice Keen; James Kidner; Terry Jones; Penny Junor; James Leith; Peter Martin (James Melville); Sir Brian McGrath; Peter Miller; Lord Montagu of Beaulieu; Kate Mortimer; John Moynihan; Lord Napier and Ettrick; Dr Alastair Niven; John Julius Norwich; Michael Palin; Lady Penn; Lee Prosser; Ned Ryan; the Hon. Margaret Rhodes; Kenneth Rose; John Snodgrass; Lord Snowdon; the Dowager Countess of Strathmore; the late John Timbers; Giles Townsend; Lord Ullswater; Hugo Vickers; Elizabeth Vyvyan; Christopher Warwick; David Wilkinson; Anne Wilmore; the late Anita Wilson; the Hon. Annabel Whitehead; Lord Wigram; the late Sir Michael Wilford; Henry Wrong; Margaret Yorke; Philip Ziegler.

I have been lucky with my publishers, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, who have an extraordinary record of publishing the biographies, diaries and letters of public and royal figures, and particularly with my editor, Ion Trewin. Ion and I go back a long way. In fact we date our relationship to more than thirty years ago when he was the Literary Editor at The Times and I was one of his reviewers. Since then we have worked together on several projects and he is not only a good friend, but one of the safest pairs of hands imaginable. I wish they made more editors like him. Others at Weidenfeld who have been valuably supportive include Bea Hemming, Keith Egerton and David Atkinson.

I should also add my agent, Michael Motley, not only for his negotiating skills but also for his knowledge of royal and aristocratic circles, and his constant cheerfulness.

Finally I must acknowledge my debt to my long-suffering wife. I know that it cannot have been easy to share a house with me as well as Princess Margaret, her friends, family, enemies and acquaintances. It cannot be much fun being married to a writer but Penny hardly ever complains and at least she has the consolation that I am keen on cricket and she is Australian.


INTRODUCTION

The Queen’s husband, Prince Philip;1 the romantic novelist Barbara Cartland;2 the cricketer Denis Compton,3 and the broadcaster Brian Johnston4 at first glance this is a disparate quartet with little or nothing in common. They are, however, the four people about whom I have written full-length biographies.

It was certainly not my original intention to complete this curious little hand. When I embarked on Prince Philip, the first of these subjects, at the very end of 1989, I did not look any further into the future. When I did actually arrive at the other three commissions they all came about in quite different ways and were, incidentally, all published by different companies. Barbara Cartland was my own idea; Denis Compton was suggested by a publisher, and in the case of the recently deceased Brian Johnston I was approached by his widow, Pauline. Prince Philip, incidentally, was also a publisher’s idea, based on the fact that I had written about royalty in general and the Duke of Edinburgh in particular for over twenty years.

This serendipitous little group used to seem haphazard and disconnected but gradually I have come to realize that, in their white middle-class way, they are all representative of that increasingly elusive concept: Englishness. It’s true that Compton started with few obvious advantages and was demonstrably working-class by birth and upbringing. By the time he died in 1997, however, he was as middle-class as the others, even down to the slightly plummy accent and his habit of signing off telephone calls with the phrase ‘Goodbye, old boy, God bless.’

Compton was utterly English and while Prince Philip could be described as German, or at any rate European, his mother-in-law, Queen Elizabeth, once told me he was ‘an English gentleman’. Barbara Cartland claimed, improbably and vaguely, some sort of Norman ancestry that came over with the Conqueror but had an aura that was totally English, even if of a preposterous nature, and despite his Lowland Scottish antecedents you could say the same about Brian Johnston. All four represented a sort of Englishness that was alive and well during the second two-thirds of the twentieth century even though in perpetual retreat.

Nor was it only my biographies. Old Boy Networks – Who We Know and How We Use Them was a look at a quintessentially English institution; so was Village Cricket. Beating Retreat – Hong Kong under the Last Governor was an account of what life was like in the last significant colony under imperial rule. Even my fiction is in part a celebration of Englishness: a story set in a boarding prep school during 1956, the year of the ill-fated Suez adventure; ten whodunnits featuring a clever but miscast investigator at the Board of Trade who tramples through the stately home industry, Oxford, Fleet Street diaries, provincial cities and other expressions of twentieth-century Englishness, not to mention my latest sleuth, Doctor Tudor Cornwall of Wessex University, who even finds himself starring in an updated version of Thomas Hardy’s English classic Tess of the D’Urbervilles.

In that sense Princess Margaret was a perfect fit. Born in 1930, she lived out the century but did not long survive it, dying in 2002. Despite being part of a Hanoverian dynasty and having a Scottish mother, she, like her sister, the Queen, was the epitome of a certain sort of Englishness that was in the ascendant in 1930 but in terminal decline by 2002.

Like the other four biographical subjects she was also a household word in her day This had nothing to do with hard work and natural ability – as, I would argue, it did in the other four cases – and everything to do with the accident of birth. The other four were all, with the possible exception of Compton, prodigiously hard workers and they all had exceptional talents, deployed in often original forms. Princess Margaret was not a spectacularly hard worker and possessed no out-of-the-ordinary ability. She was famous because, at a time when it still seemed to matter, she was the daughter of a king and queen and the sister of a queen. This was enough to make her a celebrity at a time when no one knew what a celebrity was and it also ensured that her life would be a strange paradox. On the one hand she was immensely privileged; on the other she was a classic also-ran, second best.

She was largely forgotten when I first began to pursue the idea and people under the age of about forty had only a vague idea of who she was. Nor did they seem to care much. Over the few years since she died that seems to have changed as her life has become viewed as a whole and images of her as a young and glamorous princess, a Diana before Diana, have come to obscure or at least colour the prevailing picture of a sad and enfeebled elderly woman in a wheelchair.

Princess Margaret thus fulfils that necessary requirement of a biographical subject. She had been famous in her day and people were curious to know more. She was also complicated and contrary, almost a saint to some and definitely a sinner to others. Those who knew her and even those who just knew of her, were seldom ambivalent. She was either loved or loathed.

Once I had convinced a publisher of this truth I set about my researches. Much has been written about her and, apart from the numerous books in which she features as a member of the supporting cast, she has also already attracted four full-length biographies, one of them ‘authorized’ by her in her lifetime. Newspapers and magazines also wrote fully about her. Tantalizingly she kept a diary, which, if it still exists, must be in the possession of her two children but it is highly unlikely anyone else will ever see it.

A valuable source is the archive of papers, mainly from her private office between the late 1940s, when she first started to undertake official royal duties, and her death. One day I was advised by a friend at court (literally) to phone one of Her Majesty the Queen’s staff at Buckingham Palace. I had never met the person concerned and knew nothing about them, so I was slightly surprised to be cordially greeted and told that the secretary had ‘read all the correspondence’. I wasn’t aware that there existed anything that could be dignified by the term ‘correspondence’, but as a result, apparently, Her Majesty the Queen had graciously allowed me to go to the Royal Archives in Windsor Castle and study Princess Margaret’s papers.

This was, of course, good news and I spent happy days in the Archives leafing through the huge number of files regarding the engagements undertaken by Princess Margaret in Britain and abroad over a period of more than half a century. This enabled me to build up a detailed picture of her public life and the deliberations that lay behind the façade. The Archives have everything from scribbled alterations to suggested menus to carefully phrased caveats from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office on the advisability of visiting certain countries. In those files are letters from Archbishops and Ambassadors, from all parts of the globe and, of course, from the Princess herself. It’s a treasure trove.

Written sources are invaluable but I wanted to balance them with the testimony of people who had known the Princess during her lifetime. The first great love of her life, Peter Townsend,5 was dead, but I was able to read his book, listen to tape recordings of his interviews and talk to people who knew him. The Princess’s husband, Lord Snowdon,6 one of the great British photographers of his time and a fascinating if elusive character, was very much alive when I was writing this book and I met him for long lunches as well as talking to him on the telephone.

On the subject of Lord Snowdon I found it fascinating that so many people disliked him in a visceral way that sometimes applied to his wife as well. Cecil Beaton, the designer, photographer and diarist, was one acquaintance who seemed gratuitously vituperative.7 His bile could, perhaps, be attributed to professional and personal jealousy; but he was not the only one. Another vicious bystander was another diarist, James Lees-Milne.8 On 4 April 1978, visiting a friend, Michael Rose, in a Nuffield nursing home, Lees-Milne and he ‘Talked of PM and Tony, the latter having been to see Michael the evening before. Michael said the tragedy was that both of them only liked second-rate people. Their friends were awful.’ This is unfair since their circle included people such as John Betjeman and Gore Vidal, who may have seemed ‘awful’ to Lees-Milne but could hardly be described as ‘second-rate’. Nevertheless it is a persistent, snobbish criticism that surfaces time and time again, applied particularly to Lord Snowdon but also, almost as often and almost as viciously, to his countess, Princess Margaret.

I talked, inevitably, to some who shared this view but I also spoke to ladies-in-waiting, to private secretaries, to people who encountered her just the once at a formal dinner and to those who knew her intimately for decades. Some of these liked Snowdon as much as Princess Margaret – sometimes more. After their separation and divorce there was the usual tendency to take sides. Interestingly, even those who liked Snowdon were inclined to blame him more than Princess Margaret for what went wrong. There was an almost universal sense that, charming though he might be, he was also not easy. I was very struck, though, by how intensely loyal many of Princess Margaret’s friends remained to her memory. This was at least as true of her women friends as of men.

She was a household word in England from well before World War II until the rule of New Labour. She could be chillingly regal, putting people down with an icy hauteur; but she might also traipse down to Bermondsey market looking for bargains at crack of dawn or play the piano and sing huskily with a cigarette in a holder, a large Scotch at her elbow and a bevy of adoring friends gathered round. She was a friend of poets and playwrights and prima ballerinas but often went out of her way to be nice to quite ordinary people. You might even say that, in a perverse way that some refused to accept, she walked with kings yet kept the common touch.

Above all, if you really want to know what it was like to live in England through from the age of Ramsay MacDonald9 to the time of Tony Blair,10 from the world of J. M. Barrie11 to that of J. K. Rowling,12 from crackling crystal sets to flat-screen telly, to see deference replaced by new money and new attitudes – then she is an invaluable case history.

There will never be another princess like her, for she was sui generis and of her own time and place. She was not like the rest of us, for she was distant and unknowable, and yet she wanted to be close and caring. She was the ultimate enigma and yet also the key to understanding the changes in England that marked the three score years and ten of her life.

 

 

 

 



1 Prince Philip (1921–2021). Husband of Queen Elizabeth II. Charismatic young naval officer turned into elder statesman/grumpy old man depending on point of view.

2 Barbara Cartland (1901–2000). Prolific romantic novelist famous for pink outfits and relentlessly quotable instant opinions.

3 Denis Compton (1918–1997). Debonair Brylcreem Boy, dazzling England batsman and a footballer good enough to win FA Cup with Arsenal.

4 Brian Johnston (1912–1994). Mellifluous Old Etonian broadcaster and cricket commentator, universally known as ‘Jonners’, with trademark passion for cake.

5 Peter Townsend (1914–1995). Wartime fighter ace who became courtier and pivotal figure in eponymous ‘affair’ with the Princess, only to marry young Belgian and live happily ever after but elsewhere.

6 1st Earl of Snowdon (1930–). Brilliant, raffish Old Etonian photographer married to Princess Margaret from 1960 to 1978.

7 Cecil Beaton (1904–1980). Assiduously camp photographer, diarist and designer who took many of the best photographs of Princess Margaret but who conducted a mutual love–hate relationship of equally compounded worship and disdain, even more obviously with his photographic rival, Snowdon.

8 James Lees-Milne (1908–1997). Feline diarist of gay taste with professional interest in historic houses and their inhabitants, enhanced – or tainted – by innate snobbery.

9 Ramsay MacDonald (1866–1937). Old Labour Prime Minister whose perceived move to the right alienated the party which he had done much to create.

10 Tony Blair (1953–). New Labour Prime Minister whose perceived move to the right alienated the party which he had done much to create.

11 J. M. Barrie (1860–1937). Scottish novelist and playwright best known for his play, Peter Pan, first performed in 1904.

12 J. K. Rowling (1965–). Fabulously successful children’s bookwriter whose Harry Potter series earned her so much money that she was alleged by Forbes magazine to be the world’s highest-paid female entertainer after chat-show host, Oprah Winfrey.


ONE

THE THIRTIES

‘Birth of a daughter –
Mother and Child doing well’

She was born at her mother’s historic Scottish family house, Glamis Castle, on the evening of 21 August 1930. Glamis, incidentally, is pronounced with all the stress on the first vowel and none on the second so that it sounds like the composer Brahms and not like ‘army’ or the French for ‘friend’. It belonged then and belongs now to the Bowes-Lyon family, whose head for the past four centuries has been the Earl of Strathmore.

The twenty-first of August was a ‘dark and stormy night’. The whole of Britain was lashed with storms and far away off the south-west coast there was a tragedy that quite overshadowed any euphoria that might have surrounded the royal birth.

‘Severe Gale’ reported The Times in its main news story, inside the paper, which, of course, still had advertisements on the front. ‘Yacht Sunk off Cornwall. Six Lives Lost. Commodore King Drowned’. Commodore King was the Member of Parliament for South Paddington, so his death precipitated a by-election.13 It was one of those tragedies made more poignant by the fact that wouldbe rescuers were eyewitnesses to the event but were unable to sling a rope from shore to ship. After the bald facts The Times added: ‘An account of the wreck was given yesterday by Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch14 whose house at Fowey is within five miles of the rocks on which the boat went to pieces.’

‘Q’, editor of the first Oxford Book of English Verse and Professor of English Literature at Cambridge, was a literary lion of the times, now barely remembered even in his native Cornwall. Getting the great man to write a piece for The Times would have been a considerable scoop.

From Scotland the simultaneous but comparatively unexciting royal birth was announced in the fashion in which royal births were traditionally reported in those distant days, namely with a column lead headed ‘Duchess of York/Birth of a daughter/Mother and Child doing well’, followed by the laconically deferential announcement: ‘Her Royal Highness the Duchess of York was safely delivered of a Princess between 9 and 9.30 last night.’ The story was placed between French strikes in Lille and an Afridi attack on Peshawar. The statement was signed by three doctors, one of whom, Sir Henry Stimson, later issued a statement denying widespread rumours that the royal birth had been assisted with a dose of morphine to dull the pain of childbirth.

Although undeniably and incontestably a royal birth, it was widely regarded as a relatively minor one. True, the six-pound-eleven-ounce infant was fourth in line to the succession after her elder sister Elizabeth, but few people seriously supposed that either of the little girls would actually wear the crown and rule the Empire. Their grandfather, King George V,15 was in his sixties and had been seriously ill with a lung infection the year before but exuded an air of stolid permanence. In war and subsequently turbulent political times he was seen as a symbol of stability and unity, not especially inspired or inspiring but a safe pair of hands and, generally speaking, a man of unimpeachable goodwill. As with other post-Victorian monarchs, George managed to conceal his political beliefs and enjoyed apparently cordial relationships with prime ministers such as Lloyd George and Ramsay MacDonald who held views that would have been quite unlike those held, privately, by the Royal Family.

At the time of Margaret’s birth the King was not only regarded with affection but also as a fixture for at least the foreseeable future. However, in the event of his death he would be succeeded by his elder son David, Prince of Wales.16 The Prince had been born in June 1894 so was only in his thirties at the time of his second niece’s birth. He was still unmarried but popular, virile and likely not only to succeed his father smoothly and without incident but also long to reign over us. As he actually lived until 1972, actuarial estimates of his comparative longevity were well founded. There seemed absolutely no reason why he shouldn’t marry and have children who would in due course succeed him as kings or queens of Great Britain.

In these circumstances the birth of a princess, even though one who would notionally be fourth in line of succession, was something of a sideshow – one reason why it was sandwiched between news of industrial unrest in France and revolting natives in India. Historical parallels are seldom wholly precise but the modern equivalents of Margaret and her older sister Elizabeth are the Princesses Beatrice and Eugenie of York.17 Although the daughters of the present Duke of York and his detached duchess are technically close in line of succession, are indubitably royal princesses and appear regularly in glossy magazines and on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, no one at the time of writing seriously supposes that either of them will ever become queen. Such an eventuality would involve at least two relatively premature deaths and the abdication of a much-loved if controversial uncle. Stranger things have happened but we don’t expect them. This helps to explain why the birth of Princess Margaret Rose of York in 1930 was not much more widely and eagerly greeted than that of Princess Eugenie of York sixty years later.

Nevertheless Margaret’s was still a royal birth and law dictated that it must be solemnly validated by a minister of the Crown. The man appointed for this task was the Home Secretary, J. R. Clynes.18 Clynes, described by one contemporary (David Kirkwood) as ‘small, unassuming, of uneven features and voice without colour’, was a wonderfully inappropriate choice for such a task. The son of a labourer who himself began work in an Oldham cotton mill at the age of ten, Clynes had set up the Lancashire Gasworkers’ Union and had only been narrowly beaten by Ramsay MacDonald in the election for leadership of the Labour Party. He was the epitome of the socialist working man. In his memoirs he wrote: ‘Collarless, moneyless, almost wordless, we earnestly believed that it was wrong for the ill-educated to be exploited for the benefit of the aristocrats.’

This was the man responsible for confirming the royal birth at Glamis Castle. Arrangements for his visit to Scotland were undertaken by Mabell, Countess of Airlie.19 He was attended on his mission by Harry Boyd,20 the Ceremonial Secretary, a pernickety career civil servant who was later made a Knight Commander of the Royal Victorian Order and was thoroughly suspicious of the birth taking place north of the Border. He thought it ‘irregular’ and something that might be construed as ‘hole-in-the-corner’. There is no reason for thinking that Boyd was particularly anti-Scottish but it is true that this was the first royal birth in Scotland since those of King Charles I, at Dunfermline in 1600, and his brother Robert, Duke of Kintyre, two years later. Even if the Establishment did not harbour strongly anti-Scottish feelings there was a definite sense that the Royal Family was English and she should be seen to be so. When, for instance, the Duchess of York suggested that her infant daughter be christened in the private chapel at Glamis, this was quickly ruled out on the grounds that the monarch was Head of the Church of England and the Church of Scotland was not at all the same thing – positively Presbyterian, in fact.

In the event the Princess arrived several days late, which meant that Clynes and Boyd had to spend several days with various Scottish aristocrats including a whole night, that of 11 August, sitting up drinking coffee with Lady Airlie in the confident expectation – predicted by Sir Henry Stimson – that the arrival of the Princess was imminent. Eventually Boyd, dressed in a blue kimono that he had picked up on a recent diplomatic posting in China, fielded the crucial phone call from Glamis at the very last minute and the two improbable official witnesses arrived at the castle with only half an hour to spare. They apparently brought their own sandwiches with them.

There was no doubting the newly arrived Princess’s royalty. After all, her uncle was the King. From time to time in later life, however, enemies have suggested that the Bowes-Lyons were not as grand as they liked to make out. Kitty Kelley, the controversial American author of a best-seller called The Royals, referred to the Yorks as ‘stolid and middle class’ and made much of the way in which the Duke and Duchess referred to Queen Elizabeth as ‘Cookie’. Kelley says that this was because of Queen Elizabeth’s generally acknowledged liking for food, but it seems much more likely that the elegant Mrs Simpson professed to finding her great enemy ‘common’.

If so – and she wasn’t the only one – she could hardly have been wider of the mark.

‘In the nineteen thirties the family only used it [Glamis Castle] for a couple of months each year,’ said Lord Napier and Ettrick,21 the Scots baron and one-time Scots Guards officer who served as Princess Margaret’s private secretary for a quarter of a century. ‘It was not much more than a shooting lodge as far as they were concerned.’ The principal home of the Earls of Strathmore and their family was the fine red-brick Georgian mansion at St Paul’s Walden Bury in Hertfordshire. There was also an imposing town house in St James’s Square, used mainly during the London season. None of these was a remotely middle-class dwelling.

After being effectively snubbed over where to hold the christening the Duchess of York took her daughter south to Buckingham Palace in October. There the ceremony was performed by Cosmo Gordon Lang, the Archbishop of Canterbury, a close friend of the King. She was, properly, styled ‘Her Royal Highness, The Princess Margaret Rose’ and in later life she attached great importance to the three-letter pronoun. ‘The’ distinguished her from other, less regal ‘Royal Highnesses’ and she insisted on its use at all times.

The baby Princess was formally christened Margaret Rose. Her godparents were the Prince of Wales, who was not present but represented by his younger brother Prince George, Duke of Kent; her aunt Princess Victoria; Princess Ingrid of Sweden, later to be Queen of Denmark but absent from the ceremony and represented by her aunt, Lady Patricia Ramsay. The Bowes-Lyons were represented by her aunt Lady Rose Leveson-Gower and her uncle the Hon. David Bowes-Lyon. Hugo Vickers, biographer of Queen Elizabeth, says that there were persistent rumours that the ‘relentless’ society hostess Mrs Ronnie Greville was also a godmother, but this was not the case. The rumours presumably came about because when she died in 1942 Mrs Greville, who left a staggering sum of over a million and a half pounds in all, bequeathed £20,000 to the twelve-year-old Princess Margaret. Attempts at translating old money into modern equivalents tend to be misleading but most formulae suggest that to produce an early-twenty-first-century sum that approximates to a 1940s one you should multiply by about twenty. In any event this was more than she left to any of her actual godchildren. She also left fabulous jewels to Princess Elizabeth, who seems to have been somewhat embarrassed by the lavishness of the bequest.

The year of Princess Margaret’s birth seems in some ways so very distant and yet in others quite eerily familiar. G. K. Chesterton and John Dos Passos published new novels; Players Navy Cut were ten for sixpence or twenty for eleven-pence-halfpenny; a letter-writer complained: ‘No effort is made in the Schools today to give training in the considered use of words’; Australia won the Ashes two tests to one and Donald Bradman made centuries at Trent Bridge, Lord’s and Headingley, with a double ton at the Oval just to rub it in. For the first half-dozen years of the little girl’s life her parents were, in the words of one royal biographer (Hector Bolitho), ‘still able to guard their domestic life from the splendour and fuss associated with high station’.

The curious notion that the princesses’ childhood was ‘normal’ or ‘modest’ was effectively fostered by the redoubtable Marion Crawford, universally known as ‘Crawfie’.22 Crawfie served the family as a much-loved and trusted governess until, in 1950, she published ‘the intimate story’ of her little charges when her job was done and she was pensioned off – meanly she thought – with a grace-and-favour residence and a CVO. Her memoirs caused consternation among her erstwhile employers, in particular Queen Elizabeth, later the Queen Mother, who attempted, rather ineffectually, to have them suppressed or at least doctored. Other writers have scorned what Crawfie wrote and alleged, convincingly, that even if what she wrote was not actually rewritten it was certainly given a very heavy edit. Her writing is admittedly mawkish or Pooterish at times, but I have never seen it suggested that what she wrote about her little charges’ childhood was all inaccurate. They did not like it, but they did not dispute it. The reliability of Crawfie is a bit of a red herring, but I have returned to the subject in my notes at the end of the book.

‘The house’, wrote Crawfie of the family’s Piccadilly mansion, was ‘neither large nor splendid. It might have been the home of any moderately well-to-do young couple starting married life.’

This was a dubious opinion. Even in the 1930s moderately well-to-do young couples starting married life would be unlikely to live in a four-storey mansion two doors down from Number One, London, the house given to the Duke of Wellington as a thank-you for winning the Battle of Waterloo. The address was 145 Piccadilly and it was only the London house. At weekends they repaired to Royal Lodge, the mansion in the middle of Windsor Great Park given to them by King George V in 1931. Queen Victoria had vainly attempted to persuade the Prince and Princess of Wales to take on the Lodge in 1865, but the offer had been declined. From 1873 until 1931 it was a grand grace-and-favour residence for members of the Household culminating with a Major Fetherstonhaugh, manager of the Royal Stud, who occupied it from 1926 until his death in 1931.

When they moved into Royal Lodge the Yorks worked hard to turn it into the sort of retreat that they could enjoy. For example, they restored the drawing room to its original elegant self by removing the partitions that had transformed it into three distinct smaller rooms. In a cupboard at Windsor Castle the Duke found some old shields, which he put round the cornice. Eric Savill, whose eponymous gardens remain a feature of the park, now open to the public, redesigned the lodge gardens, packing them with abundant azaleas and rhododendrons, both of which flourished. Despite being close to the castle and effectively in the middle of the London stockbroker belt, the Great Park was and is a brilliant imitation of feudal English parkland in the depths of the countryside. Royal Lodge was a typical large English country house and was not only a valued retreat for the Yorks throughout Margaret’s childhood but remained her mother’s home during her widowhood. It became the nearest Princess Margaret ever had to a country place of her own.

For summer and other holidays they went up to Birkhall in Scotland, the house near Victoria and Albert’s castle of Balmoral.

Crawfie describes the household into which she moved in 1932 as ‘homelike and unpretentious’, but again these judgements are relative. The children’s out-of-school life was supervised by Nanny, Mrs Knight, always known as ‘Alah’, which was presumably a corruption of her real name, which was Clara. In this she was assisted by an under-nurse and a nursemaid. These were the MacDonald sisters, Margaret – or ‘Bobo’ – and Ruby, both of whom were to continue as faithful and influential retainers well into adult life. Once again Crawfie’s assessment strikes a jarring note in an age when this sort of nursery has surely vanished completely, at any rate in all but the most unusual – and anachronistic – households. She may have thought it ‘homelike and unpretentious’, but regarded from a twenty-first-century viewpoint it seems extraordinarily privileged and odd.

From the very first, Margaret Rose was keen on music. Even at this early age she was able to hold a tune and pick one out on the piano keyboard. Not everyone was enthusiastic about this. Alastair (Ali) Forbes,23 the feline American journalist, who was a shrewd observer and acquaintance, thought that her talents were roughly on a level with Opportunity Knocks and certainly no better. Her cousin Margaret Elphinstone, later Rhodes,24 and an almost exact contemporary of Princess Elizabeth remembers, one night at Birkhall, lying in the next-door room to Margaret’s. The walls were very thin and the little girl was singing ‘Old Macdonald Had a Farm’. As every child knows, the song can go on and on with its repetitive and ever-growing refrain of animal noises. Margaret Elphinstone found herself listening to an incessant chant from the next-door room. She prayed that the Princess would please stop and let her sleep.

Years later Margaret Rhodes confirmed a widespread opinion that the Princess was very indulged, especially by her father. If she did do anything naughty she generally managed to defuse the situation by making everyone laugh. The original offence seemed invariably to be forgotten if not forgiven.

The little Princess celebrated her third birthday at Glamis and the guest of honour was the playwright J. M. Barrie, who lived nearby. Barrie later wrote a description of the occasion for his friend Cynthia Asquith, which was quoted in her book The King’s Daughters.

‘Some of her presents were on the table,’ wrote Barrie, ‘simple things that might have come from the sixpenny shops, but she was in a frenzy of glee over them especially about one to which she had given the place of honour by her plate. I said to her as one astounded, “Is that really your very own?” and she saw how I envied her and immediately placed it between us with the words: “It is yours and mine.”’

A little later someone mentioned Barrie’s name in the Princess’s hearing and she turned and said, precociously, ‘I know that man. He is my greatest friend, and I am his greatest friend.’

Barrie was much taken with these two phrases – so much so that he edited them into his next play, The Boy David. Confessing this to the little Princess he promised that he would pay her a penny each time the lines were spoken on stage. A royalty for royalty.

The play finally appeared in 1937 by which time the Duke of York was King and Barrie assumed that a payment of the pennies would be an act of lese-majesty. He was surprised and gratified, therefore, when a message came from Buckingham Palace saying, in jocular terms, that Princess Margaret was owed money by the playwright and if it was not forthcoming a solicitor’s letter would follow shortly.

In collaboration with his solicitor, Sir Reginald Poole, Barrie drew up a solemn agreement. It was the last thing he ever wrote and began as follows: ‘WHEREAS. This Indenture made the tenth day of June one thousand and nine hundred and thirty seven BETWEEN James Matthew Barrie so called Author and HER ROYAL HIGHNESS THE PRINCESS MARGARET WITNESSETH as follows: WHEREAS the above-mentioned henceforward to be called the said Barrie did write and otherwise indite a play of short and inglorious life called The Boy David and basely produce the aforesaid play as exclusively the work of his own hand …’

This was ‘engrossed on parchment’ (Cynthia Asquith) and officially stamped. The idea was that when pennies had been procured from the bank Barrie would take them round to Buckingham Palace and present them to Princess Margaret in return for her signature discharging the debt. Sadly, however, Barrie died before this could be done, though the pennies were presented, posthumously, by Cynthia Asquith herself.25

The early years of Princess Margaret’s life were tranquil and undemanding. Not until 1936 was her life thrown into turmoil, when her mother and father unexpectedly became Queen and King. She and her sister Elizabeth were brought up together and behaved as a close-knit and exclusive little team. As one of the many cosily deferential accounts of her early life (The Pitkin Princess Margaret’s Nineteenth Birthday Book) remarked, with a bland smile which almost, but not quite, concealed the underlying reality: ‘This close companionship was to continue for a handful of happy, homely years until, as 1936 drew to its dramatic close, the unexpected Accession of their parents to the Throne foreshadowed – at first gently, but none the less relentlessly – the different destinies of the Royal sisters.’

The Pitkin author, Catherine Birt, added: ‘The first variation in the pleasant pattern of their lives came in the schoolroom when the studies of Princess Elizabeth, destined one day to be Queen, became more specialised than those of Princess Margaret.’ This sometimes rankled with the younger sister.

As little girls the two princesses had a close and affectionate relationship with their Uncle David, whose London residence, York House, was a part of St James’s Palace and therefore within easy walking distance of their own London house at 145 Piccadilly. Uncle David was charming and entertaining. He had recently installed elevators and the engineer responsible, who had also put in the lifts at Broadcasting House, enjoyed giving the excited girls rides in the new machine. His name was Maurice Denham26 and he later became a celebrated actor. Years afterwards Princess Margaret attended a Sadler’s Wells performance of Hamlet in aid of an Aids charity. Denham played the gravedigger. ‘Oh! It’s the lift man!’ cried the Princess, pleased.

The story of the Abdication is familiar in its outline and in its outcome but, perhaps inevitably, its effect on the life of the younger sister is sometimes overlooked. For Elizabeth the abrupt departure of the charming and entertaining Uncle David was obviously transforming. She went, in one traumatic moment, from being a privileged little girl whose apparent destiny was to be a very superior sort of British aristocrat to being the heiress presumptive. At the beginning of the year she seemed destined to end up as a grand but little-known old lady surrounded by dogs, horses, servants and a large family. Such people still exist, a formidable class-within-a-class lurking, as it were, in the west wing. By the end of 1936, however, the little Princess was to be Queen. She was the heiress presumptive and would have yielded that position only if her parents had produced a son. This, of course, they never did.

The historic events of 1936 were presaged by a grim-sounding family Christmas at Sandringham at the tail end of the preceding year. The King was in such poor health that he needed oxygen to enable him to sleep at night. His doctor, Lord Dawson,27 had already told the Prime Minister, Baldwin,28 that George was packing his bags prior to departure into the unknown and the King himself was fretting about the prospect of his eldest son inheriting the Crown. He thought, with some perspicacity, that the volatile, weak and selfish Prince of Wales would ruin himself within six months of succeeding. He confided as much to his old friend Cosmo Gordon Lang, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and prayed that the Crown would pass to his second son, Bertie, then to the attractive and sensible ‘Lilibet’. Princess Margaret’s elder sister was always known as ‘Lilibet’ throughout childhood, the result of an early inability to pronounce ‘Elizabeth’ correctly.

Throughout the Sandringham festivities of Christmas 1935 the Prince of Wales seemed to sulk and slip away as often as possible to telephone his mistress, the American divorcee Wallis Simpson, who was the symptom if not the cause of his problems. Bertie’s two other brothers were also at Sandringham for the holiday. George, the Duke of Kent,29 was there with his duchess, the glamorous Marina of Greece.30 The Kents had their newborn son Prince Edward with them. The jovial Henry, Duke of Gloucester,31 was there too with his new bride, Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott,32 whose quiet, rather shy Anglo-Scottish aristocratic mien was more to the Yorks’ taste than Marina’s foreign exoticism.

In this rather tense and depressed atmosphere the five-year-old Princess Margaret was a bouncing, unconcerned presence and when her grandfather did finally pass on, less than a month later, she apparently remained a blithe, unconcerned little body ‘unconscious of everything’ though ‘intrigued’ by the fact that Alah kept bursting into tears. Their governess later recalled that she did her best to obey the Duchess’s injunction not to let the girls be depressed by playing noughts and crosses with them in the nursery. Years later she complained that she could never even contemplate noughts and crosses without being reminded of the Dead March from Saul.

The ‘Year of the Three Kings’ was, for the most part, a period of Wallis Simpson’s ascendancy. She did not care for either of the Yorks but was particularly ill-disposed towards the Duchess, whom, as we’ve seen, she mocked as ‘Cookie’ because, supposedly, she thought her dowdy and fat whereas she herself was famously fashionable and skinny as a pencil. Actually the sobriquet reeks of insecurity on the part of a foreign interloper who was never really accepted by a British society that was famously xenophobic and staid. Margaret herself was to complain of this years later, referring (to me, actually) to the ‘men with moustaches’ who epitomized all that was most reactionary at the summit of social life in Britain. As uncrowned queen in all but name Wallis busied herself excluding her enemies, having old servants sacked and hogging Edward VIII’s attentions for herself.

Elizabeth, the elder sister, attended both the lying-in-state of the girls’ grandfather and his funeral. Between King’s Cross station and the lying-in-state at Westminster Hall the Maltese Cross on the Imperial Crown broke loose and fell into the gutter causing the new King to exclaim loudly, ‘Christ, what’s going to happen next?’ Company Sergeant Major Carver of the King’s Company 1st Battalion Grenadier Guards picked it up and put it in his pocket.

At home, life in the princesses’ nursery did not always run on an even keel. They often fought. Elizabeth had a mean left hook but Margaret liked to get in close and was known to bite. The elder girl seemed the more dignified and able to control her temper well whereas Margaret was naughtier but adept at kissing and making up as if nothing had happened. Elizabeth used to complain, ‘Margaret always wants what I want,’ and rows invariably started when they were ordered to wear hats, which they both hated. Their father was proud of his elder girl but Margaret, more tactile and demonstrative, ‘brought delight into his life’ and almost made him what he was not – demonstrative.

Not until early December 1936 did ‘a grim headline’ finally appear in the British press and reveal what the insiders of the Establishment already knew: ‘The King and his Ministers. Great Constitutional Crisis’. This sounds like a line from Sellar and Yeatman’s classic 1066 and All That. Because the basic source material involving the young princesses tends to be from Crawfie and Pitkin Pictorials there is a terrible temptation to view these momentous times in nursery-rhyme terms. We learn little of the obvious fears and premonitions of the young princesses in the 1930s but we know that they bit their fingernails – encouraged by the vision of Neville Chamberlain doing the same; that they learned to chew gum while waiting for the Aberdeen fish express at Glamis railway station and that when they went to the Bath Club for swimming lessons with Amy Daly, doyenne of swimming instructresses, Elizabeth was long and slender with good legs while Margaret looked like a plump navy-blue fish. When the Abdication took place the heading of Miss Crawford’s chapter was pure Enid Blyton: ‘We Move to Buckingham Palace’.

Yet the dramas were real and life-changing. The uncrowned King Edward VIII actually told his brother the Duke of York in mid-November that he intended to marry the newly divorced Wallis Simpson whether the government approved or not. Popular adulation for him remained apparently undimmed and at the same time he made a famous trip to South Wales, where he said fatuously but popularly, ‘Something must be done.’ It wasn’t.

Euphoria surrounding Edward VIII was short-lived, for when the news broke, thanks to some innocuous questions from the Bishop of Bradford about the King’s failure to go to church, the public reaction was shocked. A week after the first revelations the King signed the Instrument of Abdication in front of his brothers, the Dukes of York, Gloucester and Kent.

On Friday, 11 December Bertie, Margaret’s beloved father, was formally proclaimed King George VI. When he came home to 145 Piccadilly for lunch that day he did so as king. It was that moment which seemed to make him realize for the first time precisely what had happened and what he had become. Margaret’s main complaint seems to have been that she had only just learned to write the word ‘York’. Now that she was the King’s daughter that word was consigned to history.

One of Princess Margaret’s most tantalizingly ambiguous relationships is that with her grandmother Queen Mary, for whom the Abdication was the worst experience of her life. Those who remember her recall the Queen as being tall, austere and alarmingly regal. In later life Margaret used to say that she disliked her grandmother, remarking variously to people such as Kenneth Rose33 and Christopher Warwick34 that she ‘couldn’t stand’ her. She apparently used to say that her grandmother was jealous of the two little princesses because they, being daughters of a king, were more royal than she, who had merely married one. There is also evidence that Queen Mary35 considered her younger grand-daughter ‘spoiled’ and unduly short. Both these opinions got back to the Princess, who resented them. It is at least arguable, however, that she resented them more as an adult looking back on childhood than as a child at the time.

Whatever ‘spin’ she chose to put on the relationship in later life the evidence in the Royal Archives suggests that both grand-daughter and grandmother were loving and dutiful. The documents that survive are, for the most part, bread-and-butter letters of the kind that any well-brought-up child would be required to write as a matter of course. They would almost certainly have been read by one or other or possibly both parents before being dispatched. And failing that – unlikely – they would definitely have been read by nanny or governess.

For her part Queen Mary seems to have been a conscientious and loving grandmother whose Christmas and birthday gifts were generous and punctilious. They were in turn always dutifully acknowledged by her granddaughter.

After her sixth birthday, for instance, Margaret wrote in pencil block capitals from Birkhall, ‘DARLING GRANNY, THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR THE LOVELY BRACELET. I LOVE IT, AND IT WAS VERY KIND OF YOU TO GIVE ME SUCH A BEAUTIFUL PRESENT. I HAD A VERY NICE BIRTHDAY. I HOPE YOU ARE QUITE WELL. LOTS OF LOVE FROM MARGARET.’

Gifts such as this were not confined to these special occasions and sometimes arrived quite unexpectedly and for no apparent reason except a grandmother’s fancy. On 12 June 1937, for instance, Margaret wrote from Buckingham Palace: ‘Darling Grannie, Thank you very much for my sweet little tea-pot. Everyone wonders what it is. I don’t know if scent tea-pot is the right name. But I love it very much. With love from Margaret.’ The little girl’s signature is supported by eighteen small crosses and four big ones.

A few days later Lilibet wrote to thank their grandmother for a joint present of Canadian coins and stamps. For her birthday that year Margaret was able to acknowledge ‘a luvely brooch’. At Christmas it was mugs, in celebration of ‘Papa’s Coronation’. ‘When we lifted them out of the box,’ wrote Elizabeth, ‘they both began playing “God save the King” at different parts.’

The old Queen’s love and interest were not just manifested in present form. All through the autumn of 1937 she treated the girls to ‘wonderful Monday afternoons’ and one afternoon in October she took them to the Tower of London. Her ‘very loving granddaughters’ thought that ‘the ravens were so funny the way they galloped about’ and ‘would have hated to have lived in those dungeons. They must have been horrible.’

Grannie’s 1938 birthday present was a ‘sweet little jug’, which Margaret promised to display in her cabinet as soon as she returned to London. A few days later it was ‘the most beautiful tea-pot – I feel very grown up with a tea-pot all my own’.

A year later the presents began to take on a more practical form. On 9 February it was ‘useful little notebooks’. She decided to keep one for money because ‘Papa is going to give me sixpence a week’. In May she and Elizabeth were both sent ‘a ruler, pencil and rubber’ and Margaret wrote on behalf of her sister ‘as she is very busy’. The educational visits continued. ‘We went for a very interesting expedition in the Tube and we went on the escalator which we liked very much.’ A few weeks later Grannie sent photographs of them together at Bekonscot, the model village at Beaconsfield in Buckinghamshire.

As Margaret grew older her presents became more beautiful and more valuable. In 1939 she had her party a day early because Papa would be away on the day itself. ‘Mummy gave me the most lovely brooch. It is supposed to be a bunch of lily-of-the-valley, the bells are made of pearls, and the leaves enamel.’ That Christmas Queen Mary sent her a watch from Badminton, where she lived throughout the war as the permanent house guest of the Duke and Duchess of Beaufort.36 Margaret told her that she ‘never expected anything so beautiful. I love the diamonds and sapphires in it.’ She also wrote: ‘We all missed you very much, especially when we go passed (sic) your door and you are not there.’

That same year Queen Mary gave her granddaughter a fan of Honiton lace in a box with a handwritten note saying: ‘Honiton lace fan made to order of Victoria Mary, Princess of Wales, for the St Louis Exhibition, USA, given to Princess Margaret by her grandmother Queen Mary in 1939’. The letter together with the fan and the box was listed in the Christie’s sale of Princess Margaret’s effects in 2006 as Lot 326. The estimated value was between £300 and £500, but in the event it sold for £14,400.

If 145 Piccadilly could be described, even erroneously, as an ordinary middle-class sort of house, the same could not be said of Buckingham Palace. It was huge, public and doubled up, as it still does, as an office block and a private dwelling. It even had its own post office.

The children’s nursery quarters had been repainted and were relatively bright and cheerful. Each sister had a bedroom looking out over the Mall. Elizabeth shared hers with Bobo McDonald37 and Margaret roomed with Alah. There had been a schoolroom in the Palace, but it was one of the darkest and gloomiest rooms in the entire building with a balustrade outside that was reminiscent of prison bars. It had a fireplace at each end but felt cold and seemed ‘regal but oddly dead’. The King took one look and agreed that it wouldn’t do. Instead a smaller but sunnier room overlooking Constitution Hill was found and converted. It had once been used as a temporary nursery for Elizabeth when her parents were away.

Despite the pervading gloom and the oppressive size of the place – it took the girls five minutes just to get into the gardens — they ran free. Visiting dignitaries from the Prime Minister down became used to finding two little girls tearing down the interminable corridors with the plumpish younger sister always lagging behind and panting, ‘Wait for me, Lilibet. Wait for me!’ The King even placed two large rocking-horses immediately outside his office door so that as he worked on his papers he could hear the thump-thump as his daughters rocked to and fro.

The park-size gardens of the Palace were a saving grace. Margaret wondered if the lake was as big as the Mediterranean Sea, which she had just encountered for the first time in Geography. By now the younger sister was joining Elizabeth for most of Miss Crawford’s lessons, though the sprightly Margaret – ‘a born comic’ – was sometimes a disruptive influence. She always seemed to get her own way even with her serious sister, who would remark, thoughtfully, ‘I really don’t know what we are going to do with Margaret.’ At about this time Elizabeth started going twice a week to Eton for lessons in Constitutional History with the Vice Provost, Henry Marten.38 After the outbreak of war he used to drive up the hill to Windsor Castle in a horse-drawn carriage. Even when she was old enough to appreciate something as complex as Constitutional History Princess Margaret was always excluded from these tutorials. It rankled.

For the Coronation in May 1937 both girls wore lace frocks with small silver bows and cloaks edged in ermine. Elizabeth had a train while Margaret did not. This irritated her. The King had special light coronets made for them and they drove to Westminster in a coach with their grandmother, Queen Mary. As usual Elizabeth adopted a sensible elder-sister attitude, worried that Margaret, who had a made-up seat in the carriage so that she could wave at the crowds, would disgrace everyone by falling asleep in the middle of the service. In the event, however, Elizabeth only had to nudge her once or twice because she was playing with the prayer books too loudly.

Meanwhile in the outside world – some might even say the real world – the threat of Nazi Germany was becoming ever more menacing. Uncle David had now well-documented fascist tendencies that were then generally unsuspected. Leaders such as Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax39 and even Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain40 had some trouble in taking the German leaders such as Hitler, Goering and Himmler very seriously. The Nazis were essentially figures of fun and even when they became unruly and invaded Czechoslovakia Chamberlain wrung his hands, talked sadly of conflicts ‘in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing’ and came away from talks with the Chancellor waving a worthless piece of paper promising ‘peace in our time’. In the nursery at Buckingham Palace life continued unchanged by outside considerations.

In 1939 the King and Queen went on a successful state visit to the United States and Canada, which had the unexpected side-effect of allowing the princesses to establish a simple and undisturbed routine of lessons, weekends at Royal Lodge and masses of unsolicited letters and photographs from North America reporting on their parents’ triumphal progress. The children joined the returning King and Queen in mid-Channel, meeting the Empress of Britain while aboard a throbbing Royal Naval destroyer, whose captain produced a bowl of cherries, which they ate on deck. Transfer from ship to ship was by precarious ladders and a barge. The reunion was spontaneous and joyful and Margaret, proud of having shed some puppy-fat, exclaimed, ‘Look, Mummy, I am quite a good shape now, not like a football like I used to be.’

Later that summer the family travelled to Dartmouth, where the King was to inspect the Royal Naval College. There they met a good-looking blond cadet called Prince Philip of Greece, who seemed to have little time for Elizabeth but spent a lot of the visit teasing Margaret. He also ate a banana split and several plates of shrimps, thus making himself a hero in the eyes of the younger princess. The boy was to have a profound effect on the lives of both girls and, it is alleged, Princess Elizabeth fell in love at first sight.

As the year went on the atmosphere in the world at large became more and more tense. Mr Chamberlain, looking increasingly harassed, visited Buckingham Palace with increasing frequency. ‘Who is this Hitler, spoiling everything?’ Margaret wanted to know. A few weeks later, when a reluctant Chamberlain did finally declare war upon Germany and the King and Queen had to return to London in a hurry, the little girl asked her governess, ‘Why had Mummy and Papa to go back, Crawfie? Do you think the Germans will come and get them?’ Her elder sister took a responsible line. ‘I don’t think people should talk about battles and things in front of Margaret,’ she said. ‘We don’t want to upset her.’

 

 

 

 



13 Commodore King (1877–1930). Won a DSO and Croix de Guerre in Great War, was MP for North Norfolk (where he had a large house, now a country-house hotel), as well as Paddington. Served as Financial Secretary to War Office.

14 Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch (1863–1944). Novelist, playwright, compiler of first Oxford Book of English Verse and creator of School of English at Cambridge University, and a great Cornishman.

15 King George V (1865–1936). King of England from 1910 until his death and grandfather of Her Royal Highness Princess Margaret.

16 David, Prince of Wales (King Edward VIII, later Duke of Windsor) (1894– 1972). Abdicated the throne, uncrowned, and died in exile after marrying American divorcee Wallis Simpson. Uncle of HRH Princess Margaret.

17 Princesses Beatrice (1988–) and Eugenie (1990–) of York, great-nieces of HRH Princess Margaret.

18 J. R. Clynes (1889–1949). Labour MP for 35 years, lifelong rival of Ramsay MacDonald, leader of the party in 1922.

19 Mabell, Countess of Airlie (1866–1956). Became Lady of Bedchamber to Queen Mary in 1901 and remained close confidante thereafter.

20 Sir Harry Boyd (1876–1940). Home Office official created Ceremonial Secretary in 1926 and Registrar to the Baronetage in 1932.

21 Major the Lord Napier and Ettrick (1930–). Equerry to HRH the Duke of Gloucester from 1958 to 1960 and private secretary to HRH Princess Margaret from 1974 to 1998.

22 Marion Crawford (‘Crawfie’) (1909–1988). Governess to Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret who published a memoir of their time together in 1950 and was consequently shunned by her erstwhile employers, to her lasting chagrin.

23 Alastair (Ali) Forbes (1918–2005). Well-connected Bostonian anglophile who specialized in waspish gossip about British royalty and aristocracy.

24 Margaret Rhodes (née Elphinstone) (1925–). Daughter of 16th Lord Elphinstone and his wife Mary, sister of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother. Lived in grace-and-favour house in Windsor Great Park, was with her aunt Elizabeth at Royal Lodge when she died in 2002; close friend of her royal cousins.

25 Lady Cynthia Asquith (1887–1960). Daughter of Earl of Wemyss and novelist and biographer who was J. M. Barrie’s secretary for more than twenty years.

26 Maurice Denham (1909–2002). Elevator engineer who turned to acting as performer in radio hits such as ITMA and royal favourite Much Binding in the Marsh, and went on to be popular star of TV and films such as Day of the Jackal.

27 Lord Dawson of Penn (1864–1945). Doctor who was first appointed to the Royal Household during reign of King Edward VII and continued to treat the Royal Family until his death.

28 Stanley Baldwin (1867–1947). Stolid–seeming Midland businessman who was One Nation Conservative Prime Minister between wars and tarred, perhaps unfairly, with appeasement brush.

29 George, Duke of Kent (1902–1942). Most artistic and intellectual of Princess Margaret’s uncles, killed in still-mysterious Sunderland flying boat accident in Caithness while serving with RAF.

30 Marina, Duchess of Kent (1906–1968). The last foreign princess to marry into the British Royal Family was a beautiful member of Greek Royal house and of Russian extraction.

31 Henry, Duke of Gloucester (1900–1974). Bluff, military royal uncle who served for two years after World War II as Governor General of Australia but was happier on Northamptonshire farm.

32 Alice, Duchess of Gloucester (née Montagu-Douglas-Scott) (1901–2004). Longest-lived member of Royal Family, Scottish aristocrat and part of the Buccleuch dukedom, pretty, modest and self-effacing.

33 Kenneth Rose (1924–). Founder of the Sunday Telegraph ‘Albany’ column, biographer of King George V, taught Antony Armstrong-Jones while Eton beak, royal expert and apologist.

34 Christopher Warwick. Friend and biographer of HRH Princess Margaret.

35 HM Queen Mary (1867–1953). Wife of King George V, mother of King George VI and grandmother of HRH Princess Margaret.

36 Duke of Beaufort (‘Master’) (1900–1984). Master of the Horse from 1936 to 1978 but enjoyed the sobriquet Master because of his Mastership of the Beaufort Hunt. His Duchess was Princess Mary of Teck, daughter of the 1st Marquess of Cambridge.

37 Bobo MacDonald (1905–1993). Worked for Princess, later Queen Elizabeth, since the 1920s, ending as her much-loved dresser, feared by many if not all at court. Sister of Princess Margaret’s maid, Ruby.

38 Sir Henry Marten (1872–1948). Spent sixty years at Eton, mainly teaching history, but ending as Provost. Tutored Princess Elizabeth in Constitutional History.

39 Lord Halifax (1881–1959). The first Earl and best known as Foreign Secretary at the time of the Munich Treaty with Hitler but was also Viceroy of India, Ambassador to the United States and Chancellor of Oxford University.

40 Neville Chamberlain (1869–1940). Scion of wealthy Birmingham family including his half-brother Austen, but as British Prime Minister, in 1930s, the architect of appeasement and hence probably the least popular Prime Minister of the century.
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