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Introduction

The Queen and I

Right from the very start let me lay my cards on the table: I think the world of the Queen. 

Of course, I am not alone: there are millions, literally millions, of people who think as I do, but my steady devotion goes right back to a double-decker wooden pencil box with a sliding top, a stencil of Her Majesty on it and my name inked on the reverse, dating back to Coronation Day 1953. The Queen looks back over her shoulder with a calm and friendly smile, and I knew then, as I know now, that she would never let me down. 

I still have it. It is kept with my tiny lead model of Her Majesty taking the salute at Trooping the Colour. Her right arm is hinged to enable her to swing it up to her tip-tilted bonnet with its plume. She sits side-saddle, easily holding the reins in her confident left hand. The mare she rides is called Burmese. This little model has pride of place on my shelf and in my heart, because I had seen the movie The Coronation three times, twice in black-and-white and once in glorious colour, in the huge hall in the Army School in Kuala Lumpur, ceiling fans turning lazily above the packed audience of us, the army brats. I had a Coronation medal on a ribbon, which I pinned to my chest (lost now, or I would still be wearing it) and a tiny, dazzling State Coach with horses made of lead but gilded and heavy. At seven years old I was too young to have heard and understood the Queen’s vow to serve the country and the Commonwealth, whether her life be long or short, made when she was twenty-one (and I can still hardly write the words without my eyes brimming. Such a vow! Would any of us ever have promised that when our lives were just beginning?), but she moved easily to the front of the pantheon of Marvellous Ones I kept in my heart.

I know as you read this you may share my emotions: she became my Queen and I watched her every move like a fanatic. No, I didn’t buy royal magazines or books, but I inspected her clothes in photographs with the beady eye a child keeps for its mother in public. She always looked immaculate … but was that skirt really above the knee? Did she truly wear groovy boots? How was that allowed to happen? I should have liked her to wear a crown far more often, every day in fact, and the best images were when she appeared in full regalia with diamonds and sashes and tiaras and long evening gloves. 

Later, I read that her clothes were chosen to make her stand out in a crowd, therefore strong colours were favoured, head to toe: she might have to stand for hours on end, so shoes would have low heels, and the bag would always be hooked over her left arm. This was the ‘day look’. The ‘country look’ was much more like my mother’s clothes, sensible tweed coat and skirt, pearls, a scarf, laced-up brogues, a brooch. Her Majesty’s hair would be pretty much the same all her life, neatly set off her face, well above her shoulders, the Queen of our coins and banknotes. (The best profile is the one where her hair has a sort of garland around it, like a laurel wreath or daisy chain, tied with a ribbon, her neck and bare shoulders emerging from a stole or dress just out of sight.) The formal classical robes a queen should wear are always my favourite, as they are unchanging, and hint at the long line of former royal figures, a constant touchstone and a comforting reminder of heritage and history.

As I write, it is beginning to dawn on me that I see the Queen as a sort of mother figure for the nation, someone we turn towards when the going gets rough to see her reactions. Her kindly and measured response to calamities settles us: to know she has sent a message of condolence or congratulation fills us with satisfaction, as though we ourselves had written it. She knows how to entertain the most famous and powerful people in the world with the same calm compassion she shows at every public ceremony. We scan the pictures of her with the assembled heads of state from the Commonwealth and marvel at how, although others tower over her, she is always the first person we focus on. We are so proud of her! 

I wonder what it is in the human make-up that requires a leader or figurehead. It must be because we are pack animals: when we’re organised in the armed services there is a strict pecking order, as there is in governments. Sports teams have captains, orchestras have leaders, and the many faiths have their archbishops, imams and pujaris; there are the Dalai Lama, and the Pope, the Archdruid and the Chief Rabbi. Communist regimes, in which everyone is supposed to be equal and call each other ‘comrade’, have the most unassailable heads of state. We have presidents and head teachers, chairpersons and master chefs; we like a structure with someone identifiable at the top. We have emperors; we have kings and queens. 

Throughout history, it is easy to trace why many of these characters have gained their ascendancy, through war, or annexing land, simply by being a favourite of the ruler of the time, or being born into a dynasty. Without such a person, our tribe (and we are tribal, we humans) loses its identity. No matter what form of social or political arrangement we favour, it is generally agreed that there must be someone at the top representing us to the world. Whether that person should be elected or born or drawn in a lottery is debated hotly: should it be by the people’s choice, or the general acceptance that the blacksmith’s son will inherit the anvil, the chieftain’s son the spear of office? 

We have a hereditary monarchy. Our country finds, on the whole, it would rather have people who are accustomed to high office and are trained to bear the responsibility to be our representatives. Some say our head of state should be elected regularly, others are easy-going with the status quo, a few believe passionately in the Divine Right of Kings. But until everything changes, we have a monarchy: most people are very proud that we do, and I am one of them. 

Princess Elizabeth was not born to be queen. Her uncle David was due to be king, and she and her little sister were royal princesses, born not in a palace but in a house, their father a royal duke. The happy and carefree young life the two girls had was, of course, privileged in a way we can only read about and never know ourselves, but it was touching to hear of their tight and loving family group, which their father called ‘us four’. The girls loved horses and dogs, dressing-up and country life. The house where Princess Elizabeth was born, 17 Bruton Street, in London’s Mayfair, was bombed during the Second World War, but by then the great rolling tide of Fate had changed the family’s lives completely and utterly, and moved them from their pleasant town house to a palace. The girls’ uncle David, now King Edward VIII, had abdicated, and the spotlight swung round to focus on the next in line: their father, the Duke of York, now King George VI. 

Princess Elizabeth was only ten, but from that time onwards she knew that one day she would be Queen.

Can you remember being ten years old? I can easily. 

Having thoughts about the future: nil.

Ideas of how the country was governed: nil. 

Behaving gracefully in public: about six out of ten, as we had been brought up to be polite. 

Cleanliness: nil. 

Diligent studying during the holidays: nil. 

The thought of having to slog away at something that wasn’t about damming streams, or going to the cinema, or dodging the grown-ups, just skated past my ears. Being ten meant laughing uncontrollably into your skirt in class, playing jacks, mucking about with friends.

The huge unwanted, unexpected burden that had fallen on her father’s shoulders brought with it the outline of the future for Princess Elizabeth. From that moment on, she would be treated differently from all the friends she and Princess Margaret Rose had made – differently even from her own sister. 

Now, what I am trying to say here, in a hugely roundabout way, is this: do you think you would have been able to take on such a massive and unending responsibility at such a tender age?

Excuses and explanations are constantly rolled out: they had so much money, such privilege, servants … Some may go on to say that she had special training, didn’t have to queue in the post office, never had to go to school, had her own ponies. They may add, ‘Look at her pretty dresses and kind parents, and she had her own little Welsh Wendy house to play in …’ but despite all of that I don’t think I could ever have done what the Queen has for seventy years, and I bet there are millions like me. 

Because of my job, I have had access to a lot of these privileges. As an actress, when you’re working your clothes are prepared, and you have your own dresser to help you into them. Someone does your hair and holds up your long skirt as you leave your private trailer to be driven to the muddy location. Someone brings you tea and anything you want for lunch. Someone writes the words you speak. You are driven home, your flights are arranged, your hotels are booked and you don’t pay for them. You are photographed and interviewed in rooms where visiting journalists are given strict instructions as to how long they will have in your presence – your fascinating, esteemed, adorable presence. Sometimes fans weep when they meet you, or are overfamiliar out of nervousness, or step over the line, or are too shy to hold out a pen and autograph book. Your face may be so well known that, no matter where you go, you will be recognised: people feel entitled to say how brilliant or untalented you are, how ugly your dress was, how staggering your beauty is. People not only feel they know you, they feel they own you too. (In New York, when we were filming Absolutely Fabulous, an overwrought admirer seized Jennifer Saunders’s arm and screamed, ‘You have healed me!’) 

Strangely, far from being a luxurious way of living, it is all a bit of a slog (how ungrateful!). When the final ‘Cut!’ has been called on the film set, we trundle back into our easy, normal lives, with old jerseys and gardener’s hands. Then the follow-spot swings away from you onto the new kid on the block, and all the trappings and trimmings vanish, like Cinderella running away as midnight strikes, recalled only in press cuttings and on dog-eared posters, until the next time. 

But through all this there was a parallel and ordinary life. Of course, I worked hard to be as good as I could be, but friends still called me by my own name – even those actresses who are dames are called their own names by their friends. Like everyone in our game, I still hoped another job would come along, but I was as free as a bird. I could go where I wanted when I wanted: I could stay up until dawn or take off my shoes and paddle in fountains, or walk very slowly round Ikea all afternoon. Reading this, I know that, no matter how different your life is from mine, you too have that freedom – considerably shaped and restricted by circumstances, of course, but you are at liberty to be your own person. 

Selecting material for this book was both extremely easy and rather hard. So much has been written about the Queen already, and being neither a biographer nor a historian, I wanted this to be a discovery of her through the eyes of other people.

You will find very little about the rest of the Royal Family, almost nothing about how monarchy works, only a smattering of how things are done at that exalted level. Some of the contributors knew the Queen very well. Others stood and watched as a carriage went by, or attended a royal function. All formed opinions of her; and when you piece together these fragments a remarkable person begins to emerge, quite unlike any other. 

For a moment, imagine a first-time visitor to Earth, coming across the human race. Apart from looking slightly different, we would resemble a flock of sheep, indistinguishable one from another except to the trained eye. Move closer, and you would see that people are roughly divided between men and women. From these billions of similar creatures, a few stand out, but I would defy any alien to recognise a pianist by his stature or a scientist by her weight. Dancers and athletes look like ideal versions of humans, so they can be recognised, but they trained hard to be that way: they weren’t born in tutus, or leaping hurdles. Most of us are less sprightly, you might say, and completely average. 

How could you ever determine which of these humans would have the stamina to be at the top of the tree for decades, never failing, never complaining, always doing their best? You couldn’t, and I have a theory (which I hope will not offend you) that the abdication of King Edward VIII was like a lightning bolt that struck the young Princess Elizabeth. It ought to have burned her up, but instead, like lightning striking sand and turning it to glass, it transformed her into a fabulous new and different being. She vowed to be this new person for the rest of her life, and set about becoming all that she had promised, faithful to her word, a servant of many nations but wearing a crown. A queen for all seasons. You have only to read these testaments to her determination and sincerity, her courage and good humour, her modesty and kindness, to know that she is the one and only. By her own willpower and sense of obligation to the country and the Commonwealth, she changed from being an ordinary woman into someone extraordinary.

This is not going to be in intimate portrait of the Queen, an in-depth character assessment, a ‘warts and all’ analysis, following every moment of her life. Well-known episodes and familiar stories may have been left out: this book is as if I had been let loose with my microphone and wandered about among people I met at random, asking, ‘What do you remember of the Queen?’ 

We cannot know what the Queen is thinking or feeling, as we can with other people. Who she is has made her different from us. We see her and hear her, and draw our own conclusions from occasional close encounters. This is a portrait, a celebration of her working life, her duty and faith, her unswerving dedication to being the Queen of an immense human family. 

What a joy it has been reading all the contributions! This book belongs to all those whose recollections are included, and just as a jury, twelve people picked at random, can be relied on to deliver a verdict that is accepted by a court of law, so the judgement of these contributors must be taken as the broader truth. Such admiration and gratitude flow from them, such awe and sometimes compassion, affection and love. By squinting though different windows as the Queen walks by, we begin to understand more about her. But beware: just as it is said you should never meet your favourite author, I believe in the mystery of monarchy, and it is best that we don’t scrabble to get too close. It is best to stand back slightly and just watch. 

In theatres, a front gauze is sometimes used, a scrim, which is there when the big curtains are drawn back (the ‘tabs’ in show-speak), with a scene or picture projected onto it, so that it looks as flat and dense as canvas. Then the front projection begins to fade as the lights behind are brought up, and for a moment we can see through the gauze, and refocus on what is happening on the stage. Then the scrim is flown up and away out of sight. I want this book to do that: I want us to look beyond the familiar image into the drama of the character discovered. And as the scrutiny of a whole audience closes in, like a magnifying glass held over a piece of paper to catch the rays of the sun, the very intensity of this attention causes the subject to catch fire, become alive. The Queen, accustomed as she is to this most public gaze, rewards us by giving back a depth of commitment, which I think is unmatched in the world. And a separate light illumines her: that of her faith and belief. That is her follow-spot, always shining on her, operated in theatres by a chap high up on a gantry, but for the Queen … maybe it’s the cherubim. 

Six years after the Coronation, Dorothy Laird wrote a book called How the Queen Reigns. In it, she sums up neatly what the Queen does, and what she sacrifices in order to do her duty.

The Queen has a longer lineage than we have, she has greater means than we have, she has more resources and more opportunities. But she has precisely the same number of hours in a day and days in a year as we have. All the alternatives to duty are there: husband, children, lovely places to live in, horses to ride, hills to climb. And what does the Queen do? She spends hours each day reading worrying, dull, difficult papers about the unsolved, and it must often seem insoluble, problems of the world. She spends more hours talking gravely about these same problems to men at least a generation her senior. When she puts on her lovely hat and goes out in her fine Rolls-Royce it is more often than not to sit on a draughty platform listening with serene courtesy to well-meant but lengthy platitudes. When she travels, she has to pass by the coral beaches for the local hospital, the glorious loneliness of veld or forest for an overcrowded reception. 

Why? Because the Queen is filled with a sense of duty so deep that it is a feeling of vocation. Because for her the Commonwealth is her life. She knows that if she works incessantly, cheerfully, resolutely and entirely without taking offence, she will do incalculable good.

So now the curtain rises: a familiar picture of the Queen is on the front gauze, the lights in the house go down and the stage lights come up. Settle back and enjoy this, for we rehearsed and prepared it especially for you: it is a story of a queen for all seasons, starring the Queen.
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1. The Vow of a Princess

The story starts on the twenty-first birthday of Princess Elizabeth. In those days this was the age when you reached your majority and became a grown-up. Unlike millions of her future subjects who might celebrate by throwing a mad party, possibly drinking too much, dancing until dawn, the Princess made a speech on the radio from Cape Town where she and her sister were on a royal tour with the King and Queen, their devoted parents. 

It is an awesome vow to make: when I listen to it again I feel my eyes prickling as her clear, high voice outlines her hopes for the future. It’s not like a New Year’s resolution, soon to be abandoned and forgotten: it is a promise made to the Commonwealth with the world as her witness.

If we all go forward together with an unwavering faith, a high courage, and a quiet heart, we shall be able to make of this ancient commonwealth, which we all love so dearly, an even grander thing – more free, more prosperous, more happy and a more powerful influence for good in the world – than it has been in the greatest days of our forefathers.

To accomplish that we must give nothing less than the whole of ourselves. There is a motto which has been borne by many of my ancestors – a noble motto, ‘I serve’. Those words were an inspiration to many bygone heirs to the Throne when they made their knightly dedication as they came to manhood. I cannot do quite as they did.

But through the inventions of science I can do what was not possible for any of them. I can make my solemn act of dedication with a whole Empire listening. I should like to make that dedication now. It is very simple.

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

How young she was to have such a firm conviction! She knew she would one day be Queen, and she had been brought up in the ways of monarchy by her father, but even so … The deep faith, which has been her guide and support throughout her reign, was present even then. It reminds me of the holy vow that the nuns took at my convent school, not to be taken lightly or without absolute commitment.

Eleanor Roosevelt, wife of the American President Franklin D. Roosevelt, was impressed by her single-minded determination to fulfil all her duties without complaint. She wrote:

I have seen Princess Elizabeth on several occasions since she became queen. Her loveliness does not change but she seems to me still more serious, as one might expect her to be under the burden of her duties.

On one occasion when I had been invited to the Palace for a chat with her, a young secretary escorted me to my automobile.

‘It must be terribly hard,’ I said, ‘for anyone so young to have so many official responsibilities and also carry on as a wife and mother.’

He looked at me with what I thought was a surprised expression and said briskly, ‘Oh, no. Not at all. The Queen is very well departmentalized.’ How does one departmentalize one’s heart? I thought.

And how do you departmentalise your whole life as Queen? Apart from being a mother, wife and friend, you are a working woman with immense responsibilities, people everywhere expecting you to be fully knowledgeable about their occupations. There are talks with prime ministers and world leaders, red boxes, trips abroad and tours at home, always looking the part and knowing the score, never being ill, and if you’re feeling a bit ropy just dissembling and carrying on so as not to disappoint … Most of us would fall at the first fence. She always does her best, has done since she was young, learning practical skills, like life-saving and fire-laying, mending lorries (my favourite picture of the Princess: in ATS overalls, leaning against a truck), writing, painting, riding, before buckling down to the next thing on the list.

There is a fairy-tale quality of immense importance to add to this story: the arrival of the young Prince Philip of Greece in Princess Elizabeth’s life. Was it love at first sight? We want it to have been, and in fact that may have been the truth, for the young Princess at least. 

Alathea Fitzalan Howard, a contemporary of hers, was staying at Windsor, in Cumberland Lodge, while the young Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret were at Windsor Castle (mostly) during the war. She spent time with them, drawing, playing, having lessons, watching films and riding. She kept a diary. On Thursday, 3 April 1941, she wrote:

I biked to drawing and we finished modelling our clay horses. It was the last lesson for this term. Afterwards, we played a French tableau game with Monty and then cards till tea. They said something about Philip, so I said, ‘Who’s Philip?’ Lilibet [Princess Elizabeth’s nickname] said, ‘He’s called Prince Philip of Greece,’ and then they both burst out laughing. I asked why, knowing quite well! Margaret said, ‘We can’t tell you,’ but L said, ‘Yes, we can. Can you keep a secret?’ Then she said that P was her ‘boy’. Monty [the Princesses’ French governess, Mrs Montaudon-Smith] asked me if I had one, and in the end, I told them it was Robert Cecil, which amused L. M said she was so glad I had a ‘beau’! We all laughed terribly. L says she cuts photos out of the paper! I must say she is far more grown-up than I was two years ago. When I left, Lilibet said, ‘We part today the wiser for two secrets,’ and I biked home feeling very happy and also proud at being let into such a great secret, which I shall never betray.

The presence of this dashing young Prince Charming was the beginning of a love that was to last a lifetime. On 15 February 1945 Alathea notes, ‘PM [Princess Margaret] told me Prince Philip sent PE [Princess Elizabeth] a photograph and she danced round the room with it for joy.’ 

They were married in 1947 on 20 November: she was twenty-one and the Prince five years her senior. From then on, he was the constant in her life, always beside her, although a pace behind, always supporting her; they became a template of how a marriage can and should work, despite some fairly complex protocols and their very different characters. His name was added to the prayer book, and we bowed our heads and asked for God’s blessings on Philip, Duke of Edinburgh. His death, in 2021, the year in which I am writing this, came as a terrible blow to everyone who thought of him so highly. How much more devastating for the Queen. 

But I am racing ahead. We shall start at the beginning.

Twenty-one seems very young today to become a wife, but in 1947 it was quite normal. 

The Queen is from my mother’s generation, and those lives were lived with much more of a sense of duty. Most women learned to cook and sew, how to run a house or make ends meet. Today’s girls are in many ways both older and younger than the women who had lived through the war and were trying to put a life together again. The next generation, my generation, would enjoy a kind of freedom that was unheard of in those challenging post-war days. 

At the age of twenty-one I was sharing a flat with three other girls in Earl’s Court, living in Swinging London, mini-skirted and Tube-travelling, and there it was that I heard, but never saw, one of the enduring influences on the young Queen’s life. The American evangelist Billy Graham held a series of rallies in the vast Earl’s Court building, which has since been demolished, and we could hear the amplified boom of his voice as it floated up to our fourth-floor windows. Many people were ‘saved’ when they went up to the stage for the great man to admit them to the faith, but we thought it was all a bit ho-hum. Anyway, we had been christened and only really went to church on high days and holidays. Later, when I discovered that the Queen liked and trusted him, I began to think differently about his ministry. I didn’t want him to be a snake-oil salesman from Medicine Hat: he had to be a good guy to have impressed the Queen. He returned to Britain several times, and I think he always met the Queen on these trips.

On one occasion when I was in Great Britain [he wrote], the Queen was preparing her annual Christmas address to be broadcast on television around the world. To illustrate a point, she wanted to toss a stone into a pond to show how the ripples went out farther and farther. She asked me to come and listen to her practice the speech by the pond and give my impressions, which I did. 

I always found her very interested in the Bible and its message. After preaching at Windsor one Sunday, I was sitting next to the Queen at lunch. I told her I had been undecided until the last minute about my choice of sermon and had almost preached on the healing of the crippled man in John 5. Her eyes sparkled and she bubbled over with enthusiasm, as she could do on occasion. ‘I wish you had!’ she exclaimed. ‘That is my favourite story.’

In my big old family Bible, the story Her Majesty loved reveals itself on crackling thin India paper, in old-fashioned type. In Jerusalem there was a well called Bethesda, where the waters were reputed to be sanctified by an angel who at certain times would visit the well and ripple the surface of the water. People would queue to take their place to dip into the holy water soon after it was ‘troubled’ or stirred, hoping to be healed. There was a man who was very crippled and could never get to the front without being pushed back by others, and who didn’t have anyone to carry him to the well as he was too weak to walk. He had been afflicted for thirty-eight years and was desperate and ready to give up. Jesus said, ‘Take up your bed and walk …’ He did and was cured. 

Wanting to make things better, wanting to heal wounds and give hope, always looking for good in people. All of the Queen’s Christmas speeches have something of redemption in them. 

But first, we must hear of the adventure in Africa during which her life suddenly changed for ever. 
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