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Introduction



The institution of the British monarchy is living on borrowed time. It costs too much and gives back too little. Its political power is merely illusory and its leading personnel distant and out of touch. When all is said and done, the royal family is an anachronism, unsuited for the modern world.

These are a few of the lines that certain commentators would have us believe. Worst of all, they tell us, the public no longer believes in the Crown. And yet. . .

Rather like those people who march up and down high streets wearing sandwich boards warning the rest of us that the end is nigh, there have been generations of doom-mongers predicting the demise of the royal family. They said it when Bad King John was facing the wrath of the barons, and when Henry VIII’s sole male heir perished (which, it of course turned out, actually heralded the glories of the first Elizabethan age), and when George III lost the Americas, and then when Victoria hid herself away from the public to deal with her personal grief. Most spectacularly, it really did seem like the game was up for the monarchy when King Charles I was forcibly separated from his head in 1649, only for the public to decide that they did not much like the alternative and so offered the Crown back to his son a little over a decade later. To paraphrase Mark Twain, reports of the death of the monarchy have been exaggerated for a long time now.

Queen Elizabeth II is now history’s most enduring manifestation of the institution. She has graced the throne in no less than eight decades, outlasting cold wars and hot wars, booms and recessions, Britain’s stormy entry into, and equally stormy exit from, the European Union. She has, to date, said hello and goodbye to 14 prime ministers, witnessed the demise of old industries and the emergence of new ones, been an integral part of the rise of television, seen glorious moments of sporting glory and the hosting of the Olympic Games, and watched on as the rural and urban landscapes of her realm have changed sometimes beyond recognition. Not to mention that she has lived through myriad personal and family crises that might have brought down a lesser character. And still she remains, steadfast, true and as committed to her duties as she ever was.

It is little wonder, then, that she and, by and large, her family continue to garner enormous popularity. Let it not be forgotten, either, that for the first decade of her life Elizabeth never expected to have to bear the onerous responsibilities of sovereignty. Only with her uncle’s abdication when she was ten years old did her father unexpectedly find himself king and Elizabeth the heir to the throne. Heavy is the head that wears the crown, so says the maxim. But she has worn it with style and assuredness. She has never failed to rise to the challenge of monarchy, putting public duty ahead of all other considerations.

To the undoubted disappointment of several generations of republicans by now, her confident captaining of the royal ship has ensured that the institution remains relevant to the wider world. When she makes her annual Christmas address to the people of Britain and the Commonwealth, tens of millions tune in to listen. At moments of true national crisis, her government has sought her steadying hand to calm the collective jangling nerves. And whenever there is a royal celebration – a jubilee, a wedding or the arrival of a new member of the family – it is guaranteed to raise the nation’s spirits.

It is not merely permissible, but indeed rather healthy to question the institution of monarchy: to consider whether or not it is working to reflect the modern world; to wonder if it spends its money in the most publicly beneficial ways; to raise an eyebrow when some or other individual member of the family missteps either in public or private. We rightly do not owe the monarchy the sort of unquestioning loyalty and devotion that kings and queens of yore demanded (with suitably frightening punishments for those who refused). In other words, we have the right not to like the royal family, to consider it immaterial to our everyday lives, to ignore it. And while a few take up those rights with gusto, what is perhaps more striking is how many more retain not merely respect, but genuine affection for the monarchy.

See the snaking queues of those who want to catch a glimpse of the interior of Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle. Consider the billions who tune in to a royal wedding given half a chance. Study the spikes in newspaper circulations and online views for stories that focus on the royals, proving our insatiable appetite for regal gossip and drama every bit as much as all the pomp and ceremony stuff. Take a look around any number of family homes and you’ll likely spot a commemorative plate or mug of more recent vintage than you’d perhaps expect. Whatever the naysayers might have you believe, the royal family remains an integral and vital part of our social fabric.

Perhaps the Crown’s greatest trick is to appear so constant and unchanging while in fact being remarkably adaptable. Elizabeth II has been a touchstone of steadfastness, yet she has also overseen vast changes in the institution she heads. Despite regular charges of being stuck in the past, the royal family has a canny knack of adjusting to meet each new challenge and demand it faces. The institution that Elizabeth will eventually pass on will look vastly different not only from that of, say, the court of Henry VIII, but even from the one bequeathed her by her own father. The royal family: timeless yet dynamic.

This quiz book, then, is an unapologetic celebration of that family. A chance for you to test your knowledge of all things royal, but also to immerse yourself in regal trivia that may have passed you by or else been filed so deep in the recesses of your memory that you have forgotten it is even there. While many of the questions focus on the royal family of today, there is plenty for history buffs, too. From suspicious deaths in the medieval age to the Queen’s middle names and the auction price achieved by Princess Beatrice’s hat, there is something for everyone. Read on for a true royal tournament of the mind!
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