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Elizabeth II was just 26 
during the procession for her 

coronation 65 years ago,  
on June 2, 1953.
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The BriTish NaTioNal aNThem—“God Save the 
Queen”—is that rare thing: a prayer that has  obviously 
been answered. “Long to reign over us!” the British 
sang when the young woman succeeded her father, 
George VI, during that cold February in 1952. They 
were still singing it more than 65 years later. 

Five years after she became queen, a journalist 
named John Grigg—actually a very genial man who 
tried to become a Liberal member of  Parliament—
attacked the queen in print for a string of offenses, 
among them, for having a voice that was “a pain 
in the neck” and for lacking spontaneity. She ap-
peared to be just “going through the motions.” He 
got slapped in the face for his temerity. The queen 
went on reigning.

Long to reign over us, the British sang, when the 
nation began to emerge from the austerity years 
and Prime Minister Harold Macmillan told Brit-
ons they had never had it so good. Long to reign 
over us during the 1960s, when half the population 
still had scarcely adequate plumbing or dentistry 
and homosexuality was still a criminal offense. Now 
there are openly gay cabinet ministers and bishops. 
Long to remain over us when the British govern-
ments of the 1970s recognized a changing public 
morality but bumblingly allowed the economy to 
fall into chaos, and when clashing ideologies led to 
a heated immigration debate throughout Britain. 
She has lived to see London become the financial 
powerhouse of Europe and for Britain to absorb a 

The Record- 
Breaking 

Ruler
ELIZABETH IS THE LONGEST-REIGNING BRITISH 

RULER AND THE LONGEST-SERVING LIVING MONARCH. 
THAT’S ALL FOR A GOOD REASON

BY A.N. WILSON
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A 16th-century playwright once 
wrote, “Uneasy lies the head that 

wears the crown,” but his words fell 
short to Her Majesty, whose graceful 

reign has spanned seven decades.



vast number of Asian and African immigrants with 
prodigious ease.

Long to reign over us during Britain’s grabbing 
me-me-me years of the Thatcher years, when the 
monarch alone seemed able to effectively tell the 
 government it had gotten South Africa wrong, that 
the Commonwealth had gotten it right, and that 
Nelson Mandela would one day be a free man. Long 
to reign over the United Kingdom while Ireland was 
in a state of war, and as, little by little, peace with 
a kind of honor came to the north. Long to reign 
over us as Britain came to realize it was a European 
nation (albeit a rather uneasy member of the EU). 
Long to remain over us when Britain voted to come 
out of the EU, whose citizens were multi-national, 
multi-racial and multi-faith. Long to reign over a 
U.K. that sat agog in 1953, watching  Elizabeth II 
being crowned, the first time the ceremony had 
ever been televised. The longest-reigning British 
monarch! The longest-serving living head of state 
in the history of the world! 

It was fully 40 years ago, at the time of the 
queen’s Silver Jubilee, that Philip Larkin, the poet 
laureate the British never had, spoke for so many 
admirers when he penned this short quatrain: 

In times when nothing stood
But worsened or grew strange,
There was one constant good
She did not change.

No oTher period of British history saw so much 
change. And this, surely, is what makes the queen 
such a very remarkable figure. She saw it all, lived 
through it all. And the old woman who still goes to 
Parliament and bravely greets foreign heads of state, 
however ghastly they may be, was recognizably the 
same as the 21-year-old princess who spoke from 
South Africa to say, “I declare before you all that my 
whole life, whether it be short or long, shall be de-
voted to your service.”

There are many moments during this long 
reign when even quite reasonably minded people 
have asked whether modern Britain had outlived 
the monarchy and its quasi-religious trappings, 
whether it would be more sensible to become like 
France or Germany or the U.S. and declare for a 
 republic. In fact, the monarchy and the monarch 
are more popular now, after all these years, than at 
any other time in history.

Witness the huge crowds that came out to cheer 
during the Golden and Diamond Jubilees. And the 
awesome size of the crowds that came to witness her 
grandchildren marry their respective brides. 

Wiseacres writing newspaper columns can 
 supply any kind of reason that the monarchy 
should have grown in popularity. And undoubt-
edly, one of the reasons is that while the British 
all struggled to come to terms with the dazzling 
rate of change in British society, the head of state 
remains a constant.

But it would be very easy to imagine how the 

wrong hereditary figurehead during this period 
could have steered the institution of monarchy into 
the rocks. Look at what happened in Spain when 
King Juan Carlos slithered from being the white 
hope of a revived kingship to a paunchy playboy. 
 Either he went or the monarchy went.

elizaBeTh ii possesses a few ideal qualities for a 
modern monarch. One of these is her personal mod-
esty. She appears all over the place. Indeed, mindful 
of Queen Victoria’s unwillingness to perform public 
duties, Queen Elizabeth once said, “I have to be seen 

to be believed.” Yet there was never a cult of person-
ality, and she has never wanted to be the center of 
attention. John Grigg was so wrong all those years 
ago: going through the motions is the monarch’s job.

It is not true that she has never let her politi-
cal views become apparent. I have already cited her 
firm conviction that the Commonwealth was right 
to deplore the apartheid system in South Africa. 
Nearer home, she made no secret of the fact that 
she was crowned queen of a United Kingdom and 
would like it to remain United. At the same time, 
when she went to Ireland, she rejoiced the hearts 
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HRH received the day’s news from 
her royal privy council in the 1969 

documentary Royal Family.



not only of her Irish hosts but of onlookers all over 
the world by acknowledging the faults of both sides. 
It was not just her learning a bit of Gaelic to repeat at 
a state dinner; it was the silence and the head bowed 
as she remembered the Irish dead that spoke so elo-
quently. Think how a British politician—any poli-
tician—would have been tempted to ham that up.

There is a legitimate debate to be had about 
whether Britain should still have an established 
church, and whether, for example, there should 
still be Church of England bishops in the House of 
Lords. What is not in question, however, is that the 
queen in her own person is an unobtrusively devout 
woman whose Christian faith is central to her life. 
Because of this fact, the faith still occupies center 
stage of national life on ceremonial occasions, such 

as the Armistice. While Britain became more secu-
lar and when the public debate about religion be-
came on occasion strident,  Elizabeth shows in her 
own person that you can be a normal, quiet, decent 
person who still believes in God.

There is almosT No comparable figure of the 
world stage who has been prepared to do this. Even 
so gigantic a figure as Pope John Paul II could not 
help himself reinterpreting the role of the papacy, 
with his almost perpetual road show of appearances 
in sports stadiums around the world. Yes, he was fly-
ing the flag for the papacy and the Catholic religion, 
but—love him or loathe him—you were always aware 
of his overpowering personality. He did far more 
than go through the motions. The queen does not 

do so. Her friends and the inner circle of  race goers, 
ladies-in-waiting and so on can all share moments 
when the queen has burst into laughter after the 
blundering behavior of some visiting dignitary, or 
emphasize her natural and enthusiastic cheerfulness 
when touring the stables at Balmoral, or attending 
the races with chums such as Lord Porchester. But 
for the public, the strength of the queen’s personal-
ity is that she keeps it hidden. She behaves as if she 
does not have one. She goes through the motions. 
Most public figures dread being boring. Elizabeth’s 
strength was the vigor with which she pursued a ca-
reer of not being interesting. 

To what extent this is a calculated decision, made 
all those years ago when she dedicated her life, long 
or short, to the service of the imperial family, we 
do not know. It is, however, a de-
meanor that has made her so tri-
umphantly successful as a consti-
tutional monarch. Republicans 
can attack the institution of the 
monarchy, but they can only ever 
do so on a theoretical level. They 
cannot “descend to personalities,” 
because, as far as the public is 
concerned, the monarch does not 
have a “personality” in the sense 
that, say,  Elizabeth II’s son Prince 
Charles has. His celebrated letters 
to ministers of the crown, setting 
out his views on every subject 
from unpasteurized cheese and 
genetically modified crops to the 
European Union and the People’s Republic of China, 
would be simply unthinkable coming from the pen 
of his mother. She does not go in for “views.”

sileNces, BrokeN By a very few well-chosen 
words, mark her public style. She demonstrated that 
at Bergen-Belsen in 2015 when she and her husband 
visited the concentration camp as tottering old peo-
ple, nearly all of whose ancestors had been German. 
There was no need for the kind of speech a politician 
would have made. The visit itself was a sort of heal-
ing of that family row that had begun in 1914 when 
Cousin George declared war on Cousin Willy and 
tens of millions of people got killed.

That visit to Ireland in 2012. The speech she 
began, at a state banquet, with a few words of Gaelic, 
which called for “forbearance and conciliation,” was 

so unlike the preening or aggressive words the Irish 
people had been used to hearing from English poli-
ticians. She spoke for her people.

chiefly she has spokeN throughout her reign by 
her silences. Many of those who speak with her—
either intimates or those meeting her for a few mo-
ments—feel a sense of deep personal goodness. 
Such goodness can be a little frightening, for she 
embodies standards to which the rest of us cannot 
often attain. I once asked Elizabeth’s sister, Prin-
cess Margaret, whether she was one of those many 
people who had dreams about the queen. She was. 
She said it was always the same dream. That she 
had done something wrong of which the queen 
furiously disapproved. One might suppose that 

this is simply a case of the prin-
cess’s dream life reflecting real-
ity, but she said, “The queen is 
not in fact a censorious person, 
and she has never criticized me 
personally, in waking life. Only 
in my dreams. When I wake up 
after such a dream, I feel utterly 
wretched, as if I have been shut 
out of the love of God. I wake 
much later than she does, but 
when I have had such a dream, I 
always have to ring her up, even 
if it is mid-morning and she is 
at work. I simply pick up the re-
ceiver, ring, and she says, ‘Hello.’ 
I say, ‘Hello,’ and ring off. All is 

well. I know that I still have her love.”
The queen is much more than a figurehead. She 

is an example of everything that is best about Brit-
ain: understated, good-hearted, horsey. Elizabeth 
is also a beacon of hope and stability for the na-
tion. When a suicide bomber attacked an Ariana 
Grande concert in Manchester in 2017, killing 22 
people, many of them children, the queen was there 
for her people. She visited the Royal Manchester 
Children’s Hospital and comforted the recovering 
children and their parents. In that year’s annual 
Christmas message, she addressed the attack: “I 
had the privilege of meeting some of the young sur-
vivors and their parents.” The queen continued, “I 
describe that hospital visit as a ‘privilege’ because 
the patients I met were an example to us all, show-
ing extraordinary bravery and resilience.” ■  
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Days after a terrorist attack at an Ariana Grande concert in Manchester, England,  
in May 2017, the queen visited survivors at a Children’s Hospital. 

The strength 
of the queen’s 

personality  
is that she keeps 

it hidden.  
She behaves as 
if she does not 

have one.



C O M M O N W E A LT H      O F  N AT I O N S

the Queen is head of the 
Commonwealth. Although 
it has its roots in the British 
Empire, the Commonwealth 
is a voluntary association 
aiming to promote equal-
ity and cooperation among 
its people. Of the 53 current 
member countries, 33 are 
 republics, and 15 are monar-
chies, called Commonwealth 
realm countries, for which 
Queen Elizabeth II is the 
symbolic head of state. The 
remaining five are indepen-
dent monarchies with their 
own resident royals. Only 
seven nations were part of the 
association before Elizabeth 
took the throne. And under 
Elizabeth’s reign, only one 
 nation has permanently left. 

QUEEN VICTORIA HAD AN EMPIRE, BUT  
ELIZABETH II HEADS A UNION OF FREE NATIONS  
THAT VOLUNTARILY SUPPORTS THE MONARCH
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Through 
the Ages

A REIGN AS LONG AS ELIZABETH’S IS  
FULL OF BEAUTIFUL IMAGES

From the early years 
(pictured here in 1953), Queen 

Elizabeth made it clear dogs 
would be central to her life 

when she began a program of 
royal corgi breeding. 
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At left, Elizabeth, 20, played a game of tag with midshipmen aboard the H.M.S. 
Vanguard as the Crown Princess; above, with Prince Philip in 1951.

“He has, quite simply, 
been my strength and 
stay all these years.”

—elizabeth on philip



17

Elizabeth’s lifelong love of horses 
began when her grandfather 
King George V gave her a 
Shetland mare pony for her 
fourth birthday. In 1965, after 
several official trips abroad, 
she found respite in the hills of 
England’s Sandringham estate.



1919

HRH’s trip to Ghana in late 1960, at left, with Durbar of the Ashanti Chiefs. Above, 
the queen visited the Golden Temple of Amritsar in Punjab, India, in 1997.

“I can give you my heart and 
my devotion to these old 

islands and to all the peoples of 
our brotherhood of nations.”

—queen elizabeth, 1957



Always a standout: the queen with 
members of the Royal Flight crew 

when she and Prince Philip (to her 
left) visited the Royal Air Force base 

in Benson in December 1990.



First her dress, then her words flowed 
when the queen delivered a speech 

during the state opening of Parliament 
in November 2009. 



Who among us hasn’t dressed up in our 
Most Ancient and Most Noble Order 
of the Thistle robes at our Balmoral 
estate in Aberdeenshire? But there’s 

only one who can pull it off.



elizabeth didn’t expect to be queen. Born on 
April 21, 1926, to King George V’s second son, Prince 
Albert, the Duke of York, she was third in line to 
the throne. Albert’s older brother Edward, Prince 
of Wales, had not yet married, but the family was 
confident he would settle down and have children 
soon. So the Duke and Duchess of York planned a life 
largely out of the spotlight for Elizabeth and their 
second daughter, Margaret.

But when Elizabeth was still small, her uncle 
 Edward began spending a great deal of time with 
American divorcée Wallis Simpson, to the con-
sternation of the palace. Kings were not allowed to 
marry divorced women. Rumors swirled about their 
relationship, though Edward maintained to his fam-
ily that Simpson was just a good friend. The king and 
queen met Simpson once at Buckingham Palace in 
1935 but refused to receive her afterward.

the possible affair was a mainstay in Ameri-
can gossip columns—the British press was vol-
untarily silent on the matter—but it graduated to 

a  national  crisis in Britain on Jan. 20, 1936, when 
King George V died. The loss stung Elizabeth. She 
had adored her grandfather and was one of the only 
people in the country who seemed to be unafraid of 
him. The archbishop of Canterbury was rather taken 
aback when he once caught Elizabeth leading the 
king by the beard as if he were a horse. And the death 
was grave for the adults in the family, who worried 
about Edward’s intentions with Simpson now that 
he had been named King Edward VIII.

Their fears were confirmed when Wallis filed for 
divorce from her second husband. On Nov. 16, 1936, 
Edward summoned British Prime Minister Stanley 
Baldwin to Buckingham Palace to declare his inten-
tion to marry Wallis and make her queen. Baldwin 
informed the king that the British people would not 
accept his bride on moral grounds: Edward was the 
titular head of the Church of England and therefore 
bound by its moral laws.

Edward followed his heart, and on December 10 
he announced his abdication of the throne. He 
had ruled for just 326 days. A footman informed 

Princess 
Years

BEFORE SHE TOOK THE THRONE, THE FUTURE QUEEN 
WAS GROOMED FOR GREATNESS

BY ELIANA DOCKTERMAN

26

Winston Churchill met 
Elizabeth in 1928 when she 
was just 2 years old, calling 

her “a character” with 
“an air of authority and 

reflectiveness astonishing 
in an infant.”



 Elizabeth and Margaret of the news. Margaret asked 
her 10-year-old sister, “Does that mean you’ll have 
to be the next queen?”

“Yes, someday,” Elizabeth replied.
“Poor you,” said Margaret.

margaret’s sentiments were likely picked up 
from her father. Albert was, to say the least, a reluc-
tant king. He wrote that he “broke down and sobbed 
like a child” when discussing his brother’s abdica-
tion with his mother. Albert had not been groomed 
to be king. He’d never seen a state paper before in 
his life and dreaded public speaking because of a 
stammer he hadn’t been able to overcome. But duty-
bound, Albert took the name of King George VI, to 
send a message of continuity in a tumultuous time. 
He soon moved his family into Buckingham Palace.

Elizabeth had been on the cover of TIME at the 
tender age of 3, but now the princesses became a na-
tional obsession in the U.K. King George VI had al-
ways resented being the less favored brother, so he 
insisted that no one show preference for Elizabeth 
over Margaret. As a result, the sisters dressed iden-

tically, and their outfits would instantly sell out in 
department stores. Despite his efforts to treat them 
equally, the king soon slotted his daughters into their 
respective roles. Elizabeth was the serious one: she 
meticulously lined up her shoes in her room every 
night before bed and would leap up from mid-sleep 
if she thought one was out of order. Margaret was 
the more precocious and sociable one.

Despite the fact that Elizabeth was now heir ap-
parent, the king and queen prioritized Elizabeth’s 
and Margaret’s happiness over their education. 
Some biographers have speculated that the king 
did not want his daughters to be able to outsmart 
him. It’s certainly true that the queen believed only 
women who would eventually hold jobs should go 
to school. Apparently, queen barely qualified as a 
career, since the princesses received just one and 
a half hours of schooling per day. 

Marion Crawford, called Crawfie by the family, tu-
tored the princesses at home. Their classes focused 
more on handwriting than on science and statecraft. 
Crawfie later admitted in a memoir she was “hopeless” 
at math. The two girls did learn about the history of the 

royal family. And beginning when she was 13, Eliza-
beth attended private lessons with the vice- provost of 
Eton College, Henry Marten. They studied the ins and 
outs of the British constitution for six years. 

Elizabeth and Margaret had a sheltered child-
hood. They attended birthday parties thrown by 
the daughters of neighbors, but any excursion into 
London attracted so much attention, the girls never 
had a hope of feeling ordinary. Crawfie enlisted the 
daughters of palace workers and noblemen to cre-
ate a troop of Girl Guides (a British version of Girl 
Scouts) for the princesses. They baked cakes to 
earn badges. Elizabeth also developed a fondness 
for horses and dogs. Her father gifted her the first in 
a long line of corgis, Dookie, in 1933. She has since 
owned as many as a dozen at a time. 

any sense of normalcy disappeared for Britain 
when World War II began. In 1940, the two prin-
cesses were ferried away to Windsor Castle, about 20 
miles from London, for safety, and stayed there for 
five years, until the Germans were defeated. Their 
parents stayed in Buckingham Palace, undeterred 

by the bombings. The queen notoriously would not 
be rushed to the bomb shelter during raids. Once, 
Buckingham Palace received a direct hit. The queen 
wrote to her mother later that she had been trying 
to remove an eyelash from the king’s eye when they 
heard the sound of a plane above. “It all happened 
so quickly that we had only time to look foolishly 
at each other when the scream hurtled past us and 
exploded with a tremendous crash in the quadran-
gle,” she wrote. Later she claimed she was glad the 
palace had been bombed so that she could face the 
citizens in the East End who had taken the brunt of 
the German attacks.

Windsor was safe from such chaos. Though she 
hosted friends and officers there, Elizabeth seemed 
to live in a suspended childhood. She missed debu-
tante season, and at the urging of her mother, she 
continued to wear childish clothing through her 18th 
birthday. Her one moment of independence was in 
early 1945 when her father permitted her to train for 
three weeks at the Mechanical Transport Training 
Centre as part of the war effort.

In May 1945, Elizabeth and Margaret returned to 
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The queen’s love of dogs began early, and it wasn’t just a solo act; her sister, Margaret (right), 
shared in the corgi love. Here they are, circa 1936, in a cottage at Windsor. 

Though her schooling was limited, at 14, the future queen was preparing for a life of public 
responsibility. That year, in 1940, she gave her first radio address, to the children of Britain.



London. England had survived the war, and so had 
Philip, Elizabeth’s third cousin. The princess had set 
her heart on the tall, blond sailor five years her senior 
when she was a child, and not even international up-
heaval could change her mind.

It was Louis “Dickie” Mountbatten, Philip’s 
uncle, who arranged for Philip to have lunch with 
the royal family at the Royal Naval College of Dart-
mouth when Elizabeth was 13. Crawford observed 
that Elizabeth “never took her eyes off” the 18-year-
old Philip. He went on to serve in the British Royal 
Navy, and the two kept in touch. When Elizabeth 
was 17, Philip visited the royal family for Christmas. 
He watched as Elizabeth performed in a pantomime 
of Aladdin. Soon after, Elizabeth’s grandmother 
wrote to a friend that the two had “been in love for 
the past eighteen months. In fact longer, I think.”

Elizabeth was steadfast. Philip proposed to her in 
the summer of 1946, and the 21-year-old immediately 
accepted without consulting her parents. The wed-
ding was set for that November. The morning of the 
ceremony Philip quit smoking “suddenly and appar-
ently without difficulty,” according to his valet, as a 
romantic gesture. Elizabeth detested the habit be-
cause of the toll it had taken on her father’s health. 
The king gave Elizabeth away, even though he knew 
it meant the breaking up of the tight-knit royal fam-
ily. “When I handed your hand to the Archbishop, 
I felt I had lost something very precious,” he later 
wrote to Elizabeth.

Several guests were conspicuously missing from 
the wedding in Westminster Abbey. Philip’s sisters 
were not invited because of their German husbands. 
The Duke of Windsor, Elizabeth’s uncle, was also 
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barred from the wedding for political reasons: The 
palace believed that if the former king were to at-
tend, the British people might view him as a threat 
to his brother’s reign. 

Like Queen Victoria before her, Elizabeth insisted 
that during the ceremony she promise to “obey” her 
husband, though her family and some in the govern-
ment had urged against it. Over the course of their 
marriage, Elizabeth would try to make such concil-
iatory gestures to her fiercely independent husband. 

About a year later, Elizabeth gave birth to the cou-
ple’s first child, Charles. Philip took to renovating 
their new home, and in 1949 they moved into their 
first house together. That same year, Philip was ap-
pointed second in command of a destroyer off the is-
land of Malta, and they moved to the Mediterranean. 
The couple had another child, Anne. They lived hap-
pily, Philip embarking on his naval career and Eliza-
beth experiencing the life outside the spotlight for 
the first and only time in her life.

King George VI had long had health problems, 

and in 1951 he took a turn for the worse. In Septem-
ber, surgeons removed the king’s left lung after find-
ing a malignancy. The family kept the news from 
the press, but Elizabeth’s private secretary, Martin 
Charteris, took to carrying a draft accession declara-
tion in case the king died when Elizabeth was out of 
the country. In February 1952, Elizabeth and Philip 
set off for Kenya, the first stop on a royal tour meant 
to be taken by the king. The couple spent an eve-
ning in a hotel perched in a tree, and Elizabeth, who 
nurtured a lifelong love of photography, recorded 
 videos of elephants meandering below.

On the morning of February 6, King George VI 
died at age 56. The news spread across England, 
and Prime Minister Winston Churchill reportedly 
bemoaned the fact that Elizabeth, at 25, was “only 
a child.” Yet nobody was able to reach Elizabeth and 
Philip, still gazing at the wildlife from the treetop 
hotel in Kenya. It took approximately four hours to 
get hold of the couple. Philip broke the news to Eliza-
beth, and Charteris asked what she was going to call 
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After bombs struck Buckingham Palace on Sept. 10, 1940, Elizabeth’s mother and father assessed the 
damage; at right, Elizabeth was hard at work in 1945 in Britain’s Auxiliary Territorial Service.



herself. (Monarchs often adopt new names, as Eliza-
beth’s father, Albert, had done.) Elizabeth answered, 
“My own name, Elizabeth, of course. What else?” 

Perhaps naively, Elizabeth and Philip had not ex-
pected her to inherit the crown so soon. Philip had 
planned for a long naval career before he became a 
full-time husband, and he struggled to play the role 
of consort. He protested their move into Bucking-
ham Palace and bristled under Elizabeth’s newfound 
authority. Elizabeth’s mother and sister were also left 
with little purpose now that the king was gone. Their 
lives “must seem blank,” Elizabeth wrote, while hers 
had a newfound meaning.

Still, some were cheered by the news. Margaret 
Thatcher, who would later become the first female 
prime minister, wrote in a newspaper column at the 
time, “If, as many earnestly pray, the ascension of 
Elizabeth II can help to remove the last shreds of 
prejudice against women aspiring to the highest 
places, then a new era for women will indeed be 

at hand.” And when Elizabeth arrived in London, 
Churchill was among the first to offer her some en-
couraging words: “Famous have been the reigns of 
our queens. Some of our greatest periods of history 
have unfolded under their scepter.” 

Philip’s uncle Dickie Mountbatten greeted the 
news clumsily. “The House of Mountbatten now 
reigns,” he announced. Elizabeth’s grandmother 
heard rumors of the declaration and teamed up 
with Churchill to persuade Elizabeth to keep the 
name House of Windsor, lest she risk backlash from 
the people against her German husband. Elizabeth 
agreed, and Philip balked. “I am the only man in 
the country not allowed to give his name to his chil-
dren,” he complained to friends. “I’m nothing but 
a bloody amoeba.”

To assuage him, Elizabeth gave Philip the job 
of heading up the committee to organize her coro-
nation. He pushed to modernize the event for the 
young, female monarch by bringing cameras into 

Westminster Abbey. Queen Elizabeth and Churchill 
initially nixed the idea but changed their minds 
when they found the public was in favor of televis-
ing the event. It was the first major international 
event to be broadcast.

the duke of windsor was again left off the invi-
tation list. He reportedly said of the snub, “What 
a smug, stinking lot my relations are.” But the for-
mer king, who had never had his own coronation, 
tuned in to the ceremony on June 2, 1953, along with 
20 million other people around the world. 

Three million onlookers gathered in the streets to 
cheer as the queen and a grand processional of in-
ternational leaders made their way to Westminster 
Abbey in a 24-foot-long gold stagecoach. She wore 
a dress adorned with the symbols of Great Britain 
and the Commonwealths, including a rose, a thistle, 
a shamrock, a maple leaf and a fern. In the abbey, 
Elizabeth was anointed with holy oil under a can-
opy: the most sacred part of the ceremony was hid-
den from the cameras. Holding a scepter and balanc-
ing a five-pound solid-gold crown on her head, she 
took her throne. ■

32 3332

During Elizabeth II’s 
trip to Kenya in 

February 1952, a small 
boy—born on the same 

day as the princess’s 
son Charles—wasn’t 

exactly eager to hand 
over flowers intended as 

a gift. Opposite: upon her 
return from Kenya (where 

she had learned of her 
father’s death), England’s 
newest queen was greeted 

by Winston Churchill, 
Clement Attlee, Anthony 

Eden, and Frederick 
James Marquis, 1st Earl 

of Woolton and Lord 
President of the Council.
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The Love of  
Her Life

AS FAR AS ROYAL MARRIAGES GO,  
ELIZABETH AND PHILIP HAVE HAD A DYNAMIC AND 

ENDURING UNION, FULL OF GREAT AFFECTION
BY SALLY BEDELL SMITH
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Elizabeth and Philip, left, on 
their honeymoon at Broadlands, 

an estate in Hampshire, England, 
in November 1947. The bride’s 

dress, below, didn’t quite stretch 
around Buckingham Palace, but 

it came close.



Standing Six feet, the 18-year-old naval cadet cut 
a striking figure: piercing blue eyes, tousled white-
blond hair and perfectly chiseled features. No won-
der Prince Philip of Greece and Denmark instantly 
captured the heart of Princess Elizabeth, the di-
minutive heiress presumptive to the British throne. 
When they encountered one another on a midsum-
mer day in 1939, she was only 13, but behind Phil-
ip’s handsome facade she detected the verve, intel-
ligence, sharp wit and quiet fortitude that would put 
her phlegmatic British aristocratic swains to shame. 
“She never looked at anyone else,” said Elizabeth’s 
first cousin and confidant, Margaret Rhodes. 

Like the princess’s, Philip’s great-great grandpar-
ents were Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, while his 
father’s family was descended from a Danish prince 
recruited for the Greek throne in the mid-19th cen-
tury. But Philip had neither fortune nor vast landed 
estates. He was, in fact, a royal vagabond relying on 
the generosity of relatives who gave him shelter, paid 
his school fees and kept him fed and clothed.

He was born on the island of Corfu on June 10, 
1921. Eighteen months later, his parents, Princess 
Alice of Battenberg and Prince Andrew of Greece 
and Denmark, whisked him out of the country 
with his four older sisters after Philip’s uncle, King 
 Constantine I, was deposed in a coup. Andrew’s 
wealthy older brother gave the penniless family a 
small house outside Paris, where Philip attended the 
American school in Saint-Cloud, a suburb of Paris.

At age 8, Philip was packed off to Cheam, a board-
ing school in England, and his mother’s family, the 
Milford Havens and Mountbattens, took charge of 
his upbringing. The following year Alice had a men-
tal breakdown and was committed to a sanatorium. 
Andrew moved to Monte Carlo with a mistress, 
where he subsisted on a small annuity. Philip was 
typically stoic: “I just had to get on with it. You do. 
One does.” His uncle, Louis “Dickie” Mountbatten, 
Alice’s ambitious younger brother, would become 
Philip’s surrogate father. 

athletic and aSSertive, Philip thrived in the 
“Spartan and disciplined” atmosphere at Cheam. 
In 1933 he transferred to Salem, a boarding school 
in Germany run by a progressive Jewish educator 
named Kurt Hahn. The rise of the Nazis forced Hahn 
to flee to Scotland, where he founded the Gordon-
stoun School on the North Sea coast in 1934. Philip 
enrolled soon afterward. The school’s harsh physical 

regimen and emphasis on community service deeply 
imprinted the rootless young prince, who rose to be-
come the school’s head boy. Hahn said Philip had a 
tendency toward “recklessness” as well as “impa-
tience and intolerance”—traits Philip would strive 
to check as an adult.

Soon after Philip began his training at the Royal 
Naval College of Dartmouth, his wily Uncle Dickie, 
an officer in the British navy, arranged an afternoon 
with King George VI, Queen Elizabeth and their two 
daughters, Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret. 
The spark was struck, and Philip and Elizabeth cor-
responded while he served during World War II with 
the Royal Navy in the Pacific and the Mediterranean.

On leave in London, the nomadic Greek prince 
visited Windsor Castle, and a romance with  Elizabeth 
blossomed. He had “a capacity for love which was 
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Above, far left: a 9-year-
old Prince Philip of 
Greece and Denmark 
donned a traditional 
Greek dress. Above: on a 
tour of Canada in 1951, 
the Duke of Edinburgh 
and Princess Elizabeth 
tried their hand and feet 
at a square dance. At left: 
while aboard the H.M.S. 
Magpie, Philip had a 
little fun on water skis as 
he approached the shore. 



waiting to be unlocked,” said his first cousin Patricia 
Mountbatten. “Elizabeth unlocked it.”  

When his father died in 1944 of cardiac arrest at 
age 62, he left his remaining worldly goods to his 
son: some clothing, an ivory shaving brush, cuff 
links and a signet ring. After her release from the 
psychiatric clinic, Philip’s mother settled in Athens, 
withdrew from the world and established a Greek 
Orthodox sisterhood of nuns. Essentially orphaned, 
Philip welcomed the generous hospitality offered 
him by Elizabeth’s parents, thanking Queen Eliza-
beth for “the simple enjoyment of family pleasures 
and amusements.” 

In the summer of 1946, the 25-year-old Philip 
proposed to 20-year-old Elizabeth, who accepted 
instantly. Before their marriage, 
on Nov. 20, 1947, he renounced 
his Greek titles, adopted Mount-
batten as his surname and became 
a British citizen. He also converted 
from the Greek Orthodox faith to 
the Church of England. The king 
named his son-in-law the Duke of 
Edinburgh, invested him with the 
ancient Order of the Garter and 
declared that he should be called 
His Royal Highness. On the morn-
ing of his wedding, Philip stubbed 
out his last cigarette—a favor to his 
wife, who abhorred her father’s 
chain smoking. 

On Nov. 14, 1948, Elizabeth 
and Philip’s first child and heir to the throne, Charles 
Philip Arthur George, was born in a hospital suite at 
Buckingham Palace. They had scarcely a year together 
as a family in London before the Royal Navy posted 
Philip to Malta. Back in his element, he rose rapidly 
up the ranks from first lieutenant to lieutenant com-
mander in charge of the frigate H.M.S. Magpie.  

But at age 30 his military career abruptly ended in 
July 1951 when Elizabeth was summoned to London 
to take on duties from her father, who was suffering 
from lung cancer. “There was no choice. It just hap-
pened,” Philip later said. “I tried to make the best of it.” 

During a five-week trip across Canada and to 
Washington, D.C., that autumn, Philip showed his 
irreverent streak, joking with bystanders to put them 
at ease—all designed to “puncture the balloon,” in the 
words of his friend Sir David Attenborough. Thus 
began a lifetime of “gaffes” gleefully recounted—and 

often misquoted—by the press: telling a group of 
British students in China that they would get “slitty 
eyes” if they stayed too long, asking a group of Ab-
origines in Australia, “Do you still throw spears at 
each other?” 

With King George VI in decline, Philip and Eliza-
beth stepped in to undertake his planned six-month 
world tour, starting with a brief idyll in Kenya. There, 
after a night in a game preserve, Philip learned that 
the king had died in his sleep on Feb. 6, 1952, and his 
wife was now queen. He gently broke the news and 
comforted her on the long flight home.

the new queen’S starchy courtiers took a dim view 
of Philip’s unorthodox background and worried he 

would try to impose modern ideas 
on the traditional court. All the 
qualities admired by  Elizabeth—
his breezy charm, inquisitive mind 
and forthright manner—disqui-
eted the “gray men” who advised 
her. He was “constantly being 
squashed, snubbed, ticked off, 
rapped over the knuckles,” said 
his friend Lord John Brabourne. 
In private, Philip was impatient 
and restless, occasionally lashing 
out to call his wife “a bloody fool.” 
He mordantly referred to himself 
as the “refugee husband.”

The most wounding rebuff was 
Elizabeth’s decision to keep the 

family name of Windsor for their children rather 
than his adopted surname of Mountbatten. The issue 
would simmer until the queen approved a compro-
mise in 1960 calling for those in the direct line of 
succession to be named Windsor while descendants 
without the “royal highness” designation would 
carry a Mountbatten-Windsor surname. 

Philip had no place in the substance of his wife’s 
official life—her state papers and dealings with the 
government. But he was a crucial modernizing force 
behind the scenes. He advised the queen on the op-
eration of the royal household, applying what one of 
her advisers called his “defense staff rigor” to ana-
lyze proposals and offer suggestions. At Philip’s urg-
ing, she began hosting informal Buckingham Palace 
lunches for “meritocrats” drawn from a range of 
fields to keep her connected to the outside world. 

He nudged his wife to accept televised coverage 
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Prince Philip, above 
left, in Malta in 1949, 
became first lieutenant 
to the destroyer H.M.S. 
Chequers. The family 
of four, above, which 
would grow to six, posed 
for photos in 1951 after 
Philip’s return from 
Malta. Of the age when a 
top hat can passably be 
worn, Prince Philip, left, 
steered the carriage at 
the Royal Windsor Horse 
Show in May 1980.

He had  
“a capacity for 
love which was 

waiting to be 
unlocked,” said 
his first cousin. 

“Elizabeth 
unlocked it.”



of her coronation in 1953 and four years later per-
suaded her to switch from radio to television for 
her annual Christmas message, which he helped 
write. He coached her on public speaking and on 
how to use a teleprompter. He stood behind the 
camera, and when she concluded, she flashed him 
a luminous smile.

An enthusiast for technology since his days in the 
navy, Philip was the first member of the royal family 
to embrace computers. “I can claim to have petted 
the first microchip on the head,” he once said. In the 
1980s he began sending emails and later became an 
avid user of Google, eagerly sharing his findings with 
his wife. He encouraged the queen’s communications 
team to set up a website in 1997 as a way to promote 
more direct contact with the public.  

Crucially, the queen designated him head of the 
family—“the natural state of things,” she said— 
responsible for decisions about the education of 
their children, including Princes Andrew and Ed-
ward, born in the 1960s. He was a stern taskmaster, 
especially in his efforts to toughen the overly sensi-
tive Charles. Rather than speaking about personal 
matters face-to-face, the paterfamilias and his eldest 
son relied mainly on written communication, lead-
ing to decades of misunderstanding. 

when the troubled marriage of Charles and 
Diana finally ruptured in 1992, Philip wrote her a 
series of sensible letters counseling compromise, 
to no avail. It was Philip who persuaded Prince 
 William and Prince Harry to join their mother’s fu-
neral cortege in September 1997. “If I walk, will you 
walk with me?” he asked. Seven years later, Wil-
liam described his grandfather as “someone who 
will tell me something that maybe I don’t want to 
hear . . . I’m glad he tells me.” 

Philip was often away from home—sometimes 
for months at a time—acting as the queen’s global 
ambassador. His trips allowed him to recapture the 
freedom of his former life, but he also used them 
to expand his portfolio of philanthropies and en-
terprises. He became an active patron of more than 
800 charities, their focus ranging from sports, 
youth opportunity and fitness to science and con-
servation. Since its founding in 1956, his most fa-
mous initiative, the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, 
has helped 8 million young people in 144 countries 
build self- reliance and confidence by meeting phys-
ical and mental challenges. 

While his formal education had been spotty, 
Philip became a determined autodidact, compil-
ing a library with thousands of volumes. He wrote 
his own speeches, and by 1989 he was the author of 
10 books that included essays on religion, philoso-
phy, and science. He made a televised plea for pre-
serving rain forests decades before Prince Charles 
took up the same cause. But when the heir to the 
throne made a forceful denunciation of genetically 
modified crops during a BBC Radio lecture in 2000, 
his father publicly disagreed with him. “You’ve got 
to stick your neck out,” Philip said, or “you’d end 
up living like a cabbage.” 
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He began to shed some of his patronages, but he 
remained absorbed by causes that had gripped him 
since his youth. In 2016 he carried out 219 public 
engagements, significantly more than the 188 un-
dertaken by Prince William, 60 years his junior. 
After being briefly sidelined with a heavy cold over 
Christmas that year, Philip was back out on the cir-
cuit in 2017. Inspecting a new system to diminish 
pollution on London buses, he quizzed the experts 
on the finer points of battery storage technology, 
and on a visit to the new National Cyber Security 
Centre, he advised officials to hire more people who 
“do not pre-date the internet.” 

During his honeymoon with Elizabeth in 1947, 
Philip had written a letter vowing “to weld the two 
of us into a new combined existence that will not only 
be able to withstand the shocks directed at us, but 
will have a positive existence for the good.” Over the 
next seven decades, as the longest-serving royal con-
sort to the longest-serving British monarch, Philip 
became what his wife called her “strength and stay” 
and fulfilled his pledge to the utmost. ■

Sally Bedell Smith is a historian and the author of the 
bestselling biography Elizabeth the Queen: The Life 
of a Modern Monarch.
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In 2007 the dynamic pair 
celebrated their 60th wedding 

anniversary where it all 
began, in Broadlands. 



The Day 
 She Donned 

the Crown
WHEN KING GEORGE VI DIED, ELIZABETH  

INSTANTLY BECAME BRITAIN’S QUEEN AND RULER. 
SIXTEEN MONTHS LATER, HER CORONATION, 
STEEPED IN RELIGIOUS CEREMONY, CAME ON  

JUNE 2, 1953. TIME WAS ON THE SCENE

Said Her Majesty that day,  
“My coronation is not the symbol 

of a power and a splendor that 
are gone but a declaration of our 

hopes for the future.”



in the broad transepts of Westminster Abbey, a 
thousand peers and ladies sat, clothed in velvet and 
miniver, dazzling in their show of decorations won 
in peace and war. In the nave, the chivalry of empire 
unrolled like a Bayeux tapestry. Music played, yet 
over 7,000 subjects, gathered to honor their queen 
while worshipping their God, a hush of dedication 
hung like a prayer. Shortly before 9 a.m., the first 
processions arrived: the lord mayor of London and 
the Speaker of the House of Commons; the repre-
sentatives of 74 foreign powers, including General 
George C. Marshall and Russia’s Jacob Malik; the 
Sultans of Zanzibar, Perak and Selangor; Her Maj-
esty, the queen of Tonga. The Dukes of Gloucester 
and Kent entered and took up positions in the chan-
cel. The Queen Mother and Princess Margaret, each 
with her ladies-in-waiting, moved down the aisle 
and took their privileged places. Outside, and ever 
nearer, came the sound of horses’ hooves on Parlia-
ment Square. As Big Ben tolled 11, the hoof beats 
ceased. Four hundred boys’ voices soared into the 
great crescendo of Sir Hubert Parry’s anthem: “I was 
glad when they said unto me, We will go into the 
House of the Lord!”

From the west door of the Abbey, Westminster’s 
beadle led the ranking clergy of Great Britain to the 
foot of the altar steps. The orders of knighthood 

followed—Bath, Thistle and Garter—then the stan-
dards of the Commonwealth, led by Ceylon’s (a lion 
grasping a sword), and concluded by the Royal Arms 
of England, borne by Montgomery of Alamein. Pol-
ity, law and religion—the triple stays of  monarchy—
were impressively represented in the persons of 
eight prime ministers (of Ceylon, Pakistan, India, 
South Africa, New Zealand, Australia, Canada and 
Britain), two archbishops (York and Canterbury), 
and the lord high chancellor of England in full- 
bottomed wig and gown. Last came Philip, Duke of 
Edinburgh, and then, with joyous fanfare of trum-
pets, Her Majesty, the queen. 

“Vivat Regina Elizabetha! Vivat! Vivat! Vivat!” 
shouted the queen’s Westminster Scholars as the 
queen walked up the aisle, her long, crimson train 
borne by six maids of honor. At a faldstool on the 
left of the altar, the queen knelt and prayed alone. 
Silently she rose and stood before the altar, facing 
first east, then south, west and north, to show her-
self to the people. Four times, once to each side, 
the archbishop of Canterbury proclaimed: “Eliz-
abeth, your undoubted queen: wherefore, all you 
who are come this day to do your homage and ser-
vice, are you willing to do the same?” Four times, 
with four fanfares, the answer came back: “God 
save Queen Elizabeth!”
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The soon-to-be queen and Prince Philip rode in the coronation coach to Westminster 
Abbey. At right, the Decorated Route was flanked by thousands of onlookers.



thus “presented” and “recognized,” Elizabeth of 
England accepted the oath of high office:

Archbishop: Will you solemnly promise and swear 
to govern [all your peoples] according to their respec-
tive laws and customs?

The queen: I solemnly promise so to do.
Will you to your power cause law and justice, in 

mercy, to be executed in all your judgments?
I will.
Will you to the utmost of your power maintain the 

laws of God . . . [and] maintain in the United King-
dom the Protestant reformed religion? . . . All this I 
promise to do.

The queen knelt at the altar, kissed the Holy Bible 
and made her solemn oath: “The things which I have 
here before promised, I will perform and keep. So help 

me God.” With a golden pen she signed a copy of the 
oath, the only formal contract between Sovereign and 
subjects. The Moderator of the Church of Scotland 
presented her with the Bible. “[It] is the most valu-
able thing that this world affords. Here is wisdom; this 
is the royal law; these are the lively oracles of God.”

Therewith began the Anglican Communion ser-
vice, which is the heart of coronation. Embedded in 
the familiar liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer, 
the mysteries of the anointing and crowning lost 
their strangeness for Britons, and the Abbey became, 
in a trice a nation’s parish church. The archbishop 
and people intoned:

Lord have mercy upon us.
Christ have mercy upon us.
Lord have mercy upon us.

The Duchess Dowager of Devonshire, assisted by 
the Lord Great Chamberlain, unfastened the silk rib-
bons that held the queen’s train, and slipped over 
Her Majesty’s arms a white muslin smock. Thus, 
with jewels hidden, Elizabeth crossed the chancel 
to her seat in King Edward’s chair. The choir sang 
Handel’s anthem Zadok the Priest, and four Knights 
of the Garter, gathering about their queen, raised a 
cloth-of-gold canopy above her. The Dean of West-
minster poured a spoonful of holy oil (containing 
perfumes of orange blossom, roses, cinnamon and 
jasmine, mixed with musk and ambergris) from an 
eagle-shaped vessel called the Ampulla. The arch-
bishop moistened his finger in the oil and made 
the sign of the cross on both the queen’s hands, on 
her breast and on the crown of her head. He spoke 
the ancient words: “As kings, priests and prophets 
were anointed, and as Solomon was anointed king 
by Zadok the priest . . . so be thou anointed, blessed 

and consecrated queen over the peoples whom the 
Lord thy God hath given thee to rule.” 

Thus sanctified, the queen was invested with 
the Colobiun Sindonis, “the robe of purity,” and 
over it the Supertunica, a belted cloth of gold lined 
with crimson silk. She was ready to receive the em-
blems of temporal power. The archbishop laid in 
her hands the Sovereign’s Sword—to “do justice, 
stop the growth of iniquity, protect the holy Church 
of God . . . restore the things that are gone to decay, 
maintain the things that are restored, punish and 
reform what is amiss, and confirm what is in good 
order.” The queen took the sword, advanced with it 
to the altar and offered it to God. Turning, she stole 
a glance at the royal gallery, where her 4-year-old 
son, Prince Charles, in a white silk suit, watched 
enraptured. She paused and returned to the chair. 
On her wrists the archbishop placed the Armills, or 
“bracelets of sincerity and wisdom,” and over her 
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The archbishop of Canterbury delivered his proclamations; at right, the Queen Mother, 
Prince Philip, and Princess Margaret Rose.



shoulders was draped the golden Pallium, symbol 
of “the robe of righteousness and the garments of 
salvation.” And to remind the monarch that “the 
whole world is subject to the Power and Empire 
of Christ our Redeemer,” the Dean of Westminster 
presented her with the Orb, a golden globe sur-
mounted by a cross. Elizabeth took in her hands 
next the symbols of kingliness: the ring (of sap-
phire and rubies), to wed the queen to her sub-
jects; the Royal Sceptre with the Cross, decorated 
with the Star of Africa (a 516½-carat diamond), for 
“kingly power”; the rod of equity and mercy, to 
“lead your people in the way wherein they should 
go.” The climax of the coronation was near. Crown-
ing. The crown itself sparkled in the candlelight. 
The archbishop of Canterbury moved to the high 
altar, clasped it in both hands and raised it before 
him. “Oh God, the crown of the faithful,” he prayed, 
“bless, we beseech thee, this crown, and so sanc-
tify thy servant Elizabeth, upon whose head thou 
dost place it . . . that she may be  filled by thine 
abundant grace, with all princely virtue.” With the 
crown borne before him, Canterbury approached 
the queen. He raised it high above her, paused for 
all to see, and placed it on her head.

From the Abbey’s depths welled the deep voice of 
Elizabeth’s subjects: “God save the queen! God save 
the queen!” Trumpets stabbed the air, and as one, a 
thousand peers and peeresses rose and put on their 
coronets. Outside (and across the Commonwealth, 
and wherever there were British ships), bells pealed 
and cannon roared. 

the queen sat motionless, her twin scepters 
held upright, her brown tresses peeping out from 
the rim of the lustrous crown. From the choir rose 
the anthem “Be Strong and of Good Courage,” and 
Elizabeth II, escorted by her nobles, moved to the 
high throne. Geoffrey, archbishop of Canterbury, 
was first to kneel at her feet. He placed his hands 
between his queen’s and spoke for the Established 
Church: “I will be faithful and true, and faith and 
truth will bear unto you, our Sovereign Lady . . . De-
fender of the Faith.” Next came Philip, her hus-
band, first peer of the realm. “I, Philip, Duke of Ed-
inburgh, do become your liege man of life and limb, 
and of earthly worship: and faith and truth I will 
bear unto you, to live and die against all manner of 
folks. So help me God.” The duke touched his sover-
eign’s crown, kissed his wife on the left cheek, then 

descended the five steps of the dais to his place on 
the left of the altar. One doughty champion from 
each of the five degrees of peerage (dukes, mar-
quesses, earls, viscounts and barons) followed in 
Philip’s footsteps. Philip and the Dukes of Glouces-
ter and Kent alone kissed Her Majesty’s cheek. As 
each peer pledged his fealty, the members of his 
ancient order repeated, phrase by phrase, his oath 
of liegemanship. When it was done, the acclaim 
roared out once more:
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“God save Queen Elizabeth!
Long live Queen Elizabeth!
May the queen live forever!”

there remained one more duty for Elizabeth II 
to perform: to receive the Lord’s Supper. The liturgy 
of the Holy Communion was said as the archbishop 
led the queen to the Communion rail. Kneeling, she 
removed her crown and offered the oblation which 
custom demands of monarchs: “An ingot or wedge of 

gold, of a pound weight,” and “a pall or altar cloth.” 
Philip, her husband, stepped to her side, and while 
the choir sang the hymn “All People That on Earth 
Do Dwell,” man and wife received the bread and 
wine. Together, they led the prayer: “Our Father, 
which art in heaven . . .” Thus, freely confessing that 
“thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory . . .” 
Elizabeth II celebrated her crowning.

Outside the rain beat down heavily on her 
loyal subjects. ■
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It rained that day, but little could 
dampen the spirits of the new royal 

family. Shouted a chorus from below, 
“God save the queen!”



Cover Girl
EVER SINCE SHE WAS A YOUNG PRINCESS, ELIZABETH  

HAS BEEN A SENSATION EVEN IN THE U.S. 
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Hope Grows in Libya + Crowdsourcing Change

THE 
DIAMOND 

QUEEN
As Elizabeth II celebrates 

her 60th year on the throne, 
can the British monarchy 

survive without her?survive without her?
BY CATHERINE MAYER

TIME marked the queen’s Diamond Jubilee, above, in 2012; at right, before 
she was even directly in line for the throne, the world, and this April 29, 1929, 

edition of TIME, noted the Princess’s third birthday.



5353The March 31, 1947, feature profiled Princess Elizabeth and her impending reign.

“Long live the queen.” The Feb. 18, 1852, 
story marked the tragic death of the king 

and the rise of the newest queen. 

TIME’s first “Woman of the Year” was Elizabeth’s 
aunt, Wallis Simpson, in 1936. In January 1953 the 

young queen (above) took the title.

According to TIME in June 1959, Elizabeth’s 
Commonwealth was “bigger, richer and 
more populous” than Victoria’s empire.

This TIME Europe edition from April 
2006 celebrated the birthday of a queen 

who wasn’t slowing down.
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W I N D S O R 
FA M I LY  T R E E

This simplified family Tree Traces The main line of succession from 
Queen Victoria through the current queen and on to her heirs. This does  

not represent a complete picture of the family or the complex skein of relationships 
created by the royal habit of marrying cousins. The Windsor name was first  

adopted by George V during World War I to replace the family’s original—and  
indisputably German—surname, Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. 
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more than three centuries have passed since 
a King Charles has sat on the British throne. The last 
one, Charles II, reigned over 17th-century Restora-
tion England as a notorious libertine but was also a 
beloved figure, dubbed the Merry Monarch. By con-
trast, the man destined to become Charles III is deeply 
unpopular: a 2016 poll found that only one-quarter 
of Britons wished to see the Prince of Wales succeed 
his revered mother, Queen Elizabeth II, while a ma-
jority preferred that he step aside in favor of his en-
gaging son William. Certainly some of that ill will 
derives from Charles’s failed 10-year marriage to the 
dazzling and doomed Princess Diana, during which 
he carried on a scandalous affair with his longtime 
love and current wife, Camilla. Diana’s death at 36 in 
a 1997 car crash enshrined her as a tragic icon, leav-
ing Charles to soldier on in her lingering shadow. The 
prince has often been dismissed as a priggish stiff—
even skewered as a “twit” and an “idiot” in the brutal 
Fleet Street press. That’s an unfair rap, Sally Bedell 

Smith suggests in her 2017 biography, Prince Charles: 
The Passions and Paradoxes of an Improbable Life. 
Granted, Charles can be petulant, and he’s wont to 
pontificate on architecture (he loathes modern sky-
scrapers),  human-induced climate change (yes, he be-
lieves in it), alternative medicine and other pet pas-
sions. But the king-in-waiting is also a fundamentally 
decent sort, with an admirable record of charitable 
works—and, Smith notes, “far warmer” and wittier 
in person than his tabloid caricature. “He’s so com-
pelling and complicated,” she told People. “For a bi-
ographer, it is like entering a labyrinth.”

whatever his flaws and virtues, the prince 
could also have an unprecedented ascension: thanks 
to his mother’s record longevity, he’s in line to be 
the oldest new monarch in the Crown’s 1,200-year 
history. Charles Philip Arthur George entered the 
world on the evening of Nov. 14, 1948, at Bucking-
ham Palace, where four weeks later the archbishop 

Destined to 
Be King

THE QUEEN’S OLDEST CHILD, PRINCE CHARLES  
HAS HAD A LONG AND COMPLICATED HISTORY 

WITH THE PUBLIC, NOT LEAST BECAUSE HE IS FIRST 
IN LINE FOR THE THRONE 

BY RICHARD JEROME
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In 1969, the queen invested her son, who 
wore the blue uniform of the Royal Regiment 
of Wales while wearing a ring used in a 1911 

investiture of a former Prince of Wales.



of  Canterbury baptized him with a spritz of water 
from the river Jordan. Then a 22-year-old princess, 
Elizabeth savored new motherhood, breastfeeding 
Charles for two months until she suffered a bout of 
measles. Beyond that, by all accounts, the boy’s un-
imaginably privileged youth was emotionally impov-
erished and notably short on parental bonding. His 
mother was often away for extended periods, first 
while husband Prince Philip was on Royal Navy duty 
in Malta, and even more so after she was crowned 
queen following the death of her father, George VI, 
in 1952. According to historian Robert Lacey, Eliz-
abeth preferred to leave her children in the care of 
nannies rather than haul them all over the globe. 
“She had been brought up in that style herself, after 
all,” Lacey told Town & Country, 
“with her parents leaving her 
at home and entrusting her en-
tire schooling to a governess and 
home tutors.” In Jonathan Dim-
bleby’s 1994 authorized biogra-
phy, The Prince of Wales, Charles 
confirms it was “inevitably the 
nursery staff” who taught him to 
play, witnessed his first steps and 
punished and rewarded him. His 
mother, Charles told the author, 
was “not indifferent, so much as 
detached.” 

When both parents were 
home, they saw their children 
after breakfast and teatime, Smith notes in her bi-
ography, but “in the manner of the upper class, nei-
ther of them were physically demonstrative.” That 
tactile deficit, she writes, “was achingly apparent in 
May 1954, when the queen and Prince Philip greeted 
5-year-old Charles and 3-year-old Anne with hand-
shakes after an absence of nearly six months on a 
tour of Commonwealth nations.” To some extent, the 
prince’s doting grandmum, the Queen Mother, filled 
the affection gap. Charles visited her often when his 
folks were off trotting the globe, Smith writes, and 
“as early as age 2, he would sit on her bed playing 
with her lipsticks, rattling the tops, marveling at the 
colors.” The Queen Mum also exposed him to music 
and art—the latter a lifelong passion. “My grand-
mother,” Charles later recalled, “was the person who 
taught me to look at things.” 

If Charles often felt disconnected from his mother, 
he had a downright tense relationship with Philip, 

who was aloof, regimented and something of a mar-
tinet; family friends told Dimbleby that the Duke of 
 Edinburgh often berated and belittled his firstborn 
son, whom he thought soft and ineffectual. Dis-
patched to Cheam boarding school in Hampshire, 
young Charles indeed cut an unprepossessing figure. 
Shy and jug-eared, he was also sickly, suffering from 
chronic sinus maladies, among other problems. While 
at school in 1957, the 8-year-old was confined to bed 
with Asian flu. His parents never visited; instead, be-
fore embarking on a tour of Canada, the queen sent 
Charles a farewell letter. Elizabeth was well aware that 
Cheam was “a misery” for her son, according Der-
mot Morrah’s royally sanctioned biography of the 
prince. “Charles is just beginning to dread the return 

to school next week—so much 
worse for the second term,” she 
wrote to former Prime Minister 
Anthony Eden in early 1958.

The queen, Morrah suggests, 
feared Charles was a “slow de-
veloper.” In fact, he was a mid-
dling student who showed an 
aptitude for reading and writ-
ing but struggled with math. 
His worst travails were social. 
Lonely and desperately home-
sick, Charles often wept alone in 
his room, sometimes clinging to 
a teddy bear. Early on, the prince 
was pudgy—other kids called 

him “fatty”—and unlike his dashing, athletic father, 
he was physically ungainly and floundered on the all-
important “playing fields,” whether at rugby, cricket 
or soccer. One of precious few bright spots “was 
Charles’ discovery that he felt at home on stage,” 
Smith says, “a helpful skill for a public figure.” He 
snagged the leading role of Richard III in Cheam’s 
1961 production of The Last Baron, a play about the 
scheming, scoliosis-afflicted 15th-century king. To 
prepare, Charles listened for hours to a recording of 
Laurence Olivier in Shakespeare’s Richard III. Pre-
dictably, his parents missed the  performance—they 
were off traveling in Ghana—but the Queen Mother 
attended and approved. “After a few minutes on to 
the stage shambled a most horrible looking crea-
ture,” wrote the queen. “A leering vulgarian with a 
dreadful expression on his twisted mouth; & to my 
horror I began to realize this was my dear grandson!” 
Charles, she observed, “acted his part very well.” 
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Baby Charles, above left, 
stood atop the wall of 
Clarence House in 1950; 
five years later, above, he 
and pops Prince Philip 
at the Royal Windsor 
Horse Show. In 1969, left, 
Charles and his fellow 
Cambridge classmates 
rehearsed for a revue, and 
he appeared in several of 
the sketches.

The king-in-
waiting is also a 
fundamentally 

decent sort, 
with an admirable 

record of 
charitable works. 



soppy milquetoast after all. “It was jolly good for the 
character, and in many ways I loved it and learnt a 
lot from it,” Charles later said of the sojourn. When 
he wasn’t roughing it, he played prince; making 
about 50 public engagements, Charles worked the 
crowds adeptly and proved popular with the unpre-
tentious Aussies. It was a huge confidence boost for 
the once timorous teen. “I took the plunge and went 
over and talked to people,” Charles recalled. “That 
suddenly unlocked a completely different feeling, 
and I was then able to communicate and talk to peo-
ple so much more.” 

the prince went to cambridge, where he 
posted mediocre grades but became the first heir 
to the throne to earn a university degree; then he 
followed family tradition by enlisting in the Royal 
Navy, qualifying as a pilot. Charles was finally 
coming into his own. He had taken up polo and 
developed a kind of “dashing playboy” image—
encouraged by his suave great uncle Lord Louis 
Mountbatten, a naval hero and former viceroy of 
India, who cheerfully told TIME his grandnephew 
was “forever popping in and out of bed with girls.” 

QUEEN ELIZABETH THE ASCENTION

It was a momentary respite. The next year, in 
classic “make a man of him” tradition, Philip trans-
ferred Charles to his alma mater—rough-and-tumble 
Gordonstoun School in coastal northern Scotland. 
It was a dourly Spartan environment; students lived 
in barracks-like dormitories where the windows 
were kept open, even during rugged Scottish win-
ters. Here again, Charles was bullied and occasion-
ally beaten up. It didn’t help that the dorms were su-
pervised by senior “head boys,” who, Smith writes, 
“imposed a form of martial law, with ritualized psy-
chological and physical abuse that included tying 
boys up in laundry baskets under a cold shower.” 
Socially, the heir to the throne was ostracized; any 
boys who made the mistake of trying to befriend 
him were mocked with “slurping” noises, suggest-
ing they were sucking up to royalty.

The Dickensian gloom brightened in 1966 when 
Philip sent him off to spend six months at the Tim-
bertop school in the Australian outback; apart from 
academics, Timbertop stressed intense physical 
 activity—wilderness hikes, chopping wood and 
other manual tasks. Charles rose to the challenge, 
suggesting to Philip that perhaps his son wasn’t a 
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Far left: the whole family 
out together in this 1979 
photo, from left: Philip, 
Edward, Elizabeth II, 
Charles, Anne, Andrew 
and Anne’s son Peter 
Phillips. At left, he 
showed gratitude for a 
prize she gifted him at a 
polo match in Windsor 
in 1985. At 19, Princess 
Diana, below, was a 
dozen years Charles’s 
junior, and their marriage 
was anything but happily 
after ever.



A father figure, Dickie, as Mountbatten was known, 
counseled the prince to “sow his wild oats and have 
as many affairs as he can before settling down, but 
for a wife he should choose a suitable, attractive 
and sweet-charactered girl.”

The one Charles fell for was an upper-class army 
officer’s daughter named Camilla Shand. She was 
warm and earthy, with a husky, tobacco-stained 
voice—but considered too sexually experienced for 
the traditionally wholesome role of Windsor wife 
and future queen. Camilla would marry army offi-
cer Andrew Parker Bowles—who proved compul-
sively unfaithful—and remain Charles’s close friend 
and confidant. She was a frequent guest of the royal 
family; indeed, the queen liked her quite a bit. As 
Dimbleby wrote, Camilla’s “warmth and lack of am-
bition or guile, her good humor and her gentleness 
endeared her to the household.” Her Majesty was re-
portedly less sanguine when Charles and the married 

Camilla rekindled their romance in 1978; from then 
on she was banned from royal events. 

meanwhile, charles hit the big 3-0—high time 
to get real about finding a wife. He would settle on 
Lady Diana Spencer, a tall (she nearly matched his 
5-foot-10), callow kindergarten teacher a dozen years 
his junior. They bonded while sitting on a hay bale 
at a friend’s barbecue. By mid-1980, “without any 
apparent surge in feeling,” Dimbleby wrote, Charles 
“began to think seriously of her as a potential bride.” 
Philip gave his son a swift kick in that direction, writ-
ing in a stern letter that Charles should either com-
mit to Diana or end it, arguing that “her reputation 
was on the line” because of the intense press interest. 
Indeed, TIME reported at the time, “Fleet Street’s 
overheated tabloids” stalked the blushing English 
rose they dubbed ‘Shy Di.’ ” At one point, the maga-
zine noted, photographers trailed her to the woods 

near Sandringham, the royal estate in Norfolk. “The 
sight of newsmen trampling in the woods of what has 
always been an off-limits winter retreat enraged the 
usually imperturbable queen,” who snapped. “I wish 
you would go away.” Ultimately, Charles popped the 
question, and Diana said yes. Asked if she was pre-
pared for the rigors of royal life, she replied, “With 
Prince Charles beside me, I cannot go wrong.”

Nothing could have been further from the truth. 
Their July 1981 wedding at St. Paul’s Cathedral was 
considered the stuff of fairy tales. But as Smith re-
ports, a tormented Charles wept over Camilla the 
night before the ceremony. The prince knew he was 
marrying a woman he didn’t love and with whom he 
was sorely ill-matched. Still, he went through with 
the alliance out of duty. 

“He thought he could learn to love Diana, as his 
grandmother and grandfather (the Queen Mother 
and King George VI) had learned to love each other 
and had a great marriage,” Smith told People. But the 
union was doomed, she said, “because of their fun-
damental incompatibility and the age gap and her 
emotional turmoil.” Indeed, it’s well known now that 
Diana was psychologically damaged. She suffered 
from depression, mood swings and bulimia, report-

edly fueled in part by intense jealousy of Camilla. 
Publicly, however, the charismatic “People’s Prin-

cess” was high functioning; she had the common touch 
and expressed a genuine sympathy for the world’s op-
pressed and afflicted, crusading for AIDS research and 
against land mines. As the deteriorating marriage 
played out in the media— culminating in their 1992 
separation and divorce four years later—Charles often 
emerged as the villain of the piece, the cold fish un-
worthy of his internationally beloved bride. Offstage, 
however, Diana was no bargain. She’d harangue and 
berate the prince, taunting that he’d never be king. 

Both spouses were unfaithful. In 1986, Charles 
renewed his relationship with Camilla, usually ren-
dezvousing at the homes of friends; about that same 
time, Diana began a five-year affair with cavalry of-
ficer James Hewitt. It was Charles who would suf-
fer public shaming, as a result of the scandal known 
as Camillagate. In 1993 an illegally recorded, four-
year-old illicit phone call between Charles and Ca-
milla leaked to the press. 

Diana dealt Charles a blow when she gave a pain-
fully revealing 1995 interview with the BBC’s Mar-
tin Bashir, opening up about her marriage, eating 
disorders and other agonies. It was, Smith writes, 
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The royal boys on their annual skiing trip to Switzerland in 2005. Opposite: perhaps the prince’s biggest 
mistake was not following his heart so many years ago—with Camilla, now his wife, in 2005.



“an aria of bitterness, studied self-revelation . . . and 
 passive-aggressive malice.” Diana suggested that 
Charles wasn’t up to being king—he’d find it “suffo-
cating.” She also addressed Charles’s infidelity head-
on. The money quote: “There were three of us in this 
marriage, so it was a bit crowded.”

Almost immediately, the queen wrote to Charles 
and Diana requesting that they divorce—signing her 
note to the princess, “with love from Mama.” After 
Diana’s fatal road accident in a Paris tunnel the year 
after the divorce, Elizabeth II paid stirring tribute 
to her former daughter-in-law. “She was an excep-
tional and gifted human being,” the queen said in a 
rare address to the nation. “In good times and bad, 
she never lost her capacity to smile and laugh, nor 
to inspire others with her warmth and kindness.”

while charles’s reputation has ebbed and 
flowed over the past two decades, the public—and 
the palace—has come to accept Camilla, who became 
Duchess of Cornwall when they married in 2005. The 
queen “is genuinely fond of her,” Smith told People. 
“Camilla loves horses and dogs like she does and is a 
countrywoman like herself.” The wedding at Windsor 
Guildhall was a joyful affair. “You just wanted to ap-
plaud,” said Robert Higdon, executive director of the 
Prince of Wales Foundation, Charles’s charity in the 
U.S. “It was like, ‘Oh, happy day.’ ” When the queen 
toasted the couple, he adds, she “talked about how 
there had been a rocky road to this point, but that they 
were now in the ‘winner’s enclosure.’ ” 

By all accounts, Charles and his mother have 
grown closer. The affection seemed evident when 
he narrated Royal Memories: Prince Charles’ Trib-
ute to the Queen, a 2012 BBC documentary marking 
the 60th year of her reign. The production featured 
newsreel footage, home movies and photos from the 
queen’s private collection, showing her as both mon-
arch and mum.

At 69, Charles remains frenetically active. He 
makes about 600 public appearances a year, traveling 
and speaking widely while avidly pursuing his eclectic 
interests. He has set up some 20 charities, with foun-
dations around the world, devoted to everything from 
education, training the disadvantaged, assisting strug-
gling farmers, promoting the arts, business develop-
ment and historic building preservation. “Charles is 
always going to be energetic and impatient and cer-
tainly driven,” Smith told People. “But he’s more com-
fortable in his own skin now, and he can look back and 
see a record of real accomplishments.” ■
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England’s future king, in 
an official portrait marking 
his 60th birthday in 2008, 
has led a remarkable life of 
charity and public service.



Golden 
Grandsons

WITH THE ARRIVAL OF ELIZABETH’S BELOVED 
GRANDSONS, HER IMAGE SOFTENED AS SHE 

MODERNIZED THE MONARCHY
BY EILEEN DASPIN
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Princes William and Harry came 
of age when media coverage kicked 
into high, 24-hour gear. Thankfully, 

they had a grandmother who had 
seen a thing or two over the years and 

helped provide a steady hand.



“Good eveninG, Mr. Bond.”
The line had been uttered onscreen thousands of 

times before, but never by such a regal actor. For the 
opening ceremonies of the 2012 Olympics, Queen 
Elizabeth II, in a sly turn as herself, appeared in a 
short Bond-film spoof opposite movie star Daniel 
Craig. The scene began with the queen greeting 007 
in her office and followed her as she helicoptered 
with Craig across town and appeared to parachute, 
à la Pussy Galore, onto a viewing platform set up 
for the games.

Some 900 million viewers caught the perfor-
mance, but in a way, Elizabeth’s cameo was for an 
audience of two: Princes William and Harry, who 
have been tasked with modernizing and human-
izing the monarchy. The brothers found out about 
the stunt only when they were shown a preview, 
and were duly impressed. Reported the Express: 
“They were besides themselves” and cheered—
what else—“Go, Granny!” as “the queen” de-
scended into the stadium. 

over the past seven decades, Elizabeth has 
been portrayed as a controlling sister, an imperious 
wife, a distant mother and a rigid mother-in-law. But 
there is one familial role the queen has managed with 
barely a hint of criticism: concerned grandmother 
to her eight grandchildren, ages 10 to 40. HRH is 
said to delight in the company of her eldest, Peter 
 Phillips, the son of Princess Anne, and his sister, 
Zara. The queen is a trusted confidant of Princesses 
Beatrice and Eugenie, Prince Andrew’s daughters, 
and until fairly recently she even went riding with 
Lady Louise, Prince Edward’s firstborn.

Then there is the queen’s special, and crucial, rap-
port with William and Harry, the sons of the future 
king, Prince Charles, and the late Princess Diana: 
William is second in line to the throne, and the queen 
has been training him to step into those shoes for 
years. Harry is further down the chain of succes-
sion, after William’s children, but since the monar-
chy was streamlined in 2012, he remains one of only 
five royals who continue to take on official engage-
ments. (The others being Prince Charles; his second 
wife, Camilla; William; and William’s wife, Kate.) 
The queen has proved a diplomatic grandparent 
and avoided openly playing favorites with the two 
brothers and other next-gen Windsors. Yet in reality, 
she has little choice. Her overriding obligation is to 
the monarchy as an institution, and at a time when 

the Crown’s relevance is at stake, her duty is to pre-
pare William and Harry to ensure its survival. If that 
means paving the way for her grandsons by partici-
pating in James Bond parodies, so be it.

“She’ll want to hand over knowing she’s done ev-
erything she possibly could to help, and that she’s 
got no regrets and no unfinished business,” Prince 
William told royal expert Robert Hardman. “That 
she’s done everything she can for the country and 
that she’s not let anyone down—she minds an awful 
lot about that.”

It wasn’t the queen’s idea to update the mon-
archy. That credit goes to William and Harry’s 

mother, Diana, who laid bare the chasm between 
the staid Windsors and their subjects in the 1990s 
and who expertly romanced the public through the 
tabloids. But if Elizabeth was slow to recognize the 
disconnect with her people, she has not been un-
willing to address it. Hello! magazine even labeled 
Elizabeth II “a surprisingly modern monarch,” add-
ing that, “with the wisdom of all good leaders, she 
has an antenna for when it is necessary, vital even, 
to move with the times.”

Before the queen became a grandma, she was 
first a mom, after a 30-hour labor, when Charles 

came into the world in 1948. Anne was next, arriving 
in 1950. At least from the outside looking in, moth-
erhood did not seem to suit Elizabeth, and how she 
executed her responsibilities became the subject of 
much fascination and debate. After ascending to the 
throne, the queen famously departed for a six-month 
tour of the Commonwealth with her husband, leav-
ing behind Charles and Anne with household staff. 
Elizabeth was said to have spent only an hour a day 
with her children when she was at the palace, to have 
delegated parenting decisions to Prince Philip and 
to have been physically undemonstrative at home. 
In recent years,  Princess Anne has dismissed  reports 
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It was Harry’s christening (in back, 
on Princess Di’s lap), but William 
stole the show by amusing family 

and godparents during the gathering 
just before Christmas in 1984.



that her mother was  uncaring—“It just beggars 
 belief,” Anne told the BBC in 2002. Perhaps HRH 
was uncomfortable grooming the young son she 
knew would replace her, as has been suggested in 
the Netflix hit The Crown. It may have been a mat-
ter of experience and confidence, or that the du-
ties of the throne were too great. Regardless, by the 
time Elizabeth’s last two children arrived— Andrew 
in 1960, and Edward in 1964—she seemed to have 
mellowed into motherhood. In the late 1960s, she 
allowed the BBC into her home to film a documen-
tary in which she was shown as a playful mother re-
laxing with her children. 

Fast-forward to 1977, the year Elizabeth cele-
brated her Silver Jubilee and the arrival of her first 
grandchild, Peter Phillips. Peter and later his sister, 
Zara, would enjoy holidays at Balmoral, the queen’s 
retreat in Scotland, and Christmases at Sandring-
ham, the queen’s private home in Norfolk. 

But drama followed as the Windsors began to ex-
perience domestic woes. The queen’s sister, Marga-
ret, divorced in 1978. Captain Mark Phillips,  Princess 
Anne’s husband, fathered an illegitimate child dur-
ing his marriage and the couple divorced in 1992. 

The same year, cameras caught Sarah  Ferguson, 
Duchess of York, who was separated from her hus-
band, Prince Andrew, with her toes in the mouth of 
Texas businessman John Bryan.

those Marital scandals, however, paled in com-
parison to the train wreck of a marriage between 
Charles and Diana, and the friction between the 
queen and her daughter-in-law. Still, Diana did 
produce an heir in William and a spare in Harry, 
thereby fulfilling her single most significant duty 
as Charles’s wife. And however exasperating she 
was for the queen, Diana ultimately won her sym-
pathy. While Diana and Charles were finalizing 
their divorce in 1996, HM even lobbied, albeit 
 unsuccessfully, for Diana to keep her title, Princess 
of Wales. Afterward, the palace seemed to hedge 
its bets, announcing cryptically that Princess Diana 
would continue to be “regarded as a member of the 
royal family” and would “from time to time receive 
invitations to state and national public occasions” at 
the invitation “of the sovereign or the Government.”

Everything changed on the early hours of Sun-
day, Aug. 31, 1997, when it was learned that Diana 

and her boyfriend, Dodi Fayed, had been killed in 
a car accident. The queen was at Balmoral with 
Charles, William, then 15, and Harry, then 12, and 
wrapping up a holiday. In spite of calls for her to 
return to London, Elizabeth put her grandsons 
ahead of all other concerns. She had her staff re-
move televisions, radios and newspapers to pro-
tect them from news coverage and ignored taunt-
ing tabloid headlines: show us you care, and 
where is our queen? and your people are 
 sufferinG—speak to us, Ma’aM. Instead, the 
queen remained at the estate, mourning with her 
grandchildren. When she finally addressed her sub-
jects the night before Diana’s funeral, she said she 
spoke “as a monarch and a grandmother,” and the 
broadcast, from Buckingham Palace, became a de-
fining moment of her rule.

“I admired and respected her—for her energy and 
commitment to others, and especially for her devo-
tion to her two boys,” the queen told the nation in a 
heartfelt speech. “This week at Balmoral, we have 
all been trying to help William and Harry come to 
terms with the devastating loss that they and the rest 
of us have suffered. No one who knew Diana will ever 
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After a private service at 
Crathie Church, far left, 
a somber royal family 
paused to see the floral 
tributes left in honor of 
Princess Diana; nine 
years later, the queen, left, 
checked in on William not 
long before he graduated 
as an army officer. Harry, 
below, later served a 
20-week deployment
in Afghanistan. 



forget her. Millions of others who never met her, but 
felt they knew her, will remember her.”

althouGh the princes were intimidated by the 
queen as youngsters—“Being a small boy, it’s very 
daunting seeing the queen around and not really 
quite knowing what to talk about,” William said in 
an interview—they grew closer in the years after 
 Diana’s death. The siblings struggled to adjust, yet 
in Diana’s absence they had the queen as a surro-
gate and role model. “Having lost my mother at a 
very young age, it has been particularly important 
for me that I had somebody like the queen to look up 
to and who has been there and has understood some 
of the more complex issues when you lose a loved 
one,” William said in an interview with Sky News at 
the time of Elizabeth’s 90th birthday.

As tutor to the future king, the queen began pull-
ing back the curtain for William when he was a 
teenager. She would invite him to Windsor Castle, 
open state boxes and explain the official papers con-

Gordon Brown nor Tony Blair made the cut.) The 
queen is said to greatly respect and admire how Wil-
liam balances his family life with working as a res-
cue pilot and his official royal duties. According to 
the Express, she has told him she “wants to help him 
while she can” to continue the lifestyle.  

Still, over the past few years, as the queen, 92 
this year, has stepped back from some of her duties, 
William has come forward as her emissary. He has 
taken her place as patron of several charities, parcel-
ing out honors and bestowing knighthoods. He has 
also represented Elizabeth on foreign visits, includ-
ing an expedition to Bhutan and India in 2016. Fol-
lowing the horrific fire at London’s Grenfell Tower 
in June 2017 that took 71 lives, it was William who 

QUEEN ELIZABETH II GOLDEN GRANDSONS

accompanied the queen to visit survivors and listen 
to their harrowing stories.

If it appears that Elizabeth is on better terms 
with William than she ever had been with Charles, 
it could be the fault of the tabloids, which have spec-
ulated for years that when the time comes for the 
queen to step down, she will pass over her son and 
name Prince William and Princess Kate the next 
king and queen. Barring some unforeseen circum-
stances, that won’t and can’t happen, since the queen 
does not have the power to choose her successor on 
a whim. But reality hasn’t stopped the speculation. 
In one tabloid scenario, Charles, who is in line to 
be the oldest king to take the throne in the monar-
chy’s almost 1,200-year history, abdicates in favor 

tained within—sessions that historian Robert Lacey 
has called “William’s constitutional education.” The 
queen knew just how far to go with her grandson, not 
insisting too much, and grandmother and grandson 
formed a particularly strong bond while William was 
at Eton and would join the queen for tea at Wind-
sor Castle on Sunday afternoons. The queen’s les-
sons were “more of a soft influencing, modest kind 
of guidance—I don’t think she believes too heavily 
in instruction,” William told the BBC.

At the same time, aware of the toll the Crown 
would one day take on William, the queen sought 
to free him from some of the throne’s more frivolous 
obligations. When the prince and his then-fiancée, 
Catherine Middleton, were planning their 2011 wed-
ding, they were handed a list of 777 people to invite, 
none of whom the couple knew. William appealed 
to his grandmother, who told him to “get rid of it. 
Start from your friends, and then we’ll add those we 
need to in due course. It’s your day,’ ” William told 
an interviewer. (NB: Neither former Prime Minister 
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William, Kate, Prince George, and Princess Charlotte on a ski trip to the French Alps 
in 2016. Opposite: the queen’s 90th birthday in June 2016 wasn’t a day to miss.



of his son, skipping a generation. That hypothetical 
inspired the 2014 West End play turned made-for-
BBC-movie King Charles III, in which Charles steps 
aside and William becomes monarch. More recently, 
in August 2017 the internet went wild when Yahoo 
reposted a false story saying the selection of William 
was a done deal. The site eventually deleted the item.

 
and what of the queen’s relation to William’s 
younger brother, the ginger Prince Harry? Given his 
place in the line of succession, the younger royal is 
under much less pressure than his brother, freeing 
him to have a more traditional relationship with his 
grandmother. That perhaps is easier said than done. 
“I still view her more as the queen than my grand-
mother,” Harry said in the documentary Elizabeth 
at 90. “You have this huge amount of respect for the 
boss, and I always view her as my boss, but occasion-
ally as a grandmother.” 

There has been speculation among royal- watching 
fans that in spite of the queen’s duty to William, the 
plucky Harry is really her special one. In December 
2017, when HRH delivered her televised Christmas 
message from her desk, a selection of photo frames 
were visible in the background. Under the head-
line is prince harry the queen’s favourite 
Grandchild? the celebrity-news site NowtoLove 
gushed, “Sitting pride of place was a touching image 
of Prince Harry and his then bride-to-be Meghan 
 Markle taken at their engagement photo call in No-
vember.” As further evidence of 
its cooked-up theory, the web-
site pointed out that there was 
no picture of William and Kate, 
though it allowed for the pos-
sibility that the queen simply 
didn’t have enough space to dis-
play all of her grandchildren.

Perhaps more telling about 
the queen’s fondness for Harry 
could be her apparent embrace 
of Markle, an American actress 
and divorcée. Historically, of course, royals were pro-
hibited by the Church of England from marrying a 
divorced person whose ex-spouse was living. That 
is why Elizabeth’s uncle, Edward VIII, in love with 
Wallis Simpson, abdicated in 1936. Elizabeth her-
self prevented her sister, Margaret, from marrying 
Group Captain Peter Townsend in the 1950s for the 
same reasons. But since then, failed marriages have 

become almost as ordinary for the Windsors as they 
have for commoners, and the queen seems barely 
troubled by Markle’s marital past. After the palace 
announced Harry and Markle’s engagement in 2017, 
Markle joined in a number of royal appearances with 
the queen. Her sister-in-law Kate, in contrast, began 
attending public functions with the queen only after 
she had married Prince William in 2011.

“Operation London Bridge” 
is the code name for what will 
happen in the days following the 
queen’s death; the plan has been 
in place for more than 50 years. 
When Elizabeth passes, civil-
ian servants will contact Buck-
ingham Palace with the phrase 
“London Bridge is down.” From 
the Foreign Office’s Global Re-
sponse Centre, the news will go 
out to the 15 governments out-

side the U.K. where the queen is also head of state, 
and the 36 other nations of the Commonwealth 
for whom she has served as a symbolic figurehead. 
Charles will step in as king. The queen’s grandsons 
will be even more in the spotlight as they continue 
in their grandmother’s footsteps. As Harry told 
Newsweek in 2017, “We are not doing this for our-
selves but for the greater good of the people.” ■ 
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Harry and his grandmother 
at St. George’s Chapel in 
Windsor in 2008, far left; 
10 years later, Harry had 
found someone new to kiss: 
Meghan Markle, near left, 
the American actress whom 
he proposed to in 2017. The 
Duchess of Cambridge, 
below, at Westminster Abbey 
in March, gave birth to her 
third child a month later.

“I always view her 
as my boss, but 

occasionally as a 
grandmother.”

—prince harry
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THE ROYAL FAMILY IS ITSELF A BRAND THAT  
MANY BUSINESSES ARE KEEN TO HARNESS

BY WILLIAM LEE ADAMS
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After the 1992 fire at Windsor Castle,  
the Green Drawing Room was 

completely restored. 



on The Mall—the scenic, half-mile stretch of 
road that leads to Buckingham Palace—guards 
trot past on horseback while throngs of onlookers 
pose for selfies. And as they do, Sinead O’Leary, a 
40- something guide with Fun London Tours, regales 
a group of 20 mostly American tourists about the 
palace’s most famous resident: Queen Elizabeth II. 

According to O’Leary, the world’s longest- 
reigning monarch is as poised in crisis as she is when 
waving at crowds and wearing brightly colored hats. 
“One night in the 1980s she was awoken by an in-
truder sitting in her bed asking her quite casually for 
a light and a cigarette,” she says. “She calmed him 
down for 20 minutes, and then she rang down secu-
rity asking for a cigarette to alert them.” Her practi-
cality extends beyond criminal trespassing. “If Her 
Majesty’s Bentley breaks down, she does not need 
to call for assistance because the queen is a quali-
fied mechanic,” she explains. “She trained during 
World War II with her sister, Margaret.” But, ask 
the tourists who have flown in from Atlanta, San 
Francisco, Seattle and beyond, is she home today? 
O’Leary breaks the news that the presence of the 
Union Jack over Buckingham Palace signals that she 
is not, drawing audible sighs of disappointment. 

“Queen Elizabeth occupies a different realm of 
fame, one that Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt are in-
timidated by,” she says afterward. “She’s the world’s 
biggest celebrity. People aspire to this fairy tale—the 
queen in the castle.”

In that castle and the dozens of other royal resi-
dences under the watch of Queen Elizabeth and her 
family, the world’s-most-talked-about monarchy 
watches over a vast fortune. Once its jewels, proper-
ties and other tangible assets are added up, the monar-
chy as an institution was worth an estimated £62.7 bil-
lion (about $88 billion) in 2016, according to business 
valuation and strategy consultancy Brand Finance. 

The majority of people in the world are younger 
than the queen and have grown up watching her. 
That instant recognition—and the romance that 
comes with it—has helped foster a massive industry 
that’s left millions merrier and wealthier. The royal 
wedding of Prince William and his commoner bride, 
Catherine Middleton, remains the best example, hav-
ing set entrepreneurs’ pulses racing even before the 
2011 nuptials. Big-name retailers produced knock-
off engagement rings and Kate Middleton dresses; 
smaller operators found myriad ways to spread the 
love, from printing tea bags that bore cartoon im-
ages of the couple to walks and tailored tours. That 
countless businesses profit from the public’s fas-
cination with the monarchy isn’t new. But royal 
 extravaganzas—from Charles and Diana’s wedding 
in 1981 to the Diamond Jubilee marking the queen’s 
60th year on the throne in 2012—give those oper-
ations a significant boost. Reiss, the London-based 
fashion chain, saw operating profits in its U.K. arm 
soar from £4.3 million in 2010 to £8.5 million in 2011, 
aided, it said, by Kate Middleton wearing its dresses 

before and after her wedding. In subsequent years 
high-street retailers and high-end fashion houses 
have both benefited from the so-called Kate effect. 
Pillbox hat, hip-hugging gown, casual kaftan—if she 
wears it, it sells out. 

The royal faMily make the most of their own 
brand too. The Royal Collection, which operates 
the queen’s gift shops and charges admission to 
sites like Buckingham Palace, reinvests its profits 
into maintaining royal residences and the queen’s art 
collection. Retail sales totaled £19,034,000 (about 
$27 million) in the financial year ending March 31, 
2017, up 17% over the year before. In the same pe-
riod, per-visitor spending at the palaces was up 13%, 
in part because the China Museum at Windsor Cas-
tle began selling chinaware inspired by the historic 
china services on display. And ice cream sales at 
Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle were up 
300% after new kiosks were added on the grounds. 

Sales were still brisk for the new line of pet accesso-
ries, introduced the previous year, which included 
English fine-bone-china dog bowls with burnished 
gold and a royal crest.

Those profits have already been allocated to at least 
two significant projects. In April 2016, one month be-
fore her 90th birthday, the queen approved a £27 mil-
lion ($38 million) revamp of Windsor Castle, her pre-
ferred residence. And in April 2017, work started on 
a £369 million ($518 million) renovation of Buck-
ingham Palace to upgrade 30 miles of water pipes, 
100 miles of electric cables, 2,500 radiators and 5,000 
light fittings, among other things. Prince Charles, a 
champion of sustainability and the  organic-food 
movement, uses his Duchy Originals food line, which 
is available in more than 30 countries from Australia 
to Japan, to promote those causes. He reinvests all 
profits into his Prince’s Charities Foundation. “What 
makes London different from other European cities?” 
asks Lucy Tucker, another London tour guide. “It’s 
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The Imperial State Crown, left, and the Sovereign’s Orb and Sceptre, right. Opposite, the Duchess of Cambridge’s 
wedding dress, made of ivory and white satin gazar, immediately went on display at Buckingham Palace.



not the rain and the cold weather. It’s our royal fam-
ily. They’re the most famous in the world.”

That’s true, and any benefits extend beyond the 
U.K. capital. Yet analyzing those benefits is even 
more difficult than totting up the total cost of the 
royals. Apart from the queen’s annual grant, which 
covers the expenses of her official state duties, 
there are other considerations. Taxpayers had to 
foot a $16 million security bill for the royal wed-
ding. And according to the Bank of England, the 
additional public holiday marking the event con-
tributed to a sharp decline in average hours worked 
and a 0.3% slump in manufacturing output dur-
ing the second quarter of 2011. The Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport estimated that the 
four-day weekend to mark the Di-
amond Jubilee cost the economy 
about £1.2 billion ($1.7 billion), 
though it did divine a more severe 
£3.7 billion ($5.2 billion) loss “in 
the pessimistic case.” 

The Monarchy, no doubt, comes 
with a price tag. As royalists are 
keen to point out, based purely on 
the Sovereign Grant (a payout of 
funds given to Her Majesty from 
the treasury every two years), it 
amounts to just 82 cents per tax-
payer, about the cost of a Queen 
Elizabeth postcard and consider-
ably less than the $32 “It Should Have Been Me” royal 
wedding plate from London’s KK Outlet. “I’m fairly 
convinced there is a positive effect on the economy 
of having a royal family, but trying to quantify that 
is nigh on impossible,” says Philip Shaw, the chief 
economist at Investec, an asset- management firm in 
London. “What we don’t know is whether the tour-
ists would come here if the U.K. had no royal family.”

That doesn’t stop people from making big claims. 
Brand Finance estimated that the monarchy deliv-
ered a net £1.437 billion ($2 billion) to the U.K. econ-
omy in 2017 after deducting costs, such as the queen’s 
grant, security and maintenance of palaces. Else-
where, the Centre for Retail Research estimates that 
the 2015 birth of Princess Charlotte—Kate and Will’s 
second child—generated £80 million ($112 million) 
in retail spending (on items such as the Royal Collec-
tion’s chinaware decorated with the heraldic lion and 
unicorn in the style of a carousel). Her birth could 

also stimulate fashion and retail sales as she matures 
into adulthood. The birth of Prince George, third in 
line to the throne, came with an even bigger eco-
nomic benefit of £247 million ($347 million).

According to VisitBritain, the official body that 
promotes tourism in the country, overseas residents 
who visit castles, cathedrals and historic homes “as-
sociated with the monarchy” pump £500 million 
($702 million) into the economy annually. That’s a 
difficult number to stand up, in part because those 
sites frequently have tenuous connections to the 
royals. But there does appear to have been a boost 
to tourism thanks to the royal wedding. In the three 
months leading up to May 2011, foreigners made 
7.8 million visits to the U.K.—a year-on-year jump 

of more than 10%. Over the same 
period their expenditures rose by 
7%, to an estimate $6.4 billion. 
Accounting firm PwC calculates 
that royal-wedding-related tour-
ism contributed around $170 mil-
lion to London as guests crowded 
hotels and restaurants. The coun-
try’s national tourism agency es-
timates that, of the hundreds of 
millions of people overseas who 
watched the royal wedding, up 
to 4 million will eventually visit 
the U.K. as a result, bringing with 
them an extra $3.2 billion. “Pin-
ning down these numbers is more 

of an art than a science,” Shaw says.
“One of the questions I get the most is, ‘Where 

do Prince William and Kate live?’ ” says Matt Gedge 
of Fun London Tours. The answer is Kensington 
Palace—a state residence just two miles away from 
HM’s Buckingham Palace—which underwent a 
$19 million transformation ahead of the Diamond 
Jubilee to renovate its public spaces and gardens and 
install a permanent exhibit on Queen Victoria with 
artifacts such as Prince Albert’s tongue scraper. The 
royal couple, who moved there with Prince George in 
October 2013, have pushed visitor numbers through 
the palatial ceiling. In the year prior to their move, 
the palace welcomed 186,000 visitors. In 2016, that 
number more than doubled, and in 2017 saw another 
big jump, to 645,370, as sell-out crowds lined up to 
see the new exhibition Diana: Her Fashion Story.

Across town, the Tower of London, the most 
popular royal attraction in the country, welcomed 
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Clockwise from top left: 
a Princess Diana doll on 
her wedding day; knitted 
figures of Her and His 
Highness (promoted before 
William and Kate’s 2011 
wedding); a mug featuring 
baby George; and finally—
because why not?—tea 
bags featuring the Duke 
and Duchess of Cambridge, 
perhaps to go in your new 
baby George cup.

“It’s our  
royal family. 
They’re the 

most famous in 
the world.”
—london 

tour guide 
lucy tucker
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2.83 million visitors last year—about 70% of them 
from abroad. Tens of thousands of Indian tourists 
come purely to see the Imperial Crown of India, 
which sparkles with more than 6,000 diamonds, 
and the Koh-i-Noor, once the largest-known dia-
mond in the world, which colonial administrators 
seized for Queen Victoria in 1849. The tower itself 
has become a symbol of British fortitude. From July 
to November 2014, officials installed 888,246 ce-
ramic red poppies, each representing a British or 
colonial serviceman killed during World War I, to 
mark the 100-year anniversary of the outbreak of 
the conflict. The stunning display drew visitors to 
the capital and elicited a deeply emotional response 
from the queen in her annual Christmas Day broad-
cast. “The ceramic poppies at the Tower of Lon-
don drew millions, and the only possible reaction 
to walking among them was silence,” she said. “For 
every poppy, a life, and a reminder of the grief of 
loved ones left behind.” It helped the tower wel-
come a record 3.08 million visitors during the year.

 
The royal faMily has also helped transform the 
fortunes of independent artists and retailers, even 
if many of their items might make the queen blush. 
Crown Jewels, a condom manufacturer, released 
commemorative prophylactics ($13). “Like a royal 
wedding,” its packaging reads, “intercourse with 
a loved one is an unforgettable occasion.” It sold 
10,000 packs in the first six months. David Emery, 
who runs a small tea-towel company in Oxford 
called ToDryFor, shipped 2,000 tea towels in two 
months, priced at $16 each and featuring a corgi 
poking his head through a massive wedding ring. 
“Even now we still get repeat orders from abroad 
from people who wouldn’t have heard of us oth-
erwise,” he says. To celebrate the birth of Prince 
George, the firm’s designers followed up with a tea 
towel featuring a corgi inside the young prince’s 
stroller. Fiona Goble released a book called Knit 
Your Own Royal Wedding. It quickly became the 
best-selling book on Amazon U.K. and has trans-
formed her into the world’s best-selling knitting 
writer. “I had no idea the idea would be so popular,” 
she says. “We thought people who loved royalty and 
knitting would be something of a niche market.”

Souvenirs commemorating the queen’s 90th 
seemed tame in comparison. The Royal Collection 
released a set of commemorative china featuring 
pale blue British wildflowers; a single plate cost 

£89 ($125), while a single teacup and saucer cost £55 
($77). Opportunistic vendors released less refined 
items, including a series of £9.99 ($14) mugs with 
the queen smiling serenely. Perhaps the most original 
item still on offer is the 90th-birthday version of the 
Solar Queen ($27), a six-inch replica of  Elizabeth II 
holding a purse with a solar panel. “Place the Solar 
Queen in the sunlight and watch Her Majesty wave 
with a subtle twist of the wrist,” its packaging says. 
“This gesture, cultivated over the centuries, is the 
true mark of royalty.”  Kikkerland Design, the New 
York City–based company behind the tchotchke, 
says it has sold 800,000 pieces worldwide and no-
ticed a surge both during the Diamond Jubilee and in 
the months leading up to the queen’s 90th. 

Ahead of the Diamond Jubilee, the Middleton fam-
ily saw an opportunity for the summer. Party Pieces, 
the party-supplies business that Kate’s parents run, 
introduced a Jubilee Celebrations line “to help you 
plan a spectacular party” to mark the Diamond Ju-
bilee. It included paper crowns ($8 for a four-pack) 
and coat-of-arms party cups ($5 for a 12-pack) that 
read “Long Live G&T!” It’s natural that the business 
would want to celebrate. Party Pieces transformed 
the Middletons into multimillionaires, helping them 
send Kate to the private schools that ultimately led 
her to William. However, owing to a wave of nega-
tive press that suggested Party Pieces was cashing in 
on its royal connections, the company has distanced 
itself from royal-themed items since then. 

That story—of Kate’s rise from well-to-do stu-
dent to royal wife—is just one of the many tales 
that make up the mythology and allure of the 
Windsors, whose very public history and dramas 
have on this day led 20 tourists to follow O’Leary 
down the Mall. When she notices a commotion 
near Clarence House, a royal residence, she rushes 
the group to the sidewalk outside and instructs 
them to point their cameras, as a royal may be on 
the move. An elderly American woman with over-
size black shades snaps her camera at a passing 
Bentley and then shows off one grainy image—
most definitely Prince Charles sitting in the back 
seat. “I came all the way from upstate New York,” 
she says. “And today I finally saw a prince.” ■ 
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Crowds gathered in 2011 to  
watch the Order of the Garter, the 

oldest British order of chivalry.
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we know that the first Queen Eliz abeth over-
saw a period in which culture flourished, because 
Ed mund Spenser’s poem “The Fa erie Queene” 
is about her (“That greatest Glorious Queene of 
 Fa erie lond”), because her birth is mentioned in 
one of Shakespeare’s plays (Henry Vlll) and be cause 
she was painted by some of the greatest masters of 
the age. The second Queen Elizabeth has also in-
spired several classics, perhaps none more indel-
ible than this from the Sex Pistols: “God save the 
queen/ She ain’t no human being/ There is no fu-
ture in England’s dreaming.”

If the cultural artifacts inspired by the first Eliz-
abeth seem more high-toned, the second Elizabeth 
wins hands down on quantity. Her current Maj-
esty is very likely the most portrayed woman on 

the planet. Billions of stamps, millions of coins and 
notes and hundreds of thousands of postcards bear 
her likeness. Her face, especially in profile, is recog-
nized in every English -speaking land and is ubiqui-
tous in several. Hers is not the ex otic, come-hither 
face of a Marilyn or an Angelina. It’s the face of dis-
tant historical authority, a literal figurehead, having 
no real power but oodles of symbolic supremacy.

Does ubiquity equal influence? The queen does 
not inspire purchases the way Kate Moss or Kate 
Middleton might. She cannot give the sales of a cer-
tain brand of lipstick a fillip by casually dropping 
its name in conversation. But the queen’s complete 
lack of sex appeal or commercial appeal is actually 
her strength; it buttresses her rarer and more po-
tent qualities: consistency and longevity. 

The Stamp
of Her

Influence
THE QUEEN HAS ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS IMAGES 

ON THE PLANET. IN THE AGE OF FREE EXPRESSION, 
HER FIXED EXPRESSION IS UBIQUITOUS

BY BELINDA LUSCOMBE
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The Lightness of Being, a 
photograph by Chris Levine 

for the Royal Academy 
of Arts 239th Summer 
Exhibition in London



officially, elizabeth ii has sat for roughly 200 
portraits by artists ranging from Annie Leibovitz 
to Lucian Freud to hologram creator Chris Levine. 
She never gives her opinion on the results—at 
least not pub licly—and seems to regard lending 
her time to artists as part of her cultural duty. The 
painters don’t get to know their subject, because 
she can never be a sub ject. One artist—Justin Mor-
timer, whose portrayal stirred controversy because 
it separated her head from her body—had two two-
hour sittings with the queen, mostly to take Pola-
roids and make sketches. “She sat very formally 
(like a queen) in her chair and was chatting non-
stop to her equerry,” he recalled af terward. The 
second session was more relaxed: “We even talked. 
She was funny.” Another sitting, for Australian en-
tertainer-painter Rolf Harris, was filmed, but the 
small talk was tiny.

Of course, the queen’s official portraits, even 
those by masters such as Freud, are nowhere near 
as culturally relevant as her uncommissioned 
portray als. She’s vastly more influential as an icon 
than as a patron. As the apogee of all that is British 
and insti tutional and proper, Her Majesty serves as 
a useful target. Unchanging and unknowable, she 
is a perfect canvas on which to project the obses-
sions of the mo ment. Andy Warhol’s silk-screen 
prints of Elizabeth, part of his Reigning Queen se-
ries of the mid-198os, treat her like any other celeb-
rity, frozen in time and bright colors. Even earlier, 
Jamie Reid rendered her with a baby pin through 
her nose, like a ’70s punk.

It was Reid, too, who created the 1977 cover 
for the Sex Pistols single “God Save the Queen,” 
which has become part of a robust body of work 
that  defaces the queen’s image as a shorthand for 
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The queen’s dresses and accessories were on display in the summer of 2016 inside 
Buckingham Palace in celebration of her 90th birthday.

Clockwise from top: Elizabeth wearing her signature style in Tuvalu in 1982; two ensembles from her trips to the Commonwealth 
countries on display at Buckingham Palace in 2009; by law, HM has been on every British stamp since she ascended the throne.



rebel lion or antiestablishment passion. The  British 
TV show Spitting Image (1984–96) used puppets to 
mock the royals, making them look dim or  harried. 
In the late 1990s, another show, The Royle Fam-
ily, fol lowed the escapades and interactions of a 
 family that mirrored the Windsors in uncanny 
ways—right down to the fact that both clans lived 
off the  govern ment—except the Royles were broke.

More recently, the mock-the-queen approach 
has fallen out of vogue, with such artists as Alison 
Jackson examining instead the strangeness of the 
public’s appetite for intimate and embarrassing 
details about the royal family. Jackson gets look-
alike actors to pose as, say, the queen on the toilet 
reading a news paper and photographs them in pa-
parazzo style. The juxtaposition is uncomfortable, 

confronting readers with their own voyeurism: In a 
world full of artifice masquerading as reality, what 
images of the Western world’s most gilded family 
do we seek out and create?

perhaps the most interesting evolution of 
the queen’s cultural impact can be seen in the fash-
ion industry. Her clothing choices, never consid-
ered avant-garde or even fashion forward, can be 
most generously described as safe. Under the ris-
ible headline elizabethan look may capture 
fashion world, the Pittsburgh Press of February 
1952 praised the queen’s fashion choices and her 
“dainty waist and slim hips” but noted that Nor-
man  Hartnell, one of the couturiers to the Crown, 
said that “no member of the royal family intends 

to influence fashion.” But she has. And ever.  
The point of Her Maj’s wardrobe is pretty much 

to wear what no one else will. She dons bright col-
ors and bold prints so she can be easily spotted in a 
crowd. This tends to send the royal dresser to a lot 
of fuchsias, primrose yellows and purples—and so 
much the better if those colors aren’t fashionable.

Because she cannot under any circumstances be 
underdressed, the queen will often wear matching 
hat, coat and gloves. For a long time this extreme 
matchiness was considered the leading edge of 
frumpiness. But over the years the queen’s highly 
coordinated, color-saturated look began to appeal 
to other women, particularly those in positions 
of prominence without power. Michelle Obama 
wore similar hues and bright patterns (witness 
the match  ing yellow dress-and-coat ensembles 
she wore to her husband’s inauguration and Nobel 

Peace Prize cer emonies). Carla Bruni, the former 
First Lady of France, has regularly rocked blouses 
tied with a bow, like those the queen wore. The 
trickle-down effect has spilled over to women who 
like to be contrary: über-hip British model Agy-
ness Deyn cites the sovereign as her fashion icon. 
“The queen dresses all matching,” noted Japanese 
Vogue editor-at-large Anna Dello Russo. “What in-
credible impact that has. No one else dresses all in 
pink without looking hilarious, but she does. She 
pulls it off.” Even the queen’s con spicuously dowdy 
casual wear, with its range of head  scarves, wool 
skirts and knee socks, has been aped; it was the 
inspiration for Dolce & Gabbana’s fall 2008 ready-
to-wear line. All this must be very reassuring to a 
monarch in her twilight years. She doesn’t have to 
change to keep up with the times. If she just stays 
as she is, the times will circle back to her. ■
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A Dolce & Gabbana model in 2008, right, inspired by Her Majesty’s silk head scarves. Opposite: in 2018 the 
queen sat front row with Vogue editor-in-chief Anna Wintour (in sunglasses) at fashion week in London.



Screen 
Queen

A FIGURE SO WELL KNOWN IS NOT WITHOUT HER 
IMPERSONATORS. FILMS, TELEVISION AND EVEN 

MUSIC PAY HOMAGE TO THE GLOBAL ICON

Claire Foy played Queen Elizabeth II 
 in The Crown, a Netlifx show created  

by British director Peter Morgan.  
The one-hour drama earned 13 Emmy 

nominations in 2017.  



QUEEN ELIZABETH II SCREEN QUEEN
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Far left: in 1974, the rock 
band Queen posed with 
actress and queen look-
alike Jeannette Charles, 
who has portrayed the 
queen in dozens of movies 
and TV shows. Above: 
Elton John appeared on 
Saturday Night Live in 
2011 as actor Fred Armisen 
played the queen. At left: 
Chevy Chase (as Clark 
W. Griswold) dragged 
his family across Europe 
in 1985 and wound up 
meeting Her Highness 
(played by Charles), as 
Julie Wooldridge played 
the part of Princess Di.
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Helen Mirren played Her Majesty in The Queen (2006), depicting life inside the royal family following the death of 
Diana. Mirren’s performance earned an Academy Award for Best Actress.

The queen appeared in a skit with Daniel Craig  
(a.k.a., James Bond) before London’s 2012 Olympics.



Princess Elizabeth made a broadcast from the gardens of Government House in  
Cape Town, South Africa, on the occasion of her 21st birthday, on April 21, 1947.

“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.”
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