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A definitive portrait of Queen Elizabeth II on the seventieth anniversary of her reign by a
renowned royal biographer.Shy but with a steely self-confidence; inscrutable despite ten
decades in the public eye; unflappable; devout; indulgent; outwardly reserved, inwardly
passionate; unsentimental; inquisitive; young at heart.All of these describe Her Majesty
Queen Elizabeth II, who has reigned through more seismic social change than any monarch in
British history. From the Abdication to the Sussexes, from World War II to the loss of her life-
long partner, she has witnessed family crises on a scale not seen since the days of George
III.She is a 21st Century global phenomenon commanding unrivalled respect and affection.
Sealed off during the greatest peacetime emergency of modern times, she has stuck to her
own maxim: ‘I have to be seen to be believed.’ And now she is preparing for an event without
parallel in Europe since the reign of Louis XIV: her Platinum Jubilee, celebrating seventy years
on the Throne.Robert Hardman, the acclaimed and respected author
of Her Majesty and Queen of the World has already examined the Queen as a modern
monarch and her role as a stateswoman abroad. Now, in this entirely new study, including
unpublished Royal Family papers and photographs along with personal stories from other
world leaders, he wraps up the full story of one of the undisputed greats in a thousand years of
monarchy.Hardman distils Elizabeth's complex life into a must-read study of dynastic survival
and renewal. It is a portrait of a world leader who remains as intriguing today as the day she
came to the Throne at age twenty-five.With peerless access to members of the Royal Family,
staff, friends and royal records, Queen of Our Times brings fresh insights and scholarship to
the modern royal story. There will be no more thorough, more readable, more original book on
the record-breaking Elizabeth II as she reaches a landmark which, surely, can never be
equaled.

“The essential authoritative biography of the Queen that everyone needs to read. Queen of Our
Times is packed with new research, gripping details and telling anecdotes on every page,
equally masterful on matters high and low, power and family. Hardman not only explains her;
he defines her and her epoch.” (Simon Sebag Montefiore, New York Times bestselling author
of The Romanovs )“This is a beautifully crafted, deeply informed, and rounded portrait of the
gold standard monarch and the age to which she has given her name. Robert Hardman’s
Queen of Our Times has depth feel and insight in abundance.” (Professor Peter Hennessy,
winner of the Orwell Prize )“Rich in new material, wit, and original thought. With intimate and
unrivalled access to those who really know the story, Queen of Our Times not only gives us the
real Elizabeth II, but it also reminds us, often movingly, that we are living through one of
history’s greatest reigns.” (Andrew Roberts, New York Times bestselling author of The Last
King of America )About the AuthorRobert Hardman is a leading author, commentator and film-
maker on royal life having covered the British monarchy for three decades. He is the writer of
both the film and the book Monarchy: The Royal Family at Work as well as Her Majesty and
Queen of the World, both available from Pegasus Books. He writes for the Daily Mail in London.
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The Life of Queen Elizabeth IIQueen of Our Times“A truly exceptional biography of an equally
exceptional monarch.”—Andrew Roberts

To Hugo, Harriet and Victoria

PrefaceBy any measure of modern public life, seven decades of unbroken leadership is hard to
comprehend. A study of any remotely comparable statesman or stateswoman would usually
wait until the conclusion of a distinguished life and career. The reign of Elizabeth II remains a
constant work in progress. In her tenth decade she has faced, and continues to face, some of
the greatest challenges since she came to the throne seventy years ago. At the same time, she
sets new records and her people begin to wonder what follows platinum on the jubilee colour
chart. As former colleagues and contemporaries, many of them now long gone, start to feature
in the history curriculum, she is still looking to the future.Given the span of her achievement,
the only way to put it all in context – to appreciate it as future historians will come to appreciate
it – is to go back to the very start. In doing so, I have written an entirely fresh portrait not just of
her reign but of her life. I have not sought to revise previous studies of the Queen and of the
monarchy. With new material and insights throughout, including unpublished papers from the
Royal Archives, this book begins from scratch.I have talked to those who know the Queen now
and those who knew her then (some of them going back to her days as a Princess). In several
instances, I have returned to those who kindly spoke to me for previous books. In the case of
those whom I can no longer ask, then I have reviewed past conversations and interviews. It has
been particularly enjoyable and instructive to revisit my many encounters with the late Duke of
Edinburgh, a reminder of his monu-mental contribution to this extraordinary story.The Queen is
the most famous and familiar figure in our national life and arguably in international life too; her
face is among the most reproduced images in history. There is just one significant royal record
which, at the time of writing, is not hers. That is due to change soon enough. In May 2024, she
will have overtaken both King Bhumibol of Thailand and France’s boy king, Louis XIV, to
become history’s longest-reigning sovereign. Yet she has no interest in fame. Moreover, after
all these years of familiarity, we are still left asking the question: ‘What is she really like?’ It is
the great paradox of Elizabeth II and it has served her well. This book, I hope, provides fresh
answers.Only those now beyond the age of seventy can remember another monarch. Most of
us have known no other. I have been chronicling current affairs and royalty for three decades.
Yet, that represents less than half of the Queen’s reign and only a fraction of her life. Her story
informs our story. She has been a backdrop to all our lives. It is why, regardless of our views on
monarchy in the modern world, she is indisputably the Queen of our times.

Introduction‘She doesn’t take herself too seriously’Even for a Nobel Prize-winning leader of the
free world, this had been one of the great nights of his life. Back in his suite at Buckingham
Palace, Barack Obama simply wanted to savour the moment. He had just been honoured with
a state banquet given by Queen Elizabeth II. It wasn’t the Midas-like display of George IV’s
gold and silver tableware collection or the quality of the Échézeaux Grand Cru 1990 Romanée-
Conti which had made this such an exceptional occasion. It was the rapport he had formed
with a host who could talk with such authority about so many of his predecessors. Obama had
been enjoying himself so much that the Queen had eventually taken the chancellor of the
Exchequer to one side to ask if he might, very discreetly, let the president know that it was
bedtime. ‘I just said: “Yes, Ma’am”,’ George Osborne recalls. ‘I could see Obama with a drink in



hand, and I was thinking: What do I do? I couldn’t just interrupt and say: “Oh, the Queen wants
you to go to bed.”’1 Fortunately, he was saved by the Queen’s private secretary, who gently
nudged proceedings to a close.Still buzzing, the president summoned his two closest aides for
a modest after-party in the Belgian Suite, where the Queen accommodates her state visitors.
There was work to do. The following day, Obama would become the first US president in
history to address both Houses of Parliament in the exalted setting of Westminster Hall. While
the first lady was getting ready for bed in the Orleans bedroom, the president and his advisers
sat in the sitting room, known as the Eighteenth-Century Room, adding some final touches to
the big speech.‘Obama wanted to offer a broad defence of Western values,’ his senior aide and
chief speech-writer, Ben Rhodes, recorded afterwards, ‘but first he – like anyone who has just
had dinner at Buckingham Palace – wanted to talk about his evening.’Above all, the president
wanted to talk about his host. ‘I really love the Queen,’ Obama mused. ‘She’s just like Toot, my
grandmother. Courteous. Straightforward. All about what she thinks. She doesn’t suffer
fools.’2At which point, there was an interruption. It was a Palace butler bringing news of an
intruder. ‘Mr President, pardon me,’ whispered the man in the tailcoat. ‘There’s a mouse.’
Without blinking, the president replied: ‘Don’t tell the first lady.’ The butler assured him that all
would be done to catch the unwanted guest. ‘Just don’t tell the first lady,’ Obama repeated. As
Rhodes recalls: ‘He didn’t care, except for the fact that Michelle Obama was terrified of
mice.’3In fact, the mouse hunt only added to the sumptuously surreal atmosphere. ‘Maybe it
really is a dying empire,’ Rhodes suggested. Obama disagreed: ‘No, they’ve still got a lot going
on. Did you see the bling on the Queen?’ As he surveyed the walls of the Eighteenth-Century
Room, taking in Gainsborough’s Diana and Actaeon, a couple of Canalettos and Zoffany’s
portrait of America’s old foe, George III, the permanence of monarchy versus the fleeting
nature of twenty-first-century politics started to sink in. ‘I’m just a few years away from being in
the state senate,’ the president joked, ‘and living in a condo.’Looking back, a decade later,
Rhodes remembers another amusing detail from the Obamas’ stay at Buckingham Palace. It
was the only presidential guest quarters the couple ever encountered anywhere in the world
without an en-suite bathroom (there was just an Edwardian toilet in a compartment off the
bedroom). Thanks to the antiquated layout of the palace, state visitors were expected to nip
across the corridor to clean their teeth in a bathroom which, owing to its vintage, contained a
bath but no shower. ‘It didn’t bother him,’ says Rhodes, ‘but he said: “It’s kind of weird. It’s over
there!”’Bundled off to bed early in a house with vermin and a walk to the bathroom, Obama
might have been forgiven for viewing his stay at the palace as something of a disappointment.
In fact, the experience reinforced his regard for one of the most impressive world leaders he
encountered in his entire presidency. The two heads of state had first been introduced two
years before, when the Queen and Michelle Obama bonded over a chat about sore feet and
long receptions – ‘just two tired ladies oppressed by our shoes’, as the first lady put it later.4
That was the first of many meetings. Michelle Obama would write fondly in her memoirs of ‘our
friend, the Queen’, the woman who ‘reminded Barack of his no-nonsense grandmother’ and
who taught the first lady a lesson for life: ‘Over the course of many visits she showed me that
humanity is more important than protocol or formality.’5The president felt the same. ‘They
developed a real affinity. He saw how much the Queen went out of her way to make a black
American president feel as welcome as possible. She treated him a lot better than some other
leaders, I can tell you that,’ says Rhodes, without naming names. ‘That was very powerful. She
and Prince Philip – people who, generationally and racially, couldn’t be more distinct from the
Obamas – were really trying to strike up a genuine friendship. Obama was blown away. She
could offer an insight into the people he was getting to know and work with, and talk about



every US president, going back to Eisenhower, with this streak of pragmatism and
forthrightness.’6He adds that Obama was struck, equally, by what the Queen means to others:
‘It matters to people that she represents wartime sacrifice. She represents the acceptance of
decolonization. She represents victory in the Cold War and she represents the values of a
good relationship.’In 2015, President Obama was invited to deliver the main address at the
memorial service for the former Israeli president and prime minister Shimon Peres. Obama
likened him to ‘giants of the twentieth century that I’ve had the honour to meet’. He had two in
mind. He named Nelson Mandela and the Queen. They were ‘leaders who have seen so much,
whose lives span such momentous epochs, that they find no need to posture or traffic in what’s
popular in the moment; people who speak with depth and knowledge, not in sound bites. They
find no interest in polls or fads.’It explains why, in her tenth decade, the Queen is not, in any
sense, in the twilight of her career. Rather, she finds herself at the height of her powers as her
reign enters the record books and the history books simultaneously. ‘I think it’s because, in a
very fragmented media, news and celebrity landscape, Her Majesty is a constant,’ says Lord
McDonald, former head of the Diplomatic Service.I ‘Everybody has a very early memory of the
Queen. She is dependable and dignified and everyone wants to be associated with that.’ Re-
calling his first days as the new British ambassador to Germany and a meeting with the editor
of the country’s largest newspaper, Bild, he told this author: ‘His first question was: “When is
Her Majesty coming back to Germany? It’s been nearly ten years. We are due another
visit!”’There has long been a fashion to chart this reign as a series of major upheavals.
Biographers and documentary film-makers, understandably, focus on the key dramas of the
Queen’s seven decades – including Princess Margaret’s doomed romance with Group Captain
Peter Townsend, Suez, the murder of Lord Mountbatten, royal weddings, rows with Mrs
Thatcher, the Windsor fire, royal divorces and the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, followed
by the loss of Princess Margaret and the Queen Mother and, latterly, the disappearance of the
Dukes of York and Sussex from the royal scene.The Queen has her detractors. There has
always been somewhere between a fifth and a quarter of the British public who wish to see her
replaced by an elected head of state. Beyond that cohort, the Queen has had plenty of
personal criticism, too. Ever since Lord Altrincham’s attack on her ‘tweedy’ Court and ‘head girl’
demeanour in the late fifties, she has been attacked for her fashion sense or her choice of staff
or her finances or the way she has raised her children. During the nineties, in particular, she
was criticized for her perceived inaction in the face of successive family dramas. Even
sympathetic associates and commentators would remark that, while she had ‘not put a foot
wrong, she never put a foot forward’.7 In 2015, as the Queen was about to overtake Queen
Victoria to become the longest-reigning monarch in British history, the Guardian columnist
Polly Toynbee described her as ‘past mistress of nothingness’,8 while the historian Dr David
Starkey told Radio Times readers, ‘She has done and said nothing that anybody will
remember. She will not give her name to her age. Or, I suspect, to anything else.’9 Victoria, he
argued, had been easily the greater monarch.The ‘Queen in crisis’ narrative has been
reinforced by another drama, in this case a real one. First released by Netflix in 2016, The
Crown attempts to dramatize the life of the Queen through the second half of the twentieth
century, often with questionable accuracy. Most substantial historic figures end up as dramatic
characters at some point. Few go through the experience while they are alive, however, and
even fewer while they are still in office. The Crown has certainly enhanced the profile of the
monarchy, but at what cost to its reputation – and to public understanding of real events
involving real people? That debate will be running for years, as the series continues to shape
global perceptions of Elizabeth II and her family, for better or worse.Yet the portrait of a joyless,



inert, beleaguered Elizabeth II, harassed by one reverse after another, seems at odds with the
monarch now in the uncharted territory of an eighth decade on the throne. As we shall see, her
part in the story of modern Britain and the Commonwealth, far from being inconsequential, has
often been a lesson in the prudent application of soft power. In the run-up to her Platinum
Jubilee, she faced two of the greatest challenges of her reign, namely the Covid-19 pandemic
and the death of Prince Philip. These would surely have been overwhelming for the harassed,
world-weary monarch depicted in The Crown. Yet the Queen did not recede from view. Rather,
she seemed to show a renewed sense of purpose. That is because the declinist narrative
tends to overlook an unremarkable fact of royal life. It is one which may help to explain how and
why the monarchy keeps bouncing back. It is the simple truth that the Queen genuinely likes
being Queen. The notion of the monarchy as a gilded millstone ignores the fact that most of
this reign has been settled and contented; that, even in the darkest periods, support for the
monarchy has far outweighed support for an alternative. It neglects what one senior courtier
described to this author as the ‘immense, intangible social asset’ of a ‘pulsing institution which
gets further down the capillaries of national life – and more often – than any other by attending
to those quotidian needs of the country: thanking people who need thanking and visiting places
that need visiting.’Above all, at an age when everyone else has retired, it is now more apparent
than ever that the Queen is really enjoying her job. Other public figures have certainly noticed
it. ‘I don’t think there’s any doubt that she enjoys the job and she keeps at it,’ says John
Howard, former prime minister of Australia. ‘I’ve never had the impression – publicly or privately
– that there’s any sense of exasperation.’10‘I think the Queen feels a huge sense of purpose in
it,’ says former British prime minister Tony Blair. ‘She does it well because she thinks it really
matters and, insofar as someone enjoys what they do when they feel it’s purposeful, she
enjoys it.’11‘I’m sure she does,’ concurs former US president George W. Bush. ‘At some point
in time, if you don’t enjoy the job, if the job depresses you, if a job is so heavy that you can’t
deal with it, then it becomes apparent – any job.’12Another ex-prime minister, David Cameron,
was always impressed that she never seemed to lose focus, whatever the matter in hand.
‘When discussing current affairs or politics, particularly foreign affairs, she never seems bored
by it, or tired by it. I think it’s that sort of combination of knowing “I have to do this” and finding it
interesting at the same time.’13

Introduction‘She doesn’t take herself too seriously’Even for a Nobel Prize-winning leader of the
free world, this had been one of the great nights of his life. Back in his suite at Buckingham
Palace, Barack Obama simply wanted to savour the moment. He had just been honoured with
a state banquet given by Queen Elizabeth II. It wasn’t the Midas-like display of George IV’s
gold and silver tableware collection or the quality of the Échézeaux Grand Cru 1990 Romanée-
Conti which had made this such an exceptional occasion. It was the rapport he had formed
with a host who could talk with such authority about so many of his predecessors. Obama had
been enjoying himself so much that the Queen had eventually taken the chancellor of the
Exchequer to one side to ask if he might, very discreetly, let the president know that it was
bedtime. ‘I just said: “Yes, Ma’am”,’ George Osborne recalls. ‘I could see Obama with a drink in
hand, and I was thinking: What do I do? I couldn’t just interrupt and say: “Oh, the Queen wants
you to go to bed.”’1 Fortunately, he was saved by the Queen’s private secretary, who gently
nudged proceedings to a close.Still buzzing, the president summoned his two closest aides for
a modest after-party in the Belgian Suite, where the Queen accommodates her state visitors.
There was work to do. The following day, Obama would become the first US president in
history to address both Houses of Parliament in the exalted setting of Westminster Hall. While



the first lady was getting ready for bed in the Orleans bedroom, the president and his advisers
sat in the sitting room, known as the Eighteenth-Century Room, adding some final touches to
the big speech.‘Obama wanted to offer a broad defence of Western values,’ his senior aide and
chief speech-writer, Ben Rhodes, recorded afterwards, ‘but first he – like anyone who has just
had dinner at Buckingham Palace – wanted to talk about his evening.’Above all, the president
wanted to talk about his host. ‘I really love the Queen,’ Obama mused. ‘She’s just like Toot, my
grandmother. Courteous. Straightforward. All about what she thinks. She doesn’t suffer
fools.’2At which point, there was an interruption. It was a Palace butler bringing news of an
intruder. ‘Mr President, pardon me,’ whispered the man in the tailcoat. ‘There’s a mouse.’
Without blinking, the president replied: ‘Don’t tell the first lady.’ The butler assured him that all
would be done to catch the unwanted guest. ‘Just don’t tell the first lady,’ Obama repeated. As
Rhodes recalls: ‘He didn’t care, except for the fact that Michelle Obama was terrified of
mice.’3In fact, the mouse hunt only added to the sumptuously surreal atmosphere. ‘Maybe it
really is a dying empire,’ Rhodes suggested. Obama disagreed: ‘No, they’ve still got a lot going
on. Did you see the bling on the Queen?’ As he surveyed the walls of the Eighteenth-Century
Room, taking in Gainsborough’s Diana and Actaeon, a couple of Canalettos and Zoffany’s
portrait of America’s old foe, George III, the permanence of monarchy versus the fleeting
nature of twenty-first-century politics started to sink in. ‘I’m just a few years away from being in
the state senate,’ the president joked, ‘and living in a condo.’Looking back, a decade later,
Rhodes remembers another amusing detail from the Obamas’ stay at Buckingham Palace. It
was the only presidential guest quarters the couple ever encountered anywhere in the world
without an en-suite bathroom (there was just an Edwardian toilet in a compartment off the
bedroom). Thanks to the antiquated layout of the palace, state visitors were expected to nip
across the corridor to clean their teeth in a bathroom which, owing to its vintage, contained a
bath but no shower. ‘It didn’t bother him,’ says Rhodes, ‘but he said: “It’s kind of weird. It’s over
there!”’Bundled off to bed early in a house with vermin and a walk to the bathroom, Obama
might have been forgiven for viewing his stay at the palace as something of a disappointment.
In fact, the experience reinforced his regard for one of the most impressive world leaders he
encountered in his entire presidency. The two heads of state had first been introduced two
years before, when the Queen and Michelle Obama bonded over a chat about sore feet and
long receptions – ‘just two tired ladies oppressed by our shoes’, as the first lady put it later.4
That was the first of many meetings. Michelle Obama would write fondly in her memoirs of ‘our
friend, the Queen’, the woman who ‘reminded Barack of his no-nonsense grandmother’ and
who taught the first lady a lesson for life: ‘Over the course of many visits she showed me that
humanity is more important than protocol or formality.’5The president felt the same. ‘They
developed a real affinity. He saw how much the Queen went out of her way to make a black
American president feel as welcome as possible. She treated him a lot better than some other
leaders, I can tell you that,’ says Rhodes, without naming names. ‘That was very powerful. She
and Prince Philip – people who, generationally and racially, couldn’t be more distinct from the
Obamas – were really trying to strike up a genuine friendship. Obama was blown away. She
could offer an insight into the people he was getting to know and work with, and talk about
every US president, going back to Eisenhower, with this streak of pragmatism and
forthrightness.’6He adds that Obama was struck, equally, by what the Queen means to others:
‘It matters to people that she represents wartime sacrifice. She represents the acceptance of
decolonization. She represents victory in the Cold War and she represents the values of a
good relationship.’In 2015, President Obama was invited to deliver the main address at the
memorial service for the former Israeli president and prime minister Shimon Peres. Obama



likened him to ‘giants of the twentieth century that I’ve had the honour to meet’. He had two in
mind. He named Nelson Mandela and the Queen. They were ‘leaders who have seen so much,
whose lives span such momentous epochs, that they find no need to posture or traffic in what’s
popular in the moment; people who speak with depth and knowledge, not in sound bites. They
find no interest in polls or fads.’It explains why, in her tenth decade, the Queen is not, in any
sense, in the twilight of her career. Rather, she finds herself at the height of her powers as her
reign enters the record books and the history books simultaneously. ‘I think it’s because, in a
very fragmented media, news and celebrity landscape, Her Majesty is a constant,’ says Lord
McDonald, former head of the Diplomatic Service.I ‘Everybody has a very early memory of the
Queen. She is dependable and dignified and everyone wants to be associated with that.’ Re-
calling his first days as the new British ambassador to Germany and a meeting with the editor
of the country’s largest newspaper, Bild, he told this author: ‘His first question was: “When is
Her Majesty coming back to Germany? It’s been nearly ten years. We are due another
visit!”’There has long been a fashion to chart this reign as a series of major upheavals.
Biographers and documentary film-makers, understandably, focus on the key dramas of the
Queen’s seven decades – including Princess Margaret’s doomed romance with Group Captain
Peter Townsend, Suez, the murder of Lord Mountbatten, royal weddings, rows with Mrs
Thatcher, the Windsor fire, royal divorces and the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, followed
by the loss of Princess Margaret and the Queen Mother and, latterly, the disappearance of the
Dukes of York and Sussex from the royal scene.The Queen has her detractors. There has
always been somewhere between a fifth and a quarter of the British public who wish to see her
replaced by an elected head of state. Beyond that cohort, the Queen has had plenty of
personal criticism, too. Ever since Lord Altrincham’s attack on her ‘tweedy’ Court and ‘head girl’
demeanour in the late fifties, she has been attacked for her fashion sense or her choice of staff
or her finances or the way she has raised her children. During the nineties, in particular, she
was criticized for her perceived inaction in the face of successive family dramas. Even
sympathetic associates and commentators would remark that, while she had ‘not put a foot
wrong, she never put a foot forward’.7 In 2015, as the Queen was about to overtake Queen
Victoria to become the longest-reigning monarch in British history, the Guardian columnist
Polly Toynbee described her as ‘past mistress of nothingness’,8 while the historian Dr David
Starkey told Radio Times readers, ‘She has done and said nothing that anybody will
remember. She will not give her name to her age. Or, I suspect, to anything else.’9 Victoria, he
argued, had been easily the greater monarch.The ‘Queen in crisis’ narrative has been
reinforced by another drama, in this case a real one. First released by Netflix in 2016, The
Crown attempts to dramatize the life of the Queen through the second half of the twentieth
century, often with questionable accuracy. Most substantial historic figures end up as dramatic
characters at some point. Few go through the experience while they are alive, however, and
even fewer while they are still in office. The Crown has certainly enhanced the profile of the
monarchy, but at what cost to its reputation – and to public understanding of real events
involving real people? That debate will be running for years, as the series continues to shape
global perceptions of Elizabeth II and her family, for better or worse.Yet the portrait of a joyless,
inert, beleaguered Elizabeth II, harassed by one reverse after another, seems at odds with the
monarch now in the uncharted territory of an eighth decade on the throne. As we shall see, her
part in the story of modern Britain and the Commonwealth, far from being inconsequential, has
often been a lesson in the prudent application of soft power. In the run-up to her Platinum
Jubilee, she faced two of the greatest challenges of her reign, namely the Covid-19 pandemic
and the death of Prince Philip. These would surely have been overwhelming for the harassed,



world-weary monarch depicted in The Crown. Yet the Queen did not recede from view. Rather,
she seemed to show a renewed sense of purpose. That is because the declinist narrative
tends to overlook an unremarkable fact of royal life. It is one which may help to explain how and
why the monarchy keeps bouncing back. It is the simple truth that the Queen genuinely likes
being Queen. The notion of the monarchy as a gilded millstone ignores the fact that most of
this reign has been settled and contented; that, even in the darkest periods, support for the
monarchy has far outweighed support for an alternative. It neglects what one senior courtier
described to this author as the ‘immense, intangible social asset’ of a ‘pulsing institution which
gets further down the capillaries of national life – and more often – than any other by attending
to those quotidian needs of the country: thanking people who need thanking and visiting places
that need visiting.’Above all, at an age when everyone else has retired, it is now more apparent
than ever that the Queen is really enjoying her job. Other public figures have certainly noticed
it. ‘I don’t think there’s any doubt that she enjoys the job and she keeps at it,’ says John
Howard, former prime minister of Australia. ‘I’ve never had the impression – publicly or privately
– that there’s any sense of exasperation.’10‘I think the Queen feels a huge sense of purpose in
it,’ says former British prime minister Tony Blair. ‘She does it well because she thinks it really
matters and, insofar as someone enjoys what they do when they feel it’s purposeful, she
enjoys it.’11‘I’m sure she does,’ concurs former US president George W. Bush. ‘At some point
in time, if you don’t enjoy the job, if the job depresses you, if a job is so heavy that you can’t
deal with it, then it becomes apparent – any job.’12Another ex-prime minister, David Cameron,
was always impressed that she never seemed to lose focus, whatever the matter in hand.
‘When discussing current affairs or politics, particularly foreign affairs, she never seems bored
by it, or tired by it. I think it’s that sort of combination of knowing “I have to do this” and finding it
interesting at the same time.’13As we will see, there have been a few moments when she has
found herself pushed to the limit. Yet, she has almost never let it show. To date, eighty years
after her first official public engagement – as a sixteen-year-old Princess – there has been just
one confirmed sighting of the Queen falling asleep on duty. It was during her 2004 state visit to
Germany. For ten seconds, she was seen to drift off, at Düsseldorf’s Heinrich Heine University,
during a lecture entitled, ‘New insights into biology and medicine with the use of
magnets’.14Monarchy does not follow the short-term rhythms of political life. At times of
national decline or crisis, the Queen’s standing has often gone in the opposite direction, as
happened during the economic turbulence of the seventies or the Covid-19 pandemic. ‘When
we were in real trouble in the seventies, it’s very striking, in spite of everything, that we still had
status, partly because of her and the monarchy,’ says the former Conservative Cabinet
minister, the Marquess of Salisbury.15Royalty does not run on decimal timelines, either. The
story of this reign does not fall neatly into decades. The graph line of royal fortunes follows a
parabolic curve, rising from the Coronation and dipping again during the early sixties, when the
Royal Family looked marginal and detached. Things were on the up once more from the end of
the sixties right through to the start of the nineties, when the graph line plummeted and an
extended depression set in. From 2002, the trajectory kept on climbing again, until 2019, when
fresh family crises intervened.Viewed through a different lens, the Queen’s seventy years on
the throne can be seen as a play of two acts. There was a clear apprentice phase, when she
was still in the shadow of her father’s generation and following his template. One very
experienced courtier likes to call this period ‘the unfinished reign’. Act two began when a
combination of experience, fresh advisers and external events gave her the confidence to start
shaping the institution more clearly in her own image. If it did not exactly happen overnight, it
still came swiftly as the sixties gave way to the seventies. And it is the way she has been



running the show ever since.It is often said that the Queen is ‘extraordinary’. It is self-evident,
given the span of her life and reign. As a small princess, she played at the feet of George V
and sat on the knees of Queen Victoria’s children. On her early tours, she held receptions for
veterans of the Boer War. As her former Lord Chamberlain Lord Luce likes to put it:Look back
at the year of 1952, when she stepped off the plane from Kenya following the death of King
George VI. She was greeted by Sir Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister; Anthony Eden was
Foreign Secretary; Harry Truman was president of the United States. There was still wartime
rationing on tea, sugar, butter, cooking fat and sweets, but no motorways, computers,
supermarkets or frozen foods. The BBC was the only TV channel, the last London tram was
withdrawn, the first civilian jumbo airline service was launched, capital punishment was still in
existence, Everest had not been climbed and Tony Blair had not yet been born.16Britain was a
monocultural, deferential, Church-going society. Half the nations on earth today had yet to exist
in their current form and British forces were still fighting the Korean War. That the same person
should have been in charge then and now is, indeed, ‘extraordinary’.‘The Queen has been a
constant in our lives,’ her senior surviving British premier, Sir John Major, told this author.
‘Modern media has made her more accessible (and more human) than any previous sovereign.
She shares many facets of most people’s lives.’A vivid illustration of the extent of social change
during this reign is offered by the Buckingham Palace Anniversaries Office. In 1955, it sent out
395 telegrams to people celebrating a one hundredth birthday in Britain or in one of the
Commonwealth realms. In 1990, that figure was 3,715.17 In 2020 (by which time the telegram
had become a card), the corresponding total was 16,254.18However, her longevity is only part
of what makes the Queen exceptional. Her staff are well used to her stamina, and would
attribute it to three factors: good health, a strong faith and Prince Philip. As her former private
secretary Lord Charteris used to say: ‘The Queen is as strong as a yak.’19 He was more
specific: ‘She sleeps well, she’s got very good legs and she can stand for a long time.’ It also
takes us back to that simple truth: she really enjoys it. That put-upon character pining for an
easier life in the dramas and documentaries is, in reality, as enthusiastic as ever about her job
and her role as she approaches her centenary.The obvious benchmark against which this
reign will always be compared is that of Victoria, a fellow queen regnant and the only other
British monarch to reign for more than sixty years. To grasp the essential difference between
the two, it is only necessary to take a stroll around Windsor Castle. Below the Henry VIII Gate,
on Castle Hill, it is impossible to miss the imperial (and imperious) statue of Queen Victoria,
with orb and sceptre, unveiled in her Golden Jubilee year. Less well known is Windsor’s Golden
Jubilee statue of Elizabeth II. Though unveiled in 2003, Philip Jackson’s larger than life-size
piece depicts her in the mid-1970s, astride an unspecified horse. The reason that few people
see it is because they need to take a side road deep into the park to the spot where both the
Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh, as Ranger of the Great Park, decided to put it. Or else, the
visitor might wander across to the Long Walk and observe, through the trees, the imposing
Italianate mausoleum which Victoria built for herself and Albert, at Frogmore. Not wishing to
join the other monarchs in St George’s Chapel, she erected her own edifice of marble and
granite. Elizabeth II, by contrast, has not commissioned anything at all for herself and Prince
Philip. Rather, she long ago decided that she will spend eternity in a small corner of the
Windsor vault which does not even bear her name – the King George VI Chapel. Come the
hereafter, she wants to be alongside her parents. Why no stately marble sepulchre for herself?
As she remarked on being told that a Scottish landowner had planted a wood in the shape of
his own initials: ‘How vulgar.’20Victoria was naturally assertive, even combative, forcefully
promoting a favourite candidate for a bishopric or lecturing her prime minister on her ‘strongest



aversion for the so-called & most erroneous “Rights of Women”.’21 Elizabeth II is different. She
is not, by nature, an interventionist. However, she is anything but a soft touch. She prefers to
deploy what her staff call her negative judgement, a three-tiered response to questionable or
disagreeable proposals. It starts with what some officials call ‘an eyebrow’, progressing in more
extreme cases to ‘both eyebrows’ and then a firm, ‘Are you sure?’ Only thereafter might she
deploy a ‘no’. ‘She’s much better at deciding what she doesn’t want to do with something new
than saying what she does want to do. She’s got a good hunch,’ says her former press
secretary, Charles Anson. ‘She’s open to new ideas if people make a convincing argument, but
she’s not necessarily going to suggest it herself.’The royal default position is to be judiciously
cautious rather than risk averse. Hence, the Queen’s decision to take part in the spoof James
Bond video for the opening ceremony of the 2012 London Olympics. The risk-averse response
would have been an instant rejection of a request for her to appear with the 007 actor, Daniel
Craig, in a comedy skit. Here was something which clearly threatened the dignity of the Crown
in front of a global audience.The show’s producers had originally taken the idea to the head of
the London organizing committee, Lord Coe. He and his team took it to the family Olympian,
Princess Anne, who told them to take it to the Queen. Fully expecting a polite refusal, they sent
the plan to her office. ‘Funnily enough, it was one of those decisions that was actually taken
quite quickly,’ her then deputy private secretary Edward Young explained. ‘It was either going to
be “yes” or “no”.’22 Her gut instinct prevailed, but with one caveat. Although the Queen had just
one line in the film, she wished to rewrite it. Instead of saying, ‘Good evening, James,’ the
producers were told she would prefer to say, ‘Good evening, Mr Bond.’ She felt it was more
authentic. And she should know.23 It was an episode which sums up what former US president
George W. Bush regards as one of her most endearing characteristics: ‘I like her because she
takes her job seriously. But it seems to me that she doesn’t take herself too seriously.’24 It is an
assessment which no one has ever made about Queen Victoria.Had any slumbering Victorian
courtiers woken up inside Buckingham Palace at the start of the present Queen’s reign, they
would have found many things reassuringly familiar. There were the same rigid hierarchies, the
same jealously guarded perks, the same preponderance of titled families running the place,
even the same kit in the kitchens (to this day, the royal chefs use copper saucepans engraved
with VR). In the course of the present reign, however, there has been a cultural revolution
across the Royal Household. Staffing and pay are benchmarked against industry norms.
People are hired on merit. Footmen and butlers still have the same job titles and still wear ‘the
livery’ of red or black tailcoat (black denotes seniority), but many are women and many are
university graduates too. No one expects to be here for life. Through it all, however, the job
titles and the departmental responsibilities have remained pretty much the same.At the top of
the Royal Household is the Lord Chamberlain, often likened to a non-executive chairman (it
has yet to be a woman). He is appointed on a part-time basis to oversee the whole operation.
Below him are the five departments which run the machinery of monarchy. Chief among these
is the Private Secretary’s Office, which deals with all things constitutional and governmental.
The Queen always has three private secretaries (principal, deputy and assistant), so that at
least one of them is on duty and ‘in attendance’ at all times. They arrange her programme, fill
her red boxesII and liaise with the fourteen other nations of which she is head of stateIII. They
soon learn that even the most routine events happen for a reason. One former private
secretary ruefully remembers a glib remark, very early on in his career at the Palace, as he
prepared to accompany the Queen to a gathering of accountants: ‘There was a reception for
the Commonwealth Auditors’ Association and I said to the Queen that this must be quite a
boring one for her. She shredded me.’25 He was not just admonished for being rude, but for



missing the point. ‘The Queen said: “This is not boring. This is interesting and important
because these are the people bringing up the standards and fighting corruption in some really
difficult countries. They need the support and the encouragement they get from me and this
operation.” In other words, she sees the relevance of what she’s doing in a wider context.’The
Master of the Household’s Department runs the hospitality and housekeeping side. This
includes all official and private entertaining, along with catering, not just for the Queen, but the
small army who work for her. The Queen likes to check the arrangements before every official
event, including the menus (hers are in French, whereas the Prince of Wales’s are in English)
and even the flowers. She fully understands the theatrical dimension to successful state
entertainment. When a former Master of the Household, Brigadier Geoffrey Hardy-Roberts,
worried that a particular dish would go cold more quickly if it was served on gold plate, the
Queen assured him, ‘People come here not to eat hot food, but to eat off gold plate.’26 State
banquet guests should eat speedily, however. The serving staff take their lead from the
hostess. They will politely warn slow diners that the Queen does not like it when people spend
too much time talking and not enough time eating. Baroness Trumpington went to see the
Queen after a ministerial reshuffle in 1985 and the conversation turned to the then prime
minister, Margaret Thatcher. ‘She stays too long and talks too much,’ the Queen reflected. ‘She
has lived too long among men.’27The royal financial department, known as the Privy Purse
and Treasurer’s Office, is run by the Keeper of the Privy Purse. Queen Victoria and her
successors would always entrust this vital position to a well-connected ex-army officer, but in
1996 the present Queen had another idea: why not employ an experienced accountant?Military
expertise, however, still remains highly prized in the Lord Chamberlain’s Office. Some years
ago, there was a proposal to give this department a new name, because one thing it clearly is
not is the office of the Lord Chamberlain. Rather, it spends much of its time arranging events
and ceremonies, like the State Opening of Parliament, state visits and investitures. Hence the
need for military precision and panache. This department is always run by a senior ex-army
officer with the title of Comptroller. However, since his small staff also oversee royal funerals,
royal weddings, ceremonial bodyguards, royal chaplains, royal doctors, the Marshal of the
Diplomatic Corps and even the annual ritual of swan-upping (a head count of the Queen’s
swans), settling on a new name proved impossible. So, the Queen was happy for this
multifunctional unit to remain the Lord Chamberlain’s Office. The department also includes the
Crown Equerry, another former army officer who has responsibility for all (non-flying) royal
transport, including a corner of royal headquarters particularly close to the Queen’s heart. The
Royal Mews is a sprawling Georgian palace within a palace. The grandest accommodation is
the marble-lined stable complex for the horses, with housing for the grooms and their families
in the flats above. Here, too, is the handsome nineteenth-century indoor riding school. If visitors
walk round to the nondescript garage at the back, they will find the poor relations of the Royal
Mews, the cars.The fifth department is a relatively new creation. Until this reign, the treasures
of the Royal Collection, one of the world’s finest, were administered by a handful of art
historians in a couple of offices. In 1993, a charity was created to preserve and maintain it all
on behalf of the nation. The Royal Collection Trust now looks after the contents of thirteen royal
residences, amounting to roughly one million items. These include paintings by Rembrandt and
Van Dyck, drawings by Leonardo da Vinci and Raphael, furniture, clocks, tapestries, weapons
and thousands of pieces of china.Some have said that the Queen is not greatly interested in
the arts. In her biography of the monarch, written in 1996, Sarah Bradford observed: ‘In artistic
and intellectual circles Elizabeth is generally regarded as a philistine.’28 When the same
charge was put to Prince Charles, back in the seventies, he replied, ‘Thank goodness as a



family, we all have different interests – otherwise we would be criticised for being too arty or,
worse, intellectual snobs.’29 The Queen takes a keen, working interest in the collection and
enjoys it when others enjoy it. She likes to show it off to her guests. In 2008, President George
W. Bush was passing through the UK towards the end of his presidency. With his wife, Laura,
he was invited to tea at Windsor. The couple had met the Queen several times, but had not
seen the castle during their previous trips. ‘We had a lovely tea,’ Bush recalls, ‘and the Queen
said, “Would you like to see the building?”’ Whereupon she led the couple through to the state
apartments and St George’s Hall. ‘I’m a history buff,’ says Bush. ‘It was a magical moment and
it was the Queen giving me the tour!’30 According to one former surveyor of the Queen’s
pictures, her favourite painting is Rembrandt’s The Shipbuilder and his Wife,31 which usually
hangs in the Palace Picture Gallery. Along with Prince Philip, she has also enjoyed building up
a private collection of paintings of birds. No one will ever call her a great connoisseur monarch,
like the prodigal George IV, whose love of art and insatiable extravagance was responsible for
much of the collection. However, one director has called her a great curator monarch, much like
Victoria.32 On her watch, the collection is more accessible and visible. Its rotating exhibitions
and its busy gift shops generate tens of millions for reinvesting into the collection, and it
receives no public subsidy. She might not, as Ben Pimlott observed, have chosen a Moore or a
Hepworth or a Frink for the garden.33 She is very happy with the bronze lotus on Windsor’s
East Terrace, designed by Prince Philip. Similarly, the Queen might have no great passion for
opera or the avant-garde, preferring musicals and Scottish reels. Nonetheless she is proud of
being a patron of the arts, even those bits which do not match her own tastes. The main thing
is that others are able to appreciate them, too.The entire royal operation employs just over a
thousand people. Most know that there are two hazards to be avoided when meeting with the
boss – ‘the line’ and ‘the look’. You do not want to cross the former or receive the latter. ‘There’s
a withering look… and it looks you up and down and it was terrifying when it first happened to
me,’ says one very senior adviser. Another retired courtier still remembers the glacial stare after
a mix-up over timings at a state banquet. All was resolved with an apology the following day,
but it had been an uncomfortable twenty-four hours. The silent reprimand can be triggered by
incompetence or else by overfamiliarity. As Tony Blair wrote in his memoirs, ‘Occasionally, she
can be matey with you but don’t try to reciprocate or you get “The Look”.’34The former New
Zealand politician Sir Don McKinnon has written that he was not a monarchist in earlier years,
yet it was precisely that sense of distance – even remoteness – that changed his mind about
the monarchy when he had regular dealings with the Queen as Commonwealth secretary-
general: ‘There is no easily opened doorway; there is managed and controlled rationing of
access to help sustain its enduring value. Errors are few.’35Maintaining space and distance
within her professional relationships might convey the impression of being aloof, but it serves
as a defence mechanism. The Queen and her family know that every member of staff will move
on in due course. That sense of distance has its advantages in an institution where some will
always be keenly spotting the tiniest signs of preferment. ‘One of her great talents was that she
would never allow it to appear that she was more fond of one member of the Household than
another,’ says Sir William Heseltine, former private secretary to the Queen. ‘Courts have
traditionally been hotbeds of jealousies and people looking to see who is the favourite and who
isn’t. After twenty-seven years, I had a pretty good idea of whom she liked and whom she
didn’t, but it was never obvious to the casual observer.’36It helps that she is not, by nature,
sentimental. In that regard, she is unlike many of her family, including her parents. ‘If you were
sitting next to the Queen Mother, you could get her on to de Gaulle in a few seconds,’ says a
former courtier. ‘She loved reminiscing.’37 As the Queen Mother’s niece, Margaret Rhodes,



used to say: ‘I like to reflect on the past. It’s so much better than television.’38 Not so the
Queen. ‘She lives in the present, reminiscing occasionally, when appropriate, but not as a
habit,’ one former senior adviser told this author. It is another key difference between Elizabeth
II and Victoria. The latter loved to wallow in nostalgia, to surround herself with favourites and, in
later life, to preserve the past in aspic. The present Queen prefers to move on. Whereas many
of her family, including Prince Charles, are romantics at heart, the Queen is a realist.Sir John
Major found that she could fall back on an ‘extraordinarily long memory’, but would usually
deploy it to make a point about the here and now. ‘The Queen is a pragmatist. Of course she
lives in the present,’ he says. ‘But her thoughts are often of the future: What is planned? What
is possible? What will it mean for people up and down the country?’39In 2012, on the eve of
her Diamond Jubilee celebrations, there was a revealing moment as the Queen toured a new
Queen Victoria exhibition inside Kensington Palace. There, on a video screen, was some newly
remastered newsreel footage capturing Victoria’s 1897 Diamond Jubilee procession to St
Paul’s Cathedral. The Queen was enthralled. The small party of curators, officials and media
(including this author) held back without a word. What thoughts might be going through the
monarch’s mind as she watched Queen Victoria celebrating the anniversary she herself was
about to enjoy – the only other monarch in history to have done so? After a few moments, she
broke the silence. ‘That’s interesting,’ she noted. ‘They had eight horses on the landau.’Of
course, she entirely understands that people want to hear about the experiences of someone
who listened to teatime childhood stories from J. M. Barrie,IV who worked with Churchill, who
presented the England football team with the World Cup, who met the first man on the Moon
and honoured the conquerors of Everest. She is generous with her recollections when asked,
as Barack Obama and others have discovered. She is certainly asked a lot. ‘I did used to talk
with her about the past quite a lot, because I was interested in it,’ says Tony Blair. ‘She was
often very insightful about it. But she’s doing her job all the time and her job isn’t to look
back.’40One senior ex-politician says it was always the Queen who would be focusing on the
subject in hand while he would be the one trying to encourage a spot of retrospection in the
hope of prising out some fresh anecdote. ‘You could sometimes get her talking about the past,
maybe a couple of dry remarks about someone or something,’ he says, ‘but you definitely had
to steer the conversation. I wanted to ask her what she thought of Margaret Thatcher or
Richard Nixon, or anyone I could think of, really! I had to try to work the conversation round
and say, “Oh, this is similar to what happened with Heath,” just to hear her take on it.’41‘She’s
been tested a lot and has emerged after every test stronger, so she’s got great perspective,’
says former president George W. Bush. ‘If you’re dealing with someone who’s stuck in the past,
it can be a bore. But the thing about it is she lives in the present.’42It is why, unlike other public
figures, there is a timelessness about the Queen, all the more so in her later years. She may
have aged, like everyone else, but, even after seven decades, she has not dated. She will
certainly be a fascinating phenomenon for future historians. Like her father and grandfather
before her, she was never born to be monarch. George V only moved into the direct line of
succession after the death of his elder brother in 1892. Until the abdication of Edward VIII,
George VI, as a younger son, had been earmarked for life in a supporting role on the royal
periphery. Even when she did succeed to the throne, Elizabeth II was handed a unique task,
one which no new monarch had ever been expected to deal with before: manage decline. Her
five predecessors had all been Emperor or Empress. Going back even further, all monarchs
had been expected to expand, to conquer, or, at the very least, to defend whatever territory
they owned. Yet the new Queen was crowned in the full knowledge and expectation that she
would shrink her domain; that she would run counter to the exhortation of ‘Land of Hope and



Glory’ – ‘wider still and wider, shall thy bounds be set’. It has been her duty to cede power and
transfer sovereignty with a smile and a friendly handshake.At the start of her reign, she was
still expected to hand-pick prime ministers, to decide when to dissolve Parliament, even to vet
her nation’s theatrical output and sail the world in a royal yacht. No more.On paper, at least, it
may come to be viewed as one long, phased withdrawal on all fronts. On screen, it may be
presented as one long run of challenges and setbacks. Both may be true. Yet so is something
else: of those who lived in the second half of the twentieth century and for much of the twenty-
first, it will be said that they lived under one of the greats.I. Formerly Sir Simon McDonald, he
served as ambassador to Israel and Germany before rising to permanent under-secretary in
the Foreign Office.II. The red box delivered to the Queen each day during the week is the
smaller model, known as a ‘reading box’. At weekends, she receives the larger ‘standard box’,
which has more room for documents requiring a signature. The Prince of Wales has green
boxes.III. The Queen had fifteen realms, in addition to the United Kingdom, until 2021 when
Barbados became a republic, with a president as head of state.IV. During one visit to Glamis
Castle, the creator of Peter Pan was sitting next to Princess Margaret at tea and asked her if a
cracker on a plate was hers. ‘It is yours and mine,’ she replied. As both Marion Crawford and
Kenneth Rose have written, Barrie later included the line in his play The Boy David, and
promised the Princess a penny every time it was performed on stage. The ‘royalties’ were duly
delivered on Barrie’s death in 1937.
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