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The Queen: Service with Honour 

Due to her father’s early death, George’s elder daughter, Elizabeth II, born in 1926, (1952-2022) came 

to the throne early. Her own healthy lifestyle ensured a long life, one longer than that of her younger 

sister, Margaret, who, in contrast, was a heavy drinker and smoker. In 1947, Elizabeth had married 

her third cousin, Philip Mountbatten, who became the Duke of Edinburgh. A descendant of Victoria, 

he was a member of the Greek and Danish royal families. By the time of her accession, she already 

had children and the succession was assured. The first monarch since William IV never to have been 

imperial, she became Queen of the United Kingdom and of many Commonwealth countries. There 

was much talk of a ‘New Elizabethan Age,’ and a widespread optimism helped by Britain coming out 

of recession and the ending of rationing. Her coronation in 1953 was the cause of many households 

purchasing television sets or watching for the first time. 

‘Throughout this memorable day I have been uplifted and sustained by the knowledge that your 

thoughts and prayers were with me. I have been aware all the time that my peoples, spread far and 

wide throughout every Continent and ocean in the world, were united to support me in the task to 

which I have now been dedicated with such solemnity.’ 

The Queen’s Broadcast to the Commonwealth after her coronation. 

 

After the coronation, Elizabeth, who had been on an imperial tour when her father died in 

1952, embarked on a lengthy world tour that captured the wideranging nature of the British world and 

enormous interest in the monarch. Vast crowds, for example, turned out to greet the Queen in 

Australian cities. 

Cinema news-reels and television provided publicity for such episodes. The royal family 

indeed adapted to television. The Queen’s first televised Christmas broadcast followed in 1957, and 

the wedding of Princess Margaret in 1960 was also televised. 

At this stage, the Queen was very much head of what appeared to be a settled and stable 

society, one with relatively few challenges to her position or image. Her duties included opening 

Parliament and holding meetings of the Privy Council, awarding honours and decorations, and 

receiving visiting heads of state. Her private interests included a strong commitment to horse-racing, 

and she was also very fond of dogs. 

There was much in common between the Queen and George III, notably a fundamental piety 

and, as a related factor, a strong sense of duty. Both liked country pursuits. Less happily, each had 

serious problems with their children and also oversaw the loss of an empire. 

The 1960s brought challenges, not least the rapid loss of colonies, serious economic and fiscal 

problems, the development of Scottish and Welsh separatism, the outbreak of large-scale violence in 
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Northern Ireland, and the decline of deference and turn to the new linked to ‘the Sixties,’ a change not 

restricted to that station. There was also, from 1964, the need to confront the possibilities for change 

represented by a majority Labour government. A Private Eye cover of that year with the Queen 

reading the Speech opening Parliament had her saying ‘… and I hope you realise I didn’t write this 

crap.’ 

There was the possibility of an ‘ultra’ reaction, with consideration of a military coup linked to 

Lord Louis Mountbatten, but the Queen would have nothing of such plans. Instead, she adapted and 

with Harold Wilson, Labour Prime Minister in 1964-70 and 1974-6, developed not only a good 

working relationship, but also a degree of mutual affection. This was satirised in the 1975 Private Eye 

cover of Wilson formally greeting the Queen at Victoria Station after a state visit to France, with the 

Queen saying ‘Harold, we can’t go on meeting like this.’ 

Her relations with Edward Heath and Margaret Thatcher, Conservative Prime Ministers in 

1970-4 and 1979-90, were not so close. In particular, the Queen disapproved of Thatcher’s hostile 

stance toward the Commonwealth over its support for economic sanctions toward the apartheid 

regime in South Africa and was furious that she was not told in advance of the American invasion in 

1983 of Grenada, a Commonwealth member. Nevertheless, the Queen attended Thatcher’s funeral, a 

marked sign of respect. 

The mood of the times combined with Wilson, encouraged attempts to make the royal family 

more accessible. The Royal Family documentary of 1969 exposed monarchy to the close domestic 

scrutiny of television. Indeed, thanks to television, the royals almost became members of viewers’ 

extended families, treated with the fascination commonly devoted to the stars of soap opera. The 

investiture of Charles, Prince of Wales in 1969, a measure taken in part to assuage Welsh 

expectations, was also part of the televised world. In turn, The Crown, a television drama series, was 

treated as if truthful. 

With time, the Queen became an experienced and skilful adviser of successive Prime 

Ministers. She had political opinions, not least a belief in the Commonwealth, but was careful not to 

take a public political stand, and to maintain constitutional conventions. In turn, politicians helped to 

preserve the monarchy’s neutrality. This was far from easy in the 1970s as the country moved toward 

chaos, not least in 1974 when the first election, held in February, left no party with a majority. Wilson 

was able to form a minority government, and then sought a second election to turn this into a 

majority. The Queen apparently insisted that this be delayed until October in order to lessen the sense 

of crisis. 

Wilson won a small overall majority, but a malaise became readily apparent. The cover of 

Private Eye on 10 January 1975 captured this: ‘Britain Sold Shock. New Man at Palace’ alongside a 

picture of the Queen and oil-rich King Faisal of Saudi Arabia on a state visit. Faisal was more 
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prominent in the photograph and saying ‘My Wives and I.’ 89 MPs voted against an increase in 

funding for the monarchy in 1975, while Willie Hamilton waged a long republican campaign in 

Parliament. As a very different instance of discontent, Marcus Serjeant, in 1981, fired six blank 

cartridges at the Queen as she rode down the Mall for the Trooping of the Colour royal salute, but she 

was unharmed and, showing considerable and characteristic presence of mind, able to calm her 

startled horse, Burmese. 

Royal Garden Party 

‘The Queen slowly made her way along, preceded by a posse of buffers in slightly better-fitting 

morning dress than the majority of the guests, and made conversation with certain selected invitees – 

the statutory person in a wheel chair with bearded mentor etc. When you see the Queen in the flesh 

she is always smaller and more beautifully made up than one remembers.’ 

16 July 1981, Alan Clark Diary. 

 

There was a consolidation of a type, however, from 1979, with referenda in Scotland and 

Wales leading to the maintenance of constitutional arrangements. Moreover, the election of Margaret 

Thatcher as Prime Minister in 1979, and her re-elections in 1983 and 1987, did not appear to be a 

change for radicalism. She was interested in reforming British governance, but did not extend this to 

changing the nature of monarchy. Thatcher’s innate conservatism was on display in this attitude, and 

the Queen rather than Thatcher was somewhat irritated by the nature of their working relationship. 

Helped by the Queen’s circumspect character, the royal family were able to maintain a public 

focus on its non-political roles, notably its importance to a host of good causes, especially voluntary 

organisations, at community and national level. This contributed to a strong sense that the royal 

family had an important purpose, and helped maintain social harmony. The emphasis on service was 

linked not only to charitable roles, but also to the military, and much royal time was accordingly spent 

on ceremonial functions. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the royal family, like other national institutions, was affected by the 

increased public criticism linked to a decline in deference. The need to consider how best to respond, 

both to the criticism and to the pressures of, and for, change, was further posed and accentuated by the 

position of the Queen’s four children, which raised questions about the nature of their upbringing. The 

role and matrimonial difficulties of the heir, Prince Charles, proved a particularly sensitive issue. His 

marriage in 1981 to Lady Diana Spencer in St Paul’s Cathedral had been watched on television by 

much of the population, and their subsequent very public rift excited a lot of attention and discussion. 

It culminated in divorce in 1996, Diana dramatically complaining, in a 1995 interview in Panorama, 

about Charles’s continued favour for his former girlfriend, Camilla, whom he was subsequently to 

marry. 
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Although republicanism had always been at the margins in Britain from the 1790s, the 1990s 

saw an upsurge in anti-monarchical sentiment and a more critical press. The tragic death of Diana in 

August 1997 in a car accident in Paris, unleashed a wave of national grief which the royal family 

seemed totally unable to comprehend nor to respond to. At the same time, analyses of those grieving 

were instructive of a social-politics that cohered to the issue, and, more generally, to the reputation of 

Princess Diana. Sadness was publicly expressed most clearly by women, the young, and homosexuals; 

and less so by men, the elderly and Scots. The royal practice of ‘never explain, never complain,’ of 

discretion and never expressing a personal opinion, left the Queen in a particularly difficult position in 

this case; although, in truth, any comments would have been  risky. Moreover, she appears to be 

instinctively conciliatory and keen to avoid disagreements. 

The Death of the Princess of Wales 

‘People are angry with the royal family. Blair is trying to cash in on it and the Queen has had to 

agree that a flag will fly at half-mast over the Palace, which has never happened before.’ 

4 September 1997 

‘…we’ve got a new monarch – Tony Blair,’ 3 October 

Tony Benn Diaries 

 

The new Labour government, that of Tony Blair elected in 1997, sought to encourage the 

monarchy to ‘modernise,’ which, in the terms of ‘New Labour,’ was an aspect of a discarding of the 

past. Also in 1997, the new government proposed completely to remove the right of hereditary peers 

to vote in the Lords. In the event, a portion of the hereditary peerage, elected by their peers, was able 

to retain voting rights; but the change to the context for monarchy represented by the House of Lords, 

a longstanding background, was abrupt. For example, in the part of Parliament that is for the House of 

Lords, the iconography is very monarchical with statues and portraits of monarchs aplenty, rather than 

from parliamentary history. Moreover, there are rooms largely for royal purposes. At the same time, 

the monarchy faced no comparable constitutional change. Royal visits became more informal, and 

there was a conscious effort to link royalty with the younger generation. 

Neither the Blair nor the Brown governments saw any more significant developments, but the 

different stance of monarchy was readily apparent in 2010 when an election led to no majority. The 

Crown was kept informed of the coalition negotiations between Labour, the Conservatives, and the 

Liberal Democrats, but did not play a role in a process controlled by the politicians. The monarchy 

validated the outcome, rather than determining, or even influencing it. 

So also with successive decisions to hold referenda. Indeed, David Cameron, Conservative 

Prime Minister from 2010 to 2016, was criticised for revealing the Queen’s pleasure when the 2014 

Scottish referendum saw a clear majority of Scots who voted decide to reject independence. This 
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represented her support for the maintenance of the United Kingdom, and her essential conservatism. 

Earlier, she had urged voters to think with care which was a way to urge them not to vote for 

independence. The attitude of the Crown to the Brexit referendum, and to the subsequent bitter 

constitutional impasse and political division that lasted until a general election in December 2019 

delivered a verdict, was more successfully kept private. This was also the case with her view on Boris 

Johnson as Prime Minister. The Queen continued to hold a weekly meeting with the Prime Minister 

and to read daily red boxes of Cabinet papers. 

Meanwhile, the issue of the succession was increasingly coming to the fore, a situation 

highlighted by her refusal to abdicate (unlike the example of the Dutch monarchy) and to allow the 

grounding of a new reign before it aged. Moreover, the length of the reign ensured that the Queen was 

still on the throne when rows over her son Andrew and grandson Harry came to the fore. Whereas 

Pope Benedict XVI provided the example of a papal resignation in 2013, the first to do so on his own 

initiative since Celestine V in 1294 (Gregory XII did so in 1415 to end a schism), there was no 

abdication for Elizabeth. Nor was there need for a regency, although the 1947 Regency Act 

established a system of Counsellors of State to act when the monarch was abroad or ill. 

Great affection and admiration for the Queen could not end discussion about the future, a 

situation encouraged in 2021 when the death of Prince Philip highlighted public sympathy, but also 

awareness of her age and frailty. In 2022, there was an increasing withdrawal from public duties, 

although the Queen opened the new Elizabeth underground line in London. Parliament was opened by 

the 73-year-old Prince Charles sitting on the consort’s throne, and, facing ‘episodic mobility 

problems,’ which had become increasingly serious, the Queen did not attend the garden parties 

celebrating the Platinum Jubilee, which, instead, were hosted by other members of the royal family. 

Nor did she take the royal Salute at the Trooping the Colour in 2022, marking the start of national 

celebrations for her Platinum Jubilee, although as an instructive underlining of her preferences she 

was given a tour of the Chelsea Flower Show in a buggy that belongs to the royal household. The 

Queen took a lively interest, speaking to designers and plant experts, showing her knowledge of 

clematis. Yet, her withdrawal from public duties appeared increasingly apparent prior to her death on 

8 September 2022, two days after a clearly frail monarch had appointed Liz Truss as Prime Minister. 

She died with the love of her people and with the respect and admiration of the whole world. 

Reflections on the Coronation 

‘While dynasties have fallen all around us, the British Throne stands more securely than ever before. 

If there had been any doubt it would have been dispelled by the enthusiastic multitudes who had 

waited in the streets for hours…. One reason for this astonishing vitality of the British Monarchy is 

the manner in which the Crown, while cherishing all that is of value to tradition, has ever adjusted 

itself to changing circumstances… thanks to scientific developments… she was seen by millions 
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outside the Abbey as clearly as if they had been her privileged guests within…. The oath itself is a 

compact between Sovereign and people with its roots seen in English history… But the most 

important change that has taken place with the centuries, and the one that best explains why the 

British Throne has survived the fall of so many others, is the recognition by successive rulers, and 

by none more than by her Majesty’s father [George VI] and grandfather [Edward VII] – that to reign 

means to serve.’  

Daily Telegraph, 3 June 1953. 

 

 


