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Path to the Throne
Elizabeth was born in April 1926. She was 
the eldest● granddaughter of George V, 
the king at the time, and wasn’t expected to 
ever become queen. Her uncle Edward was 
the first in line to the throne.

George died when Elizabeth was ten. 
Edward became king, but then said he 
wanted to marry a divorced American 
woman. This was so shocking that he was 
forced to abdicate (= quit). His brother, 
Elizabeth’s father, became King George VI, 
and Elizabeth was suddenly the next in line 
to the throne.

The Princess in the War
Princess Elizabeth was just 13 when 
the Second World War began. Plans were 
made for Elizabeth and her younger sister 
Margaret to be evacuated to Canada for 
their safety, but their mother stopped 
them: “The children won’t go without 
me. I won’t leave without the King. And 
the King will never leave.”

Although the princesses were not 
evacuated, thousands of other children were. 

In 1940, aged 14, Elizabeth made her first 
radio broadcast and spoke to those children. 
Towards the end of the war, she even joined 
the army, training as a driver and mechanic. 

Prince Charming
Elizabeth married in 1947. She had met 
Philip three times before the war. On 
the third occasion, when she was just 13 
and he was 18, she “fell in love”. They wrote 
letters to each other throughout the war. 
Their engagement* was a bit of a scandal – 
not because their relationship had begun 
when Elizabeth was so very young, but 
because Philip was a prince of Greece and 
Denmark from a German family. 

Elizabeth faced down* the opposition. 
Philip was foreign-born, but he was a British 
citizen and an officer in the British navy 
who had fought against the Nazis. In 

November 1947 the two were married, and 
the first of their children, Charles, was born 
a year later. 

“Utterly Oyster”
When Elizabeth was in her early 20s, her 
childhood teacher asked permission to 
write about the princesses’ childhoods. 
Elizabeth refused, telling her that anyone 
who works closely with the royals must 
be “utterly oyster” (slang for silent and 
uncommunicative).

Despite this, the former teacher began 
writing articles and even a book for 
the American market. She was totally in 
love with the Windsors, and her articles 
were not against the family, but Elizabeth 
was furious. The teacher was kicked out of 
her home (which belonged to the royals) 
and no one from the royal family ever spoke 
to her again. 

Becoming Queen
In the late 1940s, George VI became unwell. 
He was only in his 50s, but he was a heavy 
smoker and developed lung cancer. Early 
in 1952, Elizabeth and Philip set off to visit 
Kenya, Australia and New Zealand. While 
they were in Kenya, a phone call came: 
the king was dead. 

Elizabeth and Philip were staying 
at a place called Treetops Hotel, a tiny 
house built at the top of a 300-year-old 
tree. As a princess, Elizabeth climbed into 
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the treehouse to spend the night watching 
for wildlife. When she climbed down 
again in the morning, she was the Queen 
of the United Kingdom and its 70-plus 
territories. 

Losing an Empire
Over her long reign*, Elizabeth saw very big 
changes to the UK. Almost all the country’s 
remaining colonies declared independence. 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
have each gained their own parliament, 
and the UK has both joined and left 
the European Union. 

Elizabeth has mostly kept “oyster” on 
all political issues, but she was deeply sad 
about the 40 years of violence in Northern 
Ireland. In 1979, this even hit her family, 
when her cousin Lord Mountbatten was 
murdered by terrorists while on holiday in 
Ireland. 

God Save the Queen
In 1977, big celebrations were planned 
to celebrate her 25th year as queen. 
Britain’s punks were not impressed. 
The Sex Pistols released a song called “God 
Save the Queen” (sample lyric: God save 
the Queen / The fascist regime / Because 
tourists are money). Most radio and TV 
stations banned it, but it still went to 
number two in the music chart. The Sex 
Pistols also got arrested when they tried to 
perform the song on a boat in the middle of 
the official celebrations! 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the UK grew 
obsessed with the “royal soap opera”. 
The media printed an endless stream of 
stories about the private lives of the royals. 
Their love affairs became public scandals, 
and every day there were new and 
embarrassing photos, often taken from very 
far away. 

The Horrible Years
No family could survive this much attention. 
In 1992, two of Elizabeth’s four children 
(Andrew and Charles) separated from 
their partners, and a third, Princess Anne, 
finalised her divorce. The Queen called it her 
“annus horribilis” (horrible year) and asked 

the public to show “a touch 
of humour, gentleness and 
understanding”.

Things only got worse. 
Charles’ wife, Diana, spoke 
openly to the media about 
the pressures of royal life, and 
the family turned against her. Was 
that Elizabeth’s influence? As we 
saw with her childhood teacher, 
the Queen can be unforgiving 
to those who do not keep family 
secrets. Diana died in a car crash in 
1997 while being chased by newspaper 
photographers. After that, the media 
agreed to new privacy rules. 

It Gets Better, 
It Gets Worse
Over the next two decades, the Queen 
did a lot to repair the image of the royal 
family. She even opened the London 
2012 Olympic Games after jumping 
out of a helicopter with James 
Bond. (Of course, it wasn’t really 
her, but the stunt* showed her 
humorous side.) 

The past couple of years have 
seen a return to drama. Elizabeth’s 
second son, Andrew, has been 
accused of sexual abuse. 
Elizabeth’s grandson Harry and 
his wife Meghan have quit as 
working members of the royal 
family and moved to 
the US and, like Diana 
before them, both have 
spoken to the media 
about the family. And last 
year, Prince Philip died, 
leaving Elizabeth without 
her husband of 73 years. 
Elizabeth reaches 
her 70th jubilee at 
a difficult  time. 

GLOSSARY*
jubilee [ˌdʒuːbɪˈliː] – a particular 

anniversary of an event (25th, 50th, etc.)
to face sb down – to not give in to 

pressure
engagement [ɪnˈɡeɪdʒmənt] – an 

agreement to marry someone
reign [reɪn] – the period of time when 

a king or queen rules a country

stunt [stʌnt] – an exciting dangerous 
action, usually in a film

LANGUAGE POINT•
Elder and eldest mean the same 
as older and oldest, but they are 
only used for talking about people 
and usually when talking about 
relationships within a family.

God Savethe Queen

Scan the QR code or go to 
youtu.be/VJI9LPFQth4 to 
listen to Elizabeth’s first radio 
broadcast in 1940. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VJI9LPFQth4

