WESTBURY FRIENDLY SOCIETY

Jubilee Club Day Lunch: 3rd June 2002


Our guest speaker was Christine Ellen, who spoke on the subject of:

The Queen and I

I feel honoured to be asked to speak at this event, which is so much at the heart of Westbury life, because I am not a native here, having been bom and brought up in what the Media are pleased to call ‘the lush stockbroker belt of Surrey.’ My village’s only claim to fame was its rifle ranges, and it consisted of several farms, a small factory making office equipment, a Shaftesbury School for orphans and, later, Coldingley Prison.  The population was mostly occupied in local jobs; there was also a solicitor, one or two airline pilots and a few civil servants and commuters to London, but never a stockbroker.  Moreover, like you in earlier days, we had no drains.

But this was West Surrey, and just over the border in Berkshire, was Windsor Great Park, a favourite open space for us- and that was where the Queen spent her early years.

You might wonder what the Queen and I have in common.  Well, we were both bom in the 1920s and grew up during the Depression and the Second World War, we each married our first boyfriend and had four children.  We are both churchgoers and connected with the Mothers’ Union; and we are both members of the Women’s Institute.  Moreover, we have both had husbands who have supported us in everything we have undertaken.

There, I think, the resemblance ends.  When Her Majesty was being educated by a governess and tutors, I was at the village school and, later, at a Grammar School.  When she was in the A.T.S. I was working in the War Office. When I was struggling with public transport she was taken everywhere by car.  She was married in Westminster Abbey with hundreds of guests and my wedding was in the village church with eighteen people because it was wartime.  The Queen has had to spend much of her life at public occasions, here and overseas, having to leave her children at home, while I have led a relatively unexciting life and brought my children up at home.  She has been constricted by her duties as Head of State while I have had much more freedom, and she has had to live in the spotlight of publicity, while my public duties have been minimal.  It must need tremendous self-discipline never to say what you feel in public and I often wonder how she manages to stand for so long looking pleasant when her feet ache, or when she has to entertain someone with whom she has nothing in common.

We both share a love of the country, but I do not share her affection for horses and corgis, while she does not share mine for classical music.  And I have been far luckier in one respect - all my children are still married to their original partners.

When Her Majesty came to the throne, this country was just picking up after the war, the Festival of Britain had been a great success and there was much talk of a new Elizabethan Age.  Coronation year began with a great storm at sea when the Irish car ferry sank with much loss of life and high tides in the North Sea flooded much of East Anglia and the Netherlands - much worse flooding than we have endured recently, and the weather did not favour the Queen for the Coronation, as it was a generally unsettled summer.  We all decorated our houses - there was a village competition with prizes for the best displays.  I remember Walter unearthing a slightly moth-eaten St. George’s flag, which we displayed on the roof of our bay window along with Union Jacks and other embellishments.  There were various celebrations - no street parties in our village, which had a main road running through it, but a fete on a field next door to the antiquated Village Hall, an old Army hut from the First World War.

We were lucky enough to have friends with a TV set, a very large piece of furniture with a very small screen, and dozens of us, including various small children, three of them mine, crowded into the sitting room and sat enthralled by the ceremony.  One of my favourite memories is of Queen Salote of Tonga sitting in an open carriage, acknowledging the cheers of the crowd with a beaming smile in the pouring rain. 

We were all full of hope that day.  Some of our hopes have been realised; there have been some disappointments on the way.  What we could not have known then was how rapid the changes were going to be.

We have seen some interesting changes in fashion, moving from New Look full skirts with numerous stiff petticoats, through two phases of the mini-skirt, although the 1960s version was not quite so short as today’s bum-freezers, maxis, trouser suits, Laura Ashley and power dressing, from stiletto heels and winkle-pickers to Doc Martins, from neat and tidy schoolchildren to punk rockers and youths who look as if their clothes are all about to fall off.  Blue jeans have lasted through almost the whole span of the Queen’s reign along with Cliff Richard, and we have seen the rise of power among teenagers.  We had the Twist, coffee bars, the Beatles and That Was the Week That Was and Monty Python.  The Swinging Sixties were a landmark and anyone with teenaged children at that time walked a knife edge as a parent: the media were bombarding children with the idea that you could do what you liked when you liked and get away with it; and that parents and teachers were a lot of old fuddy-duddies; so great tact was needed to stay friends with one’s young.  I don’t know if Her Majesty had the same problem.

When the Queen came to the throne we still had colonies, all now independent; branch railways, now nearly all gone; a large coal and motor car industry, slums, pounds, shillings and pence and the 11+ exam.  There were no synthesisers, Disneylands, traffic wardens, satellites, hovercraft or motorways. Hi-Fi was in its infancy, there were no high rise buildings, lasers, jumbo-jets, credit cards or computers.  Jobs were longer lasting, you got married, then lived together and had children, a situation which seems to have got reversed now.  There was very little child care for working mothers, so most of us stayed at home and brought up our own children, taking on voluntary jobs as our children grew older. 

There was a wonderful flowering of the Arts in the early years of the Queen’s reign and the expansion of higher education gave more young people the chance to go to University.  The Open University was created and many of us who had missed out on higher education in our youth were able to study for a degree.  The day when I was awarded my B.A. at a ceremony at University of Exeter was one of the proudest of my life and it certainly sent up my stock with my children.  Now that is something Her Majesty hasn’t been able to do, but she is well-educated in different ways and seems to be very good at saying the right thing to people.  Further education also made great strides: whereas in days gone by there were only Evening Classes, this has expanded to day-time opportunities, so that we can all learn anything from Tai Chee to Computer Science.  While studying for my degree I also leamt to use a tape recorder and became involved in recording Open University units for blind students

Thanks to advanced technology, developments in medicine have now given us longer lives and a more comfortable old age.  It is possible now to have our hips, hearts, lungs and liver, and kidneys replaced; we have good hearing aids for the deaf and talking books for the blind.  On the other hand, the replacement of human beings by machinery has its disadvantage, particularly when trying to get information over the telephone, when a disembodied voice tells you to press 1 for this and 2 for that and asks whether you want to pay your bill when you are enquiring about something completely different.  And then, there are computers to cope with: I wonder if the Queen uses E-mail and if it tells her that it can’t communicate because she has made an error in the procedure and then fails to tell her what it is and how to put it right.

Man has walked on the moon and there are countless satellites swooping around in Outer Space, but many of the smaller and simpler things in life have disappeared; British cooking improved tremendously when more people took holidays abroad, but in spite of large numbers of chefs showing off their skills on T.V., the Fast Food industry and the mountains of pre-packed and processed meals threaten to take over our lives I don’t know if Her Majesty has ever had much chance to cook anything - just think how boring always to have your meals organised by someone else! - the more I think about it, the less I would want to swap jobs with her.  I have the greatest admiration for her; her responsibilities never diminish and she can hardly ever be alone with her thoughts as I can - which is probably why I can write poetry and she can’t - or can she?  I expect there are lots of things we don’t know about her.

And after all, I’m luckier than her in that, whereas she spends her life in several large houses surrounded by staff and visitors, I live in this wonderful countryside in a friendly village where I have been so happy for 21 years.

