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Foreword

M any of us don’t spend a lot of time thinking about what we wear. We might enjoy picking a special 

outfit for a party, or dressing up for Halloween – or we might have to wear a uniform for school  

or work. But for the Queen, it’s very different. 

Can you imagine what it would be like to get up every morning knowing that what you wear could  

be photographed and talked about by millions of people throughout the world? Welcome to the life  

of Queen Elizabeth II. 

As a costume designer for Netflix series The Crown, I have had to recreate some of the Queen’s most 

famous garments, giving me an insight into her experience as a princess and later a queen. Creating 

a replica of her wedding dress was a particularly daunting yet exciting experience. There are so many 

photographs of it and it was discussed endlessly in the press at the time, so we knew people would 

notice if we didn’t get it right.

To begin, I read notes from the designer Norman Hartnell about the design, structure, decoration and 

what the dress should represent – rebirth and growth. 

We then made a toile of the dress, a toile being an early version made quickly – a sort of first draft.  

Next we made the enormously long 4.5 metre train so the actor could practice moving and find her 

balance. With so many cast and crew involved, there can be no issues or accidents on the day of filming: 

it was vital that the dress was not only beautiful, but that it worked!

We fitted the actor maybe four or five times, making adjustments and adding details. The Queen would 

have gone through a similar process of rehearsal and fitting, requiring endless patience.

Because I wanted the young Queen to appear beautiful to the modern audience, I did make small 

adjustments to the fit of the dress, to update it slightly. I worried that the dress might look a little 

old-fashioned and we would lose the impact that this elegant young Queen had on the world.  

She was quite simply a superstar, a figurehead who represented hope for a country emerging from  

the horror of wartime.

To make the elaborately decorated train, we started by marking the floral design onto the fabric, then 

laying it out on a very long table. We employed embroiderers and students who applied beads to the 

stencilled pattern, carefully rolling the finished end in tissue paper as they progressed. The whole 

train took approximately six weeks in ten-hour shifts of six people. It was a true labour of love and the 

embroiderers took such pride in their achievement, much like the 350 women who made the original.   

I loved listening to them talk as they worked – there was a real sense of community, as there would have 

been back in 1947 when those dressmakers worked tirelessly for months to create a gown that would 

be seen across the world.

It was important to me to be extremely accurate in our recreation of the Queen’s most famous outfits.  

This would then allow me some freedom in telling the story of the Queen’s clothes in her less-documented 

private life. 

It’s my job as a costume designer to try and understand how a character feels about their clothes and how 

they use them to express themselves. What colours do they like and why? How do they show strength, 

sadness, love or vulnerability? I want to be able to show these feelings on screen using clothing, even 

when there is no dialogue. 

The Queen has always seemed happiest wearing comfortable country clothes, those associated with her 

childhood and outdoor pursuits. With that in mind, I used soft woollens, tartans, muted print cotton shirts 

and tweeds during private moments. The evening dresses I designed for Elizabeth were less stylish than  

her sister Margaret’s, to contrast their lives and characters. For the early years of Elizabeth’s marriage in 

Malta, I chose sun-faded cotton print dresses and skirts with soft cardigans to emphasise the carefree 

life of a Naval wife. 

Contrast all this to the uniform-like choices of her life as a working monarch. These blocks of strong 

colour represent a sense of duty, the feminine equivalent of a man’s suit, worn each day without too 

much fuss. However, the Queen does often use her jewellery, usually gifts from family, to add personal 

touches and messages to these working looks. She also seems to have a love of rather witty hats. I think 

all this conveys a sense of her private humour and familial affection, a hint of personality and warmth.

This carefully researched book spans nearly 100 years, with exquisite illustrations that bring to life  

and colour the story of one little girl growing up to become Queen, giving us a glimpse of the real 

woman behind the crown.

Michele Clapton

1110



12

O n 21 April 1926, the Duke and Duchess 

of York welcomed their first child, a girl.  

At her christening service in Buckingham 

Palace on 29 May 1926, the baby was  

named Elizabeth Alexandra 

Mary Windsor. That was 

a lot of names for a baby,  

so her family called her 

Lilibet. Lilibet’s grandfather was  

King George V, and her uncle, 

Edward, would be the next 

king. So there was no reason 

to think little Elizabeth would 

ever be crowned queen. 

Her great-great-grand- 

mother, Queen Victoria, 

had the gown made for  

her first child in 1841. 

Over the years, it was 

worn by another sixty-

one royal babies.

There are a lot of 

talented people hard 

at work behind any 

gown worn by a royal – even one as small as 

this. The silk was woven in London, the lace 

came from Devon, and the gown was designed 

and sewn by a Scottish coalminer’s daughter, 

Janet Sutherland. At that time, it was usually 

only upper-class tailors who made clothes for 

the royal family, so it was very unusual 

for Janet to be given this task.  

She was later given the 

special title of Embroiderer 

to the Queen in light of her 

achievement. Instructions were 

left to wash the delicate gown 

only in spring water and store 

it in a dark room, but after 

many years of use, it was 

retired in 2004 and is now 

kept in a place of honour. 

New royal babies are 

christened in an exact 

copy, so Janet’s design 

carries on to the new 

generation.

Of course, Lilibet 

would not remember 

the gown from her 

own christening. She 

noticed it though when it was worn by her 

younger sister, Margaret, who was born four 

years later in 1930.

A Queen !s Born



A s Elizabeth grew up, she and her family 

often travelled between the city and their 

countryside home in Scotland, Balmoral Castle. 

When in London, she lived at 145 Piccadilly.  

The house had twenty-five bedrooms, an electric lift, 

a ballroom and a library. Elizabeth would carefully 

arrange her toy horses on the landing under the glass 

dome – a sign of the keen rider she would become.

Two Little Princesses
There were no uniforms as Elizabeth and 

Margaret didn’t go to school. Before the 

twentieth century, wealthy girls were not 

educated for roles outside the home, so they 

didn’t have the choice to follow their brothers 

to school and university. Thanks to Victorian 

women who campaigned for equality, this had 

changed by the 1930s, but the royal family 

still followed the older tradition. Instead of 

school, the princesses had a governess, that is 

a teacher who lives with the family. Her name 

was Marion Crawford, or Crawfie. Lessons 

were usually finished before noon, leaving a 

lot of time to play, walk the corgis and ride. 

The sisters were very close and this was 

reflected in their clothes. When Elizabeth 

and Margaret appeared in public, they were 

usually dressed in similar outfits. London 

meant wearing formal clothes. These might 

be matching coats, knee-length dresses and 

white hats to attend a concert, or cloaks and 

long silk gowns for a children’s party. In the 

countryside, the two sisters wore clothes to 

play in – like sturdy knitted sweaters and 

tartan skirts. 

In Scotland, tartan patterns show 

to which clan or family the wearer 

belongs. The Queen has several only 

she is entitled to wear, and one very 

special one called the Balmoral Tartan.  

The pattern was designed by Queen 

Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, in 

1853. This tartan can only be worn by 

the  Queen, certain family members, 

and one other person: the piper at the 

castle on her Balmoral estate.
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Two New Kings

! n 1936, everything changed for Elizabeth. 

Her grandfather, King George V, died, 

and his eldest son, Edward, became 

king. However, Edward had fallen 

in love with an American lady 

called Wallis Simpson, who 

had already been married. 

The rules were that the king 

couldn’t marry someone who 

had been divorced, so after 

only a few months, Edward 

had to choose between the 

throne or marrying Wallis. 

He chose her and abdicated, 

meaning he would no longer  

be king. 

Elizabeth’s shy father, Albert, 

reluctantly became king instead 

of his older brother, calling himself 

George VI. This meant Elizabeth went 

from being just a minor member of 

the royal family to heir to the throne 

at only ten years old. The dress she 

wore to see her father crowned as 

King in Westminster Abbey in 1937  

was specially designed for her, along  

with a silver and gold crown. 

In that same year, when she 

was eleven, Elizabeth joined the  

Girl Guides. The Guides is a popular group 

for young people which encourages members 

to learn skills and help people. 

Anyone who joins promises to do 

their duty. Elizabeth has lived by 

that vow ever since, doing 

her duty in every role she 

has been given.

There was still time for 

fun. The twenty Guides and 

fourteen younger Brownies 

in the troop at Buckingham 

Palace went camping in 

the garden, cooked on 

campfires and learned 

skills like first aid. Girls 

from all over the country 

joined the Girl Guides, 

all wearing the same 

uniforms and learning the 

same tasks whether they 

were princesses or not.



The princesses spent most of the war away from 

London, living in Windsor Castle. Some wanted the 

princesses to go further away to escape the danger, 

as far as Canada, but their mother refused, saying the 

family should stay with their people. 

For many years, the situation often seemed hopeless. 

In a time with no television or internet, people kept 

in touch with the news from BBC radio, and there 

was a special radio hour each day for children called 

Children’s Hour. In the darkest days of the war, 

Elizabeth gave her first radio broadcast during one 

of these programmes to give heart to listeners across 

the world and reassure them that all would be well.  

The clothes Elizabeth wore at the time were plain,  

 

to reflect the seriousness of the moment.

One big change during the war was the introduction 

of rationing, meaning limits were placed on what 

everyone could buy. Attacks on cargo ships led to a 

scarcity of many goods, including fabric. Elizabeth’s 

outfits began to be made from cloth purchased 

with ration coupons. Dresses used less material and 

fashions became plainer so nothing was wasted.

A rare chance to dress up came when Elizabeth 

and Margaret staged pantomimes with friends to 

raise money for the war effort. Using the splendid 

props and clothes they found in the attics of Windsor 

Castle, Elizabeth played the prince in Cinderella, with 

Margaret in the title role. 

The World Goes to War

! n 1939, when Elizabeth was thirteen, the Second World War 

broke out, involving dozens of countries including Britain.  

It was a very frightening time for children as their fathers and 

brothers left to fight abroad. There was danger at home too in 

the form of a bombing attack called the Blitz. The Blitz damaged 

London and other cities, with bombs hitting houses, schools and 

shops as well as factories. 

The King and Queen stayed in Buckingham Palace, even after  

a bomb hit part of the building. Children living in the most 

dangerous areas of the country were sent to safer places 

in the countryside. This was called evacuation. 
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