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In this extract from one of the 16 obituaries
in the latest Biographical Memoirs volume,
Professor Peter Hennessy FBA discusses
historian Ben Pimlott’s roles as biographer of
the Queen and adviser to government.
By the end of the 1992 book-reviewing
season, the name Pimlott was firmly
associated in the reading public’s mind with
top-flight political biography of the Left. It
was a shock to many, therefore, when the
news broke that Ben’s next subject was the
Queen. Indeed, it caused a touch of
incomprehension verging on outrage in
those circles of the Pimlott friendship
penumbra where republicanism lurked.
Though some, like Raphael Samuel, saw the
point instantly, telling Ben, when told of his
plan, ‘What a marvellous way of looking at
the history of Britain.’ Others, as Ben recalled
tactfully in his Preface to the first edition,

expressed surprise, wondering whether a
study of the Head of State and Head of the
Commonwealth could be a serious or
worthwhile enterprise. Whether or not
they are right, it certainly has been an
extraordinary and fascinating adventure;
partly because of the fresh perspective
on familiar events it has given me, after
years of writing about Labour politicians;
partly because of the human drama of a
life so exceptionally privileged, and so
exceptionally constrained; and partly
because of the obsession with royalty of the
British public, of which I am a member.
There were those who were certain it would
be another triumph, intellectually and
commercially. And so it proved.
The point about Pimlott on the Queen is that
it was another political biography and it was
about a woman (which interested Ben). It was
fascinating on personality and circumstance,

but the special value it added was the Queen
as Head of Government, the conductor of
constitutional functions of which few among
the absorbed consumers of royal literature
knew very much at all. Ben, however, did not
shrink from criticism where he thought it
merited. He thought she had mishandled the
succession to Macmillan in October 1963
when the Earl of Home took the prize and not
the Deputy Prime Minister, R. A. Butler. ‘Her
decision’, Ben wrote, ‘to opt for passivity and
in effect to collude with Macmillan’s scheme
for blocking the deputy premier, must be
counted the biggest political misjudgement
of her reign.’
In reaching this judgement, Ben stood apart
from most other constitutional historians
who have, before or since, sought to
reconstruct the events of October 1963. His
friend Professor Vernon Bogdanor, for
example, in his The Monarchy and the
Constitution (1995), had written that
the criticisms made of the queen with
regard to the 1963 succession crisis lack
substance. It is implausible to believe that
Macmillan was able to misrepresent the
opinion of the Conservative Party in the
memorandum which he handed to the
queen. Faced with the preponderant
judgement in favour of Home, based, the
memorandum apparently declared, on a
canvass of the Cabinet, the Conservative
Party in both Houses of Parliament, and in
the country, it was not for the queen to
conduct her own separate canvass and
involve herself in the internal politics of
the Conservative Party . . . The queen took
the straightforward course, and it was for
the Conservative Party, if it so wished, to
make it clear it would not accept Home as
prime minister.
(The Queen acting on a mid-nineteenthcentury precedent, had given him time to
see if he could form an administration.)
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The full text of this Biographical Memoir is
published in Proceedings of the British Academy,
volume 150 – available via
www.proc.britac.ac.uk/

