3
The Double-Headed Nation

- . . as the King should not exercise, or appear to exercise, any political

bias, he would normally choose as Prime Minister the leader of the

party having the largest number of seats in the House of Commons.
Entry in the Cabinet Office’s ‘Precedent Book’, 1949

‘It’s all about good chaps. *Fraid so.”  Sir Kenneth Stowe, 1997

There is only one precept which should concern the triangle (the
Cabinet Secretary, the Queen’s Private Secretary, the Prime Minister’s
Principal Private Secrefary) in the appointment of a Prime Minister
... and that is that it is the Monarch’s prime duty to find a Prime
Minister who will be able to command a majority in the House of
Commons regardless or not of whether the sovereign approves of his
politics. Lord Charteris of Amisfield, Private Secretary
to H.M. the Queen 1972~77, 1997°

The scene is St James’s Park on Saturday 2 March 1974 and the setting
another prime ministerial transition — the most difficult and fraught in the
postwar period. The park is wet and windswept and pretty empty. But
if, by some curious chance, you actually had found yourself there that
afternoon and noticed two tall, rather military-looking men walking
through the rain deep in conversation, you would have seen the British
Constitution at work in, as one of them expressed it later, ‘very dicey’
circumstances. The distinguished pair were the Secretary of the Cabinet,
Sir John Hunt, and the Queen’s Private Secretary, Sir Martin Charteris.
They were, in effect, retilling that patch of the constitutional soil in
which are rooted the two powers that make up the remaining ‘personal
prerogatives’, as they are called in Palace circles, of the Monarch: the
power to dissolve Parliament and the power to appoint a Prime Minister.
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