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STEVE PYKE

Queen Noor, formerly known as Lisa Halaby ‘We were a relatively normal, moderately dysfunctional late-20th-century family’

Queen as working girl

Interview

by Helena de Bertodano

Queen Noor of Jordan has achieved
the improbable — she’s a dutiful

Arab wife who says what she thinks.
But the former Sixties radical
admits it wasn’t easy at first

‘‘All work and
no play makes
Jack a dull boy’.
That often runs

through my
mind when I’m
thinking of how
my family and
my friends are
looking at me,
never having
time to see

them’

Age-old secret of winter underwear

Family
Life

Mary Killen

L
AST THURSDAY our
friend Harry’s mother-
in-law kindly invited
us to a drinks party in
London. Although

aged about 65, our hostess is
still dramatically more
attractive than many girls 40
years younger, and a sizeable
number of the other
pensioners present also fell
into the category of what
might be called Vieillesse
Dorée.

No smoking was allowed in
the premises where the
festivities were held, and so
Giles and I joined some
members of our own age
group who had been driven
out to the Bond Street
doorway to feed their
addiction. As we stood there,
we observed the passing
parade of peak-condition
pensioners.

It was an education. Being
well preserved it seems, is
not just a matter of good
genes but of planning ahead
for maximum comfort and
minimum discomfort. A
number of the guests carried
shooting sticks with them to
ensure they would have

something to sit on. Streams
of others disgorged from
taxis just outside the door,
rather than trying to bring
their own cars and find a
space in the West End. They
were all bundled up in
sensible clothes against the
piercing wind, and our
shivering circle of smokers
felt envious.

It now seems clear to me
that the events of the
following day were directly
inspired by our observances
of the Vieillesse Dorée who
had so outnumbered us at the
party. Giles and I had stayed
the night in his brother’s flat
in London, and as we drove
through the West End on our
way back to the country the
following morning, he
suddenly shouted: ‘‘Look! I
don’t believe it! A free
parking meter in central
London. It’s unheard-of. Let’s
change our plans and do some
Christmas shopping. It’s a
once-in-a-lifetime chance.’’

To avoid quibbling, we
went to separate shops,
agreeing to meet up after one
hour. ‘‘Quick,’’ said Giles,
firmly, when we teamed up

again. Grasping my hand, he
frog-marched me along
Regent Street. ‘‘Quick. Hurry,
hurry, hurry. I’ve found the
most wonderful shop.’’

Suddenly I found myself
outside the door of ‘‘Damart’’,
the thermal underwear
specialists. Giles let out a low
groan of happiness as he
pushed me in through the
door. For everything there is
a season, and Damart
Thermal Underwear on this
icy day was pullulating with
happy pensioners buying up
their ‘‘lifesavers’’.

Just as you are advised not
to shop for food when you are

hungry, perhaps it is a
mistake to shop for thermal
underwear when you are cold.
Giles and I were freezing; we
spent a small fortune. I was
soon kitted out in Margaret
Rutherford-style knickers,
long-sleeved vest and thermal
socks, which I changed into in
the changing booth, and Giles
was blissfully happy in
fingerless gloves and a full
body undergarment.

Our next stop was Pret á
Manger, the fast-though-not-
toxic food outlet. Reasoning
that it would be more
sensible to eat our
sandwiches in the car, rather
than in the restaurant, where
it would cost more, we
scurried back to the car and
sat there munching them
silently. ‘‘What a pity we
haven’t got a Thermos flask,’’
said Giles. ‘‘Then we could be
proper pensioners.’’

‘‘And a car rug,’’ I said. In
fact, I rather envied a device
my mother has: a sheepskin
foot pouch for the car.

Unbelievably, Giles and I
found another meter, and
next went to Habitat where
we bought, for only £15, the

most wonderful Anglepoise
lamp without a base, which
you just clip on to a surface
to enable you to do close work
or read small print.

‘‘The next thing I’m going
to buy is a jigsaw,’’ I said.
‘‘And I’m going to sit with my
Anglepoise light on and my
Damart socks and do my
jigsaw while I listen to the
third programme on my
Roberts Revival radio.’’

Yet we had started
planning ahead too late. We
did not leave London until
4pm on that Friday
afternoon, and we sat in
virtually stationary traffic
for a full two hours between
leaving the West End and
arriving at the start of the
Chiswick by-pass. We
bickered furiously about
whose fault it was that we
had taken this route. ‘‘It’s not
my fault,’’ I said. ‘‘By the
time I started looking at the
map, I couldn’t see it because
it had got so dark.’’

‘‘I know,’’ said Giles, ‘‘the
next thing we must buy is a
proper little car reading-
light, with a swivel head and
a giant magnifying-glass.’’

A FEW
years ago, as Queen Noor was
racing out of her Washington
hotel to give her first political
speech, the phone rang. ‘‘It
was my husband. He said:
‘I’ve just realised the position
I’ve put you in and I’ve taken
a Valium.’ And for the first
time I got very nervous
because I thought: ‘My good-
ness, if he’s feeling
nervous. . .’ ’’

The speech, at Georgetown
University, was a success, if a
surprise. ‘‘It went down as a
bit of a shock because the
assumption was I would be
talking about fluff — The
Washington Post sent a style
section reporter to cover it.’’

Since that day, Queen Noor
has assumed an increasingly
political role, becoming a
spokeswoman in the mael-
strom of the Middle East for
the tiny desert Hashemite
kingdom she adopted upon
her marriage to King Hussein
of Jordan in 1978. She has
sought to prove herself as
hardworking and serious,
fighting to correct the original
tabloid impression of her, as
she puts it, as an ‘‘imperious,
frivolous, irresponsible jet-
setter’’.

Last week she was in Eng-
land to address the Cam-
bridge Union on the Middle
East peace process. Dressed
in a severe pinstripe trouser-
suit, it was clear she meant
business. Her speech was
articulate, even entertaining
at times, and she coped well
with the questions — some of
them tortuous — put to her by
the undergraduates.

The role of Queen Noor al-
Hussein (her name means
‘‘Light of Hussein’’) is
unprecedented in every way.
As the first American-born
queen of an Arab Muslim
country, she has shared some
of the duties of her husband
to an extent unheard-of in the
region and even elsewhere in
the world. ‘‘At that time you
wouldn’t have found any
other non-elected wife of a
head of state speaking out on
any of the political issues that
[my husband] has encouraged
me to speak out on. . . The
only person who has really
come close is Mrs Clinton.’’

Although the Jordanian
royal family prides itself on
its accessibility, this does not
necessarily include the me-
dia. Organising an interview
with Queen Noor is a compli-
cated business — partly
because she is surrounded by
the usual hullabaloo of royal
protocol and partly because
she is so busy.

After weeks of negotiation,
I had arranged to interview

her during her visit to Eng-
land. My questions were vet-
ted through several stages —
I was strongly encouraged not
to ask anything of a personal
nature — and I was inter-
viewed at length by her press
secretary. Hoping that the
Queen herself would be more
relaxed, I had gone along with
the process.

The morning of the pro-
posed meeting dawned and
still I had no idea when,
where, or even whether, it
would take place. Eventually
the phone rang and I was told
to get myself to a central
London hotel where a car
would collect me and take me
to Her Majesty’s house in the
country — on one condition.
For security reasons, on no
account was I to reveal where
her house was located or any-
thing about it — not its shape,
its colour or anything about
its internal decoration. ‘‘You
can say it’s in England if you
like,’’ her press officer said.

ON OUR arrival the photogra-
pher, his assistant and I are
hurried through the building
into a spacious sitting-room.
It is 11.30am and we are told
that Her Majesty will greet us
at noon. We are left with a
bowl of nuts and some Arabic
coffee. Midday passes, then
1pm then 1.30. Various char-
acters drift in and out.

After two hours, we have
registered every detail of the
room but are reminded once
again to reveal nothing. ‘‘Can
I just say there’s a xxxxx?’’ I
ask the press officer. ‘‘No,’’
she says. ‘‘Can I say ‘Her
Majesty sat on a sofa’ — if she
does?’’ Permission is granted.

Eventually, soon after 1.30,
Her Majesty slips unobtru-
sively into the room through a
side door. No one accompa-
nies her. Dressed in a pista-
chio-coloured soft-wool
twinset, knee-length skirt
and high heels, she is slim
and elegant with firmly lac-
quered hair, these days of a
darker blonde. She is effu-
sively apologetic. ‘‘My son
arrived from the United
States at five in the morning
for a small break from
school,’’ she says, in her
strong American accent. ‘‘He
was just beginning to surface
from his jet-lag when you
arrived and I thought you
would probably understand
that I would want to start the
day with him. . . ’’

We move to the table — not
the sofa — for the interview.
A silent minion delivers pine-
apple juice and a plate of raw
vegetables. Instead of insist-
ing on the list of prepared
questions, Queen Noor allows
a normal conversation, focus-
ing on her work but also per-
mitting discussion of her
family and her feelings.

Only 26 at her marriage, she
inherited eight stepchildren
and a way fo life that was
completely alien to her. I ask
her how she managed to

adapt: ‘‘I didn’t think about it
too much. I followed my
instincts and my husband
showed enormous confidence
in me and just set me free. On
occasion, in the early days, I
would seek out a little bit of
guidance and he would say: ‘I
have complete trust in you.’ ’’

I suggest to her that this
may be the best way of learn-
ing; she looks slightly doubt-
ful. ‘‘It’s a rough way of
learning because you learn
everything on your own in the
hard way and, in my case,
there was no structure and no
guidance, and no very specific
and rigid code of conduct or
protocol. . . I began by estab-
lishing an office just after I
married. Having always been
a working woman, it seemed
to be a natural and logical first
step. But it was unheard-of.’’

Although much is made of
her all-American upbringing,
the former Lisa Halaby does,
in fact, have Arab roots. Her
father, who served in the
Kennedy Administration and
is the former President of Pan
American World Airways, is
of Syrian descent. Because of
the nature of his work, the
family moved often as Lisa,
the eldest of three children,
was growing up.

‘‘We were a relatively nor-
mal, moderately dysfunc-
tional late-20th-century
family. We were not terribly,
terribly close. On the other
hand we were not the other
extreme either. Because
there were so many moves
and changes in our lives, we
learned to adapt in different
ways. . . I had to become self-
reliant, I had to be able to
move between different com-

munities and to fall back on
my own individual
resources. . . I grew up with a
very strong set of values and
work ethic.’’

Her childhood imbued her
with a resilience that has
served her well in subsequent
years. Intelligent and inde-
pendent, she passionately
espoused the causes of her
time, demonstrating against
the Vietnam War and march-
ing with Martin Luther King.

After her graduation from
Princeton University, where
she studied architecture and
urban planning, she left the
United States, first to work
for an architectural firm in
Australia and then for a Brit-
ish firm which was re-plan-
ning the city of Teheran. ‘‘I
had a rich and diverse work-
ing experience before I mar-
ried. . . so when I began my
life with my husband and his
family, I already had an iden-
tity of my own. . . I could feel
secure in myself and not
dependent and helpless.’’

She met King Hussein, who
had ruled the kingdom since
she was one year old, while
working in Jordan on a blue-
print for an Arab air univer-
sity. His third wife, Queen
Alia, beloved to the king and
the country, had recently
been killed in an air crash,
and at first her replacement
was viewed with some suspi-
cion. Seemingly overconfi-
dent, Queen Noor was
criticised by the more conser-
vative elements of Jordanian
society. I ask her if she res-
ponded by just getting on
with the job in hand, realising
that she could not please
everyone all the time?

‘‘Yes,’’ she laughs. ‘‘I’ve
actually said it in those
words, sometimes even a lit-
tle bit more colourfully.’’

Nevertheless, I prompt, she
must have found it all very
isolating at times. ‘‘I was
used to being on my own and
that was excellent prepara-
tion, because otherwise I
could have felt very isolated
and very cut-off and even
under siege at times. . . ’’

It is hard to convey the
extent of her work. Her entry
in International Who’s Who
does not even attempt to list
all of the dozens of organisa-
tions for which she works,
simply mentioning her
‘‘numerous’’ honorary doc-
torates and awards for promo-
tion of environmental
conservation and awareness,
the economic and social
development of women, chil-
dren and communities, cross-

cultural exchange, interna-
tional understanding and
world peace.

Of course, this could mean
anything. She could be little
more than a nominal figure-
head, sitting at home polish-
ing her nails all day and
grazing through the occa-
sional grand lunch. In fact,
she describes herself as a
workaholic, taking virtually
no holidays and often working
an 18-hour day. ‘‘Our lives are
pretty dull by comparison to
what people would like to
think. I really do spend a dis-
proportionate amount of time
sitting at a desk. . . There are
times when I worry — what’s
that expression? — ‘All work
and no play makes Jack a dull
boy’. That often runs through
my mind when I’m thinking of
how my family and my friends
are looking at me, never
having time to see them. . .’’

Now 45 and the mother of
four children, she still works
incessantly. I ask her whether
she ever craves an hour to her-
self. ‘‘Yes,’’ she admits bluntly,
‘‘but even if it means that I am
overworked and unfit and even
a frustrated — well, a less than
ideal — parent, I feel that I’m
far more fortunate to be able to
be involved as I am and I feel
and I hope and I pray that that
is also going to be of greater
benefit to my children. It has
been of immeasurable benefit
to the quality of my marriage
as well and the partnership, if
you will, that my husband and
I have. So it’s less than ideal in
many respects, and not
entirely comfortable much of
the time, but I feel while I have
the physical energy and the
intellectual resources that I
should use them to the
maximum.’’

No one these days doubts
her dedication and commit-
ment to Jordan. The Gulf
War, while temporarily dam-
aging King Hussein’s reputa-
tion in the West due to his
refusal to condemn Saddam
Hussein, actually soldered
Queen Noor’s position.
Despite her background,
there was no question that
she would support the US
stance and she earned respect
as a woman loyal both to her
husband and her country.

There is no false modesty
about Queen Noor. She is well
aware of the impact she has
had on her adopted country.
‘‘I am very gratified that
some of the initial efforts I
made, however unconven-
tional for a person in my posi-
tion, have become a part of
the fabric of the country.’’

The Noor al-Hussein Foun-
dation occupies most of her
time. Through it she oversees
development projects, many
of them addressing the causes
of poverty and unemploy-
ment. It seems that she is
driven not only by a desire to
‘‘make a positive difference’’
but also by a determination to
prove to Jordanians that she
deserves her role. If she pro-
jects a slightly over-saintly,
formidably serious image at
times, it seems to be a price
she is prepared to pay. ‘‘Hav-
ing been raised in the United
States, I felt that my title and
my position within the Royal
Family was a responsibility,
not an entitlement.’’

So you felt you needed to
earn your place? ‘‘I certainly
felt I needed to earn it. I
always will feel that way.
That’s just the way I was
brought up.’’

Feeling almost ashamed to
draw any comparison
between this sober monarch
and some of the more colour-
ful elements of our own Royal
Family, I wonder aloud how
she has managed to avoid the
pitfalls to which her British
counterparts have been
prone. She accepts the anal-
ogy with dignity, carefully
choosing her words. ‘‘The
celebrity component is
nowhere near as strong in our
society, simply because the
nature of the struggle of our
country. . . is so compelling.’’


