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Introduction

All kings is mostly rapscallions.

Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn, 1884

You come down to breakfast and look out of the window. A man is sitting on the front lawn in a deckchair. He is eating a sandwich. It is a warm summer’s morning and he is dressed in dark-blue cotton trousers and a short-sleeved check shirt. He is wearing a straw hat. He brings out another sandwich from the packet on the bench beside him, takes a bite, and chews. Then he clamps a pair of binoculars to his eyes and stares in at you through the window.

The Prince of Wales either doesn’t notice or has simply become accustomed to being stared at, because he continues to scatter over his breakfast the seeds and grains which his staff have laid out in front of him. In a couple of hours’ time, he is due to open the Sandringham Flower Show, and today the gardens of the house are open to the public. Being a spectacle is part of what he’s for.

At the flower show he will admire the flower arrangements, smile appreciatively at collections of giant onions, and make enthusiastic comments about the home-made lemon curd. Last night he had sat in the front row for a performance of Handel’s Samson by an enthusiastic young opera company in the Palladian splendour of Houghton Hall, the nearby pile rebuilt by Britain’s first prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole. He had been placed in the most conspicuous seat in the room, which ruled out any possibility of nodding off. The opera is followed by half an hour in which the entire cast and backstage staff are introduced to him. Tomorrow night, it will be a piano concert, this time in a local church, to be followed by a dinner at which he will be seated next to a Japanese patron, whose command of English appears to be confined to ‘Aaaah, zo!’ And this is what passes for pleasure. The next day, there will be a trip to Derby to present new colours to an army battalion.

Being in this company is a strange experience. I had arrived at Sandringham, the royal family’s house in Norfolk, the previous afternoon to be greeted in the drawing room by plates of little egg-and-cress sandwiches, cream-and-strawberry-jam scones, fruit-cake and a choice of three types of tea. My fellow guests – three writers, a theatre director, a couple of actors, a painter and a few other arty types – were mostly as unknown to each other as they were to our host. But house-parties are an aristocratic convention, quite distinct from the sort of occasion the rest of us might enjoy, when good friends get together for the weekend. A house-party hosted by royalty is stranger still. Friendship implies equality, and a king can have no equals. Instead what they have is status, which is another thing altogether, in which things are turned inside-out and while you know hardly anyone personally, everyone assumes they know you. You will always be the last to arrive anywhere, which means that everyone else has been standing around twiddling their thumbs for an hour or more. There will be drivers standing by to take you at the appointed minute on high-speed dashes to your next engagement. The car will disgorge you at the precisely appointed time of arrival and if you are lucky there will merely be a host to greet you. If you are unfortunate, there will be a receiving line of mayors and aldermen, chief constables, bishops, hospital matrons, district surveyors and local business-people, all of whom must have their hands shaken and their words listened to, and with whom photographs will be taken. This is the eternal, infernal reality. You begin to see why a prince needs valets, as each day may involve five or six changes of dress. For the rest of us, a valet is a challenge.

‘My name’s John, and I shall be looking after you, sir,’ he had said when I found my way upstairs. ‘What time would you like your tea or coffee in the morning, sir? And where will you be sleeping tonight, sir?’ the valet asked.

‘About eight, I suppose,’ I replied, ‘and I rather thought I’d sleep in the bed there,’ I said facetiously, pointing to the bed made up at the side of the room.

‘This, sir,’ the valet said, in a long-suffering sort of way, ‘is your dressing room. Your bedroom is over there.’

Being invited to stay with royalty brings problems you had never imagined could exist, like confusing a dressing room, which has wardrobes, bed, washbasin and bedside table, with a bedroom, which has wardrobes, bed, washbasin and bedsides tables. It’s obvious, when you think about it. The bedroom is bigger.

Shown to my room, I discovered to my horror that my suitcase had not merely been delivered. It had been unpacked: a row of Marks and Spencer underpants lay in a drawer, jackets hung in a cupboard. But where was the dinner jacket we had all been told we should have to wear that evening? I searched the wardrobe. I checked the empty suitcase. No sign. I was certain I had packed one. I must have forgotten it. A bath had been run, so I climbed in to it, while devising a strategy. Surely I could borrow a dinner jacket from one of the staff? Fine, until I realized that the staff didn’t wear dinner jackets. They wore dark-blue uniforms with a crown on the lapels.

I emerged from the bath, and my worries vanished. Magically, the dinner suit had reappeared. There it was, hanging on the back of the chair in the dressing room, an evening shirt laid out, unbuttoned, a pair of socks folded back for instant access. The jacket looked a good deal better than it had done when I last saw it. In the time I had been in the bath, it had been taken away, sponged down and pressed.

I dressed slowly, had the usual tussle with the bow-tie and then noticed that one of the buttons on the front of my shirt was loose. Smart people wear studs rather than buttons, don’t they? On the writing desk in the dressing room was an enormous pair of scissors. I began to cut off the buttons. As I was wearing the shirt at the time this was not as easy as I’d expected. I did not draw blood, but the shirt emerged from the operation looking like something created by Jean-Paul Gaultier.

Downstairs the guests were gathering for dinner in the saloon, a gloomy panelled room in which the pieces of a jigsaw are always laid out on a green-baize-covered side-table. This one looks impossible – the pieces are all dark green or black and there is no accompanying box-top to show even which way up the final picture should be. By the time we all leave, three days later, the collective brainpower has managed to assemble about twenty pieces, and even then we have no idea what they are supposed to represent.

And then the prince appears. He is, of course, perfectly turned out: who would not be with two valets and two assistant valets? And his shirt is running not with studs but buttons and his tie is as compactly tied as one of those clip-on devices favoured by cocktail pianists and head waiters. He is affable and smiling and quietly spoken. But the men bow their heads and many of the women drop into curtseys. How can anyone have a normal conversation when you suddenly find yourself inserting the word ‘sir’ into every second sentence, sinkingly aware that while the words falling from your lips may not be sycophantic they are – which is just as bad – of such staggering, predictable dullness that anyone with worse manners would have glanced across the room and found an urgent telephone call to take. Later in the stay, when someone gets up from their seat to fetch another cup of tea, he begs her, ‘Oh don’t go! It’s happened all the time, from school onwards, people moving away from me, because they don’t want to be seen as sucking up.’ There’s an anguished tone to the outburst which suggests it’s the product of painful experience.

Sandringham, with its sixty acres of lawns and gardens, hedges with set-square corners, lustrous lawns and raked gravel drives, has been loaned to the prince for three days, so that he can open the flower show and entertain friends. The estate was bought for the future King Edward VII to raise pheasants and children. Here he rebuilt the house in red brick, installed gas lighting and flushing lavatories, and expressed his devotion to shooting by having the clocks running half an hour ahead of standard time, to maximize the winter hours available for killing things. His enthusiasm for eating was shown in the set of jockeys’ weighing-in scales inside the front door, to check that guests left more portly than they had been when they arrived. On days when he was shooting, the king would breakfast, at breakneck speed, on bacon and eggs, haddock, chicken and buttered toast. This was followed by hot soup (turtle being a favourite) between drives, and then a large lunch. In the afternoon there was tea (poached eggs, petits fours, preserved ginger, rolls, scones, hot tea-cakes, sweet cakes and his favourite Scottish shortbread) in the saloon at the end of the day’s sport. After a bath and having dressed there would be dinner of at least twelve courses.1

To judge from what his Highgrove chef gives his guests, Prince Charles also enjoys good food. When guests were invited to Sandringham by his mother, they expected to be served tinned tomato soup and were rarely disappointed. Socially ambitious (usually socialist) politicians have been turning their noses up at the modesty of the royal way of life for decades. When invited to stay at Balmoral, for example, they arrived expecting banquets and discovered instead they were expected to attend an endless series of barbecues, with Prince Philip grilling the chops and sausages. Prince Charles appreciates food more than his parents do, but it is in a faddish manner and he has trained himself to manage without much lunch because, apart from anything else, if he got much fatter it would mean remaking so many uniforms.

But to the visitor life in a royal household seems what it is – another world. Here, you are awoken by a valet or a maid with a cup of tea and the newspapers (not for the prince, who has learned from experience that reading them will merely make his blood boil, and prefers to listen to the radio). The curtains are thrown back, clothes are chosen and laid out for you. The pyjamas you wore will be taken away and returned washed and ironed, with the two buttons which have been missing for at least a year replaced. A well-known actor invited to stay at Sandringham recently after a heavy filming schedule which involved a lot of horse-riding discovered that his underpants were in a frightful state. He took them off, rolled them into a ball, climbed on to a chair and hid them on top of the wardrobe. The following evening he returned to his room to find them washed, ironed and folded.

There is a loaded sideboard at breakfast, with napkins the size of some people’s tablecloths. A picnic lunch does not mean sausage rolls on a soggy tartan rug but a laid table in a log cabin somewhere on the estate, where the butlers serving you have dressed down to tweed jackets and ties. These men have been brought over from his house at Highgrove. But each of the residences has its own complement of workers: the grounds of Sandringham alone provide work for eight gardeners, ten gamekeepers, a kennel-man, estate managers and numerous farm staff. The indoor staff is supplemented, when the queen is in residence, with cooks, butlers, valets, pages, footmen, a Travelling Yeoman (in charge of the luggage arrangements), maids, police officers and staff ranging from her private secretary to the assistant private secretary’s secretary.

In its essentials it is an antique way of life, fitted to the period in history when a citizen of London, Vienna, Paris or Moscow belonged to a nation which identified itself by its monarchy. It does not suit the spirit of our times, which is one of the reasons why the twentieth century was a catastrophe for royalty. It began badly enough when, in July 1900, King Umberto I of Italy was rewarded for acknowledging the cheers of the crowd at Monza with assassination by an anarchist. His son, Vittorio Emmanuele III (‘Emperor of Ethiopia’ and ‘King of Albania’), declaimed loudly about the thousand-year history of the House of Savoy and then scuttled from the throne in July 1946. In 1908, King Carlos of Portugal was assassinated: two years later the monarchy was abolished. In 1913 the King of Greece was murdered. (Later monarchs endured periods of exile, until finally, after coup and counter-coup King Constantine found refuge in north London in the late 1960s.) The First World War was triggered when the chauffeur driving the heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary took a wrong turn in Sarajevo and was unfortunate enough to have to reverse the royal car slowly past a nationalist carrying a Browning semi-automatic pistol. As Leonard Woolf observed, it is inconceivable that Europe would have consumed itself if the person assassinated had been the son of a miner or prime minister. But what began as ‘an attempt to make the world safe for kings and archdukes’ ended in ‘a holocaust of emperors, kings, princes, archdukes and hereditary grand dukes’.2

The most infamous destruction was in Russia, where the tsar and his family were murdered in a basement. Almost all these killings and extirpations were presented as nasty necessities in the building of democracy. But they demonstrably failed to do so. In the years which followed the end of their monarchies, the peoples of Russia, Spain, Italy, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Greece – most of the population of Europe – found themselves living under dictatorship. Better the crown is worn by a dullard than by someone who thinks he has a mission. As the editor of the left-wing New Statesman, Kingsley Martin, pointed out, we should note the warnings from history: ‘if we drop the trappings of monarchy in the gutter… Germany has taught us [that] some guttersnipe… may pick them up’.3 It may be the sort of admonition which belongs with Hilaire Belloc’s advice to ‘always keep a hold of nurse, for fear of finding something worse’. But he has a point.

Reflecting on his own ejection from power, the English-educated King Farouk of Egypt famously predicted that by the end of the twentieth century there would be only five monarchies left in the world: the kings of hearts, diamonds, clubs and spades and the King of England. The remark has the whiff of cigary worldliness about it that enabled Farouk to pretend that his own overthrow was the result of irresistible forces of history. In fact his departure from Cairo to the fleshpots of Monaco had as much to do with the fact that he was a pampered, kleptomaniac lard mountain:4 it was enough to look at his fat face and elaborately waxed moustache to want to punch his nose. But his moustache was sharper than his mind. He was right about the British monarchy, which survived into the twenty-first century because, by force majeure and good sense, its shape and powers had been trimmed and trimmed again, having learned the lesson of the great republican Thomas Paine that kings are deposed in the hearts of their subjects long before they are got rid of by legislative decree.5

But kings and queens survive elsewhere in Europe. The Netherlands persists happily with a characteristically Dutch arrangement which is half republican and half royalist, in which monarchs treat their role as just another job, from which they can retire when they get tired. Denmark, Norway and Sweden have never been republics and show no sign of becoming disenchanted with their royal families. There is no head of steam to replace the newly restored Spanish monarchy with something more modern, and in Belgium the monarchy is one of the very few institutions which hold an intrinsically incoherent state together.

The figures who sit upon these thrones do not enjoy their privileges because of anything they have done. They do not have to be clever or talented. They do not need ambition: not for them the slog up from insignificance to eminence. It is enough for them simply to be there. They are like a church spire you see across a river valley, the expression of age-old beliefs. When Prince Charles takes the throne, he will do so as the incarnation of something very close to a religion, which certainly defies rational explanation. Of course, he is looked after comfortably, never having to put his hand into his pocket for the right change, never having to drive himself unless he chooses to do so. The stories about his having the toothpaste squeezed on to his brush may be apocryphal, but that they could have been entertained at all says something. In exchange for his comforts, as a once wild animal in a zoo gets used to its mealtimes, he must be gawped at by people eating sandwiches on his front lawn.

Psychiatrists’ consulting rooms see a steady procession of people who imagine they have been in conversation with, been visited by or even been intimate with her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, by the grace of God monarch of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, sovereign of Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Jamaica, Barbados, Fiji, the Bahamas, Grenada, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Tuvalu, St Lucia, St Vincent and the Grenadines, Belize, Antigua and Barbuda, St Christopher and Nevis, head of the Commonwealth and the Church of England’s Defender of the Faith. The delusion is so commonplace that one bishop, with much experience of working with the mentally ill, has been driven to wonder what on earth they can have delusions about in republics.

And it is not confined to the sick. In the 1970s, an entire book was devoted to the fact that Queen Elizabeth II stalks the dreams of so many of her subjects. The author discovered that in most of their visions her subjects imagined that the queen spent much of her day drinking tea. She was almost always wearing her crown, whether she happened just to have dropped into the local pub or was ambling around Leicester Square. She even wore it while driving long-distance lorries between Edinburgh and London. Yet she was informal in her conversation. ‘I was in Canada,’ one dreamer admitted, ‘and I bumped into the Queen at Niagara Falls. “Betty!”, I yelled. “What on earth are you doing here?” ’6 Another accosted the queen at a Buckingham Palace garden party, complaining that she could not get a cup of tea. ‘Minutes later she [the queen] appeared in jeans and gumboots, pulling a gigantic trolley, piled high with green cups, the kind you can buy at Woolworths for a few pence.’7 Others dreamed of falling in love with the queen’s children, about being surrounded by hordes of royal corgis, that she had moved into their house and begun darning their socks, that they had rescued her from drowning, that the queen’s mother was taking part in a professional wrestling match, or that they had bumped into her out shopping and had to lend her money because she had ‘forgotten the Privy Purse’. Some dreamed of previous monarchs, notably Queen Victoria, who in one dream was inexplicably sitting in the corner of the room playing the bagpipes. Mrs Willis of Hereford had dreamed that Queen Victoria had accosted her mother with the memorable invitation, ‘Emily, I am so pleased to see you… What would you like? A cup of tea or a haddock?’

A vast acreage of print has been devoted to the analysis of dreams. Some of it even makes apparent sense. It is noticeable that many of those who seem to dream most about the monarchy are those least likely to have anything to do with it, but perhaps it is just that those closest to the throne are far too discreet to talk about what happens in their sleep. Many of the dreams seem to suggest thwarted wishes, others that the queen has recognized a talent which the dreary friends and colleagues of our waking lives have failed to notice. Certainly they all suggest that the queen signifies something more than the local newsagent. She is usually friendly, and simultaneously both more and less imposing than other authority figures, such as the teacher we remember from our schooldays. Who knows how many of us have had a member of the royal family play around in our unconscious dressed as a clown, a gravedigger or a fishmonger? Just because one does not recall dreaming of the queen does not mean one has not done so, merely that one has not remembered. Even the writer Martin Amis, who claimed to be utterly uninterested in the royal family, once claimed that he had recently had a sex dream about the Duchess of York, Sarah Ferguson. ‘You may be touched – and surprised – to learn that I found Fergie to be both a considerate and an inventive lover,’ he told the world.8 This book is an attempt to understand how it is that the kings and queens of Britain and some of the other monarchies of Europe have come to exercise the hold they have upon our imaginations.

We do not, on the other hand, speak of the hold they have upon power, because the notable characteristic of the royal families of Europe is that they have so very little of anything remotely resembling true power. Increasingly, they tend towards the condition of pipsqueak principalities like Liechtenstein and Monaco – fancy-dress fodder for magazines which survive by telling us things we did not need to know about people we have hardly heard of. At Sandringham I asked Prince Charles what he thought was the function of monarchy, and he replied in a world-weary way, ‘I think we’re a soap opera.’

This is a characteristically Eeyorish thing for him to say, which one can perhaps understand from a man saddled with the tedium of spending most of his adult life waiting for a death in the family before he can take on the only role for which he has been told he is fitted. But it falls far short of a complete explanation. No soap opera lasts for ever, which is the central conceit of monarchy, and those television series which survive any length of time do so only by introducing fresh characters and inventing increasingly preposterous plot-lines. Apart from the occasional marriage, monarchies are stuck with a familiar cast, and the activities we see them perform – the opening of another bypass or hospital wing, the reciting of turgid speeches compiled by unimaginative functionaries, the formal glad-handing of civic worthies – are anything but glamorous. It is hard enough to stay awake. Apart from the very occasional coronation, royal wedding or state funeral, the public lives of kings and queens are of ineffable dullness.

For me – as for most reasonably modern, reasonably well-educated people, I suspect – the kings and queens of modern Europe have never been objects of awestruck fascination. The complicated bloodlines which have given them their eminence are slightly absurd things, anyway: if you go back far enough, just about anyone with European ancestry is descended from royalty. Calvin Coolidge could trace his descent from Charlemagne, and a mere twenty-two generations separated Walt Disney from Edward I. The powers they have are few enough: for intrinsic interest, give us an absolute monarch any day, even if the only places you can find such people nowadays are corrupt kingdoms in vast expanses of sand or obscure African statelets like Swaziland. For those who live in constitutional monarchies, the king or queen is just a fact of life, like the weather: occasionally you enjoy it, but most of the time you just put up with it. Come to think of it, they are a good deal less interesting than the weather, for the simple reason that predictability is of their essence.

I have vague memories of being taken out, at the age of four or five, ‘to see the queen’ as she visited the naval dockyard where my father’s ship was then based. I seem to recall my mother walking me across the village green, to watch a car pass slowly – but not slowly enough – and a hand waving from it. But I cannot be sure. For most of the citizens of the countries over which the handful of surviving kings and queens preside that is probably their closest experience of royalty. The intriguing question is why the citizens should turn out to gaze upon such a spectral figure at all.

I certainly recall the widow of George VI visiting my school on its centenary. My sister recently found a pile of old 8 millimetre film at the back of a cupboard, which showed the queen mother emerging from a helicopter in a pink coat and hat and then being led by the headmaster through crowds of cheering boys and matrons and masters’ wives in their best outfits, her arm rising and falling in that effortless royal wave which no other mortal employs. The film had a slightly surreal quality to it: it had been used twice, so the pink hat and coat had been superimposed on pictures of a school sports day, with King George VI’s widow waving from the middle of a long-jump pit before being obliterated by a leaping child.

Otherwise, my life has been almost blamelessly royal-free, which is the way I and many other products of post-war Britain have liked it. Any of us could have made the case for abolishing the monarchy from the age of thirteen or fourteen, and, although other targets of teenage truculence fade away, republicanism has often tended to remain an item of faith: any system which puts an unelected person at the head of the country affronts the suffrage, legitimizes the idea that advancement is by breeding rather than effort, and ensures that the country marches into the future looking backwards into its past.

And yet those in whom the spirit of the guillotine lives on would have to admit that republicanism has always been a minority taste in modern Britain. It has a whiff of earnest priggishness about it which has never won over the general public. When the liberal-minded Independent newspaper was founded in the 1980s it attempted to ignore royal stories, on the ground that they were an irrelevance. The ban finally withered away to nothingness when Princess Diana’s car was written off in a Paris underpass, and it became clear that, whatever else they might or might not be, the lives and deaths of members of the royal family were matters of genuine public interest. The grief which swept the country developed from shock, through mourning, into a teary-eyed hysteria which astonished almost the whole of the ruling class and revealed something remarkable about the intensity of public feeling for these remote beings.

The funeral of Princess Diana demonstrated – and the funeral of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother confirmed – how great a hold the royal family has upon public sympathy, particularly it seems among poorer people, older people and those who do not have a university education. The monarchical memorabilia industry directs the marketing of its souvenir mugs, ‘miraculously lifelike’ dolls, commemorative teaspoons and the rest of its absurdly expensive knick-knacks at the readers of middlebrow newspapers. They do not advertise in the London Review of Books – they know that intellectuals hold to the motto of that great vegetarian George Bernard Shaw, that ‘kings are not born: they are made by artificial hallucination’.9 Monarchy is mumbo-jumbo. Yet mumbo-jumbo is the language of magic. I was in Sri Lanka when Lady Diana Spencer married Prince Charles in July 1981. The sight of hundreds of Asian faces pressed against the shop and hotel windows, straining to see the grainy broadcast pictures from another continent, was evidence enough of the mesmeric hold of royalty on the minds of the deprived. A privileged young woman in a bridal dress – sewn, we were told by the doting commentator, with ten thousand mother-of-pearl sequins – her face hidden behind a veil and trailing twenty-five yards of fabric behind her, was the material of which dreams were made.

Most of us grow out of such stuff. But in 2004, long after we had all learned that fairytales do not end with people living happily ever after, a minor epidemic of similar fantasies swept Europe. ‘Sometimes I wake up and wonder where I am,’ gushed the part-time waitress and single mother marrying Crown Prince Haakon in Oslo. ‘I guess you could say it’s a modern fairytale,’ said Tasmania’s Mary Elizabeth Donaldson, of her engagement to Crown Prince Frederick in Copenhagen. In the spirit of hidden identities they were reported to have met when he had introduced himself to her in a bar in Sydney with the words, ‘Hi, I’m Fred from Denmark.’ When Crown Prince Felipe married in the May rain in Madrid, Hello! breathlessly reported, ‘He was the Prince who insisted he would marry only for love. She was the talented journalist and newsreader who fell for his sensitivity and intelligence.’ But only one style of language is appropriate for these occasions, and even this divorced career woman married her ‘dream prince’ in a ‘fairytale’ gown of off-white silk, topped by a platinum and diamond tiara.10 To the delight of the newspapers, Prince William, heir to the British throne, was being seen with Kate Middleton, whose family ran a mail-order business supplying, among other delights, polyester ‘princess’ dresses for little girls.

A belief in kings and queens is the adult equivalent of the little girls’ belief in fairytale princesses. It has no logic to it, and yet you cannot stop the universal hallucination any more than you can stop little girls wanting to be princesses when they grow up. As recently as 1962 Harold Nicolson could write of the ‘fabulous respect for royalty’, which ‘survives in its glamour and a certain sanctity; it is considered irreverent and almost blasphemous to make jokes in public about the royal family; and we are all conscious, when in the presence of the Sovereign, of a certain tension which is akin to awe’.11 Nicolson’s observations belong to the era when military service had only just ceased to be compulsory and cinema audiences rose to their feet for the national anthem: the social revolution which overtook Britain in the 1960s swept away traditional deference. The first attempts to satirize the monarchy were met with the argument that such attacks were unfair, because ‘they can’t hit back’. Within thirty years, lampooning the first family on television and in newspapers was commonplace. And yet a curious thing happened. Holding the individuals up to public ridicule did nothing to undermine fascination with monarchy: the more they were told that their kings, queens and princes had feet of clay, the more the public seemed to want to believe that they wore glass slippers. The gross embarrassments of royal children and their unsuitable spouses did nothing to slake the thirst for fantasy. There is a frequently quoted figure that, across the world, 2.5 billion people watched the funeral of Diana, Princess of Wales.12 Even if it is an exaggeration, and the total was a mere 1 billion, it still represented at the time the largest number of human beings ever to witness the same event simultaneously – just as her wedding had at the time been the most watched event in history. Forty million people bought copies of Elton John’s ‘Candle in the Wind 1997’, £100 million was donated to a memorial fund, and two men killed themselves out of grief.13 Royalty is somehow the property of its subjects. Another of Harold Nicolson’s observations of four decades ago remains true. ‘The fact that the glamour of royalty survives as a feeling rather than as a thought, as a sentimental emotion rather than as a logical concept, does not diminish its efficacy… it remains potent, widespread and beloved.’14

At one point in my journalistic career at the BBC, the organization became convinced that its supreme test would come with the death of King George VI’s widow, the mother of Queen Elizabeth II. The conviction reflected its recognition of the emotional power of monarchy. But how to articulate it? Although its news division was largely staffed by the sort of clever young people who affect disdain for monarchy, for many years in the 1980s and 1990s it forced them to give up a Saturday or Sunday afternoon every six months, to practise what would happen when the sad day dawned. Long sets of guidelines were produced and laminated in plastic. Elaborate chains of editorial command were established in which people identified only by impenetrable acronyms would refer the news up, down and sideways to confirm that it was true that a very old lady had indeed done what all old people do sooner or later. A cupboard was organized, filled with identical grey suits, white shirts and black ties (or, as one of the endless memos instructed, ‘in the case of female presenters, black shawls’).

Each programme was required to practise how it would cope with the news. Reporters would be dispatched to empty corridors and car-park basements, pretending to be at the gates of Buckingham Palace, St James’s Palace or Clarence House, where the old lady was then living. Young researchers would be sent to sit in corners of the canteen, where they played the part of one of the Great and Good about to pay homage. ‘Are you there, Archbishop?’ began one radio dummy-run.

They were a nightmare. You might think that, confronted with a news story, a news organization would immediately check its accuracy, and then broadcast what it had established. But the BBC had devised a formula under which its programmes ignored the first reports and continued to discuss the latest obscure political development in the Balkans or the European Union’s Common Fisheries Policy, while, behind the scenes, producers frantically made preparations for breaking the news to the public. A caption would then be displayed, which told the audience to ‘stand by for an important announcement’. The moment this notice appeared, the presenter on duty was to sprint from the studio, scuttle up several flights, open the sacred cupboard with the key (which was carried on his person at all times), take out one of the suits and then sprint back down the corridor, descend six floors and career back down to the studio, where, breathless, he was to wait for the caption to be removed. Finally – and there was to be not the slightest deviation from the prescribed words – he would say, ‘It is with deep regret that the BBC announces the death of her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother.’ Solemn music would then be played, accompanied by pictures of the royal standard flying at half-mast. The BBC’s competitors, meanwhile, would presumably have broadcast whatever details they had been able to gather – where she had been when she died, cause of death, reaction of family and statesmen, and so on. The BBC would add such details only after the martial music and long sequences of chocolate-box pictures charting the life and times of the late Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon.

The lumbering, tortuous protocol reflected the organization’s uncertainty about its own role: was its job to tell the nation the news (if indeed – as some wondered – the death of an exceptionally old lady was really news at all) or was it somehow to act as part of the Establishment, and to become Chief Mourner? In the rehearsals with which I was involved we never, ever, got it right. On one occasion we had been ‘on the air’ for the best part of three hours before we discovered that, had we been doing the thing for real, all that the waiting nation would have seen was a caption telling it to stand by for an important announcement. It seemed fatuous conducting interviews with authorities on the House of Windsor in which we discussed the state of the queen mother’s recent health: there had been a number of incidents in which fish-bones had become stuck in the royal throat – was it a problem with a particular species of fish? In fact, of course, there was plenty of worthwhile discussion to be had about the queen mother. Some of it was constitutional – the role she had played in restoring the monarchy when her shy and stuttering husband took the throne after the Abdication Crisis caused by Edward VIII; some of it personal – such as her role during the Second World War; and some of it plain scurrilous, involving tales of gin-drinking, horse-racing and an alleged partiality for deeply reactionary politics. But these things would either never have been asked or were deemed too cheeky to be shared with the public before it had first been lulled into a sense of appropriate awe.

Just as the best-laid military plans do not survive the first encounter with the enemy, the strategy was made redundant by the utterly unexpected and hideously dramatic death of Diana, Princess of Wales. This was so far outside the scope of the plastic templates that the organization did what it ought to have planned to do in the first place, treated the public as though they were adults and told them what it could establish, as soon as it could do so accurately. When, one Easter weekend, the queen mother did succumb to mortality at the age of 101, the BBC was caught flat-footed and interrupted normal programmes to transmit the information by a newsreader who was wearing – some newspapers were outraged to report the next day – a burgundy tie. The Times disclosed that the royal family was ‘unhappy’ and ‘upset’, the Daily Mail that the queen mother’s grandson, Prince Charles, who had been travelling back from Switzerland and had not seen the coverage, nonetheless thought it ‘lamentable’.

About a year before Diana died, I had received from her an invitation to lunch. I immediately suspected a hoax. I had never met her, had, as far as I could see, absolutely nothing in common with her, and had never expressed any interest in meeting her. But when I called her private secretary, the invitation turned out to be genuine. I suggested a restaurant. He replied that it would be a lot easier if I went to see her at Kensington Palace. So, on the appointed day I was waved through the barriers and ushered up a flight of stairs into the princess’s apartment. I had no idea what to expect. I was aware of her story – who could not be? – but knew little or nothing of who she was, except that almost the only qualification she had earned from an expensive education was a certificate for the best-kept something-or-other. I remembered because it had been a question in a quiz, which someone had answered with the word ‘virginity’. I think the right answer might have been guinea-pig.

And then suddenly the most famous young woman in the world appeared at the top of the stairs. She was wearing a pale-blue two-piece suit and was much taller than I had expected.

‘Jeremy, so nice of you to come,’ she said in a voice as smooth as cream. ‘Just the two of us. Can you cope?’ A thousand male fantasies flashed through my mind. I said I’d try.

We had a drink (wine for me, water for her) while she asked vague questions about journalism, and then we went through to her dining room to eat. As the two liveried butlers performed an elaborate demonstration of synchronized lid-lifting, I began to realize that the lunch had no agenda. She just wanted someone to talk to, and, unlike other lonely people, was in the happy position of being able to invite anyone she liked and being reasonably confident that they would turn up. So I asked her about herself, her life and the news of the day. She seemed to answer everything entirely directly, even if some of her ideas were distinctly odd – an American airliner which had crashed off Long Island was, she said, ‘definitely hit by a missile – that’s what my sources say’. About her children, she was very straightforward. Was William looking forward to being king? ‘Well, he often says he really doesn’t want to do it, but then Harry says, well, if you don’t want the job, I’ll have it.’

On the way out, I told her how strange the palace seemed – remarkably quiet, yet only a hundred yards or so away from the bustle of Kensington High Street. It felt a bit like a prison, I said. ‘No, more like an up-market Coronation Street,’ she said. ‘As we go out, you’ll see all the curtains twitching.’ The soap-opera theme again. Still, it seems a bit claustrophobic, I said. ‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘I put on my jeans and a baseball cap and sneak out into the High Street, and sometimes the newspaper vendor will spot me and say “What you been up to now, Di?” But they’re terrifically friendly, and if someone starts bothering me I just go into W. H. Smith’s, and the staff there are very nice, and they hide me.’

It didn’t sound much of a life, but she seemed reconciled to it. As we walked out to my shabby car I fancied I saw a curtain twitch and thought how awful it must be to live a life in which just about anything you did might earn a disloyal neighbour or employee a hundred pounds or so if they told a newspaper about it.

The meeting was never repeated: we were hardly kindred spirits, and she doubtless had dozens of other people she wanted to have lunch with. A year later, she was dead. I was as shocked as anyone. But the controversies which followed – the newspaper outrage at why the sugary tributes of the Prime Minister about ‘the People’s Princess’ were not reflected in royal circles, why the royal standard at Buckingham Palace was not being flown at half-mast (and the response, which was that it was flown only when the king or queen was in residence) – left me cold. When Winston Churchill died, hundreds of thousands had turned out to see his coffin drawn through the streets of London. Now vast crowds were drawn to another funeral. But Churchill had led the country in its darkest hours and had embodied the determination of a people not to succumb to tyranny. What could be said to be Diana’s achievement? Churchill had done something. Diana had merely been something.

Of course, people had strong feelings about her, because the separation between Diana and Prince Charles had been so very public. But for a marriage between famous people to fall apart is hardly unusual: among film and music stars the rarity is the marriage which stays intact. When such relationships explode we just shrug our shoulders. But when Charles and Diana split up, it polarized people passionately. You were either in the prince’s party – ‘He was made to marry a woman he did not love by the forces of the state, and stuck with it until she became utterly impossible.’ Or you were with the princess – ‘She was an innocent young girl taken up by a much older man, used, betrayed and then spat out.’

Like all good propaganda, each version contained a germ of truth. But why did people hold their positions so fiercely? Why did people say – and seem to mean – ‘I can never forgive him/her’? Some of it, perhaps, was common humanity; anyone would sympathize with ‘those poor boys’, the princes, especially when their mother met her tragic death. But there was a passion to the partisanship which gave it the character of that most intense of conflicts, the civil war. The only plausible explanation for people caring so fervently, it seemed to me, was that they felt the man and woman involved belonged to them in some way. What extraordinary alchemy had transfigured this otherwise remote relationship between ordinary people and a uniquely privileged couple?

The obsequies which followed the death of the queen mother were another example. The poor newsreader on duty at the BBC on the afternoon that Buckingham Palace announced she had died in her sleep was visibly nervous. His hands shook. His voice croaked. What was it about this particular event which had reduced him to such anxiety, when the normal fare of news – war, disaster, the consequences of human heroism, folly and malevolence – never ruffled his composure? When the coffin was placed on public display in Westminster Hall the pressure to see the thing was so intense that lines of people waited in the cold for hours upon end, often right through the night. They snaked down the banks of the River Thames, hundreds of thousands of people of both sexes, of all ages, of varied racial backgrounds and of mixed social classes. On the day of the funeral, i million people watched the coffin borne on a gun carriage through the streets. Millions more, in shops, offices and factories across the country, observed a two-minute silence as the ceremony began. What did all this signify? Why had they come? The metropolitan media, much of which had predicted minimal interest in the last rites of a very old lady, had seriously misjudged the public mood.

What was it they had failed to detect or understand? Some commentators in liberal newspapers like the Guardian attempted to explain away the crowds by suggesting they were the dupes of an Establishment which knew that if it deployed enough pomp, muffled drums and splendid uniforms it could milk a bereavement to enlist support for a redundant institution. But the polite and good-humoured crowds waiting to file past the coffin did not sound as if that was what had brought them out. Some talked about being there simply because they wanted to be present at an historical event. But most seemed merely to say they were ‘paying their respects’. Pressed any further and they spoke of the queen mother almost as if she was a member of their family, their own grandmother perhaps, or a slightly distant, rather grand great-aunt. How had they come to have this relationship with a woman they had never met?

A few years ago, Buckingham Palace advisers decided that the queen really ought to see a little of the working lives of her subjects. Days were organized in which she would be taken on tours to meet people who taught in schools, traded shares or nursed in hospitals. One of the days was to be spent discovering how broadcasting worked. Like all organizations destined to receive a royal visit, the broadcasters were reduced to much anxiety. Walls were painted, people were selected to be presented, ‘spontaneous’ demonstrations of technology were rehearsed. And in the evening, to say thank you, about three hundred of us would be invited to a reception at Buckingham Palace.

I had decided not to go. And then curiosity, the interest shown by my children and an uncomfortable sense that I was being a prig made me change my mind. It was definitely not one of Buckingham Palace’s grandest occasions – warm white wine and the occasional plate of Twiglets scattered here and there. The media crowd would certainly not later accuse the royal household of profligacy. We milled about in some of the enormous state rooms talking to one another and vaguely speculating why any of us was there. I began to wonder whether the queen herself was even present, and sought out a courtier.

‘Is the queen here?’ I asked.

‘Oh, very much so,’ she said.

‘Well, where is she?’

‘She’s in thet room over there,’ came the cut-glass reply.

Now impulsiveness, braggadocio or the effect of the warm white wine took over.

‘I’d like to speak to her,’ I said.

‘Oh! But you’re not on the lest. If you’d been on the lest, you’d have been told as you cem in.’

‘Well, I’d like to talk to her.’

‘She’s in the room over there.’

I cut through the crowd, my resolution wavering with each step. Why did I want to talk to her? What on earth would I say? Why should she want to speak to me? How had I got myself into this mess?

The side-room was packed. I gave a slight sigh of relief on discovering that there was no sign of the queen and struck up a conversation with a former colleague.

‘So, the queen’s not here, then?’

‘Yes she is. She’s over there.’ And then I realized how remarkably short she was, as the shoulders of the men and women around her parted for an instant, and there she was, smiling in that interested yet impersonal way she has. She was working her way down a long line of people, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries with those on The List.

‘I’d been hoping to have a word with her,’ I said.

‘I’d go over and do so, then. She’s awfully nice,’ said the man from Channel Four.

‘No,’ I said, looking for an excuse, ‘it’s a very long line and I’ve got to get back to work soon.’

The truth was that I had been overcome by nerves. What Nicolson had described four decades ago as ‘a certain tension which is akin to awe’ fitted the mood well enough. A similar feeling overtook me at one point during the research for this book, inside Buckingham Palace. I had gone there to see the State Opening of parliament from, as it were, the other side. After the ceremonial, the carriages returned to the inner courtyard of the palace. I was standing, feeling rather scruffy amid the scarlet tunics, boots and spurs, at the edge of the steps. As she got out of the carriage, the queen heaved a sigh, obviously relieved that the formalities were over. She turned and began to talk animatedly with the Crown Equerry, the splendidly spurred official in charge of her transport. One of the horses drawing her carriage had kicked out and, from what I could hear, she was talking about what had excited it. I thought how much she reminded me of my elderly mother, with her knowledge of, and enthusiasm for, horses. Then, suddenly, the queen shot a look across at me. Probably she was just noticing – as everyone close to her says she notices – something out of the ordinary. For an instant we had eye contact and I thought with utter horror, ‘Oh no! She’s going to talk to me!’ I wanted the ground to swallow me, anything to avoid finding something to say to this particular little old lady. And then, to my relief, the queen’s gaze shifted, she turned to gather up her retinue, and they followed her up the steps and into the palace.

Why should one individual have this capacity to strike awe? I have interviewed presidents and prime ministers, murderers and generals – even, once, a living god (the Dalai Lama, who turned out to be surprisingly partial to the smell of bacon sandwiches). What was it about this diminutive grandmother that induced paralysing tension? ‘Majesty’ is one of those words made almost meaningless through overuse. It is part of the explanation, perhaps. The uniqueness of a king or queen has something to do with it – there is only one of them. But I was a republican, with a full set of coherent, democratic prejudices about the world. What were we doing with this family at the head of a twenty-first-century state? And what must it be like to be one of them?




1. First, Find a Throne

Even on the most exalted throne in the world we are only sitting on our own bottom.

Montaigne, Essays, 1580

On 16 August 1923 the London Evening News carried the front page headline ‘A CROWN AWAITS AN ENGLISHMAN’. ‘Wanted, a King: English country gentleman preferred,’ the copy began. ‘Apply to the Government of Albania.’ Like many newspaper stories, the report was an elaborate piece of embroidery woven on a very small patch of cloth. But it was not a joke. Other countries might have revived their monarchies in the twentieth century. But Albania is the most recent European state to have invented one. The newspaper was anxious to convince sceptical readers. ‘It is true. The romantic and picturesque country in the Balkans is a monarchy without a monarch, and its people have an ardent desire to be ruled by an Englishman.’ The newspaper warned its readers that applicants for the job would have to be ‘country gentlemen’, because Albanians detested politicians. In addition to the obvious appeal of being king, the paper reported, the country had its own attractions, not the least of which was that it could offer some of the finest shooting in Europe, including snipe, duck, geese, bears, wolves and wild pigs. The currency, according to an unnamed informant, was entirely gold. ‘There are no banks in Albania,’ said the source, ‘and the government money, I believe, is kept in a tin box. That is their Treasury.’

It was enticing enough. Over seventy people applied for the job, although most came not from landed estates but from suburbs of London. One letter sent to the Albanian Prime Minister was from a ballet teacher, who felt that her ability to soar in the air entitled her to be Queen of the Sons of the Eagle. Other candidates for the job included a British Conservative MP and an American tin-plate tycoon.

The first question to be settled in any inquiry into how monarchies work is how does a king or queen find a throne in the first place? It is generally assumed that the hereditary principle is basic to monarchy, although Edward Gibbon believed that the Antonine period of the Roman empire – when the emperors adopted the young men they thought should succeed them – was ‘possibly the only period in history in which the happiness of a great people was the sole object of government’.1 Most monarchies depend upon the three principles of heredity, consecration and acclamation by the powers in the land. In most European monarchies, the crown was passed from father to son or daughter, but in other traditions – Arab dynasties, for example – the successor can be chosen from among the royal family. Poland was so taken with the idea of acclamation that it invented a most enlightened arrangement by which when a king died the Primate of Poland assumed the title of Interrex, while the nobility went about the business of voting for a new king. The person they chose was obliged to swear an oath that he would not marry, divorce, levy taxes or make war without permission and would not attempt to engineer his succession.2 No room for any nonsense about Divine Right. Unfortunately, as Voltaire commented disdainfully, the system suffered from the significant disadvantage that ‘the throne is almost always up for sale, and since there is rarely a Pole rich enough to buy it, it has often been sold to foreigners’.3 When Poland was partitioned at the end of the eighteenth century, the system perished.

Voltaire was dead and heroically memorialized by the French revolution when the people of Sweden found themselves looking for a new king. They settled upon one of Napoleon’s marshals, Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte, who neither spoke Swedish nor was a Lutheran, to become their prince royal. His dynasty, now widely considered to have the dullest, stuffiest court in Europe, still rules Sweden. A century later, when seceding from Sweden in 1905, the Norwegians preferred monarchy to a republican system, so borrowed a Danish prince and created a dynasty. Even at the fag-end of the twentieth century a faith in royalty survived in the Baltic: in 1994 the Royalist Party of Estonia, which held 10 per cent of the seats in that country’s parliament, invited Queen Elizabeth’s youngest son, Prince Edward, Earl of Wessex, to come and be their king. A Buckingham Palace spokesman described the suggestion as ‘a charming but unlikely idea’.4

As the Ottoman empire fell apart, thrones became available all over the place. The kingship of Greece was hawked around Europe and finally offered to Prince George of Denmark, who was less than keen until his uncle, the Danish king, threatened to have his father shot. Most famously, there was the example of Bulgaria, which had an urgent need of a king, after the abdication of Alexander I in 1886. Prime Minister Stambolov(‘the Bismarck of Bulgaria’) sent envoys across the continent in search of a young, wealthy, militarily competent and powerfully connected candidate. The emissaries were, apparently, under the impression that an invitation to become king of Bulgaria would be irresistible. It was not. A grand duke in Russia declined the post. Valdemar of Denmark wasn’t keen. A prince in Romania ruled the thing out at once. Then, in a Viennese beer garden, they encountered an Austrian major who, having listened to their tale, ‘sprang to his feet and slapped his deerskin riding breeches of spotless white in pure amazement and joy. “Why,” he cried, “I know the very man you want; and by a strange coincidence he is here on this very spot. He is Ferdinand of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, grandson of Louis Philippe of France, and cousin of every crowned head in Europe. He is a prime favourite of both the Emperor of Austria and the Tsar of Russia. And, my boys, don’t say I told you so, but he is as rich as Croesus.”’5 The cartoon major took them to a nearby billiard hall and introduced them to the twenty-six-year-old Ferdinand, dressed as a very junior officer in the Austrian army. After dithering for a while he accepted the job with the words, ‘I regard it as my sacred duty to set foot at the earliest possible moment on the soil of my new country.’6

Albania’s choice fell upon an extraordinary Englishman named Aubrey Herbert, without whose efforts the country might never have come into existence. As the Ottoman empire rotted away, the great powers had planned to carve up the territory – known, if it was known at all, for mountains, bandits and ‘honorary men’ (women who had refused their father’s choice of husband, and therefore had to spend the rest of their lives as males), between Serbia and Greece. Aubrey Herbert, squire of Pixton Park and later MP for South Somerset, had become devoted to the place after hiring an Albanian manservant. Kiazim endeared himself to his master with the request that if he forgot any of his duties, Herbert was, please, ‘to stab him’.7 Now, as the great powers discussed the division of the remnants of the Turkish empire, Herbert repaid this obsessional loyalty by a tireless campaign for an independent Albania. He was persuasive.

The Albanians never forgot their debt to this remarkable man, who was the model for Sandy Arbuthnot in John Buchan’s yarn Greenmantle. Buchan describes him as riding ‘through Yemen, which no white man ever did before. The Arabs let him pass, for they thought him stark mad and argued that the hand of Allah was heavy enough on him without their efforts. He’s blood brother to every kind of Albanian bandit.’8 In real life, Herbert had been almost blind from childhood, with piebald hair. He made himself fluent in Albanian, Turkish, Arabic and four other languages and was every bit as colourful as his fictional counterpart. When the First World War broke out, he became an officer in the Irish Guards simply by buying a uniform, sewing on a second lieutenant’s pips, and turning up at the docks when the regiment embarked for France in 1914. At Gallipoli it was Herbert who negotiated a truce with the Turks to allow for the burial of the dead.

The First World War had set royal cousin against royal cousin and, by its end, the modern world looked the sort of place in which monarchy had no role. But the new nation of Albania stood aside from the great melting of the crowns. In 1913 it had offered its throne to the man who had done so much to promote the cause of independence. Herbert seemed well qualified for the task, not least because, as an Englishman, he belonged to a nation with no strategic interests in the Balkans. He knew it would be a difficult and dangerous task, given the Albanians’ habit of settling disagreements about the weather with the help of a knife or revolver. But there was another consideration. As he wrote to his brother, ‘Of course with me, money is the trouble. The Albanians have never paid any taxes, and even if they do, poor lambs, they can’t pay much.’ Later he added, ‘If I had fifty thousand a year, I think I should take Albania.’9

Herbert reflected that, in the circumstances, ‘I don’t think they are likely to get a good Prince. Any prince would be an ass to take it on if he knew the difficulties and more of an ass if he didn’t.’10 Eventually the Albanians found their ass in Prince Wilhelm of Wied, a tiny state on the Rhine. Although Wilhelm’s candidacy was supported by Austria, he was not himself particularly wild for the job, and the Kaiser’s advice was much the same as that of the British Foreign Secretary: those who wish to keep their sanity avoid the Balkans. But, just as little girls dream of becoming a princess, so princesses dream of being a queen. His wife was keen. The prince’s aunt, the Queen of Romania, published a newspaper article promoting the couple’s claim under the title ‘Fairyland wants its prince’. In 1914, it got him, and the princess became a queen. But fairyland turned out to have primitive customs (the prince was taken for a weakling because he helped his wife out of their carriage) and ferocious politics. Within weeks, the new king had been obliged to set up field guns in the grounds of his palace and blast away at one of his ministers’ residences next door. Six months later the couple fled the country, leaving behind six separate governments, each claiming to be the legitimate representatives of the people of Albania.

In the aftermath of the First World War, Albania decided to try once more. In 1923 representatives again approached Aubrey Herbert, undeterred by his habit of dressing like a tramp. Perhaps in time they might have persuaded him to change his mind. Certainly, he thought hard about the proposition, as he put it in what he charmingly believed to be a coded letter, that ‘The A’s (private) have invited me to be No. 1 big man.’11 He was tempted, but reluctant, for much the same reasons as before. But less than a month after the Evening News announcement the matter became academic. For Herbert had taken the advice of his former tutor at Oxford, who told him that his blindness could be cured by having his teeth removed. He died of the resulting blood poisoning. For several years Albanians are said to have honoured his memory by referring to kind people as ‘Herberts’.

All sorts of candidates were then approached, some of them by people who had simply invented for themselves the role of intermediary. The 8th Duke of Atholl, who was (as is his successor) entitled to his own private army of Highlanders, was sounded out, but declined. The shipping magnate Lord Inchcape was asked whether he’d like to drop into Albania next time he was ‘cruising in the Mediterranean’. Failing that, could he ‘suggest the name of some wealthy Englishman or American with administrative power who would care to take up the cudgels on Albania’s behalf, thereby securing an honourable position as Albania’s king’? Inchcape replied in two sentences that he had ‘received your letter of 29th ulto… but it is not my line’.12 The former England cricket captain, C. B. Fry, was sounded out by a supposed Albanian bishop (Fry thought he bore an uncanny resemblance to the great bearded Victorian batsman W. G. Grace), to see whether he would like the post. Fry’s friend Ranjitsinhji eventually advised against the job, on the grounds that ‘living in a lonely castle on an island and perhaps [getting] a bullet in the ribs’13 was not sufficient inducement. Fry took his friend’s advice. For Albania, this was to have catastrophic strategic consequences, Fry later reflected, because, had he accepted, he would have introduced the country to cricket, and it would then have been impossible for Mussolini to invade the country, for fear of bringing down the wrath of the Royal Navy.

As it was, in 1928 the throne fell into the hands of Ahmed Zogu, or Ahmed Bey Zogoli, a warrior from the Gheg clan in the north of the country. His rise to kingship had the characteristic of most such ascents, that is to say, an insatiable urge to power. He was Minister of the Interior at twenty-four, Prime Minister at twenty-seven, President at twenty-nine. Somewhere along the way he is said to have been engaged by The Times as its correspondent. Now, armed with the slogan ‘we are a primitive and backward people’, the liberal use of threats against possible opponents, and the payment of large bribes to potential supporters, he orchestrated a popular campaign to have himself declared king. Rumours of a coup reached the Times newsdesk in London, which demanded to know why its local correspondent had failed to file on the story. The reply was said to have read, ‘All is quiet in Albania. I am king. Zog.’

He was thirty-two and lord of whatever he could survey in his primitive, backward country. He waxed his moustache into fine points and dressed in a military uniform adorned with stars, chains and gold braid. (On holiday he preferred to dress in blazer and white trousers ‘like an Englishman at Henley’.) Wreathed in permanent clouds of cigarette smoke, he was attended, in Albanian tradition, by his several unmarried sisters. These were described by one visitor as ‘sloe-eyed, raven-haired and sharing a rather oriental cast of countenance’.14 They were to be seen marching about Tirana at the head of contingents of the Albanian Women’s Association, wearing First World War steel helmets, dark-blue waisted tunics with Sam Browne belts, and khaki riding breeches, each of them carrying a drawn sword.

Enjoyable though it was, Zog found that being king did not meet all his needs. As for all kings, there was the obvious problem that none of his countrymen was quite on the same level. One evening, a group of British businessmen visiting Tirana were surprised by a knock on the door of the hotel room in which they sat playing poker. A messenger explained that their blinds were up and the king had been watching them through binoculars from the palace: would they like to bring the cards over and cut him in? Later, Zog developed the habit of ringing around the hotels of the capital, on the off-chance there might be someone staying with whom he could have a conversation.

Then there was the question of a queen. Emissaries were dispatched across Europe, equipped with the vital statistics of various Hollywood starlets the king had seen in magazine photographs. In Budapest they found a candidate. She was a Hungarian countess, Geraldine (her mother Gladys was American), twenty years his junior. The family fortune not being all it once was, she was now selling postcards at the museum. Once she had been carted off to Tirana, Zog eyed her up appreciatively and decreed that their wedding was to be the most spectacular event in Albanian history. And so it probably was. The streets were strewn with flowers and the guests festooned with furs, jewels and clanking swords. A gasping witness to the profusion of archimandrites, imams, mountain chiefs in breeches and cloaks from green to vermilion and women in fox-furs and tiaras reached for the inevitable comparison. It ‘might have been lifted from the fanciful pages of some fairy book’.15 Hitler gave the couple a supercharged scarlet Mercedes-Benz as a wedding gift.

Foreign journalists who struggled through the mountains to interview this latest adornment to monarchy were often bowled over. ‘Fire away with your indiscreet questions,’ he boomed.16 The correspondent from the Daily Express was impressed. After an interview in 1930 he declared, ‘Zog I, King of the Albanians, is a great young man of remarkable intelligence. I predict that much will be heard of him, and that he will achieve renown as one of Europe’s most able statesmen.’17 Like many a journalistic prophecy, this turned out to be somewhat wide of the mark. A year after his wedding, instead of leading his primitive and backward people in resistance to an Italian invasion, King Zog ran away into exile.

Unless you are lucky enough to get the call from a country like Albania which is looking for a king, the most important ingredient of monarchy is that you are born to the job. So the first challenge is to have chosen the right parents: the institution depends upon the proposition that those set in authority should have done nothing to earn their position. Wise governments set out to demonstrate by good deeds and compassionate words that they enhance the societies they head. But in a herediary system no amount of deeds or words can bring to the throne someone who has sprung from the wrong loins.

The surest way to establish the superiority of your parentage is to assert that your ancestors
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