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PROLOGUE

Kryptonite

THE OPRAH WINFREY INTERVIEW WITH PRINCE HARRY AND MEGHAN, Duke and Duchess of Sussex, in March 2021 was one of the most ballyhooed in television history. It was recorded one year after their bolt for the royal exit in the palmy gardens of an undisclosed mansion in Montecito, their California Elba perched high above the Pacific coast. Oprah’s outsized glasses magnified her wonder at the couple’s nuclear revelations about the House of Windsor.

‘Were you silent or were you silenced?’1 the TV oracle demanded in her most commanding tone over the ominous soundtrack in the teaser to the two-hour special. The camera panned to Meghan’s narrowed eyes, then cut off before we could learn her response. Forty-nine million people globally tuned in to find out. The Duchess wore smoky, tragedy eye makeup, first deployed by Diana, Princess of Wales, in her notorious interview with Martin Bashir, and her hair was in a low bun for confessional gravitas. There was much parsing amongst Meghan fans of the white lotus detail (resurrection!) on the long black Giorgio Armani dress belted high over her baby bump.

Royal code breakers noted that on Meghan’s left wrist was her late mother-in-law’s Cartier diamond tennis bracelet, signifying that the mantle of wronged royal woman was now hers. Harry, for his part, was lambasted on Twitter for the sartorial fail of his disconsolately saggy socks and undistinguished J.Crew suit. The main theme of his complaint was that his dad, the Prince of Wales, had misread his statement about seeking financial independence and cut off his money.

A damning charge sheet was presented by the House of Sussex: institutional disregard of Meghan’s mental health; the Palace’s inaction at her character assassination by the press; family jealousy; and, most serious of all, the explosive charge of racism against an unnamed Royal Family member who had raised ‘concerns’ about how dark-skinned the unborn Archie could be.

It was kryptonite.

Prince William’s terse response several days later to press trailing him on an engagement was: ‘We are very much not a racist family.’ But how would he know? Meghan Markle is the first person of colour to marry a Mountbatten-Windsor, and the diversity percentage amongst Buckingham Palace employees is 8.5 per cent.2

The social media maelstrom immediately showed a heated transatlantic divide in the audience reaction. The British response was predominantly of outrage at the display of such arrant disrespect for the monarchy and an angry focus on the many disputable, unchallenged claims by the couple. There was widespread scepticism at Meghan’s assertion that she had nowhere to turn with her thoughts of suicide except the Buckingham Palace HR department – a surreal-sounding place that few people had ever heard of (and that sounded ripe for a BBC sitcom written by Ricky Gervais). Wasn’t Harry, who had himself spent years in therapy, also one of the founders of Heads Together, a royal initiative with Prince William and Kate to end the stigma around mental illness? Whatever adjustment problems Meghan experienced, they were clearly too painful for Harry to watch.

Meanwhile Americans who have never forgiven the Windsors for their rejection of Diana mostly went the other way and cheered the Sussexes for blowing the whistle on the monarchy’s whole crumbling theme-park enterprise. Against the backdrop of the Black Lives Matter movement, the racism allegation only confirmed that the royal dinosaurs should no longer rule the earth. Even President Biden’s press secretary Jen Psaki weighed in, praising Meghan’s courage for airing her anxiety and depression. On both sides of the pond, the younger generation was ardently on Team Meghan for saving her sweet, sexy husband from his crusty, clueless relations.

Less discussed were Meghan’s puzzling – and to me, fascinating – comments about her lack of preparation for royal life. ‘I didn’t fully understand what the job was,’ she told Oprah. ‘What does it mean to be a working royal?3 What do you do? … As Americans especially, what you do know about the royals is what you read in fairy tales … I grew up in LA, you see celebrities all the time. This is not the same but it’s very easy, especially as an American, to go, “These are famous people.” [But] this is a completely different ball game.’

Uh, yes. The notion that the countryside-rooted, duty-obsessed, tradition-bound senior members of the British Royal Family bear any resemblance at all to Hollywood celebrities is head-explodingly offtrack. Celebrities flare and burn out. The monarchy plays the long game. There is no time stamp on the public’s interest in you as long as it’s clear that your interest is the public’s. As the Queen’s grandmother Queen Mary once said to a relative, ‘You are a member of the British royal family.4 We are never tired and we all love hospitals.’

THE DAZZLE OF ROYALTY that captivated Meghan is an optical illusion. It was hard for her to grasp that the organic lemon and elderflower dessert served at her fairy-tale Windsor Castle wedding was Alice in Wonderland’s ‘Eat Me’ cake. Even as she became a bigger and bigger star on the global stage, she would have to simultaneously shrink into the voiceless requirements of service to the Crown.

Meghan’s curious failure to prepare for a vocation that was the royal equivalent of taking the veil was a surprise to many of her former colleagues on the USA Network show Suits, where she appeared as a supporting player for seven years. According to a colleague on the show, Meghan as an actress had always been known for ‘doing her homework’, exhaustively grilling anyone who could help her for ‘notes’.

It’s baffling she did not do the same for the most important role of her life. The main reason that Diana’s Mr Wonderful, the heart surgeon Hasnat Khan, whom she dated after her separation from Charles, didn’t want to marry her is that he knew he couldn’t live with being traduced every day on the front pages of the tabloids.

A former member of the royal household told me,


I suppose my sense from the beginning was that you had in Meghan someone who had no context through which to comprehend the institution. And in the Palace, you had an institution that had no context for understanding Meghan. So, you had this huge problem of two worlds colliding, that had no previous experience of each other.



The British monarchy is a more than one-thousand-year-old institution, which at the time had a ninety-six-year-old CEO and a septuagenarian waiting in the wings. It cannot be expected to be nimble. It builds its social capital with steady, incremental acts of unexciting duty. Every so often the glacier moves, usually after a resounding shock to the system: the abdication of Edward VIII to marry the divorced American Wallis Simpson, when it tightened to repel any more intruders; the death of Diana and the ensuing public hysteria, when it reassessed and quietly became more accessible; and the crisis of ‘Megxit’, when the Duke and Duchess of Sussex made a choice between the Commonwealth and Netflix and followed the money. It will be several years before we know how seriously the monarchy has reckoned with its failures to reflect the diversity of the country it symbolises – and works for.

But change it will. The backstory of what propelled the British monarchy from the era when Princess Margaret could not marry the man she loved in 1955 because he was divorced, to twenty-six years later, when Prince Charles was made to marry a twenty-year-old virgin with a suitable pedigree, to the momentous milestone of 2018, when a divorced, biracial American received the Queen’s blessing to marry her grandson: All are potent reminders that the monarchy’s prime goal is to survive.

‘I didn’t do any research,’ Meghan admitted to Oprah in the interview.5

I did. Over two years, in person, and over Zoom as the COVID-19 pandemic descended, I talked to more than 120 people, many of whom have been intimately involved with the senior royals and their households during the turbulent years since Diana died.

My focus for this book is the ensuing twenty-five years up until today. But as we shall discover, the fascination of monarchy is that its themes – and its problems – repeat themselves over time through its reliably fallible and all-too-mortal protagonists. To understand the House of Windsor as it is today, one must understand the forces, human and historical, that shaped it. I have structured The Palace Papers into chapters centred on the key individuals who have moulded the monarchy’s recent history: Diana, Camilla, Charles, Philip, Margaret, Andrew, and, more recently, William, Harry, Kate, Meghan and their families. We shall travel back in time, from World War II to the lurid nineties, from modernising millennial Britain to the ‘Peak London’ of the Olympics, from the angry divisions of Brexit to the shared pain of a world pandemic. We shall meet prime ministers, influential courtiers, powerful spin doctors, lowly hangers-on, lovers, rivals and even outright enemies. We’ll parse the layers of aristocracy as well as the complex relationship between the royals, the media and the public.

Above all, I hope we will get closer to understanding the woman who mattered more than anyone else: the Queen.

The book in your hand is the one I wish Meghan had been able to read before she packed up her house in Toronto and boarded the plane to England to plan her wedding to the younger son of the heir to the British throne. She would have learned that no one is a bigger brand than the Firm.
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CHAPTER 1

Never Again

The Royals Confront a Post-Diana World

IN THE FIRST YEARS OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, A DAMP melancholy seemed to hang over the British royals that extended to their friends, servants and hangers-on. Research for my biography of Princess Diana in 2006, almost ten years after her death, took me to the fading walk-up flats in far-flung London postal codes of former courtiers and retainers. The smell of their stair carpets always filled me with gloom, a waft of downward mobility and pointless, genteel sacrifice. The light always seemed to go out on the third-floor landing because of the time switch. The door would open to a small, heavily book-lined one-bedroom apartment full of tasteful knick-knacks, a world of remnants from a life of palace duty. What had any of these courtiers got, really, out of all their loyalty and discretion towards the institution of monarchy? The Queen’s ‘regard’, a Seago watercolour, a few courtly thank-you letters signed in royal cursive.

Nowhere was the creak of irrelevance and decay more apparent than at a memorial service in March 2006 at the Guards’ Chapel at Wellington Barracks in Westminster for the Queen’s cousin and society photographer Lord Lichfield. I was there because I worked with the suavely charming Lichfield often in the early 1980s when I was editing Tatler, and once spent a riotous weekend with him and two other legendary photographers, Helmut Newton and David Bailey, covering the Monaco Grand Prix.

Court Circular stalwarts filled the Guards’ Chapel that rainy day, including the Queen’s fifty-five-year-old daughter, Princess Anne, who is also known as the Princess Royal, and Camilla Parker Bowles, newly elevated to HRH The Duchess of Cornwall since her marriage to Prince Charles the previous year. The ex-king and queen of Greece trudged past to their pew behind Camilla’s once-dashing ex-husband Brigadier Andrew Parker Bowles in his usher’s morning suit. Camilla and Andrew continue to move inextricably among all the same circles. In one of those inbred social details that baffle royal outsiders, he had joined the Queen to watch the Grand National in a side room at Windsor Castle after Charles and Camilla’s wedding blessing at St George’s Chapel.

‘No one rises for the Greeks any more. Isn’t it perfectly awful?’ hissed the Queen Mother’s former steward William ‘Backstairs Billy’ Tallon. He also acted very surprised that the Queen didn’t come herself: ‘She was his cousin after all.’

‘Yes, except she was more a cousin from his point of view than hers,’ said a man to Billy’s right, the royal biographer Hugo Vickers, whose observation seemed to encapsulate the relationship of royals to everyone else. Princess Anne, seated with the Greek party, looked dowdy and gruff, Andrew Parker Bowles like a walking pink gin. A decrepit Lord Snowdon, ex-husband of the Queen’s sister, Princess Margaret, displayed a bad-tempered air as he was borne along by his son and lowered into a seat. The Duchess of Cornwall’s box-shaped hat capped off a dour air-stewardess suit. This was a crowd that could well afford the best Harley Street dentist, but you could root for truffles in the forests of bad teeth.

What a depressing posse they made as they filed out of the chapel! Even the younger generation looked pale and discontented. Tallon murmured to me about a drug problem every time one of them got up to speak. One longed for the tall, blonde glory of Princess Diana to appear in a blaze of paparazzi. A guest said that he saw Brigadier Parker Bowles afterwards on the London tube, strap-hanging in his morning suit. Princess Michael of Kent, the Silesian interloper and former interior designer, was the only one in the royal party who added a frisson of glamour. She married the Queen’s cousin HRH Prince Michael of Kent in the late 1970s, and became known as ‘the Führer’ by Princess Diana after the Mirror revealed her father was a member of the SS. Striding down the aisle with her hair left long under an elegant black hat with a netted veil and a big curly smile, she had retained her Valkyrie good looks. Perhaps because her husband’s only achievements have been to grow a beard that increases his resemblance to Tsar Nicholas II and to sink from seventh to fifty-second in the order of succession, she’d made more of an effort to keep her end up.

It was clear that day that deep dullness had returned to the Royal Family, a dullness for which they, if not the tabloid newspapers, were extremely grateful. The lack of excitement around them was hard-won.

Ever since the death of Diana in 1997, the Queen had made it clear to all those who advised her that it could never happen again – the it being Diana’s explosive celebrity, the problem of the British monarchy being upstaged, outshone, drowned out by one overweening, dangerously popular member of the family other than the Queen or the heir to the throne. The refrain most repeated at the pinnacle of the Palace was ‘We don’t want another Diana.’ The press, the public and the younger generation of the Windsor family needed to be schooled to understand that the Crown is not a ‘platform’, nor is the extended Royal Family the monarchy. The sovereign is the monarchy and the direct heirs are the only ones who truly count. They and all others watching the Queen’s birthday flyover by the Royal Air Force from the Buckingham Palace balcony are there to serve, support and promote not themselves, but the Crown. They are high-born scaffolding.

Princess Diana’s global fame, so unplanned for when she was first earmarked by the Queen Mother as the perfect English rose to pluck for Prince Charles, hit Buckingham Palace like a meteor. Her heat singed the Queen’s tiara. And it made all the royals question their own performance and relevance for the first time.

At first, she’d seemed like a saviour. England was in a sullen mood in the late seventies after an era of Labour Party government rife with industrial disputes. The monarchy was increasingly seen as an anachronism, mocked by the Sex Pistols with a snarling 1977 punk anthem ‘God Save the Queen’. During the so-called Winter of Discontent in 1978 to 1979, ambulance drivers, refuse collectors and gravediggers went on strike. For the Royal Family, the young Lady Diana Spencer was both a tonic and a joyful national distraction. She was lightning in a bottle, but they had no idea what to do when the lightning escaped.

Until Diana, the hierarchy of public attention and adoration was preordained. The Queen drew the most royal crowds besides the Queen Mother (described as ‘radiant’ more than nine million times according to Google at last search). Princess Margaret, still with the aura of her renegade youth, was thought to be glamorous into her sixties. Then came Prince Charles, whose Dumbo ears were offset by his excellent tailoring and debonair polo prowess; his younger sister, the dogged Princess Anne, who could shine up well for a gala and, when out of jodhpurs, display very good legs; Prince Andrew, always the Queen’s favourite son, who, thanks to fifteen minutes of fame in the Falklands War as a serving naval officer (and as yet unsoiled by his association with an American paedophile ringmaster), could pass for dashing in a uniform. The Queen’s youngest boy, Prince Edward, was perhaps a little wet, as her husband Prince Philip – let’s not forget his perennially virile presence – would put it, but no one asked much of Eddie. (He became useful to the Foreign Office for meeting visiting dignitaries at airports.) And so on, down through the assorted carriages of Kents and Gloucesters who composed that marginal grace-and-favour tribe otherwise known as ‘minor royals’, lodged in free housing belonging to the Crown.

Then, boom! Once Diana hit the world stage, nobody wanted to see them any more. So what if Princess Anne did more than 450 charitable assignments a year? No one was interested. The Prince of Wales discovered for the first time in his life what it felt like to have someone looking over his shoulder at a shimmering vision on the other side of the room. If they opened a hospital on a rainy day in Grimsby, the other royals were unlikely to get their pictures in the paper at all, let alone the front page. It made them all not only cranky, but afraid.

The monarchy had been shaken before by the perils of limelight and self-indulgence. Edward VIII was a rock-star Prince of Wales in the 1920s – progressive seeming, communicative and empathetic in style – until his obsession with the American divorcée Wallis Simpson prompted him to abdicate to marry her. This supreme act of selfishness or romantic act of self-sacrifice, whichever way you look at it, thrust his younger brother, Princess Elizabeth’s reluctant, agonisingly shy father, ‘Bertie’, onto the throne as George VI.

In the years after the abdication, the Windsors believed that it was mass adulation as much as personal weakness that had turned Edward VIII from the course of his royal duty. Edward’s unsuitability for the duties of a sovereign was profound. He was feckless and disloyal, and he harboured Nazi sympathies. Musing on Edward’s personal failings, Prime Minister Winston Churchill once encapsulated his character as that of a ‘morning glory’, named after the flower whose ephemeral blaze fades before noon.1 In exile in France, wandering around the United States and the schlosses and châteaus of Europe, living an extravagantly faux-royal life and making embarrassing statements, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor proved almost as much of a problem as if they had stayed in the UK. The Duke agitated constantly for a ‘real job’, but it was impossible for the royals and the British government to decide which was more undesirable – that the former king succeed at something and become a rival royal power centre, or fail and shame the monarchy. So in limbo Edward and Wallis remained.

In the reign of George V, the monarchy, shorn of its executive power, had been reinvented as the protectorate of national morality and guardian of the British way of life. The personal had become the institutional. Throughout the dark days of the Second World War, the images of his son George VI’s sunny nuclear family came to represent the wholesome purpose of good versus evil. Protecting the interests of the immediate family – and their direct descendants – was the Queen Mother’s lifelong (often ferocious) priority.

The King and Queen always believed that it was the excess public attention that had promoted Edward’s delusion of outsize significance and the coddling of dangerous emotional needs. They were doubly appalled when in his abdication broadcast Edward revealed his personal feelings about Wallis to the British public. The naturally reserved Queen Elizabeth II was schooled to erect inflexible, lifelong barriers around her private thoughts and feelings. In the seventy years of her reign, she never gave an interview, which only enhanced her mystique. ‘A different monarch with a more outgoing or extrovert temperament would lose the special mystery of reticence,’ Lady Elizabeth Longford observed.2 Her former royal governess Marion Crawford, known to the family as ‘Crawfie’, wrote how the twenty-year-old Princess Elizabeth detested the crowd calling out ‘Where’s Philip?’ when their romance was first rumoured.3 Its intensity frightened her and made her feel a commodity.

Crawfie paid dearly for sharing that insight with the public when she published it in 1950 in what was the first tell-all royal bestseller, The Little Princesses. Her saccharine but up-close account of life in the royal nursery outraged the Queen Mother by offering some hints of the King’s famous temper tantrums, his wife’s frost towards the Windsors, and the (true) notion that neither the King nor the Queen were greatly concerned with the higher education of their daughters.

Crawfie was long demonised as a treacherous snake, but a 2000 Channel 4 documentary by Hamish Mykura suggests that the articles in Ladies’ Home Journal on which her book was based originated as a clumsy attempt by the Palace and the British government to boost the image of the Royal Family in America. Far from acting disloyally, the unfortunate Crawfie thought she was doing her mistress’s bidding. (A more realistic gloss is that she was manipulated by the unscrupulous top editors of Ladies’ Home Journal, who reworked and sensationalised her copy without her consent and led her to think her agreement with the Royal Family held more latitude than it did.)

Like many a biography subject before and since, once the Queen Mother read the manuscript, she felt differently. She bitterly resented any glimpse of daylight shed on royal magic. ‘Our late & completely trusted governess has gone off her head,’ she wrote to Lady Astor.4 Crawfie was summarily ejected from Nottingham Cottage, the grace-and-favour house in the grounds of Kensington Palace that she had been gifted for life, and was never spoken to by any of the family again.

Prince Philip, too, came to very much regret it after allowing BBC cameras to penetrate the inner sanctums for the Royal Family documentary shown in June 1969. Though the film was as prim and anodyne as Crawfie’s efforts, it sent the message that the media was now invited in. The Crown cannily retained the copyright, and the ninety-minute period piece showing a Philip-manned barbecue at Balmoral Castle during which the family banters in impenetrably clipped upper-class accents had rarely been seen since, until it turned up on YouTube in 2021.

Under a forthright exterior Philip was as personally guarded as his wife. His childhood was so unstable he had to grow layers of emotional fortifications simply to survive. His uncle King Constantine I was forced to abdicate the throne of Greece to his eldest son in 1922 in a military coup. His father, Prince Andrew, was arrested and court-martialled during the 1922 Revolution and banished into exile in Paris. Philip was of no fixed address from the time he was an infant, bouncing around between England, France and Germany. The Queen Mother found it less than endearing when considering his suitability to marry her daughter that the bloodline of the Danish ruling family of Greece was dominated by its unfortunate German strand. Philip’s four elder sisters were all married to highborn German aristocrats who were Nazi sympathisers, which made for some awkward social moments. When Philip was eight, his mother, Princess Alice of Battenberg, the great-granddaughter of Queen Victoria, was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia and institutionalised after a series of harrowing psychiatric medical measures that rivalled the barbaric leeching of King George III. He didn’t see his mother from the age of ten until he was sixteen, when his favourite sister, Cécile, her husband and their two young sons were killed in a plane crash, and mother and son were reunited at the funeral in Darmstadt. Eventually, Princess Alice invented her own religious order and wandered around the world dressed as a nun.

Philip’s father, the exiled Prince Andrew, spent the rest of his life with his mistress in Monte Carlo, only seeing his son occasionally. After the age of eighteen, when the war intervened, Philip never saw him again. While at Gordonstoun, the spartan boarding school to which he was dispatched in Scotland, Philip literally had no idea where and with which relative he would be spending his school holidays.

Author and broadcaster Gyles Brandreth told me he was always trying to draw the acerbic Philip into reflecting on the difficulties of his rootless and tragedy-stricken childhood, without success:


BRANDRETH: Did His Royal Highness find it, uh, eccentric that his mother always dressed as a nun?5

PHILIP: What do you mean? She wasn’t eccentric at all! Simply a costume, do you see? Instead of wasting money on frocks and things and having her hair done, she dressed as a nun.



Philip’s rootless royal past reinforced a conviction that the monarchy’s survival is built on and bounded by a commitment to duty. It made him less than sympathetic about Princess Margaret’s inconvenient love affair with the divorced, much older equerry Group Captain Peter Townsend. Bewitching and oh-so-bored, Margaret was a sexy sideshow who was always catnip to the press. Smoking Balkan Sobranies through a long cigarette holder and carousing at fashionable London nightspots with a circle of society bucks, she was an irresistible foil to the virtuous young monarch. (A new generation fell in love with Margaret anew whenever she appeared in Peter Morgan’s Netflix series The Crown.) As in later life, the Queen sometimes felt sandwiched between the irritating effulgence of her mother and the romantic histrionics of her more exciting sister.

Margaret’s affair pitted the Queen’s love for her sister and her desire to make her happy against her trusted counsellors’ advice and desire to observe constitutional purity. For a long time the monarch was paralysed, but ultimately handled the peril of the Townsend affair with a precocious flash of steel. The Royal Marriages Act of 1772 decreed that, until Margaret was twenty-five years old, Elizabeth would have to give her consent to the union, which, as head of the strongly opposed Church of England, she could hardly do. A deft establishment ruse was concocted that Margaret always blamed on the Queen’s advisers, but which actually had the Queen’s full accord. Margaret was told she had to wait two years, until she had passed the age of the need for the sovereign’s consent, to marry Townsend. Procrastination worked. They drifted apart. The Princess’s repudiation of Townsend after the separation was ultimately a pragmatic decision made by them both. Faced with losing the HRH title, Margaret came to realise what an exit from royalty actually meant – living as Mrs Townsend in a cottage on a group captain’s salary with a man fifteen years older than herself and two beefy stepsons.6 No more motorcycle outriders or baths drawn by her personal maid or cruises on HMY Britannia (where divorced persons were banned); all royal rights and prerogatives, all specialness gone.

Doing the right thing for whatever motive made Margaret a romantic heroine for a while. But the peril of celebrity is that it curdles. After the failure of her marriage to the fashionable photographer Lord Snowdon, the press cast her in the royal soap opera as the spoiled palace diva who drank too much and made offensive comments. She became a recurring double-page spread of the wrong kind with her very public dalliances on the Caribbean island of Mustique with Snowdon’s younger doppelgänger, Roddy Llewellyn. (The press always painted Roddy as a toy boy rather than what he truly was – a charming gentleman gardener who treated Margaret with the kindness she craved.)

If Margaret acted out all her life, she never disrespected her elder sister’s sovereignty. Her rebellions did not subvert the unassailable authority of the Crown. Simply by renouncing her first love, she showed the British public that she ultimately understood that royal duty must trump personal feelings. She was genuinely outraged when she perceived any demeaning of the Queen, by anyone. The embarrassments to the monarchy of her own love life were mistakes of the heart at a time when social mores outside the strictures of royal life were rapidly changing. However lurid the coverage, she would never have ‘gone public’ with her unhappiness as Diana was to do in later years. The mystery of royalty was preserved by the maxim ‘Never complain, never explain.’

II

The challenge for the royals when Diana came along was that she understood the changing media much better than Margaret, and knew how to make lethal use of it. If there was any residual reticence in the coverage of Margaret’s recklessness, it had evaporated by Diana’s time, burnt off by the heat of animating market forces.

Diana’s media moves always predicted the zeitgeist. Her bombshell interview with the BBC’s Martin Bashir in November 1995 was an Oprah confessional without Oprah. It has since emerged that Bashir successfully manipulated Diana’s paranoia by showing her brother, Earl Spencer, forged documents that ‘proved’ her closest advisers had betrayed her to the Palace, inflaming her desire to speak out for herself. Bashir lied his way to the biggest TV scoop of the twentieth century.

But Diana was adept at deception herself. With exquisite cunning, she arranged for the camera crew to film her at Kensington Palace on a Sunday when the staff were off. She disguised the equipment as the delivery of a new hi-fi system, applied her own panda-eyed makeup with maximum haunted pallor, and stunned the monarch with a direct challenge to her authority in the interview: ‘I’d like to be a queen of people’s hearts.’7 (Impudent!) … ‘I was the separated wife of the Prince of Wales.’ (Jab!) … ‘I was a problem, full stop. Never happened before – what do we do with her? … She won’t go quietly.’ (Threat!) And the quote that will live forever: ‘There were three of us in this marriage.’ (He cheated. On me.)

It’s often been alleged that Diana came to see the Bashir interview as a grave mistake. She surely would have done so had she known of the dishonesty in his approach. But she was also subsequently clear that she had said exactly what she wanted to say on camera. Gulu Lalvani, the wealthy, British, Pakistani-born entrepreneur who briefly dated Diana in the last year of her life, told me that the Princess said in July 1997 that ‘she was pleased about it [the interview].8 She didn’t have a bad word to say about Martin Bashir. She realised it served her purpose.’ She was right. Her ‘purpose’ was to frame herself to the British public as a betrayed woman, before the increasingly inevitable divorce from Charles. Opinion polls in the wake of the interview showed support for the Princess at 92 per cent. She had the public in the palm of her hand.

After the divorce, Charles’s campaign to overhaul perceptions of his deeply unpopular self was top of his agenda. To speed this along, in 1996, the Prince hired the thirty-year-old communications hotshot Mark Bolland, whose relationship with the tabloids had been well honed during his prior employment at the Press Complaints Commission. Bolland, wily and deft with an urbane patina over meritocratic origins, was a strong ally of Camilla. He was suggested for the post by her former divorce lawyer. William and Harry referred to him as ‘Blackadder’, sensing his assassin’s skill at planting and killing stories with only one beneficiary in view, the Prince of Wales. It was clear that anyone who worked for the Prince and did not like Camilla was eliminated fast.

Charles was obsessed with the two central problems of his life that were inextricably intertwined: how to regain the approval of the British public who blamed him for the misery he caused Diana; and how to win acceptance for the love of his life, Camilla. He was desperate to bring his mistress out of the shadows, but the public continued to see her only through Diana’s eyes as ‘the Rottweiler’, whose hold over Charles had gaslighted the naïve twenty-year-old bride until she realised the painful truth of where his heart lay.

One might imagine that Charles deserved points for wanting the polar opposite of a trophy wife with whom to settle into middle age. Camilla resisted all improving tucks and Botox. There was honesty in her countryside complexion and crinkly, smiling eyes. Her hair never presented any unsettling surprises. It remained the same old blonde seventies blow-dry with the feathery, Carmen-rollered side wings. Her offence, perhaps, was to overthrow the sexist magazine nostrums of what a mistress ought to look like. The tabloids expended an endless volley of creative insults in her direction: old boiler, old trout, old bag, prune, hatchet face, horseface, fat, gaunt, weather-beaten, witch, vampire, frump (as memorably itemised by Allison Pearson in the New Yorker in 1997). The best she could achieve was to have an entrée named after her at Green’s Restaurant and Oyster Bar in St James’s: Smoked Haddock Parker Bowles. Camilla took this in her stride, but Charles did not. He wanted to make an honest kedgeree of his mistress.

A major part of Bolland’s job was supposed to be wooing and spinning the Daily Mail, which had become Britain’s most powerful tabloid under the leadership of the buccaneering editor David English. English told Bolland, ‘One of your jobs is to teach the Prince of Wales that we were never against him, we were just for Diana … It was a commercial decision.9 Diana sells newspapers. Charles doesn’t. If he does something that sells newspapers, then we will back him.’ Charles, lugubrious at the best of times, found this report especially depressing. He felt he was always re-marketing himself to the press, doing the rounds of the newspaper editors to try to ingratiate himself. He said to Bolland, ‘When I was young I did all this, but what’s the point? They still believe all the terrible things Diana says about me.’

Bolland was, nonetheless, effective. Working with Charles’s private secretary Stephen Lamport, he gradually remade Camilla for the public in the context of charity events, creating press moments where she could be seen in respectful proximity to the Queen. One carefully managed myth peddled by Bolland was that the boys had warmed to Camilla. But they tolerated her at best. In his early thirties, Harry was still complaining bitterly to friends that Camilla had converted his old bedroom at Highgrove, Charles’s Gloucestershire estate, into an elaborate dressing room for herself.

Yet, in the summer of 1997, convincing the public of the rightness of his life with Camilla wasn’t going fast enough for Charles. On 5 August, the Archbishop of Canterbury had declared at a press conference in Sydney to mark the 150th anniversary of the Anglican Church’s foundation in Australia that if the divorced heir to the British throne remarried, it would plunge the Church of England into a crisis. He also pointed out that the Prince of Wales had given no indication he wanted to remarry following his divorce from Diana, and thus it was a nonissue. That was unwelcome news for Camilla. Two years after her own divorce from Andrew Parker Bowles and a year after Charles’s divorce from Diana, she still had to see Charles on the quiet, visiting once a week from her own house in Wiltshire, forbidden by the Queen from joining him at Balmoral Castle, the family’s Scottish retreat in the Highlands, or at Sandringham, their twenty-thousand-acre estate on the Norfolk coast, unless Her Majesty wasn’t there. The couple longed to go to the theatre together or spend long weekends at Birkhall, the Queen Mother’s summer home on the Balmoral estate. The Queen, however, was obdurate. When asked whether she would receive Mrs Parker Bowles, the Queen replied, ‘Why?’10 To her, the Prince of Wales’s options were either to accede to the throne and repudiate Camilla, or marry her and go the way of the Duke of Windsor.

Peter Mandelson, spin doctor to Prime Minister Tony Blair, describes in his memoir how three weeks before Diana’s death in August 1997, he was summoned by Bolland for a private lunch with the Prince of Wales and Camilla at Highgrove. Charles showed him around his beloved garden in a light drizzle and unburdened himself about the media pressure he was enduring. He denied being in a rush to marry Camilla, and said they ‘just wanted to lead a more normal life’.11 He asked Mandelson how he was viewed by the public. Mandelson told Charles that he was more admired than he might expect for his championing of so many worthy causes, but that ‘people had gained the impression you feel sorry for yourself, that you’re rather glum and dispirited.12 This has a dampening effect on how you are regarded.’ The public didn’t want a Prince Eeyore.

Candour is a rare commodity for members of the Royal Family. Charles seemed ‘momentarily stunned’, and there was a sudden look of mistressly concern in Camilla’s eyes. But afterwards, the Prince thanked Mandelson for his honesty and followed it up with a grateful note. It led Mandelson to reflect on the unique oddity of the royal predicament. ‘At least for me and other politicians, there was a dividing line to defend,’ he wrote.13 ‘For Charles and the Queen, their lives were quite literally their job. Every move they made, every smile or raised eyebrow, every relationship made or severed, was seen as part of their defining function: simply to be the royal family.’

III

For the Queen, the shock of Diana’s death at the age of thirty-six on 31 August 1997, was a traumatic comingling of the public and the private. Diana was not simply her son’s ex-wife whose life had been cut short in a calamitous car crash. She was also the mother of the future king and the adored icon of the nation.

At the rate of six thousand an hour, people who’d never met the Princess of Wales streamed into London to mourn her death. The diversity of the crowd as much as the size was a revelation: old and young, Black and white, South Asian and East Asian; wearing shorts and saris, pinstripes and hijabs; in wheelchairs and on crutches; carrying young children aloft on their shoulders or pushing them in prams. As the bouquets of flowers piled up outside Kensington Palace and the death of Mother Teresa on 5 September went largely ignored, the troubled and turbulent Princess of Wales was on her way to becoming a celebrity saint – not just in Britain but in every nook of the globe. No British royal in history has had such a magnetic hold on the world’s imagination, a fact not lost on Prime Minister Blair when he winningly declared her on her death ‘the People’s Princess’.

In the tsunami of the nation’s grief, the monarchy’s emblematic role that had held good for so long was suddenly not enough. The Queen’s usual impeccable sense of how to do the right thing – ‘simply to be,’ as Peter Mandelson put it – was beset by the need for a new kind of emotional response that met the moment of the crisis. Her deepest personal desire had been to stay in Balmoral to console her grandchildren, and she resented public hysteria that told her otherwise. ‘She grasped the enormity of the event, but in her own way,’ wrote Tony Blair in his memoir, A Journey.14 ‘She was not going to be pushed around by it. She could be very queenly in that sense … In the strange symbiosis between ruler and ruled, the people were insisting that the Queen acknowledge that she ruled by their consent, and bend to their insistence.’

Their will prevailed. After five days of tumult, Her Majesty, with steely reluctance, returned to London for a public walkabout amidst the ululating crowds and flower tributes outside Buckingham Palace. She made a rare live TV broadcast to the nation, expressing an empathy she almost certainly did not feel (it was Downing Street that urged her to refer to herself as a ‘grandmother’), and she capitulated at last to the crowd’s and the tabloids’ demand to lower the Union Jack over Buckingham Palace. I am told that Prince Philip regarded it as a great humiliation.

IV

The most awful task of Charles’s life was waking up his twelve- and fifteen-year-old sons at 7:15 a.m. at Balmoral to deliver the news of their mother’s death. In a documentary by Nick Kent on the twentieth anniversary of Diana’s death, Harry expressed a sentiment that seems forgotten in his more recent interviews: ‘One of the hardest things for a parent to have to do is to tell your children that [the] other parent has died … But you know, he was there for us.15 He was the one out of two left, and he tried to do his best and to make sure that we were protected and looked after.’

Prince William recalled, ‘The shock is the biggest thing, and I still feel [it] … People go “Shock can’t last that long,” but it does,’ and ‘The trauma of that day has lived with me for twenty years, like a weight.’16, 17

The scramble to arrange Diana’s funeral in just a week was fraught. When the Archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey, sent the Dean of Westminster the prayers he proposed to read at the service, he was told that the Spencer family didn’t want any mention of the Royal Family. In retaliation, Buckingham Palace insisted they have a separate prayer for the Royal Family, and that the words ‘People’s Princess’ be removed.

The disagreements among the family about which of the royal men would walk behind the gun carriage bearing Diana’s coffin raged for four days, relayed between the Queen’s private secretary Robert Fellowes in London and his deputy Robin Janvrin. The latter was on point at Balmoral Castle. Every so often, Prince Philip’s voice would come booming over the speakerphone as he listened in.

A person on the funeral planning committee told me, ‘The Spencer side had been saying what the role of the children had to be. Philip suddenly blasted, “Stop telling us what to do with those boys. They have lost their mother!” His voice was full of emotion, a real voice of the grandfather speaking.’ It was also the voice of a man who had effectively lost his own mother at the age of ten.

Alastair Campbell, Tony Blair’s press secretary, recorded in his diary of 4 September 1997 that Prince William, ‘consumed by a total hatred of the media’ because of the fatal hounding of his mother, was refusing to walk behind the gun carriage, and he and Harry were holding firm.18 Prince Charles, meanwhile, was supposed to be travelling to Westminster Abbey with Charles Spencer, but the Earl hated him so much he was refusing to be in the same car with him. Finally, Philip, ever the family decider, gently cajoled the boys with, ‘If I walk, will you walk with me?’ He reminded them how these images would be seen around the world. Though Harry still talks about the personal agony it caused him, from the Crown’s point of view, Philip was right. The unforgettable sight of three generations of royal males solemnly walking behind Diana’s coffin made the powerful dynastic statement the monarchy required.

Inside the Abbey the silence was heavy, interspersed only by the sniffle of quiet weeping. Editor Geordie Greig, whose sister was once Diana’s flatmate and lady-in-waiting, told me that ‘the sombreness of the occasion was so profound [that] you felt you were in the heart of the body of the world that was grieving.’19

Nothing could have shocked and outraged Her Majesty and Prince Philip more in their life of public service than the accusatory oration by Diana’s brother, Earl Spencer. His address from the pulpit was a hand grenade, aimed at every sitting member of the House of Windsor. In his eulogy for Diana the Hunted, the thirty-three-year-old Earl, whose literary flair has since been proved in numerous immensely readable histories, displayed the same instinct for risk-taking as his royal sister. After promising Diana that ‘we will not allow [the young princes] to suffer the anguish that used regularly to drive you to tearful despair,’ he went on to pledge ‘that we, your blood family, will do all we can to continue the imaginative and loving way in which you were steering these two exceptional young men so that their souls are not simply immersed by duty and tradition, but can sing openly as you planned.’20

Blood family! Spencer had publicly kicked the frozen-faced Royal Family in the teeth. In another time, the hot-headed Earl would have been summarily executed in the Tower of London. Especially insulting was the salvo implying Diana was bigger than her HRH: ‘[She] proved … she needed no royal title to continue to generate her particular brand of magic.’21 A burst of applause from outside the Abbey where the service was being broadcast washed through the Great West Door and down the nave until for the first time in the history of the great church the whole congregation – except for the Royal Family – was clapping. Diana’s astrologer Debbie Frank, sitting beside the sobbing television host Michael Barrymore, recalls thinking it was the sound of thunder.22 Archbishop Carey was appalled by Earl Spencer’s eulogy, which he deemed ‘vengeful and spiteful’.23 Prince Philip was so angry he had to be talked down afterwards by Earl Mountbatten’s son-in-law Lord Brabourne. ‘Very bold’ was all the Queen Mother reportedly said between clamped teeth.24 (Even the Queen found it hard to rise above. Nearly seven years later at the opening of the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fountain in Hyde Park, she tossed a gibe at Earl Spencer: ‘I hope you feel satisfied’.25)

Never again.

V

On the Monday after the funeral, hoping to distract the boys, Tiggy Legge-Bourke, their kindly big-sister caregiver appointed by Charles after his separation from Diana, took them to follow the Beaufort Hunt on foot. They were greeted with all the right sensitivity by an old family friend, Captain Ian Farquhar, joint master of the Duke of Beaufort’s Hunt. ‘It’s good to see you, sirs,’ he said to the shattered young princes.26 ‘I just want you to know that we are all very, very sorry about your mother. You have our deepest sympathy and we were all incredibly proud of you on Saturday. That’s all I am going to say, and now we’re going to get on with the day.’

‘Thank you. Yes, you’re right,’ William gravely replied, as if the Queen’s stoic genes had fully asserted themselves in her grandson. ‘We all need to get on with the day.’

Harry, always more fragile, struggled mightily to manage without a mother. In the weeks after her death, to try to cheer him, Charles took his younger son at half-term on a five-day tour of South Africa, Swaziland and Lesotho, then sent him off on a safari to Botswana organised by his friend Geoffrey Kent, captain of his Windsor Park polo team and the founder of the luxury travel company Abercrombie & Kent. The climax of the trip for Harry was a backstage visit to see the Spice Girls in Johannesburg. Writer Anthony Holden, who accompanied the royal press corps to South Africa, recalls in his memoir waiting to see if Harry appeared at the concert wearing a T-shirt and jeans, as he would have done with his mother, or a suit and tie, which meant the Windsors had prevailed. Harry ‘duly materialised in a suit and tie,’ signifying, Holden writes, that ‘Diana’s memory [was] already being expunged.’27

In his harassed, fogeyish way, Prince Charles made every earnest effort to be an attentive father. He read Rudyard Kipling stories to the boys before they went to sleep. He took them to Stratford-upon-Avon to see Royal Shakespeare Company productions and go backstage to meet the cast. Actor and writer Stephen Fry, who accompanied them to The Tempest, told me he was enchanted by how much the boys teased their father, which he thought was ‘a truly healthy sign’.28 At breakfast at Highgrove, Fry was inspecting the buffet when he lifted a tureen that offered Charles’s preferred heap of linseed. Prince William said, ‘Oh no, don’t go near the bird table, Stephen, that’s only for Pa.’

Despite Earl Spencer’s vow that Diana’s boys would be ‘steered by his blood family’, William and Harry were raised not as Spencers but as Windsors. No more paparazzi-trailed school breaks at European resorts and private islands in the Caribbean. They holidayed almost exclusively at Balmoral and Sandringham, where Prince Philip regaled them with stories of military history and taught them to shoot. Their friends were the children of their father’s circle. It was Diana’s more sober-sided sister, don’t-rock-the-boat Jane, who became a steady presence in the boys’ lives, hosting them on country weekends in Norfolk with their cousins. Thanks to her marriage to Robert Fellowes, who stayed a lifelong loyalist to the Queen after he retired as her private secretary, she was almost a Windsor by osmosis.

Mostly it was Tiggy Legge-Bourke, who had joined Harry on the Africa trip, who provided maternal warmth and structure. A jolly hockey sticks blonde from minor nobility, Tiggy was a Charles loyalist to the core who believed that boys should be distracted by ‘fresh air, a rifle and a horse’.29 She caught flak from the press – and Charles – when she allowed the boys to abseil down a fifty-metre dam in Wales without safety lines or helmets. Charles was reportedly unamused to see a picture in the newspapers of Tiggy at the wheel of the car with a cigarette between her lips while Harry was shooting rabbits through the open window. In 2006, Harry invited her to watch his ‘passing-out’ (graduation) parade as an officer at Sandhurst and, in 2019, privately made her Archie’s godmother. (One of Bashir’s worst calumnies was to tell Diana that Tiggy was having an affair with Charles and had had an abortion. In 2022, Tiggy, now Mrs Charles Pettifer, was awarded £200,000 in damages from the BBC.)

A draconian agreement with the Press Complaints Commission in the post-Diana moral reshuffle meant that photographers and royal reporters rarely penetrated William and Harry’s private terrain during their childhood. Scarred by the public’s fury after Diana died pursued by paparazzi, some editors were almost grateful for the clarity of the PCC’s Editors’ Code of Practice, which spared them from having to make editorial decisions that could have reaped a public backlash. According to Lord Black, who was then director of the PCC, newspapers were constantly offered stories about the princes from other boys at school, and liked having the protection of the code to reject them. The princes’ holidays were similarly off limits unless access was choreographed by the Palace.

It’s easy to forget now that the boys’ famous fun-filled excursions with Diana to Disney World, cinemas and McDonald’s became iconic only because the press was always there, snapping, following and making Diana cry. The contrast contributed to the myth that what the Windsors offered was boring and constrained. But in truth there was more freedom for the young princes inside the royal cocoon than out of it: quad biking at Balmoral in the privacy of fifty thousand acres of grouse moors and farmland; blasting pheasants out of the Norfolk sky over Christmas and New Year’s at Sandringham; fox-hunting at a thrilling pace during weekends at Highgrove. In the evenings at Balmoral, the whole Windsor family and house guests played jolly games of charades.

Princess Diana acknowledged to me in June 1997, when she visited Manhattan for the charity auction of her dresses at Christie’s, that she found it hard to compete with what Charles offered the boys at the multiple royal homes. In the July before her death, she took them for what she hoped would be a fun holiday at Harrods owner Mohamed Al Fayed’s Saint-Tropez spread, with interludes sailing on his £15 million yacht, the Jonikal, but the young princes didn’t like it much. The flash and excess of Al Fayed’s hospitality – the groaning buffets and the palatial bathrooms – embarrassed William in particular. At sea, he stayed below decks much of the time to avoid the long lenses of the paparazzi. The press presence also ruined a trip with Diana to a local funfair. Harry, meanwhile, got into an altercation with Al Fayed’s younger son, Omar, who refused to give up the room Harry wanted to sleep in. In the post-Diana years, the boys could disappear from the media noise into the woods and fields of the royal estates. On one occasion William elected to stay at Sandringham popping pheasants with his grandfather rather than go skiing with Charles in Klosters, where the press might pursue them on the slopes.

Windsor-world gradually swallowed up the boys. Earl Spencer soon piped down about his thundering promise from the pulpit about the pre-eminence of Diana’s ‘blood family’. His own private life was consumed by two acrimonious divorces, and he was not a central figure in his nephews’ circle of influence. When William turned to him to urge Harry to slow down his rush to the altar with Meghan, the younger brother viewed it as a gross intrusion by William.30 Diana’s memory became an Althorp tourist attraction, where a somewhat eerie, dimly lit ensemble of artefacts such as her frothy fairy-tale wedding dress, childhood photographs and touchingly ordinary letters from boarding school were displayed to the ticket-buying public to donate to the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fund.

Diana’s former circle was pruned from the boys’ lives. Though Harry often turned to his mother’s scrupulously private school friend, grief counsellor Julia Samuel, for support, her other intimates, like the Honourable Rosa Monckton, with whom Diana spent her last girls’ vacation in Greece, and Lucia Flecha de Lima, the Brazilian ambassador’s wife who was one of her closest confidantes, were cut from their orbit. Rosa was considered a leak risk because she had shared her memories of Diana with the press. Even though she was the chairman of the committee for the Diana Memorial Fountain in Hyde Park, and her disabled daughter, Domenica, was Diana’s godchild, her letters to the princes on milestones such as their birthdays went unanswered. Lucia was snubbed for the wedding of William and Kate in 2011, and watched it on TV instead. The Daily Mail’s Richard Kay, Diana’s favourite royal correspondent, who always had the inside track and talked to her on the phone the last day she was alive, similarly received no access to her sons.31

By the turn of the century, the waters at last seemed to be closing over the charred landscape left by the Diana years.

The royals believed that the painful, institution-rattling crisis was something they could weather, and it was. But the media universe that manufactured and amplified the Diana phenomenon was only at the beginning of its twenty-first-century transformation. If her untimely death was the first global electronic real-time saturation event, it’s chilling to imagine how much more intense it would be today. Martin Bashir’s interview with Diana, like Meghan and Harry’s with Oprah, would be played in endlessly devastating loops on YouTube. The banned pictures and footage of the Princess dying in the mangled car in the Alma tunnel in Paris would be all over what is called, with mostly unconscious irony, social media. The multiple conspiracy theories that got traction over the following months would have been unleashed instantaneously and developed deadly credence among a global horde of believers. If the angry crowd in the Mall had been told on Twitter that the Princess had been bumped off by MI6 at the behest of Prince Philip, might the chant to lower the flag have become a roar for the monarchy’s downfall? ‘Never complain and never explain,’ the dictum that had worked for so long for the royals, now feels like the distant signal from a shipwrecked liner.

But all this was still to come. For now, the furies of media blame and public censure abated. The Queen privately remained shaken by what her aides called ‘the revolution’. Her Majesty would not forget the time when her perceived aloofness from the British people’s grief over Diana’s death caused them to turn on her. Or what she had felt obliged to do when Diana’s coffin passed the Palace: For the first and only time, except for a head of state – she waited for her. Then bowed her head.

Never again.




[image: Penguin walking logo]
CHAPTER 2

Sex and Sensibility

Why Charles Loves Camilla

THE IMPORTANT THING TO REMEMBER ABOUT CAMILLA IS THAT she said she never wanted to marry Prince Charles. And now she’s his wife. She said she would not be a public figure. And she now does more than two hundred royal engagements a year. And she said (or Clarence House did) that after Charles’s coronation as king, she will be known as Princess Consort. But that cautious plan, too, has been discarded and improved on. Queen Consort Camilla is now a fact of life.

Even though she had every right to be known as the Princess of Wales, Camilla chose to be styled HRH The Duchess of Cornwall. She was shrewd enough to know it would be bad karma to assume a title forever associated with a princess so beloved. She has now, let us remember, been married to King Charles longer than Diana was.

Camilla has always been sexual and emotional comfort food for the Prince of Wales. The ease of her charm from the moment she first met him at the age of twenty-four in 1972 unwound the tight wrapping of his princely training. The royal mistress gene was in her blood: her great-grandmother Alice Keppel was for twelve years, until his death, the chief favourite of King Edward VII. Alice, a socially accomplished and witty charmer, was the King’s last major fling after a lifetime of juggling an unceasing cast of aristocratic mistresses and continental prostitutes. At the time Alice arrived in his life at the age of twenty-nine to his fifty-seven, Bertie, as he was known, was a wheezing, malodorous figure, addicted to cigars and so obese that he sometimes had to be trussed up to achieve penetration.1 Alice was a stunning beauty. Her daughter Violet Trefusis, better known later for her tempestuous Sapphic love affair with the writer and garden designer Vita Sackville-West, remembered her possessing a ‘brilliant, goddess-like quality’ and marvelled at her mother’s ‘ripe curves’, her ‘alabaster skin, blue eyes, chestnut hair, large breasts, kindness and charm’.2

Alice’s staying power in Bertie’s life can be attributed as much to shrewd intelligence as it was to beauty. Consuelo Vanderbilt, Duchess of Marlborough, tells us, ‘She invariably knew the choicest scandal, the price of stocks, the latest political move; no one could better amuse the [then] Prince during the tedium of the long dinners etiquette decreed.’3 Alice also understood how to play the mistress game with the utmost propriety, especially with regard to Queen Alexandra. She helped Bertie commission pleasing gifts of jewelled animals for his wife’s Fabergé collection. A signed photograph of the Queen was ostentatiously displayed on the mantel of her drawing room. Always canny about money, she tapped the King’s financial adviser to turn her royal handouts into lucrative investments. In evening hours, her daughter Violet remembered her ‘resplendent in a perpetual tiara’.4 Two maids laid out her four wardrobe changes a day into one of her many silk Worth gowns, bedecked with long ropes of pearls and sparkling diamond collars.

Edwardian adultery in aristocratic circles was an artful La Ronde conducted only after marriage with people of parallel social station, usually involving deft room-swapping at whispering country house weekends. Most of Bertie’s mistresses had compliant husbands who were happy, as was the Honourable George Keppel, with the status their wives’ royal liaison conferred. One of Bertie’s favourite mistresses, Daisy Brooke, Countess of Warwick – also known as ‘Babbling Brooke’ – proved something of a liability, and attempted to sell the King’s old letters after he died to the Daily Express until the Crown quashed it.

Belowstairs gossip in the Keppel household whispered that the effete, low-testosterone George vacated Alice’s bed early in the marriage. By the time she first mesmerised the Prince of Wales in 1898, she’d developed a faithful stream of afternoon callers while her indifferent husband twirled his waxed moustache at his gambling club in Piccadilly. She may have been the toast of high society, but as a former maid of the household put it, Alice Keppel was ‘a right dirty bird’.5 That suited the libidinous Bertie, who had a large scattering of illegitimate offspring, as well as his six children by the long-suffering Queen Alexandra. There were persistent rumours that Alice Keppel’s younger daughter, Sonia, grandmother of Camilla, was in fact the daughter of the King, thus making the Duchess of Cornwall a possible blood relation of Prince Charles.

A century later there are many similarities in the circumstances and dynamic between Alice and Bertie and Camilla and Charles. Like Bertie, Charles has had to wait decades for the throne. Queen Victoria finally left the scene after reigning for sixty-three years, during which she thought her son was so hopeless she rigorously excluded him from affairs of state. Though never overtly rancorous like Bertie’s relations with Queen Victoria, Charles’s push for a bigger royal role has led in the past to rivalrous tensions between his own household and Buckingham Palace. The Queen had been known to comment to advisers that she found him ‘maddening’, and only in the last decade, when she depended on him to help share the burden, did she see him as more than a recalcitrant child.

By the time Bertie became King Edward VII at fifty-nine, he felt it was all too late. ‘I don’t mind praying to the eternal father,’ he muttered during a church service marking Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, ‘but I do mind being the only man in the country afflicted with an eternal mother.’6 Charles, too, had felt frustrated and sometimes despairing about his own thwarted life in the wings. He was the longest-serving heir apparent in history, the longest-serving Duke of Cornwall and the longest-serving Duke of Rothesay (as he was known north of the border). He made his disappointments clear in 1992 after the funeral of Diana’s father, Earl Spencer, in a conversation with the late earl’s twenty-eight-year-old son and heir. ‘He did not seem to appreciate how I felt at my loss,’ the young Earl Spencer told his family.7 ‘We had just buried my father and he kept telling me how lucky I was to have inherited so young!’

Like Bertie, Charles felt bruised by his childhood and miserable schooldays, misunderstood by his domineering father and deprived of an emotional connection with his mother. His strongest tie was with his ultra-traditionalist former nanny, Mabel Anderson – to whom Camilla is said to have a telling resemblance. Like Bertie, he is a natural aesthete, subject to sentimentality and tantrums, and needs to be soothed and amused by a woman who can be both maternal and subtle in her controlling hand. Like Alice, Camilla’s winning card has always been her ability to entertain. A place next to her at dinner is prized among guests at Highgrove, who find her sophisticated and earthy, worldly and direct, and marvellously salty fun. One frequent male attendee told me one of her great charms is to make you feel like the most important person in the room. ‘“I’ve insisted that you sit next to me,” she says in her deep, confiding voice. She has an extraordinary skill of making you feel that you belong,’ the guest told me. ‘For a long time, she and I were the only people likely to be smokers at these events and she managed to make that into a kind of joyous secret.’ Like Alice, Camilla has never challenged the status quo. She’s a rooted embed in aristocratic life who needed no coaching in etiquette around the royals. Like Alice, Camilla had, in Major Andrew Parker Bowles, a mari complaisant, apparently unfazed by the joke around town that he was ‘the man who had laid down his wife for his country’. Like Edward VII with Alice, Charles cannot live without her.

II

It was his old Cambridge flame Lucia Santa Cruz, daughter of the Chilean ambassador, who introduced Charles to Camilla in the summer of 1971 when he was twenty-two and Camilla had just turned twenty-four. Roy Strong, the director of the National Portrait Gallery, met Charles around this time and describes him as ‘a pleasant young man, earnest, with a boyish grin and a non-sophisticated sense of humour, prankish, thoughtful, kind and shy.8 He dresses in a very middle-aged way with narrow lapels and tiny shirt collars and narrow ties.’ As a student at Cambridge, where Charles met Lucia, he turned up on the first day of term wearing an impeccably tailored suit and tie. It was October 1967, the year of the Summer of Love. Not surprisingly for a prince with rarefied social exposure, he was having trouble making any authentic romantic connection.

Lucia and Camilla lived in the same block of flats in Cundy Street, Belgravia, on the Grosvenor Estate, a hub for trust fund daughters and debs’ delights. Camilla was the untidy flatmate of Conservative minister Lord Carrington’s daughter Virginia on the ground floor. Lucia said the Prince ‘was coming for a drink or to pick me up, and I said “Can Camilla come up?”’9 She knew he was lonely. She told him Camilla was ‘just the girl’ for him who had ‘enormous sympathy, warmth and natural character’.10 Charles was drawn to her immediately. When Lucia introduced them, she joked, ‘Now, you two, be very careful.11 You’ve got genetic antecedents. Careful, CAREFUL!’ A playful introduction that seems much more likely than the oft-quoted raunchy apocrypha of Camilla’s supposed nudge-nudging reply: ‘My great-grandmother was the mistress of your great-great-grandfather – so how about it?’12

Camilla had no need to tout her own antecedents. The Shands were a charismatic family whose deep roots in aristocratic life were amplified by their considerable personal charm.

Camilla’s father was the dashing war hero Major Bruce Shand, her mother the Honourable Rosalind Cubitt, daughter of the third Baron Ashcombe. Major Shand, who was joint master of the Southdown Hunt in East Sussex, was admired as much for his Jason Robards good looks as his impressive combat record in the Second World War. He was held for three years by the Germans as a prisoner of war, and was awarded two Military Crosses for his daring ingenuity and sangfroid under fire. ‘One of his biggest complaints about being a POW was not mistreatment by the Nazis, but the fact that Spangenberg Castle, a prison for officers, was like being back at boarding school,’ said the writer James Fox, whose family moved in the same












III




























IV





































V







VI
































[image: ]
1 Thick as Thieves: Despite their divided paths, Princess Elizabeth (right) and her younger sister, Princess Margaret Rose (left), chatted on the phone daily.
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2 Golden Couple: The young Queen Elizabeth with her ‘strength and stay’, Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, on a royal tour of Nigeria in 1956.
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3 Blue Trinity: The Queen Mother (centre) on her eightieth birthday with her two daughters, the Queen (left) and Princess Margaret (right). The Royal Lodge, Windsor, 4 August 1980.
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4 A Special Bond: Prince Charles and the Queen Mother at the Epsom Derby, June 1986.
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5 The Queen – a crisp executive – reviews her daily ‘red box’ government briefings with private secretary Sir Robert Fellowes aboard HMY Britannia, May 1991.
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6 Prince Philip watches polo with the twenty-two-year-old Penelope Eastwood (soon Lady Romsey), later his close sporting companion. Guards Polo Club, Windsor, 1 June 1975.
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7 The Queen has always been happiest in the country, stalking deer and joining the shoot to pick up pheasants, 1995.
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8 For sixty years, the Queen shared her love of breeding racehorses with her best male friend, ‘Porchey’, seventh Earl of Carnarvon. Epsom Derby, 8 June 1978.
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9 Camilla reaches the ‘winners’ enclosure’. Back row: Prince Harry, Prince William, Prince Charles, Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall, Tom and Laura Parker Bowles. Front row: Prince Philip, Queen Elizabeth II, Major Bruce Shand. Windsor Castle, 9 April 2005.
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10 Prince Charles had been in hot pursuit of Camilla Parker Bowles since they met in 1971. Cirencester Park, July 1975.
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11 Laughter and Companionship: Prince Charles and the Duchess of Cornwall. Mey Highland Games, Caithness, 9 August 2008.
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12 The One: Camilla’s appeal to Charles was her husky voice and tousled country informality. Middlewick House, Wiltshire, 1992.
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13 The Brigadier: Sixty-three-year-old Andrew Parker Bowles OBE captured by his friend Lucian Freud. Painted between 2003 and 2004.
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14 Thirteen-year-old Prince Harry and Charles, South Africa, 3 November 1997.
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15 Diana with the two boys, November 1994.
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16 With twelve-year-old William, her ‘little wise old man’, 2 July 1994.
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17 Diana with Harry, 1 August 1987.
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18 The nineteen-year-old pin-up Prince William before starting university in Scotland, 22 September 2001.
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19 A shattered Cornet Harry Wales lands at RAF Brize Norton, 1 March 2008.
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20 The brothers embrace at the Invictus Games, 11 September 2014.
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21 Kate Middleton, hounded on her twenty-fifth birthday outside her Chelsea flat, 9 January 2007.
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22 The boys’ private secretary Jamie Lowther-Pinkerton and communications secretary Patrick ‘Paddy’ Harverson, 9 October 2012.
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23 Media mogul Rupert Murdoch and Rebekah Brooks – now CEO of Murdoch’s News UK – who relentlessly pursued the royals when she ran News of the World, 10 July 2011.
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24 Diana’s former butler Paul Burrell leaves the Old Bailey in triumph after his trial for theft collapsed, 1 November 2002.
[image: ]
25 First Love: Prince Harry with teenage dazzler Chelsy Davy. Cartier International Polo, Windsor, 30 July 2006.
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26 Many thought the Prince would marry the aristocratic Cressida Bonas, but she wanted a different life. Wembley Arena, London, 3 July 2014.
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27 Inspired Madness: The pretend Queen parachutes over the Olympic Stadium after a video of the real Queen stepping into a helicopter with James Bond was played at the opening ceremony of the London Olympics, 27 July 2012.
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28 Gloriana: HM leaves the 2006 State Opening of Parliament. Westminster, 15 November 2006.
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29 Joyful Intimacy: Over their seventy-three-year marriage, Philip always knew how to make the Queen laugh. Braemar Gathering, Aberdeenshire, 2015.
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30 A mesmerised Prince William saw his fellow student Kate Middleton in a whole new light modelling at a St Andrews charity fashion show, 26 March 2002.
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31 A mesmerised Prince William saw his fellow student Kate Middleton in a whole new light modelling at a St Andrews charity fashion show, 26 March 2002.
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32 Bursting with Pride: Carole and Michael Middleton at their Bucklebury home the day Kate and William announced their engagement, 16 November 2010.
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33 Tens of millions watched as William and Kate, now Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, tied the knot at Westminster Abbey under the fatherly gaze of Michael Middleton, 29 April 2011.
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34 Relatable Kate, graduating from St Andrews, 23 June 2005.
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35 Golden Girl: Kate rocks the red carpet at the London premiere of the James Bond film No Time To Die, 28 September 2021.
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36 The Cambridge family celebrates the Queen’s official birthday on the Buckingham Palace balcony, 8 June 2019. Left to right: HRH Prince George, HRH Prince Louis, and HRH Princess Charlotte.
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37 Magic Moment: The wedding of the Duke and Duchess of Sussex was a transformative day for Britain and for the House of Windsor. St George’s Chapel, Windsor, 19 May 2018.
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38 Thomas Markle and teenage Meghan, the apple of her father’s eye.
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39 Meghan and Harry’s first public date, at the Invictus Games in Canada, 25 September 2017.
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40 Sussex baby Archie Harrison Mountbatten-Windsor in Cape Town, 25 September 2019.
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41 Prince Charles escorts Meghan’s mother, Doria Ragland, out of St George’s Chapel, 19 May 2018.
[image: ]
42 Star Power: The Sussexes radiate happiness as they complete one of their final royal engagements. Endeavour Fund Awards, Mansion House, London, 5 March 2020.
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46 Annus Horribilis II: A looming Megxit and the scandal of Andrew’s involvement with Jeffrey Epstein and the seventeen-year-old Virginia Roberts Giuffre (pictured below right with Prince Andrew and Ghislaine Maxwell) made 2019 one to forget for the Queen. Harry and Meghan’s photograph was conspicuously absent in her annual Christmas broadcast at Windsor Castle, December 2019. TOP: The Sussexes caused explosions when they went public with their exit plans in January 2020.
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49 Mourning Prince Philip: A COVID-era goodbye isolated the Queen in her grief at St George’s Chapel.
[image: ]
50 Lady Romsey – 11 Countess Mountbatten of Burma – was one of the few invited to attend.
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51 Anne, Princess Royal, the one most like her father in temperament.
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52 The Duke of Edinburgh’s coffin – topped by his naval cap and sword – was carried by Royal Marines.
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53 An estranged Harry and William escorted the coffin of their beloved grand-father. Windsor, 17 April 2021.
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54 Pride Before the Fall: Prince Andrew joined his supportive mother on the Buckingham Palace balcony on 8 June 2019. On 13 January 2022, HM stripped him of his military honours and patronages amidst the escalating scandal surrounding Virginia Giuffre’s allegations.
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56 Giuffre tells her traumatic story in a BBC interview, 2 December 2019.
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57 Vivat Regina: Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II travelling to her fifty-fifth State Opening of Parliament, 6 November 2007. When the longest reign in British history ends, will the monarchy have the same gravitas and resonance at home and around the world?
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