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​PREFACE

[image: ]


I WAS AMONG the multitude worldwide outraged by the media’s role in the Princess of Wales’s tragic death in August 1997. Like most, I thought the media had hunted her to death. Roused to indignant anger, I began thumping away on my keyboard until I had a book ready for publication about eighteen months later. I published it under the title The Media of the Republic.

Two connected happenings brought me to revisit the Diana story. First, there was Lord Dyson’s shocking report (14 May 2021) of his investigation into the BBC’s handling of the accusation that Martin Bashir of the BBC Panorama program tricked Diana into giving her sensational 1995 interview. Second, equally important, was Prince William’s address to the world on Dyson’s findings. With feeling, William explained from his perspective—a unique perspective—how the BBC (and, by implication, the rest of the media) significantly contributed to his parents’ divorce and his mother’s end. Bashir’s interview, the BBC’s inability to see and accept the deceit, and Princes William and Harry’s responses are crucial parts of the Diana story. With these recent developments, I propose to round off the story of Diana’s death, its purpose, and its causes.

This new edition is a thoroughly revised, rewritten in parts, and added-to version of the Diana story with a sharpened refocus. In the first edition, I was keen to explain the ideological presuppositions behind the media’s reporting and to challenge their claims about who was to blame for the accident. Attacking the system of Monarchy by inciting mob hatred was their chief aim. Greed took second place. I wanted to refute the dodgy arguments they ran to shift blame from themselves to the public’s (allegedly) vicious, insatiable appetite for sensation and gossip. The public, they claimed, was driven by a prurient, indictable interest in the private lives of people like Princess Diana. The subject of republicanism—its ideology, motivations and purposes—and the viability of Monarchy in our modern world came in for extensive discussion. 

My intention in this new edition—The Media of the Republic: Who Killed Diana?—is to examine and refute the same arguments, but I have shortened and refined the somewhat long ideological explanation in chapter 2 to make clear the distinction between a general idea of republicanism and what I have called theoretic-republicanism. Theoretic-republicanism is a form of republicanism based on the rationalism and materialism of the Enlightenment. Edmund Burke, who vigorously rejected forms of government based on abstract theory, had a different idea of how people form into a nation. (Some readers may be less interested in a philosophical discussion of republicanism than an account of what happened to Diana. For that reason, I have made that chapter the final chapter—chapter 13. It might make more sense after the sorry story of Diana’s demise.)

I explain how Burke’s idea of a republic differs from that implicit in the media’s reporting of the death of Diana, with their undisguised attack on the Monarchy—on any monarchy. I have also reduced the aggression in that chapter, which one reviewer said couched a ‘smouldering anger.’ Indeed, throughout this new edition of The Media of the Republic, I have adopted a more measured but not less rigorous tone. I have concentrated my analyses of the reporting on the Murdoch media, most often on The Australian, considered a quality newspaper. I did not want to rest my case on tabloid writing. Second, sticking predominantly to one media instrument provided a persuasive continuity in my critical analyses. The media, however, acted as one. There was little difference in orientation between the instruments of the mainstream media. There was no intent to focus my criticism on any one journalist. The reporting I criticise exemplifies most reporting.

Finally, the issue of republicanism is of ongoing import for Australians. The debate over whether Australia should discard its Constitutional Monarchy and replace it with a republican form of government is as robust today as twenty-five years ago. The 1999 referendum on whether Australia should become a republic was defeated, but its supporters have not accepted defeat. They continue their campaign behind the scenes, waiting for the right moment to reignite their public struggle. I propose their idea of a republic is essentially based on the theoretic-republicanism I explain in chapter 13. It seems from occasional reporting that the republican movement in Britain is growing stronger. My explanation of theoretic-republicanism and analysis of the media reporting of the death of Diana are of as much interest to the defenders of Britain’s constitutional Monarchy as it is to Australians.
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​Chapter 1 

Prince William Savages the BBC
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AFTER TWENTY-FIVE years, the dramatic circumstances of the Princess of Wales’s death unexpectedly leapt out of the shadows of the world’s forgetfulness. Or should I say that a slow ticking time bomb blew up in the BBC’s face and, by extension, every media organisation and every media scribbler who had joined the pack in hunting Diana to her death? The cause of the explosion was Lord Dyson’s scathing report on the BBC’s deviousness, manipulation, and inability to come clean about the blockbuster interview which Diana gave to Martin Bashir for the BBC’s Panorama program. The program, ‘An interview with HRH Princess of Wales’, aired on 20 November 1995 and had 23 million salivating viewers glued to their televisions in the UK. Praised as the scoop of a generation, it was instead the scoop of the century. 

I remember it well. But I did not salivate at the BBC’s prurience. My feelings were of embarrassment and sympathy for a performance unworthy of Diana. It showed her to the world at her worst: bitter, paranoid, spiteful, and with the explicit intention of ruining her husband’s life. It was nothing new. In the several years leading up to this interview, she displayed the same behaviour, though not as barefacedly. In public with Prince Charles, who maintained some dignity and self-respect, she appeared bored, detached, and impatient to be anywhere else except with her contemptible husband, his stupid royal duties, and his menacing entourage. It was childish in the extreme. On one occasion, on offering a trophy to Charles after a polo match, she turned her head away when he went to kiss her. It was the behaviour one expects from a sulky child. There were, however, mitigating reasons for such behaviour.

By November 1995, the pitiless and unrelenting media and others wanting to exploit her had worn Diana down. Prince Harry recalls the hair-raising ride to school with paparazzi chasing the car in which Diana drove him and Prince William. ‘When I think about my mum,’ he said after the publication of the Dyson report, ‘the first thing that comes to mind is always the same one, over and over again: strapped in the car, seatbelt across, with my brother in the car as well, and my mother driving, being chased by three, four, five mopeds, with paparazzi on. She was almost unable to drive because of the tears. There was no protection.’ Indeed, there was no protection, not only from the mopeds. 

Despite Bashir’s chummy, sympathetic manner during that infamous interview, Diana was less protected against his callous tricks and deceptions to win the interview than against the dangerously buzzing mopeds. Before I examine Bashir’s deceit and the BBC management’s spineless, defensive reaction when the sorry story became undeniable, I want to preface it and what follows with Prince William’s response to the Dyson Report. It is a damning summary of what many of us thought of the behaviour of those exploiting Diana for money, power, and political purposes. Prince William addressed the world media on 21 May 2021:


I would like to thank Lord Dyson and his team for the report. It is welcome that the BBC accepts Lord Dyson’s findings in full, which are extremely concerning: that the BBC employees lied and used fake documents to obtain the interview with my mother, made lurid and false claims about the royal family, which played on her fears and fueled paranoia, displayed woeful incompetence when investigating complaints and concerns about the program and were evasive in their reporting to the media, and covered up what they knew from their internal investigation. 

It is my view that the deceitful way the interview was obtained substantially influenced what my mother said. The interview was a major contribution to making my parents’ relationship worse and has since hurt countless others.

It brings indescribable sadness to know that the BBC’s failures contributed significantly to her fear, paranoia, and isolation that I remember from those final years with her.

But what saddens me most is that if the BBC had properly investigated the complaints and concerns first raised in 1995, my mother would’ve known that she’d been deceived.

She was failed not just by a rogue reporter but by leaders at the BBC who looked the other way rather than asking the tough questions.

It is my firm view that this Panorama program holds no legitimacy and should never be aired again.

It effectively established a false narrative which, for over a quarter of a century, has been commercialised by the BBC and others. This settled narrative now needs to be addressed by the BBC or anyone else who has written and intends to write about these events.

In an era of fake news, public service broadcasting and a free press have never been more important.

These failings, identified by investigative journalists, not only let my mother down and my family down; they let the public down too. 


I have emphasised the critical assertions that I propose to examine in what follows—especially Diana’s brittle emotional state, her suspicion and paranoia, and the unconscionable way the media exploited her. Diana famously said there were three in her marriage. Actually, there were four, the fourth being the media. Prince William hints that the complete breakdown caused by the interview eventually led to his mother’s death. Earl Spencer, Diana’s brother, was more explicit. Speaking about his crucial meeting with Bashir, the meeting that started it all, he said, ‘Well, the irony is that I met Martin Bashir on 31 August 1995—because exactly two years later she died, and I do draw a line between the two events.’ That line ended with Diana lying broken in the back seat of a crumpled Mercedes in Paris’s Alma Tunnel.

***
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ON BEHALF of the BBC Panorama team, John Ware reported (BBC News, 21 May) the results of the program’s separate investigation into the Bashir affair ‘to restore public trust in Panorama’s journalism and independence’. I have relied much on his thoroughgoing, unsparing report. Most other media covered the Panorama deceit and Lord Dyson’s report, but in less detail. Ware has the advantage of being close to the people and circumstances. 

On 24 August 1995, Martin Bashir put into operation a plan to wheedle his way into Earl Spencer’s confidence and thereby gain access to Diana. He left a phone message with Spencer’s assistant and followed up with a letter stating that his untiring investigation had uncovered inimical forces working against the Spencer family. Bashir just wanted a little time to ‘share some information which, I believe, may be of interest.’ He called again on 29 August after receiving no reply. Spencer agreed to a quick drink in London. The conversation over that quick drink was extended to a meeting on 31 August at Althorp, Spencer’s country estate. The Earl had taken a hefty nibble.

During that first meeting, Bashir said he had evidence ‘that Spencer’s former head of security, ex-soldier Alan Waller, was being paid regularly by Rupert Murdoch’s News International and the intelligence services to spy on the Spencer family’. It seems Bashir was taken off guard by Spencer’s readiness to meet again after only two days. He had a problem. He had no documentation to show the Earl. Not to worry. Bashir rang graphic designer Matt Wiessler, ‘begging him to drop everything for a job that couldn’t wait’. That job was to create ‘two of Alan Waller’s bank statements which he claimed to have seen—£4,000 from News International on 8 March 1994, and £6,500 from a Jersey-based company called “Penfolds Consultants” on 4 June’. To stress the urgency, Bashir said it was ‘something big’, and MI5 and MI6 were involved. Wiessler, not seeing any need to question such a respected BBC journalist about an obviously important matter, worked through the night and had the documents ready for the 31 August meeting.

To back up the forged documents, Bashir told Spencer that Waller received ‘regular’ payments from News International and Penfolds Consultants, a ‘front company for the intelligence services’. Spencer had the bait well inside his mouth by this time, but what caused him to swallow it in one big gulp was Bashir’s ‘false claim’ that Commander Richard Aylard, Prince Charles’s private secretary, ‘was conspiring against Diana’. Spencer’s notes of his meetings with Bashir showed that Bashir accused Aylard of receiving ‘secretly recorded conversations’ about a possible Charles and Diana divorce and relaying the information to journalist Jonathan Dimbleby. Spencer rang Panorama editor Steve Hewlett and asked, ‘if he could trust Bashir.’ Of course, declared Hewlett, dear Martin was ‘one of my best’. The ball was now rolling with unstoppable momentum. Bashir’s audacity was swelling at the same rate.

On 14 September, again at Althorp, Bashir accused Diana’s private secretary, Patrick Jephson, of being ‘in cahoots with Aylard’. He showed Spencer a list detailing ‘sizeable payments to both Aylard and Jephson from the intelligence services to monitor Princess Diana’s movements’. All false. In targeting Aylard and Jephson, Bashir was cunning and calculating with Spencer, who, like Diana, had an intense distrust of the media. By 1995, Diana had nagging fears about Charles and his entourage conspiring to discredit her. She feared she had ‘enemies in high places’ and felt ‘vulnerable and unsettled’. So, Bashir’s claims would have her close attention. Earl Spencer became suspicious. He thought Bashir’s charges of such preposterous treachery made ‘no sense’. Fatally, against his intuition and relying on Diana’s judgment, he arranged a meeting so Diana could ‘hear all this directly from Bashir’. Diana would meet Bashir on 19 September.

During the meeting, Bashir poured out another 30 lurid claims about sinister plotting and money passing between hands. Among the false claims were that the Queen suffered from heart problems and was ‘eating for comfort’; Charles was in love with the boy’s nanny, Tiggy Legge-Bourke; and Prince Edward had AIDS. Spencer’s scepticism increased. He warned his sister that Bashir’s ‘stories didn’t add up and apologised to her’ for setting up the meeting. Diana brushed off the apology and the meeting—so Spencer thought. But Bashir had skillfully played Diana. Many meetings with Bashir followed, leading by the late summer of 1995 to the idea of a television interview. Diana was all for it. The interview went ahead on 20 November, during which Diana made her damning accusation, ‘There were three in this marriage’, the third being Camilla Parker Bowles with whom (she alleged) Charles had a long-time affair. 

Drawing the veil aside from the sort of sad, sordid problems that plague most families, she admitted having an affair, claimed Charles’s affair made her feel worthless, admitted to bulimia and self-harm, claimed Charles and his entourage were waging a campaign against her, and suggested Charles was not fit to be king. Bashir had brilliantly succeeded. Like an ancient magician, he had cast a spell over her. ‘Do you really think a campaign was being waged against you?’ he asked at the beginning of the interview. After weeks of working up Diana’s fears, he elicited the programmed response. ‘Yes, I did,’ said Diana. The interview led to Diana and Charles’s divorce in 1996 and to Diana’s rejection of the palace’s offer of security, claiming, in the spirit of Bashir’s manipulation, that it was just another way of spying on her. There Diana was, alone, without security, having, with Bashir’s connivance, made herself the richest media prize in history. Every newsroom in the world now knew her worth.

In some alarm, after seeing the broadcast, graphic designer Matt Wiessler twigged to a connection between the rushed forgeries and Bashir’s interview. He contacted Panorama editor Steve Hewlett. Hewlett brushed him off, saying there was nothing to worry about. Wiessler was not so easily brushed off. In December 1995, he ‘approached current affairs bosses Tim Gardam and Tim Suter and told them that he had been unwittingly drawn into forging bank statements by Bashir’. In the meantime, he faxed the fake documents to Panorama producer Mark Killick, after which Killick confronted Bashir. Bashir angrily told him to mind his business. The problem was batted back and forth between editors and management, with nothing resolved. Nobody contacted Spencer to ask what he knew. Lord Dyson considered this omission a monumental failure of BBC management. Spencer could have ended the growing problem and made Diana realise how much she had been deceived and manipulated.

The problem continued to simmer. At the Panorama Christmas party in 1995, Wiessler appeared ‘very shaken’. He told producer Peter Molloy that ‘his flat had been broken into, and the only thing missing appeared to be two disks containing the bank statements.’ The alarm bells could not have been ringing more loudly. But the ears listening did not want to hear. Despite editor Steve Hewlett assuring his superiors there was ‘nothing underhand in getting the Diana interview,’ Gardam, Hewlett and Suter called Bashir in for questioning. Bashir said he had not shown the bank statements to Diana or anyone else. They couldn’t have been used to persuade the princess to give an interview, he said, because the source of the information in them had been Diana herself.’ It did not satisfy Gardam. The obvious question was, ‘Why had Bashir gone to the trouble and expense of creating such authentic-looking documents?’ Gardam wanted Bashir to get Diana’s assurance that she had not seen the forgeries. A prompt handwritten letter, dated 22 December, came from Diana.


I can confirm that I was not [not is underlined twice] put under any undue pressure to give my interview. I was not shown any documents nor given any information by Martin Bashir that I was not already aware of. I was perfectly happy with the interview, and I stand by it.


BBC management breathed a sigh of relief. They could not have better reassurance that Diana had not been tricked or pushed. But I wonder about Diana’s letter. How could she have known, as Bashir asserted, about the fake information in the fake documents if she had not seen them or he had not told her about them? It was very particular information that Bashir claimed came from Diana. Something surely did not ring true. This question had not occurred to the BBC people. Had Bashir put the question to Diana that BBC management wanted? Bashir either did not present the full matter to Diana, or Diana reacted in a way typical of her. 

The haste in returning her letter of support would suggest she had thought little about the question the BBC wanted answered. She had formed a close relationship with a respected BBC journalist who showed deep understanding and sympathy for her predicament and her feelings of persecution. She could not betray such a person, even if it meant lying about a matter of no real significance. Martin had allowed her to air her side of the conflict with her husband and his nasty supporters. That was the main issue. The princess, full of tender feelings, had given her answer.  

‘The BBC’s biggest scoop ever,’ wrote John Ware, ‘was safe. For now. What had been missed, however,’ continued Ware, ‘was a big clue that Bashir was lying.’ The dates of the critical interviews clashed. Bashir said he first saw Diana in late September. Matt Weissler said he created the fake documents three weeks earlier, in late August/early September. Thus, Diana could not have been Bashir’s source. BBC management did not pick up the conflict. Despite missing this critical contradiction and Diana’s reassurance, the BBC management remained uneasy. Dates and information on the fake documents raised serious, unreconcilable questions. Management continued to bumble around, telling themselves that Diana’s letter kept them safe. Gardam asked why Bashir had spent so much money and expense to make the fake documents if he did not intend to use them. It was just for his personal records, he said. Really? How could anyone swallow that absurdity? The BBC’s feeling of safety was delusional. The delusion would be tested the following year.

The Mail on Sunday contacted Earl Spencer on 21 March 1996, telling him ‘they were investigating how Martin Bashir had ‘secured his scoop interview’ with Diana. Faked documents were mentioned. Spencer called the BBC. He told editor Steve Hewlett about his role in the meeting between Diana and Bashir, crucially mentioning that Bashir had shown documentary evidence of payments to spy on Diana. They questioned Bashir again. Bashir again denied showing the forgeries to anyone. But it would come out eventually, an outcome the bumbling BBC management insisted on ignoring until the last moment. John Ware wrote:


On 23 March, Gardam was telephoned and doorstepped by the Mail on Sunday, so he telephoned Bashir: Had he shown the documents to Spencer? Again, Bashir denied this to both Gardam and Hewlett. Unconvinced, that afternoon, Gardam sought another assurance. Fearing imminent publication, Bashir caved in, finally admitting that he had lied. It had taken four attempts since December to get the truth out of Bashir.


No surprise that Gardam was furious. He warned Bashir of severe repercussions for his deceit. A full inquiry would follow. The ‘full inquiry’ happened with an equal amount of bumbling, cavalier attitude, and avoidance behaviour. The Mail on Sunday published their piece. Surprisingly, nothing came of it. The BBC management was confident the story would die unless Spencer spoke, and that did not seem likely. Spencer would not speak for twenty-four years. I will return to the BBC’s 1996 inquiry and Lord Dyson’s report on the whole embarrassing blunder. Earl Spencer’s line from 31 August 1995 to 31 August 1997 had been drawn. The failure of the 1996 inquiry and Earl Spencer’s silence promised no interruption. I now go to the end of that line, keeping in mind Bashir’s deceit, the effect it had on Diana, and the BBC’s ‘woefully ineffective’ investigation (Lord Dyson).

***
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​Chapter 2

​Diana is Killed
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Sunday, 31 August 1997

THE DEATH OF Diana, Princess of Wales, is one of those events most people never forget—like the deaths of President Kennedy and Elvis Presley. You always remember precisely what you were doing when the news broke. I still remember waking up to hear the radio news of President Kennedy’s assassination (1963) all those years ago. I still feel the atmosphere of our house, the solemn music playing on the radio, the grave voices of the news reports, and the apprehension and anxiety surrounding me. I would never have suspected I would react in a similar way to Diana’s death—even considering the terrible way her life was snuffed out.

At around 10.20 a.m. on Sunday, 31 August, Australian time, I walked into my sister’s lounge room with my elderly parents. My brother, his wife, and another sister were looking intently at the television. ‘Princess Diana’s been in an accident,’ my brother said, bewildered. Just then, the newsreader was repeating a news flash. Diana and Dodi had been in an accident. Dodi was dead, and Diana seriously injured. We stared in silence. Flicking from channel to channel, we watched the news reports from still-darkened European capitals until they announced Diana was dead. We were shocked. It was about 2.00 p.m. on a sunny Sunday afternoon in Sydney. Later that afternoon, I spoke to several people who had not seen the television reports. ‘Have you heard the news about Diana?’ They reacted with stunned, silent shock. In the following days, millions worldwide from all countries and cultures would be in shock.

When I think back to that Sunday, I remember two thoughts occupying my mind. The first was about Prince Charles’s feelings. How would he be reacting? He must have been devastated. At the same time, I thought of the persecution Charles and Diana had suffered from the media through the years. So many times, I had exclaimed that nobody could endure the spiteful hounding these two faced almost daily. Nobody, not even the most persevering saint, could survive the constant scrutiny, the harassment, the gossip-mongering, the mockery, the ridicule, and the lies dogging their every move. 

One enduring image in the immediate aftermath of Diana’s death was of Diana’s brother, Earl Spencer, walking up the driveway to the front gates of his residence in South Africa and reading the following statement:


This is not a time for recrimination, but for sadness. However, I would say that I always believed the press would kill her in the end. Not even I could imagine that they would take such a direct hand in her death, as seems to be the case. It would appear that every proprietor and editor of every publication that has paid for intrusive and exploitative photographs of her, encouraging greedy and ruthless individuals to risk everything in pursuit of Diana’s image, has blood on his hands today.


I could find nobody who disagreed—the opposite. People were in enthusiastic agreement. The media were responsible at all levels. They had the choice of hounding or not hounding Diana. They had the choice of paying or not paying for intrusive pictures. It was the photographers’ decision to walk up and take the photos. They ignored the pleading for respect, sympathy, and understanding. It was the copy editor and the picture editor’s decision to run their intrusive stories and pictures. They ignored appeals to leave families in peace. What more can be said about the moral aspect of media hounding?  

The media, as a collective, choose to ignore all moral prescriptions about privacy, sympathy, understanding, respect, and goodwill. Most people see the media as a pack of hyenas who constantly gorge themselves on the lives of others to fill pages of newspapers and costly airtime on radio and television. And they are right. Money and power to serve ideological purposes are the motivation—not an idealistic and relentless pursuit of the truth. The always serviceable ‘free speech’ arguments are the impregnable shield for the media’s money-grubbing actions. When truth appears, it is merely coincidental. We need to look no further than at what happened after the Mercedes carrying Diana, Dodi and their two security men crashed at high speed into a concrete pillar in Paris’s Alma tunnel. 

Was that the occasion for the human breast to take over? Was that the time for the human person to take pause, to drop the camera to the ground, to take stock of the human tragedy and to struggle to hold back tears of remorse? Not even a bit. It was the time for the pack of media hyenas to go into a frenzy at the sight of the broken bodies in the Mercedes. Tourists and police testified. The media swarmed over the accident scene, snarling and savaging anybody who wanted to restrain them. Amid the scrambling around the smashed car, two clicked and snapped until they filled their film rolls and then fled the scene. Shortly after, at the Laurent Sola photo agency, three figures were almost beside themselves as their eyes dashed from photo to photo of the 30 to 40 snaps of the mangled crash scene. Some clear shots showed the fatally injured princess. The international bargaining over the princess’s body began. 

The frenzied bargaining across continental Europe and the Atlantic came to an abrupt stop. When the backlash against the media started in those countries bathing in the full afternoon sun of 31 August, the media chiefs took fright. They withdrew from the bargaining, fearing for their livelihoods. Then, coming forward with hands over their breasts, they said they would never entertain publishing such photos in the circumstances. Understandably, Laurent Sola was indignant that only his greed and abject lack of moral feeling should be put on display. 

Anger at the media pervaded all my thinking for the next few days. I was not alone. The number of people worldwide sharing my thoughts and feelings about the treatment Diana received made me think for a while that perhaps the media would back off. Maybe the newspapers would at least show some contrition for appearance’s sake. There would be no such display of contrition. Only scrambling to justify their actions. I followed the newspaper reports mainly in The Australian, but all other media instruments I read followed the same reporting lines. By Wednesday, 3 September, my indignation had reached a peak. The collection of reports deflecting the blame from the media and attacking Prince Charles and the royal family in that edition so riled me that I sat down and dashed off a letter to the editor. 

It was a fiery piece accusing the Australian of hypocrisy and misrepresentation, of self-serving ideology and self-aggrandizement, of using the death of Princess Diana to promote a particular political agenda (republicanism) and especially to advance the material interests of the Murdoch media empire. The editor may well run reports of the worldwide anger directed at the paparazzi, but in reality, the paparazzi were there to do the dirty work for those on high. They and their media masters formed a redoubtable team. I did not send this letter. I thought the letter editor would have had no time for a member of the public who appeared unaware of the nature of fame and the media’s relationship with famous people. That angry letter, though, raised substantial points that I will develop. As I have already given sign, I will argue on the evidence of Diana’s killing that the media is pervasively ideological and that ideology for the media has as its aim power, money, and political ascendancy. 

I will not take the easy way out and seize on any old, discredited rag for my purposes. Instead, I will focus on the Australian (of 1995), considered one of Australia’s foremost newspapers and a champion in the worldwide Murdoch stable. I should point out that the Australian of 1995 markedly differed from the Australian of 2025, for which journalists of the highest integrity and professionalism write. During the week following Diana’s death, the Australian drew on News Corp media worldwide, including the Times, London. For my purposes, I will examine the editions of the Australian from 1 September to 9 September 1997, but with reference to other pertinent reports. 
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​Chapter 3

​The World Grieves While the Media Seek Excuses
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Monday, 1 September 1997 

1. GRIEF AROUND THE WORLD FOR A DEAD PRINCESS

The day after the killing of Diana, Princess of Wales, the Australian produced a 10-page commemorative edition chock-a-block with expensive advertisements. The Australian’s sales team must have worked frantically to get everything in place. The deadline might have been tight, but it did not spoil the results. The front page is worthy of a skilful editorial team. It feeds straight into the feeling that arose spontaneously from the hearts of millions worldwide. An exquisite full-colour photo of the princess from the chest up dominates the page, showing all her vulnerability, beauty, honesty, and openness of heart. The millions of words spoken and the thousands of articles written about her would never convey what this picture told of the person and tragedy of Diana, Princess of Wales. The front-page headline supports the photo and appeals directly to the worldwide reaction.

1961 DIANA 1997

10-PAGE COMMEMORATIVE EDITION

The Queen and the Prince of Wales are deeply shocked and distressed by this terrible news.— Buckingham Palace

People’s princess dead at 36

This is one of the few headlines appearing during the week of the accident that is true to the situation. Of course, any average person would understand that shock, grief, and incomprehension would have traumatised the Queen and her family, like any other family. Any person with normal sensitivity would understand the distress immobilising the family. 

Two front-page articles by the Australian’s European correspondent, Ean Higgins, follow the headline. The more important of the two gives a largely unembellished account of the accident that killed Diana, Dodi Fayed, and Henri Paul, the car’s driver. Henri Paul, allegedly drunk, smashed the car while trying to outrun the media. Summing up the worldwide reaction, he suggests that people everywhere know who to blame for the tragedy. He repeats Earl Spencer’s words, ‘Every proprietor and editor ... has blood on his hands today...’ He reports that one photographer at the scene of the accident was beaten ‘by angry witnesses’. He cites British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook’s concern that ‘serious questions have to be asked’ about the activities of the paparazzi. He ends his article with, ‘Before yesterday’s events, some angry commentators suggested that the media would hound Diana to death.’

Turning to Prince Charles, Higgins writes that the ‘Prince of Wales... announced that he would fly from Balmoral Castle in Scotland to Paris to escort [Diana’s] body home.’ Later, we would learn how distressful this trip to Paris to pick up the body of his former wife was (Charles emerged from viewing Diana’s body, red-eyed and visibly moved). The quiet, dignified manner he maintained at the hospital and the airport covered the intense grief he had shown others in private. The people he met on this sorrowful errand showed respect for his way of dealing with the circumstances. Most media outlets ignored Prince Charles’s distress and grief. Instead, they worked up a caricature they would develop in the coming days. Higgins also previews the worldwide sympathy for the two young princes, William and Harry, with their close attachment to their affectionate mother. The words of grief-stricken Tony Blair, Britain’s Prime Minister, reflected the British people’s feelings.


Close to tears as he spoke last night, British Prime Minister Tony Blair said Diana would be remembered as ‘the people’s princess’.

‘We are today a nation in a state of shock, in mourning, in grief which is so deeply painful for us,’ Mr Blair said.

‘She was a wonderful and warm human being... her own life was sadly taken by tragedy. She touched the lives of many others, in Britain, throughout the world.’


D. D. McNicoll (‘Blair’s Britain wakes to darkest day’) follows Higgins with further comment on how the people of Britain reacted to Diana’s death. He repeats Tony Blair’s emotional response in more detail. ‘The country,’ he writes, ‘awoke to have its normally sleepy Sunday morning swamped with a wave of grief and mourning from people at all levels of society.’ Television and radio gave over their programming to the news. Flags flew at half-mast. Many wore black armbands and placed flowers at Kensington Palace. ‘Our thoughts and prayers,’ said Blair, ‘are with the Royal Family, in particular with the two sons, the two boys. Our hearts go out to them.’ Nobody watching the television pictures of this speech could doubt his sincerity. 

There were comments from ordinary people expressing their grief. McNicoll also notes a common reaction of people to the paparazzi: ‘Angry members of the public shouted abuse at photographers waiting outside Buckingham Palace’. The statement from Buckingham Palace is mentioned (the Queen and Prince Charles are deeply distressed), and Mohammed Al Fayed is reported as saying the ‘hounding [of] his eldest son and the princess contributed to the tragedy.’ Sarah Turnbull (‘Mourning has broken all around the world’) recounts the reactions from world figures, among whom are President Chirac, President Clinton, President Mandela, and Cardinal Basil Hume of the Catholic Church. They all express their grief for the loss of such a warm, generous, and beautiful person.

The last page of the commemorative edition provides the Australian angle. David Nason (‘Leaders united in sorrow and sympathy for princes’) gives an unembellished account of what some of Australia’s political leaders said. All utter their shock and consternation at her sudden death and the trauma her sons would suffer because of the time and manner of her passing. Finally, John Howard sums up the feelings of most ordinary Australians.


I extend my very deep sympathy, particularly to the two young sons (Prince William and Prince Henry), who have suffered the trauma of a marriage break-up and have now lost their mother at the very young age of 36.


The second article from the Australian angle (‘Australians helped in royal transition’) is a straightforward commemorative piece. In many of the reports, as we shall see, there is much sneering about the royal family, Diana’s state of mind, and her connection with the Al Fayed family. There is none of that in this report about Australia’s response. Indeed, we have an account of Princess Diana’s connection with Australia that many would recognise. The report is more about how friendly and hospitable Australians are than about Diana herself. It mentions Diana’s five visits to Australia, highlighting the Australian people’s affection for her and her appreciation of her sympathetic treatment in our friendly country. 

We read that her first visit (February 1981, before the engagement) was to escape the media harassment. One of her flat mates said: ‘Things have got on top of Diana recently, and she has gone away for a complete rest.’ So, already Diana was showing how burdensome the media’s constant attention was. She showed what anyone could see. She was simply not emotionally equipped to handle the unrelenting pressure of the reporters and photographers pushing up against her every minute of the day. That did not matter for the pursuing media. At the outset, the media were devoid of the feelings most ordinary people have for the emotional state of others. In fact, it was all the better if Diana was pleading with them, shedding tears, showing an inability to cope with their heartlessness, being led away discomposed, or breaking down and howling against her car while the cameras were brought close enough to capture the tears flowing down her cheeks. The last photos of Diana were taken from inches away as she lay crumpled and dying in the smashed Mercedes.

Higgins’s second front-page article is brief and headed, ‘Shocked Royals attend church’. The royal family’s grief is the focus. Within a few hours of Diana’s death, the royal family arrived at the local church as representatives of a Christian nation. In the Christian tradition, they came to express their grief and to pray for the repose of Diana’s soul—although Higgins omits to mention this obvious point. Instead, he concentrates on the grief-stricken appearance as the royals assembled in public, demonstrating that regardless of rank in this temporal sphere, we are all equal in the moral realm and must all submit to death and God’s judgement. As I say, Higgins does not mention these Christian aspects, but if he knew anything about the religion that has been central to European culture, he would be aware of the significance of the royal family assembling in prayer. 

As the royal family, they were not only there as private persons but also as the British people’s representatives before God. At some stage in his reporting, he should have mentioned it as information relevant to the occasion. He does not. Just how relevant this information was would become plain in a perverse form. The royal family’s attendance at Church would become a pivotal event in the media’s reporting. However, Higgins’s account of the visible grief is proper and broadly consistent with the television reports of the event.


Princes William and Harry were grief-stricken as they arrived at church with the Prince of Wales last night near the family’s retreat at Balmoral, Scotland ...

The Queen Mother was dressed in black, with a dark-suited Charles sitting between his sons, who looked heavy-hearted and calm ...


Indeed, the television images show all royal family members looking heavy-hearted and solemn as they go about the traditional Christian way of honouring the memory of a dearly departed one. Higgins goes on:


Flowers were piled high on the steps of the church as ordinary Britons joined world leaders at the outpouring of grief at the death of a ‘people’s princess ...’


The flowers placed high on the steps were the first signs of communal grief. The royal family, passing directly before the first demonstrations of communal grief, acknowledged the nation’s suffering. Floral tributes also appeared at the gates of Kensington Palace. They would grow to a thick expanse of colour, covering the approaches to the palace. The spontaneous placing of flowers at the local church in Balmoral and Kensington Palace’s gates shows what was clear to the unprejudiced mind. Ordinary people felt Diana’s loss and sympathised with the royal family. Nothing in Higgins’s two articles gave a sign of how Diana’s death would later be manipulated. Alas, the picture of the royal family grieving in the proper manner would be re-edited, and Ean Higgins would obsequiously fall in with the tone and direction desired by his editorial masters, who did not want the competition to leave them behind. 

Reports and articles following up on different aspects of the two leading articles on the front page filled much of the Australian’s commemorative edition. The summary reports of the worldwide grief revealed an undercurrent of the media’s animus towards the British royal family, which occasionally breaks the surface. For example, in reporting the reaction of world leaders (‘Mourning has broken all around the world’), Sarah Turnbull could not leave off having a gratuitous sideswipe at Prince Charles and the royal family.


The Princess of Wales was adored in France, and if anything, her popularity increased after her divorce from Charles.

Whereas the rest of the British royals are regarded by the French as a dull, dowdy lot, Diana oozed glamour and chic. She became the unofficial patron of French couture, and for fashion houses like Christian Dior, the beautiful, much-photographed princess was the dream client.


It seems we are to swallow this as an accurate report about the French people’s poor opinion of the British royal family. No evidence appears necessary. When Turnbull talks about the ‘French people,’ perhaps she really means that a political or social faction in France agrees with her cherished fantasies. The editor could have cut this simple-minded ridicule, which had nothing to do with the world leaders’ comments. In contrast, they could have seen on the Australian ‘60 minutes’ program the night before that David Eads, BBC correspondent in Paris, said that the French people were ‘great fans of the British royal family’. If I reflected on what I hear of the French people’s attitude to the British royal family, this would seem closer to the truth. 

2. THE ACCIDENT

The television networks covered the accident, Diana’s injuries, and the cause of her death. Coverage by CNN, for example, provided more details about the crash scene. On the other hand, although the issue of blame is covered at length, the Australian’s Commemorative Edition devotes little space to the circumstances of the accident itself. Besides the details in Higgins’s report, there is a brief and somewhat offhand report (‘Tourists first to witness mangled wreckage’) about the first people to arrive at the accident. Katherine Glascott (‘Worst not known until surgery’) gives an account of Princess Diana’s injuries and the inability of the French doctors to treat a fatal injury. Diana died from a massive chest injury. The report is a small filler piece providing necessary facts about the accident.

Michelle Gunn (‘Police detain seven French photographers’) writes a more substantial piece on the crash, repeating much of the detail in Higgins’s front-page report. The added information is that the French police had detained seven press photographers chasing Diana and Dodi before the crash. These seven had been among ‘an estimated 30 photographers [who] had positioned themselves at the hotel entrance’ and had prompted ‘Diana and Fayed to flee via a rear exit’. An important detail appears in this report, which was ignored for a while but became a serious matter for investigation weeks later.


Fayed and the driver died instantly when the car, which was believed to have been overtaking another vehicle, swerved to avoid an oncoming car, and smashed into a parapet at high speed.


This is curious. Were the reporter and editor just being careless in including erroneous detail? Reporters knew almost immediately that the accident was in a tunnel on a divided freeway. Or were they evading significant detail in the early account of the accident? When, several days after the accident, tests showed that Henri Paul’s blood-alcohol levels were high, the media took the line that Henri Paul was heavily inebriated and lost control of a car he could never hope to control at such a high speed. A legally drunk driver was responsible for the accident. That was it. An unfortunate set of circumstances led to a drunk driver getting behind the wheel of the car that drove Diana and Dodi to their deaths. This self-pleading appeared then (and still does) as the media’s main ploy to escape any blame for the accident. I will return to the events immediately before the accident and the issue of blame because of what we learned later, but let me suggest a scenario that anybody could have made up from the preliminary information—especially those who were familiar with the freeway that ran along the Seine to the Alma tunnel. One should see how easily the media swung away from unpleasant implications in the details of the accident.

How could Henri Paul overtake one vehicle and find himself in the way of an oncoming vehicle on a freeway with two lanes on his side and concrete pillars separating his side from the two lanes running in the opposite direction? How can the apparent problem of the oncoming vehicle be resolved? Here’s one explanation. The first vehicle Henri Paul had to ‘overtake’ was there to slow him down, and the second was travelling more slowly to slow the car even further while allowing the photographers to take close photos. The slowness of the second vehicle may have given the confused impression to people glancing at it from a car coming in the opposite direction that it was oncoming—of course, scarcely believable.

Slowing a target vehicle by manoeuvring a blocking vehicle in front of it is a common paparazzi tactic. The media bosses paid immense sums of money for exceptional photos of Diana. Such high fees increased the recklessness and daring of those pursuing her. We also know that the paparazzi teams stationed strategically remained in contact with each other by mobile phone. The debris gathered at the accident scene points to the existence of one vehicle, a white fiat UNO, with which the Mercedes collided just before the Alma tunnel. Even in that early stage of the accident’s reporting, details came to light that concurred with the later evidence. Gunn then offers another of the media’s stock explanations for the accident. About the Princess’s and Dodi’s departure from the Ritz, she comments:


Whether Diana and Dodi were encouraging the chauffeur to try and shake the pursuers, or whether they had any sense of what was about to happen, was unknown. 


The evidence that Dodi or Diana spurred the driver on to take unacceptable risks?. It will be fortunate for the media if it remains unknown, for it can always serve as causing or at least contributing to the accident. It was up to Diana and Dodi’s critically injured bodyguard, Trevor Rees-Jones, to clarify this point. A year later, he recalled seeing ‘two cars and a motorbike’ following the Mercedes, ‘one [of which] seemed to be a white car with a boot which opened at the back and had two doors’ (The Age, 7 March 1998). The speculation for the moment, however, about the degree of Diana and Dodi’s blame in urging on the driver did not gather pace. On the other hand, the evidence pointing to a white car playing a role in the accident could not be ignored.

In passing, Gunn mentions the ‘report’ that one photographer was seen taking pictures of the crash and was ‘beaten up by a witness who was appalled at his actions’. But what seemed more important to Gunn was the princess’s chance of happiness in her ‘blossoming’ relationship with ‘her lover’, Dodi Fayed. The true tragedy was that this last chance of happiness was denied to Diana. She ends her report with this startling suggestion:


Admirers across the world had been fascinated by the blossoming relationship between Diana and the playboy heir. Had the queen of hearts at last found true love?

It may be that it was the efforts of over-zealous photographers hoping to help answer that question which ultimately cost the princess her life.


One doesn’t know whether to laugh or throw up at this. Who is she kidding? Can you imagine it? All those well-disciplined paparazzi gathered outside the Ritz hotel, politely musing on the chances of Diana’s happiness with Dodi Fayed. Can you imagine they only broke off their quiet, concerned conversations about this matter so dear to their hearts to chase Diana, with all zeal, to solve this pressing problem? Only members of the media would have the gall to run with anything so preposterous. But there’s more to come in the efforts to exonerate the media from all blame.

3. THE ARAB CONNECTION

Some people in the story about Princess Diana’s last hours were unknown to most of us before the accident. The name Al Fayed, suddenly connected to Diana, would have had most of us asking in surprise who the Al Fayeds were. In truth, the appearance of the Al Fayed family was the reason the media took their pursuit of Diana to new heights. What does this Commemorative Edition have to say about the Arab connection? Two
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