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To Elizabeth, Ella & James




CHAPTER 1

The Market

My cameraman was reversing towards me quickly as he was unceremoniously bundled out of a royal engagement by press officers and bodyguards. Rui Costa of 5 News had done nothing wrong, far from it, but something had happened during Meghan, the Duchess of Sussex’s showpiece event in Fiji and – amid shouts of ‘get back, move back’ – it was coming to a premature end. I put my hands on Rui’s shoulders to steady him as the royal party barged past towards their cars. Having covered dozens of official engagements and royal tours over the previous decade I knew this was not normal.

That day in Suva’s municipal market was oppressively, tropically hot. It was busy, stalls laden with fruits and an array of produce, but the market was not chaotic or dangerous. Royal aides had arranged a clear, planned route through the stallholders who had all been waiting patiently for hours to see the new star in the British Royal Family, the woman who was changing the face of an ex-imperial, ex-colonial and very white family. Outside, crowds were waving flags – Fijian and the Union Jack – and it had been a joyous atmosphere with cheering, singing and excited anticipation for the arrival of the duchess.

The engagement, on 24 October 2018, formed part of a royal tour of Australia, New Zealand and the South Pacific islands, which marked Prince Harry and Meghan’s debut onto the world stage as a newly married couple, who had just announced they were expecting their first child. Large, excitable crowds had welcomed them in Australia and, as part of a small group of accredited journalists and cameramen, we were there to cover many of their engagements.

That one day in Suva had always been earmarked as Meghan’s, the spotlight fully on female education and empowerment. In the morning, she delivered a speech at the University of the South Pacific about the importance of female education before then heading to the nearby Suva market where she was scheduled to meet local vendors and representatives from women’s organisations involved with the ‘Markets for Change’ initiative.

On arriving at the market, Meghan walked along the passageway, briefly greeting people as she went, but after just seven or eight minutes, the whole atmosphere changed – and not because the crowd were rushing forwards, because they weren’t. After Meghan was seen talking calmly to a senior aide – whose reaction was one of shock and panic (as caught by Rui on camera) – everything went into warp-drive and Meghan was being hurriedly escorted into her car. What on earth happened to this carefully planned engagement and why was it cut short from the usual half an hour to just a few minutes?

I will never forget the bewildered look of the woman who had been waiting for hours to present the duchess with her handmade ‘Harry’ and ‘Meghan’ fans. To be fair, we were all bewildered. Afterwards, one of Meghan’s staff was in tears as press officers tried to spin not one but several different explanations for the incident, from concerns about the crowds to the weather. Was it really too hot for the pregnant duchess? So why come in the first place? She had been fine that morning and certainly didn’t look like someone who was wilting. The crowd was well behaved and not out of control, so was there really a security scare? The Scotland Yard bodyguards would never let the engagement begin if they had concerns; their ‘principal’ – as they define the royals under their care – would not have been allowed out of her car. I doubt the car would have even arrived at the venue because the personal protection officers would have radioed ahead to their colleagues.

Sources say Meghan had told her staff she didn’t want any UN Women branding visible at the marketplace – the United Nations body she had advocated for in 2015 but had been less associated with in recent years. Reports later said she wanted the event to have a grassroots, authentic feel that focused on the women and not the UN. On arrival, however, some of the women greeting her were wearing indigo blouses bearing the ‘UN Women’ logo – which wasn’t part of the brief. There’s only so much a press officer can do to stage-manage a large public event in another country. Whatever the cause – and there are plenty of theories – the bottom line is the engagement ended very prematurely and the local female entrepreneurs, who were meant to be the focus, were upset. Meghan’s lawyers refute the UN Women theory, telling The Times in 2021 that the duchess remains a keen supporter of the agency, never objected to their branding and that she was evacuated due to safety concerns.

This was only a matter of months after Harry and Meghan’s wedding in Windsor, an event which had enchanted a global audience, as royal weddings tend to do. Looking back at that 2018 tour, I realise now that there were other moments that suggested that the couple were struggling with their new roles and that the institution was not addressing their concerns. During one of the flights, it was notably out of character for Harry to need coaxing to have a quick exchange with the press pack, as was the speculation that blew up around a pair of earrings Meghan wore at the Fijian state dinner. Normally we’d be given details about wardrobe and jewellery worn by senior royals – it’s just par for the course – and yet that detail was omitted, which only led to suspicion about their provenance. Sometimes it’s just easier to follow the rules.

No one ever said marrying into the House of Windsor is easy and Meghan Markle has proved the point in the most meteoric style. She has changed the monarchy in several ways, not least by setting up a rival court, with a young prince and princess, in California.

Prince Harry used to enjoy being a royal. I know because I was there as he played football with the media in Lesotho in 2008 and chucked an American football at us in Colorado Springs in 2013. I have had a few chats with him over the years. The first was after his first tour of duty in Afghanistan, when he was frustrated that an American website had bust his cover. He is funny and very astute but he was only looking out for himself at that stage. From 2016 onwards, he has been consumed with protecting Meghan from what happened to his mother, Diana, Princess of Wales. It is entirely understandable, given that he believes the media killed his mother and, through phone hacking, sabotaged any serious relationships he had pre-Meghan.

As a royal correspondent, I have met most members of the Royal Family, chatting to Catherine just days after topless paparazzi photos of her were published in 2012, and interviewing Camilla, then the Duchess of Cornwall, during an official trip to France in 2018.

Meeting Queen Elizabeth II in 2011 was a sort of out-of-body experience but she was, as you would expect, lovely, and disguised her ignorance of the Channel 5 schedule with grace. It’s always a bit of a blur talking to the Queen but I do remember her chatting about what a nice surprise it is to look down from the balcony at Buckingham Palace and see the crowds – a spectacle it seems even the royals never quite get used to.

People always ask, ‘What are they like?’ but, naturally, a few minutes of conversation is just that – a polite exchange, nothing more, nothing less. To state the obvious, they are simply human beings in an extraordinary situation – fate has placed them in the most famous family in the world. The interesting thing about the outsiders, those who have married into the family, is they have all chosen, at least in some way, to become part of the House of Windsor, warts and all. Some have a sense of real destiny, including Diana. The primary motivation, naturally, is love … whatever love means. All the royals I have met have been charming – though I should clarify that, as chance would have it, I have never met Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor.

On that strange day in Fiji, cameraman Rui and I formed the close-up ‘pool’ crew capturing images for the whole of British TV. Royal press officers generally allow just one British TV camera close-up access at each event, alongside a handful of photographers, a press reporter and a TV camera from the host nation – and this makes up the royal rota. That means the various British broadcasters – 5 News, and our colleagues at the BBC, ITV and Sky – share out the various events and then pool the footage afterwards. This is a long-established practice, but it became increasingly clear both on that tour and in the months afterwards that Harry and Meghan loathed the royal rota. I’m still not sure why because we are simply there to cover their official engagements as working members of the Royal Family. The rota plays by the rules of the game and leaves the royals alone when it is their private time. The briefings we receive beforehand cover not just the logistics of each day but the purpose of the engagements and charitable initiatives, in a system that helps the Royal Family highlight those issues while preventing events being overwhelmed by uncontrolled attention. The people who don’t recognise any rules whatsoever are the paparazzi – and there are quite a few of those in California.

Working as part of the royal rota on a tour is not all plain sailing – about 90 per cent of the time is spent on rigorous planning and logistics, and 10 per cent consists of filming and moments of panic as we are either trying to catch up with the royal party or get ahead of them. We rarely travel with the principals. Lugging ten cases of TV equipment through tropical heat is as glamorous as it sounds and then we are at the mercy of assorted customs officials and whether they are in a good mood. They all want stamps on various bits of paperwork, some of which we have and some of which only exist in their imagination. Once the carnets have been stamped, I have been fortunate to go on some incredible royal tours, from the remote mountains of Bhutan to speeding through Sydney in rush hour in a police convoy. I have sat at the front of the massive press pen outside the exclusive Lindo Wing – a private maternity unit within St Mary’s Hospital in London – to see the new additions to the Royal Family and it was the privilege of a lifetime to have a seat in Westminster Abbey for the state funeral of Queen Elizabeth II and the coronation of King Charles III. I would never pretend my job is as important as war reporting but the Royal Family is, at the very least, important symbolically and everyone seems to have an opinion on them. The media must document what the royals do and how they spend our money.

Over all these years I have come to the conclusion that it is the outsiders, the people who marry into the Royal Family, who act as the catalysts of change, sometimes intentionally but more often not. The monarchy might not always be terribly receptive to innovation, as our Windsor Wives would no doubt testify, and in retrospect there might have been fewer problems if those within the Royal Family had been prepared to support the changes that outsiders bring. Patrick Jephson, private secretary to Diana, is certainly of that opinion: ‘The degree to which the Royal Family will be influenced by outsiders is their own choice … They say “change” is something they embrace, they want to make a difference, but only if it suits their convenience.’1 The monarchy is not just a household but a centuries-old institution of courtiers, protocols, hierarchies and unwritten rules. Outsiders who marry in are not joining an ordinary family but stepping into a mechanism already in motion – they are essential to its operation but expected to slot into a system that has changed only incrementally over time.

Despite this, the women who have married into the monarchy have left a distinct imprint on the institution, influencing how the Royal Family operates in ways both subtle and, at times, dramatic. Focusing on the four women – the Windsor Wives – who have married into the household, this book will look at Diana’s profound impact on the family and how the next generation were raised; how Camilla, in the words of one courtier, brought the fun back; and how Catherine, as another said, brought strategic thinking and emotional intelligence to the role. Meghan spent barely eighteen months as a working member of the Royal Family and yet I believe she will influence the kind of roles available to those outside the direct line of succession. Harry, as the ‘spare’, spent years trying to carve out a meaningful role for himself in a family that couldn’t or wouldn’t (he believed) accommodate his new wife.

From AIDS to mental wellbeing, domestic violence to early years education, the causes championed by the Four Wives of Windsor have blazed a trail and broadened the monarchy’s reach. The wives have developed the new rules which govern what is public and what is private and they have made the monarchy more relatable. Diana’s former bodyguard Ken Wharfe summed it up best when he told me, ‘Diana totally, absolutely, changed the Royal Family. They weren’t touchable in the 1960s and 1970s. We didn’t know much about them and then Diana came along. I overheard people saying, “I just met Diana and she was incredible!” They said that sort of thing all the time. They didn’t say it about anyone else.’

Ken is one of many people who have helped me with the task of writing this book. Since becoming a royal correspondent in 2008, I have built up a large collection of trusted contacts behind palace walls who have kindly given me their time and insight. Some are happy to be named and some are not, a decision which I naturally respect. I must thank the colleagues who have been on the beat even longer than I and acknowledge the mine of information in the highly recommended books of Ingrid Seward, Penny Junor, Robert Hardman, Katie Nicholl, Tina Brown, Robert Jobson and Valentine Low and the walking encyclopaedia that is Arthur Edwards. The books of Patrick Jephson, Ken Wharfe and Dickie Arbiter offer compelling insights into what it was like to work for Diana and, of course, the late princess herself dictated her own book to Andrew Morton, Diana: Her True Story. Prince Harry’s Spare is a page-turning insight into his side of the story.

Of our Four Wives of Windsor, Princess Diana was the most disruptive influence and the biggest star, so I feel very fortunate to have covered at least one of her engagements before she scaled back her royal role. I was a young radio reporter new to London when I went to hear one of her speeches and her A-list star quality was obvious, with the caveat that we, as observers, tend to project certain qualities on to public figures. She began royal life in 1981 as ‘Shy Di’, peeking out from beneath her fringe, but by 1993 Diana had a powerful aura and she knew it. Camilla, Catherine and Meghan have star power but not in the same league as Diana. I covered Diana’s funeral in 1997 and her inquest, ten years later, at the Royal Courts of Justice, which was when my boss told me I was being made the royal correspondent. It proved fortuitous timing as Diana’s sons were setting out on careers in the army and beginning to undertake royal duties on behalf of the Queen.

Those boys grew into men, one of them fought in the frontline in Afghanistan, and both eventually – in face of immense scrutiny – found love with a woman prepared to take on the daunting role of Windsor wife. For that reason alone, William and Harry are protective of their wives – but these are also two men who lost their mother at an early age and all their actions should be seen through the prism of Diana’s life and death. ‘No one’s trying to fill my mother’s shoes,’ said William on his engagement to Catherine, in a bid to take the pressure off her, while Harry took a different tack: ‘So much of what Meghan is, and how she is, is so similar to my mum.’2 His mother, and what happened to her, is clearly still ever-present in Harry’s mind. On joining the family, Catherine went for steady progress when it came to settling into the role – ‘We’re not going to rush our fences,’ said William’s right-hand man – while Meghan went full-pelt and is accused by some of treating the job as just another theatrical part. Meghan was used to a type of public life where everything was micro-managed in a far more controlled environment, whereas at a royal engagement in the middle of a municipal market some things don’t quite go according to plan. Those levels of Hollywood control-freakery, as courtiers say, are incompatible with the public service role of the monarchy. ‘Very, very rarely do they cancel,’ one senior staffer told me about the senior royals. ‘Even if they are feeling grotty they turn up and they do the job. My overall sense is Meghan realised it was hard work and not that glamorous. It’s not about you.’

In fairness, falling out with the United Nations takes some doing if, indeed, that is what happened. I’m still not quite sure.




CHAPTER 2

Making a Modern Princess

The paths that brought Diana Spencer and Camilla Parker Bowles into the royal orbit reflected an older, more traditional blueprint: both came from well-connected, upper-class backgrounds and moved within the social circles that had long served as the monarchy’s recruitment grounds for wives and mistresses. Catherine Middleton and Meghan Markle joined the Royal Family in a later era, when aristocratic lineage was no longer a prerequisite, although smart schools, the right contacts and good looks still helped to open doors. Whichever background they had, however, none offered a guarantee of success once they joined the rarefied world of the Windsors.

Diana

‘I knew somehow that I had to keep myself very tidy’

Lady Diana Spencer is the aristocrat of our four wives. Both her grandmothers were ladies-in-waiting to the Queen Mother, and Diana’s father, Johnny, the 8th Earl Spencer, a captain in the Royal Scots Greys who saw distinguished service in France during the Second World War, was also an equerry to King George VI and Queen Elizabeth II.

The Spencers didn’t just move in royal circles, they lived on the estate, namely the royal estate of Sandringham in Norfolk, where they leased the ten-bedroom Victorian lodge, Park House, just 200 yards from their royal neighbours. First leased to Diana’s maternal grandfather, Maurice, the 4th Baron Fermoy, Park House provided a comfortable home for the family while they waited for Johnny to inherit his earldom and the ancestral seat of Althorp in Northamptonshire. At 13,000 acres, Althorp is a fitting domain for such a prominent noble family, one with a centuries-long association with the Crown, and a lineage that stretches back further even than the Windsors’.

While far less grand than Althorp, Park House and its Sandringham setting had lots to offer a young family, with open parkland on their doorstep, horses in the paddock, a tennis court, swimming pool and a menagerie of pets that Diana adored. The young Spencers played with the local children, which occasionally included the young Princes Andrew and Edward, although visits between the two houses were fairly sporadic, in part because the Royal Family were only at Sandringham for a small part of the year.

Despite its idyllic charm, Park House harboured mounting tension as expectations weighed on Diana’s mother, Frances, to produce a son and heir. One had arrived in 1960 but John Spencer only lived for ten hours and the desperate family tragedy is carved in stone in the graveyard of the royal church in the estate, St Mary Magdalene. His gravestone carries the Spencer coat of arms above the inscription ‘In loving memory of John Spencer, son of Viscount and Viscountess Althorp, born and died January 12th 1960’. It is the graveyard where, decades later, Princes William and Harry walked every Christmas Day with their mother, past the uncle and brother they never knew.

A few months after the tragedy, Frances fell pregnant again, this time with Diana, who was born the following year on 1 July 1961 and a week later named Diana Frances after her mother and a Spencer ancestor. Her parents were no doubt relieved to have a healthy child but were perhaps not so thrilled to have another daughter – Diana’s sisters Sarah and Jane were six and four respectively – which accounted for Diana’s sense that she was always something of a ‘nuisance’ to her family.

The boy who would carry on the Spencer name finally arrived in 1964, with the birth of Charles, who, as the 9th Earl, would many years later deliver the impassioned eulogy at Diana’s funeral. His arrival, however, could not repair the troubled marriage of his parents. Frances was twelve years younger than her husband – the same age gap between Diana and Charles, then the Prince of Wales – and, still in her twenties, she was unfulfilled and bored by her rather reserved husband. As their relationship faltered, he had difficulty controlling his temper and Diana recalled violent arguments between her parents: ‘I remember seeing my father slap my mother across the face. I was hiding behind the door and Mummy was crying. I remember Mummy crying an awful lot.’1

Having done her duty for the Spencer dynasty, Frances in around 1966 fell into the arms of Peter Shand Kydd, a family friend, wealthy businessman and heir to a wallpaper fortune in Australia. Within a few months, he had left his wife and three children and Frances had moved out of Park House to live in a flat in Chelsea. Divorce proceedings followed, during which Frances fully expected to win custody of the four children, as mothers invariably did at the time. Indeed, she had made arrangements for Diana and her brother Charles to live with her, while Sarah and Jane were away at boarding school. Extraordinarily, in the ensuing court case, Frances’s mother, Lady Ruth Fermoy, gave evidence against her own daughter, with the result that Johnny gained custody of the children.2 A thorough snob, Lady Fermoy could not believe her daughter was leaving an earl to shack up with a man in ‘trade’, nor did it help Frances’s case that she was named as the ‘other’ woman in Shand’s divorce proceedings.

Diana didn’t know any of this. She was six years old when her mother left and eight when the divorce was granted. She didn’t know that her mother had fought for her; she simply felt abandoned. As a result, Diana’s formative memories were far from happy. Nannies came and went, some of whom were kind while others doled out cruel punishments. One, as her brother Charles recalled, would ‘crack our heads together’ if he and Diana were naughty, while another would administer laxatives to their elder sisters as a punishment, when they were home from school. At night, Diana remembered frequently hearing her young brother sobbing for his mother and crying himself to sleep down the corridor, she being too scared of the dark to get up and console him.

Scarred by the absence of their mother, none of the siblings were keen on Raine McCorquodale, the domineering daughter of the novelist Dame Barbara Cartland, who entered their lives in the early 1970s, marrying their father in 1976 to become Countess Spencer. Seen by Diana and Charles Spencer as the wicked stepmother of fairy tales made flesh, they gave her the nickname of ‘Acid Raine’, although Diana and Raine did finally reconcile in the 1990s, following Earl Spencer’s death.

In their early years, Diana and Charles attended Silfield School in King’s Lynn, where they were the only children of divorced parents and they travelled by train to their mother’s flat in London every month, later spending summer holidays at the Shand Kydds’ remote Scottish home on the island of Seil. In 1973, Diana joined her big sisters at West Heath Girls’ School in Sevenoaks, Kent where she failed to shine in the classroom, flunking her O-levels twice. ‘I just remember thinking I wasn’t any good at anything,’3 she later recalled, a feeling that contributed to her low self-esteem. She had more of an affinity for sports, particularly swimming and diving, and dance and ballet were a real passion. By now she had grown tall and long-limbed, her hair fair and eyes blue, a shy, slightly tomboyish teenager who would soon blossom into the English rose of Elton John’s funeral lament.

Despite her feelings of self-doubt, even as a young teenager Diana had a clear sense of destiny – ‘I always felt very different from everyone else, very detached. I knew I was going somewhere different but had no idea where.’4 She felt she was going to be something special and in later years kept boyfriends at arm’s length because ‘I knew somehow that I had to keep myself very tidy for whatever was coming my way’.5 It may seem ludicrous to many now but being a virgin back then still counted for something, especially if Prince Charming was on the horizon.

In June 1975, the family moved to Althorp, Johnny having become the 8th Earl Spencer. Diana and her sisters were now styled as ladies and her brother Charles had become Viscount Althorp. By now, Diana’s elder sister Sarah was dating, and in 1976, when Diana was sixteen, her latest boyfriend, the Prince of Wales, came to visit. Diana’s abiding memory of her future husband was not of having a massive crush on him but how sad he seemed. Her big sister was, according to Diana, all over Charles ‘like a bad rash and I thought: “God, he must really hate that.”’6 Diana played herself down as being frumpy but remembered dancing with Charles and being amazed by how he paid her attention and seemed to be keen on her. For his part, his memory of her was that she was ‘great fun’ and the following year he invited her to his thirtieth birthday party at Buckingham Palace, much to the bemusement – or was it irritation? – of Sarah. Her boyfriend clearly had at least one eye on her kid sister.

Further refinement for Diana came in the form of a ‘finishing school’, a relic of a bygone age still popular with aristocratic families in the 1970s. The idea was to send your daughters away to the Alps to learn French, social etiquette, cooking, sewing and skiing, not necessarily in that order. It was a posh training college for ‘girls with pearls’ to ensure they were prime marrying material. These were not young women who were expecting, or expected, to have their own careers. Diana, however, was unhappy at the Institut Alpin Videmanette and begged her father to let her return to England. Leaving after the Easter term of 1978, the one positive she took from the experience was that she learned to ski, which she loved and enjoyed in later years while on holiday with Charles and the boys, both of whom are naturals on the slopes.

Diana was itching to move to London, although her father wouldn’t let her move there until she was eighteen. So in the meantime she worked as a nanny in the Hampshire home of family friends Major Jeremy and Philippa Whitaker. The friendships cascade down the generations and, to this day, Prince William’s best friend (and godfather to Princess Charlotte) is Thomas van Straubenzee, aka ‘Vans’, who is Philippa’s nephew. On turning eighteen, Lady Diana Spencer made the move to London to a family-owned flat at Coleherne Court in South Kensington. It was one of the happiest times of her life, living with her old school friends Carolyn Pride, Sophie Kimball and Philippa Coaker, who deferred to their landlady as the ‘Chief Chick’. Nannying and doing odd jobs for family friends, Diana was an early template for the ‘Sloane Ranger’, the satirical take on the upper-class young women who habituated Kensington, Chelsea and Fulham.

During this period, Diana had the odd boyfriend – generally well-heeled, Eton-educated types – but none developed into serious relationships, and she often preferred the company of her flatmates. In January 1979, Diana was excited to receive an invitation to a royal shooting party at Sandringham, familiar to her from childhood. Of course she already had plenty of experience being around the royals; she had grown up in their orbit, meeting at family events and functions. Of the three princes, Andrew was closest in age to her, although she maintained she ‘never thought about Andrew’ and assumed life in the royal goldfish bowl would be ‘awful’.

The aristocratic girl who didn’t finish finishing school, the ‘Chief Chick’ of Coleherne Court, the girl who played it cool around the royals – this was the Lady Diana Spencer who in the summer of 1980 joined friends for a country house weekend at Petworth in Sussex. The Petworth host, Commander Philip de Pass, a friend of Prince Philip, told Diana that Charles was also coming, adding: ‘You’re a young blood – you might amuse him.’ A set-up? Probably, but it certainly marked a turning point. The Charles and Di show was just beginning.

Camilla

‘I took off my shoe and whacked him in the nuts with the heel’

Camilla Shand, born fourteen years before Lady Diana Spencer on 17 July 1947, had plenty in common with her love rival. She was upper class, yet not quite as posh as Diana, whose father was an earl. However, Camilla went to the same sort of schools and parties and had similar expectations of life. Camilla was not going to go to university or have a career of her own; she was going to marry well, have children and lead a grand life in the country, all of which came to pass. Both women knew one end of a hunting stick from the other, although Camilla is keener on horses, which is an advantage when hanging out with the Windsors.

Like Johnny Spencer, Camilla’s father Major Bruce Shand was a war hero, serving in France and North Africa with the 12th Lancers and the Desert Rats, winning two Military Crosses. His daughter is now colonel-in-chief of both successor regiments and, justifiably, brimmed with pride at the regimental appointment ceremonies. Camilla’s mother Rosalind was the eldest daughter of the aristocratic Cubitt family, whose ancestor Thomas Cubitt had amassed a fortune designing and building great swathes of London in the nineteenth century. Another famous ancestor on Camilla’s maternal side was her great-grandmother Alice Keppel, who became the long-time mistress of King Edward VII and, like Camilla, became a trusted confidante to the monarch while enduring public criticism.

Camilla’s mother Rosalind, who was named ‘Debutante of the Year’ in 1939, went on to meet and marry Bruce in 1946, a year after his liberation from a German prisoner-of-war camp. They had Camilla the following year, followed by a sister Annabel in 1949 and brother Mark in 1951, their family home a seven-bedroom former rectory at the foot of the South Downs in East Sussex. The Shands were not as grand as the Spencers, but they had a small retinue of staff and frequently entertained, the house often full of friends. Bruce went on to be a successful wine merchant while Rosalind raised the children and volunteered for many years at a local school for disabled children. She later suffered terribly from osteoporosis, which was one of the first charitable causes taken up by Camilla as she entered public life in the 1990s.

Camilla had a far happier childhood than Diana; Rosalind was a hands-on mother and unusually for their class managed without nannies. Camilla’s childhood was filled with ponies – tending to her first love, a piebald named Bambino who lived in the field at the bottom of her garden, or galloping on the chalk hills and bridleways of the South Downs. After attending a local village school in Ditchling, Camilla went on to board at the fashionable London school of Queen’s Gate in Kensington. Her sister Annabel later joined her at the school, and all three siblings remained close into adulthood; in London society they were dubbed ‘the sexy Shands’ as a result of their good looks and easy charm. Out of the three, Mark had more of a wild streak; expelled from school, he went on to journey around India, chronicling his epic 600-mile elephant trek in a bestselling memoir. His untimely death in 2014, at the age of sixty-two, after falling and injuring his head in New York, was a devastating shock for the family.

Camilla wasn’t particularly academic at school, leaving with just one O-level, but academia wasn’t really expected of her back then. Returning in 2016 to mark the school’s 125th anniversary, Camilla said, ‘I wish I could say I was a head girl, or even a prefect or captain of games – I was none of those, though I might have been in the swimming team! I didn’t go on to the sixth form. I think in those days we weren’t encouraged to go to university. I think the very, very clever girls went on but nobody seemed to give us much inspiration to go on.’ It is a telling comment on the social and career expectations of upper-class young women of the time who were moulded not to go to university or forge a career of their own, but to be launched into high society where they might snap up a suitable husband.

Like Diana, Camilla was packed off to finishing school in Switzerland and further gloss was added at the Institute in Paris where for six months she studied French and French literature. Both of these places proved invaluable for later life, Camilla later maintained, because she ‘learned about life and culture, and how to behave with people. This was very ingrained in my upbringing and if I hadn’t had that I would have found royal life much more difficult.’7

Returning to London in 1965, Camilla worked as a secretary but her main focus was socialising at the right parties. Her life wasn’t quite the swinging sixties – she was never a bohemian – but she enjoyed the vibe of the city. She got a job as a receptionist for the upmarket interior decorating firm Colefax and Fowler but was sacked after coming to work late, having been out to a dance. At the time she was staying just around the corner at Claridge’s hotel where her grandmother Sonia kept a permanent suite.

Holding down a job may not have been Camilla’s top priority but she was clearly no pushover in a tricky situation, as recently came to light in Valentine Low’s Power and the Palace. As she related to Boris Johnson, then mayor of London, as a teenager she bravely and successfully fought off a sexual assault. She was on a train to Paddington Station when a man started touching her. ‘I did what my mother taught me to. I took off my shoe and whacked him in the nuts with the heel,’ she recalled. On arrival in London, she pointed the man out to staff and he was arrested. Defending herself was instinctive but acting on it on the platform by finding someone in uniform perhaps displays even greater courage.

While Camilla had little interest in pursuing a career, especially with the promise of inheritance from her wealthy grandmother, she did need a man who could provide the kind of life she envisioned for herself, one that wasn’t unlike her own upbringing. ‘She wanted no more from life than to be happily married to an upper-class man and live a sociable life in the country with horses, dogs, children, and someone to look after them all and do the hard graft.’8

With her thick blonde hair and earthy, flirtatious charm, Camilla was not short of admirers and boyfriends including the wealthy Kevin Burke, with whom she had a year-long relationship, and the banking heir Rupert Hambro. They, however, paled in comparison to the dashing army officer she met in 1966, Andrew Parker Bowles, whom many considered a real catch in London society.

Their turbulent romance, marked by long breaks and other romantic interests, ultimately led to Camilla meeting the Prince of Wales in 1971, by which time she was twenty-four and still technically single. Could Charles have been the man for Camilla? Well, in later years, yes, and even a young Camilla would probably have adapted to royal life far better than the woefully underprepared Diana. But Camilla was a Miss not a Lady, and she’d certainly had a sexual past, both of which ruled her out as a potential royal bride. But that didn’t stop Charles falling for her when they did meet.

That happened in the summer of 1971 at the house of a mutual friend Lucia Santa Cruz, the daughter of Chile’s ambassador to the UK who lived in the same Belgravia block of flats as Camilla. Inviting them in, she introduced the 22-year-old prince to Camilla, joking, ‘Now you two, be very careful, you’ve got genetic antecedence’ – referring of course to Camilla’s great-grandma, Alice Keppel. Charles, like Edward VII to Alice in 1898, was drawn to Camilla’s warmth and wit, the attraction instantaneous and undeniable. Lucia had sparked one of the most publicised and controversial love affairs of the century.

Catherine

‘When I first met Kate, I knew there was something very special about her’

If there is one thing in the world that William is brilliant at, it is spotting a fake. He’s been doing it all his life and has a very tight circle of true friends. As a way of flushing out the fakes he would add fabricated details to anecdotes to see if they ended up in the press. It is a tried-and-tested technique, honed at university, used on people he was concerned about. One person he had no concerns about was a girl from a middle-class Berkshire family: ‘When I first met Kate, I knew there was something very special about her,’ he later said.9 Friends in sixth form and uni called her ‘Kate’ – as William did – but to her family and childhood friends, she was always Catherine.

Catherine Middleton is the eldest of three whose parents, Carole and Michael Middleton, through their hard work, were able to move up in the world. They could afford a bigger house, more expensive holidays and private schooling for their offspring, which ultimately launched them into an entirely different social orbit. The last point is what makes this royal marriage so different. There was no chance of Charles marrying outside the aristocracy, yet within one generation that restriction, imposed by traditionalists like the Queen Mother and Charles’s great-uncle Lord Mountbatten, had been scrapped. It meant that a family like the Middletons, which once could never have dreamed of being introduced to royalty, was now able to reach the summit of the old class structure.

Carole and Michael met while working at British Airways; he was a flight dispatcher and she a flight attendant. In later years this led to the derisory nickname ‘Doors-to-Manual Carole’ which says more about the snobbery of the people who came up with it than their target. Carole Goldsmith came from a working-class, west London family: father Ron was a decorator and lorry driver and mother Dorothy was a housewife from a pit village in County Durham. Carole wanted to be a teacher but her family couldn’t afford to put her through college so she did some shop work before becoming a secretary at British Airways and then training as a stewardess.

In 1980, Carole definitely ‘married up’, as the English say, because Michael’s family in Leeds was ‘upper middle class’. His mother Valerie served as a codebreaker in the Second World War and I was there in 2014 when Catherine reopened the Bletchley Park Museum, where she met a former colleague of her grandmother’s who’d worked alongside her. The former spies and codebreakers are a stoical bunch but you could tell the day meant so much to them, particularly after years of silence imposed by the Official Secrets Act. Catherine’s grandfather was RAF fighter pilot Captain Peter Middleton who had joined a forerunner of British Airways, British European Airways (BEA), in 1952 and moved the family south to Beaconsfield.

In a remarkable twist of fate, in the early sixties Peter shared the cockpit with Prince Philip during a royal flying tour of South America. Prince Philip, a keen flier, piloted many of the flights and Peter Middleton was his co-pilot. There is a photo of the duke disembarking the British United Airways jet at Heathrow in 1962 with Peter Middleton standing to attention in the background. Buckingham Palace later sent him a thank-you letter and a pair of gold cufflinks. Forty-eight years later, Peter would meet the duke’s grandson, Prince Willliam, at his ninetieth birthday party in 2010, dying just two weeks before the formal announcement of Kate and William’s engagement in November of that year. Sadly, none of Kate’s grandparents lived to see the royal wedding of 2011.

Like his father and grandfather before him, Michael Middleton boarded at the public school Clifton College in Bristol, where he was a prefect, something his eldest daughter would repeat at her school. Like Catherine, he also excelled at sport, representing the college at rugby and tennis. After university, he joined BEA just as it was being merged with BOAC (British Overseas Airways Corporation) to form British Airways, where he trained to be a ‘red cap’ dispatcher at Heathrow, which is how he met Carole.

Prior to having a family, Carole and Michael had moved from Reading to the small village of Bradfield Southend in Berkshire, a more rural location but still handy for the commute to Heathrow. Catherine Elizabeth Middleton was born in the Royal Berkshire Hospital in January 1982, five months before Prince William entered the world at the Lindo Wing in London. Philippa, nicknamed Pippa, came the following year, after which the Middletons moved in 1984 to Amman in Jordan, where Michael had been promoted to work as a manager for the airline. This was a young family going places and their youngest child, James, was born in 1987 on their return to the UK.

Having left her job to look after their growing family, Carole still had plenty of drive and while pregnant with James she set up a company from the kitchen table at home. Party Pieces was a one-stop shop for children’s party bags and all their goodies, an idea Carole came up with after struggling to find items for Catherine’s fifth birthday party. The mail-order business went on to become wildly successful in those pre-internet days, to the extent that Michael quit his job to fully support the enterprise. By 1995, Party Pieces had outgrown the family home and the company moved to farm buildings at nearby Ashampstead Common, where all the children helped out with marketing, packing and shipping. Catherine was particularly good at photography and the burgeoning online side of the business. Carole, while navigating life as a mother, built a business that at its peak was worth tens of millions of pounds – she was by all accounts a ‘ferocious negotiator’ – but the Covid-19 pandemic hit it hard and, after thirty-five years in business, Party Pieces fell into administration in 2023.

Back in the mid-1990s, however, Party Pieces was still on the up, and the company’s success facilitated a move to a comfortable five-bedroom home in the village of Bucklebury and expensive education for all the children, with Kate at the age of thirteen attending the nearby Downe House, an exclusive all girls’ boarding school. Coming from a small and friendly prep school, the tall, shy day girl did not fare well with the cliquey, alpha-girl environment of Downe House and after two terms Carole and Michael whipped her out and sent her to board at Marlborough College thirty miles away. The co-educational boarding school set on a beautiful estate in Wiltshire suited Catherine far better and she thrived, playing for the school’s hockey team, while shining at tennis, netball and swimming. She also worked hard at her studies, gaining two As and a B at A-level, and built up a good, solid group of friends. Kate’s siblings were also sent to Marlborough, propelling them all into a very different social orbit of British elite.

Catherine was popular, in an unflashy sort of way, and her dark, glossy hair and blossoming beauty – which seemed to emerge quite suddenly after the summer break in 1998 – caught the eyes of the boys around her. She seemed to get on well with fellow prefect and rugby player Willem Marx but any romance they had was fairly low-key. She was never a party girl, and rarely over-indulged in alcohol – to the relief, no doubt, of later PR officials at Buckingham Palace. While producing documentaries in the run-up to the royal wedding of 2011, I found an amusing video of a school play in which thirteen-year-old Catherine plays a character who is told by a fortune teller that she will meet a rich, handsome man who she will marry, and we later learn that by remarkable coincidence he is called William. Many years later, in her engagement interview, Catherine shot down claims that she’d had her sights set on Prince William, with a poster of him on her dorm wall. ‘No, no,’ she laughed, ‘it was the Levi’s guy on my wall, not William.’

Having secured a decent clutch of A-levels, Kate left Marlborough bound for Edinburgh University to study History of Art. She secured lodgings in the city with friends, only at the last minute to turn down her place at Edinburgh and reapply for the following year to St Andrews, fifty miles north of Edinburgh. This happened to coincide with a statement issued by St James’s Palace in August 2000, confirming that Prince William would be attending St Andrews in 2001. Netflix’s The Crown gave the impression that Carole Middleton was the key driver behind the move, corroborated by Tina Brown who in The Palace Papers wrote: ‘It is unlikely Kate would be where she is today without her mother’s canny help in negotiating a royal romance.’

It may have been chance; plenty of sixth formers apply to both universities or make last-minute changes to their choices – but it was certainly the case that female applications to St Andrews rocketed, particularly from the USA, after the announcement. Now with a gap year to fill, Catherine headed to Florence where she took Italian and art history courses at the British Institute. After three months in the Renaissance city, she headed off to Chile to join a ten-week outward bound programme, Raleigh International, which involved trekking in remote regions, travelling on an inflatable boat and building a community fire station. Kate, it would seem, met the challenge, the expedition leader describing her ‘as one of the fitter and stronger members of her group’. Just a few weeks earlier, William had completed his own Raleigh expedition in Chile, helping at a local school for disadvantaged children. No doubt Catherine would have seen the images of the handsome, blue-eyed son of the late Diana, which had been captured on camera and published around the globe.

After a summer in which Catherine worked as a deckhand on Round the World Challenge boats in the Solent near Southampton, university beckoned for both Catherine and William. St Andrews, Scotland’s oldest university, is relatively small and situated in a picturesque coastal town in Fife. Nearly one in five undergraduates are American, leading the town to be nicknamed ‘mini Nantucket’ by some. St Andrews is also so popular with upper-class English students from Down South that it is jokingly known as England’s most northerly university, with locals calling the students ‘Yahs’.

Catherine arrived in September in time for Freshers’ Week, with William arriving a few days later in a bid to avoid the inevitable media frenzy, which he felt wouldn’t be fair on the other new students. When he eventually arrived on Sunday 23 September, hundreds of journalists and photographers had already descended on the small town, its streets soon filling with press vans and satellite trucks. Standing outside his hall of residence, St Salvator’s, William and his father briefly smiled and waved at the assembled press in a pre-arranged photocall, the Palace having negotiated a media blackout while the prince was at university. They didn’t linger too long as William was keen to settle into his hall and to embark on a new life away from the cameras.

Meghan

‘I was always the smart one’

Smiling in the sunshine with her best friend by her side, the fifteen-year-old from California was on the holiday of a lifetime. In her
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