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Author’s Note

Cast

I have tried to dispense with too much formality in this book. Titles are so stuffy! Where possible I have used first names and not Duke, Duchess, Earl or Countess. So the main cast of characters reads Sophie, Edward, their children Louise and James, Charles and Camilla, Anne, Andrew, Diana, Fergie, William and Kate, Harry and Meghan. I sometimes use Prince or Princess and the first name, as in Prince Edward.

The Queen mentioned so often in this biography refers to the late Queen Elizabeth II, who was basically the Queen for almost all of Sophie’s (and my) life. Her late husband is Prince Philip. It would be confusing to call him the Duke of Edinburgh when Edward has now been given that title.

I recall that when I wrote a biography of the current Princess of Wales I called her Kate, because that’s how she was known when the world first noticed her. I suspect she will be popularly known as Queen Kate when William becomes King.
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Introduction

My first reaction was that she must have been misheard. Did Sophie Rhys-Jones, the Brenchley Belle as I once called her, really refer to Her Majesty The Queen as ‘Mama’? For many years, I hadn’t taken much notice of the Countess of Wessex, as she was in 2019, until she made the speech at a Buckingham Palace reception.

I had to watch a recording to reassure myself that she had not been misquoted. I was struck by several things. First, she looked very elegant, poised and at ease in the company of the Queen, who was ninety-three at the time. Second, it was very hard for the Royal Family to receive any media attention that was not connected to Harry and Meghan, whose emotional programme, An African Journey, had been broadcast the previous week. Thirdly, she spoke in a clear, easy-tolisten-to manner, not in an overly posh way that strangled her words before they left her mouth.

The Palace reception for two hundred guests was in support of the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee Trust and, in particular, the promotion of care and medical help for those with sight problems throughout the world.

While the throwaway reference to ‘Mama’ (pronounced Ma-Mah) guaranteed some much-needed coverage for the event, it was what Sophie said next that made me sit up and take notice: ‘Mama, when I have returned from my travels, I have been so proud to share with you the work I have witnessed and the care of so many people working so hard to save and cure sight.

‘Each time you have listened and been eager to hear how the work is going, and each time I have been stunned as you have shared with me your deep knowledge of each of these countries, not top-level observations, but personal experience, demonstrating to me time and again the real affection you have for all people of the Commonwealth and why that affection is so abundantly returned by them to you.’

Was she saying that she always popped in to see the Queen for a cuppa and a catch-up when she returned home from a trip? Sophie’s home was only ten minutes down the road from Windsor Castle so it would have been very easy for her to drive over. I made a mental note to find out more about what Sophie had been doing for the past few years.

It didn’t take long to discover that she was just back from a trip to Kosovo, in the Balkans, where she had given a powerful speech in support of survivors of conflict-related sexual assault. This didn’t sound like a subject for ribbon-cutting at the local fête. Sophie declared, ‘We must shift the blame from victim to the perpetrator. If the stigma goes unchallenged we are merely perpetuating the offence, over and over again. So I say there is no place for stigma in our world today . . . no one should have to feel ashamed ever again.’

Wow, this was great stuff that the whole world needed to hear. Who knew that Sophie was the voice of reason and global compassion? At the time I was writing a biography of the Duchess of Sussex called Meghan Misunderstood, a fair and unbiased account of her remarkable life and experience in the UK, but I thought Sophie might be a great subject to return to at some point in the future. She seemed to become more fashionable and beautiful as the years passed. But then the Royal Family became beset by tragedy, unhappiness and serious illness.

Prince Philip, the Duke of Edinburgh, died not far short of his hundredth birthday. We will never forget the picture of the Queen, dressed all in black, including a mask, sat alone in the chapel during those Covid days – an iconic image of melancholy and sadness. Then the Queen herself left us the following year, in September 2022. Just as we were getting used to a change of pomp and circumstance, both Charles, the new king, and Kate, the queen-in-waiting, were diagnosed with cancer.

This was taking the notion of a slimmed-down Royal Family to ridiculous lengths, it seemed. There was no Prince Andrew, who had been brushed under the carpet as a national embarrassment; there was no Harry and Meghan, although the daily media obsession with them showed no signs of reducing. They were only a working royal couple in the UK for less than three years.

The old faithfuls – the Duke and Duchess of Gloucester, the Duke of Kent and Princess Alexandra – are all pushing eighty or ninety. Camilla, the new Queen Consort, turned seventy-eight in 2025. The redoubtable Princess Anne is also well into her seventies and she needed a break after being kicked by a horse that gave her a nasty concussion.

And then, just as I was thinking that the Royal Family as we knew it when the late Queen was alive was slipping quietly away, I saw a picture of Sophie shaking the hand of President Zelenskyy in Kyiv in April 2024. How did that happen? Once more, she came across as a woman of considerable substance as she championed a cause about which she felt so strongly. She met survivors of war-related sexual violence, visited a mass grave and gave a speech in which she declared, ‘Rape is used to demean, to degrade and to destroy, and we have to get better at trying to prevent that from happening.’ Can you imagine any politician being able to deliver those lines with such power and grace?

So how did Sophie get to this point in her life? How did she travel a path that took her from being a fun girl in rural Kent, a sociable London PR representing Mr Blobby, to a fête-opening fringe figure of the Royal Family, and then become arguably its most important asset? It was time to find out.




PART ONE:
THE BRENCHLEY BELLE




1

Pretty, Bright and Fun

As a child, Sophie Helen Rhys-Jones was like the quintessential Enid Blyton heroine of the classic Malory Towers boarding-school books for girls. Brought up in a beautiful part of the English countryside, at school she was popular with both teachers and her classmates, had lovely, supportive parents and was brilliant at sport. Nevertheless, even Enid Blyton might have thought twice about a storyline that had Sophie falling in love with a charming prince or becoming the bestie of the Queen of England. But Sophie’s world is one where fantasy has merged into a breathtaking reality.

She was not originally from rural Kent, the county where she was raised, but was born at the Nuffield Maternity Home in Oxford on 20 January 1965, just four days before the nation went into mourning following the death of Winston Churchill. She was given the middle name of Helen in memory of her father’s sister, who, tragically, had been killed in a riding accident five years earlier.

At the time of her birth, her father Christopher, mother Mary and elder brother David lived in the pretty village of Ickford, in Buckinghamshire, but shortly after Sophie was born, they moved to the equally desirable Brenchley, about six miles from Royal Tunbridge Wells. Christopher, who had placed the hyphen in the family surname, was an overseas representative for a tyre manufacturer, so it made sense for him to live nearer to Dover and Folkestone for business trips abroad.

After a couple of years in a small house in the centre of the village, the family moved to the quaintly named Homestead Farmhouse, a very comfortable, four-bedroom, seventeenth-century thatched farmhouse along Palmers Green Lane, a quiet road on the outskirts of Brenchley. These days this would be London commuter country, just an hour – hopefully less – from nearby Paddock Wood station, which connects directly to Charing Cross, and the location would mean there would be little change from a million pounds for the house.

Homestead was a typical weather-boarded Kent house, with whitewashed walls and bits of buildings stuck on the side, almost as an afterthought. In winter, Christopher made sure there was a large pile of logs crammed into the sun porch at the back. Inside the house, the rooms were furnished in a comfortable, unflashy, middle-class sort of way, with simple wooden furniture covered in faded chintz material. Pride of place was given to a splendid old Welsh dresser adorned with brightly coloured plates. The family did not realise it when the children were growing up, but it would prove quite useful as Sophie became famous that the house was difficult to spot from the road, being tucked away at the end of a footpath. Best of all for Sophie was the inspiring view from her bedroom, reaching out across acres of trees and rolling fields.

Until he finally settled in Kent, Sophie’s father had led quite a nomadic life. He had been born in the state of Sarawak, Borneo (then a British colony), but his father returned home to be headmaster of St Peter’s Preparatory School at Lympstone, in Devon – the village that would later be the scene of Prince Edward’s unhappy experience in the Marines. Christopher attended the well-known West Country public school King’s Bruton, in nearby Somerset, and when he left he spent a lot of time travelling in Africa before settling on a career.

One of his oldest friends from his Sarawak days was his step-brother, the actor and dancer Thane Bettany, who Doctor Who fans will recall played Tarak in the long-running TV series. Thane, the father of the award-winning actor Paul Bettany, was a supportive godfather to Sophie and a welcome guest when the Rhys-Jones family settled in Brenchley.

Both Christopher and Mary fitted well into village society and were considered very sociable. One of their friends, local farmer Michael Noakes, observed, ‘We always tease people that you have to be here for twenty-five years before you are accepted. But this is not so. If you mix easily you are accepted straight away. Christopher and Mary were popular pretty early on.’

It helped that Christopher enjoyed outdoor pursuits including sailing, shooting and fishing, as well as having a love of nature, which would all have a lasting effect on his daughter, who liked nothing better as a little girl than donning a pair of wellington boots and tagging along with her dad. He also enjoyed the indoor pursuit of a good gin and tonic, which had always been de rigueur in Brenchley society. Years later, when Sophie dropped the bombshell that she was going out with Prince Edward, her father memorably remarked, ‘It was the first time in my life that I needed a gin and tonic before ten o’clock.’

Christopher had first met his Irish-born wife-to-be, Mary O’Sullivan, a bank manager’s daughter, on a trip to Gibraltar. She was working as a secretary in South Kensington and living on Sloane Avenue, so, in some ways, she was an original Sloane Ranger – a path that Sophie was to follow when she left school. In fact, Sophie was not the first member of the Rhys-Jones family to come into close contact with a prince. Her mother once danced with a dashing Prince Philip at a society ball.

When Christopher and Mary moved to Kent they were determined to do their very best for their children. They worked hard to pay for private schooling for Sophie and her brother David, who is two years older. For many years Mary worked as a secretary for Lambert & Foster, a local estate agent in Paddock Wood. To make some extra pennies she also advertised her secretarial skills locally, offering to type reports, letters, theses, CVs and book manuscripts, and this work made all the difference to the family’s finances. Freelancing also meant she was available to run the children to and from school. Sophie’s childhood friend, Janie Stewart, whose father was a local vet, recalled, ‘She was a proper “mum” figure. She would always have chocolate biscuits in the house!’

Sophie and David went to the Dulwich College Preparatory School in Cranbrook, about nine miles from Brenchley along typically high-hedged Kent lanes. Local legend has it that Queen Elizabeth I once spent a night in the original building. The prep school had been separated from the famous London public school when the pupils were evacuated during the Second World War. After the war, the older pupils moved back to the main school, but the juniors remained in Cranbrook. Sophie was four years and nine months old when she started at the junior part of the school, called Nash House. The fee for each term was £29.7s, which in predecimal days was quite a tidy sum for her parents to find. A big circular driveway led up to the school and was clogged every morning with Volvos dropping off little ones at Nash House.

Sophie was in a class of twenty boys and girls, split up into little groups according to their activity that day. When they arrived in the morning, they were sent out to the playground, an open field that was quite the biggest that young Sophie had ever seen. At one end, there was a sandpit, and some tree houses and climbing equipment that Sophie loved. Janie Stewart remembered those happy days: ‘We would meet up with all our friends and play. We would go out and run around and fight the nasty little boys. After that, we would be called in for a drink of milk in those quarter bottles with straws, which was quite disgusting. We sort of had lessons, counting and stories like Brer Rabbit. In the afternoon we might have another story and then we could either play quietly or we could lie down on one of the camp beds and have a nap. It was nice having a kip in the afternoon. Sophie was quite a good little girl but she was easily led by the naughtier girls. I well recall a rebellion, for instance, when we locked ourselves in the Wendy house. We shouted that we weren’t coming out. It was a proper house with a lock on the door and three children could get into it together. After that it became quite a problem with children locking themselves in the Wendy house, so they had to take the door off.’

Although Sophie and her friends were very young, they spent the entire day at Nash House; it was considered a proper school and discipline was quite strict. If a boy or girl was naughty, they had to stand in the corner with their face turned to the wall, which must have been frightening for a small person and not something welcomed at all in educational circles today. At an early age Sophie decided this was not for her and punishment was a dish best avoided. She had a happy knack of escaping at just the right time, leaving her friends to face the music.

At this early age Sophie developed her lifelong love of water. In summer, all the children would jump into the shallow pool and splash around happily until it was decided that they could swim properly. Then they were allowed to go down to the big pool with the older children. Sophie was the first in her year to receive this accolade and be given a proper costume, and since then she has always excelled at swimming.

Sophie was seven when she moved on to the next stage of school – where the girls and the ‘nasty little boys’ were split up. The girls moved to a building called Little Stream and had to wear a uniform, which, as all parents know, is a major hidden expense. Sophie’s long clothing list was a typical one: navy raincoat, grey felt hat with hat band, grey blazer, tunic, blue jersey (school colour), blue blouse (school colour), grey knickers, grey knee-length socks, brown walking shoes (lace-ups) and two overalls. In winter she needed a pair of grey woollen gloves, school scarf (optional) and a navy duffel coat with red lining (optional). For the summer term she had to wear a school summer dress, cardigan and white ankle socks.

Everything had to be bought from S. Simmonds & Son, the school outfitters in Calverley Road, Tunbridge Wells. Mary Rhys-Jones, who had been taking on yet more freelance commissions to meet this expense, took Sophie along to the shop to be kitted out. Sophie could never understand why she was not allowed to wear jeans to school. Her mother’s work was not yet done, because when they returned home she had the tedious task of sewing a name tag saying S. Rhys-Jones into every single item. The other drawback of the move to Little Stream was the dramatic increase in school fees to £95 a term.

Sophie’s special gang at this time comprised Janie Stewart, Sophie Douglas and Tracy Foreman – whose home in the village of Headcorn the others loved to visit because her wealthy parents kept horses, and the girls would hang around the stables making nuisances of themselves. They also enjoyed watching Janie’s father at work in his surgery treating cats, dogs and hamsters. Best of all, though, was when they would stay over at each other’s houses. Sophie loved the midnight feasts: it had to be midnight even if they had already fallen fast asleep by then. Each feast was planned like a military exercise, with the girls tiptoeing downstairs to raid the larder and sneak back to bed armed with goodies like Coca-Cola, crisps and chocolate biscuits. The mothers, who were not supposed to know what was going on, always made sure they got in extra supplies. Sophie’s mum, who was very jolly and down to earth, found these furtive feasts highly entertaining.

Summer was a magical time in rural Kent. When they mowed the grass of the school playing field Sophie and her gang – the Famous Four – would make a camp from grass cuttings. Then they would lay out a show jumping course for themselves and imagine it was Hickstead, the famous equestrian centre. Their summer dresses had little bow ties at the back, which they untied and pretended were reins so that they could play ‘ponies’; the girls would charge around the field shouting ‘whoa’ and making clip-clop noises. It was an age of wonderful innocence.

Horses were definitely the goal in life for the girls and, sadly, Sophie was the only one of the four friends who, growing up, never had a pony, which meant in the very competitive ‘horsey’ world she was stuck on a lower social rung; it would be many years before she jumped up several divisions. She did join her friends cycling around the country lanes, though, in a more sheltered time when it was still considered safe for children to enjoy that innocent outdoor pursuit. Sophie and her pals had very little contact with boys apart from seeing them across the field playing rugby and cricket while they took part in hockey and lacrosse.

Sophie was quite tall for her age, with long, light brown hair, which turned blonder under the summer sun. She had to tie it back for school – yet another rule that would mean a trip to the headmaster’s study if disobeyed. That never happened to Sophie. ‘She wasn’t exactly a goody-goody but she was definitely a nice girl that everybody liked,’ recalled Janie Stewart. ‘She wasn’t really rebellious like the other three of us might have been. She would toe the line. She would never come in with her socks all wrinkled down and her cardigan half off and her hair all over the place. She would always look clean and scrubbed and neat and tidy. The teachers liked her as well. She was pretty and bright and fun and giggled a lot, but she was never vulgar or over the top about anything.’

Away from school, Sophie was beginning to develop interests that would remain with her far longer than anything she learned from textbooks. She had a family connection with the world of theatre and dancing, and it was this great love of the performing arts that would later help to turn the head of a certain prince. Her early inspiration was her godfather Thane Bettany and his wife Anne Kettle; he had been a member of the Royal Ballet. From the age of four, Sophie was coached ballet by Pearl Westlake, the elegant ballerina and wife of Derek Westlake, a fine dancer and long-time manager of Sadler’s Wells in London. These ballet classes were held at the beautiful Brenchley home of June Bowerman, also a gifted ballerina, who had taught Princess Anne and Prince Charles. She recalled Sophie as being a ‘very beautiful girl’.

Sophie’s regular partner at the classes was another local girl, Sarah Sienesi, who would prove to be an enduring friend, her first flatmate when she moved to London and her very first lady-in-waiting when she became a fully fledged member of the Royal Family. The only problem at the dance classes was that one of the girls would have to lead. Usually, it was Sarah, but the result was invariably the same: both girls would be reduced to fits of giggles. During the summer months, June Bowerman would put on little shows in her back garden, which parents and most of the village would come along to support. Mrs Rhys-Jones was hugely proud of her daughter, especially when she appeared as Cinderella, with Sarah as the fairy godmother. Sophie’s mum could be seen in the audience wiping away a tear.

During one less-serious performance, Sarah and Sophie, dressed in hideous purple outfits, had to dance to Michael Jackson singing ‘Rockin’ Robin’. All went well until the record player began to slow down and, as the youthful high notes of the pop legend became a rich baritone, Sophie and her friend danced slower and slower while trying to keep a straight face. The audience roared their appreciation. Sophie has never lost the ability to have fun, a characteristic from her young days and one that she still has when royal decorum is not required.

The only part of those early performances that Sophie did not like was wearing all the stage make-up. She found it very cloying on her skin, and this aversion to cosmetics continued into adulthood – she always preferred to wear as little makeup as possible. Sophie managed to reach Grade 4 in dancing, which was quite respectable for a non-professional. The most memorable exam was when Sophie was nine and travelled to a school in Maidstone for her test. One of the other little girls suffered a bad attack of nerves and left a puddle on the stage just where everyone had to run round in a circle. The whole session became like a circus, with all the little girls getting to the puddle and suddenly leaping into the air and jumping over it. Sophie found it hilarious.

One of the perks of dance lessons was the regular trips to Sadler’s Wells in Islington to see real ballet at first hand. Sophie developed a lifelong love of these trips to watch the classic ballets. She still loves it – especially if she and her husband can slip off unnoticed to the Royal Ballet in Covent Garden. She was particularly proud to lend her name to the prestigious Countess of Wessex Studios, the new home of the Central School of Ballet in Southwark. She has been the school’s royal patron since 2003.

Pursuits like ballet and drama that demanded self-expression were a particular strength of the schoolgirl Sophie, much more so than traditional subjects. She was a bright and vivacious child who might have been best described as a good all-rounder and above average in most subjects, but not especially academic. Back at school, the nine-year-old Sophie moved to a more senior building called Coursehorn, which was mixed and took exams more seriously.

The headmaster was a middle-aged man called Robin Peverett, who Sophie and her friends, with sparkling schoolgirl wit, called ‘Mister Pervert’. He was tall, with dark curly hair and would usually wear a sober grey suit and dark glasses, which the children found somewhat menacing. He would stand in front of the school at assembly and no one would know who he was watching. He was keen on school discipline; when, for instance, two pupils complained about the food, they were made to stand on a table and eat lunch there in front of 250 of their peers.

His nickname would prove to be unfortunately accurate some years later when he was revealed in a notorious court case in 2000 to be a predatory paedophile. The case became controversial because Mister Pervert escaped jail after admitting nine charges of indecently assaulting seven pupils (six girls and one boy between the ages of ten and thirteen) in the late 1960s and 1970s. Instead of a custodial sentence, he was given eighteen months suspended for two years, which caused outrage among his victims. The severity – or lack of it – was due in part to what the Guardian described at the time as a ‘bit of nifty plea bargaining’. His victims waived their right to anonymity and gave a disturbing account of his practices to the newspaper, which confirmed that Sophie ‘played no part in the police investigation’ – although one of the women quoted revealed that she had been in the same class as Sophie.

The paper pointed out that the case was originally listed to last three weeks in court but suggested that ‘police and witnesses realised there would be considerable media interest, mainly because the Countess of Wessex, Sophie Rhys-Jones, was a pupil at the school’. In the end, it lasted an hour and a half before Mr Peverett was allowed to go home. One can only speculate what his punishment might have been in these more enlightened times. He was subsequently stripped of his OBE.

Ironically, Mr Peverett was a great encouragement to Sophie’s love of theatre and she was much in demand if he was directing the school play, sporting the bright-red crew-neck jumper he favoured if in a theatrical mood. He would usually make a special film of the school play that would be shown at the annual Parents’ Day. He helped to forge an interest in drama and theatre in Sophie that would prove to be one facet of her personality that Prince Edward would find irresistible.

One of Sophie’s favourite teachers was the English master James Bowler, who urged her to write her own poetry – which she enjoyed – and encouraged her fondness for Shelley, Keats and the other great Romantic poets, who all stayed with her as her preferred reading long after her schooldays. She was especially moved by Keats’ ‘Ode to a Nightingale’:

‘My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains

‘My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk . . .’

She learned it off by heart and conquered her nerves to stand up and recite it in front of the class. She was not so keen on maths, although she did volunteer with her friends for the winter maths club that was held on Saturday mornings. This was a canny schoolgirl gambit, because it meant none of them had to spend time freezing to death on an outside activity instead.

The school chaplain was a great character, aptly named Trevor Vickery, who was known to pupils as Trev the Rev. He took Sophie’s confirmation classes when she was eleven. He was a very jolly fellow who rode around his parish of Staplehurst, ten miles from Brenchley, on a penny-farthing bicycle. During the Second World War, he had been a physical training instructor on a cadet training ship, HMS Conway, which was anchored off Bangor, in North Wales, and it was there he learned the unlikely clerical pursuit of boxing. Every Saturday morning at the school he held boxing lessons in the gym. One term, the girls, including Sophie, decided that what was good enough for the boys was good enough for them, too. They insisted on lessons, and so Trev the Rev taught Sophie how to box, for which she proved to have a degree of flair. She wore proper boxing gloves and she and her friends were shown the rudiments of how to defend themselves. Sophie may have loved poetry but she also had a tomboyish streak and was not the least soppy when it came to sport. She would always hold her own against elder brother David if they were kicking a ball around in the back garden of Homestead Farmhouse.

When Sophie was ten, she and her best friends Tracy, Janie and Sophie D (the Famous Four) formed a witches’ coven at school. Each week one of the four girls would be chief witch and have to issue dares or instructions, such as only being allowed to wear certain colours of clothing. The most difficult – and certainly the funniest – task came when Sophie decided they had to go all day without touching any metal. All went well until the coven trooped into lunch and faced the prospect of eating their soup without touching a spoon. None of the teachers could work out why four young ladies were laughing so hysterically throughout the meal.

At Coursehorn there were about ten boys to every girl, which was quite favourable odds for the deadlier of the species. Unfortunately for the four witches, they all fancied the same callow youth, one Timothy Barker. This was the first time the girls had shown a blossoming interest in ‘nasty little boys’. Handsome Timothy was definitely the favourite boy in the class. He was a boarder and had a fetching suntan from visiting his parents abroad. The girls were fiercely competitive about the object of their affections and would compose little notes or snatches of poetry for him and leave them in a desk where they knew he would be sitting, so that he would find them. The notes were quite innocent – suggesting, for instance, that he should ‘Meet me by the flowerbeds’ – or ‘Meet me in the gym hall’. The flowerbeds in question were outside the gym and were a collection of old pig troughs filled with brightly coloured flowers. The romantic pig troughs were the location for Sophie’s first chaste kiss with Timothy Barker, much to the chagrin of her schoolmates. Rivalry had been intense to see who would be the first witch to pucker up with Timothy, and Sophie won. Timothy did not turn into a prince as a result of Sophie’s kiss – it would be another twenty years before she kissed a real prince, but she had reached an age when her hormones were about to kick into a higher gear.
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Crisp Sandwiches

After passing her entrance exams, Sophie moved on from Dulwich College Prep to Kent College for Girls, at Pembury, a large village close to Tunbridge Wells that was the unlikely birthplace of the late Shane MacGowan. The iconic former lead singer of the Pogues had Irish parents and would always be associated with the Emerald Isle and the working classes, but he actually won a creative writing scholarship to prestigious Westminster School in London. His Christmas classic, ‘Fairytale of New York’, was still a decade away when Sophie went to school in Pembury, where one of her best friends in those early teenage years was then the best-known local celebrity – not Shane, but the Olympic swimmer, Suki Brownsdon.

Sophie had soon discovered that one of the consequences of going to a new school was losing touch with the old gang. Not before, however, they had discovered the delights of raiding their fathers’ drinks cupboards. Sophie and her friends would take it in turns to bring some alcoholic concoction to school. Janie Stewart recalled the hideous cocktails: ‘It didn’t matter what it was because you would pour it all together – a tot of whisky, some tonic water, a dash of gin, advocaat and all sorts of nasty things. We would mix it all up into one little tonic bottle and smuggle it into school. We used to hide behind the big sofa in the study and take it in turns to swig out of this bottle. We didn’t get really pissed, but it was a dare. It was very exciting!’

Sophie had been a very robust little girl and always seemed fit and healthy. She was also one of the lucky ones who never had to wear braces, enjoying what used to be described as ‘nice teeth’ – a quality that would serve her well when she had to smile politely for the zoom lenses of the paparazzi. At Kent College, nobody could match the sporting achievements of Suki, who was just fourteen when she first represented Great Britain at the Moscow Olympics in 1980, but Sophie did come into her own as a talented all-rounder. She was soon in the athletics, swimming, netball and hockey teams. She could run like the wind, but it was on the hockey pitch that she excelled, despite now not being the tallest of teenagers; she had a reputation for being an animal with a hockey stick and she struck fear into her opponents.

Suki became a good pal in those early teenage years. She lived in Pembury with her parents, who were close friends of Christopher and Mary, and the two families socialised together. Suki was always zooming off to international competitions, but she recalled, ‘We saw a lot of one another back then because our parents got on. I was very single-minded about my swimming and would spend a lot of time training or going to competitions. It wasn’t a very big school and we were both very sporty. They say that your school days are the happiest, but I just wanted to leave and get on with my swimming.’

Sophie, too, was restless in her mid-teens. Pembury seemed quite an isolated backwater, even though it was an easy commuter journey to London. Although 1970s heartthrobs the Bay City Rollers had made a passing impression on Sophie and her friends in the mid-1970s – all their wardrobes contained a revolting pair of tartan trousers – they did not embrace the rapidly changing youth culture of that time. The realisation that the world of the Sex Pistols was a million miles away from Brenchley began to dawn on Sophie, especially as she became interested in boys. She had one major advantage over many of her schoolmates because she was a day girl and lived locally, which meant it was easier for her to meet the opposite sex. From being a young girl who was sociable but more of a follower than a leader, Sophie became much more boisterous.

She attended theatre workshops with Sarah Sienesi at nearby Tonbridge School and it was there, while rehearsing an Arthur Miller play, that she met her first proper boyfriend. Sophie was fifteen and not shy. David Kinder was dark-haired and very handsome, with a twinkle in his eye. He was also passionate about the theatre, a quality that Sophie would find irresistible in her men. David’s parents lived in a splendid house in Chislehurst, near Bromley in Kent, and the teenagers would spend hours larking about on their tennis court. Sophie was on cloud nine that she had a real boyfriend at last – wrestling with a Bunsen burner in the school chemistry labs began to seem very juvenile; she was embarking on the great love of her life, which, as is so often the case with fifteen-year-olds, lasted all of a couple of months before they got fed up. David went on to become a professional actor but never really progressed after small roles in Grange Hill, Casualty, Doctor Who and an advertisement for McDonald’s. He decided that the teaching profession offered greater long-term security. He has remained on excellent terms with Sophie, who he described as a ‘lovely girl’ after she became a celebrity thanks to her royal connection. She has also happily stayed as a guest at his parents’ home. One of the recurrent themes in Sophie’s life that does her great credit is her ability to remain on good terms with former boyfriends, who all stress how fortunate Prince Edward is to have found her.

Her growing interest in the opposite sex did not stop her struggling through eight O Levels, including art, history and French, the latter of which would prove invaluable when she embarked on a Swiss skiing adventure. Her strongest subject was English, and Sophie has since confessed that, if she had the chance again, she would have liked to study literature at university. She had now reached the stage when she had to decide whether to stay on at school. One factor to consider was the financial strain the school fees for Kent College and Wellington School in Somerset, which her brother attended, continued to put on her parents. Her devoted mother had persevered with secretarial work to make sure the children had the best education.

In the end, Sophie decided to leave school at sixteen and enrolled in a two-year secretarial course at West Kent College of Further Education in Tonbridge, another charming town in this part of Kent where everything seemed to be within ten miles of Sophie’s home in Brenchley. Her reasons for choosing the course at West Kent – as it was then called – were familiar to thousands of girls at that time: it was something useful to do after leaving school and she would have a qualification at the end of it. Sophie made sure her chosen course did not impede her pursuit of her twin loves of English and the theatre. She started A Level classes in English at the college and was very proud when a lecturer from the University of Kent at Canterbury sat in on one of her classes and told the teacher afterwards that, even at the age of just sixteen, Sophie had the ability of a second-year university student.

Sophie went along with Sarah Sienesi to an audition for the Cranbrook Operatic and Dramatic Society, which, although local, was quite a prestigious group. Sophie thought the audition would involve her chasing around the stage as a member of the chorus. Instead, she had to sing a solo from My Fair Lady that filled her with complete dread. Singing was not one of her strong points, but she battled through with just a few dubious notes and landed a part in the chorus. The best thing about it was that, because she and Sarah had been taking ballet and dance classes for more than ten years, they found learning the steps easy and ended up teaching the routines to the rest of the troupe.

On her first day at secretarial college Sophie met another local girl called Jo Last, who would become her best buddy throughout her two years at West Kent. They did not already know each other, even though Jo lived in the village of Goudhurst, just down the road from Brenchley. Jo had been at Cranbrook State School while Sophie attended Kent College. This was September 1981, when Soft Cell were at number one with ‘Tainted Love’ and Adam and the Ants were the most popular teen band. The two new friends would pass their days eating crisp sandwiches and moaning about boys. Jo remembered, ‘We linked up on day one because we were in the same class and just hit it off. Sophie was so sweet and funny. We would talk endlessly about things, mostly what great things we were going to do with our lives and, of course, boys. Sophie would listen for hours while I would go on about my boyfriend, who was called Simon. She was so unselfish about it. She had boyfriends, too, but no one especially serious at that time. Sophie was very pretty with great skin. But best of all she always had a big smile.’

Every morning Jo would zoom down the country road between Goudhurst and Brenchley to pick up Sophie from her home; it only took about ten minutes and she would toot the horn outside Homestead and wait for Sophie, who was always punctual, to come out. Jo’s father had given her an old brown Citroën as a present. She called the car Matilda and, although it was a bit battered and the sunroof stuck, it represented freedom to the two friends. At lunchtimes they would hurry down to Matilda and whizz into Tonbridge to Bentalls department store and gossip in the little café there. They then would adjourn to Matilda to eat their packed lunch before rushing back to college for afternoon classes. Their favourite lunch was salt and vinegar crisps packed into a bread roll with a Bounty bar for afters. Sophie was always one of those lucky girls who had a healthy attitude to what she ate – she never thought twice about munching a bar of chocolate if she wanted one.

These were fun-filled days, not least because the work was far from taxing. Sophie became an expert typist, due in part to her teacher’s penchant for bringing tapes of Status Quo for the class to bash along to so that they could develop a good rhythm. The girls could type so fast to ‘Rockin’ All Over the World’ that they renamed it ‘Typin’ All Over the World’. Sophie’s growing spirit of adventure is well illustrated by the morning that the two friends set off to sit their English A Level. Jo recalled, ‘We were sitting in Matilda doing some last-minute revision. Suddenly, at the same time, we looked up, grinned at each other and threw all our notes out the window. We were still giggling uncontrollably when we entered the exam room. Everyone must have thought we were mad. Sophie passed with flying colours. I flunked it.’ Besides English, while at West Kent Sophie gained an A Level in law and passed her exams in shorthand and typing, so she was well equipped to find the right secretarial job.

Away from the daily routine of college, Sophie enjoyed a typical teenager’s social whirl, although her adventurous streak meant she was champing at the bit to move to London, which, while not very far away as the crow flies, was a hassle to travel to and back again without a car. The last train home arrived at Paddock Wood at 12.30am, just when the night life was getting going in the capital. Even then, there was the hassle and expense of a taxi ride home, unless your parents were in a good mood and would come and pick you up.

So, like many young people stuck in the country, Sophie’s social life revolved around the local pubs, where she was the life and soul of the evening. In Brenchley itself there was the Rose and Crown, while just outside the village was the Peacock, perhaps the most popular because it was very noisy and, therefore, unlikely to attract any parents. One of the regulars at the Peacock remembered Sophie as a fun-loving girl who used to wear Puffa jackets and Hunter wellies. Those wellingtons were much in evidence when everyone piled off to the point-to-point races at Charing on the other side of Maidstone; it was here that Sophie first developed a love of champagne, which always tastes delicious when served from the boot of a Range Rover.

On one memorable occasion, The Peacock ‘set’ decided to hold a toga party in the sailing clubhouse on nearby Bewl Water. It was a riot. Everyone turned up wearing the skimpiest sheet they could find. The best chat-up line of the night was: ‘Excuse me, do you mind if I just change the sheets?’ The gin and beer flowed liberally throughout the evening and everyone became very merry. Unfortunately, that also included the young man who was giving Sophie a lift back to Brenchley. He veered off the road, where the car ploughed through a hedge and ended up upside down in a ditch. They were very lucky and were rescued by other friends on their way home.

The next thing Sophie’s ‘chauffeur’, who understandably preferred not to be named, recalled was waking up on the floor of her living room with her father standing over him offering a restoring cup of tea and a plate of toast and marmalade. Sophie’s dad was very popular with her friends, always jolly and tolerant of the ‘young folk’. When Sophie, a few years later, held her twenty-first birthday party at Homestead, he made a memorable speech thanking ‘the Disco Johnny for providing the music’.

Just outside Brenchley was another country pub called the Halfway House, where Sophie took her first job as a waitress to earn some extra cash while still at college. The pub was famous locally because it was said to be haunted by the ghost of a cantankerous old woman wearing a long dress and a hat and carrying a handbag. Sophie knew all about the legend but the only spirits she saw were being downed by the young men at the bar.

Her brother David held his twenty-first at the Castle Inn on the outskirts of their village. As usual, Sophie was the life and soul of the late-night party, larking about in a black trilby, flirting outrageously with the male guests, downing gin and tonics and puffing away on her favourite Benson & Hedges cigarettes. Sophie smoked for many years, although only socially, but had given up by the time she met Prince Edward. One of the party guests recalled, ‘Sophie was very extrovert that night. She did a high kick for the camera while she was hugging a friend. She was laughing and giggling and thought it was a hoot. She was never worried about getting a hair out of place and could hold her own in any drinking contest. Sophie was wearing her hair short and spiky and, dressed in a man’s checked shirt and skintight green jeans, her look might be described as ‘smart punk’. David, with whom she continued to get on famously, was decidedly the worse for wear by the end of the evening, which Sophie found highly amusing, especially when he leaped over the bar and tried to pull his own pint.

Sophie had a valuable and attractive quality – the ability to enjoy herself and just have fun. It would remain to be seen whether she could retain that joie de vivre as a member of the Royal Family.
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