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CHAPTER 1

The Lonely Schoolboy

Before the stroke of midnight on November 14, 1948, Prince Charles Philip Arthur George officially became public property. While his twenty-two-year-old mother, Princess Elizabeth, rested in her bedroom suite in Buckingham Palace, her newborn heir was brought to the vast gilded ballroom by the royal midwife, Sister Helen Rowe, a seasoned practitioner “with the sharp features of a seabird.” A vision from an earlier century, the midwife wore a dark uniform, white pinafore, white wimple, and white gloves. Under the forty-six-foot-high ceilings, juxtaposed with the massive throne canopy draped with red and gold embroidered velvet, the seven-pound-six-ounce infant was swaddled in white blankets and placed in a simple cot for viewing by the royal courtiers who served his grandfather, King George VI, and grandmother, Queen Elizabeth.

“Just a plasticene head,” observed Major Thomas Harvey, the Queen’s private secretary. “Poor little chap, two-and-a-half hours after being born, he was being looked at by outsiders—but with great affection and good will.”

His parents would celebrate their first anniversary six days later: the dewy princess with the wide smile and hourglass figure and her twenty-seven-year-old husband with perfectly chiseled features. The wedding of Prince Philip of Greece to his third cousin Elizabeth, the heiress presumptive to the British throne, had given what Winston Churchill called a “flash of colour” to bleak postwar London on November 20, 1947.

After the end of World War II, the Labour Party had won control of Parliament in 1945, ousting Churchill and installing Clement Attlee, a socialist determined to create a welfare state. The royal nuptials had been a welcome distraction for Britons who had been suffering food rationing and fuel shortages. Now there was cause for celebration again, as crowds cheered and sang for hours outside the Palace railing, shouting “Dad” and “Grandad,” neither of whom appeared.

Charles was hemmed in by high expectations and scrutiny from the start, unlike his mother, who had ten relatively carefree years of childhood. Her parents, the Duke and Duchess of York, did undertake some official travel. But as the second son of King George V, Elizabeth’s father benefited from the absence of pressure and the relentless drumbeat of duty and daily obligations that mark an heir’s life. It was only when he took the throne in 1936 on the abdication of his older brother, King Edward VIII, that ten-year-old Princess Elizabeth assumed her position as next in line and began to feel the weight of her future responsibilities.

On December 15, 1948, four-week-old Charles was christened beneath the ornate dome of the Music Room at Buckingham Palace surrounded by his family and eight godparents, an impressive lineup that included the king, maternal great-grandmother Queen Mary, and paternal great-grandmother, the Dowager Marchioness of Milford Haven. He was known as His Royal Highness Prince Charles of Edinburgh. At age three, on his mother’s accession to the throne in 1952, he would become Prince Charles of the House of Windsor and acquire six of his eight hereditary titles: the Duke of Cornwall, the Duke of Rothesay, the Earl of Carrick, the Baron of Renfrew, the Lord of the Isles, and the Prince and Great Steward of Scotland. With the exception of the Duke of Cornwall, which had its own income-producing trust fund, the others were centuries-old honorifics. Only the Duke of Cornwall would come with specific responsibilities.

Befitting a future king, the Archbishop of Canterbury doused the little prince with water from the River Jordan that had been poured into the gold Lily Font designed by Prince Albert and used for all of his and Queen Victoria’s children. Delighted with her firstborn, Elizabeth breast-fed him for two months until she contracted measles and was forced to stop. Yet she was often away from Charles in his infancy, spending as much time as she could with Philip, an officer in the Royal Navy who was posted to Malta in October 1949. She managed to celebrate her son’s first birthday, but afterward she was abroad, and apart from her son, for long intervals. In August 1950, Elizabeth gave birth to her second child, Princess Anne, and returned to Malta after Charles turned two in November 1950.

By the middle of the following year, both Elizabeth and Philip were back in London to help the King, who had fallen seriously ill with lung cancer. The family of four lived in Clarence House, bordering on Green Park. The young princess was increasingly occupied with royal duties, and the pattern of Charles’s childhood was set.

When the prince hit bottom after his separation from Diana in 1992, he unburdened himself about the miseries of his youth to Jonathan Dimbleby, who was writing an authorized biography. As a little boy, Charles was “easily cowed by the forceful personality of his father,” whose rebukes for “a deficiency in behaviour or attitude … easily drew tears.” Philip was brusque and “well-meaning but unimaginative.” Friends who spoke with Charles’s permission described the duke’s “belittling” and even “bullying” his son in a “rough way.” Charles was less harsh about his mother, but his opinion had a bitter edge. She was “not indifferent so much as detached.”

On reading these descriptions when the biography appeared, the Queen and Prince Philip were wounded, to say the least. Charles’s siblings—Anne especially—sprang to their parents’ defense. The suggestion that Elizabeth wasn’t caring “just beggars belief,” said Anne. “It was Charles’s perception,” said a senior adviser to the Queen at the time. “But the idea that the Queen was a bad parent is nonsense.”

“Philip is very good with children,” said his cousin Patricia, the eldest daughter of Philip’s uncle, Louis “Dickie” Mountbatten, the 1st Earl Mountbatten of Burma, and his alluring wife, Edwina. “It is quite untrue that he didn’t care. He was trying to help Charles develop character in his life, knowing the life he was going to have to lead.”

Nearly two decades later, in 2012, Charles tried to make amends in a TV documentary tribute to the Queen on her Diamond Jubilee. Home movies depicted an idyllic childhood at the family’s country estates at Sandringham in Norfolk and Balmoral in Scotland. Footage of Prince Philip teetering on a tricycle and zooming down a slide on the royal yacht Britannia contradicted his reputation as a tetchy martinet, and scenes of the Queen romping with her children were meant to dispel the notion of her being distant and unaffectionate.

Prince Philip scarcely knew his son for the first two years of the boy’s life, but on his return from overseas duty he did take the time to teach Charles to shoot and fish, and to swim in the Buckingham Palace pool. In later years, at a charity dinner, Charles paid a fond tribute to his father by reciting an excerpt from “The Song of Hiawatha”—with its “secrets” of animals in the wild that Philip had read to him as a child.

From an early age, Charles had a preternatural aesthetic sense that resonated with the unforgettable “singsong rhythms” of the Longfellow poem—the “magic of the trochaic tetrameter,” as he once explained to a group of rapt English teachers. Exploring Windsor Castle, he found “all sorts of fascinating places” to exercise his imagination. He loved Van Dyck’s portrait of Charles I in Three Positions. “King Charles lived for me in that room in the castle,” he later wrote.

He was intrigued by jewelry in the portraits of his great-great-grandmother Queen Alexandra, who “really did go to town,” he said, with her long, criss-crossed ropes of pearls. Visiting his Mountbatten cousins at Broadlands, their Hampshire estate, he would admire his great-aunt Edwina’s hats, calling them lovely. “Not many seven-year-olds would say that,” noted his cousin Lady Pamela Hicks. Among the great-grandchildren of the formidable Queen Mary, only Charles was permitted to touch the precious collection of jade objects his “Gan-Gan” kept locked in cabinets.

Charles was sensitive from the start, and his finely tuned antennae were susceptible to slights and rebukes. During one luncheon at Broadlands, the guests were served wild strawberries. Charles, aged eight, methodically began removing the stems from the berries on his plate. “Don’t take the little stems out,” Edwina Mountbatten said. “Look, you can pick them up by the stems and dip them in sugar.” Moments later, Pamela Hicks noticed that “the poor child was trying to put all the stems back on. That was so sad, and so typical of how sensitive he was.”

As Philip watched these traits emerging, he worried that Charles could become weak and vulnerable, so he set about toughening him up. Philip was also concerned that the people around Charles were “spoiling him,” said Patricia Mountbatten, “and he needed to counteract the spoiling.” Asked in an interview when he was twenty years old whether his father had been a “tough disciplinarian” and whether he had been told “to sit down and shut up,” Charles answered without hesitation: “The whole time, yes.”

More often than not, the duke was a blunt instrument, unable to resist personal remarks. He was sarcastic with Anne as well. But Charles’s younger sister, a confident extrovert, could push back, while the young prince wilted.

The unintended result was that Charles retreated further into his shell. He had no other source of male reinforcement in his early childhood. His paternal grandfather had died before he was born, and one of his “greatest regrets,” Charles later said, was “not having really known” his maternal grandfather, King George VI, who died at age fifty-six when his grandson was just three.

When Elizabeth became Queen on the death of her father, her dedication to her duties meant even less time for her children. She relied increasingly on her husband to make the major family decisions, and she depended on her nannies to supervise the daily lives of Charles and Anne. She and her husband saw them after breakfast and at teatime, but in the manner of the upper class, neither of them was physically demonstrative.

“Somehow even those contacts were lacking in warmth,” said Martin Charteris (Lord Charteris of Amisfield), a senior adviser to the Queen for three decades. “The Queen is not good at showing affection.” That lack of tactile connection was achingly apparent in May 1954, when the Queen and Prince Philip greeted five-year-old Charles and three-year-old Anne with handshakes after an absence of nearly six months on a tour of Commonwealth nations.

For Charles, the center of his everyday world was his Scottish nanny, Mabel Anderson, only a year younger than the Queen, who joined the royal household when he was one. Anderson became his “haven of security” who nurtured him even as she imposed boundaries, balancing encouragement with strict standards of behavior. She drilled him to “make polite conversation” even in testing circumstances, to say thank you, never to “pull a face,” and to look people in the eye when he spoke to them.

Above all, Mabel offered a sympathetic ear and became one of the most valued confidantes to whom Charles would speak about his feelings and anxieties, establishing the model for his relationships with other older women throughout his life. Still, as Martin Charteris observed, Charles “must have been baffled by what a natural mother-son relationship was meant to be like.”

Even in his seventh decade, Charles continued to yearn for his mother’s approval and regard her with a sense of awe. In his Diamond Jubilee documentary, he recalled the weeks before her coronation on June 2, 1953, when she practiced wearing the five-pound St. Edward’s Crown. She would come to the nursery as he was being bathed by his nanny, and he would be transfixed by the jewels glittering atop his mother’s head.

He admitted that his memory of the Coronation itself came from photos and films he saw over the years—a wide-eyed and bemused four-year-old in a white satin shirt and dark shorts being instructed by the Queen Mother in the royal gallery. His principal recollection was having his hair virtually lacquered “with the most frightful stuff” and being “strapped into this outfit.” Images from the ceremony showed him wiping the brilliantine off his head and offering its scent to his grandmother on his palm.

Charles was indulged by his maternal grandmother, the Queen Mother, prematurely widowed at age fifty-one. Charles visited her frequently at Royal Lodge, her pale pink home in Windsor Great Park, when his parents were away. As early as age two, he would sit on her bed playing with her lipsticks, rattling the tops, marveling at the colors. When he was five, she let him explore Shaw Farm in the Windsor Home Park, where he climbed the hay bales and machinery, dashed through the chicken runs, surveyed the pigs, and fed the cows.

He called her “the most magical grandmother you could possibly have.” She found him to be “intensely affectionate” and told her daughter that her “only happiness” came from her moments with him and his younger sister. “You have made your desiccated old grandmother laugh immoderately, & long may you continue to do so,” the Queen Mother once wrote to Charles.

She never hesitated to give her grandson the hugs he craved, the hugs that he didn’t receive from his own parents. She encouraged his kind and gentle nature—the eagerness to share his candy with other children, and when choosing sides for games to select the weakest first for his team. “Her protective side clocked in on his behalf,” said her longtime lady-in-waiting Dame Frances Campbell-Preston. But in her efforts to shield his fragile psyche, the Queen Mother made allowances that undermined the strict regimens imposed by Charles’s nanny and father. With the best intentions, she fueled the young prince’s tendency to self-pity, which fed one of his strongest traits, known as “whingeing”—the more pointed British word for whining.

Yet she also opened up a world of music and art that he felt his parents didn’t adequately appreciate. With her tales of traveling in Italy as a young girl (“magnificent cypresses standing out against the blue distant mountains behind Fiesole”) and descriptions of the architecture, painting, and sculpture of the Renaissance, she imbued him with love for a country he wouldn’t visit until he was thirty-five years old.

“My grandmother was the person who taught me to look at things,” Charles recalled. He would later become a passionate amateur painter and architecture critic, in part thanks to her influence. Once when Charles tried to share his excitement over the Leonardo da Vinci drawings in the library at Windsor Castle, his parents and siblings were merely “bemused.” As Dimbleby later recounted, Charles felt “squashed and guilty” that he had “in some indefinable way let his family down.”

His grandmother, by contrast, thrived in the company of artists, writers, and musicians and made certain that Charles would have the best cultural experiences: “all sorts of performances,” he remembered fondly. When he was seven, she took him to see the Bolshoi Ballet at Covent Garden. “I’ve never forgotten the sheer excitement,” he recalled. “I was hooked for life.” He was similarly inspired by the Queen Mother’s love of Mozart. The sound of classical music was absent from his home.

The natural world also struck a deep “primordial chord” when he was a boy. “As far as I was concerned,” he later wrote, “every tree, every hedgerow, every wet place, every mountain and river had a special, almost sacred character of its own.” As the Queen Mother noted, “From an early age he was able to roam the beautiful hills in Scotland and watch the changing colours as the clouds rolled by; to enjoy the quality of light on the great marshes of Norfolk.”

Balmoral, the Queen’s estate in the Scottish Highlands, had a special allure. The nineteenth-century castle and its fifty thousand acres of heather-swathed hills and fragrant pine forests had been a royal retreat since the time of Queen Victoria. Charles reveled in his wanderings through Royal Deeside, learning the names of the trees and the creatures of the forest, the wildflowers and birds, following the small streams that bubbled up from the rocks, and marveling at the “weather beaten, lichen-covered, gnarled grandeur” of the birch woods.

During their annual three-month sojourn in Scotland, the royal family found some measure of togetherness, although the siblings were a contrary pair. Anne was as overbearing as Charles was timid, an intimidating presence in his early life, bossing her older brother around. His mother taught him to ride, starting at age four. He was timorous on horseback, while Anne was bold. Mostly he feared jumping: “The whole idea of taking off scared me stiff.” Anne’s equine prowess pleased her mother, and Philip saw a kindred spirit in her confidence and fearlessness.

It wasn’t until Charles had been away at boarding school for two years that Elizabeth had her third child, Andrew, in 1960, followed by Edward four years later. Separated from his two younger brothers by twelve and sixteen years respectively, he never grew close to either of them.

Charles’s early home schooling was supervised by Catherine Peebles, his sensible Glaswegian governess (nicknamed “Mispy”), who felt compassion for his insecurities and his tendency to “draw back” at the hint of a raised voice. Eager to please, he plodded diligently through his lessons but was easily distracted and dreamy. “He is young to think so much,” Winston Churchill remarked after observing Charles shortly before his fourth birthday during the prime minister’s annual visit to Balmoral.

One book that caught the prince’s eye and helped hone his sense of humor was Hilaire Belloc’s Cautionary Verses, a volume of poetry about the consequences of bad behavior. It brimmed with quirkiness and bizarre characters—a precursor to the sketches by the Goons and Monty Python comedy troupes, two happily subversive influences in his life. He was also captivated by Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories.

His governess instructed him in a range of subjects, including French at the age of seven. She principally encouraged him “to see the story of England through the eyes of boys his own age.” But by the time he was eight, the Queen and Prince Philip decided that he needed the company of children in a classroom, making him the first heir to the throne to attend school outside the Palace. As Philip put it, they wanted Charles “to absorb from childhood the discipline imposed by education with others.”

Early in 1957 he arrived in a chauffeur-driven royal limousine at Hill House School in Knightsbridge, London. The school drew one-third of its pupils from Europe and other foreign countries, giving it a cosmopolitan gloss. For all his parents’ efforts to put him in a normal environment—taking the bus to the playing fields and sweeping the classroom floors—he had difficulty mixing with the other boys. A newsreel of the school’s “field day” of sports competitions that spring showed a solemn prince introducing his parents to his classmates, who obediently bowed.

Charles had ability in reading and writing, although he struggled with mathematics. His first-term report noted that “he simply loves drawing and painting” and showed musical aptitude as well. But after a mere six months, his father insisted that his son follow upper-class custom and transferred him in September 1957 to Cheam School in Hampshire, where Philip had been sent at the age of eight. Although it was founded in 1645, the school had a progressive tilt, avoiding the exclusive atmosphere of other preparatory boarding schools.

Charles was just shy of his ninth birthday but considerably more vulnerable than his father, who had grown up rootless because of long separations from his estranged parents, Prince Andrew of Greece and Princess Alice of Battenberg, a great-grandchild of Queen Victoria. Philip had learned resourcefulness at an early age but needed the structure of an institution. He had come to Cheam from a day school in Paris, where he had lived with relatives. But he adapted quickly and thrived. He firmly believed the “Spartan and disciplined” environment that had helped build his own sturdy character would do the same for his son.

Charles, however, suffered from acute homesickness. He clutched his teddy bear and wept frequently in private. “I’ve always preferred my own company or just a one to one,” he recalled. As heir to the throne, he was an inviting target for schoolmates, who ridiculed his protruding ears and called the pudgy prince “fatty.” His one capitulation to peer pressure was ducking behind some bushes to sneak a cigarette, which he instantly hated.

He fell into a routine that included weekly letters home—the beginning of his passion for written correspondence. In the tradition of the time, he braved beatings from two different headmasters for flouting the rules. “I am one of those for whom corporal punishment actually worked,” he grimly recalled. “I didn’t do it again.”

Charles had a fragile constitution. He suffered from chronic sinus infections and was hospitalized for a tonsillectomy in May 1957. At a meeting with the Queen the next day in Buckingham Palace, former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt found her preternaturally calm despite her preoccupation with her child’s progress. Later that year when he was bedridden at school with Asian flu, his parents didn’t visit him. (Both had been inoculated, so there was no fear of contagion.) Instead, before leaving for a royal tour of Canada in October, the Queen sent him a farewell letter. The Queen and Prince Philip were again on tour, in India, when he had measles at age twelve. The Queen Mother took pity on her grandson, spiriting him back to Royal Lodge so that he could convalesce in comfort.

Physically uncoordinated and slow as well as overweight, Charles had no talent for rugby, cricket, and soccer—the prestige schoolboy sports. During vacations he joined local boys who lived near Balmoral for cricket matches. “I would invariably walk boldly out to the crease,” he recalled, “only to return, ignominiously, a few minutes later when I was out for a duck”—that is, having failed to score any runs—spending the rest of the match “incarcerated in a pavilion …. All the practice beforehand with my father and a friend from school was to no avail.”

His loneliness and unhappiness at Cheam were painfully obvious to his family. In a letter to Prime Minister Anthony Eden at the beginning of 1958, the Queen wrote, “Charles is just beginning to dread the return to school next week—so much worse for the second term.” She knew that Cheam was “a misery” to her son, according to a biography of Charles by Dermot Morrah sanctioned by the royal family. Morrah observed that the Queen thought her son was “a slow developer.”

Asked as he was approaching his twenty-first birthday to describe the moment he first realized as a little boy that he was heir to the throne, Charles replied, “I think it’s something that dawns on you with the most ghastly inexorable sense … and slowly you get the idea that you have a certain duty and responsibility.”

He did, however, experience an unanticipated jolt in the summer of 1958 while watching the closing ceremony of the Commonwealth Games in Cardiff, Wales, on television with some schoolmates in the headmaster’s study at Cheam. Suddenly he heard his mother declare in a recorded speech that she was naming him the Prince of Wales—a mortifying moment for a shy nine-year-old boy who wanted desperately to be seen as normal and already carried the burden of his six other titles. Even as a very young boy, he was marked out as different.

Attached to his new Welsh title was Earl of Chester, so he now had eight titular domains—all historic accoutrements of his position as heir to the throne. Only later would he come to appreciate his honorifics, especially “Lord of the Isles,” his name when spending time on the islands off the West Coast of Scotland. “I’m an incurable romantic,” he said, “and it is a marvelously romantic title.”

In Cheam’s depressingly run-down classrooms, mathematics still defeated the young prince. But in his English classes he picked up the art of declamation, showing his keen memory as he recited poetry as well as excerpts from Shakespeare’s plays. Geography drills inculcated the names of countries, capital cities, archipelagos, and peninsulas that would later prove useful in his world travels.

The most important experience at Cheam was Charles’s discovery that he felt at home on a stage—another helpful skill for a public figure. For his role in a play about King Richard III called The Last Baron, he spent hours listening to a recording of Laurence Olivier in a production of Shakespeare’s Richard III. It was November 1961, and once again his parents were abroad, this time in Ghana. Instead, the Queen Mother and Princess Anne watched the heir to the throne perform as the Duke of Gloucester, the fifteenth-century heir famous for his deformity.

“After a few minutes on to the stage shambled a most horrible looking creature,” the Queen Mother wrote to her daughter, “a leering vulgarian, with a dreadful expression on his twisted mouth; & to my horror I began to realize that this was my dear grandson!” She added that “he acted his part very well, in fact he made the part quite revolting!”

Charles made no lasting friendships in the five years at his first boarding school. As his time at Cheam was drawing to a close, the Queen Mother made a strong pitch to his parents for him to continue his education at Eton College, the ancient boarding school near Windsor Castle. She knew that Philip had been pushing for his own alma mater, Gordonstoun, located in an isolated part of northeastern Scotland.

In a letter to the Queen in May 1961, the Queen Mother described Eton as “ideal … for one of his character & temperament.” If he went to Gordonstoun, “he might as well be at school abroad.” She pointed out, quite reasonably, that the children of the Queen’s friends were at Eton, not to mention the advantage of Charles being able to see his parents regularly and stay in touch with family affairs. Her final argument cut straight to his future as the Supreme Governor of the Church of England and Defender of the Faith when he became King: “One would not be involved in any controversies in a staunchly Protestant place like Eton Chapel!”

Even with the evidence of Charles’s loathing of Cheam, Philip doubled down on the value of a rough-and-tumble education, arguing that Gordonstoun would be the best place for his timorous son. He suggested, rather improbably, that Charles might be more homesick if he were close to his family and that the proximity of Eton to London could invite harassment by the press. He insisted that Charles would be protected by the inaccessibility of a school so far away. The Queen sided with Philip, sealing her son’s fate. It turned out that the Queen Mother was prescient on every point.




“An egalitarian society where ‘the sons of the powerful can be emancipated from the prison of privilege.’ ”
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Charles and his father, the Duke of Edinburgh, arriving at Gordonstoun with the chairman of the governors, Captain Iain Tennant, May 1, 1962. 
Manchester Daily Express/Getty Images
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CHAPTER 2

Cold Showers in the Morning

The Queen did not accompany her husband on May 1, 1962, when he delivered Charles to Gordonstoun. A certified pilot, Philip flew Charles to a Royal Air Force base in Scotland and drove him the rest of the way. With a seventeenth-century gray stone building at its center (built in a circular design, according to legend, by Sir Robert Gordon so that no devils could fly into corners), the campus had an undistinguished collection of seven prefabricated wooden residences that had previously been used as Royal Air Force barracks. The thirteen-year-old prince was assigned to Windmill Lodge with thirteen other boys, the start of an ordeal that he viewed as nothing less than a “prison sentence.”

The school’s founder, Kurt Hahn, was a progressive Jewish educator who had been a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford and ran a school in southern Germany called Salem. Hahn fled to Britain after Hitler came to power. He established Gordonstoun in 1934, with Prince Philip among the first students. The school’s motto: “There is more in you.”

Hahn sought to develop character along with intellect. He promoted Plato’s idealistic vision in the Republic of a world where “philosophers become kings …, or till those we now call kings and rulers truly become philosophers, and political power and philosophy thus come into the same hands.” Contemplating his future reign, Charles would identify with the philosopher king, a notion later encouraged by well-meaning advisers who championed the idea of an “activist” monarch who would impose his wide-ranging worldview on his subjects. The genesis of Charles’s later adoption of Platonic philosophy was his experience at Gordonstoun.

Physical challenges at Gordonstoun were at the heart of building character. The testing began with the boys’ attire—short trousers throughout the year—and the living conditions—open windows at all times in the grim dormitories. Those with bunks near the windows often had to cope with piles of snow on their blankets in the winter months.

The day began with a run before breakfast, followed by a frigid shower. “It was a memorable experience, especially during the winter,” recalled Somerset Waters, a schoolmate of Charles’s. The prince nevertheless became so accustomed to the morning ritual that as an adult he continued to take a cold shower each day, in addition to the hot bath drawn by his valet. The younger students also had to test their mettle with a series of challenges on a military-style “assault course” that included crossing a wide, icy river by inching their way along a rope.

Hahn aimed to create an egalitarian society where “the sons of the powerful can be emancipated from the prison of privilege,” an ethos that suited Philip when he was there. His assertive personality and Teutonic sensibility helped him adjust to the school’s demands. He was also a natural athlete who served as captain of both the cricket and hockey teams and became an accomplished sailor.

But Charles had neither his father’s resilient temperament nor his relative anonymity, and he lacked the physical prowess to command respect. Encumbered by his titles and his status as heir to the throne, unable to assert himself, he was singled out as a victim from his first day. “Bullying was virtually institutionalized and very rough,” said John Stonborough, a classmate of Charles’s.

The housemaster at Charles’s dorm was Robert Whitby, “a truly nasty piece of work,” recalled Stonborough. “He was vicious, a classic bully, a weak man. If he didn’t like you, he took it out on you. He was wrong for Charles.” Whitby, like the other housemasters, handed over the running of the houses to senior boys, who imposed a form of martial law, with ritualized psychological and physical abuse that included tying boys up in laundry baskets under a cold shower.

Charles was “quite bright,” said John Stonborough. “He sat next to me in class, but he didn’t shine by putting up his hand or being a smart-ass. He got on with it and was very diligent. He was difficult to talk to because he was shy and awkward and nervous about getting involved. He was very private.” To overcome his inherent reticence, the Prince of Wales proudly recited Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address from memory.

Few students would walk with him to meals or class. Those boys who tried to befriend the prince were derided with “slurping” noises. Many years later Charles complained, with evident anguish, that since his schooldays people were always “moving away from me, because they don’t want to be seen as sucking up.”

As at Cheam, he was taunted for his jug ears, which Dickie Mountbatten unavailingly urged his parents to have surgically pinned back. During intra-house rugby matches, teammates and opponents alike pummeled Charles in the scrum. “I never saw him react at all,” recalled Stonborough. “He was very stoic. He never fought back.”

At night in the dormitory, the bullies maliciously and relentlessly tormented Charles, who detailed the abuse in anguished letters to friends and relatives, which became a kind of therapy that he would continue throughout his life. Unable to show his distress in front of his peers or his housemaster, he unburdened himself on the page. “I hardly get any sleep … because I snore and get hit on the head the whole time,” he wrote in his first year. “It’s absolute hell.”

Philip sent him letters exhorting him to toughen up, but after Charles’s second term, the Queen briefly considered transferring him to Westminster, a boys’ day school in London, or Eton. Seeking advice, she met with Christopher Trevor-Roberts, a compassionate and gifted tutor she had already employed to work with her children on their studies. Trevor-Roberts discerned that Charles was “simply not a rough and tumble sort of chap” and would have benefited from a more nurturing environment. The Queen was unpersuaded, and Philip regarded a retreat from his alma mater as untenable. It would be confirmation that his son was weak.

Charles found one escape at the nearby home of Captain Iain Tennant and his wife, Lady Margaret. She was the sister of a childhood friend of the Queen’s, David Airlie (the 13th Earl). Tennant was chairman of Gordonstoun, so he could extend the privilege of weekend visits, when Charles would “cry his eyes out,” said Sir Malcolm Ross, who served as one of the Queen’s longtime senior advisers.

“Iain and Margy really saved him from complete misery,” said David Airlie’s wife, Virginia. The Queen Mother, who sarcastically called Charles’s school “that glorious salubrious bed of roses known as Gordon’s Town,” also did what she could to soothe her grandson by inviting him to stay with her as frequently as possible at Birkhall, her home on the Balmoral estate, which was sixty-five miles away.

A crucial day-to-day support for Charles was Donald Green, the royal bodyguard who, in time, became a father figure. Green stood six foot five, dressed well, drove a Land Rover, and seemed “slightly James Bond–ish” to the other boys. Green was Charles’s one constant friend, although there was little he could do about the abuse that occurred within the dormitories. This friendship, more readily made than with his peers, set the prince’s lifelong pattern of seeking company with his elders.

In June 1963, during Charles’s second year, he was sailing on the school ketch, the Pinta, to the Isle of Lewis. The boys were taken to a pub in the village at Stornoway Harbor, where the fourteen-year-old prince ordered a cherry brandy. “I said the first drink that came into my head,” he recalled, “because I’d drunk it before, when it was cold, out shooting.” Unbeknownst to Charles, a tabloid reporter was present, and his foray into under-age drinking became banner headlines in the tabloids as “the whole world exploded around my ears.” It was the first of countless unwelcome press intrusions into his life.

Afterward, the Metropolitan Police fired Don Green, robbing Charles of an ally and confidant. Charles was devastated, saying later that “I have never been able to forgive them for doing that …. I thought it was the end of the world.” As an adult Charles kept in touch with Green, sending him a Christmas card every year. On Green’s death from colon cancer, Charles sent a beautiful wreath and a sympathetic note.

Charles had middling success in his coursework—with the exception of his declamatory ability—but he found a creative refuge in the art room presided over by a kind and somewhat effete master in his twenties named Robert Waddell. The prince took up pottery rather than painting—“like an idiot,” he later said. Still, the potter’s wheel played to the prince’s fantasies, and he turned out bizarre mugs molded into whimsical animals that he presented to his bemused parents and siblings as Christmas gifts.

Classical music served as a balm as well. He discovered “bliss” playing the cello. His grandmother took


































Chapter 1: The Lonely Schoolboy

“with the sharp features”: Ann Morrow, The Queen, p. 42.

“Just a plasticene head”: Major Thomas Harvey, private secretary to Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, “Notes on the birth of Prince Charles,” Nov. 14, 1948.

“flash of colour”: Martin Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, vol. 8, Never Despair, 1945–1964, p. 359.

“easily cowed”: Jonathan Dimbleby, The Prince of Wales: A Biography, p. 24.

“well-meaning but unimaginative”: Ibid., p. 39.

“belittling”: Ibid., p. 59.

“not indifferent so much as detached”: Ibid.

“just beggars belief”: Gyles Brandreth, Philip and Elizabeth: Portrait of a Royal Marriage, p. 301.

“It was Charles’s perception”: Confidential interview.

“Philip is very good with children”: Patricia Knatchbull, 2nd Countess Mountbatten of Burma interview (her husband was John Knatchbull, 7th Baron Brabourne, and she was known either as Patricia Mountbatten or Patricia Brabourne).

Home movies depicted: A Jubilee Tribute to the Queen by the Prince of Wales [Jubilee Tribute], BBC, June 1, 2012.

Charles paid a fond tribute: Charles at 60: The Passionate Prince [Charles at 60], BBC, Nov. 12, 1998.

“singsong rhythms”: “A Speech by HRH The Prince of Wales to the Fourth Education Summer School,” Dartington Hall, Devon, June 7, 2005.

“all sorts of fascinating places”: Watercolours, p. 18.

“King Charles lived for me”: Philip Ziegler, Crown and People, p. 31.

“really did go to town”: Jubilee Tribute, BBC.

“Not many seven-year-olds”: Pamela Hicks interview.

“Don’t take the little stems out”: Ibid.

“spoiling him”: Patricia Mountbatten interview.

“tough disciplinarian”: Cliff Michelmore interview with Prince Charles, BBC, June 26, 1969.

“greatest regrets”: Jubilee Tribute, BBC.

“Somehow even those contacts”: Graham Turner, Elizabeth: The Woman and the Queen, p. 115.

“haven of security”: Dimbleby, p. 40.

“make polite conversation”: Ibid., p. 52.

“must have been baffled”: Turner, p. 115.

“with the most frightful stuff”: Jubilee Tribute, BBC.

“the most magical grandmother”: “Prince Charles Tribute to Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother,” April 1, 2002.

“intensely affectionate”: William Shawcross, Counting One’s Blessings: The Selected Letters of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother [QEQM Letters], p. 482.

“only happiness”: Ibid., p. 483.

“You have made your desiccated”: Ibid., p. 540.

“Her protective side clocked in”: Dame Frances Campbell-Preston interview.

“magnificent cypresses”: William Shawcross, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother: The Official Biography [QEQM], p. 28.

“My grandmother was the person”: Turner, p. 120.

“bemused”: Dimbleby, p. 67.

“all sorts of performances”: Charles at 60, BBC.

“primordial chord”: Watercolours, p. 68.

“As far as I was concerned”: HRH The Prince of Wales and Charles Clover, Highgrove: Portrait of an Estate [Highgrove Portrait], p. 10.

“From an early age”: Watercolours, p. 6.

“weather beaten, lichen-covered”: Ibid., p. 68.

“The whole idea of taking off”: Michael Clayton, Prince Charles Horseman, p. 26.

“draw back”: Dermot Morrah, To Be a King: A Privileged Account of the Early Life and Education of H.R.H. The Prince of Wales, p. 33.

“He is young to think”: Gilbert, p. 764.

One book that caught: Charlie Ottley interview.

“to see the story of England”: Morrah, p. 39.

“to absorb from childhood”: Anthony Holden, Charles: Prince of Wales [Charles 1980], p. 121.

“he simply loves drawing and painting”: Morrah, p. 53.

“Spartan and disciplined”: HRH Prince Philip foreword, Edward Peel, Cheam School from 1645.

“I’ve always preferred my own”: Dimbleby, p. 44.

“I am one of those for whom”: Ibid., p. 49.

“I would invariably walk boldly”: Watercolours, p. 48.

“Charles is just beginning”: Queen Elizabeth II to Anthony Eden, Jan. 16, 1958, Lord Avon Papers.

“a misery”: Morrah, p. 82.

“a slow developer”: Ibid., p. 55.

“I think it’s something that dawns”: Jack de Manio interview with Prince Charles, BBC Radio 4, March 1, 1969.

“I’m an incurable romantic”: A Prince Among Islands, Grampian Television, 1991.

“After a few minutes on to the stage”: QEQM, pp. 766–767.

“ideal … for one of his character”: QEQM Letters, p. 516.
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In the household of the Prince of Wales and the Duchess of Cornwall, I am grateful for interviews and other assistance to: Clive Alderton, Hannah Armstrong, James Bowden, Dame Julia Cleverdon, Dame Amelia Fawcett, Amanda Foster, Marnie Gaffney, Patrick Harrison, Paddy Harverson, Kristina Kyriacou, Justin Mundy, Andrew Noyons, Eva Omaghomi, Richard Pattle, Julian Payne, and Laura Sullivan.

In the Queen’s household at Buckingham Palace: Ailsa Anderson, Samantha Cohen, Steve Kingstone, Sally Osman, and Colette Saunders.

In the household of Prince William, the Duchess of Cambridge, and Prince Harry: Nicholas Booth, James Lowther-Pinkerton, Sir David Manning, Ed Perkins, and Nick Loughran.

On Charles and Camilla’s visit to Sri Lanka: Robert Blake, Emily Fleckner, Sir Christopher Geidt, Michelle Jenkins (the American ambassador), Simon Martin, William Nye, John Rankin (the British high commissioner), and the Right Honourable Mark Robinson.

On Charles and Camilla’s visit to Malta: the Marquis de Piro and Geoffrey Minter.

On my two tours of Poundbury: Guy Andrews, Alan Baxter, Nick Boles, Simon Conibear, Andrew Hamilton, Fran Leaper, Charles Lotter, Alastair Martin, Sir John Nutting, Lady Nutting, Dominic Richards, and Ken Smith.

On my tour of the Highgrove farm and gardens: Debs Goodenough and David Wilson.

On my tour of Dumfries House: Ken Dunsmuir and Charlotte Rostek.

I was fortunate to have the special insights of two former First Ladies, Nancy Reagan and Barbara Bush. Mrs. Reagan, who had a long and affectionate friendship with Prince Charles, also gave me access to their correspondence. Wren Powell and Alison Borio helped organize my interviews with Mrs. Reagan and fielded requests for information about White House events attended by Prince Charles.

From my interviews for Elizabeth the Queen: Lady Airlie, Lord Airlie, Canon John Andrew, Charles Anson, Lady Elizabeth Anson, John Ashburton, Lady Avon, John Bowes Lyon, Sarah Bradford, Harold Brown, the Reverend John Cairns, Lady Frances Campbell-Preston, Lord Carey, Lady Charteris, Lady Mary Clayton, Lady Cromer, the 12th Duke of Devonshire, Lord and Lady Dudley, Lady Falkender, Andrew Farquharson, Michael Fawcett, Lady Anne Glenconner, Lady Annabel Goldsmith, Timothy Gosling, Lord Guthrie, Nicholas Haslam, Lady Pamela Hicks, Lord Howard, Timothy Knatchbull, Robert Lacey, Simon Lewis, Lady Elizabeth Longman, Simon Sebag Montefiore, Lady Mountbatten, the Right Honourable Brian Mulroney, James Murray, Lady Nevill, John Julius Norwich (2nd Viscount), Sir Michael Oswald, Jonathan Powell, Lord Powell, Tony Purnell, Lord Renwick, the Honourable Margaret Rhodes, John Richardson, Andrew Roberts, Monty Roberts, Kenneth Rose, Lady Salisbury, Lord Salisbury, Sir Kenneth Scott, Jean Seaton, Babli Sharma, Kamalesh Sharma, Lady Soames, Sir Roy Strong, Robert Tuttle, Hugo Vickers, Simon Walker, George “Frolic” Weymouth, Ashe Windham, and Robert Worcester.

From my interviews for Diana in Search of Herself: Bruce Anderson, Charles Anson, Anne Beckwith-Smith, Elsa Bowker, Zara Cazalet, Michael Colborne, Nigel Dempster, Jonathan Dimbleby, Lucia Flecha de Lima, Fiona Fraser, Lady Annabel Goldsmith, Nicholas Haslam, Max Hastings, Stuart Higgins, Anthony Holden, Richard Ingrams, Paul Johnson, Penny Junor, Patsy King, Andrew Knight, Henry Koehler, Mark Lloyd, Howard Morgan, Andrew Morton, Andrew Roberts, Cosima Somerset, Robert Spencer, Hugo Vickers, Peter Westmacott, and Lord Willoughby de Broke.

The reporters and photographers who covered the royal family were unfailingly courteous and generous with their ideas, observations, and essential pool reports. On overseas trips they were fine dinner companions as well. Many thanks to Rachel Burnett, Arthur Edwards, Rebecca English, Tim Ewart, Robert Hardman, Robert Jobson, Alan Jones, Valentine Low, Katie Nicholl, Robin Nunn, Richard Palmer, Simon Perry, Gordon Rayner, Tim Rooke, John Stillwell, Camilla Tominey, and Peter Wilkinson, the Queen’s videographer.

Other journalists and authors chipped in with suggestions and useful advice: Lionel Barber, Sarah Baxter, Philip Eade, Peter Foster, Toby Harnden, Anne McElvoy, Peter McKay, Charles Moore, Maria Puente, and William Shawcross.

I am indebted to fellow historians and biographers whose books about Charles and Camilla lit my way, especially Jonathan Dimbleby’s comprehensive study of the prince’s life through the early nineties, The Prince of Wales: A Biography. Also helpful were Gyles Brandreth’s Charles and Camilla: Portrait of a Love Affair; Anthony Holden’s three versions of Charles, published in 1980, 1989, and 1998; Penny Junor’s Charles: Victim or Villain? and Prince William: The Man Who Will Be King, and Katie Nicholl’s William and Harry: Behind the Palace Walls.

Friends and acquaintances at home and in Britain bolstered me with encouragement, hospitality, and pointers when I was doing my research and writing. I feel blessed to have such wonderful support, in some cases going back decades. With thanks to Meena Ahamed, Suzy Allen, Oliver Baring, Darcie Baylis, Jonathan Becker, Peter and Amy Bernstein, Nicholas Berwin, Cathy Born, John Bowes Lyon, Richard and Lucille Briance, Carole Broadus, Scott and Cindy Burns, Nina Campbell, Richard Carlson, Victor and Isabel Cazalet, Robert Chartener, Jane Churchill, Colin and Amanda Clive, Bob Colacello, David Patrick Columbia, Jean Cox, Henry Crofton, David Deckelbaum, Jim and Susan Dunning, Michael Estorick, Jane and Brian FitzGerald, Paul Gismondi, Douglas and Sue Gordon, Dick and Tricia Grey, Peter and Karen Hambro, Rupert and Robin Hambro, Kathleen and David Harvey (who gave me a lively account written by his father, Major Thomas Harvey, private secretary to Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, “Notes on the Birth of Prince Charles,” dated November 14, 1948), Reinaldo and Carolina Herrera, George Herrick, Patrick and Annie Holcroft, Brit and Kim Hume, Pico Iyer, Brenda Johnson, Mark Katzenellenbogen, Anne Kreamer, Wayne Lawson, Marc and Jacqueline Leland, Bill Lilley, Jeff and Elizabeth Louis, Sally and Alex Lynch, Grant Manheim, Lady Manning, Byrne and Pamela Murphy, Caroline Nation, Juliet Nicolson, Peggy Noonan, Maureen Orth, Binkie Orthwein, Peter Orthwein, Christopher and Brina Penn, George Pilkington, Olga Polizzi, Christopher Powell-Brett, Robert Power, Anne Dell Prevost, Michele Rollins, Jim and Cindy Rowbotham, Jean Rutherfurd, Fred and Genny Ryan, Kristin Sarli, Francesca Stanfill and Dick Nye, Tim and Sophia Steel, Dodge Thompson, Richard and Ginny Thornburgh, Maria Vega, Fred and Anna Vinton, Rich Waldhorn, Maggie Wyvill, and Robert Zimmerman.

The indomitable nonagenarian Edda Tasiemka, who began assisting me with periodical research two decades ago, once again tracked down obscure press clippings from her vast collection in north London. With ample justification, she has been nicknamed “the Human Google.” Thanks also to Shannon Swenson, my website designer; Nancy Hadley, archivist at the American Institute of Architects; and Paula Fahey, the archivist at Country Life who rounded up the collection of entertaining book reviews by Bruce Shand, the late father of the Duchess of Cornwall.

Kate Medina, my editor for more than a decade, has been, as Britons would say, a brick. Perhaps infected by my biographical subject’s prolixity, I wrote an impossibly lengthy first draft. In tandem with Anna Pitoniak, an equally nimble and astute editor, Kate helped me work through significant cutting, rearranging, and contouring of the manuscript. Robin Duchnowski, with whom I had worked on a previous biography, offered additional notes that helped further streamline the book. For their perceptive comments, and their thoughtful care and attention, I am exceedingly grateful. Thanks as well to Erica Gonzalez, Kate’s assistant, for her all-round helpfulness. Steve Messina, a maestro Random House production editor, instructed me in the fine points of electronic editing, sparing his able copy editor, Martin Schneider, the difficulty of deciphering my handwriting.

I was blessed yet again to have a superb publishing team led by Gina Centrello, who applied her imaginative marketing instincts to launching Prince Charles. Many thanks to Tom Perry, executive vice president and deputy publisher, Maria Braeckel, vice president and director of publicity, and her predecessor, Sally Marvin, a longtime stalwart for my books. My publicists, Michelle Jasmine, Catherine Mikula, and Samantha Leach, were a dream to work with: a source of great ideas and clockwork efficiency in carrying them out. Much gratitude as well to Leigh Marchant, Andrea DeWerd, Denise Cronin, Joelle Dieu, Toby Ernst, and Carolyn Foley. Robbin Schiff and Anna Bauer created a jacket so handsome that it took my breath away, and Victoria Wong designed the pages elegantly. Cartographer David Lindroth created an artful map of Charles’s royal world. Carol Poticny, my intrepid photo researcher, fielded my blizzard of emails and gave her all to tracking down superb images for the chapter openings and interior photo sections.

My friend Max Hirshfeld, who knows how to make otherwise discomfiting photo sessions fun, applied his consummate skill to taking my author photograph again. His wife, Nina Mason, was on hand as his stylist and second set of eyes, along with his assistant, Michael Jones. Kim Steele worked her magic to make me look presentable for the camera lens.

My agent, Amanda Urban, has had my back for some thirty years. She is my ultimate gut check, a truth-teller and invaluable sounding board.

My three children, all adults with their own busy lives, have sustained me beyond measure. During the four years I worked on Prince Charles, they happily extended my family: my son Kirk with his wife, Sally, and daughter, Sophia; my daughter, Lisa, and her husband, Dominic, with their son, Henry, and daughter, Alexandra; and my son David, with his soon-to-be wife, Hopie Stockman. In honor of the next generation, Prince Charles is dedicated to my three grandchildren, two of whom are British subjects.

I cannot begin to count the ways that Stephen, my darling husband of thirty-five years, has enriched my life as a writer. His lapidary prose has long been my model, and his editing skills have no equal—as his legions of writers will attest. He was an unwavering support when research trips took me away for weeks at a time and when I emerged exhausted from my book bunker after long days of writing. As he did with my previous six biographies, he helped me untangle problems, offered countless constructive ideas, and kept me laughing. He heroically edited three versions of my book with patience and precision, even as he was overseeing National Journal in the maelstrom of the presidential campaign. In return, he has my boundless love and admiration.

SALLY BEDELL SMITH

Washington, D.C.

November 2016
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