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1. The Country Girl


‘In the Spencer family the gender issue is a big one … Women are very much second-class citizens’ (a Spencer cousin)



Diana Spencer was born to the sound of applause. Her birth took place at 7.45 p.m. on a warm summer evening, 1 July 1961, in the bow-fronted bedroom where her mother had been born before her, overlooking the lawn where the annual cricket match organized by her father was nearing its end. Yet far from being a cause for applause, Diana’s birth was regarded as a disappointment. As a girl she could not be the heir to the Spencer name that her parents so desperately wanted. Moreover, she was the third girl born to her parents, Frances and Johnnie Althorp, heir to the Spencer earldom, and had confidently been expected to be a boy, so much so that at the time of her birth the local newspaper reported her father as saying ‘they had not yet decided on a name’. Since all Spencer male heirs were traditionally christened John or Charles this was understandable in the circumstances. The new girl’s Spencer namesake, Diana (1735–43), was the short-lived sister of the 1st Earl Spencer.

Diana’s father’s family, the Spencers, was one of the most aristocratic in England; her extraordinary bloodline included the children of two Kings, a Duke, and a saint. A web of titled ancestors made her an eleventh cousin to the heir to the British throne, Charles, Prince of Wales; she was even distantly connected to the first President of the United States, George Washington. (Through her grandfather’s marriage to American heiress Frances Work she was a seventh cousin to both Humphrey Bogart and Rudolph Valentino.)

Diana’s family connections and the location of her birthplace could be said to have determined her royal future. Park House, where she was born, was the property of the Queen, and had been leased to Diana’s maternal grandfather, Maurice Fermoy, in 1931 by King George V. It stood on the Sandringham estate in Norfolk about half a mile from the main house where the Royal Family frequently spent their holidays and the church where they worshipped. Diana had connections on both sides with the Royal Family: Lord Fermoy had been friend and shooting companion to Kings George V and VI, her father had been equerry (a privileged position as royal dogsbody reserved for members of the armed forces) to the Queen, Elizabeth II, and was a frequent guest at Balmoral shooting parties. Both her paternal grandmother, Cynthia Spencer (born Lady Cynthia Hamilton), and her great-aunt, Lady Delia Peel, were close friends and ladies-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, as was her maternal grandmother, Ruth, Lady Fermoy. Another Spencer great-aunt, Lady Lavinia White, who died in 1955, had been a close childhood friend of Queen Elizabeth. Park House could even be seen from the top windows of the Big House at Sandringham. She was, in a very real sense, ‘the Girl Next Door’.

The Spencer family estate was Althorp in Northamptonshire but Diana rarely went there as a child; her fierce grandfather, Jack Spencer, the 7th Earl, and his heir, Diana’s father Johnnie (Viscount Althorp at the time of Diana’s birth), did not get on. She grew up with her roots in north Norfolk, a remote corner of one of the most isolated and rural parts of England, a county of gently rolling countryside under a vast sky. The Sandringham estate surrounding her birthplace is, in contrast, a sandy heath dotted with towering pine trees. The cold grey North Sea with its sand dunes and reeded marshes lies a short distance from Park House. North Norfolk is the territory of large estates and ancient families living the sporting and social life of a closed circle, largely barred to outsiders. Diana’s parents, Frances and Johnnie Althorp, fitted perfectly into this background.

On Diana’s mother’s side the family were Anglo-Irish from County Cork: their name was Roche and their title Baron Fermoy. Diana’s great-great-grandfather, Edmund Burke Roche, was elected to Parliament and made a baron in the mid-nineteenth century; his second son, James Boothby Burke Roche, 3rd Baron Fermoy, married, in 1880, an American ‘Dollar Princess’, Frances ‘Fanny’ Work, daughter of a successful Wall Street broker. It was the usual alliance of American money in exchange for European title which became current practice in the nineteenth century and, as so many of such marriages were, it was unhappy and ended in divorce in 1891. Fanny’s father, Frank Work, had little use for Europeans and after the divorce he told his daughter that her children would only inherit his fortune if they became Americans. Fanny’s twin elder sons, Maurice and Francis, were sent to the cream of American schools and colleges, St Paul’s School, Concord, New Hampshire, and Harvard, but despite this they refused to become Americans on their grandfather’s death in 1911 and successfully challenged the conditions of his will. With $2.9 million (roughly £28–30 million today) apiece they turned their back on America and in 1921 left for England where Diana’s grandfather, Maurice, now 4th Baron Fermoy, settled in Norfolk, becoming Member of Parliament for King’s Lynn; a position he held from 1924 to 1935 and later from 1943 to 1945. On a trip to Paris, he met the beautiful, talented and ambitious Ruth Gill, a paint manufacturer’s daughter from Aberdeenshire. Ruth was studying to be a concert pianist at the Paris Conservatoire but without much hesitation she gave up her career to marry Maurice, who was attractive to women, extremely wealthy and had a title to boot. They married in 1931, when she was twenty-six and he forty-six, and had three children: Mary, born in 1934, Frances, Diana’s mother, born in 1936, and Edmund, born in 1939.

Maurice and Ruth Fermoy settled at Park House, a convenient base for Maurice because of its proximity to his constituency. He was outgoing, jovial and much liked by his constituents, a notable communicator, willing to burst into a speech at any time; on visits to local hospitals he would sit on the side of patients’ beds and chat happily away with them. Ruth, backed by the Fermoy money, was a generous and skilful hostess. ‘They had wonderful tennis parties and things like that which nobody else had in those days,’ a Spencer relation recalled. ‘Because of the American money they lived in a style that nobody else seemed to then.’ There were rumours that some of the Norfolk grandees sneered at the couple, at Maurice for his ‘American trade’ connections and at Ruth for her modest background. ‘The sort of Norfolk hierarchy – dubbed “county-bound” by a Spencer contemporary [Lady Margaret Douglas-Home] – wouldn’t have anything to do with them, and rather rejected them,’ said an aristocratic contemporary of Ruth’s. ‘And because they lived at Park House [so close to Sandringham] the King and Queen took them up. Queen Elizabeth never liked that sort of ostracism and snobbery.’1 Diana’s mother, Frances, was born on 20 January 1936, the day of King George V’s death at Sandringham; even at that stressful time, his widow, Queen Mary, noted ‘the birth of Lady Fermoy’s baby’ and sent Ruth a congratulatory note.

Diana never knew her grandfather, who died in 1955, but her grandmother, Ruth Fermoy, was to play an important part in her life, not least for her close royal connections based on her valued friendship with the Queen Mother whose woman of the bedchamber she became. Like her friend the Queen Mother, Ruth had a Scottish steel about her. ‘She was a very, very mysterious woman,’ the Spencer relation said, ‘always very elegant and gentle and quiet but there was another side to her – less gentle.’ Ruth Fermoy was socially ambitious, adopting the attitudes of the aristocratic circles she had joined on her marriage. She was delighted when her daughter Mary married Anthony Berry, the son of Viscount Kemsley, ecstatic when Frances became engaged to Johnnie, Viscount Althorp, only son and heir to the 7th Earl Spencer, with vast acres of Northamptonshire, and an historic stately home, Althorp. Now titled herself, very rich and outstandingly beautiful, she turned her back on her middle-class Aberdeenshire background to cultivate her royal and aristocratic connections. Her rigid adherence to the conventions of her adopted class and of the courtier circle was to have dramatic repercussions on Diana’s early life.

Frances Burke Roche, whom Diana was to resemble both in looks and character, was a beauty with fine features, luminous blue eyes, long, slim legs and blonde hair. She was also as strong and independent minded as her mother, Ruth, if not quite as tough. Frances herself said of Ruth, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone with as much confidence. She made up her mind and went for it. She didn’t waver over anything.’ The same words were echoed of Frances by her friends. ‘Frances was the strongest character of anyone I’ve ever known,’ said one. ‘She was forcible, dynamic, energetic and very intelligent – had she had a better education she would have been a very contributive person – she had leadership qualities. She had terrific power over men – she was funny but one of the most dominating female characters I’ve ever known and she was like that at seventeen.’ And at seventeen, what Frances wanted was Johnnie Althorp as he then was; she had first seen him when he visited her school, Downham, when she was just fourteen. At seventeen and just after leaving school, her parents launched her on the marriage market for upper-class girls known as the London Season, a daily round of balls, cocktail parties, house parties at weekends and certain sporting events such as the unmissable Royal Ascot. During that Season, Frances met Johnnie again, they fell in love and became engaged, despite the fact that Johnnie had been expected to marry the beautiful and charming Lady Anne Coke, daughter of the Earl of Leicester, owner of a great estate, Holkham, in Norfolk. As head of the great Norfolk family, neighbours of the Royal Family at Sandringham and close friends of the late King and of Queen Elizabeth, the Leicesters were leading lights in the hermetic world of north Norfolk royal and aristocratic society. Lady Anne confessed that she ‘adored’ Johnnie, though many of her friends did not, finding him ‘unkind’. Still less did they like Frances who ruthlessly cut Anne out and took her man.

Johnnie Althorp liked dominant women. Tall, handsome in a bucolic way, charming and impeccably bred, he was a catch in social terms despite the tight financial lead on which his father, the 7th Earl, kept him. Any available money – and there was not a great deal – was devoted to the maintenance and restoration of Althorp. (The exception was the sale of one of the jewels of the Spencer collection, a magnificent Holbein portrait of Henry VIII, which paid for Johnnie’s Eton education, and is now in the Thyssen collection in Madrid.) As was the case in many aristocratic families (and indeed, historically, the British Royal Family) the heir and his father did not get on. Jack Spencer was irascible, difficult and eccentric: his nickname in society was the ironic ‘Jolly Jack’. His passion for the family house, Althorp, seemed to have left him little room for other affections and the thought of passing on his treasure to his son was painful in the extreme. Althorp was his temple, and as its custodian he regarded himself as the temple priest, spending hours polishing the silver in the butler’s pantry although he had a butler to do it for him. Unlike his son, he disliked human contact, particularly with those he regarded as ‘the lower orders’. Among the numerous bees in his bonnet was an aversion to his driver looking round when he got into the car, the signal for departure being the sound of his door slamming shut. As Lord Lieutenant of Northamptonshire he used an old Rolls-Royce with chauffeur; on one occasion after an official dinner, Spencer got out to relieve himself, the wind slammed the door before he could get back in and the driver, knowing perfectly well what had happened, gleefully drove off leaving him in open country in the dark. He was a crashing snob with a dread of anything middle class. Once, lunching at Clarence House, he told Queen Elizabeth that he would never go into a house where people ate fish with fish knives because it was so middle class. ‘Whenever he came to lunch after that,’ said one of Queen Elizabeth’s circle, ‘we always had fish with fish knives.’ ‘He induced respect in many, and fear in almost all,’ his grandson Charles Spencer wrote.2 Unsurprisingly, Johnnie’s childhood memories were not happy ones. He used to dread the train journey home and would hide in the shadow of the carriage, hoping his father had forgotten to collect him. At Althorp, when he felt the atmosphere thickening, he would climb into the false ceiling of a bathroom and hide there with his terriers as companions. ‘I fear these solitary moments were relatively frequent,’ his son wrote.3

Jolly Jack’s wife, Cynthia, daughter of the Duke of Abercorn, was his complete opposite, beautiful, sensitive, charitable and greatly loved. ‘I have never heard anyone say a word against her memory,’ her grandson wrote, ‘and she is still very much alive as a paragon of sweet nobility … The word most often used to describe her is “saintly”’4 She had served the Queen Mother as lady of the bedchamber but even more the local people for whom she had done an enormous amount of voluntary work. When she died in 1972 of a brain tumour, the county’s hospice was named after her. Johnnie, who had loved her deeply and seen her too little because of his difficult relationship with his father, was devastated. Some of Diana’s gentleness and empathy with the sick and suffering came from Lady Cynthia, whom she resembled in looks. Diana, aged eleven, came to believe that her grandmother Cynthia watched out for her as her guardian angel.

Diana’s father was a typical product of his age and class. He was educated at Eton, served as an officer in the Royal Scots Greys and, on the strength of his family connections, had acted as equerry to both King George VI and Queen Elizabeth II and accompanied the Queen on her post-Coronation Commonwealth tour in 1953. By then he was engaged to Frances; they married on 1 June 1954 in a grand society wedding at St Margaret’s, Westminster, attended by one thousand guests including the Queen, the Duke of Edinburgh, the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret. The young couple were very much in love but their circumstances were unequal from the start. Frances would have to finance the marriage. Johnnie, once described by his commanding officer in the Royal Scots Greys as ‘very nice but very stupid’, tried to find a job as a banker but was turned down by his old friend and partner in Hoare’s on the grounds that ‘mathematics was never his strong suit’. He then enrolled as a student at the Royal Agricultural College at Cirencester, the traditional option for the landed gentry and aristocracy (unkindly dubbed ‘clotted cream’: rich and thick). They lived first at Rodmarton, Gloucestershire, in a rented cottage and then at Orchard Cottage on the Althorp estate in uncomfortable proximity to Jolly Jack.

Happily for them, after the death of Frances’s father, Maurice Fermoy, in 1955, his widow Ruth had offered to let them take over the lease of Park House. At the same time Frances, having inherited her share of her father’s fortune, generously bought Johnnie a 600-acre farm at nearby Snettisham for £30,000. While Johnnie farmed at Snettisham and the family land at North Creake and looked after his charities, particularly the National Association of Boys’ Clubs, Frances set about the business of producing babies. The pressure was on her to bear the male heir but her first two children were girls: Sarah, born in March 1955 nine months after the wedding, and Jane born in February 1957. She had a miscarriage but when finally a son was born, on 1 January 1960, it was not a triumph but a tragedy. John Spencer was born malformed: he died ten hours later, unable to breathe, having been taken away from Frances before she could hold him. It was a pain she never forgot.

Something in the relationship fractured after John’s death. Johnnie Spencer insisted that Frances was responsible for her continuing failure to bear a healthy boy and she was sent to a Harley Street gynaecologist for humiliating tests and treatment. ‘It was a dreadful time for my parents,’ Charles Spencer said, ‘and probably the root of their divorce because I don’t think they ever got over it.’ A Spencer cousin and a friend of Frances, said: ‘The death of John was a deep tragedy in their lives. Afterwards there was a sadness in both of them which had not been there before.’

Diana was intended to be the replacement child, the longed-for heir. By the time she was born, her parents’ marriage was in trouble, which the arrival of yet another girl did nothing to improve. The Norfolk married life which may have suited Frances as a young bride became confining for a woman with wider horizons. Her dashing husband had become considerably less dashing as time went by, settling all too comfortably into his country squire surroundings. ‘Johnnie was the best company when he was a young man,’ his former fiancée Lady Anne Coke said, ‘but then he just became boring, wrapped up in his children and his country life.’

Diana convinced herself that she should have been a boy and that, being a girl, she was a disappointment and regarded as a lesser being. ‘I do know that in the Spencer family the gender issue is a big one and even when there was a son and no pressure to produce an heir, the female children are of less account than the male. Women are very much second-class citizens in the Spencer family,’ a Spencer relation said. By the time the longed-for heir, Charles Spencer, was born in May 1964, the marriage was beyond repair. Johnnie, as long as his irascible, eccentric father lived, had virtually no role to play beyond gentlemanly farming, cricket and shooting. Essentially a weak man, he resented the intellectual and financial dominance of Frances. There were rows, sometimes, it is said, descending into violence. Frances was bored with her husband and her life in staid, enclosed, predictable Norfolk society. She was only twenty-eight and wanted to spread her wings.

The inevitable happened: she fell in love with another man, Peter Shand Kydd, whom she had met at a London dinner party in 1966. They met again on a joint skiing holiday with their respective spouses early in 1967. This time interest turned into powerful attraction and they began a secret affair. In the summer of 1967 Frances and Johnnie agreed on a trial separation: with the two older girls now at school, Frances would take Diana, aged six, and Charles, aged four, to London for the weekdays. Both were enrolled in London schools and returned to Park House and their father for weekends. The family were reunited at half-term in October and again for Christmas. By then the thought of continuing with life at Park House had become intolerable to Frances. She was headstrong, a character trait that Diana would inherit, and at Christmas 1967 she confronted Johnnie with a request for a divorce. An affair, however, was one thing, divorce quite another. It was a tradition in English upper-class families at the time that everything should be done to keep the family together and to avoid the scandal and humiliation which the request for a divorce by the wife would involve. Johnnie was not merely hurt but bitterly angry, determined that Frances should be punished and seen to be so. She would not be allowed to profit from her crime by keeping the children. She could leave, but as an outcast. He declared that the children would be sent to school in King’s Lynn, that they would stay with him and not return to London.

In the subsequent custody case, Ruth Fermoy took her son-in-law’s side and gave evidence against her own daughter. The deep-seated reason for this apparently cruel action seems to have been a combination of shock at her daughter’s behaviour and extreme snobbishness, manifested in her determination to take the Spencer side: ‘It was the name and the shame,’ a Spencer relation who knew Ruth well said.5 ‘When I asked her why she did that,’ a friend said, ‘she said it was because Charles must be brought up at Althorp …’ ‘She had a very ruthless streak. It was the most extraordinary thing to do. It split her family. Ruth’s funeral was one of the saddest and creepiest I have ever been to. We sat on one side of the church with Charles and Diana – who had separated, I think, but came together for the day – and on the other side of the aisle was the Fermoy family, and there was Frances, and they didn’t talk to each other, husbands and cousins who were all not talking to her. It was the most terrible thing.’6 Ruth, she said, in a phrase which was to become a litany in court circles later on, blamed the ‘bad Fermoy blood’ for Frances’s behaviour. ‘I remember Ruth saying that the trouble was her husband’s family. They are what you call “bolters”. They were all American bolters. A very unfortunate gene.’7

Diana, six at this time, was old enough to sense the strained atmosphere and, as she later recalled, to overhear the bitter rows. Opinions are divided as to whether an overwrought Johnnie actually hit his wife or not. Both are now dead so the truth cannot be known; the rumour that he did may have arisen because Frances later based her grounds for divorce on a plea of cruelty. Frances had come back for Christmas with the intention of having the children with her in London but, when she left this time, she left for good. Years later Diana, pouring out her heart on tapes for Andrew Morton’s explosive book, Diana: Her True Story, remembered as a defining moment the crunch of tyres on the gravel as her mother drove off. ‘I’ll be back,’ Frances told her, but she never did return to Park House.

The happy, undemanding childhood life at Park House fell apart. Diana saw her father unhappy and withdrawn, couldn’t understand why her mother was no longer there, heard her little brother Charles sobbing for his mother in the night. Her longing for love and her fear of abandonment, her horror and fear of divorce and determination that it should not happen to her and to her children was born at that moment. Torn between love for her devastated father and her absent mother, Diana suffered what was to turn out to be a deep and psychologically crippling wound.
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2. A Norfolk Childhood


‘She has been accused of making too much of losing her mother through divorce in the late 1960s, but in truth the loss ran deep within her’ (William Deedes1)



Diana’s despair at the departure of her mother would be at the root of her later view of herself as a ‘victim’, something to which she returned over and over again, particularly when faced with a television camera or a tape recorder. She had a strong streak of fantasy and self-dramatization in her make-up, and as a child had a reputation for lying: one day on the school run, a local vicar’s wife told her: ‘Diana Spencer, if you tell one more lie, I’ll put you out of the car.’ Even her brother Charles Spencer later agreed that as a child she had a tendency to lie. Some people, including the Spencer family, tended to dismiss Diana’s claims of unhappiness. ‘I think in her perception it seemed like that but it wasn’t the reality. It was much happier than she felt it was in retrospect,’ a cousin said. Yet a man who was close to her before she began her relationship with Prince Charles was convinced that the departure of her mother ‘had a very severe, dramatic effect on her’.2

People who witnessed the early days after Frances’s departure tend to bear out Diana’s view. A cook, engaged by Lady Fermoy, who arrived shortly after Frances left when Diana was six, had a very different impression of life at Park House at the time. ‘It was not in my recollection a happy household. Lord Althorp was absent a lot of the time and not cheerful … Diana was very quiet, kept herself to herself. The children never cried [during the day] but did sob at night when they had gone to bed.’ A Norfolk neighbour remembers giving a birthday party for one of her sons at the time: ‘It was July and all the children were enjoying themselves in the garden except for poor Diana – she refused to join in and I said to the young nanny who was with her, “What can we do to encourage her to join the other children?” Her answer was: “Nothing, she is a very sad little girl.” This was just after her mother had bolted.’3

Years later, in 1992, Diana would claim in tapes recorded by Peter Settelen, ‘My father told me about five years ago that he would find me on the doorstep: “You didn’t speak. You just sat there. You just, you know, you just never spoke.”’ Diana, at six, was just the age when her mother’s unexplained disappearance hit hard: her sisters, aged ten and thirteen, were better equipped to cope; Charles, at only three, cried for his mother at night but was unable to understand or rationalize her departure from his life as Diana did.

But if Diana was shocked and confused by her mother’s unexplained disappearance from her life, her father was equally so. When he was at home he shut himself away: ‘He was really miserable after the divorce, basically shell-shocked,’ Charles Spencer said. ‘He used to sit in the study the whole time.’ Frances’s name was never mentioned. Emotions were raw on both sides: ‘Frances went through agonies when she lost her children,’ a contemporary recalled.4

Luckily for Diana, she was initially unaware of the bitter behind-the-scenes battles between Frances and Johnnie both over the terms of the divorce and the custody of the children. Frances lost all the way down the line: in two custody cases when Ruth Fermoy sided with Johnnie against her and in the divorce case in which her cause was not helped by Mrs Shand Kydd, whose own divorce petition cited Frances as the co-respondent. When Frances petitioned on the grounds of cruelty, Johnnie countersued by reason of her adultery. Frances lost and costs were awarded against her. She was publicly branded an unfit mother, a ‘bolter’ (after a character in Nancy Mitford’s The Pursuit of Love, 1945) and an adulteress. The Althorp divorce caused an upheaval in Norfolk society where Frances was widely condemned for what was seen as her desertion of her children.

Diana was not, however, too young to be sensitive to people’s curious stares when they attended church at Sandringham or were taken by Ruth Fermoy to Ladyman’s tea rooms in King’s Lynn. Although there was nothing beyond bald announcements in the London newspapers about the proceedings, all north Norfolk from top to bottom of the social scale knew about it and most of them sympathized with the deserted father and his children.

A Norfolk neighbour left a widower with a number of children around the time of the Althorp divorce used to employ housekeeper/nannies who had previously been at Park House. ‘They had usually left Johnnie Althorp and were full of stories about the awful [atmosphere] … how Frances would ring the children up every night just as they went to bed, and always upset them. It was a very unhappy set-up.’5

Whatever Diana’s recollections of her sadness in the first year after her mother left, as time went on that view became a distortion of the truth. Mary Clarke, whom Diana’s father engaged to look after the two younger children in February 1971, remembered: ‘When I look back to life at Park House, I do think to myself what a wonderful free and easy life we had. Always I remember just laughter and jokes. Diana was a real tease.’6 Diana spent the first fourteen years of her life at Park House, a solid Victorian mansion built of the rust-coloured local carrstone with large bow windows, a servants’ wing and stabling. It was no architectural gem, but the Spencer children remembered it as ‘lovely’. The house was large and roomy with open fires in every main room including the nursery, while background heating was provided by huge Edwardian radiators. The entrance led into a flagged hall with huge stone slabs, from which a stone staircase with wrought-iron balustrade led to the upper floor. Off the hall there were big, light rooms with marble fireplaces, bow windows and cornices with tongue and egg moulding. A large cedar tree, planted at the time the house was built, still stands on the lawn in front of the house, cattle graze in the fields beyond and surrounding trees provide shelter from the icy winds blowing in from the Wash to the north and the North Sea to the east. The windows look out beyond the lawn to green fields and to the south over Sandringham Park.

Mary Clarke’s memory of life at Park House was very different from the unhappy household of a previous employee’s recollection. ‘I was impressed from the start by how happy and self-contained the children were,’ she wrote, ‘and how they always found so much to do to amuse themselves.’7 A cousin remembers Park House as ‘a great family house, everything was family about it, nothing daunting. You felt it was well used and enjoyed but predictable. Not opulent, nothing of that kind, just cosy and predictable.’ Diana kept a huge collection of stuffed furry animals in her bedroom; poignantly, she referred to them as ‘my family’. There were lots of live animals: Johnnie’s black Labrador gun dog, Jill the springer spaniel, Diana’s bad-tempered cat Marmalade, and her collection of hamsters, rabbits and guinea pigs. ‘She loved animals when she was a child,’ her mother said. ‘I think you want something to love, and she loved everything that was small and furry or had feathers. She had rabbits, guinea pigs, hamsters; a long succession of animals to care for. She outgrew it and took on people … But the animals were super-comfortable and rather well catered for – well looked after, well cleaned out. She had a great consciousness they were dependent on her. She did the dirty work.’ There were ponies in the fields and stables, Diana could ride by the time she was three, although after an accident in which she broke her arm her enthusiasm for horses disappeared. There were swimming and tennis parties with the children of the local gentry when Diana liked to show off her diving skills. The family owned a beach hut at Brancaster where they picnicked, and also played and paddled on the huge beach at Holkham.

Diana became used to playing to the camera at an early age. Her father was a passionate photographer, snapping away on every occasion to fill the albums which he dedicated to each of his children. His early pictures registered Diana’s shy habit of looking upwards from under her fringe, a habit which never left her. But, like all stars, she never took a bad picture: the camera loved her and she instinctively responded to the lens levelled at her. She had the capacity to pose but yet make the pose look natural, a lifelong characteristic. Wherever she was, she communicated with the camera.

The Spencer children were, with the exception of Diana, all bright academically. Her failure to keep up with her siblings in this area gave Diana a secret inferiority complex which she balanced by her belief in her own instinct. ‘Diana was not stupid,’ a cousin said of her. ‘She was intelligent with this very, very quick wit.’ Sarah, six years older than she was, the elder sister whom she hero-worshipped, was named after the Spencers’ formidable ancestor, Sarah Jennings, Duchess of Marlborough, and had many of her namesake’s qualities. ‘She is a most interesting character,’ a cousin said of her. ‘The most complex of them all I would have said. Very strong, very alive and alert, intelligent. Not terribly nice. An interesting woman but tough, without Diana’s gentle side. She knows what she wants.’ Sarah had that foxy look inherited from the red-haired Spencers and the overwhelming confidence of her mother. Jane, the least assertive of the four, managed to spend more time with her mother and Diana did not become close to her until later. Charles, another red-headed Spencer and academically the brightest, was an equally strong character but wary, controlling and complex in his relationships. When he grew up, a relation was to say that he was a control freak and that they all, even his mother, were ‘terrified of him’. But during their childhood Diana mothered him and the two were very close. ‘I’ve always seen him as the brains in the family,’ Diana told Morton in 1991. ‘I still see that. He’s got S levels and things like that. I think that my brother being the youngest and the only boy was quite precious [to the family as the heir to Althorp] … I was the girl who was supposed to be a boy. Being third in line was a very good position to be in – I got away with murder. I was my father’s favourite, no doubt about that.

‘I longed to be as good as Charles in the schoolroom. I was never jealous of him. I so understand him. He’s very like me as opposed to my two sisters. Like me he will always suffer. There’s something in us that attracts that department …’8

In the absence of their parents, the children congregated in the big kitchen begging for treats from the cook. It was a pattern in Diana’s behaviour: even when she grew up and married she preferred the company of her staff to that of the ‘grown-ups’. The kitchen or the butler’s pantry was where she felt at home. The children had a nanny who was so young and inexperienced that she was more of a childminder than a nanny; they ignored her for the company of the cook. Ruth Fermoy, living four miles away at nearby Hillington, was the distant power in the household, hiring the staff and supporting Johnnie. The staff was headed by a couple, Johnnie’s former army batman, Mr Smith, and his wife, who lived over the stables and ran the house, doing most of the work, including the shopping, except the nannying and the cooking. They were devoted to Johnnie and aloof with the other staff, the nanny and the cook, whom they treated as outsiders. They all lived off the estate so venison and pheasant featured largely on the menu. ‘Bought food’, food from the regular shops, was rarely allowed. Vegetables came straight from the garden. The children complained – ‘Can’t we have lamb chops’ – but to no avail.

The children reacted differently to their situation: although Sarah and Jane, being older and at boarding school when the separation happened, were less affected, Sarah at least reacted by being naughty, as indeed to some extent they all did. Sarah was the worst behaved, ‘a horror’ an employee recalled: she would bring her pony into the kitchen and ride it round the table despite the cook’s protests. Diana remembered being extremely badly behaved towards the young and inexperienced ‘nannies’ who were imposed on them, sticking pins into their seat cushions and throwing their clothes out of the window. Both parents were so traumatized by feelings of guilt (on Frances’s side), humiliation and despair (on Johnnie’s), that they spoiled the children and exercised little parental control. Like many children of divorce, the Spencers manipulated their parents to get what they wanted. Diana became extremely adept at pushing and cajoling for what she wanted in the certainty that no one would say no to her Machiavellian behaviour, which she would indulge in with devastating effect years later.

Ostracized as a bolter, Frances never came back to Norfolk. Park House, for all its amenities, conspicuously lacked a maternal figure. Ruth Fermoy and Cynthia Spencer did their best to cheer the children, teaching them bridge and card games. Lady Margaret Douglas-Home, Jolly Jack’s sister, was a stimulating presence in the children’s life; known as ‘Aunt Margaret’, she was in fact their great-aunt. As Charles remembered, ‘Aunt Margaret was a life-enhancing force, her deep and generous laugh always at the ready, a passion for gossip evidence of an enquiring, rather than a malicious mind. To visit her in her small cottage in Burnham Market … was to experience humour of the greatest breadth, and intelligence of a rare intensity … Few were not bewitched by her mischievous chuckle.’9

After her divorce was made final in April 1969, with Johnnie granted a divorce on the grounds of her adultery and given custody of the children, Frances had married Peter Shand Kydd in May 1969. Before that there had been agonizing weekend visits by the two younger children to their mother in London: ‘I remember Mummy crying an awful lot and every Saturday when we went up for weekends, every Saturday night, standard procedure, she would start crying. On Saturday we would both see her crying. “What’s the matter, Mummy?” “Oh, I don’t want you to leave tomorrow …”’ It was, as Diana said, ‘devastating’ for a nine-year-old. ‘Holidays were always very grim because we had a four-week holiday. Two weeks Mummy and two weeks Daddy and the trauma of going from one house to another and each individual parent trying to make it up in their area with material things rather than the actual tactile stuff, which is what we both craved for but neither of us ever got. When I say neither of us my other two sisters were busy at prep school and were sort of out of the house whereas my brother and I were very much stuck together.’10 A year before she died, Ruth Fermoy, looking back, told a cousin, ‘I feel those two younger ones have been very, very damaged by the separation, divorce, which the older two hadn’t.’ Years later Diana told one of her mother figures how difficult it had been for her because ‘her mother would buy her a dress [then] her father would buy her another one. And there were always these disputes. And for holidays, for ever. Torn between the two … she loved her father but I don’t think she really loved her mother, she felt sorry for her mother sometimes … but she didn’t trust her …’11 The children, according to people who knew them, had an ‘awful upbringing’ with no rules beyond eating everything on their plates and writing thank-you letters.

Again Diana was exaggerating: the sadness of the early years after the divorce blotted out the happy times of her Norfolk childhood. As Mary Clarke wrote: ‘A child who was truly, deeply traumatized, would not be able to maintain the contentment Diana continually displayed, apart from those occasional hiccups, throughout the time I knew her.’ These ‘hiccups’ were prompted by the children’s returning from their time with their mother: Charles took the situation quite naturally but Diana behaved strangely, the result perhaps of her mother’s emotive farewell: ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be all right, you’ll settle, don’t forget what I said, please ring me.’ When Mary Clarke told them how happy their father would be to see them, Diana glanced sideways at her and said how sad her mother would be to be all on her own. Charles, used to his sister’s dramatizations, said sharply, ‘You know Mummy is not on her own, Diana, and you always say that about Daddy too.’ When they reached Park House, Diana’s bubbly self was replaced by a shy, deliberately withdrawn, little girl. She thought that if she appeared too excited to see him he might think that she was happier with him than with her mother. When Johnnie held out the prospect of a tea party at Sandringham with Princes Andrew and Edward, Diana said she didn’t want to go, pleading a headache; showing a strength of will characteristic of her, she resisted all her father’s attempts to persuade her.12 Whether this was a misguided attempt to show loyalty to her mother by punishing her father, or whether she felt that the distress caused her by their split deserved to be demonstrated, is impossible to tell. Similar incidents were to occur later in life when she behaved in the same way to her husband.

According to Mary Clarke such royal invitations were rare; the two families did not often socialize. The Spencer children took their royal neighbours for granted and were not in awe of them. Among the few occasions when they did see the Royal Family was Sunday church which they attended only when the Queen was in residence; Johnnie thought that the Queen would notice their absence and think it odd. ‘We were all shunted over to Sandringham for [sic] holidays. Used to go and see Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, the film. We hated it so much. We hated going over there. The atmosphere was always very strange when we went there and I used to kick and fight anyone who tried to make us go over there and Daddy was most insistent because it was rude,’ Diana recalled.13

The Reverend Reginald Sweet, Latin teacher and chaplain at her second school, however, had a different story to tell: ‘Diana was very keen on Prince Andrew,’ he recalled. ‘He was her great holiday friend. She had all these photographs on her desk and … she said, “Mr Sweet, when I grow up I’m going to marry Prince Andrew.” I said, “Really, Diana?” “Yes, I’m going to marry him and he’s my friend.” The impression I got is that they knew each other very well and used to spend time together during the holidays.’14 Diana’s nanny, Janet Thompson, remembered walking into the drawing room at Sandringham to find the Queen playing hide and seek with the six-year-old Andrew and five-year-old Diana. At tea, Charles walked in, very much the elder brother. ‘Everything all right? Looks like a good party to me.’15

In reality Diana knew that both her parents loved her and that she was her father’s favourite. When the children got to know Peter Shand Kydd they liked him very much. ‘Peter was humorous, generous, spontaneous and exciting,’ Charles recorded. Diana and Charles’s first meeting with him was in 1969 at Liverpool Street Station when they arrived off the train from Norwich. Diana remembered saying to Frances, ‘Where’s your new husband? “He’s at the ticket barrier.” And there was this very good-looking, handsome man and we were longing to love him and we accepted him and he was great to us and spoilt us rotten.’16 It was Peter Shand Kydd who first christened Diana ‘Duch’, short for ‘Duchess’. The name, prompted by Diana’s at times haughty behaviour, stuck: not only her family but all her Sloaney friends used it. When Peter and Frances moved to Itchenor in West Sussex, the children spent happy holidays there sailing with him and his three children. His presence made their time with their mother more relaxing and normal. When, after the second custody case, it was agreed that Johnnie and Frances should share the children’s time together, Frances and Peter started looking for a proper home with plenty of space. They found an eighteenth-century farmhouse, Ardencaple, on the Isle of Seil off the west coast of Scotland, with 1000 acres of wild farmland and spectacular views. Diana and Charles loved their visits, the freedom, the beauty and the wild landscape – sailing, fishing, lobster-potting. Diana kept a Shetland pony called Souffl´ there. At her boarding school, West Heath, she pinned a poster of the island above her bed. Charles Spencer recalled Ardencaple as ‘a magical place which Diana and I adored’. Later the Shand Kydds bought a 2000-acre ranch at Yass in New South Wales where they spent six weeks each summer, and the children joined them there.

Diana’s education was of the undemanding nature which in those days applied to girls of her age and class. She was first taught by her mother’s governess, Gertrude Allen, known as ‘Ally’, who lived in the nearby village of Dersingham. Ally would collect Diana from Park House and take her to a neighbour’s house for morning lessons with the children of the local gentry; while the children ate their packed lunches in the nursery with the owner and the children’s nanny, Ally ate hers in isolated splendour in the dining room, her lunch specially prepared by the resident cook. Afterwards she would take the children for a walk accompanied by her ferocious dog.

In January 1968 Diana was enrolled at Silfield private school, a day school for girls and boys in Gayton, on the outskirts of King’s Lynn. The school, housed in a large early twentieth-century suburban family house in a variety of architectural styles, was, as a notice board still proclaims, ‘founded in 1955 for 5–11-year-olds’. There was a good-sized garden dominated by a large monkey puzzle tree contemporary with the house, and rambling wooden outbuildings including a 30-foot room with wooden panelling and false timbering and a fireplace which served as an assembly and games room. A small school with forty pupils, attended by the children of local farmers and gentry (including Diana’s best friend, Alexandra Loyd, daughter of the Queen’s estate agent at Sandringham), it was a cosy place with a family atmosphere. Diana was remembered by the headmistress, Jean Lowe, for her kindness to younger children, her love of animals and ‘general helpfulness’ but not for her academic potential. Later, she was shown up by her younger brother, Charles, who revenged himself for her superior strength and height in their sibling fights by calling her ‘Brian’ after the slow-witted snail in the children’s programme The Magic Roundabout. It was here too, the first closed organization outside her home of which she had experience, that she found she was the only child of divorced parents. Sadly, she used to dedicate her work in art class ‘To Mummy and Daddy’.

When she was nine Diana went to board at Riddlesworth Hall, some one and a half hours’ drive from Sandringham. At first she had resented being made to leave her father, towards whom she had become very protective since the divorce but, despite her complaints – ‘if you love me you won’t leave me here’ – she confessed that she ‘loved being at school’. She boasted about being naughty and wanting to laugh and muck about, of taking a dare and escaping from her dormitory to run down the drive in the dark. Riddlesworth was a rectangular classical-style house, standing high with many windows and views over the surrounding gardens and fields. It had the feel of a lived-in house; elaborate light fittings, glass cases of stuffed birds and rather gloomy trophies of large animals were traces of the previous occupants. There were plaster and gilt ceilings in the larger rooms which were light and well proportioned; the general atmosphere was cheerful and friendly. Diana was not among strangers; several of the girls she knew from the surrounding families were there with her: Alexandra Loyd, her cousin Diana Wake-Walker, and Claire Pratt, daughter of her godmother, Sarah Pratt. Pupils were encouraged to bring pets, which were housed in ‘Pets’ Corner’ in the garden within sight of the house. Diana became head of Pets’ Corner and brought her treasured guinea pig Peanuts with her. She never carried off any academic prizes but she did win a prize with Peanuts for ‘Best Kept Guinea Pig’ and the Leggatt Cup ‘for helpfulness’. She won prizes for swimming and diving: ‘But in the academic department, you might as well forget about that!’ she laughed. ‘I ate and ate. It was always a great joke – let’s get Diana to eat three kippers and six pieces of bread. I did all that,’ the future bulimic said proudly. What with the pets and the Norfolk friends, school was merely an extension of her normal life and simple, restricted horizon.

Johnnie Althorp always drove Diana back to Riddlesworth, much as he had joined in the school run to Silfield, and where he was remembered for his easy manner and interest in people. At Riddlesworth, the headmistress, Patricia Wood, said that all the kitchen staff and grounds people particularly remembered him. ‘When you talked to the kitchen ladies they couldn’t remember much about Diana because she was just one of the little girls, but they could all remember her father. He was a very conspicuous gentleman … very tall and noticeable and almost the first thing he did when he brought her to the school after the holidays was to go down in the kitchens and talk to them.’17 Johnnie was interested in everybody he met, regardless of background, a quality Diana inherited from him. ‘My father,’ Sarah told an interviewer, ‘had an instinctive way with people … People would talk to him and he was gripped … He loved people. And Diana did too. I don’t think that quality has got anything to do with upbringing. I think you’ve either got it or you haven’t … it’s either in you when you’re born, or it’s not.’18

Aged twelve, in September 1973, after three years at Riddles-worth, Diana followed Sarah and Jane to a new school, West Heath, near Sevenoaks in Kent. Located in another splendid country house, West Heath was the natural progression from Riddlesworth: small – there were only 120 girls – friendly, with the emphasis on happiness and good behaviour rather than academic achievement. In many ways such schools were throwbacks to the fifties, when girls of good family were not expected to do much more than prepare themselves for marriage. ‘Hamsters and knitting were what they were about,’ a contemporary remembered. ‘Everyone came out confident and happy,’ a schoolmate recorded, ‘and there was very little angst … It was a relaxed place.’ When Diana arrived, Jane, ‘the good Spencer’ then aged sixteen, was a prefect with an excellent academic record. Sarah was no longer there, having been expelled for drunkenness two years earlier. She had been a success both academically and in sport, winning prizes and appearing in the school plays. But, brilliant, forceful and wilful, she was bored at West Heath. Somehow, according to her own admission, she laid hands on an astonishing variety of drink. ‘I used to drink because I was bored,’ she said. ‘I would drink anything: whisky, Cointreau, gin, sherry or, most often, vodka because the staff couldn’t smell that.’19 But one day in 1971 the staff did notice: she was drunk and instantly expelled. A few years later there were to be further signs of trouble when she was affected by serious eating disorders.

In her own way Diana was a success at West Heath, although she liked later on to emphasize her image as a rebel. The headmistress, Ruth Rudge, a keen observer, recorded that when Diana first arrived she was ‘wary of adults, often prickly with her peers … but was lucky enough to find herself in a group of lively, talented, caring individuals, some of whom she already knew, and soon gained confidence in her new surroundings and found her niche socially’.20 The friends she made at West Heath, notably Carolyn Pride and Laura Greig, were to become part of her loyal inner circle, supporting her through thick and thin, through the depths of despair and beyond. The trauma of her parents’ divorce never quite left her: ‘… she came and talked to me quite a lot,’ the matron, Violet Allen, said. ‘Of course she missed her mother and father. The other [girls] who had divorces felt the same way. Some accepted it and some had more difficulty with it. No doubt about it, Diana found it difficult to accept. She was vulnerable in some things. I can’t put a finger on it, but it probably all had to do with the insecurity and break-up of [her parents’] marriage.’21 She learned to play the piano, took lessons in ballet, tap and ballroom dance – her greatest relaxation. She won the school dancing competition one year and cups in swimming and diving every year. She developed her strong sense of sympathy for the suffering and the needy when she visited the mentally handicapped in the local hospital: when there were dances she would manoeuvre the wheelchairs from the front, facing the patients as if she were dancing with them, instead of, as was more usual, pushing from behind. In her day-to-day life Diana was at times fierce in her emotional responses, unforgiving to people who had offended her. ‘She had a very strong character,’ her headmistress said. ‘She went about getting what she wanted …’ In her last year Diana was named a prefect, and carried out her role so successfully that she was awarded a special prize for service – ‘for anyone who has done things that otherwise might have gone unsung,’ Ruth Rudge said. ‘She was dependable in her own doings, reliable, and went out of her way to help people. She was generous with her time.’22 When she was not being dutiful and dependable, Diana immersed herself in the romantic world of Barbara Cartland’s novels in which strong men wooed virgin brides and love triumphed over all. It was perhaps the worst preparation for life in general and her own life in particular that she could have had.

Just as Diana was creating her own stable world on her own terms at West Heath, life at Park House and her relationship with her father there, the hitherto immutable centre for her since childhood, was about to change forever. The one thing the children had always dreaded happened. A new, powerful woman came into their father’s life – Raine Legge, then Countess of Dartmouth. The first inkling they had of Raine’s existence had come in the summer of 1972 when Johnnie invited Raine to lunch at Park House. Raine Dartmouth, or Legge as she was always then known, was a formidable woman, a beauty, immaculately dressed, made-up and coiffed, with a sharp intelligence and a will as determined as any of the Spencer children. She and Johnnie had met and fallen in love although Raine was still married to her first husband and was the mother of four children. She was also the daughter of another formidable character, the immensely successful Barbara Cartland, Diana’s favourite novelist.

Sarah, it seems, who now had a London life, had heard gossip about her father’s friendship with Lady Dartmouth which she had passed on to Diana and her siblings. The children were determined that no one should come between them and their beloved father whom they regarded as their property. When Johnnie told them he had invited Lady Dartmouth to lunch, the children’s hackles were immediately raised. Diana’s reaction to this immaculate vision, so far removed from the county ladies of their experience, was suppressed giggles. Raine was charming and gracious but oblivious to the children’s covert hostility or, if she was not, determined not to let it bother her. In the end Sarah, with no other outlet for her enmity, burped loudly and deliberately. Johnnie said ‘Sarah!’ to which she cheekily replied that in Arab countries a burp was recognized as a sign of appreciation. Her father was so appalled that he told her to leave the table, which she did. Diana attempted to defend her, only to be told, ‘That’s enough, Diana.’ Loyally, Diana riposted that she did not feel well and asked permission to leave, a request which her father readily granted. It had not been a good beginning.

The children’s antennae were quivering at the prospect of this new woman in their father’s life. ‘We didn’t like her one bit,’ Charles said. ‘As a child you instinctively feel things and with her I very much instinctively felt things.’ The next encounter was to be at Sarah’s coming-out party for her eighteenth birthday the following year, a fabulous occasion arranged by Johnnie at Castle Rising, a Norman ruin in Norfolk. Raine was among the four hundred guests and had taken a hand in its organization, finding a costume for Johnnie as Henry VIII and for Sarah a dress worn by Geneviève Bujold as Anne Boleyn in the 1969 film Anne of the Thousand Days. Sarah was in her element dancing with her boy-friend, Gerald Grosvenor, heir to the Duke of Westminster, and driving off in her father’s birthday present to her, a green MGB GT sports car.

Sarah may have been too happy to notice the growing relationship between her father and the Countess of Dartmouth. Raine was determined to land Johnnie as her second husband. Her first, Gerald Legge, was already on his way out as far as she was concerned: she frequently gave dinner parties without him. Raine was dogged, ambitious and devastatingly efficient: by the time she and Johnnie met again for the first time since his marriage, she had already led a successful and high-profile public life as a councillor for Westminster for eleven years, for eight as the LCC member for Lewisham West, then as a member of the newly formed Greater London Council, when she had made her name opposing the licensing of the film of James Joyce’s Ulysses, which she described as ‘disgusting and degrading’. ‘I like things that present life and sex in a glamorous way,’23 she declared, true to the theme of her mother’s novels. She had been a great success as chairman of the Historic Buildings Board; in 1971 she became a member of the English Tourist Board and headed an advisory committee to the government on the environment. When she resigned from the committee in protest at the Covent Garden development scheme, she became a national figure and a surprising heroine to the liberal left. ‘It is all too easy to dismiss this particular woman … as a good-looking, immaculately dressed, effusive member of the aristocracy who somehow gets offered positions of power’, the Guardian wrote, ‘[but] behind the saccharine image there stands an extremely able politician, a feminine but tough bargainer …’ In 1972 she was asked to become Chairman of the United Kingdom Executive Committee for European Architectural Heritage Year 1975. Her mission was to preserve historic towns and buildings; she wrote a book, What Is Our Heritage?, and co-opted Johnnie Spencer to the Youth Panel to promote the cause in his capacity as chairman of the National Association of Boys’ Clubs. She also asked him to help with photographs for her book: it was obvious to colleagues that the couple were in love.

Johnnie was attracted to strong women and, if anything, Raine was even more forceful and dynamic than Frances. He had been lonely ever since Frances left: Raine’s looks, wit and physical attraction bowled him over. Being rather slow and diffident he left her to make all the running. Raine was much brighter than Johnnie but found a vulnerability in him that appealed to her. She mothered and organized him. There was also a strong physical attraction between them (Private Eye later reported that en route from London to Northamptonshire they had stopped off at a motel for a few hours). Diana, who had mothered her father as much as she did her younger brother, had always thought of herself as first in his affections. But Raine could give him everything he got from Diana and more. Diana was about to receive a double shock.
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