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EARLY LIFE

The Duke of Kent (HRH Prince Edward of Kent) arrived in the world in 1935 towards the end of the reign of his grandfather, King George V. He was the first-born son of Prince George, Duke of Kent, who was the fourth son of the King, and of his mother, Princess Marina of Greece and Denmark, the youngest daughter of Prince Nicholas and his Russian-born wife Grand Duchess Helen.

His father, Prince George, was the most artistic of George V’s sons. Born at York Cottage in 1902, he was one of the first princes to go to a preparatory school. He then passed through Osborne and Dartmouth, and entered the Royal Navy. During that time he served with the Mediterranean Fleet, attended the Royal Naval College in Greenwich and served as a lieutenant aboard HMS Hawkins in Shanghai. He left the navy in 1929. He was intelligent and quick-witted, had a keen eye for antiques, played the piano enthusiastically, shot well, rode bravely to hounds and was a keen golfer. Philip Ziegler wrote of him:‘By temperament he was enquiring, adventurous, and dangerously ready to sample any delight that might be offered him.’ The Duke commented, ‘I think he was quite a naughty young man.’ Queen Mary, though censorious of the Duke of Windsor following the Abdication, was always grateful to her eldest son for his kindness to Prince George.
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Prince George, Duke of Kent

 

Duke: The Duke of Windsor – known as David by the Royal Family – and my father had been great friends. From what I’ve been told, my father felt terribly let down by his brother. They ended up on rather unfriendly terms at the time of the Abdication and after the Windsors went to France. And then they simply didn’t see each other. My Uncle David had looked after my father, long before my father had married. He had a bad period – there were drugs involved. An American person had provided him with drugs and he got into quite a serious state. David rescued him and had him to stay at Fort Belvedere for a month or two, and pretty much pulled him out of it. My uncle took him to South America, and my father lived at York House with him at one point.

 

George’s choice of bride in 1934 was immensely popular. Princess Marina was one of three beautiful sisters, dubbed by Prince Michael of GreeceFN4 ‘the Fabergé aunts’. Born in Athens in 1906, she was initially raised there and at the summer palace of Tatoi, and was brought up in the Greek Orthodox faith. Her paternal grandfather was King George I of Greece, giving her Danish blood, while her mother was the daughter of Grand Duke Vladimir of Russia, uncle of Tsar Nicholas II, and his formidable wife, Maria Pavlovna, described as ‘the grandest of the Grand Duchesses’, with a passion for jewels and for gambling. Life in Athens was comfortable, and well-run. Princess Marina had an English governess, Miss Kate Fox, who remained close to her in later life.

 

Duke: Miss Fox was a big figure in my mother’s life. She was quite an old-fashioned lady and was known as ‘Nurnie’. We used to see her, not very often, probably two or three times a year. She would sit us down and lecture us. She did not live at Coppins, our family home near Iver. She used to come and stay with my mother, maybe for quite long stretches.

 

There were occasional visits by the three sisters to the splendours of the Russian court. Princess Marina brought to the marriage considerable connection to royal cousins in Europe, and a mixture of Danish, Russian and German blood. She was fluent in Greek, French and English.

The Greek Royal Family were sometimes considered unwelcome foreigners in Athens. They were frequently driven into exile, King Constantine I departing for Switzerland in 1917, and returning briefly in 1921. All of the Greek Royal Family left again in 1922, after the ill-fated Asia Minor campaign (when the Greek Army was driven back by the Turks), then settled in Paris, where Prince Nicholas supported his family as best he could by painting.

 

Duke: It was not easy to be King of Greece, but my mother thought of herself as Greek. She was very conscious of her Greek roots. She spoke the language with her sisters and Greek friends, like Lilia Ralli, and she felt the pull of Greece, although she never lived there after the age of ten.

 

Princess Marina attended a finishing school run by Princess Meshchersky, an old friend of the family. Her eldest sister, Princess Olga, married Prince Paul of Yugoslavia in 1923, and her middle sister, Elisabeth, married the Bavarian Count Carl Theodor zu Toerring-Jettenbach in January 1934.

It was while staying with her sister in Bavaria that Princess Marina became engaged to Prince George, and they were married in Westminster Abbey on 29 November 1934. Like Queen Alexandra before her, she was a beautiful princess from across the water, and immediately found a place in the hearts of the British for her grace, beauty and elegance.

The present Duke was obviously too young to remember the events of the mid-1930s, but there was much to preoccupy his parents towards the end of 1935. King George V had been touched by the response the nation had shown to him during his Silver Jubilee celebrations. ‘I didn’t realise they felt like this,’ he told his nurse, Sister Catherine Black, but he was tired and, although he was only seventy, he did not think he would survive very long, an expectation shared by those around him.

On 5 September the Duke and Duchess of Kent and her sister, Countess Toerring, arrived back at London’s Victoria station from a holiday in Yugoslavia and went to stay at Adsdean, near Chichester, which they borrowed from Lord and Lady Louis Mountbatten, returning to 3 Belgrave Square (the house they rented from Lady Juliet Duff) at the end of the month. On 1 October they lunched with the King and Queen and Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott, the fiancée of the King’s third son, Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester. On 4 October the Kents had a private viewing of Greta Garbo’s latest film, Anna Karenina, which might have shown the Duchess how unmaternal a mother could be – she became quite the opposite.

 

Elisabeth Toerring was still with the Duchess when she gave birth to her son, Prince Edward, weighing six pounds twelve ounces, at 3 Belgrave Square at 2.15 a.m. on Wednesday, 9 October 1935. The Duke of Kent and his mother-in-law Princess Nicholas of Greece were present. Two doctors were in attendance, William GilliatFN5 and A. E. Gow,FN6 and, as prescribed by a law introduced to prevent repetition of the famous warming-pan incident (in which Mary of Modena, wife of James II, was said to have swapped a stillborn child for a healthy boy), the glacial home secretary, Sir John Simon, was on the premises, arriving soon after the doctors. The King and Queen were informed at Sandringham.

‘Chips’ Channon hailed Edward as ‘the sixth gentleman in the Kingdom, and seventh heir to the throne’.
EN2 Channon observed that the birth was fairly sudden. Forty-one-gun salutes were fired in Hyde Park and at the Tower of London. The Lord Mayor of London was informed and the baby was promptly elected ‘a junior member of the Bath Club, so that in swimming and squash he may, we hope, continue the family tradition’.EN3 As mother and child’s condition advanced from ‘satisfactory’ to ‘very satisfactory’ to ‘excellent’, the Antique Dealers Fair gave Prince George a miniature wheelback Hepplewhite child’s chair with an eighteenth-century silk-embroidered needlework cushion for his son.

 

[image: clip0022]

Crowds in Belgrave Square before Prince Edward’s christening at Buckingham Palace in 1935

 

An early visitor was the Prince of Wales, who became one of his godfathers; on 20 October Princess Olga came to inspect the baby; the King and Queen visited on 23 October. Two days later a small crowd gathered to witness the infant prince’s first outing. He was taken by his nurse to Buckingham Palace and carried around the grounds. Prince Nicholas sketched the infant prince when he was six days old.

Excitement over the royal birth was matched by interest in the forthcoming Gloucester wedding at Westminster Abbey. By the beginning of October, it was known that the bride would be given away by her brother, the Earl of Dalkeith, as her father, the 7th Duke of Buccleuch, was ill. The Duke languished at Bowhill in Scotland, suffering from cancer, and as his condition worsened, the Prince of Wales put his aeroplane at Lady Alice’s disposal so that she could fly to him. On 19 October the Duke died, aged seventy-one. He was an old naval friend of King George V, having served with him in HMS Bacchante between 1879 and 1882. The funeral took place at Dalkeith and he was buried in the Buccleuch Memorial Chapel of St Mary’s Episcopal Church. The Gloucester wedding took place quietly at Buckingham Palace on 6 November.

Deaths came thick and fast in the King’s circle. Lord Sysonby (the former Sir Frederick Ponsonby) died the day after the Duke of Buccleuch, depriving George V of one of the mainstays of his reign. On 21 November the King recorded his ‘profound sorrow’ at the death of Admiral of the Fleet Earl Jellicoe, and then, on 3 December, his favourite sister, Princess Victoria, died at Coppins, her home near Iver. Court mourning in its various degrees was commanded until 14 January 1936. On 7 December, the Princess was lowered into the Royal Vault at St George’s Chapel. The deaths kept coming. On 12 December William Barker, the oldest surviving royal servant, who had wheeled Queen Victoria’s mother (the Duchess of Kent) around her grounds for four years, died at Windsor aged ninety-one. So respected was he that the King and Queen had looked in on his Frogmore cottage when he turned ninety. Rudyard Kipling died on 18 January 1936.

In those early days, the young Prince Edward was frequently photographed emerging from 3 Belgrave Square, his perambulator pulled by a liveried footman, a detective in a bowler hat on duty alongside one or even two nannies. Sometimes his mother went with them, the press invariably noting her stylish hats. On the day of his christening, huge crowds gathered, discreetly held at a distance, to see the infant prince in the long robe made for Queen Victoria’s christening over a century before. He was christened Edward George Nicholas Paul Patrick by the Archbishop of Canterbury in the Private Chapel at Buckingham Palace on 20 November. The King and Queen came especially from Sandringham. The press was not allowed to photograph it, and, instead, commissioned a drawing of what they thought the scene might look like.
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Young Prince Edward at Coppins

 

The godparents were the King and Queen, the Prince of Wales (uncle), the Princess Royal (aunt), the Duke of Connaught (great-uncle, represented by his son, Prince Arthur, as he was wintering as usual in Bath), Princess Louise, Duchess of Argyll (great-aunt), and his maternal grandmother, Princess Nicholas of Greece. Besides his parents, the others present were Princess Elizabeth, Princess Margaret, and Princess Arthur of Connaught. The choir of the Chapel Royal sang ‘Around the Throne’.

Duke: One of my favourite pictures is by Winterhalter of Queen Victoria with Prince Albert just behind her, the Duke of Wellington next to her, and she is holding up a small child for the Duke to look at, because the Duke had become the godfather of this child – Prince Arthur, later Duke of Connaught. The child became my godfather. I have always felt a connection with Wellington.

 

Prince Edward was housed in a sunny nursery, painted in restful blues and whites, distantly overlooking the garden of Belgrave Square. Humphrey and Vera Joel of Woman’s Journal were allowed in to photograph the elaborate cot (cream net over crêpe de Chine with rosettes), the baby basket and the embossed leather screen concealing empty bookcases, awaiting his first books.

The young Prince was inspected by King Haakon and Queen Maud of Norway and King Frederick VIII of Denmark when they lunched at Belgrave Square on 8 December, the day after Princess Victoria’s funeral.

The Duke and Duchess of Kent, with the young Prince Edward, the Prince of Wales, and Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone, arrived at Sandringham to join the King and Queen, the Gloucesters, Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret of York for a quiet Christmas.FN7 Forbidding weather kept many at home that Christmas, and King George V refrained from braving the cold rain to distribute Christmas beef to the workers on the Sandringham estate. As usual he gave his broadcast on Christmas Day, and sent tons of logs from Windsor Great Park to the poor and unemployed in Windsor. Prince George presided over the Sandringham shooting parties in his father’s absence. Britain was soon covered with thick snow. The young Prince Edward was lodged in the nursery previously used by Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret. He was photographed in the lap of Queen Mary, she adorned in pale lilac lace, a pearl choker and three rows of pearls, with Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret at either side of them.

On 14 January 1936, the Kent family returned to London, press photographers catching a glimpse of Prince Edward in the car with his nanny, ‘looking wonderfully bonny . . . a wide awake young man with an unfailingly sunny smile’ at three months old.

By this time the King’s health was causing concern. The following day, his doctor, Lord Dawson of Penn, arrived and the King took to his bed, remaining in his room thereafter awaiting, as it was revealed years later, his doctor’s despatching needle.FN8 Prince Edward was left at Belgrave Square, when his father and later his mother returned to Sandringham. A bulletin on the night of 20/21 January announced: ‘Death came peacefully to the King at 11.55 p.m. to-night in the presence of Her Majesty the Queen, the Prince of Wales, the Duke of York, the Princess Royal and the Duke and Duchess of Kent.’ The Times reported: ‘This morning the death chamber is in darkness, but lighted rooms elsewhere bear witness to the many formalities attendant on the death of King George . . .’EN4

Court mourning, which had ended for Princess Victoria but a week earlier, was commanded for the next nine months.

The Duke and Duchess of Kent were present at every part of the funeral, following the coffin on foot in sleet and rain to Sandringham Church, accompanying the coffin to London, witnessing the lying-in-state at Westminster Hall, and attending the funeral in St George’s Chapel, Windsor. And as the King followed his sister into the Royal Vault, Queen Mary noted: ‘. . . we left him sadly, lying for the present with his ancestors in the Vault’.EN5

* * * * *

We can follow the first year of the present Duke’s life through contemporary press cuttings and the accounts of the diarist ‘Chips’ Channon, a neighbour and friend of his parents in Belgrave Square. Photographed at eight months, the young Prince was described as having a strong likeness to his cousins, the Princesses of York, and one commentator detected more of a resemblance to Queen Mary’s family, the Tecks, than to the Windsors. Presently he was to be observed at Coppins, inherited by Prince George from Princess Victoria, where he took his first tentative steps.
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Princess Victoria, who bequeathed Coppins to Prince George, with Zoia Poklewska

 

He was sent to Queen Mary at Sandringham while his parents cruised in the Adriatic, spending time with Princess Marina’s parents, sisters and their husbands. When he was one, he was photographed again, this time in the lanes at Coppins. It was noted that he possessed ‘princely composure before a stranger’ and waved politely to the photographer.

Lady Honor Channon, wife of Chips, had given birth to her son, Paul, on the same day as Prince Edward had arrived. The two would later become lifelong friends. On 14 May 1936, Channon was recording that Prince Edward now had one tooth: ‘He is a lovely golden baby, a “Windsor” baby, just like the Queen and probably like the Duke of Kent at that age.’EN6 Channon saw him at Coppins on 1 November, noting that the besotted father brought in the ‘v. curly-haired, very red Prince Edward’EN7 as the pièce de résistance.

On 16 December more happy photos were taken by the press, the young Prince blissfully unaware of the travails that were then assailing the Royal Family. He looked as happy as his parents seemed gloomy. That month changed the lives of Prince Edward’s parents. While he was happily celebrating his first birthday, they were increasingly worried about Prince George’s elder brother, King Edward VIII, and his developing relationship with Wallis Simpson. This matter did not become a crisis until Mrs Simpson instituted divorce proceedings against her husband. At that point there was serious concern that the King might wish to marry her. His dilemma was made the more urgent by the impending Coronation. Had he taken the Coronation oath, it would effectively have prevented him from marrying a woman with two husbands living. As it happened, when confronted with the choice of renouncing Mrs Simpson or the throne, the King chose to give up his throne. He abdicated on 11 December 1936 and set off into voluntary exile from which, as it turned out, he never permanently returned. Prince Edward became fifth in line to the throne.

Meanwhile Princess Marina gave birth to her daughter, Princess Alexandra, on Christmas Day 1936, again at Belgrave Square, a mere fourteen months after her brother’s birth, which the doctors considered dangerous. Once again enthusiastic crowds gathered to witness her setting off for her christening, and in the course of the next year the photographs in newspapers invariably showed two prams going out. In the fullness of time, a clear bond formed between the two children, which would last a lifetime. Photographers captured moments of ‘mischief’.

In the summer of 1937 King George VI and Queen Elizabeth were crowned in Westminster Abbey. The King gave his nephew his first medal – the 1937 Coronation medal. That summer, the family enjoyed a seaside holiday on the sands at Lowestoft, then joined Queen Mary at Sandringham, and were back at Sandringham in December for Christmas with the Royal Family.

 

Duke: I can remember the arrival of my sister about a year after me when I was less than eighteen months old. I also vaguely remember my grandfather [Prince Nicholas]. I only saw him once, at Belgrave Square. He died in 1938.
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EARLY ROYAL DUTIES

Royal duties impinged on the Duke’s life with increasing regularity. He was again appointed a Counsellor of State but excused from any service as he was abroad. On 9 December 1959 he took his seat in the House of Lords. His service in Germany was interrupted when he came home for Princess Margaret’s wedding to Antony Armstrong-Jones at Westminster Abbey on 6 May 1960, returning to Düsseldorf three days later.

 

Duke: My cousin Margaret married Tony Armstrong-Jones in Westminster Abbey. The marriage was conducted by Geoffrey Fisher, who was still archbishop until the following year. It was the last occasion when the royal ladies wore long dresses to the floor, with hats. We all wore morning dress, except Dickie Mountbatten, who appeared as an admiral in full dress uniform. He could never resist dressing up. I sat just behind the Queen between my mother and sister. Lots of Commonwealth prime ministers were present as it coincided with a Commonwealth Conference. Margaret and Tony left rather dramatically in the royal barge from Tower Pier and sailed away on their honeymoon in HMY Britannia.

 

Sometimes he was needed in his own right, in particular for two state visits in 1960. It is traditional that the Queen should receive a state visit from a European monarch, usually in London, then pay a return visit. If there is a change in monarch, the process is repeated. Sometimes there is a political reason for a second such visit. Presidents also make state visits, but usually for a defined purpose, and certainly not whenever there is a new one. The format is invariably designed to a formula: the arrival, when the visitor is met by a member of the Royal Family at an airport or port, then escorted to London to meet the Queen and other members of the Royal Family. There are two state banquets, one given by the Queen and a return banquet given by the state visitor. A wreath is laid on the tomb of the unknown warrior in Westminster Abbey and very often the state visitor goes to some part of Britain that especially interests them.

 

Duke: State visits in those days were rather more complicated. Now the visiting heads of state just arrive and disappear to their embassy. They arrive for the official greeting on Horse Guards. But at that time it all started at one of the airports, then Victoria station. There was a lot of hand-shaking, then the Palace, state banquet, and everything else. It was quite a drawn-out and elaborate business.

There were several state visits to Britain each year and each one lasted for several days. The Royal Family attend both the banquets.

I had been with my regiment in Germany for nearly two years when I was suddenly called back. ‘You have to come home immediately.’ It was to do with the state visit of King Bhumibol of Thailand: my uncle, the Duke of Gloucester, had had to pull out. He had slipped a disc at Barnwell and been ordered to rest so he cancelled all of his engagements. I was on exercise: one minute I was in a tank, then at home.

My sister went to the airport to greet King Bhumibol, as she had met him in Thailand earlier in the year. I waited at Victoria station with the Queen and Prince Philip, the Duchess of Gloucester, the Princess Royal and my mother to meet the King and Queen of Thailand there. In those days the arrival was filmed live on television. The police also used cameras for the first time to monitor crowds and traffic during the entire visit. I went to the state banquet that evening, and the next evening we went to the King’s dinner at the Royal Thai Embassy. As I was in England I also went to a Palace garden party before flying back to Germany.

The King of Thailand was a charming man and a keen musician. He was a jazz saxophone player and a composer. He played with people like Benny Goodman. My mother loved that and after the formal state visit was over, she threw a party for him – a dinner and dance – to which the Queen and Prince Philip came.

In October I was called back again for the state visit of King Mahendra of Nepal. He and his late father had been prisoners of the antique Rana oligarchy until 1950, when the old regime had been overthrown. He had been King since 1955 and had achieved a lot in bringing to Nepal some enlightened and prosperous order. It was said that he wanted to make Nepal the Switzerland of Asia, neutral and on good terms with its neighbouring countries. To the British, Nepal meant Gurkhas and Sherpas, and there was a strong Gurkha element in the state visit. Lord Slim,FN50 a heroic figure, and one of the outstanding military figures from the Second World War, was present at the airport, and later in the visit there was a Gurkha review in the gardens of Buckingham Palace. In her speech at the state banquet the Queen referred to the eve of her Coronation and the thrill of hearing how it had been a Nepalese and one of her Commonwealth citizens who had reached the summit of Everest together – Sherpa Tenzing and Edmund Hillary.

The King had shown great independence of spirit growing up and, among much else, had rejected the custom of having two wives – it was said to give the succession a double chance. He had elected to be monogamous. During his five years on the throne, he had travelled more widely through his country than any of his predecessors. It was an interesting balance. He was a progressive-conservative monarch, quite prepared for his powers to be eroded as representative government was established.

That was the man I was sent to meet at the airport. It was extraordinary to think that there was no one else to do it. The first time, it was daunting, but little by little that kind of engagement began to build up. The Crown Prince, who was studying in Britain, came with me. There was a bad fog and all the planes were stacked up, unable to land. When the King and Queen arrived, I had to present to them the suite who would be with them for the visit. I then accompanied them to Victoria station, fog delaying the train by forty-five minutes. The whole Royal Family were there, including the Duke and Duchess of Gloucester, my mother and sister. I was then in the carriage procession with the Duke of Beaufort to the Palace. There was a state banquet and the next day I went with the King to the Guildhall. There, he told the assembled dignitaries that the Queen and Prince Philip were coming on a state visit the following year. Charmingly he said, ‘You may come along too, as many of you as possible, whenever you can, and see our land for yourselves. We will try to make you feel as much at home as you have made my wife and myself feel over here.’ He gave me the Order of Tri Shakti Patta, first class with chain. The visit also included a performance at the Royal Opera House.
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King Mahendra of Nepal with the Queen at Covent Garden during his 1960 state visit. The Duke and Princess Marina are in the second row

 

A few days later a Heron of the Queen’s Flight took me back to my regiment in Germany, while the King and Queen of Nepal stayed on for a fortnight to visit places like Oxford and the Highlands. They clearly enjoyed their visit enormously.

Their later history was sad. King Mahendra died of a massive heart attack in 1972 at the age of fifty-one. Crown Prince Birendra took over but died tragically in 2001 when his son shot him and eight other members of the Nepalese Royal Family, including Princess Shanti whom I had met on the state visit. It was a horrific massacre. Queen Ratna survives in her nineties.

 

The Duke came home for Christmas. He and Princess Alexandra were both given the Grand Cross of the Royal Victorian Order on Christmas Day. Queen Victoria founded the order in 1896 to recognise personal service to the Sovereign. Princess Alexandra had already undertaken several royal tours, and it was given to the Duke partly so that he could wear it when he undertook the important role of representing the Queen at independence ceremonies.

In those days the Grand Cross was usually given to members of the Royal Family. More recently, the Queen started her sons, Prince Andrew and Prince Edward, as CVOs; they rose gradually to KCVO, and finally to GCVO. Prince Michael of Kent was made KCVO in 1992 and GCVO in 2003. The Duchess of Kent was appointed GCVO at the time of the Silver Jubilee in 1977.

The Duke and Princess Alexandra are now the senior GCVOs in order of appointment.

 

In 1958 the Duke had undergone a strenuous six-week riding course at Aldershot, and then, on 14 October, he left with his regiment to be stationed in Germany, travelling out by car. After that, the Duke returned to Britain where he took up a desk job at the War Office.

 

Duke: I took up a new post on 13 February 1961, as GSO 3 Chief of the Imperial General staff. On my first day I was met at the War Office by Lieutenant Colonel J. M. Brockbank. My boss was Sir Francis Festing, a great character. He was the CIGS as he was called in those days – ‘Imperial’ was still there. I worked in his office as a very junior staff officer for about a year, or just over. I went a couple of times on visits, but mostly I sat in his office reading correspondence. Voluminous papers came in. Although there were already two highly qualified staff officers sitting there, occasionally they’d pass bits to me, and say, ‘Would you like to look at this and work out an answer?’ It was a completely new experience. I started there in 1961, so it was only a month or two before the independence ceremony in Sierra Leone, and I think Dickie Mountbatten, needless to say, had had something to do with it. ‘I suppose you ought to do a staff job, old boy!’ and I said I thought that might be rather fun so he fixed it up. I think he may have rung up Frankie Festing himself and said, ‘Take the boy on.’

He was a great schemer, Lord Mountbatten. I didn’t really know him until after I’d married. And then he used to invite us down to Broadlands. He was very kind to us both. There was no scheming where we were concerned. We had passed that stage.

Francis Festing was a tremendous sword man and from time to time he would discover, on his way to the War Office, that there was a sale on. We would get a message: ‘The chief will be in a bit late today. He’s popping into Sotheby’s to look at some swords.’ He had a very distinguished war record and there were three sons. Matthew, who died recently, became head of the Order of Malta. Andrew was a very good portrait painter. He painted a group picture for Buck’s Club in which I appear, and then he did my portrait, more than once in fact. He painted the Queen once too.

Not long after starting this post, I was off to Sierra Leone with the Instruments of Independence. This was a relatively new phenomenon. In the 1950s, there was a great appetite for independence, with Harold Macmillan talking about ‘the wind of change . . . blowing through’ the African continent in 1960. A number of countries had been granted independence from the Crown over the years, mostly notably when Dickie Mountbatten handed over India in 1947. It was more than understandable that countries wanted to govern themselves.

It became a tradition that the Queen would send a member of her family to the country in question to preside over the transfer.

As early as August 1960 the question of who should go to Sierra Leone was being discussed at the Colonial Office. It was the Queen’s choice as to who should represent her, but recommendations could be made. Having observed Nigeria, Sir Maurice Dorman, the Governor, apparently thought Sierra Leone would like Princess Alexandra, but the Queen decided to send me. As the plans were put in place, the political situation declined in Sierra Leone, and there was some question as to whether or not I should go. A message from the Queen was devised before the visit, but it was held over for the time being:

 

I have it in command from The Queen to read to you the following message from Her Majesty to Her people of Sierra Leone:

‘I have entrusted to my cousin the duty of acting as my representative at the celebrations of the independence of your country.

My husband and I are looking forward with pleasure to our own visit to you later this year but today our thoughts are with you. It is with special pleasure that I welcome you to our Commonwealth family of Nations.

You step forward into the councils of the World at a time of rapid change but I know that Sierra Leone, grounded firmly in her own traditions, will play a worthy part there.

I send you my own good wishes and pray that God may bless and guide you throughout the coming years.’

This was my first visit to Africa. What an experience it would be. I had just got engaged to Katharine Worsley in March 1961, and Sierra Leone was in April, so I had to leave her to do that. Luckily Philip Hay came with me. Before I left I had a meeting with Iain Macleod, while Duncan Sandys and Lord PerthFN51 came on the trip.

I was flown the three thousand miles in a Heron of the Queen’s Flight, stopping in Bordeaux, spending a night in Gibraltar and one in Dakar. There had been some political trouble before I arrived in Freetown on 24 April. Eighteen leaders of the All Peoples’ Party, then the opposition, were arrested for trying to call a general strike. They wanted a parliamentary general election before independence. They were accused of trying to obtain explosives and of sabotaging the lighting at key places where the ceremonies were to take place. On 21 April there were explosions at two power stations in Freetown.

The great thing about this independence was that it had come about by what the Mayor of Freetown called ‘the British tradition of evolutionary constitutional development’ and not as a result of bloodshed or revolution. I thanked him for his welcome and, in particular, for including Katharine’s name in his address and for presenting me with a golden key. In my speech I pointed out: ‘As a small settlement, Freetown was given its name nearly 170 years ago; this week that name acquires fresh significance, as the capital of a newly independent and sovereign country.’ They were pleased that I said I would tell the Queen all about it when I got home.

Everything was based on British practice. At the Sierra Leone parliament there was a ceremonial handing over of the state papers and a Sierra Leonian was dressed in the Speaker’s role.

I was a junior captain in the Scots Greys, and it was very hot and sticky, but I had to wear a uniform, which included a sword and spurs, for most of the ceremonial events – hardly ideal in that climate. The contrast between all of that formality and the reality of Sierra Leone was considerable. It was a very poor and deprived country. There were no hostilities going on at that time but the chief means of survival was diamonds, which were in the hands of about one big corporation. When you walked down the main streets, some of the people were naked because they had no clothes at all.

But they were lovely people and the Governor was a very nice man called Maurice Dorman. He and his family couldn’t have been kinder to me. They had a very large and grand Government House. They had taken on many locals as gardeners and odd job men to create local employment. I felt lucky enough to be asked to officiate at the independence ceremony, presumably because nobody else was available.

On Independence Day I was finally able to deliver the Queen’s message, and to welcome Sierra Leone into the Commonwealth.

 

On the day of the Duke’s arrival, Sir Maurice Dorman, the Governor, reported home:

 

His Royal Highness received a very warm welcome in Freetown today. There were cheering crowds lining the whole route and he obviously made a most happy impression upon all the people. His visit could not possibly have got off to a better start. At the civic welcome he spoke very well and the crowds outside the pavilion listened attentively and appreciatively . . . We had two more bangs on Saturday night: small charges of gelignite were dropped into drainpipes on a bridge. They did no damage of any kind at all . . . The incompetence and foolishness of these men is to be seen to be believed . . .EN33

 

Two days later Sir Maurice again reported: ‘His Royal Highness has continued to create good impressions and to meet and make friends with many Sierra Leoneans. He is particularly good on a public platform, and his speeches have gone down well. He was very good at State Banquet.’EN34

On that day, the Duke was swimming in the pool at Government House when a group of APC supporters gathered on Queen Elizabeth Playing Fields near Government House and announced that independence would not happen unless the Duke addressed them. The rumour spread that the Duke would speak to them, and crowds gathered, many people drunk, and police reinforcements were brought in. The Deputy Commissioner of Police finally told them that the Duke was not involved with politics, that independence would go ahead regardless, and that their meeting was illegal. He said he would turn a blind eye if they dispersed, which they did.

Another feature of the visit was the presence of the Archbishop of York. He was there in connection with Fourah Bay College, the first Western-style university in West Africa, which had long been affiliated to the University of Durham in Britain. The Duke was made an honorary Doctor of Civil Law at the college.

 

Duke: Archbishop Ramsey was a wonderful figure, with big peaking eyebrows. He came along. He was to marry Katharine and me in York, about six weeks later. People were fascinated that he was the same age as the film star Cary Grant. They belonged to such different worlds.

 

The Duke invited the Dormans to his wedding in June and they came over specially, as did Sir Milton Margai, the Prime Minister of Sierra Leone.

 

Duke: On my return there was a City of London lunch welcoming me as a citizen and member of the Clothworkers’ Livery Company, but really to mark my visit to Sierra Leone, and my engagement. The Lord Mayor, Sir Bernard Waley-Cohen, made a big thing about it, stressing that I was a new recruit as a ‘deputy Sovereign’. I found it terrifying and I had to make a speech – I think it was largely written for me.

He also greeted my fiancée, referring to her as my ‘fair lady’. He added a further light Shakespearian touch: ‘Our thoughts will be with you on 8 June, when all that may be left of a winter’s discontent is made glorious summer by this daughter of York.’
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THE WEDDING

[image: clip0049]

Cecil Beaton’s snapped portrait of the bride

 

The Duke’s engagement to Katharine Worsley had been announced on 8 March 1961, shortly before he went out to Sierra Leone, and the wedding set for 8 June. This had to be approved by the Queen, to comply with the Royal Marriages Act of 1772, instituted by King George III to ensure that none of his immediate family married people of whom he disapproved. All of the Commonwealth prime ministers were informed of the forthcoming wedding.

 

Duke: I wonder if they would be now.

Needless to say, the press went into overdrive, detailing the progress of the romance, and coming up with recondite facts, such as that the bride descended from Oliver Cromwell. Genealogists could only trace relationship between bride and groom by mutual descent from Edward I, the Duke descending in over twenty generations from the King’s marriage to Eleanor of Castile and Katharine Worsley from the King’s marriage to Margaret of France (through Earls of Kent, Fairfaxes and others). Oliver Cromwell’s daughter, Frances, married Sir John Russell. Their daughter Elizabeth married Sir Thomas Frankland and their daughter, Mary, married Thomas Worsley, of Hovingham. The bride’s maternal grandfather, John Brunner, was a partner of Ludwig Mond, who together founded Brunner Mond, the chemical firm that became ICI. Sir William Worsley, the bride’s father, was a keen cricketer and Lord Lieutenant of the North Riding of Yorkshire. He had been county captain for Yorkshire for two years in the 1920s and was later president of the MCC.

It was the first time there had been a royal wedding in York Minster for 633 years. The previous one was in 1328 when Edward III married Philippa, daughter of the Count of Hainault. It was said from Bishopthorpe Palace, the Archbishop’s residence in York, that the decision to solemnise the marriage in York Minster was ‘not altogether a surprise’ but ‘magnificent news’. It was suggested that the service would be from the 1928 prayer book, which did not oblige the bride to promise to obey.

 

Duke: Three days later the Queen and Prince Philip gave a dinner party for us at Windsor Castle. My mother and Alexandra were there. Michael came over from Sandhurst. Also there were King Paul and Queen Frederika of the Hellenes, and their daughters, Sophie and Irene.

During the next days I attended a dinner for Commonwealth prime ministers, and went up to Hovingham for a weekend.

The press announced that John Cavanagh would design Katharine’s wedding dress, with Bellville Sassoon doing the bridesmaids’ dresses. Schoolchildren in the North Riding would be given a holiday on the wedding day.

 

Crowds gathered in the small hours of the night and could be seen cooking sausages on rudimentary devices for breakfast and playing cards to while away the hours.

On the day, the royal train arrived at 1.45 p.m. to be greeted by Lord Scarbrough in his role as Lord Lieutenant of the City of York. The royal guests left the train in stages, first the members of the Royal Family, then foreign royal guests. The Queen Mother arrived at York Minster at 2.15 p.m. with Queen Victoria Eugenie of Spain, who had entertained the Duke so often during his Le Rosey days. Finally, to deafening cheers, the Queen, Prince Philip (in uniform) and Prince Charles arrived at 2.25 p.m. The Duke and Prince Michael came from Nawton Tower, one of the homes of the Earl of Feversham, where they had been staying, as had Princess Marina. Princess Anne was the chief bridesmaid. The wedding began at 2.30.

The bride entered to ‘O Praise Ye the Lord . . .’ and they left the Minster with their famous organist, Francis Jackson, playing Widor’s Wedding March, which became popular at many weddings, the Grand Choeur Dialogue by Eugène Gigout, and Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in E Flat.

 

Duke: Archbishop Ramsey was already on the way out as Archbishop of York. He’d been appointed to Canterbury, and our wedding was almost the last thing he did before leaving York. We loved him and he gave a rather splendid address. Of course, the decision to get married in the Minster caused, as you can imagine, quite an upheaval, and the Lord Chamberlain’s Office was not best pleased. It was a big affair – the Minster was filled to capacity, which I suppose was fifteen hundred people. Then quite a few were invited to Katharine’s home at Hovingham, which meant travelling across Yorkshire, twenty miles to the reception. It was a lovely day, which I still remember vividly.

The ceremony was televised. This had greatly disturbed the dean, Dr Eric Milner-White, but he was put firmly in his place by the Archbishop. On the day, there were twenty cameras in operation, six within the Minster. The BBC were televising the arrivals, the ceremony, and even the going away from Hovingham, so much of the day was given to coverage of the wedding.

The BBC and a division of Rank Precision Industries in Leicester had developed a new zoom lens that could bring an object twenty times nearer the viewer. It was all very advanced for the time. An optical lens was positioned inside the camera side by side with the image orthicon pick-up tube and associated electronic equipment, and mirrors were used to fold the path of light from behind the lens. Richard Dimbleby did the commentary. By now he was most proficient, much better than he had been at the Coronation. The event was even shown live in France, Holland and Belgium.

I wore full dress uniform, which no one wore at that date but the regiment had some in store. I had to borrow one. Michael was my best man. He was then an officer cadet at Sandhurst. King Juan Carlos and SophieFN52 met at that wedding.

 

I asked the Duchess if the wedding had been a daunting experience.

 

The Duchess of Kent: I loved my father very much indeed. We went together obviously. I don’t remember fear. Archbishop Ramsey was a wonderful figure in every sense. I knew him well.

 

Duke: It was a large affair. It was incredibly exciting to have it there.

 

Prince Michael: I remember when my brother and Katharine came away from the altar and bowed to the Queen. As I was at Sandhurst in those days, it was quite a thing to be part of.

 

Duke: Twelve Gentlemen-at-Arms were on duty in the Minster. They had come to York on a special train. Everything had had to be meticulously planned. There was a lovely man at the Lord Chamberlain’s Office called Norman Gwatkin, an ex-brigadier in the Coldstream, and he was in charge of the planning, with Eric Penn, another former guardsman. They didn’t have very long to get it all ready. We announced our engagement in March and this was in early June so there wasn’t much time. The Royal Family all came up on the train. From what I heard afterwards they all had rather a good party. They had lunch with people like Tino of Greece [later King Constantine], who was a great tease. He and my sister and my younger cousins all had quite a jolly time.

 

Prince Michael: A lot of us went up on the Royal Train to York, and for some reason Princess Mary, who, of course, lived at Harewood, was with us. At one point King Constantine disappeared and dressed himself up in British Rail waiter’s attire and no one thought he was anything other than a waiter. He came up to the Princess Royal, who, dear lady, was never affected with hysterical laughter, and said, ‘Your whisky.’ ‘No thank you.’ A few minutes later: ‘Your whisky.’ ‘No, I don’t want whisky.’ After about four times, he revealed himself as who he was, and it didn’t go down frightfully well.

 

Noël Coward was delighted with his seat in the choir and noted, ‘Prince Eddie looked exactly like his father.’ Kenneth Rose was quick to point out that they put the wrong coronet on the service sheet. Douglas Fairbanks was there, and Cecil Beaton took the wedding photographs at Hovingham Hall. The press secretary, Commander Richard Colville, insisted on being there and, Beaton wrote, ‘proceeded to make things pretty difficult for me’.

 

The guests on the special train returned to London from Malton at 7 p.m., dining on smoked river trout, roast turkey and chipolatas, followed by strawberries with liqueur and cheese.

Cecil Beaton’s account has never been published in full before:
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