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Introduction


 




Twenty years after she died, it was decided to erect a statue of Diana, Princess of Wales in the grounds of Kensington Palace, her former home. It is to be paid for by William and Harry, from money they receive from the Duchy of Cornwall, and private fundraising. One cannot imagine that it would be undersubscribed. More than two decades after her tragic death, Diana is still the “people’s princess” – a title co-opted by Tony Blair during the national outpouring of grief in 1997 – and – what she always wanted to be – the “queen of people’s hearts”.


During a life lived in the glare of publicity, Diana blossomed from being a shy, awkward, teenage, nursery teacher’s assistant to the ultimate fashion icon, said to be the most photographed woman in the world. She was also known worldwide for her compassion for the sick, dying and disadvantaged. And this was not just for public consumption. When she visited hospitals, hospices or hovels, she often asked her minders to stay outside so she could have a private chat with victims.


At a meeting in Rome in 1992, Mother Teresa told her: “To heal other people you have to suffer yourself.” Diana nodded vigorously in agreement.


It is clear that she had, indeed, suffered. She admitted being unfaithful to Prince Charles with James Hewitt. This was a sensational thing to have done. It, technically, put her lover’s life in jeopardy. Under the 1381 Treason Act it was declared high treason to have sex with the wife of the heir to the throne. Treason was still punishable by death and the death penalty itself was only outlawed in 1998. But Diana was held in such high regard and thought to have been treated so abominably that no-one could begrudge her a moment of happiness.


Since her death millions of words have been written about Diana. But looking back from this distance it is her own words that have an enduring importance. Various bon mots from Morton’s book and Bashir’s interview have achieved wide circulation. Numerous asides were recorded by journalists. Other quotes on the internet are more difficult to source, perhaps taken from private conversations. Some have the ring of authenticity about them. Others are more dubious and find no place within these pages.


Here I have attempted to present the distilled essence of the person the whole world took to their hearts – except, perhaps, those in Buckingham Palace she effortlessly upstaged with her innocence, charm and grace.


Still, she was missed in all quarters. A memorial service for the 185 people who died in the earthquake in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 2011 William said: “My grandmother once said that grief is the price we pay for love.”


The Queen herself said: “No one who knew Diana will ever forget her.”


Marking Diana’s passing Mother Teresa, who herself died at the age of eighty-seven on the eve of Diana’s funeral, said: “She helped me to help the poor. That’s the most beautiful thing.”


Father Frank Gelli, the former curate of St Mary Abbots Church, Kensington, who conducted an annual remembrance service in front of the palace gates, said: “Princess Diana was a wonderful, caring philanthropist. She would come sometimes into the church and sit at the back and pray.”


Harry spoke for everyone when he told the People: “When she died, there was a gaping hole, not just for us but also for a huge amount of people across the world. If I can try and fill a very small part of that, then job done. I will have to, in a good way, spend the rest of my life trying to fill that void as much as possible. And so will William.”


William, himself, added: “Over the years, I personally feel as though my mother has been there, she’s always there.” Many people share that feeling.


At her funeral in Westminster Abbey her brother, Earl Spencer drew attention to the fact that, all over the world, she was a symbol of selfless humanity, a standard-bearer for the rights of the truly downtrodden, a very British girl who transcended nationality.


She was someone with a natural nobility who was classless, he said: “She needed no royal title to continue to generate her particular brand of magic.”


The couturier Oscar de la Renta, whose elegant gowns she often showed off, concurred, pointing out: “Diana had a natural sense of royalty that no royalty can match.”


And she knew how to wear a dress to good effect. On the evening Charles was confessing to adultery with Camilla Parker Bowles, Diana had an invitation to the Serpentine Gallery’s summer party. She wore a figure-hugging black silk number, by Greek designer Christina Stambolian, which became known as the “revenge dress”.


‘“She thought it was too daring,” said Stambolian, until Diana changed her mind at the last minute. She looked a drop-down gorgeous and everybody realised that that dress was making a bold statement.


But Diana’s look transcended her clothes. “I think every decade has an iconic blonde, like Marilyn Monroe or Princess Diana and, right now, I’m that icon,” said Paris Hilton in 2006. However, apart from one incident in 1994 when a paparazzo snapped a picture of Diana sunbathing topless, she was not known for conspicuous nudity or, indeed, pornographic videos. Or as one internet meme put it: “In a world full of Kardashians, be Diana.”


Diana was so famous that even God, or at least his voice in Hollywood Morgan Freeman, craved an audience.


“Which lady would I like to meet?” he is quoted as saying. “Um, I don’t know that there’s anybody left that I didn’t meet. But the one that I really wanted to meet died and that was Princess Diana. I really wanted to get to know her. I like her.”


Then there is Donald Trump, United States President.


“I only have one regret in the women department,” he wrote in The Art of the Comeback. “I never had the opportunity to court Lady Diana Spencer.”


In November 1997, three months after Princess Diana had died, NBC’s Stone Phillips asked him: “Do you think you would have seriously had a shot?”


“I think so, yeah,” Trump replied. “I always have a shot.”


Another womanising US president had a more measured view. On news of Diana’s death Bill Clinton said: “Hillary and I admired her for her work for children, for people with AIDS, for the cause of ending the scourge of land mines in the world and for her love for her children William and Harry.”


Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said: “She represented Britain with nobility and warmth and she captured the imagination of millions throughout the world with her dedication to her children and to innumerable worthy causes. Her untimely death is a shock to all who admired her and who will cherish her memory.”


Nelson Mandela was also full of praise. They had met when Diana visited South Africa in 1997. Six years later, when announcing that the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund was planning to join the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fund to help South Africans with HIV/AIDS and their families, and to assist children orphaned by the disease, he told a press conference in London: “Caring for people who are dying and helping the bereaved was something for which Diana had passion and commitment. When she stroked the limbs of someone with leprosy, or sat on the bed of a man with HIV/AIDS and held his hand, she transformed public attitudes and improved the life chances of such people. People felt if a British princess can go to a ward with HIV patients, then there’s nothing to be superstitious about.”


Afterwards Mandela visited Althorp and put a wreath on her grave.


Those who knew her also commented on her sense of humour. Sarah, Duchess of York, said: “She had the best wit of anybody.”


It was perhaps not without a hint of irony that one of her favourite phrases was: “The things I do for England.”


“Diana loved to giggle. She loved to laugh. We had many, many wonderful times together,” said Elton John. “She was fun and accessible, that’s why people loved her.”


His reworking of the song “Candle in the Wind” as a tribute has swelled the coffers of Diana’s charities with its global takings.


George Michael said: “We clicked in an intangible way, probably because of our upbringing.” However, it is difficult to draw many parallels between the early lives of the son of a Cypriot restaurateur in North London and the daughter of an earl with a country estate.


She was, of course, the darling of other celebs.


“Only in storybooks do you get to dance with a princess until midnight. But it happened to me,” said John Travolta after taking to the dance floor with Diana at the White House in 1985.


Nevertheless she remained resolutely down to earth. Cliff Richard tells the tale that, after dinner at a friend’s house, Diana asked: “Do you have a pair of Marigolds?’ I’ll do the washing up.” The host eventually convinced her there was no need.


The tributes have all be delivered. Now it is time to hear from Diana herself.










Diana on Diana


 




Princess Diana’s most commonly quoted maxim was: “Carry out a random act of kindness, with no expectation of reward, safe in the knowledge that one day someone might do the same for you.” It adorns a hundred posters and seems to have had its origin in the 1993 children’s book Random Kindness and Senseless Acts of Beauty. But Diana made something more of it. The full quote was: “Perhaps we’re too embarrassed to change or too frightened of the consequences of showing that we really care. But why not risk it anyway? Begin today. Carry out a random act of seemingly senseless kindness, with no expectation of reward or punishment, safe in the knowledge that one day, someone somewhere might do the same for you.”






In the world of royalty that is hedged round with protocols and precedent, Diana was conscientiously unconventional. “I do things differently, because I don’t go by a rule book,” she said in 1995, “because I lead from the heart, not the head, and albeit that’s got me into trouble in my work, I understand that. But someone’s got to go out there and love people and show it.”


“It is a weakness that I lead from my heart, and not my head?”






She also said: “I like to be a free spirit. Some don’t like that, but that’s the way I am.” But, as her marriage crumbled, she was more assertive, saying: “I am a free spirit – unfortunately for some.”


“Each time one enjoys oneself – albeit it’s in a different situation – you have to pay for it, because people criticise, which comes with the patch.”






Once she had divorced and was stripped of her royal status, she grew ever more independent, telling a French newspaper: “No one can dictate my behaviour. I work by instinct, it’s my best adviser. I touch people. I think that everyone needs that, whatever their age.”


Diana was widely quoted as saying: “I have a woman’s instinct and it’s always a good one.”


She claimed that was how she knew that Charles was continuing his relationship with Camilla, even though they were both married, and that he loved someone else.


“Oh, a woman’s instinct is a very good one,” she said. “I wasn’t in a position to do anything about it.






But it wasn’t all heartache. She told friends: “Everyone said I was the Marilyn Monroe of the 1980s and I was adoring every minute of it. Actually I’ve never sat down and said: ‘Hooray, how wonderful. Never.’ The day I do we’re in trouble. I am performing a duty as the Princess of Wales as long as my time is allocated but I don’t see it any longer than fifteen years.”


Curiously her marriage to the Prince of Wales last almost exactly fifteen years, though she remained Diana, Princess of Wales for another year before her death. Marilyn Monroe’s film career lasted just fifteen years too.






Diana admitted to being a technophobe. In 1984, she told the Daily Mail: “I don’t even know how to use a parking meter, let alone a phone box.”


The comment came after millionaire art dealer Oliver Hoare, who was friend of Charles and Diana, complained of a number of nuisance calls. These, apparently, emanated from the Princess’s private line at Kensington Palace, her mobile telephone, and the home of her sister, Lady Sarah McCorquodale. Others were made in telephone boxes near the palace. The caller fell silent each time Mr Hoare answered.


“You cannot be serious,” said Diana. “What have I done to deserve this? I feel I am being destroyed. There is absolutely no truth in it.”


She told the newspaper that sinister forces were trying not only to harm her, but to undermine the monarchy. Hoare withdrew the complaint.






Diana wore her fame lightly. “It took a long time to understand why people were so interested in me,” she said, “but I assumed it was because my husband had done a lot of wonderful work leading up to our marriage and our relationship.”


The problem was that Diana soon outshone Charles, who was seen as being stuffy and out of touch.






Diana got to know herself and realised the talents she brought to the role.


“I’ve got tremendous knowledge about people and how to communicate,” she said. “I’ve learnt that. I’ve got it. And I want to use it


But she did not rule out an element of luck.


“I’m lucky enough in the fact that I have found my role, and I’m very conscious of it, and I love being with people,” she added.






The press paid little attention to Diana’s religious beliefs, but in 1993 she had long discussions about religion and spirituality with the Reverend Tony Lloyd, Executive Director of the Leprosy Mission. She expressed an interest in conventional religions as well as astrology and psychic guidance, though Lloyd believed she was simply seeking after the truth.


Largely she kept her interest in New Age ideas to herself though.


“I’d never discuss it with anyone they would all think I was a nut. I used the word ‘psychic’ to my policemen a couple of times and they have freaked out.”


However, she discussed the concept of heaven and life after death with Tony Lloyd.


“I find that fascinating and enticing,” she said.


The Leprosy Mission, with its link to Mother Teresa, was one of the six charities she kept on after her divorce. The others were the Centrepoint charity, which provides shelter for the homeless, the English National Ballet, the National Aids Trust, Great Ormond Street Hospital for Sick Children, and the Royal Marsden Hospital in London, which specialises in cancer research and treatment.


Among the hundreds she gave up were the British Red Cross, Help the Aged, the Parkinson’s Disease Society, Barnardo’s and Relate. Charity consultant Fiona Fountain said the Princess’ resignation likely cost charities a lot of financial support: “You can increase the price of a ticket so much more if you have got the Princess of Wales attending – it can add at least £50 to a ball ticket. That adds up.”


John Mayo, director of Help the Aged, said their income had quadrupled under the Princess’ patronage and they were “greatly saddened” to lose her.


“The Princess of Wales has brought light and hope to the lives of thousands of older people both at home and abroad,” he said.






A few days before Diana announcement that she was retiring from public life, she told a reformed drug addict: “Learning to like yourself is the hardest thing everyone has to come to terms with their problems.”






Although Diana was known and recognised around the world, she said: “I actually don’t like being the centre of attention.”


She told her sister Jane: “I just love to get home and kick off my shoes, take off my smart clothes, get into jeans and a sweater. Then I really feel like myself, the real me.”






Once free of her marriage, Diana asserted: “I have learned much over the last year. From now on I am going to own myself and be true to myself. I no longer want to live someone else’s idea of what and who I should be. I am going to be me.”


She told friends: “Inside the system I was treated very differently, as though I was an oddball and I felt I was an oddball, and so I thought I wasn’t good enough. But now I think it’s good to be the oddball, thank God.… Now, thank God, I think it’s okay to be different.”






Diana defended her shows of emotion and affection with the public in the face of criticism from some quarters.


“That’s why I annoy certain people. Because I’m closer to people below me than to the people above me and the people above me don’t forgive me for it,” she said.






Despite the tribulations of her later years, she recalled an idyllic early childhood.


“A lot of nice things happened to me when I was in nappies,” she said.






Until 1975 when the family moved to Althorp, the Spencer family seat, Diana lived in Park House on the Queen’s Sandringham Estate. It was her favourite childhood home.


“Endlessly explorable and filled with wonderful memories of so many pranks,” she said. “I can see myself now seated on the nursery floor, playing with my toys, totally into my own thing.”


And outside there was the estate to play in.


“I hated to be indoors,” she said.






A sense of destiny came to her at an early age.


“I always felt very detached from everyone else,” she said. “I knew I was going somewhere difference, that I was in the wrong shell.”


That was, perhaps, because from birth she was a disappointment to her parents.


“I was supposed to be a boy,” she said.


She had two older sisters, Sarah and Jane. Her younger brother Charles came along three years after her.






At West Heath private school in Sevenoaks, Kent, where she boarded from l972 to 1977, she turned out to be something of a tomboy.


“I was a St. Trinian’s-style terror, often in trouble,” she admitted. “In spite of what my head teachers thought, I did actually learn something, although you wouldn’t have known so from my O-level results. My years at West Heath were certainly happy ones. I made many friends, who I often see. Perhaps now when future generations are handing out punishments for talking after lights out, pillow fights, or illegal food, they will be told to run six times round this hall.”


The other punishment, weeding the garden.


“I became a great expert at weeding,” she said.


Otherwise: “I wasn’t any good at anything at school; I just felt hopeless. A dropout.”










Caring


 




When it came to the sick and vulnerable, Diana said: “I’d like people to think of me as someone who cares about them.”


And they were not wrong.


“I am all about caring,” she said. “I have always been like that.”






She was also ready to reach out to those others shunned.


“For many people in our society, the idea of talking with someone who has been in care, whether it be a juvenile offender, a person who has suffered from mental illness or perhaps someone with learning difficulties is too awful to contemplate,” she said. “I can assure them, it’s not so bad! Not one of those I’ve met ever hurt me, was rude to me or treated me as though I was mad!”






She learnt early on to be forthright. After spending an hour in an overcrowded Women’s Aid hostel for battered wives and children in Luton, Bedfordshire, in 1986, she told local housing chiefs: “They need another hostel.”






Diana was an advocate of “care in the community” – the policy of tending for those suffering from mental illness outside outdated Victorian asylums put into action by Margaret Thatcher’s Mental Health Act of 1983.


“We now recognise that many of those who were put into long-stay institutions need never have been put there in the first place,” Diana said.


She had first-hand knowledge of this.


“One woman I vividly remember meeting had been ‘put away’ thirty years ago, suffering from post-natal psychosis, after the birth of her first child,” she said. “Yet if the right support and resources had been available to her, she could so easily have continued to live in the community. Continued to enjoy what we all take for granted. Being able to go to bed when she was tired, not when the shift changed. Eating what she wanted, rather than being given food which offended the fewest taste buds. Being able to be private when she needed to, rather than having to share a room with four other people. No space, no privacy, no life!”


What’s more the policy was working.


“Care in the community has made all the difference to this woman’s life. She is now being helped to return to the community she left so long ago. Living in a homely environment with a small number of others, she is relearning the skills which had been lost to her. Savouring again the delights of a life she could barely remember.”






In the care of the mentally ill, women had a special role Diana thought. “Each person is born with very individual qualities and potential,” she said. “We as a society owe it to women to create a truly supportive environment in which they too can grow and move forward.”


After all, she said: “Everyone has the potential to give something back.”






There were dangers though. In a speech given by Princess Diana called “Does the Community Care?” on 17 November 1993, she said: “Recently a great deal of publicity has been given to a tiny number of people who have damaged themselves or others when they returned to the community from hospital care. It has raised very real concerns in many people. It’s true there is a small minority who are rightly seen as a potential danger to the community who need greater levels of care and understanding. But however terrible these tragic cases are, they cannot be used as a way of dismissing the needs of thousands of others who are no threat to the community whatsoever.”






Diana could even be quite political in her advocacy of care in the community.


“Finding the right kind of care in the community for each individual can never be seen as the soft option. Nor is it cheap,” she said. “It requires the specialist skills of many different experts and organisations. A partnership, between doctors, health and local authorities, the voluntary and private sector and the police, all working together. Sharing their resources and undeniable talents to create an environment in which a person can develop and grow. But it’s also a partnership between these dedicated carers and the person being cared for.”


“Care in the community is a partnership. A partnership between skilled and caring professionals and a concerned and caring community. Working together, to find new ways of helping these people who’ve been excluded and connecting them with neighbours who will understand and accept them. By providing, proper funding for the homes they will need and the support they so rightly deserve, we can show them how much we care.”


“Being asked to help decide what is best for themselves can leave the individual overwhelmed and frightened,” she said. “Building on the work of ‘Citizen Advocates’, who defend the rights of people with learning difficulties, perhaps we could also learn from the help being given to people with AIDS.”






While caring for all she met during here charity work, there was plainly something fragile about Diana. She needed caring too.


“Deep within us all is a need to care and to be cared for,” she said. “We all have that right. Yet many people, in their attempt to build a life for themselves, lose touch with their own sense of belonging, of being part of something greater than themselves. They no longer believe they have the time or energy to give back to the community they live in, by helping those around them to build a happier life. Yet a community can only develop when individuals remember how dependant we all are on one another and reach out to those around them. Yet we continue to hear how people who live in the same street don’t even acknowledge their neighbour’s existence, let alone stop to say hello!”


It was a sensation she shared. “It’s just by living at Kensington Palace – obviously it is a little bit isolating, but, you know, maybe we all feel like that.”


In her public pronouncements, she seemed to make a covet appeal for care.


“Every single one of us needs to show how much we care for our community,” she said, “care for each other and, in the process, care for ourselves.”






Diana possessed a natural empathy. “I understand people’s suffering, people’s pain, more than you will ever know yourself,” she said.


And she was determined to pass on that quality to her sons.


“I want my boys to have an understanding of people’s emotions, their insecurities, people’s distress, and their hopes and dreams,” she insisted.






She wanted to do that for the whole country too. “I think the British people need someone in public life to give affection, to make them feel important, to give them light in their dark tunnels,” she said using a chillingly prescient image. “I see it as a possibly unique role.”






In her last interview in Le Monde, she said: “It all comes down to sincerity. You can’t do anything good that you don’t feel in your heart.”






Throughout her busy and troubled life, Diana sought for one thing. “I’ve got to have a place where I can find peace of mind,” she said. It was something she sought to give others in her hospital and hospice visits.






Visiting Poole General Hospital in 1988, Diana confided in a five-year-old girl recovering from a serious infection: “I take my teddy to bed every night and he travels with me everywhere I go” – thereby establishing an instant rapport with the child.






In New York in 1990, Diana visit a children’s home for AIDS sufferers, where a three-year-old known as “Little Lady” asked if she could go for a drive.
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