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            PROLOGUE

         

         I was once in Buckingham Palace when I passed two young footmen whispering together in a corridor. I jokingly asked them if they were conspiring, to which they replied, ‘Please Sir, not in front of the Corgis.’ The expression was new to me. What they meant was that when they saw the Corgis approaching, they knew The Queen would not be far behind.

         Because the dogs hold such an important place in Her Majesty’s affections, the staff are careful not to offend them in any way, and they dare not utter a remark in Royal hearing criticising the animals.

         The Queen’s Corgi dogs are the most pampered pooches in the world. They are allowed unrestricted access to any part of any Royal residence; nowhere is off-limits. They travel with Her Majesty when she moves from palace to castle and back again and no one is allowed to touch them apart from their Royal mistress. If a visitor attempts to pat them, The Queen will sharply remind them that they do not like to be handled by anyone except her.

         She insists on feeding them herself and they obey only her, no one else. The royal chef prepares their food. The proud boast is that none of The Queen’s Corgis has ever eaten anything from a can; everything is cooked to order and when the bowls are placed in front of the animals, they never start until Her Majesty gives the word.

         Once they have eaten, they have to be exercised in the gardens, rain or shine. If The Queen is free she likes to walk them and the rule for gardeners at work is that they should remove their hats when she passes (The Queen not the dogs) and not speak unless she talks first. She usually will have a few words.

         If the Corgis decide to ‘water’ the flowerbeds, the gardeners are forbidden from stopping them. The Palace footmen loathe the animals, as they are yappy and snappy. They also are not fully house-trained so a supply of soda water and blotting paper is kept at hand just in case of any ‘little accidents’.

         It should come as no surprise to learn that royalty considers their animals more important than their servants. It’s a throwback to medieval times when dogs and horses occupied a unique position in many aristocratic homes.

         And in several other ways, the present Royal Family likes to preserve old-fashioned values. They prefer to distance themselves from their retainers, allowing them to get on with their lives in their own ways, on their side of the green baize door – just so long as nothing interferes with the family’s comfort.

         Buckingham Palace, which has been unkindly referred to as a monument to the past, is one of the few remaining households where an almost feudal upstairs/downstairs system is maintained, with as much adherence to precedence and protocol below stairs as among the Royal Family themselves.

         The senior of The Queen’s domestic servants, the Palace Steward, is as much a sovereign on his side of the green baize door as Her Majesty is on hers. His word is law and he is waited on hand, foot and finger by a retinue of junior staff, actually greater in number than the personal servants who work directly for The Queen. His morning tea is served in the finest bone china cup and saucer and no one would dare disturb him when he is taking his afternoon nap.

         The present Palace Steward started as a junior footman and it has taken more than twenty years to work up to his current exalted position in the Royal Household. Nobody argues with him except perhaps the royal chef, who works entirely independently in his own little kingdom.

         The Royal Family has an old-fashioned attitude to its servants: patriarchal, benevolent and at times severe if things are not done promptly. If a servant does not do his or her master’s or mistress’s bidding quickly enough, or has not carried out instructions to the letter, the Royal’s wrath is rapidly felt.

         The tiniest things irritate members of the Royal Family: an article being moved, furniture being changed or repositioned without permission, or a servant not answering a call immediately. And their attitude to their visitors can be equally confusing at times.

         The late James [later Lord] Callaghan, when he was Prime Minister, was a frequent guest of The Queen Mother at Clarence House, and on one occasion, when there were just the two of them present, she was eating from an enormous box of chocolates when he arrived. She asked him if he would like one. When he said yes, she then pointed to one in the middle of the box and said, ‘Have that one,’ which he thought a little unusual. During the time he was eating his one chocolate, she ate three more and then invited him to have another, once again selecting the one he should have. This went on for the remainder of the morning, with Her Majesty always pointing to the ones he could have. As Callaghan left he spoke to The Queen’s Page and asked why he was offered only those particular chocolates. The Page let him in on the secret: ‘Those are the ones with hard centres. Her Majesty only eats the chocolates with soft centres.’

         When Prince Philip gives a private dinner, he likes to decide the subject for conversation. One lady was dismayed to find she was expected to contribute on the subject of ‘deciduous trees’, about which she knew absolutely nothing. If guests are not quite as knowledgeable as they should be, the Prince can become very touchy – but if someone is more expert than him, it can just as easily ruin the occasion. Apparently the secret is to contact his office beforehand and find out his pet topics of the moment and learn just enough to be able to contribute intelligently, but not to upstage the host. Otherwise he can become ‘less than pleased’.

         Another of his foibles emerges if, when watching one of his favourite television programmes, an expected guest arrives – and no others would be admitted. He will order his footman to give the man a drink and tell him His Royal Highness won’t be long as he is involved in urgent business.

         The Duke of York employs the same tactic when he has visitors he feels can be put off.

         Prince Andrew loves television and his staff record any programme he fancies so he can watch it later. As he spends a great deal of time away from home, they reckon they have a backlog of some three years of programmes waiting to be seen, but he will not allow any of them to be deleted.

         His chef is said to despair of his master’s culinary tastes, with his preference for ‘burgers and fries drowned in ketchup’, but when guests are invited – usually his golfing cronies – they eat and drink the finest foods and wines; he is an excellent host. Andrew dresses better than his brothers, and his valets – he has two – say he prefers dark pin-stripe suits to any others. Some people have remarked on the fact that Andrew always appears to wear the same suit; it’s simply because he orders several in identical patterns and materials. He likes them, so why not?

         Prince Charles employs one hundred and thirty-three staff to look after him and Camilla, with more than sixty of them domestics: chefs, cooks, footmen, housemaids, gardeners, chauffeurs, cleaners and his three personal valets whose sole responsibility is the care of their Royal master’s extensive wardrobe and choosing what he is to wear on any particular day.

         A serving soldier (he is not called a batman but a soldier servant) based at Birdcage Walk, polishes the Prince’s boots and shoes every day – he has fifty pairs each costing over £800 to make by Lobb of St James’s – and a housemaid washes his underwear as soon as it is discarded. Nothing Charles or Camilla wears is ever allowed near a washing machine. Particular attention is paid to handkerchiefs, which are monogrammed and again all hand-washed, as it was found that when they were sent to a laundry, some would go missing – as souvenirs.

         HRH’s suits, of which he has sixty, cost over £3,000 each, with his shirts, all hand-made at £350 a time (and he has more than 200) while his collar stiffeners are solid gold or silver.

         The Duchess of Cornwall will not attend a private function unless she has been sent, in advance, a copy of the guest list. And she has been said to demand that certain names are deleted. On one occasion, two were apparently struck off and those of her son and daughter added.

         As we shall see in the following pages, the Royal Household is a self-contained community, described by The Queen herself (though how she would know is anyone’s guess) as a tiny village in itself, with all the infighting, gossip, jealousies, back-biting and intrigue one might encounter in an Agatha Christie novel. Her Majesty was spot on in her description, wherever she got it from.

         A number of suicides have occurred among the staff, usually because of a love affair that has gone wrong – either between a housemaid and a footman, or occasionally because two male staff have ended a relationship. Another problem experienced by certain long-serving servants (who have known no other life) is that they suddenly found they no longer had a job to do. They were not sacked but were quietly isolated in their rooms on the top floor, and couldn’t face a future without the daily routine and protective blanket they were used to in the Royal Household. Old-timers at the Palace will tell you that working there is not just a job but a way of life. Once you get sucked in, it is very difficult to move away, even if you want to. In fact, for some of these men and women, it is a self-imposed life sentence, albeit in the most comfortable surroundings.

         The present generation of younger staff are better educated than those who previously worked there, so the adjustment to outside life is not so difficult. They know how to operate a bank account, use an ATM, where the local supermarket is and how much a curry and chips costs. But there are still some older domestic staff at the Palace who have come to depend on it totally. They like the idea of a post office where there is never a long line waiting to be served, or a bank that opens twenty-four hours a day – and doesn’t charge for foreign currency if you are going abroad. It is still nice to have your laundry and dry cleaning collected and delivered free of charge, and if you are senior enough, to dine in surroundings reminiscent of the best gentlemen’s clubs.

         One former Master of the Household, the man responsible for the domestic side of the Palace, said that he was relieved there was only one ‘proper’ Queen in Buckingham Palace, as, with the temperamental staff he had to cope with, he had over a hundred below stairs.

         Nobody outside the Royal Household really knows the luxurious extent of the lifestyle of the Royal Family. Outwardly, they give the impression of being frugal and parsimonious – which they are, even though Princess Anne prefers to call it ‘Good old-fashioned Hanoverian Housekeeping’ – but it does not apply to what they eat, drink, wear, drive and ride. Every one of them, from The Queen down to Prince Harry, enjoys only the best that money can buy, even if they expect their staff to negotiate the most advantageous deals when ordering on their behalf.

         As a family they take luxury for granted, and regard loyalty – in others – above all other virtues. Servants are expected to obey without question, and to stand and be verbally abused without answering back, even when they are clearly not at fault. And there are constant reminders that they are held in less regard than the furniture, which is priceless, whereas servants can be replaced at any time.

         There is a little-known network of mega-rich friends, British and foreign, who fall over themselves to provide ‘safe’ houses for the Royals to hold private dinners and for them to attend weekend house parties in the knowledge that nobody outside the inner circle will be aware of who else is present and what goes on. The younger members of the Royal Family all have a select group of acquaintances who provide yachts and private jets for holidays, and the arrangements when they make these trips are amazingly detailed and complicated, in order to avoid press intrusion.

         Even those who are not involved in royal duties, such as the Earl of Snowdon’s children, are the beneficiaries of largesse which would be denied any ordinary man or woman. Sir Anthony Bamford, son of the man who founded the world-famous JCB earth digger company, owns an enormous estate in Gloucestershire and he has provided Viscount Linley, The Queen’s grandson, with a ‘cottage’ (actually a pleasant four-bedroom house) in the grounds as a weekend retreat. A member of the Sainsbury family has done the same thing for his goddaughter, Lady Sarah Chatto, and her husband, on his country estate.

         It’s a well-documented fact that figuratively all traffic lights turn to green for royalty. When the Princess Royal travels by ordinary schedule train from her home in Gloucestershire to London (using her Forces Family discount card) it can involve up to seven different organisations, including police from three counties, railway, Royal Household, Royal Protection Department and road traffic organisations. The only concession made to her royal status is that the car meeting her is allowed onto the forecourt at Paddington Station, but this is for security reasons.

         Of course, the Princess Royal is considered to be the most self-reliant of The Queen’s children. She refused to allow her own children to be given titles; she was the first to be married – and then divorced, and, so far, the only one to become romantically entangled with one of her mother’s servants.

         As in other great houses, members of the Royal Family, past and present, have become involved with their staff on a personal basis. But only on one occasion in the past one hundred years at Buckingham Palace has this resulted in marriage. Tim Laurence, who began his Royal Navy career as a ‘Season’ officer on board the Royal Yacht Britannia – which meant he only worked during the summer months – progressed to become Equerry to The Queen for three years as one of her most trusted and personal aides, before hitting the jackpot and marrying the boss’s daughter, Anne, the Princess Royal. Their wedding took place only a few months after she divorced her first husband, Mark Phillips, and then it was revealed that Anne and Tim had been enjoying a relationship for some time before it became public knowledge. Vice-Admiral (as he later became) Laurence has still not been entirely forgiven by some of the ‘Old Guard’ at the Palace who simply could not understand, or accept, how the daughter of the Sovereign could consider marrying such a junior member of the Royal Household – and not one from an aristocratic background either.

         In June 2011, The Queen conferred the honour of knighthood on her son-in-law, making him Sir Timothy Laurence KCVO, a Knight Commander of the Royal Victorian Order, Her Majesty’s personal Order of Chivalry, given only to those who have performed a special service to The Queen or her family. Many royal observers are still cynically wondering what ‘special service’ Tim did to warrant this honour.

         So murder, mayhem, suicides, love affairs between men and women, men and men, women and women, above and below stairs. Jealousies and ambitions, jockeying for position as close to The Queen as possible – backstabbing, fawning and sycophancy – it’s all here.

         On the surface the pace of the Court of Elizabeth II is as unhurried and placid as that of her great-great-grandmother, Queen Victoria, over a hundred years ago.

         But the difference between the staff of today and those of sixty years ago is unimaginable, with only the dress interchangeable. The idea that everyone is born to a particular role in life, which must never change, has disappeared, with social divides being bridged by many people from modest origins. These days the servants of The Queen at least have a grasp of realities that was missing in days gone by. The footman, who opens the door at the Privy Purse entrance, greets visitors with an easy courtesy, instead of the rigid formality of previous years. It certainly helps to break the ice for first time visitors who might be feeling a little apprehensive.

         At the same time no one who enters Buckingham Palace is unaware of the magic of the place; the mystique of Monarchy that permeates the very air. 

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            THE HOUSE

         

         Buckingham Palace, or simply ‘The House’ as all the members of the Royal Family know it – Prince Charles pronounces it ‘The Hice’ – is the official London residence of the Sovereign. It is also the only home of the Royal Family that bears the name of its original owner: John Sheffield, Duke of Buckingham, who was ‘persuaded’ to sell it to King George III, the ‘Mad’ Monarch who is said to have ‘given away’ the American colonies. The price was considered, even in 1762, to be the property bargain of the century: £28,000, though it was not intended to be the principal residence of the Sovereign; that was to remain across the road at St James’s Palace, still the Court to which all foreign emissaries are accredited.

         Considering that Buckingham Palace has been in the possession of the Royal Family for just over 250 years, some of the legends that have taken root appear to have come from medieval times.

         Every great house has a murder mystery and Buckingham Palace has one of its own, involving the then Shah of Persia. During a State Visit in 1873, a servant was supposed to be guarding the Shah’s bedroom in the Belgian Suite throughout the night, but was discovered asleep on duty. His master ordered him to be beaten. The bodyguards took the order so literally that the servant died of his injuries. Queen Victoria was informed that it was a natural death and, to save unnecessary paperwork and any potential embarrassment, his body was (allegedly) buried secretly at dead of night, in a far corner of the Palace gardens near Hyde Park Corner, where, it is claimed, no flowers have blossomed since that day. Some of the more gullible young housemaids believe his spirit haunts the Palace and claim they have actually seen the ghost – at least that’s the reason they give when found sneaking into a forbidden bedroom late at night.

         On a more prosaic note, the guardsmen who march up and down in front of the Palace in their scarlet tunics and bearskins, with a rota of two hours on four hours off, night and day, could not do much to ward off any would-be attacks as their weapons are unloaded.

         The only time when they have been issued with live ammunition was in 1936 when King Edward VIII announced his abdication. In those days the guard were stationed outside the gates and not where they are today and it was thought that certain elements of the crowds might try to storm the Palace. It never happened of course, but the soldiers are grateful that they now do not have to endure the taunts of visitors who want to be photographed alongside them and often used to try to make them laugh – which would have been against orders and would have meant the poor guardsman being placed on a charge.

         The guards still occupy these exposed positions outside St James’s Palace where the usual antics go on day after day. Apparently the Japanese are the worst offenders.

         Buckingham Palace is quite simply the most famous address in the world. When President Obama arrived for a State Visit in May 2011 with his wife Michelle, he was astounded at the attention to detail that accompanied their two-day stay. The Palace officials had even found out what sort of toilet paper the Obamas preferred in their bathroom (thickness, consistency and colour), their favourite flowers and whether they liked sheets and blankets (wool or cotton) or duvets on their beds. As the couple left, they echoed the words spoken by a previous US President, George Bush Snr, when he said, ‘Nobody does it better.’

         Queen Victoria was the first monarch to live in the Palace when she moved in on 13 July 1837, just three weeks after her accession, and her successors have continued to occupy it.

         But apart from George III, most of the monarchs who have lived there have not cared for the place. Indeed it was The Queen’s grandfather, King George V, who first called it The House when he said, ‘Sandringham [his Norfolk country estate] is my home; Buckingham Palace is just a house.’ From that date, all the Royals have referred to the Palace as ‘The House’.

         When King George VI acceded to the throne on the abdication of his brother King Edward VIII in 1936, he wanted to live at Clarence House, because he thought the Palace was no place to bring up two young daughters; Princess Elizabeth was ten years old at the time, while her sister Margaret was only six. It was Winston Churchill who insisted that the British people expected to see their King living in his Palace and virtually forced the new Sovereign to move, albeit reluctantly, across the road.

         The Queen has never revealed her feelings about The House, but the impression that members of the Royal Household get is that she too regards the place as simply a necessary working location from which to carry out her role.

         There is nothing very pretty or attractive about the Palace. It’s a functional, Portland stone edifice containing the nineteen State Apartments open to the public since 1993, but only in the summer months when The Queen is not in residence. She refuses to have the hoi polloi around when she might bump into any of them. But if you know the right people it is not difficult to have a private tour, even when The Queen is at home. One or two of the staff are said to have ‘arrangements’ whereby visitors – only around three or four at a time, so as not to arouse suspicion – arrive at a prearranged hour and are discreetly shown around the State Apartments. And if, at the end of the tour, the visitors like to press a few notes into a waiting hand, it would be considered bad form to refuse.

         When The Queen decided, against her mother’s and Prince Charles’s wishes, to open the Palace to the public in 1993, she first of all walked through every room choosing which apartments she would allow the people to see. Indeed, it took seven years before she would permit the State Ballroom to be included in the tour. And today some of the more interesting rooms are strictly off-limits to anyone but the Royal Family and their personal guests: the Chinese Dining Room, with its unique décor and the India Room next door, which contains a magnificent collection of weaponry, are just two that are forbidden territory because of their proximity to the Duke of Edinburgh’s suite, while the Audience Room is far too close to Her Majesty’s private sitting room – and also the special room reserved for the Corgis. There appears to be no reason on earth why the Belgian Suite on the ground floor, where important guests stay, could not be seen, but The Queen decided against it and no one argues with her.

         Throughout the working week – that’s Monday morning until Friday lunchtime – Buckingham Palace becomes the headquarters of Elizabeth II plc. It’s just an unprepossessing office block, housing the various departments needed to service the administration of Her Majesty’s official duties.

         So, nineteen State Apartments, fifty-two bedrooms, ninety-two offices and ninety-eight bathrooms and lavatories (when Edward VIII lived here in 1936 there was only one bathroom and he scandalised the staff and his family by installing – horror of horrors – a shower), this is where affairs of State are handled and it is also the scene of the most lavish entertainment enjoyed anywhere in the world.

         There are rules governing every aspect of life at Court, including entertaining. When singers, artists and musicians are summoned to entertain the Royal Family, they are given a seven-page document instructing them in how to behave. For example, they are told they must not, under any circumstances, slouch or lean against bars or tables, bow ties should be of the self-tie variety, as The Queen hates ‘made-up’ bow ties (she claims she can spot one at twenty paces) and performers are not allowed to speak to any member of the Royal Family unless spoken to first. If they are invited to a reception after the performance, they should never approach royalty without being asked – and escorted – by a member of the Household.

         While most of the departments within the Palace have been modernised to a certain extent, with word processors replacing manual typewriters, and a computer on every desk – they are even used in the kitchens – there remains an air of quiet tranquillity throughout the building. I have only ever seen one person running in the corridors and that was The Queen, at 10 a.m., as she rushed from one room to another, dressed in formal robes and tiara. My companion at the time explained that she was on her way to a sitting with an artist and she never liked to keep anyone waiting. Punctuality is the politeness of princes – and obviously queens. Otherwise, the idea of anyone hurrying is unthinkable.

         There is also a custom that office doors are kept open – and all the senior members: Private Secretaries, Keeper of the Privy Purse, Comptroller of the Lord Chamberlain’s Office, who are located on the ground floor, keep their doors open during working hours. No one knows why and how this began but it means a visitor will catch fascinating snippets of conversation as he passes by. And newcomers are warned to keep an eye open in case the Duke of Edinburgh emerges from his Private Secretary’s office. Even at ninety, His Royal Highness rarely moves slowly and as he is often shouting back to someone over his shoulder without looking where he is going, there have been collisions. One visitor says that the first time it happened to him, the Duke bumped into him causing him to sit down suddenly on the carpet. They exchanged a few words, with Prince Philip’s consisting of just two syllables, the second one being ‘off’.

         Buckingham Palace – and for the purposes of this book we will concentrate on the Palace even though there will be mentions of other royal residences – is a self-contained microcosm. No other house in Britain has its own bank, post office, police station, social clubs and separate apartments for different grades of staff. Also, with forty-five-acre grounds, it boasts the largest private garden in London.

         The most senior members – and as we shall see in the chapter on the Royal Household, a Member, with a capital ‘M’, is not just another worker, but an important cog in the royal machine – are able to enjoy as much whisky, gin, brandy or any other drink as they like, free of charge, not that in these days of the breathalyser many of them are heavy drinkers, unlike in previous reigns when no meal was consumed without copious glasses of wine and champagne followed by liqueurs. A few years ago the Lord Chamberlain, on one of his rare budget-conscious saving sprees, decided to charge the Members for all the spirits they drank. It was then pointed out to him by the Keeper of the Privy Purse that it was costing so much to collect the money it wasn’t worth the effort and the whole idea was quietly dropped – not that The Queen knew anything about it. If she had known she would have been highly amused. And there is no truth in the story that Her Majesty walks the Palace corridors at night switching off lights to save money.

         Visitors to Buckingham Palace, apart from those who are invited to use the Grand Entrance, usually go in by the north centre gate, that’s the one on the right as you face the Palace from The Mall. Once the policeman has checked your identity and verified that you are expected, you are directed across the gravel forecourt to the Privy Purse Door, so called because at one time it led straight into the office occupied by the Keeper of the Privy Purse. They have kept the name but that office is now used by The Queen’s press secretary.

         There are five shallow steps leading to the door, carpeted in rather shabby red carpet, worn thin by the hundreds of feet that use it continually. As you approach the door a liveried footman always opens it immediately; no one ever has to ring the doorbell or use the knocker. The footman wears his daytime uniform of dark green frock coat, black trousers, white shirt and striped waistcoat. They are the only men in the Palace who normally wear waistcoats (or vests), as The Queen is believed not to care to see men wearing three-piece suits. If, as on the occasion of President Obama’s visit, this is a State occasion, he will be wearing a scarlet tailcoat.

         The footman greets the visitor by name and shows you into the waiting room on the immediate right of the front door. Furnished with gilt chairs upholstered in lime green silk, there are two writing tables but no writing paper or pens since guests began stealing them as royal souvenirs. Newspapers are laid out on a further small table and three large paintings, frequently changed, adorn the walls. There is a fireplace, but like every other fireplace in the Palace with the exception of the one in The Queen’s sitting room, it is never lit. Altogether there are over 300 fireplaces in Buckingham Palace and as it normally takes some five people to prepare and light Her Majesty’s fire, the practice has been quietly dropped and now central heating and single-bar electric fires have replaced coal and logs.

         The system involving five people is as follows: the coal and kindling is collected from outside by a member of the garden staff, who hands it over to a kitchen porter (KP) as he is not expected to work inside the house. Then the KP carries the bundle to the green baize door separating the kitchen from the rest of the Palace and hands it on to a footman, who then carries it upstairs to Her Majesty’s door. But he is not permitted to enter the private apartments so a housemaid then proceeds to take over and lays the fire, but, protocol being what it is, she does not strike the match to light the fire. That privilege goes to Her Majesty’s personal Page. Obviously, if this were to be repeated throughout the Palace nothing would ever get done. So, modern central heating replaced coal fires and at the same time the environment was improved immeasurably, which, no doubt, would have greatly pleased Prince Charles.

         When I first visited Buckingham Palace to discuss a biography I was proposing to write on Princess Anne (before she became the Princess Royal) I was allowed to walk around unaccompanied as long as I knew where I was going. These days, with health, safety and security precautions predominant, no outsider is permitted to move around without an escort. Not that anyone has ever been known to sue The Queen because they have fallen over or a painting has injured them, but the Palace is taking no chances.

         If you are going up to see someone on the first floor, you will be taken in an antiquated lift complete with wood panelling and mirrors on the three walls. It creaks a little and moves at a snail’s pace due to an order of The Queen who once instructed that it should be slowed down when Prince Charles and Princess Anne were very young – because, it is claimed, Anne liked to frighten her older brother as they rode up to the schoolroom, where the Princess Royal now has her private office. She also has the use of a comfortable apartment in York House, part of St James’s Palace, when she stays overnight in London.

         As The Queen never uses this particular lift, no one has thought to countermand her original instruction, made over fifty years ago.

         Prince Andrew, Duke of York, has his office on the second floor of the Palace, where he receives official visitors, but his home is Royal Lodge in Windsor Great Park, which he inherited from his grandmother, Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother, and which is distinguished by an aircraft ejector seat prominently displayed in the front hall. Visitors are invited to try it out but not to touch the ejector button! What The Queen Mother would make of her grandson’s ideas on decoration is anybody’s guess.

         The top floor of Buckingham Palace is reserved for staff accommodation, with males at the right-hand corner, females on the left and newcomers at the rear. They move nearer the front the longer they work in the Palace. The rooms are spacious, furnished with heavy, dark wardrobes and dressing tables, and single beds only. Married couples do not occupy any of the rooms within the Palace; they have ‘Grace and Favour’ apartments elsewhere.

         However, many of the staff have now been moved away from the Palace proper to accommodation in the Royal Mews because it is believed to be easier to secure.

         One disadvantage to ‘living in’ is that there are no private en suite bathrooms for staff, so there is sometimes a queue in the early morning. It was during the heat wave of the summer of 1976 that the then Master of the Household was doing his rounds when he heard sounds of jollity coming from one of the staff bathrooms (there are no locks on the doors either.) On looking in he found two young footmen enjoying themselves together. When he demanded to know what they thought they were doing, one replied coolly that they were merely obeying his orders to save water. The Master was so impressed by this that both men kept their jobs – and he dined out on the story for weeks.

         The domestic staff like to tell of some of the initiation rites newcomers were forced to endure when they first joined the Household. One involved running naked through the State Apartments late at night, hoping no one would see you. If you weren’t caught, you were in. When The Queen’s children were single and still living at home, they liked to witness this particular ceremony (unseen) and they never gave the culprits away.

         The Queen’s private apartments – bedroom, sitting room, dressing room, bathroom and dining room – are located on the first floor above the Garden Entrance overlooking Constitution Hill. They are easy to recognise, as they are the only ones on that side of the building with bow windows, and are usually the only ones late at night with lights still burning. Opposite is the Pages’ Room, where her senior servants wait until called and next door to them is the Corgis’ Room containing not only the beds for the dogs, raised slightly off the floor to avoid draughts, but also the spotlessly clean and polished bowls used to feed them.

         Immediately above The Queen’s suite, adjacent to Angela Kelly’s (her senior dresser) apartment is Her Majesty’s wardrobe, a large, cedar-lined room, containing not only the everyday outfits but also the magnificent formal robes worn at the State Opening of Parliament.

         The Duke of Edinburgh’s suite is adjacent to The Queen’s, but separated by Her Majesty’s bathroom. When Michael Fagan broke into Buckingham Palace on 9 July 1982, and was discovered, dripping blood from a cut thumb, sitting on The Queen’s bed when she woke up in the early morning, many of the tabloid press concentrated on the fact that she slept apart from Prince Philip. What they failed to realise is that with many couples of their generation and class it is perfectly normal for couples not to share a bed at all times.

         One other reason in their case is that they have different preferences for bedclothes: The Queen likes a longer turn-back on her sheets and blankets, and lace trimming on her pillowcases; Prince Philip does not. And, as he was brought up in the rigid Puritanism of life at Gordonstoun, where cold showers and stoicism were the order of the day, he sleeps with his windows wide open whatever the weather and temperature. He has never used a hot-water bottle in his life. Added to which, even at ninety, His Royal Highness has his own agenda, so he frequently rises extra early and would not wish to disturb his wife. Above Prince Philip’s bedroom is a fully equipped barber shop, where his hairdresser trims the royal locks once a week, and even provides a pedicure when needed.

         Even when the royal couple had the use of the Royal Yacht Britannia, they had separate cabins and nowhere on the Yacht were there any double beds. When Britannia was used for royal honeymoons, the crew (known as Yachties) would rope two single beds together.

         Two of the nicest apartments in the Palace are those that traditionally belonged to the Chief Housekeeper and the Superintendent of the Palace. These flank the principal entrance on the ground floor and are guarded by the soldiers on Palace sentry duty. However, neither of these apartments is now used as living accommodation. The Superintendent’s position has been abolished, while the Chief Housekeeper now lives in a small apartment on the top floor overlooking The Mall. Their former quarters are now used as offices.

         One of the many rules governing Buckingham Palace is that the lace curtains at the front are never drawn back, on the explicit instructions of The Queen who likes to preserve the ‘Chocolate Box’ effect of its appearance from the outside.

         One young housemaid hung her underclothes out to dry from her window on one occasion. When the Master of the Household saw it he blew a fuse and ordered the offending garments to be removed from the windowsill immediately, even though the girl’s room was at the rear of the Palace overlooking the inner quadrangle, so no one would have seen it from the front.
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