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Key to the Contributors


Spoken Accounts


HRH The Duchess of Kent, GCVO


(born 1933)


Katharine Worsley, wife of the Duke, and daughter of Sir William Worsley, 4th Bt (1890–1973), Lord Lieutenant of the North Riding of Yorkshire. Taught at Lady Eden’s School in London, married HRH The Duke of Kent in 1961. She converted to Catholicism in 1994. She withdrew from most royal duties in 2002 and later taught piano in a primary school in Hull. Involved with numerous charities, she is the co-founder of Future Talent, which helps young people on low incomes pursue a career in music.


 


HRH Princess Alexandra,


The Hon. Lady Ogilvy, KG, GCVO


(born 1936)


Princess Alexandra, sister of the Duke, has undertaken royal duties since her teenage years and still does today. In 1963 she married the (Rt) Hon. (Sir) Angus Ogilvy (1928–2004), younger son of the 12th Earl of Airlie. They had a son, James, born in 1964, and a daughter, Marina, born in 1966.


 


HRH Prince Michael of Kent, GCVO


(born 1942)


Prince Michael, brother of the Duke, was born shortly before his father’s untimely death in 1942. He undertakes certain royal duties, and is a considerable expert on Russia, himself speaking fluent Russian. In 1978 he married Baroness Marie-Christine von Reibnitz. They have a son and daughter, Lord Frederick Windsor, born in 1979, and Lady Gabriella Kingston, born in 1981.


 


The Earl of St Andrews


(born 1962)


George, Earl of St Andrews, elder son of the Duke, is Chancellor of Bolton University and trustee of various charities.  He married the Cambridge academic, Sylvana Tomaselli, in 1988 and they have three children, Edward, Lord Downpatrick, born in 1988, Lady Marina Windsor, born in 1992, and Lady Amelia Windsor, born in 1995.


 


Lady Helen Taylor


(born 1964)


Lady Helen Windsor, daughter of the Duke, was a Director of the Karsten Schubert Gallery at the height of the YBAs, and a fashion ambassador and muse for Giorgio Armani for twelve years, while also supporting CLIC Sargent cancer charity and more recently the Royal Marsden Cancer Charity, of which she is a Trustee. She married the art gallerist, Timothy Taylor in 1992. They have four children: Columbus, born in 1994, Cassius, born in 1996, Eloise, born in 2003, and Estella, born in 2004.


 


Lord Nicholas Windsor


(born 1970)


Lord Nicholas Windsor is the younger son of the Duke. He is a Roman Catholic, and involved with various Catholic charities. He married Paola Frankopan in Rome in 2006, and they have three children, Albert, born in 2007, Leopold, born in 2009, and Louis, born in 2014.


The Cousins


HRH Princess Elizabeth of Yugoslavia


(born 1936)


Princess Elizabeth, the Duke’s cousin, is the only surviving child of Prince Paul of Yugoslavia (1893–1976), one-time Regent of Yugoslavia, and his wife, Princess Olga of Greece and Denmark (1903–97), eldest sister of Princess Marina. She is a member of the House of Karageorgevitch. She lives in Belgrade, and runs the Princess Elizabeth Foundation.


She was married to Howard Oxenberg, and had two daughters, Catherine (famous as the star of Dynasty in the 1980s), born in 1961, and Christina (a writer), born in 1962. Divorced in 1966, she was married to Neil Balfour between 1969 and 1978, and had a son, Nicholas, born in 1970. She was married in 1987 to Manuel Ulloa Elías, former Prime Minister of Peru. They separated in 1989.


 


Count Hans Veit zu Toerring-Jettenbach


(born 1935)


Hans Veit Toerring, the Duke’s cousin, is the only son of Count Carl Theodor zu Toerring-Jettenbach (1900–67) and his wife, Princess Elisabeth of Greece and Denmark (1904–55), elder sister of Princess Marina. He lives at Schloss Frauenbühl, Winhöring, in Bavaria, and oversees the family properties. He is a keen photographer and a considerable expert on his extended family.


In 1964 he married Princess Henriette zu Hohenlohe-Bartenstein, and they have three children, Clarissa, born in 1965, Ignatius, born in 1966, and Karl Theodor, born in 1969.


 


HIH Archduchess Helen of Austria


(born 1937)


Helen Habsburg, the Duke’s cousin, is the only daughter of Count Carl Theodor zu Toerring-Jettenbach (1900–67) and his wife, Princess Elisabeth of Greece and Denmark (1904–55), elder sister of Princess Marina. In 1956 she married HIH Archduke Ferdinand of Austria (1918–2004), a descendant of Emperor Franz II of Austria (1768–1835), and nephew of Emperor Karl I (1887–1922), the last reigning Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary. They had three children, Maximilian, born in 1961, Elisabeth (1957–83), and Sophie, born in 1959. She lives in Austria and London.


The Household


Lieutenant-Commander Sir Richard Buckley, KCVO


(1928–2022)


Lieutenant-Commander Sir Richard Buckley was private secretary to the Duke and Duchess from 1961 to 1989. He was later an extra equerry. He lived with his wife at Coppins Cottage, formerly the home of Baroness de Stoeckl, in Coppins Lane, Iver.


Captain Nicholas Turnbull, MBE, QGM


(born 1962)


Nick Turnbull joined the Duke and Duchess as Private Secretary in 2018.  He served with the Queen’s Own Highlanders in Northern Ireland and Scotland, and subsequently with the Foreign Office, serving abroad in the Balkans, Afghanistan and West Africa.


Written Accounts


Sir Cecil Beaton, CBE


(1904–80)


Sir Cecil Beaton was well known as a photographer, illustrator, and designer of sets and costumes for opera, ballet, stage and films. He was responsible for some of the greatest photographs of the British Royal Family in the twentieth century. Princess Marina was one of his favourite photographic subjects and he became a personal friend of hers. An inveterate diarist, his account of the wedding of the Duke and Duchess of Kent in 1961 is published here for the first time.


 


Sir Charles Johnston, GCMG


(1912–86)


Sir Charles Johnston was variously a diplomat, translator and poet. He served as Ambassador in Jordan from 1956 to 1959, Governor of Aden from 1959 to 1963 and High Commissioner in Australia from 1965 to 1971. He is credited with having produced one of the finest translations of Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin.


In 1944 he married Princess Natasha Bagration (1914–84), a member of the Georgian and Bagration royal dynasties. She was a great-great-granddaughter of Emperor Nicholas I of Russia (1796–1855). She was a third cousin of Princess Marina, twice over [see Family Tree], and was close to her at the time of Prince George’s death in 1942 and until Princess Marina died. Sir Charles’s essay on Princess Marina has not been published before.


 


Baroness Agnes de Stoeckl


(1874–1968)


Agnes de Stoeckl, known as ‘Auntie Ag’ of the courts of Europe, was the daughter of William Barron.  In 1892, she married Baron Alexander (Sasha) de Stoeckl, who served at the Russian Embassy, was equerry to Grand Duke Michael, and later comptroller to Grand Duchess George.  A number of her books, written late in life, were published by John Murray.  She and her family lived at Coppins Cottage.










Prologue


HV: Would you say that being a member of the Royal Family has given you a more interesting life than you would have had otherwise?


 


The Duke of Kent: It certainly gave me a lot of opportunities to meet people and to travel. I have done a great deal of travelling through the years. So, yes, I think it certainly gave me advantages of that kind.


 


HV: My theory is that working within the system is the right way to operate as a supportive member of the Royal Family. The system is easy to work with, and the Queen is the person you are helping in a general sense, and you can also do other things for the general good that interest you. Taking Prince Philip, he worked out whenever he was needed and when he wasn’t he explored many different enterprises.


 


Duke: Exactly. I never felt I was locked into a system that was operating against me, or restricting me unduly. Far from it.


 


HV: The Queen needs so much support. She can’t do everything she’s asked to do in life.


 


Duke: I always felt I wanted to support her. That’s by far the most important thing in life.
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The Duke waiting with the Queen at the Grand Entrance to Buckingham Palace when President Jorge Sampaio and his wife Maria came to lunch on 13 February 2002.  They are both in mourning for Princess Margaret, who had died four days earlier


The Duke Today


The Duke of Kent is now eighty-six. He lives with the Duchess and her Labrador, Bramble, at Wren House, in the precincts of Kensington Palace, beyond the main palace buildings. Princess Eugenie and her family live in the house just beyond, and the Duke and Duchess of Gloucester, who used to occupy Princess Marina’s apartment, are also in the vicinity. Nottingham Cottage, where variously Prince William and Prince Harry have lived, and which was once the home of Marion Crawford, governess to the Queen and Princess Margaret, almost adjoins Wren House.


The Duke and Duchess of Cambridge live in Princess Margaret’s former apartment with their children. The Duke of Kent’s brother, Prince Michael, lives with his wife in a small house, which is part of the main palace.


The Duke maintains an office in St James’s Palace, opposite that of his sister, Princess Alexandra. His private secretary, Nicholas Turnbull, has his office in Friary Court. From there the Duke’s official business is conducted.


Like everyone else, the Duke’s activities were considerably curtailed during the Covid-19 pandemic. Normally he would have regular programme meetings each year to outline his planned engagements.


 


Duke: I have always done it like that. I would have one just before Christmas to map out what was coming in the next few months. These meetings would be conducted about every three or four months but, of course, that stopped in 2020. We haven’t had a proper planning meeting for two years.


I used to receive a lot of invitations. I’m not sure there will be so many now. I looked at my old diaries and they were packed. There has recently been a bit of slacking off. But as things have been opening up, I have had a few engagements recently. For instance, I had one the other day [autumn 2021] to go down to Bristol. It just depends on the local Lord Lieutenant. Sometimes I have struck up a friendship with a Lord Lieutenant and then they keep asking me back. Sometimes I don’t know them at all, but the one in Bristol has invited me several times. It is largely a matter of luck. That, combined with the fact that certain people know I have particular interests, which makes a difference, of course. As patron or president of a society or association, I will attend their events. I am occasionally asked to present the Queen’s Awards to Industry and spend a whole day doing that. Regiments also keep me occupied.


If a speech is required, the organisation suggests some points to make and we work with them on the final words.


 


The Duke has many responsibilities.  He has 110 patronages, on top of which there are the honorary fellowships and his membership of a great number of organisations.  The Duke of Edinburgh had a great many more and with the withdrawal from public life of other members of the Royal Family, there will be many patronages to be distributed.


 


Nick Turnbull: In terms of what the Duke is doing today, his regimental associations remain very strong, the Scots Guards, the Royal Scots Dragoon Guards, the Royal Fusiliers, the Rifles and the Lorne Scots in Canada.  There are the Lord Lieutenancy visits, during which he might visit companies whose work the Lord Lieutenant would wish to highlight and who may have been awarded a Queen’s Award for Enterprise.  His musical patronages are important to him and numerous, such as the London Philharmonic Orchestra, the Hanover Band, the Wigmore Hall, Opera North, The Royal Choral Society, Trinity Laban College, the Royal Choral Society, the International Music Seminar (IMS) Prussia Cove, the Newbury Spring Festival, the King’s Lynn Festival.  Opera North and IMS regularly feature in Lord Lieutenancy visits to Cornwall and wherever Opera North might be performing.  Other events may be in connection with patronages such as the RNLI, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, Blood Cancer UK, the Stroke Association, the University of Surrey or the Edge Foundation.  The Duke seems absolutely determined to continue to serve.


 


The Queen cannot undertake all the engagements that are asked of her, and therefore members of her family take on different areas, and step in where needed. As the Queen has grown older, we have seen her accompanied by other members of the family on her official visits. When from time to time Prince Philip was ill, and after he stepped down formally from public duties in 2017, the Queen has invited the Duke of Kent to be with her on the dais at Trooping the Colour, to represent her at prominent memorial services and to be at her side when required.
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The Duke with the Queen at the Birthday Parade on 15 June 2013, at which the colour of the Welsh Guards was trooped.  The Duke of Edinburgh was in hospital.  The Queen wears the brooch of the Brigade of Guards


 


Lady Helen Taylor: When Prince Philip stepped down from doing royal duties like Trooping the Colour, the Queen brought him in to be at her side on the podium. He was so touched – touched beyond belief.


A key engagement in June 2021 was Trooping the Colour in the Quadrangle of Windsor Castle to mark the Queen’s official birthday. The Duke was there as Colonel of the Scots Guards.


 


Duke: That Trooping was highly unusual because it was on a very reduced scale at Windsor with no crowds. Only a select number of people were there watching – mostly people connected with my regiment. It was their colour that was being trooped. I was the only Colonel to be there with the Queen. Normally it would be a proper full-scale Trooping, which I hope will happen this year [2022]. Until a few years ago Prince Philip was always there too. The other Colonels were all riding. I haven’t ridden in the Trooping now for ten years or so.


Normally I would go there in a carriage, and when the Queen arrives, I join her. I never had to worry about a horse. In the days when I was riding I was given very good horses, always police horses.


 


The Queen was scheduled to join the Duke in Edinburgh in September 2021.


 


Duke: I was in Edinburgh on Friday night, 3 September, for the Royal Scots Dragoon Guards, formerly Greys – their fiftieth anniversary of amalgamation. It was remarkable to realise that it was already fifty years, and they produced a photograph of me as a serving officer standing in front of my squadron at the amalgamation parade in July 1971. Sadly out of the six officers in my squadron all but about two have gone. There were quite a few friends in that picture. On Saturday morning, they paraded through Edinburgh, marching down Princes Street, which is quite a feat as it’s a steep hill, with cobbles underfoot. Marching downhill in spurs, which some were, looked most alarming. Anyway, they managed it. It was especially difficult for those on horses, a little mounted group of about four people with the standard.


The Queen would have been there – she was coming for a little service and reception – but a message had come through that bad weather was on the way and the helicopter that was going to bring her down from Balmoral might not be able to land. The helicopter company cancelled the flight. That was it. She couldn’t come. And then the weather was perfectly all right.


 


In September the Duke attended the memorial service for Lady Mary Colman in Norwich Cathedral. Princess Alexandra represented the Queen. He represented the Queen at the memorial service for Major General Jeremy Phipps in London. As Britain opened up after the long months of lockdown, the Duke’s name once again appeared regularly in the Court Circular, as he undertook his engagements.
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The Duke standing in for the Queen and saluting on the balcony of the former Home Office at the Cenotaph, 14 November 2021.  Princess Alexandra is behind him


 


Of these, his most significant appearance took place on Remembrance Sunday on 14 November 2021. The Queen was due to attend the Remembrance Day parade at the Cenotaph. In November 2021 the Duke, who had laid his first wreath as long ago as 1961, was to be present on the balcony with her. When the Queen’s doctors decided she should stay at Windsor Castle, he and his sister, Princess Alexandra, were on the central balcony in her place.


 


In their youth, the general public would have recognised them instantly, but it was clear that the BBC commentator, David Dimbleby, did not at first recognise that it was Princess Alexandra at his side, since the camera had to return to identify her later. The Duke wore his Field Marshal’s greatcoat. A wreath was laid on his behalf by his equerry.


 


Nick Turnbull: The photographers at the Cenotaph were all set for Her Majesty to appear, until they were told two hours before that she would not be, which was a surprise.   The Duke had always planned this year to be beside her on the balcony alongside his sister, Princess Alexandra, but given the Queen’s absence he had a prominence he wasn’t expecting.  It reminded me of the photograph of the Duke as a young boy, with the Duke of Windsor, walking behind George VI’s funeral cortège following his mother’s instruction that it was his duty to serve and he’s been quietly doing so ever since.


When he came out on the balcony at the Cenotaph, he immediately saluted. He’s always done the right thing.


 


Shortly afterwards the Duke paid a two-day visit to Belgium for the burial of some Northumberland Fusiliers.


 


Duke: One of the characteristics of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, of which I’ve now been the president for fifty years, is that of the 1.5 million war dead they commemorate and care for, about half are missing. They have no graves. Many people don’t realise that. Almost every year further remains are uncovered, almost entirely in France or Flanders, and sometimes in quite large numbers. In 2009 some 250 bodies were found, and the Commission had to build a new cemetery for them in a place called Fromelles, west of Lille, and south of Calais. The battle in July 1916 had been a disaster and the Germans had buried 225 Australians and soldiers of other nationalities.


The last one I went to, in November 2021, was in the neighbourhood of Ypres: they had found nine bodies and all were from the same regiment, the Northumberland Fusiliers, which happens to be part of my regiment, so there was a double reason for me to be there. The Northumberland Fusiliers raised fifty-two regiments in the First World War, sent twenty-nine of them overseas and lost 16,000 men in action. They had five Victoria Crosses to their honour.


It was a very moving little ceremony. They had present-day soldiers from the regiment act as bearers, and one by one, they brought out coffins. They didn’t bury all of them, but a smaller number to symbolise. It was all beautifully done, as a British military occasion, with perfect drill to very high standards. And those very young men lowered the small coffins into the graves that had been dug. The Last Post was sounded. Every dead soldier had some of their descendants there, and this was three generations on. Some of the relatives told me that it had come out of the blue to be contacted by the War Graves Commission to be asked whether they knew anything about Private So-and-so, who had died at Passchendaele in 1917. In many cases they had not heard that their great-grandfather or great-great-uncle had died in that way. In some cases it was a shock to learn this and in others it was a great solace. It meant a great deal to them, because in many cases, so far as the family was concerned, their relative was simply missing with no confirmation of where he had died, or how, or where he was buried. Even the minimal amount of information was valuable to them.


If a missing soldier has no grave, their name is inscribed on a memorial. When their remains are found and placed in a grave, their name is removed from the memorial. So, the names you see are all of those who died and had no grave. If you look at the Menin Gate at Ypres, for example, there are something like forty thousand names on it. The Thiepval memorial at the Somme, a Lutyens-designed arch, a very fine memorial, includes at least seventy-two thousand names, all of them missing, so it’s an astonishing business.


 


Nick Turnbull: The bodies were reburied at Tyne Cot, nine soldiers who were discovered by some canal workers. There were three elements to this programme. The Duke was wearing two hats – as chairman of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, and Colonel-in-Chief of the Royal Fusiliers. He went to Talbot House, where Toc HFN1 was established, then to a chapel service. He laid a wreath at Menin Gate where a memorial is managed by the Commonwealth War Graves on which all of the missing soldiers are listed. The next day was the burial ceremony for the Northumberland Fusiliers. Of those nine soldiers, seven were identified and two were not. About fifty members of the families of the fallen were present and each family received the Union Flag and the forage caps, once the coffin had been laid in the ground. Of the two that remain unknown, one was a Northumberland Fusilier and the other from an unknown regiment. They gave the Union Flag and the forage cap of the Fusilier to the Duke. I liked this idea as it reminded me of King George V, after the First World War, laying his own wreath on the Unknown Soldier’s coffin on its final journey into Westminster Abbey.


 


As 2021 came to an end, the Duke was looking forward to playing his part in the Platinum Jubilee of the Queen. Six years earlier, in October 2015, he had celebrated his eightieth birthday with a party at the Polish Club.


In his speech at the dinner, his old friend, Vincent Poklewski-Koziell, commended his sense of duty. The Queen was sitting next to the Duke and she said: ‘Hear, hear.’ His daughter Helen commented: ‘He doesn’t expect any praise or thanks, so when he gets it, it builds him up and it’s just lovely to see.’










Introduction


This book is not a biography or a royal memoir. It is based on a series of conversations with His Royal Highness The Duke of Kent, first cousin of the Queen. He has been a frontline witness to the key events of this reign. Aged sixteen he walked with the royal dukes in the funeral procession of George VI in 1952, and the following year he was one of the three royal dukes to pay personal homage to the Queen at the Coronation. At an early age he was called upon to take a key role in state visits to Britain, and at the age of twenty-five, he presided over the first of many independence ceremonies in Africa. He was riding directly behind the Queen at Trooping the Colour when blanks were fired at her in 1981, and at the age of eighty-five, he was the oldest soldier on parade at the Cenotaph on Remembrance Sunday in November 2020. No major royal event has taken place in the present reign without him being there, as part of the inner circle.


The Queen attended his christening in 1935, and all these years later he is still actively supporting her. He was at her side as Colonel of the Scots Guards at Trooping the Colour at Windsor Castle in June 2021, and on the balcony of the former Home Office in her place for the Remembrance Day wreath-laying on 14 November.


Royal memoirs are extremely rare. In the present reign, there were books by Princess Marie Louise, Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone (both granddaughters of Queen Victoria, whom they knew well), and Princess Alice, Duchess of Gloucester (widow of the Queen’s uncle, Prince Henry). These were informative and of historical value. Most of the stories related to earlier reigns. No member of the Royal Family has spoken extensively of the present reign.


The Duke was born in the year of the Silver Jubilee of his grandfather, King George V, and christened Edward George Nicholas Paul Patrick. Hundreds of people flocked to Belgrave Square to see the first male prince to be born in the House of Windsor (created in 1917). He was the first prince to be born in thirty years, and he was seventh in line to the throne.


Of all the Royal Family, he and his siblings are the most thoroughly royal. Besides being a member of the House of Windsor, he has interesting descent through his mother, Princess Marina, from Greek and Danish kings. His grandmother, the formidable Grand Duchess Helen, was a descendant of Tsar Alexander II of Russia (1818–81). She married Prince Nicholas of Greece and was the grandest of the royal wives in Athens, looking down on her sisters-in-law. Helen’s parents were larger than life characters in St Petersburg – Grand Duke Vladimir and Marie of Mecklenburg-Schwerin.FN2 Helen was somewhat austere. Her sister-in-law Princess Alice, mother of Prince Philip, defined her philosophy as: ‘God first, then the Russian Grand Dukes, then the rest.’


The Duke’s Aunt Olga was married to Prince Paul of Yugoslavia, Regent in the early years of the war, who was exiled to Kenya and South Africa. The Duke speaks of his ‘international cousinage’.


The Duke’s father, Prince George, Duke of Kent, was killed in an air accident in Scotland in 1942, so he has been a duke for nearly eighty years. His mother was a war widow, raising her young family on her own. His early days were enlivened by exposure to her wide circle of friends, people like ‘Chips’ Channon, Noël Coward, Cecil Beaton, Douglas Fairbanks Junior, and Malcolm SargentFN3 – many of the most creative people of her generation. They were a tight-knit family – the Duke is particularly close to his sister, Princess Alexandra, and his younger brother, Prince Michael.


Briefly, he went to Eton but then to Le Rosey in Switzerland, so his education was international. Prince Philip, a cousin through his mother, took him to the Olympic Games in Helsinki in 1952. He accompanied his mother on a Far Eastern tour later that year and celebrated his seventeenth birthday in Singapore.


He was at Sandhurst, where he won prizes in foreign languages and interpretership. In 1955 he joined the Royal Scots Greys, a cavalry regiment, and this was his main career until 1976. Like Prince Harry, he suffered from his royal identity. In 1971 he was pulled out of Northern Ireland, as a target for terrorists, which was a blow: he realised that his prospects in the army were likely to be curtailed. From then on he had to balance his career with royal duties. He was known for an interest in fast cars, skied for his regiment, and developed a passion for Wagner. His marriage to a Yorkshire girl, Katharine Worsley, at York Minster drew a crowd of seven thousand.


Today he is Colonel of the Scots Guards, a Field Marshal, a Knight of the Garter and Britain’s senior Freemason. Until last summer, as President of the All England Lawn Tennis Club he presented the prizes at Wimbledon. In the Order of Precedence in Britain, he stands twelfth in the land. He has numerous patronages and presidencies, has undertaken extensive royal tours and often represented the Queen at home and abroad. He rose to Lieutenant-Colonel in the army, which he left in 1976, stating, ‘Certainly I was restricted in the Army. But that was chiefly because of Ulster. It was, in a sense, my bad luck. I felt I was being restricted when it mattered most. There came a moment when all my colleagues, my contemporaries, were having to serve in Ulster and I was prevented from doing so.’


He became vice-chairman of the British Overseas Trade Board, working with no salary. Passionate about electronics, he became deputy chairman of the National Electronics Council. He was the first member of the Royal Family to visit China after the Cultural Revolution.


The Duke has been present at all of the great events of the reign, royal weddings, such as the Cambridges’ in 2011, and royal funerals, such as Prince Philip’s in 2021.


He is dutiful, modest, thoughtful and well-read. He loves music. He is one of the Royal Family’s greatest assets, quietly supporting the Queen, who holds him in great affection and respect.


* * * * *


I first met the Duke in January 2001 when the Anglo-Hellenic League invited me to give a lecture on Princess Marina. They said they would invite King Constantine of Greece, who was living in London, the Kents, and the Ogilvys, and I thought, Well, that’s fine, none of them will come. As it happened, seven did come, including the King, the Duke, Princess Alexandra and Sir Angus Ogilvy. (It is the only time that I have ever had a completely sleepless night – the night before.) I had, of course, seen the Royal Family in my childhood and while growing up, and remember in particular the procession of eight of them before the State Opening of Parliament in April 1966, perhaps the first time I saw Princess Marina properly. On 13 December 1967 I found myself sitting directly behind her and her family in Her Majesty’s Theatre, on what was to be her last birthday, for a performance of Dodie Smith’s Dear Octopus. Princess Marina was such an iconic figure when I was growing up, much loved by the British public, who were aware of her as a brave young widow, bringing up her children on her own. I never met her, but at the lecture I confessed I had reached out and touched the back of her mink jacket.


Princess Marina died the following summer and, as I had connections with St George’s Chapel, I was allowed to watch her funeral from the organ loft. It was the only time I ever saw the Duke of Windsor.


The Duke of Kent, Princess Alexandra and Prince Michael have attended other talks I have given over the years and, as keen readers, have read a number of my previous books. All three came to the launch of that surprise hit The Quest for Queen Mary. I suppose that somehow it had become clear that I knew a lot about their family. I have always thought that if I did Mastermind I would be fine on my specialist subject, though on more general questions would score nothing, with a considerable number of passes.


This book was essentially a lockdown project. Unable to undertake his normal duties for his regiments and charities, the Duke had time. It seemed a good opportunity for him to reflect on his life. In 2021, the Duke and I began a series of Zoom conversations. The Duke was invariably at his home, Wren House, Kensington Palace, and I was at mine in Wiltshire. Through these, the pattern of his life developed, a mixture of reminiscence and comment. In preparing the text, I have largely dropped out, leaving the Duke to speak, while occasionally moving the story forward in a kind of recitative, so his voice and mine alternate in this story.


For me, it was a fascinating opportunity and a far cry from the first book I ever worked on back in 1972 – Burke’s Guide to the Royal Family – when I was sent to see the private secretaries of the various members of the Royal Family. At that time the Royal Family were distant figures, operating through their private secretaries, and the only one I saw in person was Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone. Two such private secretaries survived into their nineties: Sir Simon Bland, who worked for the Gloucesters, and Sir Richard Buckley, who worked for the Kents. Normally the form is that you ask the private secretary if you can see the member of the Royal Family. This time the situation was reversed. I asked the Duke if I could see Sir Richard and, as a result, spent an enjoyable morning with him. Sadly, Sir Richard died before this book was published.


I am glad to report that the Duke himself has been much easier to talk to than some of those I have interviewed on royal matters in the past. When I was writing a book on Prince Philip’s mother, Princess Alice, Sir Brian McGrath sent me to see Lady Katherine Brandram (the former Princess Katherine of Greece, sister of three Kings of Greece) in 1997. She was obviously very nervous and had rehearsed what she intended to say: ‘My aunt was very beautiful, very fair and a very nice person.’ She folded her arms. That was all she wanted to say about her. I tried to veer off on another tack and asked her about another aunt, Princess Nicholas of Greece. ‘Ah! Princess Nicholas! Anything you want to know about Princess Nicholas, you must ask the Duke of Kent, don’t you see?’ We chatted about other things and I went home.


I had not fared much better with Sir Philip Hay, Princess Marina’s former private secretary, when I went to see him at Nottingham Cottage, at Kensington Palace, in March 1980. There had been an ill-fated idea that I might write a book on Prince George and Princess Marina but this was superseded by Cecil Beaton inviting me to be his biographer. I was fairly sure that Sir Philip would vouchsafe very little and I was not disappointed. I tried what I thought was a safe question: ‘What did Princess Marina think of her native land, Greece?’


His lips pursed. He said: ‘Now, anything that I might tell you about what Princess Marina thought of Greece might be read by the present King of Greece. Have you thought of that?’ Well, no, I hadn’t. I enjoyed the generous gin and tonic he served me and again made my way home.


The approach of the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee, a remarkable seventy years on the throne, is a good time to focus on the life of one of her principal supporters. Many books will be published in Jubilee year, but who better than the Duke, who has played a prominent part in the Queen’s reign from 1952 onwards? He is by nature self-effacing. He represents important values, not always shared by the present generation. A thoughtful tribute was paid to the Duke’s uncle, Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester, by his private secretary, Sir Michael Hawkins, in 1974. He wrote in cricketing terms and in some respects his words could also apply to the Duke of Kent: ‘He was an ideal twelfth man who was always ready to step into a breach but who was content that his side should win with or without his personal participation.’EN1


Following what the Duke said about his life in the Prologue, I asked his family what they would cite as his approach. His daughter, Lady Helen Taylor, said, ‘I suppose loyalty is the first word that comes to mind but also duty and diligence. It’s his reason for being, his purpose. He’s never questioned it, I think, because he inherited the mantle so young that he had a long time to get used to the idea, and his mother would have definitely drummed it into him – what a privilege to be in this position and what a gift to be able to serve his Queen and country. He sees it as the greatest possible honour – being able to serve her. So all I’ve ever seen is this extraordinary sense of duty. For my part my heart swelled with pride whenever I saw him on duty – for example looking resplendent in his uniform at the Trooping or giving the trophy at Wimbledon. Outside of office hours though he has an enviable number of passions, chief among those being music and cars and on a more personal level he has a fantastic sense of humour, which I have always seen as my duty to invoke!’


His son George, Earl of St Andrews, agreed: ‘He certainly takes his official duties very seriously, with a great sense of duty, discipline, responsibility and loyalty to the Queen, to support her, to help her. In a lot of things he’s involved with, he has a strong sense of their significance, and when he goes to the Lord Lieutenants’ days, visiting schools and factories, he’s getting to know different corners of the country, and showing the flag in areas that, maybe, don’t get a lot of attention. I think that’s important to him. And at the same time, when he’s not doing things like that, he has a great love of music, a great love of the countryside, and reading. He has a passion for history.’


This was confirmed by his brother, Prince Michael: ‘He is dutiful, but there was always a lot of humour behind it, a lot of laughter. He was probably less given to outbursts of hysterical laughter than I was.’


The Duke’s younger son, Lord Nicholas Windsor, added: ‘Duty is a bit of a dry word. It was the underpinning, but also he had huge interest in what he was doing, whether it was with the forces, or industry and science. He was very dedicated to all that. But I think he takes great pride in playing his part in supporting the Queen.’


George St Andrews also spoke of his father’s sense of punctuality: ‘He has taken to heart the saying that ‘‘l’exactitude est la politesse des rois’’ [punctuality is the politeness of kings], to such an extent that he always insists on arriving long in advance for any event he is attending, to the amusement of his family who would be happy simply to arrive on time. His concern for timekeeping even extends to keeping precise records of how long different conductors take for performances of every opera he sees.’


The Queen has always held the Duke in great affection and been grateful for his support. Lady Helen Taylor reminded me that the Queen was nine years his senior, ‘so when he lost his father, she was old enough to understand that he was just a little boy, and she was always so kind and sweet, an older cousin, who kept an eye out for him, and I think she still does – really heart-warming’.


Studying the Duke’s life, I have come away impressed by that quiet sense of duty, how important it is to the Queen to have a supporting Royal Family, aware of the sacrifices its members have made, and of how important and indeed possible it is to make a vital and significant contribution, working within the system. Prince Philip is an example of one who faced considerable opposition in his early years as the Queen’s husband, and who compartmentalised his life into supporting her, while having time to pursue his own endeavours.
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Prince Edward with his cousins Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret in the garden at Frogmore


 


The greatest part of this book is a mixture of the Duke’s words and my own, but I was also keen to talk to some of his relations. He has long been close to his sister, Princess Alexandra, who is only just over a year younger than he is. She came to Wren House to talk to me with her brother, the two sparking reminiscences between them. Later I spent an enjoyable hour and a quarter with Prince Michael.


The Duchess of Kent kindly offered to help with some memories, she having been an integral part of the Duke’s life since 1957. On his mother’s side, he has three cousins, all of whom have known him since childhood, and who remain in close touch with him today – Princess Elizabeth of Yugoslavia, Hans Veit Toerring and Archduchess Helen Habsburg. As mentioned, I was also able to speak to his children, George, Earl of St Andrews, Lady Helen Taylor, and Lord Nicholas Windsor.


Then, besides his former private secretary, Sir Richard Buckley, who was with him from 1962 till 1989, I was able to catch up on the present day with the present private secretary, Captain Nicholas Turnbull.


There were a few places where I relied on outside sources, who are no longer with us. Princess Natasha Bagration was a cousin of Princess Marina, and close to her when Prince George was killed in 1942. Her husband, Sir Charles Johnston, wrote perceptively about Princess Marina, and as his literary executor, I have drawn on his words. Agnes de Stoeckl, known as ‘Auntie Ag’ in the courts of Europe, wrote about the early years at Coppins from the vantage point of a close neighbour, her daughter Zoia being one of Princess Marina’s closest friends. I have drawn on the diaries of people like Sir Cecil Beaton, Sir Noël Coward, and Kenneth Rose. I am also grateful to Tahir Hasanovic for his help with the Duke’s visit to the Grand Lodge of Serbia in 2019, Allan Mallinson, Ian Brunskill, Mr and Mrs Ian Hamilton, Princess Katya Galitzine for letters from the collection of her parents, Prince and Princess George Galitzine, Cleeves Palmer, secretary of the Kandahar Ski Club and Lady Buckley and Peter Buckley, for permitting the interview with Sir Richard to be published. The book also profited from the editorial guidance of Rowena Webb and Tom Perrin, the eagle-eyed copy-editing of Hazel Orme, and Elizabeth Vickers’ help with photography.


I began by setting the scene and asking the Duke about his early days.










1


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.
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