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Preface



This book has an ambitious objective: to evaluate the story of Diana, Princess of Wales, fairly.


Divorce provokes twisted stories. It is clear that, in the destructive phase of their marriage, Princess Diana and Prince Charles allowed, and in some cases caused, prejudicial accounts to be published. Because Diana became a figure of almost universal impact – with more power to win supporters and donors to a cause worldwide than all the rest of the royals put together – an attempt to weigh and get behind the rival versions of her story is long overdue.


It is hard to judge the right moment for a biography. If this book and the television series it accompanies are too early, the fault is mine.


Brook Lapping is not the obvious television production company to make programmes – and generate an associated book – about Princess Diana. Britain’s independent television network asked Brook Lapping to do it, curiously, because our reputation lies in a quite different area. We have specialised in recent history: Gorbachev’s Soviet Union in eight hours, Nixon’s Watergate in five, the death of Yugoslavia in six, the Beirut hostage crisis in four, Israel and the Arabs in six. The techniques we have developed in such productions led ITV in Britain, the Learning Channel in the US, Canal Plus in France and a number of other broadcasters around the world to decide that we could bring to the biography of Princess Diana something previous coverage of her life has lacked. Perhaps judiciousness was what they were after. It is certainly what we have attempted.


Some people argue that royalty is not a fit subject for serious writers or programme-makers. In general we reject that view as pompous – in Princess Diana’s case, vehemently so. With simple acts she effected significant changes. When many believed AIDS could be passed on by the slightest casual contact, she touched a patient in front of cameras and made people around the world realise that they had no need to shun AIDS sufferers. When the British government hesitated about the sale of anti-personnel mines, she strode across the world to campaign for a ban. Her walk through a minefield in Angola caused apoplexy among ministers in London. It also won the cause, for the first time, the attention of the world.


Whatever she did, Diana made an impact; but in no area more powerfully than in destabilising her husband’s family. Effortlessly she outshone Guy Fawkes.


When Queen Elizabeth II called 1992 an annus horribilis, she was referring partly to the fire at Windsor Castle. But above all she was upset by a Princess who had declared open war on her in-laws. When, in her Panorama interview in 1995, Diana said, ‘It’s a very demanding role being King and would be a little suffocating, and I would think that the top job would bring enormous limitations to him and I don’t know whether he could adapt to that’, she was seeking to deny Prince Charles the office for which his whole life had been a preparation. When, after Diana’s death, the police warned the Queen that if members of the Royal Family returned to London they risked being booed or worse, they were demonstrating how far Diana had undermined the monarchy’s popularity. Then, at Diana’s funeral, her brother Earl Spencer promised to ensure ‘that their [William’s and Harry’s] souls are not immersed by duty and tradition’. The sound of applause from the crowd outside startled the invited mourners in Westminster Abbey, suggesting that Spencer and the popular mood were united against the Palace.


To the Royal family, Diana, alive or dead, was dangerous. The threat she represented arose largely from one of her great virtues: she seemed able to be genuinely sympathetic to ordinary people who were suffering. From lepers to drug addicts to the homeless, from crippled children to pensioners incapacitated by dementia, her capacity for kindly interest seemed endless. Clever people scoffed. But Diana had something they lacked. It resembled the ‘king’s touch’, the power monarchs were once held to possess to cure the sick. She just made people feel cared about – and feel better. Such a remarkable power could surely have been an asset to the Royal Family, winning them enhanced public enthusiasm. But her magic with those in need, like her magic in front of the camera, repeatedly upstaged her husband and in-laws.


The process by which Diana’s story reached the public is also a legitimate subject for further exploration. Diana secretly briefed journalists and lied to the Queen’s private secretary (her own sister’s husband) about the extensive help she gave Andrew Morton with his biography of her. Prince Charles’s friends also briefed the press unattributably. And his closest friend, Camilla Parker Bowles, surprised some senior people in Fleet Street with regular off-the-record chats. All these whisperings, the War of the Waleses, lay behind the two incompatible versions of the Diana story that became current, his and hers.


Generally Diana was the more successful at winning public sympathy, establishing herself as the victim. But some of Prince Charles’s friends and advisers put about reports that the Princess was mentally unstable. As a result several writers have diagnosed Diana as suffering from a mental illness called Borderline Personality Disorder. This piece of amateur psychiatry is now widely believed, leading to the conclusion that Diana’s husband was the stoical victim of her erratic behaviour.


The mechanism by which such dynamite was stacked by both sides beneath their royal rivals, possibly threatening the succession and even the Constitution, seemed worth uncovering while memories are fresh, since, by their nature, off-the-record chats leave no reliable written record.


An argument against undertaking the series and book was that researching fresh data about Princess Diana and her problems risked becoming prurient. I hope viewers and readers will judge that we have shown restraint.


Brian Lapping


Executive Producer, Diana: Story of a Princess
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Look at Me
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With a light knock on the door, Lady Diana Spencer came into the office. She looked first at her feet, then towards the royal official who was now standing before her. It was obvious she had been crying. Would he mind if she asked him a delicate question? Of course not.


She hesitated for a moment and then asked whether he knew someone called Camilla Parker Bowles. He said yes immediately. He knew her as a friend of Prince Charles who was married to an officer in the Household Cavalry. He had met her several times; all the senior staff had.


Then Diana said in a quiet but serious voice that she had just asked the Prince of Wales whether he was in love with Camilla Parker Bowles. He had not said no. As the tears returned, but still looking him full in the face, she asked another question: ‘What am I going to do?’ The courtier had no idea what to say. In his years of royal service, no one had ever spoken to him like this. He wasn’t alone. Within hours one of his closest colleagues, another senior member of the royal household, was asked exactly the same question.


The wedding was only ten days away. What were they all going to do? After urgent consultations in a corridor, the courtiers suggested to Diana that she should talk it over with Camilla face to face. One of them arranged a lunch at her favourite restaurant. It was called Ménage-à-trois.


So we had lunch. Very tricky indeed. She said: ‘You are not going to hunt are you?’ I said: ‘On what?’ She said: ‘Horse. You are not going to hunt when you go and live at Highgrove are you?’ I said: ‘No.’ She said: ‘I just wanted to know.’


Inside Buckingham Palace they awaited the outcome apprehensively. When Diana came back she said, ‘It was brilliant. We all understand each other.’ One of the courtiers told us:


We all heaved a sigh of relief. I do think Camilla and Charles backed off in the early years. But an atmosphere soon developed. Some of us put it down to Diana being spoilt. I put it down to different backgrounds.
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Diana Spencer’s background was different to Prince Charles’s, but not that different. She was born into one of the grandest families in England, a family that for two hundred years had been intimate with the court and its slowly ossifying traditions.


‘The Lord Chamberlain ventures most respectfully to hope that the heart-stirring though silent sympathy of the vast crowds of Your Majesty’s subjects may have somehow helped Your Majesty in his crushing sorrow,’ wrote Diana’s great-grandfather to George V. Edward VII had just died and Earl Spencer was looking forward to arranging the new King’s coronation. He made urgent notes regarding the forthcoming ceremonials: ‘Queen’s robes – Are they safeguarded from moth in the Tower?’


Diana’s grandfather was the first of his family for several generations not to take a place at court. But this was chiefly owing to his devotion to a more urgent duty: to preserve his own decaying heritage. In 1922, as a young officer in the Life Guards, Albert Edward John, 7th Earl Spencer, inherited the palace and estates of Althorp in Northamptonshire and the urban palazzo called Spencer House in St James’s Place, overlooking Green Park. Both were packed with priceless fittings, furniture and paintings, all of which needed care and restoration. There were debts, mortgages, death duties and the buildings were in disrepair. He raised £300,000 by selling six masterpieces by Reynolds, Gainsborough, van Dyck and Frans Hals to the United States. This solved the immediate problem. During the war, ‘Jack’, as the seventh earl was known, emptied Spencer House, to save its fabulous contents from Hitler’s bombers, and he crowded more evidence of the affluence of his ancestors between the fading silk wall hangings of his country home. As time went by Althorp became increasingly museum-like. In 1957 he opened it to the public, the condition for receiving government grants to save the fabric of the house from dry rot and death-watch beetle. But even though Jack Spencer was preoccupied with the conservation of one of the largest fortunes made in the days when Britannia truly ruled the trade routes, his wife, Lady Cynthia, kept up tradition. In 1936 she was made a Woman of the Bedchamber and she later became a lady-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth II. She was still a courtier when her granddaughter Diana was born.
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Diana’s first home, Park House, is in the grounds of Sandringham House, the Royal Family’s country seat in Norfolk. To Prince Charles, Diana was the girl next door – the youngest of three Spencer sisters, along with Sarah and Jane, who were all spoken of from the nursery as possible brides for Britain’s three young princes.


This privileged proximity to the royal home was owed to Diana’s maternal grandparents. In the 1930s Diana’s grandfather, the Irish-American Maurice Roche, Lord Fermoy, had settled in King’s Lynn and had befriended the shy, stammering Duke of York, later King George VI. Fermoy’s wife, Ruth, was even closer to the Duchess, later Queen Elizabeth (now the Queen Mother). When the Fermoys had children, the King and Queen invited them to take the lease of Park House. Later it passed to their daughter, Frances Roche, Diana’s mother.


Diana’s father, Johnny Spencer, Viscount Althorp, was educated at Eton and Sandhurst. As an officer in the Royal Scots Greys, he fought in Normandy after D-day. After the war he became equerry to King George VI, and after the King’s death in February 1952 he was appointed equerry to his daughter, Queen Elizabeth II. He met the bright and lively Frances Roche on a visit to Sandringham. After her coming-out ball in April 1953 the twenty-nine-year-old Johnny and the seventeen-year-old Frances began an intense love affair.


After their engagement Johnny accompanied the Queen on her coronation tour of Australia while the bride’s family arranged the wedding. With both bride and groom so closely connected to the Windsors, it was natural that there should be a royal presence at the ceremony on 1 June 1954. It took place at Westminster Abbey, a rare privilege. Seventeen hundred people were invited to the service, including Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip, the Queen Mother and six other members of the Royal Family. The Daily Mail called it the wedding of the year. Through a tunnel formed by the raised swords of the Scots Greys, the bride and groom left the abbey for a reception at St James’s Palace.


Johnny and Frances’s first daughter Sarah was born within a year. But, like generations of the great county families before them, what the Spencers really wanted was a son and heir. Jane, their second daughter, was born in 1957. The third child was a son, John, but he died within ten hours of his birth on 12 January 1960. The event was shattering for both parents, and rather than bringing them together it did the opposite. Johnny Spencer could not conceal his disappointment. Frances has confirmed that she was sent by her family (in which she included mother-in-law Cynthia Spencer and her mother Ruth) to be seen by specialist obstetricians in the belief that there must be something wrong with her.


When Frances became pregnant again (after a miscarriage that she kept secret) there can be little doubt that both parents were hoping for a boy. At each successive confinement Jack Spencer had built bonfires at Althorp to celebrate the birth of an heir. But the result was Diana. She later told her biographer Andrew Morton that she had felt unwanted from a very early age because her parents so clearly wanted her to be him. Frances says that this was an idea implanted in the adult Diana by therapists. And since an heir, Charles Spencer, was finally born on 20 May 1964, when Diana was still only three, she had little time to develop such an understanding of her parents’ secret feelings of disappointment when she was young.


Charles Spencer’s birth did not cure the tension at Park House. Johnny and his wife had drifted apart. Perhaps, having finally produced a son, Frances felt that she had discharged her responsibilities and could look to her own happiness. Still young and financially independent, she began to spend more time in London.


In 1966 Frances met Peter Shand Kydd over dinner. The heir to a thriving wallpaper business, he was adventurous, Bohemian and bright. The Althorps and the Shand Kydds met frequently, culminating in a joint skiing holiday. But the attraction between Frances and Peter was at the heart of the friendship between the families. Eventually Peter left his wife and met Frances secretly during her visits to London. She told Johnny about the affair in September 1967, and he agreed to a trial separation. She found a flat in Cadogan Place. In October, Diana, Charles and their nanny went to join their mother in London. Sarah and Jane were by now away at boarding school. Frances had found places for Diana at a local school and Charles at a kindergarten. Their father visited at weekends. It’s likely that the children did not know of their parents’ separation. The family was united at Park House in Norfolk for Christmas 1967, but then Johnny refused to allow the children to return to London with their mother and she left alone.


On 10 April 1968 Janet Shand Kydd sued her husband for divorce on the grounds of his adultery with Frances Spencer. In September 1968 Frances went to court with her plea for custody of her children. Lady Fermoy gave evidence against her daughter and she lost. A generous view of Lady Fermoy’s behaviour is that she felt the children would be better off in Norfolk. A less generous view is that she set a high value on the Spencer connection and was appalled that her daughter had run off with a tradesman. On 12 December Frances sued for divorce. Johnny cross-petitioned, citing her already proven adultery. He won his case and received custody of the children.
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Lady Fermoy is one of the minor villains of the Diana story: tough, ambitious, inflexible and steeped in the culture of another era. But since she followed her friend the Queen Mother’s policy of remaining ‘utterly oyster’ and never defended herself on the record, she has made an easy target. The majority of royal writers assume that she exerted a malign influence, and she is damned in most accounts.


It’s easy to create caricatures – Diana modern, classless, open and emotional, the world of her grandmother snobbish, secretive, repressed and sinister; Diana’s childhood ruined by the same deadening forces that she would later confront from inside the heart of the establishment.


Except that it wasn’t. Certainly there was a nasty divorce, which strained relationships between Frances and her mother for many years, but Diana knew nothing about what had been said in court. And she was to see plenty of both parents, who went out of their way to be civilised about access and not to drag her into their private recriminations.
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The divorce was made absolute on 2 May 1969. A month later Frances and Peter Shand Kydd were married. At first they divided their time between Buckinghamshire and Cadogan Place, but soon they bought a house in Itchenor on the West Sussex coast. In practical terms the custody arrangements did not deprive Frances of visits from her children, and she phoned them every day. The elder girls were free to spend their time where they wished. Sarah chose mostly to go to Park House in Norfolk and Jane to be in London with her mother. Some weekends Diana and Charles Spencer shuffled between London and Norfolk, and holidays were divided equally between the two parents.


Robert Spencer – Johnny’s cousin and close friend – maintains that the atmosphere was not particularly unhappy:


Well, of course, any divorce is bound to affect children. But I don’t think it affected Johnny and Frances Althorp’s children any more or any less than any others. After all, they were not particularly short of cash and they had two loving parents . . . They were fortunate in that they had two happy homes, and despite the parents being divorced as far as I can remember they were as happy as could be expected.


Against this it might be argued that the children were materially spoiled and, though not starved of parental affection, were perhaps given it in unpredictable doses. Diana always tended to have a dramatic side which may have been nurtured by many tearful partings and the sympathy she felt for each parent as she left to be with the other.
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July 1971. Mary Clarke turned right off the Diss road and into the tree-lined avenue that led to Riddlesworth Hall. The twenty-one-year-old nanny had started at Park House in February, looking after Charles Spencer. Her other charge, nine-year-old Diana, was in her second term boarding at Riddlesworth, a prep school about an hour’s drive from Sandringham, and Mary had still not met her. Now the Easter holidays had started, and Viscount Althorp had sent Mary off alone to collect Diana and bring her home. She was distinctly nervous because other staff had already told her some alarming stories about the way the children could behave:


Childish escapades such as going into the nanny or au pair’s room and throwing all her clothes out of the window on to the roof, because the house is built in such a way that there’s different levels of roof. And then poor old Smith would have to get up and get them down. Or else locking one of them in the toilets.


Mary didn’t think she would enjoy this sort of treatment. But perhaps the older staff were just trying to tease her. She had had a wonderful time so far looking after Charles, so she had set off for Riddlesworth Hall with an open mind, hoping for the best.


I arrived at Riddlesworth and it was a typical end-of-term scenario really – little girls standing round in their uniforms, surrounded by trunks and all their bits and pieces and in Diana’s case her guinea-pig in its cage as well. And I walked towards her, because obviously I’d seen pictures of her so I knew who to look out for. And I saw this little girl walking towards me, a real English rose with her eyes downcast, and blushing furiously. And she was very polite and shook my hand and then we were able to lose ourselves in all the fuss of loading up the car.


On the way home Mary asked Diana about her school. She said what she liked best was swimming. By the time Mary got back to Park House she was reassured, and felt she had struck up some kind of understanding. She had already spent six weeks alone with Charles and was worried that Diana might feel like an outsider, something she did everything possible to avoid. Diana’s room was all ready for her. As they got nearer to Park House, Diana was getting more and more excited to be home again. She asked Mary, ‘How are the Smiths? And how is Mrs Petrie?’ They arrived in a jumble of trunks, cages, hockey sticks and tennis rackets, and Diana went dashing off to reacquaint herself with her brother and father and all the staff at the house, as well as all the animals.
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Park House is a ten-bedroom yellow-brick Victorian pile, surrounded by wide lawns and trees and close to the church that divides it from Sandringham House. It’s a holiday home for old people now. To reach it you drive through the royal estate up an avenue lined with trees, then branch off on to a gravel drive with lawns on one side and the house facing you.


There, Viscount Althorp led the life of a country gentleman, with gun dogs curled up by the fire and piles of Country Life and the Field on the coffee table. Diana grew up surrounded by cats and dogs, and the precious guinea-pigs that she used to show in late July in the local flower show’s ‘fur and feathers’ tent. She had a fierce ginger cat called Marmalade, and her bed was covered with a variety of furry toy animals. She grew nervous of horses after a fall from a pony, but she went riding with Mary Clarke in order to be with Sarah. She admired her vivacious elder sister very much. She was a healthy child who loved her food and hated wearing dresses. She liked to be outside in muddy jeans climbing trees and making dens and going for long walks with the dogs. Even as a child she had a practical side and helped Mary Clarke with housework in the nursery, which it was the nanny’s responsibility to keep tidy. Housework was not Mary Clarke’s strong point so when, as he did now and again, Johnny Spencer came to run a finger along a picture frame, Diana always ensured she was there before him, dusting down the pictures and tidying things up.


When the weather looked good, Mary Clarke would plan an excursion to nearby Brancaster beach, where the Spencers had an old wooden beach hut. They would get the cook to pack up a big picnic basket and they would fill the Land Rover with dogs and children – Diana, Charles and their friends. Other local families had huts there, and sometimes the excursions would involve several nannies and all their children. It was a thrill for everyone. The first excursion to Brancaster in the spring was always a big event. Since the previous autumn the winter winds would have reshaped the sand dunes and blown them all over the huts. All the way there, the children would be guessing how many steps to the hut would have been covered and how much digging would have to be done to excavate them.


At the beginning of the track to the beach huts Diana would shout, ‘Let the dogs out! Let the dogs out!’ And they would all rush along, having a race to see who had arrived at the beach hut first. As soon as we got there Diana would rush out to get water for the dogs to drink. We’d be trying to scrape away at the steps of the beach hut, seeing which of us had won the competition to see how many steps would be covered by the winter winds. And when we got to the hut and unloaded the Jeep, Diana would be rushing around setting everything up, getting the water on so that we could all have a drink, and rushing off to the sea. Diana was always trying to do about a hundred things all together, just to get everyone settled in and organised. She did like everything to be totally organised. And then they would rush down – the beach huts were built in the dunes – so you ran down from the dunes on to the beach and they would have competitions to see who could take off from the top, and jump the farthest down on to the beach. Some of them used to roll the whole way down on to the beach.


They were really happy, carefree times down at the beach because you were free to roam anywhere. The sea was safe when the tide was in. And if the tide was out it would leave pools of water to swim in and huge expanses of sand. They would wander round collecting shells too.


I would tell them stories. We’d find the conch-type shells and hold them to our ears and see who could hear the sea the loudest. Diana, of course, always heard the sea the loudest. And I would tell them stories of different places, of different seas. Diana loved to live in an imaginary world where everything was happy. She always wanted everything to be happy. And we were very happy down at Brancaster.


But the children did not need to go to the seaside to play. The house was big and full of toys and the wrought-iron banisters were perfect for sliding down. There was a grand piano in the music room at the back of the house from which the windows looked out over the climbing frame to the lawn, and beyond that the fenced hard tennis court. Behind the tennis court, up against the park fence, was a swimming pool with two diving boards and a slide. On baking summer days, Park House was very popular with the children who lived near by on the Sandringham estate, girls like Alexandra Lloyd, daughter of the Queen’s land agent, and Penelope Ashton, the vicar’s daughter, and even with the Royal Family. Although Diana and Charles only visited Sandringham House by invitation, Princes Andrew and Edward frequently dropped by unannounced at Park House. Mary Clarke used to watch Diana play with them.


Diana knew she was a very good swimmer and she used to take every opportunity to show off. She used to love nothing more than when we had crowds of people round the pool. Much against her father’s wishes – and she knew she wasn’t really allowed to do this – she’d run to the top of the slide and stand there poised – and she was beautiful and slim – and shout to everyone, ‘Look at me! Look at me!’ knowing that her father wouldn’t reprimand her in front of everyone else, and execute this beautiful dive into the pool.
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They took it out of context! This is the most common complaint about journalists. An incident, a memory, one portion of a half-remembered conversation lifted out of the jumble and contradiction of real experience and used to make a telling point in a television programme or a book. ‘Look at me! Look at me!’ – who hasn’t shouted that at the top of a diving board? But childhood stories like this have been used to build up a picture of the young Diana as an attention-seeker, a prima donna in the making.


Diana was thirty when she told Andrew Morton that she had a very unhappy childhood. By then she was fluent in the language of psychotherapy, and the rooting of later troubles in childhood trauma. She herself is the sole source of the received impression that her early life was lonely and sad. But Diana didn’t tell the story straight. She took herself out of context, exaggerating for effect when constructing a story of her early life that made her out to be more unusual and disturbed than she actually was.


There were, no doubt, unhappy moments as the children were shuffled between parents, but most remember Diana as a cheerful, tree-climbing tomboy: a bit overindulged, a bit lackadaisical at schoolwork, but otherwise unremarkable. A nice upper-class little English girl with good manners, neat handwriting and a deep affection for guinea-pigs; a girl who got excited about picnics on the beach and standing on a diving board. Like thousands of others, destined to move smoothly from boarding school to finishing school, a secretarial course, maybe some cooking and a stint in a ski chalet, and then marriage to a well-bred young man from a good county family.
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Diana loved to read romantic novels and Barbara Cartland was her favourite author. Nanny Mary Clarke thought she had a very simple vision of the future:


What Diana really wanted to do when she grew up was very simple, it was a dream shared by many little girls, to marry someone who really loved her and who she really loved and to have lots of children. Diana had in mind anything from four to six children and just to have a normal happy life. It was immaterial to her who the person that she married was, the important factor was that he should really love her and she love him because otherwise the marriage would end in divorce.


She wanted to be a ballet dancer, but at twelve years old Diana was already five foot nine and far too tall. Lady Fermoy had been a concert pianist and her sister Sarah was also a talented musician, but though she played a lot at home, Diana was not as good.


In 1973 Diana changed schools, following her sisters to West Heath, a small private boarding school for about 120 girls in Sevenoaks in Kent, surrounded by charming countryside and set in its own beautiful grounds. Its fees were very high, its facilities were magnificent, and its goals were not primarily academic.


During her first term at West Heath, Diana was, by her own admission, something of a bully. At least one of her smaller contemporaries claims to have suffered at her hands. In her second term she was treated to some of her own medicine, being picked on by some older girls, and then she settled down into boisterous popularity as the leader of a small gang in her class of about fifteen.


Diana was daring – she mounted nocturnal raids on the school kitchens and enjoyed midnight swims. The headmistress almost expelled her for wandering about the school after lights-out. Her teachers soon discovered that she had difficulty concentrating for any length of time. Penny Walker, Diana’s music teacher, felt that this was due to a number of factors, one being troubles at home:


Her mind, you often felt, was elsewhere. Her sisters were fairly good academically. Sarah was a brilliant pianist. Jane wasn’t far behind. So she had a lot to live up to. She also came late to the school, which is always a disadvantage. Friendships are already formed, everybody knows the staff already. They’ve already started on their course of work. So she had that to cope with as well.


Occasionally in repose her face would look sad, but I wouldn’t have said that she was a sad person. She was always full of fun and very, very lively and always doing things. She wasn’t moping around or anything like that. I think she was quite happy at West Heath.


The Shand Kydds bought a romantic hill farm on the Isle of Seil near Oban on the west coast of Scotland. Diana had a poster of Seil over her bed at West Heath and took friends there in the holidays, spending her time playing with lobster pots on the beach. She still saw Princes Andrew and Edward regularly in Norfolk. Diana’s sisters had it in mind that she might make a suitable bride for Prince Andrew and she did, for a while, correspond with him at school. Their teasing ambition for her in this direction is one of many explanations that have been produced for her nickname ‘Duch’, short for Duchess. Her brother Charles denies this version, saying that they named her Duchess after the elegant leading feline in Walt Disney’s cartoon The Aristocats.
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Aristocat was certainly appropriate for the Spencers. About three hundred and fifty years before her birth, the family bought their peerage for £3,000 in hard cash from the impoverished James I. The first Lord Spencer’s introduction to the House of Lords infuriated another member so much that he interrupted Spencer’s speech on the conduct of affairs in previous reigns, saying with heavy sarcasm: ‘When these things were doing the noble Lord’s ancestors were keeping sheep!’


But measured in ready cash, that newly ennobled Spencer soon became the richest man in the land. Having founded their wealth on wool, his family captured the London meat contracts and grew richer. With enough gold to fund dynastic ambitions, they acquired a genealogy from the College of Heralds that traced their line through the Despensers to the retinue of William the Conqueror. It was not until 1901 that their right to the Despenser coat of arms was declared a fraud and their pedigree exposed as near-total fabrication. But by then they had been playing a leading role in the affairs of Great Britain for a good century more than the present Royal Family.


Indeed, the Spencers had helped place the Royal Family on the throne. It was another Spencer who, in 1693, brokered the deal by which William III received the support of the noble families that had fought on the Parliamentarian side in the Civil War. Spencer, described as ‘the most subtil working villain on the face of the earth’, hosted a conference at Althorp, a conference of ‘Great Men’. There, King William accepted the principles of limited monarchy. When his successor Queen Anne died in 1714 without producing the requisite Protestant heir, the Spencers were among the same great families who imported the Elector of Hanover from Germany to be King George I.


The new German royals found themselves in a country famed for removing inconvenient monarchs, with a parliament that regarded itself as sovereign and a haughty aristocracy that could match them for wealth. For three generations they spent as much time as possible in Hanover. Admittedly, through the long reign of Victoria, the people became less boisterously critical of their imported royals. But a Spencer, in particular, was always liable to remember that meeting at Althorp in 1693 where aristocracy and royalty had met eye to eye.





2


I’m a Lady


[image: Image]


In April 1975 Jack Spencer died at the age of eighty-three. Althorp was in the hands of Diana’s father at last. Overnight he became an earl, and his children lords and ladies. Penny Walker remembers Diana hearing the news: ‘She rushed along the corridor with her dressing gown billowing out behind her, saying “I’m a Lady, I’m Lady Diana now”. She was so excited.’


The family moved into their new home, 121 rooms and 13,000 acres set in gently rolling English farmland north-west of Northampton. To deal with four-million-pound death duties, the new Earl Spencer sold two van Dycks. He also introduced a new member to the family: his girlfriend, Raine, Countess of Dartmouth, daughter of Barbara Cartland. Johnny had met Raine when she had been working on What Is Our Heritage?, a book produced by the London County Council. They soon began an affair. In 1975 Lord Dartmouth divorced her and in July 1976 she married Johnny, becoming Countess Spencer. She was a fixture at Althorp from the moment Johnny took over, and was the driving force behind the reforms that were soon under way there. Raine imposed her own exacting standards on the house-hold servants and the tenants.


The children hated Raine at first sight. She was larger than life, a cartoon aristocrat, all frills and furs but with an iron will. And their father was putty in her hands. Diana had been introduced to Raine in Norfolk when she was eleven. At that time she, her sisters and the nanny had all been summoned to lunch to meet their father’s new girlfriend. She did not make a very good impression. After a few edgy exchanges, Sarah burped loudly. Her father sent her out of the room, and Diana followed in sisterly solidarity. They made no effort to conceal their detestation for the extraordinary woman who now claimed their father’s time and affections.


After the family moved to Althorp, Diana and Charles Spencer were mostly away at school. They went to Northamptonshire only for part of the school holidays and on those weekends when they did not visit their mother. For Jane and Sarah visits were even rarer.


[image: Image]


At West Heath, Diana’s teachers had discovered a sphere in which she excelled. The Sevenoaks Voluntary Service sought to persuade local schools to make visits to Darenth Park, a large hospital for the mentally and physically handicapped. West Heath willingly joined in and appealed for volunteers. Diana was one of the first in her class to raise her hand.


Muriel Stevens organised the visits. Every Tuesday and Thursday evening about seven o’clock their minibuses would pull up outside the main doors and slightly apprehensive teenagers dressed in jeans would tumble out. It was not an experience for the faint-hearted. The hospital was isolated – a huge, looming Victorian Gothic edifice surrounded by high walls. Muriel remembers that when the children came through the great doors into the bright light the patients would be waiting for them, noisy, their voices echoing in the high-ceilinged hall:


It was intimidating to walk into that huge place with the level of noise and to see some of the very severely handicapped people that we did have. Some of them would be in wheelchairs. Some of them would be sitting on chairs and needed encouragement to move to get off them. Others would rush up and that in itself can be quite frightening, because they were just so delighted to see these young people they would rush up and of course they would touch their hair, grab their hands. And if you’re actually not used to it, that can be very frightening. Diana was never frightened. She was extremely relaxed in that setting which, for a young person of her age, was incredible.


She would immediately make friends and she would laugh. Diana’s echoing laughter is a sound that Muriel has never forgotten.


That tremendous laugh! That joyous sound! And it was wonderful because you wouldn’t actually know what she was laughing at, or have any idea at all what had amused her, but at the sound alone you would find yourself smiling, and as you got closer and you heard it more, you’d find yourself laughing. It was a terrific sound . . .


Then the dancing would begin. All the volunteers were told that it was important to bend down to the level of the people in the wheelchairs and hold their hands. Dancing with people in wheelchairs was not easy and most could do no more than push their partners from behind. Diana was different. She was tall and lithe and enthusiastic and she had been trained to dance:


Diana actually danced backwards and drew the wheelchair towards her, by holding the arms of the wheelchair. Now that is incredibly agile and clever and there are not many people who could maintain their balance. And she kept an extremely good rhythm.


At Darenth Park, Diana was taught the principles of how to communicate with such vulnerable people in a way that would put them at their ease:


Touch was the main means of communication and Diana actually took that very much to heart, and we never had to remind Diana of that. We did have to remind some of the other young people – you know, ‘Look it would be better if you hold hands, stroke’ – Diana we never had to remind.


One of Diana’s relatives told us she had seen something special in her too.


It was an indefinable quality, something very rare and rather beautiful. I was not surprised years later when she emerged as a great communicator. Even as a young child she had a strange way of getting through to people.
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Later in her life Diana would make similar visits in secret, satisfying a desire for contact with people in distress. Few feel this need to give and receive instant emotional contact, to go straight to the heart of a stranger’s deepest feelings. Normally we hold back, embarrassed, scared of saying the wrong thing. But not Diana.


In 1995, two years before she died, Diana told Panorama interviewer Martin Bashir and a billion others: ‘I know I can give love for a minute, for half an hour, for a day, for a month, and I want to do that.’ In our interviews we repeatedly invited people from the medical and charity worlds to criticise such an overblown idea. How could this girl from the inner circle of privilege give love to the world, this girl who had never known poverty or hunger? Time and again we were asked in turn, ‘Who are you – who haven’t seen her in action, who haven’t felt it – to contradict her?’
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On the dormitory walls horses were giving way to pop stars. But Diana Spencer’s pin-up wasn’t a singer: he was Charles, Prince of Wales.


In the mid- to late 1970s there was nothing peculiar about this. The Prince of Wales was very much in the news and widely regarded as the most eligible bachelor in the world. The newspapers called him ‘Action Man’. His image was daring and athletic, that of a man prepared to compete at anything. He had served with the RAF, the Navy and the Fleet Air Arm and done his best to undergo the most dangerous trials in their respective training programmes. And like the adaptable military toy from which he took his nickname, Charles was regularly seen in the appropriate uniforms in which to dive, parachute, pilot planes and helicopters, ride polo ponies, captain boats or ski. He was photographed and filmed with a variety of glamorous women – actresses, models and pop singers. Dark-haired, tanned and muscular, he would be striding confidently across a polo field wearing expensive sunglasses and the most sharply cut of navy blazers. He was known to be looking for a bride, and speculation in the press had already focused on several suitable aristocrats, including Lady Jane Wellesley and Davina Sheffield.


In the late 1970s one writer was allowed to sample Charles’s lifestyle. A Sunday Times journalist named Anthony Holden was researching a biography to mark the Prince’s thirtieth birthday. He flew in Charles’s helicopter, dined at Buckingham Palace, met many of Charles’s friends:


I spent eighteen months, while doing the book, travelling all over the place with him . . . there was a trip through the Amazon where I was the only journalist, and we had dinner together in the hotel – it’s unthinkable all these years later.


Holden wrote of the glittering junior court that was gathering around the Prince of Wales and predicted that ‘a place at his table will be the most sought after in the land’. He wrote about Charles’s ‘magic’, the way he was the instant focus of attention at any party or meeting, the flurry of charged excitement that accompanied him everywhere he went.


Property developer Peter Palumbo had known Prince Charles since he was sixteen. They played polo together at Windsor.


He had all the aces – he had everything. He was the future King of England, he was wealthy, he was good looking, he was intelligent, he was sporting, he was a man of action, and he was a very considerable person. He was immensely eligible. I thought the Prince of Wales was quite wonderful. I mean, he was funny, he was obviously full of his responsibility in terms of public duty, but he was amusing and he was kind. He was a compassionate person and we had some good times at Windsor Park playing polo. There was enormous speculation all the time in the press and in social circles about who he might marry – after all, it was a very topical interest – and as the years went by and he had not married, speculation became even more fevered.


Penny Walker remembers that Diana idolised the Prince from the age of about thirteen or fourteen, and had a picture of him near her bed. Other West Heath girls remember that Charles was much discussed in their school. Most of the girls in Diana’s peer group were expected to marry well and he was, without doubt, the most eligible man they could imagine. Diana could already boast of him as a family friend. And then, during 1977, in the summer after Diana sat for her O-levels, he was a particularly close friend of her elder sister Sarah. The press called it a romance, so that was how everyone thought of it, but Diana’s uncle Robert Spencer told us that Charles knew perfectly well that Sarah was in love with Gerald Grosvenor, who had just broken up with her, and that he was helping her through a difficult time.


For Diana the most exciting thing was that her sister spent the summer ‘dating’ the heir to the throne. And in the autumn Charles accepted an invitation to go shooting on the estate at Althorp. It was November 1977 and Diana was sixteen. Having failed all of her five O-levels the previous summer, she was revising for a second attempt, but she made sure she was at home that weekend. In a ploughed field near the village of Nobottle, Charles met Sarah’s little sister. She made an immediate impression. He found her ‘jolly’ and ‘bouncy’, the same slightly plump, noisy teenager that West Heath friends recall. And she was unfazed by his celebrity, chatting away happily without a trace of embarrassment.


Once she got back to school she couldn’t wait to show off about it, as Penny Walker recalls:


She rushed into school on the Monday after her weekend away, saying, ‘I’ve met him. I’ve met him at last.’ And she had. She’d met him in the ploughed field, and her dream had come true. She’d come face to face. It was just something that you knew was part of her life. She had this idealistic crush if you like on Prince Charles and it was always there, but I never dreamt that it would actually happen.
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Diana failed her O-levels again so, instead of moving on to the sixth form she was hurriedly booked into the Institut Alpin Vidamanette near Gstaad in Switzerland, an old-fashioned finishing school, where skiing and cookery were high on the curriculum. She had never been confident about schoolwork. When she was small her clever brother Charles had taunted her, ‘Brian! Brian!’ after the slow snail in the children’s programme The Magic Roundabout. Throughout her life she would make self-deprecating asides about her dimness (‘brain the size of a pea, I’ve got’, ‘in the academic department you might as well forget about it’).


The finishing school conducted its business entirely in French. Diana was one of only nine English-speaking girls out of seventy-two. Her French was far from fluent and she was shy about making mistakes. Consequently she had difficulty fitting in. The only thing she did enjoy was the skiing. Mary Clarke says that Diana wrote to her soon after arriving in Switzerland about what a miserable time she was having. Diana also wrote long, pleading letters to her parents saying how unhappy she was and asking them to let her come back immediately.


As she continued to blush in silent embarrassment rather than mumble bad French, Sarah came to nearby Klosters on a much-publicised skiing holiday with Prince Charles. There was speculation back home about whether Charles was going to propose but, on her return, Sarah appeared to sabotage any possibility. She had what seemed a harmless conversation with the press. Asked whether she would marry the Prince, she replied that when she did marry it would be for love and that it didn’t matter whether the man concerned was a prince or a dustman. If there had been any possibility of romance, these unexceptional words were enough to end it. Just talking about him was, it seemed, enough to disqualify an entrant in the royal marriage stakes. Diana watched and took careful note.


Her second sister Jane was getting married. Her match was less ambitious, but it still brought her within the ambit of the Royal Family. She was to wed Robert Fellowes, son of the land agent who ran Sandringham, and now the Queen’s assistant private secretary.


In April, after a term and many begging letters, Diana was allowed to leave her finishing school and return to her mother’s home in Cadogan Place. The family considered what to do. She needed a social life and she needed some interests. First came a ten-week cookery course in September 1978. And then, just as she began it, she learned that her father was dangerously ill.
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That September, Johnny Spencer nearly died. He collapsed after complaining of a headache and was rushed to Northampton General Hospital. It was a brain haemorrhage. Raine and the four children were summoned to his bedside and told that his chances of survival were slim.


But Raine was not prepared to allow Johnny to die without a fight. She took charge and gambled, insisting that he be moved to London and insisting that the doctors operate straight away. He survived, but only just. Raine then kept him alive, according to family legend, by the pure force of her willpower, literally ordering him to get better. Her constant presence by the bedside made the children feel excluded. Then she took two steps that may have saved him. One was to obtain an untested drug from Germany; the other was to get the vicar of All Saints Church, Northampton to exorcise the ghost of his father.


Whether through intercession pharmaceutical or spiritual, Johnny Spencer did recover, though he remained physically weak and heavily dependent on his wife. As he recuperated at home, Raine decided that now was the moment to leave her mark on Althorp for ever. She began a process of modernisation, installing en suite bathrooms with central heating. She carpeted the long corridors, she replaced faded, water-stained silk wall coverings with new ones in lurid pinks. All that she put in was frilly, garish and expensive. To achieve this transformation of the interior decor, she sold what Charles Spencer later estimated to be one fifth of the contents of the house. Most was disposed of privately to Bond Street dealers, and some large profits were made from subsequent resale. As all this happened, Earl Spencer beamed his weak approval while his heir and his daughters looked on, steaming with sullen fury. The final affront to family pride came when the famous portrait of Robert, 1st Lord Spencer, which had dominated the grand staircase for centuries, was replaced by a full-length picture of Raine in her beauteous youth.
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If 1978 was not a happy year for Diana, 1979 began promisingly. Having married Robert Fellowes, Diana’s sister Jane travelled with the court. In January she invited Diana for a weekend at Sandringham. Prince Charles was occupied with Amanda Knatchbull, to whom he proposed that summer. But Diana, remembering her earlier encounter in the ploughed field, felt herself smitten once again. That month she started to train as a dancing teacher. She wrote to Madame Betty Vacani, who ran a school where children of the Royal Family had learned to dance, and was accepted. She supervised the youngest toddlers and accompanied them on the piano. But in March she went on holiday and never returned to the school.


Diana joined a chalet party at Val Claret in the French Alps, where she was able to polish the outdoor skills she had picked up at the Institut Alpin. She enjoyed herself so much that she decided to stay for an extra week with another group she had run into, which included Simon Berry from the family of wine merchants. There were twenty in Berry’s party, all strangers to Diana, but she soon became the life and soul of their chalet. One of the skiers told us, ‘She knew nobody, she was the youngest by a good year or more, but that didn’t throw her at all. She had this ability to get on with everybody. She was interested in everybody, it was not a studied craft.’ One of the young men was medical student James Colthurst, who had a brief romance with Diana amid the snowball fights and sledge races. Colthurst’s party piece was a full-volume impersonation of Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream . . .’ speech at 7 a.m.


Diana tore the ligaments in her left leg. Unable to ski, she could have the tea and cake ready for when the rest came back hungry from the slopes. This only added to her popularity. The same leg injury gave her the excuse to stay in the Alps since, with her leg in plaster, she was unable to dance. One member of the group described her to us as ‘fresh and unsuperficial, totally disarming . . . and fascinated in other people . . . she could just sit down and make you laugh’. He also remembers Diana hating having her picture taken, because, she said, her nose was too big.


Diana at eighteen, happy in the snow. It’s an arresting image of the kind of life that could have been her fate. Colthurst, Berry, one of the other old Etonians in the chalet – young men of promise, the perfect partners for a life of country houses and happy family holidays, the Range Rover bursting with children and nannies, the ski rack on the roof. But although she fitted so easily into the group, she told one of them that she already had a very different sense of her future.


She was quite clear about her destiny. She said she was going to get married to the Prince of Wales – not ‘I want to’ or ‘I’d like to’, but ‘I’m going to’ – and she’d only met him properly once by then! She was extremely sure of herself. It was fate: she had a strong sense of her own destiny. Then I said, ‘Why would you want to do that? What’s the attraction?’ And she said, ‘He’s the one man on the planet who is not allowed to divorce me.’
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On 27 August 1979 Lord Louis Mountbatten was killed in an IRA bomb attack. The younger brother of Amanda Knatchbull, Charles’s guest at Sandringham the previous January, had also been killed by the bomb that blew up Mountbatten’s boat on a fishing holiday near his Irish home. Amanda’s mother and father were injured, her grandmother died of her wounds. Diana watched the state funeral on television. Prince Charles was visibly distraught.
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By then Diana had settled in London and kept in touch with the boisterous group of slightly older friends that she had met while skiing. Life had taken a marked turn for the better. To keep occupied during the day she worked for Sarah and her friend Lucinda Craig-Harvey as a cleaner for one pound an hour. The money was irrelevant. On her eighteenth birthday, on 1 July, Diana had received a bequest from her great-grandmother, the American Frances Work. And, as a coming-of-age present, her parents wanted to buy her a flat. Sarah, then working for Savills estate agents, found Diana a £50,000 mansion flat, no. 60 Coleherne Court, at the junction of the Old Brompton Road and Redcliffe Gardens – the very heartland of the young rich set that congregated around Sloane Square. Diana officially joined the ranks of these ‘Sloane Rangers’ when she moved in, playing landlady to a varying group of girlfriends. Her other sister Jane found her a proper job, three afternoons a week with Kay Seth-Smith at the Young England kindergarten in Pimlico, a private pre-school with a wealthy clientèle.


Diana succeeded there from the start. Soon parents were remarking how often their children spoke about the pretty new teacher. She was invited to work mornings as well. Diana’s colleagues were impressed with her flair for bringing out the best in the children. Although she had never received so much as an hour of teacher training, Diana’s ‘natural patience, good humour and intuition’ shone through. Kay Seth-Smith was delighted:


She was very good at getting down to the children’s level both physically and mentally. She was quite happy to sit on the floor, have children climbing all over her, sit on the low chairs beside them, and actually talk to them. That’s very important, to be able to talk to them, at their level. And they responded incredibly well to her. She would then go and help clear up in the kitchen. She was happy to put on the Marigolds as she called them [rubber gloves]. She would prepare lunch and just generally mucked in.


To occupy the other two days in her week, Diana had signed on with several nannying agencies. In February 1980 one of them, Occasional Nannies, found her a job with an American businesswoman called Mary Robertson, looking after her baby son, Patrick.


The agency read her references and they described her as ‘sweet tempered, wonderful with children and willing to do whatever she’s asked’. When she came to the apartment I was expecting a nanny but I wasn’t expecting this vision of perfect English beauty standing on my doorstep.


During the interview, what I liked most was that she focused totally on Patrick, she looked up at me and answered my questions about hours and duties and pay, just the ordinary things. But she was ruffling his hair or handing him toys or giving him a little squeeze or a pat, just absolutely an instant connection between the two of them. I never even checked her references: I hired her on the spot.


The only thing about Diana that seemed less than perfect was her lack of academic qualifications. Robertson, a graduate of the Harvard Business School, was amazed to hear that this well-mannered English girl had, by American standards, not even graduated from high school. It was something Diana often complained about, blaming herself for a lack of talent at exams. It was nerves, she said.


Diana and Patrick soon established a routine. Building blocks on the floor, long walks in the London parks, she spooning jars of baby food, he splashing in his bath with the shiny yellow duck she bought him, she reading ‘Where’s the bunny?’ over and over again. When Robertson returned from work, she would find her washing up done, her flat tidied, her child clean and contented and snuggling up to his nanny.


It was a huge step to hand over Patrick to a stranger in a strange city where we had no neighbours, we really didn’t know anybody. But Diana just struck me as so sensible and grounded and committed to Patrick. I really had no concerns about her being flighty or irresponsible.
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Mary Robertson’s words directly contradict those who insinuate that Diana was an emotional mess long before she met her future husband.


In fact, during these few months before she started dating Prince Charles, Diana was happier, more successful and more confident than at any time since she had first failed her O-levels three years before. She’d put Switzerland behind her and she was getting on with a pleasant life as a young Sloane about town, holding down two jobs that might not have needed great academic skill, but certainly required concentration, tact and a good feel for personal relations.


Mary, a businesswoman with a sharp mind, says that her baby son was the most precious thing in her life and she would not have trusted him with anyone she even suspected of being ‘not quite right in the head’. None of this means that Diana at eighteen was cool and stable all the time. But in the months before her sudden fame, Mary Robertson had a powerful reason to examine her very closely, and so had an unusually good view of Diana then and, because they kept in touch, of the way she quickly changed.
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When not tending to babies and toddlers, Diana mixed with other people who lived in this most exclusive part of west-central London. So recognisable was its resident class of affluent young people that a book called the Sloane Ranger’s Handbook was published, describing how they dressed, where they shopped and ate, their upper-class English accent and the peculiar way that they signified agreement with ‘OK, yah’. Sloanes tended to dress in country clothes in town – Barbour jackets, headscarves and green wellies – and sometimes tore around SW3 in country four-wheel drives. The Volkswagen Golf GTi was the preferred smaller car. They shopped at Harvey Nics and the General Trading Company. Around Sloane Square and the King’s Road in Chelsea, they were as conspicuous as the punks who posed on street corners for the American tourists.


Their routine was dinner dates, charity balls and weekends in the country. It was a lifestyle little changed from that of the young rich of the 1950s, or even the 1930s. Parties often involved high spirits and heavy drinking, caught on the pages of society magazines like the Tatler. Diana’s boyfriends came from this same set – young bankers, stockbrokers and soldiers from the smarter regiments. Adam Russell, reading languages at Oxford, dated Diana briefly, as did Rory Scott, a Scots Guardsman. Scott later said that his relationship with Diana was ‘not platonic in my eyes but unfortunately it remained so’. Whatever it was in hers, she thought enough of him to iron his shirts every weekend. She also had a relationship with James Gilbey, of the London gin dynasty, that several of her friends believed was the most serious of her life so far.


Just what these relationships amounted to did not really matter when Diana was being vetted as a possible royal bride. What mattered was not having any untrustworthy ex-boyfriends who would run to the papers with embarrassing stories at the wrong moment. On these grounds Diana was safe. In fact, when the press began to dig the most damaging stories that emerged about her teenage love life concerned not sex but bad temper. She may have been an angel with Mary Robertson and her baby, but when James Gilbey stood her up one evening Diana made her displeasure very visible. She mixed a paste of flour and egg and poured it over his shiny Alfa Romeo.


There was a lot of talk of men and marriage inside Colherne Court. Diana told her friends that she was waiting for Mr Right and believed there was a good chance he would also be Mr Royal. Andrew seemed most likely, but it was Charles she really wanted.
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The musicians are tuning up in the Regent’s Gallery. As the evening light thins, elegant young men admire the dreamy view down the sloping lawns, past the fountain and out over the misty Vale of Belvoir. Down the grand staircase come the young ladies in their ballgowns; they glide through the Elizabeth Salon, between the silks, tapestries and porcelain. A buffet dinner is laid out under the chandeliers, to be eaten on laps between the Italian sculptures, underneath the Gainsboroughs, Reynoldses and Holbeins. Drinks are carefully placed on fine eighteenth-century French furniture, and then the dancing begins.


Behind Belvoir Castle’s battlements and turrets, the Duke of Rutland is holding his annual summer ball. As the tempo of the music increases, and some of the older guests prepare to leave, Robert Spencer looks across the ballroom and catches sight of his favourite young cousin.


The time I remember her best was the big ball at Belvoir Castle. Quite lovely. She looked magnificent whenever I saw her that summer in fact, and she seemed to have a great number of admirers. I lived rather farther to the south near Market Harborough and I had a large house party for this dance. I remember even some of the young men who were staying with me who knew Diana remarking on how absolutely lovely she looked. She certainly was great to me that night because she wanted to talk to me and we had delightful little chats. Prince Andrew was at that dance and he danced with Diana a lot.


Prince Charles was on the same circuit. Since November 1979 he had been romantically attached to Anna Wallace, the very pretty twenty-five-year-old daughter of a wealthy Scottish landowner. She was nicknamed ‘whiplash Wallace’ for her fearsome enthusiasm on horseback and her ready wit. It was rumoured that he had proposed and she had turned him down. Then in early summer 1980 the couple had a furious argument at a party at Stowell Park. The story ran that she borrowed her hostess’s car to leave in a rage after he had paid rather too much attention to a married woman named Camilla Parker Bowles.


A few weeks later, in July, Diana met Charles again during a weekend party at the country home of Commander Robert de Pass near Petworth. His son Philip invited Diana to come along at the last minute. They went to Cowdray Park to watch the Prince playing polo for Les Diables Bleus, one of his teams.


Polo matches were good places at which to get a shot of Prince Charles with a girl, and for this reason polo grounds were haunted by teams of journalists on Charles-watching duty. Thirty-eight-year-old Harry Arnold had been on the royal beat with the Sun for five years. With tinted glasses shading his eyes against the sun, he was scouring the crowd at Cowdray Park for potential love interest that day with his cameraman, Arthur Edwards:


Every weekend in the summer we would go along to the polo matches where he would always take his current girlfriend. But of course you didn’t always know which one it was. Sometimes the girl would be very close to him, on his arm, talking to him between ‘chukkas’ and that kind of thing. But this particular weekend came where there didn’t appear to be a current girlfriend and we went to this particular match and Arthur spotted this girl sitting in the crowd with a ‘D’ round her neck and had a vague recollection he’d seen her somewhere before. We talked about it and thought: Well, perhaps she’s the latest one. So Arthur took just one frame of her, just one snap. And that was the very beginning of it.


After the match, and safely away from Edwards’s camera, Diana sat next to Charles on a bale of hay during a barbecue back at Petworth. Both later recalled that she led the conversation. Dispensing with small talk, she raised one of the most sensitive subjects imaginable, telling Charles that she had really felt for him during the televised funeral of Lord Mountbatten, and asking him how he had coped with his evident unhappiness. It was an arresting moment for Charles, who was not used to being dealt with so directly. Always suspicious of flatterers, and uneasy with the insincerities of royal life, he found this woman surprisingly down to earth and very easy to confide in.


As the evening wore on, their conversation became very intense very quickly, as conversations with Diana often did. She told Charles how she sensed his loneliness and his need for someone to care for him. Charles found it hard to break away from this beguiling and rather beautiful young woman who seemed to understand so much about him. And, as he later recalled, he was moved by her patient and tender sympathy, her ability to go straight to the heart of things without fuss or embarrassment. Here was somebody he wanted to see again.
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Eminently Suitable


[image: Image]


I’m sure that one of the things that appealed to Prince Charles about Lady Diana was just how unsophisticated she was. There was a naivety about her . . . she was just so young and beautiful, and great fun to be with – in that sense, I imagine, very different from most of the other young women that he’s developed some sort of friendship with.


Ronald Allison, former Buckingham Palace press secretary


Diana’s sympathy over the murder of his great-uncle hit a soft spot in Charles. The World War II commander and former Viceroy of India had been like a father to the Prince. Although some regarded Mountbatten as vain and domineering, he was the most charismatic figure in the Windsor family, and Charles came to respect his advice. As Charles grew older this advice included tips about how to treat women and how to arrange his routine to accommodate a little discreet sexual experience. When Charles first began dating, Mountbatten offered his own country estate at Broadlands, safely away from the eyes of the press and the Palace.


In a series of letters, the older man gave the younger the benefit of his wisdom: enjoy your bachelor years, play the field, sow your wild oats and then, at about thirty, settle down with a nice aristocratic girl about ten years your junior, a girl who knows the royal scene and for whom you will be her first love. The advice may have been well meant, but it came as no surprise to Mountbatten’s more cynical friends that his own granddaughter, Amanda Knatchbull, was a precise fit for the kind of bride Mountbatten recommended. He had spent years trying to get the Royal Family named Mountbatten-Windsor, and he was not one to give up easily.


For years he made sure that Amanda and Charles were thrown together whenever it could be engineered, and was delighted when Charles first reported how attractive she had become, at age fifteen, on holiday in the Caribbean. Charles continued to find her attractive, and in the summer of 1979 he proposed to her, but Amanda said no. Neither this gentle rejection nor Mountbatten’s murder a few weeks later diminished the old hero’s influence. As Diana mentioned Mountbatten’s name, Charles would have seen before him another perfect example of his great-uncle’s ideal bride.
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