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Preface




All of us who will inherit the legacy of my grandmother’s reign and generation need to do all we can to celebrate and learn from her story.


—HRH THE DUKE OF CAMBRIDGE





Queen Elizabeth is the royal family’s most enduring icon. As she enters her eighth decade on the throne, Elizabeth II has celebrated a lifetime of milestones, surpassing her great-great-grandmother Queen Victoria as the United Kingdom’s longest-reigning monarch, and becoming the only British sovereign to celebrate a Platinum Jubilee. She is now the third-longest reigning monarch in world history.


Now, as we reflect on a magnificent reign, we look toward the dawn of another. The royal family is at a crucial point as it prepares for a transition. While the Queen used the seventieth anniversary of her accession to renew her pledge to serve the people of the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth for the rest of her life, a handover of power is taking place in real time as Charles, the longest-serving Prince of Wales in history, prepares to succeed the throne.


The United Kingdom has not had a king and queen since 1952, and the landscape of the monarchy will undergo a seismic change under King Charles III and Queen Consort Camilla. Prince Charles, now in his seventies, will be a transitional king, but his experience and continued passion for the environment and supporting young people around the world suggest he has the makings of a great monarch too.


Queen Elizabeth II’s success and popularity is rooted in her ability to adapt and evolve in the modern world. This has not always been straightforward or easy. Circumstances, family tragedies, and scandals—such as the death of the Princess of Wales, the departure of the Duke and Duchess of Sussex from Britain, and the downfall of her son Prince Andrew—have forced her to reinvent the institution of monarchy in order to secure its future. And yet despite its metamorphosis, the Queen has managed to preserve the historic traditions and customs that make the British monarchy so unique.


Charles, with Queen Consort Camilla by his side, will face his own challenges. He cannot expect the same reverence his mother has earned after more than seventy years on the throne, and he will reign during very different times and in a society that increasingly questions why the United Kingdom is still beholden to a hereditary monarchy. While Charles will be the next head of the Commonwealth, there is uncertainty over what this family of nations will look like in the future.


Charles is determined the monarchy will not die out with him and, fortunately, there is the promise of the popular and youthful Cambridges to continue the House of Windsor’s survival. William, Duke of Cambridge, knows the future of the monarchy rests on his shoulders. Having learned the lessons of kingship from his grandmother, he is proving to be a modern statesman with his father’s campaigning spirit and his late mother’s empathy. With Kate the Duchess of Cambridge by his side, and their son Prince George, who is already being schooled in succession, there is every chance Britain will have a beloved monarchy for decades to come.


The Queen’s Platinum Jubilee marks a triumph for Her Majesty and for the modern British monarchy she has built. We have watched with awe and affection as she has continued her life of service to the Crown into the furthest reaches of her old age, ever more beloved. The Queen once said: “I know that the only way to live my life is to try to do what is right, to take the long view, to give of my best in all that the day brings.”


That Elizabeth II has given of her best is indisputable. Now she leaves her country with the best of her: a son, grandson, and great-grandson in whom her legacy will live on.














CHAPTER 1


Platinum Queen




I have to be seen to be believed.


—HER MAJESTY THE QUEEN





It was a truly British summer’s day, unseasonably wet and chilly with a stiff breeze snapping at Union flags beneath pewter skies. The morning of June 7, 1977, did not augur well for what was supposed to be a day of celebration for the Silver Jubilee of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II. And yet by the time Britain’s great national party came to a close that night, it was already being considered a landmark event in the country’s history. In every community, it seemed, there had been a coming together for village fêtes and street parties, cucumber sandwiches and coronation chicken, pots of tea and bottles of champagne. The toast raised, be it in a china mug or a crystal glass, was unanimous: “Our Queen!”


Britain was not an especially happy nation at that time, its political life damaged by an energy crisis, a financial crash, and militant trade union clashes. At first, Silver Jubilee plans were almost timidly laid, as if for a party no one might want to attend.


June 6 changed all that. Out of the darkness the Queen appeared in Windsor Great Park to set alight a huge beacon, the signal for others on hilltops across the country to be ignited. Within minutes there was a chain of fire telegraphing love, respect, and congratulations from the four corners of Great Britain back to Her Majesty.


The next day there was a service of thanksgiving in St. Paul’s Cathedral. The Queen processed through London in the great gold state coach that had carried her to her coronation twenty-five years earlier. That day there were an estimated one million people on the streets, with half a billion more watching on televisions around the Commonwealth. So in the end it was the party to which everyone received a ticket, an event which renewed the relationship between the monarch and her people and paved the way, with optimism and patriotism, for the next twenty-five years.


Given the tumult of those next decades, it was just as well.


In 1977 there wasn’t a whiff of the scandals to come. Lady Diana Spencer was still a schoolgirl, Sarah Ferguson at secretarial college. Arguments over royal finances were not yet raging; society was more deferential. The Queen’s Golden Jubilee twenty-five years later would be a more somber affair, coming in 2002 and reflecting a time of great turbulence. The national mood would be more questioning, the country less sure of its feelings toward the royal family. It would take another decade of reinvention by Her Majesty, and the extraordinary uplift of the Diamond Jubilee in 2012, for her to re-earn the popularity once hers by dint of youth, beauty, and majesty. By then longevity and steadfastness would be what counted.


Now Elizabeth II is the Platinum Queen, her reign spanning a history-making seventy years and embodying all the resilience and allure of the precious metal after which it is named. No monarch has done what she has. The question is, what next for the monument to royalty she has built? What next for the dynasty she has founded? If hers has been the second Elizabethan age, then who will define the years which follow?
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PRINCESS ELIZABETH ALEXANDRA MARY was born at 2:40 A.M. on April 21, 1926, at 17 Bruton Street, Mayfair, in the West London home of her maternal grandparents.


“You don’t know what a tremendous joy it is… to have our little girl,” her father Albert, the Duke of York (known to his family as “Bertie”), wrote to his mother, Queen Mary. “We have always wanted a child to make our happiness complete and now that it has happened at last, it seems so wonderful and strange.”


The duke was the second son of King George V and Queen Mary. He had fallen in love with the aristocratic Elizabeth Bowes Lyon, a strong, shrewd, and sociable young woman with a natural charm that in widowhood would see her become Britain’s beloved Queen Mother. The duke, shyer, more diffident, and with an anxious stammer, was uncharacteristically bold in his single-minded pursuit of her. Believed to have met as children, she caught his eye at a society dance in 1920 and their eventual match, never intended to be that of a king and queen, was to be the making of the modern monarchy.


The arrival of Princess Margaret in August 1930 completed the family, creating the tight unit the duke would nickname “We Four.” He chose to replicate his wife’s childhood, which had been filled, in her own words, with “fun, kindness, and a marvelous sense of security.” His own, at the hands of governesses and tutors behind palace walls, had been melancholic in comparison. He wanted the warm and loving Bowes Lyon model for his own family. When Albert was forced onto the throne just six years after Margaret’s birth, he would find both strength and solace in their family structure.


Black and white portraits show then princess Elizabeth’s childhood as one of sweet privilege. It can be encapsulated in images of her playing in Y Bwthyn Bach, a thatched cottage in the gardens of Windsor’s Royal Lodge, which had been given to the young princess by the people of Wales for her sixth birthday. Home and hearth, nature, horses (her first was a Shetland pony called Peggy, a fourth-birthday present), and dogs (Dookie, her first corgi, arrived in 1933) defined a life still some years distant from the Crown. They would have been the blueprint for the rest of it, if not for the looming abdication crisis.


Upon the death of George V in January 1936, his eldest son, David, became king, reigning as Edward VIII. But he would abdicate after just eleven months, having been told his role forbade him from marrying twice-divorced American Wallis Simpson. It was the gravest constitutional crisis of the modern monarchy. The king’s abdication speech, his abandonment of his birthright, his duty, and his country broke the royal family’s compact with its people.


Bertie’s life changed in a heartbeat. His identity as the Duke of York was stripped from him and he became King George VI, a regnant name chosen to suggest continuity with his father, King George V, whom Elizabeth had called “Grandpa England.”


It was a royal footman who broke the news to the little princesses. “Does that mean you will be queen, Lilibet?” asked Margaret, then six, of her ten-year-old sister. “I suppose so,” said the princess, her life unimaginably altered by the coronation of her father on May 12, 1937—Britain’s third monarch in a year. According to Gyles Brandreth, the friend and biographer of Elizabeth’s future husband, Prince Philip: “Least said, soonest mended” was the unstated national policy, as the machinery of monarchy gave the new king’s reign a momentum all of its own.


In an early nod to the wily PR arts, which see carefully curated images of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge and their three children, Prince George, Princess Charlotte, and Prince Louis dominating headlines today, the new king and queen didn’t hesitate to use their daughters to promote the idea of a happy family in the palace. Cecil Beaton’s dreamy photographs from the era consciously re-create the idealized royal family depicted in artist Franz Xaver Winterhalter’s romantic portraits of Queen Victoria, whose extraordinary sixty-three-and-a-half-year reign Elizabeth would eventually eclipse.


In truth, their installment came not a moment too soon, for Britain, rocked by the abdication, was heading to war. Hitler had become chancellor of Germany in 1933 and would invade Poland in 1939. There was financial distress too. The 1929 Wall Street crash gave rise to a global depression, keenly felt in the United Kingdom where Victorian heavy industry—mining, shipbuilding, iron and steel, and textiles—was in decline. In 1936 poverty and hardship were so intense that a crusade of men marched from the north of England to London begging for work, ultimately laying the foundations of the postwar welfare state. All this meant that at the time of George VI’s coronation, Britain had never needed the leadership of a good monarch more.


War came on September 3, 1939. Europe was overrun by Hitler’s forces. Britain stood alone with George VI and Prime Minister Winston Churchill at its helm. The royals could have taken refuge elsewhere, but the king wouldn’t budge. “The children will not leave unless I do. I shall not leave unless their father does, and the king will not leave the country in any circumstances whatever,” said his wife, Queen Elizabeth, in a statement to the country after a German bomb hit Buckingham Palace in September 1940.


A month later his daughter Elizabeth made a genuine and heartfelt speech to the children of the Commonwealth in her first public address. “We know,” she told them in a radio broadcast, “every one of us, that in the end all will be well… And when peace comes, remember it will be for us, the children of today, to make the world of tomorrow a better and happier place.”


On her sixteenth birthday in 1942 she received her first military appointment as Colonel of the Regiment of the Grenadier Guards, and attended her first official public engagement to inspect them. Soon she would be signing up herself, joining the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) as Second Subaltern Elizabeth Windsor, and learning how to drive and maintain military vehicles. She knew her way around a Land Rover and until recently regularly drove herself around her estates at Sandringham and Balmoral. When at war’s end on VE Day, May 8, 1945, the king and queen appeared on the balcony of Buckingham Palace with Churchill, the princess wore the rough khaki ATS uniform she’d earned.


Elizabeth was already a public figure, but her private life held a closely guarded secret: she was in love. The princess fell in love with Prince Philip of Greece in July 1939, while visiting the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth. She was just thirteen and he was eighteen and, like her, a direct descendent of Queen Victoria. He was as handsome as a Greek god, had excelled at college, graduating as the top cadet of his year, and, recalled the princess’s governess Marion Crawford, “showed off a great deal.” It was a heady combination: shared roots, military dash, self-confidence, and good looks.


Within a few short years he would be not just Elizabeth’s husband but her subject too, kissing his wife at her coronation in Westminster Abbey and pledging “to become your liege man of life and limb, and of earthly worship; and faith and truth I will bear unto you, to live and die, against all manner of folks.”


Their relationship began with wartime letters and the impecunious prince—he was without a country or a fortune—calling on Buckingham Palace when his military service permitted. It flourished in the summer of 1946, when they privately agreed their future was together. Their engagement was announced in July 1947, the princess having turned twenty-one in April of that year, and they married on November 20.


In ration book Britain, still grayed by the austerity of the postwar years, a royal wedding, especially that of the lovely young heir to the throne and a decorated war hero, had romance and potency all of its own. A congregation of two thousand squeezed into Westminster Abbey and two million more tuned in to the BBC’s radio broadcast.


Philip was the real deal—he had seen action in the Mediterranean and the Far East; been mentioned in dispatches for bravery and excellent service; and at the close of the Second World War was in Tokyo Bay for the official signing of the Japanese Instrument of Surrender in September 1945. As for the princess Elizabeth, her ATS service and her family’s refusal to leave London even after an air raid on the palace saw her held in the highest esteem, in contrast to the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, whose Nazi sympathies had become apparent when they’d visited Hitler’s Germany in 1937.


Most significant of all perhaps, with the toxic legacy of the affair between Edward VIII and Wallis Simpson still very recent in British minds, was that Elizabeth and Philip’s was a royal marriage that promised, like all the best fairy tales, to end happily ever after.


The bride’s dress, the material bought with ration coupons, was by master couturier Norman Hartnell. The gown of ivory duchesse satin was stitched in silver and scattered with crystals and ten thousand seed pearls. Elizabeth chose a design inspired by Botticelli’s Primavera, symbolizing growth and rebirth following the war. It was an exercise of her soft power, a determination to embody the needs of her nation. Apart from which she looked, according to her bridesmaid, Lady Pamela Hicks, absolutely “knockout.”


Philip thought so too, and delighted in his new wife. “Cherish Lilibet? I wonder if that word is enough to express what is in me,” he wrote the Queen Mother just after their wedding, fondly using his wife’s childhood nickname, now of course the given name of the Duke and Duchess of Sussex’s daughter. “Lilibet,” he went on, “is the only thing in this world which is absolutely real to me and my ambition is to weld the two of us into a new combined existence.”


This they did in the heat and peace of Malta, shielded from public view by fig and olive groves and stubby Aleppo pines. Between 1949 and 1951, Philip was stationed there on naval duty and his wife joined him for extended periods, living the life—almost—of an ordinary military wife. Pictures from the time show her laughing and carefree, dancing at a naval ball. “Magical,” confirms Lady Pamela, who went on to become the Queen’s lady-in-waiting. “Endless picnics, sunbathing, and waterskiing. It was wonderful for her. The only place that she was able to live the life of a naval officer’s wife.” Those Maltese days were, Elizabeth would later reveal, among the happiest of her life, even though she had to divide her time between Malta and England, where a young Charles was being cared for by his grandparents and his nanny. It was telling that in 2007, celebrating their diamond wedding anniversary, the Queen and Prince Philip returned to the island where they had been so happy as newlyweds.


Charles Philip Arthur George, their first child and heir to the throne his mother was yet to inherit, was born in Buckingham Palace on November 14, 1948, near enough a honeymoon baby. He would be followed on August 15, 1950, by a sister, Anne Elizabeth Alice Louise, born in Clarence House where the growing family was making its home.


Unusually it would be another decade before the couple completed their quartet of children with Andrew Albert Christian Edward born February 19, 1960, and Edward Antony Richard Louis born March 10, 1964. According to the royal historian Robert Lacey, with whom I spoke, the Queen and Prince Philip’s decision to have two more children later in their marriage reflected the Queen’s wish to be a more hands-on mother.


“The Queen clearly wanted to be a mother. We know that from the fact that she voluntarily elected to have a second family. I think there’s a suggestion she felt—perhaps—she hadn’t been there enough the first time ’round. She had Charles and Anne early on in what she thought would be a relatively private and not-too-busy life while her father lived out his full span as king. Then early and unexpectedly, she became Queen, her ultimate calling in life and her divine duty. This was also a woman who had worn a uniform in the Second World War and for whom duty mattered all the more. So family proliferation ended for her in 1952, for the time being.


“I think the decision to have two more children in the 1960s when she had more spare time for being a mother was her acknowledgement of how duty had prevented her being a parent to the full extent she would have liked with Charles and Anne. And it also revealed how the Queen enjoyed parenting more than people have realized. She chose to have four children when her own parents, her sister, and many of her mid-twentieth-century contemporaries just had two.”


The Queen had done her best to juggle royal duties with being a mother and moved her weekly late-afternoon meeting with Winston Churchill to early evening so she could be with the children for their bath and bedtime routine.
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BY THE BEGINNING of the 1950s Britain seemed to be emerging from the social and economic shock of the Second World War. Rationing was starting to ease and the 1951 Festival of Britain was intended to invigorate arts, design, and sport for a generation. But behind this declaration of all that was bright and new, the health of the king was failing. He opened the festival in May of that year, but by September he was having surgery for lung cancer.


On January 31, 1952, King George VI waved Elizabeth and Philip off from London Airport. They were taking his place on a tour to Australia and New Zealand, stopping in Kenya for a romantic break first. It was there at the fabled Treetops Hotel that Philip broke the news to his wife that her father had died in his sleep at Sandringham, aged just fifty-six. On February 6, 1952, Elizabeth returned to Britain as queen. As well as a daughter in mourning, she was now her nation’s head of state.


The second Elizabethan age began officially on June 2, 1953—Coronation Day. The rain was torrential, more like January than June, but the route of the procession was crammed with subjects eager to catch a glimpse of their new queen in her gold state coach. Her youth and beauty stood in stark contrast to the ancient ceremony and the archaic language of her vows. The monarch, said Churchill, was “the heir to all our traditions and glories,” assuming her position “at a time when tormented mankind stands uncertainly poised between world catastrophe and a golden age.” Yet she was so slight, the imperial state crown had to be resized.


At the entrance to Westminster Abbey she turned to the maids of honor carrying her eighteen-foot-long train and asked, “Ready, girls?” She certainly was. “Vivat Regina Elizabetha” (“Long Live Queen Elizabeth”), sang the choir as she met her destiny in a gown that incorporated an emblem for every country of the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth—from the Tudor Rose of England to wheat, cotton, and jute for Pakistan.


It was Philip who had urged the palace and the government to televise his wife’s coronation, an occasion once considered so sacred it could not be shared beyond the abbey. More than half the population of Britain, 27 million, tuned in, many having bought black and white TV sets for the event. Most appeared to agree with Churchill—Elizabeth was indeed the embodiment of British hopes of a second golden age.


After the majesty and history of the coronation, it was back to the business of royalty for the Queen. In an age when being royal was different from being simply famous, she was stellar. It is hard to imagine today that the venerable figure of Queen Elizabeth II was once a youthful beauty famed for her dainty waist and luminous complexion, both enhanced by the finest couture and gems.


She was a global icon, in the words of contemporary British historian Sir Charles Petrie, “the subject of adulation unparalleled since the days of Louis XIV.” Her face was on Britain’s stamps and its money and, since the technological advance that had seen the televising of her coronation continued apace, Elizabeth was queen of the airwaves too. She connected with subjects in the farthest corners of her Commonwealth through radio and TV, and she also made a point of going to see them in person. The royal visit became her leitmotif. “I have to be seen to be believed,” she once said, and made sure she was both.


A post-coronation tour with Prince Philip (Charles and Anne were left at home under the care of the royal nanny) included visits to Australia and New Zealand, Bermuda and Jamaica, Fiji, Tonga, and the Cocos Islands, Sri Lanka (then Ceylon), Aden (in Yemen), Uganda, Malta, and Gibraltar. It spanned 174 days between 1953 and 1954 and made history with the Queen’s first Christmas broadcast from a foreign country. She recorded her festive good wishes in a strapless evening dress and diamonds at Government House in Auckland, New Zealand.


Her style was copied worldwide. While Kate, Duchess of Cambridge, is now the most emulated royal style influencer, in those heady days the Queen was compared to Grace Kelly; she favored elegant designs by Hardy Amies and Norman Hartnell, who had created her wedding and coronation gowns. She gravitated toward bright block colors and patterns, which meant she could be seen in a crowd, and hats that framed but never covered her face. At night her passion for elaborate embroidery, lace, and fur was given free rein. The Queen was one of the world’s sharpest power dressers, her outfits designed to pay homage to another nation by employing a national color or an appropriate motif.


These early years of her reign, the 1950s and 1960s, were a triumph for the new queen, a brilliant ambassador for her country, convenor of the Commonwealth, wife and mother. She took to the role with confidence and professionalism because her father had taught her well and instilled in her the disciplines required for a monarch. She is a woman of great faith, and as head of the Church of England her belief and trust in God would be a source of comfort throughout her long reign. As head of state she is required to undertake constitutional and representational duties but also has a less formal role as “head of nation,” acting as a focus for national identity, unity, and pride; giving a sense of stability and continuity; officially recognizing success and excellence; and supporting the ideal of voluntary service.


“These are the functions of monarchy, but above all the dignity and care in which it is carried out is a matter of tone and pitch as much as it is procedures, and more so most of the time,” notes historian and constitutional expert Lord Peter Hennessy. “The formal role of the monarchy is to give royal assent to bills, and that’s about it. The rest of it is helping set the tone for the nation, being above politics and being head of the Crown services. The commander in chief of the armed forces is the Queen, not the prime minister.”


As a serving naval officer who had pledged his allegiance to the Crown, the Duke of Edinburgh would never be her equal. Nonetheless Prince Philip, who died at the age of ninety-nine on April 9, 2021, was a remarkable man. He was born a prince of Greece and Denmark on the dining table of his family home on Corfu, but fled the island in a cradle made out of an old fruit crate when the abdication of the king of Greece in 1922 drove his family out of the country. His mother was diagnosed with schizophrenia when he was eight and his father became peripatetic, living between Paris and Monte Carlo with a mistress. The big sister to whom he was closest was killed in an air crash with her family in 1937. Philip was impoverished, exiled, and, by the age of eleven, perfectly capable of finding his way from one side of Europe to the other alone by train.


In May 1939, six weeks before his eighteenth birthday, he joined the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth. His uncle and British guardian, Lord Louis Mountbatten, helped Philip navigate a new course that carried him, through his marriage to the Queen, into the heart of the British establishment. The problem was that there was no role for him when he got there. He would share the Queen’s reign without wearing a crown. He was in her eyes the dearest and most noble of her subjects, his life and work indivisible from her own. He was her consort, confidante, companion, and counsel, but he was obliged to sacrifice his own professional ambitions and any prospect of real privacy to be by her side.


With intelligence and good heart, despite a lot of grumbling and the occasional volcanic outburst, Philip eventually carved a serious position for himself. The Duke stood four-square behind the regiments, corps, and military charities that came into his care. He was patron of more than eight hundred causes and elected himself unofficial ambassador for British trade and industry, especially where science and new technology were concerned. He protected wildlife, green spaces, and woodland. Above all he imbued 10 million young people in over 130 countries with the self-belief and practical skills to achieve the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award after founding the scheme in 1956.


But when the Queen first fell in love, neither Philip’s pedigree nor his exemplary wartime record made him, in the eyes of British courtiers and the political establishment, the perfect consort. He was, they snobbishly believed, too poor, too brash, and potentially, because of his striking blond looks and athletic physique, a philanderer. “Rough, ill mannered, uneducated, and would probably not be faithful,” was the famous and damning summation of one courtier. Yet he was her loyal consort for sixty-nine years and her loving husband for even longer—seventy-three years—by the time he died.


“Prince Philip is the only man in the world who treats the Queen simply as another human being,” the courtier Lord Charteris, a senior advisor to the Queen, once astutely observed. He also had the knack of pouring her a consoling gin and Dubonnet at the end of a difficult day.


Their children bear her last name—Windsor—not his, Mountbatten. “I’m the only man in the country not allowed to give his name to his children. I’m nothing but a bloody amoeba,” Philip spluttered when this was decided in the early 1950s. But in the manner of raising their children he answered to no one. While the Queen was often occupied with affairs of state, the Duke of Edinburgh was a devoted, hands-on father. He was tactile and always up for a bit of tomfoolery. Clarence House often echoed with the sound of laughter and impromptu back-garden games after the arrivals of Charles and Anne.


He believed in robust parenting, which suited Princess Anne, who resembled her father in character and ability. Even when she was tiny she was tough, able, and impatient to succeed, swiftly becoming the apple of his eye. Prince Charles was a gentler and more timid child who lacked the confidence of his tomboy little sister.


Philip’s fractured childhood meant he set unusually high standards for resilience in himself and others, and when Charles failed to meet them the Duke could bully and humiliate his sensitive son. According to Jonathan Dimbleby, the Prince of Wales’s official biographer, Charles was “easily cowed by the forceful personality of his father… When Prince Philip upbraided his son for a deficiency in behavior or attitude, he drew tears to the child’s eyes.” The author and broadcaster, speaking with the approval of Prince Charles back in 1994, painted a picture of a lonely and isolated child with a disciplinarian father and a detached mother. In later adulthood, however, with their interests more aligned, he grew closer to his parents.


Certainly the teenage prince did not enjoy following in his father’s footsteps and going to Gordonstoun, the austere Scottish boarding school where Philip had been head boy. “Charles had neither his father’s resilient temperament nor his relative anonymity, and he lacked the physical prowess to command respect. Encumbered by his titles and his status as heir to the throne, he was singled out as a victim from his first day,” writes Sally Bedell Smith in her biography of the prince, Charles: The Misunderstood Prince.


The consequence of Philip’s determination to make a man of his eldest son—his sort of man—was that Charles forged close bonds with supportive women. He depended on a succession of them, beginning with his nannies Helen Lightbody, Mabel Anderson, and Catherine Peebles before he was sent to his first boarding school, aged eight. His beloved grandmother the Queen Mother, and eventually Camilla Parker Bowles would both play a key role supporting him as he emerged from his father’s shadow.


The births of Andrew, then Edward, a decade after the arrival of Anne, ended a period of the royal marriage marred by gossip. It centered on 1956 when Philip accepted an invitation to open the Olympic Games in Melbourne. He chose to make the twelve-thousand-mile trip aboard the royal yacht Britannia, visiting distant parts of the Empire and Commonwealth en route. The voyage left the Queen alone for four months. The separation was hardly unusual for a naval officer and his wife and had the Queen’s blessing. But the royal marriage was always under close scrutiny by the media, and rumors started to circulate about Philip and Elizabeth. The failing marriage of Philip’s friend and private secretary Mike Parker, who was traveling with him, didn’t help. Parker’s wife filed for divorce while he was overseas with Philip, citing adultery. Whispers soon started to trickle out that the royal marriage was also in trouble, prompting the palace to issue a rare official denial, stating: “It is quite untrue that there is any rift between the Queen and the Duke.”


If he was running away from anything, it was perhaps the constraints of palace life. Whatever the truth of those months, the time and space they gave the royal couple rejuvenated their relationship and healed the deep wound Philip felt over his children’s surname. Meeting her husband on his way back at Lisbon, the Queen put on a public show of happiness and unity—when Philip boarded her plane, he found his wife and her entire staff wearing false beards, imitating the one she knew he’d grown at sea.


As the Duke celebrated his 1997 golden wedding anniversary with the Queen, he used an honorary gala lunch to pay tribute to his children: “Like all families we went through the full range of the pleasures and tribulations of bringing up children. I am naturally somewhat biased but I think ours have all done rather well under very demanding circumstances and I hope I can be forgiven for feeling proud of them.”


It had taken a while to achieve such equilibrium in the family. Although the court year was stable—daily life in Buckingham Palace, Easter court at Windsor, long private summer holidays in Balmoral, and an extended Christmas at Sandringham—the presence of the Queen and Prince Philip was not. Their role as parents was often obliged to come second to their royal duties and crammed diaries. Where parents and children could come together was aboard the royal yacht Britannia. They spent happy holidays cruising the remote western isles of Scotland, far beyond the longest-range camera lens. At Balmoral they could also be at their most private, enjoying shooting, stalking, and barbecues on the moors. The Queen was so reluctant to be spotted there that she once dived into some heather when she saw a group of tourists approaching.


Images of Her Majesty off duty, including one of her propped up in bed wearing a triple strand of pearls and lipstick while nursing a newborn Prince Edward, did much to humanize her and modernize her image. So too did the release of unposed studio shots—the outtakes of formal portrait sittings—and holiday snaps from those Balmoral breaks.


But Philip’s ambitions in this department were far greater. He believed it was time to sweep away at least some of his wife’s royal mystique in the hope of bringing the monarch and her subjects closer together. He wanted to be seen as a royal family more in keeping with the spirit of the age and began by authorizing a groundbreaking documentary, Royal Family, broadcast in 1969. It was the first time viewers were permitted inside the palace and was such a ratings success that the BBC estimates 350 million people watched.


The documentary showed the Queen working on her dispatch boxes, watching TV with Andrew and Edward, and dressing the Christmas tree at Windsor. It portrayed the royal couple as parents having tea with Charles and Anne and hosting a private family barbecue at Balmoral. The Windsors were, like everyone else, having sausages.


Philip Bonham-Carter, who granted me a series of exclusive interviews before his sudden death in April 2022, worked as an assistant cameraman on the film. He spent a year with the royals making the documentary, accompanying them on private and official trips, and joining them on holiday at Balmoral and Sandringham, where he captured young Edward and Andrew having a snowball fight.


“I remember the snowball fight and how surreal the whole thing felt,” he recalled. “On another occasion we were on Britannia on a royal tour. We had been given cabins in the royal area, and it was pretty extraordinary seeing the young Princess Anne and Prince Charles having pillow fights in their rooms. We spent a year, give or take, with the Queen… something which had never been done before. At the time the attitude towards the Queen and the royals was totally different to now. As a family they were much more revered then; they were on a pedestal. In those days to have the level of access that we did really was quite unusual.


“We were given absolute access and essentially became part of the Royal Household. Wherever they went, we went… Bill [Sir William] Heseltine, who was the Queen’s press secretary at the time, was very influential in making it happen and he had a remarkable way of making the Queen relax. Having observed her with many of her private secretaries, including Martin Charteris and Robert Fellowes, the Queen could be quite formal, and she had very formal relationships with her staff, but she was more at ease with Bill and I think that’s because he was an Australian. The Queen loves Australians because they’re so much more relaxed than we Brits. And I think that’s a clue to her character, frankly. She doesn’t like stuck-up.”


The documentary was a huge hit but it left its audience wanting more. The royals had opened the palace door and it seemed they were now being pressured into putting out a welcome mat too. It was Walter Bagehot, the Victorian constitutional expert who accurately observed of the monarchy: “Its mystery is its life. We must not let daylight in on the magic.” Well, they had now. Realizing the documentary had been a mistake, the Queen requested the film never be shown again, and it remains under lock and key in the BBC royal archives—although it was recently leaked on YouTube.


Robert Lacey recalled the impact of the film when it aired: “Everyone thought it was such a step forward, and it seemed the next logical stage after televising the coronation. But we can now see with hindsight how the implications of making the royal family so accessible and everyday hadn’t been properly thought through. Maintaining a certain mystique is part of the delicate balance of monarchy and getting that balance right has been the eternal challenge of the queen’s reign.”


This voracious appetite for news and gossip would lay the foundation for the obsessive public interest in the next generation of royals, notably Diana, Princess of Wales, and then her sons, the Dukes of Cambridge and Sussex, and their spouses. In the seventies however, Britain had to make do with the 1973 marriage of Princess Anne to Captain Mark Phillips and the string of aristocratic girls rumored to be dating Prince Charles, then the most eligible bachelor in the country.


Britain in the early and mid-seventies was a country struggling to find a new international identity in a world where it was being left behind by its industrial competitors. A Tory government was brought down by the combination of an energy crisis, financial crash, and two miners’ strikes in two years. And while a Labour administration got the country back to work, it came at the price of galloping inflation and a humiliating bailout from the International Monetary Fund. Racial tensions were rising too. Immigrants from African nations, the Caribbean, and Asia found that Britain’s race relations laws did not actually guarantee them equal access to homes or jobs, or protect them from far-right groups such as the National Front. The Select Committee on Race Relations set up in 1968 produced evidence of the inadequacy of government policy in the early seventies, leading to the Race Relations Act 1976.


This then was the unfortunate hinterland to preparations for the Silver Jubilee. Palace planners wondered how much people who’d been living through economic hardship and political turmoil would want to celebrate the seemingly gilded life of the monarch. Yet their fears would be unfounded. This was decades before the internet age but, to borrow a phrase from today’s technology, the Silver Jubilee “went viral.” The people spoke, and what they said they wanted was their queen.


In the early part of 1977, the Queen and Prince Philip visited thirty-six counties in three months, drawing crowds of up to a million. By the time June came, her jubilee was the defining event in her country’s summer calendar. The chain of beacons she lit on the night of June 6 was an accurate depiction of the unity that cemented a fractured country. The coronation spirit was again abroad in the land, with millions enjoying the uncomplicated sense of unity and national pride embodied by the monarch.


It is estimated that on June 7, 1977, 10 million Britons attended 125,000 street parties. In London the roar of the crowds lining the processional route from Buckingham Palace to St. Paul’s Cathedral was so immense that the coachmen accompanying the Queen could not hear the hoofbeats of their horses. Five hundred million worldwide watched the spectacle on television.


After that service of thanksgiving, in a speech at the capital’s Guildhall, the Queen said: “When I was twenty-one, I pledged my life to the service of our people and asked for God’s help to make good that vow. Although that vow was made in my salad days, when I was green in judgment, I do not regret nor retract one word of it.”


Very soon Britain would see immense change with the dawn of the Thatcher era and the coming of the eighties, the decade that would change the royal landscape forever with Diana and her wedding to Prince Charles in 1981. The Queen’s family would also know personal devastation as Irish terror group the IRA (Irish Republican Army) struck at its heart, murdering Lord Mountbatten as he fished off the coast of Ireland.


But back then in the summer of 1977 it was truly the last of the old days, and Britain was enjoying the uncomplicated innocence of its Silver Jubilee year. This was just as well because once the streets were swept and the bunting furled it would be gone for good.














CHAPTER 2


Highs and Lows




I think those who marry into my family find it increasingly difficult to do so because of the added pressure. The strains and stresses become almost intolerable.


—PRINCE CHARLES





Only a handful of women in history are famous enough to be known by their first name: Marilyn. Oprah. Diana.


At the dawn of the eighties, Diana Spencer was just another teenager with a feathery bobbed haircut and a fondness for piecrust collars. She epitomized the kind of young woman who would soon be labeled a “Sloane Ranger”: moneyed, well bred, and with a bulging Filofax of friends. By the end of the decade she was a princess to the whole world. She had, tragically, only a few more years to live, yet her life and legacy would change the royal family forever.


But it was not just because of the dazzling Diana that this span of time dominated headlines for a generation, the aftershocks of its highs and lows still felt today. The period 1980–1990 encompassed two globe-stoppingly spectacular royal weddings, the birth of five royal babies (including an heir and a spare), one marital breakdown in the separation of Princess Anne and Captain Mark Phillips, and one palace break-in. It was also a time of increasing democratization in terms of the royal family’s relationship with the people of Great Britain. This would lead to a painful error of judgment that saw two princes, a princess, and a duchess participate in a slapstick TV game show, an act of reputational self-harm that badly dented the monarchy’s dignity.


In short, the eighties breezed in with a youth, energy, and glamour not seen since the earliest days of the Queen and Prince Philip, and blew out in a hurricane of domestic drama. These years rewrote the old rules, asking where the balance lay between royal rights and royal responsibilities, and blurring the boundaries between public figures and private people. The natural consequence was a reshaping of the public’s perception of its once untouchable head of state and her extended family. The British people became more curious and more critical, less deferential. Some of them even became republicans.


But let us return to that day in July 1981 when Diana married Charles in a $7,000 dress so vast it swamped her frame, already slimmed by secret bulimia. She had only just turned twenty when she walked down the aisle of St. Paul’s Cathedral to meet her groom, twelve years older at the age of thirty-two, and a man who’d already met the great love of his life, Camilla Parker Bowles.


Diana Spencer was born in 1961 on the Queen’s Sandringham estate in Norfolk into a family that had historic ties to royalty. In 1975 her father inherited his earldom and took custody of the family seat, Althorp, in Northamptonshire. In 1979 Diana moved into Coleherne Court, an apartment block in London’s Earls Court, where she shared an apartment with friends and worked part time as a nursery assistant. Hers was a blameless lifestyle far removed from some of the worldly girls and older women with whom Charles was enjoying a string of discreet liaisons.


She had first met the Prince of Wales when she was sixteen and he was dating her older sister, Sarah. A subsequent encounter at a July 1980 weekend house party and polo match in Sussex opened Charles’s eyes to the fact that Diana had grown up gorgeous, and they began a serious courtship. In August of that year she went to Cowes Week to join him aboard the Britannia, and then in September to Balmoral to stalk and salmon fish, both big-ticket events for a royal girlfriend.


On paper Diana appeared perfect, since she was both beautiful and aristocratic and had no known romantic (that is to say, sexual) history. The fact that she and Charles had little in common and barely knew each other by the time they were betrothed seemed of less consequence than these credentials. The prince recognized it was an ill-advised match but felt he couldn’t back out without damaging Diana’s reputation and prospects, such was the frenzy of interest in their romance.


As for Diana, a woman whose childhood security had been destroyed by her parents’ bitter divorce—her father was accused of cruelty and her mother of adultery—she believed she would be safe with a man who could never leave her. “She was swept along by the force of it,” her friend Dr. James Colthurst told her biographer Tina Brown in The Diana Chronicles. “Then when this big machinery of the press and palace took over and made it into this big fairy story, she could give in to it, give over responsibility for it. It was bigger than her.” In the 2017 British Channel 4 documentary Diana: In Her Own Words, she can be heard on audio telling her voice coach: “It was like a call to duty, really.”


It’s clear today that Charles hurried into his decision to make Diana his future queen. Given how the union ended, the same mistake would not be repeated with Prince William who courted Kate Middleton for eight years, lived with her, and had two breakups along the way to their 2011 wedding.


Perhaps Charles’s choice of Diana reflects the fact that he was emotionally adrift. Camilla had married cavalry officer Andrew Parker Bowles in 1973 and was already the mother of a small son, Tom (born 1974), and a daughter, Laura (born 1978). Then in 1979 Charles lost his beloved great-uncle and mentor, Lord Mountbatten, in a terror bomb planted by the IRA. Mountbatten’s boat was blown out of the water with a fifty-pound device in Mullaghmore Bay, County Sligo, in the west of Ireland, killing him, his teenage grandson, and two others. The murders scorched Britain’s soul. The killing of Mountbatten was savage, tactically competent, and politically motivated. It was designed to draw attention to what the IRA called the “continuing occupation” of Northern Ireland by the British. It demonstrated the ongoing risk to the Queen and left Prince Philip speaking of “the great wave of revulsion against this senseless act of terrorism.” Nationally it plunged Anglo-Irish relations into an even darker era. On a personal level it left the royal family devastated, particularly Charles, who had lost his closest counselor and confidante.


The gulf between the newly betrothed couple was evident eighteen months later at their official engagement appearance when the BBC reporter conducting the interview asked, “Are you in love?” While a radiant Diana said, “Yes, of course,” Charles mused, “Whatever ‘in love’ means…” In Diana: Her True Story—In Her Own Words, Andrew Morton’s revised twenty-fifth anniversary edition of his original eighties bombshell biography, Diana reflected on his brutal caveat: “That threw me completely. I thought, what a strange answer. It traumatized me.”


She famously got cold feet too on the eve of their wedding. “Too late, Duch” (her childhood nickname), her elder sisters Sarah and Jane told her, “your face is already on the tea towels.” Actually her name and face were on everything—magazine covers, billboards, the television news, miles of bunting, and every type of souvenir imaginable from teapots to house bricks. Her profile was already as familiar as a classical goddess on a cameo brooch. A full-blown Diana-mania was at work in a besotted Britain.


As for the Queen, she’d seemingly given Diana an early seal of approval at Balmoral when she’d invited her to sit in the royal box to watch the Braemar Highland Games. After the engagement she invited Diana to make her home in the safety of Buckingham Palace. According to Ingrid Seward’s 2002 book, The Queen & Di, in March 1981 Elizabeth sent a letter to a friend in which she wrote: “I trust that Diana will find living here [in the palace] less of a burden than is expected.” The Queen’s continuing support for her new daughter-in-law was made very apparent when actress Grace Kelly, married to Prince Rainier of Monaco, died just a year after Diana’s wedding to Charles. Aged just twenty-one and still an apprentice to royal life, Diana represented Britain at Princess Grace’s official funeral. It was her first solo overseas engagement.


In public and in private Diana always scrupulously observed royal protocols, dropping a deep curtsy to her mother-in-law whenever they met. But her formality did not prevent them from forging a relationship that would, in the words of Andrew Morton, make the monarch “a rather unlikely ally” for Diana when her marriage to Charles first ran into trouble.


The couple’s wedding was watched by 750 million people in seventy-four countries around the world and remains one of the most watched programs of all time according to the BBC. (It’s tricky to make a comparison to the viewing figures for the weddings of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge in 2011 and the Duke and Duchess of Sussex in 2018 since both events took place in the internet age, whereas the wedding of Charles and Diana belonged to the era of appointment TV.) What those hundreds of millions witnessed was the last great state occasion of the twentieth century. It starred a fairy-tale princess in a billowing silk taffeta frock with a twenty-five-foot train, the longest in royal history, and a cascading veil made with 152 yards of tulle and ten thousand micro pearls. Charles, in his naval no. 1 ceremonial dress uniform, was her dashing groom. Their wedding was a crowd-pleasing amalgam of old and new, perfect for the 1980s. Charles and Diana marked their first public moments as man and wife with a traditional carriage ride in the 1902 state landau through the streets of London and then sealed it—forever, it was thought—with a protocol-busting kiss on the balcony of Buckingham Palace.


This “wedding of the century” did much to prop up a beleaguered Britain. It was a time of economic volatility in a country which had fallen into a deep recession, with unemployment running at 12.5 percent and inflation having hit a 22 percent peak. Inadequate housing, joblessness, low paid labor, and racial tensions triggered by new stop-and-search laws led to rioting in the Brixton area of London; the Toxteth area of Liverpool; the Handsworth area of Birmingham; the Chapeltown area of Leeds; and the Moss Side area of Manchester through that spring and summer.


The country would be halfway through the eighties before the economic boom that created the yuppie (young upwardly mobile professional) arrived. Yet those early Diana years made Britain, struggling to get a grip on its economy and build a fairer, more just society, feel more optimistic about the future.


Her impact was not confined to her native country. Diana’s celebrity crossed continents from the second she became a royal girlfriend and ran crazily out of control when she was elevated to Windsor wife. Her star immediately eclipsed her husband’s, causing early fractures in their relationship. The diligent, sensitive, and status-conscious Charles found it hard to understand. He could not see that in the new media age, being a royal-born prince and future king was a lesser currency than his wife’s megawatt beauty and disposition.


This disparity defined their joint appearances, on display when the Prince of Wales took his new princess to his own principality in October after their wedding. Crowds groaned when it became clear they would see Charles and not Diana, and he was reduced to apologizing, “I’m really sorry, she’ll be here in a minute.” It was also a major issue on their first official overseas tour, their six-week 1983 visit to Australia and New Zealand. According to Sally Bedell Smith’s biography of Charles: “He was embarrassed that the crowds so clearly favored her over him. For her part, Diana was upset by the disproportionate interest in her, especially when she realized it was disturbing Charles. She collapsed under the strain, weeping to her lady-in-waiting and secretly succumbing to bulimia. In letters to friends, Charles described his anguish at the impact all this obsessed and crazed attention was having on his wife.”


Diana was the new queen of the walkabout, with a warm heart and a ready joke and a wonderful way with children. As for her legendary style, she grew as a global fashion icon every time she set foot out the door—her hairstyle, gym kit, off-duty outfits, and red-carpet gowns all slavishly copied. She was A-list plus plus plus, the first HRH (Her Royal Highness) to make the transition from royalty into celebrity.


Crucially for the Crown, she had already secured the Windsor dynasty, giving the country a male heir with the arrival of Prince William in 1982. A second son, Harry, followed in 1984 but, says Sally Bedell Smith, his birth revealed not a maturing union between Charles and Diana but a fast-growing gulf. In Charles: The Misunderstood Prince, she writes: “Charles was hoping for a girl, as was Diana, until she learned from an ultrasound she was carrying a boy. It was a measure of their distance, of her undercurrent of hostility, that she withheld the result of the test from her husband for her entire pregnancy.”


It was a shocking lie by omission, but Diana had her reasons. As we know from Dr. James Colthurst’s insightful analysis, her marriage to Charles would never be able to live up to the ideal she had imagined before that long walk down the aisle of St. Paul’s Cathedral. Her new role was both suffocating and isolating, the press intrusion and public attention relentless. Camilla Parker Bowles cast a long shadow. On honeymoon aboard the Britannia, for an official dinner one night Charles wore gold cufflinks gifted by Camilla and entwined with double C’s. At home Camilla was in possession of a chunky gold bracelet inscribed GF—which stood for their nicknames Gladys and Fred—a farewell gift to Camilla from Charles ahead of his wedding. The prince might have ended his sexual relationship with his mistress but he never stopped caring deeply for her, and that was too much for Diana.


The princess’s mental decline in the mid- and late eighties was pitiful. As Sally Bedell Smith writes in the prince’s biography: “By her own account—in her interviews for the Morton book and her Panorama broadcast—she suffered from bulimia, self-mutilation, depression, and acute anxiety. She attempted suicide four or five times. She exhibited signs of paranoia. She was tormented by feelings of emptiness and detachment, she feared abandonment, she had difficulty sustaining relationships, and she kept those closest to her on tenterhooks with her sudden mood swings, explosive rages, and long sulks.” Yet she was also “high functioning,” capable of “putting on a great show in public” between “dark, private upheavals unfathomable to those around her.”


It made it all the harder for Charles to seek help—and to persuade both Diana herself and her adoring, obsessed public that she needed it. This tension is explored in season four of Netflix’s The Crown, which unstintingly portrays Diana’s anguish. The show’s depiction of her bulimia means the show carries trigger warnings, which are not unwarranted. In real life, Tina Brown writes in The Diana Chronicles that chef Mervyn Wycherley left custard in the fridge for Diana to binge on after official evening appearances, and how Diana’s sister Jane Fellowes once spotted penknife cuts on her chest.


Camilla in contrast was an earthy, countryside-loving woman who adored horses, dogs, smoking, and drinking. She was a doughty companion to Charles and remains so today, more than half a century after the couple first met at a Windsor Great Park polo match in 1970. “The Prince could not live up to being a fantasy man. He needed Camilla to make him flesh and blood,” writes Sally Bedell Smith.


Sadly, the first phase of their lifelong love affair was mistimed, for Camilla was already in love with Andrew Parker Bowles, a former lover of Princess Anne. When Charles left on an eight-month naval tour without declaring his affections, Camilla accepted Andrew’s proposal of marriage and remained his wife until 1995, even though she resumed her role as Charles’s mistress in 1986. (In the 1994 documentary Charles: The Private Man, the Public Role, the prince told his authorized biographer Jonathan Dimbleby that he had remained faithful to Diana until that year.)


Unsurprisingly the cracks in the Waleses’ marriage were beginning to show in public. In May 1986 Diana fainted in public at Expo ’86 in Vancouver, possibly because she was so undernourished. Her husband caught her, but her lady-in-waiting Anne Beckwith Smith told Sally Bedell Smith that for the first time, Charles was unsympathetic. “Something had gone from the relationship,” she recalled. In her biography, Bedell Smith concludes: “Despite his numerous statements about the meaning of a royal marriage, its importance for the future of the monarchy, and his naive hope that the bonds of duty and children could nurture some sort of love in an arranged union, he had come to the grim conclusion that his marriage to Diana had ‘irretrievably broken down.’”


The stage was set for Diana’s multiple love affairs, initially her rumored liaison with her close protection officer Barry Mannakee, and then most famously from November 1986 her five-year liaison with Life Guards officer Major James Hewitt. For Charles it would mean the return to Camilla, and for the wider royal family a descent into national soap opera.


By the time the eighties came to a close, it was clear the imminent collapse of the Waleses’ marriage amid infidelity on both sides would present the House of Windsor with its gravest challenge since the abdication more than half a century earlier. In July 1986 the marriage of the Queen’s second son, Prince Andrew, to Sarah Ferguson and the start of their life together as the Duke and Duchess of York briefly helped distract a country keen to believe in not one, but two royal fairy tales. Ultimately though it was destined to add to the storm damage of the eighties hurricane.
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“Katie Nicholl has defined herself as an authority on the young royals.”
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