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The Scandalous Princess

 

On 30 August 1997, Princess Diana was on a cruise along the coast of Sardinia, in the yacht Jonikal, owned by tycoon Mohammed al-Fayed, together with the new man in her life, al-Fayed’s son Dodi. As usual, they were being observed by hordes of paparazzi, including two who were following the yacht in a rubber dinghy with a powerful engine. Sick of being pursued, Dodi decided to fly to Paris. They left by a Harrods Gulfstream jet at 1.45, and when they arrived at Le Bourget an hour and a half later, they were driven to a villa that had been owned by the Duke of Windsor, now the property of Mohammed al-Fayed.

Although they had been followed there by paparazzi on motorcycles, the ever-restless Diana decided that they would leave the security of the villa and go on to the Ritz Hotel in Paris, also owned by al-Fayed, so she could go shopping for presents for the birthday of her son Harry. Once in the Imperial Suite, Diana went to have her hair done. She also rang a friendly reporter on the Daily Mail to say she intended to quit public life for good. He would mention in his story a rumour that she and Dodi Fayed intended to announce their engagement.

Dodi now decided to go to his apartment in the Champs-Elysées to change for dinner – once more followed by photographers, and by two bodyguards in a Range Rover. Later, finding that a bistro where they had intended to eat was surrounded by photographers, they returned to the Ritz, and started to eat a meal there. But, nervous about having their privacy invaded by photographers, they left it unfinished and returned to their suite, where they finally ate dinner.

For some reason, Dodi then decided he wanted to return to his apartment. And he decided that his regular chauffeur, Philippe Dourneau, should drive off in a Range Rover to mislead the paparazzi, while Henri Paul, who had met them off the plane, should take them to the Champs-Elysées apartment, leaving the Ritz by the back way. Paul had been off duty, expecting a quiet evening. He had undoubtedly been drinking.

The paparazzi were at the back door too, and lost no time in revving their machines. Henri Paul decided to outrun them, and was soon driving at sixty miles an hour. And as they plunged into the steep Alma tunnel, a 142-metre underpass, the car went out of control and smashed into a concrete pillar. Dodi al-Fayed and Henry Paul were killed outright; and Diana was so badly injured that she died later in hospital. Only the bodyguard employed by al-Fayed, Trevor Rees-Jones, survived, his life saved by an air bag.

The sense of shock was tremendous. Since the announcement of the engagement to Prince Charles in February 1981, Diana had been the British public’s favourite member of the royal family, her beauty and shy demeanour turning her into a media goddess. Crowds would wait all day outside her home, Kensington Palace, to catch a glimpse of her. Rumours of her marital problems created widespread anger. The marriage broke up in 1992, and public sympathy soon swung in Diana’s favour when Andrew Morton’s book Diana: Her True Story revealed that the cause of the split had been the long-standing love affair between Prince Charles and Camilla Parker-Bowles.

The lack of public grief displayed by the royal family undermined even the Queen’s popularity, and it may have been in response to the rising tide of criticism that the royal family took the unusual step of arranging for the funeral to be televised internationally.

Sixteen years earlier, on 29 July 1981, 750 million people had watched the marriage of Prince Charles, the Prince of Wales to Lady Diana Spencer, and a frenzy of media attention had followed the ceremony. The diffident bride-to-be had been pursued everywhere by gangs of reporters, and the curiosity of the British public was fed to bursting by daily stories in competing tabloid newspapers. In the battle for circulation each one was desperate to outdo the others with pictures of the couple taken in private, or stories of their courtship wheedled from close friends. Diana’s face smiled from the cover of nearly every magazine on the news stands.

The British public’s delight at the prospect of a royal wedding had been mingled with relief. During the late seventies, Charles’s name had been linked with many eligible socialites – Davina Sheffield, Princess Marie-Astrid of Luxembourg, Susan George, Sabrina Guinness, Amanda Knatchbull, Anna Wallace, Jane Ward – the latter the manageress at the Guards Polo Club where the prince regularly played – but every time the gossip column writers predicted that a royal wedding was in the offing, their hopes had been frustrated. “Sources” close to the prince would report that the relationship was over, or had never even happened. The general opinion among royal observers was that Charles, at thirty-one, was taking rather longer than necessary to sow his wild oats.
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