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INTRODUCTION 


JUST WHEN I’D imagined life’s great adventures to be over, I had the unexpected joy of becoming an author in my eighties, writing my autobiography, Lady in Waiting. Since then, I have made many personal appearances telling my stories and answering questions, which have also been great fun. Audiences have always been fascinated by my tales of Princess Margaret and my husband Colin Tennant, Lord Glenconner, but to my surprise, they’ve also been very curious about me and about my own background. They’ve wanted to know more about who I am as a person, as the modern expression goes, and what got me through the darker times of my life. Many of them have said they felt inspired by my gung-ho attitude, my sense of humour, and the energy with which I am still attacking life. I am particularly delighted to learn I have become an unofficial agony aunt as well as a gay icon.


This flattering reaction has given me pause and made me look again at the events that have shaped me, what I was taught about life in my youth, and what in turn life has taught me. This book is the result. Writing it has given me a chance to reflect on the world in which I was brought up and how I have ended up who and where I am. It has also given me the chance to talk openly about some things I have kept private until now. 


As readers of my autobiography will know, I was born into the Coke family of Holkham Hall, a glorious estate in Norfolk, in July 1932. At the time my great-grandfather was the Earl of Leicester, and my father inherited the title in 1949. As a girl, even though I was his eldest child, I would not be able to inherit it. I had my coming-out dance at Holkham in June 1950, and was maid of honour to the late Queen Elizabeth II at her Coronation in 1953, which was one of the most exciting days of my life. 


In 1956 I married Colin Tennant, later Lord Glenconner. Colin bought the Caribbean island of Mustique in 1958, and transformed it from a failing cotton estate without electricity or fresh water into a luxurious retreat, famous for its privacy, its glamorous visitors and its parties. In 1971 I became lady in waiting to my dear friend Princess Margaret, a position I held for thirty years until the Princess’s death. 


Marriage to Colin was tempestuous, but we had five wonderful children together. My eldest son Charlie died from hepatitis C, a result of his struggles with heroin addiction, in 1996. His son, Cody, is now Lord Glenconner. My second son, Henry, contracted AIDS in 1986 and died in 1990. During the same terrible period our third child, Christopher, had a devastating motorcycle accident and was in a coma for four months. After years of struggle he has gone on to live a very happy life. He has two daughters with his first wife, and is now married to Johanna, who is a constant support to us both. 


Colin and I were lucky enough also to have twin daughters, Amy and May, who have shared in all our family tragedies and triumphs but have nevertheless flourished. May and her husband run their own business and have two children. Amy is a specialist painter and restorer. Colin and I remained married until his death, but when Colin died in St Lucia in 2010, he left his entire estate to Kent Adonai, who had looked after him for many years. After a long legal battle, Cody and Kent reached an agreement and some of Colin’s property was returned to his family. 


Such are the bare facts of my life. Although I felt I was very much a supporting player in the dramas unfolding around me, my life has always been lived to some degree in the public eye. When we were young, the aristocracy were a little like celebrities are now. Our comings and goings were reported on in the newspapers, and magazine journalists visited us at home and photographed us during the debutante season. My being a maid of honour at Queen Elizabeth’s Coronation obviously attracted a great deal of attention, and of course the glamour of Mustique, with its reputation as a private retreat of the rich and famous, was a subject of fascination too. I used my position in society to promote charities and causes close to my heart, and support Princess Margaret in her public and private life. On occasion I fulfilled her public duties when she was unavailable, such as when on a tour to the Philippines, visiting Imelda Marcos, while the Princess was laid up with pneumonia. 


There was much nonsensical talk of the ‘Tennant Curse’ when my children died, and our tragedies were made all the more painful by the public attention the press brought to us. Colin, though he kept uninvited journalists off the island, courted publicity when he was establishing Mustique; a film was made about him and a biography published. 


After Princess Margaret died in 2002, and Colin eight years later, I expected to live a rather quiet, private life, and be thankful for it, travelling and enjoying the company of my family and friends. 


That was not to be. I was invited to write my autobiography and the publication of Lady in Waiting has made my eighties as fascinating and as varied a decade to live through as any other. In many ways, it has made it the best yet. I was amazed to discover that I now had new roles to play as an author and was a public figure in my own right and in a very different world from the one in which I was brought up. 


After the success of Lady in Waiting, I went on to write two novels, Murder on Mustique, inspired by my life on the island, and A Haunting at Holkham, which drew heavily on my childhood. Having once been a travelling saleswoman in my youth, soliciting orders for the pottery my mother ran successfully in Holkham, I find I am a travelling saleswoman again, this time for my books. I’ve spoken at the Oxford Union, told my stories on stage, television and radio and even presented a cup at Ascot. It has all come as a rather marvellous surprise and I couldn’t be happier having this new adventure. 


With the Coke motto Prudens qui patiens – he who is patient is prudent – which has as its crest an ostrich holding a horseshoe in its beak, ready to swallow it, I have done my best through life to take everything thrown at me, and cope. Some of the lessons instilled by my background have served me well, some less so, and in the end I had to work out a great deal for myself. That is hardly surprising as society and the world in general have changed to an almost unimaginable degree over my lifetime. I have, of course, made many mistakes, and learned to think again about some of the attitudes and conventions I accepted unquestioningly in my youth. 


During my life each of my public and private roles has had its own lessons for me. For many years those roles were defined by my relationships with other people. I was the daughter of an earl, Colin’s wife and the mother of our children. Lady in waiting to Princess Margaret was another supporting role. My favourite, however, has been the one I’ve created for myself in stepping out of the shadows as an author. It has taught me that it is never too late for a new chapter – the one you write for yourself. 


So, if I have learned anything of value over the years, you will find it in these pages. I hope you will enjoy them.










CHAPTER ONE


Author
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SOMETIMES I WONDER if I might have had a career as an actress – as a child, I always loved putting on shows and dressing up. My husband Colin and Princess Margaret were both marvellous performers, and I think in another life Colin would have made an excellent theatrical producer, but when they put on plays at our house in Scotland during our summers I was always too busy to appear. My role, as a wife and as a lady in waiting, was to support them in all their performances, public and private, and it was one I played willingly. Then, almost twenty years after the death of Princess Margaret, and ten years after Colin’s, I unexpectedly had the chance to gallop onto the stage. 


It was over lunch with friends in Norfolk that this fresh chapter of my life began. It was a lovely day, we were eating outside in the sunshine and I was telling some of my stories. I was a little more fired up than usual as a biography of Princess Margaret had recently been published that I felt was terribly unfair to her. One of my fellow guests was the publisher Tom Perrin. After listening to me for a while, Tom asked if I’d ever thought of writing a book. I’ve always been an avid reader, but my own book didn’t sound a likely idea at all. I wasn’t sure anyone would be interested. Tom kept encouraging me, and eventually he introduced me to his colleague Rowena Webb and the team at Hodder and Stoughton. The next thing I knew I was being ushered into their rather grand offices overlooking the Thames and sharing my stories with them. 


Strictly speaking this was not my first venture into publishing. In 1983 my friend Susanna (Zanna) Johnston and I had published a collection of recipes and reminiscences about outdoor eating called The Picnic Papers. We were both keen fans of picnics so we thought the book might be a fun way to raise money in aid of a charity for children with cerebral palsy of which I was president at the time. 


I was looking at a copy recently and I think it stands up rather well. We asked friends and family to write something for us about picnics, ideally with recipes, and ended up with quite a range of anecdotes and reminiscences. My mother, aunt and sister wrote about traditional English picnics, and my mother also described ‘velvet’: the thick layer of skin shed from the antlers of the deer in Holkham park, which was collected, fried and served on toast as a delicacy. There were fun contributions, too, from Diana Cooper, Harold Acton and John Julius Norwich, but the best was Princess Margaret’s. She wrote that her favourite kind of picnic was a cold collation eaten while sitting at a table with chairs, china and cutlery and preferably inside, to be sure of good weather. She also suggested bringing one’s butler to make sure everything went smoothly. It was all very deadpan and I’m certain most people didn’t guess she was joking. I think the book sold respectably well, but it certainly didn’t break any records.


I enjoyed the whole process very much, especially taking some of the photographs, but assumed The Picnic Papers would be the beginning and end of my publishing career. Until my meeting with the team at Hodder …


I think if you decide to do something, you should attack it, and I approached publishing in the same way. For all that my contemporaries and I were brought up to be self-effacing and demure as young women, marriage to Colin had toughened me up, and my mother’s words, ‘Do stand up for yourself, Anne,’ still rang in my ears. I had a very clear idea of what I wanted when I went into that meeting, I told them I thought I should aim to sell five hundred thousand copies and appear on Graham Norton’s TV show.


I could see how surprised they were. Rowena and my new publicist, Eleni Lawrence, told me very politely that they would be very pleased if I sold twenty thousand, and that although they would try to arrange for me to appear on Graham Norton’s radio show, it was unlikely that an author like me would find room on his sofa alongside all of the film stars and famous musicians who are his usual guests. 


Whatever their doubts, they could see I had lived a life full of contrast, and had some interesting stories to tell from my role at the Coronation and as a lady in waiting, to life with Colin and the glamour of Mustique, my long friendship with Princess Margaret and the tragedies of losing the boys. It was perfectly clear, though, that however interesting they thought the book might be, they believed my ideas about sales and publicity were completely unrealistic.


They were, however, delighted to be wrong. Lady in Waiting has sold even more than five hundred thousand copies and become a bestseller in the UK and the United States, and I have appeared on Graham Norton’s TV show. But the more I learn about publishing the more I realise how very lucky I was that the reality lived up to my rather wild expectations. So many marvellous books are published that don’t sell very well and it’s not that the authors or publishers have done anything wrong. It’s simply those books haven’t had the stroke of luck that can make all the difference. Nowadays I am asked by people how to write a successful book, but the difference between a book that does terribly well and one that doesn’t is often down to chance and accident. I know that can be very frustrating to hear, but I don’t believe there is a magic wand to wave and guarantee a bestseller.


Before I could start selling the book, though, it had to be written.


My friend the author Hugo Vickers introduced me to Hannah Bourne-Taylor, who he thought might be able to help me gather everything together. I was a little concerned when I first met her: she looked so young and I worried she might be shocked by some of the things I had to say, but she proved to be unshockable. We weren’t sure at first about how to put the book together, but in the end we decided the best thing to do was to record me telling my stories in the hope we might capture something of how I speak and think as well as giving an idea of the events I have lived through. Then it all flowed out. I’ve always been able to tell stories, and I tell them to amuse. I imagined an audience in front of me and talked to them, so the book became, I suppose, a little bit like a theatrical performance. Perhaps I became an actor after all.


It was hard work, but it was also a chance to relive my childhood and the many happy times I spent growing up, the thrill of the Coronation and the pleasures and absurdities of life since. I’m very grateful for that. It’s been a wonderful opportunity at my age to look back and remember it all in such rich detail. Some parts of the book were much more difficult to write. I hate the word ‘emotional’, but I found myself in tears as I talked about Charlie and Henry, and remembered how desperate I was when Christopher had his accident and it seemed we were going to lose him too. Hannah was a great support during the days when we were writing about those terrible times. Nevertheless, talking about Charlie and Henry was a chance to remember them and the good times as well as the bad. Even now at book events one of their old friends or acquaintances will stop to say hello and share a memory. Painful as it was to relive their deaths, I took a lot of pleasure from remembering their lives. 


Looking back at Lady in Waiting now, I can see I wrote about Colin and our marriage in a rather breezy way, playing up the absurdity of his behaviour in order to laugh about it. To a certain degree that was a choice. I wanted to be generous to him for the sake of our children, and in spite of everything, I really did care for him a great deal. I do not think I would be here now, enjoying my life as an author, if not for him. Our marriage set me on a particular path and I cannot regret it since it led me here. Also, in the darkest days of my life, laughter has always been a tonic. When my friends asked me about Colin’s behaviour, or Princess Margaret and I swapped stories about our difficult husbands, it seemed much healthier to laugh about it all. I see now I approached writing about Colin in Lady in Waiting in that frame of mind. Still, it was writing the book that helped me admit at last how difficult and distressing much of our marriage had been, especially in the early years. 


It has taken me a long time to learn how to talk about the worst moments of Colin’s and my life together in private or public, but Lady in Waiting, and the reactions from readers it evoked, allowed me to begin. Now writing this book has allowed me to explain more fully what being part of his life was like.


Once Lady in Waiting was finished I was able to start selling, the part I was really looking forward to. Ever since my life on the road as a travelling saleswoman for my mother’s pottery at Holkham, I have loved selling. Hodder sent Lady in Waiting to Graham Norton’s team, and I was invited on to his radio show, already a great stroke of luck and perhaps a sign that the book might find an audience. The recording went well, and as I was leaving Graham said he hoped he’d see me again. Very boldly, I suggested he invite me onto his red sofa. I know one doesn’t get invited onto a television programme by simply asking, but it seemed worth a try. 


At the same time as Lady in Waiting came out, the new series of The Crown was due to start. I appear in it, played by the lovely Nancy Carroll, and Helena Bonham Carter had visited me to prepare for her role as Princess Margaret. Graham and his team saw it might be fun to include me on the programme with Helena, and Olivia Colman, who was playing the Queen. When I heard they’d actually agreed to have me on, I was thrilled but wondered if I’d bitten off more than I could chew. I called Rupert Everett, whom I’ve known for years and was a regular visitor to Mustique, and confessed that I’d got too big for my boots and asked to be on the show. Now that I’d been invited on I was terrified. He was very kind and advised me to launch straight into the story of the night in Paris just after our wedding when Colin took me to a live sex show at a brothel. I did, and the audience began to laugh in all the right places, so I let rip. By the time the show ended I was on an absolute high. Afterwards Chadwick Boseman, the American actor and star of Black Panther who’d also been on the show, came up to me and said, ‘Gee whiz, Lady!’ I thought, Well, goodness, now I’ve arrived.


There is no doubt that my appearance on Graham Norton’s red sofa did me an enormous amount of good. I had thought that most of my readers would be older people, like myself, or the sort who enjoy visiting stately homes and buy lots of books about the Royal Family, but that appearance meant I reached a much wider audience who would otherwise never have heard of me. I’m sure it wouldn’t have happened if Helena and Olivia hadn’t been promoting The Crown at just the right moment, so it was the most marvellous stroke of luck.


Once one has had some luck, I’m a great believer in making the most of it. I found I liked doing public appearances, book tours and all sorts of events, so I squeezed as many as I could into my diary. I admit it did get to the point when sometimes I pretended not to be Lady Glenconner if someone rang me up to ask me to do something, as it all got rather overwhelming. I doubt I fooled anyone, given that so few people speak in my old-fashioned accent, these days, but they were kind enough not to challenge me. I leave all those enquiries in the hands of my agent, Gordon Wise at Curtis Brown. One thing I say to anyone asking about writing books themselves is ‘Get an agent if you can.’ Their advice can be terrifically helpful.


The success of Lady in Waiting has led to all sorts of unlikely surprises. For example, I was asked by the Jockey Club to present the cup to the winner of the King George V Stakes at Royal Ascot on Ladies Day. I took my daughter May with me and we were told when we arrived we also had to choose the best turned-out horse. May and I know nothing whatsoever about horses so we decided to choose the one with the nicely plaited mane and some sort of fancy brushwork on its bottom. Later Princess Anne came across to say hello and I told her about our choice. She said, ‘Well, I hope you had a good look at its mane, because if it was done with rubber bands, you shouldn’t have chosen it.’ I had to admit we’d been far too frightened to get near enough to examine the plaiting in such detail, and had stood as far back as possible. 


In the same week I was invited to speak to the Oxford Union, who were charming hosts. At the moment I’m also appearing on a quite a lot of podcasts, which is fun but there seem to be an enormous number. Who is listening to them all?


I’ve always enjoyed making an effort and if I’m going out to speak at an author event, I like to wear something that stands out. I might choose a smart and colourful dress with a bit of a shine to it. Years ago, I bought some long skirts, all the same but in different colours, and I can dress them up with a sequined top. I also have a gorgeous sparkling brooch in the shape of a bow. I consider it lucky and it always gives me a boost when I wear it. 


During Covid, I did a few Zoom sessions, but I didn’t take very well to them. For one thing, I couldn’t get the lighting right and the camera was always very unflattering. No matter what I did – curtains open, curtains shut, light on, light off – I always looked like I either had an enormous nose or an enormous chin. The people I was talking to all seemed to be the size of postage stamps, and I could hardly see them. I’d much rather talk to anyone in person. During the Platinum Jubilee celebrations, I had visits from film crews again, wanting to hear my Coronation memories as I’m one of the surviving maids of honour. I was very much caught up in the excitement but it did remind me that they always have huge lights and reflectors to make one look one’s best. I know some people might find it rather nerve-racking but, to me, being filmed in this way is much more relaxing than Zoom. No wonder my sitting-room lamp isn’t perfect. An unexpected benefit of my new career is an appreciation of professional lighting!


Of course it might all seem a lot for a woman of ninety, but I refuse to give in to old age. I’m having the best time ever, which is so invigorating. I want to stick around as long as possible to enjoy it. I am often asked for the secret of a healthy old age, and I’m not claiming this is in any way scientific but I do walk properly every day, making sure I lift my feet. I noticed a while ago that much younger friends seemed to be shuffling. When they started doing it, I would ask, ‘Why aren’t you walking properly? Is something hurting?’ If nothing was hurting, I would make them practise walking with me, lifting their feet and moving normally. It’s so important to keep acting as though you’re young rather than the other way round. I might find it harder to get in and out of clothes, especially a tight jersey, but I jolly well do it even if it’s not as easy as it used to be.


At one book event in Norwich, the interviewer said she was struck by how I sat straight and didn’t lounge. The key is to be aware of it and focus on sticking with it – it’s a mental and physical exercise to keep oneself going. As for managing my weight, I discovered a very easy trick to stay trim. I used to do all sorts of dreadful diets, like the cabbage-soup diet, which means no one can come anywhere near you. Then, quite recently, I found I was getting indigestion if I ate too much in the evening, so I decided to give up supper. I eat breakfast – usually toast and Marmite or perhaps some porridge – and lunch, which is a good, solid cooked meal, with some fruit. I don’t eat again until the next day. I’ve lost over a stone without even trying. I make sure I drink lots of water and I’m asleep for a lot of the time I’m not eating, so it couldn’t be easier. I’m telling all my friends about it – I’m quite the evangelist for the no-dinner diet.


In spite of all these precautions against ageing, I do know I mustn’t overdo it so I try to listen to my body. I raced up Notting Hill the other day to fetch some sandwiches and felt my heart thumping afterwards. When I’m tired I read or doze if that’s what I feel I need. My daughter-in-law Johanna keeps a careful eye on me too and makes sure I plan my diary with enough rest days. 


Knowing what I know now, I have even more respect for writers than I did when I was simply an avid reader, and it’s been fascinating to enter a whole new profession at this stage of my life. I couldn’t tell anyone how to reproduce the success I’ve had, but it’s been all the more enjoyable for me, having lived in Colin’s shadow for so much of my life. I only wish everyone had a chance like this. It’s a real shot in the arm to do so many new things and meet and hear from so many interesting people. I love it when readers take the trouble to write to me. Some letters are forwarded to me by my publisher, but quite often they come addressed to ‘Lady Glenconner, The Farmhouse, Norfolk’. It is a great credit to the post office how many of those reach me. My books have been published in America and in a dozen languages now, so sometimes they just say ‘Lady Glenconner, England’.


Most of the letters I get are from people who have simply taken the time to write and tell me how much they enjoyed Lady in Waiting or one of my novels, which is very kind. I try to write back to all of them, to thank them for their generous words. The odd rude or difficult letter does turn up, but I put those aside.


Some letters come from people who are facing difficult times, often asking my advice on how to cope. It’s very difficult as all our lives are so different and we cope in different ways. I tell them never to give up, and remind them that life often turns round. I also encourage them not to dwell on things. There is a difference, I think, between facing problems and allowing oneself to be overwhelmed by them, though that can be a difficult line to tread. I also tell them I try to think of myself as a puppet with a string coming out of the top of my head, pulling me upwards. That way I sit up straight and look forward. Quite honestly, it makes me feel better if I ever get depressed. It’s often silly things that can make a difference.


I had a heart-breaking letter from a woman in Ireland a few months ago whose son had suffered a brain injury and was in a coma, just like Christopher. I wanted to offer my support as one mother to another and told her I’d pray for her and her son. It was thrilling to hear from her again recently to say he had come out of his coma and had said a few words, though I warned her to be very patient. It was five years before Christopher really recovered from his accident. It is a great privilege to be invited into other people’s lives at these crucial moments.


My family have been very supportive of this new role in my life. My daughter-in-law Johanna keeps a close eye on me and my daughter Amy has been a great help working on my novels. I was a little nervous when I first asked her what she thought of Lady in Waiting, but I can always rely on her for a direct answer. Luckily she only said she thought I’d been very generous to Colin. As well as my family, I was naturally concerned about what the Royal Family would think. I didn’t dare send a copy to the late Queen, but I did send one to the then Duchess of Cornwall as well as to Princess Alexandra as she was married to a cousin of mine. I knew my portrait of Princess Margaret was loving, she was one of my closest friends for thirty years, but one never knows how these things will be received. 


Last year I met Sarah, Duchess of York, at a dance. She called me over saying we should have a chat as we were both authors, and told me then that ‘the boss’, which is how she referred to the Queen, had read the book and loved it. What a relief. I sent the Queen a signed copy after that conversation and admitted I’d been too embarrassed to do so before. The Queen Consort has also been very kind about the book, and King Charles has told me he liked it very much too. He was always so fond of Holkham and my mother, I hope my descriptions of both her and the house brought back happy memories.


Some reactions have been unexpected. Though the readers I’ve met at events and signings have been wonderful, and it’s been a great pleasure to talk to them, I do have the occasional strange encounter. It tends to happen at parties. From time to time some man will inch up close to me and say confidentially, ‘Lady Glenconner! Squelch!’ That was the word I used to describe the sound I heard in the brothel in Paris on my honeymoon, and now certain men treat it as if it is some sort of password. It is as if by writing a book that even mentions sex I have given them permission to talk to me in this insinuating way. I really don’t think that is the case. I keep mentioning that I am ninety, but it doesn’t seem to put them off. 


One man recently started complaining to me that his wife’s sex drive had disappeared. I asked him why on earth he was telling me, and he said he wanted me to know that he wasn’t having enough sex at the moment. Why on earth would I want to know that? If he was looking for sex from me, he was certainly barking up the wrong tree. I suggested he talked to a group of younger women at the other side of the room about it. He gave me an old-fashioned look and said he couldn’t possibly discuss it with them. 


I do hate it, but there’s no point in getting too huffy about it. Generally I respond in the most deadpan way I can or pretend I haven’t heard. It’s one of the advantages of old age that one can pretend to be more deaf than one actually is in these situations. How very odd some people are. 


I do wonder how Colin would have felt about the success of Lady in Waiting. He would, I think, have been terribly jealous but also very proud. He always had a paradoxical reaction to me, both delighted by my old-world aristocratic connections and somehow a little scornful of them, always acting as if I was very ordinary and he was a sparkling star. But then everyone looked a little ordinary next to Colin. I imagine he would have been thrilled his wife had written a bestseller, but would also have been at pains to tell me it was all down to him, and his own book would do much, much better. Sadly he never wrote his story, though I for one would have loved to read it in his own words. Perhaps I might have learned the secret to what made him so very impossible and yet so endlessly fascinating. I doubt he knew, but perhaps writing it down would have helped him discover the answer.


The writing of Lady In Waiting certainly helped me look back over everything that has happened in my life and start to make some sense of it. I was able to look at my own story almost as an outsider. It helped me to have compassion for my younger self, to forgive myself and others for the stumbles along the way. I also realised how much my birthplace and the experiences I lived through during the war formed my character, and how much was ingrained in me through my mother and grandfather during our years at Holkham. My role as a daughter taught me all my formative lessons.












CHAPTER TWO


Daughter
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I dreamt I dwelt in marble halls


With vassals and serfs at my side,


And of all who assembled within those walls


That I was the hope and the pride.


I had riches all too great to count


And a high ancestral name.


But I also dreamt which pleased me most


That you loved me still the same …


 


 




MY GRANDFATHER TAUGHT me to love classical music from when I was very young. When I was at Holkham Hall as a little girl he would play me records on his huge gramophone in the Long Gallery, tell me stories about the great composers and their works and encourage me to dance and sing along. One of our favourites was the aria ‘I Dreamt I Dwelt In Marble Halls’ from The Bohemian Girl by Michael William Balfe, quoted above. It was a joke between us as we had a Marble Hall, and a high ancestral name so I didn’t have to dream that bit. Our family had a public role in the county and the country so although I might not have been the hope and pride, or not the only hope and pride of the community, we attracted a certain amount of attention. I’m not too sure about the riches either: although we were surrounded by treasures, my childhood was shaped by war and rationing, and we all felt that money was rather tight. It might seem strange that a family who always had a chauffeur also saved string and brown paper, but these were the contrasts I was brought up with, and the mixture of high status and sometimes Spartan attitudes that have moulded my character. 


On the sideboard in my living room in the Norfolk farmhouse where I live, I have a photograph of me as a baby in the arms of my father. Standing beside him is my grandfather, then Viscount Coke, and my great-grandfather the Earl of Leicester. They are actually standing in the colonnaded Marble Hall, the grand entrance to Holkham Hall, the stately home that is the centre of an estate of some fifty thousand acres on the north Norfolk coast and about fifteen miles from Sandringham. All three men look so terribly disappointed. They had all desperately wanted me to be a boy.


One of the first lessons I was taught then was that women were not as important as men. Daughters could not inherit titles or estates. Nowadays one would expect a photograph like this to include the child’s mother, but women were often airbrushed out of these male-dominated families almost entirely. A son was a cause of celebration. A daughter normally evoked a response of ‘Better luck next time.’ No wonder they wanted sons! 


The Royal Family has changed the rules of primogeniture so that the eldest child of the monarch will inherit the Crown no matter if that child is a boy or a girl, but in England aristocratic titles and estates are still inherited only by male descendants. To change that would take an Act of Parliament, and I think it’s understandably a long way down the list of government priorities at the moment. I hope it does happen eventually and women are no longer excluded, although it would be a bittersweet moment for me: life would have been so different if I’d been able to inherit.


In 1932, however, there was nothing the three men in the photograph could do other than hope the next child would be a boy. They put a brave face on it, laid down a quantity of champagne for my coming-out party, and soldiered on. My mother and father never did have the son the family longed for. My sister Carey was born two years after me, and my youngest sister Sarah in 1944. The title and Holkham were inherited on the death of my father by his cousin Anthony Coke, grandfather of the current earl. 


Meanwhile I was trained for my role in society. I was expected to be a credit to the family, and make a suitable marriage. I would then go on to run a large house and have children, all in the tradition of the high ancestral name I had inherited.


My early childhood was blissful. We’d spend long holidays at Holkham exploring the park and spending most of our summers on the wide sandy beaches. The house was a fantastic warren with extensive attics and cellars, innumerable corridors and secret doors that were a delight to explore. 


A succession of nannies and governesses took care of the practical aspects of looking after me: dressing, washing, feeding and putting me to bed, and I saw my mother for select parts of the day. I absolutely adored those times as she did lovely things with my sisters and me – she didn’t have to bother with the boring bits – but she was often away, busy or with my father. My mother also loved her dogs so much that I remember being very jealous of them because of all the affection they got. She far preferred dogs to children, and was, I suspect, even disappointed we weren’t dogs ourselves.


This upbringing had the advantage of creating a stable routine for us as children – we always knew what was going to happen and when – but it was also terribly rigid. Nanny ruled the nursery and that was that. We had to fit in with what she thought was right. Until I went to boarding school, we’d have lessons in the morning and always a walk after lunch. I liked geography very much – colouring in the maps was a treat. The day ended with a story from The Children’s Bible and prayers. Of course this was accepted at the time as the correct way to raise children. Looking back, though, especially in the light of how modern children are brought up, I do now think it rather strange to consign the intimate care of one’s children to people who might be more or less complete strangers.
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