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FOR ION

Without whom this book would never have been begun – let alone finished.
 

PROLOGUE

‘Two Truths’

‘Two truths are told,

As happy prologues to the swelling act

Of the imperial theme’

Macbeth

SHAKESPEARE

‘The days of our age,’ says The Book of Common Prayer, ‘are threescore years and ten; and though men be so strong, that they come to fourscore years: yet is their strength then but labour and sorrow; as soon passeth it away, and we are gone.’

This is a sombre verdict, but not without some truth. Even if there is now more to one’s eighth decade than ‘labour and sorrow’ a seventieth birthday is still a moment for stock-taking. In the case of His Royal Highness Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, that stock-taking has an inevitably public quality. He has been a very public figure ever since, soon after the war, he became engaged to the woman who would one day be the Queen of England, when he ceased to be a Greek prince and became instead the Duke of Edinburgh.

It would have been possible for the Duke to have assumed a passive role, becoming a sort of Denis Thatcher to Her Majesty, smiling and waving, giving private encouragement and comfort but never speaking out of turn, at least in public. There was never any stated requirement that he should actually do any work. He could have spent his life simply as a public symbol, accompanying his wife on ceremonial occasions, fathering heirs to the throne.

Living such a life is not in the Duke’s character. He does not have it in him to be that passive. Under the unwritten British constitution the Monarch has the right, and, perhaps, the obligation, to consult, to encourage and to warn. As the Queen’s consort (although he has never been formally given the title of Prince Consort), the Duke is not entitled to consult Her Majesty’s Ministers; he does not sit in on her weekly conferences with the Prime Minister, nor does he see the contents of those mysterious leather boxes full of Cabinet papers which pass regularly between Buckingham Palace and 10 Downing Street. Encouraging and warning, however, have always been second nature to him and he has spent his life encouraging and warning the nation on all manner of subjects in a consistently forthright fashion. He always tries, he says, to be constructive but, as he once wrote,


To do this and at the same time avoid giving offence can sometimes be a ticklish business. I have come to the conclusion that when in doubt it is better to play safe – people would rather be bored than offended.



Luckily he has not always been good at taking his own advice.

Had he devoted all his time to public exhortation and condemnation we might have got bored with him. Some people have. And irritated. He has never, however, been merely an armchair critic. He has always been numbingly active and busy and in his seventieth year he seemed almost to take on a new lease of life. Whenever I spent any time in his company I found it almost impossible to keep up. I am nearly a quarter of a century his junior but my experience is not unusual. It is not merely his physical energy which is remarkable. He is constantly considering, questioning and then bombarding the relevant person with sheaves of thoughts and queries. In October 1985, he wrote to a friend, ‘I have just acquired this splendid gadget which is a sort of miniature portable word processor.’ This was an acquisition not universally approved. He was always a prolific letter writer but the new technology has increased his output dramatically.

However, there is much more to his life than being a supportive husband and father and pumping out regular warnings and words of encouragement. If anybody else had created the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme they would have been as celebrated as Lord Baden-Powell for founding the Boy Scout movement. For twenty-two years he actively ran the International Equestrian Federation and was therefore responsible for every horsey competition in the world except for racing. These two achievements are only part of the story. The Duke has become one of the most authoritative figures in the world of conservation and ecology; put together inter-faith conferences as far apart as Assisi and Amman; and was instrumental in setting up the Queen’s Gallery, one of the most unusual art galleries in central London. He has also won a world championship gold medal with his horses, and cups at Cowes with his boats; he has piloted Concorde; speaks at least four languages; has published a book of theological debate with a bishop of the Church of England; and he can quote Jung.

Arguably more significant than any of this is his contribution to the Monarchy itself. Though difficult to prove, anybody who has made even the slightest study of the Royal Family will know that it is not the same institution as it was when Prince Philip first joined it. The ‘Family Firm’ would obviously have evolved in forty years but not in the way that it has. I doubt, for example, whether the Royal Family would have allowed the film cameras into their lives, as they did for the first time in the late 1960s, were it not for Prince Philip. When I put this to a very senior retired courtier, a man who had devoted his entire life to service at Buckingham Palace, he demurred. ‘A lot of us were instrumental in that,’ he said.

‘Would the film have been made,’ I asked, ‘if the Queen had married some more conventional English husband?’

The old courtier thought for a moment.

‘Fair point,’ he said.

Not only did this seem an appropriate moment for writing a book about this extraordinary person, it also seemed a good time to try to put the record straight. Only once has anyone written a really informed book about the Duke of Edinburgh and that was Basil Boothroyd’s biography, published twenty years ago. There have been books since as well as countless newspaper and magazine articles but they have all been more or less derivative and more or less hostile. I am not hostile to the Duke of Edinburgh, who, I believe, with a few minor reservations, to have been – and to be – an extremely good thing. I also believe that he has been widely misrepresented. When I asked one of his friends what he thought about one of the earlier biographies he said, ‘I hated it because it made him seem boring and that’s one thing he never is.’ I agree, and I hope above almost everything else that I have not made him seem boring. At the same time I do not wish to appear sycophantic. That is the last thing he, or anyone in his position, needs.

I cut it fine. It was only at the end of 1989 that I realised that his seventieth birthday was approaching. This was, I submit, forgivable. He does not look like seventy, nor does he behave like a seventy-year-old. However, it meant that I had about a year in which to write the book. Not necessarily a problem. It would have been possible for me to have immediately embarked on a birthday book without bothering either the Duke or the Palace. After all, there is plenty of public evidence and most writers rely on that. However, I had a nagging sense that much of what had already been said about him was not quite right. I also wanted to talk to those who knew him best and I realised that without official clearance no one worth talking to would talk.

After an exploratory phone call I wrote to Robin Janvrin, then the Queen’s press secretary, on 9 January 1990. I said that in order to write a worthwhile book I would like to be able to talk to such people as the Duke’s ex-secretaries and to men like Lord Hunt or Lord Zuckerman who played important roles in his life. As for Prince Philip himself, I said that I would obviously like to talk to him but that, even more important, I would like him to ‘vet the manuscript before it goes to the printer’. At this stage I would obviously defer on matters of fact. As for interpretation and comment, I felt sure that we could agree on a formula.

Robin Janvrin told me that there was no point in raising the matter with ‘the relevant people’ – by whom I presumed he meant the Duke and his private secretary – until the following month when they would be on tour in New Zealand following the Commonwealth Games. Then they could all discuss it calmly.

In mid-February Janvrin called. ‘We have an amber light,’ he said, ‘in fact, amber to green. Can you come in for a chat with me and Brian McGrath, Prince Philip’s private secretary?’

So on 24 February I found myself marching across the gravel to the Privy Purse entrance of Buckingham Palace with a Guards’ band in close attendance. For a while Janvrin and I conversed, then McGrath, who had been watching and listening in silence, chipped in. Almost his first words were: ‘I think you ought to talk to Prince Bernhard about the International Equestrian Federation and the World Wide Fund for Nature. I’ll get on to his secretary and arrange it.’

It was obvious that I had negotiated a hurdle. But what exactly was my status? What sort of book was I writing? Was I authorised? Approved? By appointment?

‘We don’t authorise books,’ said McGrath, ‘but we want this one to be “informed”. If anyone asks you, you can say that we are aware of what you’re doing and we have no objection.’ This is a very British way of setting out the rules. The unspoken word is almost as important as the spoken. As far as the Duke was concerned, McGrath said that he was not a betting man but that he thought the odds on his seeing me were about 6–4. ‘But,’ he said, ‘a lot of 6–4 bets don’t come off.’

On this basis we went ahead.

When I started I envisaged a blow-by-blow chronological account. However, the more I got to know my subject, the less appropriate this approach appeared.

The most obvious objection is that whereas most men’s seventy is a time for slippers and retrospection, the Duke remains indomitably active. His life is not a closed book; the pages are still turning; he can still surprise.

Because he continues to be an active figure in public life, no portrait of him would be complete if it were written entirely in the past tense. One needs to know what he is like at this moment in his life; how he appears to his friends, his family, his colleagues and to the world at large. For this reason I have included passages of first-person description which might seem more appropriate to the pages of a newspaper than a formal biography. The Duke is still a living person, carving out a role in the world, and I want to convey a sense of this.

At the same time there are parts of his life under which a line can be drawn. His childhood is gone, his parents dead, the most significant decisions in his life long made. It is therefore possible to apply a more conventional narrative approach to the earlier part of the book and this, for the most part, is what I have tried to do.

He was born Prince Philip of Greece, sixth in line of succession to that throne, and had a disrupted, itinerant childhood full of drama and tragedy. From birth until marriage, however, his life followed a pattern which, though exotic, at least conformed to normality enough for it to be recognisable. In 1947, however, he married the future Queen of England, was created Duke of Edinburgh and became, in many respects, a person with whom it is impossible for the rest of us to identify. Names have often proved a tiresome complication for him but it seems easiest to call him Prince Philip, or Philip, in his – relatively – private, early life and refer to him as ‘the Duke’ in the later, public, years. When in doubt, I call him ‘the Duke’.

The premature death of King George VI in 1952 completed the transformation begun with the Duke’s marriage less than five years earlier. He was barely in his thirties when he became in effect, if not in formal title, the first Prince Consort since Albert. While all his naval friends were still ambitious Lieutenant-Commanders he was suddenly an Admiral of the Fleet; while his contemporaries were battling with their first mortgages he was running vast estates in Scotland and East Anglia; while even successful men of his own generation were still struggling to make themselves heard, the Duke’s every word was avidly chronicled. By 1957, when the Queen created him a prince of the United Kingdom, he was a fully fledged public figure. The basic structure of his life was established.

This inevitably affects the shape of any book written about him. Most successful public lives are a steady progress up a recognisable, conventional ladder, culminating with the ultimate rewards of office in middle age or even later. In the Duke’s case, he peaked early. He arrived at the top in 1952 when he had only just turned thirty. He has remained active – some would say hyperactive – ever since. But most of the crucial appointments of his life and most of the important initiatives he launched took place in the 1950s. In his later years, when more conventional people were still struggling to the top, he was, essentially, consolidating what he had already begun. Of course he has remained busy; of course he has kept coming up with new ideas; of course he has acquired new interests and passions. But it was in the fifties that he first set his stamp on those areas with which he has since become most closely identified – with science and technology, with the environment, with youth, with equestrianism.

In more recent years his public reputation has been eclipsed by the younger members of his family, particularly the Prince of Wales and the Princess Royal. Thirty or forty years ago he was practically the only member of the Family Firm who did or said anything interesting. Nowadays they are all at it.

For this reason I have abandoned the chronological approach for his more mature years. It seemed to me that if I gave equal weight to each period of his life I would run the risk of repetition. Instead I have used the second part of the book to try to show the Duke of Edinburgh as he is today, how he functions in a number of very different roles, and to evaluate the impact that he has had on the rest of us in his full and peculiar life. It is a full life and, as more than one of his acquaintances observed to me during my researches, ‘You can’t get everything in’. If you did, you would be writing a rival to the telephone directory.

In a lifetime of sitting for portraits the Duke has never found a painter who has got him quite right. His old friend Sir Hugh Casson, artist, architect and past president of the Royal Academy, remarked apropos of this that the studies are always better than the finished article, adding ‘a mercurial man like HRH needs a loose-fit portrait’. I think he is right. Someone else, probably much later, when he is dead and gone, will do a formal, stiff, comprehensive biography but full though it may be, it will fail by its very nature to capture the essence of the Duke. Following Sir Hugh’s advice, a ‘loose-fit portrait’ is what I have tried to paint.

In relying on his own memories of himself and those of his contemporaries I have often come unstuck.

‘Who told you that? … that’s not what happened … he’s quite mistaken.’ Often memories conflict, there is no consensus and no written record to confirm or deny them. But I prefer the vivid oral evidence while it is still available. I tell the truth as best I can, I try to convey reality but I cannot be definitive. I am consoled in this failure by the words of Richard Ellmann, the great literary biographer, who wrote of the ‘too early’ biography, ‘Even if more letters are unearthed and more memoirs written … the future biographer will have no more chance of being definitive. After all, what is wanted is not more incidents, or more prunings of incidents but evaluation of relationships, comprehension of motives, depictions of persons.’

The final difference between this sort of book and the posthumous biography is that the subject of the former still has a chance to answer back. In this case the Duke is clearly interested in what I have to say and has been at pains to help me get it right. At three score years and ten he can still care, but after he is dead and gone, what about his epitaph, what about his grave?

‘I am not really interested in what goes on my tombstone,’ he replied when I asked him this question. The tone and the content struck me as entirely typical. ‘I will be dead by then and not deeply concerned about what people may think,’ he said, adding as an afterthought, ‘I don’t take myself all that seriously.’

I am not actually quite sure about that. Or, as he himself would say, ‘Yes, but …’


Part One

1921–1947

THE PRINCE
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‘The Grief That Fame Can Never Heal’

‘They bore within their breasts the grief

That fame can never heal –

The deep, unutterable woe

Which none save exiles feel’

The Island of the Scots

W. E. AYTOUN

Almost seventy years on Princess Sophie could still smell the smoke as her sisters burned the documents. There was a fire in every grate. They had had very little notice of the escape. There was no telephone and the messenger had come on foot. HMS Calypso, a cruiser of the British Navy, would be standing offshore, and the four girls and their one-year-old brother must make their way out to the ship in a small boat with all their possessions. It was Corfu, 1922, and they were going into exile. Their father, Prince Andrew, was lucky to be spared.

‘How many children do you have?’ the Greek dictator, Pangalos, asked him a few days earlier.

‘Five.’

Pangalos smiled and mused awhile. ‘Poor little orphans,’ he said.

But the family had come to the rescue. Andrew’s cousin, King George V of England, had instructed the Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon, to send the twentieth-century equivalent of a gunboat. Commander Gerald Talbot, who had once served as Naval Attaché in Athens and is identified by Princess Sophie as ‘what you call secret service’, was hastily pulled out of his posting in Geneva and sent to Athens, in disguise and with false papers, to plead with General Pangalos for Andrew’s release. So successful were Talbot’s efforts that after Prince Andrew’s trial, conviction and so-called pardon, Pangalos himself took Prince Andrew from prison, drove him to the quayside, with Talbot, and delivered him on board HMS Calypso and into exile.

Meanwhile word had been sent to Mon Repos, the family home on Corfu.

‘It was a terrible business. Absolute chaos,’ recalls Princess Sophie. ‘My sisters, who were seventeen and sixteen, had to get everything ready.’ It was an all-female household. ‘There was a Greek lady-in-waiting, our French governess and the English nanny, Mrs Nicholas, who was a divine person, much nicer than all the other nannies. We adored her.’

The sea was very rough and the family were sick. The officers on board Calypso had moved out of their cabins and into hammocks so that the royal exiles could enjoy some creature comforts. ‘We didn’t realise what a tragedy it was,’ says the Princess. The officers put on a concert to entertain the children and their parents and finally put them ashore at Brindisi where, in the small hours, they caught the train for Paris.

‘Brindisi was a ghastly place,’ says the Princess. ‘The worst town I’ve ever been in.’ On the train Philip crawled everywhere, making himself black from head to toe. He even spent some time licking the window-panes. His mother disapproved but nanny said, ‘Leave him alone.’ And she just sat there and let him get black.

‘He was,’ says his elder sister, ‘very active.’

Princess Sophie told me the story at Buckingham Palace one June morning in 1990. They were rehearsing the Queen’s Birthday Parade outside and as she talked we could hear the clatter of Household Cavalry hooves, the jingle of harness, the thump of drum and the blare of brass. Twice an almost girlish excitement and curiosity got the better of her and we abandoned the interview to go to the window and pull back the net curtain to look at the reassuring, timeless pageantry below.

The scene was so secure, so totally lacking in uncertainty that it was almost impossible to believe that all those years before she and her infant brother, their three sisters and the lady-in-waiting, the nanny and the governess had been sailing off in a small boat towards an unknown future. It had all taken place a lifetime earlier. The other three sisters are dead now. So is everybody else who took part in that adventure except for herself and her brother.

She and the baby brother are grandparents now. She has twice married German princes and he is the husband of the Queen of England. Yet she said she could still smell the smoke of the fire at Mon Repos and see the grubby child on the desolate train pulling out of the Brindisi night. It was the end of everything predictable, the beginning of another life.
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‘Something Inconceivable’

‘… my family pride is something in-conceivable. I can’t help it’

The Mikado

W.S. GILBERT

Royal genealogy is a complex and abstruse matter, especially post-Victorian genealogy. The Duke of Edinburgh disagrees, because it is so much better documented than most. Also because he is a part of it. Victoria and Albert had nine children and their descendants now number more than six hundred and seventy. These descendants, including Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh (on his mother’s side), have shown a strong inclination for intermarriage. They have also tended to follow Victoria and Albert’s example by having what, by the standards of today, are large families – Prince Philip and his sisters, for instance, have twenty-one children between them. Family ‘tree’, as applied to the Duke, is therefore a misnomer. His pedigree is a thick, barely penetrable forest peopled with endless grand dukes and princes with multi-hyphenated German surnames all hopping from one branch to another. Unravelling it is like attempting one of those pointless old Advanced Maths exam questions:


If Ernest the Grand Duke of Hesse married, as his second wife, Eleonore, Princess of Solms-Hohensolms-Lich, and had a son, George Donatus, who married Cecile, Princess of Greece, what relation of Prince Philip was he and what did he become?



I originally thought the answer was that Cecile was one of Prince Philip’s sisters and, therefore, that Grand Duke Ernest was his great-uncle by marriage. But because Ernest was also the fourth child of Princess Alice of Hesse, daughter of Queen Victoria, Ernest would have already been a distant cousin of his nephew by marriage. There is, the Duke pointed out, much more to it even than that; but by the time he had explained the full complexity of the relationship I was simply confused and certainly no wiser. I had picked an example at random and it had turned out to be even more intricate than it seemed at first glance. A simpler and more important relationship is that the Duke’s grandfather, George I of Greece, was the brother of Queen Alexandra of England and that consequently her son, King George V of England, and Prince Philip’s father were first cousins. That is helpful.

Behind all this there is, of course, deeper truth concealed. These names attached to the impersonal black rules of tables in books are not just so many chess pieces, interlocking and weaving in a dry academic game; they are real people with real lives and deaths and triumphs and tragedies, and none more so than the family just mentioned.

Seeing the wood through this kind of tree is going to demand an element of simplification on the part of the writer and of concentration from the reader. Both are essential for a clear understanding of the subject.

The overwhelming personality of his Uncle ‘Dickie’ Mountbatten has meant that in most people’s eyes Prince Philip is first and foremost a Mountbatten. But he is only a Mountbatten on his mother’s side, and in any case the Mountbattens, as we shall see, are in effect a comparatively modern invention, their origins lost – as someone put it unkindly – in the mists of the mid-nineteenth century.

So prevalent was the notion that he was, first and last, a Mountbatten that on one occasion Prince Philip said to his earlier biographer, Basil Boothroyd, ‘I don’t think anybody thinks I had a father. Most people think that Dickie’s my father anyway.’ It was not a view that Mountbatten seems to have discouraged.

However, the most important point in his heredity is not that he was a Mountbatten, but that he came from that extraordinary clan which effectively transcended nationality and whose members at one time sat on every throne in Europe. There is at least as much royal blood in Prince Philip’s veins as in those of the Queen.

His grandfather was the King of Greece. Not Greek but King of Greece. Born in 1845, he was the second son of King Christian IX and Queen Louise of Denmark, and younger brother of Britain’s Queen Alexandra. In 1863 the Greeks approached this young man, Prince William of Denmark, and asked him to be their king. Paradoxically, the only people eligible for the Greek throne were those without Greek blood. Since 1832 Greece, after centuries of Turkish rule, had been a constitutional Monarchy.

William was by no means the first choice. The job was only vacant because the Greeks had dethroned the previous and only incumbent, Otto of Bavaria. They originally wanted Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, second son of Victoria and Albert, but this was vetoed by Queen Victoria. She was, however, happy enough with the appointment of William, whose sister Alexandra had just married the Prince of Wales, to give the seven Ionian islands, including Prince Philip’s birthplace, Corfu, back to Greece. The new King, George of the Hellenes, could therefore arrive in Athens bearing gifts for the Greeks.

At that stage the Prince was an eighteen-year-old lieutenant in the Danish Navy. He didn’t even speak Greek. His father and mother, later, but not yet, the King and Queen of Denmark, were not keen on their son ‘going to such a faraway, little-known country as Greece then was’. His grandfather, on the other hand, was enthusiastic and told Christian that if he made a fuss he would have him arrested. In the event, the boy became King of the Hellenes before his father became King of Denmark. Seasoned observers such as our man in Athens, Horace Rumbold, found the sight of this ‘slight delicate stripling’ swearing before an assembly of unscrupulous traitors to carry out an ‘unworkable’ constitution ‘painful and saddening’. But Rumbold was too pessimistic.

Four years later on a trip to Russia to see his younger sister Dagmar, who married Tsar Alexander III, George of the Hellenes fell in love with the Grand Duchess Olga, eldest daughter of the Grand Duke and Grand Duchess Constantine Nicolaievitch of Russia and a granddaughter of Tsar Nicholas I. She was only sixteen but they married in St Petersburg and he brought her back to Athens with an elderly lady-in-waiting, the Countess Coucheleff, to keep her company and to instruct Greek ladies in the etiquette and manners of court life. Despite her frequently repeated remark that ‘I fell in love with the man and not the King’, the child bride was pathetically homesick. On one occasion when the ladies of the Court were all assembled for a formal audience she was nowhere to be found. Eventually the King and Countess Coucheleff found her under the stairs weeping copiously and cuddling her favourite Russian teddy bear. She was finally persuaded to conduct the audience – ‘but with red and swollen eyes’.

George and Olga had seven children, though one died in infancy. Andrew, later to become Prince Philip’s father, was the second youngest and was born in 1882. It was a curious family. King George developed a passion for Greece and its people, a patriotism which was all the more fervent for being adoptive. ‘He always drilled into us,’ wrote his daughter Marie, ‘that we were Greek and nothing else.’ The drill was so effective that when, on a foreign visit, she was told that she was a Dane and not a Greek, she actually burst into tears. At first the English nurses saw to it that the children always spoke English but then father forbad it and insisted on Greek. However, although they spoke Greek to each other, they used English to their parents. And to confuse matters further, the parents conversed with each other in German.

Of them all Andrew was the most Greek. He was the only one of the children whose first language really was Greek rather than English. He was even sent away as a child to an island where he was tutored by the military governor.

However Greek he had become in some respects, King George had a very Scandinavian approach to Monarchy. Every Monday morning he held a three-hour audience at which anyone who wished could come to air their grievances. The Queen, meanwhile, busied herself with good works, especially hospitals and penal reform. It all sounds extremely modern, though there were also more traditional balls and ‘Cercles Diplomatiques’. To balance this, however, there was a roller-skating rink in the stables. The King was a very accomplished roller-skater.

The Greeks seem to have been effectively ungovernable and though the King was popular with the majority of his subjects his life was threatened on a number of occasions, when he invariably reacted with admirable sang-froid. Once out driving with his daughter Marie – later the Grand Duchess George of Russia – his landau was attacked by two men with rifles. They were firing at only about twenty paces.

‘I had a red velvet bow on my hat which my father thought would make a good target for them,’ wrote Marie, ‘so he quickly stood up, put his hand on my neck and forced me down. With his other hand he menaced them with his walking stick.’

Both horses were hit, though only slightly wounded, and one of the footmen was wounded in the leg. The King and his daughter were unscathed, and there were scenes of general rejoicing, a Te Deum in the cathedral, a royal speech from the palace balcony and so on. Next time the King went out driving he and his daughter were accompanied by two of his sons – Prince Philip’s uncles, George and Nicholas. Once again there was a rifle shot – a false alarm as it turned out – and this time five revolvers emerged like lightning. The King, both sons, his daughter and the footman were all armed (though in fact the bullets from the Princess’s gun had been removed by a brother who didn’t trust her marksmanship). Alas, King George did finally die from an assassin’s bullet, though not until shortly before the First World War.

Reading family memoirs one has an overwhelming impression of royal life in those days as a continuing European house party: of the Grand Duchess Constantine on the station platform at Pavlovsk; of the Princess of Wales somersaulting over a sofa at Fredensborg; of Grand Duke George dressing in a sheet with a broomstick to frighten his young cousins; of the Maharaja of Kapurthala giving Andrew a green and gold turban in Vienna. The world is full of Imperial yachts and royal trains and Chaliapin singing a private solo and the Sultan of Turkey presenting Turkish delight. Above all there are always, in every schloss, every shooting box, every summer palace, an inordinate number of uncles and aunts and cousins, none of them, it seems, below the rank of Grand Duke.

Prince Andrew was brought up to be a soldier. He was sent to the German-officered Athens Military Academy at fourteen and later underwent intensive private cramming from Major Panayotis Danglis, the inventor of a revolutionary gun which was light enough to be carried up and down mountains by mules and simple enough to be assembled in ninety seconds. Or so it was said. Danglis and the King imposed a harsh eighteen-month regime designed to get the Prince commissioned, come what may. The day began with a cold bath at 6 a.m. and lessons were intensive. In the spring of 1900 there was a family holiday on Corfu. While everyone else was out and about Prince Andrew and Major Danglis were closeted indoors studying artillery, fortifications, military technology, military history, military geography and military topography. The Major also accompanied him on a summer visit to Crete where Prince George, his considerably older brother, was the High Commissioner for the Powers from 1898 to 1906.

This intensive cramming for a routine exam is surprising, but demonstrates an abiding family characteristic. They do not like to be seen pulling rank. Prince Philip and his family have always sat exams like everyone else. Fortunately the Major’s ministrations proved effective and, after a three-day exam in May 1901, Andrew was commissioned into the cavalry and the Major was rewarded with the Gold Cross of the Order of the Redeemer. The Commissioning Board included Andrew’s father and two of his brothers – as well as the Archbishop, who can’t be presumed to have been much of an expert on military technology. The Minister for War, the Commandant of the Military Academy, the King’s ADC and all the tutors were also listed as examiners.

In 1903, two years after entering the Army, Prince Andrew married Princess Alice of Battenberg, eldest daughter of Admiral of the Fleet Prince Louis of Battenberg and of Princess Victoria of Hesse, eldest sister of the Empress Alexandra and Grand Duchess Serge of Russia. Princess Alice was just eighteen and once described as ‘the prettiest princess in Europe’. Her younger brother, Louis, only three at the time of her marriage, was to become Earl Mountbatten of Burma, while her sister Louise was later to marry the King of Sweden. Although Alice’s title was ‘Battenberg’ it is more helpful and in a sense more historically accurate to think of her as a morganatic daughter of the House of Hesse.1

The Grand Dukes of Hesse were descended from Philip the Magnanimous, a sixteenth-century magnate who left his estates equally between four sons. By the nineteenth century only two of these estates survived: Hesse und bei Rhein – commonly known as Hesse-Darmstadt – and Hesse-Kassel. Hesse-Kassel was annexed by Prussia after the war with Austria but Hesse-Darmstadt continued as a semi-autonomous Grand Duchy within the Empire until 1918. Darmstadt, the capital, is just south of Frankfurt and twelve miles east of the Rhine.

Princess Alice’s grandfather, Prince Alexander of Hesse, was the third son of Grand Duke Louis II of Hesse und bei Rhein. Prince Alexander was the Tsar’s godson, his sister married the Tsarevich and it therefore seemed only natural that he should serve with the Russian Army. This he did, and with distinction. So much so that he had a regiment of Lancers named after him, was decorated and, most significantly, was promised the hand of the Tsar’s niece in marriage. Alexander was clearly an impetuous young man and when he fell in love with one of his sister’s ladies-in-waiting he decided he wanted to marry her and not the Tsar’s niece. The Tsar was not amused. The girl was a Pole called Julie Hauke, perfectly respectable, but hardly a suitable match for a godson who had given his name to a regiment of Russian Lancers.

Despite everyone’s efforts to persuade Alexander to be sensible he resolutely went his own way. Even exile in England couldn’t change his mind and in 1851 he and Julie eloped from St Petersburg and married in Breslau. Thus was the House of Mountbatten born!

The couple were plainly persona non grata in Russia. Hesse was little more forgiving but Alexander’s brother, Grand Duke Louis III, agreed to allow him to go on being a royal Prince of Hesse. Julie, a Polish commoner, was made a countess with the title of Battenberg. Battenberg is a small town in the north of the Duchy, on the River Eder east of Siegen. Dictionaries are in some doubt about whether or not it gave its name to the famous cake. Its anglicised form, Mountbatten, was adopted in 1917 to satisfy patriotic British sentiment. At the same time George V adopted the name of Windsor.

Because the marriage was morganatic, any children should have been disbarred from the Hesse succession but the Grand Duke’s displeasure was short-lived. In 1858 Countess Julie became a Serene Highness (only marginally less grand than all the other Hessian wives, who were Royal Highnesses) and four years later the couple were allowed back to Darmstadt. ‘A new house had been born,’ writes Mountbatten’s official biographer, Philip Ziegler. ‘Royal, after a fashion, but bearing about it a faint aura of wildness and irregularity.’ He adds, a little mischievously, that when Himmler read the Gestapo file on the family he commented, ‘I believe that the Battenbergs have always behaved somewhat peculiarly.’ I would never have thought of Himmler as an arbiter of correct social behaviour, but the Mountbatten origins are certainly not orthodox. Prince Alexander, incidentally, joined the Austrian Army and became a Field Marshal.

Odd, then, that Prince Philip and his children should so often and so widely be thought of as Mountbattens. His father’s side of the family, whether it’s the Royal House of Greece, or of Denmark, or of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Glücksburg, is surely more regal and more ancient. Besides which, patronymics derive, by definition, from the paternal line.

Alexander and Julie of Battenberg had five children of whom Louis, Princess Alice’s father, was the second. The family were brought up in Hesse mainly at Heiligenberg Castle, a large comfortable, sylvan home about as far from the sea as anywhere in Europe. It was curious therefore that young Louis should have conceived a passionate desire to become a sailor. Hessians, like his father, were famous as soldiers but there was no naval tradition in the family. Moreover, in the 1860s the German Navy scarcely existed. If the young Battenberg was to join a navy it would be the British Navy. There were strong links between the Dukes of Hesse and the British Royal Family and these were further strengthened in 1862 when the future Grand Duke Louis IV married Queen Victoria’s daughter Alice. Nevertheless for a son of Hesse to join the British Navy, egged on by another of Victoria’s children, Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh and himself a Royal Navy captain, was unorthodox to the point of perversity. Alfred, just to complicate matters, had been the Greeks’ preferred choice as King.

Louis’s early career in the Royal Navy seems to have been dogged by the sort of coddling favouritism that, years later, his grandson Prince Philip was so vehemently anxious to avoid. His first ship, for instance, was a frigate on which the Prince and Princess of Wales were cruising the Mediterranean. His royal connections and his unashamed Germanness alienated him from his colleagues – even when in later life he dropped his German titles, anglicised his name and became the first Marquess of Milford Haven, he never lost his German accent. His thorough-going professionalism only added to his unpopularity although it ensured that eventually he went to the very top. As First Sea Lord he had to sign the signal from the Admiralty to All Ships which ordered, ‘Commence hostilities against Germany’. For a man of whom his sister once wrote, ‘He was perhaps by nature the most German of us all, and was unspeakably attached to his native land’, it must have been an agonising moment.

In 1883 he married Princess Victoria of Hesse. She was his first cousin once removed, which meant that his father-in-law, the Grand Duke, was his first cousin. As his bride was also a granddaughter, and a much favoured one, of Queen Victoria, Prince Louis was pulling off a considerable double coup. On the one hand he was legitimising his own morganatic Hesse status and on the other he was becoming a member, however distant, of the British Royal Family. Princess Victoria was a clever catch, particularly as her father strongly disapproved. Queen Victoria, on the other hand, was delighted for her namesake because she had met someone ‘kind, good and clever whom she knows thoroughly well’. The old Queen was not to be argued with. Prince Louis was, the Duke points out, a friend of King Edward VII, and a personal ADC to him, to Queen Victoria, and to King George V.

Two years later their eldest child, Princess Alice, was born at Windsor Castle with Queen Victoria assisting during a long and difficult labour. Prince Philip’s mother, known as Princess Alice or later Princess Andrew, was christened Victoria Alice Elisabeth Julia Marie. She was beautiful, indomitable and profoundly deaf from birth. This handicap was not discovered until her grandmother Princess Julie, always a champion of hers, remonstrated when, as usual, Alice was being chided for ‘not listening’.

‘It’s not that she’s not listening,’ said Princess Julie, ‘I don’t think she can hear. I think she’s deaf.’ Nowadays the problem might well have been cured, but in the late nineteenth century medical science did not have the answers and Alice remained deaf for the rest of her life, teaching herself to lip-read in at least four different languages. (How proficient she was at this depends on who you talk to!)

The combination of Royal Navy and Hessian royalty meant that hers was an itinerant childhood. ‘Navy brats’ are used to camp-following, trekking around the seven seas from one of their father’s postings to another. Countless royal castles and palaces were available for holidays in Hesse and the Scottish Highlands, but there was no place quite like home. Princess Alice’s favourite substitute was Malta where her father was ‘spectacularly successful’ with the Mediterranean Fleet. When, after her marriage, she moved to Athens, the blinding brightness of the Eastern Mediterranean sun beating off pale yellow stone and rock reminded her of Valletta and helped her come to love it.

The Darmstadt wedding was, in the words of Andrew’s Aunt Marie,


a great family meeting … The Emperor and Empress came, as well as the Princess of Wales and her daughter Victoria. My parents were there, of course; so were several of my brothers and my mother’s only sister, the Grand Duchess Vera, widow of Prince Eugene of Württemberg.



Vera was short, stumpy, very plain and so short-sighted that she had to wear pince-nez. This last is a family characteristic. Prince Andrew is nearly always photographed in a monocle or spectacles. His son Prince Philip used to wear contact lenses for polo and does sometimes wear glasses. Basil Boothroyd has a footnote in his biography describing how if the Duke is at the wheel of a car there is always a lurch a little way down The Mall as he puts on his specs. He does not wish to be spotted wearing them by the crowds outside the palace. When I mentioned this to Jim Orr who was his private secretary for thirteen years he said, ‘Good heavens! I never saw him wearing glasses.’

Despite her appearance, the Grand Duchess Vera was much loved but mercilessly teased. In the afternoon everyone gathered outside the schloss to throw rice at the departing couple. Andrew’s brothers Prince Constantine and Prince George, however, emptied their packets of rice all over Aunt Vera and then found a gentleman’s hat which they pulled down over her head, causing her glasses to fall off. They ran away so quickly that when she got the hat off she boxed the ear of the man nearest to her by mistake. This turned out to be Prince Louis of Battenberg’s ADC, Admiral Mark Kerr. The admiral took the blow in the best Senior Service spirit, laughed it off and said simply, ‘I quite understand, Ma’am.’ The Tsar threw a satin slipper at Princess Alice who caught it deftly and hit him over the head with it.

The ceremony itself was conducted in duplicate. Princess Marie says the couple were first married in the Russian Orthodox Church, and then married again in the ‘Protestant Church of the Schloss’ by the same German clergyman who had married Andrew’s brother, Constantine, in Athens in 1889. The Russian Church, built for the Tsar because he had married into the House of Hesse, was designed by the architect Louis de Benois, grandfather of the author and actor, Peter Ustinov. ‘I look like him,’ Ustinov told me, adding that on one occasion his grandfather returned from Darmstadt seeming more than usually depressed. When Ustinov’s mother asked why, the architect replied: ‘The Grand Duke of Hesse is deaf in one ear and does not understand with the other.’
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‘The Seed Sown’

‘The seed sown by the Greek soldier will one day burst forth into a great and flourishing tree’

Towards Disaster

PRINCE ANDREW OF GREECE

Prince Philip’s father was passionate about his military career. He had been immersed in soldiering since first becoming an army cadet at fourteen and, as his wife later commented, ‘He took his duties very seriously, as he loved his profession and wished to earn his promotion like any other officer’. The same was later true of Prince Philip. He too was thwarted in his ambitions though less cruelly than his father. Much as one might wish otherwise, it is not easy to combine a conventional career with being a member of a Royal Family, even now.

At the time of his wedding in 1903 Prince Andrew was a twenty-two-year-old cavalry subaltern of two years standing. In 1905 he was posted to the garrison town of Larissa on the old Turkish frontier, and, after a year there as a squadron commander, he joined his regiment. For the following three years he was mainly engaged in training peasant conscripts from the mountains – no easy task since most of them had never seen, let alone ridden, a horse in their lives. Somehow he managed to combine this with completing the full Staff College course. It all sounds like the beginnings of a dedicated army career.

Politics, however, soon interfered. In 1909 a league of disaffected officers organised a revolution, one of the lesser aims of which was to prevent the King’s sons from holding army commands. To help his father come to terms with the revolutionary officers Andrew resigned his commission voluntarily. So did his brothers Nicholas and Christopher, while his brother George also resigned from the Navy.

From 1909 to 1912 Prince Andrew was effectively unemployed. Spending these years in compulsory idleness caused him ‘great grief’. In 1912, however, the Balkan Confederacy, including Greece, declared war on the Turks and Andrew asked to be reinstated in the Army. In view of the emergency, military considerations overcame political ones and he was duly made a major on the staff of his eldest brother, Crown Prince Constantine, the C-in-C.

The Turkish campaigns ended in defeat for the enemy and in the general euphoria Prince Andrew was promoted to Colonel and given command of the 3rd Cavalry. He remained with them for four years, ‘aloof from all politics’, until, in 1916, he was withdrawn from Salonica by Constantine, now King of Greece, and sent on a diplomatic mission to Paris and London. Shortly after his return to the regiment, however, politics once again intervened. King Constantine was overthrown by the Great Powers and went into exile in Switzerland. Lloyd George described him as ‘surly and suspicious’ and too sympathetic to the Germans. Prince Andrew naïvely hoped that he would be allowed to stay in Greece but he and two thousand other officers were dismissed from the Army for being loyal to the King and a month later he and his family followed Constantine into Swiss exile.

There he remained with his family until June 1920 when he was able to move on to Rome. He had wanted to go to either France or England but neither country would have him. After all, they had connived at Constantine’s removal and the substitution of his second son, Alexander, who died tragically as a result of a monkey bite in September 1920.

In December 1920, however, there was a plebiscite in Greece. Constantine was reinstated by a vote of 1,010,788 to 10,887 and Prince Andrew suddenly found himself back in his homeland and promoted to the rank of Major-General. The previous regime had already begun a new war against the Turks and Andrew eagerly applied for active service. It was six months before his request was granted but in June 1921 he was given the command of the 12th Division in Asia Minor under the overall leadership of Lieutenant-General Papulas who, on any analysis, seems to have been one of the least competent and shiftiest military commanders in history.

The 12th Division itself was a disastrous formation. Prince Andrew had hoped to be given command of the Cavalry Brigade or of another, better equipped and more professional division. The troops he was allocated would, in his estimation, ‘melt before the enemy like snow in the sun’. Early on in the campaign, after a hard day’s march his men camped in a Turkish village where ‘the conduct of the men … and the indifference of the majority of the officers unfortunately surpass belief’. He tried to check the excesses of what sounds like a serious atrocity but, in the end, was able only to observe that ‘unhappily it was only too evident that the army had contracted habits that were foreign to its nature before 1917’.

Prince Andrew’s own account is obviously highly personal. ‘Not for a moment did I imagine … due to the ill will and incapacity of the Major-General commanding the brigade … the ridiculous optimism of GHQ … the characteristic incapacity of their leaders.’ If he failed to conceal this assessment of his fellow officers it is hardly surprising that they seem to have been unwilling to communicate with him except on the most official terms. On one occasion some officers were so reluctant to meet him that they hid behind a hut until he was gone. To say that the Army was politicised is an understatement. It was riddled with intrigue and dissent and was chronically over-officered. The overall impression of Ruritanian incompetence is unfairly heightened by the names of some of those concerned. How can one take seriously a captain named Skylakakis? Or a major-general named Stratigos?

At the same time the conduct of the campaign does seem to have been woeful. Eventually, in June 1921, Prince Andrew wrote to the C-in-C to complain about his undisciplined ‘riff-raff’. Even when some of his artillery finally succeeded in engaging its guns it fired on its own comrades; there were not enough men; their supplies were deficient, communications non-existent. And so on.

Papulas’s reply was conciliatory but unpromising. He would send more guns as soon as they arrived. There was no wireless apparatus but this, too, he would send as soon as he was provided with any. Most dismal of all, ‘I have ordered boots and other supplies, which are being sent to us; you will be supplied from these at the first opportunity.’ He ended with the tantalising, ‘I hope very soon to give you the command of an Army Corps.’

That appointment was made in early August by which time Prince Andrew ‘realised that all military prudence had vanished. Then I understood the true meaning of the Greek proverb, “Those that the Gods wish to destroy they first make mad”.’ Scarcely a happy augury for the Prince’s new command.

The Greeks were by now well into hostile barren Turkish desert which yielded little or nothing in supplies or comfort. The Turks were, admittedly, retreating but their retreat was more tactical than enforced. The Greek intelligence was largely contradictory and the interpretation put on the Turkish performance by Papulas and his staff was probably awry and certainly variable. Papulas’s mood shot from extreme optimism to high dudgeon within hours. At one moment the capture of Ankara seemed imminent, at the next a hasty retreat to Athens the only conceivable course of action. Prince Andrew, almost wholly unconsulted, sulked in his tent, and muttered about Papulas’s ‘ignorance of the science of war’.

Matters between the Commander-in-Chief and the Commander of his second Army Corps finally came to a head at five in the morning on 9 September when the C-in-C sent an order which the Prince considered ‘a cry of ill-concealed panic’. Prince Andrew’s Corps was told to make an ‘immediate violent attack’ towards the north. The Prince replied at 8 a.m.: ‘Attack by 2nd Corps in the direction indicated impossible.’ He proposed a quite different plan involving the immediate reinforcement of another threatened Corps but no immediate attack, violent or otherwise. ‘My preliminary orders relative to this were issued 7 a.m. and movement of transport in above direction was commenced.’

Whatever Prince Andrew’s view of Papulas’s competence, this was an injudicious response. The Prince’s defence is disingenuous. ‘No doubt,’ he said, ‘the above message was not in accordance with ordinary practice, but I think that, beyond that, it does not constitute an infraction of orders, nor does it show any lack of fighting spirit. There is, however, a breach of formality, and this lies in the fact that in the message the correct phrase “subject to approval” was omitted, but the omission of this phrase cannot possibly form the basis of an accusation for disobedience and abandoning one’s position.’

Papulas thought otherwise. ‘Astonished,’ he replied, ‘at plan of abandoning your positions. I order corps to remain in its position. Only person competent to judge and decide is myself as Commander-in-Chief. Cancel all orders of transfer movements.’

Prince Andrew stayed put and told his Commanders to be ready to launch an immediate and violent attack to the north but next morning he was astonished to find that HQ had sacked his Chief of Staff. The Prince was outraged. Not only by what he saw as the cowardly dismissal of a junior officer when, if anyone was to be fired, it should have been himself – but also because his views on the conduct of battle were ‘not taken into the slightest consideration’. Under these circumstances, he told the C-in-C, ‘It is absolutely impossible for me to continue in command of corps. Please order my immediate relief.’

This time Papulas replied with a personal and confidential telegram. ‘Important reasons do not permit nor do I contemplate replacing you.’ There was no need to spell these reasons out. The Prince’s brother was overall Commander-in-Chief of the Army. Nevertheless the Prince (‘unreasonably perhaps’ in his own words) insisted, whereupon Papulas replied formally, ‘I desire, and situation demands, you should remain in your place.’

Before he could respond to this, the enemy attacked and the whole Greek force was engaged in fierce though essentially indecisive battle. Subsequently, however, any attempt to capture Ankara was abandoned and the Greeks began to pull back.

Some days later rumours began spreading that this retreat was due to the ‘supposed unwillingness’ of the 2nd Army Corps to attack. The Prince complained and a weary Papulas responded that he had always accepted that ‘all the corps have carried out their duties with exemplary heroism’. He added, ‘The 2nd Army Corps has so many heroic exploits to its credit that its officers need not be disturbed at the propagation of senseless criticism of the corps’ action.’

Despite this, relations between the Prince and the C-in-C were impossible, at least as far as the Prince was concerned. He disagreed totally and continually with the Supreme Command and they, ‘even though they never had the courage to tell me so straight out’, had lost confidence in him. Even though he knew that some ‘who could not know the true facts’ would accuse him of desertion, he felt he could no longer continue ‘in the stifling atmosphere of Asia Minor’. Accordingly he asked for three months’ leave and on 30 September this request was granted.

After two months’ absence Prince Andrew returned to Smyrna as a member of the Supreme Army Council under his old adversary General Papulas. Four months later he was transferred to the command of the 5th Army Corps of Epirus and the Ionian Islands. In other words it looked, somewhat surprisingly, as if his military career was going to continue onwards and upwards despite its rude interruption.

Once again, however, events beyond his control intervened. In August the following year Mustafa Kemal launched an attack on a dangerously extended two-hundred-mile Greek front. General Papulas had been replaced by a General Hadjianestis. Hadjianestis was much preferred by Prince Andrew but by no means everyone else. In the ensuing campaign the Turks swept all before them. Smyrna was sacked with enormous loss of life and the Greeks were expelled from their toehold on the edge of Asia Minor after an occupation which had lasted 2,500 years. There were over a million Greek refugees.

The Royalists attributed this catastrophe to treason by colonels or, in the words of Princess Alice, ‘treachery in its own ranks’. Worse still, ‘the instigators of this frightful debacle’ capitalised on the events by hurrying to Athens and setting up their own military government. The King was overthrown and sent into exile again, while the eight politicians and soldiers judged responsible for the defeat were imprisoned and put on trial. These included Hadjianestis who, along with five others, was executed by firing squad on 28 November 1922.

Throughout Prince Andrew’s military campaign, his wife and family spent most of their time on Corfu where Prince Philip was born. Their villa, Mon Repos, was built for the British Government in 1824, a beautiful home set among olives, lemons, oranges, cypress and magnolia.

The new military government originally told Prince Andrew that provided he resigned his commission he could continue to live at Mon Repos. Not for the first time he seems to have been naïve. Colonel Plastiras, the soi-disant ‘Leader of the Revolution’, had been an officer in Prince Andrew’s own 2nd Army Corps and Andrew had reported him to the C-in-C for openly formenting revolution. Years later, in 1944, Plastiras surfaced again at a ‘Conference of Great Parties’ convened by Winston Churchill. Sir John Colville wrote that his ‘fierce mien and waxed moustaches were the cynosure of our eyes’, and added that ‘the Prime Minister would insist on referring to him as General Plaster-arse.’

A month after he had been assured of his safety, Prince Andrew was arrested and brought to Athens where he was tried in the Chamber of Deputies by a jury of junior officers who, according to Prince Philip’s mother, ‘had previously decided that he must be shot’.

Of course, the pretext for his trial was the acrimonious disagreement with his Commanding Officer in Asia Minor the previous year. He was accordingly found guilty of disobedience to orders and abandoning his post in the face of the enemy.

Princess Alice, in Athens, had been appealing on Andrew’s behalf to leaders around the world. Most tellingly, her younger brother Louis Mountbatten managed to obtain an audience with King George V and with the British Prime Minister, Bonar Law. Lord Curzon, the Foreign Secretary, sent for Commander Gerald Talbot, previously Naval Attaché in Athens and currently doing cloak-and-dagger work in Geneva.

Princess Alice wrote, ‘The way in which Sir Gerald, for he was afterwards knighted by the King for his services, accomplished this miracle is for him one day to relate. Suffice it to say, that he successfully got the author [Prince Andrew] out of the clutches of the military dictators and brought him and his family away from Greece on the day after the trial in a British man-of-war.’ She and her husband, she added, ‘owe a deep debt of gratitude to HM the King for the promptitude and efficacy of his action’.

Prince Andrew never forgave and never forgot. In his apologia he wrote:


I cannot bring this sad account to a close without emphasising the monstrosity of this crime. For the first time after many centuries, since the time of the Byzantine rulers, a Greek King and a Greek army trod the immense plains of Asia Minor. Full of eagerness, faith and self-sacrifice, the Greek soldier threw himself into the age-old struggle of his race – the struggle of civilisation against Asiatic barbarism.
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