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Harold: You agree that a successful marriage is the greatest of human benefits?


Vita: Yes.


Harold: And that it must be based on love guided by intelligence?


Vita: Yes.


Harold: That an essential condition is a common sense of values?


Vita: Yes.


Harold: That the only things that will stave off marital nerves are modesty, good humour and, above all, occupation?


Vita: Yes.


Harold: And give and take?


Vita: And give and take.


Harold: And mutual esteem. I do not believe in the permanence of any love which is based on pity, or the protective or maternal instincts. It must be based on respect.


Vita: Yes, I agree. The caveman plus sweet-little-thing theory is long past. It was a theory insulting to the best qualities of both.


Harold Nicolson and Vita Sackville-West discussing marriage on BBC radio in 1929, quoted in Portrait of a Marriage by their son Nigel Nicolson, 1973
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Introduction


‘People who write books ought to be shut up,’ said King George V. 


‘This is Gyles Brandreth,’ said the Duke of Edinburgh, introducing me to Queen Elizabeth II. 


Her Majesty proffered me a tightly gloved hand and murmured an almost inaudible, ‘How do you do?’ Her consort continued cheerily, ‘Apparently, he’s writing about you.’ The Duke paused and leant towards his wife’s ear: ‘Be warned. He’s going to cut you into pieces.’


The Queen looked startled. The Duke chuckled. I smiled. 


I knew the Duke of Edinburgh over a period of more than forty years. I was accustomed to his sense of humour. I liked it. I liked him. I admired him as much as any man I have known. It was knowing him as I did that led me to write this book about him, and his wife, and their remarkable marriage – the longest-lasting marriage of any sovereign and consort in history.


I first met Prince Philip in the 1970s, when he was in his fifties and I was in my twenties, and I became involved in the work of the National Playing Fields Association. The Association is the National Trust of recreational space: it protects playing fields and playgrounds, and aims to enhance opportunities for competitive sport and creative play, especially for young people and those with disabilities. It is a good cause, if a touch unglamorous. The charity, now known as Fields in Trust, was founded in the 1920s, with Elizabeth II’s father, then a young Duke of York, as its first president. Prince Philip, as a young Duke of Edinburgh, took on the presidency in 1948, soon after he married Princess Elizabeth. It was the first national charity in which he became involved. He remained its president until the week of his ninety-second birthday in June 2013, when he handed over the reins to his grandson, Prince William.


As the President of the NPFA Prince Philip was impressive: informed, committed, personally involved. He took the responsibilities of his office seriously. He was an effective fund-raiser. ‘The fund-raising never stops!’ he used to sigh. He was an intelligent and persuasive leader, with an unnerving eye for detail (and for flannel and flimflam), who was at his best when given a problem to solve, a difficult meeting to chair, an internal row requiring resolution. He liked to be given something specific to do. He welcomed detail. I accompanied him to the opening of a youth centre on Merseyside. His debriefing note to me was devoted to how best to relocate the lavatories and showers so as to maximise the space available for the sports facilities. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I am practical. I like to help make things work.’ He wanted to make a difference where others, often, only make a noise. He wasn’t one for honeyed words and empty gestures. He did not give his wife bunches of flowers or cards inscribed with sentimental messages: he gave her pieces of jewelry he had designed and made himself.


I liked his style. I admired his achievement. I enjoyed his company. Having observed it at close quarters, I thought his manner with people was delightful and the more unassuming the people the friendlier he was. I recall coming down the back stairs with him after some lunchtime function at a club in central London. We passed the kitchen. The Duke stopped, turned back and marched in, unannounced, to meet the chefs and dish-washers. There was laughter, back-slapping, joshing: an enviable display of people skills and unselfconscious charm. The only time I have seen it quite as well done was recently – by Prince William.


What the Duke of Edinburgh made of me, if anything, I cannot tell you.1 He called me ‘Gyles’. I called him ‘Sir’. His last letter to me, written from Windsor Castle, was full of characteristic dry humour and his trademark double exclamation marks (!!); it was signed ‘Yours ever’. But I am mindful of the former Prime Minister James Callaghan’s observation: ‘What senior royalty offer you is friendliness, not friendship. There is a difference.’


There were times when I felt quite close to Prince Philip – like a proper friend, or as much of a friend as you can be with a man who is thirty years your senior and the husband of the head of state. Sitting alone with him in his library at Buckingham Palace, sharing a drink, he was the best company: completely unstuffy, easy to talk to – and happy to talk about anything. 


We talked about life. ‘Has it been fun?’ I asked him once.


‘Fun?’ he snorted. ‘I don’t think I think much about “fun”. Do you think much about fun?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Now and again.’


‘Really? I suppose the polo was fun,’ he conceded. ‘Playing cricket was fun, in the old days. The carriage driving is fun – when you don’t fall off the box seat. Then it’s just bloody painful.’


‘Has it been enjoyable?’


‘My life? Enjoyable?’ He screwed up his eyes. ‘I enjoyed flying. I enjoyed flying very much. I sometimes think I should have joined the air force instead of the navy.’


‘Is that one of your regrets?’


‘Regrets are a waste of energy. There’s no point in having regrets.’


‘Has it been a good life?’ I persisted. ‘Worthwhile?’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t know about that. I’ve kept myself busy. I’ve tried to make myself useful. I hope I’ve helped keep the show on the road. That’s about it, really.’


We talked about death. ‘Death is part of life,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to face it. You’ve got to accept it – with a good grace.’ He laughed. ‘When you get to my age, there’s a lot of it about.’ 


Death was part of Prince Philip’s life from the beginning. His grandfather, King George I of Greece, was assassinated a few years before he was born. His favourite sister, Cécile, was killed in an aeroplane accident when he was still a teenager. His favourite uncle (and his guardian at the time), George Milford Haven, died of cancer soon after. His father, Prince Andrew of Greece, died when Philip was just twenty-three. His other favourite uncle, Earl Mountbatten of Burma, was murdered by the IRA in 1979. ‘I’m quite ready to die,’ the Duke said to me. ‘It’s what happens – sooner or later.’


‘Later rather than sooner, we hope,’ I said.


He looked at me, smiling. ‘I certainly don’t want to hang on until I am a hundred like Queen Elizabeth [the Queen Mother]. I can’t imagine anything worse. I’m already falling to pieces as it is. Bits keeps dropping off. I have absolutely no desire to cling on to life unnecessarily. Ghastly prospect.’


I think that when he died, he died happy. In the last ten years of his life he seemed a more settled soul than once upon a time. He could still be cantankerous and tetchy – he was wilful and contrary to the last – but, overall, he appeared to me to be more contented in late life than he had been in middle age, more at ease with himself, with his family, and with the world. I believe he recognised, finally, that people recognised his contribution and, though he made light of it, that pleased him very much.


On Monday, 4 June 2012, six days before his ninety-first birthday, he should have been at the Queen’s side at the Diamond Jubilee concert that was staged in her honour in front of Buckingham Palace. He wasn’t there because the day before, as part of the Jubilee River Pageant, for several hours he had stood at the Queen’s side in a boat on the Thames in driving rain and had exacerbated a pre-existing bladder infection. He stood because the Queen stood – and the Queen stood because neither of them wanted to be seen seated on the grandiose thrones the pageant organisers had provided for them. ‘We’d have looked like Mr and Mrs Beckham, wouldn’t we?’ said the Duke. ‘You’ve got to draw the line somewhere.’ And because the Queen remained on deck, standing in the rain, the Duke remained there, too. It would not have occurred to him to be anywhere else. 


Having spent Sunday in the rain, Prince Philip was admitted to hospital on Monday. That night, at the end of the Jubilee concert, the Prince of Wales stood next to the Queen and gave a short speech, saluting his mother and thanking those who had performed during the evening. The speech was warm, witty, and well judged. The crowd cheered almost every phrase, but they cheered loudest by far when Prince Charles asked them to cheer for the one person who was conspicuous by his absence: his father, Prince Philip. In the Mall on that wet and windy Monday night in June 2012, a quarter of a million people stood in the cold chanting, ‘Philip, Philip, Philip!’ 


A mile away, in his hospital bed, the Duke of Edinburgh watched the scene on television – and was touched by what he saw and heard.


I know (because he told me) that Prince Philip was disappointed that his doctors’ orders obliged him to miss some of the celebrations for the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. In truth, perhaps not the pop concert outside Buckingham Palace (the Duke felt that he had endured more than his fair share of Elton John down the years), but certainly the Service of Thanksgiving at St Paul’s Cathedral on the following day. ‘I was sad not to be there,’ he said to me. He had wanted to be there, at the Queen’s side. That’s why, a year later, he was so determined to be at Westminster for the service marking the sixtieth anniversary of the Queen’s Coronation. It was, after all, what his life had been about. 


‘That’s what you do,’ I said to him. ‘You support the Queen.’


‘Yes.’


‘It is who you are.’


He smiled. ‘It is a family business.’


In 1897 the Duke’s mother, aged twelve, was there for Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. Princess Alice was born at Windsor Castle, the daughter of Princess Victoria, one of Queen Victoria’s favourite granddaughters. And the Duke’s father’s father, King George I of Greece, was an ADC to Queen Victoria – and, later, to Edward VII (who married Philip’s great-aunt Alexandra) and, later still, to George V (whose granddaughter Philip married.) By birth, Prince Philip was twice as royal as Elizabeth II. The Queen’s father was a king, but her mother was a commoner. The Duke of Edinburgh was royal to the marrow – related through each of his parents to kings, queens, emperors, kaisers, tsars.


In the summer of 2012, the Duke was touched, too, and surprised, by the Diamond Jubilee television film made by Prince Charles and broadcast at the start of the Jubilee weekend. The film was essentially a personal tribute by Charles to his mother, illustrated with ‘home movies’ from the early years of his parents’ marriage.


Once upon a time Prince Charles was in the habit of complaining about his childhood – plaintively and to almost anyone who would listen. In the early 1990s, when he cooperated with the broadcaster Jonathan Dimbleby to produce a documentary and a book about his life, the Prince of Wales made it clear to all the world that, as a boy, he had felt neglected at home and abandoned at school. His parents did not cherish him, or understand him, in the way that his grandmother, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, did. Twenty years on, in 2012, it became clear from the Prince’s Jubilee broadcast that his view had changed. Charles spoke of both his parents with unfeigned affection. And rightly so. It was evident from those old family films – as it always had been from the accounts of those who had been there at the time – that the Queen and Prince Philip had been loving parents: caring, concerned, and, given the style of parenting of those of their class and generation and the restrictions imposed on them by their official duties, remarkably hands-on.


When Prince Philip talked to me about Prince Charles in the 1980s and 1990s there was invariably a touch of exasperation in his tone – and often, too, a note of sarcasm. The Duke gave the impression that he would have liked his son to be more robust, less fey. The father did little to disguise his feelings about the son. In the summer of 1986, for example, at a meeting of the officers of the Playing Fields Association, we presented our president with what we hoped would be a welcome birthday present: three pairs of carriage-driving gloves. He unwrapped the parcel and inspected our gift. The first pair of gloves were a light tan colour. The Duke sniffed approvingly. The second pair were dark tan. ‘Thank you very much,’ he said. The third pair were a pale lilac colour. He held them up disdainfully between his thumb and forefinger and said, ‘I think we’ll give these to the Prince of Wales.’


There was a time when the Duke of Edinburgh regarded the Prince of Wales as ‘precious, extravagant, and lacking in the dedication necessary to make a good king’ – and said so. I don’t believe that is what he felt at the time of his death, but it was certainly what he felt in the aftermath of the death of Diana, Princess of Wales.


The Duke’s disdain for his eldest son was the more shocking because of the way he made little or no attempt to hide it. Once, boldly, I challenged him about it. I told Prince Philip that, having met him and his son, I was struck, not by their differences, but by their similarities. Their gait, their body language, the joshing humour, the moments of pig-headedness each displayed, the shared enthusiasms (nature conservancy, painting, poetry, comparative religion). I said, ‘You’re clearly peas from the same pod, you’re so similar.’ He interrupted me: ‘Yes, but with one great difference. He’s a Romantic – and I’m a pragmatist. That means we do see things differently. And because I don’t see things as a Romantic would, I’m unfeeling.’


Prince Charles was not alone in sometimes thinking his father ‘unfeeling’. As I researched this book, I encountered a number of people – including some who had known Prince Philip for some years, including members of his wife’s family – who, unprompted, described him to me as ‘cool’, ‘cold’, ‘hard’, ‘distant’, and ‘unfeeling’. In my experience of him, while he could be distant and forbidding – even frightening – when he chose, he was not unfeeling. That said, he did reflect the attitudes of his generation – much as Charles reflects his. Prince Philip was born in 1921 and brought up in the age when introspection equalled self-indulgence and a stiff upper lip was a virtue, not a disability. He made his marriage work, both because he wanted to and because, in his day, that’s what you did. ‘You’ve made your bed, now lie on it.’ As the Queen’s consort, whatever the frustrations, the Duke of Edinburgh knuckled down to the job in hand, because in his day that was what was expected. He was not one to brood about the past or talk to the flowers, because in his day you didn’t. 


Prince Philip and Prince Charles both had unusual childhoods, but, by any standards, Philip’s was the more challenging. When Philip was a baby his father was put on trial and then sent into exile. When Philip was nine, his parents separated. His father left the family home in Paris and floated down to Monte Carlo, where he became something of a boulevardier, with a fondness for the ladies and the bottle. Philip’s mother suffered a mental breakdown and was sent away for treatment to a Swiss sanatorium. From the age of nine, and throughout his adolescence, Philip had no parental home. In the school holidays he travelled, without complaint, between the homes of assorted relations.


From first to last, Philip resolutely refused to accept that any of this affected him adversely. When I first wrote an account of his life, I sent my draft to him. By return, he sent me a memorandum correcting facts, dates, and usage with customary briskness (‘In the Navy you serve IN a ship, not on a ship. Rather like living in a house not on a house’), but he did not quibble with any of my personal observations – except when it came to his upbringing. 


With regard to what I had written about his father, the Duke protested: ‘I am not sure what you mean by “floated” down to Monte Carlo. He was in exile with no home and very little money. It was a lot cheaper than living in Paris. He had a very small flat there and spent a lot of time visiting his daughters.’ With regard to what I had said about his peripatetic school holidays, the Duke questioned my turns of phrase: ‘Why “without complaint”? What did I have to complain about? Why “assorted” relations? They were my sisters and their in-laws.’


Prince Philip would not – did not – complain about any aspect of his childhood. In my experience he did not complain about any aspect of his life – except, perhaps, the way in which he and the Royal Family were treated by the press. Certainly, if you suggested that he might have been personally frustrated that the Queen’s accession to the throne in 1952 had brought his naval career to a premature close, he would deny it. ‘You have to make compromises,’ he said to me. ‘That’s life. I accepted it. I tried to make the best of it.’


‘Try to make the best of it’ was what he counselled each of his three elder children to do when their marriages began to falter. As you will discover in Chapter 12, in his practical, pragmatic way he made heroic attempts to help Charles and Diana as their marriage failed. ‘I did my best,’ he told me. ‘We did our best.’


‘Did they do their best?’ I asked.


He didn’t answer.


‘Anne did her best,’ he said. When Princess Anne’s first marriage foundered, the Queen and Prince Philip were saddened, of course, but as the Duke put it to me, ‘What can you do? It isn’t easy. She tried to make it work. She really did.’ A few years later, when Anne had remarried, the Duke told me that she and her new husband were having a ‘rocky patch – you’re married, you know how it is?’


‘I do,’ I said.


‘I don’t know what to do to help,’ he said. He shook his head. He made no attempt to hide his distress and concern. It clearly weighed on him quite heavily. It must have done because this conversation was taking place in public: at a charity fund-raising lunch in the Cabinet War Rooms. We had only just taken our places: food was being served. I was seated one place away from the Duke. He turned to the middle-aged woman who was seated between us. ‘As a rule, I try to keep out of these things,’ he explained. 


‘But you want to help,’ said the woman, who had married children of her own.


‘Yes,’ said the Duke, contemplating his starter, ‘but I don’t know what to say – except, “Keep going, it will work out. With good will on both sides, it usually does.”’ He sighed. ‘Children.’


On the whole, he was reasonably circumspect when talking about his children and their relationships – except in the case of Prince Andrew and Sarah Ferguson. He spoke with real affection of their daughters, the Princesses Beatrice and Eugenie, but he made no secret of the fact that he regarded Sarah, Duchess of York, as ‘simply beyond the pale’. That Andrew and Sarah appeared to remain friends after their separation – and that they shared a home even after their divorce – seemed to him ‘truly bizarre’. ‘I don’t pretend to understand it,’ he said. 


‘But you won’t even see her,’ I said to him. ‘She is the mother of your granddaughters. Why won’t you see Sarah?’


‘I am not vindictive,’ he said, looking directly at me. ‘I am not vindictive,’ he repeated emphatically, ‘but I don’t see the point.’


When, one day in the summer of 1992, photographs appeared in a daily newspaper of Sarah, topless, having her toes sucked by a lover in the south of France, the Duke of Edinburgh decided that, as far as he was concerned, ‘enough was enough’. He did not want – or need – to have anything more to do with her. 


A few years later, in the spring of 2001, when a Sunday newspaper ran a different embarrassing story about another of his daughters-in-law, the Duke was more sympathetic. Sophie, Countess of Wessex, wife of the youngest of the royal children, was the victim of a ‘sting’ set up by the News of the World. Her reported remarks were unfortunate, but her parents-in-law immediately forgave her. Why? ‘She was “set up” by Murdoch and his merry men,’ said the Duke. ‘It was entrapment.’


Sophie’s husband, Prince Edward, seemingly a bit wet and a tad irritating to the rest of us, was always his parents’ favourite. That became apparent in 1987 when Edward, aged twenty-two, opted out of the Royal Marines when he was just a third of the way through his twelve-month basic training course. To the surprise of some, Prince Philip (Captain-General of the Royal Marines) did not come down on his son like a ton of bricks. He accepted that the Marines ‘wasn’t right for Edward’ – and to this day Edward is grateful for that. 


Edward was always close to his father. At the time of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, when Prince Philip was taken into hospital, it wasn’t a surprise to see that it was Edward and Sophie (the parents of the only ones of the royal grandchildren to carry the surname Mountbatten-Windsor) who were the first to visit the Duke. And Edward and Sophie were there, in pride of place, in a wedding photo on the sideboard behind the Queen, when Her Majesty made her Thank You broadcast to the nation at the end of the jubilee celebrations. And now that Prince Philip is dead, it is Prince Edward who will be recreated as the next Duke of Edinburgh.


‘I tried to be a good father,’ said Prince Philip. ‘I did my best.’ That he was an outstanding grandfather has never been in dispute. From youth to old age, he was always good with very small children, and with William and Harry, who lost their mother when they were only fifteen and twelve years of age, he was – in William’s phrase – ‘a tower of strength and understanding’. At the time of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Prince Harry managed to capture both Prince Philip’s elusive quality and his indispensability to the Queen in the same revealing sentence: ‘Regardless of whether my grandfather seems to be doing his own thing, sort of wandering off like a fish down the river, the fact that he’s there – personally, I don’t think that she could do it without him, especially when they’re both at this age.’


What was remarkable about the Duke of Edinburgh was that he managed, across seven decades, to be both a pivotal figure at the centre of the British Royal Family and, at the same time, something of a loner, an outsider, his own man: a face familiar to all and yet an individual who remained a touch unknowable, even to those who knew him well. 


To me, sometimes he seemed like a proper friend, sometimes almost like a father (I was born in the same year as Prince Charles), but in my experience you could never be entirely sure where you were with him: the easy intimacy of one meeting might be replaced by a definite formality at the next. For the most part, when others were present he treated me as though, somehow, I had joined his staff by mistake, that I shouldn’t really be there, but since I was, I might as well stay. He seemed gently amused by me, if a little wary. He knew that I was fundamentally ‘on side’ – I was the chairman of one of his pet charities; I wrote and broadcast about him sympathetically – but he also never forgot that I was a journalist and, with good reason, he was very suspicious of journalists. 


Over the years I spent many hours with him – at breakfasts, lunches, dinners, in meetings, formal and informal, on sundry visits and official tours – and I never found him anything but agreeable: occasionally impatient, but always tolerant. When I accompanied him to a charity pantomime one Christmas, he hissed the villain as required and chorused, ‘He’s behind you!’ on cue. When I asked him if I could bring a parade of clowns and stilt-walkers into the forecourt of Buckingham Palace as part of a fund-raising event, he raised a doubtful eyebrow but agreed. 


In the early 1980s, when I was a presenter with TV-am, Britain’s first commercial breakfast television station, I told Prince Philip one day that I happened to have had breakfast with ‘Blake Carrington’ from Dynasty. His Royal Highness looked at me, bemused. ‘I haven’t the first idea what you’re talking about,’ he said. ‘I had breakfast with the Queen.’ When I told him there was now breakfast television on both BBC and ITV, he seemed utterly appalled. ‘Every day?’ he asked, incredulous. In those days he watched very little TV – A Question of Sport and the Nine O’Clock News, that was about it. On another occasion I was at Buckingham Palace, in attendance, while he presented the Playing Fields Association’s ‘President’s Certificates’ to assorted supporters of the cause. I arrived a little late for the ceremony and explained that I had been delayed because I had been judging a charity Knit-a-Teddy-Bear competition and there had been 1,300 entries. The Duke looked at me pityingly. ‘And I thought I had to do some damned stupid things,’ he said. Then he handed out the President’s Certificates, as planned, shook hands with the recipients, chatted amiably, and, duty done, nodded to the assembled company and wandered on his way. He had seven similar engagements that day. ‘I think I’m with the clockmakers next,’ he said to me as I walked with him to the door. ‘I like to be a bit on the late side for them.’ He was a funny man. He liked to laugh – and to make others laugh.


And now he’s gone, I miss him. What do I miss most?


I miss his energy.


Even in old age, Prince Philip crackled with energy. In 2011, the year he turned ninety, he undertook 330 official engagements. The following year he managed 347. In his prime, he was a dynamo. At sixty-five, the age at which most men retire, the Duke of Edinburgh was the active founder, fellow, patron, president, chairman, or member of at least 837 organisations – as well as a Colonel or Colonel-in-Chief, Field Marshal, Admiral, and Air Commodore forty-two times over. During his long life he endured more than sixty-five years of royal flummery: parades, processions, receptions, launches, lunches, dinners – upwards of 25,000 official engagements. He made speeches, he unveiled plaques, he handed out certificates. He measured out his life in handshakes and small talk. And to maintain his sanity, alongside the surface stuff, the meeting and the greeting, the waving and saluting, (‘It’s necessary, unavoidable,’ he said. ‘I know that’), he got ‘stuck into’ a range of particular projects where in-depth involvement gave him the satisfaction of achievement. The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme, as just one example, has touched the lives of millions of young people around the world in a multiplicity of positive ways. He did not just turn up, he made things happen.


I will miss his sense of humour. Even in his nineties the banter did not stop. On the last two occasions when he and I were speakers at fund-raising events at Buckingham Palace, throughout each of my speeches His Royal Highness kept up a barrage of barracking designed to disconcert me and entertain the crowd. ‘Get on with it,’ he’d call out. ‘We’ve heard this story before – and it isn’t true. Don’t believe a word he says. What on earth’s he going on about now?’ 


The Duke’s reputation for curmudgeonliness came about not simply because of the kind of banter that sometimes came my way, but also, and more so, because, in conversation, he was deliberately challenging. He questioned, he argued, he played devil’s advocate, he answered back. Whatever you’d say, his automatic response was, ‘Yes, but—’ He did it, I believe, both to show an interest and to maintain his own interest. When you meet scores of people in a day (and some days he met hundreds) it would be easy to let everything that’s said wash over you. However briefly, the Duke of Edinburgh tried to become engaged in whatever he was doing. He had an enquiring mind. ‘I suppose I challenge things to stimulate myself,’ he told me once, ‘and to be stimulating. You don’t have to agree with everyone all the time. It would be a dull world if you did.’


He was more thoughtful and much kinder than the common caricature of him would suggest. For example, when I told him that I hoped to become a Member of Parliament but had never attended the State Opening of Parliament, he sent me tickets. When I told him I had found a constituency where I hoped to be the candidate, he gave me useful advice on how to make small talk with all and sundry. He offered the question ‘What’s keeping you busy these days?’ as an all-purpose opening gambit. (The ingenuity of the phrasing comes into its own when the person you are addressing is someone you have met before but have wholly forgotten.) When, in 1992, I was elected as MP for the City of Chester and the Queen and the Duke happened to pay an official visit to my constituency (for the Queen to distribute the Royal Maundy in Chester Cathedral), His Royal Highness broke away from the formal procession – abandoning the Queen and the Lord Mayor – to say hello to me. The effect on those around me was noticeable – and gratifying.


Prince Philip went out of his way to perform small kindnesses – and to put people at their ease. He knew that he was portrayed in the press as ‘a cantankerous old sod’ (his phrase, not mine), but protested: ‘I don’t think I have ever got up to make a speech of any kind, anywhere, ever, and not made the audience laugh at least once. You arrive somewhere and you go down that receiving line … I get two or three of them to laugh. Always.’


Meeting royalty is not a comfortable experience. It’s oddly nerve-racking. Prince Philip would make a crack to break the ice. But Michael Seward, when canon treasurer at St Paul’s Cathedral, was one of those who complained about the Duke’s manner. ‘You never know if it will be a snort, a snub, or a merry laugh,’ he said. I think it was only ever banter. Prince Philip knew he must say something, because if he stayed silent that would have been interpreted as him being surly. He couldn’t win.


From my limited experience as an MP, I reckon one of the most wearisome aspects of public life is the requirement to be genial all the time. If you are the Queen’s consort, you will not remember everyone you meet, but everybody you meet will remember you, and how you seem, and what you say. The Duke admitted this much: ‘Occasionally I get fed up, going to visit a factory, when I’m being shown round by the chairman who clearly hasn’t got a clue, and I try to get hold of the factory manager but I can’t because the chairman wants to make sure he’s the one in all the photographs.’


I know I pleased him once by saying to him, ‘You’ve got a reputation for not suffering fools gladly, but in fact you’ve been suffering fools willingly for more than fifty years.’ He grinned at me, nodded, and said, slowly and quietly, ‘I have suffered fools … with … patience.’ 


But he could be impatient. He could be irascible. He could be grumpy. Once I saw him bark sharply at a footman in Buckingham Palace. It was not a pretty sight. And the footman, of course, could not answer back.


When it came to unflattering and inaccurate stories about him in the press, Prince Philip could not answer back either. This he found frustrating. What exasperated him in particular, he told me, was that so much of the coverage of the Royal Family had become ‘so unremittingly negative’. Once upon a time, royalties (as they were called) could take a discreet and deferential press for granted. Not any more. I asked Prince Philip when he thought it started to go wrong. He said, without hesitation, ‘After [Rupert] Murdoch bought the Today newspaper from Eddie Shah [in 1987]. Day after day there was a derogatory story about one member of the family or another.’


It rankled. Prince Philip gave the impression of having a hide like a rhinoceros. It was an impression he cultivated. As I discovered, the impression belied the truth. The man was much more sensitive than he appeared. 	


When, once, I told him that I had made a list of the popular myths that existed about him, he asked immediately, ‘Tactless overseas? Is that on your list?’ He glanced at the notebook I was holding in my hand, saw the words ‘slitty eyes’, and sighed. 


On 16 October 1986, in Beijing, when the Queen and the Duke were on a state visit to China, Prince Philip met a group of British students studying at the North West University in Xian. The Duke was particularly interested in the students because they came from Edinburgh University (he was Chancellor of four universities: Edinburgh from 1952) and chatting to them informally (with neither Chinese nor press present) he expressed surprise when he discovered that they were spending a whole year in China – long enough ‘to go native and come home slit-eyed’. 


It was a joke, a bit of badinage, but, because one of the students later gave a friendly account of the conversation to a journalist, an inconsequential private aside was turned into banner headlines around the world. ‘The great wally of China,’ said the Mirror; ‘The Duke gets it wong,’ said the Sun. As well as depicting the Duke as gaffe-prone, there was the unpleasant implication that he was an old-school casual racist. Certainly, Prince Philip was no disciple of the politically correct, but in forty years I never detected a hint of racism in him. Indeed, he told me that two of his best friends at his first school in Paris, when he was a little boy of six or seven, were Chinese: the Koo brothers, Freeman and Wellington, sons of the Chinese Ambassador to Paris, V.K. Wellington Koo. At the school, Philip recalled that he was known as ‘the boy who had no surname’ and young Wellington Koo was known as ‘Ching Ching Chinaman’. ‘That’s just the way it was,’ he said to me. He was a man of his era. ‘If I did use the phrase “slit-eyed”,’ he protested, ‘I certainly didn’t use it offensively. Why would I?’


I was once with him at a private lunch party where, across the table, he stopped someone mid-sentence because they were attempting to tell a joke with a mildly racist overtone. Prince Philip was not a racist, but nor was he a disciple of political correctness. He would speak his mind, regardless of the consequences. When upbraided for making a comment about a fuse box that had so many wires hanging out ‘that it looked as if it had been put together by an Indian’, he retorted, ‘Have you ever been to India and looked at a fuse box there?’ 


‘How do you keep the natives off the booze long enough to get them through the test?’ the Duke of Edinburgh allegedly asked a driving instructor in Oban, Scotland, in 1995. ‘You managed not to get eaten, then?’ he said, in 1998, to a student who had been trekking in Papua New Guinea. To a Briton he met in Budapest, Hungary, in 1993, he remarked, ‘You can’t have been here that long – you haven’t got a pot belly.’ In Australia in 2002, at an Aboriginal cultural display, he enquired of his host, ‘Do you still throw spears at each other?’ The Duke knew that his so-called ‘gaffes’ would feature prominently in his obituaries and accepted that there was nothing much he could do about it – except growl in private. 


In May 1999 he was particularly incensed when he was accused of mocking some deaf children at a pop concert in south Wales. He was reported to have jeered at them, ‘Deaf? No wonder you are deaf, listening to this row.’ A few days after the event, on 4 June, he wrote to me from Buckingham Palace: ‘You may have noticed that the tabloids were quick to suggest that I had made another ‘gaffe’ and ‘insulted’ some deaf children at Cardiff recently. Needless to say, the story is largely invention. It so happens that my mother was quite seriously deaf and I have been Patron of the Royal National Institute for the Deaf for ages, so it’s hardly likely that I would do any such thing. Quite apart from that, I have no recollection of meeting a group of deaf children at the event for the Prince’s Trust in the grounds of Cardiff Castle. There were young people milling all over the place and there may well have been a group of deaf children amongst them. What I do remember is that the noise from various stages and bands was quite deafening and I may well have said at some point something to the effect that if anyone were to sit too close to the loud speakers they would certainly be in danger of going deaf.’


But the gaffes weren’t the worst of it. Over the years, he was distressed as well as infuriated by the steady stream of newspaper and magazine stories about his supposed extramarital love life. Around the world, over many years, journalists and publishers – and documentary film-makers and book writers – peddled unsubstantiated tittle-tattle about him and, mostly, got away with it because what, realistically, could he do about it? As he saw it, suing was not the answer: ‘It’s a cumbersome and costly process and gives more coverage to the libel. “Queen’s husband in court” – oh, yes? No smoke without fire …’


In 1994, when I was an MP, I was the victim of a tabloid ‘sting’. A prostitute told a Sunday newspaper that I had visited a ‘massage parlour’ in my constituency. I had done no such thing and I resented the suggestion that I had. Happily, because there was no truth in the story, it was not published, but the experience of being pursued by the newspaper (and being told that the newspaper had secured ‘signed affidavits’ from the prostitute) was a nasty one and I decided to clear the air by writing an article for the Daily Telegraph describing the experience.


My article prompted a letter to me from Prince Philip. He typed it himself. The letter illustrates his feelings about, and his experience of, the modern media, and the way in which, when faced with a problem, the Duke always tried to come up with a solution.


BUCKINGHAM PALACE


18 May 1994


Dear Gyles,


I enjoyed your article in the DT this morning. It is about time that something was said about this particular form of harassment by the tabloids. However, it is not the only way in which journalists enjoy venting their spleen on those in the public eye. I have had fairly extensive experience of that sort of treatment over the years! For the last few years, it is regularly predicted that Kitty Kelley is writing a book about me.


It is a relatively new phenomenon. I don’t think any newspaper – tabloid or broadsheet – was quite as vicious or carping 40 years ago as they have become today. There are probably many reasons for this, but I would like to suggest three: –


1. The introduction by Murdoch of Australian tabloid standards. I was out in Australia during the war and I well remember being struck by the sheer viciousness of their tabloids such as ‘Truth’.


2. The development of TV has meant that newspapers are no longer the purveyors of news. Whatever they print is bound to be out of date. Therefore – apart from the sports pages – they have to compete as entertainers and there is no doubt – whatever anyone says – that ordinary people love gossip and they seem to love reading disparaging things about public figures that give them a glow of self-righteousness.


3. All journalists have a very high regard for themselves, even if others do not have to share that view. I suspect that being rude about public figures, or making them look ridiculous, makes them feel more important – it boosts their egos … ‘look at me, I have just spat in this important person’s eye and he is too frightened of me to do anything about it.’


You suggest that there is nothing that should be done about this except to invite them to change their attitude. I rather doubt whether anything will change while the present circulation war continues in a declining market. Indeed, I think it will become even more desperate as circulations drop still further.


I would like to put forward just one idea. At the moment any paper can print stories as rumours and they can print what they claim are quotations, very often in inverted commas which imply that the words were actually uttered by the person concerned. The victim is then left to deny the rumour of the quotation, but the damage has been done while the journalist merely claims that it came from an impeccable source. It seems to me that the ‘boot should be on the other foot’. It should be up to the journalist to produce proof that the story – even if it is said to be a rumour – has a basis in fact, or some convincing evidence that a statement was actually made by the victim. In other words, it would give the victim the right to say ‘prove it, or pay up’.


Incidentally the tabloids are not alone in this sleazy business. Not long ago I was interviewed for one of the broadsheet magazines. It may interest you to know that, among several questions, the interviewer told me that it was commonly believed, and wanted me to say whether, I had any illegitimate children, my second son was fathered by someone else and I had a homosexual relationship with Giscard D’Estaing!!


Yours sincerely,


Philip


Kitty Kelley’s book, when it appeared in 1997, was called The Royals and did not devote very many of its seven hundred and fifty pages to Prince Philip and his alleged peccadilloes. However, it did carry an account of the interview His Royal Highness had given to Fiammetta Rocco for the Independent on Sunday. She was the journalist who had asked him whether his second son had been fathered by someone else. He greeted the question with an uncompromising silence. According to Kitty Kelley, ‘he sat as impassive as stone’. However, when Ms Rocco put it to the Duke that he had once enjoyed an affair with the former French president, Valéry Giscard D’Estaing, Prince Philip apparently responded with a laugh, ‘Oh, Giscard is a delightful old boy, but I never stayed at the Elysée Palace when he was president. I would stay there when [Vincent] Auriol was president [1947–54], and he was a frightful buggerer.’


A few days later, a message came to Fiammetta Rocco from Prince Philip: ‘Do not use the Auriol anecdote on your tape.’ She didn’t. According to Kitty Kelley: ‘Afterward, Philip said he would never give another interview to a British reporter. But by then his personal life, once off limits to the press, had become vulnerable. The Independent on Sunday reported that he and the Queen slept in separate bedrooms. Vanity Fair said he kept a mistress. The New Yorker said it was a “succession of actress-mistresses who regularly appeared on television, prompting viewers in the know to smile and say, ‘She’s one of his.’” For those not in the know, the Tatler published “The Royal Collection”, which provided the names, biographies, and photographs of thirteen women described as the “Duke of Edinburgh’s fan club”.’


Whatever was the truth about Prince Philip’s alleged extramarital relationships – and in Chapter 11 I will tackle the issue in full and head-on – what no one is going to deny is that the Queen’s husband enjoyed the company of intelligent, articulate, and attractive women. Indeed, to mark his seventieth birthday, I organised a ‘ladies only’ lunch in his honour at the Savoy Hotel. The room was filled with good-looking younger women – and several were actresses. The actress Jane Asher baked the birthday cake. I placed another attractive actress, Joanna Lumley, and my own beautiful wife, Michèle Brown, either side of His Royal Highness. By several accounts (I was not there: it really was ladies only, apart from the Prince) a happy time was had by all.


Prince Philip was attractive to women. He had the gifts of the charmer: he listened to you, he looked into your eyes, he took you seriously, he made you feel he wanted your company. He never glanced over your shoulder to see if someone more interesting was coming along. Dame Norma Major – who, as the Prime Minister’s wife in the 1990s, often found herself in conversation with the Queen’s husband, and whose own husband, John Major, is no slouch himself in the charmer stakes – told me, ‘I am a huge fan and have always enjoyed his company on the numerous occasions I have been privileged to sit beside him at dinner.’ Joanna Lumley said to me, ‘Prince Philip is just the best dinner companion, the best.’ 


This book came about because, having got to know Prince Philip, and admiring him, liking him, and respecting him as I did and do, I felt he deserved to be better understood. My first thought was simply to write his biography. In 2002, as part of the official celebration at the Royal Albert Hall in honour of his eightieth birthday, with his approval and involvement, I wrote a short account of his life. Researching it, and talking with him, I was particularly fascinated by his family history, his unusual childhood, and his impressive wartime career in the Royal Navy, but, looking at his story overall, I had to accept that, since 1947, he had only led the life he had because he married the woman he married. In our world, even in the twenty-first century, few men’s lives are defined by their wives’ roles. Prince Philip as an individual is interesting because he was an interesting and unusual man. He is doubly interesting because he was the Queen’s consort – and the longest-serving consort in the thousand-year history of the British monarchy. 


Over a number of years in a number of roles – as chairman of a national charity of which the Queen is patron and the Duke of Edinburgh was president, as an MP and government whip, and as a journalist and broadcaster – I have been able to observe the Queen and the Duke at close range. Watching the pair of them – two sharply contrasting characters, with wholly different natures – I decided to write a biography of them both. I called it Philip & Elizabeth: Portrait of a Marriage and this book is based in large part on it. 


The phrase ‘portrait of a marriage’ was used by the writer Nigel Nicolson as the title for his moving and revelatory account of his own parents’ relationship – and relationships. Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson led unusual and, to some extent, exotic lives. The Queen and Prince Philip, also, led lives that are and were, by any standard, out of the ordinary. 


Different marriages work (or fail) in different ways, and different people (and generations and classes) will have different expectations of what marriage has to offer. To begin to understand this particular royal marriage, we need – obviously – to understand the natures of the couple in question: what they are and were like as individuals, and how consequently they related to each other as they did. Much of this book concentrates on the background and childhood of Prince Philip and the Queen because where they came from tells us so much about what they became. As the novelist Angela Carter put it, ‘The destination of all journeys is their beginning.’


Some will regard aspects of the book as unnecessary and intrusive. Prince Philip complained to me more than once, ‘The media have turned us into a soap opera.’ It was ever thus. As Shakespeare reminds us at the beginning of Twelfth Night (first performed before Elizabeth I more than four hundred years ago), ‘What great ones do, the less will prattle of.’ Prince Philip said much the same to me in that letter from Windsor Castle: ‘Ordinary people love gossip.’


In 1947, the year in which Philip and Elizabeth were married, Henry ‘Chips’ Channon, Member of Parliament and diarist, witnessed the royal unveiling of a statue of George V, who had died eleven years before. ‘The ceremony itself was over in twenty minutes,’ Channon noted, ‘but then followed that interminable pause whilst the Royalties greeted each other, interkissed and chatted. It is only in England that a crowd of several thousands can stand happily in the rain and watch one family gossip.’ We are especially fascinated by this one family, not only because its story has all the essential romantic and melodramatic ingredients of a soap opera, but also, and principally, because the central characters are royal.


The hold of royalty on the public imagination is extraordinary. Several million cheering people filled the streets to salute Elizabeth II on the occasion of her Diamond and Golden jubilees. They did not know her personally – and yet they had known her all their lives. She was part and parcel of the fabric of their lives. As one of her private secretaries said to me, ‘The Queen represents the very best of Britain, of its values and its heritage. In many ways, she represents the soul of the nation.’


When Prince Philip died many in Britain were surprised by how much they felt his passing. He had always been there – and now he wasn’t. And in the immediate aftermath of his death, and watching his funeral on television, millions sensed the Queen’s loss and were suddenly moved by the realisation of how much her husband had meant to her and how lonely for her the rest of her reign would be. 


It is not really surprising that a royal death touches us in the way it does. Members of the Royal Family feature in our newspapers and on our television screens almost daily, but our relationship with royalty is neither fleeting nor superficial. The Queen is on our postage stamps and coins and banknotes. But she is more than head of state: she is at the heart of our national identity – and for a reason. Elizabeth II – from 10 September 2015 the longest-reigning monarch in our history – is the latest in a line of sovereigns that links her directly to King Edgar, Richard III, Henry VIII, George IV, Queen Victoria. She is the embodiment of our nation’s story. Her presence links us to our past. 


Elizabeth II is living history – and more besides. The Queen and her family have something that even the greatest celebrities of the age do not have. The Queen was a beautiful princess who married a handsome prince. Their children and grandchildren are princes and princesses too. They live in palaces and castles. These people are the stuff of fairy tale.


Marilyn Monroe, Elvis Presley, David Beckham may have fame, fortune, and talent, may even, eventually, join the ranks of the great immortals (they are heroic figures: perhaps the image of Marilyn will outlive the name of Helen of Troy?), but they are not royal. Elizabeth was born a princess. Philip was born a prince. It is wholly absurd, of course, but that makes them different. And, somehow, extra-special.


To a few, Prince Philip was more than a man. To members of the Yaohnanen tribe living on the island of Tanna in Vanuatu in the South Pacific, he was a divine being – the pale-skinned son of one of their mountain spirits who had travelled across the seas to a distant land and married a powerful woman. In the 1950s the Yaohnanen tribal folk observed the respect accorded to Elizabeth II by the island’s colonial administrators and concluded that her husband must be the pale-skinned son of their legends. The Duke of Edinburgh did not encourage their cult, but when a group of them travelled to England in 2007 he agreed to meet them behind closed doors. He told me that he was ‘embararrased by their attention’, but was ready to respect their tradition. He gave them his photograph, but did not want to be photographed with them or ‘the whole thing will be turned into a media circus’.


To me, Prince Philip was no god, but he was a fascinating man, who became more interesting (and surprising) the better I got to know him. His interests were so varied, ranging from the scientific to the spiritual, from pharmacology and farming to poetry and painting (‘I prefer oils. Charles does the watercolours.’) He was interested in history and acutely aware of his own heritage, but to the very end of his days he was ready to explore the new and the experimental. At Sandringham he installed some of the first solar panels in the country. In London he drove around first in an electric-powered van and then in a gas-powered taxi, years before such green initiatives were fashionable. One year, when he was in his late eighties, he took his staff to the Fat Duck restaurant at Bray for a Christmas outing to check out Heston Blumenthal’s experimental menu. He was intrigued – and amused – by the notion of a Christmas dinner of snail porridge and egg-and-bacon ice cream. As a rule, he was a modest eater and, while he enjoyed a beer and an occasional gin and tonic, he was not a heavy drinker. He was remarkably self-disciplined. He kept himself fit. He remained as active as possible to the end of his days. No other prince has ever lived so long a life.


I am a royalist. I believe that the ever-evolving institution of the monarchy has served the United Kingdom well and can – and will – continue to do so. I believe, too, that the Queen, over more than six decades, has fulfilled her destiny with considerable skill and matchless dedication. And I reckon that the Duke of Edinburgh played the bizarre hand that life dealt him pretty flawlessly. His commitment to his role as the Queen’s consort and his staying power were extraordinary.


As I say, my first thought was simply to write a biography of the Duke of Edinburgh. But there was a particular moment when I realised that it would be wrong to write about him in isolation. It was on a November evening several years ago when I accompanied the Queen and the Duke to the Royal Variety Performance at the Dominion Theatre in London’s West End. 


I remember the evening well. One of the highlights of the entertainment was an excerpt from The Full Monty, the stage version of the film about a group of unemployed steel-workers who decide to form a male striptease troupe, like the Chippendales. Prince Philip looked at the programme and mused, ‘The Full Monty? Will it be a tribute to Field Marshal Montgomery and the Battle of El-Alamein, do you think?’ I told him what The Full Monty was about. He shook his head in disbelief. ‘At the end of their big routine,’ I explained, ‘all their kit comes off.’ I looked anxiously in the direction of the Queen. ‘Don’t worry,’ smiled the Duke. ‘She’s been to Papua New Guinea. She’s seen it all before.’


During the interval, in the mezzanine bar, drinks were served and the Queen and her husband did what they had done countless times before: they worked the room. He took one end, she took the other, and, for half an hour, the royal couple mingled, shaking hands with smiling strangers, nodding, chatting, then moving on. I stood at the edge of the crowd, watching Her Majesty and His Royal Highness as they went about their business. What they were doing, they did well. Not surprisingly. They had had a lifetime of practice. To a seasoned royal-watcher, the scene was entirely predictable. And then came the moment that took me by surprise. I witnessed it quite by chance. I happened to be looking in the right direction, that’s all, when I saw Philip catch Elizabeth’s eye across the crowded room. He simply smiled at her and gently raised his glass. She smiled back and, almost imperceptibly, raised hers. And the moment was over. 


But in that moment I sensed that I was seeing something I had not known about before. These two were allies engaged in a mutual conspiracy that sustained them over more than seventy years. 


I realised, there and then, that I wanted to know more. This couple was famous – world famous, so famous, and famous for so long – and yet, in many ways, what did we know of them? Who were they? What were they really like? What I saw that night, in that moment in the bar at the Dominion Theatre, seemed at odds with so much that I had heard about them before. I had heard that they led very separate lives. Could it be true? I had heard that Philip had other women. Could that be true? Was this ever a love story? Was it still? What was the truth about Philip and Elizabeth? Who were these people? What was their secret? Could I crack the code? Could I unravel the enigma? I decided to try. And this is the result of my endeavour: a final portrait of Prince Philip, but a portrait of Elizabeth, too, and a portrait of a partnership that has been part of our lives for as long as almost any of us can remember. 










PHILIP










Chapter One


‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.’


William Shakespeare (1564–1616), Henry IV Part II


In 1953, the Queen’s Coronation year, a book was published called Manifest Destiny. It was a handsome volume designed as a celebration of the unique genius of the Mountbatten family. When invited by an equerry to sign a copy of the book, the Duke of Edinburgh obliged, adding, above his signature on the title page, two words: ‘Manifest Bunkum!’


Prince Philip was wary of biographers, particularly those who came bearing purple prose and vivid imaginations. If his story had to be told he would prefer it to be done without exaggeration or speculation. If we could stick to the facts, and present them simply, chronologically, and accurately, he would be obliged. 


I shall do my best. It will not be easy. In talking about his early life, Prince Philip did not give a lot away. And, perversely, with a shrug of his shoulders, and a quizzical raised eyebrow, he liked to dismiss what, to us, seems a quite extraordinary start in life – lurid, disturbing, amazing: a grandfather assassinated, a father imprisoned, a peripatetic childhood with, from the age of nine, both parents absent, one in an asylum, the other with his mistress at Monte Carlo – as, somehow, almost normal, certainly unremarkable. 


Royals are different from us: they have more relations. Prince Philip could claim kinship with the whole compass of European royalty: kings, emperors, kaisers, tsars. Include his sisters and his cousins and his aunts (princesses, admirals, grand duchesses) and it was the cast of a comic opera. (They even had the costumes.) Look at the story of the extended family over a century and a half and you have the plot of a comic opera as well: unlikely and confusing. 


To understand Prince Philip you need to know his family. To keep things simple, and as a reminder that almost all the people who feature in the pages that follow are related one to another, let us begin with Queen Victoria. We know where we are with her. 


Queen Victoria had nine children. Her third child, and second daughter, was Princess Alice, who, in 1862, at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, married Prince Louis of Hesse-Darmstadt, later Grand Duke Louis IV of Hesse and by Rhine, one of the pocket principalities that made up much of Germany before unification. (We really are in comic opera country.2) Alice and Louis had seven children, including a future Princess of Prussia, who lived to see the Coronation of Elizabeth II in 1953, and the last Tsarina of Russia, who was less fortunate. They named their eldest Victoria and she became a favourite grandchild of the great Queen Empress. 


In April 1884, as she turned twenty-one, in Darmstadt, in the presence of Queen Victoria, Victoria of Hesse married her cousin, Louis of Battenberg, son of Prince Alexander of Hesse and grandson of Grand Duke Louis II of Hesse – or, possibly, in fact, grandson of the Grand Duchess’s charismatic chamberlain, Baron Augustus Senarclens von Grancy. (There were rumours … There so often are.)


Louis was nearing thirty and, though thoroughly German (Queen Victoria called him Ludwig), a rising star in the British Royal Navy. He had connections, but he was also able and intelligent: conscientious yet outgoing, ambitious yet popular. There were rumours about him, too. In his bachelor days he had a self-confessed eye for the girls,3 and he was noted for his virility, energy, charm, and fondness for uniforms. Like his younger son, Louis Mountbatten, and, to a degree, his younger grandson, Prince Philip, Louis of Battenberg enjoyed dressing up. He had a variety of uniforms and an array of medals and, in public and in private, he relished parading in both. He also had an extravagant tattoo of a rampant dragon emblazoned across his chest and trailing down his legs. He lived life to the full.


Queen Victoria liked Louis and she loved her granddaughter and, consequently, she insisted that their first child be born not in one of their homes (they had two: one, of course, in Darmstadt; the other just outside Chichester in Sussex) but in one of hers. Princess Victoria of Hesse gave birth to the first of her four children in the Tapestry Room at Windsor Castle on 25 February 1885. The Queen recorded the event in her diary: ‘Woke before 7. Hearing that Victoria had a bad night, I got up & went over to see her. She was very suffering. I had some breakfast, & then went back remaining with dear Victoria on & off, till at length, at 20m to 5 in the afternoon, the child, a little girl, was born. The relief was great for poor Victoria had had such a long hard time, which always makes me anxious. How strange and indeed affecting, it was, to see her lying in the same room, & in the same bed, in which she herself was born. Good Ludwig was most helpful & attentive, hardly leaving Victoria for a moment. The Baby is very small, thin & dark. I held it for a few moments in my arms.’


Princess Victoria’s mother, Princess Alice, had died of diphtheria, aged only thirty-five, in 1878. The new baby was named after her. This Princess Alice was eventually to become Princess Andrew of Greece, mother of Prince Philip, and a most unusual woman: striking, strange, and, in her own way, heroic. 


Princess Victoria was a pretty child and a handsome woman: reserved but direct, straightforward, unspoilt, and, by several accounts, somewhat masculine in her manner. Her daughter Alice was simply beautiful: a gorgeous baby, a lovely girl, a fine woman. The Prince of Wales is said to have declared, ‘No throne in Europe is too good for her.’


She did, however, have one defect. She was hard of hearing. When she was four, her mother reported to Queen Victoria, ‘The child has grown very much since you last saw her, is very lively & quick with her fingers, but decidedly backward of speech, using all sorts of self-invented words & pronouncing others very indistinctly, so that strangers find it difficult to understand her.’


Alice was taken to ear specialists in Darmstadt and London: there was nothing to be done4 and, for better or worse, her family decided to make no special concessions to her problem. Although, over time, she became a skilful lip-reader (in several languages) and, it seems, the degree of hearing loss varied at different stages in her life, the disability took its toll, making her more isolated than she might otherwise have been and making others, who did not know her well, regard her as, somehow, a bit odd.


There would be echoes of his mother’s childhood in Prince Philip’s own. Her parents loved her dearly, but they left her, frequently for weeks at a time, sometimes for months, in the care of nannies and governesses and assorted family members. When I asked Prince Philip how he felt about his mother’s upbringing, he simply shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘It was the way it was.’ Little Alice spent her peripatetic childhood in Darmstadt, at Sennicotts (the house the Battenbergs rented near Chichester), in Malta (where the Mediterranean fleet was stationed), in London (at different times in Pimlico, Victoria, and Knightsbridge), at Walton-on-Thames, at Sandgate, near Folkestone, and in the various residences of her great-grandmother: at Windsor, at Balmoral, at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, in the Royal Yacht Victoria & Albert, and on the French Riviera, where the Queen-Empress would take her spring holiday.


Despite her deafness, Alice was a bright child, likeable and liked, and mature for her age, in manner and appearance. ‘She is eleven,’ one of her great-aunts commented in 1896, ‘but as big as a girl of fourteen.’ By 1900 the Battenberg family was complete. Alice had one younger sister, Louise (1889–1965), who would one day become Queen of Sweden,5 and two younger brothers, destined to follow their father into the British navy: Georgie (1892–1938) and Louis (1900–79), known as Dick or Dickie almost from birth. He was the last great-grandson born in Queen Victoria’s lifetime.


The Queen-Empress died on 22 January 1901. Her funeral took place at Windsor on 2 February. Alice and her parents were there. Sixteen months later, on 26 June 1902, Edward VII was due to be crowned. Alice and her mother were both expected and invited to stay at Buckingham Palace, where the distinguished guest list boasted an array of European royalty,6 including Crown Prince Constantine of Greece and two of his younger brothers, George and Andrew. Prince Andrew (known in the family as Andrea) was twenty, a young officer in the Greek army, tall, blond, and relatively handsome. ‘Interesting’, too: he was short-sighted and wore spectacles. Princess Alice was seventeen and a half: beautiful, intelligent, and hard of hearing. The young people fell in love.


There was time for romance. Three days before the day set for his Coronation, Edward VII was suddenly taken ill and operated on for peritonitis. The Coronation was postponed, but the royal house party went on. The German princess and the Greek prince lingered at Buckingham Palace for a fortnight more. Love blossomed.


Andrea was a Greek prince, serving in the Greek army, living in Greece, the fourth son of King George I of Greece, but he was not really Greek at all. (This is, in part, a comic opera, remember.) He was German, Danish, Dutch, and Russian. 


In the late 1820s, when modern Greece managed to shake itself free from Turkish domination, the newly independent kingdom was in want of a monarch. Having nothing home-bred to hand, the Greeks shopped around (literally) for a royal figure of sufficient international standing and authority and shipped in Prince Otto of Bavaria as their first king. He stayed the course for thirty years, but following an unpleasant insurrection in 1862 (not the first), made his excuses and left. The search for a king resumed and, this time round, the lot fell to one Prince William, younger son of King Christian IX of Denmark. He was only seventeen. He changed his name, his nationality, and his destiny. He served as King George I of Greece for fifty years, from 1863 until he was murdered by a lunatic while out for a stroll in the streets of Salonika in the spring of 1913.


George I of Greece had an elder brother (who became King Frederick VIII of Denmark in 1906) and two younger sisters: Alexandra, married to England’s Edward VII, and Marie, married to Russia’s Tsar Alexander III. George I also married a member of the Russian royal family: the Grand Duchess Olga, a granddaughter of Tsar Nicholas I. Over a period of twenty years the couple had eight children, the youngest-but-one of whom was Andrea: intelligent, humorous, conscientious, committed to Greece (he could speak English, German, Danish, Russian, French, but he spoke Greek with his parents) and committed to a career in the Greek army. In her preface to his volume of military memoirs – the aptly titled Towards Disaster – Princess Alice wrote: ‘He took his duties very seriously as he loved his profession, and he wished to earn his promotion like any other officer.’


The Coronation of Edward VII was rescheduled for 9 August 1902. The courts of Europe reassembled in London. Alice and Andrea met once more. Indeed, their families seemed happy to encourage the match: Alice and her mother travelled to Westminster Abbey in the same carriage as Andrea and his brother, George. 


Fourteen months later (mostly months when they were apart: Andrea’s military duties kept him away), in Darmstadt, on 6 and 7 October 1903, they were married. It was a fairy-tale wedding, complete with carriages and kings, three ceremonies (one civil, two religious), feasting, dancing, laughter, and happy tears. She was eighteen, a beautiful princess, with orange blossom in her hair; he was twenty-one, a dashing prince, decked out in the glorious uniform of a Red Dragoon. They did not live happily ever after.


It all began well enough. They had a quietly domestic honeymoon in Darmstadt and, early in the new year, set off for Greece. Having spent several winters in Malta as a child, Alice was at least accustomed to a Mediterranean climate, and her new in-laws evidently did everything they could to give the young bride – still a teenager, partially deaf, in a strange country where she did not yet speak the language – a warm welcome and a sense of security. George I appears to have been a wise man: unstuffy, courteous, considerate, capable, honest, and keenly aware of his position as an ‘imported’ monarch. He would advise his sons, ‘Never forget that you are foreigners among the Greeks, and never let them remember it.’


George I rode the roller-coaster of Greek politics for half a century. He survived censure, insurrections, intrigues, and at least one assassination attempt before the one that killed him. He accepted his destiny, and did what he sensed was his duty, but he made it clear, repeatedly, in public and in private, that he was ever ready to step down from the throne if his services were no longer required.


His grandson, Prince Philip, felt much the same way. It infuriated the Duke of Edinburgh if he was portrayed in the press as someone who revelled in the life of a prince and believed in the survival of the Crown above all else. He didn’t. ‘If a monarchy serves a purpose, and if, on the whole, most people are mostly comfortable with it, so be it,’ he told me. ‘If not, fine, let’s stop buggering about and have done with it.’ The Queen would be saddened no longer to be Queen of Canada or Australia (we know how the Queen feels about the Commonwealth, old and new), but Prince Philip was ready to say, as he did, in Canada in 1969, ‘It is a complete misconception to imagine that the monarchy exists in the interests of the monarch. It doesn’t. It exists in the interests of the people. If at any time any nation decides that the system is unacceptable, then it is up to them to change it.’


George I of Greece was a family man, by all accounts a good man, decent, God-fearing, and happily married. That said, according to the memoirs of the well-connected Prince von Bülow (gossipy, gripping, but generally considered reasonably reliable), George I did allow himself ‘an occasional relaxation’ at Aix-les-Bains, on his annual French holiday away from his queen. When his eldest son, Constantine, followed his father’s example, the crown prince’s dismayed wife, Sophie (another of Queen Victoria’s grandchildren), turned to her father-in-law for guidance. ‘You must consult your dear mother-in-law,’ he is supposed to have told her. ‘She will be able to give you the best advice on this point.’


Over ten years, Alice and Andrea had four daughters: Margarita (1905–81), born in the none-too-comfortable Royal Palace in Athens, and Theodora (1906–69), Cécile (1911–37), and Sophie (1914–2000), all born at Tatoï, the royal family’s cherished country estate near by. Life at home was fairly placid: Alice rode, sewed, read, played with her children, corresponded with her family. In the streets it was a little livelier. This was a turbulent decade in Greek politics (yet another one), the ups and downs including a coup d’état and the resignation of all the royal princes from the Greek army in 1909, followed by their reinstatement at the outset of the first of the Balkan wars in 1912. An incidental side effect of the princes’ period outside the army was that they did not venture out socially as much as previously: accustomed to appearing in public in uniform, they felt under-dressed – emasculated, even – in civilian clothes.


During much of this period Alice and her daughters were abroad, visiting her parents and other members of the extended family in Germany, England, Malta, and Russia, joining house parties, attending weddings, christenings, funerals. In May 1910 Alice and Andrea were in London when Edward VII died. They attended his funeral. Alice’s father had been a friend of the King’s (they had shared Mrs Langtry, after all); Queen Alexandra was Andrea’s aunt. 


In March 1913 King George I of Greece was murdered outside a café in Salonika, shot in the back by a single bullet from a lone assassin. A motive was never established. The murderer, a Greek, apparently deranged, threw himself to his own death from an upstairs window on the way to his cross-examination. In his will the old King left some words of counsel for his son and successor, now King Constantine I: ‘Be calm and never forget that you are reigning over a southern people who are easily roused and may in a moment do and say many things which they will probably forget a few hours after. For this reason never fall into a passion and never forget that it is preferable that the King should suffer rather than his people.’


He also left Andrea and Alice a useful annuity and gave them his house, Mon Repos, on the pretty island of Corfu. (The British had given Greece the Ionian islands at the time of George I’s accession.) Alice mourned the loss of her father-in-law. He had been a good friend to her, had taken her seriously, and admired and encouraged her good works.


The tradition of royal princesses, born to privilege, with time on their hands and status at their disposal, both setting an example and at the same time achieving a degree of self-fulfilment, by giving practical service to the community, is a relatively young one. Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s Prince Consort, very much encouraged it. In Darmstadt, Victoria and Albert’s daughter, Alice, had established a sisterhood of young women, known as ‘Alice’s nurses’, committed to giving service to the community as trained district nurses. In Russia, this Alice’s daughter (young Alice’s aunt), Ella (married to Grand Duke Serge), established a convent of nursing sisters and built a church for her community. In Greece, George I’s wife, Queen Olga (another Russian grand duchess by birth), founded four separate hospitals, as well as building a prison for women and a reformatory school for boys.


These women were models for Alice. She was inspired by their example, both by the practical hands-on alleviation of suffering that the nurses could achieve, and, especially in Aunt Ella’s case, by the spiritual zeal that fuelled it. 


There is certainly a thread of spiritual zeal that runs through the family to this day. Prince Philip was deeply interested in the spiritual – as is his son, Prince Charles. Philip’s library contained several hundred volumes on religious and spiritual matters. He told me that he was a ‘committed Christian’, even if, as he put it, ‘I have a few questions to ask.’ He also told me that his mother and his great-aunt Ella had used their faith ‘to a purpose’ and that he had tried, in his way, to do the same. ‘I wanted to do something practical.’ With Prince Hassan of Jordan and Sir Evelyn Rothschild, for example, he actively encouraged dialogue between Christians, Muslims, and Jews with a series of inter-faith conferences. And in 1986, as president of the World Wide Fund for Nature, he organised a meeting between leaders of the major faiths during WWF’s twenty-fifth anniversary conference in Assisi. He proposed the creation of ARC – the Association of Religion and Conservation. To what purpose? ‘To encourage the members to feel their responsibility to God’s creation and care for the natural environment.’


When I asked the Duke to talk on the record about his interest in religion, he declined: ‘If I start talking about religion, the press will say I’m barking. You’ll say I’m barking.’ For many years, some people said his mother, Princess Alice, was barking.


Foreshadowing Alice’s spiritual crisis, in 1905 her Aunt Ella renounced the grand-ducal life completely and declared with pride to her nursing sisters, ‘I am about to leave the brilliant world in which it fell to me to occupy a brilliant position, but together with you all I am about to enter a much greater world – that of the poor and the afflicted.’


When she arrived in Athens in 1904, still a teenager, the first community work young Alice undertook was assisting at the Greek School for Embroidery, where girls were taught a specific skill that would help them support their families. Eight years later, in 1912, at the onset of the Balkan wars, Alice would galvanise the young embroiderers and set them to the task of making and mending warm and durable clothes (jackets, scarves, hoods) both for the troops and for refugees.


The first Balkan war – in which Greece, alongside Bulgaria, Montenegro, and Serbia, sought to reclaim territory from the Turkish European empire and secure Crete for Greece – saw Prince Andrea back in uniform, as a lieutenant colonel with the 3rd Regiment of Cavalry. When he was posted to Larissa, an established garrison town on the old Turkish border, Alice accompanied her husband, but she went with a mission of her own: to establish her own first-aid field hospitals at the front. She sent her mother written reports: ‘I went to the Military Hospital and saw the arrival of some 15 to 20 wounded soldiers from a skirmish at Elassona who had taken 14 hours coming here over utterly impossible roads, over a fearful mountain pass – Melouna – at the frontier, where huge boulders and rocks stuck out of the road, and on hearing of their agony and the impossibility of bringing severely wounded at all to Larissa, and news which reached us of the army’s tremendously rapid advance, I instantly decided to move my hospital to Elassona.’ 


Over the next three months – first at Elassona, then at Servia, then elsewhere in Macedonia, and finally at Epirus – Alice displayed the most extraordinary courage, compassion, determination, energy, and organisational skill. She set up hospitals, she marshalled nurses, she bullied doctors, she commandeered vehicles, houses, a school. She attended the sick, she tended the dying, she assisted at an amputation. For days she barely ate or slept and did not change her clothes. She witnessed the full horror of war. ‘But, God!’ she told her mother, ‘What things we saw! Shattered arms, and legs and heads, such awful sights – and then to have to bandage those dreadful things for three days and three nights. The corridor full of blood, and cast-off bandages knee-high.’


Reading her letters to her mother,7 you can see she was appalled by what she saw, and exhausted by the experience, but she was exhilarated too. There is manic energy here: touches of Joan of Arc as well as Florence Nightingale. Her forcefulness rubbed some people up the wrong way; it left others worrying about the effect on her health when she came down from her ‘high’. What no one doubted was her courage and commitment. In November 1913 George V decorated her with the Royal Red Cross, ‘in recognition of her services in nursing the sick and wounded among the Greek soldiers during the recent war’.


The Balkan wars, of course, were merely the curtain-raiser for the Big Show, the 1914–18 conflict. Constantine I was resolved that Greece should remain neutral. Britain and the Allies were where Greece’s traditional allegiance lay, but Germany under the Kaiser looked formidable and might not prove magnanimous in victory. It was a difficult call. King Constantine hedged his bets. Besides, his family had close kith and kin on both sides of the argument. 


In London in October 1914, Alice’s father, Louis of Battenberg, First Sea Lord since 1912, resigned. He was married to a granddaughter of Queen Victoria, he had served with great distinction in the Royal Navy for forty-six years, but he was German. There was no denying it. He had a home in Germany, he spoke German, he kept German staff. The Daily Mail did not look kindly on any of that. And Winston Churchill, now First Lord of the Admiralty, wanted him replaced in any event. The Battenberg family was devastated. His younger son, Dickie, a fourteen-year-old naval cadet, vowed to avenge the slight.8


Louis of Battenberg’s wife, Victoria, railed against the stupidity of those responsible. ‘The King is a nobody,’ she declared. In fact, the King was somebody of some substance and, though several parts German himself, determined, for reasons of patriotism and self-interest, to assert the Britishness of the British Crown. In 1917 George V disowned the German connection. The House of Saxe-Coburg, also known as Wettin, also known as Wipper, would henceforward be known as the House of Windsor. (The Kaiser, on hearing the news, was reported to have quipped that he was ‘off to the theatre to see The Merry Wives of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha’.) The Queen’s brothers, from the proud House of Teck, would become the Marquess of Cambridge and the Earl of Athlone, and the Battenbergs would be transliterated into the Mountbattens. Queen Victoria’s ‘dear Ludwig’ was given a peerage and a title with a comforting British ring to every syllable: Marquess of Milford Haven.9 


Louis was forcibly retired, but his sons, with their new names, continued to serve in the British navy. Alice professed herself resigned to whatever fate might have in store for them. ‘I can’t be grateful enough that I was given the nature of a fatalist,’ she wrote to a friend. ‘All my life I have felt that all of us have our appointed time on earth & that nothing will alter it. Perhaps the way my mother & little sister were swept away by that vile diphtheria has helped me to strengthen the feeling … I feel too that if it is Georgie’s time to go, he will go & my Dickie too, but not otherwise, & so I hope I shall not worry more than is inevitable when Dickie goes to sea.’


In the event, Georgie died in April 1938, of cancer of the bone marrow, aged forty-five, three days after his mother’s seventy-fifth birthday. Dickie died, full of years (and honours), aged seventy-nine, murdered by the IRA in August 1979. At the time, the Chicago Tribune calculated that no single family in recorded history, including the Borgias and the Cosa Nostra families of Sicily, Chicago, and New York, was more susceptible to violent death among its members than the family of Queen Victoria and her descendants. 


In 1917, in the aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution, George V was unwilling to send a British warship to rescue his first cousin, the overthrown Tsar Nicholas II. In July 1918 the Tsar and Tsarina (Alix, Alice’s aunt) and their children were executed and Alix’s sister, the Grand Duchess Ella – Alice’s aunt and inspiration – and other members of the Russian royal family were thrown alive down a mine shaft, where they were heard singing psalms before Bolshevik soldiers killed them by throwing a grenade into the mine shaft after them. Eighty years on, in July 1998, Ella, now recognised as a saint by the Russian Orthodox Church, was one of ten twentieth-century martyrs whose carved effigies above the Great West Door of Westminster Abbey were dedicated in the presence of Prince Philip and the Queen.


Alice and her four daughters spent much of the First World War in Athens. Andrea was stationed at Salonika until 1916, when his brother sent him on diplomatic missions to London and Paris to assure the Allies of Greece’s commitment to neutrality. Constantine I did not play his hand well. He was mistrusted by the Allies, wholly at odds with the Greek Prime Minister, Eleutherios Venizelos, and no longer in step with the Greek people. In June 1917 he was overthrown, driven into exile in Switzerland and replaced, not by the Crown Prince, George (who was thought might be sympathetic to the German cause), but by his second son, Alexander. Andrea, Alice, and the girls joined the exodus to St Moritz. The hotel accommodation was reasonably priced and the weather quite congenial. The skiing and the skating were both excellent. There are worse spots to endure the humiliation of exile than the shores of a Swiss lake.


Greek politics being what it is, by 1920 they were all back. King Alexander, aged twenty-seven, died of blood poisoning, having been bitten by a monkey. In a plebiscite, King Constantine I was restored to the Greek throne by a vote of 1,010,788 to 10,887, and Prince Andrea, now sporting a monocle, slipped back into uniform, promoted to the rank of major general. He was thirty-eight. Alice was thirty-five. Seven years after the birth of their fourth daughter, they were due to have another child. On 10 June 1921, on the dining-room table at Mon Repos, Prince Philip was born.










Chapter Two


‘If one is not caressed … one develops thorns.’


Beryl Bainbridge (1934–2010), According to Queeney


The sun was high, the day was hot, the scent of orange and lemon, of cypress and magnolia, filled the air. Mon Repos, built by the British in 1824, is a handsome villa by the sea, a family mansion (not a palace), spacious and comfortable, and its setting (at least, in 1921, before Corfu became a major-league holiday destination) near-idyllic. The house, surprisingly cool in summer, was surrounded by olive groves, wisteria, and wild flowers growing in the long grass. Prince Philip was only born on the dining-room table because the doctor felt that it would more convenient than Princess Alice’s bed.


‘He is a splendid, healthy child, thank God,’ his mother reported to one of the family back in Darmstadt. ‘I am very well too. It was an uncomplicated delivery & I am enjoying the fresh air on the terrace.’ Though the years of wars and revolution – the years of her marriage, in fact – had taken their toll on Alice – on her health, on her spirits, on her looks – her life was not without its consolations. She was a princess and she was treated like one. She had a lady-in-waiting. She had domestic staff. She had a French governess for her daughters and an English nanny, Mrs Nicholas, for her son. 


The standing of European royalty might not be what once it was – for a start, the crowned heads of Germany, Austria, and Russia were no more – and the position of the monarchy in Greece had always been precarious, but, nonetheless, Alice and her family – though they faced high drama in their lives, and pain, and personal tragedy – were mostly spared the mundane drudgery that is – and, especially, was – the lot of most working people. Alice and Andrea were not rich – by the standards of the Windsors, say, or the Dukes of Westminster – and there were to be times when their financial worries would be considerable – but they were not truly poor, ever, and all their lives, in one shape or form, there were servants hovering and there was deference in the air.


This is true of royalty, even today, a hundred years on. Prince Charles is – as his father was – generally unstuffy, good-humoured, and easy to talk to, but he is a prince and always treated like one. Cars come, guards salute, breakfast is served, valets press your suits, the fairies clean your shoes. Over the years I watched Prince Philip padding alone along the long, narrow corridors of Buckingham Palace, barely noticing as nodding footmen stepped aside, pages bowed, and private secretaries backed discreetly into doorways. If you were due to meet him in his study, whether for the first time or the thirty-first, his equerry would invite you to stand in the room, at a specific angle in a particular spot, and remind you to bow as His Royal Highness entered and to call him ‘Sir’. I didn’t and don’t have a problem with any of this: I am in favour of due respect, I like old-fashioned courtesy, I even still try to stand up when a lady enters the room: I mention it here only because if this is the way you have lived your life – as Prince Charles does; as Prince Philip and his parents did – it will affect you. 


Prince Philip of Greece must have been a beautiful baby: the early photographs show a cherubic child, bonny, smiling, a little chubby. He had the blondest hair and the bluest eyes and was the darling of a household crowded with women. From London, Alice’s mother, Victoria, now Marchioness of Milford Haven, wrote to one of her friends: ‘I knew you would rejoice with us at Alice having a boy. Poor Andrea had the bad luck of leaving the day before the event & so has not seen his son.’ Andrea had just been given command of the Greek army’s 12th Division in Asia Minor and, on 9 June 1921, embarked on the campaign that would prove his undoing. It would be several months before he set eyes on his baby boy.


Victoria, in fact, got to see Philip before Andrea did. In September, Louis Milford Haven died, aged sixty-seven, and Alice came to London to console her mother, bringing Philip with her. Alice showed off her son to her assorted English relations, including, of course, her own youngest brother, Dickie Mountbatten, now nearly twenty-two and already smitten with his bride-to-be, the young Edwina Ashley. 


Just a month before Louis Milford Haven’s death, George V had honoured him – and thrilled him to the core – by appointing him Admiral of the Fleet. Louis might have had a German accent, but he had done the state some service. And the King now offered Louis’s widow a home: an apartment in Kensington Palace, where she lived for the rest of her long life. 


Prince Philip’s grandfather was a naval officer of real distinction. Coming to an exact assessment of the merits of Prince Philip’s father as a military commander is not so easy. Andrea enjoyed life as a soldier – his life was soldiering. He was committed and conscientious, without question, but, ultimately, his career ended in failure.


The trigger for his downfall was, as I say, the conduct of the campaign launched in the month of Prince Philip’s birth. The Greeks and Turks were at war over the possession of Anatolia, once Turkish territory but awarded to Greece after the First World War. There may not have been a great deal to choose between the military capacity of the two sides, but there is little doubt that the Greek forces were seriously over-extended, poorly equipped, inadequately led, and simply unable to sustain a successful campaign in the Anatolian desert, so far away from base. 


From the outset, Andrea had been convinced that the Asia Minor campaign was doomed. His own division was manned by new recruits, inexperienced and ill-equipped, and he had no faith in the campaign’s overall commander, one General Papoulas, a soldier, according to Andrea, notable for his ‘ignorance of the science of war’. 


On 9 September 1921, Papoulas sent an order to Andrea in the desert to make an ‘immediate violent attack’ on the enemy to the north. Andrea considered the proposal absurd – ‘a cry of ill-concealed panic’, he called it – and replied to his commander-in-chief, ‘Attack by 2nd Corps in the direction indicated impossible.’ He had an alternative plan, involving different troop movements and no attack. He acted on his plan and sent word to Papoulas that he had done so. Under the circumstances, Papoulas’s reaction does not seem surprising: ‘Astonished at plan of abandoning 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.’ 


This order Andrea obeyed, but the following day, outraged to discover that overnight the commander-in-chief had relieved him of his chief of staff, he volunteered his own resignation. He sent word to Papoulas: ‘It is absolutely impossible for me to continue in command of corps. Please order my immediate relief.’


Papoulas felt unable to oblige: ‘I desire, and the situation demands, you should remain in your place.’ Andrea did as he was told. The Turks attacked. The Greeks responded. The battle was neither lost nor won, but the drive towards Ankara was halted and then abandoned. Andrea and his men were in retreat.


If, today, you read Towards Disaster, Andrea’s own account of what took place, you are left feeling (or, at least, I am left feeling) that the Prince protests too much. When ordered to attack, he did not do so. Further, he informed his commander-in-chief of his alternative plan of action as he was undertaking it. In his apologia he concedes that the message he sent Papoulas ‘was not in accordance with ordinary practice’, but asserts, ‘beyond that, it does not constitute an infraction of orders, nor does it show any lack of fighting spirit’. This much – but no more – he is ready to accept: ‘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.’


Prince Philip was like his father. As he grew older, he came to look like him – though Andrea had more protuberant ears, a moustache, and a monocle. By several accounts, they shared a joshing sense of humour and a capacity for charming the ladies. And from my reading of Prince Andrea’s Towards Disaster and my observation of Prince Philip in action, I reckon they also had in common a stubborn streak, a wilful contrariness, a need to have the last word, and a slightly exasperated (occasionally despairing) sense that they were right and the other chap didn’t know what he was talking about.


Andrea and Papoulas remained at odds and, at the end of September 1921, the Prince was granted three months’ leave and returned to Corfu to meet his baby son for the first time. Within eight weeks, however, he was called back to active service, first as a member of the Supreme Army Council, then as commander of the 5th Army Corps. General Papoulas was replaced by one General Hadjianestis (for whom Andrea had rather greater regard), but the fighting went no better. Within the year, the Turks had triumphed and the Greeks were in full retreat, forced back, literally, into the sea. Asia Minor was lost, the collapse was complete, the casualties horrendous. There were more than a million Greek refugees.


In the aftermath of the catastrophe, there was a military coup: a colonels’ revolt. King Constantine I was overthrown and sent once more into exile. General Hadjianestis and five others were put on trial and swiftly executed. Andrea was arrested, charged with disobeying orders and abandoning his post in the face of the enemy, and tried in Athens, in the Chamber of Deputies, by a jury of junior officers. He was found guilty and expected to be sentenced to death. ‘I think you might add,’ Prince Philip said to me when he saw the draft of this paragraph, ‘that my father was charged by the new republican government as a scapegoat.’


There is a telling photograph that was taken of Andrea during his trial. He is impeccably dressed in an elegant lounge suit, with a white handkerchief in his breast pocket, folded exactly as Prince Philip would fold his all his life. In the picture Prince Andrea sits staring into the middle distance, his attaché case unopened on the table in front of him. He looks gaunt and anxious, but unbowed.


At Mon Repos, Alice, under police surveillance, and denied access to her husband, was sending desperate messages in every direction, pleading for help from all quarters. Internationally, there was little desire to get involved in Greek politics, but, in London, Alice’s brother, Dickie, saw the King and lobbied the Prime Minister, and Lord Curzon, the Foreign Secretary, arranged for a British agent – Gerald Talbot, previously naval attaché in Athens, and a man with useful contacts among the high command of the new regime – to slip discreetly into Greece ‘to see what might be done’. The upshot was a secret deal, negotiated by Talbot, whereby Andrea was spared his life but condemned to ‘perpetual banishment’.


For many years, in the British press and elsewhere, Prince Philip was nicknamed ‘Phil the Greek’. Briefly, he had been sixth in line to the throne of Greece, but he has no Greek blood in him and no particular fondness for Greece or the Greeks. As he said to me, more than once, ‘A grandfather assassinated and a father condemned to death does not endear me to the perpetrators.’ Prince Philip thought of himself as British or Danish, with elements of German and Russian. He never thought of himself as Greek. I remember talking to him once about divided Cyprus: he was evidently more sympathetic to the Turks than to the Greeks. About the traumatic events of 1922 he was less forthcoming: ‘I was barely a year old when the family went into exile. What do you expect me to remember?’


His sister Sophie, who was eight at the time, did remember and did talk about the experience before she died. ‘It was a terrible business,’ she recalled. ‘Absolute chaos.’ The British had sent a cruiser, HMS Calypso, to carry the family into exile. When Andrea was released from gaol, he was driven straight from his prison to the quayside. On Corfu, Alice, her lady-in-waiting, the governess, the nanny, the four girls and baby Philip, were bundled into cars, loaded with all the possessions they could muster in the hours before their escape, and taken in a small boat from the island harbour to the Calypso waiting offshore. Sophie’s abiding memory of the flight from Mon Repos was of the smell of smoke from the grates in every fireplace: Alice had instructed her daughters to burn everything: letters, papers, documents; to leave nothing behind.


The sea – not having much respect for royalty – was rough. The ship’s officers were more gracious, giving up their cabins for the royal refugees and providing an on-board concert to distract and entertain the children and their parents. The exiles were taken across the Adriatic sea to Brindisi, on the heel of Italy, ‘a ghastly place’, according to Sophie, ‘the worst town I’ve ever been in’. From there, as dawn broke, they took a train to Rome. On the train, Philip made himself filthy, crawling everywhere. ‘He was very active,’ said Sophie. He even licked the windowpanes. His mother reprimanded him. ‘Leave him alone,’ said nanny.10


Their hope and expectation had been to travel on to London, but George V, while ready to help save his cousin’s neck, was not so eager to offer him sanctuary. Buckingham Palace took the view, endorsed by the Foreign Office, that it would be politically more comfortable if the exiled Greek prince could settle somewhere quietly on the continent, out of controversy’s way. What about Palermo in Sicily, where the overthrown King Constantine had taken refuge? 


In the event, the exiles and their entourage (a family of seven, plus six servants) went on from Rome to Paris, then – after several days of awkward diplomatic wrangling – briefly to London and then, finally and permanently, back once more to the French capital. Paris dictated itself as the city in which to settle because Andrea’s elder brother, Prince George, now fifty-three, was already living there and had a home to spare that was large enough to accommodate the royal refugees. 


In 1907 Prince George (known in the family as ‘Big George’) had married Marie Bonaparte, great-granddaughter of the Emperor Napoleon’s brother, Lucien, and, rather more usefully, granddaughter of the celebrated Monsieur Blanc, founder of the casino at Monte Carlo. She was an interesting woman: an heiress, an antiquarian, a dog-lover, a psychoanalyst of some distinction, and a friend and patroness of Sigmund Freud. George and Marie and their two children (Peter and Eugénie, aged fourteen and twelve in 1922) lived in a substantial mansion at St Cloud, on the outskirts of Paris. In the garden they had a lodge and this became Andrea’s and Alice’s family home for the rest of the 1920s.


When the exiles had arrived in Rome they were, literally, penniless (the British Ambassador had to lend them money to pay for the train tickets to Paris), but, once they were able to make contact with their bankers, they were not without some means. They were not poor, they did not go hungry, but they were impoverished, and now, to an extent, dependent on the kindness of others. As well as Big George and his wealthy wife, Marie Bonaparte, their principal benefactors were Andrea’s younger brother, Christo, and his wealthy wife, Nancy Leeds, and Alice’s younger brother, Dickie, and his wealthy wife, Edwina Ashley. Edwina was especially generous, in all sorts of ways. When he was just a toddler, she took out an insurance policy for Philip. When she had her dresses made, she asked the dressmaker to include extra seams so that, in due course, the dresses could be let out and passed on to Alice and her girls.


Prince Philip made it clear to me that what memories he had of life in Paris in the 1920s were good ones. By all accounts, he was a cheerful, active, inquisitive, friendly little boy. He did not lack companionship. He had doting sisters. Big George had children. Another of the brothers, Prince Nicholas, lived in St Cloud, with his young daughters. There were other cousins in the neighbourhood and family lunches in Big George’s big house every Sunday. ‘It was a normal family life, as far as I was concerned,’ said Prince Philip. ‘I did not sense anything untoward.’


Nevertheless, for Philip’s parents life was now very different from anything they had known before. They dined with family and friends. They travelled quite extensively: to America (without baby Philip) and the south of France, on holiday, to Italy and England and Germany, to visit assorted royal relations. They kept themselves occupied, but they had no occupation. In Paris, Alice gave some of her time to a small Greek shop called Hellas in the Faubourg St Honoré, raising money to help Greek expatriates, and Andrea, who had for so long lived the life of a professional soldier, now spent the best part of most days sitting about in clubs and restaurants, meeting with other Greek exiles, talking politics, regretting the fate that had befallen Greece. He was, by all accounts, enormously charming and, under the circumstances, surprisingly cheerful. He had enthusiasms: he loved animals, he enjoyed painting, he read, he wrote. In his enforced retirement (he was just forty in 1922), Towards Disaster, published in London in 1930, was his most significant undertaking, written by him in Greek and translated into English for him by Princess Alice. Alice admired her husband, as a soldier and as a man. She hoped and, sometimes, believed that the family might return to Greece one day. Briefly, energetically, but to little effect, she worked on a plan to install Andrea as president of a reformed Hellenic republic. 


But Alice’s principal preoccupation was not politics. It was religion. As a young woman she had been inspired by the example of her Russian aunt, Ella. Alice thought a great deal about Ella, and the sisterhood she had founded, and the martyrdom she had suffered. Alice read widely and deeply about comparative religion. She took a particular interest in Christian Science. Encouraged by her young brother-in-law, Christo, she dabbled in the occult. This was a period when interest in spiritualism was widespread. In Britain, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was attending séances. In America, Harry Houdini was denouncing false mediums. In Paris, Princess Alice was turning over cards and receiving messages from the spirit world. Increasingly, those who met her found her a little strange.


Hugo Vickers, in his biography of Alice, suggests that an unfulfilled love affair may have tipped her over the edge. In 1925, the year she turned forty, when her eldest daughter was twenty and Prince Philip just three, she met a married man, an unidentified Englishman, and fell overwhelmingly in love with him. Nothing ‘happened’. According to Vickers, ‘Everything in Alice’s background was strictly conventional. She herself had high moral principles and nothing in her character was flighty or flippant. She was no Edwina Mountbatten or Nada Milford Haven.11 The fact of falling in love and resisting temptation almost certainly needed an outlet of some kind. Without even knowing why, Alice turned to religion as a safe outlet for these repressed feelings.’


I am not so sure. My instinct is that the hopeless passion – intense yet impossible, feverishly pursued but ultimately abandoned – and the religious fervour – complete with visions, voices, and the acquisition of the gift of healing – had the same root cause: mania, the kind of mania associated with what we now call bipolar disorder or manic depression. I think the evidence is there. 


Alice’s behaviour at this time displays the classic symptoms of bipolar disorder: inappropriate elation, impulsiveness, extreme motor activity. When she embarked on her mission to secure for Andrea the presidency of Greece, she did so with manic energy. She pursued politicians and diplomats, she organised a clandestine meeting with representatives of the League of Nations, she dashed to London to lobby George V face to face at Buckingham Palace. Those she met listened courteously, and then let her down gently. ‘Ladies get carried away,’ said George V, benignly, to his private secretary, adding, ‘I think it would be most unwise for Prince A. to go near Greece.’


When, in 1928, Princess Alice decided to convert to the Greek Orthodox faith (not unreasonably: this was the church into which her husband and her children had been baptised), the English, Anglican, members of her family took her decision comfortably in their stride. When she took to lying on the floor in order to enhance her mystic powers, when she became convinced that her hands contained the gift of healing, when she announced that she was a saint and the bride of Christ, it was a different matter. The medical experts were called in. Alice was clearly not well. Sometimes she seemed quite happy, seraphically so: she would talk incessantly, laugh immoderately, declare herself to be in a state of ecstasy. At other times she would be listless, seemingly exhausted, unable to do anything, unwilling to eat. She lost weight, she had headaches, she recognised that something was amiss.


Her gynaecologist, brought to Paris from Athens, concluded that her condition was not menopausal. Her sister-in-law, Marie Bonaparte, suggested she seek help from a fellow Freudian, Dr Ernst Simmel, at his clinic in Tegel, on the outskirts of Berlin. Simmel diagnosed Alice as ‘schizophrenic paranoid’. He concluded that she was suffering from a ‘neurotic-pre-psychotic libidinous condition’. Reading between the lines and stripping away the euphemism, it seems the psychoanalyst’s view of her situation was that she was a woman who was hungry for sex and no longer getting it. This was disturbing the balance of her mind. Freud himself was consulted and proposed, as a palliative treatment, to help subdue her sexual appetite and so calm her nerves, ‘an exposure of the gonads to X-rays, in order to accelerate the menopause’.


Alice was given the prescribed treatment. Whether or not she knew exactly what was being done to her is unclear, but gradually she began to put on weight and, for a while, to feel better in herself. She returned home, but, in truth, she was no better. She was preoccupied with sex and religion. She was obsessed by her relationship with Christ. Andrea could not cope. 


In May 1930, with Andrea’s agreement, Alice’s mother, Victoria, took the decision that Alice should be interned in an asylum. Against her will, and under sedation, Alice was taken to the Bellevue Clinic at Kreuzlingen in Switzerland, the psychiatric sanatorium of Dr Ludwig Binswanger.


To all intents and purposes, Alice’s marriage, and her family life, were now over. Things had not been comfortable for some while. There is a formal photograph taken of the family at St Cloud in 1928, at the time of Andrea and Alice’s silver wedding anniversary. Everybody in the picture looks miserable. Andrea, seated, arms and legs folded, cigarette holder in hand, is gazing remotely into the middle distance. The two elder daughters look almost haunted, the two younger ones, positively sullen. Oddly, Alice, and young Philip, aged seven, in his sailor suit, holding his mother’s hand, both staring solemnly at the camera, appear the most composed, the least ill at ease. 


In 1928 Philip was still a pupil at his first school in Paris, The Elms, a pre-preparatory establishment, run by an American couple, Donald and Charlotte MacJannet, and catering largely for the children of wealthy American businessmen and the multi-national offspring of the diplomatic corps.12 


According to the MacJannets’ biographer, Princess Alice told the headmaster that, while her boy had plenty of originality and spontaneity, ‘instead of being constantly hushed up he should be working off his boundless energy by practicing games and learning Anglo-Saxon ideas of courage, fair play, and resistance. Philip should develop English characteristics, because his future will be in English speaking lands, perhaps American, and I want him to learn English well.’ 


Philip, accompanied by his governess, walked to the school every morning and usually arrived half an hour early. According to ‘Mr Mac’, as the head was known, Philip made himself useful, cleaning blackboards, straightening furniture, and reminding all and sundry of his sisters’ dictum: ‘You shouldn’t slam doors or shout loud.’ He seems to have been something of a paragon. ‘He always got chairs for visitors, would not let women serve him, carried food from the kitchen but never broke a platter.’ Besides loving football, and baseball, he did well enough in his studies to get a silver star and even a gold one, ‘making great progress in his three years’. Apparently, he begged to be allowed to be a boarder and live at the school, but ‘we can’t afford it,’ his mother said. As it was, his school fees were paid by his father’s younger brother, Christo.


Prince Philip remembered the MacJannets for the rest of his life and always spoke of them with respect and affection. Off and on, over the years, he would write to them. Once or twice he saw them and talked with them happily about the old times. ‘Were they the best times?’ I asked him. ‘They were good times,’ he said. ‘The MacJannets were good people.’ In 1947, when Philip married Princess Elizabeth, they sent an album of school pictures to the couple as a wedding present. Later, when Prince Charles reached school age, they sent him a story entitled ‘When Daddy was a Little Boy’, in which Charlotte MacJannet told of Philip’s school days. 


The Elms was an international school. I asked Prince Philip if he thought of himself as an ‘international’ person. ‘I’ve been a British subject since 1947,’ he said, side-stepping the question. 


‘What language did you speak at home?’ I asked.


‘English … and then we might lapse into French – or German.’


‘Greek?’


‘Sometimes. We spoke English mainly.’


‘So by the time you were ten you spoke English, German, Greek, and French?’


‘I could hardly fail to learn French during nearly ten years’ residence in Paris,’ he replied tartly.


In 1928, though his parents’ marriage was under strain and his home circumstances unusual, Philip was happy with his lot. Indeed, every account of him at this time contributes to a picture of a perfectly straightforward little boy: lively, boisterous, adventurous, not especially academic (but by no means a dunce), self-confident, self-reliant, noticeably charming. 


In 1929, when he was eight, funds were found to send him to boarding school – in England. He was dispatched to Cheam, in Surrey, England’s oldest preparatory school, where his mother’s younger brother, Georgie (2nd Marquess of Milford Haven), had once been a pupil, and where Georgie’s eldest son, David, was a near-contemporary, and, though two years his senior, would become Philip’s closest school friend and, eighteen years later, his best man. Cheam, founded at the turn of the seventeenth century, was a typical, traditional English prep school of the period, complete with cold showers, wet runs, corporal punishment, compulsory chapel, compulsory games, compulsory Latin and compulsory Classical Greek. Philip appears to have thrived in this environment. Years later, in a foreword to an official history of the school, written in 1974 (after Prince Charles had been a pupil at Cheam – and hated it), Prince Philip wrote: ‘Children may be indulged at home, but school is expected to be a spartan and disciplined experience in the process of developing them into self-controlled, considerate and independent adults. The system may have its eccentricities, but there can be little doubt that these are far outweighed by its values.’


Philip’s arrival at Cheam coincided with a range of dramatic changes in his immediate family’s situation. From the age of eight, his mother virtually disappeared from his life for the rest of his childhood. For several years he received no word from her of any kind, not even a birthday card. And within the space of eight months, between December 1930 and August 1931, his four sisters were married to a quartet of eligible German princelings. Margarita, aged twenty-five, married Prince Gottfried of Hohenlohe-Langenburg; Theodora, twenty-four, married Berthold, Margrave of Baden; Cécile, twenty, married George Donatus, Hereditary Grand Duke of Hesse; and Sophie, seventeen, married Prince Christoph of Hesse. It was a parcelling off of daughters that would have done credit to Mrs Bennet in Pride and Prejudice.
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