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Introduction

Like Elizabeth II before him, King Charles III is content to be judged on his record and will not be giving periodic interviews from the throne. Having interviewed him and spoken to him many times when he was Prince of Wales, I had formed a clear and rounded impression of the heir to the throne long before his accession. Similarly, I had also met the then Duchess of Cornwall on frequent occasions, whether on royal tours or at her Clarence House events for her many causes or interviewing her for documentaries. Both of them would always be the genuine article. You did not, as with some in the public eye, wonder which persona might greet you on any given day. 

At the time of the death of Elizabeth II, people frequently asked what the new King and Queen were ‘really like’. The answer lay before us already. They were never going to undergo some sort of character bypass or transplant.

But how would they respond to events for which no one could ever be fully prepared? No previous monarch had taken on the role at this stage in life (it is worth considering that when Elizabeth II was the same age, she was approaching her Golden Jubilee). How would the couple rise to this monumental challenge? In this new and even more scrutinized existence, what would they think of us and we of them? 

I have been allowed inside to follow it all – the trauma, the transition and the establishment of the new modus vivendi. Now and then, I have been alongside a television camera, more often with just pen and notebook. I have not sought to write a full-life biography. This is a contemporary portrait of our new monarch and his new court. It is also a ringside account of what happens when you take over from the most famous woman in the world to lead Britain’s pre-eminent institution; to be the head of its most famous family; and also to become sovereign of a greater area of the planet than any other head of state on Earth.






Chapter One


C-Rex

The King is making his rounds of Windsor Great Park. Since succeeding to the throne at the age of seventy-three, he has had much to absorb both as head of state and head of the most famous family in the land. Among his new responsibilities – an optional rather than a hereditary one – is that of Ranger of the Great Park, a royal hunting ground for deer since the days of William the Conqueror. Today, the Ranger’s duty is to protect the wildlife, along with everything else in these 5,000 acres of parkland, woods and gardens. Together with his full-time Deputy Ranger, the King is slowly nudging towards a herd of red deer shielding from a gale in a small copse. He is particularly struck by a group of stags. ‘The weight on their heads is amazing,’ reflects the King. ‘The strength of their necks to support those antlers . . .’

It’s an interesting observation from a man who is coming to terms with a considerable weight on his own shoulders, both figuratively and, in actual fact, a few months from now, at Westminster Abbey. It’s a scene to pique the artistic imagination – the metaphor of the stag as monarch; the awesome, uneasy burden on ‘the head that wears the Crown’.1

Being a new monarch in the twenty-first century is not the perilous existence it was in Shakespeare’s time, but it still carries multiple challenges.

A former private secretary points out one in particular. Charles III has to deal with a world that constantly needs to be reminded of the merits of monarchy. ‘There were no doubts when the Queen came to the throne. It was just accepted,’ he says. ‘Now, people do have doubts. They may want a monarchy but they also feel the need to be convinced.’2 Moreover, the King is conscious, says his ex-aide, that the survival of the British monarchy was never an inevitability but that it has enjoyed a uniquely lucky set of historical circumstances: ‘The things which can bring a monarchy to an end have not happened in the two centuries since the French showed us that there could be an alternative. We haven’t lost any major wars. We haven’t had any huge economic disruption. And we haven’t had a monarch who’s behaved really disgracefully. It also helped that for more than fifty-five per cent of the time, the monarch has been a woman.’

The more that the late Queen continued to set new royal records, so the same was true of her eldest son. In 2015, for example, Elizabeth II overtook Queen Victoria to become the longest-serving monarch in British history. By then, the Prince of Wales had already broken Edward VII’s record as the longest-serving heir to the throne a good four years earlier. In 2013, the Prince also became the oldest heir (at the age of sixty-four) when he overtook William IV.

It made him, by some margin, the oldest person in history to succeed to the throne. Seventy-three on his accession and seventy-four at his Coronation, his mother had been, respectively, twenty-five and twenty-seven.

Some had predicted that his tenure would only be a ‘caretaker’ administration in between the longest-reigning monarch in British history and a younger, more glamorous generation led by King William V. Over almost three decades, opinion polls would periodically show equal numbers or even a majority of the public ‘preferring’ Prince William to his father as the immediate successor to Elizabeth II.3 These polls overlooked one essential point. Prince William had zero interest in displacing his father. As he told me shortly before the 2012 Diamond Jubilee, he tried ‘desperately hard’ not to think about the destiny that lay ahead.4 ‘That can wait until I’m a bit older,’ he added. Given the longevity of both Charles III’s parents as well as the King’s own levels of fitness and relatively abstemious lifestyle, it is more than likely that the new Prince of Wales will be waiting well into his sixties before he himself becomes sovereign. Not only does the King feel that he has earned his position after the longest apprenticeship in history, he also has no intention of imposing such a burden on his son any earlier than the Almighty ordains.

A regular refrain in those first few days of the new reign was: ‘Well, Charles has certainly had plenty of time to think about it.’ This was, plainly, true. The Princess Royal sees this as one of his great strengths. ‘It’s perspective,’ she explains. ‘He’s covered a lot of the country, he’s well informed. He’s had more chance to be able to see more. I always thought that must have been a huge disadvantage for my mother because [she was] literally thrown into it in a rather unexpected way and had not had the chance to have that broader experience.’5

However, over all those years (much like his mother), the new King had given very little away about what he was actually thinking. Even his own family were not entirely sure of his plans for the monarchy.

What has become clear from the start is that Charles III did have well-developed views on the style and tone of his monarchy, although he preferred to keep most of these in his head. There was no detailed masterplan locked away in a drawer, waiting to be enacted. Indeed, as will be seen, he was profoundly reluctant to discuss the details even with his own advisers, let alone to engage in wider discussions, while Elizabeth II was alive. ‘Tempting fate’ and ‘commendably diffident’ are two explanations offered by close sources. Everyone would simply have to wait and see when the time came. Hence, the catalogue of confident predictions which have now quietly been shelved and forgotten: that Charles III would never live at Windsor Castle; that he would find it hard to curtail his opinions; that he would stray into politics and compromise his constitutional neutrality; that he would show no interest in the world of racing; that he would not share his late mother’s commitment to the Church of England; that he would ‘slim down’ the monarchy; that he had no time for ancient flummery like the Gold State Coach.

On one point, however, the pundits were spot on. The era of the corgi has, indeed, come to an end. The age of the Jack Russell has begun.*

‘The way he looks at it is rather like the legal profession and the way lawyers can be barristers and then judges,’ says one of the King’s senior aides. ‘You can be a barrister and then you can become a judge. It is a completely different job but you change when the time comes and that is accepted.’6

According to one of his inner circle, he also appreciates that any organization is at its most vulnerable in transition. ‘Change is always a moment of weakness. So when there is change, you’ve got to be even better than usual,’ says one, adding that the King, like his mother before him, believes there are two main components to good leadership. They are trust and visibility. With regards to the former, Charles III, like Elizabeth II, is seen as authentic. Whether or not people like the idea of a hereditary monarchy (or even Charles the man), he is seen to be, genuinely and consistently, himself. As for visibility, Prince Charles was raised on his mother’s mantra that ‘I have to be seen to be believed’. Immediately after her death, it became clear that he would abide by this. Duties and conventions which might have been spread over many months at the start of the previous reign kicked in almost immediately. His first broadcast as monarch was recorded within twenty-four hours (Elizabeth II’s first broadcast, which was by radio, came ten and a half months into her reign). There would be visits to all the home nations within days. Court mourning, which continued for two and a half months after the state funeral of George VI, would end precisely one week after that of Elizabeth II. In less than three weeks, the King’s cypher, ‘CIIIR’ (Charles III Rex), was ready and released for immediate use on post boxes, military uniforms and official documents. It had taken more than five months before the design for ‘EIIR’ was approved in 1952. Investitures were up and running again within the month.

The British monarchy prides itself on being a force for stability and continuity (it says so at the very top of its own website) – hence its sensitivity to any threat of transitional weakness. There was no such problem when Elizabeth II succeeded her father, whereas the threat had been very real for George VI. Witness the speed with which his coronation was organized immediately after the abdication of his elder brother. There was another factor driving the pace in the case of Charles III. He both needs and wants to get on with making his mark, with Queen Camilla at his side. ‘It’s quite hard to begin this new phase of their lives when they’re both in their mid-seventies,’ says the Queen’s friend and companion, the Marchioness of Lansdowne. ‘I know, particularly, the King has got so many things he wants to do and achieve. And I don’t think there’s ever going to be enough hours in the day for him.’7

The clue was in his first broadcast, when he pledged to follow his late mother’s ‘unswerving devotion’ to duty ‘throughout the remaining time God grants me’. He has accepted that if he wants to get things done at speed, then it is best not to shake up the monarchical machinery too much. ‘There used to be those stories – and The Crown peddled this idea, too* – that he was desperate for the Queen to abdicate, but that was always nonsense,’ says a good friend. ‘After she died, I heard him say: “I always wondered if it would ever come but I never wanted it a minute sooner, either. And now I know what I want to do”. He might do some things differently, of course. But he feels, as monarch, that he is still a lot closer to her way of doing things than the next generation is going to be.’8

In some regards, his guiding light is not so much his late mother as his grandfather. One close friend of the family says that, shortly after his accession, she was offering her condolences to the new monarch and assured him that both his mother and the Queen Mother would be ‘looking after’ him from somewhere up on high. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ he replied, ‘but the person whose hand I feel on my shoulder is the King.’9 For George VI has always loomed large in his mind. There are now only two people alive who were in Sandringham House on the night the King died in his bed there in February 1952. Prince Charles, aged three, and Princess Anne, aged one, were staying with their grand-parents while Princess Elizabeth and the Duke of Edinburgh were in Africa, at the start of their round-the-world Commonwealth tour. The little prince heard the news of the King’s death from his grandmother. As the Queen Mother later told James Pope-Hennessy, she explained to Prince Charles that the King had been found by his valet when delivering his early morning cup of tea. Charles listened gravely before asking: ‘Who drank the tea?’10 More than half a century later, the historian Kenneth Rose was introduced to the Prince of Wales at a Welsh Guards event on what happened to be the Prince’s birthday. ‘I offered him my congratulations as you would,’ Rose later told me, ‘and he said the most extraordinary thing. He replied: “I am today of the same age that my grandfather was when he died”. Which indeed he was but it was sort of chilling really.’11

That capacity for gloomy introspection, so familiar to his friends and family during the Prince’s middle years, now seems to have lifted. He is unquestionably more cheerful these days. Even in more melancholy times, he always had a robust sense of humour and of the absurd. Now, though, he laughs a lot more, whether at the Archbishop of Canterbury fluffing his lines during Coronation rehearsals or discovering a pie crust depicting his face at the Sandringham Flower Show. ‘More like Wallace and Gromit,’ he chuckled. The new mood has even permeated his wardrobe. Finding gifts for the man who really does have everything might be tricky but, since his accession, his family have given the King several new ties. A particular favourite, seen on numerous occasions, from church at Sandringham to a walkabout in Manchester, is of pale pink silk with a light blue Tyrannosaurus rex pattern printed all over it. Is the T-Rex motif a humorous, coded play on C-Rex? ‘I couldn’t possibly comment,’ says one of his team with a grin, suggesting strongly that it might be. Like his mother, who thoroughly enjoyed being Queen, even during some very dark days, Charles III is, simply, very happy being monarch.

‘I think that when you know a change is coming, there’s a kind of suspension, isn’t there, of what you do and the things you worry about before it happens,’ says the Princess Royal. ‘Then the change happens and you go: “Okay, it’s me. Now I have to do things this way. I have to get on with it.” That allows you to take ownership of that role instead of being one step back.’12 Another reason for this new-found royal contentment, say those around the King, is a subtle shift in public attitude. There is the inevitable change of aura which comes with promotion to the top job but there is also a fresh awareness of all the things he has been – in his own words – ‘banging on about’ for years. ‘Those who follow the royals closely might have known about all his work but a lot of people are discovering it for the first time,’ says one of his team. ‘That would make anyone happy.’13

Another common media perception is that the King and his staff spend much if not most of their time worrying about how to ‘slim down’ the monarchy and what to do with the two difficult Dukes. In reality, the King has learned over long years of royal domestic trauma how to compartmentalize issues over which he has little control. Queen Camilla has also been instrumental in lifting the mood.

The departure of the Duke and Duchess of Sussex from royal life in 2020 and their subsequent sensational attacks on the institution, on camera and in print, have hurt. ‘Of course the King is extremely sad about Harry and Meghan but there is a sense of exasperation, that he has done what he can and now he is King, there are many more things to think about,’ says one friend. ‘He has tried listening. Now he just says: “I don’t want to know what the problem is. I’m just getting on with my life”.’ Nothing is final, however. ‘You’d always like your child back,’ says a senior official. ‘But when your child has decided that, at the moment, they want to do things differently, you have to give them the space to do that. The door is always open, though.’

The one positive upshot is a closer rapport with the Prince of Wales, who has his own set of issues with the Sussexes’ public airing of private grievances. Now that the King is using Windsor Castle at least two days a week, he also sees much more of his British-based grandchildren since they live beneath the ramparts.

As for the Duke of York, eternally tainted by his association with the dead sex offender Jeffrey Epstein and the ongoing legal aftermath,* it had been expected that the King would take a much tougher line. The late Queen had always provided a security shield for her second son. There were expectations, after her death, that the Duke would be swiftly moved out of Royal Lodge, the spacious former Windsor home of the Queen Mother. Contrary to reports that the King wanted to give it to the Prince of Wales (who, in any case, was not looking for another house move), it is more a question of cost. Royal Lodge sits outside the main Windsor security cordon and requires separate protection. Since the Duke’s withdrawal from public life, this has no longer been regarded as a legitimate public expense and was being funded by the late Queen. The King’s position, according to one source, is quite simple. His brother can either foot the bill or move inside the Windsor cordon, where the Duke of Sussex’s old home, Frogmore Cottage, is available. For now, the Duke is still to be found riding around the Windsor estate by way of something to do. When there are family gatherings away from the public gaze, he is still welcome. In March 2023, he was not only invited to the quadrennial service for the Royal Victorian Order at St George’s Chapel, Windsor, but the King allowed him to wear his GCVO* robes. The media were not admitted and so the moment was not captured. He is still invited to the non-public elements of the annual gathering of the Order of the Garter, too. ‘The King will not just cast his brother adrift. He is very fond of his nieces [Princesses Beatrice and Eugenie]. Also, Andrew could be far more damaging on the loose outside the loop and at least he hasn’t been disloyal,’ says one source. ‘But any return to public life is out of the question. His legal problems are not resolved, the public don’t want him and many people still remember his rudeness last time round.’14 Privately, within diplomatic circles or the county lieutenancies, it is seldom long before mere mention of the Duke prompts a rolling of the eyes and a less than flattering anecdote.

The question of ‘slimming down’ the monarchy might have made sense five years earlier when there were fifteen members of the family regularly undertaking public duties. Since that number had reduced to ten regulars by 2023, with six of those well past retirement age and no prospect of new recruits for at least a decade, the idea has been shelved. ‘I think “slimmed down” was said in a day when there were a few more people to make that seem like a justifiable comment,’ the Princess Royal has observed. ‘It doesn’t sound like a good idea from here. I’m just not sure what else we can do.’15

Every phase of King Charles’s life has been chronicled exhaustively in films, press articles and books. Much of it has also been reimagined and dramatized for stage or screen. It is a story so well known that we often overlook the extent to which it broke the royal mould.

Prince Charles was the first future monarch to have a conventional education starting at Hill House, a London day school. He then followed the path laid down by his father, becoming a boarder at Cheam preparatory school in Berkshire before moving on to Gordonstoun in Scotland. Unlike his younger brothers, he did not enjoy it one bit, later describing his time there as ‘a prison sentence’.16 Being in the Highlands was no great hardship for a boy who adored Balmoral. However, the Prince had to endure what one contemporary, John Stonborough, described as ‘virtually institutionalized’ bullying from those who thought it amusing to abuse the future monarch. In any rugby scrum, there would be someone who wanted to claim that they had roughed up the heir to the throne. ‘I never saw him react at all,’ Stonborough told Sally Bedell Smith, recalling: ‘He was very stoic.’17

The highlight of his schooldays was a six-month interlude at Geelong Grammar School in Victoria, Australia. Despite a similar emphasis on outward-bound character-building, the Prince found he was treated like anyone else and thrived on all the challenges, before returning to Gordonstoun for his final exams. He left with two A-Levels and ‘without a twinge of regret’.18 He could also be grateful for several lasting life skills. He had acquired a taste and a talent for appearing on stage, had developed a love of Shakespeare and knew how to write a good essay. Of the 4,000 candidates sitting the Oxford and Cambridge Exam Board’s special history paper that year, the Prince came out in the top 6 per cent. He continued to enjoy acting at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he read Archaeology and Anthropology before switching to History. ‘He was always intelligent, cultured, very considerate and very controlled,’ says his Cambridge contemporary Richard (now Lord) Chartres. The student Prince’s serious side, he adds, did him no favours. ‘He worked very hard and was popular. But if he had actually been more of a playboy, people would have regarded him in an even more favourable light.’19

Once again, there was a break in his studies when he spent a term at the University College of Wales in Aberystwyth learning Welsh, prior to his investiture as Prince of Wales in 1969. ‘It was quite intense but it set a tone for what he was going to do next,’ says the Princess Royal. ‘I certainly remember the aftermath of the investiture at Caernarfon. We were sent off to Malta for him to recover. He really did need to recover.’ The Princess recalls that the constant walkabouts had left her brother so exhausted that he was doing them in his sleep. ‘He woke up trying to speak to people.’20

He returned to Cambridge to complete his studies, graduating with a 2:2 (second-class) degree. Both the university and the King himself remain proud that he was the first future monarch to ‘earn’ a degree,21 unlike Edward VII and George VI, who had merely ‘studied’ there. Similarly, there were no special exceptions made after the Prince went on to follow family tradition and join the Royal Navy in 1971. 

There was, inevitably, forensic media interest in any girlfriends, including a certain Camilla Shand, but the Prince was in no rush to embrace married life. In 1976, as he turned twenty-eight, he left the Royal Navy to take up full-time royal duties. Despite great privilege, he felt he had been properly tested at every stage of his life, more so than any of his predecessors, and was, therefore, entitled to have some say in his own future. ‘I was sent off to do all these so-called ordinary things,’ he told me at the time of his sixtieth birthday. ‘They can’t really expect me, having done all that and having to fight to show I could do it as well as everybody else, then not to get stuck into all the things I mind about.’ The Prince’s Trust and a multitude of other causes and passions would be the beneficiary of a new form of royal activism. The Duke of Edinburgh, with projects like his award scheme and the World Wildlife Fund, had revived the sort of hands-on, executive style of royal patronage pioneered by Prince Albert. The Prince of Wales took it to a new level. While he understood the constitutional rules, he was happy to stir up debates. If these had a common theme, it was not a craving to change things so much as a determination to protect precious things from the impact of change – be they climate, rainforests and old buildings or, in the case of his trust, the life opportunities of disadvantaged young people.

His press secretary from those days, the Australian diplomat John Dauth, says that various career plans were considered. ‘There was a lot of talk about getting him “a proper job”, but the Prince didn’t want to be at a desk from nine to five.’ Among the suggestions which were rejected was a senior role with the British Council. Dauth also remembers a separate discussion about his boss’s approach to royal duties: ‘The Prince said: “I want to be seen as a modern man but not too modern. Just behind the curve.” I’ve always remembered that – “just behind the curve”.’

The Prince’s marriage to Lady Diana Spencer in 1981, the biggest global royal event since the Queen’s coronation, was followed by the birth of their sons, William, in 1982, and Harry, in 1984. For almost a decade, Charles and Diana were the most glamorous couple in international public life. The eventual collapse of their marriage, leading to separation in 1992 and divorce in 1996, dominated the media. It eclipsed almost all other royal activity, including some of the most important state visits of the Queen’s reign. Leaked phone calls, television interviews by both the Prince and Princess plus relentless media speculation led to a polarization of opinion among some sections of the public and a wider sense of disenchantment with royalty in general. The Prince’s 1994 on-camera admission that his youthful romance with Camilla Parker Bowles (née Shand) had resumed after his marriage ‘became irretrievably broken down’22 led many to side with the Princess. Positions became more entrenched a year later after the BBC’s Martin Bashir used faked documents to lure her into the now-debased Panorama interview in which she cast doubts on the Prince’s prospects as king. Their divorce mirrored the failed marriages of more than a quarter of British couples who wed during the 1980s,* plus those of two of the Prince’s siblings and his aunt. Yet the collapse of the marriage remained the chief faultline in public perceptions of the heir to the throne long after the tragic early death of the Princess in a Paris car crash in 1997. From that moment on, the Prince suddenly found himself a single parent with two young sons, combining royal duties with the stewardship of one of Britain’s largest charitable networks.

In 2005, he finally married Camilla Parker Bowles, heralding a new chapter in his life. Royal fortunes in general continued on a slow but steady upward trajectory. The marriage of Prince William to Catherine Middleton, in 2011, and the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, in 2012, marked further turning points. At the same time, Elizabeth II was gradually delegating more duties to the Prince of Wales. After she stopped long-distance travel in 2013 and all overseas travel in 2015, the Prince was Britain’s senior royal emissary. After the retirement of the Duke of Edinburgh from public duties in 2017, the Prince would either accompany or stand in for his mother at major occasions, be it a state visit or Remembrance Sunday at the Cenotaph. In 2018, he was endorsed as future Head of the Commonwealth by all the member states. Yet, through it all, he was still careful to ensure that nothing undermined the ultimate authority of the Queen. ‘He didn’t want to enter an area into which his day had not yet come,’ is how one former courtier sums it up.23

When family crises unfolded, not least those involving the removal of the Dukes of York and Sussex from public duties (the former under compulsion, the latter of his own volition), the Prince of Wales would help the Queen make some painful decisions. He would also help her uphold them, while never trying to usurp her position. That was clear enough after the Duke of York started to row back on his withdrawal from public life, just hours after this had been announced in the wake of his catastrophic 2019 BBC interview on Newsnight. The Duke let it be known that he would still be pressing ahead with a business visit to Bahrain. Buckingham Palace did not, initially, intervene. With the Prince of Wales away on a tour of New Zealand, the Duke had been to see the Queen and had plainly secured his mother’s acquiescence to his plan. No sooner had dawn broken in New Zealand, however, than the Duke’s Bahrain trip was very firmly off. The Prince had seen to that. ‘When you get an issue like a Newsnight, which will suddenly get worse, you just have to be brutal and fast,’ says a senior Palace aide. ‘Charles knows that.’24

During the Covid pandemic, which might have been a very grave threat to an institution rooted in public interaction, the Royal Family found a new way of operating through video messages and arms-length engagements, led by the Queen. The Prince, who caught and recovered from the virus early on, held back. After the death of the Duke of Edinburgh in 2021, the spotlight still remained firmly on the Queen as head of state, with her family in a supporting role. In 2022, laid low by what the Palace called recurrent ‘mobility issues’, the Queen asked the Prince of Wales to open Parliament. Here was a very significant moment. On all previous occasions when monarchs had been unable to read the Speech from the Throne (Victoria and Elizabeth II included), the task had been delegated to one of the Lords Commissioners, usually the Lord Chancellor. The Queen decided that this duty and honour should fall to the Prince of Wales. She even issued new Letters Patent to that effect. For once, that overused word ‘unprecedented’ was called for. Had it been commonly supposed that the Prince was itching to take charge, this might well have been interpreted as some sort of regency-by-stealth. It was not.

During the celebrations for the Queen’s seventieth year on the throne in 2022, it was the Prince who stood in when her declining health meant she could not be there in person, be it the Platinum Jubilee service of thanksgiving at St Paul’s Cathedral or her Jubilee pageant.* The public, however, always had a sense that she was there in spirit. This was quite an achievement on the part of both the Queen and her son. Short of signing Acts of Parliament and a weekly chat with the prime minister, the Prince was de facto monarch in almost every regard. Save one – and a crucial one. The Queen’s authority remained not just solid but even enhanced. ‘It was remarkable but the frailer she became in her later years, the greater her authority,’ says one of her most senior officials.25 ‘It was never questioned.’ The Prince himself had been assiduous in ensuring that such a question was not asked. When the time finally came, however, no one in history had been more ready.

One of his most senior advisers points to an unsung virtue of the King. It is hardly one which he can espouse on the royal.uk website, but that does not make it any less valid. It is one familiar to many who have inherited great fortunes or titles, and thus a sense of ‘noblesse oblige’, though this is on an entirely different scale. This adviser calls it ‘the humility of the hereditary principle’, explaining: ‘There is an argument that if you have someone who has fought to get to the top, you are more likely to get an egomaniac. For people who get to the top of their profession, it’s always a competitive business – rightly so. But they often have embedded in them the feeling that they are better than everyone else. The other side of that coin, in the case of a monarch, is that becoming head of state isn’t competitive. People may say: “It’s terrible someone who’s done nothing to deserve it gets plonked in as head of state just because they are someone’s son or daughter”. For that reason, you get people who have a fantastic focus on duty – if they’re good people. They can be very competitive in their own areas – sport or whatever – but they still think to themselves: “Bloody hell, what have I done to be here? It’s even more of an incentive for me to make sure I do it properly”. So the fact that the Prince wasn’t at all pushy in terms of taking over as King was a good thing.’26

It helps, too, that the King shares his late father’s capacity for taking on extra tasks which others might prefer to delegate. That, perhaps, explains why, a few weeks after becoming monarch, he was not reassigning responsibilities so much as simply acquiring new ones. One such was that appointment of himself to succeed his father as Ranger of Windsor Great Park. For a passionate gardener and countryman, it might be no great burden but it still means more meetings, more briefing notes and more decisions.

The King also shares his late mother’s capacity to absorb endless quantities of paperwork. One change which staff have noticed since the accession of Charles III is an increase in the amount of red box traffic between the monarch and the private secretaries. The Queen used to receive two different types of red box. All would contain a mix of state papers, Cabinet minutes, ambassadorial despatches, nominations for honours and much else for her attention and approval. On most weekdays, though, her officials would try to limit this to the contents of a ‘reading box’, a smaller model roughly the size of a large shoebox. At weekends, they would send her a ‘standard’, a larger briefcase-sized box. Whatever the size, the paperwork would be completed and the box returned to the private office in time for the next working day. These days, it is almost always a ‘standard’ box which goes to Charles III. Sometimes, there are several of them. It is not because there are suddenly more state papers for this head of state. It is that he asks for more information. ‘The Queen was wonderfully dutiful and she read everything she had to,’ says one who worked for them both. ‘He, on the other hand, reads a lot of stuff he doesn’t need to read. He might complain about some things, but work isn’t one of them. Having a lot on his plate is what he likes. Having too much on his plate is never going to worry him.’ This is just as well, given that the King has little choice, as his sister points out.

‘There’s a huge amount that goes on and always has done. And what comes in the red boxes doesn’t stop,’ says the Princess Royal. ‘It’s the regularity and the amount that goes into that more public side of life that impinges on the other things that he used to do. I don’t envy him. To assume you can go on doing the things that you did before – it’s probably not going to work because you suddenly find you just don’t have that time available. Monarchy is a 365-days-a-year occupation. And it doesn’t stop because you change monarchs for whatever reason.’

It also helps that Charles III is a monarch who regards correspondence as a form of relaxation. ‘When other people like watching television, I actually like going for a walk and also, funnily enough, writing letters,’ he told me. ‘I write a lot – therapeutic exercise which helps to retain my sanity!’27

The late Queen, though a busy letter-writer, preferred to unwind in front of the television, especially the BBC News at Six and dramas such as Downton Abbey and Midsomer Murders. Not only was she heard swapping notes on the latter with fellow fan and German Chancellor Angela Merkel, but one official recalls the evening she spotted Midsomer star John Nettles at a Palace reception: ‘She went straight up to him and said: “There have been an awful lot of murders in your village”.’28 Enthralled at a young age by the post-war production of Oklahoma!, Elizabeth II always loved West End musicals and Hollywood. Hence Barack Obama’s decision to seat her between himself and the actor Tom Hanks at his banquet for the Queen (at the US embassy residence) during his 2011 state visit.

Charles III prefers radio, especially BBC Radio 4, and also audiobooks. His other forms of ‘therapy’ include gardening, classical music, opera and theatre (especially Shakespeare). When the Royal Family wanted to celebrate the late Queen’s seventieth birthday in 1996, they arranged a small dinner cooked by Michel and Albert Roux.* When Charles III (then still Prince of Wales) reached the same age, there was an evening of Shakespeare, poetry and music at Buckingham Palace. Introducing the birthday boy, the compere, Stephen Fry, declared: ‘Everyone who works in the field of arts in this country knows how extremely and freakishly lucky we are that our Prince of Wales has such a genuine knowledge of, unquenchable thirst for, and understanding of the role and value of the arts in our public and our personal lives.’ Four and a half years later, Fry could be heard voicing identical thoughts in a loud stage whisper to fellow guests in the North Transept of Westminster Abbey as the King arrived for his Coronation.

When asked what he would do if he could take a few days off being royal, the King has said he would like to immerse himself in art. ‘In many ways it would be lovely to have a sabbatical and find out a bit more about the origins of the Royal Collection,’ he told me some years ago, ‘and do a bit more studying in Italy because it is always rather fun.’29

There is another form of relaxation which, say members of his team, is taking up more, not less, of his time since becoming King. That is his love of planting trees. ‘It’s become something of an obsession,’ says one. ‘Whenever someone asks where he is, we joke that he is probably tree-planting. Then it turns out that he is.’ It is not just about leaving something for posterity. The King still has vivid childhood memories of the countryside covered in elm trees, particularly in Gloucestershire. He has talked of family trips to stay at Badminton House, seat of the Dukes of Beaufort, for the famous horse trials. When he made Gloucestershire his home in 1979, with the purchase of Highgrove, he was dismayed to find more than a hundred dead or dying elms on the estate and decided, in his words, to ‘reclothe the landscape’.30 These days, that mission to ‘reclothe’ now extends to the landscapes of all the royal estates, and at a brisk pace, too.

The King is in good physical shape. He has spent much of his life adhering to a short, daily exercise regime developed for the Royal Canadian Air Force and has inherited an iron self-discipline from his late parents when it comes to food and drink. Indeed, he has gone one step further, removing lunch from his daily routine on the basis that it is superfluous if one has had a decent breakfast. This can prove challenging for organizers of royal visits, who still need to factor in occasional refuelling points for other members of the entourage. The King is certainly not frugal when it comes to feeding his guests, though. If a formal luncheon is called for, he will sit down with everyone else. ‘It can be a bit disconcerting,’ says one house guest. ‘You can be seated next to him, your food arrives and you are expected to tuck in while he sits there with an empty plate. But he’s very nice about it.’ When he does pick up a knife and fork, say friends, he eats sparingly and prefers fish to red meat. Left to his own devices, adds one, the King could exist quite happily for the rest of his days on a daily diet of ‘something eggy with spinach’.*

His favourite form of physical recreation, apart from long walks and shovelling soil over tree roots, is skiing (an enthusiasm which he does not share with his wife). He has been a regular visitor to the Swiss resort of Klosters since he first took up the sport in 1978, staying with his friends Charles and Patty Palmer-Tomkinson, and he adores the relative privacy he enjoys there. The media have largely left him in peace of late, having covered family trips in previous years. One year, the photographers presented the Prince with a bright new ski suit in the hope of taking a picture of him in something other than the same two elderly outfits he had been wearing for as long as they could recall. The following day, they were both disappointed and amused to see the King, as ever, in his trusty grey one-piece while their colourful gift was being worn by his protection officer.

Several years ago, the village named its main cable car ‘HRH The Prince of Wales’ (and then renamed it ‘King Charles III’ in 2022). The King knows many of the locals by name. In 2018, they threw a party to mark the fortieth anniversary of his arrival with several emotional speeches thanking him for his loyalty. He replied with a speech full of love and gratitude not just for Klosters but for Switzerland, noting that it had been a Swiss surgeon who had inserted a Swiss plate in his arm after a serious riding accident in younger days. He joked that many centuries hence, when some archaeologist or revolutionary breaks into his tomb, all they will find is a pile of dust and a titanium plate saying ‘Made in Switzerland’. It brought the house down.

A stylish and fearless skier, he has no qualms about tackling the hardest off-piste terrain, despite a narrow escape in 1988 when an avalanche killed his equerry, Hugh Lindsay, and seriously injured Patty Palmer-Tomkinson. However, he decided to forgo his usual week in the Alps in 2023. This was not just because even a small accident might have ruined his Coronation plans. It was also because the country was enduring a winter energy and economic crisis. The lasting reputational damage suffered by the King of Holland after taking his family on holiday to Greece in 2020, while new lockdown measures were coming in at home, is well-remembered at Buckingham Palace. ‘Look at that disaster with the Dutch royals. They went to Greece and everyone was furious even though it was actually legal,’ says a senior official. ‘You could get the same reaction if, say, the King was at his farm in Romania and there was another Grenfell disaster.’* There is every expectation that he will be back in Klosters one day, but only after careful consideration.

Nor has he entirely given up on another potentially hazardous pursuit. The King no longer rides at the breakneck speed he did in his younger days, whether as a polo player or as an amateur jockey. Yet he cherishes the memories. He still keeps a picture of his favourite mare, Reflection, on his dressing-room table at Highgrove and has never forgotten Allibar, his much-loved steeple-chaser who carried him to a second-place finish at Ludlow but collapsed and died on the gallops at Lambourn in 1981.31 These days, his riding is mainly ceremonial, though his calm control of the neurotic newcomer he rode during the 2023 Birthday Parade shows he has lost none of his skill.

His sporting tastes reflect a fondness for speed, as does his driving, according to those who have shared a car with him. ‘He is fast but he is actually a very good driver, unlike his father,’ says one who has travelled with them both, and still shudders at the memory of careering off an Aberdeenshire road with the Duke of Edinburgh at the wheel.

That the King has a temper is well known among staff and family who have been on the receiving end. Occasionally, signs of impatience and irritation spill over in public – famously so when having problems with his pen in the days after his accession (something which he has since joked about himself). His critics sometimes accuse him of being an old fuss-pot with a propensity to whinge. ‘He does whinge from time to time, like we all do,’ says one who worked with him for many years, ‘but the interesting thing is he only whinges about small things that don’t matter. It’s never about the things that really do matter.’

That attention to the smaller details is also an asset. An elderly close friend of Elizabeth II, who had not been well enough to attend her funeral or service of committal, had watched it all on television at home. A few days later, she was astonished to receive a delivery of flowers with a personal note from the King saying how sorry he was that she had not been able to be there. Just a fortnight before the Coronation, the Australian comedian and writer Barry Humphries was seriously ill in hospital in Sydney.* The creator of Dame Edna Everage was suddenly handed the phone and told that the King (who had checked the time difference) was on the line.32 Cabinet Minister Penny Mordaunt, whose prominent role (and striking blue outfit) as the sword-wielding Lord President of the Council drew much comment during the Coronation, was struck by a moment at the end of the service. ‘He was very kind to me when he left the abbey – after going through all of that and what he had to do. He took the time to turn to me, as I was doing the final guard of honour, and said: “You look great, you know”. He’s got many qualities. When you meet him, you get an impression of kindness.’

His old university friend, Lord Chartres, points out that the occasional flash of temper is hardly surprising, given the stifling and often stilted bonhomie of the average engagement. ‘The two problems facing royalty are trust and the anodyne, genial statement. You’ve just got to be so damned nice to everybody all the time and everybody is nice and genial back to you,’ he says. ‘But geniality kills in the end. And being royal, you also don’t know who to trust. Yet you can’t spend your whole life in suspicion, always thinking: “What do they want?” That’s one of the reasons why Queen Camilla is so marvellous. She can be robust in her views and that allows him to relax. When things go wrong and you have to keep being nice, you need an intimate who can talk you down.’33

Those who once argued that the future King Charles III would need to be a carbon copy of his mother are now realizing that this will not be the case. Nor should it be, as the Princess Royal is the first to point out: ‘People are different.’

The King is unquestionably his own man. However, he knows that the success of the longest reign in history depended on the loyalty of others, notably himself. Now that it is his turn, he will hope for the same in return. ‘I’m his closest in age and, you know, we don’t always agree,’ says the Princess Royal. ‘But we both understand what is important about the monarchy. We both agree on that. It’s understanding that the team has to pull together to make it work.’







Chapter Two


Queen Camilla

Rishi Sunak was worried he was perhaps being just a little too loud at the Balmoral dinner table. It was his first visit to the monarch’s Highland retreat, following the traditional invitation for the prime minister of the day (plus spouse) to spend a weekend there. As the houseparty sat down for cheese soufflé followed by turbot, Sunak was delighted to find himself next to Queen Camilla. She was certainly not worried about the noise, however, since she was equally responsible for it herself.

‘She was an incredible host,’ he recalls. ‘My overarching memory of the weekend is just laughing a lot with her. She’s uproariously funny and it was hard during the dinner to try and keep the volume down because we were having such a good time.’

As newcomers to the royal workforce soon discover, the mood within the Household will invariably be sunnier, or a difficult decision can be marginally less problematic, when the Queen is around. It is also accepted that if the change of reign has been testing for the King, it has been even more so for the Queen. The Royal Family say so themselves. ‘For Queen Camilla, it’s been much more difficult in every way, partly not having had the same level of preparation,’ says the Princess Royal. ‘But her understanding of her role and how much difference it makes to the King has been absolutely outstanding. And [there is] no doubt that made the difference for him throughout the process. I’m sure lots of people do say to her what a difference she’s made, but that is really true. I mean, I’ve known her a long time off and on and I think she’s been incredibly generous and understanding.’1

‘Obviously for him, it was always going to be,’ says Annabel Elliot, Queen Camilla’s younger sister. ‘But I think she’s transitioned beautifully, actually. I mean, I sometimes look at her and I can’t really believe it.’

There is still a nervousness within the royal machine as staff and friends of the institution adjust to a different monarch, finding out what the new boss likes and, more importantly, dislikes. ‘It’s inevitable. It has happened with every new court since time immemorial,’ says one old friend of the family. ‘With the late Queen, people knew exactly where they stood. If they made a mistake or something went wrong, they knew how it would go down with her and whether it mattered. That inspired confidence. Now, people are worried about upsetting the King. They know he can get very cross about quite minor things and they have yet to find out how he will react in certain situations. At the same time, they know that Queen Camilla is a strong voice of common sense in that regard.’2

One trustee of an overseas charity, of which the former Prince of Wales was patron, recalls two very different royal visits. ‘He came on his own some years ago and there was so much fuss from him and his staff that everyone was left wondering whether it had been worth the effort,’ says the trustee. ‘Then he came back a few years later with Camilla. It could not have gone any better. He was a changed man. She’s a great asset.’3

She has never had any wish to limit his great passions, be it inner-city regeneration or Romanian wildflower meadows. She will gladly wave him off to a night at the Royal Opera House or the Royal Shakespeare Company in Stratford and curl up on the sofa to enjoy a good television drama (she is closer to the late Queen than to her husband in that regard). She is a lover of ballet but, equally, enjoys mainstream pop music like the Rolling Stones (she has been to one of their concerts) and ABBA. Shortly before Christmas 2022, few of those in the audience at London’s virtual reality ABBA Voyage show noticed the real Dancing Queen as she and her grandchildren gyrated in the aisles along with everyone else.

It is unlikely that she would ever lure the King there, or even want to. She might, occasionally, try to open his eyes to interests which had failed to grab his attention in the past, horse racing being a case in point. As a couple, they are, however, both very happy to indulge each other’s pet habits, such as compulsive window-opening in the case of the King. ‘There’s a constant battle about it,’ says Annabel Elliot. ‘He will have opened it. She will creep in behind and shut it. So there’s a lot of: “Oh, darling, you shut the window.” “Yes, I have, because we’re all freezing.” So a lot of banter goes on.’ If the King usually wins on that front, says his sister-in-law, Queen Camilla ‘wins most other things’. She certainly does not follow his example when it comes to eating in the middle of the day. ‘She does have a bit of lunch. She’ll be furious with me but she is not as disciplined as he is about eating or drinking. She might have that extra glass or that extra biscuit or whatever,’ Annabel Elliot reveals. 

Queen Camilla’s greatest strength, however, is not what she may or may not encourage the King to do or to enjoy. It is the simple fact that she is an intrinsically cheerful character who lifts the mood around her and, more importantly, around him. A happy monarch makes for a happy court.

‘She has got a great twinkle and it comes out very readily,’ says the Marchioness of Lansdowne, one of her oldest friends. ‘It puts people at their ease very quickly. And I think that’s a great gift to have. She knows when to wink at a bishop, but when not to – which I think is a rather endearing quality.’4

She is not above winking at the regulars of the royal press corps, too, from time to time, especially when she senses that they might need cheering up. ‘That was a load of b*******, but that woman is a diamond,’ declares one weary Fleet Street tabloid photographer after a shambolic event in the pouring rain during the 2023 state visit to Germany. The press have been waiting for the best part of an hour to see the King and Queen pay their respects at Hamburg’s ‘Final Parting’ monument to the children of the Kindertransport.* A combination of bad weather and nervous local officials has meant that the scene is merely a jumble of VIP umbrellas obscuring every face. Queen Camilla soon realizes the problem and gently parts the ways to ensure a clear line of vision between the photographers and the royal couple. It was never going to be a great photograph. Amid the rain and the chaos, it is not going to show the Queen in a particularly flattering light either. However, her actions ensure that the photographers have something to send to their editors (including another shot of the King in his T-Rex/C-Rex tie). All the members of the media ‘pack’ have similar anecdotes to tell about her; how she will ask after someone who has been taken ill or check if journalists are getting what they need on a challenging tour. There is nothing feigned or strategic. She is palpably what one old hand calls ‘a good egg’. Journalist Angela Levin was tickled by her upbeat remark to the press at the end of a busy Middle Eastern tour in 2021. ‘I’m a lot older now,’ said the future Queen, ‘but to quote Richard Ingrams [former editor of Private Eye and The Oldie], I like to think we’ve still got a “snap in our celery”. It’s such a good expression!’5

Given some of the treatment which she had to endure from the press in between her two marriages, and especially after the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, she could well be forgiven an icy wariness towards the media in all its forms. Yet, she remains a no-nonsense advocate for a free press, with a track record to prove it. Invited to address Fleet Street editors at the London Press Club awards in 2011, she bowled over her audience with a speech celebrating the ‘pivotal’ role of journalists in scrutinizing ‘all aspects of our society’, royalty included. ‘I believe freedom of expression, so long as it doesn’t contravene the law, or offend others, to be at the heart of our democratic system,’ she declared. ‘But just one note of caution: in our right to speak freely, please let us not become too politically correct, because, surely, political correctness is as severe a form of censorship as any.’ Though welcomed as a neutral plea for calm and common sense at the time, they are words which could probably not be uttered today, at least not without drawing the monarchy into the sort of febrile ‘cancel culture’ slanging match from which it tries to steer clear. ‘Political correctness’ has long since been overtaken by much more aggressive terminology on either side of any given debate. Nonetheless, Queen Camilla has her red lines and they will not be crossed.

In February 2023, she invited many of Britain’s top authors and publishers to an event to mark the evolution of her fast-growing online book club, The Queen’s Reading Room, into a new charity. The timing was exquisite. In the very same week, it had been revealed that the children’s classics of Roald Dahl were to be re-edited to remove any inappropriate language which might offend twenty-first-century readers.* Writers from across the political spectrum were appalled that Augustus Gloop, for example, could no longer be described as ‘fat’ or that Mrs Twit could no longer be ‘ugly’. With many of those writers assembled at her Clarence House reception, the Queen delivered a rousing speech of thanks to authors everywhere. ‘Please remain true to your calling,’ she urged them, ‘unimpeded by those who may wish to curb the freedom of your expression or impose limits on your imagination.’ To cheers and cries of ‘hear, hear’, the Queen added with a knowing smile: ‘Enough said.’ There was no backlash afterwards. She had not mentioned Dahl by name. Yet here was clear recognition that a member of the Royal Family had voiced precisely what the vast majority of the public (and the literary world) felt on the subject – without labouring the point. The following day, the penitent publishers announced that they would, after all, continue to print Dahl in unexpurgated form. Queen Camilla had not been planning to wade in to a live issue. Not for the first or last time, however, a spot of well-aimed common sense had touched a nerve.

During official engagements, the Queen will be one of those keeping an eye on the clock. She will certainly be the only one prodding the King in the small of the back as she did during a tour of Liverpool a few days before the Coronation. The royal couple had come to open the venue for the 2023 Eurovision Song Contest and the King, as often happens, was running over time as he chatted to the backstage crew. A nudge from a sharp corner of Queen Camilla’s handbag provided the requisite prompt to move him on to their next part of this engagement, an interview with a team from the BBC children’s programme Blue Peter. The show has been running for so long that the royal couple could both recall watching it in their youth. ‘They were always making things out of loo rolls,’ Queen Camilla recalled, instantly raising a few smiles. At which point, a ten-year-old boy had a question about the upcoming coronation: ‘What are you most looking forward to?’ The late Duke of Edinburgh always had a quick response to this line of questioning. Asked in April 2002 what he was most looking forward to about the Queen’s Golden Jubilee celebrations, planned for June and July, he shot back: ‘August’.6 Though Queen Camilla might have been tempted to say something similar, she instantly had a happier response: ‘Seeing the crowds’.

Fiona Lansdowne attributes her easy charm in formal situations to the Queen’s parents: ‘It was a wonderfully old-fashioned sort of fifties childhood. A very happy, very lovely, stable home. They learned really early on really good manners and how to behave.’ Her younger sister, Annabel Elliot, is adamant that their ‘wonderful – really wonderful’ upbringing underpins the Queen’s approach to almost everything: ‘We grew up in the fifties and when life was very different, very free. I think we were incredibly lucky. Both our parents were very, very close with no kind of “green baize door” life or anything like that.* No nanny. My mother looked after us. Obviously between three children, there was quite a lot of squabbling or whatever but we were jolly lucky. We were brought up not in a liberal way, but our parents trusted us.’7

Other children, says Annabel Elliot, loved the unstuffy atmosphere chez Shand. ‘Recently, one of my friends said: “You have absolutely no idea what it was like coming to your house. We always felt that both your parents took such an interest in us and loved you all so much”. Because a lot of people grew up in a very different way – with quite distant parents. I do think that when I think back to other houses, that I went to. I wanted to be at home because it was always such fun.’ Little wonder that Queen Camilla, when discussing her childhood with Gyles Brandreth, has described it as ‘perfect in every way’.8

Camilla Shand was born in London on 17 July 1947 and grew up between family homes in East Sussex and London. Her father, Major Bruce Shand, a much-decorated army officer, had a post-war career in the wine trade. Her mother, the Hon. Rosalind Cubitt, the daughter of the 3rd Lord Ashcombe, was closely involved in local charities when not raising Camilla and her younger siblings, Annabel, born in 1949, and Mark, in 1951. Rosalind’s charitable work extended far beyond energetic fund-raising among the county set. After the use of the pregnancy drug Thalidomide led to the birth of thousands of children with severe deformities in the late fifties and early sixties, she trained as a nurse to help care for those affected.

Camilla and Annabel were always close. ‘We were pretty well always together,’ Annabel recalls. ‘She was a much better rider, better at sport and all that. So I remember being very proud of her, seeing her winning these competitions and whatever. But, you know, we were both quite strong characters and we’ve always laughed a lot.’9 Spared boarding school, ‘Milla’ left her London day school at sixteen, attended a Swiss finishing school and spent six months learning French in Paris. By the late 1960s, she was juggling the debutante party circuit with secretarial work as a receptionist and office assistant. Remembered among her peer group for being popular, pretty, confident and also kind-hearted, she was introduced to the Prince of Wales in 1971. It was not, as is often stated, at a polo match, but at the flat of the Prince’s university friend and confidante, Lucia Santa Cruz, the daughter of the Chilean ambassador to London. A short romance later ensued until the Prince was sent away on a long Royal Navy deployment in 1973. Camilla then accepted a proposal of marriage from her previous suitor, Andrew Parker Bowles, a major in the Blues & Royals. They were married later that year with several members of the Royal Family, including the Queen Mother – an old friend of the groom’s family – in the congregation.

The Parker Bowleses moved to Wiltshire, where Camilla loved country life and cut a fearless figure with the local hunts. Two children were born, Tom and Laura, while Andrew’s military career went from strength to strength. He was decorated for bravery while demobilizing guerilla armies during the countdown to independence in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe in 1980. When the Prince of Wales married Lady Diana Spencer in 1981, Lieutenant Colonel Parker Bowles (he had been promoted the previous year) was the commanding officer of the Household Cavalry escort. A year later, his regiment was the target of one of the IRA’s most infamous mainland bombings when the Blues & Royals were blown up as they rode through Hyde Park.* As the colonel’s wife, Camilla fully understood the importance of regimental family structures in times of trouble. The ‘PBs’ were often guests at royal occasions. The marriage would not last, however, and by the early 1990s it was coming to an end. It was, as friends would say, ‘one of those things’, and it was not a bitter parting. The couple remain on very amicable terms (to this day, they speak to each other several times a week). At the same time, the Prince and Princess of Wales were in the process of separating, too. In 1994, as previously noted, the Prince acknowledged on television that he had resumed his relationship with his former girlfriend of more than twenty years ago, after his marriage had ‘irretrievably broken down’. Two years later, Charles and Diana were divorced, too. Multiple factors were in play, as in the collapse of almost any marriage, but many commentators laid the blame squarely at Camilla’s door.

Despite the incessant (and, at times, brutal) media interest in their rejuvenated relationship and the barbs of hostile commentators, the Prince and Camilla remained devoted to each other through it all, culminating in their marriage at Windsor in 2005. A civil wedding at Windsor town hall was followed by a service of blessing (officially ‘of prayer and dedication’) at St George’s Chapel. The Queen, who had attended the latter but not the former, later made a warm racing-themed speech of congratulation at the reception, welcoming her son and daughter-in-law to life’s ‘winners’ enclosure’. Though she might now be Princess of Wales, the former Mrs Parker Bowles never used the title and was very happy to be styled as HRH The Duchess of Cornwall. Mindful that a significant minority of his prospective subjects might be unready for a monarch married to a divorcee, the Palace let it be known that, come a change of reign, she would be known as the Princess Consort. At an age when her contemporaries were all winding down, she was entering an entirely new way of life, setting up an extensive portfolio of charitable interests, often in areas with no previous royal patronage, like the campaign against domestic violence towards women. As one member of staff recalls, she was happy to be ‘edgy – but not controversial’.10 She liked to be a hands-on patron, too, regularly standing up in the middle of charity receptions to deliver very much more than a few words of welcome. In February 2022, on the seventieth anniversary of Elizabeth II’s accession to the throne, the then monarch stated publicly that it was her ‘sincere wish’, after her own demise, that ‘Camilla will be known as Queen Consort’. By this point, the country had moved on, too. A large majority of people could see that the Prince’s second marriage – which had comfortably outlasted his first – was happy and secure. They saw no problem with granting the Queen her ‘sincere wish’ when the time came.

One reason for the public’s ready acceptance was a clear recognition that Queen Camilla had never been terribly interested in titles in the first place. ‘She never wants to do anyone down or be on the front page. People sense she wouldn’t care what she was called except for the fact it matters a great deal to the King,’ says one long-serving ex-courtier.11

Family and friends were amused that it took quite some time before the new Queen would even respond to her new status. Passing references or memos or questions to ‘Her Majesty’ would meet with blank looks until it suddenly dawned that they were referring to her. 

It goes back to childhood, her sister notes: ‘Obviously, she takes her role very seriously, but we were brought up not to be centre stage and whatever. So I think that is very much part of what makes her what she is.’ Humour, self-deprecation and jokes had simply been part of growing up. As children, Camilla and Annabel were not allowed to sit next to each other in church. ‘One of us would start to laugh – disastrous,’ the younger sister recalls. ‘It’s gone on all through our lives – though not on Coronation Day.’12 To this day, Annabel finds it near impossible to follow certain aspects of royal etiquette. ‘I find it very hard to curtsey to her,’ she says. ‘And call her “Your Majesty”? That I can’t do.’

Back in the days when it seemed there was no question of the Duchess becoming Queen, her family gave her the nickname ‘Lorraine’ (as in the French la reine). ‘She always saw the funny side of that – even if Prince Charles did not,’ says a friend.13

Her small office, like that of the late Duke of Edinburgh, is regarded as a happy ship, with plenty of laughter and very little turnover of staff. Since becoming Duchess of Cornwall in 2005, she has usually had two private secretaries running the show (one senior and one junior). Yet over nearly two decades, there have been just five in total, and one of those only left because she was emigrating.

However, just as the aura has changed around the King since his accession – as it might do with anyone elevated to prime minister or president – so Queen Camilla is now viewed in a new light. Even her friends have noticed it. One recalls her first post-accession appearance at racing’s Cheltenham Festival, a boisterous event which she has always loved. ‘She’s been coming for years but there was just a very different atmosphere as she walked into the room as Queen,’ says one. ‘It was more of a respectful hush.’ Another admits that, for the first time in her life, she had an unexpected feeling of nervousness before meeting her old friend in her new incarnation for the first time. The same friends were also reminded of an inner toughness that they had seldom seen since the dark days of the 1990s. Since the Sussexes’ departure from the United Kingdom, Queen Camilla has found herself cast as the ‘dangerous’ villain of the piece by Prince Harry.14 ‘With her on the way to being Queen Consort, there was gonna be people or bodies left in the street,’ he told the USA’s 60 Minutes.15 For her part, Queen Camilla was content to let it pass. There was to be no selective briefing on the matter, no ‘friends’ given the nod to voice sadness or disappointment or set the record straight. After nearly two decades as a member of the Royal Family, she works on the basis that the public have a pretty good idea of what they are getting. Her response to noises off from California would be business as usual – with a smile and without a word.

Those organizations which embraced her (and she them) in the early days of her royal life are now thrilled to be represented by the new Queen, among them her first regiment. She became Royal Colonel of 4th Battalion The Rifles at its creation in 2007. She was in close contact all through the regiment’s bloody first tour of duty in Iraq, especially with the families of the bereaved and wounded. She would visit the latter at the military hospital, Headley Court, and discreetly follow their progress. A lasting bond was forged. All those earlier years of marriage to an army officer, through some bleak regimental moments, stood her in good stead. On the battalion’s return, just before Christmas, she came to the homecoming parade for the men of 4 Rifles, including a tearful Rifleman Stephen Vause. Severely injured in a mortar attack and unable to speak, he asked his commanding officer to read out a message, thanking her for all her letters, adding: ‘One day I will be able to drink the whisky you gave me and toast your good health.’16 It was the same story when 4 Rifles went on to suffer similar losses in Afghanistan. Captain Harry Parker, who had lost two legs to an IED,* met her in hospital and gave her one of his paintings. She, in turn, steered him towards the Royal Drawing School (created by the Prince of Wales). Parker credits his former Royal Colonel with kickstarting his post-military career as both an artist and author.17

In 2020, she took part in the Duke of Edinburgh’s very last public engagement when she formally succeeded him as overall Colonel-in-Chief of The Rifles. The regiment was delighted when two of her pages at the Coronation were dressed in the regimental livery. The army has been a central part of her life for so long and in so many ways that a trumpet blast can make her misty-eyed. As she told me: ‘There’s something about buglers . . . military music always makes me cry.’18

It is why, a month after the Coronation, she is thrilled to be welcoming a delegation from the Royal Lancers to Clarence House. The late Queen had become Colonel-in-Chief of the 16th/5th Lancers on her twenty-first birthday and had stuck with them through assorted amalgamations until her death. Now, as part of the reshuffle of honorary positions at the start of the new reign, Queen Camilla is taking Elizabeth II’s place as the Royal Lancers’ new Colonel-in-Chief. This is an especially proud moment as this was her father’s regiment. The feeling is mutual, for Major Bruce Shand remains something of a regimental legend himself. ‘That whole generation were revered in the regiment,’ says Colonel Richard Charrington. ‘But for Major Shand to win two MCs – for a relatively junior officer, that is very distinguished.’

Shand won his first Military Cross when his regiment was among those ordered to cover the British retreat to Dunkirk in 1940. Two years later, in the North African desert, he won a bar to his MC (a second MC) after his squadron of armoured cars helped a hundred Indian troops and twenty vehicles escape a surprise enemy advance. Soon afterwards, he was seriously wounded leading his squadron against what turned out to be Rommel’s headquarters (the bullet that passed through his cheek killed his radio operator). Shand was captured and spent the rest of the war in captivity, passing much of the time immersed in books.

Today’s Royal Lancers are still taught the way in which Bruce Shand kept the enemy at bay across that river on the way to Dunkirk. Lieutenant Colonel Will Richmond tells the Queen that every newly commissioned officer is given a copy of her father’s memoir, Previous Engagements, as required regimental reading. ‘It tells them that the enduring thing is your relationship with your soldiers,’ explains Richmond. This is music to the ears of Queen Camilla, since it involves the two things closest to her heart, family and literature. ‘We had to force him to write this book,’ she says, fondly recalling her father’s reticence. ‘His first and only book. Wherever he is today, he’d be thrilled that I am taking on this role.’

The rest of the family feel exactly the same. ‘It would have meant everything to him. I hope, somewhere, he is looking down and he can see Camilla where she is,’ says Annabel Elliot, adding that her sister would ‘never have asked’ for such an honour but, equally, would have been ‘disappointed’ had it passed her by.

The Queen has also organized a lively extra event here at Clarence House following on from her meeting with the regiment’s top brass. Three days from now, it will be the one hundredth birthday of Michael de Burgh. He served in the Lancers with Queen Camilla’s father and has been chosen to receive the Buchan Medal, a special regimental prize for exemplary Lancers. The Queen wants to give him a birthday party, too. De Burgh remembers Major Shand well – ‘a great man; some people just are,’ he recalls – since he, too, was seriously wounded in the Second World War. The Clarence House drawing room is filled with his children and grandchildren plus assorted Lancers past and present. ‘Can I congratulate you on becoming the mother of the regiment,’ says de Burgh, as he starts to stand up unsteadily from his wheelchair. The Queen cannily heads off a potential incident by instantly taking a seat next to him. ‘I’m coming down so you don’t have to get up,’ she assures him, firm and mischievous in equal measure. And with that they just chat away over a glass of champagne, even swapping notes about wounds. De Burgh recalls his ‘wretched bullet’ and the Queen mentions the one which almost killed her father. She has two surprises in store. The Royal Chef, Mark Flanagan, suddenly appears with a large birthday cake for the guest of honour, who is nervous about cutting such a huge cake. ‘We’ll do it together,’ the Queen reassures him, and they do. Then she hands de Burgh a copy of her father’s book. He is genuinely thrilled. ‘Oh! I’ve been asking where I can get a copy of this,’ he says. He is even more delighted to see that she has signed it: ‘Michael – with best wishes from the proud daughter of the author – Camilla’.

‘I was lucky enough to have a father who was a fervent bibliophile and a brilliant storyteller,’ she once explained. Annabel Elliot traces this back to their father’s wartime experiences. ‘He was quiet. My mother was an extrovert. He’d been a prisoner of war and, like so many of that generation, came back from the war wounded in different ways, probably mentally and physically, but he was kind, gentle, quite retiring,’ she recalls. ‘But he used to read to us from very early days. That’s where the great love of reading [came from], certainly in my sister’s case.’19

The Queen has channelled that inherited love of books and reading into what now makes up a substantial element of her public duties. None of it happened overnight. Rather it is an example of how to build a network of modern royal patronages in depth. It started in 2010. After plenty of homework and preliminary engagements, the then Duchess of Cornwall became patron of the National Literacy Trust, supporting its work to improve literacy at all levels. A year later, she succeeded the Duke of Edinburgh as patron of Book Trust, dedicated to getting children reading. In 2014, she became patron of the Queen’s Commonwealth Essay Competition, the oldest international writing prize for schoolchildren, and, the following year, joined BBC Radio 2’s Chris Evans to promote the station’s annual 500 Words story competition for children. It set a new record in her first year with more than 120,000 entries. In 2018, she took over from the Queen as patron of the Royal Society of Literature. In each case, this was no mere titular involvement but a statement of intent.

By 2020, as Covid transformed every aspect of modern life, she began listing her favourite books on the internet and encouraging others to do the same. It became so popular that an online book club followed. Originally called the Duchess of Cornwall’s Reading Room, its focus was very much on connecting books, authors and readers (and very much not on herself). In no time, it had more than 130,000 followers. With the pandemic over, she took on yet another literacy charity previously championed by the bibliophile Duke of Edinburgh. Book Aid International specializes in distributing books to poorer parts of the world, especially those within the Commonwealth. She accepted invitations to attend and even participate in some of Britain’s top literary festivals, while directing the spotlight firmly towards the authors, not herself. One month after the Coronation, her book club – now in its new charitable form – organized a literary festival of its own for the first time. Held at Hampton Court Palace, it sold out. Meanwhile, on any regional visit or overseas tour, a strong book-related component will be worked into the programme. It all means that, more than thirteen years on from her initial involvement with the National Literacy Trust, Queen Camilla is now engaged across more aspects of the written word than almost anyone in public life. It is not trumpeted. She wears it lightly, in much the same way that her father liked to tell stories about anyone except himself (even his memoir omits his own heroism). Yet it is a remarkable achievement, one of which her husband is extremely proud. Whenever she holds a reception for one of her literary charities, he will invariably appear unannounced. It also begs the question of when Queen Camilla might follow her father and her husband and write a book herself.

Her long association with the campaign against domestic and sexual violence has followed a similar pattern. As Duchess of Cornwall, she was moved and disturbed by a visit to a Rape Crisis Centre in Croydon in 2010. Here was an issue, she felt, which might benefit from some gentle and judicious royal assistance. ‘It wasn’t somewhere you’d expect to find royalty but she wanted to do something,’ says a staffer from those days.20 Further meetings followed and the Duchess helped develop a project to ensure that every victim of every assault received a washbag full of toiletries after the trauma of medical examination. ‘It was only a crumb of comfort for people at their lowest ebb but that can still make a difference,’ says the official.

The Duchess became patron of SafeLives, a charity combatting domestic abuse, inspired by a 2016 meeting with Diana Parkes, whose daughter, Joanna, had been murdered by her ex-husband in 2010. There would be meetings and receptions at Clarence House and a royal appearance on the BBC’s Woman’s Hour (with Parkes). Much of the Duchess’s involvement in the sector would, self-evidently, be away from the media gaze, but there would be no stepping back following her elevation to Queen. Used sparingly, that spotlight can achieve remarkable results, such as a Buckingham Palace royal reception, in November 2022, dedicated to fighting this ‘global pandemic’ of abuse. It certainly qualified as ‘edgy but not controversial’. Attended by victims of violence and campaigners, it also had an international line-up including three queens, a crown princess and several first ladies. Nor was it any coincidence that Queen Camilla’s first solo engagement after the King’s accession was to a domestic abuse unit in London.

Another core concern is loneliness among the elderly. If there is a theme running through all of the above, it is the importance of grass-roots volunteers to every cause. Indeed, as president of the Royal Voluntary Service, she helped to identify 500 ‘Coronation Champion’ volunteers, all of whom received an invitation to a Palace garden party or the Coronation concert at Windsor.

Among Queen Camilla’s more niche interests, there is yet another which she has inherited from her father. ‘He worked in the wine trade, so very early on, unlike most English families, we had wine with our lunch and then some water,’ says Annabel Elliot. ‘So wine was a big thing in our lives – still is.’ In 2011, the then Duchess of Cornwall became president of the UK Vineyards Association (at a time when English and Welsh wines had nothing like the reputation they enjoy now) and has been an enthusiastic promoter of home-grown varieties ever since. Although the Queen’s own consumption is modest and the King’s more modest still – he prefers a martini before dinner – the couple now have an even greater choice of wines since the monarch has become custodian of the Royal Cellars. ‘The wine now is wonderful,’ Annabel Elliot confirms. It wasn’t too bad before, either.

The Queen’s late mother, Rosalind, has inspired her in other directions. As Camilla Parker Bowles, her very first charitable role, a full eight years before she was even married to the Prince of Wales, was to become a patron of the National Osteoporosis Society in 1997. She became president in 2001. Both her mother and grandmother had died suffering from this crippling bone disease and her involvement helped a small charity to gather momentum, attention and support. Like Queen Camilla’s engagement with literacy, it has been a long and sustained relationship going far beyond public campaigning and fundraising (or even establishing a tie-in with the BBC’s Strictly Come Dancing). As Duchess, she attended many international conferences on the disease, made numerous speeches and was delighted, in 2019, when the charity was renamed the Royal Osteoporosis Society. As with her other projects, it is a role which might tick along below the media radar for most of the time. She is, though, very conscious that she is part of a unit and that she has a unique platform which, when used sparingly, can give the whole team a lift. So, for example, in 2021, she gave an interview to the BBC’s Gloria Hunniford to mark World Osteoporosis Day. Even while discussing the death of her mother and the disease which killed her, she still managed to impart her key message with a lightness of touch and elicit a smile. ‘I think we all think we’re immortal, don’t we, when we’re young,’ she told Hunniford. ‘I’d love to see more young people understanding about it, not just thinking: “poor old bats, we’re going to get old and that’s what’s going to happen to us”. But actually understanding what actually happens and how they can prevent it.’

As time goes on, old royal hands are increasingly reminded of another royal stalwart as they watch Queen Camilla in action. Her resolute determination not to be the star of the show but the supporting act, the cheerful adherence to the Churchillian doctrine of KBO,* the ability to inject a remedial note of levity into a stifling situation, the deep love of books and visceral attachment to the armed forces, the default use of plainspeak over jargon – they were all the hallmarks of the consort to the previous monarch.

The Duke of Edinburgh would always fill his diary with the late Queen’s engagements before adding his own. Similarly, Queen Camilla will often allude to the King – humorously but also respectfully – as ‘The Boss’. Shortly after the death of the Duke of Edinburgh, when still Duchess of Cornwall, she spoke of how much she had enjoyed his company and valued his advice: ‘I saw the way he supported the Queen, not in a flashy sort of way but just by doing it quietly. I probably learned from him [that] you’re there as, as a support – behind – but occasionally you have to put your oar in and just say: “Look, hang on a minute, I don’t think that’s quite right.” You have to sometimes stick your head above the parapet.’21

To Queen Camilla, the Duke remains an exemplar not just to be remembered but followed. On any walkabout, like the Duke before her, she will be punctilious about holding back just enough to ensure that the focus is on the other side of the street. ‘He was my father’s generation. They were very special,’ she has said. ‘Some of them went through hell and they never made a fuss about it. They were the epitome of “go on, get on with it, never explain, never complain”. I hate that generation going, because the next one is old things like me! They’re a very difficult generation to live up to but I’m very proud and very pleased that I knew him.’22

Rosalind Shand also bequeathed something else to her daughter. It is a proper passion as well as a favourite form of relaxation, and also happens to be something Queen Camilla shares with her husband: gardening. ‘To have a King and Queen who really recognize, understand and know a lot about gardening is a great treat for us gardeners – gives us a great lift,’ says the broadcaster, author and horticulturalist Alan Titchmarsh. ‘If you leave behind your bit of earth better than it was before, then you’ve paid your rent.’23 It is 8 June 2023, and Titchmarsh is waiting to greet Queen Camilla at London’s Garden Museum where she is marking British Flowers Week, a celebration of all things home-grown. The museum, in a former church next to Lambeth Palace, is a favourite haunt. The King is its royal patron (it owns a delightful Eileen Hogan portrait of Prince Charles working next to a huge vase of flowers) and Titchmarsh is its president. ‘It doesn’t take much to get me back here,’ Queen Camilla jokes as she inhales the scent of a hall bursting with displays of sweet peas, roses, foxtail lily, delphiniums, cat mint and much else.

Also waiting to welcome her is Shane Connolly, the royal florist. He led the team that filled Westminster Abbey with all-British flowers for the Coronation and the Queen wants to pass on her thanks to everyone involved. ‘I didn’t have a lot of chance to look at them [on the day] but have studied them very carefully since and they were absolutely wonderful,’ she tells Connolly. He, in turn, thanks her and the King for being ‘perfect, trusting’ customers whose only pre-Coronation instructions had been to stick to local flowers, not imports, with no guarantees of what would be in bloom. ‘You embraced that uncertainty in the knowledge that they would be beautiful anyway,’ says Connolly.

Although she is now a member of the Royal Family, the Queen has retained the Wiltshire home where she moved after her divorce from Andrew Parker Bowles and is especially devoted to her garden there. Ray Mill is a bolthole from public life and a place which her children and grandchildren can treat as home. ‘It is my refuge,’ she told the writer Monty Don in 2022, ‘the one place where I can be completely relaxed on my own terms.’24 The garden covers twelve acres and includes rhododendrons, azaleas, roses, potted plants from her children’s weddings, a large pond, two gnomes and a painted tiger. Shane Connolly describes it as ‘utterly enchanting’ and ‘artless in the best possible way’. It is, he says, ‘more relaxed’ than Highgrove, not least because Ray Mill, unlike Highgrove, is not designed for large numbers of visitors. Here is an insight into the shared loves but different characters of Charles III and Queen Camilla. The former likes a certain thematic approach to his garden. Though it appears wild and naturalistic in places, one of his gardeners describes it as a ‘set piece’. Ray Mill is more a place for family barbecues and children running around in bare feet, a place where Queen Camilla can be mistress of her own domain, as the King is at Highgrove. It is also a place where she can press the pause button on her royal existence for a moment – and where her immediate loved ones can reclaim their mother, grandmother, sister and aunt, as her sister explains: ‘For the rest of the family, sometimes it seems totally surreal. But she has, thank goodness, her own downtime. She’s a wonderful mother and grandmother. She’s very, very hands on. All our children have grown up very much together. It’s almost like one family so she’s back to being her normal self when she’s with all of us. I mean, she wouldn’t get away with it otherwise! There’s quite a bit of irreverence: “You’re not the Queen to us”, and so on. There’s quite a lot of all that – thank God.’25

While older members of the family might have nicknamed her ‘Lorraine’, the younger ones have a different term of endearment for the Queen. It is one coined by her eldest grandson when he was a toddler: ‘Ga-Ga’. ‘It’s not the most flattering of names but she hasn’t tried to change it,’ says her sister. ‘She’s “Ga-Ga” and I’m called “Guy-Guy” – a pair of mad old women! The children just think it’s hilarious.’

Her family and friends continue to be impressed by the way she has adapted to her new role while still remaining the same Camilla they knew of old. ‘It’s obviously been a long journey, and I feel hugely proud of her – just looking back twenty years ago and how she has come through it,’ says Annabel Elliot, mindful of a time when cruel headlines and often baseless gossip were a fact of life for her elder sister. ‘She’s an amazingly stoical, strong person. I’m not sure many people would have been so strong throughout it.’ Annabel Elliot’s only regret is that the parents and brother, to whom they were both so close, could not see this phase of Camilla’s ‘long journey’.

‘I feel sad that I’m the only one of that age who has seen what happened in the end. You know, there were so many years of difficulties, and then to see this was just extraordinary. Being the Duchess of Cornwall was one thing. But I think suddenly stepping in to Her Late Majesty’s shoes is a huge, huge jump and I’m amazed at how well she’s adapted to it. I really am. People can see that she’s not someone up “there”, to be revered. She’s an ordinary person who has gone through the same things we all have, and maybe that’s reassuring to people in this day and age. She wasn’t born and brought up to be Queen.’

There is a reminder of this just a few days before the Coronation. All the key players are assembled in the Buckingham Palace ballroom. A stage has been laid out to mirror the precise layout of the Coronation ‘theatre’ at the abbey. The Archbishop of Canterbury is rehearsing the moment when he will crown the Queen. Before he can do so, he has to seek a signal of approval from the King, who is, by now, sitting some distance away on the Throne Chair and deep in conversation with someone else. Things are already a little tense. The Archbishop has to interrupt, gently, shouting across the assembled company: ‘If you don’t nod or indicate, Sir, I can’t crown Her Majesty.’

‘Don’t bother,’ the Queen chips in. ‘I’m very happy!’

Everyone laughs. Her joke helps to lighten the mood. Nerves are calmed. At the same time, though, no one doubts for a minute that she is also telling the truth.
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