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Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.


—The king in Henry IV by William Shakespeare
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The Queen died peacefully at Balmoral this afternoon.


The King and the Queen Consort will remain at Balmoral this evening and will return to London tomorrow.


Thursday, 8th September 2022


—Buckingham Palace
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PREFACE



She’s gone. A colossus clutching a purse, standing astride eight decades and five generations, she was arguably the most famous person of the modern age. Her reign—by far the longest of any British monarch—spanned fifteen prime ministers, fourteen US presidents, and seven popes. By one estimate, fully 98 percent of the Earth’s population had known only a world with Queen Elizabeth II in it.


For her entire time on the throne, a son and heir waited in the wings. From the first moment he drew breath, his fate was preordained. Like only a handful of people on the planet—those others destined to inherit a crown—he was born to do one job and one job only. There was no way of knowing that he would have to wait a lifetime to actually do it.


In the meantime, the world watched as Charles, Prince of Wales, grew from gilded infancy to dignified middle age and beyond—caught up along the way, as the unfaithful husband of the idolized Princess Diana and father to princes William and Harry, in scandal, tragedy, and heartbreak.


Yet for all the pomp and pageantry and spectacle and palace intrigue and history in the making—not to mention the millions of words written about him and his celebrated family—King Charles III remains an enigma. This is his story.
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Prince Charles is the loneliest human being on earth.


—Charles’s friend Patti Palmer-Tomkinson
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ONE PHANTOMS, BULLIES, AND A TUNNEL OF GRIEF



Westminster Abbey is filled with ghosts. Little wonder. More than three thousand people are interred here, in elaborately carved tombs or beneath the cold marble floor. Charles Dickens, Rudyard Kipling, Charles Darwin, George Frideric Handel, Laurence Olivier, and Sir Isaac Newton are among those buried at Westminster Abbey. Knights and their ladies also rest in peace within the abbey’s hallowed walls, along with adventurers and poets and prime ministers and military heroes. They all share the honor with no fewer than seventeen British monarchs, including Edward V (who as a boy was smothered to death in 1483, along with his younger brother the Duke of York, on orders of their uncle Richard III), the headless (or at least not attached) Mary, Queen of Scots—whose body lies within feet of the cousin who had her executed, Queen Elizabeth I—and Elizabeth’s tormented and terrifying half sister “Bloody Mary” Tudor.


The ghosts Charles might sense on the day that he prepares for his own coronation are of a more recent vintage. It was in this spot that in 1953, as a boy of only four, he sat squirming between his granny the Queen Mother and his aunt Margaret while Mummy was being crowned queen—the climax of history’s first televised coronation. It was in this spot in 1997 that Earl Spencer, delivering the moving eulogy at his sister Diana’s funeral, blamed the press for killing the Princess of Wales while at the same time chastising her in-laws, the royal family, for their lack of compassion. It was in this spot that five years later, after donning his naval uniform as part of the “Vigil of Princes” watching over the Queen Mother’s coffin as she lay in state in nearby Westminster Hall, Charles bade a final farewell to his beloved Granny, dead at the age of 101. And it was on this spot in 2011 that his son and heir Prince William wed the beautiful, stylish, and infinitely patient Kate Middleton—who had waited a full decade for a marriage proposal—in a ceremony watched by two billion people around the world.


It is now the spot where Elizabeth II’s eldest child and heir will at last be crowned King of England—the job he was promised from birth, and has grown old waiting to do. Charles has known all along that when it came, this moment would be bittersweet if for no other reason than his mother would either have died or become too frail to continue in the role she had played on the world stage longer than any of her predecessors. “It is better not to have to think too much about it,” he once said, struggling to find just the right words to describe his peculiar dilemma. “I think about it a bit, but it’s much better not to. This is something that, you know, if it comes to it, and regrettably it comes as the result of the death of your parent, which is, you know, not so nice, to say the least.”


For all the spectacle, ritual, and pomp, for all the prayers and planning, most coronations have not gone smoothly. Amid rumors that her uncle was planning to kill her and grumbling in Parliament over the cost, Victoria’s 1838 coronation was interrupted briefly when eighty-two-year-old Lord Rolle tripped while attempting to greet the new queen and, to Her Majesty’s horror, rolled backward down the steps.


Just two days before his scheduled coronation in 1902, the famously libidinous Edward VII, Victoria’s eldest son, was stricken with appendicitis, an illness that at the time had a high mortality rate. The new king might well have died had his physician not performed what was then a radical new surgical procedure, allowing him to be crowned six weeks later than originally planned.


George V, Edward’s son, was coronated in 1911 amid murmurs of alcoholism and rumors of bigamy that ended in a sensational libel trial; the French journalist who alleged in print that King George had secretly married an admiral’s daughter in Malta wound up going to prison for a year.


Edward VIII’s accession to the throne on January 20, 1936, proved so thorny that he had no coronation at all. His insistence on marrying the American divorcée Wallis Simpson precipitated a full-blown constitutional crisis that ended only with his abdication “for the woman I love” after just eleven months, on December 11. Edward was supposed to be crowned on May 12, 1937, so it was decided to keep the date for the coronation of his younger brother Bertie as George VI. “S-s-s-s… same date,” Charles’s painfully shy, stuttering grandfather said. “D-d-d-d… different king.” This time it was the Dean of Westminster who fell down the steps while carrying St. Edward’s crown—which the Archbishop of Canterbury then fumbled as he tried to place it on the sovereign’s head. With his wife, Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, crowned the Queen Consort beside him, the accidental king was convinced that he was not up to the job; as it turned out, he was wrong. Elizabeth worried that the burden of leading a nation through the Great Depression and World War II would take too great a toll on her husband’s health. Sadly, she was right. After a reign of fifteen years, one month, and twenty-five days, George VI died on February 6, 1952, at the age of fifty-six.


Just hours before he died in his sleep, George VI played with his grandchildren, Charles and Anne, on the grounds of Sandringham, the royal residence in the county of Norfolk. Charles, who was only three at the time, does not remember his grandfather the King. But he vividly recalls what happened the following year when his mother was crowned queen. The night before the big event, Charles recounted later, he and Anne could not suppress their giggles as Mummy tentatively walked from one end of her bedroom to the other, wincing as the four-pound crown wobbled on her head. Her husband, standing in a corner, was dubious. “It can’t be that bad,” Prince Philip said.


“Well, it is,” the Queen shot back. “Very unwieldy. Honestly, Philip, I feel as if I could break my neck if I don’t do this right.” Decades later, the Queen would concede with a wry smile that “there are some disadvantages to crowns, but otherwise they’re quite important things.”


Behind the scenes, there were those who wondered at first if the twenty-five-year-old Queen wouldn’t soon be crushed under the weight of her royal duties. Prime Minister Winston Churchill had wept when he learned that George VI had died and worried that Elizabeth was too young and naïve to cope. “But I don’t even know her!” he blurted. “She’s only a child!” The new queen’s own mother had her doubts as well. “I cannot bear to think of Lilibet,” she said, using the Queen’s childhood nickname, “so young to bear such a burden.”


The public felt otherwise. Rationing was still the norm in a country that had yet to regain its economic footing. Britain, which had literally not yet dug itself out of the postwar rubble, was in many ways still merely a cold, dreary, dispirited place; its people needed something to celebrate, and the crowning of a glamorous young mother offered just the right combination of spectacle, pride—and hope for a brighter future.


The outpouring of love for the new sovereign was palpable. Charles remembered waiting inside Westminster for his mother to arrive, the roar from the crowds outside so deafening that it seemed to crash like a wave against the walls of the abbey. Riding through the streets of London in the twenty-four-foot-long Gold State Coach pulled by eight gray geldings—Cunningham, Tovey, Noah, Tedder, Eisenhower, Snow White, Tipperary, and McCreery—the Queen smiled and waved gamely even though she was in pain. “Horrible,” she said decades later, describing the five-mile ride, which left both her and Philip jostled and bruised. “It’s only sprung on leather,” she said of the fairy-tale coach’s eighteenth-century design. “Not very comfortable.”


The Queen’s younger sister, Princess Margaret, would later describe this as a “phoenix time” for Britain. “Everything was being raised from the ashes,” she said. “There was this gorgeous-looking, lovely young lady, and nothing to stop anything getting better and better.” Even the normally irascible Philip was impressed with the changed mood of the nation. “The adulation was extraordinary,” he marveled. “You couldn’t believe it.”


On the occasion of his own coronation, Charles will walk to the spot where he stood that day as a child of four. Wearing navy blue shorts and a ruffled white satin shirt pinned with a medal, his dark hair plastered down with pomade, the little boy (two-and-a-half-year-old Anne was deemed too young to attend) spent most of the time either bored or fidgeting next to his grandmother. No longer Britain’s queen but its Queen Mother, she patiently leafed through the large program while placing an affectionate and reassuring hand on her grandson’s back. The Queen Mother was, in fact, the one family member Charles could turn to for hugs, kisses, or any of the physical displays of familial warmth considered the norm in most households. Philip was a notoriously brusque father—the result of his own wildly dysfunctional childhood in exile—and while Elizabeth had a warm and loving relationship with her parents, she threw herself into her new role with such ferocity that she had little time to tend to the emotional needs of her own children.


In truth, even as a princess, Elizabeth rarely had time to speak with her son. Charles and Anne were given a fifteen-minute audience with their parents after breakfast and at teatime before being handed back to their nannies. Even those brief encounters, with the exception of Mummy’s memorable crown-balancing act, were cut short during the frantic weeks leading up to what Elizabeth would view as the single most important day of her life. Charles hadn’t any idea what all the fuss was about—until, like all the other offspring of royals, aristocrats, and dignitaries deemed worthy of the honor, a footman handed him a special hand-painted children’s invitation to his own mother’s coronation.


In an apparent nod to his station as the heir apparent, television cameras zeroed in on Charles’s face the moment the Archbishop of Canterbury placed the crown on the new queen’s head. This act made Charles think of the “most appalling gunge [slime]” on his own head, which he wiped off with an open hand and disdainfully held up to his grandmother’s nose for inspection. But aside from the foul-smelling brilliantine and a vague memory of royal robes and trumpets sounding, Charles could not distinguish between what he actually remembered about his mother’s coronation and what he learned from watching newsreels.


What happened later, however, remained indelibly etched in his mind. Once the royal family returned to Buckingham Palace, they were rushed to the Centre Room, just inside the twelve-foot-high glass doors leading to the balcony. Every child who stepped into this garishly decorated room was beguiled by the colorful dragons, Chinese murals, and lotus-shaped chandeliers—all examples of the exotic chinoiserie brought to the palace from the Royal Pavilion in Brighton. Outside, more than a million Britons who had waited in the cold and rain chanted, “We want the Queen! We want the Queen!” Two footmen threw open the balcony doors, a fanfare of trumpets sounded, and Charles winced visibly as the throng roared its approval. The Queen, still bedecked in full royal regalia, stepped out first, trailed by seven maids of honor who fussed with the ermine-rimmed train of her robe. As the heir apparent, Charles appeared next—ahead of his sister, Anne; his father, the Duke of Edinburgh; the Queen Mother; and Princess Margaret. Suddenly energized, the little Prince stepped up to the balcony railing in front of his mother and began waving to the hysterical throng below. Within moments, Charles heard a thunderous roar from above and, with the other royals, looked up to see the traditional “flypast” of Royal Air Force aircraft streak across the sky in salute to the new sovereign.


Within minutes, Charles and Anne were whisked off the balcony by their handlers, eventually leaving the Queen alone—with the exception of her dashing consort—to wave awkwardly to her besotted subjects. It had lasted only a few minutes, but Charles’s stint on the balcony alongside his mother marked the first time that he truly realized that he was not like every other little boy in England. It was also the moment that Charles comprehended that his mother was truly beloved by her people, and that, for reasons he would learn over time, this bond held the monarchy and the country together.


Sitting down in the exact spot where he had fidgeted alongside his aunt Margaret and his grandmother seven decades earlier, Charles may be haunted by the question that he has been asking his entire life: Will they love me like they loved her? How can they, he answers with a rhetorical question of his own, after all I’ve done? To my first wife. To my people. To my own boys…


London


September 6, 1997, 10:00 a.m.


He cannot bear to look at his sons. Not now, not as they stand with him in the blazing late-summer sun in front of Kensington Palace, waiting for her coffin to pass before them. No matter that they are only a few feet from him, clearly craving tender words of encouragement or at least a comforting touch. Prince Harry, who, at just twelve years of age, barely comes up to his father’s shoulders, is positioned to Charles’s immediate right—so close that all his father has to do is reach out and place a hand on the boy’s shoulder. But Charles does not. So Harry stands in solitary silence, ramrod straight, his small fists clenched at his sides so tightly that his fingernails dig into his palms. The youngest prince is dwarfed by the Prince of Wales and the three other men walking behind his mother’s coffin: his grandfather Prince Philip, his brother, William, and his uncle, the six-foot-four-inch-tall Earl Spencer. Were Charles to turn and look at Harry and fifteen-year-old William, he would see the fixed expression on his boys’ stricken faces—a look blending their mother’s famous upward “shy Di” glance with undertones of dismay, grief, and no small amount of molten fury.


So much had happened and would happen in the years to come, but for the men destined to carry the monarchy into the twenty-first century, the thirty-minute march behind Diana’s coffin would be the most indelibly painful memory of all—one that, they would reveal two decades later, shaped them not only as men but also as torchbearers of the monarchy. At the very moment when they so desperately needed to share their feelings, they were commanded to walk in stony silence while the rest of the world wept over the loss of the “People’s Princess.”


For all the undeniable heartache they were experiencing, William and Harry were not the only men in the Windsor family being tested that day. In truth, the young princes were in some ways better equipped than their father to handle the grenade of sorrow, shock, and rage that had been tossed in their direction. It was a sad commentary on the strangulated psyches of the Windsors that, precisely because Diana had infused her now-motherless boys with a measure of humanity, they could at least sense that it was wrong to suppress their feelings.


Charles, like every other male and female member of the royal family who preceded him, was raised to regard any outward expression of emotion as conduct unbecoming a member of the ruling class. Yet the last five days had put that famous stiff-upper-lip resolve to the test, forcing him to cope with more mental anguish and inner turmoil than he had faced in his lifetime. At times, even for the preternaturally passive Charles, it was simply too much.


The Keep Calm and Carry On approach personified by Charles and his mother the Queen had, in fact, begun to soften in recent years—thanks almost entirely to Diana’s humanizing influence. After fifteen tempestuous years spent trying to force his strong-minded wife to fit the royal mold, Charles now harbored a new respect—even affection—for the Princess of Wales. She felt the same. They had been divorced for only a year, but, during that short time, they had finally, miraculously, made peace with each other. Gone was the jealousy, deep resentment, and anger that had defined their lives as a married couple both in public and in private. Charles and Diana saw each other in a new, more sympathetic light, and both finally realized that they were inextricably bound together by one thing: the profound love they shared for their two young sons.


Sadly, it was too little, too late. Charles’s life—and the history of the British monarchy—was changed forever on August 31, when the black phone next to his carved-mahogany four-poster bed jangled him awake shortly after one o’clock in the morning. The phone rang a half dozen times while the Prince of Wales, a notoriously heavy sleeper, clung to Teddy, the stuffed bear of his childhood. At forty-eight, Charles still traveled everywhere with Teddy, insisting that when the toy animal lost a button or began to fray, the Prince’s childhood nanny, Mabel Anderson, be called in to sew Teddy back to health.


When he finally did pick up the phone, Charles heard the Balmoral Castle switchboard operator announce in her thick Scottish brogue that Robert Janvrin, the Queen’s deputy private secretary, was on the line. “I’m sorry to awaken you, Sir,” Janvrin said, quickly explaining that he had been called only minutes earlier by the Court of St. James’s ambassador in Paris with news that Princess Diana had been injured in a car accident there.


“An accident in Paris?” Charles answered groggily. “Diana?”


“The facts are still coming in, Sir,” Janvrin said. “But it appears it was a very serious accident. The Princess’s friend Dodi Fayed was killed, as well as their driver.”


Once he had finished hearing what few details Janvrin could supply, Charles called the one person he relied on most in the world: his longtime mistress, Camilla Parker Bowles. Camilla, unflappable to her core, did what she always did when she detected genuine worry in her lover’s voice: offered soothing words of reassurance. Diana always wore her seatbelt. She was young and fit, and likely to bounce back quickly if she was injured at all. The press, Camilla reminded him, had a way of grossly exaggerating things. It remained to be seen if there had really been an accident at all.


Charles’s next call was to the Queen’s bedroom, on the far side of the castle. She had already been briefed by Janvrin, and told her son that she had decided there was no point in waking William and Harry until they knew more about Diana’s condition. In the meantime, Charles went into the sitting room adjacent to his sleeping quarters and turned on the radio. As of three thirty in the morning, London time, BBC Radio 5 Live was reporting that an eyewitness to the crash in Paris’s Alma tunnel saw Diana walk away from the accident scene. Sources at Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital, where she had been taken, were being quoted as saying the Princess had suffered nothing more than a fractured arm, a concussion, and some cuts and abrasions to her legs.


When he heard these reassuring reports, Charles had no way of knowing that Diana had, in fact, been pronounced dead thirty minutes earlier. Neither did the Queen’s private secretary, Sir Robert Fellowes, who also happened to be married to Diana’s sister Jane. Sir Robert picked up the phone moments later and was told the devastating truth. The Princess had bled to death, a British embassy official at the hospital told him, on the operating table. Ashen and trembling, his hand clutching the telephone, Fellowes repeated the news to Charles.


What happened then shocked Fellowes and the Paris embassy official still on the line. The Prince of Wales let out a “cry of pain that was so spontaneous and came from the heart,” said the embassy official. “The howl of anguish,” as one witness described it, was heard down the hall, loud and stressed enough to bring Balmoral staff scurrying to Charles’s room to find the Prince collapsed in an armchair, weeping uncontrollably.


Charles was not alone. The same switchboard operators whose impenetrable Scottish brogue Diana had affectionately mimicked were so upset that they had to be replaced at their posts. Footmen, maids, and uniformed members of the Queen’s Scots Guard sobbed openly or choked back tears. The same could not be said for Charles’s parents. As shaken as they undoubtedly were by the news, the Queen and Prince Philip were not about to be overcome by the emotion of the moment. They calmly addressed the most pressing matter at hand: how to break the terrible news to William and Harry.


Charles’s initial impulse was to wake them up immediately. The Queen, however, convinced him that it would do no good to deprive the boys of one last good night of sleep. “I just don’t see the point,” she said almost matter-of-factly. But one of the children wasn’t sleeping at all. William said later that he had tossed and turned incessantly, unable to shake the inexplicable feeling that “something was wrong. I kept waking up all night.”


As the moment when he would have to break the news to his sons approached—unquestionably the hardest thing he would ever have to do—Charles went for a stroll on the Balmoral grounds. On his return to the castle an hour later, he made no effort to conceal his feelings; as one staffer recalled later, “the Prince’s eyes were red and swollen from weeping.”


At seven o’clock, Charles knocked on William’s door, sat down on the edge of the boy’s bed, and, within minutes, the two princes were sobbing in each other’s arms. Once they had pulled themselves together, they went to the adjoining room, where Harry was sound asleep, and the heartbreaking process—“Harry, I’m afraid there’s been a terrible accident in Paris”—was repeated.


Sad as the moment was, this ability to share their deepest feelings of grief—previously unheard of among members of the royal family—came naturally to Charles and his sons. Although the world was well aware of Diana’s undying devotion to “mah boys,” as she jokingly called them, it was less familiar with the fact that Charles had always been the sort of dad who had pillow fights with his sons on the living room floor, read them bedtime stories, and, despite the fact that they were now adolescents, still kissed them good night.


The father-son bond seemed that much stronger at Balmoral, where the three Windsor men wiled away the long summer days fishing, hunting, and hiking along the moors. Once the Princes had all regained their composure, they joined Elizabeth and Philip in the Queen’s drawing room. With its tartan carpets, corgi figurines, and well-worn, chintz-covered armchairs, this was Her Majesty’s inner sanctum at Balmoral.


If Charles had hoped that the Queen would sweep up his sons in her arms and envelop them in her grandmotherly embrace, he was sadly mistaken. Granny, as they had always known her, told William and Harry how deeply sorry she and Prince Philip were, then listened in silence as Charles filled them in on the sketchy details provided by the Queen’s private secretary.


Charles was wholly unaware that his mother had already done some investigating of her own. Concerned that Diana might have been traveling with jewelry that belonged to the Crown—something that the Princess had often done over the years—the Queen instructed the British embassy in Paris to make sure they didn’t fall into the wrong hands. Along with the other staff members at Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital, head nurse Beatrice Humbert was shocked when a British embassy official burst into the room where Diana’s naked body lay beneath a sheet and demanded, “Madam, we must find the jewelry, quickly! The Queen wants to know, ‘Where are the jewels?’ ” Diana, it turned out, had not taken any royal jewelry with her to Paris.


Even the Princess’s friends would acknowledge later that the Queen, who had stripped Diana of her royal status after her divorce from Charles the previous year, wanted to shield the boys from what Diana’s confidant Lady Elsa Bowker referred to as “unpleasantness.” Her Majesty methodically ordered that all televisions, radios, and other electronic devices be disconnected, and that newspapers be hidden away from the young princes. Charles was taken aback, however, when his mother insisted that everyone—William and Harry included—attend services at the local parish, Crathie Kirk, as they did every Sunday when in residence at Balmoral. Was it wise to make them face other people only three hours after learning of their mother’s death? Charles asked. “Yes,” the Queen replied without hesitation. “I have learned that one always finds solace in routine.” Besides, she continued, it was simply better for her grandsons not to “dwell on things.”


Charles conceded later that he was in too much of a daze to fully appreciate how much of a strain it was for his sons to attend church that morning. Just across the River Dee from Balmoral Castle, the worshippers who gathered every Sunday to catch a glimpse of the royal family now stared silently as Charles and his sons emerged from one of three black Rolls-Royce limousines. The Prince of Wales watched helplessly as William and Harry made their way up the stone walkway to the church, looking “shocked and pale, but calm,” in the words of one parishioner.


Inside, Diana’s name was never uttered by the minister—not even during the prayers that mentioned, as they did every Sunday, each member of the royal family by name. “What could her boys have been thinking?” asked one congregant, who said she expected both princes to “jump and scream, ‘What is going on?’ ”


Charles felt like doing the same thing. Occasionally glancing over at his sons with a pained expression, he knew that they were, like the rest of the congregation, confused by the lack of any mention of Diana. Harry finally blurted out to his father, “Are you sure Mummy is dead?”


Certainly no explanation would be forthcoming from the Queen or the Duke of Edinburgh, neither of whom seemed the least bit disturbed by the failure of anyone to acknowledge the sudden and tragic passing of the Princess of Wales. It did not take long for Charles to figure what was going on. The minister, at Her Majesty’s request, would not be “upsetting” the boys by mentioning their mother’s name during the service.





Be hard. Be detached. Be, in every conceivable way, simply above it all. This was the very definition of being a member of the royal family. Emotion was the enemy. When, as a young naval officer, Charles became upset while telling his mother about the death of one of the teenage sailors under his command, the Queen reacted with disdain. “Charles,” she told her first cousin Margaret Rhodes at the time, “really must toughen up.” Of course, her son would never have dared to display the slightest hint of such sensitivity in the presence of Prince Philip. Harsh and hectoring were just two of the many pejorative words Charles used to describe his father. Throughout Charles’s life, he was made keenly aware that the Duke of Edinburgh was repulsed by what he often derisively called his eldest son’s “delicate” nature.


The Queen Mother was scarcely a fan of Philip’s, and Charles’s father found in his mother-in-law a formidable foe. After her husband’s death, the Queen Mother built her own power base, finagling an appointment as Counselor of State. Wielding whatever influence she had, Charles’s grandmother opposed Philip’s ambitious plans to reform and modernize the monarchy.


At the same time, Philip’s nemesis was wary of pushing too hard or too far. While she occasionally told the Queen that Philip was unduly harsh with his son, the Queen Mother was reluctant to force the issue—particularly since she had seen to it that Philip’s children would bear the royal family’s adopted English surname of Windsor and not Mountbatten, the Anglicized version of the too-German-sounding Battenberg. (Technically, Philip’s real surname was even more Teutonic: Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Glücksburg.) “I am nothing but a bloody amoeba,” Philip protested. “I am the only man in the country not allowed to give his name to his own children!”


As for the Queen’s own parenting skills, “It’s not that she was distant or even cold,” explained her former private secretary, Martin Charteris. “But she was very detached. And she believed Philip was in charge. She would never have interfered with his authority. Even if he was being very tough on Charles.”


William and Harry had been raised differently, protected by their mother from the more toxic influences of the Windsors. The product of a truly painful upbringing, Diana was only six and her brother Charles three when their mother deserted the family for another man, leaving her children to be raised by a succession of nannies—one of whom reacted to the slightest infraction by smacking them on the head with a wooden spoon. As a result, Diana invariably sided with the underdog in any situation and possessed a degree of empathy never before seen in a member of the royal family. Determined to make that the rule rather than the exception at Buckingham Palace, Diana exposed her sons to the pain and suffering of those less fortunate—AIDS patients, terminally ill children, the homeless, and the abused—and encouraged William and Harry to not be afraid to show their feelings.


Diana had been gone for less than twenty-four hours, and already it had become disturbingly clear what their lives were going to be like without her. Still, Charles was ill-equipped to provide all the comforting they needed. Numb with shock, he now found himself locked in a battle royal with his own mother over how the monarchy should pay its respects to Britain’s beloved People’s Princess. The Queen felt that a royal jet should not be sent to Paris to retrieve Diana’s body, that the Princess did not warrant lowering the flag over Buckingham Palace to half-mast, and that she did not merit a royal funeral—all things Charles felt the mother of his children deserved, and that the public demanded.


The Prince of Wales was trying to rescue the monarchy from itself, and in that undertaking his staunchest ally was the new Prime Minister, Tony Blair. “Public anger,” Blair said of that pivotal moment, “was turning toward the Queen.” The Prime Minister’s own popularity soared as he praised Diana as the People’s Princess while at the same time defending the royal family from Fleet Street’s stinging accusations. “I really felt for the Queen,” he recalled later, acknowledging that, as a new Prime Minister he “respected the Queen and was a little in awe of her. I didn’t know her or how she would take the very direct advice I know I felt I had to give her. So I went to Charles.”


The Prince of Wales insisted on flying to Paris and accompanying his ex-wife’s body back to London aboard one of Her Majesty’s royal aircraft. He was not prepared for what he saw once he stepped inside the room at Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital where Diana lay. Because Paris was in the midst of a heat wave, the air conditioning was turned on high, and fans had been brought into the room. The force of the air ruffled Diana’s hair and caused her eyelashes to flutter. “Just for that moment,” said Colin Tebbutt, a member of Diana’s staff who had arrived hours earlier, “I thought, ‘My God, she is alive!’ I was in shock.”


So, too, was the Prince of Wales. Once he stepped into the room and saw the Princess, Charles reeled back “as if he had actually been stricken by some unseen force,” nurse Humbert recalled. “He was absolutely white, as if he could not believe what he was seeing. It was too much, too much.” The Prince of Wales was “crushed,” said another nurse on the scene, Jeanne Lecorcher. “Like everyone else, I knew that he really loved Camilla. So I was very impressed by how emotional the Prince became. Very impressed.”


In the meantime, the Queen made the unwise decision not to return to London but, instead, to continue her holiday at Balmoral. Although Her Majesty would later try to explain that she felt she could better concentrate on comforting her grandsons at Balmoral, to most of her subjects it looked merely as if she were unwilling to cut short her summer vacation. “Where Is Our Queen? Where Is Her Flag?,” the Sun asked on its front page. The Mirror pleaded, “Speak to Us, Ma’am—Your People Are Suffering,” while the Express demanded, “Show Us You Care.”


Once Prince Charles returned to England, he finally persuaded his mother to leave Balmoral for London, where the flag would now fly at half-mast over the palace. She also agreed grudgingly to a televised public funeral inside Westminster Abbey—technically not a royal funeral or a state funeral, but a service uniquely suited to the beautiful, passionate, complicated, and embattled young woman who had seized the world’s attention and held it for seventeen years.


The Queen had incurred the wrath of her people by remaining silent, and it was left to Charles to warn her that she might be booed at the funeral—or worse. If she wanted the monarchy to survive this crisis, he argued, the Queen would also have to speak to the people directly. “If you do not do this,” Charles told his mother bluntly, “I will go on television and apologize myself.” The Queen, recalled one Palace staffer, “looked stricken, as if the fog had lifted, and she saw for the first time what she had done. Or more to the point, what she had failed to do.”


As it turned out, there was ample reason for concern. Three days after Diana’s death, polls showed that fully two-thirds of the British people believed the monarchy was doomed. Fifty-eight percent stated flatly that they now wanted William, not Charles, as the next monarch. Those numbers might have been more dire if the public had been aware that the Queen personally vetoed plans to have Diana buried alongside other royals at Windsor Castle, as the coroner to the Queen, Dr. John Burton, had initially been led to believe.


The next day, Charles, surrounded by his tight circle of advisors, sat glued to the television in a second-floor study at St. James’s Palace while his mother gave the speech of her life. With her back to Buckingham Palace’s famous balcony and thousands of mourners visibly milling behind her, the Queen took a deep breath and gazed straight into the camera. “What I say to you now as your Queen and as a grandmother, I say from my heart,” she began. “First, I want to pay tribute to Diana myself. She was an exceptional and gifted human being…. I admired and respected her for her energy and commitment to others, especially for her devotion to her two boys.”


The Queen had delivered a masterful performance, but Charles remained doubtful that it was enough to tip the scales back in favor of the royal family. With key members of his staff still in the room, the Prince of Wales picked up the phone and called his most trusted advisor: his mistress. The Queen’s speech, Camilla Parker Bowles told Charles, “seemed heartfelt.”


Nevertheless, the heir to the throne was not entirely convinced that this was enough to do the trick. “The Firm,” as the royals called themselves, had only reluctantly agreed to show Diana the respect she warranted—and then only because of the screaming headlines, angry crowds, and sinking poll numbers.


Even after delivering her landmark speech praising Diana, the Queen viewed much of the public’s reaction to her daughter-in-law’s death as “irrational.” Yet looking out the window of her study at the tsunami of flowers lapping up against the palace gates, she could not deny that this was an outpouring of raw emotion unlike anything she had seen during her reign. “Hundreds of thousands of people jammed the streets to pay their respects to the Queen’s father and Winston Churchill,” Lord Charteris said. “But the mood then was very different, much more sober and subdued. The mood in London during that first week after Diana’s death was a kind of mass hysteria, to put it bluntly.”





The night before Diana’s funeral, Charles led William and Harry to the Chapel Royal in St. James’s Palace, where Diana’s body lay in state. There they tentatively approached their mother’s coffin, draped with the gold, red, and blue lions and harps of the ancien regime royal standard. An aide pulled back the flag and carefully opened the lid to reveal a serenely beautiful Diana. Clasped in her hands were photos of her sons and her late father, Earl Spencer, along with a rosary that had been given to her only weeks before by her friend Mother Teresa. (In a strange twist of fate, Mother Teresa would die the day after Diana was laid to rest.)


Harry did not dare look, but William wiped away tears before Charles instructed that the lid be closed. A spray of white lilies—Diana’s favorite flower—was then placed at the head of the coffin, and Harry arranged a wreath of white roses at the opposite end. The young prince then took a square white card out of his pocket and set it atop the wreath. He had written “Mummy” on the card boldly, and in capital letters—the one word that defined what Diana had meant to her boys could be easily seen at a distance.


According to an attendant inside the chapel, “the Prince of Wales appeared surprised when Harry reached over and placed the card on his mother’s coffin. Prince Charles reached up and brushed a tear from the corner of his eye. It was a very emotional moment.”


With Charles continuing to take the lead—aided by Blair and Sir Robert Fellowes—the funeral itself was mapped out with military precision. Given that more than a million people were expected to clog the streets of central London hoping to catch a glimpse of Diana’s coffin as it made its way from Diana’s official residence, Kensington Palace, to Westminster Abbey, a comparatively low-profile hearse was abandoned in favor of a horse-drawn carriage on which the flag-draped coffin would be borne in plain sight. Ever since the horses at Queen Victoria’s 1901 funeral bolted and sailors had to step in to pull her coffin along the procession route, it was customary for servicemen to do the job. Now six black geldings from King’s Troop, Royal Horse Artillery, were giving the cavalry a chance to redeem itself in what would be the most-watched funeral of all time.


The idea that the Windsor and Spencer men—Charles; William; Harry; Diana’s brother, the 9th Earl Spencer; and Prince Philip—would walk behind the coffin was hatched by the mysterious Palace plutocrats Diana called the “Men in Gray.” Yet Charles—and particularly his father, whose celebrated feud with Diana made it necessary for him to literally go the extra mile in paying tribute to his daughter-in-law, went along without reservation. Diana’s brother had his doubts. From the outset, the notion of subjecting William and Harry to such a soul-wrenching experience seemed callous if not sadistic. “I genuinely felt,” Spencer recalled, “that Diana would not have wanted them to have done it. Tiny Harry should not have made the grueling walk. I was just so worried—what a trauma for a little chap to walk behind his mum’s body. It’s just awful. And, actually, I tried to stop that happening, to be honest. It was a very bizarre and cruel thing for them to be asked to do. I still have nightmares about it. It was horrifying.”


Harry felt he was in no position to object. “Before I knew it,” he remembered, “I found myself with a suit on with a black tie and a white shirt… and I was part of it.” Even as he joined the Windsor men, Earl Spencer continued to protest the boys’ inclusion, but was told—falsely—that William and Harry had asked to walk behind their mother’s coffin. In truth, it was Philip who stepped in to persuade the boys. “If I do it,” asked the boys’ grandfather, “will you?”


Charles, at first strangely unaware of his sons’ reluctance, chimed in to convince them that they should acquiesce to the wishes of the powers that be. “Both our parents brought us up to understand that there is this element of duty; that you have to do things you don’t want to do,” William said later of that painful moment. “When it becomes that personal, walking behind your mother’s funeral cortege, it goes to another level of duty. But I just kept thinking about what she would want and that she’d be proud of Harry and I, and, effectively, she was there with us. It felt like she was walking alongside us to get us through it.”


William tried but failed to get his father’s attention. Charles conceded later that he was lost in his own thoughts—“in a terrible kind of daze”—and so confused by the “sea of humanity” around him that he probably “did not fully comprehend” the lasting impact this forced march would have on his sons. William, meanwhile, employed several tricks to maintain his composure once the “long and lonely walk,” as he called it, began. Gazing down at the pavement before him, he hid behind the Shy Di fringe of blond hair he had as a teenager—“my safety blanket,” he said. All the while, he was balancing “me being Prince William and having to do my bit versus the private William, who just wanted to go into a room and cry because he’d lost his mother.” His little brother would spend years grappling with the intermingled grief and resentment he felt that September morning. Although he would eventually claim that he was glad to have taken part, Harry also marveled at the insensitivity of the adults around him that day. “My mother had just died, and I had to walk a long way behind her coffin, surrounded by thousands of people watching me while millions more did on television,” Harry recalled decades later. “I don’t think any child should be asked to do that, under any circumstances. I don’t think it would happen today.”


Describing the walk behind his sister’s coffin as “the most harrowing experience of my life,” Earl Spencer, positioned between his nephews, described a “clear feeling of high emotion around you of the most sad and confused sort, all hammering in on you. It was a tunnel of grief.”


The streets were clogged with an estimated one and a half million people, creating what William called “an alien environment.” Just how alien became clear the minute Diana’s coffin arrived at Kensington Palace, where Charles, Philip, Earl Spencer, William, and Harry joined the cortege. On either side of them stood a dozen Welsh guards wearing tall, black bearskin hats. “Mummy, Mummy, look!” cried out a little girl standing with her mother. She pointed to the flag-draped casket. “It’s the box with the Princess!”


Charles suddenly glanced at his sons, a look of alarm on his face. Only now had it occurred to him that Philip and the others might be wrong—that it was too much for any child to bear. But it was too late. “Prince Charles seemed so sad as he gazed over at William and Harry,” said one of the spectators standing behind police barricades at Kensington Palace. “You got the feeling he was thinking to himself, ‘Oh, no. What have we done to these boys?’ ”


For most of the procession, the crowds remained silent—eerily so. But, as with the little girl who announced the arrival of “the box with the Princess,” every block or so “there were people in the crowd just unable to contain their emotion,” Harry said, recalling how with each outburst, he nearly broke down himself. William, remembering “the horrible screams” coming from the crowd, was confused and upset by the “hysterics” of strangers. “I couldn’t understand why everyone wanted to cry as loud as they did and show such emotion as they did,” he said, “when they didn’t really know our mother. I did feel a bit protective at times—I thought, ‘You didn’t even know her; why and how are you so upset?’ ”


“All you could hear was the clip-clop of hooves and sobbing people,” agreed royal photographer Arthur Edwards, a palace favorite for decades. “One woman called out, ‘Harry, God bless you!’ and he just kept walking with his head down.” At one point, Edwards, who worked for the Sun, “saw his face break apart. I couldn’t take the picture because he was so hurt.”


It was all William and Harry could do to survive the walk behind their mother’s coffin—“the hardest thing we’ve ever done”—and the other historic events that followed that day. The Queen waited outside Buckingham Palace for Diana’s funeral cortege to pass by, and just as it did, she bowed her head in tribute—an unprecedented gesture of contrition and respect that Charles had pleaded for his mother to make.


Across the globe, an audience of two and a half billion people—one of the largest ever to witness a live event on television—continued to watch the royal drama unfold at Westminster Abbey. After Elton John sang his haunting musical tribute to the Princess, “Candle in the Wind 1997,” which instantly became the biggest-selling single in history, Earl Spencer delivered his moving and incendiary eulogy. Following a blistering attack on the press, which he accused of hounding Diana to her death, the Princess’s brother took aim at the House of Windsor itself. With the Queen, Philip, and Charles seated just a few yards away, Spencer noted that Diana was “the very essence of compassion, of duty, of style, of beauty…. Someone with a natural nobility who was classless and who proved in the last year that she needed no royal title to continue to generate her particular brand of magic.”


The Queen Mother’s eyes widened with surprise as Diana’s brother then went on to promise in the name of the Spencers that “we, your blood family, will do all we can to continue the imaginative way in which you were steering these two exceptional young men so that their souls are not simply immersed by duty and tradition but can sing openly as you planned.”


Spencer’s voice trembled as he concluded, thanking God “for the life of the unique, the complex, the extraordinary and irreplaceable Diana—whose beauty, both internal and external, will never be extinguished from our minds.” Hundreds of thousands of people watching the service on jumbo television screens outside the abbey signaled their approval with thunderous applause. Nearly all those inside, including William and Harry, joined in—but not the Queen and her four children, including Charles. Instead, the monarch reacted not at all, pointedly staring straight ahead at Diana’s coffin, expressionless. Her eldest son could not conceal his simmering rage over Earl Spencer’s full-frontal attack on the royal family. Seething, at one point he could clearly be seen pounding his knee with a clenched fist—stopping only when he looked over to see tears streaming down his sons’ faces.


There would be more heartbreaking moments on this Saturday in September. After the historic funeral service at Westminster Abbey, a motorcade accompanied the hearse carrying Diana’s coffin the seventy-six miles from London to Althorp, the Spencers’ spectacular five-hundred-year-old country estate in Northamptonshire. There Charles, William, Harry, and Diana’s Spencer kin stood with heads bowed as the Princess of Wales was laid to rest on a secluded 75-foot-by-180-foot island in the middle of what was called the Round Oval, a small ornamental lake on the grounds of the estate. Again the tears flowed, and this time, away from his parents and other members of the royal family who’d chosen instead to remain behind in London, Charles broke down.


“Prince Charles is the most introspective of all the men in the royal family, but that’s not saying much,” the Queen’s cousin and close confidant Margaret Rhodes said. “He was thinking of his sons and the pain they were experiencing. They were now suddenly motherless, after all.” But later, Charles would confide to one of his few close friends that he was crying for himself as much as he was for Diana and their sons. Her Majesty’s cousin allowed that neither the Queen nor Prince Philip ever really expressed “what might be called parental affection” toward Charles. “It is not a cozy relationship and never has been,” said Rhodes. “The family is not set up to be cozy.”


For Charles, it was more than that. In that moment, caught up in the maelstrom of emotions triggered by Diana’s death, the Prince of Wales was overwhelmed with a sense of guilt. It was one thing for him to suffer under the influence of a domineering father, but quite another to allow Prince Philip and the Palace to inflict pain on his own children. Had Charles become the sort of person he despised above all others—a bully?
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“Get him!” Before he could react, Charles was plowed face-first into the mud, then furiously pummeled and kicked before his fellow rugby players were satisfied he’d had enough—for now. “We did him over,” Charles later recalled one of them boasting before giving him one final cuff to the back of the head. “We just punched the future king of England!”


Such was life for the sensitive, jug-eared newcomer at Gordonstoun, the spartan boarding school on Scotland’s northeast coast, where Charles was dispatched at the age of thirteen. A year earlier, the Queen Mother had pleaded with her daughter to send Charles to Eton College, Britain’s most revered private school and an institution of learning that was conveniently located within walking distance of Windsor Castle. Indeed, the general assumption was that Charles would, like nineteen British prime ministers and generations of aristocrats before him, become an Etonian.


“I suppose he will be taking his entrance exam for Eton soon,” she wrote blithely to the Queen. “I do hope he passes because it might be the ideal school for one of his character and temperament. All your friends’ sons are at Eton,” the Queen Mother added, “and it is so important to be able to grow up with people you will be with later in life. And so nice and so important when boys are growing up that you and Philip can see him during school days and keep in touch with what is happening. He would be terribly cut off and lonely in the far north.”


Knowing Charles better than any other senior member of the royal family, the Queen Mother had every reason to be concerned. Unfortunately, Elizabeth II stated flatly that she had no particular desire to be near her eldest child and wondered aloud if the boy wouldn’t become too “soft” if he knew that he could always “run home to Mother.” Besides, to compensate for forcing her husband to accept the humiliation of naming their offspring Windsor instead of Mountbatten, the Queen agreed that Philip would have the last word in all matters relating to the children.


Charles’s enrollment at Gordonstoun was, in fact, a fait accompli. Twenty-eight years earlier, the rootless young Prince Philip of Greece arrived seeking some sort of direction in his life and a sense of stability denied him in early childhood. Born into the Greek and Danish royal families on June 10, 1921 (albeit on the kitchen table of the somewhat shabby Greek royal residence on the island of Corfu) and christened Philippos, the Prince was related to his future bride in a number of ways: great-great-grandson of Queen Victoria, distant cousin of King George III, and direct descendant of Czar Nicholas I of Russia. Unfortunately, he was scarcely eighteen months old when a revolutionary court sentenced his father Prince Andrew to death by firing squad in 1922, forcing the family to flee into exile. Philip was smuggled out of town in an orange crate, and the family made its way to a waiting British warship dispatched by King George V.


From that point on, Philip’s newly impoverished family relied almost exclusively on the generosity of their royal relations in Britain, although they chose to settle in the Paris suburb of Saint-Cloud. Andrew’s deep sense of humiliation over having essentially lost everything was keenly felt by his only son. “Philip really loved his father,” a family friend said, “but his father was lost in his own world. Andrew had little time for his son.”


When Philip was nine, his father left his family to live with his mistress in the South of France. The next year, his mother Princess Alice of Battenberg, who had been born deaf, nonetheless began “hearing voices”—and not just any voices. She became convinced that God was speaking directly to her, and to further complicate matters, that she was having sexual relations with Jesus and other religious figures. Diagnosed with schizophrenia, Charles’s paternal grandmother underwent a radical new procedure advocated by Sigmund Freud that involved bombarding her genitals with x-rays. This bizarre “treatment” triggered a complete nervous breakdown, and Princess Alice was drugged and spirited away against her will by men in white coats to a mental institution in Switzerland.


Abandoned by his parents, Philip could hardly turn to his elder sisters, three of whom—Sophie, Margarita, and Cecile—were married to German princes who became powerful figures in the Nazi Party. One, Philip’s brother-in-law (and Charles’s uncle) Prince Christoph of Hesse, not only was a colonel on the staff of SS chief Heinrich Himmler and a director in the Third Reich Air Ministry, but also headed Luftwaffe commander Hermann Göring’s dreaded secret intelligence service. Prince Christoph and Charles’s aunt Sophie were so enamored of Adolf Hitler that they named their son—Charles’s first cousin—Karl Adolf in der Führer’s honor.


“There was a confusion: uncertainty, neglect, and nevertheless the feeling of being special mixed together,” observed British historian Ben Pimlott. Philip was, after all, a prince in his own right. Certainly he was known to Britain’s royal family even as a small child; following tea with Philip at Buckingham Palace, Queen Mary (the wife of King George V and Charles’s great-grandmother) declared the ostensibly Greek prince without a trace of Greek blood to be “a nice little boy with very blue eyes.”


After spending most of his early childhood in Paris, Philip was abruptly shipped off across the English Channel to Cheam, a boarding school forty-eight miles southwest of London in Hampshire. Founded in 1645, Cheam was the oldest private school in Britain, so famous for catering to England’s elite that by the midnineteenth century it was dubbed “the Little House of Lords.” For Philip, the school not only gave his life much-needed structure but also enabled him to become fluent in what was loosely referred to as the King’s English. Although Philip of Greece and Denmark did not speak Greek or Danish, up until this point he communicated primarily in French and German. When he did speak English, it was usually at the MacJannet American primary school he attended in Paris, and he spoke with a pronounced American accent.


That was, of course, all taken care of quickly at Cheam. According to a classmate, within a short time Philip “was sounding very posh, like everyone else.” Determined to fit in, Charles’s father downplayed his royal connections. Philip kept his framed photograph of King George V—signed “From Uncle George”—hidden beneath a pile of clothes in his footlocker.


A perennial outsider who was accustomed to making himself instantly at home in strange surroundings, Philip quickly won over the other boys at school. Due to his natural athleticism and his innate sense of confidence, there was never a question of the newcomer being bullied. “Nobody would ever have had a poke at him,” said his classmate John Wynne, “because they’d have got one back!”


Three times in the space of one year, Philip flew to Germany for the weddings of his sisters. For a short time, he was enrolled in a German school that was already in the process of being taken over by the Nazis. Most of the students were being enlisted in the Hitler Youth movement, and Philip, like the other students, was pressured to give the “Heil Hitler” salute several times a day.


“The Nazis had more or less taken over,” Philip remembered, “and life was getting a bit tricky.” The thirteen-year-old may have felt uncomfortable having to deal with the Nazi influence at the German school he attended, but that paled in comparison with what the school’s founder was going through. Kurt Hahn was a respected educator, but he was also an outspoken critic of Adolf Hitler—and he was Jewish. In 1933 he fled Germany and settled in Moray, Scotland. There he established Gordonstoun, a school that, following principles outlined in Plato’s The Republic and born out of Germany’s humiliating economic collapse following its World War I defeat, sought to build a new generation of “philosopher-kings”—political leaders with both “the willpower of the dreamer” and “the nerve to lead.”


The future father of England’s king became the tenth student to enroll at Gordonstoun. As he had at Cheam, the highly adaptive, Viking-handsome Philip flourished in his new surroundings. With the exception of letters he received from his sisters—for the next five years, neither of his parents even bothered to send him a birthday card—Philip had little contact with his family. Headmaster Hahn, the teaching staff, and his fellow students filled the void, serving as Philip’s emotional anchor. “The family broke up,” he recalled later of this period. “I just had to get on with it. You do. One does.”


Even for someone who was accustomed to turmoil, the events of November 16, 1937, dealt Philip a devastating blow. The plane carrying Philip’s favorite sister Cecile, her husband, and two of their three children crashed on the way to a family wedding in London, killing all aboard. Cecile, who was eight months pregnant, had given birth moments before the crash; the body of a newborn infant was found in the charred wreckage.


Kurt Hahn summoned sixteen-year-old Philip to his office, sat him down, and delivered the sad news. “He did not break down,” the headmaster recalled. “He had had too much practice dealing with tragedy and shocks of all kinds in his young life.”


Philip flew alone to Darmstadt, Germany, for the funeral of his sister, brother-in-law, and two nephews aged four and six. Flags and banners bearing swastikas fluttered. and spectators gave the Nazi salute as a somber Philip walked behind the coffins alongside family members in their SS uniforms. Göring was among the mourners, and messages of condolence from Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels and the Führer himself were read aloud.


Tellingly, there was another figure marching in the funeral procession: Princess Alice’s brother Lord Louis Mountbatten, conspicuous among the mourners in his British naval uniform. “Dickie,” as Philip’s fatally charming and eternally scheming uncle was known to friends and family members, had been one of the first to spot Philip’s potential. Without hesitation, he stepped into the breach as a sort of surrogate father—a role that he would come to assume in Charles’s life as well. It was hard to imagine a more suitable or impressive mentor. George VI’s favorite cousin and a towering presence at court, Lord Mountbatten was destined for greatness in his own right—as a World War II military hero, Supreme Allied Commander of Southeast Asia, Admiral of the Fleet, First Sea Lord, and the last Viceroy of India. After famously overseeing the retaking of Burma from the Japanese in 1945, Charles’s great-uncle Dickie was given the title Earl Mountbatten of Burma.


Early on, Mountbatten began grooming Philip and lobbying with members of the royal family on his nephew’s behalf. “I don’t think anybody thinks I had a father,” Philip once remarked. “Most people think that Dickie’s my father anyway.”


Philip returned from the funeral to Gordonstoun and resumed his studies, a classmate said, “as if nothing had happened.” Childhood friend Gina Wernher knew otherwise. “He didn’t talk much about it,” she said, but at one point he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small fragment of wood. He explained that it came from inside the passenger cabin of the doomed plane. Philip would carry the fragment with him for decades.


Graduating from Gordonstoun at eighteen in 1939, Philip dutifully followed Uncle Dickie’s advice and promptly enrolled at the Royal Naval College in Dartmouth. He also began seriously playing the field. “The fascination with Philip,” observed Queen Alexandra of Yugoslavia, “had spread like influenza through a whole string of girls. Blondes, brunettes, and red-headed charmers, Philip gallantly and I think quite impartially squired them all.” In this, Philip was following in his uncle’s footsteps—not to mention the example also set by Mountbatten’s promiscuous wife, Lady Edwina, who counted among her many lovers Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India. “Edwina and I spent all our married lives,” Lord Louis once admitted, “getting into other people’s beds.”


In July 1939, less than three months after he entered Dartmouth, the young cadet was asked to entertain George VI’s daughter Elizabeth, then thirteen, and her nine-year-old sister Margaret while the King toured the college. Philip took his distant cousins outdoors to play croquet on the lawn and, observed one of the other cadets, “show off by jumping over the tennis nets.” Uncle Dickie already had his eye on a royal match between Philip and the future queen—a match that would fortify the Mountbattens’ ties to the Crown. “Philip was a great success with the children,” Lord Louis wrote in his diary that day. One of the children’s governesses, Marion “Crawfie” Crawford, noted that while Philip spent most of the afternoon teasing little Margaret and ignoring her older sister, Elizabeth “never took her eyes off him the whole time.”


For Charles’s mother, it was indeed love at first sight. Philip, however, had weightier matters on his mind. Shipping off as a lieutenant the following year, he saw plenty of action during World War II—first escorting convoys threatened by German submarines along the stretch of English coastline known as U-Boat Alley, and, later, in the Mediterranean Sea. All the while, royal circles were abuzz with gossip that kept the names Philip and Elizabeth linked throughout the war.


Meanwhile, Princess Elizabeth and the rest of the Windsors were making their own, unique contributions to the war effort. Rather than flee Britain for Canada, or, at the very least, exit London before German bombs fell on the nation’s capital, George VI made the courageous decision to keep his family right where they were in an effort to boost morale. “The children will not leave unless I do,” his wife said. “I shall not leave unless their father does, and the King will not leave the country in any circumstances.”


A turning point of sorts came in September 1940 when Buckingham Palace suffered two direct hits that crashed through a glass ceiling, obliterated the royal chapel, and injured several servants. At the time, Charles’s grandmother was in the process of trying to remove a wayward lash from the King’s eye. “We heard the unmistakable whirr-whirr of a German plane,” she told her grandson later, “and then the scream of a bomb. It all happened so quickly that we had only time to look foolishly at each other when the scream hurtled past us and exploded with a tremendous crash in the quadrangle.”


Hours later, the royal couple visited bombed-out areas of the East End. Having themselves nearly been killed by German bombs, George VI and his queen consort felt they had earned the admiration of their subjects. “I’m glad we have been bombed,” Charles’s grandmother said famously at the time. “Now I can look the East End in the face.” During the blitz, from September 1940 to May 1941, Buckingham Palace would be hit no fewer than sixteen times.


It was hardly the first time Princess Elizabeth had seen her parents handle themselves valiantly under duress. Only four years earlier, young Elizabeth’s playboy Uncle David told the nation he could not rule as king “without the love and support of the woman I love” and abdicated to marry the twice-divorced American Wallis Simpson. That momentous decision brought an end to a constitutional crisis, but it also meant that the full weight of the monarchy fell on the shoulders of Charles’s highly sensitive, stammering, chain-smoking grandfather. George VI rose to the occasion, essentially teaming with Prime Minister Winston Churchill to stand tall in the face of German aggression. But the burden of kingship was ruinous to the King’s health, and the woman who later became Queen Mother would never forgive her brother-in-law and Wallis Simpson for, as she would say frequently, “killing my husband.”


While Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret spent most of the war in relative safety at Windsor Castle, twenty-four miles west of London, the presumptive heir to the throne made her own distinctive contribution to the war effort. At fourteen, Elizabeth made the first of several radio broadcasts aimed at bolstering the spirits of her fellow Britons. Later, she signed up to undergo training as a driver and truck mechanic with the women’s Auxiliary Territorial Service. Her service number: 230873.


All the while, Philip and Elizabeth exchanged letters and saw each other whenever he was in England on leave. “She was completely besotted with him,” said nanny Crawfie Crawford, who, like a handful of close family members, never stopped calling Elizabeth by her nickname, Lilibet. “There was no question from quite an early time in her mind that they were going to marry.” As the war drew to a close, Philip always carried with him a small photograph of Elizabeth in a battered leather frame; she proudly displayed a photograph of a bearded Philip on the desk of her room at Buckingham Palace. Princess Margaret revealed later that her sister kissed the photograph each night before going to bed. Yet there were very few outward displays of affection between them. No hugs, certainly no kisses. Very seldom did they hold hands, and then only furtively. From childhood, the future Queen was, said her cousin Margaret Rhodes, “aloof, I guess you could say. Very much in control of her emotions. She loathed the gushy stuff. Besides, they both think all that sort of thing is phony.”


Unfortunately for Elizabeth, she was not the only woman who fell hard for the dashing prince. Usually in the company of Mike Parker, a first lieutenant in the Royal Australian Navy who over the next two decades would become his closest friend, Philip made a point of sampling the local nightclubs, bars, and brothels whenever they pulled in to port. Since they both sported beards at this point, Philip was fond of exchanging identities with Parker—if only to prove to himself that women were willing to go to bed with him not just because he was a prince. “He needn’t have worried,” said a shipmate. “He always got the girl, whether she knew he was a prince or not.” At dozens of ports of call, including India, Egypt, North Africa, Australia, Gibraltar, the Far East, and the South Pacific, Philip would return to his ship and sign back in. If he put an exclamation point next to his name, said his fellow officers, it was to signify that he had bedded someone there. Most of the time, he signed back in with an exclamation point.





After much behind-the-scenes maneuvering, much of it on the part of Philip’s ubiquitous Uncle Dickie, Philip proposed to Elizabeth in August 1946. In truth, Philip would say later that he did not propose in any formal or traditional way. Princess Elizabeth had made it clear she wanted to marry him, and, at that point, it was being treated as a foregone conclusion. “I suppose one thing led to another,” Philip confessed later. “It was sort of fixed up. That’s the way it really happened.”


Elizabeth’s father the King was fond of Philip, but he was not particularly enthusiastic about marrying off his beloved Lilibet to a man she had fallen in love with when she was thirteen. Nor was George VI or anyone who knew Philip convinced that the impetuous prince would refrain from cheating on his bride. No one feared for Elizabeth more than her father’s private secretary, Sir Tommy Lascelles. Philip was, Lascelles stated flatly, “rough, ill mannered, uneducated, and would probably not be faithful.”


It was only natural that the Queen Mother—whose own husband, a shy and uncertain figure, never had a wandering eye—should write to her new son-in-law, seeking assurance that he would “cherish” her daughter. Twenty-six-year-old Philip, perhaps sensing that his plans for a royal marriage were beginning to founder, wrote back, “Cherish Lilibet? I wonder if that word is enough to express what is in me.” He went on to say he had “fallen in love completely and unreservedly. The only thing in this world which is absolutely real to me, and my ambition, is to weld the two of us into a new combined existence that will not only be able to withstand the shocks directed at us but will also have a positive existence for the good.”


Such high-mindedness notwithstanding, the King insisted they not formally announce their engagement until she turned twenty-one the following year—enough time, His Majesty reasoned, for Philip to solve another pesky problem by renouncing his Greek citizenship and becoming a naturalized citizen of Great Britain.


Princess Elizabeth was on tour with the rest of the royal family in South Africa when, on her twenty-first birthday, she made a “dedication” radio broadcast that would have profound implications for her as-yet-unborn son and heir, not to mention the institution of the monarchy itself. “I should like to make that dedication now,” she said in a strong and unwavering voice. “It is very simple. I declare before you all that my whole life, whether it be long or short, shall be devoted to your service and the service of our great imperial family to which we all belong.” That pledge would be Queen Elizabeth II’s guiding principle, and one that would keep Charles waiting in the wings far longer than any of his predecessors.


From the beginning, the relationship between Charles’s parents was rooted in mutual respect and the understanding that, in many significant ways, they complemented each other. He was outspoken, impulsive, adventurous, at times rude and even bullying—yet he brought elements of excitement and spontaneity into Her Highness’s otherwise well-ordered and largely preordained existence. She was disciplined, calm, restrained—a paragon of self-control who might persuade her mate to hold back and ponder the consequences rather than do or say something he might profoundly regret later.


Still coping with severe economic hardships just two years after the end of the war, most of George VI’s subjects were eager for a reason to celebrate. Toward that end, the royal wedding of England’s young and attractive heiress presumptive to the newly minted Duke of Edinburgh was conceived as both a lavish spectacle and global event—a party the likes of which Britain had not seen since the coronation of George VI a full decade earlier.


Three decades before the world had ever heard of Lady Diana Spencer, much less William and Kate, the Wedding of the Century took place on November 20, 1947, in Westminster Abbey. Elizabeth’s wedding gown, created by royal dressmaker Norman Hartnell, was a fairy-tale concoction of ivory silk satin garlanded with white roses, embroidered with orange blossoms and encrusted with crystals and—by Hartnell’s own count—“ten thousand pearls.”


Even though the German relations were pointedly excluded from the festivities, the list of royals in attendance (many of them Windsor relatives) included the King and Queen of Denmark, the Kings of Romania, Norway, and Iraq, the Queen of Greece, and the future Queen of the Netherlands. Another guest observed that when Winston Churchill, at this point leader of the Conservative opposition, walked into the abbey late, “everyone stood—all the kings and queens.”


One of the most important wedding gifts Elizabeth received was intangible: on that day, the groom, who had been a chain-smoker since the age of sixteen, made good on the promise he’d made to his nonsmoking wife to give up cigarettes. The gesture was historic. Smoking contributed to the death of Edward VII at age sixty-eight, and to George V’s lifelong battle against chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and pleurisy. Elizabeth’s grandmother Queen Mary was a compulsive smoker, as was her father the King. The Princess “was grateful that Philip was giving up smoking for her,” Margaret Rhodes said. “One less thing to worry about.”


The newlyweds divided their honeymoon between Broadlands, the Mountbattens’ stately Palladian manor in Hampshire, and Elizabeth’s favorite place in all the world, Balmoral. The newlyweds’ main London residence was to be Clarence House, overlooking the Mall and adjacent to Saint James’s Palace. Boasting dozens of rooms spread out over four floors, Clarence House had been built in 1824 for the Duke of Clarence—later King William IV—and had been unoccupied since its last occupant, the Duke of Connaught, died in 1924. When Elizabeth and Philip looked the place over, they were shocked to see that it was a veritable shambles; not only had the elderly Duke of Connaught failed to keep up the place, but also large sections of Clarence House that had been hit by German bombs had yet to be repaired. It would take eighteen months and the then-sobering sum of $200,000 (roughly the equivalent of $2.8 million today) to make the place habitable.


In the meantime, the couple was forced to move back into the Princess’s old rooms at Buckingham Palace, just down the hall from her parents the King and Queen. Still, now that she was married and considered to have her own “household” within the royal household, Elizabeth was treated more seriously by Palace operatives. To prepare her for what her private secretary Jock Colville called “the Big Job,” it was generally understood that the Princess should keep up-to-date on affairs of state. Toward that end, she was given her own gold-embossed red leather royal boxes—the famous red boxes of state supplied by the luxury leather goods firm of Barrow Hepburn & Gale—filled with copies of the important state papers that required her father’s attention for hours each day: intelligence reports, cabinet minutes, confidential cables, documents requiring the monarch’s signature, and dispatches that were intended to keep the King apprised of what was transpiring in his realm and the world beyond.


Even though she had no power to act on her own, Princess Elizabeth was already keenly aware of the responsibilities that would one day fall on her slender shoulders. When Colville’s old boss Winston Churchill learned the King’s daughter was now being required to plow through mountains of paperwork each day just to keep up with her father the King, he took a puff on his ever-present cigar and shook his head. “Poor girl,” Sir Winston muttered. “Poor little Princess Elizabeth.”


In fact, at this stage in her life Elizabeth seemed, in the words of one of her ladies-in-waiting, to be “all bliss”—particularly when it came to Philip. The Duke of Edinburgh, who now spent his days as an operations officer at the Admiralty, was blunt-spoken to the point of rudeness (“He’s in the navy, you know,” Elizabeth would say by way of apology) and at times brazenly uninhibited. While Elizabeth always wore a nightgown to bed, Prince Philip insisted on sleeping in the nude. On one occasion, the King’s valet, James MacDonald, knocked on Philip’s door and entered to find him naked in bed with the Princess. MacDonald was mortified, as were the maids and other household staff members who would later watch the Duke of Edinburgh give his children swimming lessons in the buff. “Of course, we were all shocked and embarrassed,” MacDonald said, but the Prince “didn’t care at all.”


At times, it seemed the only appearances Philip was interested in keeping up were his own. Elizabeth enjoyed long walks in the Buckingham Palace gardens and was an accomplished horsewoman who rode whenever she could at Sandringham, Windsor, and Balmoral, but she had no exercise regimen per se. She kept her hairstyle simple and wore little makeup. There was no need: Elizabeth’s skin was routinely described in the press as “porcelain,” and her cornflower-blue eyes startled most people meeting her for the first time. The Princess also had little interest in fashion at the time, usually allowing her dresser to pick out her wardrobe for the day. “She’s not a clothes person,” her longtime designer Hardy Amies would later complain. “She doesn’t care.”


Philip was the narcissist in the royal family. In the beginning, he may have cared even less about his wardrobe than Elizabeth did about hers. “He is not interested in clothes and simply cannot tie a tie,” grumbled his valet at the time, John Dean. Philip was vain, however, about his looks. He worried that his hair was thinning prematurely; while still in his midtwenties, the Duke used a special lotion from his barber, Topper’s of Bond Street, and began combing his hair to hide a bald spot at the back. Obsessive about his weight, he carefully monitored what he ate. His exercise routine—a game of squash or tennis, followed by laps in the pool and a five-mile run on weekends—often proved so taxing that he would go to his room and collapse. “I think,” his wife would say to anyone within earshot, “Prince Philip is mad. Yes, quite mad.”


To offset the obvious imbalance of wealth, fame, influence, and power in their lives, Elizabeth was more than willing to defer to her husband in the manner of most housewives in the postwar era. In this very limited sense, theirs was a traditional marriage. Although the Princess’s wartime service behind the wheel of an army truck made her an expert driver, Philip always drove whenever they decided to strike off on their own—something they did quite often as young marrieds. Philip was a notorious speed demon, but Elizabeth was careful never to criticize.


One weekend, as Philip negotiated a hairpin turn while hurtling through the countryside at breakneck speed, his wife braced herself and gasped. “Do that once more,” he shouted at her, “and I’ll put you out!” Lord Mountbatten, sitting in the backseat, was alarmed at the way his nephew spoke to the future Queen but also concerned that Elizabeth did not speak up about her husband’s recklessness. “But didn’t you hear him?” she protested. “He said he’d put me out!”


Mountbatten would soon learn that Philip had no qualms about barking at his wife the way he did to everyone else, occasionally in front of shocked members of the public. “That was a bloody idiotic thing to say,” he might blurt out, cutting off Elizabeth midsentence. “Don’t be a stupid clot” was another favorite put-down that Philip used on household servants and the heir to the throne of England alike.


Yet the Princess “never took it to heart,” said a longtime courtier. “She understood that it was just his way. Prince Philip was cantankerous, but as far as she was concerned, that was part of his charm. Her father could be the same way: very abrupt or upset with people. But she worshipped the King, and, in a way, she worshipped Philip.”


The Duke of Edinburgh was not always churlish with his wife—far from it. “They were newlyweds and acted like it,” his valet said. “They could be very frisky, very flirtatious.” Not only at this early stage in their marriage but well into their fifties, Philip would occasionally be caught (when he thought no one was looking) pinching his wife’s derriere as she preceded him up a staircase, or suddenly reaching out to tickle her when she least expected it. Elizabeth would invariably act incensed and slap away his hand (“Now, Philip, stop! Now, really!”) as if he were “a naughty little boy,” said one of her ladies-in-waiting. “But she clearly loved it.”


This playful side of their relationship occasionally meshed with royal responsibilities. Within three months of exchanging vows in Westminster Abbey, Her Royal Highness the Princess Elizabeth was pregnant. Even those at court who had been among Philip’s harshest critics were impressed. “Such a sense of duty,” Tommy Lascelles said, “to put the heir to the throne in a family way—all according to plan.”
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Our thoughts go out to the mother and father and, in a special way today, to the little prince, now born into this world of strife and storm.


—Winston Churchill, speaking in the House of Commons


The Queen is not good at showing affection.


—Martin Charteris, longtime advisor and private secretary to Elizabeth II


He is a very gentle boy with a very kind heart—which I think is the essence of everything.


—the Queen Mother
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TWO THE LITTLE PRINCE





Mummy was a remote and glamorous figure who came to kiss you smelling of lavender and dressed for dinner.


—Charles





Buckingham Palace


November 14, 1948, shortly after 9 p.m.


Sir!” Tommy Lascelles shouted as he rushed into the column-lined North-West Pavilion, designed by architect John Nash, and toward the two naked men standing by the royal swimming pool. Philip and Mike Parker, who now served as the Prince’s private secretary, had spent much of the day on the adjacent squash court—far more in keeping with Philip’s man-of-action ethos than simply pacing the floor like most expectant fathers of the time. They had followed their squash match with a swim and were toweling off when the King’s famously straightlaced private secretary, trying hard to look the Prince squarely in the eyes, paused to catch his breath. In the days before ultrasound, this was the moment when Philip would learn the sex of his firstborn child.


“And?” the Prince asked impatiently.


“It’s a boy, Your Royal Highness,” Lascelles replied with uncharacteristic enthusiasm. “A boy!” Philip pulled on his pants and then, fumbling with the buttons on his shirt, strode up one flight of stairs and down a series of hallways to the Palace’s Belgian Suite, located directly below Elizabeth’s bedroom and overlooking the Mall. The aquiline-nosed royal midwife, Sister Helen Rowe, had already taken the baby to the nursery when Philip burst in, his hair still wet. Elizabeth lay motionless, still unconscious from the anesthetic she had been given to, it was explained, “ease the birth pangs.”


Standing by the bed were two other visitors: the King and Queen, who had arrived ten minutes after the baby’s delivery and expressed relief that, as His Majesty put it, “everything seems to have gone smoothly, thank God.” The four doctors in attendance explained that, while the Princess had begun experiencing mild labor pains thirty hours earlier, only the last two hours were intense. There was, in fact, a legitimate concern that this would not be a routine birth. The Princess Elizabeth herself, who may have been conceived through artificial insemination, was delivered via emergency Caesarean section—a risky operation in 1926, made all the more so by the fact that it took place in the Mayfair home of her maternal grandparents. Since at the time of her birth no one seriously expected the Princess to become heir to the throne—she was ten years old when her Uncle David made his shocking decision to abdicate—this marked the first time since the Middle Ages that a monarch was born in a house, and not in a castle or a palace.


The new baby’s birth inside the walls of Buckingham Palace was, at least medically speaking, unremarkable. Much like other fathers of the time, Philip visited the nursery to get his first glimpse of his newborn son, then returned to the Princess’s room. When his wife came to, Philip was standing there with a bottle of champagne and a large bouquet of red roses, lilies, camellias, and carnations—all of Elizabeth’s favorite flowers—courtesy of Mike Parker, who had the foresight to have them at the ready.


The arrival of the new princeling broke tradition in one way: for the first time since the eighteenth century, there was no Home Secretary or other high government official on hand to witness the birth—an ancient practice designed to prevent an imposter from being slipped into the line of succession.


It would have been hard to find anyone whose blood ran more royal. The baby was a direct descendant of Alfred the Great, William the Conqueror, and of course, Queen Victoria, his great-great-great-grandmother—all of which made him the most English prince in four hundred years. Counting Robert the Bruce and Mary, Queen of Scots, among his ancestors, the baby was also the most Scottish prince since Charles I. Through his maternal grandmother, he was also descended from the storied high kings of Ireland and the medieval figure Owen Glendower, the last Welsh native to hold the title Prince of Wales. On both sides, he was also a direct descendant of the Electress Sophia, mother of England’s first Hanoverian monarch, George I.


For the moment, however, the future Queen was enthralled with her new baby, marveling at, among other things, the size of his hands. “They are rather large,” Elizabeth commented, “but fine with long fingers—quite unlike mine and certainly unlike his father’s. It will be interesting to see what they will become.” When someone asked the Duke of Edinburgh what his son the future King of England looked like, he replied tersely: “A plum pudding.”


He was not yet three hours old when, shortly before midnight, the seven-pound, six-ounce “plum pudding” was carefully swaddled in white blankets and taken by Sister Helen to the cavernous gilt-and-red-velvet ballroom, by far the largest and most ostentatious space in the Palace. There, beneath the four-story-high ceilings and Brobdingnagian crystal chandeliers, the baby was placed on display in a small cradle at the center of the room—directly in front of the twin imperial thrones and massive domed canopy with its royal coat of arms embroidered in gold silk thread on draped red velvet. Every member of the Palace staff—numbering in the hundreds—was invited by the King to file by and catch an in-the-flesh glimpse of the royal family’s newest arrival. “The child was beautiful, with big blue eyes,” reported one of the backstairs staff who had dropped by still in her kitchen maid’s uniform. “He seemed perfectly happy even with all the strange faces coming up and staring. But you couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. So tiny there in that room, and, of course, he has no idea what’s in store for him.”





While Elizabeth was upstairs in her rooms, reveling in the joys of new motherhood (“I still find it difficult to believe that I have a baby of my own,” she wrote in a letter to her cousin), a sign was posted on the wrought iron railings outside Buckingham Palace just before midnight proclaiming that the Princess Elizabeth had given birth to a son. News of the little Prince’s birth was instantly trumpeted at home and around the world. Still coping with fuel shortages and food rationing, Britons viewed the heir’s arrival as a welcome distraction well worth celebrating. Thousands who had waited for hours outside Buckingham Palace began clamoring, “We want Philip! We want Philip!” and “We want Grandad!” When neither the Duke nor the King materialized, they began singing lullabies.


Church bells rang for three hours, and, across the nation, bonfires were lit. The King’s Troop Royal Horse Artillery discharged a forty-one-round salute next to Buckingham Palace, while at the Tower of London, cannons boomed sixty-two times. The fountains in Trafalgar Square were awash in blue light—for a boy—and His Majesty’s warships fired off royal salutes at sea. The Times of London proclaimed Charles’s birth nothing less than a “national and imperial event…. All can be united as the guns salute and the bells peal.”





Prince Philip was determined to keep his son’s name secret—and that he should be the one to spring it on the world at the child’s christening. One of the few let in on the secret was the court’s favorite photographer, Cecil Beaton, called in less than a week after the baby’s birth to snap the first official pictures of mother and child. Beaton, who among other things would later win an Academy Award for designing the costumes Audrey Hepburn wore in My Fair Lady, wrote in his diary that “Prince Charles, as he is to be named, is an obedient sitter. He interrupted a long, contented sleep to do my bidding and open his blue eyes to stare long and wonderingly into the camera lens, the beginning in a lifetime in the glare of publicity.”


Considering how earlier kings named Charles had fared, this was not a particularly popular choice among royals, courtiers, and students of British history. Charles I was deposed and decapitated in 1649. His son Charles II managed to regain the throne after years of exile, only to rule during two of the seventeenth century’s worst disasters: the Great Plague and the Great Fire of London. “Charles—bad news,” said the man put in charge of running the Princess’s household, Sir Frederick “Boy” Browning. “Definitely bad news.”


With eight godparents looking on—including his grandparents King George and Queen Elizabeth, his maternal great-grandmother Queen Mary, Prince Philip’s grandmother the Dowager Marchioness of Milford Haven, the King of Norway, and Philip’s paternal uncle Prince George of Greece and Denmark—the newest royal was cradled next to the elaborate, cherub-festooned silver gilt lily font designed by Prince Albert and used to baptize all nine of his children with Queen Victoria. Using holy water from the River Jordan, the Archbishop of Canterbury christened the newborn Charles Philip Arthur George. For the time being, he would be addressed simply as His Royal Highness Prince Charles of Edinburgh.


Elizabeth was doing her best to identify with other mothers in her realm. Intent on further spreading the joy among what the royal family routinely referred to as “common folk,” she also instructed that the mothers of all children born on Charles’s birthday be sent a gift: carefully wrapped slices of cake like the one served to her guests at the royal christening.


Determined, as her nanny Crawfie put it, to “give him as good a foundation as possible,” Elizabeth breast-fed Charles for two months—until she contracted measles. Her doctors, concerned that the infection could be passed along to the baby, ordered her not only to stop nursing but also to stay away from the infant until the measles had run their course. Baby Charles was separated from his mother for the next month—a harbinger of the physical and emotional distance that would come to define their relationship.


Princess Elizabeth and Prince Philip placed their infant son in the capable hands of nannies Helen Lightbody and Mabel Anderson and promptly plunged into London’s rebounding postwar social scene. When Charles was five months old, they celebrated Elizabeth’s twenty-third birthday by attending a performance of Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s eighteenth-century farce The School for Scandal at the New Theatre, then inviting the play’s husband-and-wife stars, Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh, to join them at London’s chic Café de Paris nightclub. There, according to Churchill’s private secretary, Sir John Colville, Charles’s parents “tangoed and sambaed, waltzed and quick-stepped” until everyone decided to head to another venue.


In the coming months, there would be countless galas, banquets, and balls packed with aristocrats, movie stars, and foreign dignitaries all waiting to catch a glimpse of the golden couple. At a costume party thrown at the American embassy by US ambassador to the Court of St. James’s Lewis Douglas, the Princess wore a maid’s uniform and Philip came dressed as a waiter, complete with a long white apron and a towel draped over one arm.


For most of their nights on the town, however, Elizabeth wore “one of those spectacular gowns that usually matched her incredible blue eyes and a glittering tiara,” recalled Douglas’s daughter Sharman, who became a close friend of Princess Margaret. Philip “often wore his naval uniform with all that braid and those medals. They really were like a fairy-tale prince and princess. They took your breath away.”


During this period of frenetic social activity—before she assumed the heavy burden of the monarchy—Elizabeth differed from other mothers in that she expressed little desire to be around her baby. “She was never maternal in that way,” Margaret Rhodes said. “Neither was Philip. For whatever reasons, it just wasn’t the way either of them were built psychologically.”


Thus from the age of two months, Charles saw his parents only twice a day—for fifteen minutes starting at nine in the morning and again for a fifteen-minute session at around six o’clock, right before dinner. When time was up, he was abruptly whisked away by one of his nannies. Over the years, Elizabeth and Philip seldom made physical contact with their children. “Somehow even those contacts,” Martin Charteris observed, “were lacking in warmth.”


The chasm between Charles and his parents grew even wider when, in October 1949, Philip was made second in command of a destroyer stationed in Malta, headquarters of Britain’s Mediterranean fleet. A month later, less than a week after Charles’s first birthday, Elizabeth joined her husband for the first of several lengthy stays. Although she had to leave her infant son behind with the nursery staff for months on end, the Princess reveled in her life abroad as “just another navy officer’s wife.”


Not quite, of course. Although she lived in a hilltop villa owned by Philip’s Uncle Dickie instead of in a palace, she did rush down to greet her husband’s ship and socialized freely with the other navy wives. Her large retinue of staff and servants aside, it was the closest Elizabeth would ever come to experiencing what ordinary wives and mothers experienced. It was also, she would say revealingly—and often—“the happiest time of my life.”


More accurately, for Charles’s parents these six weeks were something of a second honeymoon. They went to parties, danced in the moonlight, sunbathed, and swam in the Mediterranean. On one occasion, Philip, whose practical jokes had livened up their courtship, chased his wife around the room wearing a pair of giant false teeth. On another, he left her with a booby-trapped can of nuts to open that contained a giant and unnervingly realistic rubber snake.


Back at the newly renovated Clarence House—finally the official London residence of the Edinburghs—Charles spent the first two years of his life having virtually no contact with his father and precious little with his mother. When he contracted a case of tonsillitis—at the time rather serious for a one-year-old—neither Elizabeth nor Philip returned to London to check in on their son. Charles also spent that Christmas of 1949 without his parents; they chose instead to remain in Malta, where they also rang in the New Year with the Mountbattens and Philip’s navy friends.


Princess Elizabeth, now pregnant for a second time, returned to Clarence House only after her husband’s ship put to sea. Charles’s sister Anne was born on August 15, 1950—the same day Philip finally achieved his dream of being given command of his own ship. This time Elizabeth took three months to recover—during which she concentrated not on her young children but on the deteriorating state of her father’s health. “The King was going downhill very fast, and it was terribly obvious to everyone,” Margaret Rhodes said. “Elizabeth loved her father dearly. She worshipped him, really. But she wasn’t at all emotional about it. She just stepped up and filled in wherever she was needed.” Years later, Elizabeth offered a simple explanation about what it was that gave her the confidence to take charge. “I am,” she said firmly, “an executive person.”


Princess Elizabeth stayed at Clarence House to celebrate Charles’s second birthday, but after just a few days, she left him and Anne behind to join Philip in Malta for the Christmas holidays. It soon became obvious, however, that the couple’s idyllic sojourn in Malta would soon be coming to an end. When word came from Buckingham Palace that Princess Elizabeth was needed in London, Lord Mountbatten’s wife Edwina remarked, “They’re putting the bird back in its cage.”





Philip followed his wife back to Clarence House in the summer of 1951—just as King George VI was diagnosed with lung cancer. Bitter over being forced to give up his navy command, the Duke of Edinburgh was now prone to dark moods and petulant outbursts. “Prince Philip was extremely unhappy and impatient,” a Clarence House staffer observed. “He was torn from the life he loved at sea and was now under the thumb of Buckingham Palace. He resented that he had no control over his own life, and he took it out on everyone around him.”


It didn’t help that his wife was now called upon to substitute for the King even more frequently. She hosted a banquet for her uncle King Haakon VII of Norway, and even filled in for her father on horseback during the Trooping the Colour ceremony that marked the monarch’s official birthday each June.


In September George VI underwent surgery to have his left lung removed. While he recovered, Elizabeth and Philip embarked on a whirlwind tour of Canada and the United States. They were still abroad when Charles, who now frequently asked his nannies where Mummy and Papa had gone, celebrated his third birthday. This time the King and Queen were on hand to watch their grandson valiantly attempt to blow out the three candles on his cake. At one point in the proceedings, King George, looking natty in a double-breasted suit, posed for official Palace photographs of the event with his wife and two grandchildren on a silk brocade sofa. The Queen wore pearls and a long foxtail stole, while Charles, hair neatly combed, was appropriately dressed by nanny Mabel Anderson in shorts, ankle socks, and a short-sleeved shirt. While Granny beamed from ear to ear as she dandled Anne on her knee, Charles tried earnestly to communicate with his grandfather, who appeared to listen intently.


The touching photograph, which would occupy an important place in Elizabeth II’s study throughout her long reign, nonetheless belied the fact that it was staged primarily to reassure the British people that their seriously ill sovereign was well on the road to recovery. It also captured the only real memory Charles would ever have of his grandfather. “I think of it as a tragedy, really,” the Prince of Wales would say a half century later, “that I never really knew my grandfather.”


Granny was a different matter entirely. While Charles had already been instructed to bow in the presence of the King and Queen, he was also encouraged to hop into Her Majesty’s lap and listen to her read fairy tales and nursery rhymes. His grandmother also shared stories of her girlhood in the early part of the twentieth century, when horses still pulled carriages through the streets of London, and of a royal court turned upside down by a weak-willed king and an American interloper named Mrs. Simpson.


More than any other member of the royal family, Charles’s grandmother nurtured and defended him, taking the time to look out for his interests and make him feel wanted even when his own parents persisted in ignoring him. In the process, the Queen Mother, who often spent time with him at Royal Lodge, her thirty-room Gothic Revival residence at Great Windsor Park, shaped Charles’s character and personality. Most important, she provided him with the love that was so willfully withheld by Elizabeth and Philip. It was a responsibility she would not relinquish until her death in 2002 at the age of 101.


Charles would later describe her as “the most magical grandmother you could possibly have,” and for the little boy she was precisely that: a plump, apple-cheeked, perpetually cheerful storyteller and teacher who lavished him with hugs, kisses, and praise. Granny introduced him to the wonders of art, history, books, music, and dance, and was touched by what she recognized as the boy’s inherent “kind heart” and “sweetness of nature.”


During his parents’ long absences, toddler Charles routinely clambered onto his grandmother’s bed and went through her jewelry and cosmetics cases, wrapping himself in strands of pearls and trying on lipstick. As early as the age of four, he would comment admiringly on the dresses and hats of ladies of the court, using words such as “lovely” and “beautiful.” Periodically, he would be taken to visit his great-grandmother Queen Mary, the sour-faced, steel-willed widow of George V and mother of the King. But she, too, was charmed by the little boy, who showed none of his sister Anne’s rambunctious qualities but rather what Queen Mary called “a thoughtful, almost delicate sensibility.” Gan-Gan, as Charles called her, allowed him to touch her spectacular collection of jade objects—something no other children (and, for that matter, very few adults) were permitted to do.


Over the years, Charles’s grandmother delighted in taking him to concerts—Mozart was her favorite composer—museums, West End shows, the opera, and the ballet. “My grandmother took me to all sorts of performances,” he recalled on a BBC special celebrating his sixtieth birthday. “I’ve never forgotten the sheer excitement of going to see the Bolshoi Ballet at Covent Garden when I was seven. I was hooked for life.”


Perhaps because of his own diffident nature, Charles was noticeably kinder than his peers. Unlike his high-spirited, rather bossy sister, the Prince never teased other children and was eager to share his toys—even Jumbo, the blue elephant on wheels that helped him learn to take his first tentative steps. “Prince Charles never took the last piece of cake,” recalled Countess Patricia Mountbatten, the elder daughter of Lord Mountbatten, and Philip’s first cousin. “He just handed over his favorite toys without thinking twice. He was just that kind of child—very aware of other people’s feelings.”


Only one other person was as great an influence on Charles during these formative early years. Gradually Miss Lightbody, whom Palace insider Martin Charteris branded a “bitch who was rough on Anne and spoilt Charles,” took a backseat to Mabel Anderson, a no-nonsense but warmhearted Scot. (The headstrong Miss Lightbody would abruptly depart Buckingham Palace in 1956, fired by the Queen when Her Majesty added a pudding to Charles’s dessert menu and Lightbody refused to serve it.)


Prince Philip, who agreed with Charteris that Lightbody clearly favored Charles over Anne, was delighted with the change. He had far more in common with his boisterous, daredevil daughter than he did with his son, who even as a toddler seemed timid and whiny. The Duke could shout at Anne if she misbehaved, and “it had practically no effect,” a close friend said. “Anne just went on doing whatever it was she was doing, and often Philip would just laugh it off or walk away, exasperated.” Charles was another matter. “If Philip said a cross word to Charles, the poor boy would dissolve in tears. Philip was trying to bring up a son who would be able to take over as King in a tough world. Certainly Charles wasn’t a crybaby, but he was terribly sensitive. Charles used to curl up. He just shrank.”


Philip was right about Mabel Anderson in one respect: she could be strict to the point of administering a spanking when it came to exhibiting bad manners and disobeying the rules. But he misread the depth of compassion she had for both her charges, Charles in particular. Anderson proved to be as kind, comforting, and reassuring as the Queen Mother—the center of his daily life from the moment she woke him in the morning until she tucked him back into bed at night. Far more influential on Charles than either of his parents, Anderson was a surrogate mother, and, as the Prince of Wales put it later, “a haven of security, the great haven.” The child of a senior courtier who played with the little prince and princess saw even then that, for all intents and purposes, “the nanny was the real mother figure. Charles must have been baffled about what a natural mother-son relationship was meant to be like.” It was not hard to figure out why Charles would forge such a deep personal attachment to his nanny. “At least,” he observed, “she was there for me.”


February 6, 1952




He is young to think so much.


—Winston Churchill, on Charles at age three





Even at such a tender age, Charles was sensitive enough to realize that, on this particular winter morning, something was wrong. There were hurried footsteps in the hallway outside his room at Kensington Palace, and the sound of more adult voices than usual echoing up from the marble-floored galleries below. When Mabel Anderson came into his room to begin Charles’s morning routine, he saw tears streaming down his twenty-four-year-old nanny’s face. What she couldn’t tell him was that, at seven thirty that morning, the King’s valet found George VI lying dead in his bed.


The little boy would soon learn, though by no means comprehend, that his grandfather had “joined the angels in heaven” and that his mother was now queen. No one bothered to tell him that his status had also changed. No longer His Royal Highness Prince Charles of Edinburgh, he was now Prince Charles of the House of Windsor, Duke of Cornwall, Duke of Rothesay, Earl of Carrick, Baron Renfrew, Lord of the Isles, and Prince and Great Steward of Scotland. The most important honorific—Prince of Wales—would come later. Still, one of these new titles—Duke of Cornwall—carried with it an income-producing trust fund, instantly making the royal toddler with the plastered-down hair and blue toy elephant extraordinarily rich.


The news of the King’s death, only now being broadcast over the BBC, stunned everyone—Welsh coal miners and aristocrats alike. It had been presumed that His Majesty’s treatment for lung cancer had been successful and his recovery assured. The King had actually spent an enjoyable day at Sandringham shooting pheasant, and dined with his wife and Princess Margaret. “There were jolly jokes,” Margaret recalled, “and he went to bed early because he was convalescing. Then he wasn’t there anymore.” In the early-morning hours, King George suffered a fatal coronary embolism. He was fifty-six.


At that moment, Charles’s mother, wearing jeans and a safari jacket, was high up in a fig tree in Kenya, taking pictures of the equatorial sunrise. She was substituting for her father on a royal tour of the Commonwealth, which had turned into yet another honeymoon for the Edinburghs. Charles would later hear from his mother that, at the precise moment the King died, a white eagle darted out of the sky and hovered overhead. “It was,” she told her wide-eyed son, “very, very strange.”


Four hours later—long after the rest of the world already knew—word finally reached Kenya. Philip broke the news to his wife, who looked “pale and worried” but did not shed a tear. Instead, she apologized to her staff and ladies-in-waiting for “ruining everybody’s plans” by cutting the trip short. Later, on the twenty-four-hour plane trip home, she excused herself several times to go to the bathroom, where members of the royal party could hear her weeping.


Since her father had been christened Albert (Bertie to his family) but chose to reign as George VI, Martin Charteris asked his boss what name she preferred to be known by as sovereign. “My own, of course,” she shot back, incredulous. “What else?” Twenty-six-year-old Elizabeth then returned to sitting ramrod straight at her desk on the plane, writing letters in her loopy script, firing off cables—“seizing her destiny,” Charteris said, “with both hands.”


Royal favorite Winston Churchill, who had only recently been voted back into office as prime minister after a six-year absence from government, was among the dignitaries in mourning dress standing in the wind and driving rain to greet their new queen at London’s Heathrow Airport. Behind them was a line of black leviathans: the Daimler limousines then favored by the royal family. “Oh,” she said, pausing momentarily at the top of the stairs to survey the scene, “I see they’ve brought the hearses.”


There would be few such glimpses of gallows humor, or for that matter any humor over the next several days. Less than twenty-four hours after Elizabeth set foot back on English soil, the Earl Marshal formally declared from four separate locations in London that Charles’s mother had ascended to the throne:


“The High and Mighty Princess Elizabeth Alexandra Mary is now, by the death of our late sovereign of happy memory, become Queen Elizabeth the Second, by the grace of God Queen of this realm and all her other realms and territories, head of the Commonwealth, defender of the faith, to whom her lieges do acknowledge all faith and constant obedience.”


Charles saw nothing of the somber pomp and pageantry surrounding his grandfather’s funeral. It was decided by the nursery staff that the whole grim tableau—more than three hundred thousand grief-stricken mourners filing past the King’s flag-draped casket as he lay in state in the candlelit Westminster Hall, the diamond-encrusted imperial crown sitting atop the coffin, the massive funeral procession through the streets of London, the outpouring of emotion from average Britons, and the interment in St. George’s Chapel at Windsor Castle—was simply too overwhelming for someone so young. Charles spent this trying period for the nation cosseted with Mabel Anderson and his toys at Sandringham, protected from what at times looked like a national nervous breakdown.


The court was still officially mourning the death of the King when Elizabeth and her family moved into Buckingham Palace that April. The Queen and her consort took second- and third-floor rooms on the north side of the building. Above them was a six-room suite for Charles, Anne, and their nannies, and what soon became a separate classroom for Charles. In a royal switch, the Queen Mother—a title Charles’s grandmother invented for herself in part to avoid confusion with the new Queen Elizabeth—moved out of Buckingham Palace with twenty-one-year-old Princess Margaret and into Clarence House. The Queen Mother was accustomed to being at the center of power and had wanted to stay at Buckingham Palace, but Philip had other ideas. Still harboring a grudge over the role she’d played in forcing his children to give up his Mountbatten surname, he ordered the central heating cut off in her rooms, and, within a week, she capitulated.


“If his mother was a mystery to Prince Charles before,” Charteris observed, “she was much more of a mystery after she became Queen and could spend even less time with her children.” For those who knew the new queen, the distance she maintained between herself and her children had less to do with her growing duties than it did her psychological makeup. “She’s one of those people who is deeply unemotional,” said veteran BBC documentary producer Sir Antony Jay, who claimed Elizabeth was part of an old-school ruling class whose members “had to develop a shell” that “gave them balance, detachment, and a very profound coolness.”


Jay claimed that “emotionally detached people like the Queen” came to see “institutions as more important than families. The Queen’s children were handed over to nannies, and a kind of emotional cauterization took place. Something was sealed off very early.” For the Queen, Jay continued, “that is a strength.” Charteris agreed, saying, “As children, I don’t think they felt they could talk to her. She’s so strong, so stiff-upper-lip, so afraid of her emotions.”


There was one concession Charles’s mother made to her young son and daughter: a change in the sort of royal protocol that governed the way royal children had acted toward their parents for centuries. Although her own mother and sister were required to bow or curtsy in the Queen’s presence whenever they were in public, Charles and Anne were no longer obligated to do so. “It’s silly,” she told Charteris. “They’re too young to understand what’s going on.”


Charles seldom knew what was going on, only that his parents were extremely busy people doing very important things. Still, as the Prince would recall years later, he had hoped they would be with him in London to celebrate his fourth birthday. Instead, the Queen and Prince Philip chose to spend their son’s birthday in Sandringham—a two-and-a-half-hour drive away—while Charles stayed behind in the city. The following week, Charles’s parents stopped back in London just long enough to embark on a six-month tour of the Commonwealth—without their children.


When the Queen finally did conclude her tour, Charles eagerly rushed up to greet her. Instead of scooping him up in her arms the way Princess Diana would do with her sons nearly forty years later, the Queen brushed the boy aside. “No, not you, dear,” she told the crestfallen prince, turning instead to greet the waiting line of dignitaries. After twenty frustrating minutes, Charles reached toward his mother for a hug, only to have her bend over, shake his hand robotically, and—without uttering a word—return to chatting with the grown-ups.


Charles’s father was, if anything, worse. The heir to the throne later described Prince Philip as “undemonstrative—incapable of sensitivity or tenderness.” These were, in fact, qualities that the Duke of Edinburgh abhorred. Unfortunately, these were also qualities that he recognized in his son. “To be blunt,” a longtime courtier said, “Prince Philip was desperately afraid that Charles was going to be a sissy, or, even worse to a man like him, a nancy [gay].”
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