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‘There is an enduring tenderness in the love of a mother to a son that transcends all other affections of the heart’

– Washington Irving






INTRODUCTION


King Charles III, despite his old-fashioned sympathies, is a twenty-first-century gentleman at heart; an ageless and quintessentially British character trying to do his best in a world whose modern innovations have perplexed many of his contemporaries.

An idealist with an inborn sense of kindness, he has always believed in others and wanted to help them. He feels passionately about the quality of life for our descendants and the future of our planet. For the last fifty years, he has been speaking out about all number of issues that are top of the political agenda today, from climate change, pollution and deforestation to simpler things like the value of recycling and rewilding.

He was a shy child and still suffers when meeting large numbers of people, but he is courteous. He never passes a footman in a palace corridor or a stranger while walking in the countryside without acknowledgement, whatever his mood. While others of a lesser social standing might ignore the staff – he loathes the word ‘servants’ – he is meticulous about saying thank you.

Charles is more like his mother than he would admit. The late Queen was painfully shy, and never comfortable with strangers, but she was very gentle and always listened to what they had to say. When she’d had enough, she would say ‘Reaaaally’ as a signal to her ladies-in-waiting to move her on. The controversial and renowned children’s author Roald Dahl once told me he was seated next to the Queen at a luncheon at Buckingham Palace. Although Dahl was prone to a little exaggeration, he assured me that the Queen was one of the dullest people he had ever met. An arrogant genius, Dahl was never going to make it easy for her – and neither was the Queen in return. She insisted on talking about horses and, as he had no interest in horses whatsoever, he failed to respond with any kind of animation and the conversation lapsed. Unembarrassed, the Queen merely turned to the person on her other side.

‘The Queen trained feelings out of herself in order to avoid any confrontation,’ former Conservative statesman Douglas Hurd observed. The Queen’s former press secretary, the late, enigmatic Martin Charteris, who started working for her when she was Princess Elizabeth, agreed. ‘The Queen is not good at showing affection. She’d always be doing her duty.’ Charteris worked at Buckingham Palace for over twenty years and claimed the Queen really had very little to do with Charles. ‘He’d have an hour after tea with Mummy when she was in the country, but somehow even those contacts were lacking in warmth. His father would be rather grumpy, about almost anything. And neither of them was there very much.’

It was a terribly old-fashioned, upper-class upbringing. The royal family never spoke about their difficulties, and if any of them had a problem they never talked it over. They only spoke about the most trivial of things and, as a result, awkward issues were left in abeyance until it was too late. The late Diana, Princess of Wales, was the only exception to this. She would wait in the page’s vestibule next to the Queen’s sitting room and as soon as any visitor had departed, she would push her way in and throw herself on the Queen’s mercy, frequently sobbing and telling her mother-in-law how much Charles hated her. Not surprisingly, the Queen had no idea what to do. Emotional confrontation of this sort was totally alien to someone whose upbringing insisted that manners were more important than feelings. As a result, she did nothing. It was a low point in her relationship with her son and, as the marriage spiralled out of control, Charles was reduced to shouting down the telephone at his mother to try to make her understand.

In his 1994 biography of the Prince, Jonathan Dimbleby paints an unhappy picture of Charles and his mother, saying the Prince bitterly recalled a childhood during which the nursery staff, not his ‘emotionally reserved’ parents, were the people ‘who taught him to play, witnessed his first steps, punished and rewarded him, helped him put his first thoughts into words’.

Over the years, Charles and his mother mended their relationship and it became one of mutual respect. Like many of us, once Charles has time to reflect on his relationships, he sees things in a different way.

‘They mind about each other, even if they don’t show it,’ the Queen’s cousin, the late Margaret Rhodes, confirmed. ‘The Queen loves Charles deeply. It’s just that they have a different outlook and sometimes they don’t agree.’

When I talked to Prince Charles about his old school, Gordonstoun, some years ago over tea at Highgrove, I said I imagined it was brutal. He was quick to defend his alma mater. ‘It wasn’t brutal,’ he said. ‘Just basic. It certainly gave me a great deal of independence and taught me a lot in that area, which is what Eton did for William.’

The Queen never understood Charles’s pampered lifestyle and found it rather mystifying, as by nature Charles is not a selfish man, but a life of being deferred to often stopped him considering others. He has no sympathy for trivial ailments and combats his own sinus problems by sleeping in an oxygen tent. Tiredness or oversleeping are not acceptable excuses for missing even an hour’s work, and he will never have a lie-in on a Sunday morning, even if he is feeling unwell. He is insistent on things being done correctly, and when his childhood teddy bear – who, according to Prince Harry, goes everywhere with his ‘pa’ – needs repairing and patching, he sends the teddy to his wife’s couturier to be mended, with instructions to do it quickly so he can have him back.

Charles may be eccentric about his teddy bear, but he can be a wonderful entertainer when the occasion arises. Before his marriage to Diana, Charles was at a dinner party given by business tycoon Nigel Broackes, who was known for his lavish entertaining. The Prince found himself sitting opposite the then rock star Gary Glitter and, according to Glitter, asked him: ‘Gary, what are the main attributes to being a pop star?’ Glitter was unable to answer as his mouth was full of baked Alaska. But the pair got along so well, they ended up on top of the grand piano in Broackes’s elegant sitting room, singing ‘Ying Tong Song’, a nonsense song written by Prince Charles’s friend Spike Milligan and frequently performed by The Goons.

The Queen was far wiser about her son than he ever gave her credit for, and she was acutely aware of his strengths and weaknesses. She privately acknowledged long before anyone else that his marriage to Camilla was inevitable and they would have to stop playing what she called ‘this cat-and-mouse game’ and get on with it. She knew it would be the making of him as a man and eventually as King. They both understood he was public property, but Charles bitterly resented the intrusion into his private life – less so now he is King, an indisputably public role.

As King, he still finds solace in solitary pursuits such as reading and music, and while he sits at his desk working into the small hours, music blares inside the room. It is always something dramatic and sometimes also sad – a little like his own life. His ‘darling mama’ is no longer here, and he realises she is a very hard act to follow. He has to do the job in his own style. His ideas for reshaping the monarchy are quite the opposite of what many feared would be a grandiose vision of its future. His vulnerability, his humour and his ability to reach out to his people as King is working. In the end, Charles earned the love and support that he craved all his life. He will not let her down.






1 LIKE MOTHER, LIKE SON



‘Little Prince, now born into this world of strife and storm’

– Winston Churchill, 1948



Hereditary monarchy has, with a few exceptions, enabled us to become familiar with the future monarch from the moment of their birth. The modern tradition of royal parents and infants being photographed on the hospital steps may have replaced the more formal, stylised portraits taken by the fashionable photographers of the age, but the royal children’s subsequent lives continue to be documented by a series of carefully lit, posed pictures. The heir’s eventual role as Sovereign, with all its inherent responsibilities, has been familiar to them and us since their childhood, though their subjects give their allegiance not to just the individual, but to the whole family, who hand over the torch from generation to generation – a notion that may seem old-fashioned but provides a continuity that is indispensable to us in these challenging times.

Despite there being only twenty-two years between their births, Queen Elizabeth and King Charles had very different experiences growing up.

In April 1926, when Elizabeth was born, London was experiencing some of the greatest social and economic changes since the end of the First World War. The great Mayfair houses, with their staff of footmen, maids, housekeepers, cooks, valets and nursemaids, to name but a few, had been left empty during the war years, their occupants scattered around Europe, many never to return. For those that did, a life in domestic service was not as attractive as it once was; the world was opening up slowly but surely to a more emancipated outlook on class and working opportunities.

In the ivory tower of royalty, however, things were still much the same as they had always been and, like the upper classes, social lives revolved around the countryside sporting calendar. The royal houses in the capital stood empty during the shooting and hunting seasons, the furniture covered with dust sheets, only to be brought to life again during the London season.

The house where Princess Elizabeth was born was the London home of her maternal grandparents, the Earl and Countess of Strathmore, who also owned a Scottish estate and a country house in St Paul’s Walden, Hertfordshire. The pillared, double-fronted Mayfair house at 17 Bruton Street no longer exists, but opposite at number 10 the 1930s facade of the royal couturier Norman Hartnell’s showrooms bears testimony to the grandeur of the area. London was still the largest city in the world, with a population of almost 8 million people; the most popular newspapers of the day were the Daily Mail and the Daily Express, with over 1.5 million readers each.

An upstairs bedroom of the Strathmores’ Bruton Street house, where the Duke and Duchess of York were living at the time, was converted into an operating theatre for the birth of the Duchess’s child. The specialists in attendance on that rainy April night were Sir Henry Simpson and Walter Jagger. Simpson was known as much for his charm as for his skills as a highly respected obstetric surgeon. He had a large private practice with patients including Princess Mary and had been in attendance at the birth of both of her sons.

In the early hours of the morning of 21 April, Sir Henry decided to perform a Caesarean section on the 26-year-old Duchess of York because the baby was in the breech position. As was the custom, the Home Secretary, Sir William Joynson-Hicks, was present and sent a message to the Lord Mayor of London to advise him of the imminent birth. Nothing was mentioned about the Caesarean. If anything was ever said, it was described as a ‘certain procedure’.

‘I must have been one of the first people outside members of the family to see the princess,’ recalls Mabell, Countess of Airlie, in her memoir. ‘I called at 17 Bruton Street on 22 April, the day after her birth: although I little thought then I was paying homage to the future Queen of England, for in those days there was every expectation that the Prince of Wales (who was holidaying in Biarritz) would marry within the next year or two.’

At the time of her birth, the little Princess was third in line to the throne, immediately after her father and his glamorous elder brother, the Prince of Wales. Behind her were her uncles Prince Henry, who was later the Duke of Gloucester, and Prince George, later the Duke of Kent, as well as her aunt Mary, who became the Princess Royal.

The christening took place on 29 May in the private chapel at Buckingham Palace (which was later destroyed by a bomb). It was presided over by the Archbishop of York, Cosmo Gordon Lang, and there were multiple godparents: Lady Elphinstone (her aunt); Arthur, Duke of Connaught (great-great-uncle); Queen Mary and King George V (paternal grandparents); the Earl of Strathmore (maternal grandfather); and Princess Mary, Viscountess Lascelles (aunt). The baby was named Elizabeth Alexandra Mary – after her mother, her great-grandmother and her grandmother, respectively. She was baptised by water from the River Jordan, which had been sent from the Holy Land for the christening. The occasion was recalled by Mabell Airlie, who was in attendance to Queen Mary as one of her ‘Ladies of the Bedchamber’ that day: ‘She was a lovely baby although she cried so much all through the ceremony that immediately after it her old-fashioned nurse [Clara Knight] dosed her well from a bottle of dill water – to the surprise of the modern young mothers present and to the amusement of her uncle, the Prince of Wales.’

Like most small children, the Princess was fond of animals, and when she was tiny played with her grandmother Lady Strathmore’s two chows, whom she loved to stroke, and would clap and chuckle, beating her heels on the floor, when she saw them. Her other greatest delight was to pat her father’s large hunters and see him ride away in his hunting kit from Naseby Hall in Northamptonshire. The Duke and Duchess took this house for the hunting season and the Princess spent much of the winter there, with her nanny, Clara Knight, in attendance. She also loved her grandfather King George V’s grey parrot Charlotte and used to select lumps of sugar to give to the bird. Later, when the Duke and Duchess moved from the Strathmore residence in Bruton Street to their own home, at 145 Piccadilly, the soot-covered nursery windows were a great fascination for the little Princess. Not only could she see the working horses pulling their heavy carts outside, but when she heard the clop of multiple hooves, she knew she would catch sight of the soldiers and horses threading their way under the arch that led to Constitution Hill.

In the 1920s and for much of the 1930s, the idea that Princess Elizabeth might become Queen was hardly considered, least of all by the Yorks, who were simply looking forward to gradually expanding their family. They expected to be pushed down the line of succession by the children from any union the Prince of Wales might make, little realising what was to come.

Twenty-two years later, Prince Charles was born into completely different circumstances to those of his mother. From the moment of his birth, it was clear he was going to be King one day and he was treated accordingly.

In 1948, the United Kingdom was still coming to terms with the end of the Second World War, a bitter conflict that ravaged so many towns and cities throughout the United Kingdom. London was a dirty, dark, gloomy place and even the grandest houses lacked central heating. Ice froze on the inside of windows in the winter and ineffective coal fires burned in the grates of the rooms that were in use. Dense fogs known as ‘pea-soupers’ were common, especially in central London. The fogs clung to the windows, leaving sooty deposits behind, and visibility was reduced to a few yards, making driving difficult or impossible. Coal arrived in horse-drawn carts, or on an open lorry, with the coal tipped from blackened sacks into the house’s coal hole outside in the pavement. If the coalman was not on a specific delivery, he would drive around the quiet streets shouting out ‘Coal!’

At Buckingham Palace, things were grander but equally unglamorous. The winter of 1947 had been exceptionally hard and coal had been rationed, and in Buckingham Palace’s 300 or so rooms the only heat came from its equal number of open fires. The palace had its own coal porters, whose job it was to fill the coal scuttles, wheel them to the lift and trundle them along the corridors on a wooden trolley that could carry ten of them at a time. The palace had been bombed several times during the war and there was a large amount of renovation work being done. The state rooms were among the first to be refurbished, and the artwork, which had been stored for safekeeping in the cellars of Windsor Castle, had been rehung as to the specifications in the original notes made before the war as to exactly where they should go. Although many rooms were restored to their former glory, food was still being rationed, though the royal household had the advantage of being almost fully self-sufficient, with meats, game, dairy produce and certain fruit being provided by the royal estates.

The London Olympics had been held during the summer of 1948 amid the strictures of post-war austerity. The King had opened the games on 29 July and although Germany, Japan and Russia were absent, the events were just as powerful. Rowing was held at Henley in Oxfordshire, shooting at Bisley in Surrey and yachting at Cowes in the Isle of Wight. The main stadium at Wembley had a new cinder track and the Empire Pool nearby provided the focus for the water sports.

After marrying Philip Mountbatten in November 1947, the Princess was keen to have a baby as soon as she could. But even she had been surprised at how quickly she had become pregnant.

The excited crowd outside the railings of Buckingham Palace had been monitoring the comings and goings after Sir William Gilliatt, Princess Elizabeth’s gynaecologist, had spent the previous night at the palace. Gilliatt had served as gynaecologist to the royal family for more than twenty years. After attending Princess Marina the Duchess of Kent at the births of Edward, Alexandra and Michael, he attended Princess Elizabeth at the birth of Prince Charles and later Princess Anne, at Clarence House. For the birth of Charles, he was assisted by an eminent medical team: Sir John Weir, the King’s homeopathic physician; Sir John Peel, a Fellow of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, who later became the Queen’s surgeon gynaecologist; Mr Hall, the anaesthetist, from King’s College Hospital; and the loyal midwife Sister Helen Rowe, who was present for the delivery of all four of the Queen’s children.

The birth, at 9.14 p.m. on the foggy night of 14 November 1948, was not an easy one. The official bulletin, pinned to the palace gates, announced that ‘Her Royal Highness and her son are doing well.’ The doctors later revealed that Charles was born by Caesarean section, but such was the prudery of the age that this was never officially disclosed; even the Princess’s friends were not informed. Breastfeeding was not spoken of and even pregnancy, especially a royal pregnancy, was a condition that polite society feigned to ignore.

In another indication of contemporary attitudes, Philip did not attend his wife during her confinement. Nor did a Minister of the Crown; ahead of the birth, King George VI had issued an official announcement stating he felt it was an ‘archaic custom’ and ‘no longer a constitutional necessity’. When her labour started, remembered the couple’s equerry Mike Parker, the royal family gathered in Parker’s room to await news of the birth. The King was stretched out by the fire and the Prince was pacing the floor. Eventually Parker took him off for a game of squash. ‘Well, time stretched a bit and he was getting restless,’ Parker recalled. When the King’s private secretary Tommy Lascelles brought the good news, Philip bounded upstairs into the Buhl Room, which had been converted into an operating theatre. He then held his firstborn, still wearing his sporting flannels and open-necked shirt.

His wife remained unconscious from the general anaesthetic, but as soon as she woke up, Philip presented her with a bouquet of red roses and carnations, thoughtfully provided for the occasion by Parker. Elizabeth would later say that her husband’s face was the last she saw before she slipped under the anaesthetic and the first she saw when she came around again.

Prince Philip’s mother, Alice, had recently moved to the island of Tinos in Greece, to a house without a telephone, so he was obliged to send her a telegram with the news. She was thrilled and wrote to him at once: ‘I think of you so much with a sweet baby of your own, of your joy and the interest you will take in all his little doings. How fascinating nature is, but how one has to pay for it in the anxious trying hours of the confinement.’

Elizabeth breastfed her young son and Charles spent the first month of his life in a round wicker basket in the dressing room adjoining his mother’s bedroom. She then contracted measles and the doctors advised that she and the baby stay apart – there was no measles vaccine in those days and the disease is highly contagious. Charles was taken away from his mother, who went to Sandringham to recuperate, and put into the care of two Scottish-born nannies: Helen Lightbody and the nursery maid, Mabel Anderson. Mrs Lightbody, the senior of the two, had brought up Charles’s uncle the Duke of Gloucester’s children and was known to the Princess, while Mabel Anderson, still in her early twenties, had only recently put an advertisement in the ‘Situations wanted’ columns of a nursing magazine. When she was asked to go to Buckingham Palace for her interview and sat down with the Princess Elizabeth, she was amazed, but accepted the job. Mabel was a great favourite and quite a character, and she stayed on to look after all the Queen’s children before leaving to work for Princess Anne at her country home, Gatcombe Park. But life there wasn’t for her and Mabel soon chose to retire. Now in her late nineties, she is still very much part of the family, living out her days in a cottage on the Windsor royal estate.

Like all expectant mothers, the Princess devoted much time and thought to how she would like her baby to be brought up. ‘Normal’ was the word she used. ‘I want my children to lead ordinary lives,’ she insisted – as Eileen Parker, ex-wife of Philip’s equerry, told me. But normal and ordinary were exactly what the royal family were not. Nor had they been noticeable characteristics of Philip’s upbringing. Both he and Elizabeth were the products of distinctly abnormal backgrounds, which had an inevitable effect on the way that they each approached parenthood.

The future Queen, like all her immediate relations, had been raised by nannies. Self-sacrificing, hard-working Scottish women from modest backgrounds were charged with the responsibility of turning out well-mannered, well-behaved princes and princesses. Some were brutal in their methods – Elizabeth’s father George VI and his brothers were abused by one nursery maid – but most were kind and affectionate surrogate mothers who loved their charges and whose only practical reward was the hugs and kisses they received in return.

Princess Elizabeth had been looked after by Clara Knight, who had been nurse to the Princess’s own mother. Known as Alah – a childish derivation of Clara – she adhered to a strict, no-nonsense routine, where everything had a set time and place. Elizabeth’s contact with her father and mother was carefully prescribed. She saw them in the morning and the evening, and that was about it. The Duke and Duchess of York were determined that they were not going to be subjected to the rigours and restrictions that had made the Duke’s own childhood an unmitigated misery, but that did not extend to building their own lives around their daughter. When she was only nine months old, Elizabeth’s mother left her in the care of her nanny while the Duchess joined her husband on a six-month tour of Australia.

Leaving her baby behind was tough for the Duchess of York, but surprisingly, Queen Mary took quite an interest in her role as a grandmother, which she shared with Lady Strathmore. The Duchess of York wrote to her mother-in-law that she missed her daughter ‘quite terribly’ and that ‘the five weeks we have been away seem like five months’. Queen Mary’s replies to her daughter-in-law conveyed a warmth that she rarely displayed in person as she described the baby’s delight in watching her husband’s parrot Charlotte make her flat-footed way across the breakfast table to crack an egg with her beak or eat fruit pips. She also wrote to her son, Bertie, describing how the ‘adorable child’ would shriek with delight ‘at each dog she saw’.

History was to repeat itself when Princess Elizabeth and Prince Philip left on their tour of the Commonwealth, which took them away for six months, when Prince Charles was just five years old. Even before that, they travelled to Canada and the USA, missing Charles’s third birthday. Forced absences were part of the strictures of being royal in the ’50s, and although tours are far shorter today, royal children still have to take second place.

Although Clarence House was being prepared (with a generous government grant of £50,000 for its refurbishment) as the marital home for Elizabeth and Philip, who had become the Duke and Duchess of Edinburgh on their marriage, it was not yet ready when Charles was born. Prince Philip had taken great interest in every detail of the plans and took every opportunity to see how things were getting on, driving into London in his MG sports car at breakneck speed to check out the progress on their future home. They were not homeless, however, as in addition to an apartment in Buckingham Palace, they leased a large country house, Windlesham Moor near Bagshot in Surrey, where they spent weekends entertaining their friends.

The Victorian manor house, now owned by a member of the Al Maktoum family, stood in almost 60 acres but was not grand by royal standards. It had four reception rooms, a hall, a dining room, a 50-foot drawing room and a ‘Chinese room’. Other rooms included a study, a games room, loggia and five main bedrooms. The upstairs nursery comprised two guest rooms joined together that were used for some of the half-dozen staff, including the Princess’s dresser Bobo and Philip’s valet John Dean when the royal couple were in residence. Prince Charles had his own nursery footman, John Gibson, who later penned a memoir of his time in royal service. Gibson reminds us how revered royal children were in the early ’50s and describes how he had sole responsibility for the large royal pram, which he had to wash and polish for twenty minutes before Charles’s nanny would allow him to take the baby Prince for his daily walk. According to Gibson, the nanny, Helen Lightbody, was ‘very strict and very formal’ – so much so that he was obliged to refer to the baby as His Royal Highness at all times: ‘There would have been real trouble if I had arrived at the nursery door with a tray and said: “Here’s Charles’s breakfast” or even “Here is Prince Charles’s breakfast.” I had to remember to say: “I have brought His Royal Highness’s breakfast.” ’

Two world wars had delivered a hammer blow to the cosy, upper-class world of servants and nurseries. The royal family, however, had weathered this development largely unchanged, and Charles soon fell into the routine that had been so much a part of Elizabeth’s own childhood. He was taken to see his mother every morning at nine, just as she had been taken to see her parents. And in the evenings, engagements permitting, she would join him in the nursery. But that was just about the extent of it; they lived largely separate lives. ‘To my knowledge, she never bathed the children,’ recalled Mike Parker’s ex-wife Eileen. ‘Nanny did all that.’

Charles’s birth was seen as a new beginning after the years of war, rationing and unemployment. But two weeks after the infant Prince’s birth, an impenetrable fog descended on London and stayed for several days. It caused three train crashes and driving was impossible. Buses and police cars were taken off the road and ambulances stopped functioning, so people had to make their own way to hospital. Londoners wore handkerchiefs wrapped around their faces and were obliged to walk along the pavements armed with a stick or a closed umbrella to feel where the pavement ended and the road began.

The baby was not even allowed into the Buckingham Palace gardens in his large, covered pram (the same one that his mother had been pushed about in twenty-two years before) for fear that the dense, sooty vapours would affect his lungs. The Princess didn’t want to even consider the possibility that he might come to any harm; she was enraptured by her baby and wanted to keep him near her at all times. She wrote to her former music teacher, Mabel ‘Goosey’ Lander, ‘the baby is very sweet and we are enormously proud of him’ but she was even more impressed by his baby hands: ‘They are rather large, but fine with long fingers – quite unlike mine and certainly unlike his father’s. It will be interesting to see what they will become. I still find it difficult to believe I have a baby of my own!’

Her joy was to be short-lived as on 23 November, just over a week after her baby’s birth, her father suffered a blood clot and had to cancel his proposed tour of Australia, New Zealand and Canada. Although the King’s condition rapidly improved, his doctors advised complete rest to avoid surgery. Elizabeth knew that all too soon his responsibilities would inevitably fall upon her slender shoulders and had been told the King would not be well enough to undertake his tour. She wanted to have the christening as soon as possible, while her father was strong enough and before the endless Christmas celebrations for the family and staff began in earnest. The one-month-old Prince Charles was christened His Royal Highness Charles Philip Arthur George of Edinburgh in the Music Room at Buckingham Palace, with windows overlooking the gardens. Just before the birth, the King had issued letters patent granting the title Prince or Princess of the United Kingdom, with the style ‘Royal Highness’, to the children of the Duke of Edinburgh and Princess Elizabeth, Duchess of Edinburgh. Like his mother before him, Charles was baptised with holy water from the River Jordan, dripped from the Lily Font made for the baptism of Queen Victoria’s first child. Baby Charles was dressed in the Honiton lace gown that had been worn at the christenings of all Queen Victoria’s children, and after by George VI, his brothers and sister, his nephews and nieces, the Gloucesters and Kents, and by his own two daughters, Elizabeth and Margaret. The gown was used by all the royal children until it was considered too delicate and Angela Kelly, the Queen’s dresser, was asked by the Queen to make a replica, first worn in 2008.

In the ’40s and ’50s, royal christenings were very grand affairs and all the godparents were chosen from family rather than friends. As heir presumptive, Charles was no exception, with his godparents comprising: his grandfather the King; his great-grandmother Queen Mary; his aunt Princess Margaret; his paternal great-grandmother Victoria (Marchioness of Milford Haven); his great-uncle David Bowes-Lyon; Earl Mountbatten’s daughter, Lady Brabourne, and his great-uncle Prince George of Greece; and King Haakon of Norway. Of the whole group, Princess Margaret was the youngest and, according to David Bowes-Lyon, the Queen Mother’s youngest and favourite brother, the most fun. Prince George was the generous elder brother of Prince Philip’s father, Andrew, and had looked after Philip and his sisters throughout their exile in France.

Such an exceptional group deserved something special and were given a sumptuous lunch, after which they looked through Queen Victoria’s photo albums to see who the baby resembled. Queen Mary thought it was the Prince Consort, Prince Albert, and no one dared to disagree with her.

That Christmas the whole royal family celebrated at Buckingham Palace for the first time in many years. The King was too weak to travel but was determined to get well enough to continue to perform as many duties as he could and move between his various homes – Windsor, Sandringham and Balmoral.

In July 1949, the Duke and Duchess of Edinburgh finally moved into Clarence House and Prince Charles was ensconced in the pale-blue nursery quarters upstairs. His young life had begun where it would settle many years later, in the one place in the world that represented total security – his grandmother’s former London residence.

For eight-month-old Prince Charles, young nanny Mabel Anderson became a haven of security. Throughout his young life, his parents were frequently away and he was brought up to mistrust open displays of affection, even in private. In the rarefied world in which they lived, a delicate kiss on the cheek was considered acceptable but hugging was altogether too foreign, too invasive. They were not alone; most aristocratic families were equally distanced from their offspring. It was not that they didn’t care; they just did not embrace life in the same way as we do now. But when the late Diana, Princess of Wales, spoke of how her husband had never received affection from his mother, it wasn’t quite true. Elizabeth loved her children and they loved her; she just did not feel the need to be demonstrative with them. Though she was as warm as her own mother, the Queen Mother, had been, she, too, came from a generation who felt no need for overt displays of affection.

When Prince Harry complained that his father lacked warmth, he was not taking into account the social mores of the age into which his father was raised. When Harry was a guest on American actor Dax Shepard’s Armchair Expert podcast in May 2021, he tried to explain what he felt.


I don’t think we should be pointing the finger or blaming anybody, but certainly when it comes to parenting, if I’ve experienced some form of pain or suffering that perhaps my father or my parents had suffered, I’m going to make sure I break that cycle so that I don’t pass it on, basically. There is a lot of generic pain and suffering that gets passed on anyway, so we as parents should be doing the most we can to try and say ‘You know what? That happened to me, I’m going to make sure it doesn’t happen to you.’



On his father King Charles, Harry said, ‘I also know that that’s connected to his parents, so that means that he’s treating me the way he was treated, which means, how can I change that for my own kids? And well, here I am. I’ve now moved my whole family to the US. That wasn’t the plan.’

Harry also says in his book Spare that he never hugged his grandmother, the Queen, although there were many times he would like to have done. He also recalls in the book the moment Charles told him Diana had died:


What I do remember with startling clarity is that I didn’t cry. Not one tear.

Pa didn’t hug me. He wasn’t great at showing his emotions under normal circumstances; how could he be expected to show them in such a crisis? But his hand did once fall on my knee and he said, It’s going to be OK.

That was quite a lot for him. Fatherly, hopeful, kind. And so very untrue.



But he never forgot that Harry didn’t like the dark and gently stroked his face that night until he fell asleep.

Harry wrote that he wanted to hug the Queen when she was tapping her foot as guitarist Brian May played on the roof at a concert in the grounds of Buckingham Palace for the Golden Jubilee in 2002.


I wondered, watching Granny rock out to Brian May, if Pa ever tried? Probably not. When he was five or six, Granny left him, went off on a royal tour lasting several months, and when she returned, she offered him a firm handshake. Which may have been more than he ever got from Grandpa.



Partly due to the way the ghostwriter has interpreted Harry’s thoughts and partly because Harry simply doesn’t have the intellectual curiosity to take outside influences into account, he failed to understand how rigidly conventional families – especially one as steeped in tradition as the royal family – actually worked. Perhaps King Charles had a valid point when he tried to persuade Diana to bring up her sons according to royal tradition, with the emphasis on decorum rather than on having a good time. Diana was a woman with her own ideas of how to bring up children and she was emphatic that her ‘boys’, as she called them, should be spared the ruthless, unremitting regulation and discipline that Charles had to endure when he was young and which she believed rendered him incapable of being emotionally open.

Diana may have had a point, but whatever it did or didn’t achieve, it enabled Charles to perform the role he was born to and to perform it with seamless style during a period of extreme instability for the whole world.






2 LEARNING HOW


Like many people in their mid-seventies, King Charles complains his memory has become increasingly bad. ‘My memory is appalling,’ he told me, and he explained that in order to remedy this, he writes down his thoughts on crested paper notelets that fit into the top pocket of his jacket. They are removed by his valet, who passes them on to the appropriate people to action.

Charles can be a demanding boss, though he is never afraid to apologise if he feels he has been hasty or unreasonable to his domestic staff. On one occasion he called his unfortunate valet away from his supper to ask him why he had not unbuttoned the shirt he was about to wear. He is also adamant about the clocks at Highgrove and insists they should all keep precise time. If he notices that one has stopped, he shakes his hands and proclaims, ‘My clocks! My clocks! What am I to do?’ He then sends a note to the appropriate member of staff, reprimanding them.

If one of the lights above the fine pictures from the Royal Collection that adorns the walls happens to fail, a memo will be sent to the staff warning against a repeat of such a calamity. If little pieces of gravel are inadvertently brought into the house from the driveway, Charles sends the housekeeper a note and warns it must never happen again, regardless of the possibility it might have been he who was responsible and had simply forgotten.

Considering the enormous number of people Charles has met, and the number of things he does in a day, it would be extraordinary if he could recall much of his childhood in great detail, but his long-term memory is surprisingly good.

One of the first things Charles says he remembers is being in his large pram and thinking how far it was from where he was sitting to the hands holding the rail behind him. It was his third birthday and a film of him being wheeled through Green Park with his nanny and a smart royal-protection officer wearing a ’40s homburg hat and long overcoat was shown by Pathé News in cinemas in celebration of the event. He also remembers sitting on a sofa with his grandfather, King George VI, while someone swung ‘something shiny’ at the end of a chain to hold his attention. The photograph was taken on his third birthday, ostensibly for his parents who were in Canada, but also for the King and Queen’s private collection. The photograph had pride of place in his mother’s sitting room for many years, as it combines almost her last memory of her father and one of the earliest portraits of her son.

In April 1954, at the age of five and a half, Prince Charles and his sister Princess Anne were driven to Portsmouth with their grandmother Queen Elizabeth, their governess Miss Peebles and two nannies, Helen Lightbody and Mabel Anderson. They were off to Malta on the maiden voyage of the newly completed Royal Yacht Britannia and then on to Tobruk to meet their parents. They had not seen them since November 1953 as the royal couple had been on a six-month tour of the Commonwealth. Charles and Anne had the time of their young lives on board Britannia. There was a sandbox on the upper deck for them to dig in and a pedal car for Charles, and instead of being with their nannies and their governess they played with members of the crew assigned to them. When they arrived in Malta, Charles was far more excited to be taken aboard the aircraft carrier Eagle than at the prospect of seeing his mother and father at the next port. It was not until 2 May, when the Queen was piped on board Britannia in Tobruk, that Charles saw his mother again. It had been a long six months apart, but Charles was so impressed by the smart naval officers that he had to be dissuaded from joining them in line to salute and shake hands with his mother, rather than hug her.

Despite her reticence towards any kind of public displays of affection (which lasted all her life), the young Queen was obviously excited to see her children again. Prince Charles was a delightful but rather vague, sensitive little boy. His sister Anne was quite the opposite, fearless and brave and far more like her irascible father. Charles formed deep relationships with the women who looked after him during his formative years when his mother was too busy with affairs of state to devote much time to him. Nannies Helen Lightbody and Mabel Anderson, and his governess Miss Peebles – who was known as ‘Mipsy’ – were the most important women in his life. When Helen Lightbody left royal service in 1956, Charles was distraught, and when she died in a Scottish nursing home aged seventy-nine in 1987, he organised an ornate wreath with a handwritten personal message for her funeral. ‘Nana’ Lightbody had been with him throughout those formative years now considered so important and championed by the new Princess of Wales. According to Jonathan Dimbleby’s official biography of Charles, Nana was apt to remind her charge of his special position and the important duties he had in front of him, which was the very thing Charles’s parents were anxious to avoid. Regardless of what his father thought, Charles kept in touch with Nana her whole life, inviting her to his investiture in 1969 and to his twenty-first birthday celebrations.

When Mabel Anderson was put in charge, she turned the nursery floor into her own friendly kingdom. Whenever Charles returned from school, it was to the Buckingham Palace nursery he ran before even seeing his parents. His warm relationship with Mabel Anderson continued until such time as she left the palace and went to work for Princess Anne when Peter Phillips was born. Charles has fond memories from his boyhood years of the nursery with Mabel’s Roberts radio tuned into Terry Wogan on Radio 2, and to this day Mabel is a hugely important person in his life. She lives in a grace-and-favour apartment in Frogmore House at Windsor that he had decorated to her specific demands at his own expense.

The Queen always described her young son as ‘a country person’, and indeed he was. He loved riding the Dartmoor pony that had been presented to his mother and kept at the Royal Mews, and he enjoyed following the shooting parties at Sandringham before he learned to shoot properly. But he adored Balmoral most of all, and it has continued to be his favourite place in the whole world.

It was from Balmoral that Charles took his first-ever plane journey, in an aircraft of the Queen’s Flight. In June 1955, after one of the worst late winters on record, when thousands of sheep on hill farms froze to death, Charles and Anne flew from Aberdeen to London. It was the era of rock ’n’ roll, and Bill Haley & His Comets had a number-one single with ‘Rock Around the Clock’, but for Charles and Anne, in their gilded youthful world, nothing could be more thrilling than sitting on their mother’s plane with Wing Commander John Crindon as pilot and Sir Edward Fielden, Captain of the Queen’s Flight, explaining how everything worked. It was an exciting experience, as they previously travelled back from Balmoral on the Royal Train, and sitting in the cockpit to have a look at the instrument panel was a very special treat for Charles.

A year later, in November 1956, Prince Charles, accompanied by his governess Miss Peebles, was driven to Hill House School in Knightsbridge to begin his schooldays. He was the first heir to the throne to go to school at such a young age, let alone to a day school. His parents had at least taken the trouble to let him approach his schooldays gently by employing a young tutor, Michael Farebrother, a former Grenadier Guards officer and head of a small school, St Peter’s at Seaford in Sussex, over the Christmas holidays. Christmas that year was spent at Sandringham, and Farebrother played football with Charles, went bike-riding with him and accompanied him on expeditions to nearby Brancaster beach. More importantly, he was there to explain what to expect when he found himself no longer the centre of a world dominated by nannies and governesses but among 120 boisterous boys. It wasn’t the greatest start for Charles as he was constantly unwell, missing days at a time. But the other boys were kind to him and he was never bullied. He has no particular memory of his time there except that it was much nicer than any of the schools he attended afterwards. Being such a self-contained boy and something of a dreamer, it was clear that Charles was not cut out for traditional school life.

In 1958, the last term of his first year at his prep school Cheam, Charles was in his headmaster’s study at school, watching the closing ceremony of the Commonwealth Games in Cardiff with some other boys, when his mother’s voice came over the speakers announcing, ‘I intend to create my son, Charles, Prince of Wales today.’ There was a thunder of applause and then hundreds of Welsh voices sang ‘God Bless the Prince of Wales’. When the crowd fell silent, the Queen continued: ‘When he is grown up, I will present him to you at Caernarfon.’ The experience remained in his memory because he says it was the moment it dawned on him – ‘the awful fate’ that lay in store. In acquiring the title, he automatically became a Knight of the Garter and the other rollcall of titles that go with being heir apparent to the English and Scottish throne: Earl of Chester, Duke of Cornwall, Duke of Rothesay, Earl of Carrick, Lord of the Isles and Baron Renfrew, Prince and Great Steward of Scotland, Knight Companion of the Most Noble Order of the Garter. He was nine years and eight months old.

The tragedy was that his mother had not told him what she was going to say or indeed that she was going to say it. The Queen was not physically present at the Commonwealth Games as she had painful sinus trouble and was obliged to record the message rather than make the pronouncement in person. Later she came to regard the declamation, dropped on an unsuspecting child, as one of the few mistakes she made in Charles’s upbringing. Peter Beck, then headmaster of Cheam School, later remembered the outward look of trepidation on Charles’s face. Charles recalled the inner turmoil: ‘I remember being acutely embarrassed when it was announced,’ he said. ‘I heard a marvellous great cheer coming from the stadium in Cardiff and I think for a little boy of nine it was bewildering. All the others turned and looked at me in amazement.’

When he was still at Cheam, Prince Charles’s acting talent had its first real airing when he played the ill-fated Duke of Gloucester in a play entitled The Last Baron. The play was Cheam School’s adaptation of Shakespeare’s Richard III and the Prince got to play the future King when the leading actor suddenly left the school. He was complimented on his performance and style in the Cheam Chronicle and the experience encouraged his love of Shakespeare and his ability to deliver his words as well as he does today in many of his speeches.

On the final night of the play, the headmaster stepped onto the stage to announce that the Queen had just given birth to a second son, Prince Andrew. Again, it was terribly embarrassing for the eleven-year-old Prince and, although he was excited and happy about the baby, it was yet another moment during his childhood when he was made to feel different and awkward. At least his mother had not been able to come and see the play because of her condition, thus sparing him any blushes over the ensuing fuss that would invariably have been made had she arrived at the school. It was a big event for the home-loving Charles to have a baby brother. As soon as he was back at Buckingham Palace, he spent most of his spare time in the nursery with nanny Mabel Anderson and the infant Prince Andrew. Charles himself once said that sometimes a whole day and night would pass before he went to see his mother or she asked to see him.

It was the nursery that provided Charles with the only real love and security he would know. But even that sanctuary was not sacrosanct. Nanny Lightbody’s disagreements with Prince Philip came to a head, and when Charles came home from school one day the surrogate mother he had loved so much had been summarily ‘retired’.

By the standards of the ’50s, Charles was an extremely privileged little boy. He had his own pony; he had been on the maiden voyage of his mother’s very own superyacht, Britannia, and been assigned his own midshipman to look after him, had his own pedal car on board and had been given the latest child-friendly camera with which to try to take pictures. He had flown in a private plane from Scotland to London and had his own bedroom and bathroom aboard his own carriage in the Royal Train. By the standards of some of the billionaires today it may not seem much, but in the United Kingdom’s austerity of the post-war years, it was extraordinary.

Charles was very much loved by both his parents, but they were distant. They seldom hugged him, as neither of them were tactile people, apart from the usual kisses goodnight. It did not mean they didn’t love him, but they did not feel any necessity to show or vocalise their feelings. It is the unique and curious way the upper and upper-middle classes brought up their children, who came to rely on Nanny for affection. Nanny also acted as a buffer between the parents and children, and throughout Princes William and Harry’s childhood any hint of a parental row would see the boys whisked away by one of their two nannies. If Nanny was not there for some reason, there was a housekeeper and two protection officers on hand. Certainly, Prince Harry did not observe any unpleasantness from his parents, although William, being two years older, sometimes heard his parents fighting and witnessed Diana’s tearful outbursts.

In his livestream chat with controversial trauma therapist Gabor Maté, Harry claimed that he came from a broken home and was a ‘boy in a bubble’ because of the environment he was ‘confined’ in. Speaking of fatherhood, he said he wanted to avoid the emotional distance that defined his relationship with his own father – recalling again how Charles broke the news of Diana’s death to him without hugging him. All of which is probably true – to Harry, anyway – but what he failed to understand was that his father was a product of his time and never loved Harry any less because of it.

There were plenty of instances when father and son spent many happy hours together when Harry was young and he was learning about nature and plants. ‘Plants have feelings too,’ Charles explained to Harry, and he described how he talked to his plants to encourage their growth. Charles’s way of loving his sons was to teach them to enjoy the things he enjoyed, rather than smothering them. Harry explained he ‘bombards’ his own children with the love he feels he never received from his own father.



The Queen may not have prepared Charles for life with tactile love in the way one would do with a child today, but in a different way she felt Prince Charles had to be gently introduced to his future role. So, everything she and Prince Philip did was in some way preparation for him to take over the job she had inherited at the age of twenty-five, after the death of her father. The Queen decided that as five-year-old Charles was a shy, retiring child, he would benefit from the solo teachings of a governess, rather than being with other royal children in the Buckingham Palace schoolroom, and so he began his education with Miss Peebles. If the Queen had had her way, she would have continued to have him educated at home. Prince Philip had decidedly different ideas. He was insistent that, once the elementary period of his education under Miss Peebles had been completed, Charles would be sent away to school. ‘The Queen and I want Charles to go to school with other boys of his generation to learn to live with other children and to absorb from childhood the discipline imposed by education with others,’ Prince Philip explained during a visit to the USA in 1956.

Given the benefit of hindsight and considering the social changes that have taken place in the intervening years, it is difficult to see what other decision the Queen and Prince Philip could have arrived at. But it was tough for Charles, and the Queen, wary of something she had not experienced herself, continued to harbour reservations.

Charles was sent to Cheam School, his father’s old prep school, in Hampshire. The Queen remembered him shuddering with terror on the journey there. For nights after she left him, he cried himself to sleep – quietly, into his pillow, hopeful that no one would hear him – in his wooden bed, which, as his mother had observed before she left him, looked too hard to jump on. The memory still hurt, Charles said many years later, declaring it one of the unhappiest times of his life. No matter how hard he tried to mingle with the other pupils, Charles always stood out. He had never had to fend for himself, never learned to fight his corner, had never travelled on a bus or been into a shop and knew nothing of money except that his mother’s head was on the coins. He had never had the opportunity to learn how to make friends with people of his own age and he was inevitably singled out by both his teachers and his contemporaries. It was the same on the sports field; Charles was not a team player. He much preferred the safety and comfort of the palace, but once away at school, that lifeline of security was broken. Charles hated it.
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