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For Daren










Introduction


I have always been curious about people. As a journalist, I like to start without any preconceived opinions, dig deep, and then use whatever insight I have, together with what the person I’m writing about and the people around them say, to create a rounded portrait. I have written extensively about the Royal Family, and for some years have longed to write at length about Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall. I wanted to bridge the gulf between her public image and what she is really like. I was curious to know how she has dealt with the appalling abuse she received for decades because of her relationship with Prince Charles, and why some people still blame her for the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, when we know that Diana’s marriage to Prince Charles was a disastrous misfit and her death the result of a drunken driver.


I was keen to understand her strengths and weaknesses: she has been strong and persevering in her love for Charles, but dislikes making public speeches, flying – especially by helicopter – using lifts, and can’t bear needles. I also hoped to discover how she has survived the cold-heartedness within the royal ranks.


I spent a few months with her in 2015 to write a profile for Newsweek magazine and was surprised how good she was with people, how welcoming she seemed and how she dealt with unexpected nerves.


It wasn’t enough in words or time for me to get a fully rounded picture of her, and I wanted to see and write more. My personal alarm was triggered while watching the third season of The Crown on Netflix and seeing how negative it was about Camilla. I was equally shocked by what Prince Harry, whose biography I wrote in 2018, said about his family when he and his wife Meghan were interviewed by Oprah Winfrey on American television in March 2021, and when he listened in silence to Meghan’s grievances when he knew some were untrue. I was particularly surprised as he was seen as the most family-conscious royal and good at repairing feuds. Sadly, all that seems to have been washed away. I decided that the time was right to write Camilla’s biography.





Camilla’s life is comprised of two very different parts: before and after she and Prince Charles married in April 2005. For years I have been piecing together a wide variety of views from her friends and those who have worked with and for her. I have also spoken to key individuals who are connected to her in a variety of ways. Very few asked to be ‘off the record’; they were only too pleased to present ‘the real Camilla’.


What was unexpected was that most of them, who had no idea who else I would talk to, described her character and temperament in very similar ways. I couldn’t keep repeating the same analysis in the biography, so halfway through my research I started telling my interviewees that I had heard their descriptions from other people. They weren’t surprised. ‘That’s because she’s authentic,’ I was told, and ‘she doesn’t pretend to be what she’s not.’ Someone who has known her for a very long time said, ‘She hasn’t changed a bit.’ To say such things about a woman who has been assailed by vile verbal attacks but has managed to retain her dignity, self-respect and mischievous sense of humour is extraordinary.


Camilla has got used to Charles being a workaholic and doing his best for Queen and country and his hundreds of charities, and she has developed her own strenuous work ethic. Her primary role is to be there for Charles, and she has made a huge positive difference. She is trustworthy and has good instincts, and he knows she is on his side. She has shown no sign of crossing any royal lines and attempting to job-share with her husband. Most of the time when they are on an official engagement together, she walks just behind him and sometimes hovers in the background. It is not because she feels inferior or diminished; she respects and loves Prince Charles and, on such occasions, defers to him.


When she undertakes solo engagements, she comes into her own and is daring and brave. She does a considerable amount of research beforehand, makes original suggestions that she will ensure come to fruition, and wants to help rather than be praised. In the same way, she encourages rather than lectures and usually tries to get ordinary people and children along to any suitable engagement. I was surprised to discover how much work she did for her various charities behind the scenes, quietly, effectively and without looking for applause.


Her inner strength has meant that she doesn’t claim to be a victim and it has become very clear that the work she does is not chosen to boost her ego. She has used her experience of a positive childhood and a stable, loving family plus her own powerful instinct to find something positive in whatever she does or happens to her. She has taken on charities that other members of the Royal Family would prefer to sidestep, such as those dealing with rape and violence to women. It has made her a great asset to the Royal Family.


Nor does she seem to worry about her age. She accepts it, wrinkles and all, and seems to have more energy the older she gets. She even jokes about it. She and Prince Charles returned from a four-day official visit to Jordan and Egypt in November 2021. On the flight back she stressed that their foreign tours were working trips and not holidays. ‘I’m a lot older now,’ she said, ‘but to quote Richard Ingrams [former editor of Private Eye and the Oldie], I like to think we’ve still got a “snap in our celery”. It’s such a good expression!’


I think the Royal Family and the public are lucky to have her and hope that readers will put aside the weight of media bias over the past twenty-five to thirty years and take a fresh look at our new queen consort.










Chapter 1 A GLIMPSE AT CAMILLA



Even the most diehard royalist would have to concede that the British monarchy has begun to look a bit wobbly over the past few years. It is surviving largely thanks to the personal popularity of Queen Elizabeth II, who celebrated a record-breaking seventy years on the throne on 6 February 2022. Despite the harm done to the institution by the disgrace of Prince Andrew and the self-exile and departure from the Royal Family of Prince Harry, the Queen has laid out the road ahead by naming her heir Prince Charles’s wife Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall, as the future queen consort, finally laying to rest the long debate as to whether she should receive that title or be merely known as princess consort.


Although Camilla’s name and face are recognised around the world, what she is really like as a person has remained shrouded in mystery. Having immersed myself in Camilla’s story, I see her as her own woman who is happy to learn from others but is comfortable in her own skin – a quietly determined female with a hint of vulnerability who enthusiastically supports women but not to the detriment of men.


The Queen is renowned for her belief in the stiff upper lip and has rarely revealed her feelings in public, with the exception maybe of when one of her horses wins a race. She has also encouraged senior members of the family not to show any emotion when they are on duty, even if it involves their children or something distressing. Camilla is not like that. Depending on what the distress is about, she can sometimes wait until she is home, where she will cry alone. Yet if what she sees or hears is extremely distressing, she doesn’t feel self-conscious crying in public.


As a young adult Camilla didn’t yearn to make an impact on the world. Her expectation of life was to marry, have children, ride, read and spend time in the countryside. An easy-going optimist, she saw the best in people, was fun to be with and had lots of friends. She wasn’t insecure or envious of others. Many of Camilla’s positive qualities have stayed with her during her mature years. At twenty-four she was the right woman for the then rather gauche 22-year-old Prince Charles, but the timing and mood of the country was wrong.


Their extraordinary love story began more than half a century ago when their mutual friend Lucia Santa Cruz acted as cupid as she was concerned about Camilla’s relationship with Andrew Parker Bowles, and instinctively felt she and Charles would get on. They did, but their relationship was unable to be sanctioned due to the protocol of the times. Yet it has endured the kind of pressure in the public eye that few of us can imagine, during which time they have managed to overcome the many stumbling blocks that have affected their lives. Camilla has been relentlessly accused of destroying Prince Charles’s first marriage to Lady Diana Spencer and she has had to cope with appalling verbal attacks. They have understandably left scars, but that in turn has helped her develop a protective skin. Camilla and Charles’s relationship was eventually sealed by their marriage in 2005. Mark Bolland, Prince Charles’s deputy private secretary in the 1990s, says of their closeness: ‘There was never any sense that either of them had other people. It was just them.’


The moment they were married, Camilla moved from being an outcast to becoming the second highest-ranking woman in the British order of precedence next to the Queen and is now on the verge of being queen consort to Charles when he becomes king. What a journey it has been. How has she survived?


Her close friend Catherine Goodman, the Founding Artistic Director of the Royal Drawing School, an independent charitable art school in London’s East End, is impressed with how she adapted to royal life in her mid-fifties. ‘She is a countrywoman who was educated and cultured but nevertheless was an army wife and lived in Wiltshire. A lot goes with that. Her horses and dogs and a good walk can sort most things out for her. She wasn’t somebody who was travelling the world or running to art fairs.’


Gyles Brandreth, broadcaster and former MP, who has known Camilla since her school days, has a slightly different take. ‘She never complains in public and is very self-contained. Her family is key to her, especially her sister [Annabel], her former husband [Andrew Parker Bowles] and her children [Tom and Laura]. Andrew is now a friend and joined in celebrating her seventieth birthday party. She hasn’t changed a lot over the decades, but she has adapted very skilfully to the situation she’s in and blossomed into the role. She seems to be the same person, just doing different things and surprising herself by doing much more.’


He believes Prince Philip helped too. ‘She has so much in common with the late Duke of Edinburgh and is never in competition with the Prince of Wales, just like the duke never was with the Queen. Instead, she is always Prince Charles’s ally, being supportive and completely discreet. Prince Philip was also Camilla’s role model, which is why she regards that it is her job to be one step behind Prince Charles when she is not on her own and be on show when she is on her own and not a support act. Nor does she stray into areas she knows nothing about. You don’t find her talking about the environment or science. But she can talk endlessly about literacy.’


Other people I spoke to think Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother had more effect on her. The historian Andrew Roberts comments: ‘I think there is a very strong element in Prince Charles that sees his wife as giving him the same kind of good counsel as his grandmother gave him. If you have somebody who gives you good counsel and who you know is always on your side in your life, you don’t want to let them go. He could have let Camilla Parker Bowles go several times in the last century and he was under the most enormous pressure to do that. He also wanted to stay as heir to the throne. How ridiculous it seems when one looks back… that the heir to the throne couldn’t marry someone who was divorced, when today about forty per cent of marriages end in divorce.


‘I think Camilla is much calmer and more contemplative and I wonder whether she holds him back sometimes. I wouldn’t be surprised if she gives him the kind of counsel that the Queen Mother gave George VI, putting her hand on his sleeve occasionally and saying, “No, this is the right way to do it.” I think he very much appreciates having that kind of wisdom by him because there are any number of advisers who are just yes men.’


Gavin Barker, who runs a talent agency and manages Strictly Come Dancing judge Craig Revel Horwood, is a great friend of Camilla and sees many similarities between the two women. ‘Charles was so in awe of the Queen Mother and Camilla has the same lovely charm. Her great sense of humour is like his grandma’s, and she puts people at ease like she did. I’ve come across the Royal Family a lot, and admire the Princess Royal, but find her terrifying, whereas Camilla is so warm, calm, natural and has a sort of naughtiness about her that makes you feel relaxed.’


Camilla’s shyness can come to the surface when she goes to a crowded event. She likes someone to take her round, do the introductions and, after a few minutes, move her on. She doesn’t enjoy being in the spotlight, which suits the sometimes sensitive Prince Charles very well. She is not in competition with him and her choice of charities, some of which deal with domestic violence, are not subjects he would get involved with. Above all, her number one priority is to back him. As the Clarence House website declares, ‘The Duchess of Cornwall supports her husband, The Prince of Wales, in carrying out his work and duties as Heir to The Throne.’


She won’t, however, be pushed where she doesn’t want to go, especially when it comes to choosing her patronages. She chooses more artistic and humanitarian areas over science and technology and particularly enjoys meeting all sorts of people in person. Whatever she is involved in she wants to be useful, not just cut a ribbon, unveil a plaque or be merely a name on the charity’s headed notepaper. She regularly asks the relevant person, ‘What can I do to help?’ Then she does it.


The charities she agrees to be patron of are not chosen for her own self-glorification. She is not a phoney and genuinely wants to help others. She has, for example, been determined to draw attention to SafeLives, a charity dedicated to ending domestic abuse, even though many of the stories she has been told have left her traumatised and given her nightmares. Chief Executive Suzanne Jacob finds Camilla ‘phenomenally committed’, adding: ‘All the way through the pandemic she has been so proactive in asking “Tell me what I can be doing, I want to help.” She has put our charity on the map, in a very big way. She is also really motivating, which makes a huge difference.’


She takes each patronage very seriously. Claire Horton, former Chief Executive at the Battersea Dogs and Cats Home, says: ‘The duchess always reads and understands the briefings she is given and has been very interested in the behind-the-scenes work, so she really understands what we are doing.’


Camilla’s younger sister Annabel, who rarely talks openly about her, told the London Evening Standard in June 2015: ‘Unless she’s travelling or I’m travelling, we speak most days. She has stepped up to the mark wonderfully. I am so proud of her, my parents would have been so proud, Mark [their late brother] would have been so proud. We are a very close-knit family. We have families who have grown up together; our children are virtually brothers and sisters.’ She also described Prince Charles as ‘an extraordinary man’.


Camilla holds on to who she is through thick and thin, helped by her sense of humour and a mischievous glint in her eye. Broadcaster Clare Balding says: ‘I am a big fan of hers. She and Sophie Wessex are my two top of the royal pops, as it were. They understand how they have to behave in certain situations but also maintain their real friendships and roots and have not lost track of the fact that you are a human being at the end of it all.’


As a journalist I have been to many of Camilla’s engagements, and it has been clear that anyone who has spent time with her has usually become a fan. Journalists and photographers are used to being ignored by senior royals. Camilla understands that members of the press have a job to do, is co-operative and regularly stops for a brief chat when she is at an engagement. More surprisingly, she will remember and refer back to a previous conversation weeks or months later.


Ian Jones, a royal photographer since 1992, has regularly travelled with her and Prince Charles on overseas tours. ‘She has always been a pleasure to work with,’ he says. ‘There is a genuine warmth about her, plus grace and elegance. She has never been a Diana, but she looks fabulous in everything she wears and has great style and poise.’ He specifically remembers a tour to India in 2010. ‘We visited a village where it was unbearably hot. I remember her remaining dignified and didn’t once complain, which almost anyone else would have done. It was so hot at one point that she and Prince Charles sat down on a wooden plank, and he fanned her with an Indian fan.’


So why, after all this praise, hasn’t she got the positive support she deserves from the public? There has been a slow but sure increase in the percentage of supporters since Diana’s death in 1997, but she remains only the eighth most popular royal in the latest opinion polls. The support for her being queen consort has risen too, but despite the Queen’s endorsement coming on the first day of her Platinum Jubilee year, it is still less than 50 per cent in a variety of polls. Hardline Diana fans, along with those who believe that Camilla should still be punished for adultery decades ago, both hold grievances without recognising that most people have baggage in their past.


Artist Catherine Goodman wonders whether Camilla doesn’t always come across well in public because ‘she herself is genuinely realistic and quite modest about the impact she can make. She also doesn’t like wearing her heart on her sleeve and isn’t someone who is going to stand up and say: “I am the Queen of Hearts.” But she is really empathetic when someone talks to her about their own problem.’


Another explanation is her reluctance to be in the spotlight, which can make her come across as rather withdrawn, particularly when she walks behind Prince Charles. It is her way of being supportive and letting him take the limelight. Trying to avoid attention is one reason why for years she was too nervous to make a speech for the charities she supports. She eventually decided that her voice being heard on behalf of the charity was more important than her own feelings. She has now largely overcome her anxiety, although she keeps her speeches quite short. She is not, however, at all scared of the subject matter even when it’s intimate. In October 2021 she shocked people by delivering a pointed and passionate speech for WOW Foundation’s Shameless! Festival in London when she called on the world to come together to stop sexual violence against women. Few other royals would have done the same.


Camilla doesn’t pretend to be someone she is not in the hope that people will like her. She prefers to meet them so they can make up their own mind about her. In a way this is what happened during the Covid pandemic. Until then, only a small number of people had seen her at royal engagements, and even fewer had heard her speak. Once the pandemic was under way, many people who were stuck at home watched more television and saw how genuinely sympathetic she was, how funny she could be when connecting to the old, young and vulnerable, and how caring and hard-working she is.


While being modest is partially responsible for holding her back from being a magnetic public figure, the same trait has been admired by others. One would have expected Camilla to have changed during her seventeen years as a senior royal, but time after time a wide cross section of people who had known her before she married Prince Charles all said that she hadn’t changed at all, and it certainly hasn’t gone to her head.


For example, Amanda MacManus, who was an aide to Camilla for over twenty years, says: ‘I’ve watched how she has blossomed but believe that those who have known her for an even longer time think that although her work ethic may have changed, she hasn’t at all as a person. Her character is just the same. She has adapted to her situation, which includes going to big dinners and traditional functions, and adjusted very well. One of the nice things is that her position hasn’t gone to her head. There is a lack of vanity, and she doesn’t look in mirrors all the time. Of course, she always likes to look as lovely as she can, but there is no real vanity there.’


Camilla’s long-term friend Lucia Santa Cruz said, ‘Camilla hasn’t become at all imperious since her change of lifestyle. Sometimes when people have had a transformation into something grander and more important it goes to their head and they change, but Camilla hasn’t, apart from having less time and dressing differently. Everything else is the same in our conversations. She is interested in my children; I am interested in hers. We talk about everything. There is nothing different and I think it is wonderful.’


In these days of cynicism, deceitfulness, disloyalty and hypocrisy, it is refreshing when money and titles haven’t taken over from authenticity. It’s hard to believe that any of the vicious online trolls, who have called her ‘the most hated woman in Britain’, ‘ugly’ and ‘a wicked woman’ have actually met her face to face or spoken to her. No one is perfect, but few individuals could have worked as hard as Camilla for citizens young and old, both in the UK and Commonwealth. It is certainly not up to the public to choose who anyone should marry or to refuse to accept that marriages can also go wrong.


Lord Carey of Clifton, the former Archbishop of Canterbury who knew Camilla, Charles and Princess Diana well in the mid-1990s, says he ‘couldn’t believe the press could say that she was a scarlet woman when she was so deeply loved by Charles. She just couldn’t be like that because he is a very sensible man. At the time I thought I must give this some support.’


A couple of characteristics that she may not have needed very much when she was younger but have developed since she partnered Prince Charles are determination and resilience, which have proved to be vital to her survival. She had to wait decades for Charles to marry her and barely less time for her in-laws to soften a little and speak to her. There has also been the recent change in Prince Harry’s attitude to his family, which must be a bit like waiting in a firing line and not being able, as a senior royal, to speak up for yourself. It is something that Harry’s wife Meghan Markle found hurtful, and which contributed to her decision to step back from her royal status.


Camilla has shown what love and support can do. It’s easy to see how at ease she and Charles are with each other. He is a transformed man who feels loved and accepted for himself, which will doubtless make him a better king.


Andrew Roberts points out: ‘He fell in love with her when he was very young, and they’ve now been together for half a century. You can’t be in love with somebody for that long without them having a huge effect on you, your personality and the way you look at the world and have the same sense of humour. You can’t understand Prince Charles without appreciating the enormous influence for good that Camilla Parker Bowles has had on him.’










Chapter 2 WHAT’S IN A NAME?



The Queen, who had been totally against seeing or speaking to Camilla for decades, largely because she was extremely worried about the effect she could have on the monarchy, used her Platinum Jubilee written message to the nation to back the Duchess of Cornwall as queen consort and not princess consort. She said, ‘I remain eternally grateful for, and humbled by, the loyalty and affection that you continue to give me. And when in the fullness of time my son Charles becomes king, I know you will give him and his wife Camilla the same support that you have given me; and it is my sincere wish that, when that time comes, Camilla will be known as queen consort as she continues her own loyal service.’


The personal endorsement followed a New Year’s Eve announcement that the Queen was giving Camilla the highest honour possible by making her a Royal Lady of the Most Noble Order of the Garter. This royal seal of approval, that only the Queen can give, is recognition for the hard work, loyalty and tactfulness Camilla has shown since her marriage to Prince Charles in 2005 when she finally became a senior royal. It was an extraordinary change of heart.


The future queen consort expressed her gratitude to Her Majesty when she was out and about on royal duties. Her first visit, on 6 February 2022, was to Nourish Hub, a community kitchen in Notting Hill, west London, where she helped prepare a rice-based Iranian dish called loobia polo. From there she went to Paddington Haven, a sexual assault referral centre, and then on to the Thames Valley Partnership in Aylesbury, which is another charity helping survivors of abuse. It was typical Camilla to reply to the Queen’s honour by being in an ordinary community kitchen in west London rather than through the normal official channels of Clarence House: ‘I feel very honoured, very honoured and very touched,’ she said.


It was the sort of comment expected, but her location gave the impression she had another point to make. This surely was that although she was ‘honoured’ and ‘touched’, the grandest of titles was not something she craved. She already had what she wanted – the opportunity to help a wide array of people who were suffering in one way or another; to be alongside Prince Charles, the man she loved so much, and to have the opportunity to do her absolute best for her immediate family.


Her title was sealed during the Garter Ceremony on 13 June 2022. This oldest honour in Britain was established nearly 700 years ago and has an estimated global audience of a billion watching the procession. Camilla wore a dress designed by Bruce Oldfield with a traditional floating blue velvet robe and black velvet hat with ostrich feather plumes. The Queen did not take part in the procession, due to her health, but did attend the lunch and the investiture ceremony. The question of whether Camilla should be called queen had hovered over the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth ever since she emerged as Prince Charles’s partner after the death of Princess Diana. It hung on just one word: queen or princess, with princess being the lesser title.


The answer should have been easy. According to tradition, the title princess consort is given to the spouse of a sovereign prince, that is the prince who is closest to the throne, like Prince Charles, while the title queen consort is used for the wife of a reigning king. But the tradition was firmly disregarded by Clarence House, which announced at the time of the couple’s wedding in 2005 that if and when Charles became monarch, Camilla would be princess consort rather than queen consort, largely because they were nervous about public reaction.


It was a curious backwards move for a monarchy that has wanted to embrace modernity. Prince Charles himself was not keen to talk about this break in tradition. In November 2010 he was interviewed by the American TV network NBC, ostensibly to mark the publication of his book Harmony, about sustainable living. All went well until the questioning became more personal and he was asked: ‘Does the Duchess of Cornwall become Queen of England if and when you become the monarch?’ He looked awkward, hesitated, and then mumbled: ‘We’ll see, and I don’t know if I’ll… if I’ll still be alive, but that… that could be… it is better not to have to think too much about it, except, you know, obviously if it comes, then you have to deal with it.’


It’s hard to believe that the long procrastination over something that seems so straightforward is, according to historians and constitutional experts, partly due to the fact that nearly thirty years ago the duchess divorced her first husband, Andrew Parker Bowles, a gregarious army officer, and that as a divorcee she remained unworthy of the proper royal title.


Yet the role of consort, whether male or female, has always been an important factor for the stability of the British monarchy. The consort is crucial for many reasons, not least the maintenance of the line of inheritance. The traditional role of the female consort is to provide ‘an heir and a spare’, which Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother and Princess Diana, for instance, managed perfectly. The trouble caused when the queen consort could not provide an heir was exemplified by the reign of Henry VIII, who had his marriage to Catherine of Aragon annulled when she failed to supply a male heir, although their daughter eventually became Queen Mary I. We are still living with the historical fallout from the failure of Henry’s first marriage. Indeed, he did not sire a legitimate male heir (the future Edward VI) until his fourth marriage, to Jane Seymour.


While there has been nothing to emulate the chaotic events of Henry’s reign, the ‘wrong kind’ of consort, or would-be consort, as recently as the 1930s, still provided a potent threat to the very future existence of the monarchy. Mrs Wallis Simpson – already forty years old when she married Edward VIII and, in those days, unlikely to provide an heir – was also divorced. This proved unacceptable to the country, and that in turn proved unacceptable to King Edward VIII, who abdicated rather than give up the woman he loved. Many feared the monarchy would not survive the abdication crisis, but it did, thanks to King George VI’s sensible handling of the succession and the support of his wife Queen Elizabeth (later the Queen Mother). This is the other vital role of the consort: to back the monarch while at the same time finding their own particular niche in the life of the country. Queen Elizabeth’s place in the affection of the people was cemented by her conduct during the Second World War, when she and King George shared the dangers and deprivation that afflicted everyone.


It is never easy for the consort to find a role that combines staying in the background while finding something useful to do with their life. Prince Albert did his bit in the succession stakes by fathering nine children with Queen Victoria, and during his short life made an enormous contribution to the public life of his adopted country in the fields of the arts, sciences, technology and public welfare. Prince Philip found the role of consort at first constricting – he had to give up a highly promising career in the Royal Navy for an ill-defined role in the wings while the young Queen Elizabeth basked in the glow of public affection as Britain revived after the hardships of the war years. He eventually carved out a distinctive role for himself, founding the Duke of Edinburgh’s Awards, which have transformed the lives of generations of British teenagers, helping to launch the World Wildlife Fund, which has done extraordinary work in animal and environmental protection, and involving himself in innumerable other good causes.


The historian Andrew Roberts, commenting before the Queen’s granting of the title queen consort to Camilla, noted: ‘Even considering that the Duchess of Cornwall should not be known as the Queen of England when that very sad day dawns, is wrong. It is axiomatic in British legal history that wives take the rank, title and status of their husband. The idea that over two millennia of the British monarchy would make an exception for the Duchess of Cornwall as if she was a uniquely evil and sinister figure would have been a disgrace. Also, if Her Majesty the Queen should die during the present premiership [that of Boris Johnson] it would have been extraordinary to have a situation whereby the prime minister could have any number of ex-lovers, wives and children but the new king could not have the one woman he’s been in love with for half a century sit beside him on the throne of England in Westminster Abbey and be crowned queen. How could you have done that to someone?’


Others blamed the British Constitution, perhaps not realising that Britain, unlike nearly every other country in the world, does not have a proper written constitution, or even one legal document that sets out in one place the fundamental laws outlining how the state should work. Instead, there is an ‘unwritten’ constitution, which makes matters far more complicated.


Vernon Bogdanor, one of Britain’s foremost constitutional experts, who has written extensively on political and constitutional issues, explains: ‘Much of our constitution is based on common law and on convention not statute. By common law the wife of the king is queen, and she is normally crowned with the king in the coronation service, although she has no legal right to be crowned. But these rules do not apply to male consorts, which appears to modern eyes somewhat sexist. The Duke of Edinburgh was not crowned at the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth in June 1953 and was not known as king consort.


‘The absence of a constitution provides a certain flexibility which, so it appears, the public like, and the various conventions depend in the last resort largely upon public feeling. Today of course, public feeling is very different from what it was in 1936 when Edward VIII abdicated the throne.’


At the time, the rules of the Church of England, of which the sovereign is the Supreme Governor, did not allow for marriage to a divorced person whose spouse was still living. Since then, the rules of the church have changed. So has public feeling. When Charles married the Duchess of Cornwall, his marriage was blessed by the Church afterwards, a sign of Church approval.


Bogdanor concludes: ‘It is now clear that when the Prince of Wales becomes king, the Duchess of Cornwall will become queen consort and will be crowned alongside him. That seems very much in accord with public feeling.’


In a sign of how sensitive the issue was, in March 2018, a revamp of Prince Charles’s Clarence House website removed anything to do with Camilla’s future rank. Until then the title ‘princess consort’ had been included on the site’s frequently asked questions section and in Camilla’s biography. However, a rather jittery Clarence House swiftly issued a clarification, saying: ‘The intention is for the duchess to be known as princess consort when the prince accedes to the throne. This was announced at the time of the marriage and there has been absolutely no change at all.’ It added that the changes were made to the website because the issue of Camilla being called Queen had not been raised ‘recently’.


Camilla’s friends say she is not too bothered about titles, despite Prince Charles longing to have her as his queen. She wouldn’t have wanted any title she took to upset Prince Charles. It was more a sign that Clarence House didn’t wish to tread on fragile ground, as public opinion was at the time paramount in the decision making, and it was felt it could go either way, particularly if a significant number of the public still nurtured the belief that she broke up the prince’s marriage to Diana. In addition, it was taken for granted that the loss of Prince Philip and Queen Elizabeth would weaken the monarchy, and no one wanted the word ‘queen’ or ‘princess’ to tip the balance as to its survival. The Queen’s firm statement in favour of Camilla has stopped a lot of future dithering.


However, an insider firmly believed that the prime minister should have been involved instead of just being ‘informed’. ‘I thought the best answer about the title was [to leave it] up to the prime minister, as ultimately, he is the most powerful person to make the decision. But he needs to be strong [with a balance of power], while letting the Palace have a say. They would also have needed to deal with the issue quickly and still might. If there was a massive debate and dither about the title, things could go wrong as people get nervous about change. Unfortunately, courtiers are not always the strongest of people, and triangulate to the lowest common denominator. Personally, I think it would have been awful if she was given the title of princess. The title has no constitutional powers, but it would be a very different situation if she is not crowned alongside of the Prince of Wales.’


Prince Philip was always aware of how the public mood and opinions about the monarchy ebbed and flowed and mentioned the subject in Canada in 1969. ‘It is a complete misconception to imagine that the monarchy exists in the interests of the monarch,’ he stated. ‘It doesn’t. It exists in the interests of the people. If at any time any nation decides that the system is unacceptable, then it is up to them to change it.’


He also understood that the Royal Family had to earn the public’s respect and support. The Queen agreed and felt she and other working royals had to be seen by the public wherever and whenever they had royal engagements.


Opinion polls have shown that the popularity of the monarchy fluctuates considerably, and largely depends on the Royal Family’s actions. They also show that an increasing number of 18–24-year-olds would prefer an elected head of state to the monarchy. So far, however, the older generations remain strongly supportive. One of the questions opinion polls also often ask is whether the public would prefer Prince Charles or Prince William to inherit the throne; William usually wins. Courtiers are particularly concerned about the monarchy in the gap between the death of the Queen and her son’s coronation, fearing that republicans will try to take advantage and advance their cause.


Despite the Queen’s clear wish for Camilla to be queen consort, which for many would appear to be the end of the matter, there are still some who question Camilla’s right to take the title. There also remains a very small but hard core of persistent hostility from some older members of the Church of England towards Camilla and Charles because of their civil marriage, which they believe renders their wedding illegitimate. While younger people are not bothered about divorce, many have no interest in the monarchy either, in which case they couldn’t care who is on the throne.


Andrew Roberts believes ‘the institution works and keeps us safe from dictatorship and over-mighty politicians and presidents. Camilla divorced nearly a quarter of a century ago, and the idea that, after all of the incredible work she has done, and all the water that has flowed under the bridge since then, that we are upset that two thousand years of constitutional and legal history could have prevented this very impressive and marvellous woman from becoming the Queen of England would have been a constitutional abomination.’


Lord Carey, former Archbishop of Canterbury, agrees. ‘It is important to remember that sexual morality has changed and, as a society, we are much more open to how people live. I think people have accepted Camilla believing she will be a very good queen consort.’ Camilla’s supporters have argued that her growing importance within the family, particularly following the exit of the Duke and Duchess of Sussex, along with her increasing popularity means that the public would be happy for her to become queen consort.


Amanda MacManus, Camilla’s recently retired aide, says: ‘It will be a huge job to support Prince Charles when he is king and a lot more work. But she has the strength, and in the last year or two has been doing even more work and regularly acting on behalf of the Queen. She is in training and well prepared for it.’


Vernon Bogdanor agrees: ‘The public work the duchess has done is very important to the monarchy and should be recognised. It is also hard rather than glamorous work. In addition, she has to remember not to express any political opinions, which isn’t as easy as people think. Yet she hasn’t put a foot wrong. She and Prince Charles make a very good team. When he gets tremendous responsibilities, it is important for him to have a supportive wife. It’s very difficult to carry the heavy burdens of the monarchy without one.’


The author Dame Susan Hill thinks: ‘Camilla should be whatever Prince Charles wants her to be and that is queen consort. Basically, it’s down to whatever seems right. The one thing she should never be is Princess of Wales, which she hasn’t taken up out of respect for Diana. There are still lots of diehard Diana fans out there who hate Camilla and would immediately kick off.’


By contrast, David Yelland, former editor of the Sun, who got to know Camilla very well when she and Prince Charles supported him during his late wife’s cancer, says Camilla is ‘a very nice person’, but he believes ‘she should have side-stepped being queen consort. Despite all the work that has been done, I think Queen Camilla will be quite a difficult concept for people to swallow, partly because we are way into the twenty-first century and the idea somebody should be called queen just because they are married to a king doesn’t quite work anymore. I am also not sure that people will accept Kate [Middleton] being called queen when we get to that stage either. To have that particular title for their other halves is not quite in keeping with the times. Prince Philip wasn’t king. People will accept she is effectively queen, but I don’t think they [will] want to have to call her queen or [have] her appear on our stamps. Having a different title won’t make any difference to anything, really.’


Gyles Brandreth, says: ‘I don’t think she wants to be queen, but she is ready to be queen and to serve in whatever way is appropriate at the time. We live in a world where there are many people who have second marriages, and people who have stepchildren.’ Ben Elliot, Camilla’s nephew, co-chairman of the Conservative Party and businessman, admires her hugely. He told me: ‘She has no ambition to be queen. She just wants to support her husband. Camilla is a jolly good egg and a marvellous aunt, mother and grandmother. Her parents and grandparents were kind, welcoming, generous people and she has inherited these qualities. What you see is what you get.’


Mark Bolland, who helped change both Prince Charles’s and Camilla’s image before they married, said: ‘When I was there, I never had any sense that she wanted to gain anything or do anything which would bring a cloud of controversy back into their lives and her life. Her sense of probity is immense.’


He knows he is not a constitutional expert but perhaps Craig Revel Horwood, best known as a judge on the popular BBC series Strictly Come Dancing, represents a widely held public view, and he is one hundred per cent for Camilla to be queen. ‘I think Camilla should legally be queen consort and I think she would be wonderful and the most humane queen the world has ever seen. I think it’s really important that whoever is king and queen understands life and understands people, and I’d rather have Camilla as the queen who has lived an ordinary life and is knowledgeable, and has been through despair and heartache – someone who has been loved and wants to be loved. People that have actually been through life like that learn from it. No one is perfect and I don’t think she should be punished because she had an affair decades ago.’


Andrew Roberts concludes: ‘The good thing about the monarchy is that it’s made up of several chapters and you just turn over a page. The end of the Queen’s reign will obviously be the end of a very long chapter. But the genius of the institution is that there is always another royal chapter waiting.’










Chapter 3 THE MAKING OF CAMILLA



When Camilla Shand was ten years old, she stated proudly in the classroom of Queen’s Gate School, South Kensington, in London, ‘My great-grandmother was the lover of the king. We’re practically royalty.’ She was not to know, of course, that she too would become the mistress of the Prince of Wales – although she went one better than her colourful ancestor by eventually marrying him.


Her great-grandmother Alice Keppel was born in 1868 in Duntreath Castle, Scotland, the youngest of nine children of Sir William Edmonstone, Bt, a retired admiral in the Royal Navy, and his wife Mary Elizabeth. Alice grew up to be beautiful – with blue eyes, chestnut hair and a large bust, highlighted by her slim waist. She had a kind nature, possessed unlimited energy and easily made people laugh. She turned down several proposals until June 1891 when she married the Hon. George Keppel, third son of the seventh Earl of Albermarle, who served in the Gordon Highlanders and rose to become a colonel. She was twenty-two, he was twenty-six. They moved to London and soon began mixing in high social circles. Within months of marrying, she is also said to have taken a wealthy lover. Her first daughter Violet (whose own love life as Violet Trefusis was to become as notorious as her mother’s) was born in 1894, and the father was rumoured to be Ernest William Beckett, the future Lord Grimthorpe.


In 1898 she met Edward Albert, Prince of Wales, commonly known as Bertie, Queen Victoria’s eldest son, who later became King Edward VII. She was by then twenty-nine with a reputation for having a voracious sexual appetite, and an even greater appetite for money. Bertie was fifty-six. Clearly smitten, he called her ‘La Favorita’, and within weeks she became the latest in his long line of mistresses. She was also the most public of all of them, and he regularly visited her at her home in Portman Square in London. She turned out to be the most highly regarded society hostess of the time, entertaining aristocrats and politicians from all around Europe.


In addition, she managed to juggle her husband and lover efficiently enough to have another daughter, Sonia Rosemary, in May 1900. Sonia was Camilla’s grandmother. Although she was conceived while Alice was still Bertie’s mistress, most people believe she was George’s child. George was even tolerant when a grand duke is said to have insulted him by asking, ‘Are you related to the king’s mistress?’ a question he is said to have ignored. If she had been an unacknowledged illegitimate child of Edward VII, then Prince Charles would be her half-second cousin once removed.


Alexandra of Denmark, whom Bertie married in 1863, is said to have preferred Alice to his previous mistress, Daisy, Countess of Warwick, because of her discretion. Queen Victoria died early in 1901 and Bertie ascended the throne as King Edward VII. Adept at keeping everyone happy, Alice partnered the king for yachting at Cowes and even helped him choose presents for his wife, while managing to preserve her own reputation and her marriage to acquiescent, tolerant George Keppel. George also had several affairs of his own and, when asked about his wife, reportedly said: ‘I do not mind what she does as long as she comes back to me in the end.’


As well as becoming an important addition to the king’s court, Alice was also his confidante and could be relied on to be very discreet (a quality inherited by Camilla), a combination that made her an ideal communicator between the king and his ministers. She knew how to present a topic to him so that he would listen, even if he occasionally disagreed. The only things she failed to change were his smoking and the vast amounts of food he ate.


Although Alice was the acceptable face of Edwardian adultery, she refused to tolerate her daughter Violet’s passionate and rather tortuous love affair with the writer Vita Sackville-West, a relationship that was frowned upon at the time. To avoid inevitable scandal, Alice used all the force she could muster to suppress their affair. She insisted that Violet marry Denys Trefusis, which Violet initially refused to do but submitted in 1919 on the condition that she and Denys never had sex, to which he agreed. She continued to see Vita – who had married diplomat Harold Nicolson in 1913 – whenever possible and they ran away to France several times. Eventually Alice cut off her daughter’s allowance, which brought an end to the affair.


In 1910, when Edward VII was on his deathbed, he asked for Alice to come to him. Queen Alexandra reluctantly agreed but only while he remained conscious. As soon as the king lost consciousness, she is believed to have murmured to the doctor, ‘Get that woman away.’ The new king and queen, George V and Queen Mary, were far more traditional, and Alice was not invited to be part of the court. Instead, in November 1910, she and her husband went travelling to the Far East, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and Italy, settling finally in Florence. They returned to the UK in 1940, due to the Second World War. Alice died aged seventy-eight of cirrhosis of the liver on 11 September 1947 – just two months after Camilla was born; she never saw her new great-granddaughter. Alice’s marriage to George lasted fifty-six years and it was said that he couldn’t live without her; he died only two and a half months later in his suite at the Ritz.


Alice eclipsed her daughters and Sonia, in particular, lived a quiet life. In November 1920, she married The Hon. Roland Calvert Cubitt, 3rd Baron Ashcombe at the Guards’ Chapel at Wellington Barracks, London. They had three children of which Camilla’s mother, Hon. Rosalind Maude Cubitt, was the eldest. There were two younger siblings – Henry, who succeeded his father as 4th Baron Ashcombe, and Jeremy, who died when he was thirty. The couple divorced in July 1947 and Roland married twice more. He was a hugely rich aristocrat and had developed large swathes of central London, including Belgravia and Pimlico.


On the other side of the family, Camilla’s father, Major Bruce Middleton Hope Shand, had an unsettled and insecure childhood and was looked after in turns by his mother, stepfather and paternal grandparents. It gave him a template he was determined not to follow, and he instead grew up to be a devoted family man.


Camilla’s paternal grandfather, Philip Morton Shand, was born in January 1888. He was educated at Eton and King’s College, Cambridge, where he was renowned for wearing ‘daring neckties’. He became a respected journalist and critic. Writing about architecture, he described London in the 1950s as ‘a nightmare of hideous and shoddy Americanised buildings’. He also became an authority on food and wine and had a particular interest in writing about fruit.


In 1916 he married Edith Marguerite Harrington. It was an unhappy marriage. Philip was a serial womaniser, enjoyed his colourful life and had no interest in his only child, Bruce. He married three more times and had innumerable lovers, ranging from one-night stands to established mistresses. Edith detested his behaviour and divorced him four years after their marriage, when Bruce was only three. Divorce carried a huge stigma in the 1920s and Philip was so angry with Edith for divorcing him that he refused to have anything to do with his son, including providing for him. Bruce, an only child, did not see his father again until he was eighteen, when they both attended his grandmother’s funeral. There was subsequently no further contact for twenty years, by which time Bruce was married and had fathered three children of his own.


Abandoned, Edith was desperate to remarry, not least to have someone to support her and provide for Bruce. At the time single men who were keen to marry were hard to find as so many young men had been killed in the First World War and many more had been crippled by their injuries. Edith was lucky enough to meet a survivor, Herbert Charles Coningsby Tippet, whom she married in 1921 in London. Tippet had been a brave officer: in November 1917, he was mentioned in dispatches for gallantry at the Battle of Passchendaele and he also took part in the first Battle of the Somme, during which he suffered a head wound from shrapnel. He was subsequently awarded the Military Cross for ‘acts of exemplary gallantry during active operations against the enemy’.


Being a front-line infantry officer left him suffering from severe shell shock. He was invalided out of the army two years later but was unable to cope with sudden loud noises for the rest of his life. He had to find a new career and, being a keen golfer, decided to try his hand at golf course design and administration. His timing was just right as the sport had become extremely popular after the war, especially in America. He moved there with Edith and Bruce and successfully built several golf courses in Florida, but then work began to dry up and the family returned to the UK in 1927. They lived in London for ten years while Tippet found work at Royal Wimbledon Golf Club and designed a course in Ireland. He died aged fifty-six in 1947 without a will, leaving only £666 in cash for Edith. It left her in much reduced circumstances and she moved to a small cottage in Kent. She died in January 1981 aged ninety-two.


Bruce’s wealthy Shand grandparents, Augusta and Alexander, took Bruce under their wing after Philip Shand and Edith divorced. His grandmother, whom he adored, sorted out his education while his grandfather paid for it. Neither of them bore a grudge against Edith for divorcing their son; their offer was purely for Bruce’s benefit. His grandmother did however blame Eton, the school both her husband and son Philip went to, for Philip’s womanising and multiple marriages. She refused to let Bruce go there and instead chose Rugby School in Warwickshire. Bruce’s opinion was not asked for. He found the school oppressive, and he disliked being a boarder. Its saving grace was that he developed a huge enthusiasm for horses and riding. The Shands subsequently paid for him to go to the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, and in 1937 he was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the 12th Lancers.


Two years later war was declared, and Bruce was to distinguish himself. In 1939 he was sent to northern France and won his first Military Cross in 1940 in the retreat to Dunkirk before the fast-advancing Germans. The citation spoke of his ‘skill and great daring’ and how by ‘the fearless manoeuvring of his troop, he covered the withdrawal of a column in the face of fire from four enemy tanks’. In 1941 Shand, promoted to the temporary rank of captain, was sent to North Africa. In January 1942, in a confrontation with the Afrika Corps, and under heavy fire, he managed to organise the evacuation of twenty armoured cars, which would otherwise have fallen into enemy hands. As a result, he was awarded a second Military Cross, a rare honour. This citation said he had constantly proved himself a cavalry leader of ‘the first order’.


Soon afterwards his squadron was ambushed. A bullet went through his cheek, hitting and killing his radio operator. He managed to get out of the armoured car through the top of the vehicle before sinking into unconsciousness. The car then exploded in flames. His driver was killed and Shand was taken prisoner. He spent a month in hospital in Athens and was then moved to a prisoner-of-war camp near Kassel in northern Germany, where he was held for two years. He may have been physically unfit, but his courage never deserted him. He decoded messages in BBC broadcasts so that other prisoners could listen to them on a hidden radio receiver. He was liberated in 1945 and returned to England. The army had been his life, but his wounds had made him unfit for active service and he was retired two years later.


Like many military men of his generation who had experienced horrifying incidents at war, Shand was reluctant to speak about his experiences. His daughter, Camilla, has tried to keep the memory of his bravery alive, and confirmed his reticence in 2020 in a public telephone conversation during the coronavirus pandemic. She said: ‘My father was a soldier in the war and we could never get him to talk about it. But when the grandchildren came along, he started talking about it and we got him to write a small book. I think it was a huge load off his mind to be able to tell people about it.’ His self-deprecating memoir, Previous Engagements, which modestly doesn’t mention that he won the MC twice, was published in 1990 and dedicated to his grandsons. Shand had also written letters, kept a diary, and written two accounts of his life while a prisoner-of-war, which were sent to England via the Red Cross, and were kept in the Historical Section of the War Office.


Bruce Shand’s wounds were significant enough to impact on his post-war life. He was also handicapped by a lack of money and was almost penniless for a short while. Luckily, he was helped financially to get on his feet by his paternal grandfather and friends. Soon after the war he then met and fell in love with Rosalind.


In 1939, as was customary for a young woman who came from a wealthy and privileged background, Rosalind was a debutante and had the expected coming out party to mark her formal entrance into society. The debutantes’ ball was also intended to let eligible bachelors and their families know a young lady was ready for marriage to someone within her ‘suitable circle’. Her party in 1939 took place just before the start of the war and was attended by King George VI and his wife Queen Elizabeth. The press subsequently awarded her the much sought-after title of ‘Deb of the Year’.


Rosalind was twenty-four and Bruce nearly twenty-nine when they had a quiet wedding ceremony on 2 January 1946 at St Paul’s Church, Knightsbridge. Thanks to the generosity of the Cubitts, the newly-weds acquired a five-bedroom former rectory near Plumpton, East Sussex, conveniently just opposite Plumpton racecourse. Their second home was a three-storey Victorian house in South Kensington, which Bruce would often use during the week when he was working in town. Having wealthy and generous in-laws meant that, compared to the standards of post-war austerity, they were comfortably off but not rich. Bruce didn’t have to worry too much about money but, as a married man, he had to be financially responsible for the couple’s rather grand lifestyle.


Early in the 1950s he became a partner in the Mayfair wine merchants Block, Grey and Block. He did well, turning into a traditional English country gentleman with time to fulfil the duties of a Vice Lord Lieutenant of East Sussex (1974–92), Deputy Lieutenant of the former county of Sussex, and Joint Master of the Southdown Foxhounds (1956–75). He also served the Queen as an officer of the Queen’s Bodyguard of the Yeomen of the Guard, a ceremonial role but one he was hugely proud of. He was equally proud that, unlike his wayward father, he had maintained a good marriage for forty-eight years until Rosalind’s death in July 1994 from osteoporosis. Bruce Shand passed away from cancer in June 2006, aged eighty-nine, at home in Dorset. Thankfully, he lived long enough see his adored daughter marry the man she loved, the Prince of Wales.
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