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Kensington

Diana told me that 1996, the year of her divorce, was ‘the worst in my life’.

She knew that she had finally lost the support of the Queen, the one member of the royal family who had consistently sympathized with, excused and defended her. She believed she was being followed, that her telephone was being tapped, and that her ‘enemies’ were out to get her. She also felt she was being watched and this scared her so much that there were times when she was afraid for her life.

‘I didn’t even feel safe in my car,’ she said. She was convinced at the time that someone had been tampering with the brakes. A few weeks after our conversation, the Queen would wonder if someone had.

Diana’s fears were in recession, however, that summer morning when we met. There was no guard at the heavy, black front door at Numbers 8 and 9, Kensington Palace. It stood half-ajar. All I had to do was push it open and walk straight into her private apartments. I called out, ‘Is anyone there?’ No one answered. I walked down the beige carpeted corridor and on into the sparsely furnished staff sitting room on the right. Still no one.

But enter Buckingham Palace - where, if things had worked out as they were supposed to have, Diana would one day have reigned as Queen - and you have to pass through a cordon of soldiers, policemen, footmen and pages before you get anywhere near ‘the Presence’, as the staff call the Sovereign. Diana was not going to be Queen. She had turned her back on that lustrous destiny. She was divorced and had shed much of royalty’s cosseting paraphernalia.

There were no flunkeys, no liveried pages, no army of maids to attend her, no princely husband, no disapproving courtiers, only her butler and confidant, Paul Burrell, whom I found arranging flowers in his pantry across the passageway. This, she would tell me, was how she wanted it. ‘I feel free,’ she declared.

Burrell, apologizing for not meeting me at the door, showed me to the downstairs bathroom and loo, which had a cartoon on the wall showing a large turd on a pavement and bearing the caption, ‘Has anyone seen James Hewitt?’ He then escorted me up the wide wooden staircase to the drawing room.

A few moments later, at precisely 11 o’clock, the Princess strode in on a waft of perfume, her hand outstretched in greeting. She sat down on the sofa and asked me to sit beside her. A catalogue from her sale of dresses in New York still lay open on the coffee table. Dozens of her frocks and gowns had come under the hammer at Christie’s but the Princess, despite echoing the complaint of rich women the world over that she had nothing to wear, was not exactly down to her last pair of jeans. She was wearing a bright-blue Versace cocktail dress - ‘dear Versace, he’s so wonderful’ - which came to just above her bare knees and was worn tight but without a trace of a panty line. Her shoes were beige and by Chanel. She wore a gold Cartier watch on one wrist and a slim diamond bracelet on the other, and her earrings were sapphires with a small diamond drop. Her skin was honey-coloured, without a blemish or even a hint of a freckle, and she had kept her make-up to a minimum; just a small amount of blue-black mascara around her eyes, and a touch of gloss on the lips of a mouth which was unexpectedly small and stingy. Her hair was immaculate, and looked as though she had just blow-dried the fringe. She was groomed for an evening reception. Did the Princess always dress this way for morning coffee? I wondered. But of course Diana had discovered the power of imagery long ago.

As we sat down Burrell tiptoed in with the coffee and then quietly slipped away as soon as he had put the tray down on the table with a small flourish of his hand. There were no biscuits, and certainly none of the oatcakes her ex-husband makes and sells under his Duchy of Cornwall brand label, which he had served me when I visited him at Highgrove.

‘They keep offering them to me on airlines but I always refuse them - they taste like sawdust,’ Diana said.

She described Highgrove as ‘very small’, and giggled at the memory of Prince Charles bobbing out of sight below the window ledges so he would not be spotted by the troops of worthy ladies in stout shoes who visited his garden.

The Prince had served freshly brewed Earl Grey tea poured out of a silver teapot by a frock-coated butler. Diana apologized for her instant coffee. ‘Sorry, it’s only Gold Blend.’ I poured some coffee for myself, realized I hadn’t given her any, and poured one for her too. I asked her if she wanted a spoon with her cup, meaning did she take sugar, and she laughed again and said that she had never heard that expression before, but the answer was no, she didn’t.

The first thing she wanted to talk about was the concerns she had once harboured for her safety. ‘The divorce was hell,’ she said. ‘I was in pieces. I didn’t feel safe anywhere.’ She had been consumed, she admitted, with paranoia. ‘I know it sounds silly now, but I really did worry about the brakes on my car …’ and her voice trailed off into another giggle.

I laughed too. It was high summer and Diana, Princess of Wales had less than two months to live, but how could we have guessed that on a morning like this? She always said she would die young. She had said so to me, as she had said it to many others. But death was the last thing on her mind as we sat chatting over a cup of instant coffee. It wasn’t even a distant shadow. A vase of the flowers Burrell had arranged earlier stood on the sill of the open window overlooking the front courtyard and, beyond it, her walled garden. The sunshine was streaming in and her disposition reflected the hot summer weather. She was full of life, vivacious, positive, at ease with herself, and certainly more relaxed than I had seen her for some time.

‘I’m happy now,’ she told me. It was a simple thing to say, but it had taken Diana a long time to get round to saying it. The best part of two decades, in fact. And if she was still afflicted by that inherent sense of insecurity which was an element of her charm but also one of her greatest problems - she would never outgrow the habit of dropping her eyes when she spoke - her prospects had started to look a whole lot better than they had in the fraught aftermath of the divorce. She had her money, all £17 million of it. ‘I can’t sell a stick of furniture or a piece of jewellery,’ she told me. But her home was still a palace.

‘I’m not lonely, not any more,’ she said, in answer to a question I hadn’t asked. ‘The only time I do feel on my own is sometimes in the morning after I’ve read the newspapers, and if they are critical of what I’ve done it destroys all my confidence. I feel really insecure about going out as I am, meeting people who have never met me and will probably never meet me again, and I have to give them 110 per cent. It makes it very difficult and I find it hard to find the confidence to do it. It really spoils my day.’

But that happened only occasionally, she insisted. She had started to enjoy herself. She was no longer being harangued to quite the same extent as before by the officials at Buckingham Palace. Her campaign to ban landmines was gaining international momentum. She had stopped worrying about the brakes on her car. A summer romance was already in the offing. And she had the holiday with her sons to look forward to.

Any conversation with the Princess eventually, and sooner rather than later, swung round to William and Harry. Their pictures cluttered the top of the grand piano. ‘I love them to death,’ she said.

She always had, and there had been times when it had almost smothered them. She was still possessive about them. She continued to resent the presence of Tiggy Legge-Bourke, the daughter of one of Princess Anne’s ladies-in-waiting, who had been employed by Charles to help look after William and Harry when they were with him. In one unseemly scene, she had approached her sons’ minder at a party and said how sorry she was to hear that Tiggy had lost her baby, falsely implying that the unmarried Tiggy had had an abortion. Tiggy threatened legal action, but the matter blew over and she continued looking after the boys in her jolly-hockey-sticks way.

The antagonism between the two women continued to smoulder, however, and Tiggy declined Diana’s invitation to a ‘make-up’ lunch at Kensington Palace. In her turn, Diana had been deeply upset when William, embarrassed by the attention his mother inevitably attracted, had asked Tiggy, and not her, to join him at Eton’s Founders Day. She burst into tears when he told her of his decision. ‘He kept asking me, “Mummy, why are you crying?”’ she recalled. ‘But I couldn’t help myself. I hardly see the boys - you can understand why I didn’t like it, can’t you?’ she asked. I said I did.

A few years earlier, the merest mention of it would have brought her to the verge of tears. No longer. Both boys were away at boarding school and distance had given her a better perspective on their destiny and the responsibilities that went with it. She no longer ordered William not to smile at the cameras, as she had done on his first day at Wetherby. She said that William hated the publicity he attracted, ‘but I told him he will have to learn to live with it, that he was still young but that he will learn to adjust.’

She had fewer worries about Harry. ‘He doesn’t mind anything,’ she said. ‘He takes everything in his stride. He loves castles and soldiers, and he’s always teasing William, “If you don’t want to be King, it doesn’t matter - I will be.”‘

It is William who was born to wear the Crown, however - and to head the family she had divorced herself from. ‘I would never do anything to hurt the Monarchy,’ she said. ‘I have no wish to upset what is essentially part of William’s inheritance, whether he likes it or not.’ But she had, as she very well knew, and the bitterness built up over the previous sixteen years lingered on.

The Princess was once again not talking to the Duchess of York and had gone to the length of changing her number so that the Duchess could no longer telephone her. Their volatile relationship had taken yet another downturn when Sarah had talked about Diana on American television and, worse, mentioned in her biography that she caught a verruca from Diana when she wore a pair of the Princess’s shoes. But a photograph taken on the day of Sarah’s wedding to Andrew and signed, ‘To Darling Diana’, still stood on the piano. And Diana did find a few words of pity for her erstwhile sister-in-law. ‘She was treated very badly by the Palace and should have been given a lot more money. After all, she is the mother of the Queen’s grandchildren.’ At one point Sarah’s overdraft had stood at £4 million. ‘I just can’t imagine having that amount of money to pay off,’ Diana declared.

Another royal lady whose inability to live within her means had also put her several million pounds in debt, was the Queen Mother. The sympathy which Diana felt for the Duchess of York clearly did not extend to the previous holder of that title. A photograph of the Queen Mother had once had pride of place on the piano. It had been removed.

‘Everyone said that she was going to teach me everything - but she didn’t teach me a thing!’ Diana declared, and the ice-blue diamonds on her wrist would have spoken with more warmth. Despite the antipathy the two had more in common than she cared to admit. Princess Anne pinpointed the similarity when she called them both ‘manipulative’ - the very word, as it happens, that Diana used in describing the Queen Mother to me.

It was Prince Philip’s name, though, that drew the angriest response. ‘I don’t like the way he shouts at his staff and I always tell William he must never shout at people who can’t answer back,’ she told me, adding, ‘the Windsor men have notoriously bad tempers.’

She knew. She had been married to one for fifteen years. She had given herself a cue but she did not pick it up. Instead of the tirade I was half-expecting, she talked with wistful affection about the man who had been her husband. ‘Charles absolutely loved me,’ she said in a silvery voice which sounded as if it belonged to a little girl. ‘It’s very hurtful to our children when people say we didn’t love each other.’

She paused, shaking her head and giving me a sidelong glance to see how I was reacting. She continued: ‘It was the people around us. They didn’t give us a chance. The trouble with Charles is that he listens to the last person he spoke to.’ The words then poured out in a torrent. ‘He’s surrounded by the wrong people giving the wrong advice and he’s very unfulfilled and he really doesn’t do enough.’ Then, in contradiction of what she had just said, she continued, ‘If he becomes King, he will be so restricted and will not be able to do all the things he likes. I worry about him.’

If the thoughts were jumbled, the underlying meaning was not. Diana knew the workings of the Palace and she was astute enough to see its flaws and weaknesses. The system was not hers to change, however. It belonged to the Queen. She had tried to accommodate Diana within it - bending its rules, excusing her indiscretions, making allowances for her illness, overlooking her outbursts, taking note of her grievances, ignoring the way she tried to claim centre stage, and ordering her staff to treat her with respect and courtesy at all times. ‘She was reserved - the first and only time I ever saw her cry was at the burial of the Duchess of Windsor at Frogmore,’ Diana said. ‘We were at the graveside, Charles and me and the Queen, and when she started crying I said to myself, “I can’t believe this is really happening.” She had been incredibly kind to the Duchess and paid all her bills in the last years of her life. She was also incredibly kind to me.’

What the Queen would not do, what she was incapable of doing, however, was to restructure the Monarchy to suit her daughter-in-law. Had she become Queen herself, Diana might have made the changes she wanted, just as the Queen Mother had when she was Queen. But that opportunity had slipped away before it ever arose. Diana was now outside the royal orbit and looking to her own future.

‘I do want to get married again and I do want more children,’ she told me. ‘Harry is always asking me to have another baby because he doesn’t want to be the youngest any more, and I’d love a little girl. But he seems to have forgotten that I have to be married first.’

And that, she admitted, posed a problem. Her beauty had won her many admirers, more than she would publicly admit to. But her celebrity was an awesome obstacle for any suitor to contend with. ‘I am looking for a man who can rise to the challenge of me. A man whose wife was dead - I don’t want to be accused of being a husband stealer. And a man who has no children.’

Whether Dodi Fayed could have fulfilled her criteria is a question which cannot be answered with certainty, but I somehow doubt it. Having shed one lot of baggage, she was understandably reluctant to pick up another, and Dodi came with a heavy load, even if it was all Louis Vuitton.

Diana was intrigued by Mohamed al Fayed, the owner of the Ritz in Paris, Harrods in London and the house in the Bois de Boulogne where the Duke and Duchess of Windsor had lived and died. ‘He invited me to the Windsor House with the boys but I didn’t dare do that - I didn’t want to put my head over the parapet on that one,’ she told me. ‘But I like him. His language is so naughty, and so is he - he probably even bugs the soap!’

His behaviour was sometimes worse. Fayed is one of the most contentious figures in British politics, and whose bribery of members of the British parliament contributed to the downfall of John Major’s Conservative government. He would have made a highly dubious father-in-law for a princess, just as his son would have made a controversial stepfather for a future king.

Dodi’s mother was the sister of Saudi arms dealer Adnan Khash-oggi, which did not sit well with Diana’s campaign to ban landmines. As a young man in London Dodi had dabbled in drugs and hung out at the Playboy Club. In Hollywood, he had worked his way through a succession of actresses, few of them famous.

Dodi was keen to marry her. His father was anxious that he should: shunned by the Establishment, Diana represented the ultimate social revenge. The package the Fayeds offered was an enticing one, as good as the one Aristotle Onassis had given Jackie Kennedy. Three yachts, a chalet in Gstaad, Switzerland, a castle in Scotland, apartments in New York and London, a house in Los Angeles and a private jet to ferry her from one to the other. But Diana knew her own worth and, with money of her own, she could afford to be choosy.

She also had to consider her son’s feelings. William did not want his mother to remarry. Nor did he like the jet-set lifestyle the Fayeds were brandishing before her. ‘He’s quite happy to have me to himself,’ she told me. She added: ‘I always tell my boys what I am doing - and I always ask their advice.’ Perhaps that explains why, at the end of August, she was telling friends like Lady Annabel Goldsmith: ‘I need another marriage at this stage like I need a spot on my face.’

The matter was resolved with brutal finality just a few days later. When I left the Princess, we had agreed to meet again in the autumn. We did not keep our appointment. On the night of Saturday, 31 August 1997, her life ended in the crushed wreckage of a Mercedes in a Parisian underpass, Dodi at her side.
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Calling Deeside

The death of Diana plunged the royal family into chaos, almost drove the Queen to drink, and reduced the Prince of Wales to tears.

It drew millions on to the streets, cutting right across the divisions within British society, and unleashed an outpouring of public anger against the Crown not seen this century.

In life, Diana had been troublesome and difficult. In death, she proved a force beyond control which threatened the stability of the Monarchy. Indeed, such was the rage directed at the ruling house that at one point they looked unlikely to survive.

The royal family, holidaying in their Highland fastness at Balmoral, had no inkling of the crisis about to overwhelm them when they received the news that Diana had been killed in a car crash. The confirmation came from the British embassy in Paris at 3.30 a.m. on the Sunday morning of 31 August 1997. Their first reaction was simply one of dazed bewilderment.

The Prince of Wales was overcome with grief: his shoulders shook, his face crumpled and in the days to come his eyes were often red-rimmed from crying. Sometimes he would maunder dolefully across the surrounding hills. Other times he was to be observed sitting silently in a chair, staring vacantly into space, lost and alone, thinking of what might have been, what should have been, what could never be.

The Queen was equally stunned, and in the trauma of the following week was seen to drink far more Martinis than was advisable. She had grown increasingly exasperated by Diana’s behaviour, but she was the only one who had recognized the potential in her daughter-in-law, and she saw her loss for the terrible waste it was. Now she was about to find out just how potent a symbol Diana had become, and she was shocked by the discovery.

She had been woken by her page at 2 a.m. and was the first to be told that the Princess had been involved in a crash. Pulling on her old-fashioned dressing gown, she had gone out into the first-floor corridor where she met Charles coming out of his own bedroom three doors away.

The first information coming in from Paris was that Dodi Fayed was dead but that Diana had miraculously survived. The Queen asked of her son. ‘What is she up to now?’

The Queen (who normally only shows affection for horses and dogs) and Prince Charles (brought up to keep his emotions under a tight rein) hugged each other; mother and son seeking rare solace in each other’s affection.

By now the whole castle had been stirred from its slumbers. Sir Robin Janvrin, the Queen’s deputy private secretary who was in attendance that weekend, had taken up his position in the equerries’ room on the ground floor, and was liaising with the Paris embassy. Footmen and staff had been roused and the Balmoral switchboard, through which all calls are made, was fully manned.

Charles went into his sitting room, next to the Queen’s dressing room, to take the calls now coming in, some through the switchboard, others on his mobile telephone. The Queen ordered tea, which was brought up from the kitchen downstairs in a silver teapot, and then ignored it as mother and son, now joined by Prince Philip, paced up and down the lavender-scented, tartan-carpeted corridor anxiously asking each other what was to be done.

It was a question which the royal family, confused and racked with indecision, found themselves incapable of answering in the week to come.

Their first concern, however, was to discover just how badly injured Diana was. Not too badly, they were told - first reports were that she had walked away from the twisted wreckage of the Mercedes, virtually unscathed.

Their next worry was her sons, asleep in their nursery suite at the end of the corridor. Should Prince William and Prince Harry, each asleep in their own rooms next door to Prince Charles’s suite, be woken up and told of their mother’s accident? Their father ruled against it. Charles telephoned his deputy private secretary, Mark Bolland, in London, and asked him what had caused the crash, who had been driving, and ‘what the dickens’ Diana had been doing in Paris in the first place. After the umpteenth telephone consultation with Bolland, Charles resolved to travel immediately to France to be at her side. It was as a flight was being arranged that Janvrin took the call informing him that the Princess was dead. Instandy he called the Prince and said, ‘Sir, I am very sorry to have to tell you that I’ve just had the Ambassador on the phone. The Princess died a short time ago.’

Charles’s composure collapsed and the tears which the public never saw started to flow. There had been times when Diana’s behaviour had driven him to such distraction that he had declared her to be ‘utterly mad’. Confronted with the finality of her demise, however, the residue of bitterness was torn away, exposing the sensitivity which Diana had once found so attractive. The barriers of his self-containment had been breached and even his Eastern sense of fatalism, acquired by listening to such aged gurus as Sir Laurens van der Post, provided no spiritual consolation.

When his close friend Major Hugh Lindsay was killed in a skiing accident in Klosters in 1988, Charles had put his own survival down to what he described in a letter to a friend as the ‘wonders of our existence’. He displayed no such stoicism at Balmoral, and in a reversion to the philosophical traditions of his Christian upbringing, was to spend the next few days plaintively pondering what wrongs had been committed that could possibly warrant such savage retribution. He kept asking, over and over again, ‘What have we done to deserve this? ‘

Diana’s supporters were to have their own answer to the question. In their view it was the royal family, the Prince in particular, rather than a drunken hotel chauffeur in the employ of the Ritz, who had driven her to her death. As disbelief later gave way to anger, the royal family found itself caught in the startling rip of public rancour. The Queen was bewildered and frightened by the virulence of the reaction, but even she was to be caught up by the mood of suspicion which had given rise to it. Her first comment, on being told of Diana’s death, had not been to ask, as has been suggested, if she was wearing the royal jewels. What actually she said was: ‘Someone must have greased the brakes.’

It was a remark which echoed the fears Diana herself had once held, albeit for different reasons. The Princess was convinced that the Establishment - ‘my enemies’, as she called them - which she both disliked and feared, wanted her out of the way. The Queen’s thoughts were more rational. It occurred to her, as it would to others, that one of Harrods owner Mohamed al Fayed’s many sworn enemies - and they were dangerously real - had contrived the killing of his eldest son and the princess he was bullying him to marry. Her own security advisers would look into the circumstances of her death and rule that the cause of the crash was misadventure. But in the shadows cast over Balmoral’s wooded hills on that first sad dawn the sinister seemed distincdy possible and the Queen’s reaction was an indication of just how shaken she was by the news coming in from France.

The Queen was not the only one to be shaken. The whole royal apparatus was thrown into disorder. The initial call from the embassy had been taken by Sir Robin Janvrin, who was staying ten minutes’ walk away at Craigowan, the house where, ironically, the Prince and Princess of Wales had spent part of their honeymoon and where the fault lines in their relationship had first been exposed. He had immediately phoned through to the Queen and Charles, asleep in the castle. He had then informed the Prince’s assistant private secretary Nick Archer, who was staying in another house on the estate. Calls were subsequendy put through to both Mark Bolland and the Prince’s private secretary Stephen Lamport, who were in London. The rows started almost at once.

Viewed through the opaque window of deference which protects the royal family from the scrutiny of outsiders, the Royal Household appears a dull but smoothly run business which compensates for its lack of imagination with the security of routine. Schedules are prepared months, sometimes years, in advance, and there is not a day when the senior members of the family do not know where they should be or what they are supposed to be doing - right up to and including the moment of death. The courtiers who keep these gilded wheels turning reflect the system they serve. They form the only branch of government service in Britain whose members are appointed not by competitive selection, but on personal whim, and who tend to be of a singular type - stolid, reliable, upper-class, and brought up in the public school ethos of team spirit, namely ‘playing the game’ and letting convention do the thinking for them. It is an antiquated, undemocratic organization based on patronage -and on the whole it works reasonably well. But it is heavily reliant on precedents which make no allowance for the unforeseen and the unexpected. This flaw - and it soon proved to be a disastrous one - was ruthlessly exposed by Diana’s death. Before first light on that fateful Sunday morning, the wheels of royal state were starting to rattle loose.

The first disagreements came when Prince Charles announced his intention of flying to Paris. While the Queen and her heir paced up and down a corridor decorated in off-white wallpaper and embossed with Queen Victoria’s cypher discussing what was to be done, their respective staff were on the telephone elsewhere in the castle arguing about the protocols.

From the mid-1980s onwards, the royal family has been divided into two separate, sometimes antagonistic, bureaucratic camps. While the Queen continues to rely on courtiers of the old school, Prince Charles has surrounded himself with younger, less hidebound, but also less experienced, advisers drawn from beyond the traditional pale. Many of these are state-educated, a number are homosexuals. Given the divergence of views on what the style and role of the Monarchy should be, and with each side working to its own set of priorities, frequent clashes would occur. In the turmoil of that night, they were inevitable.

When Mark Bolland asked for a plane to take the Prince to France, Janvrin replied that only the Queen could authorize an aeroplane of the Queen’s Flight and that in the circumstances such permission was unlikely to be forthcoming. Bolland irritably replied that the Prince would therefore travel by scheduled flight.

The argument was abruptly ended by the announcement that the Princess had died. There was now no question but that a plane of the Queen’s Flight would be made available to the Prince.

Charles expressed the wish to bring Diana’s body back on the same plane. The Queen’s private secretary Sir Robert Fellowes, on the telephone from his home in Norfolk, was vehemently against the notion. He pointed out in his clipped, plummy drawl that Diana was no longer a member of the royal family, that she was a private citizen, and that therefore it would be wrong - and, that increasingly ominous word, ‘unprecedented’ - to afford her the royal privileges she had specifically renounced. The Queen initially sided with Fellowes.

It was an unseenly quarrel, demeaning to the memory of the Princess, and taking absolutely no account of the enormous affection in which she was held. It proved to be a harbinger of much worse to come, but on this occasion the issue was resolved in Diana’s favour. It was Janvrin who settled it when he asked the Queen: ‘What would you rather, Ma’am - that she came back in a Harrods van?’

By now the Queen was in a state of some agitation. ‘What are we to do?’ she kept asking. One of her staff, with an independence of speech that came with many years of service, drily suggested: ‘Go to Buckingham Palace in sackcloth and ashes, Ma’am.’

The comment seemed to jerk the Sovereign out of her indecision. It had to be business as usual, she decreed, and she asked that everyone go to church at nearby Crathie that morning. The only people excepted from the royal command were Princes William and Harry. Given the enormity of what had happened, the Queen felt that it was up to them whether or not they attended morning service and faced the inevitable battalions of press photographers converging on Balmoral. After a brief discussion between themselves, both boys decided to go.

The princes had been allowed to sleep through the drama of the night and were not told of their mother’s death until the morning. It was their father who broke the news, put a loving arm around them, and offered what words of encouragement he could. They in turn comforted their tearful father. They spent much of the days to come walking on the estate, sometimes together, often with their cousin and peer model, Princess Anne’s son Peter Phillips, who flew straight up to be with them. Peter Phillips, everyone who was there that weekend agreed, was ‘an absolute brick’.

It was a sorrow-torn period for Diana’s sons. Yet the staff noted that both William and Harry showed remarkable resilience in the face of the tragedy. Both boys behaved very much as Diana might have predicted. Harry, always matter of fact, appeared to take the loss in his young stride, while William, on the verge of manhood and very much aware of his royal destiny, made the demanding effort of keeping his emotions to himself.

It would be unwise and terribly unfair to read too much into their apparent detachment. There is no doubt that both were deeply affected by the death of a mother who had poured so much of her emotional energy into their welfare and made herself so central to their young lives. They were now of an age, however, when they were able to see their mother’s weaknesses as well as her strengths, and fifteen-year-old William in particular had become increasingly concerned at the direction her life appeared to be heading in. The boys had spent several days that summer with her in the south of France as guests of the Fayeds, and William had hated almost every minute. Mohamed al Fayed had pulled out all the stops, laying on helicopters, yachts and speedboats, and even opening a discotheque especially for them in the effort to impress. But it was certainly not the way to impress the princes: it was all too lavish, too embarrassing, too over-the-top, too ‘foreign’ (their word, not mine) for young men brought up to believe in the virtue of discreet understatement. Diana was lured by the meretricious glamour. Her sons, more royal than she realized, were not.

In her determination to ensure that they should enjoy as normal an upbringing as possible, Diana sometimes inadvertently led them in directions which went against their natural inclinations. William, for instance, much preferred the hills of Scotland to the beaches of the Riviera, shooting to water-skiing, the companionship of his schoolfriends to the company of international playboys like Dodi Fayed, and he was starting to find the programme of entertainments his mother insisted on organizing for him increasingly irksome. The prospect of spending the next few years in Mohamed’s jet stream did not appeal in the least.

There was no chance of that happening now that the disruptive contradictions in their lives had been removed so abruptly. And while that had been achieved by the most tragic of events, it nonetheless enabled the princes to see their royal futures with a clarity which hitherto had been denied them.

That is not to insinuate that William and Harry were anything other than distraught. (Indeed, it would have been unnatural if they had not been.) What it may in part explain, though, is why they were able to deal with the tragedy with a maturity which drew such respectful comment from the castle staff. In the chaotic aftermath of Diana’s death, it was William and Harry who managed to maintain their emotional equilibrium while so many others around them were losing theirs.

On Sunday morning after church, Charles flew to Paris aboard a BAe 146 of the Queen’s Flight accompanied by Diana’s sisters, Lady Sarah McCorquodale and Lady Jane Fellowes, Sir Robert’s wife, together with Sir Robert’s press secretary, Sandy Henney. Charles had ruled that it would be better if the princes did not accompany him on this mournful mission, and they remained at Balmoral in the care of the Queen and under the watchful eye of Peter Phillips, who arrived later that day, and their father’s old nanny, Mabel Anderson. It was just as well they did.

Once in Paris the royal party was driven to the hospital where Diana had died, and taken to the first-floor room where her body now lay. Her butler Paul Burrell had flown out earlier in the day and dressed his royal mistress in one of her favourite Catherine Walker frocks and carefully combed her hair. ‘I considered it my duty, and it was right and fitting that I should do that,’ he told me.

The Princess had been embalmed, but no amount of cosmetic dressing could hide the damage her body had suffered. The Prince and Diana’s sisters were profoundly upset by what they saw. How right it was, Charles said, that the final sight her sons had of their mother should not be this one.

On the flight back from Paris yet another row had erupted when Charles learnt that arrangements had been made, most probably by Sir Robert Fellowes, for Diana’s body to be taken to the public mortuary in Fulham, West London. The Prince, furious and again close to tears, immediately countermanded the instruction and ordered Sandy Henney to arrange for his ex-wife’s remains be taken straight to the Chapel Royal at St James’s Palace.

It was a travel-worn and distraught prince who arrived back at Balmoral that evening. He slept fitfully that night, only to find his mother in sour mood when he awoke.

In her forty-seven years on the throne the Queen had dealt with ten prime ministers, starting with Sir Winston Churchill. She had got on well with some, less well with others and the current occupant of Number 10 Downing Street fell firmly into the latter catagory. ‘Too much too quickly’, was her unguarded summary of her new prime minister’s policies.

Tony Blair had been at Northolt military airfield in West London to meet the plane bearing Diana’s coffin draped in the Royal Standard. On the Sunday he had issued a statement which sounded more American than British in its wording. It read in part: ‘We are a nation in a state of shock, in mourning, in grief … She was a wonderful and warm human being.’

It was the sound bite in the last sentence which caught the nation’s attention. Diana, the Prime Minister declared, was ‘the People’s Princess’.

This was the headline carried by most of the newspapers delivered to the castle on Monday morning and the phrase struck a resounding chord in the hearts of millions who had never met her, knew li trie about her other than what they read in the newspapers they professed to disbelieve, and yet had come to see her as one of their own.

The Queen was not amused, to put it mildly. She disliked the tide ‘People’s Princess’ and the implicit challenge it posed to her position as the Queen of all her people. A traditionalist to the core, she quickly came to the conclusion that New Labour was no friend of the Monarchy or the values she believes it embodies. She distrusted New Labour’s plans for the reform of the House of Lords and its decision to accommodate homeless people in Admiralty Arch at the opposite end of the Mall to Buckingham Palace (she called it ‘a publicity stunt’). After her regular Tuesday meetings at the Palace with Blair, she would often emerge stony faced. On this morning and in the days to come her irritation became more sharply focused by her belief that the government was trying to expropriate Diana for its own political ends.

It soon became abundandy clear, however, that it was the government, and not the family Diana had once been a member of, which knew best how to deal with the Princess of Wales in death. The Blair administration in London, having been borne to power by the biggest electoral victory in history, could sense and see what the royal family, out of touch in Scotland, could not, namely the mass hysteria Diana’s demise was causing. Flowers were left at the gates of Buckingham Palace and on the lawns in front of Kensington Palace where she had lived. They grew into fields, then into vast savannahs. Trees and lamp-posts were ringed with candles. Notes, teddy bears, gifts, photographs and handwritten verses of poetry were pinned to railings. Churches which had stood all but empty for years were filled with people on their knees praying for her soul. It was a spectacle ardess in its intensity and decidedly un-British. In its spontaneous desire to honour a woman who had died at the side of her playboy lover, a nation which had always prided itself on its self-control and its reserve threw off its restraints and allowed itself to be swept up in a frenzy of lamentation.

The royal family demanded the right to be left to grieve for one of their own in privacy. They could not have it both ways. In the mind of the public at large it was the royal family who had rejected Diana, isolated her and stripped her of Her Royal Highness, leaving her the tide of princess, not in her own right but under sufferance, for as long as she remained unmarried. But the harder they had tried to push her into the shadows, the more potent her appeal became. The royal family were dealing with a real person. The public was captivated by an emotional icon, and it was the illusion which won. In death Diana was posthumously crowned.

The family gathered in the ivory tower of Balmoral simply did not understand what was taking place six hundred miles to the south. More damagingly, nor did their senior advisers, certainly not at first. The politics of the street was something they regarded with well-bred disdain: they ignored the ever-more frantic messages they were receiving from London and instead sought refuge in the battered redoubt of precedent.

The funeral, the Queen decided, should be a small, family affair at Windsor, followed by a burial in the graveyard at Frogmore where successive generations of the royal family, with the exception of reigning monarchs and their consorts, are laid to rest (since Queen Victoria’s time kings and queens have been buried at St George’s Chapel, Windsor). Sir Robert Fellowes agreed.

The situation was being wrenched from their control, however. In London the crowds of mourners were perilously close to turning into a mob. Their growing wrath was palpable. They wanted to know why no flag was flying at half mast over Buckingham Palace, why no royal tributes to the Princess had been forthcoming and, above all else, why the royal family had chosen to remain in Scotland instead of returning to the capital to join in the nation’s mourning.

In fact, there was nothing unusual or pernicious in their decision to remain where they were. The royal family traditionally does its grieving in private and in a more devout age their wish to keep their sorrow to themselves would have been respected. There had been no complaints when the family had gone into retreat at Balmoral following the deaths of the Duke of Kent in 1942, of the Queen’s glamorous cousin Prince William of Gloucester in 1972, or of Prince Charles’s beloved great-uncle Earl Mountbatten of Burma in 1979. By ironic coincidence all had died violendy, Kent and Gloucester in plane crashes, Mountbatten at the hands of the IRA.

*  *  *

Diana was different. Her death had changed the rules, to such an extent that even the royal family’s attendance at Crathie church on the morning of her death was criticized. How was it, the swelling army of critics demanded, that they could go to morning service, taking the bereaved Princes William and Harry with them, and show not a glimmer of remorse? It was a cruel judgement which either missed or ignored the point that the Windsors are a religious family who find quiet solace in their faith, not in an Oprah Winfrey Show-style exhibition of public soul-wringing.

A public display of royal grief, however, was exactly what the millions converging on the capital were demanding, and the naked flag staff over Buckingham Palace became the symbol of what was being perceived as the royal family’s cold-hearted indifference. By tradition, the only flag that flew over the Palace was the Royal Standard, and then only when the Sovereign was in residence. It never flew at half mast even on the death of the Sovereign, never mind a semi-detached princess, because the Royal Standard is the symbol of the state and the state is ongoing. As the heralds proclaim: ‘The King is dead. Long live the King.’

Such arcane niceties were of no interest and little relevance to the multitude outside the Palace gates whose cries soon became a cacophony of abuse aimed at the royal family. To venture among the crowds in the days that followed and hear the insults was to be caught in a swell of raw passion which threatened to sweep all before it. Most had been drawn to Kensington Gardens and St James’s Park by the simple wish to share in the communal sense of sorrow but as the numbers grew, so the ambience changed and darkened. Young and old, the well off as well as the dispossessed who had formed Diana’s natural constituency, were asking how the royal family could be so uncaring, so out of touch, and so heartless. Her death had proved to be a catalyst, and resentments which had lain dormant for years came spewing to the surface. A moral audit was being conducted, and the royal family was revealed to be deeply in the red. A country which had prided itself on its steadfastness and its stability appeared to be teetering on the brink of razing an institution it had been taught to venerate.

By now the calls to Balmoral had acquired a terrible urgency. Sandy Henney and Stephen Lamport had remained in London and their daily bulletins were becoming increasingly bleak. At Prince Charles’s request Sandy Henney flew up to Balmoral to talk to William and Harry. She told them of the millions of flowers left outside the gates of the palaces and warned them the emotion of the people might shock them. She also reported on a growing mood of ‘real hatred’ directed towards the royal family, while Lamport urged the Prince of Wales to try and persuade his parents to order an immediate return to Buckingham Palace. Maureen, Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, had felt compelled to ignore etiquette and telephone her friend the Queen Mother, who was staying at Balmoral, to beseech her to come to London as soon as possible.

The turreted battlements of the Gothic keep are remarkably resistant to the onslaught of unpleasant reality, however. Queen Victoria hid behind them following the death of Prince Albert, detached from the world beyond, secure in a realm of her own creation which remains, right down to the furnishings and the wallpaper, very much as she left it. Now her descendants were doing much the same thing following the death of the Princess. After the uproar of the first night, Balmoral had settled back into its old routine, and if the atmosphere was muted, everyone still dressed for dinner.

Charles, apprehensive, depressed, tormented with self-doubt, was all for submitting to public pressure. Others had yet to be convinced. If that was due in part to the royal family’s firmly held conviction that in times of trouble, sticking to the rules of protocol offers the best form of defence, it also reflected the antipathy some of them felt towards Diana.

Prince Philip had never bothered to keep his feelings to himself. Nor, even in this most doleful of weeks, did Princess Margaret. The Queen’s sister, forced to cut short her holiday in Tuscany to return to Scotland for the Court mourning, complained bitterly about ‘the fuss the unfortunate girl who married my nephew has caused’.

Even the Queen, usually so politically attuned, was unpersuaded. While her sister, her mother and her husband had long since given up on Diana, she had retained some of her affection for her daughter-in-law. Alone of all her family, she still found it in herself to sympathize with Diana’s problems. Changing the rites of a century for a woman who by the letter of the law was no longer royal was quite another matter.

She had objected to Tony Blair being represented on the Funeral Committee which had been set up under the chairmanship of her Lord Chamberlain, the Earl of Airlie, and it had required another argument to induce her to give way. It was only when Prince Charles insisted that his ex-wife, as the mother of two princes of the blood, was entitled to a state funeral, that she had given up on her desire for a small, private ceremony.

What she said she was not prepared to do at this stage, however, was defer to the demands of the mob and go scurrying back to London. Such an action ran counter to the dignity she had been brought up to hold dear.

But events were rapidly sliding out of royal governance, and even the Queen’s resolve was eventually broken. On the Thursday after Diana’s death the Union Flag was hoisted over Buckingham Palace and flew there at half mast for the first time in British history. That same day the family came out of their self-imposed seclusion to look at the flowers and letters of condolence which had been lain against the stone walls of the Balmoral estate.

Of greatest significance was the Queen’s decision to return to London a day ahead of schedule. It was tantamount to a surrender.

The final battle between tradition and modern political necessity was fought out in the Queen’s tartan-carpeted first-floor sitting room, which has changed little since it was decorated by Queen Victoria. Ever since the crisis erupted the Queen’s advisers, including Janvrin and her lady-in-waiting, Lady Susan Hussey, had been monitoring what was happening in London. They had gone by the book but that had not worked, and by midweek it had become clear to everyone but the Sovereign that the royal family was going to have to give way if it was to weather the emotional storm, and this led to yet more strained discussions.

Matters were brought to a head by the appearance of the bumptious Prince Andrew who was staying at the castle. Politically naive but a pedant for protocol, he walked into the sitting room, heard the arguments flowing backwards and forwards and furiously declared: ‘The Queen is the Queen. You can’t speak to her like that!’ The Queen’s word, he said, was their command and it was their duty to carry out any instruction she chose to give.

A week before this might have been true. It clearly wasn’t any more and the sitting room was struck into stony silence. It was broken by a courtier who said that if the Queen did not want their advice, they would leave.

Faced with what amounted to an ultimatum from her own staff, the Queen chose to ignore her favourite son and accept the counsel of her advisers. She had no choice. The discussion was no longer about what was appropriate for Diana. It had come down to the future of the Monarchy itself. In the judgement of the men and women whose job it is to guide the Monarchy through the storms of controversy, the situation was critical and their advice was blunt and to the point: like it or not, the crowds had to be appeased if a major constitutional crisis was to be averted.
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