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The Path of the Prince
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e was born in the Lindo Wing of St Mary’s Hospital in West London on 21 June 1982. In August he was christened William Arthur Philip Louis, although he became known affectionately as ‘Wombat’ to those close to him. And that, you might have thought, would have been that, if it were not for the fact that he was also known, formally, as ‘His Royal Highness Prince William of Wales’, and that, being the firstborn son of the Prince of Wales, he had become, by the simple fact of his birth, second in line to the throne of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.

In other words, a king-in-waiting.
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The way he was raised owed much to an old black-and-white Pathé newsreel showing his grandmother and grandfather, the Queen and Prince Philip, returning to Britain in May 1954 after their long post-Coronation tour of the Commonwealth. On greeting her oldest son, then aged five, after an absence of six months, the new Queen shook his hand rather than hugging him.

That image was to have a lasting effect on William’s mother, Diana, Princess of Wales. As she began to find her way inside the royal family, she resolved that her own children would never suffer such emotional remoteness. It set William’s (and, later, Harry’s) upbringing on a trajectory that fused, sometimes uncomfortably, the traditional royal stiff upper lip with behaviour that was informal, relaxed and approachable. Diana’s hands-on mothering, given her position and workload, was in sharp relief to the way her husband, Prince Charles, had been raised by a succession of nannies. ‘He’s not hidden upstairs with the governess,’ was her approach to William’s upbringing. This yawning generational gulf was exposed early on when William’s nanny was absent during a stay at Balmoral, the Queen’s Highland retreat in Aberdeenshire. Diana took over the mothering herself, causing the Queen to exclaim, ‘I don’t understand why Diana has to do this. There are millions of housemaids around.’

The first sign of this change had come about by accident. In April 1983, some ten months after William’s birth, the Prince and Princess were due to undertake a lengthy tour of Australia. As a royal novice, Diana was reconciled to leaving her son behind in England. However, an intervention by the Australian Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser, inviting them to bring the baby along, transformed Diana’s mood, affording her ‘great fulfilment’, but also signalling a break with the past, when royal children had invariably been left behind at Buckingham Palace while their parents were on tour.

She was always there to support, warn and encourage the young princes as they threaded their way towards understanding that they, particularly William, were not like other people. That one day he would be King.

This looming awareness of a special role in the world is a gradual process, as William’s father recalled: ‘I didn’t just wake up in my pram one day and say “Yippee!” I think it just dawns on you, slowly, that people are interested … and slowly you get the idea that you have a certain duty and responsibility.’ Before William attended school, he genuinely had no idea that he was any different from anyone else. Although, as a youngster, he was the focus for occasional photo calls – he spent the whole time looking through the TV camera lens during one session in the garden at Kensington Palace – his mother told him that the photographers were only there to take her picture.

Perhaps William’s first steps on the road to realization came when, in January 1987, aged four, he was enrolled at Wetherby School in Notting Hill. His innocence of his position was soon ended by fellow pupils, who left him in no doubt who he was. On one occasion a classmate reportedly asked him, ‘Don’t you know the Queen?’ William looked at him and replied, ‘Don’t you mean Granny?’

Unsurprisingly, Harry was not slow to join the teasing of his older brother. When William said once that he would like to be a policeman and look after his mother, Harry told him emphatically: ‘You can’t, you have to be King.’

There were princely perks, however. On at least one occasion Diana took them to the police shooting range at Lippitts Hill in Essex where, under the watchful supervision of a police instructor, they learned to fire a .38 Smith and Wesson revolver.

Although William and Harry lived in a privileged world, a different world, it was not remote or aloof. That the boys went to exclusive private day schools close to their home was little different from many other children from well-to-do families living in Central London. Diana always made a point of taking them on the school run and of either picking them up herself when school ended for the day, or of being back from royal engagements in good time to be in the house when they came home.

Often they would sit with their mother in front of the TV eating beans or cheese on toast, or she would go into the kitchen and make something simple from scratch. Diana wanted William and Harry to be ‘normal’ as far as they were able within the bounds of their position and the constraints of security. ‘She wanted her boys to experience life at first hand,’ argues her hairdresser, Sam McKnight. ‘One of her biggest goals was to learn from past mistakes in the family and have those boys buy a magazine in a shop, simple as that.’

It is a theme echoed by Ken Wharfe, her police protection officer: ‘The children would have this interaction with normal people and it was a great education for them, frowned upon, I might add, by the Prince. In those early stages I don’t think he’d liked what he would deem as familiarity. I think it was crucial to William and Harry for where they find themselves.’

The difference in parental approach to child rearing came into sharp relief when, on 3 June 1991, Prince William, then aged eight, was accidentally hit on the head with a golf club during practice at Ludgrove Preparatory School. He was taken to London’s Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children, where he underwent an operation for a depressed fracture of the skull.

After establishing that his son was not in danger, Prince Charles continued with his official engagements, while Diana stayed with her son, leading to a slew of negative headlines about Charles’s skills as a father.

The contrast with his wife could not have been more acute, especially when she began taking the boys, particularly William, on visits to the other side of the social tracks, meeting the homeless, the lonely and the sick. She took him to visit terminally ill patients at the Royal Brompton Hospital, to a centre for the homeless, and to drop-in centres.

‘I think she wanted him to realize at a very early age that there are other sides to life,’ noted Sister Bridie Dowd of the Passage Day Centre, a shelter for the homeless in Central London that Diana and her older son visited. Shy at first, William ended up playing chess and talking about football. While some courtiers and members of the royal family, including her husband, disapproved of the egalitarian nature of the princes’ upbringing, Diana was unrepentant. ‘I want them to experience what most people already know – that they are growing up in a multi-racial society in which not everyone is rich, has four holidays a year, speaks standard English and has a Range Rover.’

The Princess had another agenda, however: an overarching scheme for which William, as he matured and began to realize the relentlessly constricting position that is the Head of State’s, did not particularly thank her. Not only did Diana see herself as a Queen Mother for the twenty-first century, but she harboured a dream that, on the Queen’s death, the throne would skip a generation and pass directly to her oldest son. ‘If I were to write my own script,’ she said in response to my question, posed in 1991, about her future, ‘I would hope that my husband would go off with his lady [Camilla Parker Bowles] and leave me and the children to carry the Wales name until William ascends the throne. I’ll be behind them all the way.’ As far as William was concerned, though, the longer he could delay becoming King the better. He had a life to live without being hemmed in by the metaphorical prison walls of the Palace establishment.

Of course, Diana’s dream was a reflection of the mistrust and hostility between her and Charles, the children used by both parties as pawns in a public-relations war.

A classic example was when, in March 1991, Diana decided to make a St David’s Day visit to Cardiff, and thought that it would be a good idea to take William, then aged eight, for his first major royal engagement. Unwilling to allow his wife a publicity coup, Charles, who had other plans that day, abruptly changed his agenda so that he could join his son in Wales.

Diana’s decision to bring William to Cardiff was, recalls her private secretary, Patrick Jephson, ‘a powerful expression of her determination to play her part in teaching the young Prince her version of the art of kingship … Following his mother’s gentle advice he squared his shoulders, determined to do what may be his lifetime’s work. He was well up to the task.’

This parental rivalry continued behind the closed doors of Kensington Palace. William, sensitive and a little shy, was old enough to absorb the confusing emotional meaning behind the stony silences and harsh words when his parents were together. On at least one occasion he pushed tissues under the door to his mother’s bathroom, where Diana had closeted herself so that the staff – and her children – would not see her crying. Another time, young Harry launched an attack on his father, ineffectually beating him on the legs with his fists and shouting ‘I hate you, I hate you, you make Mummy cry …’

When Diana discussed the impending separation with the Queen, the boys’ grandmother spoke for many when she told the Princess that the welfare of her grandchildren came first: ‘My concern is only that those children have been the battleground of a marriage that has broken down.’

Shortly before the formal announcement, made by the then Prime Minister, John Major, in December 1992, Diana drove to Ludgrove, the prep school in Berkshire where William and Harry were boarders, to break the news. The boys’ responses are instructive. Harry seemed bewildered and almost indifferent, while his older brother burst into tears. After he had composed himself, he told his mother, ‘I hope you will both be happy now.’

While the separation increased, rather than diminished, the haggling over the boys, probably the one thing on which both parents agreed was their attitude to journalism about them. In spite of the way that both manipulated the media, or tried to, each had an almost visceral contempt for the Fourth Estate. According to her police protection officer, Ken Wharfe, Diana repeatedly told her children that the press were ‘bad, bad men’. Inevitably, the boys took their cue from their parents. During a holiday on Necker, the Caribbean island owned by British tycoon Richard Branson, the boys saw their chance to get their own back on the hated paparazzi. The brothers constructed two giant catapults between palm trees and launched a volley of water bombs – balloons filled with coloured water – against French paparazzi who were lying in wait in speedboats just offshore.

They retreated after suffering several direct hits. As Wharfe recalled: ‘For William, protecting his mother was a matter of personal pride and he rushed back to tell her of his victory, very much the hero in her eyes.’

This hostility towards the media, especially photographers, merely intensified with the passing of the years. During a skiing trip to Lech in Austria in March 1993, Wharfe became involved in an altercation with an Italian photographer who ended up on the ground outside the Arlberg Hotel where the royal party were staying. ‘Do it again, Ken,’ said a smiling Prince William. Diana had not seen the funny side, shouting ‘Go away, go away!’ at photographers. As Wharfe now reflects, that mountainside confrontation seems almost eerily prophetic in the light of what happened in the hours before Diana’s death in Paris four years later.

For William, ever protective of his mother, this disrespectful behaviour, as he saw it, only fuelled his dislike of the media. As Diana’s friend, Liz Tilberis, then editor of Harper’s Bazaar, said, ‘William understood her fury with them and he also understood that she courted them from time to time.’

The paparazzi, anonymous, disturbing but distant, were one thing. Much closer to home for William and Harry was the publication, in November 1994, of extracts from their father’s authorized biography, written by the television broadcaster Jonathan Dimbleby. What concerned them most was the assertion that Prince Charles had been forced into marriage by their grandfather, Prince Philip, and that he had never loved their mother. It was yet another emotionally disorienting and disturbing episode for the two boys to absorb. When the book was first serialized in the Sunday Times, Prince Charles remained with the Queen Mother at her house on the Balmoral Estate, Birkhall. It was left to Diana to console her children, once again making the trip to their school in Berkshire. On the morning of 17 October 1994 she met her troubled children in the headmaster’s study at Ludgrove. ‘Is it true, Mother?’ blurted out William. ‘Is it true that Daddy never loved you?’ She explained that when they had first married she and their father had loved each other as much as they now loved their children. It was an explanation of sorts. How far William, by then a bright twelve-year-old, accepted the explanation is another matter.

After all, just a few weeks earlier he had bought his mother a box of chocolates to console her after her lover, James Hewitt, had published his own story, Princess In Love (written with Anna Pasternak), in which he alluded to, though did not make explicit, the nature of their relationship. ‘Mummy, I think you’ve been hurt. These are to make you smile again.’

Fiercely protective, he once boasted that he had put a photograph of the TV presenter Julia Carling on his dormitory wall and used it as a dart board after she had made disparaging and widely reported remarks about his mother, when it was revealed that Diana had become secretly entangled with her husband, the former England rugby captain Will Carling. ‘She has picked the wrong couple this time,’ Julia Carling told the media, a lightly veiled reference to the Princess’s penchant for dalliances with married or unattainable men.

Although William was protective of his mother, as he moved into his teenage years he was becoming increasingly independent. As many mothers have discovered, he was at an age where his mother’s presence on the touchline watching him play football or rugby was a source of embarrassment rather than pride. Both in private and in public, Diana was affectionate, tactile to a point where the Prince, clearly uncomfortable, would feign pushing her away. On one occasion he was clearly embarrassed when she made some admittedly light-hearted remarks about his performance on the school football pitch in front of his friends.

Yet if William was, in Diana words, ‘her anchor’, he was an anchor being dragged increasingly into his father’s world, enjoying the time-honoured royal country pursuits of hunting, shooting and fishing. After graduating from learning the flora and fauna in the garden at Highgrove, his father taught him the art of fly fishing on the banks of the River Dee at Balmoral, and took the boys cubbing – hunting fox cubs – with a local hunt near his home in Gloucestershire.

Diana ruefully recognized the different path her boys were taking. Where once they had delighted in days out at an amusement park near London, now they much preferred the thrill of the chase. She made light of their love of country pursuits, calling the boys ‘the Killer Wales’. ‘All William wants to do is have a gun in his hand,’ she remarked on one occasion.

William may have been a country boy at heart, but he was one with a difference. One day he would rule the country.
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From Clarence Street to Clarence House
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ere was the village beauty, enraptured by the local squire, a rascally ladies’ man by the name of William Corder. He wooed her, won her and, on bended knee, asked sweet Maria Marten to marry him. ‘Yes, oh yes, dear William,’ replied the lovestruck young woman.

It is unlikely that anyone watching the thirteen-year-old Kate Middleton utter those words on stage in an end-of-term play at her preparatory school could ever have imagined how prophetic they would prove. Kingsley Glover, who played the dastardly squire in the Victorian melodrama, Murder in the Red Barn, remembers his gangly teenage co-star as ‘shy and skinny’, a world away from the groomed, confident queen-in-waiting she is today.

Certainly the union of Kate Middleton and the very uncaddish Prince William has all the elements if not of a melodrama, then of a fairy tale. Catherine Middleton is the first commoner to marry a future monarch since 1660 when, on 30 September, the Duke of York and future King James II secretly wed his sister’s pregnant maid of honour, Anne Hyde. Not since then has a prospective sovereign moved so far from the safe, if limited, haven of royalty and aristocracy. For Kate has but a pinprick of blue blood in her veins. The only ancestor she has in common with Prince William is Sir Thomas (later Lord) Fairfax, a leading Parliamentarian general during the English Civil War (1642–7), from whom William is descended through his mother’s family, and Kate through her father’s distant ancestors. Technically she and William are fifteenth cousins.

Although she talks in the clipped, plummy tones of Britain’s upper classes and enjoyed an expensive private education, she hails from a family that is a snapshot of modern Britain, their history reflecting and refracting the tumultuous life of the nation. In less than a century they have journeyed from Clarence Street in London’s impoverished Southall to Clarence House, now the palatial London residence of Prince Charles and his consort, the Duchess of Cornwall, and the working office and apartment of Prince William.

The Middletons, as their name suggests (in Old English it originally described someone from the middle settlement), tell a story that goes to the heart of Britain, a tale of poverty, disease and premature death, of personal triumph, family tragedy and sacrifice for the common good. There are real-life villains, philanthropists, policemen, labourers, miners and lawyers, a family whose tangled roots spread all over the nation’s compass and to farther shores. The future Queen can boast, albeit perhaps rather quietly, that her distant American relations, who live mainly in Williamsburg, Virginia, fought in both the War of Independence and the War of 1812 – but against the British King and his countrymen.

If William’s mother was famously ‘the people’s princess’, then Kate, or Catherine as she now wishes to be known, is truly ‘a princess of the people’. Indeed, a good part of her family history is reminiscent of the ‘upstairs-downstairs’ melodrama in which she starred during her schooldays. For more than a century her mother’s ancestors, the Harrisons, worked as miners in the northeast of England, at one time employed in pits owned by the Bowes-Lyons, the family of Prince William’s great-grandmother, the Queen Mother. Besides the daily hazards underground, generations of the Harrisons lived with grinding poverty and deadly disease, many members of the family dying prematurely.

It was not until after the end of the First World War, which claimed Kate’s great-great-grandfather John, that a member of the Harrison family left the mines and learned a trade – Thomas Harrison, apprenticed as a carpenter. After the Second World War, he and his wife Elizabeth left their North-East roots and moved to a rundown house in Southall, West London. ‘They came from nothing,’ recalls their cousin Harry Jones. ‘As poor as poor can be.’ When, in August 1953, their eighteen-year-old daughter Dorothy, Kate’s grandmother, married Ronald Goldsmith, it meant one less mouth to feed.

It was hardly as if Ronald, who was born in 1924 at 57 Clarence Street, Southall, one of the poorest streets in the neighbourhood, was the catch of the county. His family background was as hardscrabble as the Harrisons’, his ancestors scraping a living as itinerant labourers, tradesmen, shopworkers and petty criminals – two relatives were transported to Australia in 1840 for stealing sheep. Living in insanitary conditions, the family was, like the Harrisons, blighted by early deaths, often from bronchitis.

For the first few years of their marriage Ronald, a lorry driver, baker and general handyman, and Dorothy, who worked as a shop assistant, lived with his mother in a condemned apartment in Southall. They may have been as poor as church mice, but when their first child, Carole, was born on 31 January 1955, Dorothy insisted on buying a huge Silver Cross pram – the Rolls-Royce of baby carriages – for her first-born. Known as ‘Lady Dorothy’ by her family for putting on airs and graces, Kate’s grandmother was the driving force in the marriage. While Ronald was generally happy with his lot, Dorothy dreamed of a brighter tomorrow. In 1966, when Carole’s brother Gary was born, they bought a new semi-detached house in Norwood Green, West London, where they stayed for the next twenty-five years. Carole, who attended local state schools, is remembered by her family as a typical ‘girly’ girl, trying on make-up, dancing to the Top of the Pops TV show and interested in fashion; as a teenager, she worked in a local fashion store every Saturday.

Carole Goldsmith’s choice of career indicates that she had inherited some of her mother’s ambition, for she won a coveted position as an air stewardess with British Airways (BA). ‘British Airways was very exciting,’ said former BA stewardess Shirley Keath (née Fogg). ‘It was a wonderful career back then. There were always romances between pilots and stewardesses, but most of them didn’t last.’

One romance that did stand the test of time, however, was between Carole and Michael Middleton, a dispatcher for British Airways, one of 130 managers responsible for ensuring the correct positioning and organization of the aircraft fleet. He had followed in the footsteps of his father Peter, a former RAF and commercial pilot who had once piloted Prince Philip. Unlike his new girlfriend’s family, when the Middletons boarded a plane they instinctively turned left, at ease in the first-class world. Well-to-do and well-connected, for more than a century the Middleton family had turned out a successful lawyers in the northern city of Leeds. It was Noel Middleton who, in 1914, cemented the family’s standing in the city when he married Olive, daughter of Alderman Francis Lupton, wealthy mill-owner and philanthropist who could trace his roots back to the Civil War Parliamentarian Sir Thomas Fairfax.

The inter-war years brought many changes to Britain, but Olive Middleton had the consolation of raising her family of three sons, Anthony, Christopher, and the youngest, Peter, born in 1920, who was Kate’s grandfather. The boys were brought up in a stimulating artistic milieu, for their solicitor father, Noel, who was Chairman of the English Northern Philharmonia, held many musical soirées at his home. When the Second World War broke out in 1939, Peter’s brothers Anthony and Christopher enlisted while Peter studied at New College, Oxford for a few months before joining the RAF Volunteer Reserve. He was posted to Canada as a flying instructor, first seeing action in August 1944 when he was posted to 605 Squadron at Manston, Kent. His task, which required skill and nerves of steel, was to fly his Mosquito fighter-bomber and try to tip the wings of German V-1 ‘doodlebug’ flying bombs, so causing them to crash in open country, rather than falling on London. He later flew combat missions over France, Belgium and Germany.
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The Middletons’ first encounter with royalty came when Kate’s grandfather, Peter, an airline pilot, was chosen for Prince Philip’s lengthy tour of South America in 1962, flying a Britannia airliner. The Prince piloted many of the flights, usually with Peter by his side. Peter retired in May 1974 but, his adventurous spirit unquenched, he and his wife Valerie sailed across the Atlantic in August 1976 in their 35-foot ketch. Misfortune struck shortly after they had spent Christmas in the Caribbean, when they hit a reef off an island in the Bahamas. All they were able to grab before scrambling into their dinghy was a bottle of whisky and some ginger biscuits, which they put to good use when they landed on a deserted beach.
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After he and his brothers were demobbed, Peter and his older brother Anthony met and eventually married twin sisters, Valerie and Mary Glassborow, daughters of a bank manager who had worked in Marseilles, in the South of France. The couples wed on 7 December 1946 and April 1947 respectively in an affluent Leeds suburb. Valerie gave birth to their first child, Richard, in September 1947, and their second, Michael – Kate’s father – was born on 23 June 1949. In 1952 Peter Middleton joined British European Airways, the precursor to British Airways, and the family moved to Beaconsfield, Buckinghamshire, which was convenient for Heathrow (then called ‘London Airport’) and the River Thames, where he sailed with his sons.

After graduating from college in the early 1970s Michael followed in his father’s footsteps, winning a place on the British Airways management-training scheme. He was subsequently appointed to a £35,000-a-year (US $56,000) position as one of the company’s dispatchers.

He had a reputation as being pleasant and affable, as well as rather cautious – certainly in the eyes of his girlfriend. After he had been dating Carole Goldsmith for a few months they started living together in a house in Slough, west of Heathrow airport. The engagement ring came years later, once she had been proved airworthy – or rather, Middleton-worthy. In 1979, the year before their wedding, they paid £34,700, around £210,000 ($326,000) at today’s prices, for a red-brick, semi-detached house in the ancient village of Bradfield Southend, Berkshire.

It took them eight months to knock their new home into shape, just in time for their wedding, which took place on 21 June 1980 at the Church of St James the Less in Dorney, Buckinghamshire. It was a glamorous affair, a small crowd of locals gathering to watch Carole, then aged twenty-five, and her father Ronald arrive for the service in a decorated horse-drawn carriage.

They had been married for less than a year when Carole fell pregnant, giving birth to her first child, Catherine Elizabeth Middleton, on 9 January 1982 at the Royal Berkshire Hospital in Reading. Shortly afterwards the dark-haired infant, dressed in a long white gown, was christened at the family’s local church in Bradfield, St Andrew’s. It was not long before they added to their family: Philippa Charlotte Middleton, known as Pippa, being born in September 1983 in the same hospital, and christened in the same church. Eight months later, in May 1984, the family moved to Amman in Jordan, to which Michael Middleton was posted by British Airways for two and a half years. Kate attended the Al-Saheera nursery school from the age of three, and could sing ‘Happy Birthday’ in Arabic before she could do so in English.

When they returned, Carole immersed herself in village life, taking her daughters to a playgroup at St Peter’s Church Hall and later to nursery school. Naturally there were endless children’s birthday parties, and at some point Carole hit on the idea of making up party bags commercially. At first she sold the bags locally, using her girls as models in her early catalogues, photographing them holding cupcakes.

As her business grew Carole never worried about help. Besides friendly and good-hearted neighbours, Carole’s parents, Dorothy and Ronald, bought a home in nearby Pangbourne, while Michael’s father and mother, Peter and Valerie, over the county border in Hampshire, were regular babysitters. Valerie, a nimble needleworker who embroidered country scenes, taught Kate – who, as a child, liked to be called Catherine – and Pippa the craft of sewing. Grandfather Peter, a skilled carpenter, made the children a pirate ship to play with in the garden and taught them how to sail on the Hamble estuary near his home in Hampshire. On these nautical excursions the youngsters responded to the commands of ‘Captain Middleton’ by crying out: ‘Aye, aye, Kipper.’

Theirs was a rural idyll of ‘Middle England’; a happy family life, fresh air, healthy country walks, playing dressing-up games – musical statues dressed as a clown was a favourite – and dancing with girlfriends, with Mum cooking something delicious in the kitchen. Kate’s brother James, born in 1987, remembers playing with his sisters, sliding down the stairs on a tray, or sometimes baking cakes with their mother.

While their life may have been idyllic, it was one funded by hard work and commercial acumen. Carole Middleton’s pin-money business grew apace, the busy entrepreneur soon having to rent premises on a nearby industrial estate. Called ‘Party Pieces’, her burgeoning enterprise supplied time-deprived yummy mummies with all they needed to make their children’s parties go with a swing. In the days before the Internet put everything a mouse-click away, her company supplied party essentials from hats to plates and gifts bags, all organized by Carole and her growing band of helpers. Like her mother, ‘Lady Dorothy’, Carole Middleton had the drive and dynamism to help secure her family’s future.

Her friend and business colleague Lynda Tillotson recalls her overwhelming desire to succeed. ‘She had to work hard to get where she is today … Carole might have been an air stewardess but she was a savvy girl. She is smart, works hard and has a steely determination.’ In time, Carole’s husband came to join the party, giving up his job at British Airways to help build the company.

In September 1989 he and Carole began to share the new school run, too, taking Kate to nearby Pangbourne, where she continued her education with 300 other boys and girls at St Andrew’s, a fee-paying preparatory school whose motto is, perhaps appropriately in the light of events, ‘We Seek Higher Things.’

Tall for her age, Kate excelled at swimming, netball, tennis – her grandmother, Valerie Middleton, was a keen tennis player, too – and broke the school record for the high jump. ‘There wasn’t a sport she couldn’t turn her hand to,’ recalls former classmate Samantha Garland. So it was natural that sporty Katie was one of the record crowd who, in spring 1991, went to watch the school hockey team play against their local rival, Ludgrove School, whose star attraction was Prince William, then aged nine. ‘All the girls, Catherine included, were desperate to see him,’ recalls a former pupil.

Early on, Kate showed a love of the limelight too, starring in school plays and pantomimes. It helped that she was tall, willowy and deemed by her contemporaries to be the prettiest girl in her year. Aged ten, she played Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady, the story of a young girl plucked from poverty and taught how to be a ‘lady’. Her leading man, Andrew Alexander, remembers that Kate acted and sang with ‘passion and conviction’. Now a professional singer, he recalls: ‘I always like to think that although I’ll never be king, I was at least her first prince.’ In the school’s production of Murder in the Red Barn, she told her lover, Squire William: ‘I feel there is someone waiting to take me away into a life that’s full, bright and alive.’

That bright new future was a new home, a flourishing family business and a new school. By April 1995 Party Pieces was doing sufficiently well to move to bigger premises, eventually employing eight full-time staff. A couple of months later, in July, the Middletons sold their three-bedroom house in Bradfield Southend for £158,000 ($253,000) and spent £250,000 ($400,000) on a five-bedroom detached home, Oak Acre, set in one and a half acres in the fashionable parish of Bucklebury.

Kate did not enjoy her new home for long, leaving in September that year for Downe House, an exclusive girls’ boarding school in Thatcham, just five miles away. It was not a happy experience. She is remembered, according to writer Oliver Marre, as ‘pale, quiet, shy, a little bullied’. Her friend and fellow pupil Emma Sayle recalls: ‘Kate was not the most confident girl and it was always going to be tricky for her even though she was good at sports. Downe House is a great school but it is a fighting school. She was bullied.’

After two terms, her parents responded to her worries by taking her out of school. Significantly, Kate, who is now the most famous old girl, is not included on the list of Downe House alumni, which includes the writer Elizabeth Bowen, model Sophie Dahl and Prince and Princess Michael of Kent’s daughter, Lady Gabriella Windsor.

Instead, her parents transferred her mid-term to one of the best-known private schools in Britain, Marlborough College, which had only fully opened its prestigious doors to girls in 1989. The £29,000-a-year ($46,500) boarding school in Wiltshire was originally founded in 1843 to educate the sons of poor clergy. Former pupils include the First World War writer Siegfried Sassoon and fellow poets Louis MacNeice and Sir John Betjeman.

As befitting a school steeped in literary history, Kate was immediately nicknamed ‘Middlebum’; the senior boys, as apparently had become a tradition, holding up napkins in the school dining room where the new girl was marked out of ten. She did not score highly, according to contemporaries. If she had been unhappy at an all-girls school within jogging distance of home, then her treatment at the former boys-only school seems even more disrespectful. Kate was assigned to Elmhurst House, one of three girls’ boarding houses, where she lived with sixty-four others. Perhaps unsurprisingly she spent the first weeks quietly, retreating to her dorm after supper, gingerly testing the water, as it were, before diving in.

The arrival of girls in an essentially testosterone-fuelled environment meant that they had to learn to be tough. As another former pupil, the journalist Alice Thomson, recalls: ‘You can’t be precious or a perfectionist when you’re on a cross-country run and a boy yanks your games skirt off for a dare. You just keep running.’ Kate did survive, and seemed happy enough for her parents to send her sister Pippa to join her in 1997.

If the elder Middleton girl was reserved, she was also confident in herself, her judgement and her ability. As one of her tutors later recalled, she was good at ‘mucking in’. ‘She was dependable and loyal,’ he says. Her genes from the Middleton side of the family – lawyers who took an active interest in the arts – seemed prominent in her intellectual make-up. She was both methodical and artistic, good at maths and painting, and with a keen interest in photography, like her beloved grandfather, Peter Middleton. She continued to shine on the sports field, eventually becoming captain of the hockey team and playing first pair at tennis, which thrilled her doubles-playing grandmother, Valerie. A country girl at heart, when she was away from school, she went riding – even though she is allergic to horses – skiing, and sailing.

Of course, in the hothouse atmosphere of a co-educational boarding school, talk of boys was very much part of the daily conversational diet. For once ‘Middlebum’ lived up to her nickname. She and her friend Jessica Hay, who shared her dorm, would regularly moon at boys in the opposite house in a jolly game of ‘guess the rear’. ‘Our room faced out on to the boys’ boarding house,’ Jessica told the writer Elizabeth Sanderson. ‘We’d take turns to show our bare bums to the guys to see if they could guess who they belonged to. Catherine kind of got addicted to it.’

In general, however, Kate had the reputation of being an observer rather than a participant, the girl who watched for the arrival of the house tutor while the other girls illicitly swigged vodka or smoked cigarettes. ‘She didn’t get involved in any drinking or smoking but was very sporty and family-minded,’ added Jessica.

Her contemporaries remember that when it came to boys she followed a similar romantic trajectory to the late Diana, Princess of Wales. Just as Diana, to use her own euphemism, kept herself ‘tidy’ for what lay ahead, Kate seemed aloof to the charms of her male fellow pupils. As Jessica Hay recalled: ‘We would sit around talking about all the boys at school we fancied but Catherine would always say: “I don’t like any of them. They’re all a bit rough.” Then she would joke: “There’s no one quite like Prince William.”’ According to contemporaries, however, her first boyfriend was fellow Marlburian Willem Marx, who is now a foreign correspondent.

As it was, she attended the kind of private school whose pupils often mixed with royalty as a matter of course. Not only was her friend Jessica Hay dating a scion of the Mountbatten clan, the Hon. Nicholas Knatchbull, but her fellow pupil Emilia d’Erlanger, a niece of the tenth Viscount Exmouth, was, in August 1999, invited by Prince William on a ten-day cruise aboard a luxury yacht. While Emilia arrived back at Marlborough that summer with a tan, Kate, in her final year at the school, was a girl transformed. The seventeen-year-old duckling had turned into a svelte swan. ‘It happened quite suddenly,’ recalled Gemma Williamson. ‘Catherine came back after the long summer break an absolute beauty. She never wore particularly fashionable or revealing clothes – just jeans and sweaters – [but] she had an innate sense of style.’

While at least one of her tutors has said dismissively that Kate was an ‘unexceptional’ student, she left the school, aged eighteen, with eleven GCSEs and three A levels in chemistry, biology and art, her grades good enough, then, to get her admitted into most universities.

As was the current fashion, she elected to take a year’s break before making a final choice of where to study her preferred subject, History of Art. In September 2000 she enrolled in a three-month art and language course in Florence, Italy, steeping herself in the culture of the Renaissance, seeing at first hand the treasures she would study. She also undertook a programme for the Raleigh International charity in Chile, and was crew on a ‘Round the World Challenge’ boat in the Solent. ‘She was hardworking and good fun,’ recalled her skipper. ‘She never mixed her romantic life with the sport, as I recall.’

That autumn she set her sails for her university of choice, heading north to St Andrews, an ancient seat of learning set in the seaside town on Scotland’s east coast.

When she hauled her bags up the stone steps of St Salvator’s Hall of Residence, Kate, in her jeans and Puffa jacket, looked like hundreds of other well-brought-up former boarding-school girls starting at university that autumn. Excited, if apprehensive, about what the future might hold, she was just another face in the crowd.

But not for long.
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