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Royal exclusive

not doing royal work, she’s keen to get 
back to Gatcombe as soon as possible.”

The Princess Royal is a practical 
farmer with very different ideas from 
her older brother Charles, whose 
strictly organic Highgrove farm is  
not far away. The siblings disagree  
on many issues relating to the land 
including genetically modi�ed crops, 
which the Princess Royal supports.  
“It has been an enormous advantage 
in many parts of the world to use GM 
wisely for very speci�c environments. 
It makes it much more likely to be able 
to grow what you need,” she explains.

“I have to remind people that 
rapeseed oil was only made non-toxic 
to humans by the Canadians after  
the Second World War by genetically 
modifying the plant. It’s [ironically] 
quite popular with all those people 
who don’t like GM.”

I ask if she and Prince Charles ever 
have conversations about farming. 
“Yes … occasionally, but rather 
short,” quips the Princess.

Australia-bound
Princess Anne encountered vast farms 
in Australia and New Zealand on her 
�rst big overseas tour in 1970. She 
was just 19, and at the time a huge hit 
on magazine covers around the world, 
lauded for her fashion choices from 
miniskirts to trouser suits. Anne and 
Charles accompanied their parents on 
the tour, which was to celebrate the 
bicentenary of Captain James Cook 
sailing up the east coast. 

“I had a lot of �rst impressions on 
that trip because that was one of the 
�rst long trips I’d been on with the 
Queen and the Duke,” remembers  
the Princess. “It was hot. It was quite 
full-on. It was quite hard work. I think 
it was in Melbourne, when walkabouts 
were just starting, and somebody said 
to me, ‘We’ve met before’. I thought, 
‘I’ve just arrived in Australia, so that’s 
unlikely.’ She was Maltese and said,  
‘I was the �oor maid in the hotel in 
Malta when you stayed before the 
Queen joined you.’ I was three! That 
taught me a very important lesson, 
that the world was already a pretty 
small place.

“We then had a night in Queensland 

off the beaten track. 
I wondered why it 
was red. Then it 
rained overnight 
and the place went 
green. Absolutely 
extraordinary.  
It was a really 
interesting trip.”

One irritation  
for the feisty young 
royal was what  
she saw as blatant 
sexism at of�cial 
functions. “Of 
course, the Queen is 
the Queen and it’s a 
different relationship, 
but I still got the feeling that there 
were women at that end of the room 
and men at this end of the room.  
I didn’t go for that, so I just annoyed 
the men at the other end,” she laughs. 
“To be honest, I think they were 
grati�ed in Queensland that I was the 
least bit interested in the livestock or the 
land. They were quite happy to talk.”

In Melbourne, Princess Anne and 
Prince Charles danced at a ball with 
400 other young Aussies to rock band 
The Mixtures. “They were fun events. 
You met different sorts of people, not 
least of all friends of my brother, who 
went to school with him in Geelong.”

Another memorable visit was in 
2009, when the Princess Royal came 
for the memorial for victims of the 
Black Saturday bush�res. It was a 
devastating time. “You often wonder 
when is the right time to have a 
memorial and that was quite early 
days, because there were still �res 
burning. We �ew through one on the 
way out. I think for most of us, the 
speed of �res, the way they burn in 
Australia, how quickly they can do 
damage, it was pretty horrifying. For  
a member of the family to be able to 
come and join you seemed entirely 

appropriate, so it was really nice that 
people felt that was appreciated.”

Princess Anne watched with deep 
empathy as Australia battled this 
year’s vicious bush�re season. Many 
royals – including Princes William, 
Harry and Charles – have suggested  
a link between the �res and climate 
change, but she is less convinced.  

“I don’t even go down the climate 
change route,” she says, shaking her 
head. “I think the way people manage 
ground is part of the discussion …
Climate changes all the time. It has 
done so throughout the globe’s history, 
so there’s nothing new under the sun. 
Somehow, we’ve got to learn that our 
kind of life is changing. We’ve got to 
remember to respect what’s out there 
and how to live with it.” 

She agrees that First Australians 
may have a better grasp of how to 
deal with our �res. “They’ve got a  
lot more knowledge and I suspect 
their ability to pass on the relevant 
knowledge is better than us. First 
Nations people have a much better 
understanding of what the dangers 
are, and �re would have been a 
massive danger throughout their 
existence. They know Australia a lot 

better than anybody else. I suspect 
they existed in quite a lot of climate 
changes already.”

The Duke’s legacy
While her opinions may not be 
popular with environmentalists, Her 
Royal Highness speaks from a depth 
of experience gained from talking to 
farmers around the Commonwealth. 
She started working with Michael 
Lambert at the Royal Agricultural 
Society of the Commonwealth in 
2008, attending her �rst conference in 
New Zealand. RASC was originally 
set up by the Duke of Edinburgh in 
1957. “Very kindly, my father asked 
me to follow in his footsteps,” she says 
proudly. “For me it’s been absolutely 
fascinating. We went from Brisbane, 
big farming country, to Singapore  
and vertical farming.”

“Father and daughter are very 
similar,” adds Michael. “The Duke is 
occasionally indiscreet. She is much 

more measured, but she’s quite happy 
to call a spade a spade. We were talking 
about organic production at our 2014 
Brisbane conference, and there was a 
gentleman from the Australian Greens 
party who made some statements in 
his presentation that she didn’t agree 
with … At the end, she went up to 
him and they had quite a discussion. 
She’s not afraid to come forward.”

Princess Anne tells me she recalls 
talking about the vegan movement at 
one of the conferences, and it’s safe to 
say she’s not a fan. “You can’t have a 
world without livestock. They are a 
necessary and very constructive part 
of our expectation to feed ourselves,” 
she argues. “Perhaps my biggest 
irritation is single issue groups … We 
need livestock as part of the genuine 
mix that keeps land healthy.”

Another of her father’s personal 
initiatives that she’s taken on is the 
Commonwealth Study Conferences, 
designed to share wisdom and  

ideas among emerging leaders.  
Chris Hartley is Secretary of the 
organisation and says Princess Anne 
spends three weeks a year at their 
events. “She’s her father’s daughter. 
There’s a palpable fondness between 
them that you’ll see, but she is very 
hands-on. She’s a workaholic,” says 
Chris. “I think to Her Royal Highness, 
the role is about creating a better 
world in terms of giving opportunities, 
advice, help and encouragement to 
people who will make a difference.”

 “I hope that’s true,” muses the 
Princess. “I think both my father  
and I would feel it’s about sharing 
information; that there are many  
more similarities than dissimilarities  
in the world, and you have to focus  
on those to make it a better place.”

The Princess’s longest-standing 
charity work is with Save the Children. 
She has travelled all over the world 
witnessing children in dire situations, 
including refugee camps. She says that 
even though images from those trips 
can be heart-rending, she always tries 
to see the positives. 

“You use those images in order to 
get the message across to others. I’m 
always encouraged by the way you see 
children running about and playing. 
The common denominator was the 
number of children who made toys 
out of wire coat hangers. Everywhere! 
They’re really good at it.”

As her 70th birthday approaches,  
I wonder if Princess Anne feels older 
and perhaps wiser. “Sometimes,” she 
replies, explaining that her biggest  
joy is connecting information that  
she has come across over the years to 
“the appropriate point” today. “Then 
you feel wiser.” In essence, she says, 
she’s “jack of all trades, master of 
none” – which I think, looking at her 
farm, is a little harsh.

As our chat ends, the Princess Royal 
jumps in her Land Rover and leads 
our photographer around her beloved 
acreage. After the shoot, she drives 
past our photographer’s assistant, who 
is packing up, and stops to tell him 
about freshly laid eggs she has just 
picked up. I am reminded of the little 
girl who gathered eggs at Windsor. 

She really hasn’t changed at all. AWW

Right: The Princess 
Royal and her �rst 
husband Mark Phillips 
were gifted Gatcombe 
Park by Her Majesty 
the Queen in 1976, 
and Anne has lived 
there ever since.

“You can’t have a world 
without livestock.”


