
As she celebrates her 75th birthday, the Duchess of Cornwall 
talks to The Weekly about her simple country childhood, 

losing her mother, lessons from Prince Philip, why  
speeches terrify her and becoming Queen Consort.

 Camilla
EXCLUSIVE 
75th birthday 

interviewThe down to 
earth Duchess

It’s 
early afternoon on the first day of Platinum Jubilee celebrations in  
London and the Duchess of Cornwall has had a frenetic, thrilling and at 
times unexpected morning. Just a few hours ago she was seated with her 
stepdaughter-in-law Catherine and the rambunctious Cambridge trio – 
Prince George, Princess Charlotte and Prince Louis – in a magnificent 

horse-drawn barouche, the royal children barely able to contain their excitement as they waved 
furiously at the tens of thousands lining the route from Buckingham Palace down The Mall.  
On horseback behind them were the husbands of these two future queen consorts, the Prince  
of Wales and the Duke of Cambridge, resplendent in full military regalia. 

In the week leading up to the event, the two duchesses had also been together, this time at 
Camilla’s private home, Ray Mill House in the rural county of Wiltshire, where Catherine turned 
photographer for our very special garden shoot. The Duchess of Cambridge’s prowess behind 
the lens is well documented in her many photos of her children, but this is the first time she’s 
taken an official portrait of her stepmother-in-law. In her royal life the Duchess of Cornwall  
has had to get used to being constantly photographed, but it’s not a comfortable place, so 
having Catherine take these birthday celebration photos is very welcome. 

The bond between the two wives of Windsor is evident and the shots capture the Duchess 
off-duty and relaxed in one of her favourite places: her garden.

Back to today, and after the pageantry and crowds of the parade, all is calm in Clarence 
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In the meantime, the couple closely 
follows what is going on in Australia, 
and during the Black Summer bushfires 
in 2019, GIVIT charity CEO Juliette 
Wright OAM was blindsided when out 
of the blue she received a message 
from the Duchess’ team. “I was giddy 
with excitement,” confesses Juliette. 
“The Duchess was devastated by what 
she was witnessing on the television, 
her heart was going out to people 
affected by the bushfires, and she  
said she would like to give a personal 
donation to support an animal charity 
and also a charity that’s helping 
people on the road to recovery.” 

In the interests of raising 
awareness, the Duchess allowed GIVIT 
to mention her support on social 
media. The response was immediate 
– a 46 per cent increase in traffic to 
the website. “I’ve never seen such  
a spike in donations. It was like she 
created a cyclone of giving just by her 
act of generosity, so more donations 
were flowing to those in urgent need,” 
says Juliette who, seizing the day, 
asked if the Duchess would become 

their patron. “They came back a day 
later and said she would be honoured.” 

Queen Consort
The Duchess celebrates her 75th 
birthday on July 17 – a milestone not 
least because, at a time when most  
of her peers are kicking back and 
smelling the roses, she is preparing 
for the biggest job of her life. When 
the Queen used her February Platinum 
Jubilee message to express her “sincere 
wish” for Camilla to be known as 
Queen Consort “when my son Charles 
becomes king”, she rubberstamped the 
monarchy’s future and her daughter-
in-law’s title. Public opinion, which 
had vacillated on the topic, noticeably 
shifted. While Camilla has never 

sought the limelight, her quiet and 
dedicated service was there for all to 
see. She would be our next Queen.

“Obviously it’s a great honour and  
I was deeply touched for Her Majesty 
to have given me this role,” says 
Camilla, who as Consort will be 
following in the footsteps of the late 
Duke of Edinburgh. It was the Duke, 
she says, to whom she often turned for 
counsel while learning the royal ropes. 
“The Duke of Edinburgh was always  
a very good ear. He was a role model 
to me and a very good person to take 
advice from because he always told 
me what he thought, which was  
very helpful, especially with things 
about the army because I took over 
the Rifles [regiment] from him. 

 “He was always two steps behind 
the Queen, which for a man must be 
much more difficult than for a woman 
– and somebody as macho as he was, 
who’d commanded ships. So I think 
[from the Duke] I learned that your 
place is several feet behind the 
monarch. You’re there as a back-up.” 

It’s a role she could never have 
imagined when growing up in rural 
England playing with her ponies. But  
I suspect it’s that practical, carefree 
country childhood which gave Camilla 
the stable basis to cope with the roller- 
coaster of royal life in the spotlight. 

“I was one of the very lucky ones.  
I had the idyllic childhood right in the 
country, sitting on the South Downs 
with my brother and my sister and  
our pets and our ponies. I think it was 
a very simple childhood,” she says, 
casting her mind back. “Sometimes in 
the summer we used to ride to school 
on our ponies, probably something 
that’s more Australian than English, 

Clockwise: Posing 
for the Duchess  
of Cambridge; 
installed as a Royal 
Lady of the Order 
of the Garter; with 
the Cambridges  
at Trooping the 
Colour; alongside 
Prince Philip and 
Prince Charles.

House’s elegant Morning Room,  
where the Duchess and I sit down  
for a wide-ranging and surprisingly 
personal interview. “I’m still in 
Trooping dress,” she apologises, 
looking down at her outfit, its striped 
pastel shades blending in with the 
soft blue of the famous room which 
was the Queen Mother’s favourite 
when she lived at Clarence House  
and which today is bathed in sunlight. 
“It’s lots of ribbons sewn together. 
Very clever. I can’t sew anything,” she 
chuckles. “I did mean to change into 
something more casual, but I thought  
I would keep everybody waiting.”

I first met the Duchess at Clarence 
House a decade ago. She was 
preparing for her inaugural visit to 
Australia with Prince Charles, and in 
advance of the tour I was invited to 
spend a week shadowing her. Since 
then I have continued to follow the 
Duchess as her 
royal work has 
burgeoned 
along with  
her profile,  
but this is the  
first time she 
has agreed  
to a private 
interview. 

Casting her 
mind back to 
that first taste 
of Australia, 
Camilla smiles. 
“I think he 
[the Prince of 
Wales] always 
wanted to  
take me there 
and show me 
what it was 
like. He was 
proved absolutely right. I love 
Australia,” she declares.

Prince Charles’ unique connection 
with this country began when he was 
17 and went to school at Geelong 
Grammar, his first major visit overseas 
and a chance to escape the royal 
bubble at a very formative time  
for the young heir apparent. “He’s  
always spoken about it, his time at 

Timbertop, which he said was pretty 
hard but he loved it. Probably after 
Gordonstoun [the Prince’s school in 
Scotland known for its “character 
building” regime and where he was 
bullied by some of the boys], it was 
light relief to go to Timbertop. He said 
everybody was very kind and easygoing 
and I think it toughened him up.”

The Duchess says that, like her 
husband, she appreciated what she 
affectionately calls the “take it or 
leave it” spirit of Australians. “I like 
that everybody’s down to earth and 
they say what they think. I’d much 
rather people were out there saying 
what they think than beating round 
the bush, telling you a lot of porkies. 
And I like the Australian humour.  
You have a jolly good laugh with 
them. I just think it’s a lovely country. 
This year we were ready to go back 
again, but we just couldn’t fit it into 

the Jubilee 
schedules. But 
we’ll be back 
soon, I hope.”

“I’d much rather 
people say what 
they think than 
tell you a lot of 

porkies.”
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but we used to ride and then tie them 
up and ride back again. It just shows 
how things have changed, because in 
those days there was nothing on the 
roads. Can you imagine now letting  
a child ride to school with its satchel 
on its back? I mean it wouldn’t 
happen,” she laughs.

Young Camilla Shand was nine years 
old and in heaven. “It didn’t happen 
very often, but when it did it was 
lovely. We just pottered along this 
very pretty road with two or three cars 
going past. Life was very laid-back. 
The awful thing is, I suppose I thought 
life was always going to be like that  
… It certainly gave us all a very good 
grounding, because we could start  
off with a smile on our face. As far as  
I remember it was perfect.”

Camilla was the eldest of three and 
she, Annabel and Mark were a tight-
knit unit. “I never took the lead very 
much, we just did things together.  
My brother had a very bad temper  
and was quite spoiled sometimes,  
but it was very evenly shared out.”

Life lessons
Their mother was the glamorous and 
well-connected Rosalind Shand (née 
Cubitt), who hailed from a wealthy 
aristocratic family and was ‘Debutante 
of the Year’ in 1939. Camilla was very 
close to her and says the greatest 
lesson she taught her children was  
the art of small talk, something that 
certainly prepared her for royal life. 

“My mother was absolutely brilliant 
at making us speak to people,” the 
Duchess recalls. “She used to have 
people to dinner; it didn’t matter who 
it was, old or young, some of them  
we thought were incredibly boring, 
but she used to sit at the end of the 
table and say: ‘Talk! I don’t care 
whether you’re talking about your 
pony or your homework, just talk!’  
She was also quite forthright and 
never minced her words.”

Putting people at ease in formal 
situations is now part of her daily 
work and something the naturally 
gregarious Duchess enjoys, but she 
notes that taking the lectern for 
speeches – which she is called to do 

from the German, went through one 
side of his cheek, out the other and 
killed his wireless operator. It was 
extraordinary because it missed all  
his vital organs, his tongue, his teeth, 
but obviously his face was blown to 
pieces. Then a second bullet got him 
through the leg.”

Major Shand was held captive. “He 
remembered Rommel in his greatcoat 
walking off and climbing aboard a  
tiny aeroplane. That was probably the 
last time he was seen!” As an injured 
prisoner of war, Camilla’s father was 
taken to a hospital in Greece, where 
“there was the most brilliant plastic 
surgeon. Nobody had ever sewn up 
anybody from the inside [of their 
mouth] before. You would have never 
known my father had anything wrong. 
Afterwards he was shipped back from 
Greece to Spangenberg Castle in 
Germany, where he was a prisoner  
for two and a half years.”

The Major, who died in 2006, a year 
after Camilla married Prince Charles, 
would undoubtedly have loved to  
have seen his daughter playing such  
a key role in the Trooping the Colour 
parade. “He’d be so pleased knowing 
that I was Colonel-in-Chief of the 
Rifles now. I don’t think anything 
would have made him more proud,” 
she adds wistfully.

Losing Rosalind
Camilla’s mother didn’t live long 
enough to see her daughter marry 
into the monarchy. She died “far  
too young” in 1994 at the age of 72 
following a long battle with osteoporosis. 

“She was in her mid-60s when she 
got it,” says the Duchess. “Nobody  
in those days knew anything about 
osteoporosis. So when she suddenly 
used to scream, which she did if 
somebody touched her, we thought, 
‘Why is she making such a fuss about 
this? It can’t be that painful.’ She was 
a strong woman, capable of anything, 
but she shrank and she shrank and  
she started bending over like a croquet 
hoop. It affects your stomach and 
lungs, so her breathing became very 
bad. She couldn’t eat much food and 
was in agony the whole time. 

“We were at such a loss to know  
how to help. She used to go to the 
doctor who would say, ‘There, there, 
you’re old and frail, all old people  
get the dowager’s hump, that’s what 
happens!’. She gave up in the end.  
She was a wonderful gardener, but  
she couldn’t garden, she couldn’t do 
anything at all.” 

The pain of losing her mother to 
this cruel but preventable disease is 
with Camilla every day. “It was terrible, 

Academy of Dance, whose president is 
ballerina Darcey Bussell, and Camilla 
is now the Academy’s Vice Patron. 

The Duchess tells me she will never 
forget the first time she saw some 
“Swans” in action. “They were taking 
me around [the Academy] and said, 
‘We’ve got a Silver Swans class.’ I said, 
‘What’s that?’ ‘It’s ballet for people 
getting on.’ I said, ‘You must be 
joking’ and thought to myself,  
‘Oh dear, we’re going to have to sit 

through a lot of very 
old people crashing 
about all over the 
place. I don’t know 
how I’m going to 
keep a straight face.’  
I went in with my 
teeth gritted, biting 
my lip, mustn’t laugh 
– but some of these 
people, I couldn’t 
believe my eyes.”

Camilla was  
so impressed she 
decided to join.  
“I said to the dance 
teacher, ‘Would you 
ever take a private 
class? I’ve got a few 
friends who’d be very 

interested.’ 
So she  
comes here 
when I’m  
in London 
and we crash 
about very 
happily and 
it’s great  
fun. 

It’s jolly 
hard work –  
you get really 
involved and 

I find it’s a really good way to exercise.”
The Duchess’ support of the 

program has had a huge impact, 
Darcey tells me. “She’s very happy to 
talk about her own experience. She’s 
very funny, too. When we had the 
opening of the new headquarters of 
the Royal Academy of Dance recently, 
she came into a class of Silver Swans. 
There were men there as well, some  

British Army who was captured by  
the Nazis in World War II. He married 
in 1946 and left the army in 1947,  
but growing up Camilla knew very 
little about his war years. Then 
decades later he started to open up  
to his grandchildren.

“We couldn’t get him to talk about 
it. Yet when my children [son Tom  
and daughter Laura] and my sister’s 
children came along, especially the 
boys, he started to,” she says. “He was 
captured at El Alamein and was very 
lucky, really, because he was shot. He 
was in an armoured car, about 100 
yards from Rommel’s encampment, 
when my father opened his mouth  
to shout a command at his wireless 
operator and the bullet came zinging 

with increasing regularity – is torture. 
“I get petrified making speeches,”  
she says. “I hate every moment of it. 
People always say it’ll get better and 
sometimes I find it’s all right if I really 
know my subject, but sometimes [I get] 
that awful thing beforehand of really 
shaking and feeling seriously sick.

“The first speech I ever made was 
about osteoporosis in Lisbon, before  
I was married, and the night before  
I was out of bed tying my sheets 
together to see if I could escape and 
go home. I’m never going to enjoy it. 

“My husband is very good; he loves 
it. Because he’s a very good actor,  
I think. You’ve got to have a bit of 
acting experience. I was the worst 
actor in the whole school. If I was 
given one line to say, it always came 
out backwards. So I think speeches  
– no, they’re never going to be my 
favourite things.”

Camilla’s father, Major Bruce  
Shand, was a dashing officer in the 

Above: Camilla with her beloved mother,  
the Hon. Rosalind Shand, in 1965. Right: The 
happy couple share their wedding day joy  
in 2005 with their four children, the Queen, 
the Duke of Edinburgh and Major Shand.

Above: Rosalind 
Shand with her 
three children. 
RIght: Major 
Shand and 
Rosalind on 
their wedding 
day in 1946. 

“I get petrified making 
speeches. I hate every 

moment of it.”

because we felt so helpless,” she adds. 
That experience inspired her 21 

years ago to become President of the 
Royal Osteoporosis Society (ROS). 
Increasing bone strength is crucial, 
she says, to preventing the onset of 
osteoporosis, and one of the latest 
initiatives she can’t get enough of is 
the Silver Swans, a dance class for 
over-55s launched by the UK’s Royal 

26  The Australian Women’s Weekly The Australian Women’s Weekly    27 

Royal insider



in their 80s, and she was like, ‘Oh 
gosh, they’re much better than me’, 
and I suddenly saw her competitive 
spirit coming through.”

I ask the Duchess if she has 
managed to recruit her husband yet. 
She shakes her head, laughing. “He’s  
a very good dancer and loves ballet, 
but I’m not sure how good he’d be  
on his tippy-toes.”

As a young girl the Duchess had  
lots of dance lessons but never ballet. 
“At school we had once-a-week 
dancing, rather like Strictly [Strictly 
Come Dancing, Britain’s version of 
reality TV show Dancing with the 
Stars]. We learned the waltz and the 
quickstep, the cha-cha-cha and the 
Charleston, but I was always the boy 
so I always pushed people around  
the floor. Even now I find it quite 
difficult going the other way.”

Strictly is one of the Duchess’ 
favourite TV shows and also – 
apparently – a hit with Her Majesty.  
“I love seeing people who can’t  
dance at all. They arrive with no  
sense of rhythm, and then you see 
them progress and they end up as 
professional dancers.” 

The Duchess has now developed a 
friendly bond with Aussie dancer and 
Strictly judge Craig Revel Horwood. 
The unlikely couple met in 2008 
working on a “Boogie for your bones” 
campaign for the ROS. Camilla came 
to an event and they ended up on the 
dance floor together. 

“I thought she was going to be 
terribly posh and aloof,” says Craig. 
“But actually she was so down to 
earth, so full of beans, such a great 
dancer and totally up for all of it.  
I never thought for one moment we 
would ever get into holds and start 
doing a cha-cha-cha in front of 
everybody, but we did! My family was 
sitting around the six o’clock news at 
home in Ballarat, Victoria and then 
suddenly I came on dancing with the 
future Queen of England!”

Over the years Craig has been a 
regular at royal functions and says  
the Duchess and Prince Charles are a 
fantastic couple. “They have a laugh, 
and they care about people,” he 

shares. “I think it’s taken people time 
to get used to the fact that they are 
together, but their relationship has 
really shone and that’s what people 
pick up on.”

Darcey Bussell agrees with that. 
“Obviously there were tough times 
with Diana and that whole transition, 
but marrying Charles and realising 
what a bond they have and a force of 
positive strength [they are] together,  
I think that has really resonated with 
the public.”

Finding her voice
In her royal work Camilla talks to 
strangers from every walk of life, and 
while she is naturally a shy person, 
her ability to connect with those she 
meets, no matter their background or 
circumstances, has become her secret 
weapon. It’s something Jude Kelly, 
CEO of the Women of the World 
Foundation, has watched unfold. “The 
Duchess has a clear sense that she  
has a powerful voice and she wants  

“We sat there in 
complete and 
utter silence … 

desperately 
fighting back 

the tears.”
to use it for people who don’t have 
a powerful voice. She’s chosen to use 
it for women who are dealing with 
horrendous levels of violence.” 

This work has become a significant 
focus for Camilla, who will never  
forget the moment that sparked her 
involvement. “It was when I first went 
to a meeting of SafeLives – in 2016 
– of which I’m now patron. It was 
unbelievable. We all sat around in  
a circle and six women told their 
stories. I remember sitting opposite 
this woman who was about my age 
and she wasn’t talking, but her 
daughter’s friend got up to talk and  
I watched this woman’s face, which 
was tragic, and I knew something 
awful was going to come out. Her 
friend told the story of Jo, who was 
married to a British Airways pilot, 
very wealthy, they lived in the middle 
of Ascot, two children, and he’d been 
abusing her. Eventually the police 
came in, he had a restraining order 
and he wasn’t supposed to visit her. 

“For some reason he was allowed  
to see the two children, so he took 
them out for the day and instead  
of dropping them where he was 
supposed to, he brought the children 
back into the house, took out a cleft 
hammer and beat his wife to death. 
Fourteen blows on the head, with  
the children in the next room.

“We all sat there in complete and 
utter silence. Nobody could breathe, 
desperately fighting back tears. It 
shocked me so much. I watched this 
woman, who was my generation, aged 
70, and was going to have to bring up 
her grandchildren because her daughter 
was dead and that father was in prison.” 

The Duchess knew she had to act, 
and while the SafeLives charity is a 
long way from usual royal patronages, 
issues of domestic violence, rape  
and coercive control have become  
a calling. “I think they were very 
surprised. But it’s just something that 
gripped me. I couldn’t just let it go.  
At least I can try to do something 

that might help others by standing 
and shouting about it.” 

Away from her public life, Camilla’s 
favourite role is grandmother. “I’ve 
just said goodbye to several [of the 
grandchildren] who’ve been staying 
here for Trooping. That’s the best role 
there is,” she says, beaming. “The girls 
are becoming teenagers, which is a bit 
of a worry. I’d quite like to put a lid  
on their heads and make them small 
again because they’re all sweet and 
scrubbed and nice. Now they’re quite 
keen to have a good argument!

“They’re just fun to be with. I love 
being with them, eating together, 
going to see a film or a play. They’re 
great enthusiasts. And it’s always nice 
to be in touch with that generation 
because it keeps you abreast of 
young people’s feelings and ideas.  
It also makes me think how much  
has changed between their childhood 
and my childhood. Things are so 
different. The idea of us having these 
phones full of games and everything 
else they can do with them, and then 
they seem to get on aeroplanes and  
go here, there and everywhere. We 
hardly knew what an aeroplane was. 
I think it’s a much more difficult  
world that they’re growing up in than 
the world I grew up in.” 

If Camilla has wisdom to impart it 
would be, “Be yourselves. Just do what 
you think is right, but if you’re worried 
in any way about it, take advice from 
somebody older and wiser because  
I think young people can help old 
people. That’s why we get on so well. 
We’re different ends of the spectrum. 
They can learn a lot from us, but we 
also can learn a hell of a lot from 
them. I remember I always went to my 
grandmother to get advice, so I rather 
hope they might come to me.”

And finally to 75, a number Camilla 
is not celebrating. “Nobody particularly 
wants to be 75, but I can’t do much 
about it. I think you’ve just got to  
get on with life and make the most  
of what you’ve got left.” AWW

See page 181 to discover The Duchess of 
Cornwall’s favourite Australian novel, 
reviewed exclusively for The Weekly.

Left: The Duchess 
with former TV 
presenter Angela 
Rippon at a Silver 
Swans ballet class. 
Below: Doing  
the cha-cha-cha 
with Australian 
dancer Craig  
Revel Horwood.
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