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 Vol. 5: Conspiracies

 The Thirteenth Pillar

 The Death of Princess Diana and the Conspiracy That Would Not Die

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"She was the People's Princess, and that is how she will stay, how she will remain in our hearts and in our memories forever."

 — Tony Blair, August 31, 1997



Chapter One
 The People's Princess

 Diana Frances Spencer entered the world on the first day of July, 1961, in a ground-floor bedroom of Park House, a sprawling Georgian mansion on the Sandringham estate in Norfolk. The house itself sat within the grounds of the royal family's country retreat, a geographic proximity that would prove prophetic. Her father, Edward John Spencer, Viscount Althorp, had served as equerry to both King George VI and Queen Elizabeth II. Her mother, Frances Ruth Roche, was the daughter of Baron Fermoy, whose wife Ruth had been a lady-in-waiting to the Queen Mother. The Spencer family had been entwined with the British monarchy for generations, their bloodline stretching back further into English aristocracy than the Windsors themselves.


But proximity to privilege did not guarantee a happy childhood. When Diana was six years old, her parents' marriage collapsed in spectacular and bitter fashion. Frances left the family home for Peter Shand Kydd, a wallpaper heir, and the ensuing custody battle became one of the most talked-about society scandals of the late 1960s. In a rare and devastating blow, Frances's own mother, Ruth Fermoy, testified against her daughter in court, and John Spencer was awarded custody of all four children. Diana would later describe her childhood as "very unhappy" and "very unstable," marked by the hollow echo of footsteps in half-empty rooms and the muffled sound of her younger brother Charles crying for their mother at night.


She was sent away to boarding school at the age of nine, first to Riddlesworth Hall in Norfolk, and then to West Heath Girls' School in Sevenoaks, Kent. Academically, Diana struggled. She failed her O-levels twice, and no amount of tutoring seemed to kindle a spark for classroom learning. But she excelled in other ways — she was a talented swimmer, an enthusiastic dancer, and possessed an emotional intelligence that drew people to her with magnetic force. Her school friends would later recall a girl who instinctively gravitated toward anyone who was lonely, unhappy, or left out. She volunteered at a school for disabled children during her time at West Heath, a quiet foreshadowing of the humanitarian work that would define her adult life.


Diana first crossed paths with Prince Charles in November 1977, during a shooting weekend at Althorp. She was sixteen, gangly and shy; he was twenty-nine and dating her older sister Sarah. The meeting was unremarkable at the time. But three years later, in the summer of 1980, their paths converged again at a barbecue in Sussex hosted by a mutual friend. Charles, who had been under increasing pressure from his family and the press to marry, was struck by something in the young Diana — her warmth, her directness, her apparent lack of guile. Within weeks, she was being invited to Balmoral. By February of 1981, the engagement was announced.


The wedding, on July 29, 1981, at St Paul's Cathedral in London, was watched by an estimated 750 million television viewers worldwide. Diana, in an ivory silk taffeta gown with a twenty-five-foot train designed by David and Elizabeth Emanuel, walked up the aisle to become the Princess of Wales. She was twenty years old. The spectacle was breathtaking — the gilded coaches, the mounted cavalry, the pealing bells, the vast crowds lining the streets of London, many of whom had camped overnight for a glimpse of the bride. It was, the newspapers declared, a fairy tale come true.


But fairy tales, as Diana would learn, are stories told to children. The reality of life inside the House of Windsor was a cold and suffocating contrast to the warmth she craved. Charles, thirteen years her senior, was a man of rigid routines and intellectual pursuits. He found solace in painting, architecture, and long philosophical conversations — none of which held Diana's interest. She, in turn, found herself isolated in a vast institution that operated according to centuries-old protocols, surrounded by staff who answered to the palace, not to her. The loneliness was crushing.


There was, too, the matter of Camilla Parker Bowles. Charles and Camilla had been romantically involved before his marriage, and Diana suspected — correctly, as it would later emerge — that the relationship had never truly ended. She would recall finding a bracelet Charles had commissioned for Camilla shortly before the wedding, engraved with the letters G and F, which stood for "Gladys" and "Fred," their private pet names. The discovery shattered whatever illusions she still harboured about the marriage she was entering.


Despite these private torments, Diana threw herself into her public role with an energy and charisma that stunned the royal establishment. She was a natural. Where Charles was stiff and formal, Diana was warm and spontaneous. She crouched down to speak to children at eye level. She held the hands of AIDS patients at a time when much of the public still believed the disease could be transmitted through casual contact. She embraced lepers in Indonesia and comforted the bereaved in hospital wards. The cameras loved her, and the public adored her. By the mid-1980s, Diana was not merely the most famous royal in the world — she was the most famous woman in the world.


The birth of Prince William on June 21, 1982, and Prince Harry on September 15, 1984, brought Diana intense joy but did little to repair the fractures in her marriage. She later spoke openly about suffering from postnatal depression and bulimia, conditions that the palace regarded with bewilderment and, at times, barely concealed disdain. Charles, meanwhile, had resumed his relationship with Camilla in earnest by 1986, a fact that became an open secret among their social circle long before it reached the public.


The unravelling was slow, then sudden. In 1989, at a party hosted by Camilla's sister, Diana confronted her rival directly. "I know what's going on between you and Charles," she said, her voice steady, "and I just want you to know that." The room fell silent. It was the first public crack in the carefully maintained facade, and it would not be the last. By the early 1990s, the marriage of the Prince and Princess of Wales had become the most scrutinised, most analysed, and most dysfunctional relationship in the world — a slow-motion car crash, some commentators said, with no way to look away. They could not have known how grimly prescient that metaphor would prove to be.

 [image: Diana, Princess of Wales, 1997]Diana, Princess of Wales, in 1997 — the most photographed and most famous woman in the world. Her combination of glamour, vulnerability, and humanitarian commitment made her a global icon.
 

Chapter Two
 Cracks in the Crown

 The year 1992 would become so calamitous for the British monarchy that Queen Elizabeth II herself would describe it, in a rare moment of public candour, as her annus horribilis. Windsor Castle caught fire. The marriages of three of her four children collapsed in rapid succession. And the most damaging revelations of all centred on the Prince and Princess of Wales, whose private miseries were now being broadcast to the world in excruciating detail.


The first blow came in June, when Andrew Morton's book Diana: Her True Story was published. The book painted a devastating portrait of Diana's life inside the palace — her loneliness, her bulimia, her suicide attempts, Charles's affair with Camilla, the indifference of the royal household. What no one knew at the time was that Diana herself had secretly cooperated with Morton, recording hours of testimony on cassette tapes that were smuggled to the author through an intermediary. The palace was blindsided. Charles was furious. The Queen was mortified. But the public, overwhelmingly, sided with Diana.


Then came the tapes. In August 1992, The Sun newspaper published transcripts of a secretly recorded telephone conversation between Diana and James Gilbey, a car dealer and old friend. The call, made on New Year's Eve 1989, captured Gilbey calling Diana "Squidgy" and "darling" fifty-three times. Diana, for her part, complained bitterly about life in the royal family. "It's just so difficult," she said. "It's such a cruel environment." She described Charles's treatment of her as "real torture" and expressed fear that she was pregnant. The tape became known as "Squidgygate," and its publication raised troubling questions: who had intercepted the call, and why? Some analysts suspected that the conversation had been recorded by GCHQ, the government's signals intelligence agency, and deliberately leaked to discredit Diana. The truth was never established.


Five months later, in January 1993, an even more explosive recording surfaced. This time it was Charles and Camilla, captured in a late-night telephone call from December 1989. The conversation was so intimate and so graphic — Charles infamously expressed a wish to be reincarnated as one of Camilla's tampons — that it defied parody. The transcript, published under the headline "Camillagate," was read aloud in parliaments, discussed on television talk shows, and passed around offices and schoolyards across the country. The Prince of Wales, future King and head of the Church of England, had been reduced to a national joke.


In December 1992, Prime Minister John Major stood up in the House of Commons and announced that the Prince and Princess of Wales had agreed to a formal separation. He was careful to add that there were no plans for divorce and that the separation would have no constitutional implications. Few believed him on either count. The fairy tale was over, and everyone knew it.


For Diana, the separation brought a measure of freedom but not of peace. She remained trapped in a peculiar limbo — still technically married to the heir to the throne, still a member of the royal family, still subject to its protocols and surveillance, but increasingly isolated from its support structures. She began to forge her own path, cultivating relationships with journalists and media figures who could help her shape her public image. She was, by any measure, winning the public relations war. But the palace was not without its own resources, and the briefing and counter-briefing between the two camps — the so-called "War of the Waleses" — became one of the most vicious and sustained media battles in British history.


The most dramatic salvo came on November 20, 1995, when Diana sat down with Martin Bashir for an interview on the BBC's Panorama programme. The interview had been arranged in extraordinary secrecy — Diana had kept it hidden from the palace, her own staff, and even the BBC's senior management until the last possible moment. Twenty-three million viewers tuned in to watch.


The interview was devastating. Diana spoke with remarkable composure about her marriage, her mental health, her eating disorder, and her husband's infidelity. "There were three of us in this marriage," she said, her eyes fixed on Bashir's, "so it was a bit crowded." She admitted to her own affair with James Hewitt, a former cavalry officer. She questioned whether Charles was suited to be king. And she described the palace establishment as "the enemy," a machine that had tried to paint her as mentally unstable to undermine her credibility. The performance was masterful — vulnerable yet controlled, confessional yet strategic. The interview fundamentally altered the balance of power between Diana and the palace. For the first time, the public had heard Diana's side of the story in her own words, unfiltered by tabloid editors or palace spin doctors. The reaction was seismic — across Britain, people who had suspected the truth about Charles and Camilla now had it confirmed by the woman herself, sitting in Kensington Palace, her eyes steady, her voice unwavering.


The fallout was immediate and irreversible. Within weeks, the Queen wrote to both Charles and Diana, urging them to divorce. The negotiations were bruising but relatively swift. On August 28, 1996, the divorce was finalised. Diana received a lump sum settlement reported to be around seventeen million pounds, retained her apartment at Kensington Palace, and kept the title Princess of Wales. But she lost the style "Her Royal Highness" — a distinction that mattered enormously within the protocol-obsessed world of the monarchy. Diana is said to have been sanguine about the loss. "I don't need that title," she told a friend. "I never needed it."


Yet the interview would cast a long shadow. In 2021, a quarter of a century after it aired, an independent inquiry led by Lord Dyson concluded that Bashir had used forged bank statements and other deceptive methods to secure Diana's cooperation. The BBC issued a formal apology. Earl Spencer, Diana's brother, said the interview had been obtained through "deceitful behaviour" and had directly contributed to his sister's increasing paranoia and isolation in the final years of her life. The revelations added yet another layer of tragedy to a story that seemed to have no end of them.


Free at last from the constraints of royal marriage, Diana entered the final and most remarkable chapter of her public life. She would have less than a year to live. But in those twelve months, she would accomplish more, touch more lives, and generate more controversy than most people manage in a lifetime. The People's Princess was about to become something even more powerful: a woman on her own terms.

 
 

Chapter Three
 A New Dawn

 In the months following her divorce, Diana stripped away the ceremonial trappings of royal life with a deliberation that surprised even those who knew her best. She resigned from over a hundred charities and patronages, retaining only six that she felt most passionately about: Centrepoint, the English National Ballet, Great Ormond Street Hospital, the Leprosy Mission, the National AIDS Trust, and the Royal Marsden Hospital. It was a conscious narrowing of focus, a decision to go deep rather than wide. Without the apparatus of the palace behind her, Diana was free to choose her battles — and she chose the ones that mattered most.


Her work on AIDS had already made her one of the most important public health advocates of the decade. In April 1987, she had opened the UK's first purpose-built HIV/AIDS unit at London Middlesex Hospital, and in a gesture that made headlines around the world, she had shaken hands with a patient without wearing gloves. At a time when much of the public still believed — or feared — that HIV could be transmitted through casual touch, the image of a glamorous princess clasping the hand of a dying man was revolutionary. "HIV does not make people dangerous to know," she said. "You can shake their hands and give them a hug. Heaven knows they need it."


But it was her landmines campaign, launched in January 1997, that would cement her legacy as more than a royal celebrity. Working with the HALO Trust, a British charity dedicated to clearing landmines from former conflict zones, Diana travelled to Angola — a country still scarred by decades of civil war — and walked through a live minefield near the town of Huambo. The photographs were extraordinary: Diana, dressed in body armour and a ballistic visor, picking her way through a landscape of red-and-white warning markers, each one denoting a buried explosive capable of blowing off a limb. She visited amputees in hospitals, held children who had lost legs, and listened to mothers who had watched their sons die in fields that should have been safe.


The images from Angola provoked a furious backlash from the British government. Junior defence minister Earl Howe accused Diana of being a "loose cannon" who was meddling in political matters beyond her expertise. The Conservative government, which had close ties to the arms industry, was deeply uncomfortable with her campaign. Diana was unruffled. "I'm not a political figure," she told reporters. "I'm a humanitarian figure. And I always will be." She followed the Angola visit with a trip to Bosnia in August 1997, where she met landmine survivors in Sarajevo and Tuzla. The Ottawa Treaty banning anti-personnel landmines was opened for signature in December 1997, three months after her death. The head of the HALO Trust would later credit Diana as the single most important figure in making the treaty possible.


Amid her humanitarian work, Diana was also navigating the unfamiliar waters of single life at thirty-five. She had a brief relationship with the Pakistani heart surgeon Hasnat Khan, whom she met at the Royal Brompton Hospital in 1995. By most accounts, the relationship was serious — friends said Diana was deeply in love and spoke of marrying Khan. But Khan, a private and intensely modest man, struggled with the relentless media scrutiny that came with dating the most photographed woman on earth. The relationship ended in the summer of 1997, and Diana was devastated.


It was into this emotional void that Emad Mohamed Al-Fayed — known universally as Dodi — stepped. Dodi was the eldest son of Mohamed Al-Fayed, the Egyptian-born billionaire who owned Harrods department store and the Ritz Hotel in Paris. Diana and Dodi had first met in passing at a polo match in 1986, when Dodi was playing against Prince Charles. They reconnected in the summer of 1997, when Mohamed Al-Fayed invited Diana and her sons to holiday at his villa in Saint-Tropez. The invitation was calculated — Al-Fayed, who had long sought acceptance by the British establishment and had been repeatedly denied British citizenship, saw in Diana an opportunity to elevate his family's social standing.


Diana arrived in Saint-Tropez on July 11, 1997, with William and Harry. Dodi, handsome and charming in a languid, film-producer sort of way, was attentive and generous. He showered Diana with gifts and attention. After the boys returned to their father, Diana and Dodi continued their holiday together, cruising the Mediterranean aboard Mohamed Al-Fayed's two-hundred-foot yacht, the Jonikal. Paparazzi in speedboats and helicopters tracked their every movement, and photographs of the couple sunbathing, swimming, and embracing dominated the front pages of every tabloid in Europe.


The relationship moved at extraordinary speed. In the space of six weeks, Diana and Dodi had gone from casual acquaintances to what appeared to be a serious romantic couple. They were photographed kissing on the deck of the yacht. Dodi ordered a ring from the Repossi jewellery house in Paris — a diamond-and-emerald piece from their "Dis-Moi Oui" ("Tell Me Yes") collection, valued at approximately twenty-three thousand dollars. Whether the ring was intended as an engagement ring remained a matter of intense debate. Diana's close friends insisted that the relationship was still in its early stages and that marriage was not yet being discussed. Mohamed Al-Fayed would later claim the opposite — that the couple were engaged and planning to announce their betrothal upon their return from Paris.


Whatever the truth, the summer of 1997 was a period of profound transition for Diana. She was free of the royal family, free of Charles, and seemingly on the cusp of a new chapter in her personal life. She appeared, by all outward measures, to be happy. The landmines campaign had given her a sense of purpose beyond celebrity. Dodi's company had eased the pain of her breakup with Hasnat Khan. And the public — her public, the millions who had followed her story from shy teenager to wronged wife to independent woman — cheered her on.


On August 30, 1997, Diana and Dodi boarded a private jet in Sardinia, where they had been cruising aboard the Jonikal for the previous nine days. Their destination was Paris, where they planned to spend the night before Diana returned to London to reunite with William and Harry. It was supposed to be a brief stopover — an evening at the Ritz, perhaps dinner, and then home. Neither of them could have known that they were flying toward the most scrutinised, most debated, and most conspiracy-laden death of the twentieth century.

 
 

Chapter Four
 The Last Night in Paris

 The private jet touched down at Le Bourget airport, north of Paris, at approximately three-thirty on the afternoon of Saturday, August 30, 1997. Diana and Dodi descended the aircraft steps into the late summer heat, accompanied by Trevor Rees-Jones and Kes Wingfield, two bodyguards employed by Mohamed Al-Fayed's security team. A Mercedes and a Range Rover were waiting on the tarmac. Even here, on a private airfield far from public view, a photographer managed to capture their arrival. The images would be among the last candid photographs taken of Diana alive.


Their first stop was the Villa Windsor, the former Paris residence of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, which Mohamed Al-Fayed had leased from the City of Paris. Dodi wanted to show Diana the house — his father had recently spent millions renovating it, and there were whispers that it was being prepared as a potential home for the couple. They spent less than half an hour there before heading to Dodi's apartment on Rue Arsene Houssaye, a fashionable street just off the Champs-Elysees, near the Arc de Triomphe.


By mid-afternoon, a small group of paparazzi had gathered outside the apartment building. Their presence was unremarkable — following Diana was, for a certain breed of freelance photographer, a full-time and highly lucrative occupation. A single clear photograph of Diana and Dodi could fetch tens of thousands of pounds from the tabloid press. The photographers waited in the heat, smoking, checking their cameras, trading gossip. They had no idea they were about to become central figures in the most famous car crash in history.


At approximately four-thirty in the afternoon, Diana and Dodi arrived at the Ritz Hotel on the Place Vendome. The Ritz — a palace of marble, gilt, and crystal chandeliers founded in 1898 by the Swiss hotelier Cesar Ritz — was one of the crown jewels of Mohamed Al-Fayed's business empire. CCTV cameras in the hotel recorded Diana stepping into a lift at 4:35 p.m., smiling. She looked relaxed and at ease. The couple were shown to the Imperial Suite on the first floor, where they rested and changed.


That evening, they ventured out again — Dodi wanted to visit the Repossi jewellery boutique near the Place Vendome. The "Dis-Moi Oui" ring that had been selected on his behalf was being held for collection. They did not enter the shop — the paparazzi presence outside had grown — but Dodi's assistant, Claude Roulet, confirmed that the ring would be delivered to the Ritz later that evening. The couple returned to Dodi's apartment, intending to dine at the Chez Benoit restaurant in the Marais district.


But the paparazzi pack had swelled. When Diana and Dodi arrived at Chez Benoit at approximately nine o'clock, the scrum outside was so intense — photographers pressing against the car windows, flashguns firing, shouted questions — that they decided not to go in. Instead, they returned to the Ritz. In the ornate lobby, beneath crystal chandeliers that had illuminated the faces of Coco Chanel and Marcel Proust, Diana and Dodi tried to dine at L'Espadon, the hotel's Michelin-starred restaurant. They lasted ten minutes. The stares of other diners and the presence of photographers outside the windows made a private meal impossible. Dinner was moved upstairs to the Imperial Suite.


It was at this point that Henri Paul re-entered the picture. Paul, forty-one years old, was the deputy head of security at the Ritz. He had been off duty that evening, having finished his shift at seven o'clock, and had gone out — though where he went and what he did during those three hours would become one of the case's most contested questions. At approximately ten o'clock, he was summoned back to the hotel by phone. He arrived at 10:08 p.m. CCTV footage shows him entering through the rear of the hotel, appearing calm and composed.


Upstairs, Diana and Dodi finished their dinner. The question of how to leave the hotel without being swarmed by paparazzi dominated the conversation. Mohamed Al-Fayed's head of personal security, Henri Paul's superior, had gone off duty. The regular security plan would have called for the couple's usual Mercedes and a backup car, both driven by professional chauffeurs, departing from the front entrance with the full security detail. Instead, a different plan took shape — one whose authorship would later be fiercely disputed.


The plan was this: a decoy. Dodi's regular Mercedes and driver would pull up to the front entrance of the Ritz on the Place Vendome, drawing the paparazzi's attention. Meanwhile, Henri Paul would drive Diana and Dodi out through the rear exit on Rue Cambon in a different, less conspicuous Mercedes — a black 1994 S280 that belonged to the Etoile Limousine company and was used as a backup vehicle by the hotel. Only one bodyguard, Trevor Rees-Jones, would accompany them. There would be no backup car, no follow vehicle, no additional security.


The plan was, by any professional security standard, deeply flawed. It placed the principal — the most famous and most vulnerable woman in the world — in a vehicle driven by a man who was not a professional chauffeur, without a follow car, without a pre-planned route, and without the ability to call for immediate backup. Several senior members of the Al-Fayed security team would later express shock at the arrangement. But it was the plan that was agreed upon, and at approximately twenty minutes past midnight on the morning of August 31, Diana and Dodi walked through the rear corridor of the Ritz Hotel and out into the warm Paris night.


CCTV footage from the Rue Cambon exit captures the moment with chilling clarity. Diana, in dark trousers and a blazer, walks briskly toward the waiting Mercedes. Dodi is beside her. Henri Paul, in a light-coloured suit, holds open the rear door. Trevor Rees-Jones climbs into the front passenger seat. As the car pulls away from the kerb, a handful of paparazzi who had been waiting at the rear entrance scramble for their motorcycles. The pursuit has begun.


Henri Paul turned the Mercedes south, away from the direct route to Dodi's apartment. Instead of heading north and west through the city streets — a journey of less than two miles — he drove toward the River Seine and turned west along the embankment expressway, the Cours la Reine. The route was longer but faster, the road wide and relatively clear at that hour. The question of why Paul chose this route would later occupy investigators for years. The most likely explanation was speed: the expressway offered the chance to outrun the pursuing paparazzi in a way that the narrow streets of central Paris did not.


The Mercedes accelerated along the river road. Behind it, at varying distances, came a convoy of paparazzi on motorcycles and in cars. Witnesses would later describe the scene as resembling a high-speed chase from a film — the dark sedan weaving through light traffic, the motorcycles buzzing alongside, flashguns popping in the darkness. The speedometer climbed. Ahead, the road dipped into the Pont de l'Alma underpass, a utilitarian concrete tunnel that carried two lanes of traffic beneath the bridge of the same name. It was 12:23 a.m. In a matter of seconds, everything would change.

 [image: Place Vendome, Paris, location of the Ritz Hotel]The Place Vendome in Paris, home to the Ritz Hotel where Diana and Dodi spent their final evening. The couple departed from the hotel's rear exit on Rue Cambon at 12:20 a.m. on August 31, 1997.
 

Chapter Five
 Impact at the Thirteenth Pillar

 The Pont de l'Alma tunnel is not a tunnel in the dramatic sense of the word. It is a road underpass — a shallow, concrete-walled passage approximately six hundred and fifty feet long, carrying two lanes of westbound traffic beneath the Place de l'Alma and the bridge that gives the area its name. A row of reinforced concrete pillars runs down the centre of the tunnel, separating the two lanes. The pillars are thick, square, and brutally solid — designed to support the road above, not to absorb the impact of a vehicle travelling at high speed. In 1997, there were no guard rails protecting the pillars from errant cars. The road surface dipped slightly as it entered the tunnel, creating a gentle downhill grade that encouraged acceleration.


At approximately 12:23 a.m. on August 31, 1997, the black Mercedes S280 carrying Diana, Dodi, Henri Paul, and Trevor Rees-Jones entered the tunnel at a speed that investigators would later estimate at between sixty and seventy miles per hour — more than double the posted limit of thirty-one miles per hour. The precise sequence of events in the next few seconds would become the subject of years of investigation, testimony, and dispute. But the physical evidence, painstakingly reconstructed from the wreckage, the road surface, and the tunnel walls, told a story that was broadly clear.


Just inside the tunnel entrance, the Mercedes made contact with another vehicle — a white Fiat Uno travelling in the same direction but at a much lower speed. The contact was glancing — a scrape along the right side of the Mercedes that left traces of white paint on the black bodywork and deposited fragments of a red taillight lens on the road. The driver of the Fiat Uno, whoever they were, did not stop. The Mercedes swerved left, crossing the centre line of the two-lane carriageway. Henri Paul, perhaps over-correcting, perhaps blinded, perhaps simply unable to control a vehicle that was travelling far too fast for the conditions, steered the car directly into the path of the thirteenth concrete pillar.


The impact was catastrophic. The Mercedes struck the pillar virtually head-on, at what crash investigators estimated to be between sixty and sixty-eight miles per hour. The front of the car crumpled like paper, the engine block driven backward into the passenger compartment. The steering column collapsed. The dashboard shattered. The force of the deceleration — from highway speed to zero in a fraction of a second — was equivalent to a fall from a ten-storey building. The car then spun clockwise, slamming its rear end into the tunnel wall on the right side of the carriageway before coming to rest, facing backward, in the right-hand lane. Steam and smoke rose from the destroyed engine. Fluid pooled on the tunnel floor. The horn, activated by the collapsed steering column, blared continuously into the darkness.


Henri Paul, who had not been wearing a seatbelt, was killed instantly. The steering column crushed his chest, and the force of the impact caused massive internal injuries. He was found slumped over the wheel, his body tangled in the wreckage. Dodi Fayed, seated behind the front passenger, was also killed instantly. He had not been wearing a seatbelt either, and the force of the collision threw him forward with such violence that he sustained fatal injuries to his chest and head. He was found on the floor of the rear compartment, between the front and rear seats.


Trevor Rees-Jones, the bodyguard in the front passenger seat, survived — though he too was not wearing a seatbelt. Early reports suggested he had fastened it moments before the crash, but the Operation Paget investigation later concluded, based on the marks found on his belt, that none of the four occupants were belted at the time of impact. The airbag on the passenger side deployed, cushioning the initial impact, but the force was still immense. Rees-Jones's face was, in the words of the surgeon who later reconstructed it, "virtually destroyed." Every bone in his face was broken or crushed. His jaw was shattered. His tongue was nearly severed. He would spend ten days in a coma and undergo months of reconstructive surgery, during which surgeons used one hundred and fifty pieces of titanium and old family photographs as a guide to rebuild his features. He survived, but he would remember almost nothing of the crash or the hours leading up to it.


Diana, seated behind the driver on the left side of the rear seat, was not wearing a seatbelt. The force of the impact threw her forward, and she struck the back of the front passenger seat with tremendous force. She came to rest in the footwell behind the front seats, her body twisted, her legs trapped beneath the collapsed structure of the car. She was alive, but gravely injured. She had suffered a major laceration to her left pulmonary vein — the large blood vessel that carries oxygenated blood from the lungs to the heart. She was also bleeding internally from injuries to her chest and abdomen. Her blood pressure was dropping rapidly.


The first people to reach the car were not emergency responders but passersby and, within moments, some of the paparazzi who had been following the Mercedes. The scene they encountered was one of horror. The car was barely recognisable as a vehicle — the front end was compressed to roughly half its original length, the rear was caved in from its impact with the wall, and every window was shattered. The horn continued to blare. Smoke and the smell of leaking fuel filled the tunnel.


The photographers' behaviour in those first minutes would become one of the most controversial aspects of the case. Some took pictures. Others claimed they tried to help. Romuald Rat, a paparazzo who arrived within seconds of the crash, later testified that he opened the right rear door of the Mercedes to check on the occupants. He said he took Diana's pulse at the wrist and found it was beating. Another photographer, Christian Martinez, called emergency services on his mobile phone. Others continued to shoot photographs of the mangled car and its occupants — images that were seized by police and, with a few exceptions, never published.


Within seven minutes, the first emergency responders arrived — members of the Sapeurs-Pompiers, the Paris fire brigade, which also serves as the city's primary emergency medical service. They found a scene of devastation. Two of the four occupants were clearly dead. The bodyguard in the front passenger seat was alive but unconscious, his face a mask of blood. And in the rear of the car, wedged into the footwell, was a woman whom the firefighters did not immediately recognise. She was breathing, but barely. Her eyes were open, and she appeared to be mumbling something. One of the first responders would later say he heard her say, "Oh my God." Another heard her repeat, "Leave me alone."


It was only when the SAMU medical team arrived — France's emergency physician-staffed ambulance service — that someone identified the woman in the back of the car. The news spread through the tunnel like a shockwave, from the paramedics to the firefighters to the police officers who were now cordoning off the scene. The injured woman was Diana, Princess of Wales. And she was dying.

 [image: The western entrance to the Pont de l'Alma tunnel in Paris]The Pont de l'Alma tunnel in Paris, where the Mercedes S280 struck the thirteenth concrete support pillar at approximately 12:23 a.m. on August 31, 1997. The tunnel carried two lanes of traffic beneath the Place de l'Alma.
 

Chapter Six
 The Race Against Time

 The French emergency medical system operates on a fundamentally different philosophy from its Anglo-American counterpart. In Britain and the United States, the guiding principle is "scoop and run" — get the patient into an ambulance and to a hospital as fast as possible, performing only the most basic stabilisation en route. In France, the approach is the opposite. The SAMU — the Service d'Aide Medicale Urgente — dispatches fully equipped mobile intensive care units staffed by senior physicians, anaesthetists, and nurses. The doctor goes to the patient, not the other way around. Treatment begins at the scene. The patient is stabilised, assessed, and prepared for transport. Only when the medical team is satisfied that the patient is as stable as possible is the journey to hospital begun. The French call it medicalisation. Critics would later call it a fatal delay.


The first SAMU ambulance arrived at the Pont de l'Alma tunnel at approximately 12:40 a.m., fifteen minutes after the crash. On board was Dr. Jean-Marc Martino, an experienced emergency physician. What he found when he reached the Mercedes was a patient in severe distress. Diana was semi-conscious, her breathing shallow and irregular. Her blood pressure was dangerously low — a sign of massive internal haemorrhage. Her right arm appeared to be broken. There were cuts and abrasions on her face and head, but no obvious external bleeding that could account for her deteriorating condition. The damage, Dr. Martino understood immediately, was internal.


Extracting Diana from the wreckage was painstaking work. The rear of the Mercedes had been compressed by the impact with the tunnel wall, and the front seats had been driven backward by the collision with the pillar. Diana was wedged into the footwell behind the front seats, her body contorted, her legs trapped. Firefighters used hydraulic cutting equipment to peel back sections of the car's bodywork, working with agonising care to avoid jostling the patient. The process took the better part of thirty minutes.


At 1:00 a.m. — thirty-seven minutes after the crash — Diana suffered a cardiac arrest while still in the wreckage. Dr. Martino immediately began external cardiac massage and administered adrenaline. Her heart restarted, but the episode was ominous. A cardiac arrest at the scene of a trauma usually indicates catastrophic blood loss, and there was little the medical team could do to address the source of the bleeding in the confined space of a crushed automobile.


Diana was finally freed from the car at approximately 1:18 a.m. and transferred to the SAMU ambulance. Inside the vehicle, the medical team worked to stabilise her — intubating her, placing her on a ventilator, inserting intravenous lines to deliver fluids and medications. Her blood pressure was critically low. The decision was made to transport her to the Pitie-Salpetriere Hospital, one of Paris's largest and most modern medical facilities, located on the Left Bank of the Seine approximately four miles from the tunnel.


The ambulance left the tunnel at 1:41 a.m. — one hour and eighteen minutes after the crash. Dr. Martino ordered the driver to proceed slowly, at no more than walking pace, to avoid the jolting and vibration that might worsen Diana's internal injuries. The journey of four miles took twenty-five minutes. At one point, the ambulance stopped entirely, near the Pont d'Austerlitz, so that Dr. Martino could administer additional treatment when Diana's blood pressure dropped again. The stop lasted approximately ten minutes.


The decision to drive slowly was controversial even at the time. Inside the ambulance, monitors beeped and alarms sounded as Diana's vital signs fluctuated. The medical team worked in the confined, swaying space, adjusting intravenous drips, monitoring her heart rhythm, and preparing for the possibility of another cardiac arrest. The streets of Paris, usually teeming with late-night traffic, had been partially cleared by police motorcycle outriders, but the ambulance still crawled through the city at a pace that, to anyone watching, must have seemed agonisingly slow.


The ambulance arrived at the Pitie-Salpetriere at 2:06 a.m. — one hour and forty-one minutes after the crash. Diana was rushed into the emergency department, where a team of specialists was waiting. Among them was Professor Bruno Riou, the head of the hospital's resuscitation department, and Professor Alain Pavie, one of France's most distinguished cardiovascular surgeons. A chest X-ray and ultrasound revealed what the medical team had feared: a massive haemothorax — blood filling the chest cavity from a ruptured blood vessel. An emergency thoracotomy was performed. When the surgeons opened Diana's chest, they found the source of the catastrophic bleeding: a large tear in the left pulmonary vein, the vessel that carries oxygenated blood from the left lung to the heart.


Professor Pavie attempted to repair the tear, but the damage was extensive and the blood loss had been overwhelming. Diana had essentially been bleeding to death internally for nearly two hours. The surgeons worked for another two hours, performing internal cardiac massage, administering blood transfusions, and attempting every technique at their disposal. But the injury was not survivable. At 4:00 a.m., Diana, Princess of Wales was pronounced dead.


At 5:30 a.m., Professor Riou emerged from the hospital to face a media scrum that had been building since the first reports of the crash. His statement was brief and clinical. Diana had suffered a major chest injury — a rupture of the left pulmonary vein — that had caused massive internal haemorrhage. Despite two hours of surgery and extraordinary efforts by the medical team, she could not be saved. The cause of death was internal bleeding from the venous laceration. She was thirty-six years old.


The debate over whether Diana could have been saved would continue for years. British medical experts argued that under the Anglo-American system of rapid transport, Diana would have been in an operating theatre within thirty minutes of the crash, potentially giving surgeons enough time to repair the tear before the blood loss became irreversible. French doctors countered that without the on-scene stabilisation provided by SAMU — the intubation, the cardiac massage, the intravenous fluids — Diana would have died in the tunnel. Both sides had a point. The truth, acknowledged privately by physicians on both sides of the Channel, was that Diana's injury was almost certainly unsurvivable regardless of the system. A torn pulmonary vein, combined with the force of the impact and the absence of a seatbelt, left vanishingly little margin for survival.


By dawn, the news had circled the globe. Television networks interrupted their programming. Radio stations played sombre music. Newspaper editors tore up their front pages. In London, the first bouquets began to appear at the gates of Kensington Palace. In Paris, people gathered silently outside the Pitie-Salpetriere. At Balmoral Castle in Scotland, Prince Charles woke his two sons and told them that their mother was dead. Prince Harry, twelve years old, would later recall the moment with devastating simplicity: "He said, 'She didn't make it.' Those phrases remain in my mind like darts in a board."

 [image: The Flame of Liberty memorial near the Pont de l'Alma tunnel]The Flame of Liberty, a gold-leaf replica of the Statue of Liberty's torch, stands above the Pont de l'Alma tunnel. Originally a Franco-American friendship monument, it became an unofficial memorial to Diana. The site was renamed Place Diana in 2019.
 

Chapter Seven
 A Nation Weeps

 The morning of August 31, 1997, broke grey and overcast across Britain. Radios crackled with the news. Television screens showed the same footage on an endless loop — the crushed Mercedes in the tunnel, the flashing lights of emergency vehicles, the grim-faced doctors emerging from the hospital. In homes and offices, on buses and trains, people stopped what they were doing and stared. The most famous woman in the world was dead, and the shock was visceral, physical, as though the country had been struck a collective blow to the chest.


Outside Trimdon Parish Church in County Durham, Prime Minister Tony Blair stepped before the cameras shortly after nine o'clock in the morning. He had been woken with the news at 2:00 a.m. by his press secretary, Alastair Campbell, and had spent the hours since drafting and redrafting a statement. What he delivered was a masterpiece of spontaneous-seeming oratory — though the words had been carefully chosen. "I feel like everyone else in this country today — utterly devastated," he said, his voice cracking. "She was the People's Princess, and that is how she will stay, how she will remain in our hearts and in our memories forever." The phrase — "the People's Princess" — would attach itself to Diana permanently, a title more enduring than any bestowed by the Crown.


At Balmoral, the royal family retreated behind the granite walls of the castle. The Queen, Prince Philip, Prince Charles, and the rest of the family had agreed that their priority was to shield William and Harry from the relentless media coverage. Televisions and radios were removed from the rooms where the boys spent their time. The household maintained its routines — meals were served, walks were taken, church was attended. To the royal family, this was an appropriate response to tragedy: privacy, dignity, restraint. To the public, it looked like something else entirely.


In London, the outpouring of grief was immediate and overwhelming. Within hours of the news breaking, people began arriving at Kensington Palace — Diana's London home — carrying flowers, cards, candles, and photographs. The trickle became a stream, and the stream became a flood. By Monday morning, the gates of the palace were buried beneath a carpet of cellophane-wrapped bouquets that stretched across the lawn and into Kensington Gardens. The scent of lilies and roses hung heavy in the air, mingling with the smoke of a thousand tea candles. People wept openly, embracing strangers, writing messages on cards and scraps of paper. "You were too good for them," read one. "God needed an angel," read another. "We're sorry we couldn't protect you."


The scale of the mourning was unprecedented. Over the course of the week that followed, an estimated one million bouquets were laid at Kensington Palace alone, with additional mountains of flowers accumulating at Buckingham Palace, St James's Palace, and British embassies around the world. The Guinness Book of World Records would later recognise it as the largest floral tribute in history — an estimated sixty million individual blooms, weighing between ten and fifteen thousand tonnes. The logistics of managing the tribute became a crisis in itself: council workers in protective clothing had to clear rotting flowers each night to prevent a public health hazard, and the decomposing blooms were eventually used as fertiliser in the parks.


But the public's grief was curdling into something sharper. Five days after Diana's death, the Queen had still not appeared in public, had still not made a statement, and — most gallingly to the crowd — had still not lowered the flag over Buckingham Palace to half-mast. The absence of the flag became a lightning rod for public anger. Protocol dictated that the only flag flown over Buckingham Palace was the Royal Standard, and only when the sovereign was in residence. It had never been lowered to half-mast — not even for King George VI. But protocol, in that febrile week, was beside the point. The newspapers, which only days before had been buying paparazzi photographs of Diana, now turned their fury on the Crown. "WHERE IS OUR QUEEN? WHERE IS HER FLAG?" thundered the Daily Express. "YOUR PEOPLE ARE SUFFERING — SPEAK TO US, MA'AM," demanded the Daily Mirror.


Behind the scenes, a furious negotiation was under way. Tony Blair's office was in constant contact with the palace, urging the Queen to break her silence and make a public gesture of mourning. The Queen, who viewed the public hysteria with something between bewilderment and alarm, resisted. She saw her primary duty as protecting her grandsons, not performing grief for the cameras. But her advisors warned that the monarchy itself was at risk — that the public's anger, if left unaddressed, could crystallise into something far more dangerous than a bad week of headlines.


On September 5, the Queen relented. She returned to London from Balmoral and, in an unprecedented move, allowed the Union Jack to fly at half-mast over Buckingham Palace — the first time any flag other than the Royal Standard had been flown there, and the first time any flag had been lowered to half-mast. That evening, the Queen addressed the nation in a live television broadcast, speaking from the Chinese Dining Room at Buckingham Palace with the crowds at the palace gates visible through the window behind her. "Since last Sunday's dreadful news, we have seen, throughout Britain and around the world, an overwhelming expression of sadness at Diana's death," she said. "I want to pay tribute to Diana myself. She was an exceptional and gifted human being. In good times and bad, she never lost her capacity to smile and laugh, nor to inspire others with her warmth and kindness. I admired and respected her — for her energy and commitment to others, and especially for her devotion to her two boys." The speech was effective. The anger subsided. The crisis, for the moment, was averted.


The funeral of Diana, Princess of Wales took place on Saturday, September 6, 1997, at Westminster Abbey. Two thousand people filled the great Gothic nave — heads of state, celebrities, charity workers, and ordinary people who had won places in a public ballot. Outside, hundreds of thousands lined the three-and-a-half-mile route from Kensington Palace to the Abbey. Giant screens in Hyde Park and Regent's Park broadcast the service to crowds that stretched as far as the eye could see. Around the world, an estimated 2.5 billion people watched on television, making it one of the most-viewed events in human history.


The coffin, draped in the Royal Standard and topped with three white bouquets of lilies, was carried on a gun carriage drawn by the King's Troop Royal Horse Artillery. Walking behind it, in a devastating tableau of grief that would define the day, were Prince Charles, Prince Philip, Prince William, Prince Harry, and Diana's brother, Earl Spencer. Harry, just twelve years old, walked with his head bowed, his small figure dwarfed by the men on either side of him. The sight of those two boys — motherless, exposed, walking behind their mother's coffin before the gaze of billions — was almost unbearably poignant.


Inside the Abbey, Elton John performed a specially rewritten version of his 1973 song "Candle in the Wind," originally composed as a tribute to Marilyn Monroe. The new lyrics, written by Bernie Taupin, reimagined the song as a farewell to Diana: "Goodbye, England's rose, may you ever grow in our hearts." John, seated at a grand piano, wept as he played. The recording would go on to become the best-selling single of all time, with proceeds donated to Diana's charitable foundation.


But the most powerful moment of the funeral came from Diana's brother. Earl Spencer ascended the pulpit and delivered a eulogy that combined grief, anger, and barely contained fury in equal measure. "A girl given the name of the ancient goddess of hunting," he said, his voice trembling, "was, in the end, the most hunted person of the modern age." He attacked the media for their relentless pursuit of his sister. And then, in a passage that sent shockwaves through the Abbey, he turned his aim toward the royal family. He pledged that the Spencer family would protect William and Harry so that "their souls are not simply immersed by duty and tradition, but can sing openly as you planned." The implication was unmistakable: the Spencers would do what the Windsors could not. Outside the Abbey, the crowd erupted into applause that rolled through the doors and echoed down the ancient stone nave. It was an extraordinary breach of protocol, and it captured perfectly the strange, raw, defiant mood of that impossible week.

 [image: Sea of flowers at Kensington Palace after Princess Diana's death]An estimated one million bouquets were laid at the gates of Kensington Palace in the week following Diana's death — the largest floral tribute in recorded history, comprising some sixty million individual blooms.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Search for Answers

 Even as the flowers were still being cleared from the gates of Kensington Palace, the investigation into the crash was already under way. In Paris, Judge Herve Stephan had been appointed to lead the French judicial inquiry, an investigation that would ultimately involve thirty police officers, produce more than six thousand pages of evidence, and take eighteen months to complete. The central questions were deceptively simple: Why had the car crashed? Who, if anyone, was to blame? And could the deaths have been prevented?


The first and most pressing answer came from the post-mortem examination of Henri Paul. Blood samples taken from the driver's body revealed an alcohol level of 1.87 grams per litre — more than three times the French legal limit for driving. The finding was stunning. Henri Paul had been responsible for the safety of the Princess of Wales, and he had been spectacularly drunk. But the toxicology results revealed something else as well: traces of two prescription medications — fluoxetine, the active ingredient in Prozac, and tiapride, a drug used to treat alcohol dependency. A third medication, noctamide, a sleeping pill, was also detected. The combination of alcohol with these medications would have profoundly impaired Paul's judgment, reaction time, and motor coordination.


The revelation sent shockwaves through the investigation and through the public's understanding of the crash. In the hours since Diana's death, Henri Paul had been described in media reports as a trusted security professional, a man entrusted with the safety of VIPs at one of the world's most prestigious hotels. Now he was revealed as a man who had consumed the equivalent of roughly nine measures of Scotch whisky before climbing behind the wheel of a car carrying the Princess of Wales. The dissonance between these two images — the composed professional on the CCTV footage and the laboratory evidence of severe intoxication — would haunt the investigation from beginning to end.


The question of how Henri Paul had come to be so intoxicated on the night he was called back to drive for the Ritz became a central thread of the investigation. CCTV footage from the hotel, reviewed frame by frame, showed Paul arriving at 10:08 p.m. and moving through the lobby and corridors with apparent confidence. He was filmed squatting to tie his shoelaces and rising smoothly — movements that, investigators noted, did not obviously suggest impairment. He was also captured chatting with paparazzi outside the hotel, apparently relaxed and in good spirits. But his demeanour on camera was contradicted by the hard science of the blood tests. However functional he appeared, his blood was saturated with alcohol.


The investigation also uncovered troubling details about the Mercedes itself. The black 1994 S280 had a history that would have alarmed any professional driver. Originally sold to an advertising executive named Eric Bousquet, the car had been stolen just three months later and recovered in a field near Charles de Gaulle airport, having been in a high-speed rollover accident. It was deemed a write-off. But a mechanic purchased the wreck, repaired it, and resold it to Etoile Limousines, the company that supplied vehicles to the Ritz. The car was then stolen a second time, four months before the crash, and abandoned on a motorway. It required an estimated one hundred thousand francs in repairs before being returned to service. Staff at Etoile Limousines later told investigators that the car "handled very badly at speeds above seventy to eighty kilometres per hour."


The mysterious white Fiat Uno became another avenue of investigation. Physical evidence at the scene — white paint traces on the Mercedes, fragments of a red taillight lens, and scrape marks consistent with a side-swipe collision — indicated that the Mercedes had made contact with a small white vehicle in the moments before hitting the pillar. French police launched an exhaustive search, examining and eliminating more than four thousand white Fiat Unos registered in the greater Paris area. The car was never conclusively identified.


Two individuals drew particular scrutiny. The first was Le Van Thanh, a young Vietnamese-French man who worked as a night-shift security guard and owned a white Fiat Uno that showed signs of recent damage. Thanh claimed he was at work at a Renault factory at the time of the crash, but he could not recall the name of his co-worker, and it was later established that he had left work early that night. The second was James Andanson, a well-known French photojournalist who also owned a white Fiat Uno. Andanson provided documentation placing him at his home in Lignieres, 177 miles from Paris, on the night of the crash, and his Fiat was found to be in poor mechanical condition with 325,000 kilometres on the odometer. But Andanson's story took a macabre turn in May 2000, when his body was found inside a burned-out car in the south of France. His death was ruled a suicide, but the circumstances — and particularly his connection to the Fiat Uno inquiry — fed conspiracy theories for years to come.


Judge Stephan's investigation concluded in September 1999. The finding was unambiguous: the crash had been caused by Henri Paul, who was driving while intoxicated and under the influence of prescription drugs, at more than double the speed limit, in a car that was not equipped for the purpose. The pursuing paparazzi, while they had contributed to the atmosphere of urgency, were found to have been "some distance" from the Mercedes at the moment of impact and were not directly responsible for the crash. Manslaughter charges that had been brought against nine photographers were ultimately dropped by France's highest court. Three photographers were later convicted of invasion of privacy for photographing the victims in the wreckage — and sentenced to a symbolic fine of one euro each.


Henri Paul's financial affairs raised additional questions that the investigation never fully resolved. When police examined his records, they discovered that the deputy security chief of the Ritz Hotel — a man who earned approximately thirty thousand dollars a year — maintained fifteen separate bank accounts containing a total of approximately one million French francs, the equivalent of around two hundred thousand dollars. He had been carrying roughly twelve hundred and fifty pounds in cash at the time of the crash. In the eight months before his death — roughly the same period during which Diana had been seeing Dodi — Paul had made five significant cash deposits. The source of this wealth was never definitively established, and it would become one of the most fertile grounds for conspiracy theorists in the years to come.


The French investigation was thorough, professional, and — to a large segment of the public — deeply unsatisfying. For those who believed that the death of Princess Diana was simply too momentous, too convenient, and too suspicious to be explained by a drunk driver and bad luck, the official findings were not an answer but an invitation. The conspiracy theories were already taking root, and they would grow into something vast, tangled, and extraordinarily durable.

 [image: Henri Paul, deputy head of security at the Ritz Hotel]Henri Paul, the forty-one-year-old deputy head of security at the Ritz Hotel who drove the Mercedes on its final journey. Post-mortem blood tests revealed an alcohol level more than three times the French legal limit.
 

Chapter Nine
 Was It Murder?

 The conspiracy theories began within hours of Diana's death and have never stopped. They have been advanced by grieving fathers, disgruntled spies, credulous journalists, and millions of ordinary people who simply cannot accept that the world's most beloved public figure died because her driver was drunk. At their heart, the theories share a common premise: that the crash in the Pont de l'Alma tunnel was not an accident but an assassination, orchestrated by the British establishment to prevent Diana from marrying a Muslim, bearing his child, and thereby destabilising the monarchy and the state.


The most prominent and persistent advocate of the murder theory was Mohamed Al-Fayed, Dodi's father. From February 1998, the Egyptian-born billionaire launched a public campaign alleging that his son and Diana had been murdered on the orders of Prince Philip, the Duke of Edinburgh, with the operation carried out by MI6, Britain's Secret Intelligence Service. Al-Fayed's specific claims evolved over time, but the core allegation remained constant: the royal family could not tolerate the prospect of the mother of the future king marrying an Egyptian Muslim and potentially bearing a Muslim half-sibling to the heir to the throne. The crash, Al-Fayed insisted, was a carefully planned assassination disguised as an accident.


Al-Fayed pointed to a number of pieces of evidence to support his theory. He claimed that Diana had told him she was pregnant with Dodi's child — a claim flatly contradicted by the post-mortem examination, which found no signs of pregnancy, and by blood tests that showed no elevation in pregnancy hormones. He alleged that Diana's body had been deliberately embalmed at the Pitie-Salpetriere Hospital to destroy evidence of the pregnancy — pointing to the fact that the embalming had been carried out with only verbal authorisation, before the proper paperwork had been filed. Investigators acknowledged that the paperwork irregularity was a procedural lapse but found no evidence of any conspiracy to conceal a pregnancy that, by all medical evidence, did not exist.


Al-Fayed alleged that Henri Paul was an MI6 agent who had deliberately caused the crash, and that his unexplained wealth — the fifteen bank accounts, the cash deposits — was evidence of intelligence service payments. This claim received apparent support from an unexpected source: Richard Tomlinson, a former MI6 officer who had been dismissed from the service in 1995 and harboured a deep grievance against his former employer. Tomlinson made a series of explosive claims. He stated that MI6 had been monitoring Diana before her death. He alleged that Henri Paul was an MI6 informant. And most dramatically, he claimed to have seen, during his time in the service, a draft plan for the assassination of Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic that bore striking similarities to the circumstances of Diana's death — specifically, it proposed causing a car crash in a tunnel using a strobe light to disorient the driver.


Tomlinson's claims gained enormous traction in the media. But under cross-examination at the 2008 inquest, his testimony began to unravel. He conceded that after sixteen or seventeen years, he "could not remember specifically" whether the Milosevic document had proposed using a strobe light. He acknowledged that his memory might be unreliable on key details. Former MI6 chief Sir Richard Dearlove testified that a proposal to assassinate a Balkan leader had indeed been drafted by a junior officer, but that it had been "killed stone dead" at an early stage and never came close to implementation. The strobe light, if it had ever been part of the proposal, was a discarded idea in a rejected plan.


The mystery of the bright flash in the tunnel was another pillar of the conspiracy theory. Multiple witnesses reported seeing a brilliant burst of white light in the tunnel in the moments before or during the crash. Theorists alleged that someone — an MI6 operative, perhaps, positioned in the tunnel or on a motorcycle alongside the car — had fired a strobe device at the windscreen, blinding Henri Paul and causing him to lose control. The theory was vivid and cinematically appealing, but it rested on shaky foundations. The witnesses' accounts were inconsistent — some placed the flash before the impact, others during, others after. And no physical evidence of any strobe device was ever found. The most likely explanation, investigators concluded, was the flashguns of the paparazzi photographers, whose cameras were designed to fire automatically and whose flashes would have been intensely bright in the enclosed space of the tunnel.


The absence of CCTV footage from the tunnel added fuel to the fire. The Pont de l'Alma tunnel had no functioning cameras on the night of the crash — a fact that, in one of the most heavily surveilled cities in Europe, seemed to conspiracy theorists almost impossibly convenient. But the investigation found that the cameras on the route were traffic-monitoring devices that did not face the road, and the single camera at the tunnel entrance was an older system that was not monitored after 11:00 p.m. There was no evidence that any cameras had been tampered with or deliberately disabled.


Perhaps the most chilling piece of evidence cited by conspiracy theorists was Diana's own premonition of her death. In October 1995, Diana met with her solicitor, Lord Victor Mishcon, and told him that "reliable sources" had warned her that by April 1996, "efforts would be made if not to get rid of her, then at least to see that she was so injured or damaged as to be declared unbalanced." The method, she said, would be "an accident in her car, such as a pre-prepared brake failure." Mishcon made a note of the conversation and, after Diana's death, gave it to the Metropolitan Police. Separately, in October 1996, Diana wrote a letter to her butler, Paul Burrell, stating that she believed Charles was "planning an accident in my car, brake failure and serious head injury." The letter was published in Burrell's memoir in 2003 and caused a sensation.


The Mishcon note and the Burrell letter were, for conspiracy theorists, the smoking gun — proof that Diana herself had believed she was going to be murdered, and that she had predicted the method with eerie accuracy. But investigators found no evidence of brake tampering in the Mercedes, and the crash dynamics — the high speed, the Fiat Uno contact, the collision with the pillar — were entirely consistent with a loss of control by an intoxicated driver, not with a pre-arranged mechanical failure. Diana's fears, while genuine, appeared to have been stoked by the intense paranoia that surrounded her during the final years of her marriage, exacerbated by the culture of surveillance and counter-briefing that characterised the War of the Waleses.


The conspiracy theories persisted because they answered an emotional need that the official explanation could not. A drunk driver and an unfastened seatbelt were not adequate to the magnitude of the loss. Diana was too famous, too beloved, too important to die in so banal and preventable a fashion. Surely, the reasoning went, a death this significant must have a cause equally significant — a grand plot, a powerful enemy, a hidden motive. The alternative — that the most photographed woman on earth died because of a cascading series of bad decisions on a Paris night — was, for many, simply unbearable to accept.

 
 

Chapter Ten
 The Verdict

 The British government's response to the proliferation of conspiracy theories was slow, cautious, and ultimately thorough. In January 2004, nearly seven years after the crash, the Metropolitan Police launched Operation Paget, a comprehensive investigation led by Commissioner Lord Stevens of Kirkwhelpington. Its mandate was to examine every conspiracy allegation that had been made about Diana's death and to determine, once and for all, whether there was any evidence of foul play. The investigation would take three years, with the police inquiry alone costing approximately four million pounds — and the total cost of the combined process, including the subsequent inquest, eventually exceeding twelve million — and produce a final report of 832 pages.


Lord Stevens assembled a team of senior detectives and forensic specialists. They re-examined every piece of physical evidence from the crash scene. They interviewed witnesses who had not been questioned by the French inquiry. They obtained Henri Paul's medical and financial records. They pursued the Fiat Uno lead across thousands of registrations. They investigated claims about MI6 involvement, consulting current and former intelligence officers. And they examined the pregnancy allegation in forensic detail, reviewing the original post-mortem findings and commissioning additional blood analysis.


The Operation Paget report was published on December 14, 2006. Its conclusions were unequivocal. There was no evidence that Diana had been murdered. There was no evidence of any conspiracy involving MI6, Prince Philip, or any other person or organisation. Henri Paul had been driving while intoxicated and under the influence of prescription drugs, at excessive speed, in a vehicle he was not trained to drive in emergency conditions. The crash was a tragic accident, caused by human error and compounded by the failure of the rear-seat passengers to wear seatbelts. The pregnancy claim was definitively dismissed — the post-mortem had found no signs of pregnancy, and blood tests showed no elevation in human chorionic gonadotropin, the hormone produced during pregnancy. Henri Paul's unexplained wealth, while suspicious, could not be linked to any intelligence agency. The CCTV gaps were a consequence of outdated infrastructure, not deliberate sabotage.


But the story was not over. In June 2007, Lord Justice Scott Baker was appointed as the coroner for the inquests into the deaths of Diana and Dodi Al-Fayed. The inquests, which formally opened on October 2, 2007, with the swearing of a jury of six women and five men, would be the most extensive and expensive in British legal history. Over the course of six months, the jury heard testimony from approximately 250 witnesses. They travelled to Paris to inspect the Pont de l'Alma tunnel for themselves. They reviewed thousands of pages of evidence, watched hours of CCTV footage, and listened to expert testimony on everything from blood alcohol metabolism to the structural integrity of reinforced concrete pillars.


The most anticipated witness was Mohamed Al-Fayed himself, who took the stand in February 2008. His testimony was passionate, defiant, and at times surreal. He described the royal family as a "Dracula family" and named Prince Philip, Prince Charles, Lady Sarah McCorquodale, two former Metropolitan Police commissioners, and the CIA as co-conspirators in a plot to murder his son and Diana. He claimed that Diana had told him about a wooden box with her initials containing details of threats to her life, and that the box had been stolen after her death. His performance was electrifying television, but the substance of his claims crumbled under cross-examination. His own legal team ultimately accepted that there was no evidence to support the assertion that Diana had been illegally embalmed to conceal a pregnancy, or that the French emergency services had played any role in a conspiracy.


Richard Tomlinson appeared by video-link from France on February 13, 2008. His testimony, once so explosive, had been significantly diluted by the passage of time and the scrutiny of the legal process. He conceded that he could not specifically remember whether the Milosevic assassination document had mentioned a strobe light. He acknowledged that his memories had "evolved" over the years. Former MI6 chief Sir Richard Dearlove, testifying behind a screen to protect his identity, stated flatly that the Balkan assassination proposal had been rejected at an early stage and had no connection to events in Paris.


Lord Justice Scott Baker began his summing-up on March 31, 2008. Over several days, he guided the jury through the evidence with meticulous care. On the question of conspiracy, he was direct: "There is not a shred of evidence," he told the jury, "that Diana's death had been ordered by the Duke of Edinburgh or organised by the security services." He instructed the jury that they could return one of four verdicts: unlawful killing (either murder or manslaughter), accidental death, an open verdict, or — at the jury's discretion — a narrative verdict explaining the circumstances.


On April 7, 2008, after two and a half days of deliberations, the jury returned its verdict. By a majority of nine to two, they found that Diana, Princess of Wales and Dodi Al-Fayed had been unlawfully killed through the "grossly negligent driving of the following vehicles and of the Mercedes." The verdict identified five contributing factors: the speed and manner of driving of the Mercedes; the speed and manner of driving of the pursuing paparazzi vehicles; the impairment of Henri Paul through alcohol; the failure of Diana and Dodi to wear seatbelts; and the fact that the Mercedes had struck the pillar rather than a less lethal obstacle.


The verdict was a compromise — neither the "accident" of the official investigations nor the "murder" alleged by Al-Fayed, but an intermediate finding that placed blame on Henri Paul and the paparazzi while stopping short of conspiracy. Al-Fayed, standing on the steps of the Royal Courts of Justice, announced that he would accept the verdict and "end his ten-year campaign" to prove that Diana and Dodi had been murdered. It was a grudging concession. His belief in the conspiracy, he made clear, had not changed. But the legal avenues had been exhausted.


In the years since the verdict, the conspiracy theories have not disappeared. They endure in books, documentaries, internet forums, and social media posts, recycled and reinterpreted for each new generation. Polls consistently show that a significant minority of the public — in some surveys, as many as one in three Britons — continues to believe that Diana was murdered. The reasons for this persistence are complex. They have to do with the emotional magnitude of the loss, the inherent distrust of institutions, the peculiarities of the evidence, and the eternal human tendency to seek grand explanations for events that feel too consequential to be merely accidental.


Mohamed Al-Fayed died in August 2023 at the age of ninety-four. His campaign to prove that his son was murdered had consumed the last quarter-century of his life and had ultimately failed. But the questions he raised — however intemperately, however improbably — ensured that the circumstances of Diana's death would be examined more thoroughly than perhaps any event in modern British history. If nothing else, Al-Fayed guaranteed that the world would never simply look away.


Diana's legacy endures in ways that transcend the manner of her death. The landmine treaty she championed has saved countless lives. The stigma around AIDS, which she did so much to combat, has diminished immeasurably. The emotional openness she modelled — her willingness to be vulnerable, to admit weakness, to seek help — helped reshape public attitudes toward mental health. And her sons, William and Harry, have carried forward her humanitarian instincts in their own work, though the family fractures that followed suggest that the Spencer-Windsor dynamic remains as complicated as ever.


At Althorp House in Northamptonshire, Diana rests on a small island in the centre of an ornamental lake called the Round Oval. A path lined with thirty-six oak trees — one for each year of her life — leads to the water's edge. Black swans glide across the surface. White water lilies bloom among the reeds. Across the lake stands a Doric temple inscribed with her name. The island itself is not accessible to visitors, a final measure of the privacy that Diana was denied in life. But from the shore, on a still day, you can see the trees that shade her resting place, and the water that surrounds and protects it, and the sky above — open, vast, and unforgiving as the glare of a flashbulb in a Paris tunnel at twenty-three minutes past midnight.

 [image: Althorp House, the Spencer family estate in Northamptonshire]Althorp House in Northamptonshire, seat of the Spencer family for over five centuries. Diana was buried on a small island in an ornamental lake on the estate grounds, a path lined with thirty-six oak trees — one for each year of her life — leading to the water's edge.
 

Timeline

 July 1, 1961 — Diana Frances Spencer is born at Park House on the Sandringham estate, Norfolk, England.

 February 24, 1981 — Engagement of Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer is announced.

 July 29, 1981 — Wedding at St Paul's Cathedral, London. Estimated global TV audience of 750 million.

 June 21, 1982 — Prince William is born.

 September 15, 1984 — Prince Harry is born.

 June 1992 — Andrew Morton's Diana: Her True Story is published, revealing Diana's cooperation.

 August 1992 — "Squidgygate" tapes published, revealing Diana's private phone conversation with James Gilbey.

 December 1992 — Prime Minister John Major announces the formal separation of the Prince and Princess of Wales.

 November 20, 1995 — Diana's Panorama interview airs on BBC1. "There were three of us in this marriage."

 August 28, 1996 — Divorce is finalised. Diana retains the title Princess of Wales but loses "Her Royal Highness."

 January 1997 — Diana walks through a live minefield in Huambo, Angola, with the HALO Trust.

 July 11, 1997 — Diana and her sons begin a holiday with the Al-Fayed family in Saint-Tropez.

 August 30, 1997 — Diana and Dodi Fayed arrive in Paris from Sardinia. They dine at the Ritz Hotel.

 August 31, 12:20 a.m. — Diana and Dodi depart the Ritz via the rear exit on Rue Cambon, driven by Henri Paul.

 August 31, 12:23 a.m. — The Mercedes S280 crashes into the thirteenth pillar of the Pont de l'Alma tunnel. Dodi and Henri Paul are killed instantly.

 August 31, 4:00 a.m. — Diana is pronounced dead at the Pitie-Salpetriere Hospital after two hours of emergency surgery.

 September 6, 1997 — Diana's funeral at Westminster Abbey. Global TV audience estimated at 2.5 billion.

 December 1997 — The Ottawa Treaty banning anti-personnel landmines opens for signature, three months after Diana's death.

 September 1999 — French judicial inquiry concludes the crash was caused by Henri Paul's intoxication and excessive speed.

 December 14, 2006 — Operation Paget report published: 832 pages, no evidence of conspiracy.

 October 2, 2007 — Formal inquest into the deaths of Diana and Dodi opens before Lord Justice Scott Baker.

 April 7, 2008 — Jury returns a verdict of "unlawful killing" through grossly negligent driving by Henri Paul and the pursuing paparazzi.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Thirteenth Pillar is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources, official investigations, and historical scholarship; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Sancton, Tom — Death of a Princess: An Investigation, St. Martin's Press, 1998

 Gregory, Martyn — Diana: The Last Days, Virgin Books, 1999

 Scott Baker, Lord Justice — Summing Up of the Coroner, Inquests into the Deaths of Diana, Princess of Wales, and Emad El-Din Mohamed Abdel Moneim Fayed, 2008

 Stevens, Lord — The Operation Paget Inquiry Report into the Allegation of Conspiracy to Murder, Metropolitan Police, 2006

 Morton, Andrew — Diana: Her True Story, Michael O'Mara Books, 1992

 Spencer, Charles — Funeral Eulogy, September 6, 1997

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 5: Conspiracies in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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