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AM: Joanna Lumley, the actor and activist, was also a friend of the 

Duke of Edinburgh for decades. They shared a close interest in the 

environment and the welfare of groups such as the Gurkhas. I 

spoke to her just before we came on air and I asked her, while 

many people may think of the Duke as being a somewhat 

cantankerous man, others remember his great  sense of humour. 

So which was it for her? 

JL: I just really had the great pleasure of being quite often put 

beside him at dinners or attending some of his charity things. I 

remember particularly one time when I was in Scotland and I was 

coming down for a Burma Star event at the Imperial War Museum 

and my plane was late, delayed, and I rushed and rushed and 

Countess Mountbatten of Burma was there and they’d arranged on 

the top steps of that great building. They’d got chairs there and 

there was a huge parade going on. And I sneaked up round the 

side and just got there, creeping in. The Duke of Edinburgh was 

there with his eagle eyes - Andrew, he had an extraordinary way 

of just suddenly turning and spotting you really. Nothing escaped 

his eagle gaze. And afterwards he said, ‘you were late.’ I said, ‘I’m 

sorry sir, I had to come down from Scotland.’ And he said, ‘so did 

I.’ (laugh) He didn’t recognise I’d come on an ordinary plane. But 

however, afterwards at lunch where I was sitting next door to 

him, a man on his right had suddenly started to talk about hunting 

and shooting and fishing and things like this. I think Prince Philip 

had noticed that I was having a vegetarian meal beside him, and 

in some extraordinarily subtle way he turned the conversation 

quietly, without being rude to the man, right away from that and 

just talked - he was such a - he was very kind you know. I think 
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that’s quite often overlooked. He was very funny and very sharp, 

but very kind. 

 

AM: And sensitive. And interested in all sorts of things, including 

the environment, as you are as well. This is a man who actually 

applauded activism. I’ve said that you’re an actor and an activist, 

and many people would assume the Duke of Edinburgh rather 

looked down on activism as a sport, but he didn’t.  

JL: Yes, and I think he was - I think he liked vigour, he liked get 

up and go. He didn’t like whingers and moaners, he liked people 

who challenged themselves. And then for the very humble and the 

very frail and the very nervous, I think he was kind and just - the 

whole of the Duke of Edinburgh award is to make people better, 

see the best of themselves, and I think he did that when talking to 

people as well. I did a television programme where I interviewed 

him about his collection of art. He was interested in art. And 

instead of maybe going - taking me round the great paintings of 

Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle, he took me and this tiny 

film crew to the little cottages that the royal family has at 

Sandringham, which are just ordinary farm workers cottages, 

where he and the royal family go to stop being royal, as it were. 

Which I thought was extraordinarily open and suited him to do 

that. And hanging on the wall there were all kinds of paintings 

that people expected but I seem to remember there was also 

aboriginal art. And I know that he was one of the first people ever 

to commission aboriginal art and Inuit artefacts, you know. He had 

an extraordinary interest. He was a good painter himself too. Just 

a very, very broad - everything interested him, particularly stuff 

that was going on, you know. So I think activism, I mean, I think 

it’s rather an odd word, it just means that you’re passionate about 

things. I think he admired passion and energy. 

 

AM: And the environment in particular? 

JL: I think so. I mean, when you think how far ahead he was 

realising that this perfect world we live in can only be ruined by 
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human beings. Because even if there are natural catastrophes 

they recover from it, but they can’t really recover from human 

cruelty and indifference, which is the way we’re treating the 

planet. So he was always interested in those sorts of things. He 

was invigorating company because you couldn’t slop by - you 

couldn’t just get by, you had to on your toes, listening, listening. 

And sometimes I suppose it could be a snap remark, but it was 

only out of interest and impatience. 

 

AM: Yeah, I mean, he could be a little scary. I remember finding 

him a bit scary. He had that kind of slightly prickly, grumpy side. 

But I guess a lot of sensitive people have that to protect 

themselves. Is that how you saw it? 

JL: Yes. I never sort of analysed it that much, because after all he 

was my father’s age, you know, he was from a different 

generation. We venerated older people so very much, and he and 

the Queen had been in my life ever since I saw them on the 

coronation film when I was a child out in Malaya, in Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia as it is now. And so they were sort of massively 

important and revered figures. So I didn’t really when I was with 

him assess him much, but afterwards it struck me that he had -

may be quite shy. I think Gyles Brandreth said it was a sort of 

reserve he’d built up around him maybe from his childhood. 

Anyway, he was - I don’t think he let - he wouldn’t have let 

ordinary people like me into him, but I think he revealed a lot by 

simply the way he was and the way he talked about things that he 

was passionate and interested in.  

 

AM: We’re now mourning him. What about his legacy? How do 

you think, as someone who knew him, he’s going to be 

remembered, or should be remembered, I should say? Not going 

to be, but should. 

JL: Well, I think he actually is going to be remembered for the 

most extraordinary thing, the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme, 

which literally looked at all children and said anybody can do this, 
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anybody can do this. It doesn’t matter what your background is or 

what your abilities are, or what your capabilities are. You can do 

this and you’ll come out better and stronger. And all the young, all 

over the world, are talking about it. And indeed I was part of 

several of the ceremonies at Buckingham Palace handing out 

certificates, you know, gold, silver and bronze and meeting the 

young people there and their proud parents who saw their 

children blossoming. I think his legacy will be how he changed the 

minds of young people and made them believe in themselves. 

That’s a very rare and difficult thing to do and he did it spades.  

 

AM: That’s a terrific legacy. Pretty good legacy. Joanna Lumley, 

thank you so much for talking to us. 

(ends) 

 


