Palace probe being called a cover-up
Failure to order external investigation intensifies suspicions
LONDON, Nov. 13 — British royalty was accused of orchestrating a cover-up Wednesday as critics scorned a new inquiry into claims of rape, fraud and impropriety by palace staff as a whitewash. Royal secretary Sir Michael Peat is to head the internal investigation into alleged irregularities by Prince Charles’s retinue in the worst scandal to hit the House of Windsor since the family’s marriage bust-ups in the 1990s.
   “ANYONE WHO SAYS it’s going to be a complete whitewash doesn’t know me very well,” insisted Peat, a long-serving courtier of both Queen Elizabeth and her son and heir Charles.
       Yet the royals’ failure to set up an independent external probe — and their intention to exclude the Queen from scrutiny — has merely intensified suspicions of scandal at the top.
       “He [Peat] works for the Palace, he is paid by the Palace and he was knighted by the Palace. It’s a racing certainty he will find in favor of the Palace,” Dennis Skinner, a left-wing legislator of the ruling Labor Party, told reporters.
       The fresh scandals arose after the dramatic collapse earlier this month of a theft trial involving Paul Burrell, former butler and confidant to Charles’s ex-wife Princess Diana.
       Burrell, accused of stealing Diana’s possessions, was acquitted on the Queen’s 11th-hour intervention, saving the royal family from what threatened to be damaging testimony.
       Although Burrell never had his day in court, he has since given extensive and handsomely paid media interviews, prompting other royal “moles” to come forward with the rape, fraud and a plethora of other torrid tales of palace life.

MEDIA UNIMPRESSED BY PROBE
       Most newspapers, which have wallowed in the latest royal embarrassment, derided the inquiry announced late Tuesday.

“Palace probe will just be a whitewash,” the mass circulation Daily Star newspaper said on its front page.
       The upmarket Financial Times said Prince Charles had ignored the demand for an independent investigation. “It is clear that the House of Windsor is still far from understanding the need for much greater openness in the Britain of the 21st century,” it said.
       Legislator Ian Davidson, who sits on a parliamentary committee which last year investigated royal finances, said Peat seemed determined to defend Charles, who turns 54 Thursday.
       “It does seem as if it’s going to be a damp squib [non-event],” he said.

   The affair, which has pushed weightier matters like possible war with Iraq off Britain’s front pages, is further degrading and demystifying the royal family just when it thought it was recovering from more than a decade of other scandals.
       The most damaging allegation to be investigated by Peat and a barrister is that one of Charles’ male servants raped another seven years ago. But the inquiry will also look at claims that another employee, Charles’s personal assistant Michael Fawcett, had been selling unwanted gifts to the prince for his own gain.
       Royal spokesmen would not confirm reports that Fawcett — a Charles devotee who has risen through the palace ranks — had been sent home as the inquiry began.

