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Downfall of a King

A ‘magisterial’ biography

Paul Preston
examines the wild rise
. and fall of Juan Carlos

he life of Juan Carlos I,

Spain’s 88-year-old former
—— king, has been one of “richly
deserved triumph followed
by richly deserved disgrace”,
— Sy - said Jim Lawley in The
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o “magisterial” biography.

Born in Rome in 1938, Juan Carlos was

the son of Don Juan de Borbon, the exiled
heir to the Spanish throne. Aged 10, he was sent
back to Spain by his father, to be indoctrinated
in the “political tenets” of Spain’s fascist leader,
General Franco - who’d intimated that this could
pave the way for a “restoration of an authoritarian
monarchy”, Taking a close interest in the prince’s
education, Franco would regularly lecture his
charge “on the mistakes made by previous Spanish
monarchs”.

It was a “very lonely” childhood, but Juan
Carlos emerged as Franco’s chosen successor, and
was proclaimed king after Franco’s death in 1975.
Contrary to the dictator’s wishes, he then set about
initiating democratic reform. In 1981, his “supreme
test came” when he faced down a military coup.
“Grateful Spaniards poured out onto the streets”, to
hail the king who’d saved their democracy.

If the first half of this book “tells the tale of a
/ lonely boy who turns into a noble king”, then the
second “tells of his transformation from noble king
into corrupt sleazebag”, said Craig Brown in The
Sunday Times.

Having always been “something of a playboy”,
Juan Carlos married Princess Sofia of Greece
in 1962. But that didn’t staunch his appetite for
\ what Preston calls “industrial-scale adulteries™.

/ Although estimates vary, according to the highest
S N ; figure mentioned he has slept with 4,786 different
women - a voraciousness matched by his talent for
procuring mammoth “gifts” from Middle Eastern
rulers ($10 million from the Shah of Iran; $100
million from the Saudis), and a taste for “bear
hunts and elephant hunts”. In 2014,
“beset by political scandal and ill
health”, he was “obliged to abdicate
in favour of his son, Felipe”. Since
2023, he has lived in Abu Dhabi.
“Preston’s narrative is perhaps needlessly
haunted by the question ‘Why?’” said Jeremy

Treglown in Literary Review. Seeking

psychological reasons for Juan Carlos’ self-
indulgence, he writes of the “strain of having to
please two antagonistic masters” - his father
and General Franco - and describes a horrifying
accident in his late teens, when he fatally shot his
“intellectually more able” younger brother while
playing a game with an ornamental pistol. Yet the
references to his “damaged psyche” don’t seem
altogether convincing. “You don’t need to have
read ‘Don Quixote’ or ‘King Lear’ to know that
some men just go nuts.”
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B O Ol( ReVI eWS 8{ Ou Ne e d Looking for your next great read? This week’s standout reviews
span music history, literary fiction, Al, and royal biography,
offering plenty to add to your reading list.
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wight Garner hails Asher’s " New York Times bestseling author of NORTH WOODS Stephen Marche applauds Doctorow’s
exploration of how America’s prison Hamilton Cain finds Wayne’s latest M ichael Donkor praises Ridgway’s incisive critique of Silicon Valley and
system shaped the country’s musical novel entertaining but uneven. While surreal and emotionally rich novel R(r)ln Charles describes Mason’s latest artificial intelligence, particularly his
legacy. Through the lives of Lead Belly, it raises thought-provoking questions about home, memory, and belonging. ovel as warm, witty, and delightfully concept of humans becoming assistants
Johnny Cash, Tupac Shakur, and others, about marriage, masculinity, creative Blending magical realism with humor eccentric. Inspired by the pandemic, to machines. Though he believes the
the book exposes racial disparities in ambition, and the Al era, the story and mystery, Dooneen follows a journey the story combines rural satire, quirky book oversimplifies some aspects of Al,
justice while celebrating the resilience ultimately relies on familiar literary through an uncanny Dublin, anchored by characters, and gentle mystery into an he considers it an important reflection
of artists who created enduring music clichés and misses the opportunity to a moving exploration of love and human uplifting tale that reminds readers to find on technology’s impact and its uncertain

despite incarceration. deliver deeper emotional or social insight. connection. joy and wonder in everyday life. future.



