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WASHINGTON -- By the south portico of the White House this week, alongside the world's most powerful couple and the heir to the British throne, stood a shy, perplexed-looking woman, comfortably into her 50s. While the Bushes and the Prince of Wales stared professionally at the cameras, all stiff jaws and distant gazes, the little-known figure in their midst gave an uncertain squint and a goofy smile. This whole circus of public life was obviously as strange to her as the average snowball can be to a lowland Ethiopian.

"Over 'ere, Duchess!" shouted one of the photographers from the London press corps, hoping to catch her attention. She obliged him with a wonky grin before moving inside for lunch with Mr. and Mrs. President. As she walked into the White House, she avoided treading on the red carpet. They're for VIPs, after all, not the likes of plain old her.

Camilla Parker-Bowles is the new wife of Prince Charles. Barring disaster -- or a republican uprising outside the gates of Buckingham Palace -- this cigarette-puffing, refreshingly normal rural housewife will be the next Queen of England.

Americans had their first good gander at Camilla when she and her husband arrived on Tuesday for an eight-day official tour of New York, D.C., California and points between. The official aim of the trip is the usual spiel about celebrating Anglo-American relations. Prince Charles's people also hope that some of his opinions about global warming (bad thing) and Islam (good) might rub off on the man from Crawford, Texas.

Unofficially, however, the trip is about introducing Camilla to Hometown USA. Prince Charles, who has loved her secretly since he was a rangy lad, hopes that the world at large will warm to the woman he can at last call his "darling wife." She is quite, quite different from the gazelle-boned Diana, but Charles adores Camilla more than the breath in his blue-blooded body.

Manhattan, first stop, saw a pilgrimage to Ground Zero and a drinks party at the Museum of Modern Art. On the guest list that evening: male, middle-aged plutocrats and their trophy women. Some of the older broads, dolled up like vintage Barbies, had undergone near-industrial levels of plastic surgery. The younger ones just radiated indulgence. Few seemed convincingly happy. What a contrast the relaxed Royal couple made. They were a similar age, a jovially devoted pair, and plainly potty about one another.

Camilla received a patchy press. The New York Post flayed her fashion sense. The New York Times saw no reason to be kind. CNN compared her to Sea Biscuit. A horse.

But hang on. Here is a mature, warm woman, well lived-in like a country club armchair. She's affectionate, unsnobby and has finally won the prince of her dreams. She dresses sensibly without upstaging others and is never more comfortable than in the muddy shires of England with a wet gundog at her hearth and a gin and tonic in her fist. Yes, she has laughter lines. Sure, she'll never make a living as a Vogue mannequin. But is this lady not a model for our age? Isn't Camilla more truly admirable than the publicity-driven soul whose unhappy marital bed she now occupies with such refreshing gusto?

Give the old girl a chance, America. She's a genuine good 'un.

Mr. Letts is parliamentary sketch writer and theater critic for the Daily Mail of London.
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