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BODY:
 Both the royals and the government attempted to put a lid on the row over Prince Charles's letters to ministers yesterday as selective leaking and counter-leaking threatened to spiral out of control.

 It has emerged that few current cabinet ministers - with the exception of the chancellor, Gordon Brown - have escaped the prince's occasionally furious missives in black and even red ink. The letters, often written late at night with Prince Charles passing on comments and suggestions following encounters with members of the public, go beyond the formal and can incorporate underlinings and exclamation marks.

 Among those receiving letters and telephone calls have been successive agriculture and environment ministers, culture secretaries, the home secretary, David Blunkett, the foreign secretary, Jack Straw, and the health secretary, Alan Milburn. 

 While the tendency has accelerated in recent years - partly under encouragement from the prime minister - it became clear that Prince Charles has been writing letters to ministers for at least 30 years.

 They have concerned non-partisan issues with which the prince is known to have been publicly concerned, including genetically-modified food.

 Previous recipients of princely calls have included Chris Smith, the former culture secretary, fruitlessly lobbied over extra funding for the Royal Ballet, and Lord Tebbit, badgered over the coastguard service in the 1980s.

 Lord Tebbit said yesterday: "He would always seek me out at one event or another and mutter about the Treasury always wanting to cut back on funding for coastguards. I found his interest informed and entirely proper. But I don't think he involved himself so much with politicians then, he was a younger man."

 A puzzle remains over the source of the leak of two letters to the lord chancellor - printed below - which apparently followed a conversation when Lord Irvine showed the prince over his sumptuously-redecorated apartment at Westminster.

 Despite Tory-supporting newspapers' attempts to accuse the government of attempting to smear the prince by divulging his views, it is not clear why ministers - let alone the taciturn lord chancellor - should choose to leak the prince's populist views.

 In fact, knowledge of the prince's letters to Tony Blair has been confined to such a small circle of officials - fewer than five would ever have known they had been received- that a Whitehall leak is most unlikely.

 The letters are not entrusted to the Royal Mail but sent by courier - often opened by the prime minister himself.

 An adviser said: "It is a joke to think there would be anything in it for us to leak these letters."

 The likeliest source is gossip among the prince's friends and advisers, keen to impress and influence him. A number of them are journalists. "They egg him on," said one Labour official. In Downing Street there is a suspicion that some publications - the Daily Mail, the Spectator, the Daily Telegraph - are determined to get the Blairs by fair means or foul. The royal family is an obvious instrument with which to beat the "presidential first couple".

 The stirring is in danger of destroying what the press claims to be seeking to protect - the prince's ability to express his views direct to ministers, as trust in confidentiality is destroyed.

 There was no sign, however, of a leak inquiry yesterday, though the Queen was said to have expressed concern to her son at Balmoral earlier in the week when his previous confidential remarks to the prime minister, comparing the treatment of farmers with the ethnic minority communities, were leaked on the eve of the countryside march.

 The prince has been known to steer clear of partisan involvement - allegedly ever since, as an undergraduate in the 1960s, he was warned off joining the Cambridge university Labour club by the master of his college, the former Tory cabinet minister RA Butler.
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