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TO ANDREW ROBERTS


remembering 9 King’s Parade




Preface to the 2012 reissue of The Duchess of Windsor


The Duchess of Windsor was published in June 1996 to mark the centenary of its subject, an anniversary which was otherwise little noticed. During the 1980s I had written five books about the Duke and Duchess of Windsor under the aegis of their formidable Paris lawyer-executor Maître Suzanne Blum, which dealt with various aspects of the Duchess’s life from the moment she met the future King Edward VIII in 1931, up to his death in 1972. These books were frankly intended to put forward the Windsors’ point of view, but made use of a wealth of original documentary and illustrative material which cast much new light on their story and their personalities. As the centenary approached, I felt there was room for a new, short biography of Wallis incorporating the revelations about her contained in my previous works and illustrated by some of the interesting unknown photographs of her which Maître Blum had confided to me.


Weidenfeld & Nicolson (which had published three of the five earlier books) were eager to commission me to write this biography, but warned that, if it was to have any hope of success, I would have to find some new angle – it would not be enough to rehash facts about her which were already known. In fact, I did have an angle in mind – though not one which was easy to express in words. During the early 1980s, when I had in effect been a member of the ‘court’ of the widowed Duchess, then living in Paris as a bedridden invalid, I had heard it said by her lawyer and her butler, both of whom had known her for decades and were devoted to her, that there was an element of gender confusion about her. I had also been told by a distinguished consultant psychiatrist, Dr John Randell of the Charing Cross Hospital, that colleagues of his had once examined her and discovered her to be essentially male. All these people were dead, so I could not ask them exactly what they had meant; but what they had implied was, it seemed to me, of some importance in assessing her life. For if there was any truth in what they said, then she was presumably not conditioned for lovemaking in the conventional sense; and this confirmed what I had long believed – that the ‘skills’ she is said to have possessed with regard to men were psychological rather than physical, and that her famous ‘affair’ with the man born to be king, which was to have such momentous consequences, was not overtly sexual but in the nature of a role-playing relationship. 


I thought long and hard before taking the plunge. Would writing such things amount to a breach of trust? Did I really know what I was talking about? But the Duchess had been dead for ten years, and had left behind her no heirs or even close friends; there was no one to mind or take offence. And the notion that the Duchess might not have been fully female seemed to explain so much about her, and to be of genuine historical significance. So at various points of the book I floated the theory, albeit tentatively. There was however nothing tentative about the newspaper serial in the Daily Mail, which kicked off with the banner headline: ‘WAS SHE A MAN?’ The rest of the media then indulged in an orgy of sceptical hilarity. Consequently the book sold well, but I was left looking rather foolish.


Too late, I heard from a colleague of the late Dr Randell what he had meant – that the Duchess may have been subject to a condition known as Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome or AIS. Those who have this condition, which is far more common than one might suppose, are women, yet genetically male. They have a female appearance, which tends however to be rather square and angular; they possess female sexual organs, but of an incomplete nature; they often have dominating personalities. A later biographer of the Duchess, Anne Sebba, went to some trouble to investigate this possibility, consulting some of the leading authorities on AIS: reading about the Duchess and studying photographs of her, they agreed that it was probable that she had belonged to this group. What I wrote may not, therefore, have been such a joke as it appeared at the time.


In any case, the ‘sex angle’ only accounts for about one per cent of the text, which still strikes me as a very fair summary of the life of this remarkable woman; and I am glad that it is now being reissued on the fortieth anniversary of the death of the man who gave up a throne for her.




Michael Bloch


May 2012





Preface



1996 is an apt year to remember the Duchess of Windsor. It will be ten years since her death on 24 April, and a hundred years since her birth on 19 June. 20 January commemorates the sixtieth anniversary of Edward VIII’s accession to the British throne, which he dreamt of sharing with her, while 11 December will mark sixty years since he gave up that throne, against her wishes, in order to marry her.


Moreover, it seems possible that the Prince and Princess of Wales will divorce in 1996. Things have indeed come full circle since 1936, when the main objection to King Edward’s marrying the woman he loved lay in the fact of her having been the innocent party in two divorce cases. It is hard to remember that, fifty years ago, no divorced person could hold senior office under the crown; forty years ago, Princess Margaret was unable to marry Peter Townsend largely because he had been divorced; and little more than twenty years ago, Lord Harewood was not allowed to attend the funeral of his uncle the Duke of Windsor (of whom he had been fond) as he had divorced and remarried some years earlier. Since then, the Queen’s sister has divorced; her daughter has divorced and remarried; and her two elder sons, having wedded daughters of divorced parents, now seem set to put an end to their marriages. Fortunately for all concerned, their divorce proceedings are unlikely to involve any formal enquiries into questions of marital fidelity, as would probably have been the case sixty years ago.


During their marriage, the Windsors (and especially the Duchess) were widely regarded as leading a somewhat disreputable life; but as one surveys the current scene, how respectable they seem! They were happily and faithfully married for thirty-five years, throughout which time he remained deeply in love with her, and she devoted herself to his comfort and well-being. Long before the British tabloids got to work on the Royal Family, the Duke and Duchess were viciously attacked in the American popular press for almost everything they did or did not do; but they withstood this criticism bravely and it never affected their marriage. And how innocent now appear the things for which they were criticized – the globe-trotting, the association with film stars and other celebrities, the efforts (not unsuccessful) to keep up a royal style on a limited income. They had some reason for regarding the British Establishment as ‘the enemy’, but never lost their sense of humour, and when interviewed on BBC television in 1970, virtually confined themselves to discussing their domestic happiness.


This book does not aim to be a comprehensive biography of the Duchess, but I have tried to capture something of her personality, explain the main episodes of her much-misunderstood life, and to touch on certain aspects which may lead to a better knowledge of her. I have not burdened it with source notes, but have drawn on the Windsor correspondence which I published in the 1980s, and have mentioned in the short bibliography the other works from which I have quoted or to which I have referred.


I am grateful to the many people who helped me when I was writing about the Windsors in the 1980s, and particularly to the late Maître Suzanne Blum, a much-missed friend. More recent debts which I gratefully acknowledge are to Leo Abse, Ariane Bankes, Andrew and Jackie Best, Stephen Carroll, Ronald Clark, Graham Crowden, Jean-Pierre Dagorne, Jason Davies, Michael Dover, Susie Dowdall, Robert Elliott, Jonathan Fryer, Ronald Irving, James Lees-Milne, Robbie and Glyn Macdonald, Professor R.B. McDowell, Gordon McKenzie, Annette Rémond, Peter Robinson, Royce and Morar Ryton, Anne Seagrim, Florian Stahmer, Chris Townsend, Moray Watson, Wynyard Wilkinson and Antony Wood; to Jane Mays of the Daily Mail and Alexandra Rhodes of Sotheby’s, for making available photographs reproduced herein; to Edith Stokes and all at Mount Pleasant; to the manager and staff of the Savoy Hotel, Madeira; and to my parents.


Michael Bloch


20 January 1996




I have always had the courage for the new things that life sometimes offers.…


Wallis Simpson to her Aunt Bessie, 4 May 1936


[image: image]


I should … be tempted to classify her as An American Woman par excellence, were it not for the suspicion that she is not a woman at all.…


James Pope-Hennessy on the Duchess of Windsor, January 1958





CHAPTER ONE



‘I can’t go on wandering’


1896–1929


The future Duchess of Windsor was born at Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania, on 19 June 1896. She was called Wallis after her father, Teackle Wallis Warfield, who in turn had been named after Severn Teackle Wallis, a prominent Maryland lawyer-politician who had been a friend of the family.


A fact which has puzzled biographers and historians is that her birth was not registered, nor was it announced in the newspapers of Baltimore, where the families of both her parents were prominent. The explanation normally given is that her parents had been married only eight months, and were anxious, in a society obsessed with correct behaviour, not to draw attention to the possibility that their child might have been conceived out of wedlock. Yet the birth was premature, as the doctor long afterwards testified. In the light of her masculine adult appearance, another possible explanation suggests itself. Might not the future Duchess, at the outset of her existence, have exhibited some signs of gender confusion? If such were the case, it would certainly account for her parents’ reluctance to proclaim the baby’s arrival, either officially or socially, as well as their decision to confer on it a name giving few clues as to its sex. (She was eventually baptized Bessie Wallis, but ‘Bessie’ was never used by anyone except her grandmother.)


Her pedigree was aristocratic by American standards. The Warfields had long been prominent in the political and business life of Maryland, while her mother, Alice Montague, hailed from an old Virginia line: each family produced a governor of its respective state. Yet the two families, though both staunchly ‘Southern’, and closely identified with the Confederate cause during the Civil War, were very different in character. The Warfields were a stern, hardworking Protestant dynasty, who had prospered during the nineteenth century; the Montagues, once important landowners, were now impoverished gentry trading on their wit, joie de vivre and good looks. The Duchess believed that, through her parents, she had inherited two conflicting strains – the Warfield toughness and practical ability, the Montague gentleness and artistic sensibility. Thus, within her, the ambitious mingled with the easygoing, the respectable with the Bohemian, the serious with the lighthearted, the chaste with the sensual, the calculating with the spontaneous, the masculine with the feminine.


Her parents were a handsome young couple, and much in love. But her father suffered from tuberculosis; it was in search of a cure that he had gone to the Pennsylvanian mountains, where his daughter was unexpectedly born; and he died when she was only five months old. Left with little money, Alice and her baby went to live in Baltimore with her formidable Warfield mother-in-law. These two widows, her mother and paternal grandmother, were the main figures in Wallis’s childhood, and presented a stark contrast. Alice was pretty and flirtatious, impractical and rather silly, but a gay, carefree, open spirit. In a life of adversity nothing seemed to daunt her. She was known for her laughter and her wisecracking wit. The Duchess later wrote that she had been more like an older sister than a mother. Her grandmother, on the other hand, was like a father. A stern, dominating, masculine figure, dressed in black weeds without jewellery or other ornament, she observed strict habits and standards, and ruled the world around her with a rod of iron. Amongst much else she instilled in her granddaughter a keen sense of economy and of the art of household management.


The only man in the household was Wallis’s bachelor uncle Solomon D. Warfield (‘Uncle Sol’), a successful banker and President of the Continental Trust Company. He appears in her memoirs as a sinister and lecherous figure, of whom she was more than a little frightened; he was amorously interested in her mother, and may have directed his attentions towards Wallis herself during her infancy. (The memoirs hint at this.) At all events, it seems to have been on account of his behaviour that, when Wallis was about five, mother and daughter suddenly moved out of the grandmaternal residence – though Uncle Sol continued to give them intermittent financial support, and Wallis continued to visit her grandmother most afternoons until she went to boarding school.


For a while Alice and Wallis lodged with Alice’s elder sister, the kindly and forthright Bessie Merryman (‘Aunt Bessie’), also a widow. After that, they lived in a succession of modest rented flats, sometimes taking in paying guests to make ends meet. Alice made sure that Wallis was always well-dressed, and sent her to the best local schools she could afford. Wallis later admitted that she had been spoiled by her mother, who too often allowed her to have her own way. She spent her holidays on the country estates of wealthy kinsfolk such as her uncle, Henry Warfield, at Timonium near Baltimore, or her mother’s cousin, Lelia Montague Barnett, married to the general commanding the US Marine Corps, at Wakefield Manor in Virginia. Wallis must have been very conscious of her status as a poor relation, and this may have had an effect on her personality, filling her, later in life, with an intense desire for social and material success.


When Wallis was twelve, Alice remarried: her new husband was John Raisin, the indolent scion of a wealthy political family. Wallis was at first jealous of her stepfather (though the marriage seems to have had little sexual content, his nickname being ‘the seedless raisin’). The family however now found itself in affluent circumstances, and Wallis was sent to Oldfields, a fashionable girls’ boarding school in the Baltimore hills. ‘Gentleness and courtesy are expected of girls at all times’ was its motto; like all such establishments, it aimed to prepare its pupils for the marriage market. Wallis seems to have been happy there and to have made some close friends, including the pretty Mary Kirk. But when she was seventeen her stepfather died, and with him the private income that had sustained the family.


The fatherless Wallis was a romantic girl. During her holidays she became passionately attached to some of her older male cousins. Her inscription in the Oldfields school leaving book reads: ‘All is love.’ Her thoughts were concentrated on finding the man of her dreams. Unlike her mother, she was not delicately beautiful: in fact she had a decidedly masculine appearance, with an angular face, flat chest, and square hands and feet. In an effort to attract boys, she tended to play up this masculinity: she often dressed mannishly, parted her hair, and affected such mannerisms as wearing a monocle. She developed a somewhat bossy personality. Her male contemporaries found her different from other girls and many were attracted to her. Of course, such friendships were extremely innocent: girls in Wallis’s position could never go out with a boy unless carefully chaperoned.


During the Baltimore social season of 1914–15, Alice, invoking the help of rich relations, had Wallis brought out as a debutante: this was an essential preliminary to making a good match with a suitable beau. A few months later Wallis was invited to stay at Pensacola Naval Air Station in Florida, whose commandant was married to her mother’s cousin Corrine, a celebrated beauty. Aviation was then in its infancy and a most hazardous and glamorous activity, and Wallis was quickly swept off her feet by one of the flying officers, E. Winfield Spencer Jr, with his devil-may-care personality and rugged looks. As a Northerner from a modest background and a mere junior grade lieutenant, he hardly represented the glittering match that her mother must have hoped for Wallis, who was eight years his junior. But Alice, who had herself married for love against the wishes of her family, did not oppose the marriage, which took place in November 1916.


The Duchess tells us in her memoirs that during their courtship ‘Win’ had been tender in his attentions towards her, but that all this changed on their wedding night, when she discovered that he was a heavy drinker. It would seem, however, that he also discovered something equally alarming about her. Twenty years later, before her marriage to the Duke of Windsor, Wallis is said to have confided to her friend Herman Rogers (who was to give her away to the Duke) that she had never had sexual intercourse with either of her previous husbands. If this is true it would follow that Spencer, after an engagement during which the proprieties had been observed, found that he was unable to possess his wife. As to whether this might have been due to some physiological defect on her part, or to some traumatic past incident in her life which had induced the condition known as vaginismus, or to some other cause, one can but speculate. But Spencer’s dismay at his wife’s incapacity may explain his indifference and cruelty towards her.


During the five years of their marriage, his drinking became progressively more serious and his behaviour towards her increasingly violent. He would beat her in his cups, and subject her to bizarre rituals such as forcing her to watch the destruction of family photographs; sometimes he went out alone for the evening having locked her in a room or tied her to the bed. As a result of his alcoholism, his career suffered: when the United States declared war on Germany in 1917, he was denied the chance to serve in Europe, and put in command of an air training station in California; when the war ended, he was relegated to a desk post at the Navy Department in Washington. His frustration at these unheroic jobs led to a further deterioration of his personality. Wallis endured the nightmare stoically until, in the autumn of 1921, after a night during which he had abused her both verbally and physically and then locked her in a hotel bathroom, she could stand no more. She left him to return to her mother, who was now living in Washington. Her first thought was to seek a divorce; but her family persuaded her that such a course would bring social disgrace, and so for the next few years she lived the life of a married woman living apart from her husband, who agreed to allow her $225 a month out of his navy pay.


Having escaped from her torment, Wallis was determined to enjoy life in Washington, where she had been able to make several well-connected friends. In spite of her miserable domestic life, her years as a navy wife had given her a certain worldliness and social confidence. She was lively and witty; she knew how to make herself attractive to men; and soon she was much in demand as an ‘extra woman’ at diplomatic parties in the federal capital. She was elected to the Soixante Gourmets, a fashionable dining club whose leading light was her friend Wilmott Lewis, the witty Washington correspondent of the London Times. She had at least one serious, indeed tempestuous, love affair at this period – with Felipe Espil, the debonair Secretary to the Argentine Embassy (later Argentine Ambassador to the United States). They considered marriage, though for reasons which are not clear, he decided to marry someone else. (Divorce was evidently not the problem, for the woman Espil did marry had been divorced twice.)


Early in 1924 Wallis travelled to Europe for the first time, visiting Paris with her recently widowed (but still youthful) cousin Corrine. They had a wonderful time, particularly after befriending two diplomats at the United States Embassy who acted as their escorts and guides. Wallis was considering applying for a divorce there when she received a letter pleading for a reconciliation from Winfield Spencer, now commanding an American gunboat at Hong Kong. She sailed out to join him that July; but after a brief second honeymoon he returned to his old ways – even forcing her to accompany him to the Chinese brothels he frequented – and so she left him for good. But China fascinated her, and she was in no hurry to return to America. With a vague idea (soon abandoned) of getting a divorce from the American court there, she went to stay in Shanghai, where she made the acquaintance of a jovial English businessman named Robbie. In his company she spent several enchanting weeks, attending garden parties and race meetings, and whirling around the ballroom of the Majestic Hotel to the strains of the new dance melody Tea for Two.


In the late autumn of 1924 she decided to move on to Peking. This was adventurous, since four rival generals and their armies were competing for control of the capital, which was also at war with the break-away Kuomintang Republic in the South. But she longed to see the glories of the imperial city, and had learnt that Gerry Greene, the diplomat who had recently ‘squired’ her in Paris, was now First Secretary at the American Legation. During the rail journey her train was repeatedly stopped and boarded by soldiers and bandits, but Wallis managed to avoid their attentions by assuming an air of freezing indifference. Soon after her arrival, at a hotel dance to which she had been taken by Greene, she ran into a friend, Kitty Bigelow, a navy widow who had recently married as her second husband Herman Rogers, a handsome and wealthy New Englander who had been lured to China by intellectual and artistic interests. Wallis accepted their invitation to stay with them at their house in the Tartar City, and for some months they lived as a ménage à trois, together exploring that fascinating metropolis, as yet little changed from Manchu times, and spending their weekends at a temple in the hills. Wallis developed a close (though platonic) relationship with Herman, who in 1936 would write to her that she had always been his ‘one example of a perfectly wise and complete person’. As she candidly confesses in her memoirs, she also lost her heart to other Europeans in Peking – ‘there was a dashing British military officer and a gallant Italian naval officer who whirled briefly in and out of my life’.


During the Abdication Crisis, it was rumoured that Wallis practised unusual sexual ‘arts’ which she had picked up in China; there was even said to be a secret file, personally commissioned by King George V, giving details of her practices and how she had acquired them. (According to Philip Ziegler in his official biography of Edward VIII, no copy of such a document exists in any official archive, nor has anyone gone on record as having actually seen it.) These arts, generally described as involving some clutching power of the vagina, were said to explain the ‘hold’ she exercised over King Edward. Certainly, Wallis was always strongly interested in men, and she doubtless discovered various ways of giving them pleasure; but it is unlikely that those ways involved acts of vaginal intercourse, nor did she need to go to China to learn them.


In the late spring of 1925 serious anti-European rioting broke out in China. Caught up in various incidents, Wallis displayed her usual courage, but was made aware that there was little future for her in China, that it was time to bring her oriental idyll to an end. And so she sailed for home that summer after ‘what was without doubt the most delightful, the most carefree, the most lyrical interval of my youth – the nearest thing to a lotus-eater’s dream that a young woman brought up the "right" way could expect to know’. She became seriously ill during the sea voyage, and lay in hospital at Seattle for some weeks: this was the first indication of the stomach trouble that would plague her intermittently for the rest of her life, culminating in a collapse fifty years later which would reduce her to a bedridden invalid.


Wallis was now determined to put an end to her moribund marriage. Having discovered that the State of Virginia offered a relatively simple divorce to anyone who had resided there for two years, she went to live at a hotel at Warrenton, a sleepy country town in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It had the advantage of being quite near both to Washington, where she was able to visit her mother and resume her old social life, and to the estate of her rich cousin Lelia, an important personality. There Wallis led a simple life, playing golf (which she did indifferently) in the afternoons and poker (at which she excelled) in the evenings. Her best friend in the town was a young bank clerk, Hugh Spilman. Interviewed years later, he recalled that Wallis ‘was a devil, but … good company – wonderful company! Always up to something. She was invited out a lot because she could make a party go.… I don’t mind admitting that I was pretty crazy about her, even though she was an awful flirt….’


Wallis varied her life in Virginia by visiting New York, where she stayed with her old schoolfriend Mary Kirk and her French husband, Jacques Raffray. It was there, in 1926, that she met the Raffrays’ friend Ernest Simpson. The only son of a successful English shipping broker (who was a converted Jew) and an American mother, Ernest was a year younger than Wallis and like her in the process of disentangling himself from an unhappy marriage. He was something of a misfit, conscious of his mixed ancestry and not quite sure whether he was British or American. During the First World War, he had given up his studies at Harvard to go to England and train for a commission in the Coldstream Guards. At the time he met Wallis he was running the New York office of the family firm. In her memoirs Wallis was always generous to Ernest, who was then still alive. ‘Reserved in manner, yet with a gift of quiet wit, always well-dressed, a good dancer, fond of the theatre, and obviously well-read, he impressed me as an unusually well-balanced man.’ They quickly became friends, though ‘the friendship was for a long time no more than one of those casual New York encounters between the extra man and the out-of-town woman who find pleasure in each other’s tastes’.
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