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         “So much has already been written about the abdication of Edward VIII in 1936 that one wonders what more there can be to say. But Adrian Phillips has found a new angle by focussing on the role of senior Whitehall mandarins … He has also drawn on an impressive range of other contemporary accounts and diaries, many unpublished and some quite obscure, to produce an almost hour-by-hour examination of the scheming and calculations of a wide range of players with different agendas that led to the eventual result … Adrian Phillips has written an excellent book, which sheds fresh light on events with which many will think they are already familiar.”

JOHN CAMPBELL, AUTHOR OF ROY JENKINS: A WELL-ROUNDED LIFE

         
             

         

         “Rigorous and absorbing in equal measure, The King Who Had to Go takes us far beyond government gossip and royal tittle-tattle. Phillips’s use of archival sources breathes new life into one of the most dramatic episodes in modern British history.”

RORY CORMAC, AUTHOR OF DISRUPT AND DENY: SPIES, SPECIAL FORCES, AND THE SECRET PURSUIT OF BRITISH FOREIGN POLICY AND THE BLACK DOOR: SPIES, SECRET INTELLIGENCE AND BRITISH PRIME MINISTERS

         
             

         

         “Adrian Phillips has pulled off a remarkable coup. By sedulous research he has been able to shed fresh light on the intricate political manoeuvres surrounding one of the most studied episodes in our history – the 1936 abdication crisis. The King Who Had to Go is an elegant and compelling book.”

PIERS BRENDON, AUTHOR OF THE DARK VALLEY: A PANORAMA OF THE 1930S AND EDWARD VIII: THE UNCROWNED KING

         
             

         

         “An admirable and exhaustive account of the crisis.”

GILES MACDONOGH, AUTHOR OF 1938: HITLER’S GAMBLE

         
             

         

         “The King Who Had to Go provides a dramatic and persuasive account of an important episode in British constitutional history. Based on an impressive range of sources, and written with flair, it makes a compelling case for Edward VIII’s inadequacy as a monarch.”

RICHARD TOYE, PROFESSOR AND HEAD OF HISTORY, UNIVERSITY OF EXETER
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            PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS



         

         TITLES AND POSITIONS are given as at the time of the crisis or, if dead by then, earlier. Biographical details are restricted to those that bear on their roles in the crisis. Information on careers after the crisis is only given when this might shed light on how their actions were judged. Few figures in Edward’s entourage were unconditionally loyal to him and most worked willingly with the government to settle the crisis whilst conscientiously fulfilling their obligations to Edward.

         
            Alexander, Ulick (1889–1973). Keeper of the Privy Purse. Relatively recent addition to the King’s household but was one of the few who remained with him at Fort Belvedere until the abdication. Kept in office by George VI.

            Allen, George (1888–1956). The King’s personal solicitor. Founding partner of the highly prestigious City law firm Allen & Overy, he advised Edward throughout the crisis. One of the few who attended Edward’s wedding.

            Amery, Leo (1873–1955). Backbench Conservative MP. Had known Winston Churchill since they were at Harrow together and knew his flaws. He did not much approve of Stanley Baldwin on other issues but supported him in the crisis.

            Attlee, Clement (1883–1967). Leader of the opposition Labour Party since 1935. Promised Baldwin that he would not form a government if Baldwin was forced to resign by Edward. Made a perfunctory show of questioning the government over its handling of the crisis. In reality understood that supporting Edward was not a viable option, particularly because of the social conservatism of many of the Labour Party’s activists.

            Baldwin, Stanley (1867–1947). Prime Minister of Britain. Leader of the Conservative Party from 1923 to 1937 and Prime Minister for a record three separate terms: 1923–1924, 1924–1929 and 1935–1937. As Lord President of the Council from 1931 to 1935 he was in effect Deputy Prime Minister in Ramsay MacDonald’s ‘National’ coalition government. Whilst in opposition between 1929 and 1931 his leadership of the Conservative Party was challenged by the press lords Beaverbrook and Harmsworth.

            Barnes, Thomas (1988–1964). King’s Proctor. A government law officer in charge of ensuring that all divorce cases respected the law and ‘intervening’ in cases where he found evidence that the law had been flouted. He led a detailed investigation into Mrs Simpson’s divorce case, in particular the possibility that she and Edward were lovers.

            Beaverbrook, Lord (1879–1964). Press Baron. Long-standing enemy of Stanley Baldwin and crony of Winston Churchill. When Edward asked him to help block newspapers revealing his relationship with Mrs Simpson at the time of her divorce case, he agreed. When the story broke, he tried unavailingly to persuade Edward to sanction an all-out press campaign against Baldwin.

            Bedaux, Charles (1886–1944). Franco-American businessman. Came to know Mrs Simpson after her flight to France. Owner of the Chateau de Candé, where Edward and Wallis married.

            Birkett, Sir Norman (1883–1962). Eminent barrister. Represented Mrs Simpson in her divorce action until it was finalised.

            Bonar Law, Andrew (1858–1923). British Prime Minister. Fellow Canadian and business associate of Beaverbrook. His death robbed Beaverbrook of access to top-level power.

            Boothby, Bob (1900–1986). Conservative MP. One of Winston Churchill’s few dedicated supporters. Deeply critical of Churchill’s misjudgement in supporting Edward.

            Bracken, Brendan (1901–1958). Conservative MP. Also a supporter of Winston Churchill.

            Brooks, Collin (1893–1959). Editor of Rothermere’s Sunday Dispatch. Confidant of his employer and a shrewd observer of the crisis.

            Brownlow, ‘Perry’, Lord (1899–1978). Courtier. A friend of the King but also part of Beaverbrook’s circle. Summarily stripped of his position at Court after the abdication.

            Bruce, Stanley (1883–1967). Australian High Commissioner in London, former Prime Minister of Australia. High-profile Dominions statesman consulted by Baldwin. He took a naturally conservative approach towards Edward.

            Chamberlain, Neville (1869–1940). Chancellor of the Exchequer. Number two in the government and Baldwin’s likely successor as Prime Minister. Impatient at Baldwin’s passive and patient political style. Minister directly in charge of Sir Warren Fisher in his job as Permanent Secretary to the Treasury. Suspicious of the support Edward expressed for miners when he was Prince of Wales and reserved in his judgement of Edward’s likely performance as King, but only became deeply involved when Fisher briefed him on Mrs Simpson’s pending divorce action, probably behind Baldwin’s back. His private diary is indiscreet and very revealing.

            Channon, Chips (1897–1958). Conservative MP. Political lightweight but very active on the London social scene. Friendly with Mrs Simpson via Emerald Cunard.

            Churchill, Winston (1874–1965). Backbench Conservative MP. In 1936 his career was at its nadir. He had broken with the party over its support for limited autonomy for India and had not held office since 1929. He was friendly with Edward since organising his inauguration as Prince of Wales in 1912 when he was Home Secretary. In 1936 he was beginning to rebuild his career on the issue of rearmament.

            Citrine, Sir Walter (1887–1983). General Secretary of the TUC. One of the dominant trade unionists of the 1920s and 1930s who helped bring the movement firmly into the political mainstream. Consulted by Baldwin over the King’s affair as part of his strategy of building a consensus in favour of his approach to the crisis. Supported Winston Churchill’s campaign ‘Arms and the Covenant’ in favour of rearmament and prevented him from hijacking a huge public meeting at the Albert Hall to promote Edward’s cause.

            Cooper, Duff (1890–1954). Cabinet minister. The King’s only political heavyweight friend. Womaniser on an epic scale. He and his wife Diana accompanied Edward and Mrs Simpson on the first part of the Nahlin cruise. Although he refused to commit himself in favour of Edward and unsuccessfully advised him to be patient and wait until after his coronation to marry Mrs Simpson, he was the only member of the Cabinet who spoke in the King’s favour. He later turned against what he saw as Edward’s selfish attitude.

            de Courcy, Kenneth (1909–1999). Lobbyist. Secretary and ‘intelligence officer’ of the Imperial Policy Group, which included thirty to forty rightwing Conservative MPs, including a number who had fiercely resisted autonomy for India, known as the ‘diehards’. The Imperial Policy Group briefly appeared poised to challenge the government’s handling of the crisis but were headed off by Tommy Dugdale. Fantasist who later laid claim to an imaginary dukedom. Finally imprisoned for fraud.

            Cunard, Emerald (1872–1948). Society hostess. Sponsored Mrs Simpson’s entry into London society.

            Davidson, J. C. C. (1889–1970). Junior government minister. Political crony of Baldwin.

            Dawson, Geoffrey (1874–1944). Editor of The Times. Establishment figure. Ally of Baldwin. Like most of the conservative press, he disapproved of Beaverbrook and the Harmsworths.

            Dugdale, Tommy (1897–1977). MP and parliamentary private secretary to Baldwin. Downing Street insider, who worked closely with Sir Horace Wilson during the crisis, notably on intelligence operations. He had married a divorced woman in 1936 but kept his post in a useful illustration of the double standards applied to divorce at the time. His wife wrote a detailed account of the crisis.

            Edward VIII (1894–1972). King of Britain, later Duke of Windsor. Known to his family as David. As Prince of Wales he undertook a number of gruelling tours of the Empire. He had two long-term mistresses in the 1920s and early 1930s: Mrs Freda Dudley Ward and Thelma, Viscountess Furness. First met Mrs Simpson in 1930 or 1931 and by 1934 he was deeply in love with her.

            Fisher, Sir Warren (1879–1948). Head of the Civil Service and Permanent Secretary to the Treasury. Pushed for action to be taken against Mrs Simpson from early in the reign, sometimes by unscrupulous methods. Wildly exaggerated the danger of legal intervention in Mrs Simpson’s divorce in order to create fear of a public scandal. Drafted letters to Edward so peremptory that they seem designed to provoke a crisis which Neville Chamberlain unsuccessfully tried to make Baldwin send to Edward. He and Wilson lobbied Hardinge directly to warn Edward of the danger of a constitutional crisis. He had championed the cause of senior civil servants, who were punished for being divorced: another illustration of how hostility to Mrs Simpson was not merely due to her being a divorcee.

            George V (1865–1936). King. Had become Prince of Wales on the death of his elder brother in 1890 and succeeded to the throne in 1911. Despite a limited education, his natural astuteness made him highly successful as a constitutional monarch. He was highly regarded for handling a number of difficult political and constitutional episodes. Whilst naturally a conservative, he adapted the monarchy to progressive developments. He did not inspire love amongst his subjects but was deeply respected. As a father he was a stern disciplinarian and disapproved of Edward’s lifestyle and friends. He tried and failed on a number of occasions to persuade Edward to behave differently, but despaired and viewed the prospects of Edward’s accession with foreboding.

            Goddard, Theodore (1879–1952). Mrs Simpson’s personal solicitor. Picked for Mrs Simpson by Walter Monckton when a better-established solicitor refused to take her divorce case. Became friendly with Sir Warren Fisher. Sometimes difficult to tell whether his loyalty lay with his client or with the government.

            Gwyer, Sir Maurice (1878–1952). Government lawyer and expert on constitutional law. Advised on legal aspects of the government’s position. His advice tended to serve the purposes of the hardliners pushing for ruthless action against Edward, notably his analysis that the Prime Minister had a clear duty to try to make the King change his personal life if it threatened stability.

            Gwynne, Howell (1865–1950). Editor of The Morning Post. Doyen of Fleet Street editors and firmly in the conservative camp. Increasingly aware of the difficulty of maintaining press silence but deferred to Downing Street’s guidance.

            Hankey, Sir Maurice (1877–1963). Secretary to the Cabinet. Friend and confidant of King George V and Queen Mary, but was near the end of his long career in Whitehall where he was no longer as influential as once he had been. Kept formal record of Cabinet and ministerial meetings where the government’s position was discussed and withheld these from the King. Drafted the telegrams to the Dominion Prime Ministers seeking their views on the morganatic proposal.

            Hardinge, Alec (1894–1960). Private secretary to the King. In theory held a crucial post as the link between the government and the King, but he was never in Edward’s confidence. He had been appointed to succeed Lord Wigram rather at Queen Mary’s behest and was very much a representative of George V’s conservative and traditionalist Court. After the abdication he was kept on by George VI but was not especially successful.

            Harmsworth, Esmond (1898–1978). Newspaper executive and friend of the King. Son of the press baron Lord Rothermere. More interested in business organisation and high society life than exploiting the power of the press, but promoted a morganatic marriage as a way of keeping Edward on the throne. Baldwin treated him with contempt.

            Hoare, Sir Samuel (1880–1959). Cabinet minister. Close to Beaverbrook and, later, on his payroll. Liaised with Beaverbrook throughout the crisis but remained loyal to Baldwin, probably out of calculation. Like Duff Cooper, he declined the King’s direct invitation to support him.

            Hore Belisha, Leslie (1893–1957). Junior Cabinet Minister. Feared a constitutional crisis would overthrow the government and put him out of a job.

            Jenks, Sir Maurice (1872 – 1946). Senior Freemason, former Lord Mayor of the City of London. As President of one of Edward’s prestigious masonic lodges, he had the difficult task of handling Ernest Simpson’s candidacy to join the lodge.

            Jones, Thomas (1870–1955). Former Assistant Secretary to the Cabinet. Crony and confidant of Baldwin.

            Kent, Duke of (1902–1942). Edward’s brother. Probably the brother to whom Edward was closest. He had been sexually promiscuous and a drug addict. Edward worked hard to break his addiction. Some of his former girlfriends were paid off and in 1934 he married Princess Marina of Greece.

            Lang, Cosmo Gordon (1864–1945). Archbishop of Canterbury. A friend of George V and Queen Mary, he alienated Edward early in his reign by trying to raise the question of his private life. Also clashed with Edward (and his brothers) over a suitable national memorial for George V. Baldwin consulted him during the crisis but he was a peripheral figure. Only in later legend, fuelled by Edward’s hostility, did he appear as one of the most powerful forces ranged in favour of abdication.

            Lascelles, Alan ‘Tommy’ (1887–1981). Courtier. Private secretary to Edward as Prince of Wales 1920 to 1929. Resigned when he could no longer cope with Edward’s character or behaviour. Rejoined royal household in 1935 as assistant private secretary to George V and remained in post under Edward VIII and George VI. He replaced Hardinge as private secretary to George VI in 1943.

            Layton, Sir Walter (1884–1966). Chairman of News Chronicle. Liberal politician and influential journalist. Maintained a resolutely independent line throughout the crisis.

            Legh, Piers ‘Joey’ (1890–1955). Courtier. One of the longest-serving members of Edward’s entourage but not seen as especially close to him. Accompanied him on the first leg of his journey into exile and visited him in Austria soon after. Kept on at Court under George VI.

            Lloyd George, David (1863–1945). Former Prime Minister. Had supported Edward in argument with his father over a visit to India in early 1920s and as a prominent Welsh MP had extensive dealings with him as Prince of Wales. In the political wilderness since 1922, he still nursed ambitions of returning to power or harming Baldwin, who he rightly saw as his determined enemy.

            Lyons, Joseph (1879–1939). Prime Minister of Australia. Labour politician and Roman Catholic. Of the Dominion Prime Ministers, he took the hardest line on Edward.

            MacDonald, James Ramsay (1866–1937). Cabinet Minister. Britain’s first Labour Prime Minister in 1924. Led the National Government that came to power in 1931 but had dwindled to a token Labour member of Baldwin’s government. As Lord President of the Council he was close to the Court and one of the first ministers to become alarmed at Edward’s behaviour. Was showing signs of premature senility.

            Margesson, David (1890–1965). Conservative Chief Whip. Long-standing Conservative Party fixer in Parliament.

            Mary, Queen (1867–1953). Edward’s mother. A member of a minor German royal family, she had been chosen to marry the Duke of Clarence, eldest son of the Prince of Wales, but he died and she married his brother, the future George V, instead. By some standards it was the last old-style dynastic marriage in Britain. She deplored Edward’s relationship with Mrs Simpson and refused firmly to meet her.

            Metcalfe, Edward ‘Fruity’ (1887–1957). Former courtier. Close friend of Edward who was seen by George V (and others) as a bad influence on him. Mrs Simpson also disliked him. Not offered a place at Court when Edward became King but remained a close friend.

            Monckton, Walter (1891–1965). Eminent barrister, one of Edward’s legal advisers and a personal friend from their time together at Oxford. Deeply involved from the start. Selected Theodore Goddard as Mrs Simpson’s lawyer. Took over as the link between Edward and the government when Edward’s relationship with Hardinge broke down, a role he continued to perform after the abdication. He managed to retain the trust of both Edward and the government. One of the few who attended Edward’s wedding.

            Peacock, Sir Edward (1871–1962). Partner in Barings Bank. Edward’s personal financial adviser as well as being a widely respected and influential figure in British finance and industry. His successful choice of investments helped make Edward extremely wealthy whilst he was still Prince of Wales. He advised Edward on the financial aspects of his abdication. Afterwards he was used as a conduit to brief Joseph Kennedy, the incoming US ambassador, against Mrs Simpson.

            Ram, Granville (1885–1952). Government lawyer. Advised on legal aspects of the government’s position. Helped draft the abdication bill and the abortive bill granting Mrs Simpson an immediate divorce.

            Reith, Sir John (1889–1971). Director General of the BBC. Ambitious public servant, closely allied to Sir Warren Fisher. Made sure that the King could not broadcast without government approval.

            von Ribbentrop, Joachim (1893–1946). Nazi diplomat. Had attempted to cultivate Edward via Mrs Simpson when on a special mission to London in 1935. Became German ambassador in the middle of the crisis. Believed that Edward was fundamentally pro-German and a worthwhile potential ally.

            Rickatson-Hatt, Bernard (1898–1965). Editor-in-chief of Reuters news agency. Personal friend of Ernest Simpson and later Edward. May have been MI5’s informant in Edward’s circle.

            Rogers, Katherine and Herman. Friends of Mrs Simpson. Mrs Simpson fled to their villa, Lou Viei, near Cannes when the story broke.

            Rothermere, Harold Harmsworth, Lord (1868–1940). Press proprietor. Had been closely allied with Beaverbrook in his challenge to Baldwin in 1929–31. Loathed by Baldwin. He had supported Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists enthusiastically, inspiring the infamous Daily Mail headline ‘Hurrah for the Blackshirts’. Very little evidence has survived as to his attitude to the crisis but there is some indication that he was not willing to follow Beaverbrook into an all-out campaign against Baldwin.

            Runciman, Walter (1870–1949). Cabinet Minister. One of the ‘National Liberal’ members of the government, he had only a dwindling political following of his own but Stanley Baldwin valued his influence amongst non-conformists.

            Salisbury, Marquess of (1861–1947). Tory grandee. Tried to use his influence to galvanise Baldwin into action and considered trying to appeal directly to the King.

            Simon, Sir John (1873–1954). Cabinet Minister. Also an eminent barrister, he used his legal knowledge to shape government policy. As Home Secretary it was his responsibility to sign off the phone taps on Edward. Deployed the threat of ‘intervention’ in Mrs Simpson’s divorce action to pressure Edward. Highly ambitious but widely distrusted. Not only unprincipled but also indecisive, he was prone to changing his mind rapidly and comprehensively.

            Simpson, Ernest (1897–1958). Shipbroker. Second husband of Wallis. Began an adulterous affair with Wallis’s one-time friend Mary Kirk Raffray, which provided the grounds for Wallis’s divorce action. Separated from Wallis in the summer of 1936. At the height of the crisis he tried to derail the divorce by offering evidence of collusion.

            Simpson, Mrs Wallis Warfield, later Duchess of Windsor (1896–1986). Socialite. Born in Pennsylvania USASA. Married Earl Winfield Spencer Lieutenant USN in 1916 and was divorced in 1927. Lived in China for one year from September 1924. Married Ernest Aldrich Simpson, a shipbroker born in the USA who had adopted British nationality, in 1928. Presented at Court in 1931. First met the Prince of Wales in 1930 or 1931 and by 1934 he was deeply in love with her.

            Sinclair, Sir Archibald (1890–1970). Leader of the opposition Liberal Party. Like Attlee, he promised Baldwin that he would not form a government if Edward forced the government to resign. Also personally close to Churchill whose battalion adjutant he had been during the First World War.

            Somervell, Sir Donald (1889–1960). Attorney General. In charge of all the government lawyers, including Barnes, the King’s Proctor, whose investigation into Mrs Simpson’s divorce he supervised. Also advised the government directly and helped prepare the abdication bill.

            Stephenson, Francis (1862?–after 1949). Solicitor’s clerk. Initiated intervention to overturn Mrs Simpson’s divorce on the grounds of collusion and her supposed adultery with Edward. Insisted that he was acting entirely alone and was not motivated by money. As his accounts of his actions were dishonest and self-contradictory, these claims are suspect.

            Swinton, Lord (1884–1972). Cabinet minister. As Air Minister he was alerted to Edward’s plan to flee to Zurich.

            Thomas, Sir Godfrey (1889–1968). Edward’s assistant private secretary. Probably the senior courtier to whom Edward was closest. He declined the post of private secretary, probably aware that it was impossible to perform it satisfactorily.

            Thomas, Jimmy (1874–1949). National Labour Politician. Forced to resign by scandal over leakage of Budget secrets in May 1936. He was contemplating a comeback at the time of the crisis.

            Vansittart, Sir Robert (1881–1957). Permanent under-secretary at the Foreign Office. Suspicious of Mrs Simpson’s supposed German connections. Rabidly anti-German.

            Wigram, Lord (1873–1960). Private secretary to George V and to Edward for the first few months of his reign. Was one of the first senior figures to recognise that Edward was determined to marry Mrs Simpson and tried to get Baldwin to intervene with Edward early in the reign. He left his post as soon as was decent but resurfaced as a senior member of the Court after the abdication.

            Wilson, Sir Horace (1882–1972). Very senior civil servant based at Downing Street. No formal title but acted as Baldwin’s chief of staff, rather like a modern Cabinet Secretary. Had worked closely with Baldwin in fighting the General Strike in 1926. Sir Warren Fisher had helped him get the job at Downing Street and he was broadly allied with him on the abdication crisis. He was the most senior figure at Downing Street whilst Baldwin was on prolonged sick leave in the summer of 1936 and became very concerned at the growing scandal of the relationship between Edward and Mrs Simpson. Tried to make Baldwin intervene. He had clashed with Churchill early in his career and saw him as a threat to stability which probably explains why he was a prime mover in getting MI5 to investigate Edward and the King’s Party. He was kept in place by Chamberlain after the latter replaced Baldwin as Prime Minister and became even more powerful.

            York, Duke of (1895–1952). Edward’s oldest brother and successor as George VI. Far lower profile than Edward. Severe stammer fuelled his very low self-confidence. Happily married to Elizabeth. Played little part in the crisis although Baldwin spoke to him a number of times. Happy that Edward should retain royal status after his abdication but opposed granting it to Wallis.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE



         

         ON THURSDAY 10 December 1936, the British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin was hurrying to prepare for one of the most important speeches of his political life and one of the most vital speeches ever delivered to the House of Commons. He had to explain how and why King Edward VIII was abdicating after a reign of only eleven months. In January, Edward had become King in the midst of hopes that this glamorous, charming and handsome figure would usher in a new style of monarchy in Britain. After the Victorian-era austerity of his father, George V, he had appeared open and modern. Instead, there had been a worldwide scandal and finally an agonising crisis that had played out in semi-privacy for months before the British press had broken its self-imposed silence the previous Wednesday, catapulting the affair into the full glare of public knowledge and concern. For a week, the whole country had stared into the abyss of a constitutional crisis.

         Time was short for Baldwin because the King’s final and irrevocable decision had only been taken late the evening before. More for the sake of form than anything, the Cabinet had sent the King a message imploring him to reconsider his intention, but he had not and had signed the Instrument of Abdication that morning at his private house, Fort Belvedere, in the grounds of Windsor Castle. Now Baldwin had to give final confirmation to Parliament and the world beyond, that what had been rumoured and feared for months, weeks and days had finally occurred. Even that morning the newspaper headlines in London had only spoken of the possibility of abdication. Baldwin had to find a way of presenting the bitter reality in a way that minimised the damage and somehow overcame the hurt of those traumatic days. The monarchy was the sacred institution that bound the people of Britain and cemented an Empire that spanned the globe, but its sovereign had decided that he could not carry on because he was not permitted to marry the woman he loved. If Baldwin were to say the wrong thing, the results might be catastrophic. Few had questioned his handling of the crisis whilst it was in progress, but now that it had culminated in the terrible conclusion of abdication, there might be deep and savage recriminations and aftershocks. The leader of the opposition Labour Party had had to fight down the temptation elsewhere in his party to make tactical capital out of the crisis, and Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists had campaigned to keep Edward on the throne.

         Baldwin worked on his speech entirely alone. The one thing he had to guide him was a log of the day-to-day events of the crisis prepared for him by his civil service right-hand man, Sir Horace Wilson.1 A modern Prime Minister would have an army of expert advisers analysing every syllable of such a speech, and modern technology would prepare an immaculate text that could be disseminated around the globe at the push of a button. Baldwin relied solely on his own judgement for the words to achieve the near impossible, and scribbled his thoughts on untidy slips of paper. Even by the standards of the day, they did not look impressive; Harold Nicolson, a fastidious and aristocratic government MP, thought they were like pieces of toilet paper ‘…more squalid than a young Labour candidate would dare produce at a Wapping by-election’.2 It was not just the appearance of the notes that betrayed the stress of the moment. As Baldwin moved around 10 Downing Street in distracted concentration, he dropped some of the slips in the passageways. When he finally set off for the House of Commons, he completely forgot to bring the notes with him, and his parliamentary private secretary, Tommy Dugdale, had to dash back to retrieve them.

         Beneath the bluff exterior of a member of the traditional, unreflecting Tory squirearchy that he cultivated assiduously, Baldwin was a highly strung and nervous man, and this was all too obvious to the people around him and who knew him well. It was especially acute before he had to make a major speech. At the other end of the scale, one of his Cabinet ministers told the story of a French woman, who did not know who Baldwin was or what he did, and who had instantly assumed from his demeanour that he was an actor.3 He had an actor’s focus on the upcoming performance and the same irrational dread of actually delivering it. Baldwin had operated at the top level of politics for a decade and a half, and he was an accomplished speaker, who cloaked his art in apparent simplicity. He knew that it was a great gift and that he would need it for his speech that afternoon. It would help him accomplish one last act of public service, with which he could draw the curtain on his career in politics. Baldwin had a strong but usually well-hidden tendency towards self-dramatisation, but it was very much in evidence that day. ‘This is making history, and I’m the only man who can do it,’ he told Dugdale, who observed him switching on his oratorical power as the crucial moment arrived: ‘All his power surges to the surface, his retiring humility leaves him.’4

         The House of Commons was still working its way through an ordinary day’s business when Baldwin arrived. The loss of its monarch was not going to be allowed to disrupt the day-to-day work of running the country. This had even provided some grim light relief for MPs with an eye for life’s ironies when the order paper for the day included the first reading of ‘The Edinburgh Maternity and Simpson Charity Bill’ and ‘The Family Inheritance Bill. Mr. Windsor’.5 The chamber was packed to capacity for what would otherwise have been a routine, weekly Question Time. It would now witness an event that no one wanted to miss. One MP observed pedantically that this was the first abdication in Britain for 537 years.6 Even on this momentous day, there were no concessions for the Prime Minister in the democratic discomfort of the overcrowded chamber. He had to squeeze past the knees of his colleagues to get to his seat.7 The mood amongst the MPs had been one of subdued tension as they waited for this moment, and they cheered Baldwin as he made his way to his place.

         There were final moments of comedy and scene-setting to come. Baldwin had to fumble for the keys to his briefcase before he could extract his scruffy notes and, in dramatic contrast, immaculate sheets of the highest-quality paper marked with the unmistakable red, royal crest, which bore the sombre message from the King. Baldwin had barely time to spread the notes on the Despatch Box in front of him – ‘rather proudly’, Nicolson thought – when normality reasserted itself. There was one final mundane question left for a minister to answer; it was a mind-numbingly dull and trivial enquiry as to how many of the personnel of the Royal Navy had been punished by civilian courts, but it had to be answered.8 The First Lord of the Admiralty, the unpopular and widely distrusted Sir Samuel Hoare, strode ‘pompously’ to the Despatch Box, on which he in turn spread the papers he needed to deliver an appropriately dull reply. He finished and lifted the Admiralty papers, scattering Baldwin’s notes to the floor. The Prime Minister had to scrabble to retrieve them. His daughter Lorna whispered to Dugdale’s wife, who had secured one of the visitor’s tickets that had become as valuable as gold-dust and was sitting next to her in the gallery, ‘Poor father, that’s just like him. He’s so clumsy, he’s dropped things all his life.’ 9

         From then on, the mood was one of deep seriousness. Baldwin walked to the end of the chamber where the Speaker of the House sat, and handed to him on his high dais the message from the King. As the Speaker read out the few paragraphs in which Edward renounced a task which he felt he could not perform efficiently or to his own satisfaction, emotion welled up in the packed chamber. The Speaker himself could not conceal his own emotion, and his voice quavered. Even hardened parliamentarians had to stifle their sobs. Nicolson reflected, ‘I have never known in any assembly such accumulation of pity and terror.’ 10

         The moment had arrived for Baldwin to explain how things had ended this way and to start the process of bringing the nation back to an even keel. The performance he delivered was a masterpiece, but like so many masterpieces, it disguised its supreme artistry under a cloak of the utmost simplicity. He admitted that he had had little time to compose his speech, ‘…so I must tell what I have to tell truthfully, sincerely and plainly with no attempt to dress up or to adorn’.11 The members of one of London’s gentlemen’s clubs were reading the words as they came over the news ticker and contrived to snigger at the idea that truthfulness was a by-product of time pressure, but this did not strike the MPs, who were already in the palm of Baldwin’s hand.12 As he had promised, he delivered a plain account of the events in an even tone with no trace of drama or rhetorical flourish. He even made a capital from the disorder that Hoare had wrought on his notes by pausing every now and again to make sure that the dates he was quoting were correct, occasionally asking the Home Secretary sitting next to him for advice. These asides were so effective that Nicolson mused whether they could have been scripted. The speech was delivered with ‘artless but consummate skill’ and the whole House listened spellbound to the ‘tragic force of its simplicity’.13 By the time he got to the last few paragraphs many were near tears, but he was heard in perfect, rapt attention until the cheers that greeted his call to rally behind the new King at the very end of his speech.

         In reality, there was far more to Baldwin’s speech than a mechanical recital of dates and events. His linear narrative provided the framework for a careful and astute choice of deeper content. Above all, Baldwin had seen the simple but vital need to be as kind about the King as possible. It was not the moment for criticism of any sort. Throughout the speech, Baldwin paid ‘tribute after tribute’ to the King. At every turn, Edward had done what was best for the country and the Empire. There was only the supremely delicate matter of explaining why the King was abdicating. The previous Sunday had been one of the most fraught and darkest moments of the crisis, and Baldwin had been turning over in his mind what he should say if the worst came to the worst. It had come to him in a blinding flash:

         
            I have got the speech I mean to make and I am certain I can get it across. I shall begin this is not a story of conflict between the King & the Cabinet or between crown & the people that I have to unfold; it is the story of conflicting loyalties in a human heart.14

         

         The King had had to struggle between two conflicting loyalties and that was all he needed to say about the forces taking him from the throne. It did not need to be spelled out that the loyalties were irreconcilable because the King could not be allowed to marry a woman with two living husbands. Mixed in with the flood of compliments about the King, Baldwin added a couple of rapier thrusts at the handful of men who were thought to have tried to exploit the crisis to their own ends. The criticism was neatly placed in the King’s own mouth: ‘Any idea to him of what might be called a King’s Party, was abhorrent.’ The King was alert to the danger ‘that there might be sides taken and factions grow up in a matter where no faction ought to exist’. These were, of course, views to which Baldwin and his government fully subscribed.

         Baldwin emphasised over and over again that there had been no conflict, that the matter had been settled in friendly and open conversations between the King and him as Prime Minister without a trace of disagreement or conflict. Once again, Baldwin was able to find the vital words in what the King had said to him: ‘You and I must settle this together. I will not have anyone interfering.’ Throughout the crisis, Baldwin had stuck to the crucial principle that, whatever happened, it would have to be the King’s decision. Six days previously, he had faced a Cabinet meeting riven by fears of a dark conspiracy to engineer a full-blown constitutional crisis, but he had insisted that ‘[h]e did not want to put a Pistol at the head of the King’.15 Baldwin could – and did – state that he had only asked to see the King on a single occasion during the crisis. Even that admission was wrapped up in a humdrum tale of finding a mutually convenient date for the conversation. Otherwise, it had been the King who took the initiative. In the final stages of the crisis, the accusation had lurked a little beneath the surface that the government was putting pressure on the King. This had to be deflected, whatever truth might lie behind it. The one aspect of the speech that was widely criticised was Baldwin’s frequent mentions of his own role in the crisis. This might have been egotism, but it was also accurate. Not only did Baldwin feel that he himself was making history, but he had also made certain that it was only he who had handled the government’s end of the affair – above all, the dialogue with the King.

         The speech succeeded magnificently, ‘the most impressive and persuasive that Baldwin ever made’, in the words of one Cabinet minister, and ‘a supreme example of his artistry’.16 Tributes streamed in from every side, but to Baldwin they were only the confirmation of something that his actor’s instinct had told him already. He knew that he had crowned his entire political career. Nicolson detected ‘that intoxication that comes to a man, even a tired man, after a triumphant success’ when Baldwin told him: ‘“Yes, it was a success I know it. It was almost wholly unprepared. I had a success, my dear Nicolson, at the moment I most needed it. Now is the time to go.”’ 17 He had not just steered the country though an existential crisis, but he had found the right words and the right tone to set out what had happened to put the whole episode behind it. Within months, if not weeks, Edward was fading from people’s memories. Many, if not most, people close to the action wrote accounts of something they sensed would be the most dramatic event in their lives, but this is a mark of how rapidly the crisis was being swallowed into history. The debate itself was closed. It shows the effectiveness of Baldwin’s performance in the House of Commons that his narrative has stood the test of time and has never seriously been questioned. The lines that he drew under the events of the crisis have held. Over the years since, further, sometimes very important, details have emerged, but if anything, they have been felt to confirm the basic truth of what Baldwin said that day.

         Baldwin’s speech was not merely a triumph in itself, it was a stunning turnaround in his own fortunes. In the year before the crisis, Baldwin’s premiership had been in deep trouble. He was widely criticised for the poor handling of a series of diplomatic episodes beginning with the Hoare–Laval affair, in which the Foreign Secretary had resigned as a scapegoat for a clumsy and cynical attempt to do a deal with France condoning Fascist Italy’s invasion of Abyssinia. The government’s temporising responses to Nazi remilitarisation of the Rhineland and the outbreak of civil war in Spain were equally unimpressive. Baldwin had contrived to appear both dishonest and uncommitted over Britain’s modest rearmament programme. The economy’s recovery from the Great Slump was still painfully slow. A popular minister had been forced to resign over a leak of Budget secrets. By the previous summer, Baldwin had been on the verge of a nervous breakdown and had taken a rest-cure of two months, almost completely cut off from his duties.

         One man who would have been delighted to know that Baldwin had told Nicolson that it was time for him to go was Neville Chamberlain, the Chancellor of the Exchequer and de facto Baldwin’s deputy. Like so many politicians in his position, he spent his days fuming at what he disliked in the way the Prime Minister did the job, and yearning for the day when he could take over and do it properly. He acknowledged grudgingly that Baldwin ‘had reaped a rich harvest of credit which has carried him to the pinnacle of his career’.18 Chamberlain was vain and resented praise of Baldwin. He had peevishly predicted that Baldwin would ‘acquire great kudos, some of which he will have earned’.19 It was a telling qualification; Chamberlain would not have been happy that Baldwin appeared to take the whole credit for bringing the crisis safely to its conclusion. He felt that he had been instrumental in prodding Baldwin into action and he had certainly been the consistent champion of vigorous action inside government.

         Another of the MPs listening to Baldwin was in deep misery, not just at the loss of the King but at the wreckage of his own prospects. The week before Baldwin’s speech, Winston Churchill had appeared to be poised, finally, to bring his political career back on track after the long miserable years of the early 1930s, when his successive misjudgements had taken him out of government and to the fringes of mainstream politics. The previous Thursday, he had been the dominant figure at a huge public meeting in the Albert Hall, which launched a campaign under the name of ‘The Arms and the Covenant’, embracing the whole political spectrum in a call for determined rearmament by Britain to give teeth to the League of Nations’ feeble resistance to the fascist dictators. Had all gone well, it would have finally alerted the British people to the danger of these dictators and the need to draw back from the anti-war instincts that had ruled their hearts since the slaughter of the First World War, and for which Baldwin had been so effective a spokesman. But Churchill had ruined his moment. Driven by a combination of genuine sympathetic loyalty to the King and unreflecting opportunism, he had been the only political heavyweight to break with the government’s line on handling the crisis. It had been a disaster. The King had sought his help the previous Friday evening, but had completely ignored the trenchant advice which Churchill had given. Even worse, when Churchill had spoken in the House of Commons on the Tuesday evening, pleading for the King to be given more time to consider his position, he had been shouted down and unable to finish his speech. He had ‘undone in five minutes the patient reconstruction work of two years’.20 Afterwards, he was so depressed that he told a friend that his political career was over.

         By Thursday, Churchill knew that he was fighting for his political survival. He sat hunched through Baldwin’s speech, anxious that the Prime Minister might hammer the final nail into his coffin.21 After the leaders of the other major parties had delivered their pieces, endorsing Baldwin’s words, Churchill rose to speak to a House still seething with indignation and hostility for what some in government saw as outright gangsterish behaviour during the crisis. To many MPs, Baldwin’s reference to an abhorrent King’s Party was aimed squarely at Churchill and his associates. This time, Churchill judged the mood of his fellow MPs correctly and, in the words of one of them who had criticised him savagely a few days before, ‘…in an admirably phrased little speech executed a strategical retreat’.22 It was just enough, and another MP, who was better disposed towards Churchill, thought he had ‘…regained a good deal of the sympathy he had lost’.23 But the strategic damage had been done. Any hopes that he would soon lead a movement that brought Britain round to robust opposition to Hitler were fading. The French Embassy in London, ever alert for its national security, confessed it was ‘worried at his loss of ground’.24

         Churchill’s unintended act of political suicide had not helped the King in any way, but it had sparked the only noticeable wobble in the government’s handling of the crisis. Before speaking to Churchill on the Friday evening, the King had asked the Prime Minister’s permission to do so, or at least told him that he was going to do so in a way that, just, gave Baldwin an opportunity to protest. Baldwin did nothing and let the meeting take place, but the following morning he seemed to have had second thoughts. He said to Sir Horace Wilson, ‘I have made my first blunder’, and when he went into a Cabinet meeting soon afterwards, he said the same thing to his colleagues.25 Wilson and the assembled ministers successively hastened to assure Baldwin that he was wrong to say so and had done the right thing, doubtless as Baldwin had wanted them to say. This episode stayed in people’s minds even though the fear that seemed to have taken hold of Baldwin proved to have been unjustified; Churchill’s intervention never for a moment threatened to derail the government’s handling and, in fact, diminished him as a political opponent. However insincere it might have been, Baldwin’s confession that he had made a mistake gave a glimpse of the self-doubt that anyone carrying his level of responsibility could not help feeling, operating as he was in a situation where a false move could have had calamitous consequences. Duff Cooper, the War Minister, had probably been more deeply involved in the crisis as a personal friend of the King. He joined the throng offering his congratulations to Baldwin on his speech, but also felt that he should assure him personally ‘…how right you were to agree to the King seeing Winston’. Baldwin was so swept away in the ecstasy of triumph that he let the mask of pretence slip and he hinted to Duff Cooper at the internal battles he had had to fight. He laughed ‘very knowingly’ and told Duff Cooper, ‘I never doubted that I was right for a minute. I am only a simple lad, you know, Duff, but there were reasons why I thought it best to put it to the Cabinet in the way I did.’ 26 Not only had Baldwin had to juggle with all the King’s problems, but he had also had to manage ministers and his civil service entourage. This gentle confession had barely left his lips when Baldwin realised that he had overstepped a line: ‘But suddenly he felt that he had gone too far, the laugh faded, and he hurried on down the corridor in solemn silence.’ 27 As far as Baldwin was concerned, the internal battles that he had had to fight during the crisis were now to be consigned to the dustbin of history; they were wounds that should be left to heal themselves. And so they were for a long time afterwards.
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            CHAPTER 1

            THE BOY WILL RUIN HIMSELF



         

         
            After I am dead the boy will ruin himself in twelve months

            GEORGE V TO STANLEY BALDWIN1

         

         TO THE OUTSIDE world Edward, Prince of Wales and future King Edward VIII, had the air of a golden boy. He was youthful, good-looking and glamorous, a keen sportsman and pilot. He had devastating charm, which melted even hardened observers. He appeared open and engaged. He was the first member of the royal family to have extensive direct contact with the public in Britain and abroad; he became the first celebrity royal. There was no trace of social consciousness in his contacts with people across the whole class spectrum and he had obvious and genuine sympathy for the many people still suffering from the deep economic problems of interwar Britain. He felt a special affinity with the huge number of men who had fought in the First World War. He embraced all things American – then even more than today the benchmark for the modern society. As an eligible bachelor, he exercised a powerful fascination at a human level. He talked freely, easily and without any apparent condescension. He was a clear contrast to the stern and conservative image of his father, King George V. He seemed like a breath of fresh air.

         Edward’s shining public image masked a far less happy picture in his family. His father clung firmly to the norms of the Victorian era into which he had been born – stern, formal and conservative – and this coloured his ideas of education. His oft-quoted dictum ‘My father was afraid of his mother; I was afraid of my father and I am damned well going to make sure that my children are afraid of me’ is probably apocryphal, but he treated his sons with the same strict discipline that he had applied to his crew when he was a Royal Navy officer. This was fairly common for the period, but it left him with no serious adult relationship with any of them. The failure was most conspicuous with Edward, who chafed against his father’s attempts to impose his will. The question of dress was a particular bone of contention, outwardly trivial but symbolic of two widely different world views. George V was obsessed with a dress code of great complexity and formality that he himself followed as though it were Holy Writ and which he wanted Edward to follow with the same devotion. He never tired of criticising Edward – often publicly – for breaking the rules, even in inconspicuous details. He also objected to his son’s choice of friends and courtiers, notably the Irish cavalryman ‘Fruity’ Metcalfe, whom he held responsible for Edward’s dangerously aggressive horse riding.2

         At the heart of their disagreement lay a very fundamental point. Edward could not accept that his royal status demanded a full-time vocation. Like a reluctant salaried worker, he divided his life into his job, where he was subject to some constraints, and his private life, where he was subject to none. He aspired to be a royal during the week, but an entirely private individual at the weekend. Whilst other members of the royal family were driven by a strong sense of duty to perform their work, he often seemed to do it grudgingly and under complaint. Again his father was at least partly to blame for giving Edward practically no choice but to undertake gruelling tours of the Empire, notably one to India which he disliked greatly.

         Edward’s touring programme was something of a double-edged weapon. He was widely received with mass, near-hysterical adulation. It was a personal triumph especially when he responded well, but like many celebrities he failed to understand the fickleness of the sentiments behind the reaction. Worse, as the years went on he came to take a good reception for granted and, admittedly often out of tiredness as well, behaved perfunctorily and unpunctually. This was noticed. As Prime Minister, David Lloyd George had taken the Prince’s side against his father over the India journey in the early 1920s, but by 1934 had to take him firmly in hand to prevent him offending the people of Caernarfon with his cavalier behaviour.3

         Edward’s private life also dismayed his father. It was in distinct contrast to George V’s marriage to the formidable Mary of Teck, which was irreproachably faithful and also the product of what seemed like the dynastic calculations of a bygone age. She had been his elder brother’s fiancée, but George had unhesitatingly married her when his brother died. She adopted the same credo of unflinching respect for royal duty as her husband. Edward remained obstinately a bachelor and this seemed to his parents a great missed opportunity. There was a simple pragmatic aspect to the question: the lack of a wife was seen widely as a distinct handicap for someone who would bear the burdens of kingship. Being the most yearned-for bachelor in the world might have fuelled the celebrity hysteria around Edward, but marriage might have brought more solid benefits. Successful marriages had dramatically improved the lives of two of George V’s younger sons, as well as giving a powerful boost to the public image of the royal family. The Duke of York had married a strong and loyal woman from the upper reaches of Britain’s aristocracy, who did much to rescue him from the handicaps of a crippling stammer, a violent temper and a deep sense of his own inferiority. The marriage had also ensured the royal succession with a pair of healthy and attractive daughters. The Duke of Kent’s marriage to the glamorous Princess Marina marked a clear turn away from the sexual promiscuity and drug-taking of his youth.

         By contrast, Edward’s personal life was the source of potential scandal or even worse that lay beneath the glamorous bachelor image. One affair in particular offered a dire warning of the dangers. As an officer in the Grenadier Guards on the Western Front during the First World War he had conducted a lengthy liaison with Marguerite Alibert, a superior Parisian prostitute, to whom he wrote ardent love letters, which she held onto with the habitual foresight of her profession. She went on to marry an Egyptian prince but, in 1923, she shot him dead in London. She was acquitted of murder and there is some evidence that she was able to buy the verdict by handing over these letters.4 Had any hint of the relationship between Edward and Marguerite reached the wider public at the time of her trial, the scandal would have been immense, and infinitely worse had any part of the story emerged of how his letters had been retrieved. After the war, his behaviour calmed down somewhat, but he was stuck on the sexual merry-go-round of the shiftless upper classes, vividly depicted in the plays of Noël Coward and novels of Evelyn Waugh. Through the 1920s, he maintained a long-term and discreet affair with Mrs Freda Dudley Ward, the wife of an MP. It provided him with a degree of stability but did not deter him from a string of casual seductions, often undertaken with a flagrant lack of discretion. In 1930, Edward had replaced Mrs Ward with the American-born Lady Furness in another illicit but entirely conventional relationship. His father was so upset at this latest sign that his heir had no plans to conform to conventional notions of family life that he tried a long man-to-man conversation with his son in 1932. George V warned him that the revelation of his adulterous affairs would hurt his popularity and tried to convince him of the advantages of marriage. George V overreached himself and took Edward to task for his social circle as well. Afterwards, Edward claimed to accept that his father’s strictures on his private life were fair, but resented deeply his remarks on his personal friends. He continued as before on both the sexual and friendship fronts. Thereafter, his father had lapsed into gloomy predictions of the damage that his son would wreak when he succeeded to the throne.

         Edward’s private life did not improve. In 1934, he had acquired another long-term girlfriend, who was several steps down from her predecessors in almost every respect. Mrs Wallis Simpson was again of American origin, of modest social and financial status. Her husband through whom she had acquired British nationality had had to apply for British nationality himself and abandon American citizenship in order to serve in the British Army. Worst of all, she was already a divorcee. In 1930s Britain, divorce carried an immense social stigma; divorcees were largely excluded from the higher levels of Society and public service. The legal process of divorce was complex and expensive, in part because of the innate conservatism of Britain’s legal system and in part because it served as a deterrent. Mrs Simpson’s drawbacks were clear to anyone aware of the relationship. Those close to him could see that he was utterly devoted to her and coming ever further under her thumb. Gradually she was monopolising him and cutting him off from his brothers and their families. He had turned from irresponsible womanising to ardent monogamy. He was determined to marry Mrs Simpson.

         He kept his intention firmly secret, but with hindsight there were clues that Edward saw a more permanent attachment. The most striking was a present he gave Mrs Simpson for Christmas in 1934. Struck by her interest in his own Cairn Terriers, Cora and Jaggs, he gave her one of her own. They called him Slipper and he became an important part of their lives. He also showered her with hugely expensive jewellery, but Slipper was almost a family member, destined to be seen as the ‘principal guest at the Wedding’.5 At around the same time he took Mrs Simpson to a palace reception to celebrate the engagement of his younger brother, even though his father had struck her name off a list of guests that he had proposed.6 He even succeeded in introducing her to his mother. It was the only time that they were to meet.

         Concern about Edward went further than distaste for his habits and attitudes; Edward’s personality was so erratic that a number of responsible people thought that he was downright insane. This was exaggerated, but it was noticeable to most people close to him that his personality was somehow not fully formed. Moreover, once the crisis that led to his abdication got under way, placing him under continuous stress, there were widespread fears that he would suffer some kind of breakdown or harm himself. Oceans of ink have been drained in attempts to analyse Edward’s character, but for the purposes of this story a few aspects that forcibly struck many of his contemporaries will suffice. To many he appeared never to have matured fully; his development seemed to have stopped in his early teens. His future wife, Wallis Simpson, arguably better placed than anyone to know, called him ‘Peter Pan’. Edward’s guiding principle seemed to be the child’s instinct to push the boundaries to find out what he could ‘get away with’.7 This phrase recurs too frequently in what Edward said and wrote for it to be written off as a mere truism; it hints strongly at an inability to develop rounded adult relationships of mutual comprehension, of give and take. He was by any standards a monster of egocentricity and breathtakingly stubborn. Once he had decided on something he would not accept argument or criticism. Those around him were expected to comply blindly. Anything else was disloyalty. Like Mr Toad in The Wind in the Willows, he moved from one dominating enthusiasm to another, pursuing them with blind and total devotion whilst they lasted. These included, variously, horse riding, golf, gardening, drink, casual sex and, finally, something that would change his life for ever: an unreasoning obsession with one woman.

         Had Edward been a wealthy aristocratic playboy and nothing more, none of this would have mattered to anyone but friends and family, but he was the heir to the throne, and in the first half of the twentieth century, the monarch played a far more important part in politics than today, even though it was very restricted and hidden to the general public. This gave a further edge to worries about Edward’s flaws: the fear that he might not be up to the job. On this score his father had set him a very high benchmark as a successful constitutional monarch. To many, George V seemed a relic of the past with his country-squire style, old-fashioned dress ideas and a quaint enthusiasm for stamp collecting, but in the eyes of Britain’s political and administrative elite, Edward had much to do before he matched his father. As Prince of Wales, Edward’s modernistic appeal struck a chord with the young and the populace at large, but the less conspicuous merits of George V ranked higher in Westminster and Whitehall, where he was revered for his impeccable handling of the succession of grave challenges he had faced from the moment he succeeded to the throne in 1911: the constitutional crisis triggered by Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’; near-civil war in Ireland triggered by plans for Home Rule; the slaughter of the First World War; the collapse of his cousin’s Russian Empire into murderous communist revolution; the, to many, terrifying innovation of Britain’s first Labour government in 1924; the collapse of the second Labour government in 1931 and the formation of a coalition government to tackle the immense economic problems that had brought it down. Any one of these might have proved fatal to the monarchy or severely damaging to the country. George V’s deep-seated instinct for compromise and reconciliation was exactly what was required, and behind the scenes he strove in almost every case to apply it. Coupled with his personal rectitude, faith in the constitution and a usually sound judgement of character, this instinct had produced a pitch-perfect performance as King; his skills would one day be missed.8

         The real power of monarchy continued to dwindle, but in 1931, its symbolic importance had been boosted. In the wake of the First World War, the old structure of the British Empire firmly run from London was no longer tenable and the Statute of Westminster had given the Dominions – Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa and Southern Ireland – full legislative autonomy. They operated their own armed forces. A common allegiance to the monarch was the only formal tie that bound them. The Imperial Conference of 1932 in Ottawa had singularly failed to translate nebulous ideas of community into economic cooperation to tackle the Great Slump. The status of India was a running sore. After a bitter fight in Parliament it was to receive some autonomy, but this was only just in the process of being implemented and there was no certainty that it would satisfy the people of India, where the campaign for independence had not slackened. By the close of George V’s reign the British Empire was in a fragile state and the monarch faced unprecedented challenges.

         The scope for an inept successor to do damage was great. In the early 1930s, Britain faced a range of acute risks. Britain’s economic recovery from the Great Slump was precarious, and elsewhere in the world extreme politics were challenging stability and democracy. Less than ten years before, the General Strike had seemed to many to portend full-scale revolution. Home-grown fascism and communism lurked on the fringes. Stable democracies were in a shrinking minority in Europe. The international situation was growing steadily more desperate with all-out war on the horizon. It was up to the professional politicians to devise ways to tackle these problems, but the sovereign would have to support them. Above all, he had to avoid compromising their efforts in any way. As well as being a decorous figurehead, Edward would probably be faced with complex and demanding political choices. He showed little promise of being as effective as his father. Whilst George V was stable (to the point of being boring) Edward was erratic; he was far too willing to speak out publicly on topics that concerned him. Perversely Edward’s huge success as crowd-pleaser increased the risks. The powers that be always prefer an inconspicuous and unadventurous figurehead to one with stronger pulling power but less restraint.

         On occasion Edward appeared positively to relish striking an unconventional if not downright shocking attitude on political questions, as well as expressing his views openly and indiscreetly. In 1934, he attended a grand dinner for 200 or so guests given by a City of London livery company, the Worshipful Company of Stationers and Newspaper Makers, of which he had been the Master since the previous year. It was attended by a number of diplomats and, quite conventionally, the Prince exchanged a few words with each of them when they withdrew to the smoking room after the meal. Politeness dictated that these include Ivan Maisky, the Soviet ambassador, although in the eyes of many he represented a blood-soaked tyranny that had murdered the Prince’s relatives. Edward went far beyond the requirements of diplomatic etiquette and ‘engaged [Maisky] in a long and inappropriately serious conversation’.9 He insisted to the ambassador that England was devoted to peace, but went well beyond the limits usually permitted to royalty in expressing their views on the diplomatic situation by saying the same of France and, remarkably, Germany. For a quarter of an hour or so the assembled diplomats and members of the British Establishment, headed by the Archbishop of Canterbury, exchanged glances and whispers in a state of shock.

         Edward was certainly no one’s idea of a safe pair of hands – a few stray incidents gave a vivid foretaste of the kind of trouble he could cause if left to his own devices. As early as the late 1920s, concern had been expressed at his open sympathy for the wretched conditions of coal-miners, but these had come from mine-owners. There was far worse in 1935, when he made two speeches within three days that showed a frightening inclination to put his own stamp on foreign policy. Speaking to the British Legion, he advocated sending a delegation of members to Germany as ‘there would be no more suitable body or organisation of men to stretch forth the hand of friendship to the Germans than we ex-Servicemen who fought them in the Great War and have now forgotten all about that’.10 He was almost immediately criticised by his father for mixing in politics, especially foreign affairs, above all when his views conflicted with those of the Foreign Office.11 Edward was quite unabashed at the furore and made it clear to the German ambassador that he had wanted to influence policy by bypassing the government and overriding ‘the timidity and hesitation which … were characteristic of politicians, [and] were much slower in achieving results than a frank word spoken at the right moment, even though it might exceed the bounds of reserve normally maintained’.12

         As the speech coincided with a ticklish phase in the Anglo-German naval negotiations in which France was justifiably concerned that Britain might be looking after her own interest at the expense of France, it caused embarrassment on all sides. Two days later, the Prince compounded the damage with a speech at Berkhamsted School, in which he sounded downright militaristic to the extent of anticipating another war. He had been enraged by a report that the London County Council, then led by the prominent Labour politician Herbert Morrison, had forbidden the use of even wooden dummy rifles by the pupils’ military cadet groups (Officer Training Corps or OTC) within its jurisdiction:

         
            I was met by, and inspected, a very smart guard of honour. I understand that over 70 per cent. of the school are members of the Corps. and that you have done very well in shooting. We live in very interesting times now, and it takes people with different ideas to make up a community, but it is always a mystery to me that a certain number of misguided people – I will even go as far as to call them cranks – should feel that the only way in which they can express the feeling we all have of abhorrence of war, and of the appalling distress to the whole world which another war would bring, is by discouraging, and if they are in authority prohibiting, any form of healthy discipline and training.13

         

         The Berkhamsted speech enraged pacifist sentiment led by the veteran Labour MP George Lansbury and the British Legion speech was embarrassing enough to be discussed in Cabinet.14 To head the Prince off from assisting the government with further exercises in personal diplomacy, the Cabinet agreed that his father should show him the minutes of the meeting so he would know the complications that he had caused.15 George V had been very annoyed at the constitutional impropriety of the Prince’s speech but he would not have objected to the underlying sentiment.16 Far more discreetly he was lobbying the Foreign Office in favour of agreement with Germany.17 It is not even certain whether George V passed on the government’s concern, but from then on Edward abstained from further attempts at personal diplomacy.

         Edward’s flaws were clear to insiders from a very early stage and there was very serious concern as to whether he would be a disastrous liability when he became King. The most important of these insiders, Stanley Baldwin, was the Prime Minister during Edward’s brief reign and for much of his time as Prince of Wales. Long before Mrs Simpson came on the scene Baldwin admitted these fears as vividly as a senior politician can be imagined as doing. In 1927, he accompanied Edward on a royal visit to Canada and this gave the Prince’s chief courtier an opportunity discreetly to share his own doubts about him. Alan ‘Tommy’ Lascelles had started his long service to the royal family as private secretary to the Prince of Wales in 1920.18 To begin with, the Prince’s legendary charm had counted for far more than the huge differences in their characters and Lascelles had liked and respected his employer. Lascelles was intellectual, discreet, upright and moral; in short the epitome of a successful modern courtier; he was practically the only one of the Prince’s staff who went on to very senior office in the royal household. In a few years, Lascelles had come to resent Edward’s drinking, womanising and pursuit of selfish pleasure to the extent that he began to doubt seriously whether Edward was up to his duty at all. His concerns were so severe that he nerved himself to break with rules and protocol and share them with the Prime Minister. The group were staying at Government House in Ottawa, a rambling and gloomy palace. Baldwin had a small sitting room at the end of a passage on the first floor where he agreed to meet Lascelles for a ‘secret colloquy’.19 Lascelles began by telling the Prime Minister directly that ‘unless he [the Prince] mended his ways, would soon become no fit wearer of the British Crown’ and finished his comments with the melodramatic confession that he thought ‘the best thing that could happen to him, and to the country, would be for him to break his neck’. The Prince was a very aggressive horse rider who had already suffered a number of bad accidents, so this was not a remote possibility. Nonetheless it is a fair indication of the strain under which Lascelles had been placed that he gave way to such an outburst, for which he expected ‘to get [his] head bitten off’ by the Prime Minister. He was taken aback when Baldwin replied, ‘God forgive me, I have often thought the same’ and promised that he would ‘talk straightly to the Prince at an early opportunity’. However, there is no evidence that he ever delivered on the promise.

         Baldwin was not a malicious man, so it is unlikely that he actively wished harm to come to the Prince. He was just pessimistic as to whether Edward’s personality would allow him to be a successful monarch, and hoped that the country would somehow be spared the consequences. There was also an element of self-interest in Baldwin’s thinking. He knew that there was a fair chance that he would be Prime Minister when Edward succeeded to the throne, putting the question of his fitness or otherwise for the job to the acid test. Baldwin could see that whoever was Prime Minister would face an unprecedentedly difficult task. He might even have decided already that it was an impossible task, that there simply was no way that Edward could be brought to behave. If so, this might explain why Baldwin did not deliver on his promise to give the Prince a serious talking to. Nothing in the subsequent record suggests that Baldwin would have been wrong to have despaired. Lascelles stuck it out for another couple of years, but resigned in disgust in 1929 and allowed himself to deliver to Edward a frank account of his shortcomings. The Prince thanked him with every appearance of amiability and gave not the slightest sign that the diatribe had made any impression on him. Lascelles would not be the last to try to reform Edward and fail.

         The incident that provoked Lascelles’s resignation also showed how Edward had come to a less than flattering opinion of Baldwin. To begin with, he had gushed apparently sincere praise for his Prime Minister, but this had ebbed.20 George V fell seriously ill whilst Edward was in the bush on a tour of East Africa in 1928. Baldwin was then Prime Minister and sent Edward increasingly urgent cables begging him to return to Britain, but Edward did not believe them: ‘I don’t believe a word of it. It’s just some election-dodge of old Baldwin’s. It doesn’t mean a thing.’21 The Prince was entirely wrong, but his outburst shows that he had somehow spotted Baldwin’s usually well-concealed capacity for self-dramatisation and linked it to the Prime Minister’s trade as a politician.

         The problem of Edward was still on the table in 1935, when Baldwin re-entered Downing Street for his third and final premiership. Indeed, it was at the very first Cabinet meeting that he chaired after becoming Prime Minister again that the Prince’s British Legion speech was discussed. He knew that he was at the end of his political career and could look at things in terms of the next generation. To Sir Horace Wilson, his closest civil service adviser and already a long-standing collaborator, Baldwin mapped out three tasks for his term in office: to postpone or prevent war through an understanding with Germany, to create ‘the most favourable conditions for his successor’ as leader of the Conservative Party and to ‘enable the Prince of Wales (should he succeed to the throne) to make a favourable start as King’.22 It would be a thankless and difficult task and not one that Baldwin relished. He freely admitted that ‘he had always hoped that the King [George V] wouldn’t die in his time as P.M.’23 It is also extremely striking that he had already considered the possibility that Edward might not become King. The exact words that Baldwin used to set out his tasks and how the conversation came about have been lost for ever; all that survives is Wilson’s paraphrase into cautious, non-committal civil service prose. Wilson’s notes were written with the benefit of hindsight after the event, but Baldwin had long had his doubts as to whether Edward ‘would stay the course’.24 It was a short step to recognising that Edward had no appetite for the throne, and Baldwin may have hinted this to Wilson. When the crisis broke, political calculation, if nothing else, dictated that Baldwin treat Edward as worthy of the throne, but there was no sign that he was optimistic that Edward would prove his doubts to be wrong.

         A few weeks after the abdication Sir Horace Wilson set down to write a long account of the crisis, setting out the government’s side to the affair. He opened his draft with the episode of Baldwin’s three tasks. It was a crucial point, but it was also a very sensitive thing to disclose, and it begged the massive question of what Baldwin might actually have done to smooth the way for Edward.25 There is almost no evidence that he tried to make Edward improve his behaviour. When Wilson reviewed his draft, it was clear that the admission would lay Baldwin open to the charge that he should have intervened actively with Edward. The whole episode was thus left out of the final version. Many in Baldwin’s political and civil service entourage would not have hesitated to level this kind of charge. Baldwin was the supreme example of the reactive Prime Minister. He had the patience and strong nerves required to postpone hard action until he judged the time was ripe to move. This drove many around him to the utmost frustration. They accused him of not making decisions because he was too idle. They failed to understand that Baldwin took his responsibilities as Prime Minister with immense seriousness, that he recognised the huge risks latent in any course of action and wanted to be as certain as possible that he was doing the right thing. He was all too successful in concealing this inner torment behind a façade of bluff insouciance and, to this day, a reputation for laziness lingers around him. Baldwin’s cautious political style provoked a dangerous overreaction. The people who accused him of idleness came to believe that pre-emptive action, the more vigorous the better, was almost invariably the correct option.

         The new government was not completely inactive, but all that it did about Edward in 1935 was to initiate a far more limited precautionary strategy. The Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police was put on the job of finding out about Mrs Simpson and her husband, Ernest. It was far from the first time that it had handled this kind of task. Since the late nineteenth century it had been protecting members of the royal family from the consequences of their more wayward instincts. Most recently its detectives had helped cover up the many indiscretions in the private life of the Duke of Kent. The fear that Edward’s liaison with Mrs Simpson might cause severe embarrassment or leave him vulnerable to blackmail was a more or less routine reflex for the powers that be. The Marguerite Alibert episode was proof enough of Edward’s capacity for dangerous indiscretion.

         Detectives were sent to sniff around the Simpsons’ household and their previous addresses and they produced a suitably squalid picture.26 Their reports reflect amply the social, moral and racial attitudes of the time. Mr Ernest Simpson was a member of the ‘bounder’ class and openly boasted of the advantages that turning a blind eye to the affair would bring – ludicrously, he imagined he would be given a peerage. He could not even hold his drink. His wife was living far above the couple’s means and was only jealous of other women round the Prince because she feared she would lose out financially. An Austro-Hungarian woman was a particular target. The poor opinion of the couple was reinforced by the fact that they were regarded by some people as Jews. In fact this was true of Ernest, although he himself might have been unaware of it. Most useful of all, the police reported some damning information on Mrs Simpson. Before marrying Ernest, she was accused of having been ‘fond of the company of men’ and of having had many ‘affairs’. We can almost see the twitch of the lace curtain and hear the disapproving hushed whispers of strait-laced neighbours. Even more excitingly, the detectives had heard that she was being unfaithful not only to her husband but to Edward as well. She had a lover called Guy Trundle on the side. Just to complete the unsavoury picture, she was even giving him money. In the parlance of the day, he was her kept man. The stories were detailed and intimate; they suggest that the detectives had informants inside or very close to the Simpson household. The Simpsons did not seem to inspire much loyalty.

         It will probably never be known just how true the police reports were apart from Edward’s cash gifts to Mrs Simpson, for which there is evidence elsewhere. What matters in trying to understand how the crisis evolved is that no one in authority doubted the accusations, and they coloured the already hostile view of Mrs Simpson held within government. She appeared to have the lowest morals imaginable. It hardly needed to be spelled out that, by the standards of the time, Mrs Simpson was little better than a prostitute and her husband little better than her pimp. Sex was a cash commodity and she was recycling her income from Edward to indulge in Trundle. When the previously unthinkable idea of a marriage between Edward and Mrs Simpson did arise, this helps explain why a good number of people did not expect that it would last. It was another very potent reason to oppose the marriage, which one hardline minister believed ‘could only end in disillusionment and disgust’.27 The Trundle story also gave the government their own tool for discreet blackmail or at least a means of blackening Mrs Simpson’s already dubious image.

         The Special Branch detectives seem to have stretched the truth so as to present as unfavourable a picture as possible. They made much of the Simpsons’ friendship with the Society hostess Emerald Cunard, mentioning in particular her connections to two scandalous women.28 She was described as a great friend of Alice ‘Kiki’ Preston, a sexually promiscuous cocaine addict known as the ‘girl with the silver syringe’, who had an affair with the Prince’s brother George and supposedly introduced him to drugs. Just how close she was to Lady Cunard is hard to establish but, in reality, Edward, in one of the very rare entirely altruistic acts of his life, had devoted considerable effort to rescuing George from such influences. Even more questionably, the detectives mentioned Emerald’s daughter Nancy, who committed the unforgivable sin, by the standards of the time, of openly having black lovers, as well as publicly advocating racial equality. As mother and daughter had become bitterly estranged some years before over Nancy’s support for the avant-garde film-maker Luis Buñuel and public appearances with her black lover Henry Crowder, this looks little better than a smear.29

         Baldwin had good excuse not to have done anything about Edward when he returned to Downing Street; there were far more urgent calls on his attention. Fascist Italy’s invasion of Abyssinia was the first of a series of international crises that culminated in the Second World War. A general election was due in Britain that autumn. Moreover, nothing noticeable changed in Edward’s relationship with Mrs Simpson, so things were at least not getting worse. It is, however, tempting to speculate that the police reports might have lulled the government into something of a false sense of security. They presented the Simpsons as such low grade and vulnerable people that they ought not to be seen as a serious threat. If Downing Street had fallen into any such complacency, it was matched by a sense of hopelessness at Buckingham Palace. Neither parents nor politicians actually did anything and the question of Edward was allowed to drift for the rest of George V’s reign. The Establishment rather lapsed into a sense of collective denial. The King was relatively young – he only turned seventy in 1935 – and there was no immediate reason to fear for his life. A number of courtiers expected him to live to a ripe age, which would defer the question of Edward by a good number of years. But this had more to do with wishful thinking than any considered examination of George V’s medical history. He had nearly died of septicaemia in 1928 and was a heavy smoker.

         Paradoxically, George V’s illness was hijacked by optimists with a strong literary bent. Edward was recalled from Africa to what many thought was his father’s deathbed, but as soon as he entered the room George V regained conscious and curtly asked his son, ‘What the devil are you doing here?’30 It was like the scene in Shakespeare’s Henry IV when the old King, also on his deathbed, catches his dissolute son trying on a crown and triggers an argument that marks the start of Prince Hal’s road to redemption and his proper recognition of the duties of kingship, which he goes on to fulfil magnificently as Henry V. The parallels between Prince Hal and Edward seemed all too neat to a surprisingly large number of people, who were sucked into the deluded hope that when Edward came to the throne, he too would experience a similar conversion to full cognisance of the obligations that it brought and banish the worthless companions of his misspent youth.
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