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The Peter Pan Prince


He was the first royal sex symbol of the modern age, the wistful features of the Prince of Wales adorning the bedside tables and dormitory walls of thousands of schoolgirls and young women across Britain and the empire. He may have been the despair of his austere father, King George V, but Prince Edward—David to his family—was the undisputed darling of the empire.


Even republican America fell for the winsome charms of a bona fide war hero with matinee idol good looks. Hard-nosed celebrity journalist Adela Rogers St. Johns was such a fan that she had a picture of the Prince of Wales in a silver frame on her dressing table. “The dream of every American girl was to dance with him,” she recalled. Over the next few years he tried to oblige.


During the twenties, only silent screen star Rudolph Valentino, whose seductive performances in The Sheik and Blood and Sand transformed the one-time busboy into an international heartthrob, could possibly compare with the compelling charm of the future king-emperor.


His face was everywhere, on cigarette cards, in gossip magazines and daily newspapers, his every public appearance slavishly chronicled by Pathé News and shown at the local Roxy. An appearance by the Prince of Wales set female hearts fluttering and mothers wringing their hands in the hope that their daughter would be the chosen one. Men copied his natty dress sense, the Prince of Wales popularizing and adapting the eponymous check first worn by his grandfather, King Edward VII. He had only to appear in a particular Fair Isle pullover and factories would be working overtime to keep up with demand.


His appeal, though, lay in something more than his ubiquitous presence in the popular prints. Unlike his forebears, the unsmiling Queen Victoria, the haughty Edward VII, and his stern father, King George V, there was something pliable, friendly even, about the Prince of Wales. He looked more human than the others, almost vulnerable. Perhaps it was his clean, boyish good looks—he shaved infrequently throughout his life—or the slim wiry stature that earned him the nickname, not to his face, of “little man.” Most likely it was the seeming sadness that lay behind his haunted spaniel eyes which intrigued many. If eyes were truly a window into the soul, here was a young man in torment. He had what Lord Esher described as an expression of weltschmerz, the gloomy acknowledgment of the world as it is as opposed to the world as it should be. It was the look of a man who had seen more than his ration of sorrow and suffering, a quality he shared with those returning soldiers who survived the horrors of the trenches. He was the symbol, the human bridge between the war-weary millions still clinging to the fast-dimming certainties of a world before the horrors of 1914 and a fractious future where nationalism was on the rise, labour on the march, and aristocracy in retreat.


Wartime prime minister Lloyd George instinctively recognized that the prince was the most glittering jewel in the royal crown. It was, he argued, a jewel that should be on display. At the end of the war in 1918 the prince was asked to tour the colonies and Dominions to thank the people for their support of and sacrifice for the mother country. The Welsh politician wanted the Prince of Wales to play a “gay, many sided natural role.” If the empire’s star salesman could drum up trade for Britain’s exhausted manufacturers, so much the better.


With five emperors, eight kings, and four imperial dynasties rendered obsolete by the conflict, there was never a better time to emphasize that the newly minted House of Windsor—George V changed the family name from Saxe-Coburg and Gotha in 1917 to deflect anti-German sentiment—remained the unchanging keystone in the edifice of an empire upon which the sun never set. The slaughter of Czar Nicholas II of Russia and his family at Ekaterinburg in July 1918 by Bolshevik rebels reinforced this imperial imperative, especially as George V bore an uncanny likeness to the murdered czar. Not only did the barbaric incident shake the king’s “confidence in the innate decency of mankind,” it inspired his son’s lifetime loathing of the Bolsheviks, the murder of his godfather, Nicholas II, setting his heart against the Soviets and all their works.


Thus his seemingly endless and arduous imperial tours—during the 1920s he visited some forty-five countries and travelled an estimated 150,000 miles by sea and train—were a golden opportunity to reinforce the relevance of the monarchy and to introduce the man who one day would rule. It was a daunting assignment for a somewhat naïve young man, still only twenty-five, who was frequently overwhelmed by the straining sea of strange faces, the nervous demands of public speaking—a skill that did not come naturally—and of course the endless handshaking. The tone was set on his first tour, to Canada in September 1919, where he crisscrossed the country by train, laying wreaths and foundation stones, watching parades and pageants. His arrival was greeted with such hysteria that his right hand was so badly bruised and swollen after shaking so many eager hands that he had to resort to using his left.


At times this worship of the royal personage bordered on the messianic, the prince hearing people cry “I’ve touched him, I’ve touched him” as he walked through the press of flesh. As he laconically observed: When they were unable to pat him in person, hitting or prodding him with a rolled-up newspaper sufficed. It was a remarkable step change from the days of his grandfather, Edward VII: He would arrive at an engagement in his horse-drawn carriage, receive a loyal address, cut a ribbon, and declare something or other open without ever leaving his carriage.


This quasi-religious royal adulation was not confined to the colonies. In November 1919, when he completed his marathon three-month visit to Canada, he headed for a brief tour of Washington and New York, meeting with war wounded and rubbing shoulders with senators and congressmen. He also paid a private visit to the White House, where President Wilson was recovering from a stroke.


America was an unknown quantity and he was initially apprehensive about his reception. His only previous contact with Americans was during the war, when he reviewed a parade of some 25,000 troops at Coblenz and found himself impressed by their discipline. At the time, the military review received scant publicity, but the story of him dancing with American nurses at a later function sure did.


It was no exception: During his East Coast visit, dances laid on in his honour left many a debutante in a swoon. As one of his aides observed: “The prince holds very strongly that he can influence American feeling even better by dancing with Senators’ daughters than by talking to Senators.” As the world’s most eligible bachelor, he was linked to so many young women that he started a “My Brides” book where he glued in all the erroneous newspaper stories about when and whom he was to marry.


His first visit culminated in a ticker-tape parade through the streets of Manhattan, which was “thrilling beyond description.” As the prince later recalled: “Half asphyxiated by the smell of gasoline, I found myself sitting up on the back of the motor, bowing and waving like an actor who had been summoned by a tremendous curtain call.”


Such was the excitement generated by the brief royal progress that playwright Albert E. Thomas was inspired to pen a romantic comedy, strangely prophetic, called Just Suppose, about a prince who falls in love with an American beauty and offers to give up the throne for her hand in marriage.


Enthusiasm on the East Coast was matched by wild adulation on the West. The following April, when he stopped in San Diego on his way to Australia and New Zealand onboard HMS Renown, the princely presence excited considerable civic interest. Politically his arrival on American soil suggested that all was well with the “special relationship,” even if the Senate had rejected the Treaty of Versailles and membership in the League of Nations. As the first truly international royal celebrity, the prince was seen as a man of the New World, his youthful good looks, endless courtesy, and informal manner singling him out as a regular guy, modern, approachable, and democratic, not some feudal anachronism.


“That he is human is the pleasing point about him,” opined a local reporter, while another observer declared that the prince was as “American” as any boy in our public schools. At a reception onboard USS New Mexico, the flagship of the Pacific fleet, the prince and his travelling companion and friend Lord Mountbatten met a snaking line of local dignitaries. In the reception line were Lieutenant Winfield Spencer and his wife, Wallis. They shook hands and moved on. Years later, Wallis would complain to Mountbatten and her husband, now the Duke of Windsor, that they did not recall the brief encounter. Naturally Wallis, who remembered that she was “dressed to kill” for her first royal meeting, did.


Unaware of the momentous nature of this encounter, the royal party sailed on for the antipodes, the prince once again experiencing the spontaneous adulation and adoring affection that characterized his North America trip. “They murdered him with kindness,” recalled Mountbatten. It was a similar story in India, Nigeria, South Africa, and many other nations that made up the empire, or trading partners like Argentina and Japan where he was Britain’s super salesman. During his tour of Australia, Prime Minister Billy Hughes told him: “The people see in you the things they most believe.”


They were worshipping a false god. It was all a grotesque illusion, a monstrous charade played out before an innocent public. The mute, immovable reality was that the prince did not believe either in himself or in his future position as sovereign. In his reflective moments of melancholy and self-doubt, which were frequent, he felt he was living a lie, trying to match an image that bore no relation to the real man. He baulked at the very thought of becoming king and being revered by these adoring millions and hated a daily existence of what he derisively called “princing.”


“If only the British public really knew what a weak, powerless misery their press-made national hero was,” he told his girlfriend, Freda Dudley Ward.


His despondency manifested itself in frequent denunciations of his future role as king. It was such a recurring theme of his life that friends and advisors feared for the future of the Crown. A life of service was not high on his royal agenda. “Princing,” as he endlessly complained to Freda Dudley Ward, “was much easier abroad. I guess it’s because one isn’t hit up with a lot of old-fashioned and boring people and conventions.”


Prone to bouts of brooding depression, at the heart of his darkness the gloomy prince considered suicide as the only sure way out of his lifelong prison sentence. Upon his return from his wildly successful tour of North America in 1919, his morbid temperament was in full spate. He told his private secretary, Sir Godfrey Thomas, that he felt “hopelessly lost,” as if he were going mad. “I loathe my job now.… I feel I am through with it and long and long to die.” As an indication of his yearning to escape, he bought a 1,600-acre ranch in Alberta, the prince beguiled by a romantic vision of living the simple life, away from the cares of his position. It was, though, a bolt-hole he visited only four times in the forty years that he owned the property.


His depressions were frequent and prolonged, especially on long sea voyages during his interminable imperial tours. Lord Mountbatten recalled that the miserable prince often said how he longed to change places with his travelling companion. Before he left for his tour of Australia and New Zealand he was in floods of tears, ostensibly because he was leaving his lover, Freda Dudley Ward. As Mountbatten recalled: “He was moody—had fits of downright gloom. He made a fine appearance… but then one of his fits would come over him—and they came like a flash—and he’d shut himself in his cabin for days, alone, face drawn, eyes brooding. He was basically a lonely person, lonely and sad.”


When he finally got his way and walked away from the throne in 1936, his childhood nanny Charlotte “Lalla” Bill wrote a plaintive note to Queen Mary: “Do you remember, Your Majesty, when he was quite young, how he didn’t wish to live, and he never wanted to become King?” In his mind the abdication was the final renunciation of a lie that had begun in childhood. As far as the prince was concerned, the perception of the royal family in the popular imagination as the ideal family was a grotesque myth. “I had a wretched childhood,” he told American writer Charles Murphy. “Of course there were short periods of happiness but I remember it chiefly for the miserableness I had to keep to myself.” Beaten by sadistic nannies and tutors, bleakly observed with stiff disapproval by his remote mother and father, King George V and Queen Mary, and bullied by his peers, this sensitive, intelligent, and lonely boy realized early on that personal happiness played no part in the royal equation of existence.


The diarist Sir Henry “Chips” Channon described talking to Queen Mary as like “having a conversation with St. Paul’s Cathedral,” and letters the prince received from his parents during his imperial tours were “stiff and unnatural,” as if from the head of a company to a line manager. In his rather pathetic attempt to find some common ground between himself and his parents, the young prince learned to crochet to please his mother. A dreaded summons to his father’s library was invariably the prelude to a royal admonition to work and try harder. “Remember your position and who you are” was his father’s constant refrain.


He was expected to sacrifice his life on the altar of monarchy, exchanging his privileges and status for a lifetime yoked to duty and service. It was not a contract he wanted to sign, his inner turmoil expressed in his nervy behaviour—he was continually fiddling with his cufflinks, tugging at the knot in his tie, and never without a cigarette in his hand or pipe in his mouth. Heavy bouts of drinking helped him forget, the prince arriving late for official engagements still hungover.


To the modern eye, his distorted self-image, his belief that he was fat even though he was painfully thin, his bouts of violent exercise and frugal diets—he never ate lunch—indicate that he may well have suffered from the pernicious eating disorder anorexia nervosa. At the time, his private secretary, not knowing about eating disorders, contented himself with describing the prince’s eccentric lifestyle and eating habits as “idiotic” and “utterly insane and unreasonable.”


More than anything else he wanted to be treated like anyone else, to blend in. He was continually reminded of his apartness, often cruelly. From the time he was enrolled into Osborne naval college at age thirteen—the prince later went to Dartmouth naval college—he had what he termed “a desperate desire to be treated like any other boy of my age.” Instead he was regarded as a curiosity by the other cadets, who bullied and teased him, on one occasion dying his hair with red ink, on another staging a mock execution when they forced his head out of a sash window and brought it down on his neck like a guillotine.


Later he attended Magdalen College, Oxford, at the same time as his regal contemporary, Prince Paul of Yugoslavia. Unlike his royal friend, he was, according to Prince Paul, “reserved and shy and unable to enter into undergraduate life, or indeed make real friendships.” “A lost lamb” was how one of his tutors described him, the prince leaving the college after two years without graduating.


The outbreak of World War One in August 1914 brought home the acute realization that however hard he tried, whatever he did, the Prince of Wales was different from his friends and compatriots. Even though, after much lobbying, he was granted a commission in the Grenadier Guards, he was forced to stay behind in England when his unit was ordered to the fighting in France. He asked the army commander, Lord Kitchener: “What does it matter if I am killed? I have four brothers.” In the face of this fatalistic hyperbole, Kitchener explained that he could not permit the future king to be placed in harm’s way, especially if he were likely to be captured and held hostage.


It was, the prince would recall, the biggest disappointment of his life; to be in war and not to see battle was utterly devastating. He went through a prolonged period of self-loathing and despair, his sense of inadequacy manifest in his meagre eating habits. At his most troubled his situation provoked thoughts of suicide, a recurring theme in his life. Eventually he was allowed to join military headquarters in France, where he was occasionally permitted near to the front lines. The experience had a sobering effect, shaping his world view profoundly, the prince blaming the malign behaviour of politicians for creating conflict between ordinary Germans and Englishmen who, he believed, had much in common.


On September 29, 1915, he joined Major General (later Field Marshal) Lord Cavan on a tour of the front line at Loos. As the party were making their way forward, a shell burst forty yards away, forcing them towards no-man’s-land.


He later recorded: “Of course the dead lie out unburied and in the postures and on the spots as they fell and one got some idea of the horror and ghastliness of it all. Those dead bodies offered a pathetic and gruesome sight, so cruel to be killed within a few yards of your objective after a 300-yard sprint of death. This was my first real sight of war and it moved and impressed me most enormously.”


When they returned to Vermelles church, where he had left his car and driver, they discovered that the prince’s chauffeur had been killed by a burst of shrapnel. It was a tragic event that underlined the casual, random nature of death in wartime.


Prince Edward came from a generation haunted by the First World War, the industrial scale of the killing leaving a permanent scar. Years later he recalled: “I have only to close my eyes to see once more those awful charred battlefields, miles and miles of duck board winding across a sea of mud, columns of heavily laden men trudging up to the front, columns of men trudging back, their vitality gone, their eyes dead. I remember the blood-stained shreds of khaki and tartan; the ground gray with corpses, mired horses struggling as they drowned in shell holes.”


When Prince Edward returned home it was as though the war to end all wars had never taken place. His father’s life continued at the same imperturbable pace; at Sandringham, his Norfolk country estate, the clocks were set half an hour fast to give more daylight hours for shooting. When the guns were silent, the king busied himself with ordering his extensive royal stamp collection. For the sovereign it was a soothing pleasure, for the Prince of Wales it represented a royal court that was not just dull but stuck in the previous century. A man who considered himself a leading member of the so-called Jazz Age, he recoiled from a future mapped out in an unappealing vista of ceremonial tree plantings, laying cornerstones, meeting local worthies, and patronizing worthy charities.


As he later explained: “Being a monarch… can surely be one of the most frustrating and over the duller stretches the least stimulating jobs open to an educated independent-minded person. Even a saint would find himself driven to exasperation.”


That the king never dreamed of giving his sons any sort of responsibility, treating them like small boys, merely added to the prince’s frustrations. Only reluctantly did George V ever allow the future king to see State papers and then only after a near-fatal illness in late 1928. As Australian diplomat R. G. Casey told his prime minister, Stanley Bruce: “It is history repeating itself, as King Edward would never let the present King have access to such papers or indeed, I believe, have any responsibility for as long as he could keep him out of it.”


The rigidity of court life, the dulling formality of the annual round, and the heavy burden of duty hung like a great bell around the neck of the Prince of Wales, sonorously summoning him onwards into a life as predictable as it was pointless. Of course, he was not the first—nor will he be the last—prince to feel that the restrictions of his birth vastly outweighed the privileges, Wordsworth’s “shades of the prison-house begin to close upon the growing Boy.”


Everything about his father’s court, from the heavy, dark Victorian furniture and furnishings to the stilted formality of his advisors, spoke of another age, a world that had now passed. Even the king was forced, occasionally, to acknowledge the new order. In January 1924, George V received the first-ever Labour prime minister, James Ramsay MacDonald, the illegitimate son of a Highland ploughman. “What would Queen Victoria have thought?” mused King George V in his diary. Such was MacDonald’s reputation as a firebrand that during the war MI5 considered prosecuting him for making seditious speeches. The Establishment—including the Prince of Wales—became even more nervous when MacDonald’s government were the first in the West to give the new Russian regime de jure recognition.


The fork in the road for father and son, both philosophically and physically, was the New World. In the same year that saw MacDonald elected into office, the prince sailed for what he came to consider as his safe haven, the United States, a land free from the pomp and protocol that dominated the court. Here he could enjoy the semblance of a life unanchored from the restraints and restrictions imposed by his father.


His experiences in America encouraged him to believe that he could pick a pathway between his private life and his public duties. It was not a distinction that the king and queen, their advisors, or the mass media would allow him to make. The reality was that his increasingly hedonistic private life intruded into the public duty pressed on him by his family, politicians, and his people.


Ostensibly billing the trip as a holiday, the prince spent three glorious weeks during the summer of 1924 carousing, dancing, drinking, and playing polo on Long Island with a flashy set of Americans whom the British ambassador, Esme Howard, dismissed as “oily magnates.”


A headline in the Pittsburgh Gazette Times of September 8, 1924, summarized the prince’s behaviour. “Prince Likes America; Doesn’t Want to Leave. Spends Another Night Out—Vanishes from Party. Later Seen in All-Night Stand Eating ‘Hot Dogs.’ Dances with Duchess.”


While the prince resented what he called the “damned spying” of the American press, his actions served only to encourage society matrons in thinking that their daughter might be the one for the bachelor prince. When he first arrived in New York onboard the Berengaria, he made himself a hostage to fortune by agreeing with a leading question from a female reporter who asked if he would marry an American “gal” if he ever fell in love with one.


The chase was now on. “Never before in the history of metropolitan society has any visitor to these shores been so persistently and so extravagantly feted,” wrote one New York columnist. Little wonder that when the prince attended yet another late-night dance in his honour, his favourite tune was “Leave Me Alone.”


Neither the public nor the press would extend him that courtesy. When the wallet of the prince’s equerry, Fruity Metcalfe—described variously as “weak and hopelessly irresponsible” by the prince’s chief of staff and “disastrous” by the British ambassador—was discovered behind the radiator in the West 72nd Street apartment of a known prostitute, New York society and the media reveled in the scandal. At court, Fruity Metcalfe was accused of being the habitual bon viveur who was leading the future king astray. From then on, strenuous efforts were made to keep the two apart—without much success.


In a letter to the king’s private secretary, Ambassador Howard observed drily that the next time the prince came to America “he should avoid dances on Saturday nights and go to church on Sunday mornings.”


There was a price to be paid. Once the king, who felt the prince’s holidaymaking was of a “somewhat strenuous character,” was fully apprised of his eldest son’s behaviour—and that of his entourage—visits to America were no longer on the agenda. As the king’s private secretary Lord Stamfordham observed to Esme Howard: “There is unquestionably a feeling of considerable uneasiness in the minds of thinking people that the whole visit has been too much characterized as one continuous form of recreation and amusement, not altogether devoid of frivolity and with a certain lack of dignity.”


The prince was “bitterly disappointed,” the sovereign’s decision further marking the divergence between father and son, the fusty old guard and the fashionable Prince of Wales. For the future king, America represented freedom of a kind, at least time away from the restrictions of court. For George V, America was a foreign republic where the unwary royal could easily be led astray.


It was not only his behaviour in New York that caused consternation at court. The charge sheet against him seemed to grow by the day. He was often late for official engagements, and when he did turn up he seemed bored and distracted, eager to get away. During a visit to Chile he was described by one onlooker as “boredom personified, restless, impatient to be away,” while in Argentina he was so exhausted by being, yet again, top of the bill in a travelling freak show that officials considered calling off the visit at the midway point. Even social functions such as balls bored him, at the last minute the prince crying off his attendance at dances held in his honour.


His racy dress sense, his heavy drinking, his improper dalliances, and his late-night revels at nightclubs infuriated the king. “You dress like a cad. You act like a cad. You are a cad. Get out!” he roared, his aggressively pernickety attitude towards his eldest son, who was after all a bona fide war hero with medals to boot, seeming to many overly censorious, as he had performed his duty manfully during war and peace. His reaction to fatherly rebuke is instructive, the prince, in tears, vowing to renounce his titles and go and live in the colonies. In the face of parental admonishment, or hostility of any kind, his first thought was flight. It was his default position, one he employed to catastrophic effect during the abdication crisis.


His love of point-to-point hunting with his boon companion Fruity Metcalfe further exposed the character of a man with only a tenuous acquaintance with the notions of caution and self-preservation. He was notoriously reckless and foolhardy in the saddle, the prince taking risks that would make many other riders shudder.


It was as if he was defying fate by his behaviour, challenging himself at the outer edge of life’s envelope because his entire life was entirely devoid of jeopardy. This characteristic is not unique to Prince Edward—his descendant Prince Charles has cheated death on several occasions, notably by skiing and playing polo, not to mention diving under the Arctic Circle and low-level parachute jumps.


Such was the concern about Edward’s behaviour that, following a fall in 1924 at Arborfield Cross, which left the prince unconscious for several hours, both Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin and George V insisted that he give up point-to-point races and steeplechasing. His stable was duly sold at auction—but not for another five years.


The prince’s careless obstinacy and airy dismissal of the consequences of his actions seemed all of a piece with a man who was looking for a way out, any way out, of fulfilling his dread destiny. Ironically his reckless horsemanship merely added to his romantic appeal in the popular imagination. His close circle of advisors and confidants had an entirely different perspective. In April 1927 the prince’s private secretary, Alan “Tommy” Lascelles, complained to Stanley Baldwin about the heir apparent, stating that he was “rapidly going to the devil” in his unbridled pursuit of wine and women. He famously added that the best thing that could happen to him—and the country—would be for him to break his neck in a point-to-point race.


Baldwin responded: “God forgive me, I have often thought the same.”


While his halo of boyish glamour invested the prince with an undeniable appeal and popularity, up close and personal the vista was not so inviting. His advisors and courtiers were, like the prince, living a lie, covering up the stark fact that he was looking for any excuse to escape from his destiny. At some point in 1928 all his senior advisors—Admiral Sir Lionel Halsey, Sir Godfrey Thomas, and Alan Lascelles—seriously considered their positions, the trio believing that the Prince of Wales was made up of entirely the wrong stuff for a future sovereign.


The strain of juggling the growing chasm between the breezy public image and the despondent private reality eventually became too much. Lascelles snapped, the final straw coming during a tour of Africa in 1928 when the royal party were on a train in Tanganyika, now Tanzania. He received an urgent cable from Prime Minister Baldwin saying that the king was gravely ill and that the prince should return home at once. Prince Edward thought that Baldwin was bluffing and returned to his seduction, which was ultimately successful, of a certain Mrs. Barnes, the wife of the local district officer. The prince’s selfish behaviour prompted Lascelles to hand in his resignation. In their final interview the future king returned to a familiar refrain, candidly admitting: “I’m quite the wrong sort of person to be Prince of Wales.”


The strains and stresses facing courtiers trying to reconcile the unsuitable reality with the radiant image of the Prince of Wales is reminiscent of the turmoil inside Buckingham Palace several decades later when it was clear that the present Prince of Wales, Prince Charles, was desperately unhappy in his marriage to Lady Diana Spencer and had returned to the arms of his lover, Camilla Parker Bowles. The difference was that during the 1930s the mass media was much more compliant, a handful of proprietors such as Lords Beaverbrook and Rothermere controlling the distribution of information.


Even so, disaster beckoned. Lord Strathmore, the father of the new Duchess of York, was one of a widening circle who reluctantly believed that the bachelor prince would never succeed to the throne of England. As the years ticked by, it was not just the prince’s courtiers who were gripped by a grim sense of foreboding but the entire British ruling class.















CHAPTER TWO
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Adolf Hitler, Royal Matchmaker


In the royal houses of Europe marriage was a serious business. There was certainly little room for love, passion, or romance. Royal marriages were arranged, the vagaries of the heart no match for the inexorable demands of duty and dynasty. Those feckless royals who had the temerity to fall in love and marry beneath their station were abruptly cast into the outer social darkness.


The parents of the Prince of Wales, King George V and Queen Mary, were typical results of a caste system where royalty married only royalty, English royals traditionally matched with their German counterparts. Queen Victoria’s writ ran large during her long reign, her decisions about and choices of marital partners for her growing family absolute and final. When her grandson and heir to the throne, Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence, died unexpectedly in 1892 shortly before he was due to marry a German princess, Victoria Mary of Teck, the old queen hardly missed a beat. She summoned his younger brother George, then an aspiring naval officer, and ordered him to quit the navy, marry Princess Mary, and prepare for kingship. Any personal ambition or feelings George had for himself were snuffed out beneath the smothering blanket of monarchy, though fortuitously he did become very fond of Mary. He duly did his duty, married Princess Mary in July 1893, and a year later produced an heir, Edward Albert Christian George Andrew Patrick David, known in the family as David.


As procreation is the principal function of royalty, the mating game for this new arrival began pretty much from the moment Edward Albert was born. All over Europe royal parents reviewed their own broods with an eye to one day claiming the glittering prize, consort to the future king-emperor, ruler of the greatest empire the world had ever seen. It was an innocent parlour game that everyone, rich and poor, could join in. The unveiling of a statue to Queen Victoria outside Buckingham Palace provided the first public forum to discuss an issue that would come to convulse the country. Accompanying German emperor Wilhelm II to the service was his eighteen-year-old daughter, the pretty if imperious Princess Viktoria Luise. She was immediately singled out as a future bride for the sixteen-year-old prince, the Daily Express describing how she had taken “London by storm.” The princess, who enjoyed the attention, was not so enamoured of her possible paramour, dismissing Prince Edward with faint praise. “Very nice but terribly young.”


There was no hurry. The prince was still a teenager and, following the death of Edward VII in 1910, the new king, George V, had only just ascended the throne. Then forty-six, he was in robust good health. Nonetheless there was no harm in testing the waters, his son and heir visiting his German cousins in the spring and summer of 1913. Ostensibly the trip was to improve his language skills and general knowledge, but it was also for his German cousins to run the romantic rule over the young prince.


He progressed, as he noted in his memoirs, “sumptuously” from one palace to another: visiting “Onkel Willie and Tante Charlotte,” the gluttonous king and queen of Württemberg; meeting with Count Zeppelin and seeing his eponymous airship; and enjoying a curious encounter with the Kaiser, who somewhat presciently described the prince as a “young eagle, likely to play a big part in European affairs because he is far from being a pacifist.”


While he danced until the early hours in the nightclubs of Berlin, the romantic highlight was his meeting at her family schloss in Gotha with Princess Caroline “May” Mathilde of Schleswig-Holstein, who is from the same branch of the royal family as the present Duke of Edinburgh, husband of Queen Elizabeth II. She was slim, elegant, and fashionable, and the prince found her easy to talk to, with a pleasing personality. Such was their rapport that the Kaiser’s son August Wilhelm subsequently wrote to the prince suggesting that a matrimonial match be made. While it seems he hesitated, Edward was sufficiently enthusiastic to plan another visit the following summer. So far so conventional, the future king conforming to royal tradition by fishing for a mate in the approved gene pool of German royalty. The outbreak of war in August 1914 changed all that, Edward remarking a year later to his private secretary Godfrey Thomas about what might have been. Thomas later recalled: “HRH [His Royal Highness] was very much attracted to her and I am perfectly certain that if the War hadn’t come, it would have been brought off.”


As it was, the First World War harvested the royal families of Europe, drastically diminishing the prospects of the prince finding a royal mate. Initially he made it clear that he was not interested in marrying a commoner, a sentiment that precluded the chance of elevating an English subject, however high-born, into the ranks of royalty.


In this regard he was even more conservative than his father, who issued a royal proclamation in July 1917 which not only formally changed the family name from Saxe-Coburg and Gotha to Windsor but, as significantly, specifically changed the rules of marital engagement. From that date on, his children and heirs could marry into English families, royalty for the first time allowed to marry its subjects.


That the Prince of Wales preferred the former tradition greatly limited his options, perhaps deliberately so, indicating his hesitation about ever marrying.


As he told Mountbatten: “I suppose I’ll have to take the fatal plunge one of these days, though I’ll put if off as long as I can, ’cos it’ll destroy me.” This reticence did not stop him playing the field.


Like many men of his generation, he was generally bashful about the female form—“filthy and revolting” was his description of naked prostitutes posing in a Calais brothel—and both ignorant of and timid about the act of coition itself. Stories about his ambiguous, not to say confused, sexuality dogged him throughout his life. His one-time private secretary Anne Seagrim believed that his sexual ambivalence went to the heart of who he was. The cornerstone of his character was his “fundamental uncertainty about his sexuality and his ability to be a heterosexual man. He was fundamentally afraid of women.”


In July 1917, thanks to the efforts of his equerries, a French prostitute called Paulette helped him overcome his fears. A subsequent six-month affair with a Parisian courtesan named Marguerite Alibert gave the prince a healthy appetite for sex that belied his boyish, almost effeminate countenance. As society belle Lady Diana Cooper crudely observed, from then on the prince was “never out of a woman’s legs.” Often those legs were married.


His first amour on home soil was in 1917 with Marion Coke, the wife of Viscount “Tommy” Coke, heir to the Earl of Leicester. The prince spent so much time in her company that eventually her husband warned him to stay clear. That didn’t stop Edward encouraging her to visit him in Paris. Twelve years older than Edward, who was young for his age, she sensibly declined his harebrained invitation which, apart from ending her marriage, would have brought social disgrace.


More conventionally, he romanced his sister’s best friend, Lady Sybil “Portia” Cadogan, one of five daughters of the Earl of Cadogan. His courtship with Portia, which coincided with his infatuation with Marion Coke, was thought by many, not least his sister, to be heading for the altar. In June 1917, when Portia telegrammed her parents and told them “Engaged to Edward,” they presumed they had a future queen in the family. Actually she had ended her association with the prince and accepted the hand of the prince’s university friend Lord Edward Stanley, who enjoyed a double celebration that month by winning a by-election as a Conservative candidate. He went on to become minister for the Dominions.


Spurned by one potential bride, there were plenty of other ambitious young English aristocratic ladies encouraged by the king’s decree widening the marital choices for his family. So when the prince arrived in the capital in March 1918 while on leave, there was, according to writer Cynthia Asquith, “wild excitement.” She observed: “No girl is allowed to leave London… and every mother’s heart beats high.”


Various names were in the frame as possible suitors but it was Lady Rosemary Leveson-Gower who had tongues wagging. A recognized beauty who was sketched by society artist John Singer Sargent, Lady Rosemary, the daughter of the Duke of Sutherland, first met the prince in the summer of 1917 in Calais, where she was billeted as a Red Cross nurse at the hospital run by her mother, Millicent, Duchess of Sutherland. The prince accompanied the king and queen during an official visit and was photographed, head down, chatting to the aristocratic nurse. Described by the Illustrated London News as “generous, cheery and kind, ready for any excitement, especially outdoor expeditions,” Lady Rosemary, it seems, was the rebound girl for the prince, who fell for her shortly after being so abruptly ditched by Lady Portia Cadogan.


After a whirlwind wartime courtship the prince, according to Lady Victor Paget, one of Rosemary’s closest friends, asked her to marry him. Both his parents were against the match, Queen Mary explaining that there was “bad blood—a touch of madness—in one line of the Leveson-Gower family.”


At this time mental stability was uppermost in the minds of the king and queen. The mental health of Prince Edward’s younger brother John, who suffered from autism and was prone to violent epilepsy, severely deteriorated around this time. Kept in seclusion at Sandringham, he died a few months later in January 1919 from a seizure.


The prince, who felt “bitter and furious” towards his parents, was entirely unsympathetic with regard to their cautious point of view, incensed that they were preventing him from following his heart. As Lady Paget told writer Michael Thornton: “I don’t think he ever forgave his father. I also felt that from that time on, he had made up his mind that he would never make what might be called a suitable marriage to please his family.”


Even after she married William Ward, Viscount Ednam and later the 3rd Earl of Dudley, in March 1919 at St. Margaret’s Church, Westminster, the prince continued to stay close, privately visiting his one-time paramour at her home, Himley Hall on the outskirts of Dudley in the Midlands. He was godfather to her eldest son, Billy, who became the 4th Earl. Throughout his life Billy was amused by the possibility that the prince might have been his father.


The prince’s latest spat with his parents seemed to end his conventional search for a bride. From now on he yo-yoed between grand passions and casual pursuits, invariably with compliant married women. The extremes of his romantic heart matched his erratic mood swings, which rapidly fluctuated from elation to despair.


In many ways his next lover and long-time mistress Freda Dudley Ward, the half-American wife of a member of Parliament and vice chamberlain of the Royal Household, was, marital status apart, an eminently suitable choice. His family and friends pragmatically acknowledged that Freda—the daughter of a Nottingham lace manufacturer—whom he met by chance during an air raid at the end of the war, was a “good thing” in his life. She was much more than his lover, becoming his confidante, sounding board, and surrogate mother, a safe haven where he could pour out his frustrations.


His devotion to his paramour was obvious even to the casual observer. When Winston Churchill, who treated the prince like a surrogate son, travelled to Nottingham with the couple, Edward’s adoration was transparent. “It was quite pathetic to see the Prince and Freda. His love is so obvious and undisguisable.”


Freda, described as an “angelic waif” by Churchill’s cousin Shane Leslie, was the voice of calm in the storm of emotions that swept over him, soothing and steadying his tormented soul. Not just beautiful and charming but “cosy and warm,” observed Mountbatten. “She’s absolutely been a mother to him, comforted and advised him and all along he has been blind in his love to what the world is saying.”


At times their relationship degenerated into a mother with her baby rather than the cliché of an immature man seeking a mother figure. “I’m just DIPPY to die with YOU even if we can’t live together,” was just one example of a burble of baby talk that issued from the princely pen. Edward fully acknowledged the truth of Max Beerbohm’s observation about King George IV: “He was indeed still a child, for Royalties, not being ever brought into contact with the realities of life, remain young far longer than other people.” What was true for his ancestor, he averred, applied equally to himself. As he wrote to Freda Dudley Ward: “No one realizes how desperately true that is in my case more than I do.”


While his behaviour worried the king and queen, he was not the only one of their children with an eye for married women.


His younger brother Prince Albert was infatuated with Freda’s friend Lady Sheila Loughborough, a striking Australian whose marriage to Lord Loughborough was on the rocks because of his drinking and gambling. She and Freda often danced with the two princes at balls, which, as Lady Loughborough confided in her memoirs, “annoyed some of the dowagers. However, we didn’t care. We knew no party was complete without us—and them.”


The king used what leverage he had, warning his son that he would confer the title Duke of York only if he gave up his Sheila. He duly fell in line and, following the king’s declaration that allowed his children to marry subjects, in 1923 married Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, the daughter of the prominent Scottish noble, Lord Strathmore. While this match and the marriage the previous year of their daughter, Princess Mary, gave the king and queen much satisfaction, the behaviour of Prince Edward’s younger brother Prince George was of pressing concern.


The king and queen had lost one son to congenital illness; now they were in danger of losing another to drug addiction. Prince George embraced the Roaring Twenties full on, enjoying a party life of drink, drugs, and wild sex. His string of lovers—men and women—were said to have included the singer Jessie Matthews; playwright Noël Coward; Princess Diana’s step-grandmother, novelist Barbara Cartland; and Soviet spy Anthony Blunt.


However, it was his long-time association with society drug addict Kiki Preston, known as “the girl with the silver syringe,” that really set alarm bells ringing. While his parents were seized with a despairing paralysis about how to handle this unthinkable situation, Prince Edward—and his mistress—took control, helping to wean his brother off cocaine and heroin.


Part of his cure was to ensure that Kiki Preston could no longer influence George, the prince “exiling” her for a time to Switzerland. It is widely believed that Prince George and his addict lover had a child together, Michael Canfield, who went on to become a New York publisher. He died in 1969. (It is hardly surprising, in view of Prince George’s colourful past, that historians frequently complain about the paucity of correspondence and any other records relating to Prince George, Duke of Kent, which are held at the Royal Archives inside Windsor Castle.)


Whatever the vicissitudes facing Prince George, the fact remained that the future of the crown rested on the shoulders of the firstborn. While the king took a dim view of his eldest son’s skittish but obstinate character, his louche friends, and his late-night lifestyle, he would have forgiven him anything just as long as he married and produced an heir. The public, though, saw nothing of the dramas that went on behind the royal curtain, but as the years ticked by and Edward showed no sign of weaning himself away from Freda Dudley Ward or seriously searching for a bride, concerns were being whispered beyond the tight-lipped boundaries of the royal court. The king’s bouts of ill health—he never fully recovered from a fall from his horse during a review of the troops in 1915—made matrimonial matters a subject of pressing concern. In the summer of 1925 he was urged by his doctors to take a restorative Mediterranean cruise, and in November 1928 a severe bout of septicaemia left him so weakened that, as a precaution, the Prince of Wales was summoned home from an African tour by Prime Minister Baldwin. The king spent three months recuperating at the seaside resort of Bognor, his eldest son, together with Queen Mary, undertaking many of his engagements.


Such was the sense of apprehension that the prince would one day rule as a bachelor that there were plans for the Australian prime minister, Stanley Bruce, to speak to him man to man and impress on him that the “certainty of the succession… is not less than essential for the maintenance of the Empire.” As the London-based Australian diplomat R. G. Casey informed Bruce:




I hear that pressure is steadily being kept on the Prince of Wales with regard to his marriage. There is some little anxiety, I believe, with regard to the amount of heart that he would find himself able to put into it—as it would, of course, be a marriage de convénience. A subsequent scandal would be almost as bad as if he had never married.





At some point Louis Mountbatten drew up a list of seventeen eligible young royals. The daughters of Prince Andrew of Greece—Princesses Margarita and Theodora—were possible candidates, but for a time the front runner was eighteen-year-old Princess Ingrid of Sweden. Her family was eminently suitable, as her mother, Princess Margaret of Connaught, and King George V were first cousins, both being grandchildren of Queen Victoria.


In the summer of 1928 Princess Ingrid arrived in London, accompanied by the country’s minister in London, Baron Erik Palmstierna, in the hope of snagging the Prince of Wales. Ingrid, a well-read if somewhat naïve young girl, had previously expressed the hope of one day becoming a queen. Of course the English throne would do very nicely. Palmstierna, though hopeful of a match, did not share her confidence. He admitted that the whole enterprise was somewhat “chancy,” his assessment proving correct. There was little chemistry between the thirty-four-year-old prince and the teenage princess. In July, Princess Ingrid returned to Stockholm, her hopes dashed—for the moment.


During the twenties and thirties a variety of candidates, promoted by family or government, paraded before the future king. Even though, under the 1701 Act of Settlement, a Roman Catholic was barred from ascending the throne, that did not prevent King Vittorio Emanuele of Savoy making serious overtures regarding his eldest daughter, Princess Jolanda. To the king’s disappointment they came to nothing, and she went on to marry an Italian nobleman.


In many ways the most serious contender was promoted by the newly elected German chancellor, Adolf Hitler. What the ambitious German Führer had in mind was a dynastic union that harked back to the days of the Hapsburgs and the Hanoverians, namely an arranged marriage between a high-born German noblewoman and the heir to the British throne.


As part of his grand diplomatic strategy after he became chancellor in 1933, Hitler encouraged marriage between German aristocrats and their European counterparts in order to improve the international position of the Fatherland. For example, he viewed the 1937 union of Prince Bernhard zur Lippe-Biesterfeld to Princess Juliana, the daughter of Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands, with much approval, seeing it as a chance to build closer ties between the two countries.


Before this successful union, the Führer’s restless eye fell upon the Prince of Wales and Princess Friederike, the seventeen-year-old daughter of Duke Ernst August III of Brunswick and his wife, Duchess Viktoria Luise, the only daughter of German emperor Wilhelm II and Empress Augusta Viktoria.


Princess Friederike’s pedigree was impeccable. As daughter of the head of the House of Hanover, she theoretically enjoyed the titles Princess Friederike of Hanover, Great Britain, and Ireland, and also Duchess Friederike of Brunswick-Lüneburg. Moreover, as a descendant of King George III, she was nominally thirty-fourth in line to the British throne, although these titles were now in abeyance following the 1917 Titles Deprivation Act, which stripped Britain’s enemies of rank and honours during World War One.


Not only were her royal credentials immaculate, but her family’s allegiance to the Nazi Party was impressive. Her father, Duke Ernst August, often appeared in an honorary brown SA stormtroopers uniform and regularly donated funds to the party. He never formally joined the Nazi Party but his son, also Ernst August, did sign on and became a member of the paramilitary SS, wearing its sinister black-and-silver uniform with the death’s head emblem. As for Princess Friederike, she belonged to the Bund Deutscher Mädel (League of German Girls), the branch of the Hitler Youth movement exclusively for young women. At her private boarding school in Italy she was remembered for her defence of Nazi policies. In later life she was dubbed the “Prussian sergeant.”


Her parents had met with Hitler on a number of occasions, their discussions focusing on constructing an enduring rapprochement between England and Germany. What Hitler had in mind, though, was more than just words: He wanted a union between the royal houses of Britain and Germany. His demand that Princess Friederike be offered as a possible bride for the Prince of Wales was made sometime in 1934 and conveyed to the royal couple by Joachim von Ribbentrop, the former champagne salesman turned confidant of the Führer. Ribbentrop had at that time been appointed Special Commissioner of Disarmament, his task being to convince the world of a benign Germany’s desire for peace.


When he informed them about Hitler’s designs for their daughter, the duke and duchess, who had only recently returned from a visit to England, where they had been received by King George V and Queen Mary, were “astounded.” Friederike’s mother, Princess Viktoria Luise, was particularly nonplussed, as a decade before she, too, had been considered a potential bride for the future English king.


Even these enthusiastic Nazi aristocrats were unable to countenance a match between their teenage daughter and a man twenty-two years her senior. The duchess later recalled:




My husband and I were shattered. Something like this had never entered our minds, not even for a reconciliation with England. Before the First World War it had been suggested that I should marry my cousin [the Prince of Wales], who was two years younger, and it was now being indicated that my daughter should marry him. We told Hitler that in our opinion the great difference in age between the Prince of Wales and Friederike alone precluded such a project, and that we were not prepared to put pressure on our daughter.





Her protestations, made in a memoir written after the war, seem somewhat disingenuous, like those of many other German aristocrats trying to distance themselves from their tainted Nazi affiliations. Only a year or so later, Friederike met Prince Paul, the crown prince of Greece, who proposed to her while he was attending the now notorious 1936 summer Olympics in Berlin. Their sixteen-year age difference did not seem to trouble her parents unduly, the couple marrying in January 1938 and Friederike ascending the Greek throne in 1947. As keen as Hitler was on seeing this royal match take place, the Duchess of Windsor’s biographer Charles Higham is perhaps stretching a point when he argues that if Edward and Friederike had married and Wallis Simpson had remained a “back street mistress” it is “doubtful whether World War II could have occurred.”


While Hitler’s first attempt to bring the Prince of Wales into the formal orbit of the Nazi regime foundered, it was but the prelude to future ploys to woo the king who was never crowned, entreaties that lasted almost as long as the Third Reich itself—and with consequences for the duke that endured for much longer.


Unknown to Hitler—and the rest of Europe—the Prince of Wales’s heart beat a little faster when he was facing west towards America rather than east to Germany. If they were married and seemingly unattainable so much the better. For practical men of the world like Hitler, to fall in love with one’s mistress was simply baffling. Yet this became the prince’s settled romantic routine.


In the summer of 1929 he met Viscountess Thelma Furness in the incongruous setting of an agricultural show in Leicestershire, where he had the job of handing out rosettes to prize cattle. The daughter of American diplomat Harry Hays Morgan Sr., she had been briefly introduced to the prince at a ball three years earlier. On this occasion sparks flew, the prince attracted by her beauty and her American accent. By now Thelma, who had an identical twin Gloria, was on her second marriage, to Viscount Marmaduke Furness, the head of the Furness Shipping Line. That did not stop the prince, who was beguiled by what Cecil Beaton described as her “hothouse elegance and lacy femininity.” He asked Thelma for dinner at York House, his London home, and later, after seducing her, invited her and her husband to join him on a safari to Kenya. Although they were chaperoned, the lovers managed to spend time alone. “This was our Eden,” she later wrote of their magical nights under canvas. “I felt content to let the prince chart the course, heedless of where the voyage would end.”


When the prince returned to Britain in April 1930, his frequent weekend companion at Fort Belvedere, the prince’s country home near Windsor, was the married viscountess. She was his hostess, companion, and lover—though he still remained in contact with court favourite Freda Dudley Ward, who helped redecorate his hideaway. At the Fort the prince could be himself, working on his beloved garden, playing his bagpipes or ukulele, or simply sitting quietly with Thelma doing a little needlepoint. Hardly the vision of Sodom and Gomorrah that caused his father to exclaim “Those damned weekends.” Independent of Balmoral and Sandringham, it was a place he could call his own, where he could put down roots.


The prince genuinely believed that he could perform a little light “princing” during the week and then retire to the informality—a word he loved—of his weekend retreat in the Surrey countryside. Here he was free from those twin scourges of his life who watched his every move—his Scotland Yard bodyguard and what he called “the damned press.” Free, too, from the constrictions of court and the strictures of courtiers concerned that he understand the true nature of his calling as sovereign-in-waiting, the living apex of the empire. Edward saw his future position, onerous as it was, as a job rather than a sacred calling, believing that if he performed his necessary quota of public duties, as he had done manfully since the end of the First World War, then his personal life would have no bearing on his role as king. Obstinate as ever, he refused to listen to more conventional voices. As his private secretary Godfrey Thomas wrote: “I’m terribly sorry for him but unless someone can succeed in disabusing him of this idée fixe I can see nothing but disaster ahead.”


It is not that he had an awful lot to grumble about. While his imperial tours had, by any measure, tested his reserves of charm and endurance, his life at home was not especially onerous. He would typically rise not much before eleven and have a light breakfast before a game of golf—he became captain of Walton Heath Golf Club in 1935. The prince was immensely proud of the fact that during his golfing career he had managed three holes in one, whereas his golfing hero, Ben Hogan, managed only one.


After cocktails at seven o’clock on the dot, followed by dinner, he would take in a nightclub—most Thursdays he was at the Embassy Club on Bond Street—until the early hours. By his own admission he would often pull rank and ask his younger brothers to undertake official engagements he had previously agreed to perform.


Even though he had, at the request of Baldwin and the king, agreed to give up steeplechasing and point-to-point, he still played polo and went fox hunting, often staying at Burrough Court, the Furnesses’ country home near Melton Mowbray, Leicestershire. It was here where the prince and his younger brother Prince George spent the weekend fox hunting in January 1931 shortly before both princes embarked on a grueling four-month, 16,000-mile tour of South America.


During his visit to Burrough Court he met a woman nursing a heavy cold. In between sniffles, Wallis Warfield Simpson managed to drop a half-decent curtsey, which she had hastily practiced on the railway journey from London.


She and her husband, Ernest, were very last-minute additions to the house party. They had been invited only because Thelma’s friends had been forced to drop out. As Edward would later recount in his memoirs, his opening conversational gambit about Americans missing central heating in the chilly English countryside cut little ice with the lady from Baltimore. “I had hoped for something more original from the Prince of Wales,” she countered.


In the circumstances it was a somewhat challenging response but typical of a woman who had gone through life aware that her smart mouth rather than her angular, rather mannish looks garnered attention. Wallis remembers their first encounter somewhat differently, striking up a conversation when she was seated next to him at lunch. Although “petrified,” by the time dessert arrived she found him “truly one of the most attractive personalities I have ever met.” So began an acquaintance that within five years would set the throne tottering.















CHAPTER THREE
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Sex, Drugs, and Royal Blackmail


Though born in the northern American state of Pennsylvania on June 19, 1896, two years after the prince, Bessie Wallis Warfield was a product of two proud, warring, and very different southern families, the Montagues and the Warfields. The Warfields, from Maryland, had the reputation as a staid, patrician, and religious family, whereas the Virginian Montagues, who boasted a general, a governor, and judges among their ranks, were considered reckless and irresponsible.


Alice Montague and Teackle Warfield first met in 1895 in Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania, having travelled there in the hope that the pure mountain air would cure their tuberculosis. It was perhaps no surprise that when they married after an impetuous courtship, their families promptly disowned them, not just because of family differences but on medical grounds. The wiseacres on both sides of the family were proved unhappily accurate in their gloomy prognosis. Just five months after Wallis’s birth her father, Teackle, died of his illness, forcing her penniless mother to rely on the grudging charity of her relatives, particularly her uncle Sol Warfield and her sister, Bessie Merryman. While Aunt Bessie would come to have a pivotal role in Wallis’s life as both a companion and a counsellor, in the early years it was her generosity that was crucial in keeping her irresponsible sister and niece financially afloat, Alice and Wallis settling in Baltimore, where Bessie paid for Wallis’s private education.


For long periods, though, they led a hand-to-mouth existence, which bred in Wallis a toughness, a boldness, and a greed paired with a gnawing sense of insecurity, a fear that at any moment the trapdoor may swing open. Fear of poverty was just one of the many torments that crowded her nervy, superstitious psyche; she was terrified of thunder, flying, and the dark, quirks of character that, paired with a ready wit, made her an intriguing if challenging proposition. Nicknamed “Skinny” by her school friends, she was chic, well groomed, but not conventionally pretty. Photographs, even by society favourite Cecil Beaton, never truly did her justice—Wallis’s frequent refrain: “Please don’t make me look like a horse.” Moving images capture her best, her face alight with easy, intelligent laughter, her manner confident and animated, her carriage graceful and self-possessed, some would say imperious. Wallis was always much more than the sum of her parts.


Like most girls, she was eager to escape the restrictions of home and took the opportunity to stay with a cousin in Pensacola, Florida, where she met a naval officer from Chicago called Lieutenant Earl Winfield Spencer Jr. or, as she wrote to her mother, “the world’s most fascinating aviator.” Dazzled by his military uniform and persona, she ignored the brooding violence that lurked inside a character described by his fellow naval graduates as a “merry devil.” Soon after they married in November 1916 she discovered that while he was jovial in public, in private he was the very devil to live with. Spencer, eight years her senior, was a moody, violently jealous alcoholic with a sadistic streak.


By her own account, when he was away he would hog-tie her to the bed or lock her in the bathroom to prevent her going out. Other times he would play cruel practical jokes that made her realize he couldn’t possibly love her. Her own heart grew cold to him, Wallis contemplating separation and divorce. In spite of the opposition of her family—there had never been a divorce in the Warfield family—Spencer and Wallis separated in 1921, Wallis moving to Washington. That year she began an affair with Felipe Espil, first secretary at the Argentinian embassy, falling madly in love with the charming, intelligent career diplomat who was the living embodiment of a “Latin smoothie.” Their affair lasted for more than a year until Espil said goodbye in the fall of 1923, leaving her in tatters and tears. As one of his friends, who watched him climb the diplomatic career ladder until he became ambassador to the United States in 1931, later observed: “Felipe had a higher regard for his career than Edward VIII had.”


After a period of travel, during which she spent time in Paris with her cousin, she agreed to try again with her husband, sailing in July 1924 to Hong Kong, where he was now stationed. The reunion was not a success, the couple separating almost immediately. During what she would call her “lotus year,” Wallis travelled to various Chinese cities in the company of other navy wives, before meeting up with her old friend Katherine Bigelow, a war widow who had married Herman Rogers, a wealthy and well-connected socialite who dreamed of writing the great American novel but contented himself with travelling to the world’s most exotic places. His family’s estate on the Hudson River, called Crumwold, adjoined Roosevelt’s Hyde Park, and the president’s mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt, was his godmother. Katherine and Herman were generous hosts, Wallis living with them for nearly a year at their home in Tartar City, the couple becoming her lifelong friends and supporters.


Her Far East adventures led to lurid speculation about her various liaisons, including her time learning curious sexual techniques in the brothels of Shanghai, as well as a botched abortion during an affair with the Italian diplomat Count Gian Galeazzo Ciano, who later became foreign minister and Mussolini’s son-in-law. A chronicle of these sexual adventures is apparently contained in the infamous “China dossier,” which was prepared for Prime Minister Baldwin and King George V years later. Even though eighty years have passed since that report was purportedly compiled, not a trace of it has been found in any official or unofficial record. The document retains a mythical status, like so much surrounding the girl from Baltimore.
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