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The Duke of Windsor’s War was published by Weidenfeld & Nicolson in October 1982. Its subject, as the title suggests, was the career of the Duke of Windsor, the former King Edward VIII, during the Second World War; first as a military liaison officer in France up to June 1940, then as Governor of the Bahamas up to 1945. He was also metaphorically fighting another war, with his brother King George VI and sister-in-law Queen Elizabeth, who, since he had given up the throne in 1936 to marry the woman he loved, had treated him and his wife as outcasts. The Duke of Windsor’s War – appearing ten years after the Duke’s death, while the widowed Duchess was still alive in Paris as a bedridden invalid – was the first book to deal frankly, using documentary evidence, with the bitter relations which existed between the ex-King and the British royal establishment. As such it caused something of a sensation. (It should be remembered that in 1982, before the dramatic failures of the marriages of the Queen’s children, ‘the Abdication’ represented the last great royal scandal, as well as being widely regarded as one of the twentieth century’s unexplained mysteries.) It featured in the first episode of the BBC’s historical series Timewatch, and was serialised in the first issue of the Mail on Sunday. 


The book also aroused interest in that it had been commissioned by the Windsors’ formidably protective French lawyer, Maître Suzanne Blum. In 1978, the Maître had announced that she intended to rehabilitate her much-maligned royal clients by arranging for the publication of letters which would properly explain for the first time the nature of their relationship and the story of what happened to them after the Abdication. In 1979, as a barrister of twenty-five, I was invited, much to my surprise, to participate in this project. However, the main works I was asked to write – later published as Wallis & Edward and The Secret File of the Duke of Windsor – could not appear during the Duchess’s lifetime; and though at death’s door, the doughty dowager lived on until 1986. In the meantime, Maître Blum judged it acceptable for a book to appear about their wartime progress, as she believed that the manner in which the Duke acquitted himself in his two official posts suggested that he might have made a fine King, while the manner in which the Duchess supported him suggested that she would not have made a bad Queen. Hence The Duke of Windsor’s War was conceived partially to satisfy the considerable curiosity which Maître Blum’s earlier announcement had aroused.    


The Duke of Windsor’s War was my first book. Reading it again after many years, I find it rather overlong and rather starry-eyed. I had not yet learned that writing is as much the art of leaving out as of putting in. And although I accepted that Maître Blum’s commission obliged me to make a case for the Windsors and present them in a sympathetic light, I now feel that this object might have been better achieved had my approach been more balanced and less hagiographical.  Nevertheless, I think the book stands as an interesting period piece and product of the circumstances in which it was written, and that it makes a contribution not just to the story of the Windsors but to the history of the Second World War and the colonial history of the Bahamas. I have resisted the temptation to revise it in any way. Its reissue is a source of satisfaction to me, thirty years after its original appearance and forty years after the death of its subject. 




Michael Bloch


May 2012
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First and foremost I must thank Maître Suzanne Blum (Madame Georges Spillmann), French advocate of Their Royal Highnesses the Duke and Duchess of Windsor since 1946, the Duke’s executrix and guardian of all the Duchess’s interests since 1972, whose pupil it was my privilege to be in the winter of 1979–80, and who invited me to write this book. To say that Maître Blum made available to me numerous documents from the private archives of the Duke and Duchess, and allowed me to quote from their published and unpublished writings, is to express but a tiny part of what this book owes (and I personally owe) to her, and which its dedication is but a meagre effort to repay.


I received an immense amount of kindness and help from numerous people who were in various ways associated with Their Royal Highnesses during the war. For the period of the Duke’s war service in France from September 1939 to June 1940, I was always given the most generous and enthusiastic assistance whenever I asked for it from his French friends, from former prominent members of the French Army, and from the Service historique de l’Armée de Terre at Vincennes. My one great sadness is that I was unable to discuss this book (as I discussed so many things) with the late General Georges Spillmann, in whose library at Echiré I did so much of the writing and research. But I had the benefit of the advice and good offices of his best friend, General Maurice Durosoy, who put me in touch with the inimitable Colonel Dutailly of the Service historique. General Olivier Poydenot gave me a vivid picture of the Duke’s relations with General Gamelin and the French officers at Vincennes. General Pierre Billotte, one of the few Frenchmen to have been in the Duke’s close confidence, told me a great many interesting things about the Duke’s attitude towards the war. I am also grateful to Dr François Bédarida, Professor Jacques Valette and Professor Jean Vanwelkenhuysen for advising me on particular points of history.


When I sought the co-operation of English officers who had encountered the Duke at this period it was not, alas, always the same story. But Colonel Gaussen of the Welsh Guards invited me to his headquarters, where Major Jones enabled me to appreciate the almost Jacobite fervour with which the Duke has always been viewed in that regiment. Among the survivors of the Duke’s mess at Nogent-sur-Marne, General Sir Harold Redman, Lord Coleridge and Brigadier George Davy gave me interesting accounts of how he was regarded there both as a soldier and a man. Thanks to Larry McKinna of the Pathé Newsreel Library I had a view of the Duke at war in France which no verbal account could have given. And in Lady Sackville – once the wife of the Duke’s old friend General Sir Francis de Guingand – I found not only a useful informant but a sympathetic ally.


I shall not describe here my somewhat adventurous researches into the Duke’s six weeks in the Iberian Peninsula in June-July 1940. That intricate and much misunderstood episode will be the subject of another book, currently in preparation. But a work on the Duke’s war would obviously be incomplete without some account of it, and so I have devoted Chapter Five to his fortnight in Spain and Chapter Six to his month in Portugal.


I am grateful to many people, particularly the Duke’s former officials, who helped me in my research into his Governorship of the Bahamas, but to none more than Sir Eric Hallinan, who was Attorney–General of the Bahamas between the summers of 1940 and 1944 and saw his royal chief almost daily. He has given me the benefit of so much of his time and memory, and has read most of the book in typescript and made many valuable suggestions. I was also fortunate in being able to have a series of interviews in Florence with the late Captain Vyvyan Drury, the Duke’s aide-de-camp from 1940 to 1942. Nina Drury, to whom he was married at that time, had already most generously shown me her correspondence with the Duchess and given me a vivid picture of life at Government House, a picture supplemented from various other points of view by the recollections of Mary Teegarden Holder, Mr Jason Lindsey, and the Duke’s Bahamian valet Sydney Johnson. Colonel Reginald Erskine-Lindop, who as Commissioner of Police in Nassau had to deal both with the June Riots and the Oakes murder, was kind enough to answer a number of questions through his daughter. Sir James Marjoribanks, Great Britain’s young Consul in Florida from November 1940, sent me a delightful memoir of his encounters with the Duke and Duchess in Miami and elsewhere.


Among wartime members of the Colonial Office, Mr Dudley Danby, Sir Leslie Monson and Sir Philip Rogers gave me some views of the Duke’s Governorship as seen from Whitehall. And while soldiers of the time tended to be somewhat reticent, the same could not be said of former British intelligence officers. While the names of some of my informants cannot be mentioned here, I am glad to be able to acknowledge the help of Stewart Lack, who was in Nassau in 1943–4 as a member of the Field Security Wing of the Intelligence Corps, and of Harford Montgomery Hyde, most prolific of authors and generous of beings, who showed me the notes and correspondence of his top secret visit to the Duke on behalf of Intrepid in March 1941.


In February 1981 I went to the Bahamas for a few weeks to do my ‘field work’ – and nowhere is one more conscious of the saying that one cannot understand a place until one has experienced it with one’s own senses. I am grateful to many thoughtful friends who warned me what to expect there, and in particular to Grace, Lady Dudley who predicted with remarkable clairvoyance that I would find my first few days miserably depressing and the rest of my stay boundlessly fascinating. I arrived under leaden skies which belied all I had been taught to believe about the famous Winter Climate. The best that can be said of the British Colonial Hotel, that huge crumbling lump of pink stucco which was once the pride of Sir Harry Oakes who owned it and the US Army whose wartime headquarters it was, is that its present condition accurately reflects the current standing of the British Colonial Empire. The armed guards who patrolled the establishment irked me particularly, until I heard, during an enlightening day spent at the law courts, an everyday Bahamian story of female tourists machine-gunned on account of their refusal to hand over their bags when firmly requested to do so. Indeed, it was hard to find a bar-stool in Nassau where one was not told by one’s neighbour (if not the barman) about a recent entertainment provided by the arrival of gentlemen with machine-guns. Every capital has its own brand of local horror story, but none are so hair-raising as Nassau’s. I discovered too, as the Duke of Windsor had done forty years before, that certain chill winds blow all the way across the Atlantic from Berkshire to New Providence Island. An agitated Governor–General refused to allow me to look at his residence which owes so much to the Duchess, with the mysterious explanation that ‘I represent the Queen and I don’t want no comparisons’; ‘certain powerful quarters’ which had promised help were suddenly silent; letters received no reply, and telephones were answered by disobliging secretaries. After two days I tore up my letter of introduction to HM Assistant High Commissioner without bothering to present it. I seemed to be on my own.


This said, it is hard for me to express adequately my gratitude for the kindness I received in the Bahamas from people of every colour and nationality. I wish I could thank them all – but life there can be hazardous at this ludicrous moment of ultra-nationalism, particularly for those dependent on Bahamian salaries or pensions but not possessing Bahamian passports. I quickly abandoned the disintegrating British Colonial for Graycliff, a delightful eighteenth-century guest-house (without armed guards!) on the hill next to Government House, where the Duke and Duchess had stayed as Lord and Lady Dudley’s guests on their last visit to the Bahamas, and where Enrico and Anna Maria and their staff made the rest of my stay exquisitely comfortable. Old friends and servants of the Duke and Duchess made me very welcome. Sir Berkeley and the late Lady Ormerod received me at their house on Prospect Ridge where the Duke and Duchess first lived on coming to the Bahamas, while Alfred and Janine Legros were kind to me in many ways. The hospitality of Rick and Fiona Heyward was tremendous, as was that of Peter and Analia Whitehead. Gail Saunders, the public archivist, could not have been more helpful under the circumstances. But that my futile efforts gave way to rapid progress, and dejection to euphoria, I owe above all to the infinite moral and practical support of Mrs Roger Carron, the splendid battling editor of The Tribune and daughter of the most remarkable individual Nassau has ever produced, Sir Etienne Dupuch. In the middle of my stay the great man himself turned up, on one of his occasional visits from his self-imposed exile in Florida. Though Sir Etienne’s relations with the Duke of Windsor were often stormy, no one is less afraid of controversy, and it was a pleasure to do battle with him and to hear his highly individual and forceful views on every subject.


It was largely thanks to Mrs Carron that I was able to meet and interview so many people who had known Their Royal Highnesses in Nassau. I have not the space here to describe the individual debts I owe to Mr Charles Bethell, Mrs Ormond Curry, Mr and Mrs Jahn Dahloff, Mrs Sidney Eldon, Mr Reginald Farrington, Sir Randol Fawkes, Mrs Leslie Higgs, Mrs Raymond Moss, Mr Norman Solomon, Mr Maxwell Thompson and Mr Stanley Toogood. It was particularly good of Mr Godfrey Higgs, the last surviving member of the Duke’s Executive Council, to grant me an interview; as defence counsel in the Oakes murder trial, he has been much exposed to authors. I especially enjoyed my visits to the Bishop of Nassau, the Right Reverend Michael Eldon, who assured me that no present-day Anglican bishop would ever receive such unchristian instructions from Lambeth Palace as those sent to his embarrassed predecessor Bishop Dauglish before the arrival of the Duke and Duchess; and to Bert Cambridge, the Bahamian jazz musician who celebrated his eightieth birthday while I was in Nassau, and who during the war had been one of the handful of black members of the House of Assembly and the life and soul of many jolly evenings at Government House. No one in Nassau has fonder memories than Bert of the Duke both at work and play, and the place on the wall reserved in patriotic English households for the Queen contains a signed photograph of a grinning Duke shaking hands with Bert in morning dress after his election in 1942.


It remained for me to make a brief trip beyond New Providence to what used to be called ‘the Out Islands’ and have now been quaintly renamed ‘the Family Islands’, in which the Duke as Governor took such an interest. I have to thank Patrick Erskine-Lindop for advice on where to go, and Mitch Lowe of the Harbour Lodge at Hope Town, Abaco, where I would have cheerfully spent the rest of my life. After an idyllic few days of escape among beautiful people on remote cays surrounded by pellucid azure waters, Nassau seemed peculiarly claustrophobic and sordid. And so I quickly left the Bahamas – and many new friends – after an experience I would not have missed for the world.


I went on to the United States, where a number of the Duke’s and Duchess’s old friends offered me kind help and hospitality, including Mrs Morgan Schiller, Mrs Harry Pool, Mrs Thomas M. Robertson, Mrs Thomas Vreeland and the Countess of Romanones. Dr Arthur Antenucci, who was for many years their personal physician, explained to me certain interesting aspects of their medical histories. Mrs Madison H. Haythe of Greenwich, Conn., took me on a highly amusing motor–tour of Maryland and Virginia which enabled me to understand much about the Duchess that had previously eluded me, and at the end of which I stayed with my old friend John Mears and his wife Tiny on their farm near Warrenton, Va., finding myself in a county where the Duchess lived for two years in the 1920s and returned thrice with the Duke during the Second World War.


My return to Europe in April 1981 coincided with the publication of a scandalous work about the Duke in the Bahamas, which was serialized – much to that newspaper’s subsequent cost – by the Daily Express, on pages festooned with swastikas. It would be inappropriate here to comment on the consequences of that publication, except to say that every person with inside knowledge of the subject who was approached with a view to giving evidence was willing to testify to its inaccuracy and absurdity. This book is of course in no sense a reply to that one, of the existence of which I was originally quite unaware. But if I write at length about such subjects as Axel Wenner–Gren, the June Riots, the Oakes murder and the Duke’s financial problems, it is because the recent dissemination of grotesque distortions puts me under an obligation, as the authorized biographer, to lay out the facts and the evidence for them with particular comprehensiveness and regard for accuracy.


When not engaged in studying the interesting French delict of outrage a la mémoire des morts, I spent the rest of 1981 writing my book. My ever-patient agents, Andrew Best and Caroline Belgrave of Curtis Brown, and publishers, John Curtis and Linda Osband of Weidenfeld and Nicolson, were always ready with assistance; and Sue Burton and Martha Rothery were invaluable in helping prepare the typescript. Among the many diverting interludes of the final stages of research were my visits to the Pathé Newsreel Library in Wardour Street, where (thanks to Larry McKinna) I was able to see the Duke and Duchess disporting themselves in various ways in various parts of the globe. It was fascinating to compare the cinematographic record with the impression of one’s own imagination: I had not quite realized how well she moved, or wherein lay the extraordinary charm of his brisk manners. The Library possesses not only the finished newsreels but all the original unedited footage, and the minute proportion of the ducal recordings actually released at the time is an interesting comment on the attitude of the wartime news censorship.


For use of unpublished material in Crown Copyright I must acknowledge the permission of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, and for access to or leave to quote from unpublished private papers (other than in the authorship or from the archives of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor) I am indebted to Mr Michael Colefax (Sibyl Colefax Papers), the Earl of Halifax (Garrowby Papers), the Liddell-Hart Centre for Military Archives (Alanbrooke and Pownall Papers), Mr Nigel Nicolson (Sissinghurst Papers), Mr Paul Paget (Templewood Papers) and Mr A.J.P. Taylor (Beaverbrook Papers).


I am also indebted to the Duchess of Windsor’s major-domo Georges Sanegre; to my dear cousin Janek Gelbart for having done such invaluable research in Sweden on Axel Wenner–Gren; to the Public Record Office at Kew, the House of Lords Record Office, and the Bahamas Record Office; to the librarians and staffs of the London Library, Cambridge University Library, British Newspaper Library, Nassau Public Library, and the libraries of Pembroke College Cambridge and the British Institute in Paris; to Printasec Limited; to Mrs Barnett; to Mr and Mrs Harry Anderson; to Mme Marendat, and Mlle Annette Rémond; to Alain Decaux of the Académie Française; to my long-suffering mentor Mr J. A. Hopkins of Downing College Cambridge; and to those friends who helped throughout in so many ways – Andrew Baume, Peter Bloxham, Michael Dyer–Thyssen, Hugo Haig-Thomas, Betty Hanley, R.B. McDowell, Charles Orwin, Stuart Preston, and especially James Lees–Milne. To my parents I owe more than I can express.


Last but not least I must gratefully acknowledge the gracious permission of Her Majesty the Queen (communicated to me by the Royal Librarian) to consult one interesting document.


MICHAEL BLOCH


Paris – London – New York – Nassau


March 1980–March 1982


As you know Wallis and I get pretty desperate here at times and wonder how long we can stick it out, although as it is essential to have a job at the present time and we will never be offered a better one I guess we could do a lot worse, and at least we are together, which is vital and all-important to us.


The Duke of Windsor from Nassau to Mrs D. Buchanan Merryman, 24 January 1943


[The] Abdication, its inevitability, the country’s reaction, the possibilities still before the ex-King – these things were discussed ad nauseam until well after the war… I knew that… he [the Duke of Windsor] was condemned for putting private life above duty. But it was hard for the younger amongst us not to stand in amazement at the moral contradiction between the elevation of a code of duty on the one hand, and on the other the denial of central Christian virtues – forgiveness, understanding, family tenderness.


Lord Harewood, The Tongs and the Bones


It isn’t disloyal at all is it, to like the Duke so much?


His Majesty’s Consul–General at Lyons to Harold Nicolson, 11 March 1940





Part One



The Desire to Serve





1



The Return That Never Was


September 1939
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On 23 June 1939, Midsummer Eve, the Duke of Windsor celebrated his forty-fifth birthday in Paris. The next day he and the Duchess went south for the summer. Booking into a hotel incognito, they spent a pleasant few days taking the waters at Aix-les-Bains. They went sightseeing to Geneva, where they saw the newly completed Palais des Nations – the headquarters of a well-meaning organization in which the Duke did not have enormous faith. On 4 July, American Independence Day, they motored to La Croe, their house on Cap d’Antibes, where they planned to stay until their return to Paris for the autumn season.


After the Abdication – which she had been prepared to do almost anything to avoid – the Duchess of Windsor never doubted that her mission was to devote herself to the man who had given up so much for her, and to make him happy. An excellent hostess, and possessing a talent for creating and running a house which amounted to genius, she worked hard to give him a pleasant and comfortable domestic life. Since they had taken the lease of La Croe in May 1938 (after being ordered by the British Embassy to leave Paris before the state visit of the King and Queen), she had transformed it from an ugly, sprawling villa into one of the loveliest houses on the coast. ‘There are not many women’, wrote Rebecca West, who was staying nearby and called on them that summer, ‘who can pick up the keys of a rented house, raddled by long submission to temporary inmates, and make it look as if a family of cheerful good taste had been living there for two or three centuries.’1


Once reinstalled at La Croe, the Duchess busied herself with preparations for her summer guests. ‘We have quite a house full until Sept. first,’ she wrote in a letter of 20 July 1939, just before they began to arrive. ‘Things look better re Poland,’ she added. ‘We still think there won’t be a war.’2


It was, as everywhere in England and France, a glorious summer, not too hot and hardly a cloud in the sky. Never had the colours of the Côte d’Azur looked so alive. The house party at La Croe was a great success. The historian and wit Philip Guedalla was the first to arrive, bringing with him much amusing conversation and the proofs of his book on the Abdication,* due to be published in the first week of September. There followed three friends from the Duke’s youth – Major E.D. (‘Fruity’) Metcalfe, Commander Colin Buist and Captain R. Amcotts Wilson – together with their wives. Another old friend of the Duke, Lord Sefton, came with Josephine (‘Foxy’) Gwynne, an old friend of the Duchess; and Colin Davidson, a good-looking young Clerk to the House of Lords who helped look after the Duke’s interests in London, came with his bride on their honeymoon. (Within three years Hugh Sefton and Foxy Gwynne would be married, and Colin Davidson would lie dead in North Africa.) Among the visitors who signed the red-and-gold book in the hall that summer were Somerset Maugham, Noel Coward, Lords Beaverbrook and Rothermere, Maurice Chevalier and Maxine Elliott. Leslie Hore-Belisha, the Secretary of State for War (whom the Duke would soon see again under very different circumstances), called upon his former sovereign and spent a pleasant afternoon; and Harold Balfour, the Under-Secretary for Air, was among the later guests. Both of these Ministers of the Crown were to terminate their holidays and return to London abruptly on 22 August.


Miss Hood, who was the Duke’s secretary at the time, has recalled in a memoir3 how idyllic was that summer at La Croe. The white house was replendent under the southern sun in its wooded grounds, with rocks and sea in the background. The gardens, at which the Duke worked every day with his hoe, were at their best. The bathing – the shore being reached by steps cut into a small cliff – was exquisite. Thanks to the vigilance of the Duchess, nothing wanted for the comfort or enjoyment of the guests; the food, prepared by the famous chef Pinaudier under her personal supervision, was delicious. Most nights they dined out of doors, at a great W-shaped table on the terrace with the sea gleaming in the distance.


The Duke was the most perfect and attentive of hosts, and enjoyed preparing surprises for his guests. One afternoon he invited over a party of Highland pipers and dancers staying at Nice, and himself led their performance, wearing his kilt and playing the bagpipes. One moonlit evening, when Grace Moore and her husband were among the dinner guests, he arranged for an accordionist to be concealed below the terrace. ‘When dinner was in full swing, chords of hidden music suddenly soared up from the lawn, silencing the chatter of the guests. Presently Grace Moore took up the melody and with indescribable beauty her voice floated out into the night. For several hours she sang at intervals, holding the party spellbound.’4


But beneath the equable façade, and in spite of his obvious domestic happiness, the Duke of Windsor was an anxious man in the summer of 1939. Two matters preyed upon his mind particularly. The first was the state of Europe and the drift to war. The second concerned the prospects for his return to England and reconciliation with his family. For, though he resolutely looked not to the past but the future, he lived in the shadow of his great act of renunciation of more than two-and-a-half years before – the Abdication.


It is beyond the purpose of this book to discuss in any detail the Abdication and the events that followed it. The Duke’s critics have argued that, after he had ‘voluntarily’ given up the throne in favour of a reluctant and embarrassed brother of far less conspicuous gifts, and so put private happiness above sacred public duty and ‘let the country down’, it was inevitable and just that he should become a disgraced exile, and he was vain and foolish in failing to realize that this would be the case and in no position to complain about his subsequent treatment. (These critics invariably add, it is interesting to note, that – notwithstanding the fact that he was dismaying the country and letting it down – he was also a disastrously incompetent monarch who was doing a relieved and grateful nation a service by ceasing to rule over it.) To this, his reply both at the time and ever afterwards was that he felt himself to have had no free choice. Of course, the Abdication was ‘voluntary’ in the sense that, almost up to the last moment, the King retained the constitutional possibility of giving up Mrs Simpson and keeping the throne. But in personal and psychological terms that possibility did not exist. After twenty-five years of hard service to the State, he could no longer bear the strain of his lonely position ‘without the help and support of the woman I love’ – a woman the Cabinet, without consulting either Parliament or people, prohibited him from marrying while on the throne. Though there were a number of solutions other than Abdication, he rejected these as dishonourable. Some of his friends (for example, Duff Cooper) urged him to keep Mrs Simpson merely as a mistress, at least until the Coronation after which his position would be unassailable. This he considered tantamount to being ‘crowned with a lie upon my lips’. Others (for example, Beaverbrook) urged him to fight the Government; this he refused to do, believing that such a constitutional struggle would harm the country.


Although he was presented with a dilemma which drove him inexorably towards his terrible decision, he later came to believe (and not without reason) that there had been those at Court and in other high places who, well aware of his dilemma from an early stage, cut off the paths of escape, hastened him to his doom and rejoiced in his fall. It was these people who (as he had cause to feel) were determined that, come what may, the Duke of Windsor should never return to live in England, or ever recover any work, influence or honour. It was they (as he saw it) who directed against him an unremitting campaign of ostracism, spite and calumny, and who saw to it that he was cast out from his family, from whom he had taken his leave in a sad and emotional but not unfriendly atmosphere at Windsor on the night of 11 December 1936.*


By the summer of 1939 – when this story opens – a cruel price had already been exacted for the Abdication. The marriage for which the Duke had given up a Crown (3 June 1937) had been boycotted by the Royal Family, the Government and the Court (though several of his relations and former courtiers and ministers would have liked to have come). Their sole reaction to it had been to purport to confer upon the new Duchess of Windsor the unique privilege for the wife of an Englishman of not sharing the dignity of her husband’s rank. She was conscious of the indignity only for his sake. For him, it was a terrible insult: he had given up everything for this sacred act of matrimony; he was by training deeply conscious of matters of status and precedence; and having been assured by the Government six months before that morganatic unions were unknown to English law, it was to that very fate that they had now condemned him.


Apart from being cut off from his family, the Duke was entirely deprived of the protection of the Court – that great machine which shields and advises and protects royalty in its lonely and vulnerable existence. He therefore found himself helplessly exposed – to press sensationalism, to exploitation by various individuals, to bad advice, to those myriad complications and perils which persons of his birth are not equipped to face. The target of much calumny, some of it officially inspired, he had little means of protecting his reputation either in England or abroad. The British Embassy in Paris expected him to heed its ‘advice’, but gave him no protection or support. He was under the (not invariably discreet) surveillance of the Secret Service, as were his remaining loyal friends in England; those of them who had held posts at Court did not (with few exceptions) continue to hold them for long under the new reign. He had been obliged to start married life in financial difficulties; not nearly as well-off as people imagined, he did not begin to receive an allowance from England until well into 1938. Whatever one’s attitude towards the Abdication, it is hard to take the view that such a chastisement was well-merited. He had, after all, served his country strenuously and unremittingly for a quarter of a century, in one of the hardest and loneliest jobs in the world.


Though the Duke suffered keenly, he suffered in silence, consoling himself with his new-found private happiness. He made no attempt to strike back. He never made any form of public protest; his public statements were invariably in his brother’s praise and support. He did write some anguished letters to his brother and others, but more pleading than protesting. He had sworn to make things as easy as possible for his successor, and guarded himself from doing or saying anything that might upset the new reign. On one matter alone was he fixed and determined. One day, after a suitable interval, when his brother was securely established on the throne and controversy over the Abdication had died down, he meant to go back to England to live – and if possible to serve. Most British subjects indeed expected this. The Attorney-General had told Parliament at the time of the Abdication that ‘no condition of exile follows a voluntary abdication’. Although in his Abdication broadcast the Duke had said ‘I now quit altogether public affairs’, he had immediately added that ‘if at any time in the future I can be found of service to His Majesty in a private station, I shall not fail’. He still and always hoped that, with his wife, he would eventually be accepted back into his family, and be able with her to play in it a useful if subordinate role. But even if this were not to be the case, he still planned in time to return to live quietly in his own country, where the King had promised him the continued use of his much-loved and missed country house, Fort Belvedere.


It was naturally the Duke’s desire that his return (first in a number of private visits of limited duration, later on more permanently) should be attended by a minimum of national controversy and royal embarrassment; and he therefore consulted the Court and Cabinet about his plans. But as the campaign against him began to develop, he made it clear that, though he would seek their advice in the matter of his return, which he was anxious should occur at the right moment, he would never allow himself to become a helpless exile. What shocked him most of all was an attempt on their part to make the relatively modest allowance promised to him by the King dependent on a new condition (which he violently and ultimately successfully resisted) that he never return to England save by their permission. As he wrote to the Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain on 22 December 1937:






When I decided to give up the throne last December, I realized that the only dignified and sensible course for me to follow, was to leave the country for a period, the length of which was naturally to be determined by a number of considerations. But I never intended, nor would I ever have agreed, to renounce my native land or my right to return to it – for all time.


If my understanding of the present situation is correct, it is now proposed that my personal freedom in this respect be linked with a private family arrangement on financial matters which my brother, the present King, made with me the day before I abdicated, in such a way, that he would be permitted to break his private agreement with me if I were to exercise my right to visit my country, without first obtaining his approval under the advice of his ministers.


I regard such a proposal as both unfair and intolerable, as it would amount to accepting payment for remaining in exile….


It is hardly necessary for me to repeat to you my loyalty to my brother as King; nor as a patriotic Englishman could I countenance any disruptive action in others. But I cannot refrain from saying, with the frankness you would expect of me, that the treatment which has been meted out to my wife and myself since last December, has caused us acute pain….








The Duke hoped to make a first brief visit to England after two years’ absence; and at La Cröe in the summer of 1938 he discussed this hope with Sir Walter Monckton. The shrewd and affable Monckton, an old friend of the Duke and an eminent KC, had conducted the negotiations between King and Government during the crisis; after the Abdication he continued to be the link-man between the Duke of Windsor and the powers that be. The Duke now asked him to make soundings as to how his brief return in the near future would be regarded in official circles.


Monckton duly went to Balmoral in the late summer to discuss the matter with the King, the Queen and the Prime Minister. His impressions, published in his biography, are of the greatest interest. Chamberlain showed himself surprisingly friendly, and said he wanted the Duke ‘to be treated as soon as possible as a younger brother of the King who could take some of the royal functions off his brother’s hands’. The King himself ‘was not fundamentally against the Prime Minister’s view’. The great obstacle (noted Monckton) was the attitude of the Queen, who ‘then, as always’ showed herself resolutely opposed to readmitting the Duke to England and giving him ‘any effective sphere of work’, on the grounds that he might be a threat to her husband who was ‘less superficially endowed with the arts and graces that please’.5


Having received no encouragement to return, the Duke did not seek to do so in 1938. In the New Year, however, he made further soundings through Monckton. The result was that Neville Chamberlain wrote to him on 22 February 1939 (‘in that smooth language’, thought the Duke, ‘of which he was master’) to say that, while the Duke was not to take it ‘that there is any question of postponement indefinitely’, the time was not yet ripe.6 This was bitter news for the Duke, who was by now very homesick. ‘When I say I go back to England tomorrow his eye twitches in pain,’ wrote Harold Nicolson after visiting him.7 In May, however, he received a vague hint that a short visit might be possible in the late autumn.


This was the passionate prospect which filled the Duke’s mind when he went south that June, and of which he never ceased to dream in the weeks that followed. He wondered with much longing whether the visit would really come off, and in what manner. Surrounded by the splendours of the French Mediterranean coast that glorious summer, by the joys and pleasures of the little lotus-land which he and the Duchess had created there, he thought only of England. The company of his English friends only increased his longing. He pined at La Croe for his lovelier Fort Belvedere. He began to make plans. With Philip Guedalla, the faithful friend with whom he had helped found the British Council five years earlier, he discussed the possibility of obtaining the eventual chairmanship of that organization. Before leaving, Guedalla gave him a set of his books for La Cröe. ‘I hope that it will not be too long’, the Duke wrote thanking him, ‘before we shall be asking for one for The Fort.’8


There was one prospect which seemed certain not only to bring the Duke and Duchess back to England for good, but also to give him the chance to serve his country once again – the outbreak of European war. This prospect, however, the Duke regarded with horror. He detested war. There was nothing pusillanimous about his pacifism. His gallant service in the First World War, his long years of high position in the State and his cosmopolitan connections enabled him to appreciate all at once the terrible suffering caused by modern warfare, its calamitous effect upon European civilization, and its general inability to achieve its original political objects. He was not the sort of pacifist who is against armies; on the contrary, he believed in the maxim ‘si vis pacem para bellum’, and during his reign had given (as he was entitled to do) advice to the Government in favour of re-armament. Though he optimistically preferred to believe that war could not and would not happen, he was nevertheless determined – as a private citizen who happened to have both an international reputation and a unique experience of international relations – to do what little he could to make sure of that.


Certainly, by the summer of 1939, if not long before, he was convinced that what he called ‘the dictator powers’ were a terrible menace to Europe; but he was equally convinced that a war in which millions of soldiers and countless millions of civilians might die, which might drag on for years, and in which it was far from certain that the enemy powers would be defeated, was not a solution to the problem. In October 1937 he had spent two weeks in Nazi Germany to see ‘a dictator power’ for himself. The object of his visit (his idea was to visit many other countries in the same manner, but this was not to be) was to study working and housing conditions; he was one of those who believed that the menace of war could ultimately be removed by satisfying the social aspirations of ordinary Europeans. His tour of the Reich (culminating in an interview with Hitler) left him with a disgust for the regime’s brutality and vulgarity, frank admiration for its national and social progress, and a well-grounded fear that Germany was better prepared to fight a future war and to withstand its effects than the western democracies.


If he had given a cautious welcome to the Munich Agreement, the events of March and April 1939 disabused him of all remaining illusions about the European intentions of Hitler and Mussolini. ‘Actually the tension is eased and there won’t be a war as I always predict (touch wood!),’ he wrote to the Duchess’s Aunt Bessie from La Cröe on 14 April, after they had cancelled a planned holiday in Morocco on account of the international atmosphere. ‘But something really has to be done to prevent these monthly incidents of agression [sic] and consequent crises, and I personally am convinced that the dictator powers can be made to behave themselves without war which is certain to destroy civilization.’


But what could be done? What in particular could he do? On 7 May 1939 – at the invitation of the National Broadcasting Company of America – he broadcast an appeal for peace from Verdun to the peoples and statesmen of the world. It was heard and made a considerable impression on several millions of Americans, and a copy of the text was inserted into the proceedings of Congress. Translations were broadcast over a number of national European services, including the Polish and the French. Nazi Germany refused to relay the speech, as did the BBC; but the Beaverbrook Press obligingly informed the British public how to pick it up on short-wave, and it was heard by an estimated one million of the Duke’s former subjects.


He began:






I am speaking tonight from Verdun… For two and a half years I have deliberately kept out of public affairs and I still propose to do so. I speak for no one but myself, without the previous knowledge of any government. I speak simply as a soldier of the last war, whose most earnest prayer is that such a cruel and destructive madness shall never again overtake mankind… The grave anxieties of the time … compel me to raise my voice in expression of the universal longing to be delivered from the fears that beset us… [Peace] is a matter too vital for our happiness to be treated as a political question… [In] modern warfare victory will lie only with the powers of evil. Anarchy and chaos are the inevitable results, with consequent misery for all….








It was a terrible irony that the one event likely to bring about the personal consequences for which the Duke longed – return to England, reconciliation with his family, the opportunity to serve his country – was the very happening that for the world’s sake he most dreaded. He knew that ‘the cruel and destructive madness’ which he prayed would be averted would also be his private reprieve.9


The sudden announcement of the Nazi-Soviet Pact on 22 August 1939 brought the outbreak of European war immediately in prospect.


At La Cröe, the news had the effect of a thunderstorm at a garden party. Guests and servants scattered in all directions, heading for home or for their regiments. Only the Duke could not return at once to his country in this crisis, and did not have a post to take up.


By 24 August only one member of the house-party remained, the quixotic and tempestuous Major Metcalfe. Then a dashing young cavalry officer, ‘Fruity’ had met the Prince of Wales in India after the First World War and become the intimate companion of his late twenties. His marriage to a daughter of Lord Curzon in 1925 had interrupted the friendship, which had however been resumed twelve years later, after the Abdication. He had been the Duke’s best man, and now became his self-appointed adviser, private secretary and ADC. Though given to eccentric outbursts about the apparent complacency of his self-controlled hosts, and to somewhat alarming enthusiasms for the coming conflict and eagerness to get into battle, he was an invaluable friend and aide at La Croe during the last days of peace, and supervised with the Duchess the hurried departure of the staff and other urgent matters.


For the Duke now had his own intense preoccupations. He was trying to get in touch with the King and Government with a view to returning to England with the Duchess in the event of hostilities, and at the same time to make a desperate, last-minute appeal to the dictator powers not to go to war. Since his brother had refused to speak to him on the telephone since February 1937, he contacted Walter Monckton and asked him to consult the Palace about his repatriation. He was willing to serve the King ‘in any capacity’. On 29 August, ‘as a citizen of the world’, he sent a telegram to Hitler, urging him not to plunge Europe into war, and another to King Victor Emmanuel of Italy, asking him ‘to use your influence to prevent the catastrophe which now seems imminent’. The Italian telegram, signed simply ‘David’, excited curiosity in the censorship; its text appeared in a Nice newspaper the following day.


At two o’clock on the morning of Friday 1 September the Duke was woken by the excited local postmaster, who insisted on delivering personally what he described as a highly important telegram.10 It was from Hitler, who blamed England for Europe’s diplomatic tensions and alleged that if war broke out it would be her responsibility. Some hours afterwards the Duke heard – from The Times correspondent at Nice – that Germany had invaded Poland at dawn.


Later that morning Monckton managed to get through on the telephone to say that the King was prepared to send his private aeroplane to fetch the Duke and Duchess the following day.


At five o’clock that afternoon the Duke received a reply from King Victor Emmanuel, who said that he would do all he could to preserve peace and that Italy was remaining neutral. When Miss Hood, one of the few remaining members of staff, came to say goodbye before catching the last Blue Train for London, she found him ‘in a state of happy, suppressed excitement, walking up and down the room, repeating over and over again, “Italy is remaining neutral! Italy is remaining neutral!”’11


In 1966, the Duke of Windsor wrote:






The instant war came in September 1939, I offered my services to my country. Notwithstanding the strained relations between me and my brother, it was unthinkable that I should sit on my hands while Britain was mobilizing. He seemed to feel as I did… The King offered to send a plane attached to the King’s Flight to take us to London to talk about a war job. His reaction encouraged me to believe that the common sharing that goes with war would provide a solvent of the stubborn things that divided us. But as matters turned out, I was wrong.12








Disillusionment came very quickly. Speaking again that night to Monckton, the Duke asked him to enquire whether he and the Duchess would be accommodated at Windsor or another royal residence. It hardly occurred to him that this would be regarded as an affront, especially since, just before the Abdication, his brother had promised that Fort Belvedere – that minor royal property near Windsor where, as Prince of Wales, he had made his beloved country house – would be kept for his use whenever he returned to England. The following morning they were up and dressed early to await the royal plane, the Duchess (who had never flown before, and whose marriage to a reckless First World War aviator had given her a horror of flying-machines) in a considerable state of nerves. But it never came. In consequence of the Duke’s overnight enquiries, the King’s offer of a plane had been withdrawn.


And so it was still on foreign soil that the former King of England learned, shortly after eleven o’clock the next day, that Great Britain and France had declared war on Germany.


The Duke of Windsor’s reaction to the outbreak of the Second World War will already have become clear and is easily described. He regarded it as a catastrophe. Though he denied that he might have prevented it if he had remained on the throne,13 he did believe that it could have been avoided almost up to the last moment by more adroit diplomacy. He saw that the Allies, whatever the justice of their cause, had no present means of attaining their war aims. It was not just that they had not the faintest hope of saving Poland; both physically and morally, they were weaker and more vulnerable than the enemy. Germany was ready for war, Great Britain and France were not – this was the bitter lesson he had learned with his own eyes on his German tour two years earlier, and it was to be a recurrent theme in his conversation and correspondence during the first ten months of the conflict. He feared for his country.


This is not to say that he was ‘defeatist’. Since the war (terrible as it was) had now happened, there was nothing to do but to prosecute it with vigour and to try to win it. As the French said, il faut en finir – let’s get it over with. And it was with a view to helping his country to the best of his abilities in its Herculean task that he had at once offered his services ‘in any capacity’ to his brother the King. He was confident that he could be useful. He was still a member of the Royal House of England, which needed all the help it could get in its difficult wartime role. He felt that he still possessed some talent as a soldier, that his long experience gave him a certain statesmanship, and that he retained a charisma which might, given the chance, have a considerable effect on Allied morale. He still hoped and believed that, with the coming of war, his family difficulties would be resolved, and that he would be welcomed back to England and given a part to play.


The offer of a royal aeroplane had raised his spirits; its withdrawal plunged him into depression. There followed several days of anguished waiting. In the tumult of the outbreak of war, it was difficult to communicate with either London or Paris. There was nothing to do save to await Monckton, who was coming out as an emissary of King and Government to inform them of their fate. Their sole companion apart from their worried neighbours remained an increasingly bombastic Metcalfe, wild and furious that the Duke had prejudiced an early return through the telephone conversation about royal accommodation, lusting impatiently after the fight.


After an adventurous air journey – including a forced landing in provincial France and subsequent arrest by local peasantry – Monckton finally arrived at Antibes on the 7th. He came in a Government, not a Royal aeroplane, a Leopard Moth. It was, intentionally, not the sort of craft in which the Duke would have cared to make the return journey; he remarked to Monckton that it looked ‘as though the tyres were flat, and the plane tied up with string’.14


Monckton brought bad news. Not only had the Duke’s modest request for royal accommodation been unequivocally refused, but it was the King and Government who were now laying down conditions. The Duke would only be allowed to return if he undertook to accept one of two posts which would be offered to him, both of very moderate importance: either that of Deputy Regional Commissioner to Sir Wyndham Portal in Wales, or of liaison officer with No. 1 British Military Mission to French GHQ under General Howard-Vyse. The Duke at once agreed to this, and offered to return immediately by any means except by air, on account of the Duchess’s increasing terror of flying.


His mission accomplished, Monckton departed. Some hours later, the Duke received a mysterious telephone call from the British Ambassador in Paris, Sir Ronald Campbell, instructing him ‘to start by motor for the Channel coast and to stop and telephone the Embassy again’.15 The Duke correctly interpreted these cryptic directions as meaning that a ship was being sent from England to pick them up, but that the French port had not yet been chosen. He therefore decided to make for Vichy, which was equidistant from Calais, Cherbourg and Le Havre. They set out the following day – Friday the 8th – with Metcalfe, who had generously invited them to stay at South Hartfield, his rented country house in Sussex. Having spent the night at Avignon, they reached Vichy on Saturday afternoon and put up at the Hôtel du Parc et Majestic (which, as they could not possibly have imagined, was within ten months to become the seat of government of a shrunken and defeated France). From there the Duke rang the Embassy, only to be told to stay where he was and await further instructions.


It was from Vichy the following day that the Duchess wrote her regular letter to her beloved and redoubtable aunt in Washington, Mrs D. Buchanan Merryman – the first of well over a hundred written during the war. ‘Aunt Bessie’ (née Montague) was the elder sister of the Duchess’s adored mother; and since her mother’s death in 1929, the (subsequent) Duchess had looked upon her lion aunt as guardian angel, confidante and closest friend. There were few months (save when they were together) that niece did not write to aunt. The 1929–39 letters, yet to be published, form in effect a diary of her marriage with Simpson, her evolving friendship with the Prince, the first nine months of Edward VIII’s reign, and her early married life with the Duke. The 1939–45 correspondence, which will be quoted throughout this book, similarly constitutes a regular journal of the Duchess’s doings, feelings and thoughts during the war. The letters are written in a round, flowing, slightly chaotic hand, with erratic punctuation, and often give the impression of having been dashed out in a tremendous hurry. Sometimes they are diffuse and repetitious and tedious with domestic detail; sometimes they are concise and vivid and brilliantly descriptive; always they are spontaneous. They abound with the so-called ‘Montague wit’. They show their author to be a woman who makes light of her (not inconsiderable) difficulties and lives life energetically, wasting not a minute. She is always outspoken and frank, with two reserves: she never says anything which might be in the faintest degree disloyal or disadvantageous to the Duke, and she is always concerned to dispel her aunt’s anxieties and assure her that all is well. With the arrival of war a third reserve was imposed by the censorship of mails – but this, it will be seen, did not worry the Duchess unduly.


In her replies to her niece’s letters, Aunt Bessie was bright, affectionate and occasionally scolding, full of good sense and solicitude and eagerness for news. Born during ‘the war between the States’ into an old Virginia family, she was very much a Southern lady. She was also a most delightful person. ‘You couldn’t help liking her,’ recalled Miss Hood. ‘She was white-haired, plump, kindly and easy to talk to.’16 In September 1939 she was a mentally robust seventy-five (she would reach her century), living in circumstances of modest comfort on R Street, Washington. She loved travelling, and came quite often to Europe, where she had chaperoned her niece on holidays with the Prince of Wales and been with her constantly in the terrible weeks before and after the Abdication. Without private fortune, she had inherited a small income from a woman to whom she had been paid companion, and was now also supported by her niece and royal nephew-in-law, whom she had last seen in February 1939 after spending the winter season with them at La Croe. She had been due to join them again in the winter of 1939–40. The Duke liked her enormously, and by this time seems to have felt for her a tenderness which he no longer felt for any member of his own family.


Writing briefly from the hotel in Vichy exactly a week after the declaration of war, the Duchess did her best both to inform and reassure her aunt:






Darling Aunt B,


We never thought it could or would happen. We have to return and left La Croe with many heartaches on Friday afternoon, spending the night at Avignon – a very changed place. The Riviera was peaceful, but as one goes north one sees signs of war. We came here last night as it is a peaceful and safe spot – one picnics in the hotels as all the male staff has gone – it was the same at La Croe. We leave tomorrow for the North where we will board an English navy vessel. We then go to the Metcalfes’ in the country (Sussex) and the Duke will have a job – he has been offered 2 and that will have to be discussed and decided. If it can be arranged and all is well with our neighbour in the South [i.e. Italy] Lady Norman and myself would like to run our houses as convalescent homes for British officers. I am going to take it up with the army heads when I find out just what the Duke’s movements will be… The main thing for you is not to worry and I will write as often as possible though I can’t say much. We have no news of what goes on as the papers really say nothing but fill up space with repetitions of official communiqués. Naturally the Duke wishes to do all he can for the country – quite a different point of view from what they have done for him the last 3 years. I shall miss France where everyone has been more than kind and considerate. Take care of yourself and pray for a speedy end to all this misery.


All my love,


WALLIS








It is clear from this letter that they felt they were leaving France and returning to England for a substantial period of time, perhaps for the war, perhaps for good; though if the Duke was to go off en poste, the Duchess would return to the Riviera in the role of hospital matron. It would have surprised them to know that they would be back in France before the end of the month, or that the wounded British army officers to whom the Duchess expected to minister would be a non-existent category in 1939.


[image: images]


The Duchess’s first wartime letter to Aunt Bessie, 10 September 1939


On the morning of Monday the 11th, having received no further instructions, they continued to Paris, where the Duke called at the Embassy. ‘The cloak-and-dagger atmosphere was preserved to the end,’ wrote the Duchess in her memoirs. The Ambassador told them to proceed to Cherbourg, where a British officer would meet them at the headquarters of the Admiral Commandant the following afternoon. They spent a few hours in the capital, which went in fear of imminent bombardment; the Duchess found it quite deserted (she wrote to Aunt Bessie) and ‘so strange to see the few people in the streets with gas masks slung over their shoulders’.17 What saddened her most was having to abandon their house in the Boulevard Suchet, of which they had only taken the lease the previous December, and which she had spent the first half of 1939 strenuously transforming into a comfortable and beautiful residence for the Duke. It had been completed only that summer, and it seemed they would never live in it now. She wondered if she would ever see its precious and so carefully acquired contents again, as ‘there is no means of transportation and nowhere to move them. We are trying to find someone to stay in the house, but no-one is keen on Paris at the moment. We shall have to take our chances on its remaining standing.’18 But they would be back there soon enough.


Meanwhile, the fact that they were on their way back to England had become public knowledge, although their route, timetable and means of transport remained secret. On the 9th, The Times of all newspapers – still edited by Geoffrey Dawson who had been so hostile to the King in the Abdication crisis – published a generous leading article on the Duke, which gave him much encouragement.






The announcement that the Duke and Duchess of Windsor are leaving Antibes for England will cause no surprise, still less any kind of contention. It has always been tacitly assumed that war would sweep away any difficulties there may have been in the way of the Duke’s earlier return… Now… the events and the hour which bring the Duke to rejoin his fellow-countrymen … relieve his homecoming of all possible trace of controversy and embarrassment… No one could dream of the Duke’s absence from England at a time in which absence would become intolerable exile, or suppose for a moment that anything would be lacking on the Government’s part to speed the fulfilment of his dearest and most urgent wish.19








In America, identical sentiments were expressed in an editorial of the New York Times: ‘Even in those quarters where his previous decisions were most sharply denounced it will be agreed that there is only one appropriate place for the Duke of Windsor, and that is with his own people.’20


Cheered by these indications, they left Paris and continued north. After a night at Evreux – staying at a hotel where the Duchess had spent a haunted night during her flight across France in December 1936 – they arrived at Cherbourg on the afternoon of the 12th. There, on the Admiral’s lawn, they met Lord Louis Mountbatten, commanding the HMS Kelly which would carry them over the sea to England, and Randolph Churchill, representing his father who was now once again First Lord of the Admiralty. The Duke and Duchess were profoundly moved: this was the first English note of welcome they had encountered since the war began. ‘The reunion in the garden at Cherbourg was heart-warming,’ wrote the Duchess. ‘The presence of Dickie and Randolph meant to us that Winston wanted David’s return to his native land to go off well and smoothly; and David was grateful, on his account and mine, for this sign of regard.’21 Churchill had sent a letter by Randolph, apologizing for not being able to come himself. We are plunged in a long and grievous struggle,’ he added. ‘But all will come out all right if we all work together for that end.’22


The Duke had cause to have uncertain feelings about Mountbatten. He had loved his handsome and spirited second cousin, who had accompanied him on his tours of Australia and New Zealand in 1920 and of India and Japan in 1921–2. In 1922 he had saved Lord Louis’ naval career from the ‘Geddes Axe’ by intervening personally with the King; the same year he had been Mountbatten’s best man. On ascending the throne in 1936 he had made Mountbatten his personal naval ADC ; Mountbatten had been loud with protestations of friendship and loyalty, not only to the King but to Mrs Simpson. During the Abdication he wrote letters assuring the King that he could rely on him as ‘a friend of Wallis’.23 But after the Abdication, he had been extraordinarily quick – skilled mariner that he was – to catch the new wind blowing from the Palace, which was a chill wind for the Duke.


Recalling what occurred in later years, Lord Mountbatten suffered from extraordinary inaccuracies of memory. He imagined – incorrectly – that he had been present at Fort Belvedere during the discussions which immediately preceded the Abdication. He also declared that he had much wanted to visit the Duke abroad and attend his wedding, but that the Duke had never invited him. The correspondence between the two men among the Duke’s papers shows how far Mountbatten’s memory was at fault on this point. Not only was the Duke eagerly expecting his cousin to come, but Mountbatten led the Duke to believe that he could persuade King George and the other brothers to attend the wedding too. It was in fact Mountbatten who suggested the date of the marriage – 3 June 1937 – as one likely to suit the King. But on 5 May he wrote to say that, while ‘Bertie’ and ‘Georgie’ had been willing to come, other people had stepped in to create a situation which made all the Duke’s friends most unhappy – and in the event he could not even accept the Duke’s kind invitation himself. That was the last the Duke had heard from his once passionate supporter. But on 12 September 1939, all this was forgotten; and he was happy and moved that Churchill had sent his old soul-mate to bring him back to England, and to be with him once again.


The party having been piped aboard, the Kelly sailed towards dusk. The journey took six hours on a zig-zag run in a calm sea. Darkness fell; they supped and made pleasant talk. While the Duchess remained below in the well-appointed captain’s quarters, the Duke joined Mountbatten on the bridge. They talked of old times.


When the Duke returned below, the Duchess found him ‘thoughtful and abstracted’.






It was not hard for me to guess what must have been passing through his mind. It was not quite three years since he had left England in another destroyer in the night. He was wondering what he would find on his return, and how his family would treat him and me, and whether it would be possible for him to find a really useful job in his country’s service. The coldness which had settled down between him and his family had hurt him more than he could bring himself to admit. He had paid in full the price exacted for his choice, and now he longed to share, as he had done before, his country’s perils, and to end the separation.24








They sat together in silence, until their reverie was broken by the sound of clattering boots and clanging metal doors. They were entering Portsmouth harbour. He turned to her and said: ‘I don’t know how this will work out. War should bring families together, even a Royal Family. But I don’t know.’25 He pressed her hand, turned quickly, and left the cabin.


Their arrival was dramatic. The dock was blacked out save for a single Verey light. The Kelly landed at the same quay from which the Duke had sailed after the Abdication. There was a red carpet and a guard of honour. The Band of the Royal Marines played God Save the King. The Duke was profoundly moved.26


Two people waited on the quayside to greet them – Lady Alexandra Metcalfe and Walter Monckton. No member of his family was there, no royal representative, not even a message. The Court had refused to take the slightest notice of his return to England. The landing ceremony had taken place on the sole initiative of Winston Churchill.


Lady Alexandra had telephoned the Palace asking if they might put a car at the disposal of the Duke and Duchess (her own car was taking their luggage). This had been curtly refused, and no royal instructions of any kind had been given regarding their reception or accommodation in Portsmouth that evening. Lady Alexandra had booked a room for them in a hotel at Southsea; but in the event the Commander-in-Chief at Portsmouth, Admiral Sir William James, acting on the personal instructions of Churchill, invited them to spend the night at Admiralty House.


The Admiral and his wife, recalled the Duchess,






… were very nice to me, almost desperately polite. However, under the politeness I became aware that it was I, rather than their former King, who was the object of their covert curiosity. When I was chatting with one, I could feel the sidelong glance of the other, charged with speculation, roving searchingly over me. In the oblique scrutiny there hovered the unasked question: Can this really be the Mrs Simpson who caused it all? Can this be the woman who took from us our King?27








The next morning the party motored to the Metcalfe residence, South Hartfield House near the village of Coleman’s Hatch in Ashdown Forest, where a crowd of reporters and photographers awaited them. Though the homecoming had been shrouded in mystery, news of the arrival at Portsmouth had at once spread to London. Journalists ringing the Palace during the night were astonished to be told that the Royal Household were not aware that the Duke had returned to England.28 But his destination had not been too difficult to discover.


The Duke beamed at the assembled correspondents, many of whom he remembered well from days gone by. ‘Good morning, boys. I’m pleased to see you again.’ ‘Welcome home, Sir,’ they replied in a chorus. ‘It’s nice to see you back, Sir,’ said one. ‘Thank you. It’s nice to be back.’


The English press published large and cheerful photographs of the Duke and Duchess in their new rural surroundings; but there was little they could write. Since the leader in The Times only four days before, certain instructions had gone out. Subject to censorship directions from the new Ministry of Information, the papers were advised not to comment on the Duke’s return, nor to provide any details of his recent past or speculations as to his future. The Times itself did not even mention his arrival in England. The popular dailies remarked on how happy and relaxed and well-tanned they both looked, ‘smiling as happily as newlyweds returning from their honeymoon’29; on the Duke’s undiminished youthfulness; on the fact that she wore a mustard and black tweed coat over a mustard-coloured dress, and he a double-breasted grey suit with suede shoes. The Daily Express noted that the travel reading espied inside the car consisted of The Nazis Can’t Win, and Step by Step by Winston Churchill.


A month or two earlier the Duke’s return would have created a vast public sensation and stirred great national emotion. Now, with public attention focused on the young men going out to France, the arrival from that country of the ex-King and his consort passed off quietly and calmly, without controversy or commotion. He was grateful for this, for nothing had been further from his thoughts than a hero’s return, or an excess of enthusiasm which might embarrass his brother. All he had hoped for and expected was some gesture of welcome, of recognition merely, any gesture from his family.


Public opinion expected this too. The English press was not allowed to say so, but the London correspondents of American papers could and did. ‘It is expected that the Duke will slip into the life of the Royal Family with a minimum of fuss and public attention,’ wrote the New York Times.30 The English novelist Mollie Panter-Downes, who had lately begun her widely read page in the New Yorker, wrote that the Duke and Duchess ‘came home in a blaze of public apathy. No one seemed particularly glad or sorry, but everyone felt it was natural that yet another family should want to be reunited in such times.’31


But did they? On the evening of the Duke’s arrival, they had made no sign whatever. Nor did they on his first full day in England.


Nor (with one exception) during the whole remainder of his stay. Nothing. No letters or messages, not a single visit or invitation. No royal car for him, no royal servants to attend upon him, no royal secretaries to help him answer the hundreds upon hundreds of letters from his former subjects, rejoicing at his return.


Such was their attitude (wrote Lady Alexandra in her diary) that ‘he might not even exist’.32


His sole contact with his family (for the Duchess there was none) consisted of a single interview with his brother, which took place at Buckingham Palace on the afternoon of Thursday 14 September, his second afternoon in England.


Even this meeting had not been arranged without difficulty, and had required ‘long and rather boring discussions’33 through the intermediary of Monckton. It was only made possible by the exclusion of women. Monckton drove up to the Palace with the Duke, who had not seen London since 3 December 1936, when he had left the capital as soon as the Abdication crisis had become public.


King and ex-King were together for an hour. The meeting seemed to go well – so far as it went. The King later described it as ‘Very friendly’ and without recriminations,34 the Duke as ‘cordial enough’.35 They discussed the alternative war jobs the Duke had been offered. The Duke expressed a preference for the civil defence post (as Assistant Regional Commissioner for Wales) over the staff liaison post (with No. 1 British Military Mission in France). He had a deep feeling for Wales, and a modest doubt as to whether he knew enough of the changes in the art of war to make a successful staff officer. The King seemed to agree, but added that there was no hurry about making a decision. ‘Let’s see how things go,’ he concluded vaguely. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll discuss your ideas with the Government.’36 They came downstairs together. The King went over to the waiting Walter Monckton and said: ‘I think it went all right.’ Monckton afterwards repeated this to the Duke, who said that it had been all right because, on Monckton’s advice, he had kept off contentious subjects.37


They were not to see each other again for more than six years. Nor did the Duke see any other member of his family in September 1939. The Duchess urged him to get in touch with his mother; but Queen Mary, who upon the outbreak of war had retired to Gloucestershire with her staff of fifty-five, had no wish to see him. He was equally unable to meet his favourite and beloved brother Prince George Duke of Kent, whom he was never to see again.


The following morning – Friday – the Duke motored to London again for a round of appointments with members of the Government. His first call was on Winston Churchill at the Admiralty, his staunch supporter in 1936, the one man in power who had done something to welcome him back to England. The Duke afterwards wrote:






I was well aware that he frowned upon my seeing Hitler and did not agree with my Verdun broadcast, though he never doubted my motives. But now he said: ‘We are all in this together, aren’t we?’ My answer was: ‘Of course. That is why I have come back to England.’ Winston’s face lit up and he exclaimed: ‘And we all want you back!’38








Next he called at 10 Downing Street to pay his respects on Neville Chamberlain. This meeting was less cordial, in fact decidedly ominous.






… In that dour, unsmiling presence I became sensible of a shadow falling once again over my personal situation. A pile of letters lay on the Prime Minister’s desk, close to his hand. No mention was made of them at first. I explained that the King had discussed war jobs with me and that I was prepared to take whatever was offered. Mr Chamberlain for his part said he would do all he could to help me. Then, with an embarrassed clearing of the throat, he suggested that I might wish to give thought to a certain unfortunate aspect of my circumstances that was troubling him. Reaching for the pile of letters, he said: ‘Here, by the way, is a fair sample of the kind of letters I have been getting from people who – well – don’t want you back.’ He paused. ‘They are mostly anonymous,’ he went on.


Did he expect me to read them while he watched? Perhaps even read them back to him? I did not give them a glance. ‘I get some too,’ I said, ‘not all anonymous.’ Mr Chamberlain did not seem to hear. With the war scarcely a fortnight old, he was clearly a broken man, the first casualty of the collapse of the Munich illusion which he had fostered. He had lost out. But then, I realized finally in that famous office, so had I.39








At four o’clock the Duke called at the War Office to see the Secretary of State, Leslie Hore-Belisha. It was there that he became aware of the reason for the Prime Minister’s nervousness.


The post in Wales for which the Duke had expressed a preference had been withdrawn overnight by the King, without explanation.40 The Duke would therefore be sent back to France at the earliest opportunity as a member of the Howard-Vyse Mission. For the duration of his active service he would give up his field-marshal’s baton and take the temporary rank of Major-General.


Earlier that day Sir Alexander Hardinge, the King’s (and once – to his cost – King Edward VIII’s) Private Secretary, had made it known to various members of the Government that the Duke had already agreed to this arrangement. This was untrue; but since the Duke had returned to offer his services ‘in any capacity’, he naturally had no choice but to accept it. As a palliative, the Prime Minister was ‘making enquiries’ as to whether, before going abroad, he might spend about a fortnight touring the English Commands.41


It cannot have been easy for Hore-Belisha to break this sudden news to the Duke. He retained much admiration for his former King, who regarded him as a friend. They had known each other at Oxford and during the First World War. As Prince of Wales and King, the Duke had admired Hore-Belisha’s energy and style as Minister of Transport; after the Abdication, he had also admired Hore-Belisha’s brave and often unpopular efforts at the War Office to reform the conservative army establishment. Hore-Belisha had regarded the departure of King Edward as a tragedy, and was the first member of the Cabinet to call on the Duke in exile, in Paris in September 1937. ‘I don’t believe in deserting friends,’ he told Basil Liddell-Hart.42 They had last seen each other less than a month before, when Hore-Belisha, enjoying a brief respite in the South of France from the tense atmosphere at the War Office, had called on the Duke and Duchess at La Croe.


Hore-Belisha was only one of several members of His Majesty’s Government who, while holding the Duke in warm personal regard, had no choice but to issue him with harsh official instructions. He did what he could to soften the blows. ‘I said that everything would be done to make things easy and pleasant for him and that his chauffeur would be enlisted as a soldier.’ The Duke asked if the Duchess might accompany him to the Commands; Hore-Belisha privately realized this would be difficult, but promised to see what could be done. He arranged to send the Director-General of Army Medical Services to discuss with the Duchess her plans to turn La Croe into a convalescent home (though the Duke said he would want her to be with him in Paris). He accompanied the Duke to the door of the War Office, where they parted with a warm handshake.


The following day, Hore-Belisha had two extraordinary audiences with the King, which he recorded in his diary.43






16th September 1939


The King sent for me at 11 a.m. He was in a distressed state. He thought that if the Duchess went to the Commands, she might get a hostile reception, particularly in Scotland. He did not want the Duke to go to the Commands in England. He seemed very disturbed and walked up and down the room. He said the Duke never had any discipline in his life….


2.30 p.m. I went to Buckingham Palace with Ironside. HM remarked that all his predecessors had succeeded to the throne after their predecessors had died. ‘Mine is not only alive, but very much so.’ He thought it better for the Duke to proceed to Paris at once.








Hore-Belisha now faced a heavy task.






3 p.m. The Duke came to the War Office. He expressed his pleasure at going to the Commands in England and making contact with the soldiers. I pointed out that when a soldier was given an appointment, he invariably took it up without delay. I explained that the troops were moving about, the secrecy involved, and that the Duke’s presence would attract attention. It would create an excellent impression with the public, I said, if the Duke showed readiness to take up his appointment at once; that Howard-Vyse was impatiently waiting for him in Paris. The Duke appreciated all the arguments and expressed agreement….








Hore-Belisha was in a state of great emotion, he wrote, as he took his former King to see General Ironside, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, who would give him his instructions.


Once instructed, the Duke returned to Hore-Belisha to ask for three favours: whether he might have Metcalfe as his equerry, whether he might wear his decorations on his battledress, and whether he might have his Honorary Colonelcy of the Welsh Guards restored to him. ‘He had ascertained that they wanted him back again,* and said he would like this.’ Hore-Belisha saw no problem about the first two requests; but as for the third, he could only say that he did not appoint Honorary Colonels of Regiments, and that the Duke would have to speak to the King. When Hore-Belisha saw the Duke out, a small crowd had collected outside the War Office. ‘They gathered round his car and cheered him as he drove away. He seemed very pleased, smiled and raised his hat.’ The unhappy Minister then rang the Palace ‘to reassure the King that the interview had been satisfactory’.


While the Duke was in Whitehall that afternoon, the Duchess was waiting for him at Lady Alexandra’s London house, 16 Wilton Place, from where she wrote to her Aunt Bessie. She described their journey to England and the atmosphere of London – ‘not as deserted as Paris, but gas masks and air raid shelters everywhere – an unreal world’. She continued:






The Duke is going as a member of the British Military Mission to Paris – a very interesting job. He is temporarily dropping the rank of Field Marshal for that of Major-General for the war. We shall be here for a month while he looks at the different training centres etc – we shall go to the North and to Scotland. We will find some place outside of Paris to stay and later on I shall open La Croe as a convalescence [sic] home as the War Office is keen on the idea I believe and the Duke can come from time to time. It is too young a war to predict what is going to happen – the main thing to hope is that it won’t be a long one….








She broke off, and later concluded:






Since starting this letter the Duke has come back and we are not going north but are off to France. It is useless to make plans as they are unmade the next moment.


All love and don’t worry,


WALLIS








The Duke had been in England for less than four days; and now he was being asked to leave the country forthwith. It was only forty-eight hours since the King had assured him that there would be no hurry about settling his wartime role. It was just a week since The Times had written: ‘No one could dream of the Duke’s absence from England at a time in which absence would become intolerable exile, or suppose for a moment that anything would be lacking on the Government’s part to speed the fulfilment of his dearest and most urgent wish.’ Now there was nothing in The Times, save for a hidden two lines some days later, far from the Court Circular, to say that he had been gazetted Major-General and would shortly be proceeding to a post abroad.44


In fact they stayed another thirteen days. This was the time it took for the Duke to receive what turned out to be somewhat complicated military instructions, and to sort out his staff and uniforms and other necessary matters.


Most days they motored up to London, where they set up headquarters in the dust-sheeted sitting-room at Wilton Place. ‘All business is transacted from this ridiculous house,’ wrote Lady Alexandra. ‘Clerks, secretaries, War Office officials, hairdressers, bootmakers, tailors, with a sprinkling of friends stream in & out. They have sandwiches and tea from a thermos for refreshment.’45 They had to return to the country before each afternoon was out, to avoid the black-out.46


The Duke was often cheered in the streets. He received, and somehow attempted to reply to, several thousand letters, all but six per cent of them favourable.47 With no let-up in the silence and ice from the Palace, there were moments when the Duchess saw his face ‘set itself into a mask barely concealing his deep-smouldering anger’.48 But he was determined to make the best of things and serve so far as he could, and for the most part he radiated perfect good grace.


One afternoon they drove out to Sunningdale for a nostalgic visit to the Fort, which his brother had once promised would be his house when he returned to England. ‘The lawn was overgrown; the garden in which we had spent so many happy hours together had become a mass of weeds; and the house itself, shuttered, damp and dark, was slowly decaying.’49 It was a sad visit.


They saw a few friends. The good and kind Lady Colefax, whose table they had so often enjoyed before the Abdication, gave a luncheon for them in Lord North Street, for which she mustered Victor Cazalet, Jan Masaryk, Harold Nicolson, Bruce Ogilvie, H.G. Wells and G.M. Young.*50 ‘He is dressed in khaki with all his decorations and looks grotesquely young,’ Nicolson wrote in his diary. ‘I have seldom seen the Duke in such cheerful spirits and it was rather touching to witness their delight at being back in England. There was no false note.’51


That was on 27 September. Two days later, accompanied by Metcalfe and Captain Purvis of the Howard-Vyse Mission, they sailed from Portsmouth on the destroyer Express. They arrived in Cherbourg towards dusk after a rough journey in a heavy sea. A party of officers from the Mission were on the quayside to meet them. They headed for Paris, stopped the night on the road, and arrived the next day at their chosen residence, a hotel at Versailles, where the Duchess remained while the Duke proceeded with the others to Mission Headquarters near Vincennes, to report to General Howard-Vyse for duty.
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The new HQ to which Major-General HRH the Duke of Windsor reported on 30 September 1939 was situated in the suburb of Nogent-sur-Marne east of Paris, a mile and a half from the French Grand Quartier Général at the Château de Vincennes. It consisted of three houses standing in a park which had once been used for the breeding of tame pheasants, one containing living quarters, another offices and the third the officers’ mess. These facilities were shared by two separate establishments – No. 1 Military Mission responsible to General Ironside at the Imperial General Staff, consisting of some dozen officers and thirty other ranks under the command of Major-General Sir Richard Howard-Vyse, and a much smaller Inter-Service Mission, led by Lieutenant-Colonel Harold Redman, responsible to General Ismay and the Chief of Staffs Committee of the War Cabinet. The Duke, though only attached to the Howard-Vyse Mission, played a full part in the life of the common mess, and soon became well-known to all members of both Missions who frequented it.


If the Abdication had created deep differences of opinion throughout the British Army – some regarding the departing monarch with bitter resentment, others with almost Jacobite nostalgia – the Duke of Windsor appears to have aroused remarkably unanimous opinions among his fellow-officers at Nogent-sur-Marne. ‘We accepted HRH at once,’ writes Brigadier G. M. O. Davy, the Howard-Vyse Mission’s sometime Chief of Staff.1 Lord Coleridge, a member of the Inter-Service Mission, remembers him as ‘amusing, kind, courteous and talkative’ and ‘wishing he were given more to do’.2 Roland Vintras, an RAF intelligence officer who amongst other things ran the two Missions’ London-Paris air service, found him ‘charming, friendly as well as alert and deeply interested in his appointment’.3 General Sir Harold Redman recalls:






HRH was in every way friendly to US all. He was not at all ‘royal’, nor expecting deference, but was very much a fellow member of the mess. He talked simply and freely, of his travels when the occasion arose, but never monopolizing the conversation. Of course we all treated him with great respect. We liked him, and he seemed to understand this, and to respond.4








Redman adds: ‘With General Howard-Vyse there to show us the form, we could hardly have gone very wrong!’ For, most important of all, the Duke got on well with his new Commanding Officer. Howard-Vyse (known on account of his large ears and Australian service as ‘Wombat’) was eleven years his senior, and a cavalry officer of the old school. Though certainly not one of the great military brains of the Second World War, he was charming and discreet, and it was largely his achievement that such good relations existed between the British and French General Staffs up to May 1940. Some people who happened to know both men – such as Lady Alexandra Metcalfe – predicted trouble between them. It was known that Howard-Vyse had received special instructions from the Palace on how the Duke was to be ‘kept under control’, and thought that the ex-King might resent such submission to a mere major-general. Vintras writes:






Much has been made of this apparently humiliating situation, but from my own very close personal observations, I am sure the Duke was not in the least worried by it… Howard-Vyse was his most perfect host and there was never any friction between them – except on one occasion when HRH took advantage of the fact that, while his Army rank was merely temporary, he was still effectively a Marshal of the Royal Air Force.5








In the Duke, Howard-Vyse found not only a likeable but an eager officer. ‘HRH was desperately keen to make a really valuable contribution to the war effort in any way that he could be allowed to,’ writes Redman, ‘and he went to infinite pains and efforts to do so.’6


What was the purpose of the Howard-Vyse Mission? Even today, this remains something of a mystery. There is virtually nothing about it in Professor F. H. Hinsley’s classic on wartime intelligence. Only a dribble of its archives are to be found in the Public Record Office. Its war diary appears to have disappeared altogether.7 Officially it was the main channel of communication between General Ironside, the CIGS in London, and General Gamelin, the French Commander-in-Chief at Vincennes, particularly in matters of intelligence and security. It acted as the main ‘behind the lines’ liaison, liaison with the French armies in the field being provided by No. 2 Military Mission under Brigadier J. du R. Swayne, situated twenty miles down the Marne at La Ferté by the headquarters of General Georges who directed operations at the front. The continued mystery and confidentiality undoubtedly lies in the fact that the main purpose of both No.1 and No.2 Mission was in reality to spy on the French, who were unwilling to give their allies more than the sketchiest details about their armies, fortifications and defence plans. It was the great failure of the Missions that they never made London fully aware of the great unpreparedness of the French Army – though it was not for want of trying, and they did deliver a number of important warnings which went unheeded in London, notably a report of December 1939 which bore the Duke of Windsor’s signature. At the start of the war it was their task to find out how secure were the French defences on either side of the British Expeditionary Force along the Belgian frontier, and how ‘impregnable’ was the Maginot Line – that mysterious chain of fortifications which occupied a religious place in French military thinking and which no Englishman had yet seen – along the German frontier.


In the second week of September Howard-Vyse and his staff were wondering how on earth to go about this difficult and delicate task, when they learnt to their surprise that the Duke of Windsor was being attached to their Mission. They were not slow to realize the tremendous intelligence possibilities presented by this news. ‘At last,’ recalls Davy, ‘we were given a heaven-sent opportunity of visiting the French front.’8 Royalism remained strong in the French Army, and the Duke in particular remained immensely popular from 1914–18 days. Might he not be allowed to see those things prohibited to the scrutiny of other British military personnel? With his secretive nature, his reasonable military experience and his famous charm he might be well suited to intelligence work, of which, on the other hand, few would suspect him. Howard-Vyse went to London to discuss such possibilities with Ironside, who agreed to propose the Duke to the French as his personal liaison officer with the French armies in the field.


The French, indeed, suspected nothing. On 19 September, after seeing Ironside and Howard-Vyse, the French Military Attaché in London, General Lelong, wrote to Gamelin at Vincennes:






The Assignment of the Duke of Windsor to the Howard-Vyse Mission (see my telegram No. 490/S) is a matter of pure expediency. They do not quite know what to do with this encumbering personage, especially in England; but they do not wish it to be said that he is sitting on his hands. They have therefore found a way out through Howard-Vyse, who is not too proud of the fact. General Ironside has told Howard-Vyse to see you about how the Duke might be employed. He is determined to give the thing a try, even though you may eventually have to tell him frankly that the situation is absurd and cannot go on.9








It was an ingenious appeal to French chivalry. It was almost inevitable that the French General Staff should react: ‘So the perfidious English are trying to get rid of their Prince by asking us to give him some work to do. Very well then! We shall show them the fit and proper way to treat such a man.’ Having asked if the French might arrange for the Duke to make a series of front-line tours, Howard-Vyse reported to London with evident satisfaction on 21 September that ‘General Gamelin has no objection to the Duke of Windsor going anywhere in the French zone, which is a great relief to me.’10


The Duke’s position was now thoroughly paradoxical. The original idea in sending him off to the Vincennes Mission was to get him out of England and give him some nominal war work to do, and above all to keep his profile low. And here he was in an important secret job – in the course of which he was liable to receive considerable glamorous publicity and be made a tremendous fuss of by the French! What worried official (and especially Palace) circles most, as they observed the threatened ruin of their plans to efface the Duke, was that his front-line tours would bring him into regular contact with the British Expeditionary Force, where he might recover his old popularity with the troops. General Brooke noted in his diary that Howard-Vyse ‘has instructions to guard against his endeavouring to stage any kind of “come back” with the troops out here!’11 – and the original instructions, indeed, were to confine the Duke to visiting French forces, and prevent him from going near the British Sector at all.12 But would this be possible? Would it not be totally ridiculous (and make an appalling impression on the French) if the Duke – the only Englishman with a free run of the French Army – were to be prohibited by his own countrymen from going near the British Army?


The powers that be had little time, those last days of September 1939, to consider the absurdity of the position in which they had placed both Howard-Vyse and the Duke. Poland having capitulated on the 28th, armed confrontation in the West was believed to be imminent. Few suspected the months of demoralizing inactivity to come. There seemed no time to lose, if one were to make use of the Duke to inspect the French armies.


The first ten days of October were busy and happy ones for the Duke. On Monday the 2nd he was formally introduced into the Mission’s mess, and went off to meet Gamelin at Vincennes, which was a great success. On Tuesday he went with Howard-Vyse to see General Georges at the French Operational HQ at La Ferté; Swayne described the visit as ‘very satisfactory’,13 and it was agreed that the Duke should tour part of General Billotte’s First Army Group (facing the Belgian frontier) at the week-end. From Georges, the Duke heard the French view of the current military situation:14






(a) They are confident that their troops in front of the Maginot Line will not get pinned.


(b) If the Germans are rash enough to make a large scale attack against the Maginot Line, they would welcome it.


(c) They are still without precise indications of an attack through the Low Countries.…


A week ago General Gamelin seemed quite positive that a decisive battle was imminent….








The next day – Wednesday – he lunched with Gamelin and his staff. ‘HRH was wonderful at lunch got everything going well and everyone talking and laughing etc.,’ wrote Metcalfe to Lady Alexandra. ‘He really is 1st class at something like this.’15 The success of the lunch created the best possible atmosphere for the coming tour.


Thursday – a day of hectic preparations – saw an unfortunate occurrence which indirectly brought the Duke an unexpected stroke of luck. In view of the ulterior purpose of his tours, he was to be accompanied on each of them by an experienced intelligence officer from the Mission in the guise of an aide-de-camp. The officer originally selected for this duty was Captain Purvis; but Purvis was seriously injured in a car crash that Thursday, and his place was taken by the Mission interpreter, Captain Count John de Salis – a delightful secret service diplomatist with cosmopolitan aristocratic connections who, by an extraordinary coincidence, had known the Duchess (then Mrs Earl Winfield Spencer) while attached to the Washington Embassy in the early 1920s.16 ‘One of the most amusing men I have ever met,’ writes Vintras, ‘and a perfect foil for the Duke, together, in their tours of the French Army, they made themselves tremendously popular.’17 The brilliant and subtle de Salis also provided an amusing contrast to the earthy and explosive Fruity Metcalfe, who remained on the Duke’s staff even though his master was unable – in spite of frequent efforts – to get him an official position either as his equerry or as a member of one of the Missions. ‘Not an enormously popular officer,’ recalls Lord Coleridge of Fruity.18 Vintras found him ‘fractious and eccentric’, and recalled an occasion when Metcalfe, due to fly to London on the Mission plane, ‘angrily refused to wear a parachute in accordance with the regulations on the grounds that to do so was cowardice, and so got left behind fuming on the tarmac.’19 But one should not underestimate Metcalfe’s loyalty, or his value to the Duke both as an aide and a friend until their final quarrel in May 1940. Though no one could accuse him of brilliance, his letters to his wife published in 1974 show him to have been a man of keen if bluff observations.


Accompanied by Metcalfe and de Salis, the Duke set out on his first tour of the front on Friday 6 October. After a visit to General Billotte, the French group commander, they called at British GHQ near Arras, where they saw the British Commander-in-Chief Lord Gort, his Chief of Staff Major-General Pownall, and his ‘Chief Liaison Officer’ the Duke of Gloucester.* Howard-Vyse had insisted on this call, in spite of Palace apprehensions;20 it was brief, but the Duke of Windsor stayed to tea and made the best of impressions. Pownall wrote in his diary:






He was nice and agreeable and spoke very intelligently. There is, for the moment at any rate, an ‘inhibition’ against his going round troops, indeed I believe he was not supposed to come to GHQ, but we can’t help saying ‘yes’ if we are told he is coming.21








‘Everyone there was delighted to see HRH and the visit could not have gone better,’ wrote Metcalfe. ‘It was very important to HRH as you can well imagine.’22 Cheered by this start, they proceeded to visit the French armies on the right of the British Sector. On Saturday they toured General Blanchard’s First Army occupying the central part of the front facing Belgium – a terrain which brought back vivid memories of 1914; and on Sunday they saw part of the Détachements d’Armée des Ardennes further to the right – later to go down in the darkest annals of French military history under the accursed name of the Ninth Army.


Like the Howard-Vyse Mission itself, the Duke’s tour (indeed every one of his tours) was both a public exercise in Anglo–French relations and a secret exercise in British military intelligence. On the first count, it could not have been more successful. ‘HRH was all through absolutely delightful company,’ wrote Metcalfe. ‘No one could have been a more lively or amusing companion. How we laughed at many incidents and at some of the French generals I’m afraid.’23 Calling at No.2 Mission on Sunday evening, the Duke expressed himself delighted at the reception the French had given him.24 But he had not forgotten the ulterior purpose; and back at HQ he got down with de Salis to writing his secret report.


A few words must be said about these reports, which constitute an important source in the history of the Western Front during the Phoney War. Though all bear the Duke’s signature and are accompanied by a personal letter from him to Ironside, he did not compile them alone; he received expert assistance both in the investigations at the front and the writing-up afterwards. He could hardly have been expected to understand on his own all the latest developments in the art of war, or grasp the full significance of complex technical facts. Some of the prose (marked by characteristic expressions and punctuation) is certainly his own, but much of it derives from more skilled pens than his. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that the reports represent in large measure the Duke’s own observations and conclusions. He also reported orally to Swayne at La Ferté and sometimes to members of Gort’s staff, and where notes were taken of these verbal accounts they are in the same sense as the subsequent written reports. He also expressed the same fears and doubts in his private conversation and correspondence of the period, and recalled them publicly after the fall of France.*


The Duke’s first report of 10 October 193925 was of great importance to the British Army in France (the army the Duke was not allowed to see). The long low-lying part of the Belgian frontier was considered to be the weakest link in the French defensive chain; out of deference to the Belgians (who until 1937 had been France’s military allies) the Maginot Line had not been extended to cover it, and no attempt had been made to fortify it at all until shortly before the outbreak of hostilities. In the first six months of so-called war the efforts of the Allies were overwhelmingly concentrated on securing this vulnerable front, which had earlier in the century been the scene of such carnage and where it was everywhere believed the enemy would again launch their principal attack. (No attention on the other hand was paid to the mountainous frontier with southern Belgium and Luxemburg, thought to be naturally impassable.) The BEF were charged with the defence of the particularly exposed sector around Lille, and for this purpose were under the orders of General Georges, French Commander-in-Chief for the North-East. But as they worked frantically building up the defences on their part of the front, they had but the vaguest idea of what the French themselves were doing to the south-east of them. They relied on the Duke to find out.


His report confirmed the worst fears. ‘During this tour, which covered approximately fifty miles of front-line sector, it was very noticeable that there was very little military activity of any kind, and very few troops indeed to be seen, only one Company of Infantry on the march being passed.’ And yet the work to be done was immense. Most field works were only half-finished, and where they had been completed ‘there is little or no attempt at concealment’. A minefield ‘appeared to have been put there simply for show’ and ‘could be seen fifty yards away’. The main fortified positions had ‘no camouflage of any kind’ and showed ‘no evidence whatever of any kind of secondary works’. Worse, ‘no effort whatsoever is being made against the possibility of hostile air reconnaissance.’ Anti-tank defences were utterly inadequate – ‘could easily be breached at any point by a direct hit’ – and anti-tank crews seemed quite untrained: one of them was asked by the Duke to demonstrate the loading of their gun and took over a quarter of an hour.


After the débâcle, the Duke spoke of one particular experience during this tour which had convinced him that there was something hopelessly wrong with the whole French military machine not only physically but morally.26 As he put in his report: ‘Wiring, against infantry, coincides in location with anti-tank obstacles, so that the same bombardment would destroy both.’ When he asked why this had been done, he was told that it saved money to have as many defences as possible on the same spot. It struck him as a shocking admission, of half-heartedness as well as incompetence.
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Howard-Vyse hastened to send the report to both Ironside and Gort. ‘HRH The Duke of Windsor … has produced a valuable report on the defences, of which three copies are coming over today… I am sending a copy to Swayne for transmission to GHQ.’27 There can be no doubt of the great attention paid to it by the intelligence-starved BEF. (‘Our army knew so little of the doings of the French Army,’ writes Redman, ‘and were really glad to get the valuable, first-hand reports that HRH was able to make of them.’28) As for the strategic planners in London, they sent their polite thanks. (‘I am very glad you were pleased with the Duke of Windsor’s report,’ Howard-Vyse wrote to Ironside on 17 October. ‘He took a great deal of trouble over it, and credit is also due to de Salis.’29) But in fact it was virtually disregarded, and its lessons were totally lost on the Imperial General Staff.


‘Having made this appointment for the Duke,’ thought Vintras, ‘the authorities might at least have had the courtesy, if not the prudence, of listening to what he had to say.’30 One part of the Duke’s report which appears to have been of no interest to the intelligence staffs either at British GHQ or the War Office was the account of his tour of the Northern Ardennes in the vicinity of Revin:






The main features are the high and heavily wooded ridges which form the valley of the Meuse. It was difficult to establish what was the general system of defence… The wire entanglements are covered by machine gun fire, but in almost every case there is a very narrow field of fire, and the entanglements could easily be approached up to within a few yards under cover of the trees and very thick undergrowth. There are no anti-tank defences….31
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