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Preface to the 2012 reissue of Wallis & Edward

Wallis & Edward was published in June 1986, just a few weeks after the death (on 24 April) of its widowed co-subject the Duchess of Windsor, who had spent her last years in Paris as a bedridden invalid. It was advertised by the publishers as ‘the story the world has been waiting for’. This was no exaggeration; in 1978, after the screening of the Thames Television drama series Edward and Mrs Simpson (which had portrayed the future Duchess as a scheming adventuress), her French lawyer and spokeswoman, Maître Suzanne Blum, had caused a sensation by announcing that her client’s intimate correspondence with the sometime King Edward was going to be published, which would present her in a very different light. For the next eight years, there was intense international media speculation as to when this publishing event would occur, what it would reveal, and who the ‘editor’ would be (Maître Blum spoke mysteriously of an unnamed ‘historian’). Within days of the Duchess’s death, it was announced that Weidenfeld & Nicolson would publish a book edited by me, to be preceded by a newspaper serial in the Daily Mail. (It should be remembered that in 1986, before the lurid failures of the Queen’s children’s marriages, the Abdication was seen as the last great royal scandal, and that Edward VIII’s renunciation of the throne for love was regarded as not just one of the dramas but one of the mysteries of the twentieth century.) 

The Mail serial ran for a month. Though it did wonders for the paper’s circulation, its trivial and sensational character obscured the historical importance of the material, which revolutionised the ‘accepted’ understanding of the famous royal love-story in three main respects. Firstly, the letters between Wallis and Edward indicated that their ‘affair’ was not so much physical as in the nature of a role-playing relationship, in which she played the part of a ‘mother’, he of a little boy. Secondly, the weekly letters from the then Mrs Simpson to her aunt in Washington, which constituted a diary of the relationship, showed that she was thrilled to have become the favourite of the most glamorous bachelor in the world, but never believed the idyll would last. And finally, the letters revealed that Mrs Simpson, far from scheming to marry the King and become Queen, had to be cajoled into divorcing her then husband Ernest Simpson; and that she tried frantically to escape from the King when she realised that his desire to marry her might involve his stepping down from the throne. I fear that little of this sank in as the public were treated day after day to a diet of love letters in baby language, and that some readers of the Mail serial were put off buying the book (though it featured for some weeks as number two on the Sunday Times non-fiction list, next to the memoirs of Bob Geldof). 

I was not, in fact, the ‘historian’ Maître Blum had appointed in 1978. The honour originally went to Alain Decaux, a French television personality, recently elected to L’Académie française, who was famous for his treatment of historical love stories but knew little English history, or for that matter English. The entire correspondence had to be translated into French for his benefit. The book he wrote was polished and entertaining, but treated the subject as romantic comedy; it was not acceptable to Maître Blum, who saw the story as Shakespearean tragedy. She therefore asked me to produce an alternative work. This caused me some embarrassment, as I had assisted Decaux in the latter stages of the writing of his book.  As he had written a narrative work, I felt that all I could do was produce an edition of the letters themselves, with an introduction, commentary and notes; and it was this which appeared under my name after the Duchess’s death. (Some ten years later, Decaux’s book was published in French under the title L’Abdication.)

The long-anticipated work proved a huge international publishing sensation. Its imminence was announced on the BBC World Service news. Either the Mail serial, or the (vastly superior) American serial in People magazine, was reproduced in the press of almost every country in the world, and the book itself translated into numerous languages. The American edition was a Book of the Month Club selection. Large sums were involved, and I was popularly believed to have done extremely well out of it (though the bulk of the proceeds went to the Duchess’s heir, the Institut Pasteur). The sensation proved short-lived: by the end of the year, interest in the subject had largely evaporated. This was predictable; but what dismayed me was that the significance of the correspondence hardly seemed to have penetrated the historical consciousness – a work such as Philip Ziegler’s official life of Edward VIII, which appeared four years later, took little account of it. 

Fortunately, during the past decade, historians of the Abdication and biographers of the Windsors have finally come to appreciate the importance of the material on which this book is based; and I am therefore glad that it is being reissued a quarter of a century after its original appearance.


Michael Bloch

May 2012


PREFACE

This book relates the most celebrated love story of modern times – that of Wallis Simpson (née Warfield) of Baltimore, who became Duchess of Windsor, and Edward, Prince of Wales, who succeeded to the throne as King Edward VIII and, having abdicated in order to marry her, became Duke of Windsor. It is a story which has already been told many times and in many forms. Wallis and Edward have written their memoirs, as have many of the others involved; there have been numerous films on the subject, books by the hundred, newspaper and magazine articles by the tens of thousands. But here the tale is told with an extraordinary new intimacy, revealing a hitherto completely unknown picture. For here are the intimate letters of the lovers themselves, from the moment of their first meeting in January 1931 up to the moment they became man and wife in June 1937.

These letters – now in the ownership of the Duchess’s estate – come from two sources. First, there is the regular series of letters Wallis wrote throughout the period to her much-loved Aunt Bessie, Mrs D. Buchanan Merryman. These papers – returned to the Duchess of Windsor on Mrs Merryman’s death in 1965 at the age of one hundred – constitute a fascinating, month-by-month record of Wallis’s developing relations with the man born to be King. (Sadly, Aunt Bessie’s replies to her niece appear, with a few exceptions, to be lost.) Secondly, there is the exchange of correspondence, lovingly preserved on both sides, which took place between Wallis and Edward before, during and after his reign, and which, growing steadily in interest and importance, enables one to penetrate into the very heart of their relationship. As well as being great human documents, these letters are of considerable historical significance: in particular they illustrate the extent to which, in 1936, Wallis tried to escape from the King and so keep him on his throne.

It was the wish of the Duchess of Windsor that these letters be published upon her death. She was distressed by a number of biographies which appeared after the Duke died in 1972 giving an impression of their characters and their relations with one another which she found distorted beyond recognition. She was determined that, at the right moment, the truth should be known to the world in the form of the authentic contemporary record. In the autumn of 1975 the Duchess fell seriously ill, and it was left to Maître Suzanne Blum, her lawyer and friend, to give effect to her instructions.

I have tried to be faithful to the Duchess’s intention. I have sought not to write a new biography of her, but to present the correspondence as a coherent whole in its historical and personal context. It was necessary to edit the letters considerably, if only on grounds of space; but I have only removed what seemed dull, repetitive, unclear or legally objectionable. I do not believe I have omitted anything of real importance. I have tried to make the story tell itself, and keep the commentary to the minimum necessary to enable the reader to understand the background. Wherever possible, I have described events in the words of the Duke and Duchess rather than my own; where appropriate, I have quoted from their memoirs, while pointing out that the letters often reveal those memoirs (written in the 1950s, when there was much that could not be said and even more that had been forgotten) to be incomplete and inaccurate. I have done my best to identify the persons mentioned in the letters, most of whose names appear in no works of reference; inevitably, there are a number of cases in which my researches have failed to yield result.

I have tried to keep the letters in their original form, save where this would have made them difficult to read. In brisk personal correspondence, the Duchess paid little attention to punctuation. A kind of dash served her as a full stop, comma, hyphen or question-mark. I have tried to interpret these ubiquitous dashes according to the context; but I have respected the fact that almost all her letters, written as it were in one deep breath, consist of a single long paragraph. The Duke for his part was particularly weak in the use of the apostrophe, which he tended either to misplace (as in ‘did’nt’) or omit altogether. I have retained these errors without comment, and have indicated his occasional misspellings and ungrammatical expressions with a ‘sic’. Reading the letters published herein, one must not pass too harsh a judgement on the literacy of the Duke and Duchess. These missives were dashed out freely for the eyes of loved ones; in their more formal correspondence, they wrote with considerably more care.

In their letters to one another, Wallis and Edward use a number of curious private expressions; and in most cases the meaning of these must be left to the imagination of the reader.

I am grateful to the Duchess of Windsor’s major-domo, Georges Sanègre; to Peter Bloxham, Posy Guinness, Betty Hanley, Jim Lees-Milne, Anita Leslie, Brian Masters, Stuart Preston and Terry Sheppard; to Tony Friis and Paul Proctor of Prefis Limited, on whose new word-processing system, Book Machine, the manuscript was written; and to Andrew Best, my guide, literary agent and friend. But above all I am grateful to Maître Blum, but for whose chivalrous and unremitting efforts the Duchess’s wishes might never have been realized and this book would not have appeared in its present form.

MICHAEL BLOCH
PARIS
24 April 1986


Introduction: 1896–1930

In January 1931, Wallis Simpson, the American wife of a conventional London businessman, realized the daydream of every middle-class woman in England: in the course of a week-end country house party in the English Midlands, she was introduced socially to the great idol of the day, Edward, Prince of Wales. The encounter (which had come about through accident rather than design) was understandably thrilling for her; but there is no evidence that, on that occasion, she made any impression on the heir to the throne.

It would have been surprising if she had, for she was a very ordinary woman. At thirty-four, she was no longer young; she could not be considered beautiful; nor was she in particularly robust health. She was neither rich nor well-educated. There was nothing outstanding about her manners or conversation. She had no sporting, artistic or intellectual achievements to her name. Of politics, history, the great movements of the day, she knew nothing. For that matter, she knew remarkably little of the traditions and habits of mind of her adopted country, in which she had been living for two and a half years. Her principal daily preoccupations, as with countless other women of her time and class, were with the running of a household at a time of economic depression. Her friends (mostly American) were the wives of diplomats and businessmen. Her principal hobby was playing cards.

To be fair, she had her qualities too. She was a witty and lively woman with an original and forthright manner; she had a somewhat adventurous history, and a healthy curiosity about people and things; she possessed perfect clothes sense and food sense; and, in a modest way, she had acquired a reputation as a hostess at the modern flat which she occupied with her husband in the West End of London, in the prosperous if not especially fashionable district north of Marble Arch. There was, however, no reason why the Prince should pay the slightest attention to this unexceptional married woman into whose company he was briefly and fortuitously thrown that week-end early in 1931, save as required by good manners; nor was there any reason for her to suppose she would ever see him again.

But they did see each other again – and, as time passed, she did become the object of his attentions. By the beginning of 1932, he liked her well enough to invite her and her husband to spend a week-end at his country retreat, Fort Belvedere. By the middle of 1933 the Simpsons were regular visitors there, and could count themselves among the Prince’s circle of friends. By the middle of 1934 he had decided that she mattered more to him than anyone he had ever known. By the time he succeeded as King Edward VIII at the beginning of 1936 he had long been desperately in love with her and dependent on her, and he had become obsessed with the idea of eventual marriage to her. And at the end of that same year – in the most dramatic romantic gesture of modern times – he gave up his throne in order that they might become man and wife.

The first part of this work will trace the slow evolution of that historic relationship – through Wallis Simpson’s journal in the form of her regular letters to her aunt, and eventually through her intimate correspondence with the Prince himself. Through these vivid contemporary documents, her personality will reveal itself with extraordinary clarity. But first it is necessary to show how she became the woman that she was.

Bessiewallis Warfield (known from her infancy as Wallis) was born at Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania, on 19 June 1896, only child of Teackle Wallis Warfield and his wife Alice Montague. In spite of the accident of her ‘Northern’ birth, her background was firmly rooted in the American South. The family home was in Baltimore, a bastion of Southern sympathies and Southern life. Both her parents came from well-known Southern families: the stern Warfields had long been associated with the public life of Maryland, where they had done well in business in the nineteenth century; the Montagues, though much reduced in circumstances since the Civil War, were an old Virginia clan, noted for their wit, charm and good looks. But the two families did not get on. The Montagues regarded the Warfields as nouveaux riches. The Warfields regarded the Montagues as frivolous aristocrats. When Teackle married Alice for love in 1895, therefore, it was regarded as a mésalliance, and they received little support from their relations. This was unfortunate, for Alice Montague had no money to her otherwise distinguished name, while Teackle Warfield had few prospects since he was in an advanced stage of tuberculosis. It was hoped that the mountain air of Pennsylvania might help him; but he died only five months after his daughter’s birth, leaving his widow penniless.

It is impossible to understand the personality of the future Duchess of Windsor unless one bears in mind this background. It explains almost everything about her. All her life, she profoundly believed that, through her parents, she had inherited two conflicting strains of character: the Warfield calculating toughness and practical ability, and the Montague gentleness and joie de vivre. The two elements constantly battled within her; sometimes one would be ascendant, sometimes the other. This may have been mere imagination, but it is what she believed and it conditioned the way she thought. She was also strongly conditioned by her Southern identity and upbringing. Her flirtatiousness, her wit, her fatalism, her notions of hospitality and good living – all these were Southern characteristics, and they were deeply ingrained within her. Ingrained too was the consciousness that her ancestors had been fine people, that the circumstances of her birth, and the way of life which had been forced upon her mother, did not befit their rank. Here was the root of her ambition – a desire to avenge early struggles, to prove herself in the eyes of rich and snobbish cousins, to restore herself to a social and material level which, in her heart, she felt to be rightfully hers.

Wallis’s childhood in Baltimore was that of a poor relation. She and her mother clung to each other in a lonely and unfriendly world. They were dependent for their existence on a small and irregular allowance from Alice’s eccentric brother-in-law, the railway tycoon Solomon D. Warfield (‘Uncle Sol’). At first they lived with Wallis’s forbidding Warfield grandmother, who barely tolerated Alice; later with Alice’s elder sister, the kindly Bessie Merryman, also a widow. When Alice finally installed herself in a flat of her own, she had to take in paying dinner guests to make ends meet. She trained her daughter to laugh at adversity and make the best of things, and to master those pleasing social arts which are necessary in those dependent on the charity of others. Wallis was sent to the best local schools her mother could afford. Holidays were spent on the estate of her mother’s first cousin Lelia Montague Barnett (‘Cousin Lelia’) at Wakefield in the hunting country of northern Virginia, or on the farm of her uncle, General Henry Warfield (‘Uncle Harry’), at Timonium near Baltimore.

When Wallis was twelve, Alice married again; her new husband was John Raisin, an indolent middle-aged bachelor with a comfortable private income. Financial cares temporarily vanished, and Wallis was sent to Oldfields, a fashionable girls’ boarding-school in the Baltimore hills. Its motto was ‘gentleness and courtesy are expected of girls at all times’; like all similar establishments, its purpose was to prepare its pupils for the marriage market. Wallis seems to have been happy and popular there and formed many friendships, the closest of which was with the pretty and high-spirited Mary Kirk. But when she was not quite seventeen her stepfather died, and with him the income which had sustained the family.

Alice’s dream was that her daughter should find a well-heeled and well-born Southern husband. Though again destitute, she made sacrifices to have Wallis brought out as a debutante in the social season of 1914–15. At the exclusive Bachelors’ Cotillon at Baltimore, and the coming-out tea dance given for her by Cousin Lelia in Washington, Wallis cut a striking figure. She was not beautiful as her mother had once been, but already showed unusual poise and dress sense and knew how to make herself attractive. If somewhat coquettish, she possessed good manners and a lively, original, outgoing personality. She attracted a host of suitors, and seemed to have every prospect of making a glittering match with a suitable ‘beau’.

But fate decreed otherwise. Early in 1916, she went on an extended holiday to stay with her cousin Corrine Mustin (younger sister of Cousin Lelia), whose husband commanded a naval station in California. There she succumbed to the charms of a dashing navy aviator from Chicago, Earl Winfield Spencer. He was a Northerner, he was eight years her senior, he possessed neither wealth nor social position, and he was a mere junior grade lieutenant. For all her disappointment, Alice did not oppose the marriage. It took place that November.

Wallis’s marriage to ‘Win’ was a disaster from the start. It was not long before the seductive lieutenant proved himself to be a moody alcoholic, brutal and sadistic in his cups, and suffering from a pathological jealousy. One of his practices was to go out alone for an evening, having locked her in a room or tied her to the bed. Matters seemed to improve with America’s entry into the First World War in the spring of 1917: promoted to lieutenant-commander and put in charge of an important air training-station, Spencer sobered up for a while. It was at this period that Wallis – a commanding officer’s wife at twenty-one and seeking escape from private unhappiness – began to immerse herself in the arts of housekeeping and entertaining. With the war’s end, however, Spencer disintegrated rapidly. He was passed over on account of his intemperate habits and relegated to a desk job at the Navy Department in Washington, where he was maddened by inactivity. His wife bore the brunt of his frustrations. By the end of 1921 – after five years of torment – she could stand it no longer. After a night which she had spent locked in a hotel bathroom, she left him, determined to seek a divorce.

Both the Warfields and the Montagues were scandalized. Divorce was unheard of in either family, and socially unthinkable. Uncle Sol warned her that she would be treated as an outcast, that she could expect no help or inheritance from him. Her mother and Aunt Bessie pleaded with her. Wallis was persuaded to return to her husband; but after a repetition of familiar scenes, they agreed to separate. Wallis went to live with her mother, who had moved to Washington, and Spencer continued to allow her $225 a month out of his navy pay. ‘Whatever his faults,’ she wrote in her memoirs, ‘he was essentially a gentleman.’

For six years (1922–8) Wallis led the insecure existence of a married woman living apart from her husband – ‘a kind of female Crusoe’, as she later put it, ‘a castaway upon an emotional sea’. But these were in many ways the happiest years of her life. Having been liberated from a nightmare, she was determined to enjoy what remained of her youth. Well-bred and still attractive, with a lively and winning manner, she was soon surrounded by friends and suitors and much in demand as an ‘extra woman’ at parties of the Washington diplomatic set. She was elected to the Soixante Gourmets, an exclusive dining club whose leading light was her friend Willmott Lewis, the witty Washington correspondent of the London Times. Amidst this jolly society she developed from a lonely and suppressed young woman into a gay and amusing companion. She had at least one serious romance during this period – with Felipe Espil, the sensuous First Secretary at the Argentine Embassy (subsequently Argentine Ambassador to the United States). They discussed marriage, but Espil finally decided on a match more likely to advance his career.

In 1924, she travelled abroad for the first time, spending several weeks in Paris with her recently widowed cousin Corrine. She considered applying for a divorce there – when she suddenly received a letter pleading for a reconciliation from Winfield Spencer, now commanding an American gunboat at Hong Kong. Wallis sailed out to join him that July; but after a brief second honeymoon, he resumed his old ways – even forcing her to accompany him to the Chinese brothels he frequented – and so she left him for good. But she remained for almost a year in China; the country fascinated her, and life there was cheap for a European. In Peking she came across an old friend from navy days – the former Katherine Moore Bigelow, now married to Herman Rogers, a delightful and patrician New Yorker. Wallis joined them, and together they enjoyed several months of thrilling experiences (some of them hair-raising, China being in the throes of civil war). It was with regret that she sailed for home in the summer of 1925, after ‘what was without doubt the most delightful, the most carefree, the most lyrical interval of my youth – the nearest thing to a lotus-eater’s dream that a young woman brought up the “right” way could expect to know’. On the sea voyage she contracted a serious illness from which it took her several months to recover; this was the beginning of the nervous stomach trouble which was to plague her intermittently for the rest of her life.

Wallis was now determined to put an end to her moribund marriage. In order to take advantage of the liberal divorce laws of Virginia, she resided during 1926 and 1927 at a commercial hotel in the pleasant country town of Warrenton. It was near the estate of her Cousin Lelia, which gave her an entrée to the local society; and it was not far from Washington, where she was able intermittently to resume her social life. She also visited New York quite often, where her old schoolfriend Mary Kirk now lived with her French husband, Jacques Raffray. She got to know the Raffrays’ friends – and among them was Ernest Simpson.

Ernest was twenty-nine when he first met Wallis late in 1926, one year younger than her. His father was a British subject (said to be of Jewish origin) who had spent most of his life in America and founded a successful firm of shipping brokers with offices in New York and London; he had married an American, from whom he had long since separated, preferring the company of attractive young women. Ernest was the second child of the marriage, and a somewhat belated one; his much older sister, Maud Kerr-Smiley, had married a well-to-do British politician at the turn of the century and was a well-known figure in London society. Ernest was brought up in America, but spent long holidays in England and Europe, and was told that he would one day have to choose between his parents’ two nationalities. He chose to be British, and in 1918 abandoned his studies at Harvard in order to go to England to join the Coldstream Guards. He was commissioned in this prestigious regiment too late for service in the First World War – but it was an association of which for the rest of his life he remained inordinately proud. After the war he joined the New York office of the family shipping firm. He took an American wife, Dorothea (‘Dodie’), and had a daughter by her, Audrey; but they were not happy together, and in 1926 – after only three years of marriage – she commenced divorce proceedings against him.
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A sample of the handwriting of Ernest Simpson.

It was around this time that Ernest met Wallis at the Raffrays’ – and took to her immediately. In writing her memoirs, Wallis was always generous to Ernest, who was then still alive.



Reserved in manner, yet with a gift of quiet wit, always well-dressed, a good dancer, fond of the theatre, and obviously well-read, he impressed me as an unusually well-balanced man.… I was attracted to him and he to me.… However … the friendship was for a long time nothing more than one of those casual New York encounters between the extra man and the out-of-town woman who find pleasure in each other’s tastes.





In 1927, Wallis visited Italy and France as the companion of her Aunt Bessie, who paid for the trip out of an inheritance. As always, it was thrilling for her to see new places, and she made many new friends. She was in Paris in October when she learned of the sudden death of her Uncle Sol. In his will, that dour bachelor left the bulk of his estate – valued at five million dollars – to set up a home for indigent gentlewomen in memory of his mother. Wallis, once thought to have been his principal heiress, was bequeathed the income from a small trust fund of $15,000, to cease in the event of her remarriage.

A few weeks later – on 10 December 1927 – Wallis received her divorce decree at Warrenton. Ernest, who was about to be transferred to his firm’s London office, promptly proposed to her. To reflect upon his proposal, she accepted an invitation from her friends the Rogers to stay with them at their recently acquired villa at Cannes in the South of France.

She was in no hurry to accept him. He had been an agreeable city escort, but they were utterly dissimilar in personality and outlook. She was gay, carefree, extravagant and spontaneous; he was dull, precise, cautious and pretentious. She looked upon life as an adventure; his attitude was wholly middle class. She was agile in movement, thought and speech; he was a slow, heavy man and something of a bore. One only needs to compare their handwriting – his stiff and jerky copper-plate with its over-precise punctuation, her round free hand dashing across the page with barely any punctuation at all – to appreciate the gulf between them. But Ernest offered Wallis something she had come to value above all things – security. After five tormented years with Winfield Spencer, followed by six amusing but rootless years as a single woman, there seemed much to be said for the homely virtues and bourgeois comforts of life with the solid and predictable Ernest.

Following her stay with the Rogers at Cannes, Wallis moved to London, which she now saw for the first time. It was from there that she wrote to her mother in Washington on 15 July 1928, in a tone which can only be described as one of resignation.

Dearest Mother

I’ve decided definitely that the best and wisest thing for me to do is to marry Ernest. I am very fond of him and he is kind which will be a contrast. He has promised that I can come home once a year for a 3 months visit to see you. I decided finally Friday and we made some arrangements yesterday, so hope to have everything completed so as to be married Saturday. It is simple here, we just go to a Registry Office and the deed is done in 15 minutes. We will then have lunch with his father and small nephew aged 221 and afterwards motor to Dover the next day crossing to France – car – chauffeur. We will motor a bit in Northern France arriving Paris the 24 and be there to meet Aunt Bessie. We may motor to Barcelona and if so can take Aunt Bessie as far as Biarritz. I am so crazy to see her. Ernest’s sister is really so attractive and has been too lovely to me and introduced me to quite a lot of people. Unfortunately she goes to the hospital today for an operation so will not be able to be at the large wedding breakfast. Mummie I shall miss having you with me terribly but the second time doesn’t really somehow seem so important – and I shall come home after Christmas. I wish I could persuade Aunt B to come to London until then and return with her. London is fairly gloomy – I’m sure I shall be lonely next winter and homesick. However, I can’t go wandering on the rest of my life and I really feel so tired of fighting the world all alone and with no money. Also 32 doesn’t seem so young when you see all the really fresh youthful faces one has to compete against. So I shall just settle down to a fairly comfortable old age. I hope you just announced my marriage to Ernest Simpson of NY. Do you think necessary to send out cards? I don’t. I hope this hasn’t upset you darling – but I should think you would feel happier knowing somebody was looking after me. The heat here is appalling at the moment and it is hard to think.

[image: image]

All my love to you – and do send wishes for success this time.

WALLIS

PS I sent Uncle Harry a cable and have written a note.

Ernest then sent a telegram to Alice:


REALISE YOUR NATURAL ANXIETY WALLIS HASTEN ASSURE YOU MY GREATEST DESIRE DO UTMOST HER HAPPINESS WELFARE WILL BRING HER HOME SOON WRITING.

ERNEST





and on 21 July, Alice received another telegram:



EVERYTHING PASSED OFF SMOOTHLY SAFELY RETRANSFERRED TO MATRIMONY LOVE

WALLIS ERNEST





The marriage began under good auspices. He was in love with her; and she was conscious of ‘a security that I had never really experienced since early childhood’. They discovered that they enjoyed doing the simple things of life together. They were also blessed with prosperity. Ernest’s shipping firm was booming; and Wallis received an unexpected capital of $37,500 (in the form of American shares) from Uncle Sol’s executors, who were buying off various members of the Warfield family who had threatened to challenge his eccentric will. They were able to start life in London by renting a handsome West End town house for a year, fully furnished and staffed. Wallis found that it was cheaper to live in England than in America on an equivalent income.

London in 1928 was a bustling metropolis of over four million people, whose famous squares and parks, fine domestic architecture and imposing public buildings befitted the capital of an empire which encompassed one quarter of the world. The aristocracy (though chill winds had begun to blow about them) still lived in their great houses, and there was a large and prosperous middle class. The City, where Ernest’s firm had its offices, remained the world’s principal financial and trading centre. But London was also badly planned, dirty and overcrowded. There was misery (though traditionally assuaged by a philosophical cheerfulness) in some quarters; and in winter, heavy fogs combined with the smoke of numerous chimneys to produce notoriously disgusting atmospheric conditions.

Economically it was quite a stable time, though Britain had never recovered her trading position after the First World War, and unemployment (while modest compared with the heights to which it would soar in the 1930s) remained fairly high. There was growing industrial unrest: 1926 had seen a long coal strike and a general strike. In the aftermath of war, there had been a loosening of old-fashioned morals and a general spirit of enjoyment. It was the era of jazz, cocktails and cigarettes, of women’s emancipation and the ‘bright young things’. At the same time, however, it was quite a reactionary period: post-war governments had retained much repressive wartime legislation, and took a tough line on such matters as censorship, immigration and ‘offences concerning morals’. The times therefore represented something of a mixture between puritanism and hedonism – a paradox which will be familiar to readers of the novels of Evelyn Waugh. A Conservative Government was then in power under Stanley Baldwin, to be replaced by Socialists under Ramsay MacDonald the following year. It was popularly believed that war had been abolished by the League of Nations, the Washington Disarmament Conference, and the Locarno Pact. The Church of England was in the midst of a great campaign to consolidate its hold over its followers. The monarchy, represented by the dull and conservative King George V and Queen Mary with their life of blameless routine, was more popular than it had ever been, being regarded as a symbol of order and tradition at a time of uncertainty and change.

This was the world in which Wallis came to live on her marriage to Ernest Simpson. Although it seemed to promise her a good standard of life and a reasonably happy domestic existence, it at first seemed frightening and unfamiliar. The English struck her as cold and difficult to get to know, and hidebound by custom and tradition. She found the city ‘all cold, grey stone and dingy brick, ancient dampness and drabness, and a purposeful hurry and push in the streets’, its climate giving it an air of ‘incredible greyness and gloominess’, the fogs covering everything with ‘a sooty grey dinginess’. In time she came to admire these peculiarities of London and the English; but in the first winter of her marriage, they depressed her. And fond though she undoubtedly was of her husband, she cannot have found the early experience of life with Ernest Simpson – with his intense seriousness, clockwork routine, and characteristic insistence that they spend one evening a week going through household accounts – altogether enlivening. As she had predicted in her letter to her mother before her marriage, she felt lonely and homesick. Her sister-in-law, Maud Kerr-Smiley, tried to introduce her to English people and English ways, but Wallis found her snobbish and patronizing, and the two women did not get on.

Nor did she have much love for her parents-in-law, of whom she was obliged to see far more than she would have wished. Their marriage had long since broken down, and their anxiety to avoid each other’s company was such that they generally made a point of never being in England at the same time, the arrival of one heralding the departure of the other. In her memoirs, Wallis – doubtless having regard to the susceptibilities of her still-living ex-husband – writes of them with mild affection. In the letters which will be quoted here, however, she depicts Ernest’s father as a miserly and cantankerous old satyr, his mother as a tedious frump. Both demanded much attention; and Wallis came to resent this, and the fact that, despite their apparently ample means, they did so little to help Ernest materially.

Every week, Wallis exchanged letters with her own mother, who was now living in Washington with her third husband, Charles Gordon Allen (‘Charlie’), a minor civil servant whom she had married in 1926. Alice’s side of the correspondence has survived: barely legible, and consisting mostly of family gossip interspersed with culinary recipes, it cannot be said to be particularly interesting. It does, however, reveal three significant facts. The first is that Alice sorely missed her daughter. (‘I dreamed about you last night and was so upset as you looked so thin and badly … This worries me all the time.’) The second is that the now quite affluent Wallis was supporting her mother with regular cheques. The third is that Alice (as one might gather from the messages with which the couple had tried to reassure her in the summer of 1928) did not approve of Wallis’s marriage to Ernest, whom she had never met. Indeed, in Alice’s letters the name of Ernest is conspicuous by its absence: even her good wishes for the new year of 1929 are pointedly addressed to Wallis alone.

Wallis, however, was passionately devoted to her mother, and on hearing in May 1929 that she had suffered a stroke, crossed the Atlantic by the next boat to be at her bedside. The spectacle which awaited her was a shock: at fifty-nine, Alice, who had never known a day’s illness and had always been a gay and youthful spirit, had suddenly become an old woman and a half-blind, bedridden invalid. Wallis wished to remain with her; but Ernest pleaded with her to return, which after two months she did, satisfied that her mother’s condition was stable and that she would be looked after by Aunt Bessie. The summer which followed was an anxious one. ‘I can’t help but be sad underneath everything,’ she wrote to Aunt Bessie, ‘and I know Ernest does not find me as gay and carefree a companion as before. He is sweet and understanding and marvellous to me and realises how hard it is to be torn between two people and places …’ Meanwhile Alice’s condition deteriorated. ‘It was so terribly disappointing to get your letter tonight with its news of mummy,’ Wallis wrote to Aunt Bessie in October. ‘I feel desperate being so far away and knowing she is not getting better and wants and needs me there with her and to think of you having to bear it all alone. I don’t think I am much use here as I’m really so sad the majority of the time I’m not a fit companion.’ Wallis returned to Washington, but by the time she got there her mother was in a coma. She died at the beginning of November.

Alice’s illness and premature death was a trauma for Wallis and intensified her feelings of inner loneliness. The memory of her mother and of the sacrifices she had endured was to haunt her and to act as a spur to success in her social career. As she wrote to Aunt Bessie in April 1934, when she suddenly found herself the favourite of the Prince of Wales and sought after by the best society: ‘Wouldn’t mother have loved it all?’

It was to Aunt Bessie that Wallis now transferred her filial affections. Mrs D. Buchanan Merryman was then sixty-six. She was plump, kindly, witty and forthright; born during the American Civil War, she was the epitome of an old-fashioned Southern woman and revered by numerous friends. She lived in Washington, where since 1914 she had been employed on generous terms as companion to Miss Mary B. Adams, a newspaper heiress. It was to this worldly-wise and affectionate relative that Wallis now looked up as her guardian angel and confidante. For the next twenty years, she was to address a constant stream of letters to her, spontaneous and gossipy accounts of her life and her feelings and thoughts. Though often banal (for they relate a largely banal existence), they are fascinating documents of social history; and they eventually amount to nothing less than a diary of her slowly developing relationship with the man who would give up kingship for her.

At the end of 1929 Wallis and Ernest found a place of their own in London – Number 5, Bryanston Court, a modest but comfortable first-floor flat in a fashionable new block near the bustling shopping precincts of Oxford Street and the Edgware Road. It consisted of drawing-room, dining-room, three bedrooms and a modern kitchen, with four rooms for servants elsewhere in the building. Wallis threw herself with delight into the task of doing it up, which she did with the help of the well-known decorator Syrie Maugham, wife of the novelist. Modern colours and fabrics contrasted agreeably with a few well-chosen pieces of antique furniture. She began to collect silver, china and glass. She engaged servants: the matter of servants (now becoming less freely available) was to exercise her considerably over the next few years, as with all middle-class women in England. Her staff ultimately consisted of a chauffeur, Hughes (paid for by Ernest’s firm); her personal maid, Mary Burke; a housemaid, Agnes; an excellent Scottish parlourmaid, Mary Cain; and a cook. This was a fairly normal London household at that period for a ‘professional’ couple with an income of about £1,500 a year. Wallis was a perfectionist and an exacting mistress, though those who stayed the course received a training which served them well in their future careers.

Thus established, the Simpsons soon formed a circle of friends. It was largely drawn from the United States Embassy, where Wallis already knew a number of people from her days as a service wife and her Washington period. These included the Naval Attaché, William (‘Billy’) Galbraith, and his wife Katherine; the Air Attaché, Martin (‘Mike’) Scanlon; and the Second Secretary, Walter Prendergast. Then, in the middle of 1930, Wallis’s cousin Corrine came to live in London with her second husband George Murray, who had been appointed Assistant Naval Attaché and Galbraith’s deputy.

Most of the Simpsons’ other friends belonged to the then large American business community in London. Their only good English friends were Bernard Rickatson-Hatt, editor-in-chief of Reuters, Ernest’s old comrade-in-arms from his brief service in the Guards, and his wife Frances; and George and Kitty Hunter, a jolly couple introduced by Maud Kerr-Smiley before she and Wallis drifted apart.

By the end of 1930, Wallis had already acquired something of a reputation as a hostess among this rather limited circle. Though her flat was little different from hundreds of others of its type, she had managed to create an unusually warm and welcoming atmosphere there. She was known for her good food, and for the smooth and efficient way she ran her household. She had initiated the agreeable custom, not especially common in England, of being at home to all comers every evening at the cocktail hour – and many came.

Wallis felt infinitely happier than she had done two and a half years earlier, when she had first settled in London. But two factors marred life’s pleasant prospect. Her health was uncertain: she suffered periodic attacks from a duodenal ulcer. And the easy prosperity which had marked the early days of her marriage had vanished. Following the Wall Street Crash of October 1929, the economic crisis had arrived. Ernest’s family shipping firm found itself in serious difficulties. The American shares Wallis had inherited from Uncle Sol rapidly dwindled in value; by the time she had settled the bills of the doctors and nurses who had looked after her mother during her protracted illness, not much remained. The Simpsons’ comfortable existence, with nightly dinner parties, a flatful of servants, a car and driver, and foreign travel, was becoming increasingly difficult to sustain.

On 28 December 1930, Wallis wrote a somewhat dispirited seasonal letter to Aunt Bessie, from whom she had received a Christmas cheque. ‘You’re much too good and generous and I’m ashamed to accept any more from you. You really spoil me as much as mother did yet you know how rotten I am!’ The gift was much appreciated: for their financial situation was grimmer than ever, and Ernest’s family not disposed to help.



The best yet for Xmas cheer was a stiff letter from Mr Simpson wishing us the usual bunk and saying due to hard times he was not giving any presents this year. Really can you think of anything quite so small? I think the girl [the elder Simpson’s young French mistress] most dangerous and he’ll probably leave or give all his money to her – but the family are powerless to intervene.





She made some wry comments on the news that her stepfather Charlie was remarrying only a year after Alice’s death. Other complaints were of the London weather (‘… foul fogs and everything is getting so dirty in the flat …’) and her health: her ulcer had been causing trouble, and she feared she would have to have her tonsils out in 1931.

She concluded with the news that Benjamin Thaw, the new First Secretary at the US Embassy, would be coming to dinner the following evening. She already knew him quite well: his brother had been a navy colleague of Winfield Spencer, and she had met him during her days with the Washington diplomatic set. He would be bringing his wife, Consuelo née Morgan, and also her sister, Thelma, Viscountess Furness. Thelma, as Wallis presumably knew, had for the past three years been the mistress of the Prince of Wales.


1. Peter Kerr-Smiley, whom Wallis did not afterwards wish to know.

1. The Duchess of Windsor, The Heart has its Reasons (Michael Joseph, London, 1956); the Duke of Windsor, A King’s Story (Cassell, London, 1951).

2. Lester E. Grant (1884–1965), an American mining engineer based in London, where he was local representative of Guggenheim Bros. His wife was Roberta Hamilton. Eggnog: a rich American punch made with brandy and cream, traditionally drunk cold at the Christmas season.

3. Commander George Murray of the US Embassy, married to Wallis’s cousin Corrine who was in America at this moment.

4. Corrine’s adolescent son by her earlier marriage.

5. Reginald Andersen, a London businessman, and his American wife, Mildred.

6. Brigadier-General G. F. (‘G’) Trotter (1871–1945), Groom-in-Waiting to the Prince of Wales, 1921–36. A jovial and rakish character devoted to his master, he had lost an arm in the Boer War.

7. The well-known Washington correspondent of The Times, who had received a knighthood in the New Year’s Honours of 1931. He was a good friend of Wallis from her Washington days, as was his second wife Ethel Noyes.

8. The crack was that it had taken George v to ‘make a lady’ of Ethel.

9. George and Kitty Hunter were Wallis’s best English friends in London. She described them in her memoirs as ‘very British, very charming, and wonderful hosts. Florid, portly and hearty, George was the epitome of an English country squire; a man of means, he never had to work, so far as I could judge … Both he and Kitty, having travelled widely, knew as much about food as any amateurs I have had the good fortune to meet.’

10. Presentation at Court – a curtsey to the sovereign wearing formal dress – was a picturesque ceremony which, up to the Second World War, marked the official admission of a debutante into London Society. It was necessary to be sponsored by a woman who had herself been presented. Divorced women had once been ineligible, but could now be presented provided they could show they had been the innocent party.

11. Mrs Sterling Larrabee, a friend who lived near Warrenton where Wallis had received her divorce.

12. Through her aunt, Wallis had returned some furniture to her previous husband, Winfield Spencer, who had recently remarried.

13. Wallis’s old schoolfriend, somewhat loosely married to her French husband, Jacques (‘Jackie’) Raffray.

14. A spending spree of the previous summer, when Aunt Bessie was holidaying on the Continent with the Simpsons.

15. Major-General Charles Sackville-West, 4th Baron Sackville (1870–196z), and his second wife Anne Meredith, an American actress. Uncle of the writer Vita Sackville-West, Charles Sackville had succeeded to the title and to the Knole estate in Kent in 1928.

16. Formerly Lady Curzon’s kitchen-maid, Mrs Ralph proved herself under Wallis’s guidance to be an outstanding cook.

17. Ernest’s aged father had shocked his children and his estranged wife by taking a young French mistress.

18. A friend of Aunt Bessie whose brother was to become US Consul-General in London. An enormous woman, she was the mistress of the war correspondent Ashmead Bartlett.

19. The American wife of Shane Leslie, the eminent Irish eccentric and man of letters.

20. Wallis’s stepfather, Charles Gordon Allen.

21. Thelma’s twin sister, the widowed Gloria Vanderbilt, who was to be involved three years later in the most famous custody case of American history.

22. Nada, Countess Torby, morganatic daughter of the Grand Duke Michael of Russia. She had married George, 2nd Marquess of Milford Haven, the brother of Lord Louis Mountbatten.

23. The Simpsons’ parlourmaid.

24. A well-known restaurant of the period with a gipsy orchestra.

25. Married to a daughter of Wallis’s Cousin Lelia.

26. Wife of a Derbyshire landowner.

27. A rich American from the Deep South, married to an Anglo-Argentine and prominent as a London hostess. Her parties were attended by the Prince of Wales.

28. Wallis’s old flame from Washington days. See above, page 20.

29. Walter Prendergast (born 1898), Second Secretary at the United States Embassy. A good-looking, bridge-playing bachelor.

30. The annual pageant at the military camp of Aldershot in Hampshire.

31. A village on the Thames not far from London, with a well-known hotel.

32. Edwina, the rich and glamorous wife of Lord Louis Mountbatten, who was rarely seen with her husband at this period.

33. An old schoolfriend of Wallis from a well-known North Carolina family.

34. Probably William Kissam Vanderbilt 11 (1878–1944), a first cousin of Gloria’s late husband.

35. Ernest’s previous wife, Dorothea, who lived in America with their daughter, Audrey.

36. An American variety of bread-roll, similar to a doughnut in appearance and to Yorkshire pudding in taste and consistency.

1. But in her memoirs, the Duchess wrote that she only entertained the Prince for the first time in July 1933 – an indication of how her memory, jogged only by the sight of her old engagement books, was often at fault in matters of detail.

2. Wallis had kept on driver and car out of her own small income.

3. The Republican aluminium tycoon and former Treasury Secretary Andrew W. Mellon was appointed Ambassador to London early in 1932 in succession to General Dawes, but recalled a year later after President Roosevelt’s election.

4. Colonel John Beresford, 5th Baron Decies (1866–1944), a roguish Irish peer.

5. Captain Arthur L. Bristol USN, who had succeeded Galbraith as principal Naval Attaché at the US Embassy.

6. A fashionable international aesthete, whose house near Tunis with its collection is now a museum. A curious friend for Ernest to have.

7. Prohibition was still in force at this time.

8. Ernest’s firm of shipping brokers, Simpson, Spence & Young.

9. Built in the fourteenth century, Knole had once been the residence of the Archbishops of Canterbury. Cranmer had been the last archbishop to live there before the estate was confiscated by the Tudors and granted by them to the Sackvilles.

10. A Bohemian of the period, the daughter of a South African Jewish millionaire.

11. Aunt Bessie’s address in Washington was 1911 R Street.

12. Harry Hays Morgan (1860–1933), late of the US Consular Service, father of Consuelo, Thelma and Gloria.

13. ‘Mike’ Scanlon’s girlfriend Gladys Kemp, whom he was shortly to marry.

14. An extract of deadly nightshade, then used in medicine as a sedative.

15. Robert Frazer, whose sister was Aunt Bessie’s friend, was appointed US Consul-General in London in November 1932.

16. Still prohibited, though F. D. Roosevelt, who had just been elected to the presidency, was pledged to repeal the Eighteenth Amendment.

1. A handsome Irish cavalry officer whom the Prince had met in India in 1922 and taken an enormous liking to, and who had served for a time as his equerry. He had married a daughter of Lord Curzon.

2. The Prince of Wales’s brother ‘Bertie’ (the future King George VI) and his wife Elizabeth (the present Queen Mother).

3. In 1929, in connection with her mother’s illness and death.

4. Two accurate predictions.

5. Alfred Edward Matthews (1869–1960), English character actor known for his gentlemanly roles in popular plays and films.

6. Walter E. Tittle (1883–1966), the fashionable portrait artist from Springfield, Ohio.

7. Probably her old friend Jack Warner, the movie mogul.

8. John Cooper Wiley (1893–1967) of the US Foreign Service, subsequently US Ambassador to Portugal, Iran, etc.

9. The London Conference – the brainchild of the late President Hoover – lasted from early June to mid-July and was to discuss the stabilization of exchange rates. There was a huge American delegation, accompanied by numerous lobbyists and journalists.

10. Wife of the inventor Kenelm Guinness, of the famous brewing family. In her memoirs, Wallis describes her as ‘an old friend, young, blond, vivacious and pretty’.

11. Warren Delano Robbins (1885–1935), a well-born American diplomatist. Minister to El Salvador, 1928–30; Chief of Protocol at State Department, 1931–3; Minister to Canada from 1933 until his early death.

12. Bemardo Rolland, Counsellor at the Spanish Embassy.

13. A Chicago heiress.

14. A. Atwater Kent (1873–1949), the famous wireless inventor and manufacturer, and his son of the same name.

15. Raymond E. Cox (born 1893), First Secretary at the US Embassy.

16. Butler at the Fort.

17. Rose Coleman, a friend of Aunt Bessie, had died in March 1929, leaving her a legacy of $10,000.

18. ‘Cousin Lelia’ always refers to the mother; ‘Lelia’ on its own to the daughter.

19. A further association was that Newbold Noyes (1892–1942) was editor of the Washington Evening Star, the principal shareholder in which was Aunt Bessie’s employer Miss M. B. Adams.

20. Newhold’s wife Alexandra Ewing, whom he had married in 1915 and by whom he had three children.

21. Lelia’s husband Bob Dickey.

22. A friend of Wallis who was pseudonymously to write a book about her just before the Abdication under the title Her Name was Wallis Warfield.

23. Maud’s dissipated son, Peter Kerr-Smiley.

1. Probably the flat of their friend Javier ‘Tiger’ Bermejillo, Second Secretary at the Spanish Embassy.

2. A friend Tamar had made in South America, famous for her needlework.

3. Double Exposure, a Twin Autobiography by Gloria Vanderbilt and Thelma Lady Furness (Frederick Muller, London, 1959).

4. Probably a reference to the Prince’s forthcoming tours of distressed areas to further the work of the Social Service Council.

5. A form of social protest whereby columns of unemployed workmen made their way on foot across the country amidst widespread publicity, relying for food and shelter upon wayside charity. A large march – the first since I














































































































































	Your obedient servant	BESSIE L. MERRYMAN
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