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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

The leading royal princes and their wives have several titles and for ease of reference these are set out below.

House of Windsor

George VI (r. 1936–52)

known as HRH the Duke of York (1920–36)

born as Prince Albert (1895)

married Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon

who became Queen Elizabeth (1936–52)

HRH the Duke of Windsor (1936–72)

who was Edward VIII (January–December 1936)

born as Prince Edward (1894)

known as David or D by his family

married Wallis Simpson

known as the Duchess of Windsor (1937–86)

HRH the Duke of Gloucester (1928–74)

born as Prince Henry (1900)

married Lady Alice Montagu-Douglas-Scott

known as HRH the Duchess of Gloucester (1935–2004)

HRH the Duke of Kent (1934–42)

born as Prince George (1902)

married Princess Marina of Greece and Denmark

known as HRH the Duchess of Kent (1934–68)

Notable German descendants of Queen Victoria during the Second World War

House of Hesse

Prince Philipp of Hesse (1896–1980)

great-grandson of Queen Victoria

married Princess Mafalda, daughter of King Victor Emanuel of Italy

Prince Christoph of Hesse (1901–43) great-grandson of Queen Victoria

married Princess Sophia of Greece and Denmark

House of Saxe-Coburg

Charles Edward, Duke of Saxe-Coburg & Gotha (1884–1954)

grandson of Queen Victoria

Additional characters: friends or associates of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor

Betty Lawson-Johnston

American high-society friend of the Dukes of Kent and Windsor, married to British businessman and philanthropist, Ormond Lawson-Johnston

Charles Bedaux

American citizen, millionaire entrepreneur, married to Fern Bedaux

Axel Wenner-Gren

Swedish citizen, millionaire creator of the Electrolux Company, owner of the world’s largest yacht

Ricardo Espírito Santo Silva

Portuguese host to the Duke of Windsor, banker and, according to British intelligence, under suspicion for involvement in Nazi money laundering

Friends or advisers to George VI

Sir John Simon, ‘The Snake’

Home Secretary 1935–7

Chancellor 1937–40

Lord High Chancellor 1940–5

The Viscount Halifax, ‘The Holy Fox’

Foreign Secretary 1938–40

British Ambassador to the United States 1940–6

Neville Chamberlain, ‘The Old Umbrella’

Prime Minister 1937–40

Franklin D. Roosevelt and Eleanor Roosevelt

President and First Lady of the United States 1933–45

And finally

Winston Churchill

Prime Minister 1940–5, 1951–5

 

Preface

In 2010 my American editor was helping his wife’s parents clear out the attic of their home in New York when he spotted a surprising signature amongst the papers – that of Wallis Simpson, the Duchess of Windsor. It soon became clear that there were dozens of letters from Wallis and other members of the royal family to my editor’s wife’s great-grandmother, a wealthy American socialite. Reading these previously unknown letters from the 1930s and 40s opened a window into a private and exclusive world, and revealed much about the royal characters, in their own words. To understand the context of these letters I wanted to know more about the wartime activities of the four sons of George V: Edward VIII, who abdicated to become the Duke of Windsor, the second son ‘Bertie’, who became George VI, and their two younger brothers, the Dukes of Gloucester and Kent.

At first sight it was striking to see just how many remarkable theories have been put forward over the decades about these four princes. Quite apart numerous claims about the Windsors’ war time dealings with the Nazis, books have been dedicated to the Duke of Kent’s mysterious plane crash in 1942, alleging he was on a special ‘Peace Mission’ to reinstate his oldest brother as king, and that his plane was shot down by British intelligence on Churchill’s orders. Even George VI has not been exempt from the speculation. But what was the truth about the four royal brothers?

My search to track down original sources began at the Royal Archives, who opened up their war time records, diaries and much of the correspondence between George VI, Kent and Gloucester and their mother, Queen Mary. This access, combined with my newly discovered letters, declassified intelligence records in the National Archives and other sources made it possible to re-examine the evidence. Regarding Kent’s plane crash alone, for example, I found previously unseen letters in the Royal Archives from Kent’s private secretary, John Lowther, written just before the tragedy, which made the conspiracy theories highly implausible. It has also been implied that Kent, supported by George VI, was eager to set up an unofficial channel of communication with their Nazi cousin, Philip of Hesse. But declassified Foreign Office files reveal just how one key meeting came about, with the encouragement of the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax.

While an unexpected transformation in the character of Kent emerges from the new records which goes a long way to vindicate him, the same cannot be said of the Windsors. Historians have long known about Windsor’s alleged Nazi dealings in Spain and Portugal in the summer of 1940, from German telegrams discovered after the war. But these telegrams are secondhand accounts between the German foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, and his representatives in Spain and Portugal and may not accurately reflect what Windsor said or did. A respected body of historical opinion has long argued that German diplomats and spies had reason to pass on to Ribbentrop what he wanted to hear and that the Duke may not have made the treacherous claims alleged in the telegrams. Could the Duke in fact be blameless?

To my delight I found declassified espionage and Foreign Office files in the National Archives that shed new light on the fateful summer of 1940 and make it possible to show what British intelligence, and in turn, Churchill and George VI, knew of the Windsors’ Nazi dealings at the time. Examining this in parallel with George VI’s War Diary and other correspondence, it is possible to build up a picture of Windsor’s betrayal during the darkest days of the Second World War and compare this with the claims made in the German telegrams. Declassified letters from ‘C’, the Chief of MI6 and letters between the Labour foreign secretary Ernest Bevin and prime minister Clement Attlee about the cover-up after the war also reveal much about the level of Allied concern about Windsor, as well as correspondence from J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the FBI and President Roosevelt. In the light of this evidence, I believe a re-evaluation of Windsor’s actions is long overdue. Detailed footnotes are provided in this book so that the reader can see for themselves the sources that have led me to this conclusion.

This book deals with much more than the private turmoil between the king and his older brother during the war. Following the lives of the four brothers provides an unexpectedly vivid perspective on the war itself. The point is often made that the royals were spared the ordeals faced by ordinary men and women and their lives did not compare. While this is true, the royal records, especially George VI’s unpublished eleven-volume War Diary, show the raw, uncensored reality in reports which George VI read daily, and what it was like living with the constant threat of imminent dangers and unknowns. But the king’s account does much more – reflecting the remarkable heroism and courage of the many British men and women that he met. The response of this island race in its finest hour to the aggression and tyranny of the enemy reflected in the king’s records proved to be deeply stirring and uplifting. Never may it be forgotten what the present owes to the past.

Deborah Cadbury

September 2015

 

Prologue

On a warm day in late May 1910, the streets below Windsor Castle were filled with crowds waiting for a sight of the gun carriage. Every window, roof top and ledge was commandeered to watch King Edward VII’s coffin complete the final stage of its journey. The late king, a once wayward youth, had become a popular monarch, ‘the Uncle of Europe’ whose contribution, especially in foreign diplomacy, was respected. Thousands had passed silently by the king’s body when it lay in state in Westminster Hall. Even larger crowds watched the magnificent royal procession along the funeral route in London. The streets of Windsor offered a last chance for a glimpse of the great monarch who was to be buried as he had lived, in unimaginable splendour, accompanied on his way by many of the crowned heads of Europe. The solemn and carefully stage-managed event would unite royal relatives from across Europe in a unique pageant.

Nine years had elapsed since the death of Queen Victoria and yet her all-pervasive influence had continued with a momentum of its own through her descendants. In her later years the great matriarch had tried to maintain royal power through the dynastic marriages of her forty-two grandchildren. Her grandchildren and great-grandchildren from her marriage to her beloved Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg formed a ‘galaxy of Emperors, Kings, Princes, Grand Dukes and Dukes’.1 By 1910, this dazzling constellation counted among their number the heirs to the British throne as well as the German Emperor, the ‘Tzar of all the Russias’, and cousins, uncles and aunts married into the royal houses of Norway, Greece, Spain, Denmark, Romania, Belgium, Portugal, Bulgaria and a myriad of princely dynasties. To the people in the streets they were the celebrities of their day. Photographs of royalty were included in family albums as a talking point, royal visitors to England were followed in newspaper reports, and on 20 May many of these commanding figures would be in the streets of Windsor.

The royal train steamed into Windsor station from London. Edward VII’s coffin was lifted onto a gun carriage and slowly the cortege, almost hidden from view by the accompanying Bluecoats, carried the king through the thronging streets to St George’s Chapel. Behind the procession of Bluecoats came nine of Europe’s monarchs, mounted on horseback, resplendent in military or ceremonial dress. To onlookers this appeared to be where absolute power resided, among the glittering plumed heads of Europe, difficult to distinguish with all the feathers and finery of their elaborate costumes. The new British king, George V, led the monarchs, followed closely by his cousin, the Emperor of Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm II, on a white horse. Behind came seven other sovereigns and their entourages: the late king’s son-in-law, King Haakon VII of Norway, his brothers-in-law, George I of Greece and Frederick VIII of Denmark, his nephew-in-law, King Alfonso XIII of Spain, and more distant cousins, King Albert I of Belgium, King Manuel II of Portugal and Tzar Ferdinand of Bulgaria. The kings were followed at a measured distance by thirty of Europe’s princes, many of them relatives, such as the late king’s nephew, Prince Charles Edward, Duke of Saxe-Coburg. Among them was the doomed heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne whose name was yet to make its mark in history: Archduke Franz Ferdinand.

The royal relations had come to pay their respects to the late king and also to take their place among the princely superstars. Even without the great matriarch that united many of them by blood, in 1910 the British monarchy was important, standing at the pinnacle of society in the largest empire the world had ever seen. The British Empire’s 11 million square miles spanned almost a quarter of the surface of the planet. Its 400 million subjects inhabited the subcontinent of India, the scorching deserts of Africa, the great forests of Canada, the distant outback of Australia, and even far-flung coral islands scattered across the Pacific Ocean. Britain’s navy straddled the globe, her ships, steel, cotton, textiles were sold across the world and fuelled the teeming prosperity of the country.

The heir to this extraordinary legacy, the late king’s grandson, fifteen-year-old Prince Edward, recognised what he would later call ‘the golden thread’ of his inheritance from his earliest years. He marched up the hill behind George V with his brother, fourteen-year-old Prince Albert, both princes dressed in their naval-cadet uniforms and required to show a dignity beyond their years. Even for the confident Prince Edward, ‘it was all rather overpowering’, bringing an awareness of the very public role that he would soon be required to fulfil.2 His mother, the new Queen Mary, considered her confident oldest son well placed to meet the expectations upon him, but his grandmother, Queen Alexandra, had her doubts, warning that he could dominate his brothers and sister, ‘laying down the law & thinking himself far superior to the younger ones’.3

Prince Edward’s dominance appeared to have had an effect on Prince Albert, who had failed to blossom in his older brother’s shadow and became shy and nervous, suffering from a debilitating stammer from the age of eight. Bertie, as he was known in the family, felt he compared unfavourably to Prince Edward and developed an almost excessive admiration of his older brother, while he himself shrank from view. He took ‘refuge . . . in silence’ knowing that any blighted attempt at speech might condemn him further.4 He would rather wait in a darkening room than face the daunting task of asking palace staff to light the gas lamps.5 His one sustaining comfort stemmed from his position as the second son: he was sure that he would always be able to avoid the limelight that shone so brightly on his older brother. On the day of his grandfather’s funeral he had the support of his younger brother and sister, Prince Henry and Princess Mary. George V and Queen Mary’s youngest two sons, Prince George and Prince John, stayed away.

The gun carriage passed by the floral tributes which covered the grass outside the chapel. The royal procession followed behind at a stately pace, winding its way up the hill, past the Round Tower, into the courtyard and slowly filled the chapel. The mourners could not know as they took their places inside that they were marking a watershed in history. This was the high tide of royal power, the last blazing show of an era that had begun to fade. Many of those commanding dignitaries lined up in the carved wooden pews that day were poised on the threshold of momentous change. The words from the burial service rang out across the chapel, reminding those present that all eventually ‘must come to dust’.

Within just a few years this glittering company would be divided by war and revolution; four empires were destroyed and several royal houses were thrown from their kingdoms. Kaiser Wilhelm II would abdicate his throne, his reputation demolished for the part he played in precipitating the First World War. Queen Victoria’s favourite granddaughter, Alexandra, the Tzarina of Russia, and her husband, Tzar Nicholas, their son and four beautiful daughters were brutally murdered. The King of Portugal, Manuel II, was exiled from his country in 1910, as would be Alfonso XIII of Spain in 1931. The assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914 fired the starting gun of a ‘Great War’ so terrible that the generation who lived through it vowed there would never be war in Europe again.

But in spite of the tumultuous upheavals of world war and revolution that had parted many of their relatives from their thrones, the British monarchy survived intact. It emerged at the end of the First World War in 1918 with a new name, ‘Windsor’ – replacing the German name of ‘Saxe-Coburg’ – and at the helm of an expanded empire, swollen with a further 1,800,000 square miles. George V and Queen Mary were popular and their eldest son, Edward, the Prince of Wales, showed much promise, having all the necessary qualities in abundant supply to create a popular and successful monarch.

As the young Prince of Wales embarked on tours of the empire in the 1920s he was greeted by rapturous crowds keen to welcome the son of the British king. With his blond good looks, his modernising approach and easy charm the heir to the throne became famous, his image recognisable across the empire. He was a man who knew his way in the world – he was idolised by the working classes for championing the cause of the under-privileged and was at the same time every young girl’s romantic daydream. The path chosen for him by fate and the role he had created for himself seemed perfectly united: he was the prince who embodied a shining new future. The British royal family, that symbol of the unity of the country and empire, appeared as strong an edifice as the towering walls of Windsor Castle. Nothing and no one, it seemed, had the power to damage this fabled dynasty or topple the occupant from the British throne.


PART ONE

December 1936–September 1939


1

Circumstances that are Without Parallel

I meet you today in circumstances that are without

parallel in the history of our Country . . .

George VI, 12 December 1936, Accession Council

Thursday 10 December 1936. For forty-year-old Prince Albert, Duke of York, the distressing moment was almost upon him. It was a short drive through Windsor Great Park to reach Fort Belvedere from Royal Lodge. That morning a fog lingered in the Thames valley, lifting slowly to reveal the crenellated skyline of the rambling, turreted lodge. The Fort had been built as a folly but retained the forbidding air of a castle, in spite of Edward VIII’s lavish recent refurbishments. It had become the king’s ‘enchanted anchorage’, where he felt most himself, away from the formality of Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle and surrounded by his choice of friends.1 The Duke of York had not been welcome there, even in the final few days when he had tried repeatedly to talk to his brother. The press were camped outside the drive, flashbulbs poised to snatch glimpses of the princes’ lives for a worldwide audience who all knew that the British monarchy was being rocked to its foundations. Inside the grounds the commotion at the gates suddenly receded. The car door was opened for him and the duke was led through a dark hallway to an elegant octagonal room.2

Forty-two-year-old King Edward VIII was already waiting when the Duke of York arrived promptly at 9.30 a.m. For a man who was about to give up the throne he seemed to the duke to be ‘perfectly calm’.3 His older brother’s composure was remarkable, never deserting him in public, even at a momentous time such as this. The Duke of York noted that their two younger brothers, Prince Henry, the Duke of Gloucester, and Prince George, the Duke of Kent, had not yet arrived. The ceremony would have to wait until, as officials from Downing Street had requested, all four royal brothers were present.

On Edward VIII’s writing table, the Duke of York could see five or six copies of the Instrument of Abdication laid out for signature by the king’s red leather dispatch box, along with several copies of the King’s Message to Parliament and each Dominion Parliament. The documents had to be signed by each brother, as one transferred a kingdom and empire to the other, witnessed by the next two in line. A few officials had already gathered and there was the ‘dignified, dull murmur’ of hushed conversations, a politeness that belied the strength of feeling in the room.4

Less than a year had elapsed since King George V had died. The Duke of York shared his mother Queen Mary’s bewilderment and shock that the monarchy was being plunged into its deepest crisis in generations. He viewed the abdication papers ‘with revulsion’.5 Queen Mary too was grief-stricken that her oldest son, who had been brought up to understand ‘the Monarchy was something sacred’, the sovereign bearing an obligation to put ‘Country before everything else’, could wish instead to marry a divorced woman already in possession of ‘two husbands living’.6 The ‘Great Silence’ of the British press on the new king’s private life had ended abruptly just days earlier at the beginning of December. The shaming tittle-tattle of ‘the king’s matter’ was splashed in headlines that reached the furthest outposts of the empire. Suddenly the monarchy was degraded, perhaps even destroyed. If the king should abdicate and it fell to the Duke of York to take over, ‘a change of this nature might shatter public confidence’ warned the Mirror on 4 December. ‘Similar situations in the past have arisen in Foreign Countries – the result has generally been that the armed forces have had the last word.’7 But in the octagonal room that morning there was no hint in Edward VIII’s bearing of the great strain he was under or the lack of sleep of the previous night as he had waited until the small hours for the hurriedly drafted documents to arrive from Whitehall.

A few moments later, the third brother, thirty-six-year-old Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester, was shown into the room. The third son of George V and Queen Mary was an army man, slightly taller than the Duke of York and with the erect bearing of those accustomed to military drill. Gloucester was not close to his oldest brother but had expected him to do his duty and had found the events of recent weeks disturbing. ‘Everything seems different,’ he had confided to his mother from Balmoral earlier in the autumn.8 Gloucester recognised the time-honoured role required of a monarch. His father had understood his position as the figurehead for Britain and Empire but his brother was breaking all the rules. The last few days had been pandemonium. But Gloucester too appeared unmoved as he prepared for the unpleasant duty of witnessing his oldest brother’s signature.9

As the incoming monarch, the Duke of York knew he would have to rely heavily on the Duke of Gloucester to provide support in the daunting task ahead of restoring confidence in the monarchy. But his brother did not inspire confidence. Like his father he had a keen interest in ceremonial occasions and was conscientious about details of dress and uniform, but he did not appear to be blessed with the many other skills so badly needed for life in the public eye. Gloucester was often cast as the least intelligent of the brothers, who wanted nothing more than a quiet life in the army. It was well known that he was most at ease in the company of his drinking friends and that their escapades were at times excessive.10 Yet this was the man who was about to be elevated to the next adult in line for the throne. The Duke of York wanted to feel the strength of reliable help from his brother Henry, but could he count on his support?

The fourth and youngest brother, the hedonistic and glamorous thirty-three-year-old Prince George, Duke of Kent, was still missing. ‘George would be late,’ remarked Edward VIII, trying to lighten the mood.11 His lateness was in character. To the Duke of York, Kent was unpredictable, volatile, flamboyant in ways quite alien to his older and much more sober brother, a princely playboy to whose irresistible good looks a series of women, possibly men too, had surrendered. Kent appeared to have no sense of duty or boundaries; his closeness to his oldest brother was, to date, the pivotal guiding force in his life. How Kent would respond to his favourite brother’s departure was unguessable. As the new head of the family, it would fall to the Duke of York to keep his brothers in order and do all he could to enlist their support to face down the crisis. But he simply didn’t know if he could rely on Kent to play his part.

The Duke of York could not be certain he could even trust himself. In his eyes, his oldest brother had always possessed a star quality that he felt he lacked. At dinner with the prime minister just two nights previously York had fallen silent as Edward VIII was the ‘life and soul’ of the party. His fitness to rule seemed self-evident. The king had dazzled his dinner guests as he talked of labour problems in South Wales and every conceivable subject.12 The Duke of York believed he could never match his legendary older brother and knew there were grave concerns over whether he could replace him. For years he had lived with the constant unspoken reproach of failing to live up to people’s expectations of royalty. He appeared to many as the dull brother, reticent to a fault, perhaps even unstable. If the public knew him at all they knew him by virtue of a medium that did not flatter him.

The Duke of York’s first speech on the wireless at the closing of the British Empire Exhibition on 31 October 1925 had appeared to condemn him, announcing to all and sundry that this was a prince unfit to lead. It had been one of the largest exhibitions ever held, a triumphant showcase for the empire. From every corner of the earth people had come to admire and celebrate. Thousands had filled the Wembley stadium in north London. Ten million more, an invisible host, were listening for his voice on the wireless. When the exuberant bands and parades had finished, and the crowds fell silent, the world waited expectantly as the twenty-nine-year-old Duke of York stepped up to the microphone. But his voice quite failed him. He opened his mouth; no sound came. The long silences, the agonising delivery of garbled sounds and half words transfixed the audience. The duke, representing the Crown with all its associated grandeur, appeared to be incapable of articulate speech. For the Duke of York the humiliation was unforgettable.

In the eleven years that followed he had wrestled with the problem. He had suffered from a stammer for so long that it seemed an intrinsic part of his personality. If the unwanted spasms started in muscles of his mouth and jaw, his throat could close and he was lost; a helpless figure of ridicule, quite unable to control his speech on cue. His father’s exhortations to ‘Get it out, boy!’ had been no help. Nor were a succession of voice experts. Within six months of the ordeal at Wembley the duke engaged Lionel Logue, an Australian speech therapist who was building a reputation through his speech defect practice at 146 Harley Street. Logue had had success treating veterans of the Great War suffering from shell shock before he came to England and had developed a series of practical techniques to help his patients.13

The Duke of York had had eighty-two appointments at Logue’s London flat in Bolton Gardens or in Harley Street over the next fifteen months. Logue’s methods were unorthodox; they had practised breathing, tongue twisters, intoning vowels, even gargling – and the duke appeared to find his voice. On a state visit to Australia in 1927 he spoke well, his speech defect seeming under control. But with the heavy duties that now lay ahead, the Duke of York feared unpredictable setbacks. His stammer could reduce him utterly. He had a constant dread, difficult to face, that the fault lay in his mind and not in some more easily remedied mechanical dysfunction.14 Was his very obvious inability to express himself hiding more subtle and deeply ingrained flaws? And how could a man who was not even master of his own speech possibly step forward as the king, a symbol of leadership at the helm of the greatest empire in the world?

For the Duke of York, the trauma of the sudden exposure, trapped in the searching lights of the world’s press following the storm of interest created by his brother, was excruciating. While his brother, the abdicating king, was known the world over, he had managed to stay in the background. Pictures were hastily found of the new heir to the throne. The prospective ruler of a vast realm was unrecognisable. Lacking anything else to say, and to distract their readers from the thought that something might be seriously wrong, the press played the family card. ‘We Four’, ‘We Happy Four’, smiled from the pages of the papers: the awkward duke, his wife, Elizabeth, Duchess of York, and his pretty daughters, the princesses ten-year-old Elizabeth and six-year-old Margaret.

Overnight the family had become public property. His wife was shown holding her favourite Welsh corgi on a picnic blanket, looking warmhearted and motherly as she played in the garden with the dark-haired princesses in identical dresses also with pet corgis. She looked comely, not chic, but to the duke’s eyes utterly wonderful.

When he arrived in London on 9 December, even as the crowd gathered outside his home at 145 Piccadilly to shout ‘Long live King Albert . . .’, the future king was a man on the edge of a precipice. For months he had seen the danger approaching and now the dreaded event was becoming reality. He was trapped, swept up in a confusion of expectations and demands. The punishing strain of the past week combined with the appalling prospect ahead proved more than he could bear. The Duke of York had maintained his dignity in public as he navigated through London crowds but by the time he had reached his mother, Queen Mary, at Marlborough House, he could no longer cope. His words failed as he tried to explain everything that had happened. Like a child, the future King of Great Britain, Emperor of India, Head of the Church of England and Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces, wept on his mother’s shoulder for an hour, caught up in private grief beyond a mother’s consolation.15

But now in the octagonal room the brothers were at a point of no return. In a matter of hours, the Duke of York would be king and there was no way of stopping it. Unless of course, as the papers speculated that morning, the king had ‘an eleventh hour change in his decision’, unable to give up the role he was born for.16

[image: image]

King Edward VIII’s apparent calm in the octagonal room was deceptive, something of a reflex action after weeks of indecision. He felt as though his entire life, ‘the ordered sheltered existence that I had known since birth – had blown up and was disintegrating’. For him the crisis had come to a head with a ‘violence’ that plunged him into a ‘state of siege’.17

As Prince of Wales he had been idolised, the face of the empire captured in posters and newsprint as one of the most photographed celebrities of his time. He was shorter than his brothers but exuded the confidence born of a lifetime’s assurance that he held the highest status, a birthright that utterly guaranteed his standing in the world. One friend of the family recalled his mother’s pride in her oldest son, ‘who had so long charmed the whole world’ and proved himself ‘a master technician of his rare and difficult trade’.18 For a generation of women the unmarried prince was the most eligible bachelor in history, his intoxicating royal charms immortalised in the dance-hall song: ‘I’ve danced with a man, who’s danced with a girl, who’s danced with the Prince of Wales.’ In January 1936, after the death of his father, he had inherited not just a throne but twenty-five years of loyalty and devotion built up during his extensive travels across the empire. As he waited for his youngest brother in the octagonal room just 325 days into his reign, his downfall seemed so mind-numbingly precipitous it was as though his emotions had not yet had a chance to catch up with events.

Edward VIII felt he had been hustled into this position with undignified speed by ‘his’ Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin once he told him on 16 November that he wished to marry Wallis Simpson. The king was enthralled by her; for him a life of service to the State ‘would be an empty thing’ without her beside him.19 They had been introduced in 1931 by his mistress, Lady Thelma Furness, and gradually he came to appreciate Wallis’s ‘forthrightness’ and refreshing independence. She read four newspapers each day and ‘advanced her own views with vigour and spirit’. In his eyes her conversation was invariably ‘deft and amusing’. Standing behind his parents’ golden throne when she was presented at court, he had been struck by ‘the grace of her carriage’ and her intrinsic glamour.20 Untouched by stuffy English establishment culture, she exuded that inborn American sense of freedom and she made him feel free. Wallis was exciting. By the time he became king he was convinced he had found the one woman he could not live without.

Stanley Baldwin took a different view. The king was the Supreme Head of the Church of England which did not permit the re-marriage of divorced people who had living ex-spouses. Wallis had divorced her first husband, Winfield Spencer, a US Navy aviator, in 1927 and in 1936 was in the process of divorcing her second, Ernest Simpson, a shipping executive. Baldwin reasoned that the British public would not tolerate a divorced ‘Queen Wallis’. To Edward VIII, the prime minister appeared like ‘the Gallup Poll incarnate’ as he pontificated on the moral outlook of people across the empire and other insuperable obstacles, his fingers snapping with such frequency it appeared to him like an orchestral accompaniment to his theme.

During November 1936 Edward VIII also felt the ‘shadowy, hovering presence’ and looming disapproval of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Cosmo Lang, the Anglican Church’s most senior prelate.21 For the archbishop, the idea of the king marrying a divorced woman was utterly shocking; a scandal of a most deplorable kind. The Church had never recognised divorce. No British monarch in history had suggested marrying a divorced woman. Fanned by both the Church and the State, the king’s wish to marry rapidly escalated into a constitutional crisis. In fireside chats of mounting tension, Baldwin had puffed his pipe, ‘his massive head wreathed in a cloud of smoke’, recalled the king, and patiently, cannily, with consummate skill, out-manoeuvred him. Too late, the king realised he had played into the prime minister’s hands when he gave his consent for his request to marry to be put before Cabinet and the prime ministers of the Dominions of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and the Irish Free State. On 2 December Baldwin relayed the responses to Edward VIII. There was no support for the British king’s proposal. The sanctity, honour and prestige of the monarchy was on the line. Baldwin delivered to the king in unequivocal terms his ‘advice’. The king had a choice: either the throne or Mrs Simpson. He could not have both.

The modernising King Edward chafed at the prime minister’s ‘advice’ and reeled at the constitutional stumbling that required he must follow it in all matters. ‘Now the word “advice”. . . has a special meaning when used in relation to the Sovereign,’ he wrote later. ‘Whenever the prime minister advises the king he is using a respectful form of words to express the will and decision of the Government.’ Not only was the king ‘bound to accept such “advice”’, but he could not seek ‘advice’ elsewhere.22 By 3 December the king felt the need of an escape route to avoid Baldwin’s constitutional crisis. He had a new plan: to appeal to the nation in a radio broadcast in which he would speak from the heart. He would wait overseas for the country’s verdict. With the ease of organising a picnic, his staff had planes at the ready, hotels booked in Switzerland and a generous supply of money from Coutts Bank.23 He planned to tell the world of his great love for Wallis. Let the people choose whether he should return from abroad with his choice of bride.

Baldwin was appalled. He pointed out to the king that this would require going over the heads of his ministers, ‘a thoroughly unconstitutional procedure’.24 If the king took this step and failed to follow his advice, Baldwin and his Cabinet might be forced to resign. The country would be split, asked to choose between the king and parliament. The king’s desired course of action could put the political neutrality of the monarchy at risk.

The king felt tortured by moments of unbearable doubt. His future, once secure, suddenly seemed ‘wraithe like’ and uncertain. In the previous few days he had longed to talk it over with Wallis, but she had left England to avoid the worst of the furore and was staying with her friends, Herman and Katherine Rogers, on the French Riviera. Edward VIII was desperate to see her: without her he felt incomplete. He lived for the moment when he could hear her voice. Palace lines were kept clear for her use. His day was ruled by the chance of speaking to her, his agitation spiralling out of control if there was any delay. The king could only be calmed by one consuming thought: what would ‘the most wonderful woman in the world’ tell him to do?

When finally on 7 December Wallis announced she would withdraw from the situation the king interpreted her actions with profound emotion. She was prepared to sacrifice their love to prevent him giving up the throne. How could he possibly give her up? All he had to do was sign the documents to open the door to a living paradise with the woman he loved.

[image: image]

At 10 a.m. Prince George, Duke of Kent, was shown in to the octagonal room. The youngest prince, with his film-star looks and champagne charisma, was, on this morning, uncharacteristically subdued. The Duke of Kent was generously endowed with the very kingly qualities that appeared to be lacking in the sombre Duke of York and the unprepossessing Duke of Gloucester, and he had always been closest to his oldest brother. It was a measure of their warm friendship that for many years his own special room was permanently reserved for him at the Fort, known as ‘Prince George’s Room’.25

Kent had cancelled all his appointments and ‘tried again and again’ to see the king during his agonised ‘self-imposed isolation’ bunkered up at the Fort in the last few weeks. He wanted to reach his brother before he made an irrevocable decision. Eventually unable to keep away, Kent had turned up at the Fort ‘uninvited and unannounced’ on Tuesday 8 December.

‘“What the dickens are you doing here?” said Edward VIII.

“Whether you want to see me or not I have come,” replied Kent.’26

Kent understood the agony of mind his oldest brother was going through even though he had been held at bay. The king’s interest in Mrs Simpson was all-consuming. Every available minute had been spent with her and he had seen little of him. Kent had only met the king at public functions and ‘had not been allowed to exercise any influence over him’.27 The king had seemed ecstatic and isolated from reality on 19 November when he told Kent that he intended to stay as king and marry Wallis. Kent was stunned. ‘What will she call herself?’ he gasped. ‘Call herself?’ replied the king. ‘What do you think – Queen of England of course. She is going to be Queen. Yes and Empress of India. The whole bag of Tricks.’28
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Christmas card of Fort Belvedere, from the Prince of Wales to his friends Betty and Ormond Lawson-Johnston in 1933 (The Private Collection of Mrs Lawson-Johnston)

For a short while it almost seemed possible. Over the unforgettable weekend of 5 and 6 December there had been an outpouring of support. A ‘King’s Party’ had emerged from the endless quicksands of Westminster, nurtured by the famous backbench MP Winston Churchill, whose friendship with the ‘P of W’, as he called him, dated back to the 1920s and who had once predicted that Edward VIII’s name ‘would shine in History as the bravest and best loved of all sovereigns who have worn the island crown’.29 Although out of office, Churchill still had a powerful voice and influential friends and was in possession of a warm heart where they were concerned. He argued for the king, rallying his high-powered friends to his cause.

Kent could see the ‘King’s Party’ was taking shape rapidly in the hands of the press. With the support of Churchill’s ally, Max Beaverbrook, who owned the Express group there was an unexpectedly large hurrah for the king. In the hands of the press Kent’s brother was transformed into a heroic ‘David’ making a dignified stand against the ‘Goliath of Church and State for love’.30 Large crowds gathered outside royal residences waving banners in his support, united
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