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For Tendayi and Monica

‘He nothing common did or mean
Upon that memorable scene’

Words spoken by Winston Churchill
after saying farewell to King Edward VIII,
11 December 1936

from ‘An Horatian Ode’ by Andrew Marvell, 1650,
on the beheading of King Charles I
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Preface

In his portrait of Edward VIII in the Dictionary of National Biography, the historian John Grigg described the King as a man out of the ordinary, with virtues of moral and physical courage. ‘He surely deserves honour’, wrote Grigg, ‘for the chivalrousness of his decision to abdicate, no less than the perfect constitutional propriety with which it was carried out.’1 I was startled to read this warm description of Edward at the beginning of my research on the abdication. I had boundless respect for John Grigg, but little at that time for Edward. I shared most of the conventional – and unflattering – opinions about him and Wallis Simpson. My plan was to tell the story of the abdication through contemporary letters and the diaries of the British elite, most of whom regarded his approach to kingship as a threat to the survival of the monarchy. They thought even less of Mrs Simpson, and assumed that she was scheming to be Queen.

But I had barely scratched the surface of my research before I realized that the truth might be different. As I watched a newsreel of Edward VIII’s tour of the Welsh valleys in November 1936 – when he urged that ‘Something must be done’ to find work for the unemployed – I saw a man who was visibly moved by the sufferings of the poor. He brought hope to the valleys, as to the other areas of unemployment he had visited as Prince of Wales, and the whole country seemed to admire and appreciate his efforts. I started to see the story of the abdication on a wider screen: it was no longer simply a tale of royalty and the Establishment, but included the ordinary people of Britain. Indeed, as I was later to discover, it also included the people of the Empire, across the globe. Edward’s sixty million subjects counted as much in this story as the tiny circle of ‘Society’.

Shortly after watching this newsreel, while doing some research at the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, I stumbled – quite by chance – upon the diaries of a middle-aged linen draper in Belfast. The opinions he expressed in December 1936, just after the news of Edward’s love for Wallis Simpson had broken in Britain, were very different from those I had found in Society diaries. As far as he was concerned, Edward was a fine King and Wallis Simpson a reasonable choice for a wife. I was fired with curiosity: how many other people had felt like he had? I started a search of record offices all over Britain and found many more diaries written by the general public – by the kind of people ‘who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs’, as George Eliot put it in Middlemarch.2 Many of them, I discovered, were deeply sympathetic to Edward. Clearly, one’s perception of the abdication changed if one looked outside and beyond the usual parameters of study.

Then the Royal Archives offered me access to a set of ten massive boxes, bursting with thousands of letters and telegrams that were sent to Edward during the weeks of the abdication crisis, from people all over Britain and from many other countries of the world. A former Assistant Private Secretary to Edward gave an account of these boxes in a note written nearly ten years after the abdication: ‘They contain a remarkable cross-section of public opinion, from all classes, which should be of much interest & value to anyone who in years to come is writing about the Abdication.’3

Some of the letters were hostile to Edward, others were written by cranks, but overwhelmingly they offered loyal and heartfelt support to the King. As I sat at a desk in the Round Tower at Windsor Castle, I was often moved by these letters: some were signed by every member of a family, from the smallest children to the grandparents; others were petitions signed by whole streets or by all the people in a café or a shop. Many were written by ex-servicemen, whose loyalty to Edward had been increased by the fact that he had shared with them the horrors of the First World War. With one letter there was a small packet containing one of a pair of four-leaf clovers. The veteran had been sent the clovers while he was serving at Gallipoli in 1915. Although the Allies had suffered a terrible and brutal defeat, with over two hundred thousand casualties, he had survived – thanks, he believed, to the clovers. He had carried them with him ever since, and now he hoped the King would accept one of the clovers ‘for luck’.4

A striking feature of many letters is the acceptance of Wallis Simpson as a suitable wife for the King. Whereas the social elite dismissed her out of hand, many of the general public welcomed her as some one more like them – someone who came from an ordinary family and had struggled as they had themselves. ‘A Commoner has a Soul & is worthy in the sight of God’, wrote a woman from Wales, adding, ‘It is character that Counts here, & in the Great Beyond, not a Tytle [sic]. The greatest thing in life is love & sympathy, & Your Majesty should be allowed to choose your Queen and help mate in life.’5 The fact that ‘the Lady of your choice having been in a humbler position one time’, said the wife of an unemployed ex-serviceman, was an advantage – ‘she will know how to help you in doing what you have for the poor. Not like some who has never known what is to want a real meal, the same as I have… My wish is you will make the Lady of your Choice our Queen.’6

I have quoted from a large number of these letters and telegrams in the book because they offer a unique window onto the attitudes and feelings of ordinary people. Many of the authors were not used to writing letters and had not received much schooling – as one person wrote, ‘the writing and spelling is bad but my heart is good’.7 For the most part I have standarized the spelling and grammar, to make the book easier to read, but some of the idiosyncrasies have been left to keep the flavour of the letters. I have taken the same approach with the letters and telegrams sent to Stanley Baldwin and also to Winston Churchill, Edward’s champion during the crisis – ‘the ordinary letters from various people all over the country about the King’, as a note to Mrs Churchill observed.8

*

I am grateful to Her Majesty the Queen for access to the papers in the Royal Archives and for permission to use them. I should like to thank Miss Pamela Clark, the Registrar at the Royal Archives, for her helpful comments on a draft of the book. I should also like to thank Miss Clark and her team of staff for their invaluable assistance and the warmth of their welcome. I am grateful, as well, to the Churchill Archives Centre, Churchill College, University of Cambridge, for permission to use the Churchill Papers and for the benefit of the expertise of their staff.

I was blessed with many strokes of good fortune in the course of my research for the book. One of these was the timely release in January 2003 of the government records relating to the abdication, which had been closed since 1936. I was honoured to serve as the Historical Advisor to The National Archives for this release, which gave me full access to the documents before they were opened to the public. For this privilege I am grateful to the Keeper, Sarah Tyacke, and to David Thomas. These documents – sprinkled liberally with the words ‘Secret’, ‘Very Secret’, and ‘Top Secret’ – have filled some important gaps in knowledge and have helped me to understand better the relationships between crown and government between the wars. This new information has wonderfully fleshed out the story told in this book. My time at The National Archives was exciting, and it was a great pleasure to work with Clea Relly, Robert Smith, and Stephen Twigge.

Research for the book depended on access to public record collections across Britain, and all of those consulted are listed at the end of the book. I was given generous help by librarians and archivists and should like to mark out two people for special thanks: John Gurney, Curatorial Officer of the Historical Manuscripts Commission; and Carolyn Jacob at the Merthyr Tydfil Public Library. The resources and expertise of the British Library (not least the Western Manuscripts and the Oriental and India Collections) and the Newspaper Library at Colindale were indispensable, as were the books and the wonderful flexibility of the London Library.

I am indebted to the following institutions for their help and for permission to make use of documents in their custody: Amgueddfa Pontypool Museum, and the assistance of Glyn Lloyd; Fototeca Berenson, Florence, and the help of Fiorella Gioffredi Superbi; Birmingham City Archives, where I benefited from outstanding help from Rachel MacGregor; Bristol Record Office, and the assistance of Rob Petre; Caernafon Record Office; the Syndics of Cambridge University Library; East Sussex Record Office; Gwent Record Office, and the assistance of Luned Davies; the Kensington and Chelsea Reference Library; the Centre for Kentish Studies; the Lincolnshire Archive; Special Collections and Archives at the Sydney Jones Library, University of Liverpool; Mass-Observation Archive, University of Sussex; the London Metropolitan Archives; the Manuscripts and Archives Division at the New York Public Library, with special and much appreciated help from John D. Stinson; the Special Collections of the Robinson Library, University of Newcastle upon Tyne, and the assistance of Lesley Gordon; the Modern Papers and John Johnson Reading Room at the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, where all the staff deserve prizes; the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland; Somerset Record Office; Staffordshire Record Office at Stoke on Trent, where I was given wonderful help by Liz Street; King’s College Library, University of Cambridge, and the assistance of Rosalind Moad; the Archives, University of Wales Swansea; Archives and Manuscripts at the Wellcome Library for the History and Understanding of Medicine; Westminster Library; West Sussex Record Office; and the West Yorkshire Archive Service: Bradford, where I was fortunate to be given excellent assistance by Lorraine Mackenzie.

This book relies heavily on papers that are held privately. Earl Baldwin gave me access to and permission to quote from the papers of Lucy Baldwin, and Lord Crathorne photocopied for me the abdication papers of his mother, Nancy Dugdale. I enjoyed stimulating discussions on various occasions with both Lord Baldwin and Lord Crathorne, who offered new insights into the abdication and a better understanding of the complexities of the period. Lady Mairi Bury kindly allowed me to quote from the papers of her mother, Edith Lady Londonderry. John Simon gave me permission to quote from the Simon Papers; George Trevelyan gave me permission to quote from the Moorman Papers; and Mr P. M. Furbank, the Turing Executor, gave me permission to quote from the Turing Archive. I am also grateful to Robin Dower for the permission of the Trustees of the Trevelyan Family Papers at the Robinson Library, University of Newcastle upon Tyne.

Ted Rowlands has taken a real interest in this book and provided me with information about the history of South Wales. Chandrika Kaul, a historian at the University of St Andrews, shared with me her unique knowledge of Edward’s tour of India. Philip Williamson of Durham University has generously shared sources and information, and we have enjoyed discussing the subject of the abdication together. Andrej Olechnowicz, also at Durham, gave me a set of the Hilda Runciman and Trevelyan papers; he organized a conference on ‘Manipulating the Monarchy’ at Durham University in April 2002, where I had the opportunity to air some of my ideas and to participate in stimulating debate. Barbara Naegele in Ottawa sent me details about Edward’s time in Canada. I am grateful to Steve Bailey and to Bill Barrell for information about postage rates in the past. Access to the photographs in the Windsor Albums was provided by the Victoria & Albert Museum, where Martin Durrant was especially helpful. Ann Towns made some excellent suggestions on searching for diaries. Bernard Welchman searched various local archives on my behalf; and Elizabeth Murray, with her characteristic efficiency and reliability, carried out some vital research. At moments of computer crisis I have been expertly bailed out by Alisdair Duthart.

Newsreels are an area of special expertise, and I was fortunate to meet Luke McKernan, Head of Information at the British Universities Film & Video Council, who helped me with all kinds of information. So did David Haynes of British Pathe, who also arranged for me to view numerous Pathe newsreels. Barbara Heavens, Senior Librarian at British Movietone News, answered all my queries and thoughtfully sent me shot lists. At the British Film Institute’s National Film & Television Archive, I was ably assisted by Steve Tollervey, Chief Viewing Technician.

Philip Ziegler’s brilliant biography of Edward VIII is an essential source for anyone working in this area. I am heavily indebted both to the book and to Philip himself, who kindly set aside some time to talk to me, at my request. At the time I had been concerned about some aspects of the book; I emerged from our discussion thinking more clearly and feeling much happier. I am also grateful to Michael Bloch, whose books have made an important contribution to scholarship on the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. Michael generously shared his ideas with me and also went to considerable trouble to find the print of the image that appears on the jacket. I should also like to acknowledge a debt to Greg King’s outstanding biography of the Duchess of Windsor.

Many friends and colleagues helped me with this book. It is a pleasure to thank the kind and generous people who read and offered criticism and comments on the various drafts: Dennis Dean, Gervase Hood, Jackie Lee, and Margaret Wynn. All these readers improved the book immeasurably.

For their interest and encouragement, I am immensely and especially grateful to Monica Ede, Jackie Lee, Elizabeth Patience, and Margaret Wynn. I also thank Barbara Bamber, Dennis Dean, Theresa Hallgarten, Ferelith Hood, Tom Hooke, Lesley Hall, Ornella Moscucci, Jennifer Pader, Tina Perry, Desna Roberts, Sandra Stone, Alfred Thomas, James Thomas, and Joan Williams, and also my colleagues at the Institute of Education, University of London.

I am deeply indebted to Mr Eric Ezra of Moorfields Hospital, who rescued my sight during the final stage of producing this book.

It is a privilege and a pleasure to write for Penguin. I am grateful beyond measure to my editor, Margaret Bluman. She was always willing to read and comment on drafts, despite her own busy schedule. At every stage we discussed the implications of new findings and the way forward. Her advice and guidance were unfailingly right. It is no exaggeration to say that without her involvement, this book would not have been written. Cecilia Mackay is a brilliant picture editor whose detective skills deserve special mention. John Woodruff is a gifted copy-editor who not only picked up blunders but also made important suggestions which have improved the book’s readability.

My daughter, Tendayi Bloom, was instrumental in the decision to write about the abdication. I was still wondering whether or not to do so – and talking incessantly about this – when we went together to visit Horace Walpole’s home at Strawberry Hill, Surrey. While there, we had a cup of tea in the cafeteria. She told me to look up at the wall – where I saw a portrait of Edward VIII – and observed that I must be destined to write the book because he seemed to follow us everywhere. She cheerfully accepted the book as a new member of the family circle and came with me to South Wales on a fruitful mission of research. Benedict Wiseman offered useful insights on the politics of the interwar period and encouraged me in my efforts during the long days of writing. His thoughtful gifts of music gave special pleasure to those days. Gervase Hood, my husband, contributed to the book in important ways that are too numerous to list. His loving presence kept me going when I faltered; and his delight at my growing excitement multiplied the joy.


1

‘Something must be done’

More than two thousand people were waiting for King Edward VIII at the abandoned steelworks of Dowlais in South Wales on Wednesday, 18 November 1936. It was a damp and chilly day: jackets were tightly buttoned and shawls held close. As soon as the royal car was seen driving up the hill from Merthyr Tydfil, everyone cheered in delight and the Dowlais Aged Comrades’ Choir struck up God Save the King. Excited children jumped up and down, waving their Union Jacks in a sea of flags. The King – a short, slight figure, with deep blue eyes and a shock of thick, golden hair – stepped from his car, smiling, and waved his hand in greeting. Forty-two years of age, he was sovereign of over 600 million people, the citizens of Britain and its Empire. And today, just ten months after his accession to the throne, he had travelled through the night to visit the people of South Wales.

But once the King had looked about him, he stopped still. He was evidently distressed and stood quietly for a few minutes on the road, his bowler hat in his hand. He was facing a scene of desolation – hundreds of gaunt and weary men sitting on heaps of twisted metal. Their clothes were worn and their boots were broken. Three-quarters of the men of Dowlais were unemployed: once a symbol of industry and prosperity, the Dowlais steelworks had closed down six years before and was now a derelict ruin. The King stood gazing in silence at the wreck of the huge blast furnace; few people, observed a Pathe Gazette newsreel, would ever forget His Majesty’s expression at that moment.1 Then he went slowly among the men, who rose to their feet and removed their caps. Some of them started to sing the Welsh hymn Crugybar, and the strains of deep male voices lifted into the air. The King walked down a gangway into the centre of the works, through the roofless buildings and in the shadow of a skeleton of steel girders. Doffing his hat again and again to the crowds, he turned to the officials walking next to him. ‘These steelworks brought the men hope’, he said. ‘Something must be done to see that they stay here – working.’2

The royal visit to Dowlais was just one stop on a hectic two-day tour of the industrial valleys of Glamorgan and Monmouthshire, South Wales. The King had left London shortly after midnight on a special train, arriving in the morning at the tiny railway station of Llantwit Major, a little town on the coast of Glamorgan. Being in Wales in the autumn of 1936 was a powerful reminder to the King of his investiture as Prince of Wales in the summer of 1911, when he was sixteen years of age. ‘From Llantwit Major, where I got off the train,’ he commented later in his memoirs, A King’s Story, ‘it is not over one hundred and fifty miles to Caernavon where, one July morning, a quarter of a century before, in the pomp and splendour of the mediaeval setting of the ancient castle, my investiture as Prince of Wales had taken place.’3 His style and titles had been proclaimed from the battlements of the castle by Winston Churchill, who was then Home Secretary. This was the start of a steadfast friendship between Edward and Churchill, characterized by mutual admiration and respect. Ever since the investiture, said Churchill, years later, Edward ‘honoured me… with his personal kindness and, I may even say, friendship… In this Prince there was discerned qualities of courage, of simplicity, of sympathy, and, above all, of sincerity, qualities rare and precious.’4

The investiture had taken place twenty-five years before. This time, Edward was no longer Prince of Wales but King of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions beyond the Seas, and Emperor of India. And this time, he was not greeted by pomp and splendour. Instead, he was met ‘by humble arches made of leeks from Government-sponsored co-operative farms, and of unlighted Davy lamps strung together by jobless miners.’ The people looked thin and weary and were dressed in shabby clothes. Even a King, ‘who would be among the last to feel the pinch of a depression’, said Edward, ‘could see that something was manifestly wrong.’5

There was indeed something wrong. Industrial South Wales had been unable to pull itself out of the economic depression that followed the collapse of the New York Stock Exchange in 1929. By 1936 most parts of Britain had recovered from the national slump, and a Government leaflet issued the previous year had claimed that over a million workers had got back into employment and wages had started to rise.6 But this recovery had not spread everywhere. In South Wales, West Cumberland, Durham, Tyneside and industrial Scotland unemployment was still very high, and desperate families were forced to depend on the meagre dole provided by the Unemployment Assistance Board. King Edward was deeply troubled. He looked upon unemployment ‘as the one black spot in the country’ and was anxious to help in any way possible, wrote Major Alexander Hardinge, his Private Secretary, to the Minister of Labour in October 1936. Referring to Edward’s coronation, which was planned for May the following year, he added that it would give His Majesty ‘the greatest gratification’ if the celebrations were to coincide with ‘a real improvement of the lot of these unfortunate people, whose share in the general recovery has as yet been so very limited.’7

Even when their men had been in work, for families in South Wales life was a daily grind. Many of their homes had just two rooms, one bedroom and a kitchen, while some families lived in a one-room cellar dwelling. Almost every home lacked electricity. Water was carried in from a tap in the backyard, and the toilet, which was also outside, was shared by several families. These harsh conditions had been worsened by long years of unemployment. Families could not even afford to buy the coal that lay at the centre of their lives and had to scour the tips daily in search of bits of coal for a fire.8 Children were dressed in ragged clothes and broken boots, handouts from organizations such as the Mayor of Merthyr Tydfil’s Distressed School Children’s Fund.9 Short of money for food and fuel, women were unable to provide their families with nourishing meals. ‘Two tin mugs and one plate were the whole equipment of a family of nine’, reported the Evening Standard in an article on South Wales. ‘There was no pot in which to warm the soup. Neither could the neighbour provide one… Both households had been unable to cook anything at all for months, and had apparently lived on bread and margarine and tea.’10 Men and boys with no jobs and no money for hobbies and entertainment spent their days hanging around on the streets.

For many of the rich of Britain, little had been changed by the Depression. The women still organized ‘coming out’ parties for their debutante daughters, and the men still relaxed in the clubs of Pall Mall. Joey Legh, a royal courtier, lost some money in the Depression, but all he had to do was cut down on domestic staff – ‘making do with one footman instead of two.’11 Even in the Monmouthshire valleys, near the coalfields, there was luxury and splendour. Tredegar House, the glittering home of Viscount Tredegar, hosted an endless round of weekend parties attended by footmen dressed in breeches and powdered wigs.12 In County Durham, another coal-mining region of Britain that had been hit badly by the Depression, the enormously wealthy Londonderry family enjoyed every luxury at Wynyard Park – just one of their three family seats. At Londonderry House, in London’s exclusive district of Mayfair, Edith, Lady Londonderry held massive receptions to mark the opening of Parliament; the guest lists, of about a thousand people, took up nearly two full columns in The Times.

It was against this background of extreme contrast between the lives of the rich and the lives of the poor that King Edward’s visit to South Wales in the late autumn of 1936 took place. Aneurin Bevan, the radical Labour MP for Rhymney, regarded the visit as patronizing and refused to welcome him. Organizing the visit in ‘much the same way as you might to go to the Congo’, he thought, was an affront to the people living there.13 But few people in Wales shared this view. ‘Everywhere the people looked delighted and hopeful at his visit’, noted his equerry, Charles Lambe. ‘They obviously loved and trusted him.’14 Men, women and children thronged the narrow roads of the valleys.15 ‘Croeso i’r Brenhin’, declared a large banner – ‘Welcome to the King’.16 Colourful flags and bunting hung from shops and homes. ‘As everywhere it’s the same story, flags waving above the grime and decay, cheers breaking the silence where work hooters have long since ceased to blow,’ observed the Pathe Gazette newsreel that was shown in cinemas the following week.17 ‘Surely, something will happen now’ was the widespread feeling in South Wales, reported the Spectator.18

The King’s Ministers of Attendance on the tour of Wales were Ernest Brown, Minister of Labour, and Sir Kingsley Wood, Minister of Health. He was also accompanied by representatives of social service organizations, among them the National Council of Social Service, of which Edward was patron.19 The royal party was met at each stop by local representatives of these and other welfare groups, by town mayors and by the chairmen of urban district councils. Everywhere, groups of ex-servicemen who had served in the Great War of 1914–18 waited patiently to see the King.

The royal courtiers on the visit to Wales were led by Alexander Hardinge. The son of Lord Hardinge of Penshurst, who had been Viceroy of India between 1910 and 1916, he had been educated at Harrow and Trinity College, Cambridge, and fitted easily into the royal household – a closed world of upper-class men and women who shared the same background. They identified strongly with the elite of Britain and knew little, if anything, about the lives of the working classes. As Bevan suggested, to Hardinge and the other courtiers the people of South Wales must have seemed as foreign and remote as the people of the Congo. Hardinge had been a courtier to King George V and had taken part in the unchanging royal circuit of the previous reign: Buckingham Palace in the winter and summer seasons, Windsor Castle over Easter, Sandringham House in the autumn and over Christmas, Balmoral Castle in August, and sometimes the royal yacht at Cowes. He now found himself visiting very different places as Private Secretary to the new king, George V’s son.

Charles Lambe was another member of the royal party to South Wales. A tall, good-looking naval officer of thirty-six, he had been appointed Edward’s equerry just a few months before, in July. He had been put forward for the post by Lord Louis Mountbatten, his best friend, who was also Edward’s cousin and aide-de-camp.20 Lambe had no experience of the previous royal court and served Edward with loyal and unqualified enthusiasm.

From Llantwit Major, Edward was driven in the royal car to nearby Boverton, where the Welsh Land Settlement Society was developing a cooperative farm on an estate of 650 acres. The King chatted with the settlers on the farm, most of whom were unemployed miners, and many of whom were wearing medals they had won in the Great War. With smiles and handshakes, Edward told them how much he admired their hard work. Then a drive through the rolling countryside of the Vale of Glamorgan brought him to a very different scene – to the Rhondda Valley, the heart of the South Wales coal industry, scarred with slag heaps and idle mines. ‘To-day, for miles,’ wrote a Rhondda man in 1935,

you see the soft contours of the valleys, gashed and streaked by rows of ugly, drab houses, built anyhow, anywhere, to serve the purposes of those gloomy collieries; the rubbish tips sprawl everywhere, polluting the mountain air with dust and the streams with inky filth.21

A small mining town called Dinas was Edward’s first stop in the Rhondda. Here, a disused coal tip was being converted into a recreation ground by voluntary labour. The King sympathetically patted on the shoulder a man who had told him he had been unemployed for four years. To another man, who had been out of work for seven years, Edward said simply, ‘I am indeed very sorry for you.’22

Soon after, the King was taken to the Pentrebach Preparatory Training Centre for the unemployed, where young men were learning the skills of the building trade. He received a tumultuous welcome. He paused for a moment, visibly moved, and raised his hat in acknowledgement. Lunch was scheduled at the centre. But before sitting down to eat, the King asked to see the men’s dining hall. He waited until everyone was seated and then stepped briskly into the hall, where he rapped sharply on the metal wall of the hut. In the tone of an orderly officer and with a broad smile, he asked, ‘Any complaints?’ This produced a burst of laughter from the men as they sprang up from the tables – laughter in which the King merrily joined. After lunch, he went on a tour of the centre and asked for instructions on how to mix mortar. He picked up a trowel to try it for himself, which delighted all the working men around him, reported the Merthyr Express.23

The centre of Merthyr Tydfil was the next stop, and Edward was taken to see the Merthyr Maternity and Child Welfare Clinic. This clinic sought to provide mothers and children with extra nutrition and basic medical services. So high was the infant mortality rate in the region that in Abertillery in 1935, more than eleven infants in every hundred had died before they reached twelve months.24 The Monmouthshire County Health Department reported that eight out of every ten schoolchildren in the area were sickly and that only ten out of every hundred were in normal health.25 This meant that most of the children Edward met on his tour of South Wales were suffering from some kind of physical weakness.

A major worry at the Merthyr clinic was the rate of death in childbirth, which was high nationally but even higher in areas blighted by long-term unemployment.26 At the end of 1934 the maternal death rate in the Rhondda was so grim that nearly one in every hundred women in the region lost their lives in childbirth.27 Every pregnant woman lining the roadside to cheer Edward on his tour of Wales faced this high risk of death. She knew that by the time of the King’s coronation next May, she might have lost her life – and left her baby motherless. Such suffering was unnecessary: research carried out in 1936 had demonstrated a clear connection between unemployment and maternal mortality, due to poor diet, fatigue, nervous strain and inadequate medical care.28

Edward’s next stop at Merthyr was the Ministry of Labour Home Training Centre at Gwaelodygarth, where girls from unemployed households were being trained for work as domestic servants. Their uniform of white pinafores and headbands had been starched and carefully ironed, and their shoes polished to a shine. Then on to the employment exchange in the town, where the King saw men queuing up to register, dressed in threadbare jackets and caps. He went to the front of the queue and spoke to some of the men waiting for work.29 A visit to an employment exchange had been specially asked for by the King.30

The tour continued to Aberdare and Penrhiwceiber, and then to Mountain Ash, where Edward was greeted by the singing of the local choir as he entered the pavilion in the centre of the town. Here, a great gathering of social service workers waited for him. As he stepped forward he was welcomed by thunderous applause, and for a brief moment he was overwhelmed. Then he walked up the steps of the platform and in an impromptu speech, told the audience of seven thousand that

You have made me feel at home in this part of South Wales today, and although I do not now hold the title of Prince of Wales – a title which I held for 25 years – my interest in the Principality will never diminish.31

A few weeks later the King received a letter from a woman living in Barry – ‘just a “nurse” and young like yourself!’ – who said she had had the pleasure of seeing him at Mountain Ash during his royal tour. ‘I think you must have felt’, she said, ‘how sincerely the Welsh people love and admire you.’32

In a plain grey overcoat bare of official insignia, Edward’s slight frame blended easily into the crowds of working men. Everywhere he went, he mingled with the people, doffing his hat. He got out of his car, reported a letter to the Spectator on 27 November, in the heart of a vast crowd, with not more than one or two policemen anywhere near him – ‘His utter confidence in the goodwill and the affection of a much maligned people was magnificent.’33 This display of trust was greatly appreciated by the people themselves. Shortly after the visit, an ‘ordinary married woman from the distressed areas’ who signed herself ‘one full & loyal heart from Wales’ wrote a long letter to the King. She had always admired him, she said, ‘but lately, especially since your visit here, though I saw little of you myself (how I would love to have been one of those with whom you shook hands), my admiration has grown into the deepest love towards your Majesty.’ She planned to go to the coronation in May the following year and would be cheering him with all her heart,

not because of who you are, but because of what you are, in spite of your Kingship. I do not suppose for one moment that you are perfect, no one in the world is, but your humanity & kindly interest in the people has touched me very deeply. You could profess concern & interest & yet stay away, but that you do not do, and may God bless you for it.

‘By your stooping to us,’ she added, ‘you have gained what no other King has ever had, the deepest love & trust of his people… we down here in Wales are grateful. I wanted you to know.’34

The people of the Welsh valleys had a long tradition of welcoming outsiders who were genuine friends. One such outsider between the wars was Paul Robeson, the Black American singer and actor. While in London in 1929, he had come across a group of unemployed miners from South Wales who had walked all the way from the Rhondda Valley to petition the Government for help. They were singing for money to feed themselves, and Robeson joined the group to sing with them. Afterwards he bought them tickets back home on a goods train, as well as food and clothing for their families. He visited South Wales many times after this, singing with male choirs to support the Welsh Miners’ Relief Fund and other causes. He believed there was a parallel between the exploitation of Black people in the USA and the conditions of coal miners in South Wales.35 In 1936, the year in which Edward became King, Robeson was again in London, winning accolades in the role of Othello. But he still managed to visit South Wales and publicly to support the miners’ cause.

King Edward’s own warmth and concern for the poor marked him out as different from previous monarchs. He had first visited South Wales in 1919, after the end of the war, when he had spent four days visiting slum areas and had gone down a pit. This was the first of his numerous tours as Prince of Wales to the industrial and impoverished parts of Britain. King Edward VII, Edward’s grandfather, had shown little interest in the ordinary people of Britain. ‘He’d just sit in the open landau, receive an address, snip a ribbon and declare something open’, observed Edward many years later, returning ‘to dine with his girl friends. He didn’t even leave that landau.’36 David Lloyd George had considered King George V, King Edward VIII’s father, to be obtuse about working-class grievances. ‘He is a very very small man and all his sympathy is with the rich – very little pity for the poor’, he wrote to his wife from Balmoral in 1911, when he was Chancellor of the Exchequer. ‘The King is hostile to the bone to all who are working to lift the workmen out of the mire.’37

‘You seem to us to be about the only reigning monarch who is worth anything at all’, wrote a Chester woman to Edward VIII. ‘We like you for the concern you have for the welfare of the poorest and most unfortunate of your subjects. No other King has gone among them as you have done, or shown signs of appreciating their distress in the way you do.’38 A man who had spent forty-five years in the coal mines of South Wales and was now living in Brighton as a ‘navvy washer up on washing steps’, told Edward that ‘No King in History has lived amongst the People as you have.’ He himself, he added, was ‘one of the Common People & The Commonest of Them’.39 A woman in Sheffield wrote to thank him for some practical help. ‘You once did me a great kindness I shall never forget’, she said gratefully. ‘You helped me a great deal when you sent the lady the money towards my teeth. It was and is a thing I shall thank you for all my life.’40

Edward’s ready sympathy for the sufferings of ordinary people was encouraged by his mother, Queen Mary. The Queen showed a genuine interest in the sufferings of the unemployed, and tried to help individuals and welfare organizations. Under her influence, Edward’s brother, Prince Albert, Duke of York, had initiated the Duke of York’s Camps in 1921. These were annual events where 200 boys from public schools joined 200 working-class boys at a summer camp for two weeks. The camps gave the different classes an opportunity to meet and mix with each other in an informal atmosphere, and Albert always spent one day with the boys.41

George V was kind-hearted, like his wife, but with ‘strict views as to the correct conduct of children’, recalled Edward many years later.42 Alec Hardinge, whose post as a retainer to King George required him to live in close quarters with the royal family, felt sorry at times for the sons when they were young. ‘At lunch today,’ he wrote to his wife in 1925, ‘we had one of the King’s tirades against the younger generation. My sympathy with his sons increases daily!’43 Mabell, Countess of Airlie, who was lady-in-waiting to Queen Mary, commented that although King George V and Queen Mary were often depicted as stern, unloving parents, this was not the case. It was her belief that they were more conscientious and more truly devoted to their children than were the majority of parents in that era. ‘The tragedy’, she thought, ‘was that neither had any understanding of a child’s mind.’ George V, she observed, ‘was fond of his sons but his manner to them alternated between an awkward jocularity of the kind which makes a sensitive child squirm from self-consciousness, and a severity bordering on harshness.’44

Queen Mary was keen to support Edward’s efforts on behalf of the less fortunate people of Britain, and before he set off on his train journey to Wales in November 1936, she wished him luck for the tour. The first day of visits to the towns and centres of the valleys was completed by five o’clock, when Edward joined the royal train at Mountain Ash station and was taken to Usk, a quiet rural town. It was here that he and his party spent the night. A special cable had been laid to the King’s apartment on the train, reported the South Wales Argus, because he wanted to make a telephone call; it was assumed that he wanted to communicate with Buckingham Palace.

Edward had a bad cold and wanted a hot bath. His equerry, Lambe, had to telegraph the local station-master to buy a hip bath in the village, and it was filled with hot water in his sleeper. The local people were delighted that the King had ‘a dip in a tin bath such as miners use!’45 Had the King been willing to travel to Wales in the ‘proper royal train’, which was fitted out with every kind of amenity, this would not have been necessary – but he had preferred to travel on an ordinary sleeper.46 As Prince of Wales and then as King, he always resisted special treatment. When on one occasion the royal car was driven onto a station platform, abreast of the train that Edward was about to board, he was furious. ‘Why must they do this?’ he complained. ‘Do they think I can’t walk 20 yards like an ordinary person? Oh God! they’ve got barriers up to keep the crowd back. Who on earth arranged this?’47 He insisted that when he was travelling through traffic to royal events, policemen should not clear the way for him.

After his bath, the King gave a dinner party on the royal train. It was a formal occasion – short coat and black tie.48 As well as his ministers and courtiers, he invited representatives of the key Welsh government departments: John Rowland from the Welsh Board of Health and Captain Geoffrey Crawshay, the Commissioner for South Wales. Also invited was Sir George Gillett, the Special Areas Commissioner for England and Wales, whose job – as directed by the Special Areas (Development and Improvement) Act of 1934 – was to alleviate the worst effects of unemployment through regional development in health, housing, social improvement and industry. A more surprising guest at Edward’s dinner was Malcolm Stewart, the outgoing Special Areas Commissioner, Gillett’s predecessor. He had resigned his post just four days before. His reason, it was said officially, was poor health; but there were grounds to suspect that he had simply despaired of his job. He had published a blistering report a few days before his resignation, which argued that none of the measures provided for by the Special Areas Act made any real difference to the long-term unemployed. It supported hospitals, clinics, sewage disposal, allotments, and schemes such as children’s school camps, physical culture and cookery classes. But it did not provide jobs, complained Stewart, which was the most fundamental need of the unemployed.49 This was a major difference between the aims of the Special Areas Act and those of the ‘New Deal’ legislation passed in the USA in 1933, which also addressed the problems of unemployment created by the Depression.

Next morning, King Edward set out on another fifty-mile leg of the tour, this time through the mining towns and villages of the Monmouthshire valleys. The countryside was bleak and bare. Everywhere, observed the Pathe Gazette newsreel, ‘It’s a repetition of yesterday’s scenes: roads lined by cheering crowds, narrow village streets packed tight with welcoming faces.’50 In the bitter cold, bunting fluttered over cottages and arched the streets of the route, and streamers bade the King welcome in English and in Welsh. At Brynmawr, a painted streamer strung across the main road read, ‘Brynmawr Welcomes Your Majesty and We Need Your Help’.51

The royal train took the King to Cwmbran. Crowds were waiting at the station, and as the royal train steamed in they sang ‘Mae Hen Wlad fy Nhadau’ – ‘Land of My Fathers’ – and then the National Anthem. Here the King met a group of twenty-five workless men, several of whom had taken part in a national march of the unemployed to London the previous month. They had trudged from the valleys to Cardiff, then to Newport, Bristol, Bath, Chippenham and Swindon before reaching Reading, Slough and finally London. Like many of the frequent marches of the unemployed to London, this one had achieved nothing. In despair, the unemployed of Cwmbran presented the King with a petition asking for his help to start a sewerage scheme and a plant for the extraction of oil from coal. ‘We believe you can accomplish much for the depressed areas by your influence with these recommendations’, declared the petition. The closing of various works in Cwmbran, it added,

has rendered 2,250 men unemployed. We, the unemployed of Cwmbran, have been looking forward to your Majesty’s visit with the hope that some tangible benefit and improvement will be the direct result… Our women grow prematurely old and many are broken in the unequal fight against the consequences of unending penury… The bodies of our children are stunted and frail.52

The royal car picked up the King at Cwmbran and took him to Llanfrecha Grange, an old mansion converted into a domestic training centre for boys. It was described in the official programme of the royal tour as an experimental venture to ‘meet the demand for house and kitchen boys’ that had resulted from ‘the continued difficulty in obtaining girl domestic servants. South Wales was selected for such a centre because Welsh boys were regarded as particularly suitable for work of this kind’.53 All the roads to the Grange were crowded with spectators, and the long drive to the mansion was lined with Girl Guides and Boy Scouts, dressed in uniform. The King joked for a while with the trainees and posed for a photograph with them. Then he was driven up the valley to Blaenavon, on the hillside, where over a third of the men were unemployed. The King was officially received near the Workmen’s Hall, and the bells of St Peter’s Church rang out a peal of welcome. ‘It was more like a family party than a Royal visit’, said one spectator. Edward shared some of his thoughts on the condition of the valleys with the people of Blaenavon. To an unemployed shop assistant, he said that, ‘Something will be done for Wales in general’.54

The sprawling hilly town of Pontypool was the next stop. Here, Edward inspected a rally of Welsh Guards Old Comrades and ambulance men. As they chatted, one of them reminded him that they had met previously on the Somme in 1916. As Edward took a salute from the massed groups, he turned and raised his hat, standing to attention. The crowds cheered wildly. It was then time to go with Sir Kingsley Wood to the new Penygarn housing estate, which was part of Pontypool Council’s slum clearance housing programme. Housing was a particular interest of the King: he had rehoused many of the Duchy of Cornwall’s tenants in Kennington, London, and had improved farm workers’ houses on Duchy estates in the West Country.55 Shocked by the grim conditions of the slums he visited during his industrial tours as Prince of Wales, he had organized a dinner in London to address the issue of poor housing. To this meeting he invited not only experts and philanthropists, but also Ramsay MacDonald, who was then Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, who was Chancellor of the Exchequer, and the Minister of Health. Edward later observed that this was very likely the first debate on housing that ever took place under the auspices of the Prince of Wales.56

‘Terrible! Terrible!’ exclaimed the King, when he was told that over a third of the tenants on the Penygarn estate had no job. ‘You may be sure that I will do all I can. We certainly want better times brought to these Valleys.’57 The King was taken to houses that had been carefully chosen by the organizers of the tour: it had been decided in London that the party would ‘drive slowly round the Estate stopping perhaps at one or two selected houses which The King might enter. These would of course need to be chosen with some discretion.’58 This conflicted with the King’s own and clearly expressed wish – that he wanted to see some working-class houses, but ‘not only the good ones!’, as Hardinge had explained to the civil servant who was drawing up the King’s itinerary at the Ministry of Labour.59 But Edward was not to be fobbed off. He duly visited the selected houses, asking with interest whether there was electricity in the district and if it was going to be installed on this estate. And he then went to a house that had not been specially chosen. According to the local press, it was occupied by a family who had lived there for nine years, for seven of which the man of the house had been unemployed. The King knocked at the door and, when it was opened, asked if it might be possible for him to come in. He was welcomed and ushered in, where he shook hands warmly with the family and chatted with them about their daily lives.60

Edward had been visiting the industrial areas of Britain ever since the start of the economic depression in 1929. On all these visits, commented the New Statesman, he had ‘always shown a welcome desire to look beneath the surface.’61 In the spring of 1936 he had visited the slums of Glasgow, after a ceremony to launch the new ship, the Queen Mary. ‘Visiting the slums, HM was really at his best’, wrote Hilda Runciman, the wife of Walter Runciman, the President of the Board of Trade, in her diary. She added,

He understands how to do that perfectly. Eg. He knocked at a door & when the woman opened it he said ‘I’m the King, may I come in’? And then he asked all the right questions about washing cooking etc. He had told W[alter] that he had seen worse slums in Durham and also that he and his brothers had picked up vermin when doing their slum visiting.62

From Pontypool, Edward went to the Snatchwood Junior Instruction Centre, where girls and boys were being given ‘useful occupation and instruction during the enforced leisure produced by unemployment’ – woodwork for boys, and basketwork and weaving for girls. For several minutes he watched the daughter of an unemployed collier making a brooch in ‘petal’ work, and was then delighted to be given it as a gift. Noticing that the glass between the girls’ workroom and that of the boys was frosted, he asked for the reason – and was told that it was to stop the boys looking through at the girls. ‘I see. You want to keep their minds on their work’, laughed the King.63

Ernest Brown, the Minister of Labour, kept close beside the King throughout the tour.64 His presence on the royal visit had been objected to by Aneurin Bevan, and he was ‘inclined to arouse boos’, noted Lambe, the royal equerry.65 This was because Brown represented the labour policies of the National Government, which was widely criticized for doing little to address the problem of long-term unemployment. The Government was called ‘National’ because it was a coalition and its cabinet was made up of ministers from all three major parties. But most of these ministers were Conservatives, and by 1936 the policies of the National Government were dominated by the influence of the Conservative Party.

At one unemployment centre, recorded Lambe,

the King, E. Brown and I went into the cellar where men were repairing boots. The King left E. Brown talking and, no sooner had he gone, than the whole party crowded round Mr B, talking rather threateningly.

‘I’ve a wife & 5 kiddies and all I gets is so and so – ’ow d’you expect me to live?’

He let them have their say & then said ‘Now look here you fellows – for the last 4 months I’ve been working till 3 & 4 in the morning on your behalf. Will you please believe I’m doing all I can?’66

The men pulled back, presumably out of respect for the King. Let Brown try going to South Wales ‘without the shelter of the royal purple!’ mocked Aneurin Bevan.67 It was certainly unusual for government ministers to walk among the people, as Brown was required to do on this royal tour. ‘The Ministers are emphatically unable to voice the opinion of the people’, it was observed in a letter to the King, because ‘they never come in contact with them, when they constantly drive about in cars.’68

At Nantyglo and Blaina, where three-quarters of the population were unemployed, cheering crowds congregated behind barricades on the coal tips and pavements. It was bitterly cold – the village was 1,400 feet above sea level. When the King arrived at the Miners’ Welfare Institute at Garn-yr-Erw, he was smoking a cigarette and appeared thoughtful. After meeting local officials, he lingered on to talk with ex-servicemen. He met an old Welsh Guardsman, a miner, who had been unemployed since 1929. He was appalled when told that although the Cwmtillery and Six Bells collieries on the outskirts of the town were at work, the three pits in the centre of the town were now closed. One miner who had been working for forty years and unemployed for nine, said he prayed that the royal tour would bring improved conditions. ‘I hope so’, answered the King.69

The next stop was Abertillery. Through a maze of short streets, the King’s car was driven to Rhiw Park where an unsightly slag heap had been converted into a grassy recreation ground for children. Noticing the former president of the South Wales Miners’ Federation among the spectators, the King immediately crossed over for a chat. The royal party then went to the club room, which was being used as a children’s feeding centre. Here, the King would not allow his arrival to interrupt the meal of stew and pudding. When the children saw him and scrambled to stand up quickly at their wooden benches, he told them at once to ‘Sit down and get on with your meal!’ He was informed that the menu varied from day to day. A child might have boiled beef, potatoes and haricot beans for dinner one day, with bread, butter, jam and fresh milk for tea; then boiled fish, mashed potatoes and suet pudding for dinner the next day, with bread and butter, banana sandwiches and fresh milk for tea. This was a godsend to the mothers.70

The final stage of Edward’s tour of Wales was the long run to Rhymney. The old shops of the Rhymney Iron Company by the railway station had been converted into a social centre for the unemployed, to which about two hundred men and women belonged. The men repaired boots and did carpentry and woodwork; they also took part in physical training, sang, listened to broadcast talks, debated, and heard lectures and concerts. Here the King met an old man at work with a saw and, trying it himself, exclaimed, ‘You are very lucky if you can use it!’ The women did sewing, knitting and crochet. Edward spoke to the men who were responsible for the working of the outcrop scheme, by which unemployed men were able to obtain their coal for tuppence a week. He then joined in the singing of Welsh songs and the classic hymn ‘Cwm Rhondda’.71

This was the last stop: it was now time for the King to leave South Wales. ‘I have seen a great deal,’ he said, ‘and I must now go home and think of what can be done.’ At 3.30 p.m., he boarded his train for London. The echoing cheers of the enthusiastic crowds followed the train as it pulled slowly away from the station.72
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‘My own beloved Wallis’

When King Edward returned to London from South Wales on the evening of Thursday, 19 November 1936, he was in high spirits. He went to a dinner party at the home of Sir Henry (‘Chips’) Channon, an American friend and a Member of Parliament. Channon watched the royal car draw up and Edward emerge, followed by Peregrine Brownlow, his Lord-in-Waiting. At once, Channon wrote in his diary, he could see that the King was in a cheerful mood – ‘no doubt a reaction from his depressing Welsh tour, two dreadfully sad days in the distressed areas.’1 But Edward’s happiness was far more likely the prospect of seeing another of the dinner guests – Mrs Wallis Simpson, an American. Although she was married to another man, she was the centre of Edward’s life, and he ached for her whenever they were apart. ‘My own beloved Wallis,’ he wrote in 1935 in one of many devoted notes, ‘I love you more & more & more & more… I haven’t seen you once today & I can’t take it. I love you.’2 He had missed her badly in South Wales, and it was not Buckingham Palace he had wanted to telephone from the train at Usk – it was Wallis.

Edward had found qualities in Mrs Simpson, believed Winston Churchill, that were

as necessary to his happiness as the air he breathed. Those who knew him well and watched him closely noticed that many little tricks and fidgetings of nervousness fell away from him. He was a completed being instead of a sick and harassed soul.3

They were not youngsters – he was forty-two, she was forty – and their easy ways with each other reflected a natural and relaxed companionship. But there was a chemistry between them, too, that was electric and seemed to separate them from the rest of the world. Photographed unawares while they were on holiday in Italy, their tender embrace was caught on film. Edward leaned forward to Wallis, pressing his left cheek against her own and possessively embracing her body with his left arm; her face was creased with laughter and pleasure. Edward’s behaviour towards Wallis was watched with curiosity by the people around him. ‘Every few minutes,’ wrote Victor Cazalet, a Tory MP, after watching them at a dinner together, ‘he gazes at her and a happiness and radiance fill his countenance such as make you have a lump in your throat.’4 He was utterly devoted. One weekend in 1936, Charles Lambe noticed that as they came in from a walk in the garden,

The King and Mrs S entered the front door first, and he at once went on his knees to take off her galoshes. As the passage was thus blocked, the rest of us stood contemplating the spectacle, she tickled to death and mildly remonstrative, he, earnest and intent, muttering slightly to himself but oblivious of us.5

As the year 1936 neared its end, few people in Britain had even heard of Wallis Simpson; those who had heard of her belonged to the tiny social circle surrounding the royal family. She was carefully excluded from the newsreels and from the pages of the press. The only exception was the magazine Cavalcade, which in the summer of 1936 defiantly printed photographs of Edward and Wallis on holiday together and made veiled references to their relationship. ‘The plain truth’, wrote Bill Deedes, later to be editor of the Daily Telegraph but then a young journalist, ‘is that newspapers showed more deference to the Royal Family in those days… There was also a far greater distance kept between Royalty’s close circle of friends and the rest of us. Gossip was harder to obtain.’6 H.A. Gwynne, editor of the Morning Post, which he described as ‘the staunchest supporter of monarchical institutions’, sent a letter to the Prime Minister warning that any break in ‘ “The Great Silence” ’ would deal ‘a deadly blow to Monarchy’. On such ‘a delicate matter as this,’ he said, ‘the Press should follow the Government and not dictate to it.’ He warned, however, that some sections of the press, especially the ‘sensational newspapers’, were getting very restive.7

But it was only in Britain, as well as most of the Empire, that the affair between Edward and Wallis was a closely guarded secret. The American and European media were under far fewer constraints than British journalists were. So while the people of Britain remained quite unaware of the King’s private life, many Europeans and most Americans were fed endless (if not always accurate) snippets of news. So were Canadians, as many American newspapers were distributed across the border.

In August 1936, readers of American newspapers (and of the British Cavalcade) gasped when they saw a photograph of the King and Wallis together on a little boat while on holiday in Yugoslavia. Wallis was tenderly touching Edward’s left arm and he, in an open-necked sports shirt, leant towards her attentively. This was just one of many photographs suggesting an intimate friendship between Edward and Wallis. A woman from Edmonton in Canada told King Edward in a letter that ‘When looking over the different portraits in the papers of you and your friend Mrs Simpson’ she had been delighted by ‘your million dollar smile with your friend on your Holiday.’8

The mathematician and code-breaker Alan Turing, who in 1936 was a twenty-four-year-old student at Princeton University, New Jersey, sent his mother in England some newspaper cuttings about Mrs Simpson. ‘I don’t suppose you have even heard of her,’ he wrote, ‘but some days it has been “front page stuff” here.’9 Such reports never appeared in publications available in Britain. Wholesale distributors of foreign newspapers and magazines, said Deedes, were apprehensive of libel, because Mrs Simpson was still the wife of Ernest Simpson – ‘They therefore cut or blacked out passages in overseas publications which could give offence.’10 References to Wallis were so thoroughly censored that the Labour MP Ellen Wilkinson rose in the House of Commons to ask why American papers and magazines arriving in England had so many paragraphs and pages clipped out.

Wallis’s background was markedly different from Edward’s. She was born Bessie Wallis Warfield in 1896 in Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania, and grew up in the city of Baltimore, Maryland. The War-fields belonged to one of the oldest families in the state and were proud of being a Southern family – Wallis’s grandmother was said to have possessed an undying hatred for anybody born north of the Mason–Dixon line.11 Wallis was a striking Southern belle, with dark hair, a smooth creamy skin and huge brown eyes. She was of average height but very slim, which earned her the nickname ‘Skinny’.12 Her childhood was a loving one, but it was made difficult by financial hardship. Her father had died just months before she was born, leaving her mother, Alice, struggling to make ends meet. Her uncle Saul, a well-off banker, often helped the family out, but her mother and her mother’s sister, Mrs Bessie Merryman, found it necessary for a time to take paying guests into their home – a three-storey brownstone with a weather-beaten facçade on Biddle Street in Baltimore. Wallis ‘spent her youth in a boarding-house’, reported the Los Angeles Times. ‘Two men of lean pocketbooks rented rooms there by the week and had their meals at the family dinner table.’13

When Alice married a man with some money, Wallis was sent in 1912 to an exclusive boarding school; but when her stepfather died the family fell once again on hard times, and she was brought home. Mrs Merryman – whom Wallis called ‘Aunt Bessie’ – was a constant and loving figure from Wallis’s earliest years, and Edward was to describe her later as ‘the wise and gentle woman who had raised her from childhood.’14

In 1916 Wallis married Lieutenant Earl Winfield Spencer, Jr, a pilot in the US Navy who was known as ‘Win’. She soon discovered that Win was prone to bouts of heavy drinking which led to brutal behaviour. Whole days might pass with him speaking barely a word to her, except to accuse her of being a flirt and ignoring him. He started to lock her up in a room while he went out. One afternoon, Wallis recounted,

Win locked me in the bathroom of our apartment. For hours, I heard no sound from beyond the door. Whether Win had gone out or whether he was still in the apartment… I could not tell. I tried to unscrew the lock with a nail file, but I had to give up when I found I could not stir the screws. As the afternoon wore on and evening came, I was seized with panic at the thought that Win might mean to keep me a prisoner all night.

Eventually she heard the sound of a key turning in the lock:

But the door did not open, and I was afraid to try the handle myself. When I finally got up enough courage to do so, the apartment was in darkness. I could hear Win’s breathing from the bed. The rest of the night I spent on the sofa in the living-room, endlessly reviewing the events that had led to my personal catastrophe.15

By morning, Wallis knew that she had to leave Win, and she went to live with her mother. She gave Win one more chance, sailing to the Far East to join him at a naval posting, but realized that he would never stop drinking. She despaired of the marriage, and obtained a divorce in 1927.

While living on her own, she had grown to like Ernest Aldrich Simpson, a shipbroker she had met in New York. Rather tall and with a slight dark moustache, he was much attracted – being himself a serious and prosaic sort of man – by Wallis’s fresh and lively spirit. Although a New Yorker who had been born in America, Ernest Simpson was of British parentage and had enlisted in the Coldstream Guards for the duration of the war. In 1928 he moved to London to take over his family’s shipping business, and asked Wallis, now thirty-two, to join him. She crossed the Atlantic, and they were married in July. At first they were quite well off, but like many others they were hit by the Depression of 1929, which was a disaster for Ernest’s shipping firm and slashed the value of some shares Wallis had been given by her uncle.

She found it difficult to settle down to British ways. American slang
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