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Who was the real Wallis Simpson? 
 
On the 11th December 1936 Edward VIII’s abdication plunged the British monarchy and its 
government into crisis.  Determined to marry Wallis Simpson – the American divorcee who 
had become his obsession – the King didn’t pause to consider for a moment that she, not 
him, would be blamed for his history altering decision. 
 
Hated by the male-run establishment and the royal family for disgracing the throne, Wallis 
has been cemented in history and in the publics’ consciousness as the destroyer of the British 
Monarchy: a conniving and heartless social climber, intent on obtaining a title.  But in truth 
she was a warm, witty, engaging woman, adored by her friends, as real, self-conscious and 
insecure as any of us, and painfully aware of her fateful role in history. 
 
In this startling and intimate book – the first positive biography of Wallis – Anna 
Pasternak looks deep into the life and legacy of one of the most misjudged women in British 
royal history, seeking to understand an unusual and complex woman, and the untenable 
situation she became embroiled in.  
 
From Edward and Wallis’s first meeting, through their whirlwind courtship to the drama of 
the abdication and their final listless years in exile, Pasternak - who has had privileged access 
to Wallis’s inner circle as well as Edward’s home Fort Belvedere, Royal Lodge and the 
couple’s burial place at Frogmore - has finally given Wallis her authentic voice in this 
gripping and moving account. 
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‘Fascinating and refreshing’  Penny Junor, Royal Biographer 



Anna Pasternak is a writer and member of the Pasternak family: her 
great-grandfather was Leonid, the impressionist painter and her great-
uncle was Boris, the Nobel prize winning novelist.  She was educated at 
Christ Church, Oxford and is the author of a number of books, 
including the best-selling Princess in Love and most recently Lara, the 
critically acclaimed biography of Boris Pasternak’s lover and muse, 
Olga Ivinskaya. 
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The real Wallis, first 
duchess of Frogmore 
Before Meghan, Windsor was home to another American – one 
history has treated unfairly, writes biographer Anna Pasternak
On a sweltering June day last 
summer, I put on my best silk 
cocktail dress and my mother’s 
pearls. I wasn’t preparing to go to a 
party but to make a pilgrimage that 
was profoundly meaningful for me. 

I was going to Frogmore to place 
a bouquet of flowers on Wallis 
Simpson’s grave. I dressed up purely 
to honour the Duchess of Windsor, 
rigidly impeccable in her own style. I 
carried a special bouquet, the flowers 
chosen with care. It contained 
Wallis’s wedding blooms; white 
peonies, delphiniums the colour of 
her Mainbocher blue wedding dress, 
larkspur and sprigs of wild grasses.  

A month before, when Meghan 
Markle married Prince Harry, 
they had chosen the grounds of 
Frogmore House to hold their 
wedding reception. Now, the Duke 
and Duchess of Sussex are going to 
live in Frogmore Cottage, nestled 
in Home Park, the most private and 
idyllic sanctuary in the heart of 
Windsor Great Park. The grounds 
feel windswept and free. Paths mown 
through wild-flower meadows lead 
to the central lake. 

There is a poignancy that 
Meghan’s predecessor, Wallis 
Simpson, lies in the historic royal 
burial ground facing the lake. 
As soon as Harry and Meghan’s 

engagement was announced, endless 
comparisons between the two women 
were made. Apart from both being 
American and divorced, they were 
both 34 when they met their princes. 
Both have a distinctive style, share 
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a penchant for Givenchy and an 
exceptional closeness to their mothers. 

Initially, that is where the 
comparisons ended. Unlike Wallis, 
who was derided by the Royal family, 
denied royal status and exiled when 
Edward VIII abdicated in order 
to marry her, Meghan has been 
welcomed into the royal fold, granted 
the coveted HRH title and now has a 
royal property to live in.

But while the new duchess was 
deemed a breath of modernising fresh 
air around the time of the wedding, 
the Frogmore move has seen a more 
negative narrative emerge. History, it 
has been suggested, is repeating itself. 
Edward VIII and his brother, Bertie, 
once close, were driven apart due 
to the enmity between their wives, 
Wallis, and Queen Elizabeth, the Queen 
Mother. The distance between William 
and Harry is similarly being blamed 
on Kate and Meghan – as different 
in character and approach as their 
predecessors, and said not to get along. 

Yet for Wallis to still be seen as the 
wicked witch who nearly derailed the 
monarchy, seems monstrously unfair. 
I’ve long held a fascination with her: 
when I was at Oxford, my mother gave 
me the published letters between 
Wallis and Edward. I devoured them, 
haunted by their tragic love affair. 
Thirty years later, while watching The 

Crown, I realised that some scenes 
depicting her role in the abdication 
were factually incorrect. I decided that 
the time was ripe to rehabilitate Wallis 
and for the past two years, I have been 
researching a book about her. 
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I was extremely privileged to be 
given permission to enter the Royal 
Burial Ground, where the duke and 
duchess lie at rest together, but set 
apart from the other royal graves, 
separated by the protecting boughs of 
a giant plane tree. When the Duchess 
of Windsor was finally allowed back 
into the royal fold for Edward VIII’s 
funeral on June 5 1972, she was 
asked by the Queen, which side of 

her husband’s plot did she wish to 
be placed? Wallis chose the left. She 
liked the idea, she said, of the leaves 
of the plane tree falling on her grave 
in the autumn. Acutely aware of her 
unpopularity and lack of any children, 
she commented that no one was ever 
likely to place flowers on her grave. 
The leaves would adorn her instead. 
She used to collect similar leaves from 
the park of their Parisian mansion 
and place them on her dressing table, 
along with her collection of billet-doux 
from the besotted duke.

As I knelt before her grave, I 

expected to feel incurably sad. Instead, 
I felt relieved. Edward and Wallis have 
been accepted into this unique realm 
when they were driven from it in life. 
The duke’s stone grave is adorned 
with his heraldic roll call of names 
and his regal title. The duchess’s, of 
rougher-hewn stone, simply says: 
“Wallis, Duchess of Windsor, 19 June 
1896, 29 April 1986”. 

So much innuendo has been levelled 
at the Duchess of Windsor, that it 
has become impossible to hear her 
authentic voice amid the cacophony of 
condemnation. We have experienced 
her so fully as Machiavellian, through 
others’ projections and prejudice, 
that she has become a caricature of 
villainous womanhood. History is 
mostly perceived from the perspective 
of history. But what about her story?

The more embroiled I became 
in Wallis’s world, the greater my 
mounting fury that she has been 
judged so unfairly. Nicky Haslam, the 
interior designer, who knew Wallis, 
opened his address book for me and as 
I sat in elegant drawing rooms listening 
to Wallis’s old friends, the same 
sentiments were echoed. That Wallis 
was kind, witty and diverting company, 
while the duke was self-absorbed and 
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less engaging. Hugo Vickers, the royal 
historian, says: “The world adored 
him, yet the people who knew him and 
worked for him, had reservations about 
him. The world hated her, but the 
people who knew her and worked for 
her, absolutely adored her.” 

I spent a memorable afternoon 
in Marbella with Count Rudolf Graf 

Von Schonburg, whose wife, Princess 
Louise of Prussia, was related to 
Edward VIII via Queen Victoria. 
“I have always considered that the 
Duchess of Windsor’s position in 
history is factually incorrect and very 
unfair,” he told me.

Wallis was, in fact, warm, well-bred 
and well-read. She was also irresistibly 
charming, loyal and dignified to the 
end. Cherished by her friends, here 
was a woman written off by a cunning, 
powerful British establishment who 
sought to destroy and diminish her. 
Palace courtiers like Tommy Lascelles, 
who famously dismissed her as 
“shop-soiled” with “a voice like a rusty 

saw” (watch out for the courtiers, 
Meghan!). Stanley Baldwin, the 
Prime Minister, and Cosmo Lang, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, both had 
vested interests in dehumanising 
Wallis.

None of these men wanted 
Edward, whom they considered 
weak and ill-disciplined, on the 
throne and they used Wallis as the 
excuse to rid England of a man they 
deemed unfit to rule. 

What most of her detractors 
fail to acknowledge is that she 
never wanted to marry Edward. 
Initially she was flattered by his 
attention. What woman would not 
have been beguiled by the prince’s 
“unmistakable aura of power and 
authority?” Yet she never expected 
the infatuation to last. In 1935, she 
wrote to her beloved aunt, Bessie 
Merryman, “what a bump I’ll get 
when a young beauty appears and 
plucks the Prince from me. Anyway, 
I’m prepared.” 

The real tragedy for Wallis is 
that she could never have prepared 
for what was to come. She never 
intended to divorce her second 
husband, Ernest, with whom she 
had a contented marriage. It was 
Edward, then king, who forced her 

f
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into an untenable position, refusing 
to ever give her up. In the name 
of his needy love, Wallis paid the 
ultimate price: entrapment by a 
childish narcissist who threw the 
biggest tantrum in history when he 
could not have the two things he 
wanted most in the world – her and 
the throne.

Forced to choose Wallis, Edward 
was devastated when his family 
closed ranks against him.

Fortunately, Prince Harry did not 
suffer the same fate on his marriage 
to his American divorcee. I’m sure, 
that as Meghan walks around the 
grounds of Frogmore, pushing a pram 
next spring, she will pay homage 
to the Duchess of Windsor. I came 
to adore Wallis as I wrote my book, 
and wished that she had been a close 
girlfriend. I hope Meghan comes to 
champion her, and places flowers on 
Wallis’s grave. Nothing would have 
surprised or delighted the Duchess 
of Windsor more. 

Untitled: The Real Wallis Simpson, 
Duchess of Windsor by Anna Pasternak 
will be published by William Collins on 
March 7 2019

Wallis Simpson with Lord Mountbatten 
and Duke of Kent at her husband’s grave

‘The people who 
knew her and worked 
for her absolutely 
adored her’
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Capturing a prince: 
divorcees Wallis 
Simpson and 
Meghan Markle 
were both 34 when 
they met the men 
they were to marry. 
Now the Duke and 
Duchess of Sussex 
are to move to 
Frogmore Cottage 
in Home Park, left, 
where the Duke 
and Duchess of 
Windsor are buried
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Finding  
MRS  
SIMPSON
History has long maligned WALLIS SIMPSON as the 
manipulative American divorcée who sabotaged 
the monarchy and lived her life in disgrace. In reality, 
she was the opposite of a cold-hearted schemer, 
says her biographer Anna Pasternak

E
ver since Meghan Markle  

came into the royal spotlight, 

comparisons have been  

made with her notorious 

predecessor, Wallis Simpson – 

the first American divorcée to  

captivate a handsome British 

prince. Mrs Simpson caused international  

scandal in 1936 when King Edward VIII  

abdicated in order to marry her. 

From her portrayal in countless books and 

films, everyone assumes they know the  

Duchess of Windsor – there has only ever been 
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The Duke and Duchess of Windsor in Miami, 
1941, five years after the abdication; Edward 
was made governor of the Bahamas during  

the Second World War. Opposite: Wallis 
photographed for Vogue in 1944
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one narrative about this enigmatic character. 

Wallis is an icon of fashion yet, in spite of her 

undeniable chic – the Cartier and couture – her 

image remains hard and unyielding: a ruthless, 

cold schemer who nearly derailed the monarchy. 

Devoid of warmth, she remains the victim of 

brutal character assassination decades after her 

pitiful death in 1986, alone and exiled in Paris. 

So how could a man who had everything give it 

all up for a woman who had nothing? Having 

spent two years writing a book about the Duchess 

of Windsor, I have reached a simple conclusion: 

Edward loved Wallis because she was lovable.  

Far from being a frigid, cold dominatrix, she was  

a loyal, deeply feminine, vulnerable woman who 

remained charming and dignified to the end. 

During my research, in which I gained entrée 

into Wallis’s coterie of living friends, I listened 

with mounting incredulity and fury as they told 

me repeatedly of her kindliness, sense of fun and 

depth of friendship which contradicted the public 

image of a hard-nosed, shallow woman. She was 

no saint – but she was far from a sinister 

manipulator. Her detractors continue to screech 

that she was a Nazi sympathiser and traitor,  

yet her friends and eminent historians such as 

Hugo Vickers and Philip Ziegler are adamant  

that there is no evidence of Nazi conspiracy.  

She did go with Edward to Germany to meet 

Hitler, but in 1937 – before the atrocities of  

the Second World War – and this was only 

because Edward wanted his wife to experience 

the pomp and ceremony of a royal tour, denied  

to Wallis in England.

It was a revelation to discover the real Wallis 

Simpson. I was taken aback by the force with 

which her friends adored her. ‘She was so 

affectionate, a loving sort of friend,’ wrote fashion 

editor Diana Vreeland. ‘Women are rarely that 

sort of friend to each other.’ Wallis was similarly 

loyal to male friends. The Conservative MP Sir 

Henry ‘Chips’ Channon said, ‘She has always 

shown me friendship, understanding and even 

affection. I have known her to do a hundred 

kindnesses and never a mean act.’ 

Why has the real Wallis never been seen 

before? Because history perpetuates convenient 

myths and Wallis has long been the victim of 

misogynistic portrayals and female jealousy. 

Lady Monckton, a close friend of the Windsors, 

said after Wallis died, ‘People were always being 

nasty about Wallis. You must remember how 

jealous people felt when the Prince of Wales fell  

in love with her.’ No woman was more furious  

with Wallis than Queen Elizabeth the late Queen 

Mother. She laid the blame for the abdication  

at Wallis’s door, incandescent that her nervous 

husband Bertie was forced on to the throne.  

She dehumanised Wallis as ‘that woman’ and  

‘the lowest of the low’. Royal toadies and most of 

the establishment duly followed suit. 

Wallis was a woman written off by a cunning, 

powerful British establishment who sought to 

destroy and diminish her. Palace courtiers such  

as Tommy Lascelles – who famously dismissed 

her as ‘shop-soiled’ and ‘with a voice like a rusty 

saw’ – the prime minister Stanley Baldwin and 

the Archbishop of Canterbury Cosmo Lang all 

had vested interests in annihilating Wallis’s 

character. None of these men wanted Edward, 

whom they considered weak and ill-disciplined,  

on the throne and they used Wallis as the excuse 

to rid England of a man they deemed unfit to rule. 

Wallis, who was better bred than Grace Kelly and 

better educated than the Duke, realised that 

duplicitous forces were against her. She wrote to 

Edward post the abdication, ‘It is the politicians 

whose game it is to have you forgotten and to 

build up the puppet they have placed on the 
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throne. I was the convenient tool in their hands  

to use to get rid of you and how they used it!’

What Wallis’s critics fail to acknowledge is that 

she never wanted to divorce her second husband, 

Ernest Simpson, or to marry Edward. She tried 

on many occasions to break off her relationship 

with him, yet he blackmailed her, threatening to 

kill himself if she forsook him. Lord Perry 

Brownlow, who accompanied Wallis to the South 

of France when news of the abdication broke, 

wrote a moving account of her terror and despair. 

‘We found rooms in a hotel,’ Perry recalled. 

‘“Perry,” Wallis said to me through the door after 

we’d been in our separate rooms for what seemed 

an eternity, “will you please leave the door open 

between your room and mine? I’m so frightened. 

I’m so nervous.”’ Soon after, Wallis called out to 

Perry again, asking if he could sleep in the bed 

next to her as she felt too afraid to be alone.  

Wallis started to cry – ‘Sounds came out of her 

that were absolutely without top, bottom…they 

were primeval. There was nothing I could do but 

lie down beside her, hold her hand, and make her 

feel that she was not alone.’ 

What I had not expected during my research 

was how much I came to love, admire and relate 

to Wallis. An only child, she adored her mother 

and was bereft when she died in 1929, soon after 

Wallis moved to England to marry Ernest 

Simpson. She grieved bitterly, for she felt her 

mother was ‘the only person who truly 

understood her.’ I warmed to Wallis as I have 

struggled with my grief since my own mother 

died. I respected her inner discipline. When the 

world learned of the abdication, Wallis received 

vicious hate mail – the equivalent of the trolls 

slaying Meghan online today. ‘It’s no exaggeration 

to say that my world went to pieces every 

morning on my breakfast tray,’ she later wrote. 

Admirably, she schooled herself to survive what 

would have felled the hardiest of souls, ‘To be 

accused of things that one has never done; to be 

judged and condemned on many sides by people 

ignorant of the controlling circumstances; to have 

one’s supposed character day after day laid bare, 

dissected and flayed.’ She triumphed with ‘a kind 

of private arrangement with oneself ’. She knew 

who she was and her friends knew too. She 

learned to uphold what matters in life and to 

endure being a woman misunderstood. Whom 

among us hasn’t felt lonely and fragile when other 

people have written us off as hard or robust? 
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‘SHE NEVER 
WANTED TO 

DIVORCE HER 
SECOND 

HUSBAND OR  
TO MARRY 
EDWARD’
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From left: Wallis as a baby with her mother in 1896;  
a week before King Edward VIII abdicated in 1936;  
at their wedding in France, 1937; relaxing in France 
with Slipper, her favourite terrier, 1935; at the 
Bahamian Club in Nassau, 1945; touching the King 
on an Adriatic cruise, which was described as  
‘a breathtaking breach of protocol’, 1936; in the US 
with their pug Disraeli, 1951
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I came to understand why 

Wallis cultivated such a 

severe appearance. Her rigid 

sartorial perfectionism 

became her psychological 

armour. An inscrutable 

dignity gave her strength. 

Always immaculately 

groomed, there was a delicacy 

about her appearance from 

her dresses cinched with tiny 

belts to neat pairs of heels. 

What struck at the heart of her womanhood 

was that she would have loved children but was 

infertile due to gynaecological problems (she had 

a hysterectomy later in life). The secret inner pain 

of childlessness must have made the slurs against 

her bitterly hard to bear. 

Wallis compensated by developing other 

graceful traits. She was the most accomplished 

hostess who loved interior decoration. According 

to interior decorator Nicky Haslam, who knew her 

in New York in the 60s, Wallis ‘was a much more 

artistic creature than people thought. She liked 

beautiful things and had a keen eye.’ Edward said 

of his first visit to her flat in Bryanston Court, 

Marylebone, ‘Everything was in exquisite taste 

and the food, in my judgment, unrivalled in 

London.’ According to Lady Pamela Hicks, ‘She 

was the most marvellous hostess. Her houses 

were perfection. At giving 

parties and serving food, she 

was the best.’ When she was 

the Duchess of Windsor and 

could afford it, Wallis would 

spray floral centrepieces with 

Diorissimo perfume. It is a 

mark of how fond the society 

florist Constance Spry was of 

Wallis that she offered her 

wedding flowers as a gift, in 

the process ruling herself out 

of the lucrative commission for the flowers for 

George VI’s coronation. Spry spent two days 

filling the French venue with lilies, white peonies, 

delphiniums and wild roses. She told the 

photographer Cecil Beaton, ‘I’m going to make 

the flowers as beautiful as I can. I’d do anything 

for her. I adore her. So did all my girls when they 

arranged flowers for her in her Regent’s Park 

House and didn’t know who she was.’

Part of the fascination with the Duchess of 

Windsor is because we want to know if the 

fairytale was real. Did she and the former king 

have a happy ending? For Edward, it was a coup 
de foudre; his love for her never wavered. His 

inscription inside her 20-carat emerald 

engagement ring read, ‘We are ours now’. Wallis, 

on their wedding day, was more in shock than in 

love. As they were leaving for their honeymoon in 

Austria, Edward’s aide Sir Walter Monckton  

took Wallis aside. He later admitted that he told 

her that most people in England disliked her  

very much because the Duke had married her  

and given up his throne, but that, ‘if she kept  

him happy all his days, that would change; if he 

were unhappy, nothing would be too bad for her.’ 

Once Wallis was entrapped in marriage, she 

determined to do her best by Edward, whom she 

grew to truly love. In this endeavour, against the 

backdrop of psychological assassination from the 

entire world, she triumphed. 

Count Rudi von Schönburg, who ran the 

Marbella Club – a society hotspot in Spain 

frequented by the Windsors in the 60s – became  

a devoted friend. ‘In 50 years of running a hotel,  

I have seen thousands of couples together,’ he  

told me. ‘I have seldom seen a couple as 

integrated as they were. They had a deep 

confidence in each other and mutual respect.  

It was an extraordinary love.’

 Sadly, the world still has not altered its 

trenchant, biased view of Wallis Simpson. It is  

my intention to bring her back favourably in the 

eyes of the world, which she deserves, and  

where she belongs. 

 Untitled: The Real Wallis Simpson, Duchess of 

Windsor by Anna Pasternak will be published by 
William Collins on 7 March, priced £20*  
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‘IT WAS AN 
EXCEPTIONAL 
LOVE. I HAVE 

SELDOM SEEN 
A COUPLE AS 
INTEGRATED’
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Clockwise from 
left: the Duke and 
Duchess pose in 
their Paris home 
with their pugs for 
Vogue, 1964; 
Prince Philip, the 
Queen and Prince 
Charles visiting 
the couple in May 
1972, shortly 
before the Duke’s 
death; and on  
their wedding day,  
3 June 1937, at 
Château de Candé  
in the Loire valley
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HEPHZIBAH ANDERSON
BIOGRAPHY

Untitled: The Real  
Wallis Simpson,  
Duchess Of Windsor
Anna Pasternak  
William Collins £20

T he Royal Family’s 
embrace of Meghan 
Markle left biogra-
pher Anna Paster-
nak fuming on 

behalf of another American 
divorcee who captured a 
prince’s heart but found her-
self trapped in a very different 
kind of story. 

More than 80 years since Edward 
VIII’s abdication, the name Mrs 
Simpson still evokes scandal. Bessie Wallis 
Warfield, as she was born, has been accused 
of spying for Nazi Germany, rapaciously plot-
ting to make herself queen and domineering 
entrapment with geisha-like wiles. 

To Pasternak, all of this seems bitterly 
unjust, and she sets about rehabilitating her 
in a diverting if unpersuasive book dedicated 
to ‘HRH The Duchess of Windsor’, a title  
she never received in full. 

It’s a curious kind of rescue, reliant upon 
casting Wallis as passive and powerless, and 
the Duke of Windsor as a maniac, unhinged 
by his obsession with her. Far from schem-
ing to become queen, Pasternak insists that 
Wallis never intended to divorce her second 
husband. Indeed, Mr Simpson’s chief con-
cern when His Royal Highness spent today’s 
equivalent of £7 million on jewels for his  
wife was their mounting insurance bill. 

IT
A FA

A slice of W
Edward’s we

from 1937 w
Sotheby’s i

£22,000
later recr

TV’s Se

As events spiral out of con-
trol following the death of King 

George V, Wallis is shown to be vul-
nerable and afraid. Her health falters. 

Deep-seated childhood anxieties about poverty 
flare up. From their five-star exile, she pens 

  a scene 
reated in 

einfeld. 

self-pitying notes to her now ex-husband. 
Even as Pasternak defends her heroine,  

the facts undermine her case. There goes 
Wally, borrowing the yacht of a suspected 
Nazi collaborator, accepting a jeroboam of 
perfume from a playboy in a Paris nightclub, 
getting yet another facelift. 

Early on, Pasternak urges us to cease 
 ‘belittling’ Wallis and see her as a ‘modern, 
intelligent, remarkable woman’. Remarkable? 
There’s little here to suggest it, though her 
intelligence comes across through a suc-
cession of tart ripostes. Her modernity, on 
the other hand, is striking: rattling around 
in chateaux and penthouses, trapped by her 
own Faustian pact and oppressed by media 
scorn, she resembles nobody so much as one 
of TV’s Real Housewives.

IT’S 
A FACT

A slice of Wallis and 
Edward’s wedding cake 

from 1937 was sold at 
Sotheby’s in 1997 for 

£22,000 – a scene 
later recreated in 

TV’s Seinfeld. 
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The Duke and Duchess of Windsor 
on their wedding day in 1937
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Learning to love Wallis Simpson 
A new biography 
paints Edward VIII’s 
wife as a tragic figure 
unfairly vilified by 
history, says Ysenda 
Maxtone Graham 

Book of the week

E
ven if the EU has 40 words for
“no”, the British royal family
surely put Michel Barnier in the
shade. When it comes to flinty-
hearted negotiators refusing to

soften their stance towards someone they
consider to be beyond the pale, you can’t
beat the royals in the mid-20th century.
For 35 years they responded in the nega-
tive to the Duke of Windsor’s repeated
requests that his wife should be granted
the title “Her Royal Highness”. 

So the apposite title of this biography of
Wallis Simpson is Untitled. It’s a rehabilita-
tion job on the woman for whom Edward
VIII abdicated the throne in 1936; he
would rather marry a divorcée and cause a
constitutional crisis than be king. Anna
Pasternak tells us in the acknowledgments
that she asked Simpson’s previous biogra-
pher, Anne Sebba (That Woman, 2011), to
sum up her views on Simpson. Sebba’s
response was: “What’s to like?” To which
Pasternak replied that her view was exact-
ly the opposite: “What’s not to like?”

How Simpson’s enemies — her mother-
in-law, Queen Mary, and her sister-in-law
Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother —
would have shuddered, not only at this

i i b l h d j

Untitled
The Real Wallis 
Simpson, Duchess
of Windsor
by Anna Pasternak

William Collins,
342pp; £20

U
T
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opinion, but also at the modern jargon.
Pasternak’s mission is to make us love
Simpson, to see her as a tragic heroine,
unfairly vilified, who did all she could to
make the man who loved her desist from
giving up the crown to marry her.

The book does have the Desert Island
Discs effect of making you take notice of
and see the compassionate, vulnerable
sides of someone you have subconsciously
compartmentalised all your life as too rich,
too thin and, let’s be frank, too American.
(During her one stay there, in 1936,
Simpson introduced the triple-decker
sandwich to Balmoral.)

As with most royal biographies, there’s
little here that hasn’t been written some-
where before. Pasternak quotes extensive-
ly from Edward’s memoir A King’s Story
and Simpson’s Mills & Boony autobio-
graphy The Heart Has Its Reasons (“I was
prepared to go through rivers of woe, seas
of despair, and oceans of agony for him”),
as well as from Sebba, and from James
Pope-Hennessy’s biography of Queen
Mary and Philip Ziegler’s Edward VIII.
Pasternak whizzes us through Simpson’s
1890s Baltimore childhood in three pages,

her disastrous eight-year first marriage to
an alcoholic in a page and a half, and her
final widowed, miserable, lonely, gaga 14
years (from Edward’s death in 1972 to her
death at the age of 89 in 1986) in another
three pages.

So why read it? Well, Pasternak did
interview a few fresh people: John Julius
Norwich, whose parents, Duff and Diana
Cooper, knew the Windsors well in Paris;
Count Rudi von Schönburg, who ran the
Marbella Club in the 1960s; Anne Pleydell-

h k h h

Bouverie, whose parents knew them in the
Bahamas; and a duke called David Maude-
Roxby-Montalto di Fragnito, who met
Simpson a few times on Palm Beach. 

These people bring fresh observations
to bear, such as (from Norwich): “Papa
could see that this thing had got far too big
for Wallis and she was longing to get the
hell out . . . but the King was determined to
marry her.” Or (from Von Schönburg):
“The Duke harboured this terrible fear
that ‘they didn’t treat Wallis well when
I was alive, how will they treat her
when I am dead?’ ”

What makes the book unputdown-
able is Pasternak’s lively and detailed
(and thankfully not Mills & Boonsy)
retelling of this ever-fascinating, ridic-
ulously poignant love story. The happi-
ly married Simpsons met Edward in 1932
through their friend Thelma Furness, and
they invited him to dinner at their man-
sion flat in Bryanston Court in London.
Edward invited them back for a weekend
at his house, Fort Belvedere, in Surrey.

“She is a nice, quiet, well-bred mouse of
a woman, with large startled eyes and a
huge mole,” the MP Chips Channon wrote
of Simpson in his diary. However, there
was something about her forthrightness
that enchanted the prince. There is no
factual back-up for the rumour that she
hooked him with “sophisticated sexual
practices” she had picked up in “singing
houses” in China, where she spent a year
in the 1920s after escaping from her first
marriage. That was just prurient tittle-
tattle that spread when the scandal broke.
“Everything was a bid to discredit her,”
said Norwich, “but she was the furthest
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thing from kinky.”
Although Simpson is the central charac-

ter, this is as much a biography of Edward;
just as nothing could separate them in life,
no biographer can separate them in death.
On every page you wince as they once
more step towards a life of exiled futility. 

Norwich said that his father was the
only person who dared to warn Edward
of the inevitable outcome, “that the
whole blame for the catastrophe [of
the Abdication] would be placed on
Wallis, now and in history”. Edward
did not heed this warning. There is no
doubt that the tragic flaw that drives

the story was his obsessive determina-
tion to have his own way, at all costs, in

matters of love. This trait was revealed last
year in Rachel Trethewey’s Before Wallis,
which portrayed him as obsessive in his
pursuit of his girlfriend of the moment.
With Simpson, this obsessiveness reached

the level of total dependency and blind-
ness to all reason. 

“Yes, but . . .” I kept wanting to say to
Pasternak, who impresses on us that Simp-
son implored the prince to let her go, so she
could return to her sweet, gracious, noble
husband, Ernest. “I feel I am better with
him than with you,” she wrote to Edward
from the dismal rented house in Felix-
stowe in Suffolk where she was staying just
before her divorce trial in Ipswich, “and so
you must understand.”

She offered to return the gifts Edward
had given her, as well as the “life-changing
sum of money” he had bestowed on her —
although she was enchanted by the royal
lifestyle, she was emphatically not (Paster-
nak claims) a gold-digger. On crackly tele-
phone lines, as she went into hiding in
France in December 1936 when the news
of the affair broke in the British press, she
was overheard shouting at him: “Never
leave your country. You cannot give in. You
were born to this. It is your heritage.”

Edward took no notice, but she could
just have not married him, couldn’t she?
Perhaps not. You try having Edward VIII
in love with you and see if you can escape.
He simply went ahead and abdicated. 

The story is made odder and sadder
when you consider that Simpson never
menstruated, so could never have children
(a source of infinite sadness to her), and
that (as Lady Cynthia Gladwyn explained
to Hugo Vickers, who told it to Pasternak),
“the prince had sexual problems. He was

unable to perform.”
Here are some of Simpson’s traits that

Pasternak mentions to build up a positive
image. She was a wonderfully attentive
hostess; if there was a legendary bore at the
dinner table, she was the one who took the
trouble to talk to them. She was a calming
influence on the impossibly demanding
Edward, whose bitterness towards his
family (who persistently refused to meet
his wife) increasingly infected his life. Each
morning of their married life she wrote a
“programme” for him and put it on the hall
table, to help him to get through the long,
pointless day ahead. 

She loved her dear American aunt
Bessie. She wrote affectionate letters to
friends. She loved Ernest (but she did
divorce him). It’s not true that she flew
from the Bahamas to Miami every week
during the war to have her hair done,
but she and Edward did like shopping in
Washington DC occasionally, taking 73
pieces of luggage.

Wise Ernest, who understood and cher-
ished her, gently told her the truth about
how inextricably bound up she was with
Edward. “Would your life ever have been
the same if you had broken it off? I mean,
could you have settled down in the old
life and forgotten the fairyland through
which you had passed? My child, I do not
think so.”

Among the book’s excellent photo-
graphs, some published for the first time,
there’s a hauntingly sad one of Simpson
looking out of a window of Buckingham
Palace watching the Trooping the Colour,
utterly desolate, before Edward’s funeral in
1972. On that day, at last, she was invited to
ride along The Mall with the Queen
Mother in an open-topped carriage, but
she declined. That gesture of friendship
and reconciliation, one that would have
brought so much happiness to Edward,
had come too late.
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lost world Wallis 
Simpson and the Duke
of Windsor in the 
Bahamas c 1942. Below: 
at Buckingham Palace
in 1972 before her 
husband’s funeral 
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W
hat price love? Anna 
Pasternak, journalist 
and author, was pos-
sibly born to the task 
of counting the cost. 
She’s a great-niece 
of Boris Pasternak, 

writer of that three-hanky 
Russian classic of doomed 
love, Doctor Zhivago.

Pasternak was 26 when 
she tackled a less-heroic 
love saga, Princess Diana’s 
affair with James Hewitt, 
in her 1994 book, Princess 
in Love. “Her need was 
too much, she was start-
ing to flail. So, with the 
ease of a dancer perform-
ing a well-worn routine, 
she stood up, walked 
across to him and slipped 
sideways on to his lap,” 
Pasternak wrote, in a story 
that slid into lurid territory 
as effortlessly as a princess 
dropping into the lap of an 
unsuitable commoner. “I 
know my own father con-
sidered it was rather tabloid 
and beneath me,” she says, 
sighing, from her home in 
the UK.

It was certainly a scoop. 
“I met him socially,” she 

says of Hewitt. “Then he approached 
me and said that Andrew Morton was 
doing a second book on Diana. She knew 
that their affair was coming out and she 
wanted it sympathetically told as a love 
story.”

The price of a sympathetically told 
love story: “Everyone 
denounced it as Mills & 
Boon because that was 
the easiest way to dimin-
ish me and the story. 
People thought I’d made 
it up.” Well, you couldn’t, 
really, could you?

The book sold like 
the scandalous royal 
bodice-ripper it was, 
and Pasternak got the 
last laugh. “Eighteen 
months later, when Diana 
admitted in her Panorama 
interview that the affair 
was true, suddenly I went 
from being the villain 
to being celebrated. At 
the 20th anniversary of 
her death, even her sons 
were saying exactly what 
I had said 20 years earlier. 
I could have carved out 
a career being on the 
breakfast sofas every 
morning talking about 
royal things.”

DUCHESS 
DERISION
The author of books about maligned 
famous women risks another backlash 
with her latest on – as the Queen Mother 
put it – “the lowest of the low”. by DIANA WICHTEL
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WALLIS SIMPSON
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“Because of 
Me Too and 
the current 
political climate 
in not silencing 
women’s voices, I 
hope that we will 
be more open to 
hearing the truth 
about Wallis.”
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1. Wallis Simpson, c1920. 2. A young 
Edward, Prince of Wales. 3. The prince’s 
lover, Thelma Furness, who introduced 
him to Simpson, c1920. 4. King Edward 
VIII in 1936. 5. Edward and Wallis, the 
Duke and Duchess of Windsor, on their 
wedding day in 1937. 6. The duchess 
in 1937. 7. The duke and duchess on a 
visit to Nazi Germany in 1937. 8. Author 
Anna Pasternak, the great-niece of 
Boris Pasternak, who wrote the Russian 
classic Doctor Zhivago.
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Pasternak talks 
a mile a minute in 
beautifully modu-
lated vowels, with an 
admirably unapolo-
getic attitude. But her 
fi rst book was clearly 
a punishing experi-
ence. The next, Lara: 
The Untold Love Story 
and the Inspiration for 
Doctor Zhivago, about 
Olga Ivinskaya, lover 
of her great-uncle 
Boris, was a long time 
in the making. “It 
took me 20 years to 
write Lara because I 
was so terrifi ed of the 
backlash. I thought, ‘If 
your name’s Pasternak 
and you’re writing 
about Boris Pasternak, 
god, it better be good.” 
Luckily it was. “I was 
absolutely steeled to 
be kind of fl ayed alive 
and quite the reverse 
happened. I got this 
critical acclaim.”

For Ivinskaya, the 
price of love was 
heavy. Doctor Zhivago, set against the 
backdrop of the Russian Revolution, was 
considered anti-Soviet. Pasternak’s muse 
was imprisoned, miscarried her lover’s 
child and spent years in the Gulag. “She 
was subjected to interrogation about the 
book that Boris was writing and not once 
does she betray him,” Pasternak says.

Her loyalty was not repaid. “My family 
denounced her as this traitor.” Pasternak’s 
grandmother never sullied her lips with 
Olga’s name. “She was so contemptuous 
of this temptress who she felt had dragged 
Boris off the moral path.”

A TEMPTRESS AND WORSE
Pasternak’s new book takes on another 
woman derided as a temptress and worse,  
but who is a less immediately sympathetic 
proposition: Wallis Simpson. We know the 
story. Glamorous, popular King Edward 
VIII abdicates the throne in 1936 to run 
off with a twice-married American. The 
rest is history, books, movies and The 
Crown. “The common perception is that 
she was a ruthless, cold, ambitious bitch,” 
observed Pasternak in Tatler. The couple 

go on to live a hollow hedonistic life in 
exile. And as viewers of The Crown were 
reminded, there was that bit of bother 
with the Nazis.

Why Wallis, why now? “I decided I 
wanted to spend the rest of my career 
rehabilitating women whom history has 

treated badly, and obviously there was no 
woman in the royal family who I think 
has been treated more appallingly than 
Wallis.”

That’s saying something when you 
consider the slings and arrows suffered by 
Sarah Ferguson, Diana Spencer, Camilla 
Parker Bowles, Kate Middleton – and now 
Meghan Markle. “There was that line 

Wallis says, ‘Every day, 
my life goes to pieces 
when my breakfast 
tray arrives’, because 
of the amount of hate 
mail that was sent 
to her. The means of 
the delivery of the 
message has changed, 
but as with Meghan 
Markle, once you 
become a member of 
the royal family, you 
don’t have a voice to 
speak back.”

The gossips have 
been claiming that 
Prince William and 
Prince Harry have 
been driven apart, 
casting Markle in the 
Yoko Ono role. As 
Pasternak notes in 
Tatler, “Edward VIII 
and his brother, Bertie, 
once close, fell out due 
to the enmity between 
their wives.”

Thus history, in this 
case fairly farcical to 
begin with, repeats. 
The Queen Mother 

became Queen through the abdication, 
but “that woman” and “the lowest of 
the low” were how she referred to Wallis. 
“She was seen as the nation’s favourite 
granny in her later years, a pudgy woman 
in her chiffon dresses, soft and marshmal-
low, and she was utterly ruthless,” muses 
Pasternak. “This culture of immense judg-
ment from women to other women is part 
of what I’m trying to debunk.”

These days, a divorced, retired American 
actress can be styled Her Royal Highness. 
Wallis never got her HRH and claimed 
not to care, but Pasternak is almost as 
aggrieved about that as the Duke of 
Windsor was. Her book is titled, pointedly, 
Untitled. It’s defi antly dedicated to “Her 
Royal Highness The Duchess of Windsor”.

Pasternak’s publishers weren’t impressed. 
“In the fi rst draft, it wasn’t in. I had to say 
if there was any fl ak, I took full respon-
sibility. And then they put the HRH in 
quotation marks, I just noticed, in the 
American edition. It’s utterly incensing.”

THE NAZI CONNECTION
She puts one of the Duke of Windsor’s 

WALLIS SIMPSON

“The conspiracy of silence 
was even assisted by 
newsagents who literally 
cut out revelations from 
foreign journals. Wasn’t 
that incredible?”

The Duke and Duchess 
of York and their 
daughters Margaret 
and Elizabeth, bending, 
attending celebrations 
at St Paul’s Cathedral in 
1935 marking the silver 
jubilee of King George V.
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more deplorable episodes down to this 
slighting of Wallis. In 1937, Edward took 
Wallis to Germany, where they hung out 
with Hitler. By some accounts, Edward 
gave the Führer full Nazi salutes. As an epi-
sode of the BBC series The Crown showed, 
papers were uncovered outlining a plan by 
Nazi offi cials to kidnap the Duke and rein-
stall him as a puppet king after an invasion 
of Britain.

Was he a Nazi sympathiser? “I watched 
the Pathé newsreels. He’s waving to the 
crowd, but you can take one frame and it 
looks like a Nazi salute.” She consulted his-
torians of the period. “There’s no evidence 
that they were Nazi sympathisers and 
certainly there is no complete evidence 
for this rubbish that Wallis had this affair 

with [high-ranking Nazi Joachim] von 
Ribbentrop.”

Oh dear. On that 1937 trip, Wallis was 
treated like, well, an HRH. “When you see 
Edward’s woundedness from his family 
and how desperate he was to show Wallis 
that this was the life she was entitled to as 
his wife, it was like he came to it from this 
bizarre place of hurt and made a very fool-
ish decision.”

And yet the couple were close friends of 
Diana Mosley, one of the Mitford sisters, 
wife of British fascist leader Oswald Mosley 
and a lifelong remorseless Hitler fan. And 
there’s evidence that even after World War 
II, Edward blamed Churchill and the Jews 
for it.

“Yes, I think he did say some ill-advised 
things, but I think they were probably 
taken out of context. In his autobiography, 
he admits that Hitler wasn’t a good man 
and that it was ill-advised to go on that 
trip,” Pasternak says. “And remember, 
Edward was not academically bright or 
astute. In one sense, he was modern in 
some ways, but he was incredibly stupid in 
others. I’m sure after a few drinks he could 
have said some very stupid and offensive 
things.”

They were so privileged, so epically 
useless. If they had some tough times, it’s 
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Pasternak’s story slid 
into lurid territory as 
eff ortlessly as a princess 
dropping into the lap of 
an unsuitable commoner.

hard not to think, well, boo-hoo. “Yeah, 
exactly,” says Pasternak. “They did lead 
this profl igate, rather – in the end – soul-
less, empty existence. But I fi rmly believe 
that if – when he said he was going to 
abdicate – he had been sat down and told, 
‘Right, you will never be allowed to live in 
England again. You will never have royal 
status in England. Neither will your wife. 
And you will never be allowed to go back 
to the home you loved so much, Fort Bel-
vedere,’ he would have made a different 
decision.”

A “GENTLEMAN’S AGREEMENT”
Untitled is a reminder of just how scandal-
ous the King’s abdication for “the woman 
I love” was. A “gentleman’s agreement” 
meant the press wouldn’t cover Mrs Simp-
son’s “friendship” with the King. “The 
conspiracy of silence was even assisted by 
newsagents who literally cut out revela-
tions from foreign journals,” Pasternak 
writes. “Wasn’t that incredible?” she says.

“When Princess Margaret was going out 
with Captain Peter Townsend, exactly the 
same thing happened. There was a media 

blackout which came from the palace 
until they couldn’t contain it any longer.”

The blackout only served to make news 
of the abdication more shocking. “The 
people adored him and then suddenly it 
was, ‘I’m leaving for this strange-looking 
divorced woman’.”

The strange-looking divorced woman 
hasn’t hitherto elicited a lot of support. As 
Pasternak records, when Wallis biographer 
Anne Sebba was asked about her view of 
her subject, she replied, “What’s to like?”

Even the sympathetic Untitled reads 
like a sort of horror story. Wallis is fi rst 
fl attered, then plagued with doubt as 
Edward’s “narcissistic neediness” nudges 
her towards divorce and a marriage.

“She never wanted to be queen,” Paster-
nak says. “She didn’t actually even want 
to marry Edward and she certainly didn’t 
want him to abdicate. She was percep-
tive enough to realise that she would be 
blamed in perpetuity.”

As Yuri Zhivago says to Lara in Doctor 
Zhivago, “I don’t think I could love you 
so much if you had nothing to complain 
of and nothing to regret.” For Edward, 

1. Diana, Princess of 
Wales, with Prince Harry 
in 1986. 2. Her former 
lover, James Hewitt. 3. 
The Prince and Princess 
of Wales in Canada 
in 1991. 4. Meghan 
Markle.
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the forces ranked against 
them fuelled his obses-
sion. “A boy is holding a 
girl very tight in his arms 
tonight …” he wrote to 
Wallis. “A girl knows that 
not anybody or anything 
can separate WE …”

The book paints a 
vivid portrait of a woman 
rendered powerless. “… 
due to the letters [the hate 
mail] I shan’t live very 
long,” she wrote to her ex-
husband, Ernest Simpson, 
“and in fact am a prisoner. 
Four detectives.”

You can see why Pasternak, who 
endured fl ak after Princess in Love, might 
empathise. “When the hate mail started 
coming and she realised what her fate 
was going to be, she developed this inner 
strength – that had to be enough against 
the backdrop of universal vilifi cation. 
That takes real emotional intelligence 
and real dignity and tremendous 
courage.”

Wallis is hardly a feminist icon, but 
the story has relevance in a time when 
women still struggle to be heard and 
remain more harshly judged for breaking 
ranks. “There is still a very entrenched 
view in this country, especially among 
the Establishment, that Wallis was this 
dreadful woman who denied the coun-
try their popular King,” Pasternak says. 
“Because of Me Too and the current 
political climate in not silencing women’s 
voices, I hope that we will be more open 
to hearing the truth about Wallis and the 
old prejudice, which is so almost Dicken-
sian and out of date, will be allowed to fall 
away.”

REALITY BITES
Pasternak projects a certain steely resolve 
but has also worn her heart on her roman-
tic sleeve. She has documented her own 
quest for love. “I have,” she says brightly. 
Sample 2010 Daily Mail column: “Can 
therapy fi nd me love? Divorced, single 
mother Anna Pasternak tries one last 
throw of the dice.” In this she describes 
a “particularly gruelling decade”: “I got 
married, got divorced, met a divorced 
American, got into a relationship with 
him, got pregnant, had an abortion as 
he was so vehemently against me having 
the child, later met a younger man, had 

a planned baby with him 
and was left a single mother 
when my daughter was two 
and I was 38.”

Goodness. Unlike Diana 
and Wallis, things worked 
out for Pasternak. See a 
story in the Telegraph titled, 
wonderfully, “I met my 
Wizard in a yurt … sobbing 
my heart out.” She has described 
her meeting with yurt-bound therapist 

Andrew Wallas. “You are a shallow, neu-
rotic, materialistic, posh Russian bitch,” 
he reportedly told her. It was all on. He 
answered the phone when I called Paster-
nak, so a happy ending.

EMBATTLED DIGNITY
In her mission to redeem other unhappy 
women, Pasternak can claim some suc-
cess. Her father had shared his family’s 
poor opinion of Olga Ivinskaya. He was 
reading Lara when he and his daughter 
were fl ying to Milan together to see the 
original manuscript of Doctor Zhivago. 
“He fi nished the book,” recalls Paster-
nak, “and he said, ‘Boris would be very 
proud.’”

Nice. Wallis Simpson may prove a 
harder ask. Pasternak’s fascinatingly 
detailed, always entertaining, some-
times moving book does reveal a certain 

embattled dignity in 
her subject. Too bad 
Wallis can’t know 
how fi ercely she’s 
been championed 

after all these 
years.

Pasternak, a 
woman una-
fraid to admit to 
having smudged 
herself with sage 
to enhance her 
relationship aura, 
is not having that. 
“I like to think 
that she does know 
in some sort of 
karmic or spiritual 
way,” she says. 
Indeed, Untitled 
ends with the 
author visiting the 

Duchess’ grave on the Frogmore Estate 
at Windsor, now home, spookily, to that 
other American divorcée, Meghan Markle, 
and Prince Harry.

Pasternak took fl owers, knelt at the 
grave. “I expected to feel this tremen-
dous sadness,” she says. “As I placed the 
bouquet on her grave, I felt this rush of 
happiness mixed with relief come up my 
body. It was quite extraordinary.”

That other-worldly experience didn’t 
make the fi nal cut in Untitled. “My editor 
said, ‘You cannot say that. Your book is so 
factually correct and then you go into this 
esoteric New-Age vibe that you felt Wallis’ 
pleasure.’ I’m sorry, but that is the truth of 
what I felt.” Wallis, Duchess of Windsor, 
honorary HRH, grateful from beyond 
the grave for some good PR at last – fair 
enough.

And the case of Camilla, another reviled 
Duchess, gives Pasternak hope. “Yes, 
there are the Diana fans who are still very 
against Camilla, but on the whole [the 
palace has] absolutely reversed her public 
image with a very strategic and careful 
campaign. I want the same to be true for 
Wallis.”

You can only wish her good luck with 
that. l
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WALLIS SIMPSON

UNTITLED: The Real Wallis Simpson, Duchess of 
Windsor, by Anna Pasternak, (HarperCollins, $35)

Boris Pasternak’s 
muse was imprisoned, 
miscarried her lover’s 
child and spent years 
in the Gulag. 

Olga Ivinskaya and her 
lover, Boris Pasternak, 
c1957; the poster for the 
1965 fi lm of his book.

PMCA licensed copy. You may not
further copy, reproduce, record,
retransmit, sell, publish, distribute,
share or store this information
without the prior written consent of
the Print Media Copyright Agency.
Phone +64-4-4984488 or email
info@pmca.co.nz for further
information.

Listener, New Zealand
20 Apr 2019, by Diana Wichtel

General News, page 28 - 2,882.00 cm²
Magazines Lifestyle - circulation 47,976 (-----S-)

ID 1108435870 BRIEF HARPERC(W) INDEX 1 PAGE 5 of 5



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Life has always been difficult for women marrying into England’s royal family.  
 
With the Duke and Duchess of Sussex stepping down from royal life, never has the 
abdication saga of the Windsors been a more poignant echo of history repeating 
itself. 
 
A divorced American woman, Wallis Simpson was not welcomed by 1930s Britain when she 
entered a relationship with King Edward VIII. Rather, she became one of the most vilified 
women of the twentieth century – the opposition against her so fierce that in order to marry 
the woman he loved, Edward was forced to surrender his throne. He didn’t pause to 
consider for a moment that she, not him, would be blamed for his history altering decision. 
 
Hated by the male-run establishment and the royal family for disgracing the throne, Wallis 
has been cemented in history as one of the most destructive forces against the British 
Monarchy. But was she really a conniving social climber? Or simply the love of Edward’s 
life?  
 
In this intimate retelling of their love story, Anna Pasternak looks at how twisted gossip and 
public distrust has always haunted women who dare to fall for an English Royal. From 
Edward and Wallis’s first meeting, through their whirlwind courtship to the drama of the 
abdication and their final listless years in exile, Pasternak - using fresh insider accounts -  
looks deep into the life and legacy of one of the most misjudged characters in British royal 
history.  
 
Finally, Wallis has been given her authentic voice. 
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great-grandfather was Leonid, the impressionist painter and her great-
uncle was Boris, the Nobel prize winning novelist.  She was educated at 
Christ Church, Oxford and is the author of a number of books, including 
the best-selling Princess in Love and most recently Lara, the critically 
acclaimed biography of Boris Pasternak’s lover and muse, Olga Ivinskaya. 
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Meghan is proving to be at 
the moment. Wallis contained 
her agonies with laudable 
strength, whereas Meghan 
lets her displeasure be known. 
You don’t last the course in the 
royal family by doing that. 

Has the book proved 
controversial?
There has been backlash, of 
course. I have been astonished 
by the way that a certain 
generation of people – lets say, 
people in their 70s and 80s – 
are totally unwilling to accept 
another view. They’re dogged 
in their insistence that this 
woman must be the wicked 
witch of the piece.

I always rather naively 
thought that history was 
objective, but it’s not! My 
research shows that earlier 
historians wanted certain 
things – for example, more 

access to the royal family - so they toed 
the line set by the Queen Mother, who 
hated Wallis. It takes a bit of courage to 
say “no, you’ve all been following this 
path because it suits you, but it isn’t the 
truth.” 

Did the book have a personal 
meaning for you?
When I finished the book, I went to 
Frogmore House and put flowers on 
Wallis’s grave. When she was alive, 
she doubted that anyone would leave 
flowers for her, because she had no 
relatives, and she knew that none of her 
friends would have access to Frogmore. 
So it was a real pilgrimage for me, and as 
I knelt before her grave I made her the 
pledge that I was going to do everything 
in my power to reverse and transform 
the narrative around her. 

When I finished the book I experienced 
a kind of postnatal depression. I missed 
Wallis! I would have loved to have been 
a friend of hers; I think she’d have made 
a super girlfriend. It makes me happy to 
think that with every book I sell, another 
person can look at Wallis differently. I feel 
delighted about that.

n Anna Pasternak is 
the New York Times 
bestselling author of 
Princess in Love and 
Lara. She’s also the 
great niece of Boris 
Pasternak, author of 
Doctor Zhivago. 
She’ll be discussing 
Untitled at Henley 
Literary Festival 
on 28 September. 
Henleyliteraryfestival.
co.uk
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In 1936, Edward VIII renounced the 
crown for the woman he loved – in so 
doing, changing the course of British 

history. 83 years later, Wallis Simpson 
is still viewed by some as a calculating 
social climber, a sophisticated temptress 
and a Nazi sympathiser – even as a 
hermaphrodite. But has history treated 
her unfairly? Ahead of her appearance at 
Henley Literary Festival, Anna Pasternak 
tells Alice Cairns about her new, 
sympathetic biography - Untitled: The 
Real Wallis Simpson, Duchess of Windsor. 

Why Wallis Simpson?
I’ve decided that I want to spend my 
career rehabilitating the women that 
history has treated badly. One of the 
many myths about Wallis Simpson is that 
she pushed for the abdication. Nothing 
could be further from the 
truth. She is historically 
written off as the villain 
of the piece when she is 
clearly the victim.

When I started to 
approach people who knew 
Wallis, I expected doors 
to slam in my face. In fact, 
what I heard again and 
again was “I am only going 
to speak to you if you’re 
going to be positive.” I was shocked!

Why are women so often 
misremembered and maligned 
by history?
The simple answer is that most of the 
history books have been written by 
men. Academics on the whole are only 
interested in facts: the cold, raw details. 
I’m not an academic, and I don’t like 
being described as a historian. What 
I’m interested in is emotion, colour and 
detail, because that’s what brings the 
past alive. It’s so easy to write off female 
figures in history without taking the time 
to unpick their psychological armour and 
discover their vulnerabilities. 

When you think of Wallis Simpson, 
you think of the severe hair and the 
immaculate dress sense. But when 
you look at photos of her before she 

Fit for a 
KING

met Edward, she has a softer, more 
traditionally feminine style. As her 
relationship with Edward became more 
complicated, she developed this severe 
way of dressing, and had her hair knitted 
in that strange hairstyle, almost as a 
defence mechanism, because she felt so 
mutilated by a world that reviled her. 

What drew Edward to Wallis?
She was incredibly honest with him, 

witty, sharp and funny – a 
breath of fresh air when 
compared to fawning 
British beauties. Nowadays, 
we tend to think of her as 
austere, cold, and rather 
masculine. In fact, she 
was a nurturing friend, a 
wonderful hostess and a 
whizz at interior design. 
She desperately wanted to 
be a mother, but she and 

Edward were both infertile; that shared 
sadness drew them together. Then after 
the abdication it was very much them 
against the rest of the world. 

Did your opinion of Edward 
change?
My view of him became more 
complicated. I found him weak and 
needy, but in other ways I also found 
him passionate and courageous for 
sticking to the woman he loved. He’s a 
complex character.

Do you think comparisons 
between the Duchess of Sussex 
and Wallis Simpson are fair?
They are both modern, well-educated 
American women who’ve entered an 
ancient British institution. But I think 
Wallis was a lot more dignified than 

❝ Most of the 
history books 

have been 
written by men 

❞

Anna Pasternak  
tells Alice Cairns why  

Wallis Simpson  
deserves a second look
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The Windsors’ fate is a cautionary tale of lives unfulfilled

P rince Harry may not be 
king, but the news that he 
and the Duchess of Sussex 
want to step down as senior 
royals has created a bitter 
echo of Edward VIII’s 

abdication in 1936 to marry American 
divorcee, Wallis Simpson – a seismic 
blow that left the House of Windsor 
open-mouthed and reeling.

That the Sussexes want to leave the 
monarchical strictures of the Firm to 
create a life in semi-exile – living 
between the UK and North America 
– bears many of the hallmarks of that 
saga more than 80 years ago.

A prince rejects his family for the 
love of his American wife and leaves 
the country with her. Two brothers, 
once united, are torn apart due to their 
conflicting spousal loyalties. Just as 
Edward and his brother Bertie – 
failsafe brothers-in-arms growing up 
– fell out over the former’s decision to 
put his wife before his country, there 
is now a rift of enmity between 
William and Harry, highlighting their 
different family loyalties.

Like Harry, an adored young prince 
whom we all took to our hearts, the 
dashing Prince of Wales had the status 
of a movie star in the 1920s. If Diana, 
Princess of Wales, was the People’s 
Princess, worshipped by the masses, 
Edward was the People’s Prince. 

Commentary

By Anna Pasternak

“He was a golden-haired, blue-eyed, 
debonair Prince Charming, the most 
famous celebrity in the world, who 
seemed a Raphael angel grown up,” 
said society hostess Elsa Maxwell in 
1920. Fashion editor Diana Vreeland 
agreed: “He was the Golden Prince.” 
Men were equally beguiled. Senior 
Palace courtier Alan Lascelles, later a 
fierce critic of the former king, gushed 
in 1921 that the heir to the throne was 
“the most attractive man I ever met”.

When news of Edward’s affair with 
Mrs Simpson – two years his junior, 
with two living husbands – broke from 
under a media blackout in 1936, the 
country felt betrayed and abandoned. 
It seemed unfathomable, when the 
Prince of Wales could have had any 
beauty he desired, that he was smitten 
with Wallis, an unconventional 
looking American. When he gave up 
“the greatest throne in history”, as 
Churchill called it, she immediately 
became the scapegoat.

The well-worn view is that Wallis 
alone was responsible for triggering 
the constitutional crisis that almost 
brought down the British monarchy. 
Probably the biggest lie in the fable of 
the abdication is that she lured Edward 
from his destiny: her detractors claim 
that if she had never divorced her 
husband, Ernest Simpson, the 
abdication would not have occurred. 

Yet the truth is she had no intention 
of divorcing Ernest. It was Edward, 
then king, who forced her into this 
untenable position. In the name of his 
needy love, Wallis paid the ultimate 
price – entrapment by a childish 
narcissist who threw the largest 
tantrum in history when he could not 
have the two things he wanted most in 
the world; her and the Crown.

Although Harry was never likely to 
ascend to the throne, this hot-headed 
stamp of petulance feels familiar. 
Apparently aggrieved by the recent 
photograph of the Queen, with her 

Harry’s hot-headed display 
of petulance seems 
familiar – he should learn 
from a bygone royal crisis 
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heirs – Princes Charles, William and 
George – he felt sidelined. His rift with 
William is due to the fact that Harry 
does not feel that Meghan was 
sufficiently celebrated and welcomed 
into the royal fold. Yet who could 
blame William for his concerns, gently 
urging his brother to exercise caution? 
After all, look where we are now.

Decades earlier, Edward was aghast 
and hurt that his family would not 
even receive his adored Wallis. The 
late Queen Mother, then Elizabeth, 
Duchess of York, was furious that 
Edward’s abdication might force her 
highly strung and physically weak 
husband, Bertie, on to the throne, and 
referred to Wallis as “that woman” and 
“the lowest of the low”, ever after.

On Dec 11, after Edward dined with 
his family at Royal Lodge, he drove to 
his old rooms in Windsor Castle, 
where his unforgettable abdication 

speech was broadcast to the nation at 
10pm. In his inimitable voice, he said 
calmly and movingly: “You must 
believe me when I tell you that I have 
found it impossible to carry the heavy 
burden of responsibility and to 
discharge my duties as king, as I wish 
to do, without the help and support of 
the woman I love.”

Unlike Meghan and Harry’s 
wedding, which the entire Royal 
family attended at Windsor Castle, he 
and Wallis married to no fanfare, only 
public fury. A tight, tense affair in a 
French chateau, only seven British 
guests were present at the wedding. 
The event wasn’t even recorded in the 
Court Circular; a deliberate snub to 
the new Duke and Duchess of 
Windsor. The first American Duchess 
was denied use of HRH and the couple 
were banished into exile.

The problem for the Windsors was 
that they had little to give weight to 
their lives. Post-abdication, they lived 
with a laminated form of grief as it 
became clear that their previous 
existence was unrecoverable to them. 
Edward had misguidedly assumed that 
after a cooling-off period, he would be 
allowed back to the UK. It never 
occurred to him that abdication meant 
permanent exile, as there “wasn’t 
room for two kings in one country”.

During the Second World War, he 
was allowed to be the governor of the 
Bahamas, then he settled, disgruntled, 
in France where he lived exempt from 
taxes. The Duchess decided the best 
revenge against her in-laws was a life 
lived well, and the couple became 
major players amid a dazzling, but 
ultimately unfulfilling, café society.

Meghan and Harry will, no doubt, 
initially relish their new status as 
international celebrities, surrounded 
by fawning acolytes in North America. 
But they should see the Windsors’ fate 
as a cautionary tale. The glittering hue 

of semi-royal celebrity has a tawdry 
underbelly; the unsophisticated 
hangers on. Prince Charles once 
described the Windsors’ circle as “the 
most dreadful American guests I have 
ever seen”.

I fear that both Meghan and, 
particularly, Harry will come to regret 
this ill-conceived decision. No doubt, 
courtiers will come down hard upon 
them. You can’t have one foot inside 
the Firm and the other outside. It 
simply doesn’t work. As we’ve seen 
with Prince Andrew, it’s disastrous to 
try and commercialise royal 
connections. If Harry is to follow in 
the footsteps of his great-great uncle, 
he should recall the lesson he learnt 
too late: when it comes to the Royal 
family, you are either all in, or all out.

‘The American Duchess’ by Anna 
Pasternak is published by William 
Collins on Feb 6

‘They lived 
with a 
laminated 
form of grief 
as it became 
clear that 
they could 
not recover 
their 
previous 
existence’

The Duke and 
Duchess of Windsor 
became major 
players in a dazzling 
café society, but 
had little to give 
weight to their lives
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As Wallis found, Meghan’s 
real work begins now
Once the Duke 
of Sussex’s royal 
support network 
falls away, the 
Duchess will find 
she has a new 
role to play, says  
Anna Pasternak

When the Sussexes married 
in May 2018, we wanted to 
believe in happily ever after. 

Prince Harry finding true love was 
cause for celebration and, as a nation, 
we were rooting for the young couple. 

Less than two years later, we 
are faced with the seismic news 
that Harry and Meghan are to 
be semi-detached royals, living 
largely in Canada. This week, the 
Duke performed what may be his 
last official duty as a senior royal, 
laughing with something approaching 
relief as he launched the Rugby League 
World Cup at Buckingham Palace. It 
has also been reported that staff at the 
couple’s Windsor home, Frogmore 
Cottage, have been “redeployed”.

The consensus seems to be that 
this partial abdication proves the 
immortal phrase reported at the time 
of their nuptials: “What Meghan wants, 
Meghan gets.” Reluctant to be a silent 
ribbon-cutter, “progressive” Meghan 
appears determined to have it all. She 
wants her modern marriage and her 
royal husband on her terms – and her 
terrain, having previously lived in 
Toronto while filming Suits. 

But if history has taught us anything, 
it’s that the real work will now begin for 
Meghan. When Edward VIII abdicated 
to marry Wallis Simpson in 1936, he 
never paused to consider the complex 
emotional implications the decision 
would have for his wife. More prescient 
than him, Wallis – who burst into tears 
at the first mention of abdication – 
could see that she would be blamed in 
perpetuity for stealing a popular king 
from his throne and almost destroying 
the monarchy. The relationship that 
began as a thrilling coup de foudre for 
the former ruler became a Faustian 
pact for his wife.

Meghan should look to her 
predecessor – the first American 
Duchess – to see that, once Harry’s 
royal support network falls away, she 
will have a new role to play. 

Suddenly, without his family and 
roster of royal duties – everything 
that has given structure and meaning 
to his life – Harry’s sense of purpose 
will demand detailed attention from 
his wife. While Meghan will be 
inundated with exciting opportunities, 
his future is far less certain. He appears 
to have admirably put Meghan’s 
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happiness first while she settled into 
his world; now, it will have to be the 
other way around. 

The onus will be on her to ensure 
that this monumental sacrifice has 
been worth it. She may well find, as 
Wallis did, that this becomes onerous. 
The “us against the world” mantra fast 
exposes any relationship flaws and 
requires a backbone of committed steel 
not to buckle. 

For Wallis and Edward, there 
remained a seam of guilt that underlay 
their marriage. He had turned her into 
the most hated woman in the world, 
while she felt responsible for taking 
him away from his country. Their 
marriage became an overcompensation 
for this. It had to work; they couldn’t 
let a sacrifice of such monumental 
proportions be in vain. 

Once the banished couple settled in 
Paris, it began to sink in that the Duke 
– then not much older than 35-year-
old Harry – had nothing to do. Idle 
restlessness gave him time to nurse his 
grievances against his family and dwell 
on injustices.

While Wallis filled his life as much 
as she could, neither had anticipated 
a life of obscurity. She told the writer 
Gore Vidal: “I remember like yesterday 
the morning after we married and I 
woke up and there was David standing 
beside my bed with this innocent smile, 
saying: ‘And now what do we do?’ My 
heart sank. Here was someone whose 
every day had been arranged for him 
all his life and now I was the one who 
was going to take the place of the entire 
British government, trying to think up 
things to do.”

Harry may not be a king renouncing 
the throne, but Meghan will have to 
be similarly diligent towards a man 
who, rather like his great-great-uncle, 
does not seem to be as emotionally 
resourceful as his wife. In France, 
Wallis immediately created a life for 
herself. The Duke’s empty existence 
consisted of trawling after her. 

Each evening, she would have 
French lessons. In the course of 
researching my book, I met the 
daughter of Wallis’s French teacher, 
who said how bright and lively she had 
been. How keen to learn French, unlike 
the Duke, who never spoke a word of 
the language. Instead, he would whine 
that, during her lessons, “he had no one 

to talk to”. 
Every day, a programme for the 

Duke was put on the table in the hall. 
Pitifully, it detailed which guests were 
coming for lunch and what time his 
golf lesson would be. “None of it was 
important,” said Diana Mosley, the 
couple’s friend, “but all his life he had 
been accustomed to a programme, and 

the Duchess wisely saw to it that he 
should have one.” 

While it is unlikely that Harry will 
trail around after Meghan in such 
a needy, claustrophobic manner – 
fortunately, they have baby Archie to 
further occupy them – he will rely on 
her more heavily than before. She will 
be responsible for his social circle, 
as it will be her friends that they mix 
with. Already, it has been reported 
that the couple spent Christmas with 
the Duchess’s best friend, Jessica 
Mulroney, and her family. 

Let’s hope that Meghan has the 
patience and fortitude of Wallis. The 
Duchess of Windsor had to cocoon 
the Duke from the mundane aspects 
of non-regal life. Like all royals, he 
had never carried cash, so she took 
care of all payments to tradesmen 
and oversaw the domestic side. She 
reined in his overzealous purchases 
of everything from Thermos bottles 
to boxes of thermometers, the former 
king still in the mindset of buying 
bulk for his many palaces.  

Where Meghan is blessed – but 
does not seem to fully appreciate 
it – is that the Royal family has tried 
to accommodate her. Poor Wallis had 
to endure not only exclusion by her 
in-laws, but from the world at large. 

Yet unlike Meghan – whose own 
father may testify against her in court, 
over a claim that a tabloid newspaper 
unlawfully published one of her 
private letters to him – Wallis knew 
the importance of family. It caused 
her unbearable pain that their exile 
separated Edward from his mother, 
Queen Mary. In 1942, when Edward 
was governor of the Bahamas, his 
brother, the Duke of Kent, was killed 
in a plane crash in Scotland. Edward 
was consumed with grief. Wallis 
watched his agonies helplessly. 

It was poignant that, earlier that 
year, she had attempted to make “one 
last try to reach his mother and heal 

the breach between them”. She wrote 
a generous-spirited letter to Queen 
Mary, explaining: “It has always 
been a source of sorrow and regret 
to me that I have been the cause 
of any separation between mother 
and son and I can’t help feeling that 
there must be moments, perhaps, 
however fleeting they may be, when 
you wonder how David is.” The sweet 
missive received no reply.

The love affair between Edward 
and Wallis was a story of devotion 
and a heart-rending chronicle of the 
consequences of sacrifice – his in 
giving up the throne for the woman 
he adored, but also hers in having to 
put her husband’s needs first for the 
duration of their 35-year marriage. 

It remains to be seen if Meghan 
has the selflessness to place Harry’s 
happiness ahead of her own. Family 
may be fraught, but exile illustrates 
that no man – and no marriage – is 
an island.

The American Duchess by Anna 
Pasternak is published by William 
Collins on Feb 6. Order now for £9.99 
at books.telegraph.co.uk or call 0844 
871 1514

The love 
affair 
began as 
a thrilling 
coup de 
foudre 
for the 
former 
ruler, but 
became a 
Faustian 
pact for 
his wife
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Harry appears to 
have put Meghan’s 
happiness first; now 
it will be her turn
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History repeating: 
the Duke and 
Duchess of 
Sussex, left, 
could learn from 
the experience 
of the Duke 
and Duchess of 
Windsor, pictured 
in 1966, far 
left. The Duke 
of Sussex at 
possibly his last 
engagement as a 
senior royal,  
below left
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Life with Wallis: 
‘I saw her pain and 
sacrifice every day’
For years, Johanna 
Schütz was the 
Windsors’ private 
secretary. Here, she 
tells Anna Pasternak 
how the Duchess 
dealt with the ‘dark 
forces’ that haunted 
the royal couple

that if I looked awful, they would not 
want to employ me.” 

The couple had met Schütz’s sister, 
secretary to Bolivian tin king, Antenor 
Patino, who suggested Johanna as the 
Windsors’ secretary. Multilingual, well-
bred and fun, the Schütz sisters bought 
pastel-coloured Courrèges mini dresses 
and turned up to the Windsors’ Parisian 
mansion for tea. “Look, darling,” Wallis 
called out to Edward, “spring has 
come.”

It was Wallis who won a sceptical 
Schütz over. “She had this hypnotic 
charm. She wasn’t beautiful, but she 
had the most mesmerising blue eyes. 
The Duke was polite and gracious, but 
it was the Duchess who was brilliant. 
Everyone always said that the Duchess 

As the Duke and Duchess of 
Sussex settle into their new life 
in Canada, comparisons with the 

Duke and Duchess of Windsor, exiled 
in France after the 1936 abdication, are 
inevitable. The difference is that while 
Wallis Simpson was roundly reviled for 
her part in the crisis, she never wanted 
Edward VIII to renounce the throne 
– and desperately wanted him to stay 
in the Royal family – while Meghan 
appears to want Prince Harry out. 

Probably the last person alive who 
knew the Windsors intimately was 
their private secretary for eight years, 
Johanna Schütz. When researching my 
biography of Wallis Simpson, I tried to 
contact Swiss Ms Schütz, to no avail. 
Deeply private, she has never given a 

press interview, keeping this iconic 
couple’s secrets close. You can imagine 
my delight, when, after reading my 
book, she contacted me because I had 
“captured the Duchess perfectly”. She 
wanted to give me some exclusive 
historical facts for my paperback.

Now in her late seventies, Schütz has 
the zeal of a woman decades younger. 
The minute I met her at Gibraltar 
Airport – she has a holiday home in 
southern Spain – I liked her. Bright, 
kind and gloriously eccentric, she 
told me that the first time she met the 
Windsors, as a 26-year-old in 1969, she 
went to Galeries Lafayette in Paris and 
bought a “black wig” to hide her mane 
of brown hair. Why? “Because I knew 
that they were so stylish and thought 
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infatuated the Duke, but why would 
he have stayed with her if she wasn’t 
exceptional?” 

Schütz became the daughter the 
Windsors never had. After the Duke 
died in 1972, Johanna ate every meal 
with Wallis, regularly accompanying 
her by boat to America. “I couldn’t 
replace the Duke, but I could support 
the Duchess, which was a pleasure,” she 
recalls. “The Duchess had the best chef 

Continued on page 26

in Paris, the best food and wine. She 
was the most perfect and interesting 
hostess. I had a wonderful time.”

Schütz saw them as a couple 
steadfastly united. “When I arrived, 
the Duke was 76. His hip was bad, 
so he always took the elevator 
downstairs. Every time the Duchess 
went out, I had to call his valet, 
Sydney, beforehand. The Duke was 
always waiting for her when she 
descended the stairs. He walked 
her to the front door, to tell her how 
much he would miss her. When she 
returned, he would be waiting to 
say: ‘Darling, I’m so happy to have 
you back.’ His love for her really 
impressed me until his last breath.” 

But wasn’t this choking adoration 
too much? “She never humiliated 
him in public or put him down at 
home, as people said. But sometimes 
she pushed him away, as she was 
suffocated by him. I could understand 
why she had not wanted to marry 
him. He trapped her, no question.” 

Schütz witnessed Wallis’s sacrifice: 
“She kept her pain inside. She tried 
every day to appease the Duke, who 
was always negative about the Royal 
family. Until the Queen came.” 

The visit she describes to the 
Windsors’ Bois de Boulogne home, 10 
days before the Duke died on May 28 
1972, was fictionally portrayed in The 
Crown, with the Duke seen showing 

‘I could understand 
why she had not 
wanted to marry him. 
He trapped her’
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Exile: the Windsors at their home near 
Paris in 1955, above. Johanna Schütz 
with the Duchess and the Duke’s private 
secretary, John Utter, in 1974, left
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the Queen letters from Prince Charles 
about Camilla. She says the Queen, 
the Duke of Edinburgh and Prince 
Charles came together, after a day 
racing at Longchamps, because they 
knew the Duke was dying, and to 
thank him for recently establishing a 
Prince of Wales Foundation. (No 
official records are believed to exist of 
a Prince of Wales Foundation that has 
any link to the Duke of Windsor, nor 
of the Queen’s meeting with her uncle 
in Paris shortly before his death.) 
“That visit was historic and healing,” 
she tells me. “It was very important 
because the Duke always said that he 
loved the Queen.”

Indeed, Schütz says the Duke had 
bequeathed everything, once the 
Duchess died, back to the Royal 
family. “I had a copy of the will. The 
Windsors wanted all their money, 
jewellery, paintings, artefacts to be 
returned to Britain.”

Had this loyal gesture taken place, 
might it have helped turn the 
negative press that the Windsors have 
endured for the past 40 years? It 
would certainly have been immensely 
restorative to the royals’ frosty 
relations with Wallis, once she was 
widowed. Tragically, however, the 
Duke’s wishes were obliterated by the 
darkest force to enter the Duchess’s 
life. A year after he died, the 
Windsors’ Parisian lawyer, Maître 
Suzanne Blum, whose husband had 
been their French lawyer since 1946 
until his death in 1965, persuaded 
Wallis to let her take over their affairs. 

This Machiavellian woman fuelled 
Wallis’s worst fears of penury and had 
a despotic hold over the Duchess, 
who was “utterly grief-stricken” after 
the Duke’s death. According to 
Schütz, Blum loathed the British and 
wanted everything in Wallis’s will to 
go to the French. “Blum really 
threatened the Duchess,” she recalls. 
“She told her that the French 
government would make her leave 
the house [where the Windsors lived 
rent- and tax-free] unless she 
bequeathed everything to the Louis 
Pasteur Institute. She was totally 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 25
menacing.” Schütz did her best to fulfil 
the Duke’s desires – “I had a huge box 
of diamond insignias from the Emperor 
of India, which we gave back to the 
royal household” – and it was thanks to 
her that the entire correspondence 
between Edward and Wallis was saved. 
This haunting collection of love letters 
that documented the turbulent times 
they endured was presented to Schütz 
by the Windsors’ butler, George. 

“He came to me in 1976 with this 
large box filled with all their letters. He 
said that the Duchess wanted me to 
burn them. I said: ‘We can’t burn this. 
This is history.’ [But] Blum got hold of 
the letters and as soon as the Duchess 
was dead, had them published. The 
Duchess never wanted that.”

Despite her ostracism, Wallis still 
“wanted all her jewellery to go back to 
Britain”, insists Schütz. Poignantly, 
Edward stated in his will that he never 
wanted any piece of jewellery that he 
had had made for the Duchess to be 
sold or worn by another woman. 

“They were for her and her alone,” 
said Schütz. Many pieces had personal 
inscriptions such as “Hold tight” or 
“We are ours now”, as with her 
engagement ring. Yet Blum defied the 
Duke’s wishes. A year after Wallis died 
in 1986, the entire collection was sold at 
Sotheby’s for £31 million; the proceeds 
going to the Pasteur Institute. 

If the Duchess’s precious jewels had 
returned to the royal fold, again, British 
antipathy might have softened. 

Schütz did try to intervene. In 1975, 
she had planned to take Wallis to live in 
New York, in the Waldorf Towers. “We 
were all set to go, then the Duchess 
suffered a perforated ulcer because 
Blum had worried her so much. After 
that, she was too ill to travel or impose 
her wishes.”

Blum imprisoned Wallis; her friends 
were banned from seeing her and her 
health swiftly deteriorated under her 
lawyer’s perverse control. “I informed 
Sir Martin Charteris and asked him to 
send a doctor and a lawyer to do a new 
will,” says Schütz. “The Queen’s lawyer 
came to Paris with a doctor and Blum 
wouldn’t let them through the door.” 
According to Schütz, the nurses hired 
by Blum started “drugging the Duchess”. 

Meanwhile, Blum stripped the 
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Parisian mansion, selling off its 
beautiful treasures. “The Duchess 
would say, ‘Why don’t we go down and 
have dinner in the library?’ I had to say, 
‘You are too frail. It’s not heated.’ Any 
excuse so she didn’t see the truth.” 

It was reported that Schütz was 
dismissed by Blum in 1978 on the 
grounds that she was “unstable”; in 
fact, she says, she was offered a new 
contract, which she refused to sign, as 
she would only work for the Duchess, 
not Blum. She finally left when Wallis, 
senile and emaciated, no longer 
recognised her. The Duchess died, 
pitiful and alone, eight years later. 
“She suffered so much. It was 
heartbreaking for me,” says Schutz. 
“The only way I coped was to close 
that part of my life down.” 

She dismisses current comparisons 
between Meghan and Wallis. 
“Meghan doesn’t come close to the 
Duchess in terms of style or 
sophistication,” she sniffs.

Schütz, who, like Wallis, has no 
children, but an adoring lifelong 
French partner called Jean, 
concludes: “It’s all a pity. If only the 
Royal family had known her. The 
Duchess was a wonderful woman.” 

The American Duchess by Anna 
Pasternak is published by William 
Collins on Thursday. Buy now for £9.99 
at books.telegraph.co.uk or call 0844 
871 1514

‘Meghan doesn’t come 
close to the Duchess 
in terms of style or 
sophistication’

‘She was 
told that 
the 
French 
would 
make her 
leave the 
house 
unless she 
left it all 
to France’

Haunted: it was 
thanks to Johanna 
Schütz, main, that 
letters between 
Edward and Wallis, 
above, and his 
diamond insignias 
were saved
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Top chefs: Schütz 
with the Duchess, 
above. After the 
Duke died in 1972, 
Johanna ate every 
meal with Wallis 
and describes the 
best food and wine
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EDITOR’S
LETTER

EDITOR’S
PICKS

I had one of my best family 
holidays ever recently. And 
it didn’t involve getting 

on a plane. It did involve 
a tiny two-up, two-down, 
16th-century cottage carved 
into a Welsh hillside with no 
central heating and enough 
hot water to run one bath 

(daily). Each morning, we would plan a peak 
to summit (Pen y Fan being the highest) or 
a trail to follow. We’d return – husband, dog 
and two children (six and nine), happily tired 
and suitably muddy – to our cottage before 
it got too dark to fi nd (we had to park our car 
500m up a hillside to avoid it being stuck) to share 
the bath, toast Welsh cakes and sip tea, before 
playing games in front of the fi re and rediscovering 
a love of Fawlty Towers (Manuel had my six year old 
in stitches). I felt most decidedly happy and I put 
this down to being outside in nature, walking for 
hours in some of the most wondrous countryside 

and having uninterrupted time with my 
family. This anecdote is a rather circuitous, but 
pertinent, route to introducing you to this year’s 
travel issue, whose lead feature is Peter Hughes’ 
holidaying without getting on a plane (p95). 

We don’t need to mention the obvious 
requirement to re-evaluate the way we travel 

and spend our leisure time – it’s buzzing 
all around us, or raging in the case of 

Australia. Nor are we here to preach 
– after all, travel, discovery and 
adventure are intrinsic to us and it 

would stunt us should it ever be denied, 
but change needs to be happen and fast. 

The joy of my Welsh break proves that the 
ingredients of a holiday don’t always necessitate 
a fl ight. The rise in UK staycations, train travel 
or offsetting schemes are proof enough, but if 
you do want to get away, there are places where 
your footprint can make less of an impact: take 
Bhutan, it’s the world’s only carbon-negative 
country. How? By policy making based on 
Gross National Happiness not Gross Domestic 
Product, with environmental protection at its 

core. Oh, what a lot we could learn (p111).  
US hotel designer and ‘starchitect’, Bill Bensley, also 

puts environmentalism and low carbon impact at the 
heart of each and every one of his projects, without 
sacrifi cing the comfort and experience of the best 
hospitality in the world. Whether it’s zip-lining into Shinta 
Mani Wild, deep in the Cambodian rainforest, or cosying 
up in a treehouse at the Rosewood in Luang Prabang, 
Laos, Bensley’s hotels stand 
out for their commitment 
to sustainability, no green-
washing guaranteed (p90).
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THE AMERICAN DUCHESS 

Anna Pasternak 

BROADCAST COVERAGE 

On the news that the Duke and Duchess of Sussex were stepping down from royal duties, 

Anna was interviewed widely across national broadcast media discussing the extraordinary 

parallels with the abdication and the fact that history is repeating itself. 
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