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Preface to the 2012 reissue of The Duchess of Windsor

The Duchess of Windsor was published in June 1996 to mark the centenary of its subject, an anniversary which was otherwise little noticed. During the 1980s I had written five books about the Duke and Duchess of Windsor under the aegis of their formidable Paris lawyer-executor Maître Suzanne Blum, which dealt with various aspects of the Duchess’s life from the moment she met the future King Edward VIII in 1931, up to his death in 1972. These books were frankly intended to put forward the Windsors’ point of view, but made use of a wealth of original documentary and illustrative material which cast much new light on their story and their personalities. As the centenary approached, I felt there was room for a new, short biography of Wallis incorporating the revelations about her contained in my previous works and illustrated by some of the interesting unknown photographs of her which Maître Blum had confided to me.

Weidenfeld & Nicolson (which had published three of the five earlier books) were eager to commission me to write this biography, but warned that, if it was to have any hope of success, I would have to find some new angle – it would not be enough to rehash facts about her which were already known. In fact, I did have an angle in mind – though not one which was easy to express in words. During the early 1980s, when I had in effect been a member of the ‘court’ of the widowed Duchess, then living in Paris as a bedridden invalid, I had heard it said by her lawyer and her butler, both of whom had known her for decades and were devoted to her, that there was an element of gender confusion about her. I had also been told by a distinguished consultant psychiatrist, Dr John Randell of the Charing Cross Hospital, that colleagues of his had once examined her and discovered her to be essentially male. All these people were dead, so I could not ask them exactly what they had meant; but what they had implied was, it seemed to me, of some importance in assessing her life. For if there was any truth in what they said, then she was presumably not conditioned for lovemaking in the conventional sense; and this confirmed what I had long believed – that the ‘skills’ she is said to have possessed with regard to men were psychological rather than physical, and that her famous ‘affair’ with the man born to be king, which was to have such momentous consequences, was not overtly sexual but in the nature of a role-playing relationship. 

I thought long and hard before taking the plunge. Would writing such things amount to a breach of trust? Did I really know what I was talking about? But the Duchess had been dead for ten years, and had left behind her no heirs or even close friends; there was no one to mind or take offence. And the notion that the Duchess might not have been fully female seemed to explain so much about her, and to be of genuine historical significance. So at various points of the book I floated the theory, albeit tentatively. There was however nothing tentative about the newspaper serial in the Daily Mail, which kicked off with the banner headline: ‘WAS SHE A MAN?’ The rest of the media then indulged in an orgy of sceptical hilarity. Consequently the book sold well, but I was left looking rather foolish.

Too late, I heard from a colleague of the late Dr Randell what he had meant – that the Duchess may have been subject to a condition known as Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome or AIS. Those who have this condition, which is far more common than one might suppose, are women, yet genetically male. They have a female appearance, which tends however to be rather square and angular; they possess female sexual organs, but of an incomplete nature; they often have dominating personalities. A later biographer of the Duchess, Anne Sebba, went to some trouble to investigate this possibility, consulting some of the leading authorities on AIS: reading about the Duchess and studying photographs of her, they agreed that it was probable that she had belonged to this group. What I wrote may not, therefore, have been such a joke as it appeared at the time.

In any case, the ‘sex angle’ only accounts for about one per cent of the text, which still strikes me as a very fair summary of the life of this remarkable woman; and I am glad that it is now being reissued on the fortieth anniversary of the death of the man who gave up a throne for her.


Michael Bloch

May 2012


Preface

1996 is an apt year to remember the Duchess of Windsor. It will be ten years since her death on 24 April, and a hundred years since her birth on 19 June. 20 January commemorates the sixtieth anniversary of Edward VIII’s accession to the British throne, which he dreamt of sharing with her, while 11 December will mark sixty years since he gave up that throne, against her wishes, in order to marry her.

Moreover, it seems possible that the Prince and Princess of Wales will divorce in 1996. Things have indeed come full circle since 1936, when the main objection to King Edward’s marrying the woman he loved lay in the fact of her having been the innocent party in two divorce cases. It is hard to remember that, fifty years ago, no divorced person could hold senior office under the crown; forty years ago, Princess Margaret was unable to marry Peter Townsend largely because he had been divorced; and little more than twenty years ago, Lord Harewood was not allowed to attend the funeral of his uncle the Duke of Windsor (of whom he had been fond) as he had divorced and remarried some years earlier. Since then, the Queen’s sister has divorced; her daughter has divorced and remarried; and her two elder sons, having wedded daughters of divorced parents, now seem set to put an end to their marriages. Fortunately for all concerned, their divorce proceedings are unlikely to involve any formal enquiries into questions of marital fidelity, as would probably have been the case sixty years ago.

During their marriage, the Windsors (and especially the Duchess) were widely regarded as leading a somewhat disreputable life; but as one surveys the current scene, how respectable they seem! They were happily and faithfully married for thirty-five years, throughout which time he remained deeply in love with her, and she devoted herself to his comfort and well-being. Long before the British tabloids got to work on the Royal Family, the Duke and Duchess were viciously attacked in the American popular press for almost everything they did or did not do; but they withstood this criticism bravely and it never affected their marriage. And how innocent now appear the things for which they were criticized – the globe-trotting, the association with film stars and other celebrities, the efforts (not unsuccessful) to keep up a royal style on a limited income. They had some reason for regarding the British Establishment as ‘the enemy’, but never lost their sense of humour, and when interviewed on BBC television in 1970, virtually confined themselves to discussing their domestic happiness.

This book does not aim to be a comprehensive biography of the Duchess, but I have tried to capture something of her personality, explain the main episodes of her much-misunderstood life, and to touch on certain aspects which may lead to a better knowledge of her. I have not burdened it with source notes, but have drawn on the Windsor correspondence which I published in the 1980s, and have mentioned in the short bibliography the other works from which I have quoted or to which I have referred.

I am grateful to the many people who helped me when I was writing about the Windsors in the 1980s, and particularly to the late Maître Suzanne Blum, a much-missed friend. More recent debts which I gratefully acknowledge are to Leo Abse, Ariane Bankes, Andrew and Jackie Best, Stephen Carroll, Ronald Clark, Graham Crowden, Jean-Pierre Dagorne, Jason Davies, Michael Dover, Susie Dowdall, Robert Elliott, Jonathan Fryer, Ronald Irving, James Lees-Milne, Robbie and Glyn Macdonald, Professor R.B. McDowell, Gordon McKenzie, Annette Rémond, Peter Robinson, Royce and Morar Ryton, Anne Seagrim, Florian Stahmer, Chris Townsend, Moray Watson, Wynyard Wilkinson and Antony Wood; to Jane Mays of the Daily Mail and Alexandra Rhodes of Sotheby’s, for making available photographs reproduced herein; to Edith Stokes and all at Mount Pleasant; to the manager and staff of the Savoy Hotel, Madeira; and to my parents.

Michael Bloch

20 January 1996


I have always had the courage for the new things that life sometimes offers.…

Wallis Simpson to her Aunt Bessie, 4 May 1936
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I should … be tempted to classify her as An American Woman par excellence, were it not for the suspicion that she is not a woman at all.…

James Pope-Hennessy on the Duchess of Windsor, January 1958
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